The Sacred Cow
February 2017

The Sacred Cow

Editing Editor:
Jesse Mast
Poetry Sarahs:
Sarah Stoltzfus Allen
Sarah Mast Garber
Quality Control Editors:
Jason Ropp
Jared Stutzman

Vol. 6 No. 1
February 2017

Layout: Jesse Graber
Cover Photo: Brian Barbeito

FICTION
5 Reveille
By Karl Harshbarger

POETRY
6 Japanese Festival

POETRY
16

of the Full Moon

Made In Heaven
By Dennis Trujillo

By Carol Hamilton

9

17

Inspiration
By Adreyo Sen

7 Rain

Sunday Mass
By Jan Ball

By Alice King

12

19

Isn’t That What Life Is All
About?
By Connie Bedgood Williams

8 Surf

The Knowledge of the Queen,
chapters Four and Five

10 Planting Cone-Flower Seeds
By Jan Ball

27

Getting In Tune
By Andrew Hubbard

By Alexander Jones

36

chapters Eight and Nine
By Andrew Sharp

Observations on the Subway
By Dennis Trujillo

11 They Said . . .
Gunpowder Trails,

Sacred Cow Publishing Company
10775 Memory Road
Harrington, DE 19952

By Thom Young

By Juan Ersatzman

25

Contact:
tscmagazine@gmail.com
facebook.com/sacredcowmagazine
google.com/+Sacredcowmagazine
Twitter: @SacredCowMag

By Michael Bates

20
13

Fitting Passage

Website:
www.sacredcowmagazine.com

15 Carta
By TS Hidalgo

Thinking of My Mother
Growing Old
By Steven Sher

Sign up to receive each edition of the
Sacred Cow via email. Just go to our
website, sacredcowmagazine.com, click
the link to subscribe, and provide
your name and email address. You
may unsubscribe at any time.

3

Contributors
February 2017
Jan Ball has had more than two hundred poems accepted
or published in the U.S., Canada, India and England. These
have appeared in Atlanta Review, Calyx, Connecticut Review,
Main Street Rag and many other journals. She is a member
of The Poetry Club of Chicago. When not writing poetry,
teaching ESL, working with her personal trainer or traveling, she likes to cook with her husband.
Michael Bates is a recently retired international publishing
executive. Although born in the USA, he has lived abroad
most of his professional life in South America and Europe.
Currently he resides in St. Petersburg, Florida, and maintains a web/blogsite of his poetry entitled three by 3. It can
be accessed at michaeljbates.com.
Juan Ersatzman grew up in the green heart of the United
States, but was born on the far side of the border. Always a
bit of an outsider on the inside, he started writing terrible
fiction at age ten.
Carol Hamilton has recent and upcoming publications in
Lousiana Review, Pontiac Review, Sanskrit Literary-Arts Magazine, Poet Lore, U.S.1 Worksheet, The Same, Two Cities Review,
All Roads Lead You Home, The Aurorean, The 3228 Review, Illya’s Honey, Plainsongs and others. She has published seventeen
books: children’s novels, legends and poetry, most recently
Such Deaths from Vac Press Purple Flag Series. She is a former Poet Laureate of Oklahoma and a seven-time Pushcart
Prize nominee.
Karl Harshbarger is an American writer living in Germany.
He has had over ninety publications of his stories in such

magazines as The Atlantic Monthly, Ploughshares, The Iowa
Review, The Antioch Review, The New England Review and The
Prairie Schooner. Two of his stories have been selected for
the list of “Distinguished Stories” in Best American Short
Stories and thirteen have been nominated for the Pushcart
Prize.
TS Hidalgo holds a B.B.A. (Universidad Autónoma de Madrid), an M.B.A. (IE Business School), an M.A. in Creative
Writing (Hotel Kafka) and a Certificate in Management and
the Arts (New York University). His works have been published in magazines in the USA, Canada, U.K., Germany,
South Africa, India and Australia. He has a career in finance
and stock market.
Alexander Jones has short fiction appearing in Akashic
Books, Bastion Magazine and Crack the Spine, among other
publications. His poetry has appeared in Juice Magazine and
his nonfiction has been anthologized by 2Leaf Press. He has
a B.A. in English/Creative Writing from SUNY New Paltz
and works as a metal fabricator. He lives in Jersey City.
Alice King is an English major with a concentration in creative writing at Longwood University. She has previously
been published in Crab Fat Magazine and continues to write
regularly.
Connie Bedgood McWilliams has been published in various magazines and journals. This year her work has appeared
in Good Old Days, Screamin Mamas, Indiana Voice Journal, The
Penman Review and Conceit Magazine. She lives in Texas.

Adreyo Sen received his M.F.A. from Stony Brook, Southampton. His interests lie in magic realism, fantasy and the
Victorian novel.
Andrew Sharp is a journalist who works for a newspaper on
the Eastern Shore of Maryland. He lives in Harrington, Delaware, with his wife and two sons.
Steven Sher is a native of New York City who has lived in
Jerusalem since 2012. He is the author of fourteen books
including, most recently, The House of Washing Hands (Pecan Grove Press, 2014) and Grazing on Stars: Selected Poems
(Presa Press, 2012). He has taught at universities and workshops, and his work has appeared widely since the 1970s.
He continues to lead workshops and lecture in the U.S. and
Israel. He co-edits arc, an Israeli literary journal. More can
be found at stevensher.net.
Dennis Trujillo, from Pueblo, Colorado, is a former U.S.
Army soldier and middle/high school math teacher. In 2010
he spontaneously began writing poetry, not knowing where
the spark came from. He is retired now and temporarily living in South Korea. Recent and upcoming publications are
with 3Elements Review, Atlanta Review, Blast Furnace, KYSO
Flash and SPANK the CARP.
Thom Young is a writer from Texas. His work has been in
The Commonline Journal, 3:AM Magazine, Crack the Spine and
many other places. He was a 2008 Million Writers Award
nominee for his story, “Perico.”

4

Mail

THE SACRED COW

Dear Cow,

Dear Cow,

Reading should be fun, but the style of your publication
makes the reader do all the work. There’s some good stuff in
it, but only if you’re able to find it in the middle of all those
paragraphs. This is not helped by the absence of bold-faced
headings to alert readers of an author’s main points. This is
cause for needless confusion. Furthermore, when it comes
to the titles of pieces, you tend to favor archaic formulas
such as “x of the y,” or simply “The x.” No one does that
anymore. If you’re serious about publishing content online,
a title needs to grab a potential reader immediately. Please
know I’m writing to you out of genuine concern. But when
I tell my friends to read something called The Sacred Cow,
and you don’t have their attention within the first four seconds, it weakens my credibility.

First of all, I love your magazine. Keep it up! Also, I’d like
to ask for some advice. You see, I want to be a writer, and I
have a piece that I’d like to submit to The New Yorker. Do
you know their address?
Beatrice Colby
Warren, Arkansas
Beatrice,
Thanks for the kind compliments. And yes, we do.

Jeff Lander
Shrewsbury, Vermont
Jeff,
This magazine has a cow tail in its logo, and the reason why will
leave you speechless. Its table of contents has seventeen reasons to
keep reading! Number four is amazing! But by the time we got to
page sixteen we were in tears.

Send us mail at tscmagazine@gmail.com, or message us at Facebook.com/sacredcowmagazine.
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From the editors
It seems a lot has happened since we published
our last issue. In light of that, we find it comforting
that some things don’t change, such as the observation we occasionally hear from people who probably
haven’t actually read The Sacred Cow: “Oh, you edit
a literary magazine? How nice.”
Yet here we are with a new issue of The Sacred
Cow. We have new contributors, new pieces; in fact,
you’ll find that none of what we publish in these
pages has been published in our magazine before.
If we’re perfectly honest with ourselves, we have to
admit that this accomplishment feels nice.
This is our thirteenth issue, our baker’s dozenth.
As we all know, a baker’s dozen was originally intended to ensure a baker’s integrity, founded on
the mathematical principle that if someone wants
twelve items and you give him thirteen, somewhere
in that group of thirteen are twelve presumably edible items.
This is not a perfect rule, of course. For instance,
strict observance of the Gregorian calendar leaves
us with twelve months, one of which is so much
shorter than the others that a person can hardly
help feeling cheated. And there’s not much we can
do about it.
If you don’t enjoy football but had to watch the
Super Bowl anyway; or if you’re unattached and
were merely counting down until after Valentine’s
Day when you could buy discounted chocolate for
yourself with no obligation to share; or if you work
at a job that doesn’t close on Presidents’ Day and
doesn’t even offer any special sales, and you’re wondering why we even bother with February at all —
that’s not our fault, but we hope we can help ameliorate some of that with this baker’s dozenth issue.
If this is the first time you’ve picked up The Sacred Cow, we have twelve more issues that we hope
you’ll enjoy. And if you’ve read every one of them,
we trust you’ll find this thirteenth issue as readable
and as nice as all the others.
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Fiction

Reveille
By KARL HARSHBARGER

A

t a little past four in the morning the American
l ieutenant opens the door of the German farmhouse where he rents a room and steps out onto
the flat stones of the hof, or courtyard, and sees
the first glint of red edging along the horizon. From the
kennel near the front of the hof next to a line of trees, the
farmer’s dog begins to bark.
“Stop that,” says the lieutenant into the night.
Other animals, probably cows, have begun to move in the
barn, making muffled, thudding sounds.
The lieutenant walks across the stones past the farmer’s
two tractors, one large and one small, and out towards the
line of trees where he can make out the low-slung outline of
his car. From the barn, more thudding sounds.
The dog continues to bark.
“Quiet!” says the lieutenant.
He is at his car. Beads of moisture point up the long, curved
hood towards the two stubby windshields, then almost disappear along the darkness of the cockpit cover and reappear
on the short shank of the trunk.
He takes out the rag which he brought with him and wipes
the headlights dry, and then goes around behind the trunk
and wipes the taillights dry. Then, the two windshields.
They are not really windshields, or, at least, not like the
windshields of ordinary cars, but two Plexiglas protrusions
to deflect the wind at high speeds.
He reaches over between these windshields and pulls the
zipper of the cockpit cover back towards the trunk, lifts his
side of the cover away from the nubs along the dashboard
and the molding around the steering wheel, and slides that
half of the cover back behind the driver’s seat, leaving the
cover on the passenger’s side intact.
As he lowers himself into the car he is aware the dog is still
barking. But he is more aware of the feeling he now has, the
same feeling he always has when he slides way down into the
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xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
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car, almost to the ground, not only low, but, as it were, swallowed by the car.
He inserts the key in the ignition, turns it, and hears the
whir and click of the fuel pump. When the whirring and
clicking stops, he pushes the starter button and the motor
kicks over, coughs, and takes. He gives the pedal a little stab,
a jerk up to three thousand revs, then lets the motor ease
back to its idling speed. Then he waits, letting the oil warm
up.
The dog keeps barking.
The lieutenant takes off his officer’s cap with its single
golden bar, reaches under the cockpit cover on the passenger’s side, finds his baseball cap and goggles, and puts them
on. He doesn’t put the goggles on over his eyes, but straps
them over the bill of his cap.
To the east the band of red has intensified and to the south
he can now just make out the silhouettes of the distant tops

of the Alps.
He shifts into first, eases out the clutch and the car jerks
forward.
The dog runs back and forth in the kennel barking ever
more wildly.
The lieutenant still isn’t used to that — the jerk as the
clutch engages. One instant he’s not moving and the next
instant he is.
“Stop that!” he shouts one last time at the dog, and pulls out
between the trees and onto the little farm lane.
Again, as every morning, he discovers the steering, how
the car steadies to the slightest touch on the wheel. Also the
hard ride, the headlights jarring and shifting in front of him.
And, again, the way he sits down so close to the road, seemingly only inches above the ground.
He doesn’t speed. Not that he couldn’t, of course. This ear-

Next page
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Reveille continued
ly in the morning there wouldn’t be any policemen around.
And even if there were, they would never be out on a tiny
country road like this. But he always starts out slowly. A sort
of a self-imposed restraint. Even when he is late. As he is
this morning. Again.
So he continues at a slow speed, the field smells in the air
around him, the motor sputtering, the headlights jiggling up

Japanese Festival
of the Full Moon
By CAROL HAMILTON

We met at the park in dark enough
though Full Moon bathed us luminescent.
We picnicked, sipped wine, sang every
moon song we could think of, said every
saying, read our own tributes, stared
at the craters and lava lakes
through my Dobsonian telescope,
hooded to keep out too much light.
There is no water there.
Still, we name her Romance,
a place of pure hot or pure cold.
We die of these things
but we don’t care. She’s far away
and tugs at our very breath.
She is a Muse, like Beatrice or Laura.
If she keeps her radiant distance
we can gather like this,
full of song and memory
and all our lost longings.

and down on the lane in front of him illuminating trees or
hedges or even sometimes an open field, until he hears another dog barking and passes another farm and comes to the
triangular yield sign for the main highway. He turns onto
the highway, and since there aren’t any cars coming, stops on
the pavement, reaches up and pulls the goggles down over
his eyes, and rotates the baseball cap around so that the bill
of the cap no longer faces towards the wind.
Then he redlines it. Up to five thousand. The motor snarling.
And jumps the clutch. The car weaves, rubber and smoke,
he lets off on the gas, the tires catch, and finally there it is
again, the power pushing him back into his seat. Each time
he shifts the gears, a tiny respite from that pushing, until
he flicks the button for overdrive and sees the speedometer
climb to over one hundred miles per hour.
This is it, he thinks, home.
The wind rips and whistles past him, numbing his cheeks
and ears. He sees the red taillights of a car in front of him
and pulls out to the left and passes that car almost as if it
were standing still. Ahead of him more of the sky reddens
and the peaks of the Alps are now pink.
But the traffic signs begin to accumulate along the side of
the road announcing the proximity of the Army base, most
of the signs yellow and black and the words in German, but
some of them black and white and in English, and off to the
left he can see the lights of the little village, or dorf, where
most of the other officers who work at the base make their
home. So he slows his speed somewhat, the wind around him
slackening, rotates the bill of his baseball cap back around
and pulls the goggles up over the bill. Still, he manages a
nice drift around the corner into the base.
Now that he is on the base, as it were, his own soil, all the
signs are in English: “Slow Down,” “Drive Carefully,” “Military Police Gate Ahead,” “Be Prepared to Stop and Show
Your Identification.” Ahead of him he sees the brilliant
white lights illuminating the white concrete barricade of the
military police post.
But for some reason this morning, out of all mornings,
he doesn’t slow down. Or, at least, he doesn’t slow down
enough. It is nothing he chooses, nothing he thinks about, it
is just something that happens. The MP stepping out of the
sentry box, white cap and white gloves, doesn’t even have
time to salute.
A jab on the gas, again he doesn’t think about it, the bark
of the motor as the speedometer climbs up to seventy, sev-
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eral more drifting turns, a sense from somewhere that what
he has just done, is now doing, is crazy, even insane, when
he sees all the low, squat battalion barracks, realizes he is
going too fast to make the corner into the parade grounds,
also realizes that somehow he has survived the corner, and
brakes to a stop.
The dust rises around him and the soldiers cheer.
They are lined up by company and platoon, a sergeant out
in front of each platoon, a master sergeant out in front of
each of the four companies, and another master sergeant out
in front of the whole rigmarole.
The soldiers are still cheering him, or more likely his car, or
even more likely the way he negotiated that last corner, but
the sergeants are shouting out the orders and bringing the
soldiers to attention.
He walks out onto the parade field and stops before the
master sergeant who salutes him. The lieutenant salutes
back. To one side, a small military band, which, of course,
has been waiting for his arrival, as has the whole battalion,
plays a march, the drum louder than anything else. The
sergeant doesn’t look at the lieutenant, and the lieutenant
doesn’t look at the sergeant while the band plays. Rather the
lieutenant looks across the flat parade ground and over rows
of barracks and studies the sky which is growing redder,
sees the even pinker tops of the Alps, but also sees in his
mind the brilliant white light of the MP gate and the MP
stepping out and not even having time to salute.
The band stops, one last heavy thud of the drum, and the
sergeant salutes. “Sir, eight hundred forty-six men present, forty-six men on sick call and four men absent without
leave.”
The sergeant hands a piece of paper over with this information written on it and salutes again.
The lieutenant salutes back, turns and walks towards his
car, and when he gets there reaches up and discovers he is
still wearing his baseball cap and goggles. Shit! He has been
out there in front of the whole battalion in his baseball cap
and goggles. Another kind of craziness!
He throws the baseball cap and goggles under the cockpit
cover and snaps on his officer’s cap. Somehow he is feeling
dizzy, as if he might fall, and steadies himself against the
door of the car.
But the enlisted men have already gathered around, jostling for a better view, poking at each other.
“Morning, sir,” several of them say.

Next page
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Reveille continued
“Morning,” he says to them, opening the door of the car
and sliding down into the seat, way down.
“Sir, is this here one of those Italian cars?”
“British,” he replies.
“How fast she’ll go?”
But he has started the motor and lets out the clutch. The
car jerks forward, several soldiers jumping out of the way,
and he drives — slowly — past the sign, “A Company, 4th
Battalion,” past the sign, “B Company, 4th Battalion,” past
the sign, “C Company, 4th Battalion,” turns in at the sign
marked “Duty Officer, Battalion Headquarters.” He stops in
a small parking lot next to a low, barrack building that looks
like all the other barracks lined up on the bare battalion
streets. He gets out, zips the cockpit cover over the driver’s
side, fastens it down over the nubs and walks over the gravel
to the barrack.
Actually it is an old barrack soldiers used to sleep in but it
has been converted to one of the battalion offices with desks
set in double rows along the wooden floor. The duty officer’s
desk is in the center way at the back. The lieutenant sits
down at that desk and begins to fill out the five sets of forms
for the morning’s reveille, eight hundred forty-six men present, forty-six men on sick call and four men absent without
leave. As he writes these figures down he can hear the cough
of artillery in the distance.
And again he sees the brilliant white light at the barricade
and the MP with white gloves.
As he finishes writing the figures two soldiers wearing fatigues come through the door into the main room. One of
the soldiers is large and a bit pudgy, the other small, wiry.
The bigger one carries two pails of water and the wiry one
carries two mops. The bigger one puts the pails of water
down on the floor and the wiry one puts a mop in each pail,
and they both wring out their mops and begin to work on
the floor.
Again the lieutenant hears the cough of artillery in the
distance.
“Sir!” the bigger of the two soldiers almost shouts.
The two soldiers have seen the lieutenant and come to attention, holding their mops at their sides as if they were

Rain
By ALICE KING
The rain has an order to it
Like poetry
Like books on shelves in the library
It quiets construction sounds
Until all we hear is the patter and the rustle of trees
As their leaves drip and shake water from their green faces
Rain pushes people out of sacred forests
And lets the mountains breathe again
Bold blue mist faces claim their spaces
Royal blue, ocean blue, blue like a faded Polaroid
Drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip rain
drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip drip
Nostalgia has the face of rain
We think of unremembered feelings
Wanderlust crying like an abused child in our breasts
We wanted to travel once long ago
We wanted to see the world
Until we saw it in someone else’s eyes
Longing has the sound of rain
Soft crying in the dead of night
When we think of a love lost
A love unrequited
A love that made us feel whole
While it ripped shreds of our hearts

Next page
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rifles.
“It’s perfectly all right,” says the lieutenant. “Carry on.”
“Sir!” says the larger and more pudgy of the two.
“Just carry on,” the lieutenant repeats.
The lieutenant props his feet up on the desk and watches
them as they wring out their mops and begin again. From
the way they work he can see their contrasting personalities.
The first one, the bigger one, is the generalist. He makes
wide sweeps with his mop, covering a lot of territory, but
probably leaving small patches dry here and there. The
smaller one, the wiry one, is the specialist. He works slowly
and carefully, in and out of corners and hard-to-get-to places, leaving nothing undone.
And again the lieutenant sees the bright light illuminating
the concrete barrier. A kind of craziness, certainly.
“Sir!”
It is the bigger of the two soldiers. He stands at attention,
again holding his mop as if it were a rifle. The smaller one
continues to work at the far end of the room.
The lieutenant pulls his legs off the desk. “Yes,” he says.
“Permission to ask a question?”
“And?” says the lieutenant.
“Well, sir, that racing car out there in the parking lot?”
The lieutenant nods.
“Sir, if you’ll allow me, that’s an Austin-Healey.”
The lieutenant nods again.
“And it’s got hydraulic overdrive, right, sir? You don’t shift,
if you know what I mean. There’s a button.”
“That’s right,” says the lieutenant.
“Yes, sir. You see, I know a little something about cars.”
“I see you do,” says the lieutenant standing up.
But somehow in standing up the he feels dizzy. He puts his
hand down on the desk to steady himself. As he does so he
hears the crunching sound of artillery in the distance.
“Sir …?” he hears the bigger of the two soldiers say.
Dizzy or not the lieutenant pushes himself away from the
desk and walks down the aisle between the row of other
desks past the smaller soldier who had stopped working
and stands with mop in an upright position. The lieutenant
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walks all the way to the end of the barrack and steps outside
into the early morning air.
To the east the sun has shown itself, and with no clouds
in the sky it will turn into a hot one. Somehow, thinks the
lieutenant, army bases always seem hotter than other places.
Maybe it’s the lack of trees.
He looks down the battalion streets searching for the trees,
but instead sees an olive-drab Army police car and two MPs
standing next to his Austin-Healey. One of the MPs is writing something in a notebook and the other has reached over
and is unzipping the cockpit cover.
The lieutenant strides out toward his car and when the
MPs see him coming they turn toward him. When he is close
enough they salute, but the lieutenant doesn’t salute back.
“Good morning, sir,” the MPs say, still holding their salute.
The lieutenant looks at his car seeing the long slank hood,
the butt of the windshields, the flatness of the cockpit cover,
and the short rump of the trunk curving back. He unzips the
cockpit cover the rest of the way and slips down in. Again,
home. Sitting so close to the ground, swallowed.
The two MPs have dropped their salutes.
“Sir,” says the one who had been writing something down
in his notebook, “we’ve received reports about this car. I need
to ask for your identification.”
From far down inside the car the lieutenant looks up into
the morning sun and at the MPs. He sees there is the bigger one and a smaller one. Both wear white hats and white
gloves and both carry clubs at their belts.
Maybe it is the brightness of the sun, but the lieutenant
feels dizzy again, as if the world is coming apart around him.
“Sir …?” he hears one of the MPs saying.
The lieutenant pulls himself back to where he has been and
looks at the MPs.
“Don’t you ever put your hands on my car again.”
“Sir?”
The lieutenant has already started the engine, redlining it to five thousand, the muffler barking, and jumps the
clutch. The car weaves, rubber and smoke, and, as he aims
at the white edges of the Alps, he feels the rush of the wind
against him.
Home.
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Surf

By THOM YOUNG
the surf
isn’t what
it use to be
now
it
washes up
lives
and dirty needles
and once they found
a lady
in a green dress
face down on the beach
she said her
name was Amber
which seemed like a good enough
name
but the tourists
were too distracted
by a school
of Bluefish
to know
they were
already eaten
alive.
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Inspiration
By ADREYO SEN

I

n the early seventies, Peter Gupta was in his third
year of college — and hating it heartily. In the evenings, he would retire to the coffee house, being a
fairly predictable intellectual of the Kafka-loving
variety. There, he would gaze bitterly into cup after cup
of coffee, before setting his constitution straight with
a cutlet.
Peter Gupta was a literature student. A mediocre one,
given too much to daydreaming. Bewildered by scansion and iambic pentameter, Peter Gupta longed to
write, to feel the muse chew with fury at the already
chewed-up end of his pen.
All that Peter Gupta had imbibed from the Dickens
texts taught at Presidency was an appreciation for the
immense scope of the novels, the huge and intricately
populated canvas the irascible novelist had created from

a vacuum. Peter Gupta, too, longed to imagine into reality a universe of his own, a Kolkata transformed into
the playground of demons and gargoyles and precocious children with the faces of Egyptian gods.
In fact, he had expended many cheap notebooks on his
attempts to flesh out his ideas. But he was held back by
a hole in his imagination, a hole the approximate size
and shape of Professor Banerjee’s posterior, a posterior
which seemed to quiver with indignation when the good
Banerjee fulminated against the values of the youth.
The problem was this. Every story — and in this,
Victorian sentimentality collided with Peter’s beloved
Bollywood movies — needs a hero. Peter wanted his
to be larger-than-life, to be the sort of person whose
fair (Peter couldn’t imagine a dark-skinned hero) face
radiated authority and goodness, whose virtue was im-

printed into every lineament of his countenance. Peter
couldn’t start his novel without fixing his hero with his
mind’s eye.
Inspiration came to him via the muse so often found
rubbing her seductive shoulders against Old Monk
and Haywards 5000. Only, this time it took a circuitous
route. Peter had been confiding his troubles to a bottle
of rum, when his stomach sternly reminded him of the
need for solid sustenance. He essayed forth in the direction of sinfully fried things.
“What’s all this?” said a stern voice, as he meandered
down a street that seemed to dance up and down.
It was the voice of the Law. The officer grabbed our
skinny protagonist by his polyester collar and hauled
him to the Park Street police station.
Next page
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“I suggest you cool your ardor,” said the desk sergeant,
looking tiredly at him.
Peter sat on a wooden block, thankful that he hadn’t
been thrown into one of the cells. He looked around.
And then his eyes fell on the man sitting opposite him,
a handsome man, a fair man, a man with laughing, wise
eyes and a firm chin, the sort of man who could lead
thousands into battle, or bully a smile back onto the lips
of a child who had just dropped her ice cream. In short,
the perfect man. His protagonist. His Superman, that
is a Superman who owed less to Nietzsche than to two
American malcontents.
“Everything all right, friend?” said the man, laughing.
Peter nearly swooned at the warm friendliness of the
voice.
The rest, of course, is history.
Peter Gupta didn’t eschew alcohol. If anything, he
drank more frequently. But he was always sure to keep a
goodly supply of chicken egg rolls nearby. More importantly, and more to the point, Peter Gupta finished his
magnum opus a year later. His great first novel, about a
savior who springs out of the litter of clay tea pots at
a busy intersection to become the symbol of hope for a
charcoal city hounded by desperate criminals and even
more desperate apathy. It ran to over a thousand pages
and was made into a trilogy starring an angry young
actor with a powerful baritone.
Very soon, Peter Gupta acquired an expensive fountain pen. And then the first color television in his
neighbourhood. And then a wife with a fondness for
gold jewelry. Sitting in the little terrace room in his
new house in Ballygunge, Peter wrote novel after novel, reaching the productivity of the sidekick of a certain fictional detective. Each of the novels featured the
same protagonist, modeled on the wonderful creature
Peter had seen at the Park Street police station. In one
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novel, this Alo foiled the dastardly attempts of a trio
of desperate criminals to steal the smile of Mona Lisa,
a luscious house maid. In a much more recent novel,
Alo shattered the dark plot to adulterate the exotic and
faintly ridiculous nature of a termagant firebrand with
an infusion of a sensayuma, whatever that might be. In
yet another, in the midst of a fabric crisis, Alo brought
much comfort to a chapter of geriatric astronomers by
flying to Sweden and returning with a year’s supply of
diapers.
By 2014, Peter Gupta was rather tired. He had written
over eighty novels, each of which had been roundly condemned by the British Guardian for facileness of plot
and praised by India Today for freshness. He had been
given a permanent seat at Flury’s and received daily
visitations from floppy-haired young men who were absolutely convinced that he needed a secretary. His wife
now resembled a chandelier. He was a rich man, but he
didn’t like to travel. In fact, he’d never stepped out of
Kolkata.
And he was especially tired of Alo. Dratted man! He
wished he had never come up with him. Now, how to
end him?
And this was when Peter Gupta envisaged the dark
shadow that would emerge in the very last Alo novel,
the shadow that would extinguish his tiresome protagonist. The Shadow. The most evil, vicious criminal
there ever was. A depraved, vicious psychopath. Yes,
much like the Joker. Peter was a fan of the Batman movies, the new ones that is, having reached them via his
worship of the leggy Anne Hathaway.
Of course, Peter was a man of influence now. Which
was how, on a Friday morning, the Commissioner of
Police undertook to take him from his house to the
same Park Street police station that had midwifed his
literary success.
“An honor, sir,” wheezed the commissioner, “an honor.”
“Yes,” said Peter absently, his eyes arrested by the man
lolling vulgarly in rags on the bench opposite the duty
desk, his filthy hands cuffed to the wall. Never had he
seen a more disagreeable face, pitted and discolored,
with a fierce scar bisected by a red and malevolent eye.
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Planting Cone-Flower
Seeds
By JAN BALL
I hadn’t seen an earthworm in at least
ten years the way we, walking to
St. Benedict’s Elementary School
in Chicago, used to first smell iron —
rain or worms we never knew — then
look down to see worms wiggling on
the flat pavement in rainbow puddles
(I always thought they came up
through the cracks, maybe they did)
and later we dissected them in biology
class, the smell of formaldehyde as
unforgettable as pot roast simmering
for Sunday dinner as we studied our
phylum for earthworms: Annelida,
at the dining room table until Mother
called us to set it with the best cutlery.
Now, I kneel uncharacteristically to turn
the crumbly clay that worms have processed
through their digestive systems into sweet,
rich soil beside the farmhouse that we’re
renovating and plant the slivered seeds
that Kathy gave me. Again, I see the fat
earthworms wiggling as regularly as black
olives lay inert in a glass bowl at Thanksgiving.
I know that next summer the purple blossoms
will grow petaled in the afternoon shelter
of the red shingled house that radiates
the constant sun in the morning.
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Inspiration continued
The lips seemed distorted permanently into the sort of
terrible sneer with which Wodehousian aunts greeted the impecunious suitors of their invariably short
daughters.
The man looked up and caught Peter’s eyes. He smiled.
He spat, catching the tip of Peter’s shoes.
“What, friend?” he laughed. “Everything all right?
Long time, no see.”
few weeks later, Peter finished the manuscript for a children’s book featuring talking dolls and a discarded paper cup. Unfortunately, however, he was unable to prevent
irony from seeping into the story. You could say he
finally had the seepage problems that plagued most
homeowners in his city. Even more unfortunately, his
wife, infuriated at her husband’s vacillation, sent off his
manuscript to his publisher. It fetched a good price and
the book sold rather well, if to a niche audience comprised of sarcastic twenty-something women who slept
with teddy bears and worshipped Tina Fey.
Peter, so long a writer, is unable to stop writing. He
continues to write about the dolls and the cup and, now,
a discarded chapstick. His new fans are rabid and very
determined. He is afraid to step out of his house. Fortunately, he can play Pokemon Go on his phone.

A

They Said . . .
By ALEXANDER JONES
… that Mars is red from the blood spilled by that ancient god of war,
Venus is our sister planet, warm and soft and blue
and that the sun speeds around the earth.
They said God in heaven judges us, giving and taking away according to his mysterious plan.
Countless Galileos have been silenced for saying different.
But Mars is an empty wasteland,
Venus is the most hellish place in the solar system,
and the earth circles the sun.
But they also say that life is good.
Even people who dare disagree with them
should agree with that.
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Isn’t That What Life Is All About?
By CONNIE BEDGOOD MCWILLIAMS

T

he rain fell softly — just enough to water the
bright green grass and keep the boys inside.
They were playing a record, drumming and
playing the guitar in accompaniment, creating a
high-decibel din. Then — joy — the rain stopped, and they
could go outside.
Solitude. I could get some work done.
Rounding up the boys’ missing mittens and heavy jackets
took ten minutes. I refused to hunt for their rain boots. I
ushered them out the back door to play with Isabel, our dog.
Back to my word processing machine. Now, which story do
I need to rewrite?
The back door opened. “We’re too hot with these mittens
on, Mom,” the boys chorused as they threw the mittens in.
Puff, our cat, pounced on the mittens like a flash, threw them
in the air, and batted them around the den.
Books and magazines about writing called to me. Stories
waited to be written.
The back door opened. Number-two’s voice pierced the air.
“He hit me!”
Number-one son yelled, “He hit me first!” Out to the backyard to settle the spat.

Number-three son followed me in, wanting a drink. Five
minutes later, out he went. An imitation smile adorned my
face as I propelled him out the door.
I breathed a grateful sigh as I headed toward my word processing machine. Which story do I rewrite! “Come on, remember what you learned from the correspondence course
you just finished,” I said out loud to myself.
The back door opened again. “Can we have some candy
Mom?” number-one son asked. I nearly shouted, “No!” Then
a light went on in my head. If they eat, then they won’t
bother me for at least ten minutes, I thought. “Take three
Snickers,” I said. “No, take six — two for each of you.” Aha,
a candy overdose. He viewed me with disbelief as I handed
him all six candy bars.
I rushed to my word-processing machine with glee and
gave it a hug as I sat down to write a story. If all went well,
perhaps I could fold the laundry, start dinner, and salvage
the day.
The back door opened. I sank my head into my hands and
listened as six little feet patted toward me.
“Now what?” I asked.
“Mom, come practice football plays with us. You know, like

we did in the den last week. We need more help on which
way to run when the ball is snapped.” He took my hand and
pulled me out of my chair.
The serious appeal in his eyes did the trick. I hit the off
button on my word-processing machine to shut it down, put
on my jacket, and went out the back door.
“What we need, Mom, is you to give the plays in the huddle, then watch us to see if we go the way we are supposed
to. OK?”
I watched for a while, then of course, I was running plays
with them, huffing and puffing. The next thing I knew, I
was on the bottom of the pile, yelling, “Get off me you big
brutes!” Mistake! They started tickling me, and I tickled
them. We were rolling around and around on the wet grass,
laughing so hard tears were running down our cheeks.
There we all were, lying on our backs looking up at the sky.
I knew my body would ache that night.
My books lay unread, my word-processing machine unused. The laundry was still unfolded.
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The Knowledge of the Queen
CHAPTERS FOUR & FIVE
By JUAN ERSATZMAN
The Knowledge of the Queen is a serial novel, debuting with chapter one in January 2016 and slated for release chapter by chapter
over the coming months. Find all released chapters online at www.
sacredcowmagazine.com

E

ven from the bird’s-eye view of history, it remains difficult to state with any confidence the nature of the
King’s courtship of young lady Maltin. The evidence
of conversations and thoughts recorded in letters and
diaries does give considerable insight into her feelings. She was
curious at first, and flattered, but she took care to scribble girlish
clarifications in the margins of her journal that she neither expected nor wanted anything to come of the relationship.
Her disinterested curiosity was short-lived. After their conversation in the antechamber of the Koderzaught ball, they did not
speak again for three weeks, at the end of which they met, seemingly by chance in the Embritton Municipal gardens.
Certainly, young lady Maltin took it to be by chance, and wrote in
her diary, “He accompanied me and Nan [her personal attendant]
throughout the gardens! pointing out flowers of particular interest! and amusing us with historical anecdotes about the gardens.
Truthfully, I know the names and types of the flowers quite as well
as he, if not better, but he took on the role of teacher and entertainer with such a flourish that it seemed quite out of the question
to correct his misapprehension of my knowledge. Again, as in that
serendipitous moment at the ball, the king was both chivalrous and
charming throughout our encounter. Of course, he is very handsome, which did not lessen my pleasure in his attentions. Once,
when he fancied that I could not see, he looked at me with such

feeling that, in truth, I blushed. What
depths there seem to be that lurk beneath
his bluff demeanor. He is a dear, and I
blush as I write, I feel that in our meeting twice so quickly after never having
met before, there is a certain hint of
cheerful destiny.”
In the years that followed, she came,
all too well, to understand the submerged depths of the king, and to
know that what seems the cheerful work
of benevolent destiny might be just as
easily the jaws of the snare, beginning
to close.
–From A History of Trevendland:
Chapter 3, “Hiram I, and the Dissolution of the Monarchy” by E. Kodrave
She was the queen.
That fact had started as a fire in
her mind that Marigold couldn’t
put out. After nearly a week in the
mountain camp, the flames had died
away, and it was an ember. It shone, but not so brightly.
The first three days that Marigold spent in the ravineshaped camp, she’d spent mainly asleep, and resting when
she wasn’t. Every time she woke, Almira or the prophetess
would be keeping vigil in her tent. Occasionally, Harrison
was there, but never without the prophetess. Every time

he attempted to engage her in conversation, the prophetess would scowl and snarl at him to leave her be, you twit.
So Marigold passed those days, groggy at best, and mostly
asleep.
On the fourth day, the makeshift doctor employed by the
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revolution allowed her up and out of bed. She wandered
through the camp, a prickly city of olive canvas, boards
and ropes — with a young plainswoman hovering nearby at
all times — and washed herself in the waterfall that came
crashing down near the eastern edge of the compound. She
changed into a fresh set of the nondescript clothes that constituted the uniform of the rebellion and ate the evening
meal together with the bulk of the group, sitting crosslegged around the cooking fire. The group, she realized, was
not large. There were maybe thirty — at most fifty — people
sitting and crouching around the ring.
It was mid-September (but Marigold had lost, and could
not recover, any sense of the actual date) and all remaining
traces of late summer were fading out into autumn. So as
they ate, the slender sky visible past the cliff-wall and the
trees deepened from crimson to violet to sable. Although
there had been no obvious signs of surveillance or government search, the rebels were cautious, and let the fire die out
with the daylight. They ate in the darkness.
The meal was bread and stew. The bread was warm, and
the stew was hot. It was neither nearly so thick nor so rich
as the stew Almira had made on the night of the warehouse
fire. Marigold ate, and made perfunctory attempts to engage others in conversation. Mostly, she failed. The rebels
seemed stuck in a place between awe and suspicion, and
were stiff and awkward. Mostly, the rebels stole glances at
her, and whispered or muttered among themselves. She was
their queen, and consequently not one of them. Neither the
prophetess, nor Almira, nor Harrison was present.
The next morning, the instant he heard the sounds of
life proceeding from her tent, Harrison had appeared and
whisked Marigold away to a quick, unpleasant breakfast of
grain cereal, and then through a threadbare curtain seemingly made of retired bedsheet and into an artificial cave the
rebels had hewn out of the mountain, and turned — seemingly — into a classroom. It was cramped, and the walls and
ceiling were uneven. Still, a board floor had been laid, and
two rows of long wooden desks lined the room on either
side of the center aisle. Daylight suffused through the bedsheet, and lanterns were hung along the center aisle.
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Harrison had forced Marigold to sit down, and had launched
into a rambling lecture (largely unsupplemented by texts or
visual aids) that sketched out a complex portrait of sociopolitical wrongdoing on the part of the city-led democratic
government. All of the important fabrics of the national
culture of Trevenland (the social fabric, political, economic,
moral, religious, etc.) were being torn apart by the misdeeds
of the urbanites.
Marigold wondered whether she was a victim or a perpetrator in this narrative. She certainly had been stolen from
the country, but having been stolen, had gone on to enjoy
the many benefits of the city. Never enough to feel at home,
but enough to kill any desire to return home permanently.
Was it Stockholm Syndrome if you preferred the faces from
home, but your captor’s house?
Harrison’s contentions, though lacking visual aid, were
backed up by such a dense flow of statistics, facts, and theoretical constructs that Marigold normally retained only a
rudimentary sense that the king’s abdication (actually a deposition) had led to short-sighted, selfish mob rule. It also
led to a more robustly-held feeling that footnotes, statistics
and facts, gatekeepers of credibility, are best as trees, and
lose their purpose as a forest.
Harrison plunged on. He described how the people of the
far-flung provinces, of villages and remote cities and the
countryside, began to band together against the unending
oppression of the capital. As she watched him describe it,
Marigold felt a pang in her chest, and then a swelling sense
of pride and defiance. This movement was scattered, and nascent, but energetic, and it would grow, and unify behind one
banner now that every disenfranchised citizen could rally
not behind the problem of the city government, but to a solution: a dispassionate, benevolent monarch. Marigold found
herself wanting desperately to agree. Naturally! Too many
cooks had spoiled the soup! And when democracy, that greatest idea of modern civilization, had stubbed its toe on the
greed of the capital city and fallen apart, what was left? A
problem. A solution was what they needed, and Hivelgott’s
amulet had brought them one.
She was the queen. Marigold tumbled back to earth, back
into scratchy clothes in a man-made cave with a bedsheet
door, and hands that were pale and soft from city life, and
trembled as they nervously caressed the tabletop.
The lesson lasted well into the afternoon. For much of
the post-lunch portion, Marigold found it difficult to push
her thoughts past the idea that she was somehow a central
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player in the drama Harrison was unfolding. It was disquieting. Equally disquieting was the realization that the rebellion she was being asked to lead was not in any way a fighting force capable of confronting the city. In point of fact, it
was more like a loose network of gangs posturing under the
banner of valor. Prior to Marigold’s abrupt and questionable coronation in the marketplace, the movement had been
wholly a response to the excesses of the urban elites. The
emergence of the queen had given a sudden stir to a stagnant pot of petty conflicts and underfunded rebellions. No
one was ready for a queen.
On her sixth morning in the mountain camp, Marigold
woke slowly, blinking and rolling onto her back on a bed
made of fresh pine timber on top of which the rebels had
laid a woven mat, a thick comforter, and a pillow smuggled
in from a superstore on the outskirts of the city. There was
a knot in one of the timbers, a knot that took every opportunity to reach through the mat and the blanket, and grind
against her spine. The mat itself was an object of idle curiosity for Marigold, who had wondered, on all three nights in
the camp, while she twisted in a tangled mass of sheets and
limbs, whether the real problem was that the mat was too
thin, or that it, like the boards, was too hard.
These reflections were traditionally followed by hasty regret. She reproached herself — the daughter of a mountain farmer — for having atrophied and eroded in the city to
the point where a person could offer her a nice wooden bed
with a nice woven mat, and all she thought about was the
tiny knot in the boards underneath it all. Most people in the
camp had a similar bed. Some slept on the ground. It also
felt singularly ungrateful to mind the discomfort, given that
she was the queen, and so the rebels had taken great care to
arrange this new, specially constructed bed for her. She was
confused by the nature of the special construction, but felt
instinctively that it would be worse to bring up the fact that
she led a far more luxurious life as a commoner in the city
than as a queen in the mountains.
This thought had progressed directly in opposition to the
question of queenship; a magical item had declared her the
queen, and events had transpired that forced her — at the
risk of her own life — to accept that that was the case, for
now. But was it of any use to anybody, including herself,
for Marigold to be the queen? She understood Harrison’s
notion that a queen was a rallying pole for the discordant
factions of anti-government rebellion, but the convenience
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of unity carried with it the immutable goal of her rule. A
successful revolution meant Marigold becoming the queen
in name and deed. Was that in any sense a worthwhile goal?
This was a question Marigold pondered privately, and most
poignantly on the three occasions so far on which her spine
and the pine knot had carried on nocturnal conversations
about other matters. The camp as a whole was caught up in
another conversation altogether: what next?
Marigold felt that the question of what use she was as
queen ought to be answered first. What came next meant
nothing without a goal to move toward.
This morning she had a clear goal: food. She swung her
legs over the side of the bed, out from beneath the comforter, and sat with her feet dangling down. Even inside the tent,
the air was brisk. She shivered, and gritted her teeth. Much
like the bed, her tent was no match for her modest commoner’s apartment. On the other hand, the cramped canvas room
with a shipping pallet floor was the greatest of the luxuries
her royalty had afforded her: her tent was hers alone.
She yawned as she pulled on the thick military pants she
was already growing accustomed to. She shivered as she
pulled on a tank top and the flak jacket Almira insisted she
wear, and shrugged into her coat. She pulled up her hair and
dropped the royal amulet around her neck. She slipped her
feet into high-top boots and laced them up, the currents of
her thoughts eddying in the blank current of her consciousness. Finished with the boots, she stood up, and faced the
zippered door. She took a deep breath and filled her lungs
with frost. Marigold gasped a little, and unzipped the door.
Outside of the tent, the air was cold. The sky overhead was
deep violet shot through with shreds of vivid color. A wall
of sunlight was creeping down the slopes of the mountain,
inching toward the camp, which remained encased in frost
and shadow.
She walked to the fire, frost crackling underfoot, passing
through clouds of her own breath. For all that she’d lost of
her childhood, she had never lost her love of rising early, and
walking through a waking world.
When she reached the fire, she found only the four guards
who’d been awake at their posts through the night. They
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were sitting in silence, eating cold pieces of bread and staring at the flames. The morning guards — who built the fire
— were already in position at the gate and along the barrier.
One of the eaters, an angular, white-skinned man named
Douglas who had been introduced to Marigold as the “head
of the guards,” nodded in acknowledgement, and mumbled
“hail to the queen.” The others, noting her presence, nodded
and mumbled, and scooted sideways on the logs around the
fire to make room for her.
“No coffee?” she guessed, settling down onto a log, and
looking around.
“Morningfolk drank theirs dry, I’d imagine,” said Douglas,
pulling another piece of the thin, crusty bread from the plate
resting on the ground, “and as you might imagine, we’re not
big on coffee for breakfast. “
“No, I suppose not,” said Marigold, yawning. “How was the
night-watch?”
As though prompted by hers, Douglas also yawned. He
scratched the stubbly rectangle of his chin. “Boring as hell.”
“Thank God,” put in another of the guards, a plainswoman. She was short, slim, and had a rounded mass of tightly
curled hair.
“Thank God,” agreed Douglas. “Bad enough staying up all
night. Nothing much worse than staying up all night fighting.”

“Oh,” said Marigold, “it’s an incredible sacrifice. I’m sure
we don’t know what it means.”
“Royal ‘we’?” asked the plainswoman, and took a large bite
of the bread.
Douglas raised his eyebrows and gave the woman a look of
disapproval. “Respect the queen.”
The plainswoman shook her head, and disentangled her
mouth from the bread enough to say, “No, no. No disrespect.”
Marigold chuckled. “No,” she said. “Not royal; inclusive.
You’re not protecting me; you’re protecting all of us, and
our hopes for the future. And we are all in your debt.”
“Due respect, ma’am,” said Douglas, leaning forward, and
resting his arms on his knees, “we’re protecting you. You are
our hopes for the future.”
The other three muttered assent.
“Why is that?” asked Marigold. “What can there possibly
be about me that gives you hope for the future?”
She looked up, beyond the fire and the guards to the golden
light inching down the mountainside. The fire crackled merrily on, while her question hung unanswered.
“It’s a good question,” said Douglas, at last, “but the answer’s too long for the moment, and I’m too tired to give it.
Sorry for that.”
“Verbose, he is,” another of the guards, a round-shouldered
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Made In Heaven
Valeview guardsman, informed Marigold without irony.
“S’like this — the pot’s been nearing boil for a long bit, and
hasn’t been nowhere for all that steam. The coast, the plains,
the mountains — we’re all het up, and we have been, and you
— you’re our path to something better.”
He looked around the circle, and addressed himself to his
fellow guards with widened eyes in almost a whisper. “We’ve
got a queen again, we have.”
Douglas raised his cup of water. “To the queen, and better
days to come.”
The other guards raised their cups as well. “The queen and
better days to come.”
This seemed to finish the conversation. The guards polished off the last crumbs of their meal and stumped away to
nap, leaving the queen alone beside the fire.
Soon enough, light footsteps, and a hint of cologne announced Harrison’s presence.
He slid down beside the fire and crossed his legs. His hair
was damp. He rubbed his hands together and held them toward the fire with a satisfied sigh.
Marigold looked over, caught his eye, and smiled.
“You’re a hard woman to find alone,” he said, returning the
smile.
“Have you been trying hard?”
“Harder than I should have, probably.”
“I’m flattered. What reason would you have to be finding
me alone?”
“Any number of reasons,” he said, still smiling. But then
their eyes met, and he looked away, down into the fire.
“One of them,” he went on, his voice lower, “is that I’m
impatient. We’re on the verge of wasting time. We need to
think about when we’ll start to move.”
“Move?”
“We surely can’t stay up here planning and talking,” he
said, gesturing at the compound. “Sometime, we’re going to
have to go back down, and fight.”
“Gosh,” said Marigold, “I guess so. I just — to be honest, I
don’t know how. I don’t know what.”
“I know. I know,” Harrison leaned back, “but we all trust

By DENNIS TRUJILLO
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my eyes dull as a parrot that’s been
in a pet shop window for way too long.
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that once you get caught up to speed, you will.”
“Why?” asked Marigold. Her stomach rumbled.
“You’re the queen,” he said matter-of-factly.
“That seems to matter a lot,” said Marigold, “enough that
my judgment goes unquestioned.”
“Well,” said Harrison, “to a desperate nation hollowed out
and divided by the best-intended policies of the ‘coming future,’ a young, beautiful queen with their best interests at
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heart is enough.”
Marigold felt a rising tide of irritated befuddlement, exacerbated by the ongoing lack of breakfast and coffee.
“Fine,” she said, “assume that we can say with any certainty
that the nation is longing for something new, that everyone
outside of the capital city is pining for a new system, and
they’d accept without question a young queen who professes
their best interest — assume that, and I’m still wondering
why they’d accept that I am the queen, not just a silly pretender to the crown.”
She did not say so, but Marigold remembered vividly that,
two weeks and one day before, on a hot afternoon in the early
autumn, Hivelgott had had no trouble inciting a mob to pursue her, knowing full well the implication of the amulet. Nor,
she thought, had the gunmen and Kemizeze at the warehouse seemed inclined to follow her just because the amulet
said she was the queen.
She also remembered the half-empty box of whole-grain,
health-promoting breakfast cereal, now going stale in the
unattended cupboards of her apartment.
The fire crackled. On either side of them, Marigold could
hear the intermittent rustle of the camp shaking itself and
rising to the day.
“The people are longing for change,” said Harrison, “and
besides, you’ve got the amulet.”
“I do,” said Marigold slowly, “but ...”
She paused again. The rustle of awakening had become
heavy footsteps. The heavy footfalls became the prophetess
trundling up to the fire, wheezing. She let herself down between Harrison and Marigold in a cascade of creaks. Marigold bit her lip.
“I think,” said the prophetess in her customary pre-breakfast growl, “that her divine highness and her most enthusiastic of advisors are wandering and wondering indirectly toward a powerful point, which is that a substantial portion of
the population of Trevenland, especially outside the cities,
would require only the slightest proofs of authentic royalty
to join the side of the queen. After all,” she went on, “why
are the rest of us here?”
Harrison raised his eyebrows.
“Yes,” he asked, archly, “why are the rest of us here?”
“I don’t know,” said the prophetess and cleared her throat.
“There’s a queen, but not breakfast or coffee.”
She grinned at Harrison, and he glared at her.
“That’s a wonderful summary,” put in Marigold, “and a
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good question.”
“It’s an obvious question,” crackled the
prophetess, “and you know it’s not the real
question.”
“What’s —” started Marigold, but she was
interrupted by Harrison,
“The real question,” he said, with a sour
glance at the prophetess, “is when we’ll put
the sacrifice and the spirit of these loyalists
to good use, when we’ll finally rise up, and
take the fight to the capital! Our passion is
nothing without action!”
“Right,” said Marigold, “right.”
“So let’s start!” said Harrison, “Let’s plan
today, and start tomorrow! Enough with inaction! Enough with lethargy! Enough with
inertia!”
As his voice rose to the crescendo, he
slapped the ground.
The fire crackled.
“We’ll talk to Almira,” said the prophetess.
Harrison looked at Marigold.
“We’ll talk to Almira,” she said, and the
words were heavy on her tongue.
Her stomach churned.
***
In the absence of an organized revolution,
decisions and counsel fell to Marigold, Almira, the prophetess, Harrison and Douglas.
They convened at lunchtime, carrying bowls
of stew from the cooking fire into the classroom cave. It had become an unseasonably
warm and sunny day, and the cool interior of
the cave should have been a welcome change.
But Marigold’s fingers were cold, and her
stomach was still filled with a cold ache. She
felt powerless — tossing in the grip of a
current that was driven by the amulet at her
neck and the voices of the other four people
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in the room.
She set down her soup, and pulled the chair about so that it
was facing the other chairs across the table.
As queen, she’d been served first, and so she was able to
watch the rest of her “top committee” enter. Of this hastily convened council, only Harrison fit her notions of a
revolutionary leader. He looked the part — tall, with cords
of muscle flickering under his smooth brown skin. He was
beautifully handsome, as well. As he set down his soup, light
from the doorway outlined his strong, straight nose and the
clarity of his jawline.
More than his magnetic appearance, he had the right spirit,
thought Marigold. He was passionate, reckless and full of
fury at injustice. He was here on compulsion — carried by
deep currents of conviction and emotion that surged at the
core of his being.
Meantime, what were the rest? The prophetess, stomping
into the room with her soup jostling and spilling as she muttered to herself, was an ill-tempered enigma. What possible
motive she could have for joining this fledgling rebellion
was beyond Marigold’s perspicacity. As to leading a rebellion, she was far too erratic. No sane people would rally to
a leader whose speech and conduct were an endless torrent
of nonsense and selfishness, punctuated erratically with
bravery, wisdom and apparent magic. Douglas was a henchman and royalist from birth. His motive and usefulness were
stable, and limited.
Almira came last. The village coffee-girl. A widow. A mother. Even in the two weeks since the explosive events in the
Valeview marketplace, grief and loss had continued to erode
the blunt sexual magnetism of her youth into a magnetism
that was more complex, but no less strong. Almira set down
her bowl of soup, and eased down into a chair, maneuvering her pregnant belly into place. Everything in her carriage
suggested dogged, unflinching strength. Then, seeming not
to notice Marigold’s gaze, she glanced down the desk toward
Harrison.
The glance was a flash, but it was a look of such piercing
vulnerability that Marigold bit her lip, and looked down into
her soup. Two days in the camp had sealed her belief that
Harrison and Almira were sleeping together, and had been
for some time. A week in their company had not unsealed to
her why they preferred to keep it a secret.
Marigold bit her lip again, harder, and tried to focus her
thoughts.
“Alright,” said Almira, breathlessly, interrupting the un-
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Sunday Mass
By JAN BALL

Embarrassed when she sees
her eight-year-old bend
under the pew in front of
them to snatch the flats
of the kneeling lady who
must have slipped them off
as the church became
over-heated from the bodies
of hundreds of parishioners
in winter coats, Carol grabs
his pink ear and twists it
while the choir sings Sanctus,
Sanctus, just before the solemn
moment when Father O’Malley
consecrates the host and raises
it above his head for all
the congregation to adore.
When the last bell tinkles
to announce the arrival
of the Lord, Brian shouts out,
“Mom, don’t twist my ear.”
The church is silent.
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pleasant buzzing in Marigold’s mind, “Alright, let’s … let’s
talk.”
“Shouldn’t we kick off the council with some sort of …
prayer or ritual, or something?” asked the prophetess. “Just
to properly establish the solemnity of the moment?”
They all peered at each other uncertainly.
“Also,” said the prophetess, who seemed to relish the opportunity to chew and chat simultaneously, “maybe we should
grab a giant pinecone or something, and the person who’s
speaking holds the pinecone, so nobody interrupts.”
She glanced at Harrison and raised her eyebrows, as though
to indicate where she thought the interruptions might originate. Harrison gave her back a scornful glare.
“One way or another,” said Almira, “there will almost certainly be people who die because of this meeting. Probably
innocent people. That’s as much solemnity as I need.”
“And with that on our minds,” she went on, having cowed
Harrison and the prophetess to her satisfaction, “we’ll have
our say when the queen asks it, and I wager we’ll be serious
enough to keep calm without passing around a pinecone.”
She turned the blue sky of her eyes on Marigold. “Your
highness?”
“Um,” said Marigold, confused by the sudden feeling that
— with lives at stake — her feelings didn’t matter. “I guess I
thought — I thought —”
“— We thought it might be a good time to talk about what
comes next,” said Harrison, interrupting helpfully.
Almira took a spoonful of soup, and looked at Marigold.
“Is that what you were about to say?” she asked.
Marigold’s mouth was dry. Her ears buzzed.
“Harrison and the prophetess had an idea,” she said, “that
they wanted to discuss.”
Almira nodded, and held Marigold’s gaze for a moment
longer.
“Alright,” she said, “if you want to discuss their plan, let’s
discuss their plan.”
There was silence. Marigold’s breath was coming in quick,
short gasps.
“Your idea,” the prophetess reminded Harrison, then
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slurped a long, loud spoonful of soup.
“Right,” said Harrison, “well, over the past few days, I’ve
been trying to figure what the logical next step is for us.
How do we move beyond being a tiny enclave stuck in the
mountains with winter approaching?”
Nods all around.
“And I was forced to ask why we’re here in the first place.
It’s a very simple equation. We are all here, preparing to
freeze or starve or be slaughtered on the slopes of the Trevenmal for two reasons. We’ve seen the horror of the urban
center’s oligarchic grip on our verdant, fecund land, and we
know that only dramatic change will save our nation. Second, we now know what form that change will appear in —
we have a queen.”
He beamed.
“So you’re suggesting …?” asked Almira.
“That we leverage the widespread loyalty to the queen to
gather the numbers and resources needed to overthrow the
government.”
“How?”
“We —” Harrison paused.
“We don’t know what shape the revolution will take,” he
said at last, “And we’ve lost time in inaction on the mountain.
Where I find I must disagree with her highness is on the
point of next steps. Why plan our next step after the people
rally to our banner if we don’t know whether they will, and
who will be among them. Better to rally, reassess and then
to plan our next step.”
Almira looked from him to the prophetess.
“Eh,” said the prophetess. “Honestly, we’ll all probably be
dead in six months, no matter what. May as well just jog
down the mountain, call a television station and say ‘Here’s
the queen!’”
“Why would the television station care?” asked Almira.
“The amulet,” said the prophetess, “that priceless piece of
magic metal.”
“And why wouldn’t the government just shut down the station and bomb the marketplace?”
“‘They can’t do that on live television,” said the prophetess,
“they won’t.”
“How are we going to get the amulet to them in the first
place?” asked Marigold. “If the authorities hear anything at
all about me and the amulet, they can get to us before the
broadcast.”
“We meet in secret,” said Harrison.
“How?” asked Almira.
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Harrison threw up his hands. “I don’t know!” he said. “But
there’s a goal, isn’t there? Our goal is a secret meeting with
a television station! Let’s figure it out.”
“The television station — if it’s a worthwhile station —”
said the prophetess, “will want some sort of proof besides
the amulet.”
Douglas and Harrison peered at her in confusion. Almira
nodded in agreement. Marigold felt a rush of emotion she
couldn’t name.
“So perhaps,” said the prophetess, “we start by finding
proof that she’s the queen.”
She smirked at Harrison and Douglas’s astonishment.
“Oh, no, I know, I know — we’ve seen the amulet. But if
we’re dealing with a city-sympathetic journalist, we’ll need
to do more than waggle the amulet in her face. We’ll need
explanations. Where did the amulet come from? What reason would it have to recognize Marigold? What does Marigold’s mother have to say?
“The amulet is nice,” she said, “but it might not be enough.”
In the overwhelming silence that fell across the table, Marigold felt her stomach lurching. She stole a glance around the
table. Everyone was looking down. Her stomach was cold.
“We go to Valeview,” said Marigold, “and we find out if I’m
the queen.”
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Chapter 5
Lumi Maltin’s dreams of cheerful destiny drawing her toward
a happily-ever-after with the handsome young king were, indeed,
naïveté. The trap that was laid, however, was not laid for her.
The king was a master of the arts of persuasion and suggestion, and his journal displays a deliberate, methodical undoing of
the ingénue’s reluctance. He planned spectacles to dazzle her youth,
showered her with attention that played to her vanity, carefully
orchestrated moments of feigned kindness to servants and beggars and urgent matters to be ignored so he could be with her and
inch-by-inch tugged her across the many boundaries her imperious
father had set for her. In doing so, he wrote that “I feigned at all
times an innocence and good-hearted ignorance equal to her own.
I needed merely to make a show of teetering on the brink of some
ghastly impropriety, then become overcome with shy embarrassment
— too bashful to speak the thought, and allow her to wheedle it
from me. Indeed, in time, poor kitten, she became utterly enamored
of the belief that we two souls were carried upon rivers of passion, helplessly drawn past inhibitions — barriers erected only for
the sake of lesser folk engaged in lesser loves.”
It was not long, then, before chance meetings at a debut ball and
in the municipal gardens had become a torrid, but clandestine affair. Lumi Maltin’s diary from this period reflects mainly her enthrallment with the charms of the young king, and her amazement
at the revelations of what she took to be true love. Only briefly does
she seem to exhibit any doubts about her relationship, writing that
“my soul is alive with the wonders of this infatuation, and yet
— and yet! Father, dear, beloved, wise father has chosen — quite
without sense, to my reckoning — to quarrel with the king, and
Hiram thinks it best that we wait to reveal all until ‘the proper
moment.’ Surely he knows best, but in the meantime, what is a girl
to do? I go about all day, bursting with joy, unable — almost — to
contain myself. He is mine, I am his, and every moment we part is
an agony to me. If only Father and Hiram were to lay aside their
silly quarrel … but. What do I know of these affairs? I will wait,
and I will be patient, and soon enough! Ah, soon enough, all will
be well.”
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–From A History of Trevendland: Chapter 3, “Hiram I, and the
Dissolution of the Monarchy” by E. Kodrave
Like all of Marigold’s involvement in the erstwhile revolution, the plan concocted at the lunchtime meeting struck her
as improvised and ill-advised. By the time Almira surveyed
the table and said “Okay. Is that — that’s it, then?” and received no response, Marigold’s mind was wilting under the
weight of distress and doubt. She excused herself, and fled.
The churning in her stomach had gotten down to business
and turned to full-fledged nausea. Her skin felt cold, but her
forehead was damp with sweat.
She’d hoped that a scheme for directly confronting her status as a possibly-invented queen would ease the momentary
anguish of her uncertainty. It had not.
After the gloom of the cave, the outdoors, drenched in clear
September sun were painfully bright, and she shielded her
eyes as she navigated through tents back toward the relative
isolation of her own canvas hut.
She closed the door of the tent behind her with shaking
hands, and then collapsed down on her bed. The bed was
unyielding, and the blow stung. She was crying — she didn’t
know why, and her breath was coming in gasps. It was hot
in the tent. She rolled over and buried her face in the pillow
to muffle the sound of her sobs. Even in her tent, she wasn’t
alone. The canvas walls were thin.
Outside, a campload of criminals were busy ennobling
themselves in the knowledge that they were soldiers in the
army of the true queen. Smugglers and robbers become
knights of the realm. Saved from a lifetime of fugitive futility because she was the queen.
Was she the queen? How could she be the queen? She was
playing at queen. Ambushed in the square, ambushed in the
warehouse. Scabs on her forehead, addled in the brain.
Meantime, in the city, she assumed her phone, internet and
bank accounts had been broken open and inspected closely
by the police. Phone calls and texts gone unanswered were
cascading into an unfamiliar inbox where they would be
analyzed in detail for codes and schemes and revolutionary sentiment. Worried friends advised by the police to …
what? Probably to grieve. Maybe informed that she was now
a criminal? Either way, they’d been told things to reassure
them that it was okay to carry on without her. Her apartment was empty. Her healthy breakfasts were wasting away
in the cupboard. Her coffee maker sat idle. Her glorious, soft,
paid-for-with-wages bed was fixed in the state of disarray

Fitting Passage
By MICHAEL BATES
What cargo awaits
the train shunted
into this kind of siding
in the middle of the night?
A lone locomotive
coupled with odd
numbered cars
chugs ahead.
Clear signals keep it on track,
right from wrong
seen as red or green.
The master in charge of the yard
works long, late hours
making haul choices.
Loading starts at whistle stop,
ends in time
for the likes of dawn.
On his darkest watch,
no train can come
and go, empty.

from when she’d clambered out of it two weeks ago. All because she was the queen.
Was she the queen? And if she was the queen, did she have
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to be? The amulet hadn’t asked what she preferred.
What did she prefer? An unassuming life in the city, surrounded by casual friends, constant comforts, and the stigma
of her antecedents, or a grimy and uncomfortable life in the
mountains, the queen of a band of criminal malcontents?
She was surprised to find that no answer came to her.
She rolled onto her side. What if she wasn’t the queen?
She supposed that the prophetess would snarl a bit, confess
surprise, and wander away again to stir up trouble somewhere else. The criminals would go back to stealing, and
Almira would go back to selling coffee and bearing children.
This time, though, Marigold supposed, the children would
be Harrison’s.
Her stomach knotted cold at the thought, and she cursed
herself for thinking it. What did it matter to her, she asked
herself, if Harrison and Almira were sharing a tent? What
of it if they wanted to have children together? What did it
matter if Harrison looked at Marigold first when he made
jokes? What did it matter if he was irritable and unhappy
when he was with Almira, and prattled like a little boy, hiking
with Marigold, or sitting at the morning fire with Marigold?
What did any of that matter when she might (or might not)
be the queen, and he spent his nights with Almira?
Marigold gritted her teeth. Harrison and Almira were
the least of her troubles, and — royalty aside — Marigold
would never stoop so low. Even the thought was repugnant.
And after all — that was the crux of it, wasn’t it? Character
dictated her actions, and the choices were not hers to make.
She was the queen or she wasn’t.
The choices had never been hers to make. Just a week ago, in
the sun-drenched marketplace, that fool Hivelgott, sneering
and handing her the amulet. Damned curiosity that drew her
to him. Damned cityfolk buying his amulets. Damn, damn,
damned amulets. Damn magic. Damn Hivelgott. Damn the
amulet. The sole, unconvincing evidence of her royalty.
She was grateful to the prophetess for pointing out that
before they could rally a revolution, they needed to prove
their queen was the genuine article. It astonished her, in retrospect, that everyone but her had taken the amulet so seri-
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ously. And yet, she supposed it was serious.
Still, it amused her in a melancholy way that
Harrison, the skeptic who scoffed at prophecies and magic, had never questioned the
royal sign, magic though it unquestionably
was.
Why not? thought Marigold, why not?
And after all, the amulet had illuminated at
her touch. That, at least, was unequivocal.
She fumbled for the amulet. It was pressed
against her sternum. She rolled onto her
back and held it up. It glowed against her
hand.
“Hold your head high,” it read.
Marigold breathed out. Yes. Whatever they
might find, the amulet could not be denied.
It might glow out juvenile platitudes, but it
made the whole question of evidence tautological; the conclusion was provided, all that
was necessary was securing evidence to arrive in the same room through a different
door.
That was, she supposed, one way of looking at it. And so far, it seemed to be almost
everyone’s perspective. What seemed inevitable, though, was that it was a door she was
doomed to walk through.
That the rule of Queen Marigold was inevitable seemed to be everyone’s perspective
except the mob that had chased her out of
the market square. She had not forgotten
them. Nor the little man with the mustache,
nor the bald man with the pencil-thin flunkeys.
And maybe the mob was right. Would a
queen spend the afternoon lying on her bed,
staring at the roof of her tent? Doubtful.
But on the other hand, if she ventured forth
and offered her assistance, it would be declined. What was the proper role of a queen?
The nausea stirred in her stomach. She felt
guilty for not moving, and the guilt froze her
in place on the hard bed, staring at the thin,
yellow rod at the peak.
“Hold your head high.” The amulet was an
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Observations on the Subway
By DENNIS TRUJILLO

In warm weather we sit stilted
in the small islands of our seats,
separated like gourmet chocolates
in compartmented trays. We cross
our legs, guard our space, and suffer
headaches from the dizzying blend
of deodorants and perfumes.
We avoid eye contact with faces
across the aisle the way rotting tulip
bulbs hide from the sun.
But in winter, padded coats
and thick clothes break down
the invisible barriers the way snow
melts on train tracks. Shoulders press
together. The mere turning
of a newspaper page causes
an elbow jab into a neighbor’s
quilted ribs — but it’s comforting —
this impromptu human contact.
The gates of our hearts unlatch.
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optimist. A damnable obnoxious optimist.
On the other hand, she supposed that if the amulet was
undeniable, and an optimist, that perhaps there was reason
to hope, after all. Maybe it wasn’t so bad being a queen. She
supposed that if a queen decided she wanted to spend the
day in bed, she could.
Was she the queen? Did she want to be?
***
There was a knock through the canvas on the tent’s loadbearing post by the door. Marigold started. Had she been
asleep? It was almost pitch dark inside the tent. Her mind
was clogged with mud, and her lips crusty with drool.
“Coming,” she croaked.
Her skin and clothes were stifling. She tottered out of the
bed and unsteadily to the door.
Almira was outside with the young plainswoman guard.
Almira carried a flat wooden tray with a bowl and cup and
slice of bread. The plainswoman carried a lantern, glowing
yellow.
“Supper?” asked Almira.
“Yes, yeah, yes, thank you,” said Marigold, and stood blinking stupidly.
“We’ll come in,” said Almira.
Marigold nodded and turned back to sit on her bed, yawning and rubbing at her eyes. Almira and the plainswoman
followed her, Almira moving heavily, hampered by the swollen bulk of her abdomen, and the plainswoman gliding.
Almira, as was her habit, did not speak. She handed the
board to Marigold, and sat beside her, silently caressing her
baby bump.
“Are you alright?” asked Marigold, realizing through the
haze of her exhaustion that Almira was breathing heavily.
“I’m fine,” said Almira, coughing a little. “It’s never easy to
bear a child.”
“No, I guess it isn’t,” said Marigold. As she had come to expect, the soup was waterier and the bread was thinner than
the day before.
“Are you getting enough to eat?” she asked.
“We’re getting enough.”
“I’m glad ‘we’ are,” said Marigold, “But that isn’t what I
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asked. See to it that you are.” She ignored the pang of uncertainty this queenly pronouncement caused. She turned
to the plainswoman, standing in the tent, still holding up
the lantern.
“See that she does.”
“Yes, ma’am. I mean, yes, your highness.”
Marigold winced at the honorific, and devoted her attention to the bowl in fervent hopes that the rest of the meal
could be passed in silence. She neither spoke, nor raised her
head.
As they departed, she thanked them, and followed them
to the door. The air was bracing and the stars burned clear,
unsmudged by the pollution of street lights.
Hold your head high.
To her own surprise, stress and unintended nap aside,
Marigold slept soundly, and when a muffled knock announced the morning, snapped awake, instantly alert.
She sped through the process of dressing in the dark, animated by anxiety and anticipation. Outfitted in the drabbest of the drab clothing she had, she hurried out to the
cooking fire.
As she approached, she heard an uproar of sibilance, just
below the crackle of the flames. The prophetess and Harrison, already bundled and packed, were whispering ferociously at Almira, who was whispering ferociously back at
them. The plainswoman guard — also bundled, and also
with a pack, was standing at a distance, staring fixedly into
the fire.
“No!” said the prophetess.
“Unacceptable!” hissed Harrison.
“What’s going on?” asked Marigold.
The prophetess turned. “She wants us to take along that
little stick of a girl.” She indicated the plainswoman.
Marigold turned to Almira. “Why?”
“She’s my representative,” said Almira.
“Then what am I?” asked Harrison. “I’m as much a member of this collective as she is.”
“Good god,” groaned the prophetess, now focusing her irritation on Harrison, her favorite target, “if you aren’t the
pettiest revolutionary in the history of the world …”
“She’s my representative,” repeated Almira. “I can’t go,
and I’m sending Louisa in my place — if it pleases the
queen.”
All three looked at Marigold.
“Why not?” she asked.
“Because —” started Harrison,
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“I’ll tell you why not,” interrupted the prophetess. “Because
we don’t know her! We don’t know that we can trust her!
She’s a simple soldier, and we’re headed into a situation of
gravest concern with the utmost need for quick wits and
trustworthy actions. She’s unproven.”
Almira nodded, pursed her lips, and said, “She’s proven to
me. Significantly more so than you are, prophetess.” She finished the sentence with grim emphasis, and stared down the
old woman.
The prophetess had no ready reply.
“It pleases me,” said Marigold again, “queen or not. Whatever I am, I’ll be glad to be accompanied by Louisa.”
Harrison shrugged in resignation. The prophetess rolled
her eyes. Almira smiled.
Their plan, such as it was, was far from an ironclad solution, but at least it was simple. They would steal down the
mountain to the Gnowker family farm and ask Ma Gnowker
if she knew some way in which it made sense for her daughter to be the queen. They depended on the hope that Ma
Gnowker might at least possess a hint that could lead them
in the direction of verifiable proof of Marigold’s identity.
They descended the mountain by a route to the east of the
camp. In the absence of a path, they followed a zig-zagging
pattern of rocky walls and ragged slopes with patchy weeds
that ran down the stone folds of the mountain toward the
valley. There was no conversation as they slid and stumbled
down the rocks, and scrambled through trees. The trunks
of the black pines rose on either side like pillars in an endless church in which there was no place to hide, but in which
shadowy threats were hidden. As they climbed lower, the
slope eased and the ropey pines gave way to wider-set beech
trees. As they passed beneath the twisted boughs, the sunrise
set fire to the autumn leaves, forming crowns of fiery orange
above the trees.
The prophetess cast an eye at this seemingly symbolic work
of nature, and said, “Shit.”
They hurried on.
As they made their way down through the beech forest,
Marigold felt herself breathing easier. She remembered
these beech trees, and this forest, perched just above the outskirts of Valeview. She was close to home.
A hundred yards from the road, the prophetess — trundling along at the front — signaled a halt. Harrison, noticing her motion, also signaled a halt. Marigold glanced at
Louisa, who was biting back a smile.
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Past the edge of the trees, was a small field of ripened corn,
and to the right of it, an orchard. It was a field she knew,
and trees whose apples she’d eaten, and cider she’d drunk
as a girl. She remembered clutching an apple, and running
through the village in the evenings after market day, when
the tourists were gone, and the village became one huge
family. She could almost hear the sound of her mother’s unearthly shrieks emanating from the Municipal Music House.
She shook herself, and drew in a deep breath. This was no
time for nostalgia.
They moved west for another hour with Marigold leading,
skirting the road and doing their best to stay out of the line
of sight or smell of farm dogs. Many of the farms and pastures farther from the town on the northern edge of the
village had stone walls around their pastures and fields, and
the party moved with relative comfort. As they passed each
farm, Marigold found herself thinking of the farmers who
lived there, wondering what they were doing — what had
become of their children. Were they struggling under the
burden of taxation? How many of their children had been
transplanted to the city?
She led them farther from the town as they passed through
the woods where she and the prophetess had spent their first
frigid night wrapped in overcoats, and she thought of her
cellphone.
hey combed their way between fields of corn, and bent low
to scurry along stone walls, through melting frost. Despite
herself, and despite the gravity of the mission, Marigold
felt her heartbeat rising in the bucolic surroundings of her
childhood, and as she gazed out upon the placid plains of her
home, a thought bubbled at the back of her mind. She tried
for a moment to draw it out, but to no avail. They passed
beneath a familiar copse of trees, found a familiar fence, and
hastened along, hunched below its spine until it was bisected
by another, taller fence. They stopped in the shady corner
of the fences.
“This is it,” whispered Marigold, “this is the farmyard
fence.”
“Birthplace of the queen,” murmured Harrison.
“Good god,” muttered the prophetess and shook her head
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at him, then turning to Marigold, “Okay.”
The old woman leaned against the wall, and pressed her
eyes shut, one hand raised to silence her companions.
When she gave the all-clear, they clambered over the wall
and into the yard.
Marigold suddenly felt as though, even in her brief visits through the years of her exile, she’d never really examined the home of her childhood. It had simply been home.
Now, though, the leaning barn and overflowing hay mow
struck her as derelict and embarrassing. The peeling paint
and mossy stones of the toolshed seemed like evidence of
negligent character. The house itself, wood and stones and
pinewood shingles, was stooping glumly; dilapidated and unpleasant.
“Bad coffee,” whispered Marigold, and bit her lip. But she
raised her head, and led the way through the muddy, haystrewn barnyard to the door. She knocked lightly.
There was no response.
Marigold knocked again, harder, and again the gloomy
house made no reply.
And then she remembered. She turned.
“How … how many days has it been since … since everything with the amulet and the fire?”
The prophetess scrunched her face thoughtfully.
“Seven!” said Harrison.
“Yeah,” said the prophetess, “a week,”
“Oh,” said the prophetess.
“Yup,” said Marigold.
“What?” said Harrison. Louisa said nothing.
“It’s Saturday,” said Marigold, “it’s market day. Ma is at
market.”
Cool breezes were playing with her hair and emphasizing the icy nature of the melted frost on her shoes and
pants. Sunshine, potent and blinding, was beaming past the
hunched-over barn. Somewhere, lost to her sight, her weekly
train was making its way from the city to the bus depot.
“Oh,” said Harrison. He also leaned back, hands on hips,
and drank in the morning.
“Oh,” he said again.
The prophetess kicked a rock and swore. Marigold stole a
look at Louisa’s inscrutable expression, and felt the familiar
sense of being always in the way, and always in the wrong;
always to be pitied, always misjudged.
Before she could make sense of this muddle of emotions,
the prophetess, whose emotions were always clear, took
charge. She kicked another rock. This time, rather than
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swearing she made an angry gesture at the tumbling stone,
and it burst apart into a pattering of sand.
“Well,” she said, turning back to Marigold, “I feel better.
Now what?”
Marigold felt that there were a number of compelling reasons for being unable to answer.
“Damn,” said Louisa, “wish I could blow stuff up when I
get pissed.”
“Practice,” said the prophetess. “Meantime, I don’t trust
this.” She waved at the farm. “How do we know she’s at the
market? How do we know she hasn’t been arrested?”
“We can find out,” said Marigold, and started for the barn.
“I’ll find out,” said Louisa. “I’m the soldier. What am I looking for?”
“The wagon,” said Marigold. “The wagon and the horses.”
The plainswoman nodded. Both the prophetess and Harrison started to speak, but she held up a hand.
“I’m a soldier,” she said again. “Begging your pardons, but
you’re not.” She looked at the prophetess. “And you sensed
that there’s no threat?”
“Um,” said the prophetess, “yes. Shouldn’t be — but walls
can be problematic.”
“Got it,” said Louisa, and walked to the barn. She peered
into the gaping maw of its doors.
“No wagon,” she called, “and no horses.”
Marigold let out a gust of breath, unaware that she’d been
holding it.
“Okay,” she said, “We wait inside for nightfall. She’ll come
home, and we’ll talk to her then.”
***
o Marigold’s surprise, the front door was unlocked. This unexpected evidence that Ma
Gnowker had relaxed in her old age and widowhood, and that not even the events of the previous Saturday had shaken her, was relaxing. The back of
Marigold’s mind busied itself with a whispered thought that
perhaps it was all a lot of nothing. She wasn’t the queen,
but none of this mess of hidden compounds and makeshift
rebellions was really a big deal.
Louisa — analyzing the lay of the land and the number
and nature of the exits — protested that the house was unsafe. The prophetess and Harrison dismissed it as paranoia,
pointing out that any moderately competent hostile force
would be just as likely to check the barn as the house, and
that if they were going to be ambushed, they may as well be
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comfortable.
Louisa shrugged, and followed them inside.
As she entered, Marigold found the house more than familiar — it was the truest home she knew. The low ceiling
of rough-cut oak beams, the pot-bellied stove, the clay-tile
floor, all of it scrupulously scrubbed clean. The low table
where her parents sat crying the first time she was taken.
There were two bedrooms on opposite sides of the hall —
the low, drafty room on the left where she and her brother
had slept, and where her parents hung a curtain for propriety when her brother turned thirteen, and the larger room
to the right where her mother now spent nights alone in a
double bed. The bathroom behind her parents’ bedroom, and
a sitting room at the rear of the house with a bookcase, a
slouching sofa with worn-out springs, two rocking chairs,
another pot-bellied stove, and a small, flat-screen television.
As in the kitchen, there were two small windows, framed in
with white-painted pine-boards. In the right corner of the
room was a small, plain door with a window, and a dirty
woven mat.
In the comfortable surroundings of her mother’s home,
Marigold felt the weight of adrenaline and the early morning hike settling down on her. She leaned her pack against
the counter in the kitchen beside the prophetess’s curious
leather bag, and, yawning, left the prophetess and Louisa
bickering in the kitchen over who should take first guard
duty, and shuffled back to her bed.
It was lower, and narrower, and lumpier than she remembered, and smelled of must and dust and age, but after a
week spent sleeping on a bed made of pinewood and thatch,
it was a revelation.
Her sleep was heavy and dreamless, an inky, comforting
blackness. When she woke, she woke at a snail’s pace. The
room was almost as dark as night, but from the doorway to
the hall, she could see afternoon light. Her head was warm
and her thoughts unclear. She grimaced and rolled her legs
off the side of the bed. Her clothes were oppressively hot
and rough against her sleep-swollen skin.
She eased to her feet, and lumbered out into the hall. She
heard the distant sound of the television, and wandered
into the sitting room. Louisa was there — slumped asleep
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on the couch, mouth open, arms folded on her chest. Marigold blinked and yawned, and in yawning discovered that her
throat was parched to the point of cracking. She ambled to
the kitchen in search of water, and found Harrison, perched
in a chair, leaning back against the wall, facing the windows.
He smiled. “Hey, sleepy.”
She grunted, and moved to the cabinets above the sink.
He laughed.
It seemed that sometime in the eight years of her daughter’s absence, Ma Gnowker had seen fit to move the cups.
Marigold frowned, and set to opening all of the doors in the
kitchen.
She was embarrassed, as usual, to be sleep-dazed and irritable in front of him, but she was too sleep-dazed and irritable to restrain herself. She found a glass, poured herself
water and sat down at the table.
“You sleep a lot,” said Harrison.
“Beauty sleep,” slurred Marigold, and wondered if she
ought to have said it. She looked out the window, and willed
herself to wake up.
He laughed again.
“It’s working.” The compliment was unexpected, and ought
to have been unwelcome, but she was too fogged to push it
back.
“Are you being sarcastic?”
He raised his eyebrows. “Come on, now. I’m a gentleman.”
Marigold said nothing, and Harrison chuckled.
“You’re in a good mood,” she said.
“You’re cute when you’re upset.”
Her heartbeat shifted. Her head was heavy. She tried to
change the subject.
“Louisa’s asleep,” she said. “Where’s the prophetess?”
“Also asleep,” said Harrison, smirking. “Bad humor is exhausting, apparently.”
Marigold smiled, despite herself.
“It’s hot,” she said.
Harrison nodded. “Sit outside?”
They sat on the stone step, their backs to the door, looking
up through the farmyard toward the wooded slopes of the
mountain. The step was narrow, and they were pressed together at the hip. Marigold’s heartbeat lifted again, and she
told herself that it was the bracing air, and the cold blue sky.
Her pulse pounded in her temples. She was tired, she was
bleary; she was a dam creaking against the power of a rising
reservoir. The choice was not hers to make.
“You’re funny when you’re tired,” said Harrison, returning
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to the theme of her endless capacity for naps.
“Then I’m funny a lot,” said Marigold, hoping it was true.
“It makes sense,” said Harrison. “You’ve been burdened
with a weight beyond the rest of us.” He turned and looked
her full in the face. “It’s no small thing to be queen, and I’d
rather you sleep than see you so threadbare and anxious.”
“It’s —” started Marigold, “— it’s not, it’s no more than
—”
“Yes,” said Harrison, his deep brown eyes still locked on
hers, and his hand fell lightly on her knee, “it is.”
As his hand settled on her leg, a crack appeared in the dam,
and for a moment, she felt suddenly awake, suspended in the
cold air, her heart racing and nerves rippling with expectation. She leaned forward.
The door swung sharply into her back, and both she and
Harrison stumbled off of the step with strangled exclamations.
“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” said Louisa. “Something’s wrong with
the prophetess.”
Marigold started to her feet, blushing and stammering.
The suspended moment came unstuck and crashed down,
shattering around her. Her ears were full of a rattling buzz,
like an army of cicadas, who having survived into the autumn were glorying in their longevity.
The buzzing grew louder and louder as they followed Louisa into the house. Louisa spoke with a battlefield calm. “I
found her like this, and she’s not responding.”
They hurried down the hall, the television scattering blue
light through the sitting room. Lousia turned right and led
them into the master bedroom.
In the light of the single window, the prophetess was
standing rigidly at attention, eyes bulging open. The buzz
was rattling out between her clenched teeth. Her hands were
balled into white-knuckled fists.
As they entered the room, she relaxed.
“Oh, good. You came,” she said, “Listen —”
“What the hell?” asked Louisa, stepping forward. “What in
the actual hell?”
“I’ve got a prophecy,” said the prophetess mildly, “and it’s
incredibly important. I needed you to pay attention.”
“Why wouldn’t you say so?” asked Louisa, “’stead of scaring me to death?”
“People ignore me when I say so,” said the prophetess, “and
we can’t afford to ignore me.”
Louisa shook her head like a disgusted mother sorrowing
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over a roomful of delinquent toddlers, but said nothing.
“What was the prophecy?” asked Marigold.
“Is,” the prophetess corrected her.
“Dammit, Anida, tell us the prophecy!” snapped Harrison.
The prophetess’s eyes widened, and in two leaping steps,
she crossed the bedroom to Harrison. He stepped back, raising his hands in front of him.
Her voice was a guttural rasp. “What did you say?”
He shook his head, his curls bouncing. “No, no,” he stammered, “I —”
“WHAT DID YOU SAY?” roared the prophetess, leaning
into his face. Marigold and Louisa gaped. The room was
shaking with the prophetess’s voice. She seemed to have
grown tall, staring down Harrison.
“I —” said Harrison, his voice quavering, his eyes rolling.
“I said —”
“DON’T SAY IT AGAIN,” bellowed the prophetess,
“DON’T YOU EVER SAY IT AGAIN!”
“I won’t, I won’t, I won’t,” said Harrison, still backing away,
“I promise, I won’t.”
The prophetess laughed, without humor. “You promise,
huh?” She stepped back from him and grimaced. “See that
you don’t,” she said. “See that you don’t.”
She turned to Louisa and Marigold. “You heard nothing.”
“Nothing,” said Marigold, trembling a little herself.
“You got it,” said Louisa, “whatever you say.”
“Okay,” said the prophetess, “and now the prophecy.”
She placed a hand on Marigold’s shoulder. “Right now, in
the marketplace, your mother is in terrible danger.”
“We need to go,” said Marigold.
No one moved.
“We need to go, now!” said Marigold. “Come on,” and
turned to go.
She paused for an instant, waiting for Harrison or Louisa or the prophetess to object, but no objection came. She
glanced back at them.
“We came to find out if you’re the queen,” said Louisa.
“Can’t find that out without her.”
Marigold nodded.
“Alright,” she said. “Come on.”
“Hold on,” said the prophetess, “we need to think — we’ll
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never make it in time on foot. Does your mother have a car?”
“No,” said Marigold impatiently, “if she needs a ride, she
calls my brother.”
“How?”
“What?”
“Does she have a cellphone, a landline — how does she
call?”
“A mobile,” said Marigold, confused.
“Right, right, right,” said the prophetess, “of course.”
For a moment, they stood in the kitchen and looked around
themselves in frustrated bewilderment. Marigold tapped her
foot in frustration, staring at the jars, boxes and bags on her
mother’s shelves.
“What’s your brother’s number?” asked the prophetess.
“Does it matter?”
“Maybe,” said the prophetess. She crossed the kitchen
and rummaged in the smaller compartment of her massive
leather bag.
“Aha!” she said, and produced a small cellular phone from
inside the mysterious container.
“What?” asked Marigold, “You? You have a cellphone? You
smashed mine!”
“Yeah,” said the prophetess, “I’m a huge hypocrite, and it’s
saving your mother’s life, shut up.”
“I’m sorry —” started Marigold, and the prophetess waved
a hand.
“Like I said, shut up.”
Marigold shut her mouth. The prophetess bent over the
phone, eyes closed, muttering. She looked around the tiny
kitchen, and glanced at Louisa and Harrison. Harrison met
her gaze, and she looked away with her cheeks burning. In
the corner, the prophetess went on muttering. And then her
mutterings were accompanied by the featherlight sounds of
buttons pressed on a cellphone, and then —
“Hello! Hello! Is this — are you Mr. Gnowker? Wonderful.
You’ll have to tell me your first name sometime, but in the
meantime, you need to get to your mother’s farm as quickly
as possible without asking me any questions. Your sister and
your mother depend on it.”
She listened for a moment.
“You ludicrous chump. I said no questions. Fine.” She motioned to Marigold. “Your majesty! Say hello to your paranoid excuse of a brother.”
“It’s me, Danny,” said Marigold, “and we need help.”
The prophetess listened, nodded, slapped the phone shut
and looked up.
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“He’s five minutes away.”
In silence, they slung on their packs. The prophetess
paused to toss the phone back into her pack, and fished out
the mammoth revolver. She spun the cartridge and raised
her eyebrows. Louisa rummaged in hers, and took out one
of the submachine guns the guards carried in the mountain
compound. She glanced up at Harrison and Marigold in turn.
“Harrison,” she said, “you know how to work this?”
He nodded.
“Okay. You take it.” She held it out to him.
Harrison took it gingerly, almost hesitantly, and it struck
Marigold as out of tune with the flame-throated rhetoric of
his speeches.
Louisa turned back to her pack, and produced a blackwood
club. She leaned it against the counter, put on her backpack,
and then picked up the club and swung it lightly.
Marigold looked around the kitchen. The prophetess was
fiddling with the revolver, Harrison was staring in bewilderment at the machine gun in his hands, and Louisa’s face had
taken on a serene placidity, twirling the cudgel.
“Um,” said Marigold.
“Your majesty?” inquired the prophetess.
“You’re all armed,” said Marigold. “I, uh, I feel a little exposed.”
“We can’t risk you,” said Harrison. “Your job is staying
safe.”
“Fine,” said Marigold, “but just in case I can’t —”
“Right, right,” said the prophetess. She eased out of the
leather pack, and opened the lower, larger pocket. From its
incalculable interior, she drew out the ornate staff she’d been
holding when she first appeared a week before, in the drygoods warehouse. She held it out to Marigold.
“It’s not much, but if you’re close enough to bop ’em, you
can fetch ’em at least one good knock.”
Marigold took it, and felt, like Harrison, hesitant.
“Is … is it — powerful?” she asked, turning it over in her
hands.
“Oh, goodness, no,” said the prophetess with a cackle. “I’m
glad you think so, though. No, it’s just a prop. I like to make
my enemies think I’m powerless without it.”
“Oh,” said Marigold.
“Huh,” said Louisa.
“I knew it,” said Harrison.
“Well, you certainly do now,” said the prophetess.
All armed, they turned to the windows, and waited.
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Gunpowder Trails: Chapters Eight & Nine
By ANDREW SHARP

deer stumbled across the rocky streambed and
tore up into the woods on the other side. A small
dark animal, a raccoon, Charles thought, also ran
across, then four more deer. Upstream and down,
animals flowed across away from the fire. A wolf. A weasel. A bear. Two foxes and several squirrels raced each other
across, side by side, ignoring each other.
“Look! Look at that!” Eileen said. But they already were.
On the other side of the stream, only a few trees weren’t
yet on fire, and a pack of cats leaped through the safe space,
racing the flames toward the stream, jumping small pockets
of burning grass. They reached the stream just ahead of the
fire, ears flat against their heads and their tails bushed out.
Heavy muscles rippled under their rich coats as they charged
through the water without slowing down, spray cascading
around them.
The smugglers grabbed for their bows and fumbled with
pistols, but the cats ignored them and smashed by into the
forest. They had appeared and disappeared again in only a
few seconds.
“This woods is filling up with predators,” Jake said. “And
they’re gonna be hungry.”
Dan nodded. “Yeah, that fire might drive us a deer or two,
but it’s driving the killers to eat the deer, too. Woods is going
to get pretty crowded for a while.”
“At least they’ll have plenty of other meat,” Eileen suggested. “Besides us.”
“Maybe,” Dan said. “Or maybe the fire will drive ’em crazy.”
They all reflected for a while on the idea of crazy cats.
From the looks on their faces, it wasn’t a topic they enjoyed.
Jake looked the worst. His eyes were wide, sweat rolled
down his face, and he muttered to himself.
“Hey, Jake, you OK?” James asked.
Jake didn’t respond, just kept up his soft dialogue with himself.
“He’s cracking up,” Eileen said. “Losing it. Doesn’t surprise
me either. There’s a limit to what you can make people go
through.” She looked at George.
John walked over to Jake and slapped him across the face.
Several of the smugglers winced and others frowned. Jake
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shook his head slowly and stared at John.
“Get yourself together, man,” John said. “This is no place
for scared children.”
An angry hum started among the group. But Jake only
looked at John, his eyes wounded, but not really understanding. He was still shaking, but like a guilty dog, he turned and
slunk away.
“That’s enough, John,” George said. “No need for that. And
as for the rest of you, does anybody have something they’d
like to complain about?” He rested his hand on his pistol.
Nobody said anything. He walked over to the nearest, an
unfortunate man named Tim. Putting his face inches away,
George said quietly, “How about you Tim? I thought I heard
you complaining just now.”
Tim complained all the time, but Charles hadn’t heard him
say a word just then. Tim shook his head and shrank away.
“If you do have something against me, we can settle it right
now,” George said. “Man to man.”
Tim shook his head again and stared at the ground. A burly
man, he looked unusually small.
Eileen appeared to be grinding her teeth, and Charles
wondered what would happen if George challenged her the
same way. She might take him up on it. But the others looked
sufficiently cowed, and George ignored Eileen. He went back
to watching the fire.
Birds streamed out of the trees in all directions as the fire
advanced. Charles wished he could fly, partly because he’d
be safe from the fire even if it managed to jump the stream,
and partly because he thought it must be an amazing sight,
looking down from above on the flames fanning out into the
wilderness.
Also, he reflected, if he could fly he could get home in a day
or two.
The wind pushed the fire away from them, but it fought
back to the edge of the stream, pawing at the water’s edge,
roaring and howling and pacing the banks, looking for a
place to jump over.
Bits of flaming brush and burning wildflowers dropped
over the side, landing with a hiss in pools of water and smoldering on the dry rocks. Embers worked their way along
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roots embedded in the dry bank, gnawing the entire bank to
ash. Snakes, driven out from the streamside vegetation, came
writhing over the rocks.
That would teach the Appalachies to steal sulfur, Charles
thought. This fire would burn hundreds of thousands of
acres, toast uncountable animals, and kill every Appalachie
for miles. If the wind shifted, it would crisp the smugglers
too. A vivid lesson.
The south wind surged stronger, and the fire leapt skyward, roaring hundreds of feet overhead, its hot breath driving into the smugglers.
“All right, let’s get out of here,” George ordered. “Make
it quick.” It was an unnecessary order. Many of the smugglers had decided to move along when they saw the snakes
headed their way, and when the fire seemed ready to jump
the stream the rest followed. The only exception was Jake,
who stood as if deep in thought until someone grabbed his
arm and pulled him along.
As they left, Charles imagined what the Appalachies must
be seeing in their camp now. There would be a heavy cloud
of gray smoke to the south. Animals would start fleeing past
them, and birds would come streaming overhead. They’d
shade their eyes, and then they’d realize what it must be.
There would be panic in the village, children screaming,
mothers and fathers shouting, everyone grabbing essential
tools and running. And it wouldn’t be fast enough.
What would it be like to feel those flames storming through
the trees behind you, faster than you could run, hot on your
back?
Charles hoped he wouldn’t get the chance to find out.
More deer ran by as the band hurried through the gloomy
woods. It pained the smugglers to see all that good meat just
bounding away, but they didn’t have time to stop for butchering. All living things were in the same predicament, trying
to get as far away from the fire as they could. They would
worry later about re-establishing the food chain.
Eileen made an exception when a heavy cat came crashing
through the underbrush only a few yards away, not seeming
to see them. She unslung her bow, drew, and shot in a smooth
motion, her arrow arcing into the cat’s ribs, a perfect running shot. The cat coughed, then veered away into the trees.
“You lost your arrow,” James said.
“That was worth losing an arrow,” Eileen said.
For a moment, Charles felt sorry for the cat. It hadn’t been
bothering anybody. But he reminded himself that had they
crossed paths at another time, it would have happily killed
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him.
The light faded fast. They walked until the twilight was
deep, then they had to stop while they could still see to gather wood.
George insisted that the slaves make a water run, even
though it was far too late in the evening to do it safely, especially with the woods crawling with predators. George sent
an extra smuggler as a guard, but they would have needed
eight or so extra guards to be safe. The hair prickled on
Charles’ neck and arms as they trekked among the murky
tree trunks. He made sure to rattle his armload of canteens
together to make an intimidating racket, and the others followed his example. They moved down the hill with all the
subtlety of a soldier in plate armor falling down a ladder.
They found a creek bed, but it was bone dry, and it didn’t
get any damper under the slaves’ heated cursing. There was
no time to check anywhere else, so they set off back up the
hill in a foul mood. They all thought they felt something
behind them in the gathering gloom, stalking. Once, a twig
snapped nearby, and they all whirled to face it, but couldn’t
see anything.
Gary sped up a little bit. Charles increased his pace to keep
up, with just possibly a little extra for good measure.
“Come on, wait up,” Marguerite said, without much need,
for she was passing Charles.
“For God’s sake, quit running,” the guard said. “It’s too
dark for that.” His long strides carried him to the front of
the pack.
“By the king’s moustache,” James said when they got back,
“I could hear you banging around those canteens the whole
time. Sounded like a runaway peddler’s wagon. And why are
you breathing so hard?”
“Where’s the water?” Eileen snarled.
“Wasn’t any,” Charles said. He added a few phrases in his
mind.
“What are we supposed to drink, you goddam little bastards?” Eileen said. “You weren’t supposed to just go on a
walk.”
“Yeah,” others joined in. “What does ‘get water’ mean to
you?”
“Thanks for going just out of sight and then running back.”
“Go back out there and find some!”
“Shut up,” James said. “Whining isn’t going to fill those
canteens. It’s too dark now.”
The smugglers fell short of shutting up, but reduced their
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volume level to simulate compliance.
It seemed obscene, somehow, to build another fire, with
miles of forest burning nearby. The roar and crackle were
too close behind them. Charles had never seen anything like
the enormous glow thrown up high into the night sky, dimming the stars.
The little campfire flickered wickedly in front of Charles, a

vicious baby eying him hungrily. Domestic fires had always
seemed warm and comforting, but now he had seen a wild
one, and knew this little devil would kill them all if it could
get away.
Smugglers lit other fires around the camp. They sat around
them just a little further back than usual, without much talking.
The next morning, gray clouds covered the sky, driven
north toward the fire by the gusting wind. The travelers
couldn’t hear the noise from the flames anymore, but an
enormous column of smoke rose to the north, melding into

Getting In Tune
By ANDREW HUBBARD
At the back of the junkyard
Lies a neat double row of cars totaled in accidents
Towed in on flatbeds and winched down
With precision, nose to nose and three feet apart.

They remind me of the places
My choral group sang at last Christmas:
The VA hospital, the nursing home,
The mental hospital, the penitentiary.

Each one, at its time, took a terrible hit
Each has its own story to tell:
A windshield starred by a forehead
A hood contorted to a cleft-palate grin
A Cadillac with a pristine grill, but
The rear bumper in the back seat.

Tucked into forgettable corners of the city
The human junkyards, underfunded
Understaffed, short on everything
But drugs. These are our report card.

I walk among these beautiful machines, artifacts
Of a hundred years’ automotive evolution
… Brought to such a pass
Tattered shards of metal
Rusting at the back of an old lot
Fronted by a converted school bus for an office
And a dismal row of colored plastic pennants.

Our performances were sloppy,
They were our rehearsals
For the state competition in January.
The conductor said, “If you have to make mistakes
Make them where it doesn’t matter.”
Of course we didn’t let on
To the audience that they didn’t matter
But somehow I think they knew.
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the low clouds to form a wall that looked like fog. The woods
around them was silent except for the wind; no more animals
ran past. Even the birds were gone.
The sky got darker throughout the day as they hiked, but
no rain fell until it was almost dark. First a few sprinkles
misted down in a torrential fog, but as the smugglers made
camp big drops began lashing down in sheets. Everyone began to talk and laugh again.
At first the cold rain was a delight to Charles. It had been
so long since he’d felt rain, and it was even good to feel chilly
again after the long dusty summer. He relaxed as he pictured the fire withering behind him as the rain snuffed the
hot coals, water filling the streams again and sogging all the
leaves and trees between here and there.
That feeling lasted for a few minutes, but faded as he lay
trying to fall asleep, his bedroll sopping up water. After several hours, the rain managed to drum most of the happiness
out of him again and he began imagining the friendly heat
of a nice warm fire. You’ve done a great job, he told the rain,
now get out of here. The clammy bedroll stuck to his skin.
He pulled it over his head but the water kept drumming on
it, like someone relentlessly poking him awake, and the water dripped out of his hair and over his neck. But very deep
down, he was happy to be miserable about a small thing like
being wet.
He spent most of the night waiting for morning, as if
somehow daylight would make the rain feel better. But when
it got light, the rain was just as wet, and its cold fingers
followed him wherever he went, touching and touching and
touching him.
This was a real storm; it must have been a hurricane on
the coast. The wind wasn’t knocking anything over in the
mountains, but it whipped the trees and lashed the rain into
their faces. The water fell in barrelfuls, tearing the fall leaves
off the branches and bouncing off the ground in a mist that
tried to rise but was beaten down again by the falling torrent. It seemed there wasn’t much air left in the air.
Behind them, barely visible through the storm, the smoke
boiled up in an enormous white cloud, the last protest of the
dying fire.
Charles tried to withdraw from the weather, to think about
other things, to get lost in thinking about plans for the future. Water rolled down inside his shirt, and down his legs
inside his pants. He daydreamed about finding a dry cave,
or a partially fallen log with cozy leaves underneath. There
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would even be just enough dry twigs to start a very small,
friendly and domesticated fire.
He found no such escape hatch.
They would have no problem finding water for their canteens tonight. The problem, they soon realized, would be
finding enough ground to walk on. When they came to another stream, the muddy water foamed over the banks and
washed branches and logs along.
“We could run a rope across,” Old Harry said.
George shook his head. “You go ahead and try it if you
want to. I’m staying right here.”
“Spend the night here? We’ve only gotten a couple of
miles.”
George shrugged. “Better slow than drowned. We can
camp up away from the stream. I don’t like the look of this
water at all. Let’s go back up to some higher ground.”
They were still slogging back uphill when Dan pointed upstream. “Look at that! Holy shit, look out!
A stack of water tumbled toward them, and it was in a
hurry. The smugglers’ amble became a dash, and it was good
they had already hiked a little way from the stream, or they
wouldn’t have been fast enough. The water crashed through
the valley, ripping up logs and boulders, and anything else
that didn’t have deep roots. The new edge of the stream
sloshed and foamed only a few feet from where they stood.
“Damn!” Henry said, rolling out the word slowly. Charles
had never heard the camp tailor use profanity before. Henry
did his illegal smuggling with punctilious uprightness, and
he was generous with his disapproval for the careless habits
and language of others. Disapproval was, in fact, about the
only thing he was generous with.
“We’ll stay here for the night. Except further back, of
course, on higher ground,” George said. “We’d better …”
The rest of the band turned their bug-eyed attention from
the rushing water to a scream from behind them. Jake was
running further up the hill, sobbing and shrieking.
“Jake! Come back here, you fool!” George shouted. Others
joined in the shouting. They jogged up the hill after him, but
Jake outpaced them, throwing off his pack. He tripped once,
but picked himself up again, waving his arms as he ran as if
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he could pull himself along faster.
They ran after him, but it was halfhearted. Jake was out of
sight quickly, and they had no wish to end up scattered and
lost in the stormy woods.
They stood wiping rain out of their eyes and looking at
each other.
“Dammit,” James said.
At a time like this, Charles always felt like somebody ought
to say something, to sum things up and give them some kind
of meaning, but all he could think of was the ridiculously
obvious. Not wishing to say “That’s a real shame that Jake
lost his mind and ran away to die alone in the storm, I really
wish he hadn’t done that,” he kept quiet. Eileen and a few
others looked like they had more pointed words than that,
but they held their tongues.
For three miserable days, the disheartened band sat
by the muddy river that had been a creek. The rain came
down without slacking and the water tore through the tree
trunks below them, piling up in white haystacks around the
trunks, pushing small trees over into the current where their
branches stretched and waved downstream.
The first night, they did their best to get out of the rain,
cutting evergreen branches and lashing them together over
frames to make huts. For further roofing, they slung bedrolls over the evergreens, creating dark, damp and leaky
little huts. Crammed into these at about five or so to a hut,
they sat watching the roofs sift the rain, slowing it down
and collecting it in big drops. The water dripped in rhythms
maddeningly close to regular, but not quite. Drip. Drip. Drip.
Drip … drip. The smugglers’ fingers turned pale and wrinkly. It was too wet even for the most skilled of them to start
a fire, so all they could do was to sit, as the old children’s
story went.
It was chilly, and not just because of the rain, Charles calculated. It must be September by now, although he had lost
track of the exact date. Summer had lingered longer than
usual, but now it was gone. If the smugglers dawdled much
longer, the cold would get worse, and it would start to frost
in the mornings.
Charles found himself sharing space with George, John,
Old Harry, and Marguerite. He had no objection to Marguerite, but the other three were possibly the last he would have
selected to share a makeshift shelter with during a downpour. He’d been helping build the huts and by the time he
got around to picking one out, most of them were full. Why
couldn’t he have ended up in the same shelter as one of the
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good storytellers?
Old Harry’s stories were colorful and bawdy, but not good.
George didn’t usually tell stories. John’s tales mostly embellished his adventures and accomplishments. Besides tell
stories, the only thing other thing to do was watch the rain.
Or complain.
“This whole trip has been a disaster,” John said. “A damn
disaster from start to finish.”
“We aren’t finished yet,” Old Harry said. He sneezed. “I
think I’m coming down with something. Pneumonia, I’m
guessing.”
“It is what it is. We lost a few more people than usual,”
George said. “But that’s not all bad. We didn’t get a lot of
sulfur, either. So if everybody was still alive, the shares
would be pretty small. It’s best we don’t have to split it too
many ways. Worst thing for me is, I’m going to have to do a
lot more work to get enough people for next year. Usually I
just have to find a few worthless bums to replace the worthless bums the cats ate.”
“Plenty of worthless bums around,” John said.
“Yeah, but I hate finding more people. You need a worthless
bum who’s worth his pemmican. Preferably one who doesn’t
like bragging to people about what he does in the summer. I
guess I wasn’t careful enough last time. We picked up some
kind of a spy or somebody with a big mouth.”
“Might not be just one bad apple,” Old Harry said. “Might
be somebody back home trying to stir up trouble. You’ve got
your enemies. We might have to clean out some rats’ nests
when we get back.”
George grunted. “Maybe.”
It struck Charles that George now had him in a good spot
to quiz him about everything that had happened during the
kidnapping, now that they were on the topic of things that
were going wrong. George hadn’t had a spare moment to do
that since Charles had gotten back to the band.
But George didn’t know Charles had information he’d be
interested in. Or did he know? When you tried not to look
suspiciously guilty, you could feel guiltiness oozing out of
your skin.
“Even with all the people we lost, we’ve got precious little
sulfur,” Old Harry said. “I won’t be able to afford much of a
vacation when we get back.”
“That’ll be better for you,” John said. “Less of a hangover.
And didn’t you pick up a nasty bug in those brothels last
year?”
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Old Harry humphed. “Just a touch of flu, had to stay in bed
for a while.”
“Flu, ha,” John said. “First time I ever saw flu do THAT to
a man.”
“I’m going to get flu now if I can’t get a fire started,” Old
Harry said. He scooped up some forlorn bits of soggy bark
and tried to blow on them to dry them off. Then he got out
his fire drill and started spinning it. After a long time a reluctant spark began to burn into the bark. Then a huge water drop landed dead center on it and blotted it out.
“Dammit!” Old Harry said. He threw the fire drill out into
the rain.
They all stared outside at the murky woods. Charles felt
naked without the protection of a fire. They were tiny and
alone among the massive gloomy tree trunks, the only people for many miles. He watched for movement in the trees,
and sometimes caught a flicker of something. But after he
had stared long enough at it, the movement always turned
out to be a swaying branch or a water drop on a leaf. Cats
weren’t likely to be out hunting in a storm like this.
“By the way, I never asked you Charles,” George said, “did
you find out anything useful when you were with those Appalachies? Anything about what in hell they were up to?”
Charles’ stomach flopped like a fish. He ran over what he
should not say, and how he should not say it, and froze up.
“Charles?” George said, eying him.
“Ah, well, nothing much,” Charles said. No, that wasn’t
good, that sounded evasive. He remembered there had been
more Appalachie warriors than he expected. Yes, that was
the tack to take. Lots of details about things that didn’t matter.
“Well, there were more of them than I thought. About
thirty, so about as many fighters as we had. I wasn’t expecting that.”
“What were they after?” George asked. “Why all the attacks?”
“I guess they just wanted the sulfur. They said they were
having some kind of war with other Appalachies.”
The leaders glanced at each other. “Don’t like the sound of
that,” Old Harry said.
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“Why not? They can kill each other off, suits me fine,” John
said.
“I mean, I didn’t know there were enough of them to have
a war,” Old Harry said. “And here we’ve been hiking right
though with nary a care.”
“As long as you’ve got more than one person, you can have a
war,” John said. “So why’d they pick you to kidnap, Charles?”
“Best I could tell, I was just the one they happened across
that day. They were disappointed I was only a slave until
they found out … well, that I was George’s slave.”
“So you gave them leverage,” Old Harry grumbled. “Way to
go. If you’d kept your mouth shut we could have gotten you
back for nothing.”
“They threatened to torture me if I didn’t tell them things,”
he said. He was really coming across as a hero here.
George cleared his throat. He didn’t seem to enjoy the
reminder of his giving in to the Appalachies’ demands for
sulfur. That couldn’t have been a popular choice, Charles realized, to give up money from everyone’s share to buy an
unpopular slave back. He tried to change the subject.
“I forgot to tell you,” he said. “There was somebody from
Easton with them.”
“There was WHAT?” Old Harry said.
Charles explained what he knew about Roger.
“What did he look like?” Old Harry said.
“He’s a very big man,” Charles said. “Black hair.”
“Yes, that sounds like an Easton,” Old Harry said. “Probably had two eyes and two ears too, huh?”
Charles frowned, and tried to think of a better description. He was terrible at this kind of thing. “He was missing
a front tooth … uh … he also had a coiled snake tattooed on
his right arm.”
“Aha, now we’re getting somewhere,” Old Harry said. “I
remember a guy like that from back home. Disappeared one
day after the tax collector paid him a visit. Left his wife and
kids and never came back. What was his name? Randy, Robert, something like that.”
“Roger,” Charles said.
“That’s it!” Old Harry said. “What a toad. Yeah, he lived in
our village all right. Thought he was big stuff, Mr. Moral,
the family man, always ready to tell you what you were doing
wrong with your life. I’ve done some mean shit in my life but
at least I’ve never run out on my wife.”
“You don’t have a wife,” John said.
“You know what I mean,” Old Harry said. “So he’s run out
to the mountains and joined the Appalachies. Doesn’t sur-
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prise me a bit. No shame. That’s always the way with these
high and mighty types.”
“Still,” George said, “now we’re getting somewhere. If he
knew how to speak Easton, he might very well have been
making contact with somebody in our group. Do you remember anything he said that might be a giveaway, Charles?”
No, no, no, Charles thought. Bringing up Roger had not
been a good idea.
“No,” Charles said. And that was true. Roger hadn’t said
anything about Warren, just flagrantly worn a gift from
Warren.
George kept pumping him for him for information, so
Charles gave him all kinds of useless details about Roger’s
mannerisms, what he’d said about his life, the Appalachies’
houses, their weapons, their clothing, how their language
sounded, anything to make it sound like he was being helpful.
Yet he had the uncomfortable feeling George knew he was
not telling all he knew. And if that were true, he’d keep trying to get the information he wanted, and he would get it,
too. The problem with George was that he could read people
well, and the problem with Charles was that he was too easy
to read.
“Well, the Appalachies won’t be bothering us anymore,”
Old Harry said. “We cleaned all the rats out of the woods.”
“If a problem comes up,” George said, “deal with it thoroughly and you don’t have to deal with it again. That’s my
motto. And in this case, we might have been solving a couple
of problems at once.”
“What do you mean?” John asked.
“I’m not at all convinced those Appalachies didn’t have
something to do with the ambush at Scranton,” George said.
“If Roger knew how to speak Easton, then maybe somebody
in our band was in cahoots with him. And if that’s true, that
would explain how Scranton soldiers knew exactly where
we were going to be. Somebody goes out hunting a few days
before, meets Roger, tells him where we’re going to be, and
the Appalachies pass it along to the soldiers.”
Charles groaned inside. There was Roger coming back to
haunt him again. He was glad it was so overcast, so they
couldn’t see his face very well. But nobody was looking at
him anyway. The contempt they had for slaves was coming
in handy now.
“Damn,” John said. “That makes a lot of sense. But why?
What would their goal be?”
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Old Harry snorted. “They’re just plain mean. They don’t
need a goal. They’re bloodthirsty savages.”
“I meant the traitor,” John said.
“Seems pretty clear-cut to me,” George said. “The Appalachies get a cut of the sulfur, Scranton stops sulfur smuggling, and the traitor is obviously a plant from somebody
trying to take over the market. There’s quite a few people
who would like in on this, you know, but I’ve got my ways of
discouraging the competition.”
Charles was paralyzed with fright. The only thing George
didn’t have was a name, and three feet away from him was
the person who knew that name. If George asked him a
question now, he probably wouldn’t even be able to speak.
This was the end. They’d know he was hiding something.
The nice thing was, it was raining too hard for them to do
much torturing, so that was nice. They’d probably just kill
him and Warren and throw them in the woods.
“It makes a lot of sense,” John said again. “It’s so simple.
Like Old Harry said, those savages wouldn’t have any sophisticated plan.”
“No need to use such big words,” Old Harry said with irritation. “I never said anything like that.”
“I just mean they aren’t smart enough.”
“Oh,” Old Harry said. “Yeah, they’re dumb as rocks. Anyhow, it’s too late to ask them any questions now.” He laughed.
“I’m going to get to the bottom of this,” George said. “And
when I do, that traitor will wish he’d been in that fire with
the Appalachies.” Charles studied something outside.
“Maybe you should just pick somebody from the band, make
an example of them,” Old Harry said, lowering his voice.
“Not a bad idea,” John said, also speaking just loudly enough
to be heard. “Make sure nobody else gets any smart ideas.”
“Hmm. That isn’t a bad idea,” George said, rubbing his
chin, “but you’d still have the traitor around.”
“You could always kill him later too, if you find out who it
is,” Old Harry said. He wrung out a blanket and pulled it up
over his head.
“That is an idea,” George said, stroking his beard. “Hmm.
If we make an example out of somebody the traitor might
even decide to be decent and well behaved. ’Course I’d kill
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him if I ever found him out, but we at least wouldn’t have
any more trouble in the meantime.”
“Anybody we can spare?” Old Harry asked.
John chuckled quietly. “Hardly a smuggler in that bunch
worth anything. Bunch of lowlifes, dregs of the poorhouse.
All of them would stab us if they thought they could get
away with it.”
“There’s Dan,” Old Harry said, “he’s worth something.
He’s been with us a while. He thinks he’s smarter than he is,
but we’d get pretty hungry sometimes without him along.
That man can hunt.”
“Yeah, there’s a couple of them we’d really miss,” George
said. “The rest, not really. They’re drunk whenever they can
be, and careless, and most of them will be dead in a year or
two anyway. No harm in speeding up the process a little.”
“There’s Tim,” Old Harry said. “He’s no use to anybody,
and he eats too much. I saw him limping a little today, too.
We could kill two birds with one stone.” He rocked back and
forth with suppressed laughter, and slapped his thigh.
“Nobody’d believe Tim would do that, though,” George
said. “He’s a harmless old galoot.”
“Eileen’s been giving us some trouble,” John said. “Thinks
she can get pushy with her opinion. Wouldn’t surprise me if
she was the traitor.”
“Nah,” George said. “She’s no traitor. Yet. But she is dangerous. She’s smart and she’s got ideals. I don’t think she
approves of us.”
“Takes a share of the money and judges us at the same
time,” John said. “The worst kind.”
“That’s the trouble in this business,” George said. “You
don’t want ideals, but you don’t want worthless thieves who
will stab you in the back, either.” He gave the virtuous sigh
of a man who is resigned to bearing his burden for the good
of all.
“Eileen’s got friends,” John said. “There are lots of people
who are pretty loyal to her.”
“That’s just the trouble with her,” George said. “She can’t
just let the leaders lead. We’ve got to remind everybody
who’s in charge.”
John shrugged. “Eileen’s no friend of mine. If you think
it’s not too late to weed her out, we should. You’re usually
right about these things.”
George drummed his fingers on his knee and stared out at
the rain for a while. “Might not be best to do it now,” he said
finally. “Last thing we need is a civil war. I’ll wait until we
get home.”
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“Works for me,” Old Harry said, yawning. He began to
grope at Marguerite, who shrank away. He grabbed her
shirt, yanked her close, and began fondling her.
“God,” John said with distaste. “Not in here. Go find a quiet
place by yourself.”
“C’mon,” Old Harry whined. “What else are we supposed
to do in all this rain? I’ll share,” he said with a sly grin, and
punched John’s shoulder.
“No,” George said. “Knock it off. This shelter’s too small to
have you snorting and knocking around in here. Bad enough
to be crammed in here so tight anyway.”
Old Harry sulked, but he let Marguerite go. She moved
into the farthest corner of the hut and sat there holding
her knees, her face empty. Her hands were in fists, and her
knuckles were white. Charles caught her eye and then looked
away. That girl would kill someone someday.
He didn’t know where to look, so he just went back to looking outside, where the wind was still blowing sprays of water off the trees. Please, please let it stop raining, he thought.
I want to go home.
He tried to get to sleep, but even when he finally did drop
off, it wasn’t much of an escape. He slid in and out of uneasy
dreams all night, the drips bringing him back to consciousness over and over. His nose started running, and when he
woke up in the morning his throat was swollen and sore.
That was just what he needed, a cold on top of everything.
Maybe this was Old Harry’s pneumonia.
That day the rain eased off, but kept falling steadily. The
surrounding mountains gathered up the rain and fed it down
through ravines and gullies into the torrent below them,
which kept rising.
“Another day of this will kill me,” Old Harry said. “Got
to do something.” He looked hard at Marguerite and then
stared at George.
“Go back to sleep,” George said. “You can do whatever you
want in your dreams.”
“Oh, I do,” Old Harry said, grinning. “And I get far better women than this wench, believe me. But I’ve got to have
more than that to tide me over until we get home.”
One corner of Marguerite’s mouth twitched in a spasm,
but that was all.
“Speaking of getting home, that reminds me Charles,”
George said. Charles froze. “Hey, don’t look so worried,”
George said, smiling at him. “I told you I’d let you go free
after this trip. I treat my slaves well. I’m not like Old Harry
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here.”
Old Harry shrugged. “You can be soft if you want.”
“Charles has been a good slave,” George said. “He deserves
his freedom.”
Back to the kind and generous master, Charles thought.
“I was wondering,” George said, “where you’re planning to
go when you’re free. It’s a harsh world out there. You could
end up starving on the street if you’re not careful.”
Charles shrugged. “I’ll think of something.”
He’d been having second thoughts about his agreement
with Warren, even while worrying that Warren was doing the same thing. It was one of his dreams to be free to
study history and the sciences, and it wouldn’t hurt to have
a steady income. But a Builder … did he really care about
building anything? What did he owe Easton? What did he
owe the world? That question had been nagging at him.
The Builders had sold him off to be a slave, or rather, none
of them had stopped it from happening. They could have.
And his own hometown, the place he’d been kidnapped from
as a boy, had never bothered to send anyone to come look for
him. The smugglers just used him. They didn’t care what
he did or where he went. Why should he work hard trying to make the world better for scumbags like them, or for
power hungry people like the Builders? The world was the
world. It was crummy. Lots of new inventions weren’t going
to make people any less horrible. The thing for Charles to do
was somehow to get rich, and live a comfortable life as long
as he could, on his own. That was the tricky part.
George was still talking. “… and I assume you really don’t
want to keep smuggling.”
“Not really,” Charles said, trying not to sound too emphatic.
George laughed. “Not really. You mean not at all. Well,”
he clapped Charles on the shoulder, “what about being my
estate manager? You already do that more or less. Now, I’ll
start paying you wages, good wages. You can start putting
money away, get your own estate someday. Hell, you can keep
helping out with setting up these trips, and I can give you a
cut of the sulfur money. Up to you. We’ll get rich together,
and more important, I won’t have to worry so much about
my estate when I’m gone. I can trust you, Charles.”
Below his surprise, Charles felt a small amount of shame.
George really was being very generous.
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“Uh, well … that sounds pretty good,” he said. And he
meant it. But with rising anxiety, he realized he was trapped.
If he agreed to the job, and it got back to Warren, Warren
would assume that Charles was going back on their deal, and
would probably try to kill him to keep him from squealing.
But if Charles did not agree to George’s plan, George
would be suspicious. Why wouldn’t he want such a position?
What better offers could he have, and, more damningly, who
would have made him such offers?
Or, Charles could pretend to agree to George’s plan, and
then run off with Warren at some point.
Part of him wanted to take George’s offer. But another
small part of him found appeal in being a Builder, despite
his bitterness. It could be satisfying to help with a project
like that, a tiny voice told him. And besides, the tiny voice
nagged, what was he becoming, if he worked for George?
He’d be just another smuggler, living off sulfur money. Living off blood.
“So, you’re up for it?” George said.
Charles needed time to weigh the options, to think, but he
didn’t have any time.
“Ah, well, I ah, I don’t know what to say,” he said.
George smiled. “Surprised? You shouldn’t be. You know
how much I value your help.”
“Well, I’d love to,” he said. “Thanks. Thank you. I mean I
hardly know what to say.”
Now he’d done it. He’d have to come up with a very convincing explanation for Warren.
“No thanks needed,” George said. “Just do a good job. I
know you will.”
“If it ever stops raining,” Charles said.
“Look at him,” George said, “ready to charge on out of
here. Just settle down, Charles, unless you’re better at swimming than I think you are.”
“Lucky kid,” John said. “George just changed your life.”
Charles happened to catch Marguerite’s eye and was startled by the venom in her glare.

Chapter 9

S

ometime during the third night of the storm,
Charles woke up to a strange sound. Or rather, to
the lack of one — the rain had stopped pounding on
the droopy little hut, and the eternal drips from the
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roof seemed to be meeting their end after all.
By morning, clouds still covered the sky, but all was quiet
except for scattered droplets from the leaves when the dry
breeze gusted out of the west.
All around the camp smugglers crawled out of their huts,
stretching and grimacing. A number of them stripped
off their clothes, wrung them out, and draped them over
branches to dry. They would not have done this back home
in mixed company, but in the woods, you did what you needed to, without making a fuss about the niceties.
The water in the stream flowed muddy and brisk, but it had
already retreated far down the hillside, leaving behind a litter of muddy leaves, piles of sticks and boulders.
“Phew, now that was wet,” Dan said, slapping his hat on a
log and then wringing it out. “I could live a long and happy
life without ever being in a storm like that again.”
“Well you’re in the wrong business if you don’t want to get
rained on,” Henry said. “A little rain never hurt anybody.”
“I’d of hurt somebody if I had to stay in that hut one more
day,” Eileen said. “That was horrible. I’m wet right down to
the inside of my skin.” She held out her arms and turned to
let the breeze catch her from all sides.
“If I laid down in the sun right now,” James said, “I’d steam.”
“The sun!” Dan said. “I remember that. It was really nice.
Wouldn’t mind seeing it again someday.”
George was eager to leave right away, but Warren convinced him to let the smugglers start a fire to warm up and
dry out.
“Won’t take more than an hour, and you know what they
say, ‘Happy smugglers hike farther.’”
“I never heard anybody say that,” George said.
“My old mother used to tell me that when …”
“Oh, shut up,” George said, but he grinned. “Start your
damn fire if you want. But we’re not going to sit around
here all morning, we’ve been sitting around for days and
we’ve got to start making time if we want to get back to
Easton before the snow starts.”
Despite his grumpiness about the fire, George stood as
close to it as anyone else once they got it going. They all had
to gather close, because the wood was soaking wet and James
was the only one who could make the fire catch. Even then, it
was mostly smoke and sputter.
It was funny, Charles thought. Like the stream, once the
fire was back in its proper place it was their ally again and
they all loved it. It was when you let it do whatever it wanted
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that it became an enemy.
Packed up and on the trail again, Charles had time to think,
which meant time to worry. What would Warren say when
he found out about George offering Charles a job? Being
more intelligent than a fish, he would leap to the conclusion
that Charles did not plan to join the Builders. That would
lead him to the unpleasant speculation that Charles no longer needed him, and from there, his suspicious mind might
jump to the idea that Charles had told George who the traitor was, or was planning to soon.
Charles had to find Warren as soon as possible to try to
explain things. If he did not, Warren might come to see him
when Charles’ back was turned, or late at night, and cut the
conversation short before it started.
Even if Charles did talk to him before Warren took unpleasant steps like that, it was going to take some fancy persuading to convince him that he had no reason to be suspicious. What made that persuasion more tricky was that
Charles hadn’t truthfully decided he was going to turn down
George’s offer.
What George proposed would bring security, whereas with
Warren’s idea, security might or might not arrive after an
unwelcome amount of hair-raising risk — either escaping
the band and trying to survive in the wilderness alone, or
staying with the band and pretending to be loyal, with the
ever present possibility their companions would discover
their double-crossing, tie them to a stake and torture them
to death.
“Hey!”
Charles jumped. Warren had been sitting by the trail, apparently waiting for a chance to catch him alone. His eyes
were wide and they darted up and down the trail, and sweat
beaded on his forehead. Charles, who had marveled many
times before at Warren’s unshakable calm, took a step back.
“Oh … hello,” he said.
“What’s this I hear?”
Charles willed himself to respond with confident ease. “I
d-don’t know, ah, w-what do you hear?”
“You know damn well what,” Warren said, stepping closer.
“I should probably be running for the woods right now too,
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instead of talking to you.” He kept his voice low, but it was
a shout nonetheless, and he seemed barely able to keep the
words coming out in the right order.
“I had to do it,” Charles said. “George had me cornered. I
had to agree to it, but I’m just lying to him.”
“Oh, you are, are you?” Warren kicked a stone, then winced.
“You’re just lying to him, of course you are. And why not?
Adds to the fun. You know, you’re putting me in an impossible spot. If you weasel out of our deal, I’m a dead man.
And if you’re not weaseling out of it, what the hell are you
doing?”
“I’m telling you, I had to say that stuff,” Charles said, edging a little further away. Somebody was coming along behind
them now, so Charles lowered his voice and started walking
again, and Warren stamped along beside him. “What was I
going to tell him?” Charles said. “‘No thanks for your generous offer, I’d rather beg in the street for my food?’ He’d really
be suspicious then.”
“Fine,” Warren said. “Fine. Then you need to prove it.” He
wiped the sweat off his face. “We need to leave right away.
You shouldn’t have any problem with that if you’re telling
the truth.”
“But … we can’t! It’s not safe!” Charles said, almost stopping and then remembering he had to walk along naturally. “It’s practically suicide to try to make it back to Easton
through all that wilderness, just the two of us.” Also, there
was that little matter of making up his mind on what to do.
“It’s sure not safe staying here,” Warren said. “They could
figure things out any time. Frankly, I’ll take our odds with
the wilderness.”
“We’re just as safe here as we were yesterday. Why won’t
you trust me?” Charles said. Shame swirled in his stomach.
“I don’t have any reason to trust you, Charles. No, don’t
go pretending to be all hurt, you know it’s true. I’ve just
heard secondhand that you’re pulling deals behind my back,
and you just want me to settle down and be calm. Well, I’m
not going to settle down. You can either come with me, and
prove you’re not bluffing, or I can leave without you. And
you can forget ever being a Builder.”
“Yes, I will forget it, because you’ll be cat food and you’ll
never get home,” Charles said.
“My odds are better with the cats than with George. And
they’ll be even better if you come along.”
Maybe Warren was planning to just leave, then, not get rid
of him. His respect for the man rose again.
“No, our chances are better here, with everyone else,”
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Charles said. “That’s just what I’m trying to say. And if you
don’t trust me, why do you want me going along with you,
anyway?” His tone switched to pleading. “Let’s please just
stay with the group. I can’t just walk away into the woods, I
can’t. Maybe you’re OK with getting chewed to bits, but I’m
not.” He stopped, and swallowed. “Anyway, even if we do
that, we need to plan a little first.”
There was a pause, filled only by Warren’s fast breathing.
“I was going to tell you about all this,” Charles said. “But
when did I have the chance? You tell me that. And while
you’re at it, you can tell me what you would’ve done in my
shoes.”
Gravel ground under their feet as they splashed across a
shallow stream. Up ahead, somebody laughed.
“I’ll think about it,” Warren finally said. “And get back to
you. Soon.” He stopped holding himself to Charles’ pace
then and sprang forward into a fast walk that bordered on a
run. He was soon far ahead.
Well, if he didn’t want to trust Charles, that was his fault.
He could just wander off into the woods by himself, see if
Charles cared. He remembered then that a few minutes ago
he’d been fearing Warren would slit his throat some dark
night. He realized any of the other smugglers would have,
in the same situation. Even Charles might have. Shame replaced indignation. He really couldn’t blame Warren for being upset.
Still, Warren had Charles in a tight spot, too, with his ultimatum about leaving. If he couldn’t talk Warren out of it,
he’d be forced to make a decision he wasn’t ready for. It was
like being a steer funneled into a corral, and Charles hated it.
Soon the corral might be too tight to turn around in and any
decision-making would be done for him.
He was not in the mood to talk to anyone after that, but after the band stopped for lunch, Gary and Marguerite caught
up with him. Gary probed him with questions about his time
with the Appalachies as if Charles had been on some kind of
grand adventure and had brought back souvenirs he could
show off.
Charles told them the same curated tale he’d told the leaders, but remembering the damaging conclusions the smugglers had drawn about Roger, Charles steered well around
him in the story this time. Now that he thought about it, the
question of finding the traitor was still eating at everyone,
Gary included, and he’d seize on any clues. He’d also revel in
the glory of being the one to figure out the mystery. But it
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was tricky to leave Roger out of the story, since the man had
been his translator and guard.
“But how did you know they said that?” Gary interrupted
him once. “Did they teach you the language?”
“Uh … oh, no, those were the signs they were making,”
Charles said. “I’m just telling you what I guessed.”
“Oh,” Gary said, nodding. “Right, of course.”
When Charles finished his tale, even though he’d made
it as short and boring as he could, and left out key parts,
Gary said, “That sounds like it was so exciting. What a great
chance to prove yourself. You’re lucky. I kind of wish the
Appalachies had kidnapped me instead.”
Charles glared at him. “Being kidnapped sounds fun to you,
does it? They could’ve killed me.”
“But they didn’t!” Gary said. He stopped to heave himself
up over a huge log that blocked the path. On the other side,
he brushed bark and moss off his shirt. “Any of us could die,
any time. That’s just the risk you take when you’re a smuggler. And besides, it’s the dumb ones who get themselves
killed. People like you and me, we’re smart enough to survive. Usually.”
“Bull shit,” Charles said, dropping down from the log to
land beside him. “It’s not about being smart or dumb. All
it takes is a little bad luck at a bad time. I didn’t choose the
smuggler’s life, the smuggler’s life chose me. And as soon as
I can get away from it, I will.”
“It’s easy for you to say,” Marguerite said, sliding down
from the log. “You’ve got your special deal.”
Gary looked blank. “What deal?”
Charles explained George’s offer to let Charles manage his
estate once he was free.
“Ha,” Gary said. “You couldn’t pay me enough to do that
job. Boring. Just sitting around at home all the time, counting money and making sure somebody plants the corn and
pulls the weeds and washes the windows. I’d die of boredom.
This, now,” he said, gesturing in an arc around them, “the
woods, the great outdoors, this is the life.”
“For you!” Marguerite said, with vehemence. “Oh, it’s great
for you. You’re a man. All you have to do is haul firewood and
water. Yes, it’s a great life, isn’t it?”
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“Well, what do you … how is it …” Gary trailed off. He and
Charles glanced at each other.
Marguerite stormed away.
The slaves hiked together again the next day, as they often
did, but mostly they kept an awkward silence.
In the late morning, the smugglers came upon neat rows
of crumbling foundations among the trees, the bones of a
dead city. It was enormous. They crossed street after street,
enough house sites to accommodate ten thousand people at
least, Charles figured, so it was bigger even than Easton.
How had they supported so many people up here in the
mountains? Where did they grow their crops?
Plastic and glass shards crackled under their feet as they
made their way through the mossy rubble. Here and there,
a whole brick wall was still standing, and holes filled with
rainwater made unnaturally shaped pools.
Derelict plastic pipes poked through the walls in places.
Those were probably for getting water inside the houses,
Charles thought. Or taking sewage out.
Mysterious metal wires, some with cracked plastic clinging
to them, crisscrossed the ruins. Ghost traps, the smugglers
called them, because from time to time they tangled their
feet in wires covered by leaves, as if the long-dead residents
of the town had hidden them there to catch intruders.
Getting caught up in the wires could cause a nasty sprain,
a possible death sentence in the wilderness, so the smugglers
stepped gingerly.
Shards of a tar-like substance, with tiny gravel embedded
in them, were scattered everywhere in the house sites. Warren had told Charles once that these were remnants of the
shingles people had put on their roofs. Thinking about it afterward, Charles had wondered why anybody would want
a mess of tar and gravel on their roof. No matter how you
imagined it, the gritty black gunk melting in the heat of the
sun must have looked horrendous.
He tried to picture the families who would have lived in
these houses, and what the buildings must have looked like
when they were standing. But the houses his mind built ended up looking pretty much like houses at home, except with
gritty tar on top and wires coming out of them at odd places.
High over the smugglers’ heads, a long steel track ran
through the trees, held up by towering metal pillars and an
orderly crosswork of supporting beams. The smugglers often passed under these kinds of elevated structures in the
wilderness. In civilized areas most of them were long gone,
torn down and salvaged for the metal, with only the concrete
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bases marking where they had stood.
Here and there above them, the track seemed to run right
through massive trees, whose bark bulged around it. In places, sections of supporting pillar had given way and the track
sagged like a lizard with a broken back.
Scholars said people had traveled on these mysterious
tracks in carts of some kind, conveniently high over the
clogged streets of the towns and the fields of crops. The
archeologists had found some of these vehicles, but so far
their fierce debate over what made the carts go hadn’t produced any plausible explanation. A few secretive crackpots
boasted of solutions, but got cagey when anyone asked for a
demonstration.
Under the shadow of the track, the slaves paused at one
house foundation to contemplate a collection of statues
of short bearded men with pointy caps, grinning in a way
Charles wasn’t sure he liked. Some were still standing, one
pushing a wheelbarrow, but many were scattered around on
the ground and some were in pieces.
“Those things are creepy,” Gary said. “I feel like they’re just
waiting for me to turn my back.”
One of the strangest artifacts Charles had ever seen stood
near the little grinning men. It was a short pillar, with a steel
ball on top. Charles peered at it and a face only a little like
his leered back at him, with a gigantic nose and tiny chin and
forehead. He knocked on the globe. It seemed to be hollow.
But why would anyone own such a thing? Was it an idol?
Did it serve some mysterious scientific purpose? Maybe it
foretold the weather, if you knew how to read it. All Charles
could read from it was that Gary and Marguerite were looking over his shoulder.
He would have liked more time here to dig among these
ruins and look for clues about who these people were and
how they had lived.
A shard of brittle white plastic on the ground caught his
eye, and Charles picked it up and examined it. He broke the
piece of plastic between two fingers. It was hard to imagine
something so fragile being of any use.
All the glass here seemed to be smashed. Once when he
was younger, he’d gone along with his master’s children to
one of the Builders’ museums, where ancient glass bottles
lined a shelf. Some of them had elaborate designs on them,
or some kind of script. Of course, glass blowers could make
you a bottle now if you wanted one, but modern glass vessels were much simpler than these, and more functional.
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Why, for example, Charles had wondered, would you want
so many glass bottles that couldn’t hold much liquid, but had
tiny openings? How would you fill them again? He’d put this
to the guide at the museum, who had seemed irritated by a
question she couldn’t answer and had expounded at length
about Middle Period china tea sets instead.
Partway through the ruins, the slaves came upon a massive foundation. Next to it, one pillar stood tall, and others
lay toppled around. Among these fallen pillars a stone horse
and rider stood. The rider wore tall boots, a shirt with two
rows of buttons up the front, a pistol on his hip and some
kind of decoration on his shoulder. His headless body faced
the world defiantly as if such a handicap were only a flesh
wound. The rider raised a sword in one hand, daring someone to come for the last standing pillar.
Charles wished he had time to look around in the rubble for
the head. The face could tell him a little bit more about what
kind of person this was, although perhaps not much. Faces
in statues always looked so bland, as if they’d been carved in
a moment when the subject was thinking about socks.
“It seems like such a shame,” Charles said. “All these people
just wiped out. Although I guess maybe they were terrible
people. Maybe it’s a good thing they’re gone.”
“They obviously were a great civilization,” Gary said. “I’d
have loved to be alive then.” He wandered over for a closer
look at the statue.
“I wonder if we’ll ever be able to get it all back?” Charles
said, half to himself.
“Get what back?” Marguerite said.
“Ah, nothing. Just this. All this stuff they could do. So many
people. Big cities. Machines to make life better.”
“Why would anybody want to?” Marguerite said.
“Why wouldn’t they?”
“Well, obviously what they built didn’t work,” she said. “It
was actually a pretty amazing failure. Why should we go to
all that trouble to build it up so it can all fall apart again?”
“That’s a depressing way of looking at it,” Charles said.
“Why not see if we can do it better this time? We could
learn from their mistakes. Come up with new ways of doing
things.”
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“Could we?” she said.
“Well, sure.”
“Now that’s a rosy way of looking at it,” Marguerite said.
“This time around, people will be different. They’re magically not stupid anymore, even though it just seems like they’re
stupid most of the time.”
“Well I guess,” Charles said. “But it, well, should things just
stay the way they are?”
“Why not?”
“Because things are awful,” he said. “People starve whenever there’s a famine. Nobody has much to look forward to
except hard work and being hungry, and then in the end
some kind of sickness will get them anyway. But it used to
be so much better.”
She shrugged. “So they say. But like I said, look how it
worked out for them. What do we have now? You live, and
you die. You just get through as well as you can, and then
you die.”
“That’s really grim.”
“What’s grim about it? Death’s not so bad,” she said. “No
more troubles.”
A short, painful life, then the sweet embrace of death.
Somehow Charles did not find this vision inspiring.
“What if the Builders get it all fixed, a wonderful world for
everyone, with sky trains and nice little statues of bearded
men in everybody’s yard?” Marguerite asked. “Then what?
Will you be happy then?”
“Probably. I don’t know,” Charles said. “I guess I’ll be dead
by then.”
Marguerite snorted. “A lot of good it will do you then,
won’t it?”
“Well, I guess as much good as sitting around not caring,”
he said. Marguerite’s cynicism chilled him. He wasn’t an optimistic ray of sunshine, but how did she get herself up in
the morning, thinking like that?
“I don’t want to hear it from you,” Marguerite said. “Things
are great for you. George is rich and he pays for everything
you need. You’ve got it made. And after we get back, you’ll
be George’s right hand man —”
“I’m not sure I want to do that.” He wasn’t sure why he’d
said that. He was being honest, but it wasn’t the sort of
opinion that was healthy to be spreading around. Maybe he
was embarrassed by her envy, and wanted to somehow convince her he had his problems too.
She stared at him. “What’s that?”
“I mean, don’t tell anyone this, but, George is being very
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generous and all, and I said I’d do it of course, but … I’m
just not that excited about it.”
She looked at him as if insects were crawling out of his
nose. “You’re not that excited about it? An easy life like that?”
Now he really felt like an ass. “It’s not that working for
George would be so horrible. But,” he dropped his voice,
“he’s just getting rich by selling stuff to people so they can
kill each other.”
Since when had he been bothered by the ethics of smuggling? Was this Warren’s fault?
“I guess I just want to do something with myself,” he said.
“I mean, I’d like to have some kind of goal in life.”
“A goal?” she repeated. “How about living in a huge, magnificent house that somebody else pays for? How about having every summer with nobody to boss you around? How
about having good food to eat every single day? Do you
know what your problem is? You’re spoiled!”
He laughed, but without any humor. “I’m a slave.”
“I’d kill to be in your position, you ungrateful little shit,”
she said.
“I beg your pardon?”
“You heard me.”
“So let me get this straight. You think my life is great.”
“Yes.” Her voice lost its stridence and she looked away.
He’d always thought of his life as a hard and bitter one. But
now he seemed to be standing outside as if he were out in
the snow peering in through a lighted window, looking in on
himself, seeing the good food and the warm bed in the winter
and the master with too much to do to bother his slave much.
Shame prodded at him.
“Well, I guess it’s not as bad as it could be,” he said.
After an awkward silence, Charles decided to hike by himself that afternoon.
His thoughts jangled around his head and he tried to chase
them down and have a good look at them. Something about
what Marguerite had said nagged at him. Maybe he was a
little ungrateful; there could be worse things than being a
rich man’s slave. But there was something else. Her lack of
purpose. She was just waiting to die. It was as if she were
already dead.
It was a terrifying thought, that there might really be no
point to life. He stood on the edge of that reality and looked
over, down into a vast blank, a tumbling void with nowhere
as up and nowhere as down. Smuggling, in that emptiness,
would be as good as it got. Live the high life once in a while,
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answer to nobody (except George) and die before you got
old and poor. Or, if you were especially ambitious, amass
power, fight to keep it, and then die. He shrank away from
the vision.
The village of Harpers Ferry, a scattered collection of
huts and a few trading posts, was not far away now. The
tiny town was the last outpost of civilization. Beyond it to
the west were no settlements, only wild mountains that few
people explored. Most of them never came back. Those who
did come back were usually on the edge of starvation, ribs
showing and cheeks hollow, and some were slashed up by
cats. And for their troubles, they could only tell of finding
more mountains.
That didn’t stop anyone from giving a detailed answer if
you asked if they knew what lay beyond the mountains. Unfettered by facts, the answers flourished and grew in vivid
color.
Some would tell you the mountains never ended, they just
went on and on forever, but they always got taller until they
reached into the clouds. Up there was heaven, or the home of
the gods, depending on the religion of the person explaining things. Others swore if you went far enough, the people
there had wings and could fly. In some tales, the population
expanded to include animals that could talk, gremlins, trolls,
dwarves or elves. If you went very, very far, some said, there
was a land of plenty where the people had never lost the old
ways and lived in luxury and prosperity, in great numbers,
hundreds of thousands of them.
If you asked the Builders what was out beyond Harpers
Ferry they would go into the library and bring out an old
map, and show you a drawing of a huge continent with rivers and city sites and mountain ranges, ending in another
sea. But the map didn’t show the sorts of things you would
want to know before you traveled there. Did the winged humans bite? Were the talking animals short-tempered? And
nobody could know for sure if the map the Builders had dug
up was a real one, or if it had just been a drawing in a storybook.
The smugglers knew somebody lived out in the west, because much of their sulfur came from that direction. But from
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Harpers Ferry, they mostly traveled north, not much to the
west, and they were too preoccupied with getting the sulfur
and getting out alive to ask a lot of questions about where
it came from. They only knew the sulfur had changed hands
many times by the time it got to Scranton, and what kind of
hands it had gone through, nobody could say. Charles had
asked George once, and he had just shrugged. “Somebody
with sulfur who wants to trade it.”
From Harpers Ferry, the smugglers were a few weeks out
of the kingdom of Easton at most. They weren’t to safety
yet, but the worst was behind them. The mountains shrank
down to hills and then to flat land the closer they got to the
Chesapeake Bay, so the hiking would only get easier.
The woods were far from safe, but fewer enemies prowled
in its shadows. Appalachies stayed further north, up in the
mountains. Only a handful of backwoods farmers and backward villagers lived between Harpers Ferry and the metal
mining region next to the bay, but they shot as many cats
and other predators as they could to protect the game and
their livestock. Unwary travelers could still end up eaten,
but their odds were far better.
The vast forest would still have terrified a city dweller from
Easton, but to the smugglers it was the beginning of civilization. A muddy road or two cut through the woods, including a road that ran along the Potomac River from Harpers
Ferry into the mining region.
Civilization had its downsides for smugglers. Like most
traffickers, this band avoided social interaction when they
could help it, and so they usually stayed off the roads.
Nearing Harpers Ferry and the beginning of the end of
their journey, the leaders gathered to plan.
“I’d say it’s about a hundred fifty miles from here to Trappe,”
John said. “Give or take, following the river. Of course the
last few miles are the slowest, going through those swamps
down in Dorchester to get around the navy.”
“Now I’ve always said,” Old Harry said, sticking a chaw of
tobacco in his cheek, “that you could save days by just going
right up the bay to the Choptank River. That navy is nothing, we all know that. A few ships here and there.”
“But they know we’re coming,” George said. “And they
know about when we’ll be coming. And they definitely know
where we’re going to be.”
“True,” James said, “but our navy friends keep them from
looking for us too hard.”
“They try,” George said. “The problem with a system like
we’ve got is it only takes one do-good navy captain who’s not
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in on it, and then all of us are hanging from our necks off
the city wall at Easton. And they’re sure as hell not going
to let us know ahead of time what they’re thinking. But I’m
tired of arguing this out every time.”
“But if we’d just —” Old Harry started.
“Nope,” George said. “You can try it by yourself if you
want. You can even have one of the boats. I’ll pick it up later
when it washes ashore.”
“Think we can make it to Trappe on the food we’ve got?”
Warren asked.
“Eh, I don’t know,” George said. “Probably, but maybe not,
and we’d get pretty hungry. And I really don’t want to take
the time to stop and do any serious hunting again.”
“I agree,” Old Harry said around his mouthful of tobacco.
He spat a brown splotch on the leaves. “Hunting as you go
drags it out forever.” He wiped his mouth on his shirt.
“No problem,” George said. “We can get anything we need
in town with our leftover tobacco if you guys quit smoking
it. Or chewing it.”
Old Harry grinned, his teeth stained dark.
“I never like it, going into that town,” Warren said. “They’re
a rough bunch. No loyalty to anybody. They’ll smile at you
and sell you a beer and then stick a knife in your back and sell
the beer to somebody else.”
Old Harry hooted. “We’ve still got more able bodied smugglers than they’ve got people in that little dump.”
“They can try something,” James said. “I’d like to see them
try.”
“It is a risk,” George said. “Warren’s right, it’s best not to
take unnecessary risks, but we can’t really do anything about
this one. We have to have food. And they’re just a bunch of
roughnecks, not soldiers.”
As Charles listened, he realized how he and Warren could
get away from the band. It was simple, and nobody would notice they were gone for at least a day, giving them a valuable
head start. He was surprised to realize that he was thinking
as if he’d already decided to run away with Warren. Somehow since his talk with Marguerite he’d started to think that
way without meaning to.
And yet, the money would be easy, working for George. It
would be so peaceful at the estate, so familiar.
Well, as peaceful as it could get when there was the constant threat of the army swooping in, or some rival ambushing you. But George had secured himself as well as he could.
He made sure that as many people as possible in the town
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of Trappe owed him something, and he also helped protect
the town from marauders. If Easton tried to send the army
into Trappe to get George, it could start a civil war. Easton
would win the war, of course, but so far the capital city had
refrained from that option.
But at the estate, Charles’ safety would depend on George.
He would be safe as long as George thought he was useful.
He had no guarantees with Warren, either, if he wanted to
be honest about it. What if the Builders decided you weren’t
of use anymore? They sold you off as a slave. Or let you be
sold off, anyway.
Charles snapped off a twig and scraped away part of the
bark to reveal the light wood underneath. He was tired of
waffling. He couldn’t seem to make up his mind, so he’d flip
for it. If the twig landed light spot up, he’d take George’s
job offer. If it landed spot down, he’d take Warren’s offer
and run.
He flipped the twig into the air. It arced out, end over end,
bounced on a rock, and landed, barkless spot pointing sideways, halfway between each decision.
But he already knew how he had wanted it to land.
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Thinking of My Mother Growing Old
By STEVEN SHER
It’s not enough that we lock the door,
but we must check that we did,
as mother modeled, pull and turn
then rattle the knob until convinced
the house is safe in our absence.
All must be checked: appliances
to stovetop burners, windows because
there is a chance of robbery or rain,
lamps and switches every room —
except one light, pivotal in this
ritual, left on to fool the neighbors.
Forgoing patience, she anticipates
the unexpected turns, two ready
hands to do her family’s will
and two sure feet to lead us
through life’s trying course.
There is no stopping her
insistence, a whistling kettle
that will roust regrets
before they settle in the heart.

