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Not Ever Lost on the Way to Saera-Yoo
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THE STARS ABOVE TOLD a story old as time. The air was heavy and humid, smelling faintly of rosemary and false orange. They each studied the sky for a moment without speaking. Papa looked to the road ahead and it was clear, endlessly straight where they were. Rufea could not sit still, nor be quiet for long. She coughed, and the following inhale was thick and worrisome. If only she closed her eyes.

“Are you okay?” Papa said, passing the box of tissues because she had begun to wipe her nose with her shirt sleeve. Her eyes were red with veins, and her expression was sad. Her breathing intensified then slowed, and he felt the edge ease off.

“What are you looking for?” she said, weakly.

“Something beautiful,” he said, cheerfully as he could. “Something accidental.”

“Nothing’s an accident,” she said, smartly. Her tiny brows pushed together. Surrounding them the road became a dark blur without stars while a cloud rolled past. Then all became bright again.

No car passed. Not in either direction. Not for a fair time.

Papa turned the radio on and static crackled through the speakers. He said, “Do not all things come from accidents?” He glanced at his daughter, then back at the road. She shrugged. Miles of silence followed. Until she propped forward and sneezed.

“Tissue,” Papa said.

She asked, “Are we lost?”

He laughed, eyes falling upon the map in the center console. “The road is long,” he said. “But we shall arrive soon enough. You should lay back, let the seat down.”

“Oh,” she said, “but there’s nothing on the map.”

“Just the road,” he said.

She sighed and eased back the power seat. Above the sunroof gave her a brilliant view of Cassiopeia. She made a sound, and he asked her what was wrong. “Nothing’s wrong,” she said. “Why do they call it a sunroof if it’s there all the time? Even at night. Why not a roof-viewer or something?”

Her father laughed but had no answer. Offered no answer. His eyes trained upon the blending white dashes lining the center of the asphalt. Like some digital cheat sheet on how to get to the magical city, Saera-Yoo. A manual on how to get her to close her eyes...

Dash-dash-dash-dot...

On and on until a shape broke the monotony of highway. A patrol car. Papa slowed as he passed it. In the driver’s seat lay a stuffed potato sack wearing a hat. He stopped the car, put it into reverse, and drew up beside it.

“What are you doing?” said Rufea, hiding her face with her hand.

Papa rolled down the passenger window and said, “Excuse me, officer? Is this the way to Saera-Yoo?” Then he closed the window and told his daughter, “You see. We’re not lost!”

She said, “Ha. You’re not funny.”

“What happened to your sense of humor?” he said. “You used to find everything I did entertaining.” He then pulled away and called back, “Thank you! Have a good one!”

“Goof,” Rufea said. “Just like Momma was.”

“Is,” he said.

After a moment of silence, adding, “Is it even real, Papa, or are you just driving to drive?”

He said nothing yet a smile swept across his face. He angled away so she wouldn’t see. The skyline flickered with a bright flash of distant lightning, and rain began to pelt the sunroof. Rufea’s breathing relaxed and soon Papa heard her snoring softly. The medicine had taken effect. He was glad she found it at last.

Rest.

Lost on the way to Saera-Yoo.

Yet not at all.
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Under Watch of Black Bears
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A FLASH OF SCALE CATCHING reflected light, then dancing through the sepia ripples. Ernesto Sanchez could tell by the particular way it hit the bait, from an angle unsuspected, almost as if it was using the gentle currents to stay undetected, that what he had on the line was the most famous of all Big Bend fish, the Gambusia. He reeled slowly, steadily, bringing the creature closer and closer to shore, telling himself to be gentle. And when it came at last out of the river too low, he took it in hand and held it for a breath.

His breath.

And it was the black and orange eye of the Gambusia which made him cry. Staring back without care, without malice, without emotion. But there was something in there. Something wild. Something impatient. Something godly.

He lay the rod down, its line pulling annoyingly against him, and flipped the lid of his tackle box open. Taking from it a tool, he wiped his cheek with the hand headed for the fish. But his tears only intensified. “No,” said he, weakly. “It’s okay.”

The water licked his knee, which he had scraped raw coming down the path to the shore. Below his feet were countless prints dried on the reddish-brown edge. In the line where tan met gray above, just under the darkening shade, he saw what he thought was a black bear. But watching it a moment told him it was simply a trick of the waning day.

Suddenly he was smaller than a pin on a clothesline, but it was at that moment when he felt it. A drop of rain. There under the shadow of the evening hour he felt a weight lift away. It was only more tiny cool droplets which hit near the itchy bump on the back of his neck that forced a relieved smile. He looked to the sky and exhaled.

Then the fish wriggled in his hand, its mouth opening and closing slowly. What made him cry harder was remembering catching a big cat, in a place which looked the same as where he was, back when he was nine years old. His father had taken him hiking, and when Ernesto pulled his catch out of the water far too quickly, Papa said, “Should clean it, if you want to eat it.” Embedded deep within that memory was the feeling when that rotten filet knife slid to the spine, and that little fish shuddered before going still.

That moment, how he felt. He swore, never again.

Now, Ernesto told the Gambusia whose tail twitched, “It’s okay.” He worked his hook free with the pliers, carefully, so as not to hurt the little thing. Then he kissed the fish on top of its head and bent until he was crouching just above the soft brown water.

“Be free,” he said.

It was so hot he felt as if he were being pushed downward, and for a moment he was afraid he had hurt it. But then the Gambusia swam off, and along with it went another sliver of that day he wanted gone from his head.
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What’s Not Being Said of Green Beans
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IRAN READ THE LINES of code. “Three years of this crap,” he said. The bitter taste lingered on his tongue, until he took a bite of a sweet roll from the vending machine. He leaned forward to peek past the wall of his cubicle into the next. The seat was empty, the computer screen atop the desk flickering. He called out, “Terry?”

No response.

Iran stood up and approached slowly, looking side to side. All appearances said Terry had stepped out. There was precious little time. Iran studied what was on the monitor, said, “What the heck are you going for?” What Iran seemed to be looking at was a back door trojan insertion.

“Hey,” said voice, and Terry jumped into the air.

“Sorry,” said a young woman who had gone too far in business attire 101 to be with the information service group.

“Lost?” he said.

“Looking for Terrence Mowatha,” she said. “Is he around here somewhere?”

Iran slowly made his way back to his own desk and said, “Should be right back.”

“Thanks,” she said, leaning against the cubicle wall. She began to drum softly with her hands.

Terry came around the corner, and upon seeing her said, “Hi.”

“Are you Terrence Mowatha,” she asked.

“That’s me,” he replied.

She glanced at Iran, then said, “Down on the second level everybody is saying you grow your own coffee beans.”

Terry nodded, and said, “True story.”

She said, “How is it you keep the trees alive through the cold months? Mean, winters here.”

Terry laughed. “Like six months a year,” he said.

“Can only get a handful of things to grow,” she said.

“Have an indoor greenhouse,” said Terry.

“Aren’t coffee beans grown on trees?” she said.

Terry nodded. He glanced at his computer screen and noticed he had left it unlocked when he stepped away. He turned to Iran, whose back was turned so Terry could see he was engaged in a video meeting. Terry said, “Yeah, no big secret. My apartment is an open space. Two floors. The two trees are about ten feet. Have some I roasted yesterday. Want a cup?”

“Love one,” she returned. He handed her enough to make a cup in a plastic baggie, and with them she went away. Ten minutes later she came back. Terry looked up at the last second, and she said, “You grew these beans?”

Terry nodded.

Ira turned around and said, “Great coffee, yeah?”

“Amazing,” she said.

Terry said, “Thanks. Don’t grow enough to sell them, but one day maybe.”

She said, “Well, you’d have a steady customer in me.”

“Glad you like,” he said, watching her disappear down between the rows of fellow programmers. Terry looked at Iran, said, “You alright?”

“Super busy,” said Iran.
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The Reaper
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MERLIK KOHN LOOKED out the window, scraped at the frost with the back of her hand, and said, “The ice is on the inside. Didn’t know it did that.” Through the spot she’d cleared she regarded a man lingering on the stairs. She’d go so far as to say loitering on the stairs, actually.

Merlik’s partner, Tam LeDion, shrugged. “Gets cold here,” she said. “Seen a towel freeze and break in half because someone hung it over a railing.”

“He’s out there again,” said Merlik. “Thought it got awful slow.”

“Got it,” said Tam, and she threw a coat on and went for the door.

“What if gets aggressive again,” Merlik said. “Take your phone.”

They’d had this discussion a dozen times since the guy started showing up, saying weird things to customers. “People are leaving because of him,” said Tam.

It wasn’t an ideal beginning to their purchase of a storefront in Clairton. It was hard enough to risk the down-on-its-luck neighborhood, but when they finally started drawing a desired urban revitalization crowd, he started showing up. Tam was clearly agitated, so Merlik followed along. She pulled the sleeves of her coat on as she stepped onto the stoop beside her.

“Hey!” Tam said.

He turned around, facing them. His buzz cut hair accentuated the thick lenses of his eyeglasses. His eyes looked twice their size. A heavy white jacket with a gray snowy camouflage pattern gave him a drab appearance though his speech was clear and intense. “Do not thank a veteran for their service!” he snapped. “Honorable causes draw dishonorable people. Evil is evil and good is good. Do not confuse the two, nor show gratitude without context going by face value alone.”

“That’s fine,” said Tam, plainly. “But would you move along, please? You’re scaring customers.”

The man frowned. His brows pressed together and with steady clam he said, “There’re training centers here who teach children how to execute mass shootings properly. The armed forces.”

“You clearly have a hard-on for the military and whatever your beef, don’t care,” said Tam. “But please move it away from the property.” She glanced at Merlik though the look on her face was just as confused as she felt. Suddenly, the man grunted and walked off. Tam and Merlik together went back inside.

“Went better than I thought,” Merlik said. “Nice work.”

“Just have to be direct,” Tam answered. She picked up gloves and a shovel while heading to the back door. “Going to salt.”

With a scowl, Merlik said, “He’s back.”

Tam froze. “You’ve got to be kidding,” she said. She rushed to the front and shouted, “Hey! Didn’t I tell you clear out?”

The man’s oversized eyes widened, and he turned and ran.

Tam stood there in thought. “Of all the weird scenes,” she muttered.

“What’s even going on here?” Merlik asked.

Tam said, “We call the police.”

“Going to be one of those days,” Merlik said.

“Pu a scare into him,” said Tam.

Merlik sighed and grew quiet.

“Mer?”

She said, “Can we stop talking about him?”

“Sure,” said Tam. “Sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” said Merlik. “Just don’t want to.” The stoop was now clear and little flakes of snow were falling. She opened her mouth, and even though she had asked to stop talking about the strange man, she wanted to add a thought before she forgot. For a second, it looked to Merlik as if she’d seen something odd, something indescribable. Instead, she bit her tongue as Tam passed out through the back. “Another time,” she muttered.

It would have been easy to follow Tam, but she chose not to. Instead, she went about doing what needed to be done, and as the snow began to lay white on the ground, a good feeling came over her. The weirdo hadn’t returned for an hour, so she slipped into the kitchen. There she made a cup of hot tea. Vanilla chai, four minutes. She turned the hourglass then sought something edible. Here she heard raised voices.

Her hair stood on end, and she hurried to the back door. She pulled it open to find Tam squared off with the strange man. She pointed at him, in his face. His expression told too many emotions to choose with which he might employ. “Everything okay?” she asked, startling the man yet buttressing Tam’s wrath. Tam pounded the tip of her finger into his breast. He fell back. The mix of emotions turned into one: panic. Like cornered prey, he jumped in the air, turned, and sprinted through until the snow swallowed him. Tam gave chase until Merlik cried out, “Tam! Let him go!”

Tam’s eyes lit with dark fire, and her teeth showed for a moment. Reason slowly returned to her features with the rise and fall of her breathing. “Sorry,” she said, taking up the broom from the ground. She tapped the ground with its bristlehead and snow exploded outward leaving a clear round spot on the concrete walkway.

“Thought he was gone,” Merlik said. “Sorry I left you with that.”

“Should’ve heard what that son of a bitch said,” Tam scoffed. “Doesn’t know how lucky he is that I didn’t put one in him. Or more than one. Whatever. He won’t be back any time soon at this point.”

“No?” Merlik said. In the background the hourglass began to chime.

“Told him as much,” said Tam.

“Come in and warm up,” Merlik smiled, gently. “There’s tea.”

“You made me tea?” Tam asked, softening visibly. “That’s very kind. Don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Merlik wrapped her arms around herself and looked to the sky. She said, “Temperature’s dropped significantly.”

Tam followed Merlik inside, rubbing her hands together. Blowing on them as she cupped them beneath her chin. She accepted the cup of tea and sipped, showing approval both physically and audibly. At last, she sighed and slowed the world down. Merlik made a second cup.

“What did he say that was so bad?” she asked.

Tam shook her head.

“Is he sick... do you think he’s sick?” asked Merlik. “Does he need help? If he’s homeless, out in this weather. We can’t...”

“Don’t think so,” Tam answered. “Too clean. Too groomed, you know?”

“Shit,” Merlik said, leaning towards the window facing the side alley.

“He’s back?” Tam set her cup down and started forward. She also saw the man.

“What are you going to do?” Merlik said.

Tam paused and said, “Unreasonable rage isn’t the answer. I’m okay, Mer.”

Out the door she went.

“Wait!” Merlik said, pursuing.

The door closed and a shot from a gun changed everything.
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The Speed of It


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


GAINES SWALLOWED DREAD, a deeper fear unknown, terror in its sudden lesson that life was short and violent while it lasted, and what it all meant in the end was less important and more turbulent than ever predicted. There was so much more ahead of the young man lying in the box, but now no chance would he have. It was a day of sorrow and regret and wishes unmet.

There... in front of the portrait.

“Was he a smoker?” said someone to Gaines, out of phase, out of focus.

One Hell of a day, Gaines thought he said aloud but didn’t.

The man who asked the question was already moving. Away from the casket. Out the door. Feeling a hand upon his shoulder which neither was there nor possible anymore, Gaines turned back to the casket.

Emptiness afloat.

He saw Dukes and she smiled at him. Red-eyed. Terrified. They exchanged between them a dozen shared memories just then, He smiled back, giving something more. It was all so surreal, there at the center an assembly of wooden boards. Darkly stained walnut? he didn’t know molded within accoutrements of brass. Polished.

“Like your Camaro,” Gaines whispered to his friend fixed upon those forever settled eyelids. The young man in the box had lived to work with his hands. He’d made a grandfather clock in shop class. The one Gaines used to ditch. He’d made a chair up at camp, and it was still there ten years after. Somehow, he’d also made his own eternal bed.

“Damn you,” said Gaines to himself.

It was his first open viewing since his cousin Jan back in ’12. He was four then, and only remembered the similarity in rosy, almost cherry lips. Clenched lips. Thinly drawn lips. Skin over skull. Dukes came up behind him, tapped his elbow.

“He was so beautiful,” she said.

Gaines nodded and they hugged. First time ever. Her sweater smelled of alcohol and cigarettes. Her hair didn’t though. They released and Dukes knelt on the padded bench below the box. She began to murmur.

Emptiness sinking.

Gaines drifted out of the path. From there he watched people go up in turn and do their thing. It was too much to process. Too much to own. Then he realized the eyes in his friend’s portrait were watching him. Following like George Washington on the back of a dollar. Then a stiffness spread, silent with effects reverberating.

His little brother had entered, not crying. Dukes and he hugged, then the kid knelt and laid a hand upon the corpse’s chin. They had one last bickering. Gaines rushed out the door. In the next room he dove into a handkerchief, hiding the rotten world. Weight on his shoulder drew a startled breath and lo! He thought for a second it was him! Risen alive and back together like old times!

“Hey Larry,” said the young brother with a wide smirk. “Didn’t mean to...”

“It’s okay,” Gaines said. “So sorry.”

Gaines knew all along it couldn’t be because he remained in the box.

“Thanks for coming,” said Leroy, and they shook hands. First time ever. The kid had sticky fingers. Maple syrup? The scent of pancakes, of doughnuts.
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