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THE CAI EMMONS SHORT Fiction Contest honors the legacy of Cai Emmons, a celebrated author and teacher who passed away in 2023 from ALS.

Cai’s writing captivated readers through imaginative stories that explored deeply human themes and complex characters. I first became a fan in April 2018 when I attended a presentation for writers in a cozy bookstore in Eugene, Oregon, where she spoke about what makes a successful writing group, on a panel with Miriam Gershow (this year’s anthology contest judge) and Debra Gwartney.

Cai’s warmth and humor drew me to her books, in which I found strong female protagonists navigating through a beautiful blend of the extraordinary and the everyday. This combination of magical realism, environmental and climate issues, and nuanced explorations of the human condition (especially our relationships with one another) earned her critical acclaim and devoted readers, like me.

At Wordcrafters, Cai was an adored writing instructor, offering her craft wisdom and conferences, classes, and talks. 

Cai was a champion of other writers, believing we’re much better off lifting each other up and supporting each other’s goals.

The Cai Emmons Short Fiction Contest does just that—recognizing new voices in fiction from writers in Oregon and Washington states, who engage with the themes found in her own work, in fresh and innovative ways.

It’s been my pleasure to spearhead this inaugural year of the contest and to offer you these seven short stories, each a world filled with connection, love, loss, and all the things that make us human.

Jeaux Bartlett

Associate Director

Wordcrafters in Eugene
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The Winners
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Grand Prize Winner


The Bechtel Protocol by Scott Colley






Female Protagonist Award


A White Cat by Elizabeth Danek






Aftermath of Loss Award


The Last Apple Tree by Justine Norton-Kertson




Honorable Mention 

Gas Station Witch by Laura Grange






Magical Realism Award


The Memory Eater by Angela Ostley




Honorable Mention 

Bonfire of the Insanities by Jill Betterton






Family Dynamics Award

FRAGILE by Erin Radniecki
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Contest Judge, Miriam Gershow
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MIRIAM GERSHOW (SHE/her) is the author of Closer (Regal House), Survival Tips: Stories (Propeller Books), and The Local News (Spiegel & Grau). Miriam’s stories appear in The Georgia Review, Gulf Coast, and Black Warrior Review, among other journals. 

Her flash fiction appears in anthologies from Alan Squire Books, Alternating Currents, and Fractured Lit, as well as many journals, including Pithead Chapel, Had, and Variant Lit. Her creative nonfiction is featured in Salon and Craft Literary among other journals.

She teaches writing at the University of Oregon.
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A White Cat

[image: ]




ELIZABETH DANEK

South Shore ranch houses remind me of ice cream flavors. I choose the peach one on the corner. 

A thick telephone directory rests on the porch. No cars, no lights, no dog. Back door jimmies easily—broken slider. Dishes on the rack bone-dry. Refrigerator hums.

Master bedroom—jewelry box. A silver necklace, cufflinks with diamond studs. Top drawer—old coins on his side. Rosary beads on hers. Mother of pearl. Slide everything into my backpack. Bottom drawer, a bayonet and grandpa’s service revolver. No thanks. Kid’s bedroom—Breyer horses and dolls. I rarely touch a kid’s room. A dog yaps in the distance. Four minutes. This kid’s room is packed with toys. I take a creamy gold horse and a white saddle with blue studs.

I grab a gem from the kitchen: a German saucepan with a stainless-steel bottom. Kid-art slathers the fridge door. Freezer check: pizza, peas, ice. No hidden diamonds. No storage above cupboards. Under five minutes—remove gloves and roll them into the bag. Three houses out of this cul-de-sac and I can be on Western Avenue.

I tuck the pan into my backpack.

The night is humid.

Next door—a vanilla ranch, pistachio trim. A Virgin Mary statue stands within a white rock garden, a wire crown of gold stars encircling her head. Pink brick border separating the Madonna from the porch. No car in the driveway. Porch light on but the rest of the house in darkness. I slip to the side door—Rita used to call it a service porch.

“Who do you service?” I asked her once and she slapped me so hard my cheek bone throbbed for a day.

A cigarette burns. I hear coughing. I gotta get out, so I slide onto the front porch. I don’t see the old woman until her snappy dog growls, spins and barks, possessed. Damn.

“Seen a little white cat, ma’am?” I call through the screen as if I’ve just arrived. As good a line as any. The terrier’s bark scratches like laryngitis. I slip my hood off.

She flinches. I startled her. Shit, I could have disappeared.

Her chair grates against the linoleum floor. 

“Oh dear, don’t mind Max. His esophagus is going,” she says. 

Before I can step away, she’s at the door, trembling, blue veins splintering at her temples, boney white arms, red nose. Cataract in one eye. 

“I saw a beautiful kitty two nights ago—there in that acacia tree, but today nothing.”

“Thanks,” I say. “Have a good evening, ma’am.” 

I turn to step off the porch.

“Wait a sec, hon—aren’t you Millicent Costa’s girl? I haven’t seen you in years—Miriam, right?”

About to say no, I nod instead.

Rita always says, “Somebody’s mistake may be your invitation.”

“Beautiful like your mother. How’s your dad? Last I heard he moved to Long Beach.”

“He’s good.”

I slip my backpack straps to my elbows.

The old woman studies my face. 

“You were, what, two years younger than my Carol. You should see her.” She motions me into the house. “C’mon. C’mon.” 

What if Carol’s inside. I can explain—your mother mistook me for—. So sorry to intrude. Lost my cat. 

Creamy wainscoting runs up and down the kitchen and adjoining dining area. Somewhat unsteady, she taps the counter and a sideboard, then scuttles as if freed and grabs a picture frame from a credenza, and pumps it into my face. A pretty blonde woman, in her late-twenties, smiles, much older than me, sits with three kids on a park bench. 

“Every time I see her, she’s got a Big Gulp resting on her boobs. And she’s expecting again.” She shakes her head. “Four kids in this day and age. I don’t know what they’re thinking.” She laughs. “Travis Sprinkle.”

“She married Travis,” I say. 

The game’s easy.

“Aah,” she says as if discovering something dicey. “You liked him too—everybody did. What a smile. But that family’s dying of hypertension and red dye #40, though no one listens to me. My grandkids eat cheese puffs for breakfast.”

She reaches for a cigarette, the previous one down to ash. 

“You mind?” I shake my head. Her lower eyelids brim red. The light outside dims. “I told the kids I quit.”

“Our secret,” I say. “Hey, does Carol still live in town?” 

“Anaheim,” she says, “though they visit a lot. Travis works the docks. Sometimes he stops by to do a project like the paneling or brings me my eyedrops.”

“Maybe tonight?”

“You really want to see that boy?” she laughs. 

I laugh with her. 

“No, they went to Catalina for the weekend. Same as the neighbors.” 

No surprises. Through the backpack, I feel the Palomino front leg dig into my own.

“Put that down. Coffee?” she asks. 

I agree. 

“Miriam, you get the cups and saucers—there, to the right. It’s decaf. I have ice cream—vanilla with syrup. How ‘bout a banana?” 

She hands me a large yellow one with a few brown specks, and I guess we’re making splits. I take a knife from the table and cut it in half. She peels it and dunks it into an open can of chocolate syrup.

“Here, try this. Good for the heart. You got heart?” she asks and chuckles. Before I know it, I’m eating the chocolate-soaked fruit.

“Sometimes,” I say to the walls, my mouth full of banana mash because she’s scurrying away.

“I need the toilet, dear. You get the ice cream.” Max follows her. “Millicent Costa,” she mutters. I eat part of the banana, then slice the other half into one of two bowls.

I stuff her menthols into my backpack. Rita likes those. Spy a few twenties and two fives under a wire breadbasket. Leave the corner of her shopping list tucked beneath the basket with one five exposed. Pocket the rest. Lined with TV dinners on one side and a half gallon of Neapolitan ice cream on the other, the freezer resembles bookshelves.

In the middle is an ice pack and a small container with two platinum rings wrapped in a paper towel. One setting a sapphire; the other an amethyst, my birthstone. The toilet flushes. Water runs. I slide the rings into my jeans pocket, fold up the paper towel, and return the container. Outside, thunder claps.

She’s humming—this little mouse. A funny little mouse, with her red drippy nose and her blurry eyes, and a family in Catalina. The dog follows her.      

“I got walnuts in the pantry,” she says from the hall. Now she’s wearing a pastel blue duster over her stretch pants. “The kids tell me to fatten up. I’m down to nothing, I know. Georgie brings pizza and cinnamon buns. Awful combination. You remember Georgie—he’s seven years younger than Carol. My oops. Good kid, but not very bright unless we talk sports. You know, food-wise, nothing appeals to me unless someone else is here. Funny how that is.”
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