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  Sipping Tea in Turbulent Times


  Foreword by Craig Spector


  So there I was, sitting on my patio one fine day in the summer of 2017. I was drinking iced tea and reading Facebook posts on my iPhone, yet another political argument that had popped into my feed. That moment’s topic du jour was freedom of speech.


  Like pretty much all political posts on social media, it was rancorous, impassioned, borderline obnoxious, and more about people yelling at each other than anything resembling a dialogue.


  After a few too many such entries, I commented to the thread host, a writer and editor known for specializing in controversial posts: you should do an anthology about this.


  I went about my business, just enjoying the weather, and the day. Other people were commenting—more truculence, more hostile retorts. But no answer from the host. I posted again: I’m serious, you should really do one.


  A few more minutes went by, still with no response. I thought about it a bit more, then posted: Never mind, I’m going to do it.


  I private messaged the author, just to sink it in: Seriously dude, I’m gonna do this. Wanna contribute a story?


  Now, in the time it took to do all this I had compiled a list of writers I would invite to contribute. I also messaged my favorite publisher, David Wilson at Crossroad Press, and asked if he would be interested. In fairly short order, I had initial commitments from some writers of note, and a publisher for the book. That left me time to contemplate exactly what I was getting myself into.


  Freedom of Speech. One of our most vital and important Constitutional rights. Something generally considered to be part of the foundational fabric of our society. What does it mean in this modern age?


  There is clearly a lot of debate on that these days. Some people are freedom of speech hardliners, believing that all speech should be protected, and that freedom of speech by its very nature is at the heart of what makes America “America.” Even ugly speech, stupid speech, ignorant speech. All of it, protected. Because the freedom to speak is the freedom to think, and the freedom to dream. And in this of all times, dreams must be protected.


  As an old school lifelong liberal progressive type, I tend toward this definition—like freedom of association and freedom of thought—I find it an essential component to a free society. I’m old enough to remember the struggles of the 60s, when free speech was a battle between the “counterculture” and the “establishment.”


  But flash forward sixty-odd years, and the counterculture is the establishment. And at this juncture--the back half of the second decade of the 21st century--that makes me somewhat of an anachronism: my old school liberal progressivism has been pretty much entirely usurped by new improved versions of those concepts.


  One in which only approved people, who say approved things, should be allowed to say anything at all.


  Perhaps most surprising to me in this is that most of the resistance I see these days seems to come from the left edge of the sociopolitical spectrum, rather than the right. Don’t get me wrong, the right is still the right, and their extreme is as boneheaded and backward as it ever was.


  But the brave new thinkers of the radical left envision a world in which only certain types of speech are protected, and all others should be curtailed, squelched, silenced, punished, if not outright banned. If not by the state, then by easily manipulated and craven corporate entities, who readily trade their capitulation for increased control, and bulwarked by the ever-swarming outrage mobs of the internet, ready to click and dox and blame and shame.


  Sometimes it seems as if an entire generation has transformed into tongue clucking hall monitors with torches and pitchforks, facing off against tiki-torch inbred wannabes yammering about blood and soil, or something. And absolutely everyone itching for a fight.


  It’s kind of scary to me. Or funny, in a grim way. Or both.


  In particular, and with the advent of certain intersectionalist identitarian ideologues who are working hard to remake this bright new shiny world in their own image… which seems to feature a lot of talk of “smashing” this and “destroying” that… I hear a lot of people saying, with earnest intent: “freedom of speech does not mean freedom from consequences.”


  With rare exception, this caveat seems to be offered with a sense of relished threat, like, sure, go ahead and speak, sucker, see what happens.


  That, to me, is even scarier.


  In my humble estimation, the right taken to its extreme is, by its nature, authoritarian—it wants to control everything you say and do. Conversely and ironically, the left, taken to its illiberal extreme, is totalitarian—it wants to control everything you say and do and think and feel.


  Ah well, said the old school liberal apostate heretic straight white guy in his 60s, with cancer. As another old white guy writer of some note once wrote, so it goes.


  But as I sat on my porch that fine summer day in 2017, enjoying my semi-retired privilege bubble and tending to my stage four metastatic funfest, I thought, all of this makes for a natural anthology of dark-hearted short fiction.


  And so, here we are.


  The writers who responded represent a fine diversity of thought. Some have been around long enough to be considered living legends. Some are just at the outset of their own literary ascent. Some are established professionals, and for some this is their first time in print. One has sadly left us but his work lives on. Their visions span the socio-political divide and range from today to centuries old.


  I am pleased and proud to present them to you, the reader. This is my first editorial jaunt since @1990, the world has changed much since then. But as the old French saying goes, plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose? The more things change, the more they stay the same.


  Or as David Byrne of The Talking Heads once sang… same as it ever was, same as it ever was, same as it ever was, same as it ever was….


  Craig Spector


  Virginia Beach VA


  Spring 2019


  Keeping the Peace


  By Elizabeth Massie


  “Stick out your tongue.”


  Alice shook her head.


  Mama leaned over, so close eight-year-old Alice could see the tiny pimples on her chin. Mama was holding her embroidery needle between her thumb and forefinger. Around the table, the other children watched without a word as Papa gazed silently at the ceiling.


  “Stick out your tongue.”


  Alice shook her head.


  “Alice.”


  Alice drew her face down to her chest and shook her head.


  Mama pinched Alice’s leg under the table, the ragged fingernails digging into Alice’s flesh, and she cried out. Mama, as quick with punishment as with sewing, jabbed the needle into Alice’s tongue. Pain exploded in Alice’s mouth and she flopped backward in her chair. “Mama!” she wailed.


  “There,” said Mama, putting the needle down beside her plate, picking up her fork, and spearing several green beans. Before she put them into her mouth, she gave Alice her no-nonsense stare. “Now, Alice, tell me the rule that you so thoughtlessly broke.”


  Alice dug tears from her eyes and ran her front teeth back and forth across her tongue, trying to scrape away the pain. “I said…something hurtful.”


  “That’s right,” said Mama. “You said something hurtful. You tattled. And what was that thing you said?”


  Alice’s eyes widened. “I don’t wanna say it again!”


  “Alice.”


  “If I say it again, you will stick me again!”


  Mama put down her fork. It made a thumping sound that was much louder than it should have been. Around the table, the other children shifted in their seats, watching silently. Papa pulled at his beard. “I want to make sure you know what you did wrong, Alice. The only way I can be sure, is if you tell me.”


  “But I do know what I did wrong,” said Alice.


  “Alice.”


  “Mama, please.”


  “Alice.”


  Alice screwed up her face. “I said that Frances didn’t shut his eyes when you said grace before supper.”


  Before Alice could snap her mouth shut, Mama grabbed the tongue and jabbed the needle into it again. Alice screamed and threw her arms around her head.


  “You were telling tales, weren’t you?” asked Mama.


  Alice sobbed, her tongue feeling as if it were swelling twice the size.


  “Alice, you were telling tales on your brother, weren’t you? You were tattling?”


  Alice nodded.


  “You will never tell tales on others again, will you?”


  Alice shook her head.


  “Tell me.”


  Around her fattening tongue, Alice managed, “No, ma’am, I’ll never tattle again.”


  Mama got up from her chair and took Alice in smothering hug. Through the soft, massive breasts Alice heard her mother’s heart beating, and through her hair Alice heard her mother whisper, “I’m very sorry, my sweet. But we must watch our words. We must guard our tongues. It’s not up to us to tell on others in order to seek judgment against them. We must keep God’s peace.”


  Papa let a deep breath out through his nose; it whistled slightly, like an owl in the distance. Then the family focused once again on their supper.


  Papa was the preacher at the Oak Grove Baptist Church in the tiny, forest-choked settlement of Oak Grove seated not far from the northern bank of the Ohio River. He had married Mama in Richmond, Virginia in 1822, and the voice of God had called the couple away from civilization and into the wilderness to save the souls of the lost and the far-flung.


  The church was a simple but sturdy log structure, built by Papa and several devout men of the settlement. It featured a lovely peaked roof topped by a cross, and three rooms—a cloakroom at the front, a sanctuary with eighteen rows of backless pews, and the minister’s office to the rear of church behind the pulpit. There were few church rules and they were posted inside the front door:


  


  Wipe Your Feet.


  No Cursing.


  Keep the Peace.


  No One Allowed in Minister’s Office Without Permission.


  Men Remove Your Hats.


  Ladies Cover Your Heads.


  


  Papa spent most of his days squirreled away in his church office, leaning over his desk in the light of the single, small window on sunny days or in lantern light on rainy days. There he wrote his sermons and letters, chose the weekly hymns and verses, read his Bible, and prayed. He was a quiet but stalwart man, so dedicated to his cause and to his flock that he was distant from his wife and his children. Alice longed to please Papa but was rarely able to even make eye contact. He was always looking past her, past his family, out to the flock or up to Heaven. Every so often Alice would go into the church and place some wildflowers or pretty river pebbles outside the closed door to Papa’s forbidden office, hoping he’d come out and see her with her gift. But he never did, and he never knew.


  Of the seventy-three settlers in Oak Grove, fifty-nine regularly attended Papa’s services. The others were invalids or heathens. Mama and the children visited the invalids and took them fresh potatoes, dry land cress, and eggs. Mama and the children avoided the heathens, who consisted of fur traders and drunks, but never let her daughters and sons speak ill of them. “We are all God’s creations,” she would say, “and it is up to us to protect the feelings of others.”


  Yet just five days earlier, Alice hadn’t been able to help herself and had told her thirteen-year-old sister Prudence that she’d watched Abraham Denner, Oak Grove’s foulest drunk, unbutton his trousers and piss into the horse trough in front of the mercantile. Mama had found out about the tattling and had stuck Alice’s tongue for it. “God knows what each of us do. It is up to Him to correct us or to leave us be,” Mama had explained sadly yet firmly as Alice had cried. “Therefore, we do not carry tales. We do not share secrets nor tattle. Words can slay more violently than the lash. We must care for each other and protect each other in the name of Christian charity.”


  How the embroidery needle hurt! But oh, how difficult it was to follow that rule! Oh, to be free to speak! The other children in her family were right and good, of course. Prudence never told secrets. Fourteen-year-old Frances was admirable and always did as he should. Ten-year-old Thomas was obedient and shy. And yet there was so much going on in Oak Grove. Old Widdy Cheswick stole the ripest tomatoes from Mrs. Farley’s garden. Derby Jones kissed young Martha Prescott behind the Prescott barn, even as Martha begged him not to. Little Aaron Pugh had broken a stoneware bowl in the mercantile then kicked the pieces behind the flour barrel. Alice knew these things, had witnessed these things, and yet was duty bound to keep the peace, for what happened in secret would be handled by God and God alone in His own time.


  Alice feared she might never have control of her tongue.


  Though if it would please Papa and have him notice her, she would tie a gag around her mouth and never utter another word again.


  The runaways began showing up in early September. Bedraggled, damp from the river, taking silent refuge and rest in the forest near Oak Grove. There were never many at one time. Two or three usually, dark-skinned, tight-jawed, thin from running and hiding, wading and swimming. Papa met the first pair when he was down near the river, praying for rain. Papa put his arm around the two men as if they were his Christian brothers, and he led them into the settlement square. There, he promptly told the two he would have to lock them up until their rightful owners came for them.


  “This is not a matter of tattling,” Papa told the curious who had gathered around. “This is a matter of ownership. A matter of what the Bible tells us of masters and slaves. Who does not remember the blessed verse, the beloved Ephesians 6:5-9? ‘Servants, be obedient to them that are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart, as unto Christ!’”


  With that, Papa passed the slaves—who were too exhausted to fight back but whose eyes were round and hollow with dread—over to Amos Randall and Parker Scott, who in turn locked them in Amos’ tool shed.


  Alice had been with Mama, bringing baked bread through the village to old Widdy Cheswick when this had happened. Mama had stopped dead in her tracks to watch and listen. While the other settlers had nodded their heads and muttered “amen” following Papa’s proclamation, Mama’s brows had furrowed, and her hands tightened around the crusty loaf. I had never noticed such a thing before. Mama disagreeing with Papa, even if that disagreement was silent, unspoken, was shocking.


  Later that night, when supper was done, prayers were said, and Papa was seated before the fire with his pipe, Mama tucked the children in their cots and kissed them, one by one. When Mama got to Alice, Alice whispered, “Mama, tell me about Richmond, where you used to live. When you were a little girl like me.” Mama smiled a small smile and leaned close. But then the smile vanished and Mama sat up straight. “We need none of that, it is time to sleep. Goodnight, daughter.” This was because Mama was smart. Mama knew she had told her children about her youth in Richmond, the daughter of a fairly wealthy lawyer who owned four slaves, even in the middle of the city. How Mama did not like the fact that her family owned other human beings and how she’d begged her father to set them free. Mama knew that Alice was trying to get her to admit she still felt the same way, that she disagreed with what Papa had done with the poor runaways. Mama would not be tricked. Alice flipped over onto her stomach and muttered into her pillow, “Good night, Mama,” and hoped that Mama would not feel the need for punishment.


  And Mama didn’t. It seemed her thoughts were elsewhere.


  In the weeks that followed, other runaways showed up in the woods surrounding Oak Grove. Most were captured, locked in the tool shed, and taken away by men on horses, back across the wide water to wherever it was they had been slaves. Alice always went to the town square when word came that slaves were in custody. She watched and nodded and listened as Papa gave his speech about God’s will and slavery, and when he pivoted in her direction, she gave him a big smile. Maybe, she hoped, he would notice her. Maybe he would at last be pleased with his youngest child. But he didn’t notice. He said a prayer with the gathering of town folks, a prayer that the hearts of the slaves would soften so they would accept their position in life. Then he retired to his private office in the church.


  It was a late October evening. Red leaves had tumbled from the oaks and maples and covered the muddy road into Oak Grove like a blood-soaked blanket. Rabbits and groundhogs hid in their burrows and foxes barked at the setting sun. Families retired to their homes for suppers. Afterwards they washed dishes, read the Bible, cleaned harvesting tools, and mended socks as babies and the senile old cried in their beds.


  Mama had gone out to take supper to Old Widdy Cheswick and was not yet home. Papa was smoking his pipe and staring into the red coals of the hearth. Frances was practicing his penmanship with Papa’s pen, Prudence was hemming a skirt, and Thomas was snapping the last of the season’s pole beans.


  Alice was restless. She was supposed to be helping Thomas, but her mind wanted to be doing something else, anything else. Maybe now she could win a bit of Papa’s attention.


  “Papa,” said Alice.


  Papa rubbed his beard and watched the popping coals.


  “Papa?” said Alice.


  Papa turned toward Alice but she wasn’t sure he was looking at her.


  “Papa, would you read to me? Perhaps from your next sermon? I should like to hear that.”


  Papa’s lip twitched as if he was going to say something, but then he looked back at the fire.


  Alice sighed and crossed her arms. There was no pleasing the man. No getting him to see her or hear her.


  So she said, “Papa. I want to go help Mama at Widdy Cheswick’s.”


  Papa made a little grunting sound.


  Alice took it as permission. At least outside in the night she could watch for skunks and chase raccoons. It was fun outside alone at night. She could tattle to the trees and carry tales to the moon and not a soul would care.


  The night was heavily shadowed and filled with the chirring of late-season crickets. Alice strolled down the muddy, leaf-strewn road toward the center of town and Widdy Cheswick’s house. She passed the several homes, the mercantile, the public storehouse, the church…


  She slowed and stopped in front of the church. There was a pale glow to the rear of the building, pooling out on the grass. It was not moonlight; the moon was behind a thick cloud. Curious, Alice tiptoed around the church.


  There was a light inside Papa’s private office, shining through the small window. Alice was too short to peer inside, so she rolled a large stone over and climbed on top.


  She lifted herself on her toes to have a look.


  Mama was inside the office with a young black woman. The woman—clearly a runaway with her soaked, ragged skirt and scabby knuckles—was sitting in Papa’s chair at Papa’s desk. She was crying softly. Mama was kneeling beside her with her hand on the runaway’s shoulder. A lard oil lamp glowed atop Papa’s papers on Papa’s desk.


  Mama’s voice was muffled but Alice could hear what she was saying.


  “Stay here for the night. There is a blanket in the cabinet to keep you warm. I will return by five in the morning and wake you so you can be gone well before my husband comes to the church at seven. I will bring some food for you to take with you. Here is the key to the office. Keep the door locked and I will rap when I arrive so you can let me in.”


  The runaway nodded with effort and took the key from Mama’s hand.


  “Thank you, Ma’am,” she said. “Thank you ever so much.”


  “No need to thank me,” said Mama. “This is the least I can do.”


  At that moment, Alice lost her balance and her forehead bumped the windowpane. Mama gasped at the noise and jerked up, her hand knocking over the lamp, sending oil and fire across the papers. The runaway flinched and the key flew out of her hand. It dropped into a crack between the floorboards, out of reach.


  Mama tried to slap out the fire on the desk but it leapt up Mama’s sleeve. “Dear God!” she cried as she smacked the flame on her arm, which fanned it up higher.


  The runaway shoved the burning papers off the desk and stomped on them, but the fire was determined and flaming sheets blew everywhere about the room.


  Mama screamed as the fire rolled up her shoulder toward her face.


  Then she looked at the window and saw Alice.


  “Alice!” she screamed. “Get your Papa!”


  Alice stood, watching. Mama had broken one of the church rules.


  “Get your Papa!” wailed the runaway.


  Alice stood on the rock on her tiptoes. To tell Papa that Mama had broken the rules and had gone into his office would be tattling.


  The runaway knocked Mama down and jumped on her, shouting, “I’ll put it out, hold still!”


  But she couldn’t put it out and Mama couldn’t hold still. Her dress, covered with spattered fats from cooking meats, was a perfect fuel. The fire raced across her bodice and down her other arm and up into her face.


  Alice had never heard anyone scream that way before. It was like the sound of a fox when a bear ripped its skin off.


  The runaway jumped up and tried the door, but of course it was locked and the key deep in the floor. The runaway lifted her hands to the ceiling as if to pray. Mama burned like a torch on the floor.


  Alice hopped off the rock and wandered home. She thought she heard the windowpane break and the runaway trying to squeeze through. She didn’t think the woman would make it; it was such a tiny little window.


  Alice wasn’t going to carry tales about Mama. She wasn’t going to tattle.


  Papa was going to be so proud.


  He might even give Alice a hug and a kiss for being such a good girl.


  For keeping the peace.


  Blank


  By Georgia R. Buns


  I sit and wait for them to get him. As I sit and wait, I do not realize that I am being watched, stalked, plans are being put into motion. As I sit and wait for them to get him, little do I know that I will be their next target… make that their victim.


  Every move that I make is noted; even when I do not make a move, it is still noted. Left, right, center, they are there: watching, stalking, crafting their plan.


  His room seems darker, colder. The silence is deafening. No more monitors beeping, no breathing machine attached. I watch him in the dark, willing him to breathe, just one more time. A chill wind blows outside. A shiver runs down my spine.


  I think about the last few days, and so do they. The last few hours, and so do they. The anger resonates in me. It resonates in them too. They have not gotten him yet, yet they have. My world has turned upside down. That cold, dark, quiet day. The orderlies are coming to take his body.


  I sit and wait for them to get him.


  First it was: ruin her name, ruin their relationship, make her pay for everything he had done. What exactly had he done? What exactly had she done? And why did she have to pay for his sins? What was it about her, and him, that they hated, that disgusted them, that made them obsess about her, and him?


  They wanted to destroy her. They lived, breathed, wanted, needed this hate, this obsession. It became their life. Destroy, ruin, humiliate, conquer, devour her. Make her suffer. It became their motto, their screed. Torment the weak. Revel in their righteousness.


  She was paralyzed with grief, and fear. She wanted to die. Moving, breathing, living became unrecognizable. She wandered through her life wondering when it would end, how would it end, would they ever stop?


  She wanted the madness to stop.


  She felt betrayed. No, she was betrayed. By his so-called friends. Smile to her face, accept every kindness she offered… then talk about her when she was gone. Comparing notes. Word by unkind word, brick by cold brick. Building on their chapel of ugliness.


  They planned, hunted, executed. Carefully whispered slanders, ugly rumors, swirling in a fetid pool. All in the name of him. In the name of his body of work. They saw themselves as keepers of the legend in their mind, and his. He sought fame but died fameless. They thought themselves saviors of his tattered legacy, of all that was good in him, protecting him from the tramp that dared call herself his widow. They claimed amongst themselves that they were on the side of the angels.


  But no, they pulled the trigger in the name of themselves. To make a name for themselves. To be in the inner circle. To gloat that it was their words that destroyed her, destroyed him, destroyed them.


  In memory, and in the flesh.


  Deception was the first hit that stung. Back in the ward, him tethered to machines that kept him alive. She let everyone in, to say their goodbyes. She thought they were there to help him, but she was wrong. They got to them: his family. They got them to do their work for them. The heat, the graze, being blindsided. Deception, manipulation…


  The second hit awakened her, blindsiding her again. This time with a video call: a distant relative, far away. They continued to plot against her. Again, she thought she was getting help. Help protecting him. Instead it was a ruse, to see how she was not capable of protecting him. Taking care of him. They drew blood. In her most vulnerable moment, they came after her. Laughing, mocking, terrorizing her, with ugly words and thoughts and deeds. It was a nightmare she could not wake up from.


  The third hit came full force. She saw it coming. Didn’t hide from it but stared it down. It was then she realized what it was and what she had to do. Protect him, protect her, but most importantly: bury him, bury them.


  She was served with papers on the day she buried him. It was not a surprise, but it cut deep. They did not wait. They sliced through her, trying to draw more blood. Trying to break her. She knelt by his graveside, as a cold breeze blew, crying, screaming, burying him deep in the earth.


  She knew what they wanted, knew they were coming after her, coming after him. They wanted his words, and control of his work. But more, they wanted his remains: to strip her of even that, and leave her with nothing but her poisoned grief, and their scorn.


  She didn’t cower before them. She did not know how to cower. Nor did she know how to fight. Fight this obsession. Fight those who waged war on her, and him.


  She did not want to engage in this battle, yet she had to. For him, and for her. So, she consumed their words, the way they consumed her. She became fascinated with them. Trying to find out everything about them. What they wanted, what was in it for them? Blood, ego, humiliation, decimation. They wanted to erase her in every conceivable way.


  She let them think they could.


  She had no other choice but to fight. She repeated to herself, protect him. Bury him. Bury them.


  The memory of that cold, dark quiet day rushed back to her. She watched him take his last breath. Watch the rigor mortis set in. He was gone.


  But he kept coming back.


  Sometimes she sensed him. Felt him. Smelled him. The faint scent of cigarette smoke, cheap alcohol. Not just in dreams. Signs would appear randomly, and she knew: he was there. He lingered. Everywhere she turned, he was with her.


  What do you want from me? She asked. Why are you doing this? Why are they?


  He never answered. But she knew: his life was a series of boxes—compartmentalized, secrets built on secrets, a precarious house of cards, waiting for one stiff breeze, one stiff drink to bring it all tumbling down.


  His death was no different. Secrets upon secrets, once hidden, now exposed. He had nothing but his work. Nothing but words, artful lies writ in story. Toxic drama and chaos. They wanted it, to claim as their own. To remake in their own image.


  She let them think they could.


  She dreamt of smoke and liquor and knew he was there. Where are you? she cried. Nothing at first. Then she turned and saw an urn. She went to it, hands trembling, and opened the lid. Inside, another urn: smaller. She opened that one, and inside, another, even smaller. Then another, and another, each smaller than the last, like a Russian doll. Smaller and smaller, until she could hold it in the palm of her hand.


  Her fingers closed around it, making a fist. Where are you? She screamed.


  And then, he appeared: a shadow man, made of funeral ash. He gazed at her with sunken eyes, full of sorrow. She had only ever loved him, accepted him for who and what he was. But now she told him: this was his mess she was cleaning up. His fight. And it was up to him to make it right.


  And then she told him what to do.


  You win, she told them. Come and get him.


  They sent her papers, relinquishing her claim. She signed them. They did not know where he was buried. She told them. With every stroke, they erased her. Until it was as if she had never been, at all. She let them.


  I sit and wait for them to get him. As I sit and wait, they do not realize that they are being watched. Every move that they make is noted; even when they do not make a move, it is still noted.


  It is almost dark, and cold, at his grave. I sit on a headstone some distance away, and sip coffee, hot and black. As headlights appear on the cemetery drive, a shiver runs down my spine. Cold tears well in my eyes. Soon there will be no more tears. I am all cried out.


  I think about the last few days, and so do they. The last few hours, and so do they. But the anger no longer resonates within me. They have not gotten him yet, yet they have.


  My world turned upside down, that cold, dark, quiet day. But there are no more monitors beeping, no breathing machines or tubes. As they approach his headstone I watch, willing him to breathe, just one more time.


  His grave is open, his urn sat upon the base of the stone, the lid ajar. The silence is deafening. As they come closer a stiff breeze blows. In the fading light I see grey ash, wafting up and up. And then twirling, dervish-like, into the shadow shape of a man.


  They are coming to take his body.


  I sit and wait for them to get him.


  Hey Nonny Ding Dong, Alang Alang Alang…


  By Michael Picco


  By the time you read this, I’ll be dead. Or worse. You know… just gone. ‘Maybe I’ll just fade away and not have to face the facts…’ Perhaps Mick and the boys had it right all along. Aw, hell—I figure if my brain tumor doesn’t kill me, then the “authorities” will; or their corporate cronies; or these sons-of-bitchin’ skinheads. Take your pick; but dead is dead no matter how you cut it. Besides, it’s not about how you die that matters. It’s about how many bad guys you took down with you.


  At the moment, you could say that I am ‘circling the drain.’ That’s how my old man would’ve described the state I’m in—you know—not quite dead, but well on my way. After being awake for as long as I have, I have to tell ya, I’m actually looking forward to the kind of rest and oblivion that death brings. Yeah, ‘there’ll be time enough to sleep when you’re dead.’ That’s another one of my old man’s favorites. If only he could see me now. All he wanted for me was to follow in his footsteps; get a decent education; and do something respectable with my life. But here I am.


  The compound is quiet tonight, that is, except for the grand cricket chorale being performed in the weeds around me. Their eager songs reverberate from the stony hard pack that forms the parade grounds of this place. Between me and the compound, there’s a tangle of single-strand barb wire, starting just beyond the tree line. It outlines an oddly denuded ten-foot clearing around the perimeter. I’ve no doubt that these terracotta-toothed imbeciles have rigged some improvised landmines around the front of the compound (‘I.E.D.s’—that’s how we used to characterize those in the Corp. I know about those friggin’ things all too well, and I have the scars to prove it). There aren’t any of those back here where I’ve set up my blind. Out here, there’s nothing but brush and bugs. Lots and lots of bugs.


  I roll my shoulders and grind the amphetamine and Demerol capsules between my teeth. Demerol for the migraines; amphetamines to keep the blackouts at bay. The amphetamine burns dull and alkaline beneath my tongue, bringing the night into manically sharp focus. For an instant, I can almost see the sap moving through the trees around me. And that migraine that’s been tugging at my consciousness for the last couple of hours finally starts to recede—the pain of it unclenching like a fist. Putting the thing inside my head back to sleep… at least for a while.


  Long enough to get this done, I hope.


  It took me a while to find the right combination and drug dosages to manage this condition of mine. This particular combination being the only thing that quells the queer squirming sensation behind my right ear without leaving me completely loopy in the process. I tried opioids at first—you know, the kinda shit that the doctors push on you for pain. But that stuff didn’t do fuck all for me except bind me up tighter than a nun’s cunt. Pot eased the headaches but killed my ambition and I’ll be damned if I’m going to go quietly into that good night.


  Fuck that.


  That bluegrass Reveille of theirs will start blasting outta those two-bit loudspeakers here pretty soon, rousin’ this merry band of paramilitary fuck-o’s. It’s the only time that the whole lot of ’em are all gathered all in one place. Otherwise, they’re like cockroaches, scattered over the compound. They think that they’re God’s holy, white-bred Christian soldiers; but they’re really just piss poor excuses for human beings. They’ve got the stars and bars flying under a bastardized Gadsden flag—some kind of neo-Nazi standard with a swastika all wrapped up in the coils of a cobra or viper. It’s probably something they consider real badass.


  I plan to burn both of those flags later. Along with the rest of this place. That is if I make it outta here without getting my ass shot off.


  But, where was I? Oh yeah… my tumor. It’s a real bitch this thing, lemme tell ya.


  I never go to sleep, but I keep waking up. That’s the crux of it, really. I have these strange blackouts. Most times, I dunno if I am dreaming or awake. I guess you could say that I’m sleepwalking, but I’m not actually asleep—you know, truly unconscious during my blackouts—but I’m not exactly here either. Part of me just goes away. To the outside world, I appear utterly conscious and aware, but the truth is, I’m just gone. By then, it’s too late to say I’m sorry, not that I’d know—and why should I care? ‘Please don’t bother tryin’ to find me—I’m not there!’


  I know you’re singing that in your head now. You’re welcome.


  The tumor has metastasized through my hypothalamus. That’s the part of your brain that regulates your sleep/conscious cycles. Normally, it works like this: your hypothalamus tells your body when to sleep and when to wake up. But, due to the intrusion of the tumor, my hypothalamus is whatcha might call F.U.B.A.R. (although, most of the civilian doctors I’ve talked to don’t seem to recognize that term). On the CT scan, the tumor looks like some kind of stringy black octopus all coiled up in the base of my skull.


  The doctors tell me that I am “a unique specimen.” They claim that they haven’t seen something like this before. While they suspect that my blackouts are related to the tumor, they don’t quite know why the symptoms manifest in the way that they do. They’re at a loss to explain why I exhibit some strange form of waking narcolepsy. All I know is that I check out, but my body remains in motion. Newton’s First Law of Motion takes on a whole new meaning. I like to think that when I black out, it means that a higher power is taking over. Maybe an angel is pushing my consciousness aside, shielding my mind from whatever it is that I’m doing, or from what it is that I am about to do. That would be convenient, wouldn’t it? If only I believed in that sorta bullshit. Like I said, I have no memory of anything occurring while I am “out of it.” Any recollection of those events just seems to be swallowed up by my brain tumor. Like I said: I’m just gone.


  I’ll tell you something: It’s a damn odd thing, finding yourself in a strange place, holding a gun to someone’s head and having no earthly idea how you got there. I keep telling myself that no sane person would do the things that I’ve done; but then, we live in an insane world, don’t we? What was it that Shakespeare said? “Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t.” I dunno if I am sane or not, but it doesn’t really matter. “Mad call I it; for, to define true madness. What is’t but to be nothing else but mad?” I don’t think that I’m insane, but maybe my tumor is. Aw, hell… why debate it? I’ll be dead soon enough. I’ll let the coroner figure that one out.


  But I’m getting ahead of myself. You’re wondering what brought me to this point—sitting out here in this foxhole with god-knows-what crawling all over me. I don’t quite know where to start, really…


  It didn’t happen all at once, you know. That’s the insidious nature of this kind of cancer—you don’t know you got it until it’s too late to treat it. But as it so happens, it was the insomnia that was the first symptom. It came on gradually, but it was pretty entrenched by the time I sought treatment for it. The doctors at the V.A. just told me that I needed to take some sleeping pills and get the hell over it. They had bigger fish to fry over there at the hospital: the amputees; the shell-shocked; all those poor bastards burned or shot all to hell. So, I didn’t press them. And for a while, the pills seemed to work. Until they didn’t. Within a couple of months, I was back to staring at the clock all night, waiting for the sun to rise. I put off seeing a real doctor as long
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