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Editorôs Note 

The fourth issue of Bartleby Snopes is a tough one 

to describe. Itôs somehow our silliest and most 

serious issue yet. The stories are sometimes dark, 

sometimes uplifting, sometimes heartwarming, 

sometimes heartbreaking, and sometimes just plain 

absurd. Itôs a collection that very clearly defines who 

we areða diverse magazine of original fiction with 

powerful prose.  

As we complete our second full year, we can only 

wonder at our growth. The most important 

development over the last six months is the amount 

of positive attention our authors have received. 

Stories from our past year have been featured on 

popular fiction blogs and nominated for awards. Jac 

Cattaneoôs ñBringing the War Back Homeò (featured 

in Issue 3) was named one of 190 Notable Stories of 

2009 by StorySouthôs Million Writers Award.  

Weôre very proud of the exposure we have received 

over the past months, and we hope the magazine 

continues to give so many authors a chance to share 

their wonderful words with the world.  Please keep 

sending us your terrific words.  

 

  

Editor : Nathaniel Tower 

Bartleby Snopes publishes stories 
monthly on the web, and semi-
annually in magazine format.  
 

© 2010 by the authors  
All work appearing in this 
magazine appears with the 
consent of the authors. All rights 
remain with the authors.  

Cover photograph © Matthias 
Krug 
All other photograph credits listed 
below the story in which it 
appears. 
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Of a Story by Kevin Winter 

I  wrote a story once and put it down in twelve point Times New Roman. The next 

weekend, my sister and her husband came up for a visit.   
The story took place in a bus station.  I was in the bus station; it was a first person 

job.  I was walking along making my way to the landing and I spotted a caterpillar.   But 
not right off.   First I described the day (morose baggy clouds hung down from the sky 
like bloated water balloons ) and the people in the station (colliding into one another 
like the particles of a highly pressurized gas ).   

Then, the caterpillar.  
My sister's taste in men always steered in the direction of the neanderthal.  Big hairy 

men with their heads too close to their bodies.  Men wit h one syllable woodsy names like 
Colt or Chuck or Gill.   Men that ate steak for breakfast.   

Men that went snooping through their brother -in-law's office papers when they 
thought said brother -in-law was out on the fire escape for a smoke.  

The caterpillar.   The story.   
I, the character, scooped the 

fuzzy guy up.  There were so many 
stomping feet and I, the character, 
felt an obligation to protect him.   Or 
her.  I scooped him up and I 
described him with all the right 
words.  Equal parts of lucidity and 
ambiguity.   And all for under a 
thousand words.  

"What are you doing, Buck?"  
 He looked up from my story.    
"What's this?"  
"It's just a thing.   Put it down."  
"A thing?  Like what kind of 

thing?"  
"It's a story."  
"Bullshit it is."  
"Hey, come on!"  
"What?  You say 'story' and I say 'bullshit'."  
"Say whatever you like.  There's places that will publish that."  
"And that means what?  Published bullshit's still bullshit.   Lookit --Moby Dick  is a 

story.  Hansel and Gretel is a story.  Fucking Star Wars  is a story.  This...this is two 
pages about a caterpillar ."  

"With all due respect, Buck, what the hell would you know anyway?"  
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"I can read can't I?  It doesn't take a master chef to know if a jug of milk is ruined."  
"Are you done insulting me yet?  I worked pretty hard on that you know."  
"Forget it.   You remember that story you told me when you came down for 

Thanksgiving?  The one about the mountain climbers?"  
"The one where they get caught in the avalanche?"  
"Yeah, yeah.  That's it.   They're all snowed in and they start going nuts.  Now that's a 

story.  Write that.   Or something about zombies or something."  
At the end of the story, I let the caterpillar go.   I set him/her on a large fern just 

before boarding my bus.   
Buck tossed my two-page manuscript in the wastebasket and we went out for that 

cigarette.  And chatted about zombies.  
 
 
Editorôs Note 
Of a Story was first published on the web site in April and was voted the Story of the 
Month.  
Photo © Nathaniel Tower  
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DING! by Dallas Woodburn 

The old man baked bread every Wednesday. An early riser, he baked before the sun 

came up. Even before he did the crossword puzzle--in ink, for he's a brave soul--because 
he often baked before the newspaper arrived.   

He baked cinnamon bread. More like cake, actually. Flour, sugar, eggs, water, butter, 
and the secret "starter" ingredient of dough saved from last week's batch. Chocolate 
chips, sometimes, if he made it for the grandkids (which he usually did, considering he 
had nine of them.) Walnuts if he brought it to  the office. Just plain for him, maybe an 
extra pinch of cinnamon --but he hardly ever made it just for himself.  He could never 
finish a whole loaf before it grew dry and stale. And it seemed like such a waste to throw 
half a loaf away. His mother would hav e scolded him, just as she had when he was a boy 
during the Depression and didn't clean his plate.  

Eat your carrots, Ollie!  she would say. Plenty of kids will go to bed hungry tonight 
and would give anything to have those carrots to eat.  So be thankful! Wastefulness is a 
sin!   

Cooked carrots are a sin, the young boy thought then and the old man thought now, 
stirring the thick batter with a wooden spoon. His arm muscles would ache by the time 
the batter was smooth and ready for the oven, but he still stubbornly mixed everything 
by hand. To do it any other way seemed like cheating. A few years ago his youngest 
daughter bought him a shiny high -tech electric mixer for his 75th birthday.  The best 
mixer on the market, the one Emeril uses. No matter.  It went strai ght to the attic, its 
brand-new box unopened, out-of-place amidst the boxes filled with sweaters and 
mothballs and the old Christmas decorations and the rocking horse he'd made so long 
ago and never found the heart to give away. You have to sweat a little bit, toil a tad more, 
add in a pinch of labor and two doses each of love and honest effort, if you want to get a 
decent result at the end. If something's worth doing, it's worth doing your best.  Those 
were his father's words. Good old Pop. He didn't care for cooked carrots either.  

As he stirred the batter, watching the ingredients slowly soften and melt into one, the 
old man hummed quietly to himself.  A show tune, from the Big Band era. No words, just 
music, music, glorious music. Da-dum-de-de-dum . . .  

Soon he was tapping his foot, swishing his hips, swaying across the worn tile floor 
with an invisible partner in his arms, the batter -coated spoon still clutched in his right 
hand, momentarily forgotten.  Nearly a decade had passed since he last shared a dance 
with her, but he could close his eyes and still feel her warm body pressed against his, the 
soft brushing of her skirt against his shins, her cheek gently resting on his chest. Dum-
dee-dee-dum . He reached out his arm and twirled her--oh, how she loved when he did 
that! --and then gently pulled her back to him, their bodies sharing a secret language all 
their own.    
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They hadn't always danced this way, of course. When they were younger they moved 

hard and fast, quick steps, twirls and hops, stomping boots and clicking heels, panting 
and sweating and laughing with youth's overflowing well of energy. The years had 
slowed them down, as years always do, but the old man didn't mind. Looking back, of all 
the dances he ever shared with her--the square dance at the country fair where they first 
met, the jig at their senior prom, even the dance of honor at their wedding--their slow 
shuffling waltz around the kitchen was his favorite, her breath warm and sweet against 
his cheek as she whispered something in his ear, the subtle hint of her perfume on his 
shirt afterwards.  Dum-dee-da-dum , a memory. . .  

DING!  The oven timer sounded and the old man opened his eyes. The oven was pre-
warmed to 375 degrees. Batter dripped down the spoon's long wooden handle and he 
went over to the sink and washed it off. Don't lick the batter, Ollie , his mother used to 
say when she caught him with his tongue on the spoon. It makes you look like a heathen 
with no upbringing at all.  His dad would just smile and shoot him a wink.  Pop 
understood the best part about baking was licking the spoon afterwards. Funny that 
now, when the old man finally had the chance to do so without getting scolded, he 
always found himself washing the extra batter off at the sink anyway.  

He gazed out the window above the sink. On clear days you could see the ocean, and 
on even clearer days the Channel Islands far away. But this early in the morning he only 
saw fog.  

They had taken a boating trip to the islands one time, just the two of them, before 
she got sick. Nearly a quarter of a century ago, was that possible?   

It rained on the boat trip back and everyone huddled under the awnings, wet and 
cold and miserable. Everyone except for her. She stood in the rain clutching the boat 
railing, her face upturned to the dark v eiled heavens, her long hair bouncing across her 
shoulders with the jerk of the waves. He remained under the awning with the rest of the 
passengers, watching her laugh and shriek as the foaming waves splashed against the 
boat. Then she turned and called to him, looked at him with those eyes, and he found 
himself out on the deck beside her. Her kiss tasted of salt and rain.   

 The old man greased the loaf pan and sprinkled a light dusting of flour on the 
bottom --one of her old tricks to prevent sticking --before carefully pouring the batter in, 
spreading it evenly with a spatula. He popped a small handful of chocolate chips into his 
mouth before pouring the rest on top of the batter.  His mother's words echoed in his 
mind --Don't do that, Ollie, it means less for the bread! --but this time he ignored 
them. She, the other she, his wife, had always swiped a few chocolate chips before 
sliding the loaf pan into the oven. "Reward for the chef!" she would explain, flashing her 
smile like a secret shared between them, her mischievous smile, the smile he fell in love 
with that first night at the country fair.  That smile was his downfall, and she long knew 
it.  One glimpse of it and he forgave her for anything: uncovering three bottles of vanilla 
extract in the pantry because she never made grocery lists and forgot she just bought 
some two weeks before; ordering a dozen boxes of Girl Scout cookies because "the girls  
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looked so cute in their little uniforms" even though the kids had already left for college 
and it was just the two of them and they couldn't eat three boxes of thin mints, let alone 
a dozen; leaving him to drive to work with the gas gauge on Empty because she refused 
to go to the gas station until it was "absolutely necessary." Which, in her case, was 
always "tomorrow."  Yep, he forgave her for anything, because of that smile. He even 
forgave her for dying.     

The old man wiped his hands on his apron--her apron, actually; his youngest 
daughter bought him a new apron for Christmas one year but he had never worn it. 
Crisp and new and creased neatly in its folds, it remained in the bottom drawer below 
the stove. Baking was something his wife used to do, something he did now to be closer 
to her.  The first few weeks after she died, he wandered around in a fog, lost, his fridge 
filled with casseroles from well -meaning neighbors, his countertop piled with unopened 
sympathy cards from well-meaning friends. Then one day his granddaughter came to 
visit with a loaf of "Grandma's bread," this bread, plain but with extra cinna mon, the 
way he liked it.   

"I know it's not the same as when Grandma used to make it. . ." she said, her voice 
cracking, and then tears were spilling out her big innocent eyes, and he was crying, too, 
as he cut them each a slice they tried to eat but couldn't.    

 A few weeks later, he went through some of her old cookbooks and found the 
recipe. The first batch was a disaster--burned on the bottom, uncooked in the middle, 
edges glued to the pan because he forgot to grease it first. Later, in the back of the 
refrigerator behind the casseroles, he found the saved "starter" batter for the bread. The 
secret ingredient. He gave baking another try, and this time the finished product was 
actually edible. An improvement, though it still wasn't nearly as good as hers had 
been. But the familiar smell of baking that filled the kitchen was like stepping into a 
memory, and he could close his eyes and imagine she was still there, right beside him.   

So he kept baking, cooking, experimenting, paging through her shelves of cookbooks, 
watching The Food Network, trying out new recipes on friends. It was like therapy, or 
maybe like a drug, an addiction, but sometimes it was the only thing that kept him going 
through the endless lonely days so he figured it was all right. He eventually bought new 
pans and pots and cooking spoons because the others were getting stained and grimy; 
he knew she'd understand. But he kept her old aprons, every one. He couldn't imagine 
wearing anything other than this faded flowered apron that had once cinched around 
her waist, that still smelled slightly of her perfume if he brought it to his face and closed 
his eyes and breathed in deeply enough.  

Clutching the mismatched potholders his daughters had stitched in Home Ec more 
than half a lifetime ago, the old man gently slid the pan into the oven, savoring the 
familiar warmth on his face and hands. He set the timer.  Time to wait. It seemed he was 
always waiting, now.  

The old man sat down heavily at the kitchen table, resting his head in his arms, 
suddenly exhausted. Funny how the years crept up on a person, slowly and thenð 
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BOOM!--blindsided you.  A blitz, like the coaches used to warn against in football. The 
old man broke his nose one time during a high school game. Jogged to the sidelines and 
popped it straight and stuffed some cotton up it to stop the bleeding. Then he ran back 
in and kept playing.  That was when he was young, when he was invincible. Now he knew 
better.   

Funny how baking took so much out of him these days. Or maybe it was the 
remembering. I miss him terribly, Ollie, his mother used to sigh after his father passed 
away. She seemed so much older as a widow. I even miss him licking that goddamn 
spoon! Funny how the things that used to annoy you were the things you missed the 
most when they were gone.  

The old man missed discovering extra bottles of vanilla extract in the pantry.  He 
missed the stale Girl Scout cookies. Heck, he even missed running out of gas. Sometimes 
he delayed going to the gas station for a day or two, just to see how close to Empty he 
could get, to remember how it felt to coast up to a pump running on fumes.   

She only ran out of gas one time. He knew sooner or later it would happen; she 
would learn her lesson. But the one time she ran out of gas, it was at an intersection with 
gas stations on three--three!--corners. Needless to say, she didn't learn her lesson.   

Funny how looking back, he was glad she didn't.  
The old man closed his eyes. Imagined he felt the cool ocean breeze on his cheeks, 

saw the waves splashing the little boat, the rain streaming down her face. Her smile.  He 
felt her in his arms, dancing across the boat's slippery deck, dancing around the kitchen, 
only it wasn't a ghost this time, it wasn't a memory, it was her, her, Her, and she was 
laughing as he twirled her, da-dum-de-dum, Ollie I missed you so much. . .    

DING!  An hour later, the oven timer went off.  This time, the old man didn't hear it.  
 
Editorôs Note 
DING! was originally published on the web site in June and appears here as an Editorôs 
Choice. 
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Wait by Eric Fershtman 

Someone had beheaded George Washingtonôs horse. I finally realized it after staring at 
the statue in the Public Garden for five minutes, drawn there by the crowd gathered at 
its base. Gloved index fingers were thrust into a clear sky, conducting a symphony of 
voices rising and cameras clicking and tires sweeping along the street behind. 
Washington himself was intact, a calm look upon his face as he gazed into the distance. 
But the horse, oh the horse, he (she?) hadnôt made it, a casualty of war, of Washingtonôs 
hubris, the victim of a bored teenager, or, the people whispered, a terrorist act.  

I stood on the fringe of the group, my hands tucked deep into the pockets of my coat 
but my fingertips still frozen, watching the crowd grow, an instant community, moving 
and morphingðswayingðan indecisive mob, casting their eyes to Washington, pleading 
with him to tell them what to do, what to think. I tried to catch his eyes too, because I 
wanted to shrug, to apologize for the broken mass of humanity below him. But he never 
wavered, thatôs George Washington for you, staring beyond, at something 
indistinguishable, maybe the future. His horse was still standing, and wasnôt that all that 
mattered? Stand tall, even when your headôs lopped off. The real trick would be to do it 
with your legs cut out from under you.  

The police came shortly after, on top of massive horses clip-clopping along the 
asphalt path. ñWhatôs going on here?ò one of them demanded of the crowd. A small 
Japanese woman standing near caught his eye, and pointed. The policeman followed the 
path of her finger. ñOh myéò he said, letting the rest of the sentence get swept up by the 
wind, the unspoken word riding the air. The horses neighed and clomped the ground 
and demanded vengeance. ñWho did this?ò the policeman asked. ñWho did this?ò  

We all felt the urgency of the question, as if a storm cloud covered the sky, small 
rumbles of thunder growing louder, lightning flickering within, each moment filled with 
the threat of an explosion. Something was going to happen. Something had to happen. 
Why didnôt anything happen?  
Iôd only been in town two weeks, but Iôd walked past the statue every day, cutting 

through the Garden on my way to and from work. I had even stared up at it the first 
time, admiring the contrast with the buildings rising behind, as if he were leading them 
into battle. I squinted, alternating focus between the statue and the buildings, each time 
discovering something new: the way Washington threw his shoulders back, or how his 
hands gripped the reins, or how his sword hung diagonally from his waist, rubbing 
against the side of the horse, maybe flapping against its taut stomach as it galloped. I 
remembered another statue, a shadow from my childhood: in Key West, a sad bronze 
sailor stood saluting, encircled by hundreds of tombstones. Almost every weekend of the 
first six years of my life were spent in the company of that sailorðwhenever weôd leave 
the base, my dad always took me and my brother there first, I donôt know why, maybe he  
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wanted to guilt us into acting good, or maybe he wanted to remind himself of something 
he was too afraid to forget. Weôd stand in the cemetery, me and my brother fidgeting, 
pinching, pushing, while my dad stared up and offered a salute. ñStand straight, boys,ò 
heôd always say. ñWeôre in the company of greater men.ò  

The wind picked up, no longer a whisper but a whistle, pulsing through the Garden, 
the Commons, through the city itself, rustling the skeletons of trees, pushing along dead, 
brittle leaves that swirled and twirled and bounced along the beaten lawn and pavement. 
People shivered and stumbled, and the policemen leaned down as their horses braced 
themselves against the onslaught. A flake of snow dropped to the ground in front of me, 
or maybe the promise of a flake of snow, the foreshadow of a flake of snow. Then more 
came, a flurry of white dropping out of a clear sky, coming, literally, from nowhere. 
ñWhatôs happening?ò a woman whispered, addressing her question to Washington. He 
stayed still, a stern look blanketing his face. I thought I saw the horseôs muscles quiver, 
and wondered if maybe, in someoneôs closet, in Dorchester, or Malden, or Medford, 
among dirty clothes and empty duffel bags and boxes of pictures and legos, the bronze 
head of a horse was neighing.  

ñThis is crazy,ò a 
woman said to the 
left of me, a few 
tufts of blond 
poking out from 
beneath a gray 
beanie, her hands 
opening to the snow 
that was slanting in 
with the wind.  

I turned to her 
and she shook her 
head, still looking 
up. ñIôve never seen 
snow before,ò she 
continued.  
ñReally?ò a man 

asked, on her other 
side. ñI didnôt know 
that about you.ò  
ñYeah, you really 

donôt see snow down 
south.ò She looked 
over at me, a small 

smile playing on her lips.  



Issue 4 (ISSN 1945-2519) 

 

Page 12 

 

 
 
ñThatôs right, I forgot, youôre from óthe south,ôò the man said, putting his arm around 

her. She laughed, and tilted her head up again, sticking her tongue out to the fluttering 
flakes.  
ñSo does this happen often?ò she asked after a moment.  
ñOh yeah. It snows a lot in Boston. Good thing you have someone to keep you warm.ò  
ñNo, I mean this,ò she gestured to the horse. ñIs there a lot of vandalism around 

here?ò  
I snuck a peek again, and was surprised to meet her eyes. Deep dark clear blue, in 

which you could see for miles but never find the end, stretching on, maybe into infinity, 
carrying a million little promises that bob along the surface, so that you could just barely 
feel them, but never hold them. The kind of eyes Washington hasðthe whole countryôs 
in those eyes. I looked away.  
ñIôve never seen anything like this,ò the man said.  
The white fell steadily now, a slow-motion rain, covering the asphalt and the grass 

and the bushes like a tarp, or a carpet, blurring the edges of the park, softening 
everything up. A few people were laughing, watching children try to catch snow on their 
tongues, one little girl bawling when a flake landed in her eye. The sky was blank, and it  
started to feel like we were standing there for hours, like it was twilight already but we 
were still waiting, and maybe weôd keep waiting, an eternity of waiting for something to 
sink in. I remembered places: Key West, Great Lakes, Ill., Kings Bay, Ga., Meridian, 
Miss., Fort Worth, Texasða lifetime of waiting, never stopping to take a breath, because 
once you did, you were gone again, onto the next place. ñI wonder if it wasnôt always like 
that,ò the woman said. ñIt kind of makes sense, you know? I mean who really looks at 
the horse?ò  
Washingtonôs creamy bronze gleamed, and he sat stalwart, upright, ignoring the 

snow, fighting the elements with the same dignity he had at Valley Forge. I glanced at 
the woman again. ñWhat do you think heôs looking at?ò she asked.  

The crowd began to disperse, taking cover from the elements. A group of 100 people 
dwindl ed down to around 20 within a few minutes. The police stood idly by, or rather, 
they sat on horses idly by, watching to make sure no one started anything, but unable to 
do any real thing about the statue. ñWell, Iôve got to get to work,ò the woman said. ñIôll 
see you after.ò  

I felt her eyes fall on me, which sent a tingle zigzagging down my spine. I wanted to 
look, to crawl right up into them and swim and swim and swim, past the tombstones, 
past the tall buildings, past the snowðI wanted to find what she saw, what Washington 
saw, what the sailor sawðhome.  
ñThe tail!ò someone said. ñItôs gone!ò  
One of the police horses snorted violently and thrashed its head back and forth, 

whipping the snow off its mane, the flakes hovering around it like a shroud for jus t a 
second. Then, it rose up on its hind legs and kicked out. Plumes of air came billowing 
from its muzzle and it rose again, and again. ñWhoa, Nelson!ò the policeman cried, but  
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the horse wouldnôt stop. Finally, the policeman slipped off the side, and fell to the 
ground with a soft thud, a sheet of snow splashing around him. ñSomeone grab him!ò he 
yelled.  

The horse took off through the garden, galloping along the path, cutting across the 
lawn, skirting a bare-branched cherry tree. We watched in silence as it sprinted over the  
bridge and then disappeared, the sound of clip-clopping along with it. I turned to the 
woman, but she had already started to walk the other way, toward the street.  

I looked up to Washington, hoping to catch his eye. He refused, instead peering out 
into the beyond, waiting.  

 
Editorôs Note 
Wait  was first published on the web site in January and appears here as an Editorôs 
Choice. 
Photograph © Eric Fershtman  
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Bobbyôs Notebook by John Grochalski 

Bobby slammed the door to his bedroom just as Nick was coming out of the bathroom. 

Nick looked at the door.  He waited until he heard movement.   Then he heard the 
television come on, and soon Bobby was laughing at whatever was playing.  Nick 
thought about opening the door and saying something about the television.  He didn't 
like how much television Bobby was watching.  He was too old for cartoons.  Nick didn't 
understand Bobby's attraction to all of the old sitcoms that played on the cable 
channels.  Plus, wasn't it a school night?  
            "He's watching TV again," Nick said, coming into the kitchen.  
            Amanda was putting the dirty dishes into the dishwasher.   She had the kitchen 
sink running in order to wash off the bigger plates.   But the water was just running.   
Nick looked at the faucet and then he shut the water off.  "Hey."  
            "He's watching TV again."  
            "What would you like me to do, Nick?"   Amanda asked.  
            "I don't know," Nick said.   He sat down at the kitchen table as Amanda continued 
putting dishes and silverware into the dishwasher.  He grabbed the glass of wine sitting 
there and had a drink.  "Do you have any cigarettes?"  
            "You're going to have to go out for them," Amanda said.  She opened a cabinet 
underneath the sink and took out the dishwashing liquid.   It came in a green and gold 
container, the colors of the sports team at Bobby's school.  
            "How much TV does he watch?" Nick asked.  
            "A little after school.   Then he does some homework and watches the shows at 
night."  
            "He's a C student."  
            "He has a few B's and A's too," Amanda added.  
            "Bobby got a C in math," Nick said.  
            "Well, we were both bad at math."  
            Amanda poured the dishwashing liquid into the dishwasher.   She closed the 
compartment and then slammed the door.   Nick cringed.  The dishwasher had cost a 
lot.   It had cost their tax return money and then some.  Nick had thought about buying a 
home stereo system complete with a Blu -Ray DVD player, and maybe some sports stuff 
for Bobby with that tax return.   But then the goddamned dishwasher broke.  Amanda 
said that he had overstuffed the machine and that's why it happened.  Nick had yet to 
touch the new machine.  
            "It's the TV," Nick said.   He finished off the wine.   "We shouldn't have bought him 
that TV for Christmas."  
            "It was inexpensive," Amanda said.  She took the wine bottle from the counter 
and refilled Nick's glass.  She didn't get herself one.  "It's not even a flat-screen."  
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 "Aren't you having any?" Nick asked, after having a bit of wine.  
            "I had two glasses already.  I need to be sharp."  
            "For?"  
            "The book club is coming over," Amanda said.  
            "Oh Christ, when?"  
            "I don't have my watch on."  
            There was a noise upstairs, a hard pound on the floor and then movement back 
and forth.   There were always hard pounds on the floor.  Nick couldn't figure out what 
they were.  Cries for attention?  Teen angst manifesting itself?  Bobby simply trying to 
walk across the room?  It disgusted Nick to think that his kid made that much noise just 
moving.  He looked up at the ceiling.  He heard the TV turn up and then came the sound 
of a large weight landing, of Bobby falling back on his bed.  It shook the light fixture in 
the kitchen.  "How much did he eat tonight?" Nick asked.  
            "You were there," Amanda said.  
            "Was it two plates?"  
            "Leave him alone, Nick," Amanda said.  "I think he had a bad day."  
            "Kids don't have bad days," Nick said.  "Kids go to school."  
            "Well, don't you sound like your father?"  
            "My mother overfed me when I was a kid.  I got fat," Nick sai d.  He stopped 
talking for a moment.   They listened to the sound of the new dishwasher as it cleaned up 
their mess.  "She fed me two or three portions.  It took me until the age of seventeen to 
lose it.  I didn't even date until I was in college.   I didn't  have sex until I turned almost 
twenty."  
            "Bobby likes a girl in his science class," Amanda said.  
            "What does it matter if he keeps eating this way?"  
            "Her name is Katherine.   Katie."  
            "He eats and he watches too much TV," Nick said.  "Or he plays those games."  
            "You bought him that game system," Amanda said.  "Remember I said wait a year 
or so."  
            "My father took my TV away.  He took it away and told me I could have it back 
when my math grade improved."  
            "Did it?"  
            "No.  But I didn't care.   I decided to lose weight.  I went out and jogged, and I 
lifted weights with my friend, Mitchell."  
            "How's Mitchell's divorce going?" Amanda asked.  
            Nick waved her off and had more wine.  "You really already had two glasses of 
this?"  
            "I'm going to have more when everyone arrives."  
            "What are you reading?"  
            "Patterson."  
            Nick laughed.  "What kind of wine is t his?"  
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"It's French," Amanda said.   "It goes down smooth, doesn't it?  It never gives you 
a headache.  You know how red wine gives me a headache."  
            "Yeah, yeah," Nick said.  "Sulfates."  
            "Anyway," Amanda said, sitting down across from him, "I think Bobby had a bad 
day."  
            "What's the matter?"  
            "I don't know.   I got home and he was just sitting in the living room.   He was just 
sitting there on the couch."  
            Nick nodded.  "The TV wasn't on?"  
            "Yeah, it was on."  Amanda took his wine glass and had a small drink.  "It goes 
down smooth, doesn't it?"  
            "See, he needs to stop watching television."  Nick had some wine then he gave the 
glass back to Amanda.  "When I was a kid I had a paper route.  He should get a paper 
route.  That would take the weight off of him."  
            "They don't let kids deliver papers anymore," Amanda said.  She finished the 
wine.  
            "They should."  
            "Did you lose weight delivering papers?"  
            "He'll never meet a girl looking like that," Nick said.   He got up from the table and 
went over to the mantle.  The mantle separated the kitchen from the dining room, and it 
was made of black-painted wood.  "Are you sure there's no cigarettes?"  
            "There might be one at the bottom of my purse," Amanda said.  Nick went over to 
the dining room table and opened her purse.  He dug around and found a wilted smoke 
at the bottom of the bag.  "Am I right or am I right?"  
            "There's only one."  
            "Let's share it."  
            Nick came back into the kitchen.  He took a pack of matches off of the windowsill 
and lit the smoke, as Amanda watched him.  The dishwasher whirled and rumbled.   
From upstairs there came another thump, and then something that sounded like a 
bowling ball smacked off of the floor.   Again, Nick turned his head up toward the ceiling 
and then sat back down across from Amanda.  He handed her the cigarette.  
            "What's with all of the  noise?"  
            "He's a teenaged boy," Amanda said.  "Teenaged boys are loud."  
            "He sounds like a goddamned elephant," Nick said.  Then he felt bad for saying it.  
            Amanda gave him a look. "I have to get ready," she said.  
            "But you don't know when they are coming over," Nick said.  "Where's your 
watch?"  
            "It's upstairs," Amanda said.  
            "I'll get it."   Nick got up from his chair.  
            "Wait.   Something happened to Bobby today."  
            "What happened?  What?"  
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"I don't know," Amanda said.   "But he was just sitting there when I came in.  I 
think it might be the kids at school."  
            Nick shook his head.  "You shouldn't feed him so much.  What does Bobby need 
with  two plates of spaghetti?  And all of that bread?"  
            "I thought you didn't know what he ate."  
            "I know."  
            "He said he was hungry," Amanda said.  "I don't think he eats at school because of 
the kids."  
            Suddenly Nick got angry.  He thought he didn't know why but he did.   He 
pictured his son starving himself at school, and then coming home to raid the 
refrigerator, to attack the food cabinets.   All that junk:   the pastries, the cheese-flavored 
crackers and the cheese that came in a can; all of those bags of potato chips.  All those 
bastard kids in his class.  It never changed.  Once when Nick was in high school and the 
teacher had to leave the room for a small emergency, this kid named Jamie Jackson got 
up in front  of the class and started playing Duck, Duck, Goose, the child's game.  It 
seemed odd the classroom playing that game.  Kids rolled their eyes and threw paper at 
Jamie.  But he kept it up, moving from kid to kid and shouting, "Duck!"   When Jackson 
got to Nick he put his thick hand on Nick's head.  He kept it there for an eternity.   Then 
he pressed down hard and shouted, "Cow!"  The whole class laughed.  Nick had never 
wanted to kill a man until that happened.   But what could he do?  Jackson played wide 
receiver on the team.  
            "We need to take his TV away," Nick said.  "We'll take it away until he gets that 
math grade up."  
            Amanda had a deep pull on the cigarette.  "You do it.  I'm not doing that to 
Bobby."  
            "Fine.  I'll do it now."   Nick made for the stairs.  
            "Here," Amanda said.  "Bobby left his notebook downstairs."   She handed it to 
him.  
            "His notebook?"  
            "Yeah.  He was writing in it before dinner.   I don't know."  
            Nick held the notebook in his hands.  He looked at it.  It was red and on the cover 
Bobby had written "Private" in thick, black marker.   "I'll see about this notebook."  
            Nick pounded up the stairs.  He was intent to put a stop to this.  He wanted to put 
a stop to something.  He stopped at Bobby's door and listened.  There was no sound but 
the TV set.  Nick figured he'd just go in there and unplug the thing.   He'd tell Bobby that 
it was for his own good.  It was just until he got the math grade up to a B.  Nick would 
keep the TV in their bedroom until then.   Bobby could watch his shows downstairs in 
the living room, only after he finished his homework.  
            Nick looked at Bobby's notebook.  He looked at the word "Private" written on the 
cover, and then he opened it.  Nick's dad used to come in his room without even 
knocking.  Inside the notebook were little poems and stories.  Bad stuff, Nick thought.   It  
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rhymed.  He wondered why in the hell Bobby was writing stories and poems in a private 
notebook.  He wished that kids still delivered papers in the morning or after school.   
Delivering papers would take that weight off of Bobby.  Nick knew it.  
            On the inside cover of the notebook Bobby had written his name and Katie's 
name.  He gave Katie his last name.  Mrs. Katie Whitman.   Mrs. Katherine Whitman.   It 
was written over and over again.  Robert and Katherine Whitman.   Nick cringed.  It 
seemed like something that a girl would do.  He read more.  At the bottom of the inside 
cover Bobby wrote something else.  He wrote: Bobby loves Katie but Katie could never 
love Bobby because Bobby is fat.  Nick read it over and over.  And then he read it again.  
Katie could never love Bobby and he knew it.  
            There came a labored sound from Bobby's bedroom again, and then the sound of 
footsteps.  Nick stiffened in the hallway.   He waited but Bobby only turned the TV up 
and sat back down on the bed.  Nick could hear the springs tense up.  There was a 
sitcom playing.  It was a television show that Nick recognized from his youth.  He had 
loved that show once.  Nick listened.   He closed Bobby's notebook and he listened.  Nick 
put his ear to the door, and then he held a hand up to touch the cold wood.  Someone on 
the show spoke loudly, animated.  The laugh track reverberated through the door.  And 
then Bobby laughed.  
            Nick opened the door without knocking  
            "Hey!" Bobby shouted.  He was lying on his bed.  He looked beached there, arms 
crossed over his humongous mound of stomach flesh covered by an ill-fitting Dallas 
Cowboys t-shirt, his trunk -like legs, clad in dirty, gray sweatpants, spread eagle and 
hanging over the mattress, and his extra chin resting on his neck.  Bobby didn't even fit 
on his own bed.  Nick took in his son and couldn't stop himself from frowning.   "What?"  
            Nick remembered the notebook in his hand.  "Here," he said.  "Your mother 
found this."  
            Bobby's eyes widened.  "Where? Where?" he demanded.  
            "I don't know."   Nick held out the  notebook.  Bobby tried to raise himself to fetch 
it, but it was taking to long for the both of them.   Finally Nick just tossed the notebook.  
It hit Bobby in his chest and then fell to the floor.   "Did you do your math homework 
yet?"  
            "After t his show," Bobby said.  He lay back on his bed.  He left the notebook on 
the floor, like it didn't matter to him.   "Anything else?"  
            Nick stood there for a moment.  "About the TV..."  
            "I said I'll do my math after the show."  
            "Okay."  
            Nick left the room.   He closed the door and listened for a moment.  There was no 
sound, not even the sound of Bobby picking his notebook up off the floor.  Nick waited 
there for a while longer.  He wanted to hear something, anything.   
            "Is everything all right?" Amanda asked, from the bottom of the steps.  
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"Yeah," Nick said.  He left Bobby's door and came to the top of the stairs.  "He 
said he's going to do his math homework after the show."  
            "See?" Amanda said.  She smiled at Nick, and he tried to smile back.  "Now come 
back down here and help me."  
            "Sure," Nick said.   

He turned back toward Bobby's room.  Someone on the TV shouted and then the 
laugh track blared.  Bobby laughed too.  He moved on his bed and the springs played a 
symphony of emotions.  Nick held on for one last second.  Then he went downstairs to 
join his wife.  

 

Editorôs Note 
Bobbyôs Notebook was first 
published on the website in March 
and appears here as an Editorôs 
Choice. 
 
Photograph: ñMilk Canvasò ©  
Christopher Locke  
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Colour by Renita DôSilva 

 

When you were five, you looked up at me with your huge liquid eyes and asked, Mum, 

what colour am I? Am I white or am I brown? I squatted down to your eye level, took 
your soft chubby hands in mine and solemnly whispered in your ear, as if we were party 
to a secret, just the two of us. You are neither white nor brown, Caz. You are special. One 
of a kind. Perfect. You beamed and skipped away, your sturdy little legs stretching and 
bending, chanting, I am perfect. I am special, in time with each skip.  

When you were eight, you looked up from the picture you were painting, your hair 
framing your face in light brown ringlets, the tip of your tongue peeping out of the  side 
of your mouth as you tried not to get any paint outside the edges, and asked, What 
colour do you get when you mix brown and white? Before I could reply, you pointed to 
the glass of water housing the used paint brushes which sat beside the obscenely bright 
pots of fluorescent green, golden yellow and blood red paint. I think it's that colour, 
Mum. You said. Muddy.  

When you were ten, you came out of school one evening in a strop and when I asked 
what the matter was, your face twisted in an ironic smile too old for your years. You 
walked ahead of me all the way home, kicking viciously at any stones or leaves that 
dared lie in your path. It was autumn, I remember, and there were plenty of both. I wish 
I could tattoo my body a different colour --white or br own, I don't care which. As long as 
it is not this, you yelled, pointing at your body when I breathlessly caught up with you, 
and tried to link your arm through mine.  

When you were fifteen, you said you wanted to die. I said, don't be like that. And in a 
rare moment of candour you said you didn't fit in. Anywhere. Every teenager feels like 
that, I said. It was the wrong thing to say. I am not every teenager, you yelled. I am 
someone who will never belong. Not when I am an adult. Not when I am old. I said, Of 
course you will. And you looked at me and smirked. What do you know mum. You are 
white. You have always belonged. You put your hand next to mine and compared our 
skin colour. You are beautiful, Caz. I said. What I wouldn't give to be your colour, Mum. 
You said.  

I wish I could have told you, Caz, that white and brown makes a delicate, translucent 
gold, that you were that beautiful colour, that you illuminated everyone around you. I 
wish I could have told you how much I loved you, how you filled my life w ith colour.  

Now, all that's left is a monotonous, deathly grey.  

 

Editorôs Note 
Colour was first published on the website in April and appears here as an Editorôs 
Choice. 
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Sheôs My Mother by Sherri Collins  
 

I  hear her breathing--a huffing and puffing of exertion. She's adding locks to the door.  

Locks that will protect me; locks that will keep them from coming to get me.  I know 
she's been upset lately, worried.  She makes me say it more often, but I don't mind.  I 
like to say it.  She's my mother.  I love her.  

That night, I peer through the slats of the wood, so that I can see the house.  The 
light of the TV shines through the living room window, and I can see her, too.  She 
stands in front of the TV and chews her nails.  I can see she's worried, but I don't feel too 
concerned.  Everything will be okay.   Everything will be just fine.   When she turns off the 
TV, she comes out to check on 
me.  She strokes my hair, and 
she makes me say it.  
Afterward, she rocks me on her 
lap and sings.  "Everything will 
be okay," she says.  At the same 
time, we say "everything will be 
just fine."  

In the morning, I wake 
early, long before the sun has 
stretched across the dirt floor 
to my cot.  I blink into the 
darkness of the shadows, and 
for a moment, I feel afraid.   I 
reach out and touch Dolly.   Her 
braids are dirty now, but I 
don't care.  I push her into my 
neck, and keep blinking my 
eyes.  Why am I----   

"Sarah," I hear.  I sit up and 
listen.  

"Mama?"  
The locks are rattling, the 

metal scrapes angrily across 
wood.  Finally, the door swings 
wide and she steps in, takes me 
in her arms.  Only then do I 
hear the noises that must have 
awakened me.  Car doors 
shutting, low voices rising and 
falling.  
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"Mama, who's here?"  
She places her hands on both sides of my face and stares into my eyes, inches from 

my face.  "Say it," she says.  
But I'm scared.  The voices--  
"Say it!" she hisses, and I flinch.  I stare back into her eyes though the shadows keep 

me from seeing her expression.  
"You're my mother now," I say.  "I love you."  
She kisses my forehead and grabs my arm.  "We have to go, baby."  
She pulls me off the cot, and I reach back for Dolly, but just miss her, her braid 

brushing my hand.  "No," I say.  "Dolly!"   Mama grips my arm harder with her one hand 
and slaps my face with the other.  "Be quiet!" she whispers.   I whimper but don't protest 
as she leads me out of the shed and across the yard, toward the woods.  

I look back at the shed, and my eyes fill up.  Dolly was the last of it.  The last of 
another time that I barely reme mber.  Only fragments really.  Fragments that I have to 
let go.  I turn back to Mama and do my best to keep up.  She's my mother now.  I love 
her.  

 
Editorôs Note 
Sheôs My Mother was first published on the website in March and was voted Story of the 
Month.  
Photograph: ñLookingò É Christopher Locke 
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Incarceration  by Linda Sienkiewicz 

 
I f their father could run afoul of the law and be jailed, Michelle and Jude wondered 

what crimes might land me behind bars. Forgetting to sign a permission slip for school 
or letting a "shit" slip out when I stubbed my toe on the dresser were apparently minor 
infractions, but Michelle hollered at me when I hurried through a yellow stoplight 
because "You might get caught!" She reprimanded Jude for not wearing a seat belt, 
telling him it was a state law. When did a ten-year old ever care about state laws, or that 
her younger brother might get locked up?  

Then there was the time I forgot to bring the cashier's attention to the case of Pepsi 
in the bottom of a shopping cart.  I was unaware that I hadn't paid for it when we walked 
out of the store. Both children exchanged glances with each other as I loaded the soda 
into the back of the car, but I didn't think anything of it; they often gave each other 
strange looks. When we pulled into the driveway at home, Michelle burst into tears and 
Jude said, "They'll arrest you for stealing!" Once I realized what had happened, I tried 
convincing them it was an honest mistake, explaining that things like this happen all the 
time, but they wouldn't settle down until I went back to the store and paid for it.  

Both of them cried over the simplest things: broken rings in a notebook binder, not 
being able to have a friend sleep over, all the cheese sliding off a piece of pizza with the 
first bit e. Michelle became obsessed with our mail. Every afternoon, I watched her sift 
through the junk, opening everything and anything so that we didn't miss a cash prize or 
trip to Disneyland. No opportunity would pass us by. One morning, I found a rubber -
banded stack of credit cards in her book bag when I put her lunch inside. Fearing she'd 
been pilfering cards, I collapsed in relief when I saw they were nameless samples that 
banks enclosed with mail solicitations. I never said anything to her, letting her thin k she 
could support herself and Jude if anything happened to me.  

Jude played prison breakout with his G.I. Joes and Ninja Turtles. He constructed 
army bases under his desk and in his closet, using cardboard, pencils and tape. He criss-
crossed string from the bedposts to his dresser knobs and desk legs for his action figures 
to hang from. I couldn't walk to his bed for a goodnight hug without getting tangled, 
stepping on a bent paper clip, or hearing him screech at me for detonating a land mine.  

 The counselors at Safe Harbor told me, if regular visits were impractical, it might be 
good for the children to see where Gavin was staying, assuming he would straighten up 
and want a relationship with his children. I thought I could stomach seeing him if it was 
in their best interest, but the closer we got to Madison Correctional Center, the sicker I 
felt. We left at seven in the morning, allowing extra time to stop for lunch at Cracker 
Barrel and getting lost. I brought games and books for them to share with their  father, 
which, as it turned out, we had to leave in the car.  

Gavin looked as if whipped by a sandstorm. The lines in his gray face were deep, his 
hair was matted, and his clothes hung on his thin frame. Michelle and Jude were  
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overwhelmed and acted shy, shuffling nervously at my side, flinching at the echoed 
voices and sounds in the room, eyeballing the other prisoners. Most of them looked like 
any other man you might see working behind the counter at the post office, stocking 
cans at Fisher Fazio's, or delivering a package with a smile to your front door. Some had 
bristled mugs or tattoos on their necks, or flinched oddly. A man with a face distorted by 
mountainous red spots cleared his throat every five seconds. I couldn't help but study 
their hands, wondering if they'd forced a woman to her knees, pulled a trigger, or had 
simply written a batch of bad checks.  

The four of us sat at a table, falling into the same seating arrangement we used to 
take at the dinner table. At first, Gavin was unable to look any of us in the eyes. I was 
glad he'd dropped the smugness. There was no way he could clown his way out of this 
one©úòthe damage he'd caused was as clear and tangible as the waxed floor and steel 
bars. In a weaker moment, I might have pitied him. With his shoulders clenched and 
hands clasped in fists, he cleared his throat and said, "Hey, guys. Thanks for coming."  

I swallowed, staring at him for a few seconds, then said, "Thanks for having us."  
He recoiled. After a few shuffling, awkward moments, he said, "So, yeah, this'll be my 

home for awhile, but it's okay. Don't worry. I'll be fine.  I, um, I got a lot of time to think 
about where things went wrong. It's not so bad." He rubbed the back of his neck, 
glancing at me. I lifted my chin and glared. Did he even wonder what I'd told our 
children about his arrest? Why he disappeared a few weeks ago? I felt as if I'd sugar-
coated things, explaining that the amphetamines helped keep him awake when he was 
driving, but then he couldn't stop taking them, and when they didn't work anymore, he 
started taking other drugs. I should have told them he was an abusive junkie.  

Facing him now, Michelle chewed her lip. Jude wriggled in his seat, swinging his 
legs, then tucked one leg under and picked at the dried blood from a scrape on his knee. 
I pulled his hand away from the scab.  

He looked up. "Dad?"  
"What?" Gavin said. "Ask away. Ask me anything you want."  
He wanted to know if they slid his meals under the bars in his cell, if his bathroom 

had a door, if he slept with a pillow and blanket, and if he wore leg chains when he went 
outside. Michelle asked if he had a roommate. I wondered if they'd expected to see their 
father in a black and white striped uniform, like in old movies, and his state -issued blue 
pants and shirt disappointed them.  

"Hey, maybe I'll get out early. Just remember, I'm still your fath er," he said, his eyes 
catching mine. He needn't have worried that anyone would forget. "You guys be good, 
you hear? I love you both."  
Despite the fact that I was preparing to file for divorce, I flinched©úòhe hadn't 

included me in his love. Michelle woul dn't hug him and started to cry when we had to 
leave; the guard apologetically told us he couldn't give us extra time. She pushed my 
hands away when I tried to comfort her. Red-eyed, shaken, Gavin turned his head and 
coughed into his fist.  
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Once we were outside, Michelle told Jude he asked dopey questions. He punched her 

in the back and told her to "get real." On the way home, he asked in his high-pitched boy 
voice, "Can we put Daddy inside a big box and sneak him out next time we visit?" I shut 
my eyes and took a deep breath, having no idea what was going to happen to us. I told 
him, "Sorry, kiddo. It doesn't work that way."  

Michelle asked, "We don't have to come here again, do we?"  
I shook my head no. As I drove us home, I tried not to rage. I brought my right hand 

up, as if fixing my hair, so that Michelle, who was in the front seat, wouldn't see my tears 
of frustration. She stared out the window, hands clenched in her lap, forehead pressed 
to the glass. I reached across the seat to take her hand; she made a little grunt and 
pulled away. Jude was in the back seat, slicing his hands through the air while making 
terrible noises, screaming jet fighters and scudding bombs.  

 
Editorôs Note 
Incarceration  was first published on the website in April and appears here as an 
Editorôs Choice. 
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The Strongest Netting by Karen Lenar 
 

I  tried to capture time when my mom told me that my father was sick.  

Cancer, she said. Incurable.  Less than six months.  
My aunt frowned.   Donna, you never were one to beat around the bush.  Don't scare 

the poor girl.   She gave my shoulders a squeeze, pressing into my skin with her long, red 
nails.  

My father was more optimistic.   Who knows how long?  That's between Him and me, 
he wheezed, pointing up to the stained ceiling.   

The water stain was shaped like a kidney bean.  A leak from the upstairs bathroom, 
my father had said at the time of discovery.  I'll fix it.   And I believed him because he 
always fixed everything.   

Soon after we noticed the stain my father had been admitted to the hospital.   
Cramps, he said when I visited, and tried to make a joke about menstruation.   

That's when the air began to get caught in my throat.  One night it got so bad I 
thought I was going to have to give the universal choking sign we'd learned about in our 
fourth -grade health class.   

Luckily my aunt from South Carolina had arrived then, taking up residence in our 
guest bedroom.  She assured me one morning over eggs and grits that she knew how to 
do the Heimlich maneuver.    

After a couple of weeks of tests and needles we took home both my father and a 
hospital bed. My aunt offered to vacate the guest bedroom, but the medics said my 
father wouldn't fit in there, so instead they set him up in the family room.   My mother 
and I, wanting to be close to my father, put our cot a few feet away.  It was directly under 
the kidney bean, and when the air got caught in my throat, I'd outline the edges with my 
eyes, and gradually the sensation would pass.  

Donna--you never were one to beat around the bush, I practiced saying in the 
mirror.    When my aunt talked she drew out her words and made them sound sweet.  I 
discovered that if I spoke like her, the air didn't get caught so much in my throat.   One 
day she took me for my first manicure, and I chose red like the color she wore.  

My father began to sleep more and more.  Sometimes all day.  I brought his brown 
slippers down from the bedroom and placed them at his bedside, but he never got up to 
use them.  He started to look different, like he was someone else's dad.  His arms were 
purple, and he was skinny.  I haven't been this weight since your mother and I started 
dating, he joked one day when he caught me staring at him.   

Visitors came and brought lots of food.  The smell of lasagna and garlic chicken--my 
father's favorite --overflowed from the kitchen and spilled into the family room, making 
him nauseous.  We learned to keep the front door open to air out the house while we 
hurriedly ate.   Most mornings my mother sat on the front stoop, a jacket thrown o ver 
her bathrobe, to drink her coffee.  
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By the time my aunt left, my nail polish had started to chip.   It looked ugly in 

splotches, and I tried to scratch off the rest of it.  Donna, you never were one to beat 
around the bush, I said to the mirror, wavin g my half-polished hands, but with my aunt 
gone, I couldn't remember how to pronounce her Southern accent.  

Now that it was just my mom and me, time moved slowly and without definition.   My 
father remained sick, laying on the now familiar metal bed with el ectric buttons and 
occupying the space where our Christmas tree usually stood.  The smell of garlic chicken 
and lasagna continued to permeate our house until even my pillow reeked of it.  As soon 
as one casserole dish was empty, another appeared at our doorstep, as if our neighbors 
could see through our walls.     

I had the thought that if every day appeared the same, if holidays didn't exist for us 
anymore, then maybe I could stop time--capture it. Maybe I could hold it in my hand 
and watch it, press a play button and when I grew tired, push stop.  

The next morning, instead of going to school, I rode my bike to the hardware store 
and asked the old man behind the counter for the strongest netting he had.  

What are you trying to catch?  he asked.   


