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Editorôs Note 

Bartleby Snopes began at a computer in July of 

2008, born  out of the frustrations of a writer 

tired of waiting months for responses. With a 

goal of responding to all submissions within 

two weeks, weôd like to think we are doing 

something radical for the writing community. 

Iôm very pleased with the quality of work that 

has been sent to the magazine in its first six 

months of operation.  Bartleby Snopes is 

designed to be as contributor-friendly as 

possible. We do what we do for the writers, the 

readers, and a little bit for ourselves. Hopefully 

this is the first of many issues.  

This issue represents a collection of our twenty 

favorite stories from July through December. 

Some were voted by the readers, some were 

chosen by me. Either way, we think this is a 

good collection of stories. 

Editor : Nathaniel Tower 

Bartleby Snopes publishes stories 
monthly on the web, and semi-
annually i n magazine format. 
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consent of the authors. All rights 
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A Sure Thing by Joseph Grant 

Ted had arisen early that morning to study the racing form and re -check his handicaps. 

Quietly, he had made coffee and ate a homemade fritada  while he read the paper as his 
wife Kathy slept. He was careful not to make too much noise, allotting Kathy her all -
important beauty sleep. This also allowed him to study the dayôs racing form in veritable 
peace and solitude. 
            Nothing pleased Ted more than working on his novel through the morning and 
into the early afternoon while Kathy paid the bills. In an era of two income houses, his 
not working was an unorthodox arrangement at best and an uncomfortable 
conversation stopper for most. In some circles it was met with the same reaction as if 
Kathy had said her husband had been a felon or an Elvis imitator,  while in some other 
circles those could be one in the same. 
            Kathy had not cared; in fact, it had been her idea. Ted was reluctant to go along 
with the odd proposal at first, but with Kathyôs law practice doing so well, she had 
practically begged him to take a year off and write the novel he had always wanted. 
Although in discussion this was sometimes met with the same confused look and blank 
stare as if he had admitted having come down with some incurable disease, Ted had 
grown comfortable with his new endeavor. He was doing what few had the pelotas to do 
and besides, if he kept his mind to the racing form spread out before him, they might be 
able to recoup some losses. 
            The phone rang. It was answered on the third ring. Ted knew who it was, but did 
not even bother to get up. He could hear the muffled sound of a one-sided conversation 
upstairs, but soon blocked it out with his focus on the races. 
            He did not so much as pay attention to the first two races, skipping them 
altogether. They were almost always mierda ; a warm-up. The first was only for 350 
yards and the least impressive mares ran in that one; the ones that had poor workouts 
and some of the older horses that had seen better days and better tracks. The second 
was worse, as it ran out at 220 yards and the third was the same as the first. 
            Not that Fairway Park was an inadequate track. Some of the finest ponies had 
galloped there and it had even seen some notoriety among Hollywoodôs elite back in the 
day. The track itself was kept up nicely, as an old museum is kept up nicely, after all of 
the old masters had been sold off years ago.  

Such was the case with Fairway. It had been a superior park in decades past. If it 
had been a horse, rather than a racetrack, it would have been shot long ago, thought Ted 
with a smile. Not that Ted advocated the shooting of any animal, let alone the noble 
equine. He knew a few people who should have that fate befall them, especially those 
who continued to call his very married wife, he thought smugly.  

As if on cue Kathy came trudging downstairs. She stomped one stair at a time in 
her slippers, her face contorted by a gaping yawn. She ambled sleepily to the bottom and  
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held onto the banister and yawned again. Ted glanced up from his paper and shook his 
head. 

Only he would consider her ñmorning beautiful.ò Some women woke up like train 
wrecks, a little worse for the wear, while some woke up looking refreshed. She bridged 
the gap, but in her own sensual way. He looked up again at her as she stood there, her 
curly brown hair disheveled, her Garfield t -shirt wrinkled from a typical restless sleep, 
her slippers ratty and torn but it was all in achieved total radiance. In that way, some 
women wore disheveled well. Kathy just happened to make poetry of it. If, as Ted 
thought, women were the most attractive when they first woke up in the morning, Kathy 
was their unparalleled queen. 

ñWho was that?ò he asked as his head sank back down to the racing form. 
ñNobody,ò Kathy shrugged and turned to go into the kitchen. ñWhy?ò 
ñWhy? Because you had a nice long conversation with nobody,ò he spat. 
ñKnock it off, Ted?ò Kathy whined. ñAt least give me twenty minutes before you 

start in, huh? Have some compassion. I just woke up,ò she griped and poured herself a 
black coffee to go with her mood. 

Ted ignored the taunt and went back to his handicaps. At least there, his odds 
were better, he grumbled. 

ñIôm going to take a shower,ò she said and disappeared upstairs once more. Ted 
was pleased with the silence that ensued. 

It seemed to Ted that they were running in different circles these days, but it had 
always been like that, he recalled. While it was true they were both from New York, the 
difference was that she was from a wealthy family in the Hamptons and he was from 14th 
Street. Despite their completely different existences they clicked when they met for the 
first time. Characteristically, he met her one day at the track when she was there with 
some worthless guy and he overheard her saying how baffled she was at handicapping. 
When the guy offered no help, Ted politely stepped in. Taken by her natural beauty, he 
explained in a sociable manner how it worked and when the guy went to make the bet, 
Ted asked for her phone number. Many racing seasons had passed since that day.  

Ted often thought of their relationship in racing terms. When they met, he had 
been running in many races, in and out of many stables, along many confusing and 
endless furlongs. Kathy came along and one by one began to beat all of the other 
contenders out of the gate. She possessed more grace, intelligence, more raw talent and 
was more driven than the others trying to keep up with her and she had always been a 
sure thing to him, a lock. She had the look of a winner, he thought. Currently, he wasnôt 
so sure of his handicap. She looked as though she was breaking far too freely from him 
these days, he thought. 

He went back to his racing form. He had already warmed up his cold cup of coffee 
twice in the microwave and became frustrated. He worked on the eleven races until the 
horses started to sound like Peckinpaw titles. He was beat. He had capped all twelve 
races, the last sounding to him like the names of three a.m. hookers in Hunter  
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Thompson novels. The names came off the page in ludicrous fashion, names that read 
Cherry Delight, Bonita Latina, Puss -n-Bootie, Pearl Necklace and his perennial 
favorite, Easy Does Her. He smiled at this until he looked up. A freshly showered Kathy 
was standing in front of him.  

ñYou ready, sport?ò she asked. 
ñWow,ò he said with a nod. ñYou look great.ò He smiled as his eyes ate her up. In 

the clinging, low -cut top and shorts, she would be the least underdressed there, if not 
the most stared at, he thought proudly. ñYou look beautiful.ò 

ñI know,ò she nodded. 
ñBut, weôre not going to the Monster Truck Rally. Weôre going to the Fairway, 

could you please dress more appropriately?ò 
Kathy stared at him, her mouth twitching. This either meant she would tell him 

to go to hell or was stung by his remark. ñBut I have the hat.ò She shrugged and touched 
the brim of her oversized hat with a smile and a turn.  

ñYes, very nice,ò he acquiesced. ñWeôre going to be late. Can you secure a nicer 
outfit in the next fifteen minutes?ò he reasoned. 

Kathy stood for a moment, glaring at the racing form, then disappeared back up 
the stairs. When she returned, she stood before him in a summer dress, her breasts 
bulging out of her top. Ted said nothing, knowing full well that the battle had been won, 
even if the war was not. Maybe what had been his Christmas present to her of a year ago 
would not be too obvious with that garish hat, he mused. 

ñI feel like Iôm going to a funeral,ò Kathy joked in the bright sunlight as they 
walked across the Fairway towards the paddock. ñLook, there are other girls dressed like 
I was before.ò 

ñYeah.ò Ted looked down and peered over the top of his sunglasses. ñBut theyôre 
white trash and I wonôt have my wife dressed like white trash. Youôre much better than 
that,ò he remarked and turned to her. Typically, she was not paying attention. The little 
attention she paid to him was not enough to make up for all the time her concentration 
was elsewhere, he felt. Sometimes the attention she paid to him was the wrong kind and 
it grated on his nerves. Other times she paid no attention to him at all and when asked, 
would tell him she was too busy. 

The horses were paraded around the paddock in a circle by their trainers. Ted 
paid close attention to their gait, to their excitability, the amount of sweat they were 
producing and the lather of white, if any, between their legs. All of this, accompanied by 
the handicapping, gave him a good edge on whether his hunch was right. He also looked 
for glazing of the eyes and any slight foam around the mouth, sure signs of drugging. 
There had been allegations of drugging at this Park in the past, hell, even nerving. He 
knew trainers drugged them all the time in the majors, despite the iron fist of the Racing 
Commission. He knew they drugged here as well. He had gone down to the stables and 
was friendly with some of the trainers to the extent of getting inside tips from time to 
time and would hear enough stories to know it was continuous. 



Volume 1 Issue 1 (ISSN 1945-2519) 

 

Page 7 

 

 
 
ñI think That a Boy looks good for this race. Heôs a serious contender, having run 

three great starts at Canterbury. He ran third here on the 28 th of last month, though I 
like My Lil Mensa.ò He added, ñHeôs a class drop, too.ò Kathy laughed, knowing what 
mensa meant in Spanish.  

ñI like number three,ò she said. ñShe looks strong, has a good build and has a fiery 
temperament.ò 

ñKind of like you.ò 
ñPlease.ò She elbowed him with a smile. ñPlus I like her colors and look at the 

jockeyôs outfit, it coordinates.ò 
Ted sighed. ñKathy, you canôt pick the horse on account of the colors matching. 

Pick it on his bay, maybe but because the colors match the jockey??ò 
ñI can pick my horse anyway I want to,ò she pouted. ñYou stick to your handicaps 

and you pick them how you want to, I go by instinct.ò 
ñInstinct?ò he asked. ñBut youôre taking all of the beauty out of the sport.ò 
ñSo you say,ò she gestured wildly. ñItôs fashion that makes the sport,ò she joked. 

ñYouôve heard of a clotheshorse, havenôt you?ò she chuckled. ñBesides, the jockeyôs outfit 
is cute. It would fit me.ò 

ñI really canôt see you wearing something so shiny and bright with the green 
checkerboard design, Kath.ò 

ñSilly Teddy Boy,ò she cooed. ñItôs all about accessorizing, too, you must know.ò 
Ted chose to say nothing but rolled his eyes all the same. 
ñAll horses to the starting gate,ò the overhead speakers intoned. 
óCome on, weôd better get a move on. Itôs almost post time. The betting windows 

close in five minutes,ò he said and grabbed her arm. 
ñTwenty quinella on two and seven,ò he said to the guy at the window. 
ñA quinella?ò Kathy questioned him. ñWhat happened to number two to win?ò 

she chided him. 
ñEasy, huh?ò He smiled. ñI couldnôt make up my mind, so I took both. Number 

seven has real possibilities, I think. Look at his stats.ò 
ñUh-huh,ò Kathy said as they danced around each other and Kathy now placed 

her bet. ñThree dollars to win on number three?ò 
ñWow,ò Ted kidded her in return. ñYou must feel pretty confident about number 

three to triple your usual bet. Is there a science to it? Did the horse give you the tip?ò he 
teased. 

ñRemember?ò she smiled seductively. ñItôs all about what theyôre wearing this 
year in Southern California. I like the name, Nothing But Speed. 

ñYes, I remember.ò He shook his head as they went up the ramp from the betting 
area to the track. 

The trumpeter was playing scales from my ñMy Old Kentucky Homeò, then 
ridiculously launched into movie songs and then suddenly began to play ñOlympic 
Spiritò, the song traditionally played before every horse race. Ted was glad to hear it, as  
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the other songs, save for ñMy Old Kentucky Homeò annoyed him. It ruined the 
solemnity of the sport. Racing was still the sport of kings, if polo was not, and deserved 
absolute respect. Look at what had happened to baseball, for crissakes. As soon as they 
added major league mascots it lost all the dignity of the Golden Era. Youôd never see 
Ruth or DiMaggio playing second banana to some overgrown purple ball playing 
possum.  

ñAnnnnnnndé.ò the announcer slowly rattled. ñTheyôre off!ò Words of pure magic 
to his ears. Ted sighed. He was home again. The only thing that would complement the 
short race, after all it was only going to be six furlongs, would have been a Scotch.  The 
getting of the drink would take longer than the actual race, he knew. He stayed put and 
watched the horses gallop past him. Numbers blurred as they passed but soon That A 
Boy and My Lil Mensa  ran side by side out in front, kicking up a lot of firm slop. By 
contrast, Kathyôs horse, Nothing But Speed lagged behind in a distant fifth place behind 
number nine, A Lazy Day , hardly lazy at all, thought Ted. 

As they rounded the back stretch, That A Boy and My Lil Mensa  kept pace with 
the other horses with A Lazy Day  giving good stead as a potential threat. As the horses 
galloped towards the backstretch, Ted started to beat his program against the rail. 
ñCome on! Come on!ò he yelled before his voice was drowned out by the excited 
crescendo of the crowd. 

My Lil Mensa  began to be overtaken by A Lazy Day  as That A Boy began to gain. 
Out of nowhere as the horses rounded the final turn, number three, Nothing But Speed 
came from the outside, her legs attacking the soil like mad. It was almost with a 
machine-like precision, thought Ted. The horse ran all out and looked as though it had 
gone into overdrive. 

ñCome on, come on, three!ò Kathy screamed at the top of her lungs. ñCome on!ò 
Her voice escalated. ñLook at her go!ò 

Nothing But Speed overtook A 
Lazy Day, My Lil Mensa  and finally ran 
neck and neck with That A Boy, as they 
both reached the post, it was a classic 
dead-heat, photo finish. Ted could hardly 
believe it. When the results became 
official, with Nothing But Speed declared 
the winner, Ted was incredulous. A real 
closer, he thought. 

Not only was his horse robbed, he 
thought, he was also shit out of luck with 
the twenty dollar quinella. If Kathyôs 
horse had stayed where it had been most 

of the race, he would have won enough to keep them betting comfortably all day. Now 
that Kathyôs horse had taken the race, they only stood to win as good as three times  
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whatever odds the horse had been placed. He looked at the board. 10:1, shit, he thought. 
A whole thirty dollars. Kathy jumped up and down and screamed, ñI won! I won!ò 

He nodded and smiled and gave his little happy wife a hug. ñCongrats, hon.ò 
ñIôm going to cash in,ò she exclaimed excitedly.  
ñOkay, meet me at the paddock.ò 
ñDonôt you want to come with me?ò she moped.  
ñNot really.ò He shook his head. 
ñOh, lighten up, Ted. Itôs only the first race weôve bet on,ò she countered. ñFine, 

then. Go to the paddocks. Iôll be busy collecting my money, sour puss.ò 
Ted walked off into the milling crowd. He was too upset to correct her use of the 

plural paddocks, when it was singular. He couldnôt get over how her horse had won. He 
needed a drink. 

As he stood in line, an attractive blonde tapped him on the shoulder. 
ñMy nameôs Lynn.ò 
ñOh.ò 
ñSo are you going to buy me a drink?ò 
ñNo.ò 
ñIôll tell you more if you buy me a drink.ò 
ñCan you tell me you play the ponies by handicapping them or by the jockeyôs 

cute outfits?ò he griped at her and turned back around. He got his Scotch off a lovely 
Latina and stormed off towards the paddock. 

Again, he looked at his scratch sheet and played it against his latest handicaps 
and program tips. He took of the cheap, watered down Scotch and waited for the buzz.  

It was cheap liquor so it boarded the last car of the slowest train before finally 
arriving.  

ñSo?ò Kathy entered his consciousness, destroying a current handicapping 
thought.  

ñHold on,ò he said and wrote a number, scratched it and then looked up. ñOh, the 
hell with it, you bro ke my concentration.ò 

ñSorry,ò she said. ñLook!ò She smiled and held up her winnings. She had the most 
perfect smile. 

ñGreatéwonderful.ò 
ñOkay.ò She leaned in and looked at his program. ñWho do we like this race?ò 
ñWell, Iôm betting number four, Sharp-eyed Lady.ò He pointed with his pencil. 

ñSheôs got pretty nice odds and believe me, I wonôt waste another twenty. Iôll put her on 
the nose,ò he reasoned. ñShe had a good blow-out at Del Mar two weeks ago and ran 
second in a eight hundred seventy yard race against the Quarter Horses here a week 
before that. The racing program says she is certainly a solid, a contender.ò 

ñWell, I like Ainôt She a Beaute. Sheôs got a good physique and is very excited, 
look at her, you can tell. Sheôs got a nervous energy and I like that. Plus, the white and 
red outfit.ò 
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Ted threw his hands up. ñWhy donôt you just pick them by their outfits?ò 
Kathy looked at him. ñThat would be silly, thatôs why.ò 
Kathyôs phone rang in her purse. She pulled out the cell and looked at it and then 

at Ted. Her face flushed. 
ñGet it,ò he mocked. ñYou know itôs him. Thatôs his number.ò he said, looking at 

the ID.  
ñI donôt know what youôre talking about,ò she said nervously. 
ñPick it up,ò he taunted. ñItôs his number.ò 
ñTed, please.ò She shook her head. ñIôd better pick it up, it could be work.ò 
ñOn a Saturday?ò he berated her and watched her turn and answer the call. He 

could not believe she took the call just like that in front of him.  
ñYeah.ò She said and put up a finger. ñCould you justéhold onéTed?ò 
Ted looked at her. 
ñCould you place a bet for me on number six? Yes, six,ò she said and confirmed 

the number. ñHereôs ten dollars to win, huh?ò She handed him a crumbled ten dollar bill 
and turned back around. 

The balls on this woman , he cursed. Not only was she taking a calls from the guy 
she always said was a wrong number, but now he was running bets for her! As he 
stormed off he had no idea why he was doing this, but there he was, heading across the 
scuffed black and white floor tile towards the betting window.  

Aggravated beyond cohesive thinking, he placed both of their bets and wandered 
back to where they had been standing moments ago. Kathy came along right before the 
next race started and was slightly sweaty and nervous. 

ñHere,ò Ted said and shoved a betting slip towards her.  
ñThanks,ò she said and looked down at the track and then the ticket. ñOh, wait! I 

wanted number six to win, hon.ò 
ñDonôt hon me,ò he muttered. ñNo you said to place.ò 
ñTed, I asked for him to win.ò She stressed the last word. ñIf you canôt place a bet 

right, I might as well do it myself.ò 
ñNo, you said to place,ò Ted griped. ñIf you werenôt so busy with your boyfriend.ò 
ñStop, okay?ò Heôs not my boyfriend,ò she corrected him. ñHeôs my, heôs just my, 

uh, friend. Weôre friends, okay?ò 
ñUh-huh,ò Ted said and took another swig of his drink. ñHe works fast. The guy 

goes from being a wrong number yesterday to being a friend. Smooth.ò 
ñLook, I said stop it,ò she snapped. ñI donôt ask you about your friends, I know 

you have some. I know youôve thought of them.ò 
ñAre we here to watch the race or are we here to argue?ò he retorted. ñCos, if weôre 

here to gamble, thatôs fifty-fifty, but if weôre here to argue, thatôs a sure thing.ò 
            ñQuit it! Now youôre being an ass,ò she sniffed. ñLetôs have fun today, okay? Have 
another drink while youôre at it. How many is that, by the way?ò 
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ñOh, here we goéitôs my first and I havenôt even finished it. Calm the fuck down,ò 

he barked at her. ñThe race is about to start. Watch, okay?ò 
            The bell clanged and the horses broke quickly. The caller delivered the standard 
monotone soliloquy and was mercifully drowned out by the surge of the crowd noise. 
The race was for 1 1/16 miles and again was a tight one. Ted beat the outside rail with his 
program the way he did every run as Kathyôs horse did not win, but placed. He couldnôt 
even spot his horse. He wondered if the horse had somehow caught a ride with the 
ambulance that always followed behind.  
            Kathy jumped up and down as she had won again. The odds were better this time 
at 30:1. Ted could not believe his luck or lack thereof.  ñSo much for Mister Handicap,ò 
she snipped when he did not congratulate her. 
            ñYouôre killing me,ò he sputtered dejectedly into his seat. ñWhoever heard of 
picking races based on the color coordination between the jockeys and their horses?ò 
            ñIôm winning, arenôt I?ò Kathy gloated. ñYouôre just mad.ò 
            ñDonôt you have money to collect or a phone call to make?ò he said without 
looking at her. 
            ñYouôre an ass,ò she snapped and stormed off. 
            ñAnd youôre just some ówrong numberôsô piece of one.ò He smiled and raised his 
glass as Kathy glanced back at him through the crowd. She changed her demeanor and 
semi-smiled at him and waved. She hadnôt heard a word. 
            In the races that followed that afternoon, Kathy had picked more winners than 
he, much to his frustration. He began to do something dangerous to one who would 
strategize the art of the race. With each new win and phone call she received, he began 
to doubt himself. He started to wonder if he was now out of the race and had backed the 
wrong horse. 
 
 
Editorôs Note 
A Sure Thing was voted the story of the month during the month of July.  
Photograph © Nathaniel Tower  
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The Key of C by Bryn Clark 

This is not a love story. Itôs not a story about a first date, about walking her home the 
sky opening up and all hell breaking loose so that she has to wear my sweater and Iôm 
soaked to the skin. Itôs not a story about falling in love, her moving in and planning our 
life together. Itôs not a story about breaking up because of her new boss, because he was 
ambitious, because he was going to make money and I wasnôt and because she slept with 
him. This isnôt a story about all that, even if it did happen. 

This is a story about an old man, an old man who was related to me, and how he 
taught me to write songs. Itôs about the hours I spent in his living room, where he made 
me his apprentice. Itôs a story about the days he invested in me, about the nights he 
talked to me until I fell asleep, telling me of who I could be, if only I let myself. Itôs about 
believing that he believed in me, and letting myself be the songs he taught me to write. 
Itôs about how the old man taught me to write songs, to play instruments the way I 
wanted them to play, and to play my own world accordingly. This is a story about all 
that, even if it didnôt happen.  
            He taught me to play guitar, one chord at a time, and he taught me to play piano, 
tracing his fingers over mine as they sprang up and down the keys of the grand piano he 
kept in his living room. ñYour fingers, their movements, your actions, do not make 
music,ò he told me. ñWhen you pluck the string, when you play the key, youôre only 
releasing the sound that was within that key, within that string, waiting to be set free. A 
musician is not a creator,ò he said, ñbut a liberator.ò 

He taught me how to write songs, how to lace words with music and play them as 
one accordingly. ñWhen it comes to songwriting there are some unspoken rules you 
should know about,ò he said as he paced around me sitting on the piano stool. He leaned 
forward, close to me, holding his hand out in front of his face as if every word he was 
about to speak were a gift. ñIf you want to write a sad song,ò he said, ñwrite it in a minor 
key, make it a slow tempo, let your fingers thread your sadness throughout every word.ò  

He continued, ñIf you want to write a song about being young, about being 
youthful and fre e, beaches and girls, write it in the major key. G-major works well for 
this, thereôs something about it thatôs solid and reassuring, energizing and explosive. A 
song in E-major is usually about life, it can even be dark, strung out with minor chords 
evolving around your major chord ð itôs rather simple really.ò He smiled at me and 
shook his head knowingly. ñAnd a love song,ò he said, ñif you want to write a love song, 
write it in the key of C-major. Thereôs just something about that C chord, something 
about that key, that coordinates with love so wellðitôs almost easy to express love,ò he 
raised his eyebrows and added, ñwhich is impossible to do.ò  

He told me all this while we sat in his living room, next to his grand piano, or on 
his couch with his guitar on one of our knees. He told me all this and then he looked me 
in the eye and said to me, ñBut Mathieu, if you want to write songs,ò he emphasized this  
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word, clenching his fists and breathing through the syllables,  ñnot just words and 
melodies, if you want to  write songs Mathieu, songs with meaning, spirit and emotion, 
songs that can rescue darkened spirits and enlighten ignorant ones,ò he placed a hand 
on my shoulder, ñif you want to write songs like that, then you break every rule I just 
gave you.ò I remember looking at him, and I must have looked confused, but I donôt 
think he noticed. ñYou see,ò he said. ñJust like notes, every song thatôs ever been written, 
itôs always been. Songs arenôt written, theyôre not made, songs are discovered, theyôre 
liberat ed and set free from the bondage of silence. As a musician, as a songwriter, you 
set songs free. And if you break the rules youôll discover the best songs.ò 

The old man told me this while he taught me about music. He told me these 
things while he tried to teach me about life. He told me this but he died. He died when a 
drunk driver hit his car after he told me he could never talk to me again.  
            I was sleeping in bed with my arms around her when the phone rang that night. I 
turned on the light and glanced at the clock; it was four in the morning, and I had just 
fallen asleep.  
            I remember the drive to the hospital, because I had to drive alone, she wouldnôt 
go with me. He was barely alive when I saw him for the last time, sitting in a hospital 
bed with wires and tubes pulling every second of life out of him. I took his hand and 
stood beside him, and he kept his promise and didnôt say a word to me. It was criminal, 
not the accident, not the drunk driver, those things happen. People drink, p eople drive, 
people die. It was just criminal that he should die that way. A man so verbal in a room of 
silence, a man so musical in a bed where the only music that reached his ears was the 
beeping of his own heart monitor.  
            He kept his promise and didnôt say a word to me right up until the beeping 
stopped and people came to take him away. I drove back home around lunchtime and 
she was up waiting for me, leaning against the counter in the sweater I had bought her 
for Christmas. She said she was sorry without lifting her eyes off the magazine. I told her 
I was quitting my job, I told her I couldnôt live this life anymore. 
            She looked up from the magazine. ñWhat life Mat? You canôt live this life where 
youôre making money?ò She threw her hands up above her head. ñYouôre successful, 
youôre on the verge of a promotion, and youôre going to walk away from it?ò she said. 
            I just nodded.  

ñYou have a gift Mathieu,ò he told me. ñEverybody has a certain gift, but yours is 
unique.ò 
            I looked up at him from his piano.  
            ñYou have the ability to put emotions into words, and to put those words to music 
Mathieu. And Iôm proud of you.ò He paused, the way old men do, like processing their 
wisdom. ñDevelop it, donôt let it die. You can help people you may never meet, you can 
affect people, you can shine, but you have to work for it.ò 
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 It all sounded great when I was young. It was easy to do. I wrote songs. For hours 
I slaved over my songs, the words didnôt fit, the melody was off. I re-wrote and wrote, 
endlessly.  
            I learned to believe in the old man, believe that he believed in me. I grew to 
believe that I had a gift and that I had a responsibility to that gift. I learned to love 
music, love songwriting, learned to need it as much as the old man said it needed me. I 
learned to let the songs set me free as I wrote them. I learned to be a liberator while 
being liberated and I fell in love with it.  
            I practiced my music, and saved my money. I bought my own guitars, my own 
piano, my own voice lessons. I did everything, everything he wanted me to because I 
believed he believed in me and we all need to be believed in. 
            ñYouôre not supposed to be like everyone else, and they arenôt meant to be like 
everyone else either. The difference is not in who we are but who we let ourselves be.ò I 
was confused. ñYou have a gift Mathieu, so does everyone else. But they let themselves 
be like everyone else, they follow the rules. They donôt understand what I want you to 
understand. Lifeôs about breaking rules, not all the rules, but breaking the right rules. 
Breaking through our lifeôs expectations to be more of what was expected from us. Donôt 
follow the wrong rules Mathieu, donôt settle for your expectations, donôt settle for 
anyone elseôs.ò 
            It was easy through college, and on the rare occasion he could visit me I could see 
it in his eyes, he was proud. He was proud when he stood in that tiny crowded 
apartment of mine, in which there was little more than a backpack, guitar and mattress 
where I slept. I could see it in his eyes; he was proud. 
            I played around in bars and nightclubs, just me and my guitar, singing the songs 
he had taught me to discover. When I wasnôt singing, I was studying, and when I wasnôt 
studying I was workingðwaiting tables to pay for everything. Did I manage? he would 
ask. Oh I managed fine. I was a smart kid, he had always told me that. But he had always 
told me that I was more than just a smart kid, he always told me how I was more than 
just a talented kid and I had always believed him. 

He came to visit me as often as he could. He would sit in my apartment and listen 
to me play my new songs, critiquing them and giving me advice. Occasionally he would 
talk about things other than music, but for the most part he just wanted to hear me play. 
And I could see it every time he looked me in the eye as he shook my hand before 
leaving; he was proud of me and happy for me. I made money, paid for college and got 
Aôs. But he didnôt care about any of that, I could see it when I talked to him. He just 
cared that I still played in bars, singing to tired people with happy faces, he cared that I 
still wrote my own songs and didnôt let go of the dream he had planted in me. 
            Then I met her. She was at a college bar one night while I was playing. I noticed 
her in the middle of my second song, walking across the back of the bar in high heels 
and a red dress. She came up to me afterwards, in her always-professional manner, and 
asked me my name. She said she loved my songs, said I had a perfect voice. We got  
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something to eat and talked, then as we were walking back to my apartment it began to 
rain, not just rain, I mean really pour down like hell. She was wearing a whit e 
sweatshirt, and she was so embarrassed that I gave her my sweatshirt. We ran to my 
apartment laughing, soaking wet, and when we got inside she kissed with her hand 
gripping my collar.  
            She loved my guitar, and she loved my apartment. Said there was something 
romantic about the way I lived, just a student with a guitar barely scraping by. She liked 
to hear my songs and always smiled when I told her I was writing a new song. Days 
passed and I continued in my manner, but now she was part of it. I would play in the 
bars and afterwards take her back to my apartment and sing to her in our own separate 
way, on the mattress on my floor because I couldnôt afford a bed.  
            We were in love and cliché. 
            She was going into business and every once in a while I would meet her after an 
interview and she would be dressed up in her business suit, high heels, blouse, hair done 
up and lipstick on. I would tell her she looked good, and it seemed interesting. She 
would tell me that I should do th is, be in business. Not in high heels I would say.  
            She would laugh and then take a serious tone and tell me she loved my music but 
I could make money in business. Youôre smart, she would tell me, you could do really 
well. I would consider it f or a little while, then change the topic, and she would smile at 
me again. Then we would go back to my apartment where she would take off her 
business clothes and I would sing to her in my own separate way. 
            He visited shortly after she convinced me to change majors. He frowned when I 
showed him my new suit. 
            ñWhatôs wrong with the music major?ò he asked. He didnôt understand. Music 
was fine, it was great, I told him.  I loved it, but I wasnôt a kid anymore and I needed to 
make money. I couldnôt wait tables my entire life. 
            The old man frowned ñI never expected you too Mathieu, havenôt you learned a 
thing from me? You can write songs, you can sing, you have a gift!ò 
            I tried to comfort him, I assured him I was stil l going to, I would still sing in bars, 
I would still write my songs. I knew enough I told him, studying is pointless now. Iôll just 
study business on the side, I told him. 
            He seemed reassured. ñAs long as you donôt forget about your gift, donôt lose it in 
the rules of adulthood.ò  
            She was happy that I had changed majors, said she was so proud of me and that I 
was going to be amazing. She also came to every show I played, sitting on the barstool 
smiling at me. She jumped up and down and hugged me when I told her an agent from 
Nashville had talked to me, but she didnôt ask any questions later on when I didnôt hear 
from him.  
            I graduated and he showed more pain when I told him after graduation I had 
taken a job with a business firm outside of Chicago.  
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ñWhat about music?ò he said, concern shining through the wrinkles I had noticed 
developing on his face. 
            Music is still going, I told him smiling. Chicago had so many places where I can 
play and get noticed. More than here. 
            He nodded and talked happily about it, convinced that Chicago was a good place 
for my music. 
            He met her for the first time when she moved in with me. He shook her hand, 
smiling and told her how much he had heard about her and how nice she looked. Later 
when he was leaving he shook my hand and told me he wanted to hear the new songs 
when I wrote them. Then he left and I didnôt see him for another two years, when I saw 
him for the last time.  
            My days progressed happily. My job at the firm was making me money and I was 
paying off college loans consistently. She got a job in a business downtown, where her 
competitive edge and determination earned almost as much as I did.  
            We were in love. I woke up every morning and wrapped a towel around my waist 
then picked her clothes up off the floor. I showered and sometimes she joined me, then 
we went to our separate jobs and when I came home in the evening she was cooking 
dinner for me.  
            My guitar sat in the corner, on a stand behind an old couch, and every once in a 
while I played it. At the start I would go down to bars at least once a month and play the 
songs I had played in college, people would clap and smile, and she would be sitting on a 
barstool watching me.  
            Eventually I got promoted and began to make more 
money. But I had to work later and came home exhausted every 
night. She didnôt mind, she said she understood and 
appreciated I was paying the bills. She still cooked me meals 
and later she would climb on top of me in bed to sing our song.  
            But I didnôt like it, and one day when I got a letter from 
the old man I looked over in the corner and saw the guitar 
behind the new couch we had just bought. I reached behind the 
couch and pulled the guitar upwards, setting it in my lap. The 
dust left a white strip on my suit and when I plucked the strings 
I noticed it was severely out of tune.  When she walked into to the room and asked what 
I was doing I told her I just re alized how long it had been since I had played, and how 
much I missed it.  
            ñYea,ò she said, ñI know, but you have a job now.ò 
            I paused, a job? A job wasnôt what I wanted. 
            She laughed a nervous laugh and when she didnôt see me smiling said, ñCômon 
sweetie, it was great when we were in college.ò She sat down on the couch next to me. 
ñAnd you were quite the romantic playing in bars, but we all have to grow up eventually, 
and we both know playing the guitar and singing doesnôt pay the bills, no matter how  
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sexy it makes you.ò She stroked my cheek with her last sentence and gave me a teasing 
smile. 

I looked at her and nodded then told her I was going to try and play this week in 
the pub down the street, on Thursday for ñOpen Micò night.  
            She frowned. ñHoney donôt you have a meeting?ò 
            I told her it was just another meeting, this was more important.  
            She placed her hand on the neck of the guitar and took it out of my lap. ñItôs not 
more importan t.ò She said. ñNow I know you love to play, and baby I love to hear you 
play guitar, but there are bills to be paid, and if we ever want to get married, you canôt 
just skip out on work to go play at a bar. Youôre an adult now.ò  

She got off the couch with my guitar and began to walk away. I stood up. I told 
her to come back and bring me back my guitar.  

ñNo Mat,ò she said to me sternly as she turned around, like a mother would after 
taking a toy away from a misbehaving child. ñYou have got to let go of this dreaméthis 
idea that you have. Youôre an adult now.ò 

I stood up, frustrated, confused. The old man, I objected, he told me I could do 
this, he believed in me, and I believe him. This is something I have to do, I can still make 
money, I did it all throughé 

She interrupted me. ñOld man? Old man? What old man? The one who gave you 
music lessons when you were a kid. The one who lives all alone in an apartment in a 
dirty old town? The one who barely makes enough to support himself? That  old man?ò 
She was in my face now. ñHe told you he believed in you? He told you to play music? 
What does he know that I donôt?ò 

I didnôt say anything. 
ñWhat about me Mat?ò she said, softer than before. ñWhat about us? I love you, 

but I canôt sit around while you play songs and dwell on the past and dreams and what 
could have been while passing up a perfectly good position in an up and coming 
company!ò 

Still I didnôt say anything, I just looked down, the old man in my head. 
She continued. ñI want to marry you, and I want to have a family with you. But 

you have got to earn money, and Iôm sorry but playing songs in bars and living on a 
dream isnôt going to do that.ò 
She turned around and I watched her walk away with my guitar before grabbing my 
briefcase and walking out the front door.  I went to my office where I stayed till late at 
night though I didnôt get any work done. Nonetheless when I came home and saw that 
the guitar wasnôt behind the couch, and wasnôt anywhere in sight, I didnôt say anything. 
She was right, I thought, it had been a nice dream when I was young, but it was always 
just a dream.  

Sometime later the old man wrote a letter that said he would be in the Chicago 
area the next week and he would love to see me. I told him sure, I wanted to see him too, 
and I really did.  
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He walked into the house and seemed surprised when he saw the new furniture 

and fresh paint. 
            ñIt looks like you're doing really well for yourself,ò he said smiling though not 
really. 
            I nodded and told him business was good, told him about my promotion, later 
hours but more pay.  
            ñHowôs she doing?ò he asked as I led him through the foyer into the kitchen for 
some coffee. I told him she was fine, how we planned on getting married after I had 
made enough to be financially secure. He nodded at this as if he understood the 
situation more than I would until years later.  
            He sat down and I made him coffee while asking him about how life had been 
treating him. He said things were fine, I didnôt get much else nor did I expect it. There 
was a certain way about him, he didnôt enjoy talking about himself. Eventually he 
brought up the topic I knew he would which I had been dreading the entire time.  
            ñMathieu whereôs your new music? I kept expecting to hear it from you and never 
did.ò 
            I shrugged and tried to play it off. Iôve been really busy at the office, I told him, I 
still play a lot, but I just havenôt had the time I used to. 
            ñYou were busy in college,ò he said, ñbut you made time.ò 
            I nodded, but this is different now, I have responsibilities.  
            ñYouôre right Mathieu, because you have a gift, your responsible to use that gift. 
Not make moneyéò 
            I nodded. 
            He looked around. ñWell whereôs your guitar? Could you play for me? For old 
timeôs sake.ò He got up and started towards the room where the guitar had been kept 
behind the couch. 
            I didnôt have to tell him it wasnôt there for he saw soon enough. 
            ñWhere is it?ò he asked. 
            I told him I wasnôt sure, maybe she had put it in storage. We needed more space. 
            When I said that I saw, for the first time in the many years I had known the old 
man, a look of fury on his face. ñSpace!?ò he said. ñSpace for what?ò He looked around 
the house. ñSpace for what? More stuff?ò 
            I tried to calm him down, told him it wasnôt a big deal. 
            ñNot a big deal!?ò he said, the look turned now to one of fright. ñWhen did this 
happen? When did you change?ò 

I told him I hadnôt. 
He nodded his head sarcastically. ñOkay then. How long has it been since you 

even played?ò 
           I told him I wasnôt sure, a few months, maybe a year. 
            When these words left my mouth, something in the old man changed. His face no 
longer showed anger, or frustration, but disappointment, complete disappointment,  
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ñYou havenôt played in almost a year?ò he said. ñItôs because of her, isnôt it?ò 
            Of course not, I told him, and it wasnôt that big of a deal, it was just a dream; I 
had to grow up, make money. I tried to explain it to him like she had explained it to me.  
            He just looked and shook his head. ñNo you donôt. You donôt have to grow up. You 
donôt have to make money.ò I looked in his eyes, and saw nothing but disappointment 
and sadness. ñYouôre just following the rules now, just following the rules,ò he repeated. 

I tried to convince him it was fine, but he just kept shaking his head as he walked 
away from me. He took his coat off the back of the chair that was sitting in front of the 
cup of coffee he had never touched. He walked down my foyer and out the front door, 
turning around as I came behind me.  
            I thought I saw tears in his eyes, I tried to reassure him it was fine, he was making 
a big deal out of nothing and he didnôt have to go, why was he going? I want to catch up 
with you, I told him.  
            He just looked at me and shook his head. ñI believed in you,ò he said. ñYou had a 
gift and I failed you.ò He just kept shaking his head. ñIôm sorry Mathieu, but I can never 
talk to you again.ò He turned and walked to his car. I called his name asking him to 
come back, but he just drove away. 
            I walked back inside and closed the door. It was getting late, and I wondered 
where he would stay, he had planned on staying here. Did he have a hotel? Was he going 
to drive all the way home tonight?  
            I walked upstairs and found her sleeping face down on the bed wearing only one 
of my work shirts. I undressed and climbed in next to her. She woke up and asked me 
where he was. I told him he had left, he was mad that I quit music. She didnôt seem to 
care much, she just told me he would get over it, and she was glad. She had never 
seemed to like him.  
            She fell back asleep but I just stared at the ceiling thinking about the old man, 
thinking about music, thinking about how he believed in me, believed in my gift, and 
what exactly that meant. I thought about my life, and the moments when I saw my 
dreams colliding with reality in a battle over my existence and purpose. I kept thinking 
until I fell asleep fifteen minutes before I got the phone call that told me he had been in 
an accident, and he really never would talk to me again.  

She still didnôt seem to believe me when I told her I was quitting. Nonetheless 
when I walked in the door the next day, and told her it was done, my two weekôs notice 
was in, she just nodded and walked up stairs. That night she was out late, and when she 
came back home she slept curled up on her side of the bed, as if I wasnôt even in the 
room. 
            Two weeks passed and I began to write music again. I got her to tell me where the 
guitar was, and I took it to a music shop to be refurbished. I sold some of the new  
couches we had bought and replaced them with a Grand Piano, just like the one the old 
man had kept in his house. 
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At first she didnôt seem to mind, she worked during the day and when she came 

home she just looked at me, sitting at my piano, and sighed. 
I began to play in bars again, as often as I could, sometimes every night of the 

week. She was supportive at first; at least on the surface, she would come and sit with a 
soft smile on her face, and afterwards tell me I sounded great. One night though she said 
she couldnôt make it because she had a meeting, and she never came to another of my 
shows. 
            I kept getting asked to play in more places, people wanted to hear my music, and I 
even got paid a couple times. Money was running low, but all the money I had saved up 
was enough to get me by. Nonetheless I found my way to a family restaurant downtown 
and began waiting tables again, just like I had when I was in college.  
            She kept staying out later and later, I would come home from shows and she 
wouldnôt be home. I wasnôt even surprised when she finally told me. 
            ñI think we should start seeing other people,ò she said. 
            I knew it was coming, so I nodded, and told her I agreed. 
            ñIôve cheated on you,ò she said.  
            I nodded again, and she started crying. She told me about her new boss, and 
about their affair, and I just nodded, it had been inevitable for a while now. This seemed 
to upset her all the more. Finally she yelled, ñIt all started when you quit your job. Look 
at what youôve become, you wait tables and write music.ò  
            I just shook my head and smiled at her, told her I was sorry but I didnôt love her 
any more, we were two different people.  
            ñWhat are you going to do with yourself?ò she asked, screaming at me through 
her tears. 
            I told her I was going to do what I should have done all along, and turned away 
from her.  
            I heard her packing her things, and I heard her walk out of the house, get in the 
car, and drive away and I never heard from her again.  
            I smiled to myself when I heard the car pull of out the driveway. That old man 
had been right all along, I thought. I went to my sofa in the family room, and sat down.  
            I pushed aside some envelopes that could contain bills I had to pay or letters from 
agents who wanted to work with me. Whatever they were, I didnôt really care.  
            Life happens as it happens, I thought to myself, and the old man was right all 
along. It seemed I had broken a lot of rules in the past, but never the right ones, and 
finally I was breaking all the right rules. I sat down on my old sofa, picked up my guitar 
and placed it on my lap. I started writing, started discovering, a song about the old man, 
and I started in  the key of C. 
 
Editorôs Note 
The Key of C was voted the Story of the Month during August. It was also nominated 
for the Pushcart Prize.  Photograph © Margaret Mendel.  
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Agaueôs First Hunt by Trevor Doherty 

The damp morning forest reached up into the dusky dawn sky, the various 

woodland creatures began rooting in the soft leafy topsoil, and Agaue stealthily followed 
his Grandfather down an invisible trail otherwise unknown to the civilized world. 
Needling vines would catch the pimples strewn across his pustule scarred face, and 
would occasionally get dragged open by an errant burr, but the perspiration coolly 
flowing over his skin allowed him to escape the worst of the prickly hang-ups. The 
pressure of the first hunt of the spring was tantalizing, it was also Agaueôs first trip with 
his grandfather, a special privilege awarded to the young men of the family when they 
first crossed the cusp of manhood. Every older male in the clan had gone hunting only 
once with Grandfather in their lifetime, the lesson need only  to be seen once, Uncle 
Charles explained. The hunt was cause for deep personal reflection, and a celebration 
concurring with the first full moon after a young manôs circumcision. At the rite, 
Grandfather retold the antediluvian story of Avram; his voice s teady like a train, 
travelling the ancient tracks of the tale, his corncob pipe, a crown jutting from his face, 
channeling up hot embers with the exuberant iron puffs. Agaue could not hear the story; 
his ears were clogged with slippery fear of the physicianôs scalpel. For a few brief 
moments, Agaue would halt and scratch the itchy bulbs on his face, newly revealed to 
the world. Wet dew streaked his vest and evenly coated over his tense sweaty hands, 
firmly gripping the hard wooden shaft of the rifle pressed  firmly against his chest. His 
consciousness was tacking the line with adrenaline, but the disorientating clang of the 
morning iron triangle still rung between the ears of the bourgeoning young man, the tip 
of his penis still raw and successfully healing beneath hand-me-down fatigues, hanging 
loosely on his gaunt bony frame. Every step was deliberate and without debate. Without 
prompting, Agaue knew when to halt and look around by following the subtle twitch of 
Grandfatherôs wrinkled old tawny ears. If just the right lobe perked, Agaue learned that 
the old sinewy bull of a man would quickly jerk his head to the left, and that if neither 
ear was buzzed with the crunch of antler or claw in the low knotty pines, Agaue knew to 
slowly breathe in through his nose, tasting the rich deciduous air on the back of his 
tongue as it whooshed silently down and illuminated his lungs with the fertile aroma of 
the woods.  

Before coming on this trip, many pains had been taken to instruct Agaue on the 
nature of hunting and the sacred right of the slaughter, but Agaue was easily distracted 
by the looming reminders of the encroaching blade. The days leading up to his 
circumcision had been tense and waterlogged with the benign teasing of the teenage 
boys, now married, and some even with child. Not that this was uncommon among the 
fraternal members of the clan, but Agaue would have preferred to skip the whole show 
and continue helping his mother and aunts picking blueberries and hoeing the elaborate 
vegetable garden, activities closer to his heart than gutting carcasses and rifle  
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maintenance. His age, and the offering of the foreskin became a signifiers of the new 
responsibilities he must take for the health and sustainment of the clan, but some of the 
work was flat out awful, carr ying heavy buckets of reeking excrement filled entrails to be 
tossed into the forest, his Uncle Charles threatening the lash should Agaue not be 
prudent and quick footed when transporting his duties. He was explicitly told shoot to 
kill, the lesson hammered into his aching face. Always dress the beast with respect, and 
never feel remorse for the beauty of the creature slain at your feet. Many hours had been 
spent, rookie duties really, skinning and beheading the kills of his uncles and cousins, 
dragged back to the clearing of the farm on the heels of a small foot powered tractor. 
They always looked proud when they returned from hunting, but it was different from 
the pride found in game or sport. Instead it was a feeling mixed with something special, 
as they described it, the real knowledge they said was folded in with grandfather, not the 
banalities of waking up early to prey on the errant beasts of the wilderness. When Agaue 
closed his eyes, he could see the awful mounts of bear and elk hanging above the long 
oaken kitchen table, each one testament to the instinctual knowledge of Grandfather, 
and the importance of tradition in the cold isolated Yukon village. Every creature, 
Grandfather said, had the spirit of ancient gods within, and that every fresh kill st ole the 
pride of the spirit, bolstering the heart of man when eaten at the table. The circumcision 
simply prepared the heart for the offering of the pieces. It sounded trite to the intelligent 
ears of Agaue, but the shameful crusty mask of pimples prohibited his courage from 
leaping into his mouth. He suspected it was the constant exposure to bear bile that 
caused such maledictions of the skin, his throat often clogged by the inward leaching of 
reluctant slime.  

To put the noticeably distraught Agaue at ease about his forthcoming rite, 
Grandfather, the night before his circumcision, had taken him to the shed where the 
fresh kills were prepared. The long wooden shed sat silently at the edge of the 
compound, near the forest so that the rotting intestines and acrimonious pancreatic 
sludge could be easily tossed into the gorge bordering the ravine, the place on hot days 
stinking of discarded viscera, the various woodland creatures fought over the tripe. 
Exposing the underside of a massive black bear laying on the center table, the thick 
mangy hair clotted with encrusted blood, Grandfather aphonically massaged the titanic 
oblong penis out from within its hairy sheath. The putrid stink of murdered flesh cooked 
the air with its rotting intensity. It looked cold and l impid in the hand of Grandfather, 
the veins and arteries drained of their precious fluids, but still robustly protruding from 
the side of the shaft. The glinting steel knife, expertly wielded, cut the grey foreskin away 
easily, revealing the pale purple crown of the bear, the sword of many a proud legend in 
the clan. Here, Grandfather instructed, lay the spirit of the masculine, and that to reveal 
the true nature of man, it was ancient custom, even older than the legend of Avram, to 
remove the motherly swaddling sheath, and allow the hilt to explore the bosom of the 
forest, the earth, and the female womb. The first hunt went hand in hand with the public 
unveiling of the crown, a threshold that every young man must experience. It was  
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perfectly acceptable to cry, to scream, to fear, be proud or defiant during the ritual, these 
were all things that were part of being an adult male, waiting to be emotionally 
unsheathed and physically wielded for the health and sustainment of the clan. 
Grandfather patted Agaueôs sandy brown hair, winking a promise to the confidence of 
the boy, bolstering the dim spark of adulthood chained beneath the abhorrent pimply 
mask. Agaue shuddered as grandfather returned the freshly cut staff of the bear to its 
fleshy pocket, telling him  that even though he may not fully understand what may 
happen to him in the coming days, that all would be revealed when he and Agaue would 
partake in their first hunt together.  

It was paramount in the eyes of Grandfather that every kill was sacred, and that no 
ammunition should be wasted on sloppy shooting or whimsical gunplay, which the 
teenage boys were prone to exercise in fits of boredom or curiosity. Agaue picked at the 
scabby acne that marred his visage, while listening to the old bull speak, often the brunt 
of jokes due to his jovial severity, but his silent authority was never questioned by the 
younger full men now wresting the reins of the clan, with quiet dignity shuffling the old 
man into a peaceful retirement. The cresting yellow summits on his face would often 
erupt with an exultant ejaculation of pus onto a book or some hard earned meal. It 
would pass, Grandfather had said in comforting paternal tones, and now, alone in the 
woods, Agaue welcomed the quiet of the forest to the daily jibes and incessant taunts of 
the fresh faced girls and taught skinned men. A long heavy knife bounced on the belt of 
Agaue, the same knife that had performed his rite just a week prior, a gift from his uncle 
Charles, a bear of a man, a great hunter and a flamboyant devourer of meat, but still 
kind and supportive of his many children, pulling down his jeans with every tromping 
step. Charles had taken dictatorial charge of the boy, forcing him to clean and sort the 
flesh of slain beasts since Agaueôs father, many years ago, had wandered into the woods 
one spring morning and never returned, a cause for much gossip among the clan, and 
doubly stoking the cold fire of emotional vacancy in Agaueôs heart, reflected in the 
blotches and scabs of his acrimoniously scarred face, the subject of many a remedy, but 
triumphant over all. He was exhausted from the treacherously long hike into the ravine, 
having eschewed breakfast in light of the awesome excitement of this fateful morning, 
his stomach broiling with silent curdling resent ment for what the physician had done to 
his penis, it had bled, and Agaue was ashamed for having wept furiously during the 
dressing. But now, in the woods, a deep hallucinatory sleep was crawling up the back his 
neck, curdling the skin, entering through th e rear of his skull and pulling his eyelids shut 
from within.  

Grandfather could sense, without looking around, the ebbing energy of his vernal 
hunting partner. His kind black eyes, nestled in leathery sockets, grinned at the strained 
enthusiasm of the novice hunter. Grandfather tread on silent rails of energy, his hide 
moccasins silently caressing the earth with every step. The same eyes had welled with 
teary affection when Agaue was brought before the clan physician to be initiated. A great 
fire had been lit, and Agaue, the sole initiate this year, had trembled with nervous  
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shame, picking at the irritated red stumps on his face, as the physician undressed and 
mutilated him in front of his entire family and clan. Grandfather stopped and turned to 
Agaue, kneeling at the root clump of a massive overturned tree, forming a moist sweaty 
haven amidst the cool dank air of the morning dew, small spotty mushrooms and 
odiferous fungus growing plentifully amid the bedraggled earth. Kaleidoscopic caps and 
stems feeding furiously on the black unearthed roots, transmitting their unseen 
offspring into the dewy air, carried aloft in a breeze complicit with the cursed diaspora. 
Rest Agaue, Grandfather said, I will continue up the edge of the ridge dividing this 
ravine in t wo, once on the high ground, any prey will naturally flow downwards, like 
water, towards the inlets of the grassy ravine leading to the next range of mountains. 
Agaue nodded and with a great yawn, nestled into the humid spore laden earth, with 
instructions  that resting was acceptable for now, but that should a great animal come 
within scope of Agaueôs gun, he would not hesitate to shoot. From this vantage point, 
Grandfather instructed, Agaue would have a clear and relaxed shot at anything that 
would travel down this half of the ridge. All he had to do was to wait patiently for the 
sound of the prey, save his strength, and the family would be grateful for the great 
bounty of meat and hides that he and Grandfather would soon deliver. It would be proof 
that the ritual had not been in vain, that the customs of Avram still flowed virulently in 
the hearts of the young. The hot faced self loathing feeling that Agaue felt the morning 
the physician cut back the tender bleeding foreskin was only superficially assuaged by 
the confidence that Grandfather instilled in him with this responsibility.  With that, 
Grandfather stood, sniffed the air, caught some ephemeral spectral odor, and silently 
disappeared upwards into the forest, the sun just peaking over the ridge. Nestled in the 
dark humidity of the overturned root bulb, the decomposing fungal odor of the spores 
perfuming the air with a surprisingly pleasant acidic stench, the sun would have to 
expand great energy to disturb the restful sleepy haven now giving sanctuary to the 
young man.  

A fitful sleep swept over Agaue like the rain that tripped in the heavens and fell to 
earth, fertilizing the tubers and corn that fed the clan. Opening his eyes, and realizing he 
was now standing alone in the forest, naked, the sun gleaming hot rays through the 
canopy and reflecting off his pale white skin. Looking down, it was though his 
circumcision had been performed in a most awesomely monstrous way, the penis cleft in 
twain, each half a writhing adder hissing and snapping at the inside of his thighs, their 
green purple diamond scales clicking and gliding when they caressed one another. 
Agaue did not flinch, nor give any indication he was frightened of the furious reptiles 
dripping acidic venom onto the prismatic leafy ground lazily swi rling about his feet. He 
slowly breathed, and stretched in the warming rays of the sun. The adders seemed to 
take a cue from trembling Agaue, momentarily halting their fussing and looking up to 
warm their scaly necks in the bright orange light. Revelation,  suddenly Agaue felt 
complete, whole, and in total awareness of the forest around him. He could hear the 
vibrations of large beasts from far away, violently trampling through the forest through  



Volume 1 Issue 1 (ISSN 1945-2519) 

 

Page 25 

 

 
 
the sensitive ducts of the snakes. The song of birds became a symphonically inspired 
masterpiece echoing among the creaking arthritic bark of the sentinel trees, 
reverberating with perfect resonance in all of Agaueôs tissues and bones. Looking into a 
golden liquid stream, suddenly flowing next to him, he saw his reflection, a mimetic 
masterpiece of natureôs grand illusion. His pupils were wildly dilated; the abyssal black 
recesses of his eyes lapping up frenetic streams of light reflecting off the ebullient 
stream. There was not an itch or any 
perturbance of the skin, his muscles tensely 
relaxed, idling with the great flamboyant 
energy flowing equally from him into the 
forest, and the earth responding by 
conducting ancient sacred jubilant juice into 
the soles of his feet where it excitedly coursed 
upwards to his furiously beating heart. He 
looked upwards, and the golden river turned 
to lavender silky blood then disappeared, 
quickly ambuscading beneath a shattered 
chunk of brilliant grey granite. His tongue 
darted from out of his mouth, tasting the 
igneous heat and rimy dew in the thrilling air. It was also divided in half, each moist 
leathery segment mimicking the adders now easily gliding on the downy breeze. Agaue 
was pure electricity, a living flash of brilliance in harmony with the singing forest. He 
felt no shame at his nakedness, nor did the whereabouts of his fatigues bother him in 
the least bit. Raising his arms upward, the weight of the gun in his left hand seemed 
negligible in lieu of this awesome experience. 

 A fantastic bone cracking sound alerted Agaue to the clearing immediately to his 
right. The adders cocked their lithe bodies in the direction from which the sound had 
come. Suddenly on the bifidous tongues, the funky stench of a large brutish beast 
lathered Agaueôs brain in murderous salival chemicals, tensing his frame and directing 
his now open eyes to the direction of the clearing. The only sound was the silent flicking 
of the three forked tongues flogging the air into submission for evidence. The agrestal 
current that had been flowing steadily was now a furious grey ball spastically throbbing 
in the acidic pit of Agaueôs belly. With a silent flourish, a magnificent stag stepped into 
the clearing, its proud velvet fur eclipsing the tawny foliage with its deep purple black 
tones. Gazing upward, Agaue noticed that the left antler had been broken off; the 
muscles on the huge neck were ostentatiously straining to keep the head from lilting like 
a damaged flower. The right antler was a thorny exposition of pride, each point sharply 
commanding the authority o f this beastôs kingdom like a bluestocking crown forged 
from the rarest of metals, now hideously fractured. As the stag took a step forward, its 
curious ebony sad eyes looking directly into the eyes and heart of Agaue, now firmly  
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rooted to this spot. Hyperventilating, the great beast was fighting for air, each breath 
gurgling with great effort to escape the lungs, now mutedly filling with chunk ridden 
black blood. The commanding stench was erotic, full of musk, sweat, and the charred 
sexual aroma of muscles aching for rest. The stag bowed his lopsided head to Agaue, 
collapsing in exhaustion on the ground at the foot of the silent boy, not fearing the 
venomous reptiles looming above his streaked velvet head, the distal end of the broken 
antler digging tro ughs in the earth. Agaue realized he had not breathed since first eyeing 
the stag. In his rapidly perspiring hand, the rifle began to the feel heavy, the muscles of  
his fingers twitching with unrestrained activity. With a sheer strained effort, the stag 
shifted its head upward and spoke in rich paternal tones, like the blasting horn of a train 
pulsating through the dark Yukon jungle:  
ñI am here, Agaue!ò  
The rifle fired from Agaueôs hand, almost by accident, but it had been without a 

doubt his nervous hand that had squeezed off the shot. The stag stretched and stopped 
breathing, the greased mucus slug being the last thought to travel through its weary old 
brain. The adders hissed and writhed furiously, biting into Agaueôs legs, into each other, 
injecting cursed poison into the self hating river of Agaue, but looking down at the 
embroiled mess, Agaue realized that he had woken up from his tremulous sleep, and no 
reptilian appendages existed where they had been so curiously natural. The staccato 
report of the gun dropped Agaue like a sheaf of wheat into a swiftly flowing brook, swept 
up in the intensity of wakefulness Agaue looked up at the sky, now darkening with the 
setting sun. How long he had been here was mystery that only served to rattle his 
already disheveled confidence. He felt cold, his body shivering as though plunged into 
an icy bath. The gun dropped from his hand and landed with a dull thud on the scarred 
floor of the darkening forest. Looking down where the gun had fallen, Agaueôs heart 
stopped again, for there at the foot of the young man lay prostrate the freshly killed body 
of his grandfather, the left arm acutely mangled and fractured by some hideous 
accident, the splintered humorous protruding through the torn fatigues, as though a 
terrific rab id beast had torn into the old sinewy arm of the man, his eyes now staring in 
opposite directions, his tongue lazily spilling out from his mouth, the bullet hole behind 
his ear leaking a libidinous white discharge, giving off a cholesterol infused smack to the 
singed hairs of Agaueôs nostrils. Silently crouching next to the slain man, Agaue 
nervously petted the grey sweaty tufts of hair on his head, and lovingly caressed the old 
grey beard. Tears erupted from his clear watery eyes, spilling into the splenetic 
aqueducts and scabby recesses of his face. Realizing that when there had been time, as 
he pulled the long dull shank from his belt, he had not known him.  

Editorôs Note 
Agaueôs First Hunt was voted Story of the Month during September.  
Photograph © Tom Bergeron 
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Fish Kicker by Margaret Mendel 

Sharon sat with her back resting against a scrubby pine tree. She closed her eyes. 

The heat from the afternoon sun dulled her mind like a drug. The end of summer had 
been unseasonably warm this year on the Kenai Peninsula. And the Alaskan fireweed 
had finished blooming weeks ago, which meant the first snowfall could happen any time 
now, and Sharon wondered where sheôd go once it turned cold.  

Ned and Bill, two guys she worked with, were throwing horseshoes not far from 
where she sat. She liked the thud the heavy metal shoes made as they hit the ground. It 
gave the game an earthy sound.  

Sharon had just dozed off when a pick-up loaded to the top of the truck bed with 
salmon drove passed her on the dirt road that led up from the Kenai River. There were 
two ways to get to the weigh station where she worked. Most folks used the exit off the 
main highway while some fishermen drove straight up from the riverôs bank on the road 
that Willie, her boss, had constructed a few years ago. She watched as the rusted pick-up 
loaded down with fish made its way over the ruts and then pulled into the open doors of 
her bossôs weigh station. 
ñSharon!ò Willie called. He didnôt need to shout. She knew her job. But he was a 

white man and he thought all Natives were lazy, stupid, shiftless, and sheôd begun to 
think by the way he hollered for her, that he also thought they were all hard of hearing, 
too.   

She stood up, stretched, yawned, then walked down to the weigh station and waited 
beside the truck while Willieôs son, Herb, the only person allowed to operate the forklift, 
positioned a large wooden crate just below the tailgate of the pick-up. When everything 
was in place, Sharon climbed onto the bed of the truck and made her way across the 
mound of slippery fish. Willie unlatched the tailgate and called up to Sharon, ñAll right, 
letôm go,ò and he backed off. 

Open net fishing season, a short run of excess salmon, every year put into play a 
frenzy of underemployed men and women scrambling for the mother lode of Sock Eye 
and Reds that swam close to shore. Willie owned a stretch of the bluff above a bend in 
the Kenai River and each summer he turned an old shed on his property into a weighing 
station and became a middleman for the fish canneries.  

Sharonôs job was to kick, push and shove the fish off the bed of the trucks into the 
waiting crates. Her official job title was fish kicker, and sheôd gotten pretty good at it. 
She had stout, muscular legs that gave her an advantage as she walked atop a pile of 
salmon. A taller person would have had difficulty balancing as she made her way across 
a slippery mess of fish, but Sharon quickly got the cargo moving.  

When most of the salmon had been removed from the bed of the truck, and there 
was no longer the natural slime of other dead fish to move the creatures smoothly,  
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Sharon resorted to kicking individual fish into the crate. The fish were no worse off for 
this treatment. Most salmon had already seen a lot of damage from their ocean voyage 
and the Beluga had usually taken bites out of a good many fish by the time theyôd 

reached this far. 
Sharon had just jumped out of 

the empty pick-up when the local 
sheriffôs car pulled in next to the 
weigh station. She didnôt know his 
name, but she had seen his face 
enough times to recognize him. And 
no matter what the weather, he 
always wore those ridiculous 
sunglasses, the kind with rainbow 
mirror lenses. Sharon never trusted 
people who lived with their eyes 
hidden. 
ñHow you doing, Willie?ò the 

Sheriff asked as he stepped into the 
doorway of the weigh station.  

ñCanôt complain,ò Willie replied. ñWhatôs going on, Allen? You come by to get some 
fish?ò 
ñNo. Just checking with the places along the river to see if they saw anything out of 

the ordinary.ò Sheriff Allen peered into the crate of salmon that sat at the entrance to 
the weigh station. ñFishy smelling place, ainôt it?ò he commented, and then looked at 
Sharon. ñYou this yearôs fish kicker?ò 
ñYep,ò Sharon replied. It sounded more like she had taken a bite out of the air, than 

actually made a comment. 
ñWhere you from?ò he asked. Sharon heard the suspicion in his voice. 
ñUp north,ò she replied.  
ñHow far?ò 
ñThe North Pole,ò she said and walked away.  
ñWhatôs going on, Allen?ò Willie asked.  
ñOne of the fish nets came up with more than just fish last night. Someone caught a 

dead guy. A few seals had gotten to him before he was snagged, but it was the bullet hole 
that made us take notice. Know anything about it?ò Sheriff Allen sniffed noisily, cleared 
his throat, took out a hanky and blew his nose. ñThe cotton woodôs driving me nuts this 
year. Nothing I take for my allergies seems to work anymore.ò He wiped the yellowed 
rag across his nose several times then shoved it into his back pocket. 
ñFish kicker,ò the sheriff called out to Sharon. ñYou see anything out of the ordinary 

in the last week?ò  
ñIf I did, youôd be the first one Iôd tell,ò Sharon said.  
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ñYou got a feisty fish kicker on your hands, Willie. Well, if you hear anything let me 

know.ò Sheriff Allen turned and headed out the door.  
When the sheriff was out of hearing range, Willie said, ñDonôt be such a smart ass, 

Sharon. Itôs bad for business.ò 
ñYou want me to be polite to the local Dick, pay me more. Six bucks a truck doesnôt 

give you anything but my stubby old legs to do some kicking, and thatôs all.ò 
Willie grunted. Then he began to work the adding machine tallying the last haul. 

ñHerb,ò he called as he punched the keys. ñWhereôs that lazy son of mine?ò  
Several minutes later Herb stepped into the weigh station. ñWhereôd you run off to?ò 

Willie snapped. ñTake that crate off the scale.ò 
ñAll right, all right, donôt have a coronary,ò Herb replied, then he jumped into the 

forklift and moved the box of salmon to a corner of the weigh station.  
ñWhatôd the sheriff want?ò Herb asked as he jumped out of the vehicle. 
ñLooking for someone, I suspect,ò Willie replied, more occupied with his figures than 

with the sheriffôs business.  
ñHe say who?ò Herb asked. 
ñSheriff Allen doesnôt say much of anything. But it looks like heôs on the trail of a 

murderer.ò 
Herb turned and was about to leave when Willie said, ñHose-down the driveway out 

front.ò 
ñIôm busy,ò Herb replied. ñHave the fish kicker do it. Sheôs not doing anything now.ò 
Willie gave his son an angry look then nodded to Sharon, and returned to his 

bookkeeping.  
Sharon picked up the garden hose, turned on the water faucet and watched Herb 

walk across the driveway to where he had parked his motorcycle earlier that day.               
As long as the daylight held, which this late in the summer was another nine hours, 

Sharon would sit near the weigh station and wait for trucks loaded down with fish. 
When the last truck had finally driven away Willie locked the bay doors for the night.  
ñWeôll start about seven tomorrow morning,ò Willie told Sharon, and he gave the 

padlock a yank.  
ñO.K.,ò Sharon said, and she made her way up the road. Willie knew she didnôt own a 

car and that she walked from wherever it was that she lived. But no matter how late they 
worked he never asked her how far she had to walk or offered her a ride. She wouldnôt 
have told him where she lived if he had asked, and she certainly wouldnôt have taken a 
ride. 

At the end of the driveway, Sharon turned left the way she always did and walked in 
the ditch that ran alongsid e the highway. Herb roared passed her on his Harley 
Davidson. The shiny bike was Herbôs pride and joy and he polished and fixed something 
on it every spare minute he got.  

Sharon walked until she came to a small cut-off that led into the underbrush. Sheôd 
stumbled across an abandoned hunterôs shelter on the bluff about a mile from Willieôs  
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weigh station, and thatôs where she went every night. Sheôd rigged a cooler with a rope 
and pulley system to keep the wild dogs in the area from getting into her provisions.  
Nothing she ate needed refrigerating, but the cooler kept the bugs and spiders from 
messing with her food.  
Sheôd made a home out of not much more than a pile of boards, a couple pealing 

sheets of plywood, and a piece of rusty corrugated metal for the roof. Since the structure 
sat not too far from the bluff, with the beach and river right below, the wind could get 
pretty fierce up there some nights. When a squall blew across the bay, the shelter usually  
needed a bit of anchoring the next day, but the place had kept her comfortable all 
summer.      

 The winter though would be another story. She didnôt think she was tough enough to 
make it through the cold weather living up there. She had no idea where sheôd end up. 
As long as she stayed away from the bottle, sheôd be all right. Maybe sheôd head back up 
north to her mother, see if she could get her daughter out of foster care. Or maybe sheôd 
just keep heading south. Who knew where sheôd end up? Fate would tell her where to go, 
she thought, as she crawled into her shack. Too tired to eat tonight she pulled a ragged 
blanket over her shoulders and closed her eyes. 

The wind howled through the cracks in the walls, a lonely sound that made the 
ground feel harder than usual. Several hours later the pack of dogs that came by every 
night on its hunting foray whined and barked at her shantyôs door. She kicked at the 
makeshift entrance to her shelter. ñBeat it,ò she shouted. They didnôt frighten her, just 
annoyed her. She knew that later that night sheôd hear the mother moose and her calf 
walk past her place, chomping at the underbrush as they worked their way along the 
well worn trail.  

 The visit today from the sheriff had been upsetting. Sheôd never tell him, but she had 
seen something several nights ago. Sheôd been sitting on the edge of the bluff drinking a 
cup of tea, looking out at the northern lights, when sheôd heard two men shouting on the 
beach below. There was no way that Sharon could have made out who the men were, but 
they got into a fist fight and were going at each other pretty good. One of the men fired a 
gun. From the sharp, cracking sound she thought it was probably a 38 pistol. One man 
had fallen to the ground and the other guy ran away.  

A short time later she watched as someone came hustling up the beach, picked up 
the guy she thought had been shot, threw him over his shoulder and staggered away. 
She had no way of knowing if either one of these guys had ended up in the fish net. And 
she didnôt see any reason why she should get mixed up in more trouble than she could 
handle. Let the law to figure it out, she thought.  

Fewer loads of salmon were coming into the weigh station each day, but Sharon kept 
showing up to work. Sheriff Allen came by regularly and even when the sky hung thick 
with low, dark clo uds, he still wore his shades. Sharon wondered if he wanted to look 
like a tough guy. The only thing they did, as far as she was concerned, was to intimidate 
a few weak-minded locals and make the Sheriff look stupid. 
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ñSo, where do you live?ò Sheriff Allen asked Sharon. 
ñUp the road.ò  
ñYeah? Now, isnôt that a coincidence. I live up the road, too.ò  
Sharon ignored his comment and pulled on her rubber boots. She turned her back to 

the sheriff and signed her name in the workerôs book.  
ñI took a walk along the beach last night,ò the sheriff said. ñNot far from where we 

suspect this body might have been dragged into the water. Itôs about a mile from here. I 
thought I saw a little fire glowing up on the bluff. You wouldnôt happen to know 
anything about hunters sitting up there in the night?ò He took out a pack of cigarettes 
from his breast pocket, offered one to Sharon.  
ñDonôt smoke,ò she said.  
ñSo, you know about anyone living up there? You living up the road and all.ò 
ñDonôt know a thing,ò Sharon said.  
Just then a pick-up truck loaded with fish pulled into Willieôs weigh station. ñGotôa 

get kicking,ò Sharon said, and headed for the truck. 
Sheriff Allen walked away and began to talk with Bill and Ned. Sharon stood by the 

pickup and watched as Herb tried to jockey the wooden crate into place with the forklift. 
A grubby full bearded man climbed out of the truck. Two small children, a boy and girl, 
tumbled out of the front seat and ran close behind the man. 
ñHowôs it going?ò the bearded man asked Willie.  
ñSameôol, sameôol,ò Willie responded. 
ñYou hear about the guy they found in Pete Clausonôs net?ò 
ñI heard. Anyone you know?ò 
ñDonôt think so. He wasnôt in the water long enough to change him much, but the 

wildlife down there did a number on his mug. Who knows who  he was.ò 
Herb had a dickens of a time getting the crate lined up with the truck. He kept 

backing up and then coming forward again. Sharon thought he looked a bit out of sorts 
today. Big, dark circles hung under his eyes and she recognized the drunkard in this 
young man. Sheôd been there plenty times herself.  

While Sharon waited for Herb to get it together, she watched the little boy and girl as 
they made their way to the horseshoe pit. The girl looked over at their father. He paid no 
attention to what the  children were doing, and she picked up a horseshoe then tossed it 
at the metal stake. Then the little boy tried his luck at the game. Neither one of them hit 
a ringer. The horseshoes fell into the dust with hardly a sound.  

Sharon thought about her own li ttle girl, not much older than these children, and 
wondered if her daughter would ever forgive her for deserting the family. Sharonôs 
mother had been furious when she heard that social services had taken the little girl 
away. That all seemed like such a long time ago. 
The sun had broken through the thick clouds and its light played in the little girlôs 

hair as she lifted the horseshoe once again. Fish scales dotted the childôs long, dark,  
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straight hair, and as the sunlight hit the scales, they sparkled as if she were draped in 
jewels.  
Then she heard Willie shout, ñWhat the heckôs the matter with you, Herb. Get that 

box in place.ò  
ñIôm trying,ò Herb bellowed. Then with one more backward and forward motion the 

crate was finally aligned with the bed of the truck. 
 ñYouôre hanging out too late at night,ò Willie said. ñIf you canôt do the job right, Iôll 

get someone who can.ò  
ñForget it,ò Herb growled. 
ñNot with all the money you owe me for that bike of yours.ò 
Sharon had heard the father and son squabbling for weeks. She knew that if Herb 

had a choice, he wouldnôt have been living with his parents. As far as Sharon could 
figure out, Herb had tried to make it on his own in Anchorage, but something had 
happened and he came home this summer, his tail between his legs. Willie had raised a 
cocky son, and there was nothing he could do about it now.  

Sharon jumped into the back of the truck and sloshed around atop the mound of fish 
until finally sheôd emptied the load of salmon into the crate. Sheôd just kicked the last 
fish off the truck when Sheriff Allen walked over toward her. ñWhy the heck doesnôt he 
leave me alone?ò she mumbled. 
ñSo, you in a better mood to talk now?ò he asked. 
ñI smell the same donôt I?ò she said as she jumped off the back of the truck. 
ñProbably,ò Allen replied. 
ñWell, then my moodôs about the same as my smell.ò  
Herb slipped the tongs of the forklift under the crate that was now filled with fish. He 

must have done something wrong because the wooden box toppled sideways and 
scattered half of the contents across the concrete floor.  
ñShit,ò Willie shouted. ñWhatôs wrong with you boy? Canôt you do anything right?ò 
Herb jumped off the forklift. ñGo to hell,ò he shouted and stomped off to his Harley, 

revved up the engine, and within a few seconds he raced down the gravel road heading 
for the highway, leaving the mess for someone else to clear up. 
ñThat boy giving you trouble, Willie?ò the sheriff asked. 
ñSince he came back from Anchorage, I havenôt had a momentôs peace. If itôs not his 

loud music, itôs his Harley. Heôs out all night and he canôt do a thing right. Heôs a 
hopeless case, Iôm afraid. His mother gives him money behind my back, and wonôt hear 
a word of criticism about her son. Too bad we canôt lock his ass up in your jail house and 
see if that would put some sense into his thick skull.ò 
ñSorry, Willie, I donôt get involved with domestic situations unless one of you 

happens to beat on the other.ò Sheriff Allen removed his glasses and wiped off a bit of 
slime that had splashed on his face from the spilled fish.  
ñIt might come to that,ò Willie grunted. 
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ñIôm going to pretend I didnôt hear that, Willie,ò Sheriff Allen said with a warning 

tone in his voice.  
ñWhat about my fish?ò the bearded man grumbled. ñI canôt wait around all day to get 

my load weighed.ò  
ñSharon get Ned and Bill to help with this mess,ò Willie said. She didnôt hear anger in 

his voice, but she heard the exasperation, loud and clear. 
When Sharon returned with Ned and Bill, Willie had righted the crate and the little 

girl and her brother were lifting a salmon together, one child at each end of a twelve-
pound Sockeye, and were trying to heave the slippery thing into the large wooden crate.  
They stood on the tips of their toes to reach the top of the crate, grunting and huffing all 
the while. Then they shoved the fish over the edge and into the box. 
Willie drove the forklift for the remainder of the afternoon and Herb still hadnôt 

shown up by quitting time.  
Sharon felt a chill in the air as she made her way through the woods to her 

encampment. Sheôd lived in Alaska all her life, and knew the seasons could change 
abruptly and figured that sheôd have about one more week of work at the weigh station. 
Willie hadnôt said when he thought the net fishing season would be over, but Ned and 
Bill had told her they planned to pull up stakes in a couple of days.  
She looked forward to a little food and the quiet night. She certainly wasnôt in the 

mood for what she found once she got to her campsite. The place had been knocked to 
the ground. The walls of the rickety shed lay atop each other in a mess that made her 
meager home look like a garbage heap.  

At first Sharon thought a moose had gone on a rampage and stomped her living 
quarters to shambles. She looked for hoof tracks, but the only thing she found was boot 
treads on one of the sheets of plywood. The corrugated roof had been dragged to the 
edge of the bluff and lay teetering in the wind. No animal had done this. 

Her cooler had been pulled down from the tree, the lid torn off, and the con tents 
scattered among the twigs and underbrush. The few possessions she had from a life she 
barely remembered were stomped and broken. A picture of her daughter lay face down 
in the mud. Sharon cleaned the image of the little girl as best she could, but a long crack 
in the surface of the paper cut the innocent smile in half. This was an act of meanness, 
she thought, and then went about fixing things the best she could.  

The lid had popped off the plastic peanut butter jar when the vandals must have 
thrown i t against a tree. A few ants crawled about in the gooey mess. ñIôll bet you guys 
thought you hit a windfall,ò she said to the bugs as she picked them out of her food. She 
placed the tiny creatures on a leaf, and looked around for the lid to the container. 

She really liked her cup of tea in the evening but every little bag from the Lipton box 
had been purposefully stomped into the ground. Not one looked useable.  

She began to set the walls of the structure back into its square shape. As she lifted the 
corrugated metal back onto the top of the structure, she wondered if it would be wise for 
her to crawl inside this thing tonight and sleep. What if the vandals came back?  
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The ragged blanket she slept in every night had either been dragged away or thrown 

over the edge of the bluff. She couldnôt see it anywhere. Sheôd spent worse nights than 
this out in the open. One thing about being a drunk in the country, you learned to sleep 
where you passed out. Many mornings sheôd awoke surprised at how the night had 
comforted her.  
She scooped out a bit of the peanut butter with a finger and put it into her mouth. Itôs 

a pretty meager dinner, she thought, but probably better than some were getting 
tonight.  

She took a walk around what had been her domain and found a tree with plenty of 
moss growing at its base. Stepping on it several times to test its softness, she knew sheôd 
found her bed for the night. Gathering handfuls of branches, mulch and other forest 
debris, she began to weave together a makeshift covering for the night. She sat down on 
the moss, leaned against the tree trunk, pulled the stiff earthy blanket up over her 
shoulders leaving only her face visible. Even though sheôd be hidden from the naked eye, 
she still had a clear view of her shack. 

The sun settled behind the ridge of mountains on the other side of the Kenai River 
and a light purple hue filled the sky. Night would take over the land eventually but until 
then the glow of a setting sun would last for hours. Sharon leaned her head back against 
the tree and knew that she could not let herself fall deeply asleep. She closed her eyes, 
her mind in a semi-wakeful state, something she learned from her grandfather when 
heôd taught her how the old-time trappers used to survive.  

In the still of the night, the image  of the little sister and brother carrying the heavy 
fish floated across her mind. She smiled. They were such serious, hard little workers. 
Sharonôs mind drifted to thoughts of her own daughter and wondered if she cried for a 
mother.  

The swooshing sound of an owlôs wings startled Sharon to attention as the bird 
landed on a tree near where she sat. The night had passed quietly, softly, and then she 
heard the roar of a motorcycle engine in the distance. It came closer, and closer, until 
she saw a single light gleaming through the underbrush, traveling up the moose trail 
toward her camp. 

Sharon lowered herself deeper into her covering, peering out through a small 
opening in her earthen blanket. She watched as the driver of the cycle positioned his 
headlight to  shine on her shack. She heard the heavy boots of the driver step onto the 
ground, cracking twigs, clumsy, awkward footing, and a stranger to the wilderness. The 
driver came into the light of his own vehicle. It was Herb. He pulled off his riding 
goggles and kicked at the side of her shack.  
ñI hate the smell of you, fish kicker,ò he shouted, and with a heavy boot he pushed 

roughly at the wall. The place easily slid to the ground.  
Sharonôs breathing, soft and slow, would not betray her as she watched Herb stomp 

on the rickety structure. Then with the angry eyes of a man gone mad, he looked down 
at what he had done. He walked to his bike and turned the front wheels from side to  
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side, casting the bright beam of the headlight across the underbrush. The light slid past 
where Sharon sat. She closed her eyes, not wanting her pupils to reflect in the glare. He 
revved his engine several times, and shouted, ñI know youôre out there, fish kicker. Itôll 
be safer if you just go back to where you came from.ò  

He let out a howl like a triumphant warrior and then spit into the darkness. He then 
turned his bike around and made his way along the moose trail, headed for the highway. 
He had not frightened her. He was too much of a fool to be feared.  

She remained in her hiding place, and in the morning, at the first light, she crawled 
out from her earthen blanket, dusted herself off and walked along the edge of the bluff, 
headed for work. 

Sharon sat waiting near the horseshoe pit when Willie arrived at the weigh station.  
ñYouôre here early. I didnôt know you liked your work that much,ò he said. 
ñI donôt. Todayôs my last day. Iôll collect my pay after the last pick-up drops its load.ò 
Willie didnôt seem surprised and said, ñO.K.ò 
Sharon saw the Harley parked at the edge of the driveway, near the house. ñHerb 

come back last night?ò Sharon inquired.  
ñGod, knows when,ò Willie replied. 
 Herb did not come out of the house until after the noon break, and then he sat on 

the ground polishing the wheel rims of his bike. At one point Sharon caught him 
watching her. His eyes were mean, angry, threatening.  

Willie did not say a word to his son, and worked the forklift himself. Willie gave 
Sharon a few extra tasks, jobs Herb would have ordinarily done. Tomorrow Willie would 
have to manage on his own. How this thing worked out between father and son wasnôt 
any concern of hers. 
It didnôt surprise Sharon when she saw the sheriffôs car drive up the road. The police 

officer had been there every day since the body had been caught in the fishnet. She 
suspected heôd have the same nonsense questions to ask her again, but this time, he 
walked directly to Willie.  

 ñSeasonôs almost over, I hear,ò Sheriff Allan said and took off his sunglasses. 
 ñThatôs what they tell me,ò Willie responded. ñYou find any more unknowns floating 

around in the river?ò Willie said as he picked a few fish scales off the back of his hand. 
ñNo. No more bodies. We found out who the dead guy was though. His name was 

Butch Benton, from Anchorage. Heôd done a good amount of jail time. Had his prints on 
file.ò 
ñWell, youôve been busy, now havenôt you?ò Willie rubbed his hands together. A cool 

breeze blew into the weigh station. 
Sharon stood in the doorway. The sheriff glanced over at her. ñHow you doing 

today?ò 
ñFine,ò she said and turned her back to the sheriff, but did not leave the doorway. 
ñButch was last seen at the Irish Eyes Tavern. Someone said they saw him leave the 

bar with Herb. And they never saw him again.ò  



Volume 1 Issue 1 (ISSN 1945-2519) 

 

Page 36 

 

 
 
Willie did not reply to this but stood looking at the sheriff.  
ñWillie, you own a 38?ò Sheriff Allen asked. 
ñI own a couple. Doesnôt everyone around here?ò I couldnôt tell if suspicion or anger 

raced across Willieôs face but his gaze had not moved from the sheriff. 
ñYour son, Herb, he own one, too?ò The Sheriff looked out into the yard where Herb 

sat polishing his Harley.  
ñWhat are you getting at, Allen?ò  
ñI think Iôll have a chat with Herb,ò Sheriff Allen said and he walked out into the 

sunlight, passed the horseshoe pit, and then he stopped and stood behind Herb. 
All the color had drained from Willieôs face and Sharon realized that he most likely 

knew all along what his son had been up to.  
She watched as the sheriff said something to Herb, then put a hand on the bikerôs 

shoulder. Herb quickly stood up and started of f running down the road that led down to 
the river. Sheriff Allen might have looked awkward, but he out -ran Herb. Grabbing him 
by the collar, the sheriff pulled the young man down to the ground.  
ñOh, God,ò Willie gasped, and Sharon saw fear strike the tired old fishmongerôs face 

as if heôd been hit with a fist in the gut. 
ñIôm sorry about this, Willie,ò Sheriff Allen said as he walked Herb passed the weigh 

station headed to the patrol car. ñMaybe itôll all work out, but I got to take your boy in.ò 
Sharon watched as the sheriff clipped cuffs around Herbôs wrists. Herb no longer 

resisted and he willingly lowered himself into the back seat. When the sheriffôs car 
turned and headed out of the road, she thought Herb had a smirk on his face as he 
glanced out at his father.  
Willie looked ashen now. He pulled the doors of the shed closed. ñWait here,ò he 

said. ñIôll bring your money down to you.ò 
Sharon slipped out of the smelly rubber boots and leaned them against the door. She 

felt sorry for Willie. He hadnôt done badly by her. A few minutes later she heard the 
screen door to the back porch of the house slam shut. Willie walked toward her, and 
handed her an envelope. ñThanks,ò he said. 

Sharon did not count the money, but she nodded, shoved the envelope into her 
pocket and walked down the gravel road. This time when she reached the highway, she 
turned right, not left. She had the picture of her daughter in her pocket. Everything else 
back at her camp amounted to trash. 

She had walked several miles down the road when Sheriff Allen drove by. He parked 
his vehicle in front of her and stepped out, still wearing those stupid shades, but he was 
grinning.  
ñWhere you headed?ò he asked. 
ñYou tell me,ò Sharon replied. 
ñI have no idea where youôre going, fish kicker.ò 
ñSharon. My nameôs Sharon Wolf.ò 
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ñWell, Ms. Wolf, itôs going to get pretty cold out here soon. I brought you something.ò 

He opened the back door to his patrol car and took out a heavy winter coat and handed 
it to her. ñThought you could use some comfort,ò he said. 

She took the coat, nodded, but said nothing.  
ñWell, maybe weôll see you again next fish kicking season.ò 
ñMaybe,ò she replied. 
Sheriff Allen got back into his car and sped off down the road.  
Sharon walked a few more miles. The clouds hung close to the earth this afternoon 

and a wind had begun to blow a sharp whistling breeze into her ears. She put on the coat 
the sheriff had given her, and she wondered if anyone had bothered to come by her 
motherôs home and chop enough firewood for the old womanôs winter stash. 
 
 
Editorôs Note 
Fish Kicker was voted Story of the Month during October.  
Fish photograph © Margaret Mendel  
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Deathbirth  by Christopher T. Drabowski  

    I  remember a bright, blinding light, the feeling of immeasurable happi ness and all-

embracing love. I was awaked from that state. Sucked into a dark tunnel. Grasped by 
two luminous creatures. The wonderful light was further and further away until it 
completely disappeared... paradise lost. I did not feel any fear, everything was 
delightfully neutral.  
    When we flew down to the ground the creatures released me. I was next to my own 
body. I just stood there and watched. At first I did not care at all ï as if I was watching 
some boring museum piece ï but then something made me enter that body and my 
feelings changed completely. I woke to life. I was lying on the pavement, feeling as if I 
had a big weight on my chest. I slowly came to my senses. It was my deathbirth ï I 
appeared to this world with a 
massive heart attack.  
    In  one moment I saw the 
whole life in front of me. The 
strangest thing was that I knew 
every detail of it ever since I was 
a little child. I knew that for 
some forty or fifty years I would 
be a librarian and my dreams of 
being a real writer would never 
come true. What a cruelty ï a 
man appears to this world and 
knows that he will be nobody, 
that his future will bear a lot of 
boring years full of 
disappointment and the feeling 
of unfulfillment.  
    The worst thing is the knowledge that everyone has to live to his unbirth; mine will be 
in 78 years, three months and five days. For some period in life the passing of years is a 
blessing. You are still stronger, affected by less and less diseases. You get more and more 
fit, both corporally and intellectually. Unfort unately, when you are a bit over twenty the 
first symptoms of what is still in front of you are beginning to show. You make more and 
more stupid things. You have less and less life experience and money. Finally you end up 
totally financially dependent on your parents. You go to a university and get still more 
stupid. The maximum of dumbness is at the beginning of the primary school. You get 
juvenile dementia. You cannot read or write. The state of your mind is disastrous.  
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When I recall the youth that is still before me, I remember the family dinners. It will 

be a real, everyday rite. It begins when a mother smudges plates and cutlery in a sink 
and then goes backward towards the table. She puts all the dirty dishes on the table and 
then in various order  we sit down and begin our meal. At first I unchew food coming out 
of my guts. At the end of this unchewing a piece of pork chop comes out of my mouth. I 
immediately stick my fork into it and put the meat on my dirty plate. After a while I add 
another piece into that bite and within a quarter of an hour I have a whole, hot and fresh 
pork chop! 
    After dinner, when everything is on the plates, my mother takes it to the kitchen to 
put our dinner divided into various parts into the fridge. What happens next with the 
meal? After a few days the mother takes it out of the fridge, puts into bags and goes with 
my father to take it back to the store. They come back with a lot of new money in their 
wallets. The only problem with the dinners is that afterwards you ar e usually hungry for 
a while...  
    Childhood is a nightmare. You shrink, lose your mind. You spend more and more time 
playing silly, careless games like unbuilding block houses or sandcastles. As time passes 
by, you know fewer and fewer words. Then you start emitting strange sounds and cannot 
even poo on your own. These are the symptoms of infancy, when you shrink drastically 
and don't have much awareness. It has, however, some advantages ï including the fact 
that you are not aware of the coming unbirth. And it is the end of your way down here. It 
happens when you are as dumb as a bowl of pudding. You go with your mother to the 
hospital and her organism absorbs you. Then you are carried around in her belly for 9 
months until you completely disappear, but you donôt care ï you donôt exist.  
    Back to my life. Now I am 78. In three years my lovely wife, Anne, will be deathborn. 
Now my memories of her are a bit pale because of the passing of time but I know that 
they will come back with a blaze of colors and sharpness at the moment of her 
deathbirth.  
    Before the moment of deathbirth and before the soul steps down, the body must 
mature in the insides of the Mother -Earth. A skeleton is created from the dust, and then 
it is covered with guts and muscles, and with epidermis. A few days before the 
deathbirth, the body is cold and pale. We take it out of the ground at a place called the 
cemetery. As time passes by, the soul penetrates into the body and a new life begins. 
    After my wife was deathborn I felt as if somebody turned something on in my head, 
starting a new way of perception of the reality. It was the end of my solitude. Now she 
was a part of my life. I felt a deep friendship and connection, as if she was a part of me. 
In a moment I realized all thick and thin, that will be a part of our life. In 54 years we 
will have a passionate, full-of-ecstasy romance, which will precede... her disappearance 
from my life. It is horrible, that I will have to lose her one day. One day I will forget that 
she ever existed. It is so depressing that words can hardly describe it; unfortunately, 
everyone has to go through this.  
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Soon my parents will be deathborn, only a few 
years after the deathbirth of my wife. Their souls will 
enter their bodies during a terrible car-crush. They 
will be the ones to accompany me in my last 
moments.  
    It is funny how mankind is going dumb. 
Something exists and then it doesnôt. People use 
inventions that disappear ï the scientists forget 
about them. And so we recede in an unexplained way 
ï and it is natural. Our civilization fades away.  I 
donôt know what happened before my deathbirth. 
Unfortunately it is so, that with every moment we 
forget what happened a while ago. We lose it 
irretrievably. I imagine that as humankind we were 
far more advanced. From different sciences I will be 
taught at schools when I will be young, I will learn 
that our civilization is on the decline. There will be 
two cruel world wars. The computers, television sets 
and cars will disappear. We will end up as wild ape-
men with clubs but... but it is not my problem. I have 78 years of dull, predictable life 
and a few moments of joy. I will long for them before the end of my life comes. 
 
 
Editorôs Note 
Deathbirth was voted Story of the Month during November.  
The story was translated from Polish to English by Monika Olasek. 
Photograph s © Christopher T. Drabowski  
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Auspex Usurped by Matthew Falk 

Waking in the afternoon, he stiffly swung his elderly legs over the edge of his bed 

and tottered down the hall to his kitc hen. He opened the cupboard and got his 
medicines, one at a time, lining the bottles up on the counter. There were so many pills, 
prescribed by different doctors for his many ailments, such as arthritis, beriberi, 
catarrhs, diabetes, ennui, folie a deux, gout, halitosis, ichthyosis, jaundice, kleptomania, 
lupus, mesothelioma, necrosis, oxygen poisoning, quixotism, recidivism, sepsis, tetanus, 
ulcers, vertigo, warts, xerophthalmia, yaws, and zoomorphism. 

He filled a tall glass with gin and washed the pills down in a few gulps. Thus fortified, 
he looked forward to his daily walk to his park, where he would sit at his bench under 
his oak tree until it was time to return home and go to bed. This had been his life for as 
long as he could remember. Parents picnicking at the park told their children what their 
parents had told them, that he had always been there, under that oak, and that heôd 
always been an old man. They often gave him little offerings from their baskets. But he 
was never observed to eat anything: he would simply take their gifts, their loaves of 
bread and candy bars and cheese, and feed them to the pigeons. 

 His favorite part of each day was when the people would come to him for his 
wisdom. Petitioners would line up before his bench, holding out fiv e-dollar bills on 
which theyôd written questions. He would take their money, read their questions aloud 
and give his answers. Someone might write, ñIs my husband cheating on me?ò And he 
would look the supplicant over and say, ñYes,ò while depositing the bill in the pocket of 
his tattered coat. Or, ñAre you really a prophet or just a weird old man?ò And he would 
say, ñYes,ò pocketing the five. It was, he thought, a good life, one of public service and 
dignity.  

But all this was yet to come. Now, he was just leaving his apartment. After 
summoning the elevator, he had to wait in the hallway as his neighbor, a bird-like lady 
whose name heôd never bothered to learn, struggled to debark with several bags of 
groceries. He watched her drop a bag, then another while retrieving it, then the first one 
again. Apples and cans of cola bounced and rolled around in the elevator and out into 
the hall. At last she got all her purchases over the threshold so as to make room for him. 
He smiled politely at her as the door closed, and then he rode down and went out into 
the street. 

 He trudged cheerfully through the dirty city, tiny old -man steps that produced only 
rudimentary momentum. He knew how many steps it took to get to his park, and as he 
counted them off he was happy. But near the end of his route, after rounding the last 
corner, he stopped abruptly, alarmed by an impossible sight. There, beneath the brittle 
snow-coated branches of his pin oak, a man was sitting on his bench, a usurper, an 
upstart! The old manôs hands squeezed themselves into fists and he started to tremble. It  
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suddenly seemed to him that heôd always expected 
something like this to happen. And yet here he 
was, totally unprepared. 

 He thought about the first time he had come 
to his park. That was a long time ago. The bench 
had been occupied when he found it. Yet with old-
man entitlement (for he was already an old man 
then), he had sat down anyway, and the person 
sitting there before him had muttered something 
and left. And he had sat there ever since, and his 
right to do so had never been challenged, until 
now. 

 Paralyzed by conflicting impulses, unable to 
decide to advance or retreat, fight or flee, the old 
man simply stood before his usurped bench until 
the snow soaked all the way through his shabby 
boots. Slowly he became aware that the challenger 
was speaking to him: ñYou all right over there?ò 
The words broke the spell that had held him in 
place, and he immediately lurched back to the safety of the corner. The day was now 
fading fast, the sun already half -hidden behind ugly modern buildings. His boots 
sloshed as he hobbled homeward, heartsick and heavy-footed. The sky was almost black 
by the time he reached his block. A single sickly sodium lamp shone down on his 
neighbor, the bird lady, as she left their building dressed for a night out. He hoped she 
wouldnôt look at him, but she smiled and waved, and he felt weak with shame. 
 
 
Editorôs Note 
Auspex Usurped was nominated for a Pushcart Prize.  
Photograph © Margaret Mendel  

 

 

 


