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Magnolia
By Jarred McGinnis

The bravest man | ever met wore gold ballerina slippers and
cleaned bank toilets. Magnolia was always last inside. She gathered
her cleaning products from the back of the van and followed us,
wearing her ballerina slippers and a costume jewelry tiara combed
into her thinning bubblegum-pink hair. First into the building was
the crew boss. | forget her name but she was a bitter, spiteful, old
woman. She spat cigarette smoke and nasty gossip from a wrinkled
mouth that reminded me of a mutt’s asshole. | avoided her as much
as possible. Michael floated close behind her with quick, little steps
and a black plastic veil of garbage bags. | dragged the dusty, ancient
bulk of a vacuum cleaner into the building trailing a tangle of cord
and hosing.

| was sixteen and working to save money for a car. Each night,
the four members of our crew climbed into the company’s plain white
van and set out on our rounds. At a site, our movements were routine
and coordinated.

Inside a large square office building between small square
cubicles, | absent-mindedly pushed the vacuum. | looked at the
photos of a drooling toddler and took a peach flavored candy from a
dish in the cubicle labeled Sheryl Flynn. The lights turned off.

| heard the door shut and Magnolia crooned, "hush now dear
and let me hold that little pecker of yours".

“Get out of here, you dirty old man.” | laughed and pushed her
hand off my shoulder.

While the old woman and Michael cackled from the other side
of the door, Magnolia admonished with a smile "I am a lady, son.
Don't you forget."
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I was usually the last to finish my job at each site and the
others waited for me outside. The old woman, the crew boss, stood
by the door with the keys and sucked at a long cigarette. Michael and
Magnolia sat in the van. When | got in Magnolia was in the middle of
a story.

"There | am center stage. I'm all made up like Miss Saigon, red
sequined ao dai with black piping. The. Works. I'm holding this big
ole' sledgehammer painted with silver and covered in glitter. You
know, Maxwell's silver hammer came down up his head, clang,
clang,” she sang. "On my cue they wheeled out the television with an
old Reagan film playing; you know the one with the monkey. Oh
honey, it was wonderful. I hit the thing. Sparks, fire, the works. The
girls lit flash pots and confetti exploded all over the stage. I'm telling
you. It was fierce, child." | watched Magnolia as she described the rest
of the show. Her face had a soft roundness, but her thick skin,
marked and pitted, ruined any illusion of femininity. The concealing
make up she used only accentuated the deep lines and bad skin. She
looked tired, maybe weary. Magnolia's job required her to bend over
toilets and sinks with chemicals and scrub brushes. Despite this, on
that night, she was wearing a red pleated leather skirt and leopard
print bustier. Though Magnolia dressed in woman’s clothing and her
chest sprouted two hormone-induced breasts, her unladylike sitting
posture received a nightly ‘put your cock away, woman’ from
Michael. Her voice was still deep but she spoke softly like a southern
madam. | was referred to as child, sugar or boy and her preferred
exclamation was ‘Lord have mercy’.

The old woman parked the van in front of a diner run by
Mennonites. As they enjoy such modern excesses as driving cars and
owning diners, Mennonites are considered more progressive than
their Amish counterparts. This liberalness was tested when we
walked in: a long haired teenage boy, a homosexual man who loudly
referred to himself in the third person vulgar (‘'the faggot wants pecan
pie tonight'), a transsexual whose full name was Magnolia
Thunderpussy and, their boss, an old woman who used the word
'shit’ like others use 'um' and 'err'. The waitresses, from beneath their
perfect organdie bonnets, stared with their mouths agape. Magnolia
sashayed, almost on tiptoes, toward them and spoke in her most
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honeyed tone. She complimented their outfits, suggested a table in
the back and acted as if their dumb struck faces meant nothing.

She whispered to me, “Honey, they don’t matter. These
women are just happy to be allowed out of the basement. Of course,
they’re not ready to see a divinity such as me.” We sat and enjoyed
our meals. Magnolia’s charm soothed the Mennonite women’s
anxiety and by the time our pies were served they had stopped
flashing nervous looks at us. Instead the waitresses were more
worried by the group of drunks sitting at the counter. Their loud
shouts and cat-calls made them linger in the kitchen while the only
male Mennonite employee tried to calm them with soft entreaties. His
thick, long beard was manicured like a hedge and it rubbed against
his shirt as he pleaded with the three men, “Gentleman, please pay
your bill and be on your way. | do not want have to call the police.
We do not want trouble.”

They were leaning against their truck when we left the diner.
My heart leapt with fear. They nudged each other smirking with
viciousness. The old woman and Michael almost ran to the van.
Magnolia maintained her usual catwalk pace. | stuck to her side
trying not to look at the men. The curses and insults flew at us and |
wasn’t spared. Magnolia gave them a look, raised her eyebrow and
clicked her tongue.

When one of the men jumped from the hood of the truck and
started to walk over, Magnolia whispered to me, “Get in the van,
boy.”

“I'm talking to you faggots. Where’s your little boyfriend
going, huh?” Magnolia turned toward him and squared her
shoulders toward the man. | forgot how big of a man Magnolia was,
but it was obvious now. The contrast between her solid masculine
frame and her garish outfit was shocking. The redneck paused and
shouted with a little less venom, “What you gonna do? Why don’t
you just go back to faggot town?” He turned and shouted something
to his friends to which they laughed.

"Listen here, you piece of shit. Just because | am in a skirt
doesn't mean | won't wup your ass to the ground.” Her voice was the
full and deep rumble of a man. "I suggest you take your drunk friend

3



Magnolia

home before he has to explain getting a beat down by a man with
tits." She shouted to the men beside their truck. The aggressor
deflated and looked confused.

"C'mon, Billy." His friends shouted to him. He turned and
walked away throwing a few insults over his shoulders.

“That’s what | thought.” She smiled and continued toward the
van. | slid open the door for her and before stepping in she said,
“Child, I’'ve been despised all my life. | ran away from my family,
because they couldn’t accept who | was. It’'s God's fault that the
equipment delivered didn’t match the requisition order. Not my
fault, no sir. This is me. | am a woman despite any evidence to the
contrary. If I went around dressing like one of those inbred
rednecks,” She lowered her chin and her voice, “talking about
drinkin’ and fightin’ and all that macho bullshit. They’d still know |
was some weirdo faggot queen and they’d go on hating me, tearing
my clothes, beating me or whatever. But it would be worse, because |
would be lying and hating myself all the while. | am who | am and |
might as well be proud of it. Listen boy, this fine little ensemble you
see. Don’t tell me, I know I look good.” She said touching the edges of
her skirt. “This here is a suit of armor. They cannot and will not touch
me. If | spent my life worrying about what these stupid crackers
thought, | would crawl under my bed and die. | don’t have time for
that shit. Life is too short. And when you figure out who and what
you are, you’d be wise not to give a shit about these fuckers either.
Now quit looking at me like that and get in the damn van.”




Once You've Sung the Water's Song
By John Dimes

“Come on down, we’d love to have you!” It was a sentence that the
nineteen year old, Temple McKyle clung to on his long journey from
Washington, DC, down along the back roads of West Virginia, roads
which wound themselves through seemingly endless stretches of
trees, and scraggly briar. The scenery, when it was made available
through the occasional break in the dense green cover, reminded him
somewhat of the vast range of slopes along the Blue Ridge Mountains
near to Charlottesville, where he once lived with his mother and his,
well-wretchedly red neck stepfather.

Temple wondered to himself what it was with him, and all the
adult males in the world. How they could appear to be so with it,
then so surprisingly off the mark emotionally. Actually, he seemed to
be at odds with everyone. Men, women, girls, boys. Sometimes he
wondered if he gave off some kind of scent that people negatively
reacted to, where the instability of their natures were brought
frighteningly to the surface.

Temple was jostled about a bit as the Greyhound bus ran
across a bump. His knees jagged into the seat in front of him. He
wished he could move to another more comfortable seat, but the bus
was full. It was just his luck that he sat behind a man appearing very
much like Frankenstein’s monster, sans bolts. Occasionally The
Monster would shift in his chair, and it ground painfully into
Temple’s knees.

Temple inwardly fretted over his life. He wished that his
easygoing nature reflected something a little more than just youthful
naivety. Lord knows, the effects of his demeanor on folks were
comical, where boundaries where often tested, and stretched way
beyond the limits of propriety. When he thought about it, his life
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seemed to be an endless succession of advantages taken upon him,
from the time when he was eight, and beset by his leggy, twelve year
old giant of a cousin, Sabrina, with her curious and clandestine
bedtime demand-an isolated incident, really-where he “scratched”
her beneath the covers. . . .. without her ever once letting on what it was
he was scratching, all they way up to his current predicament, which
was his unceremonious expulsion from his father’s home.

Now, sure it would’ve been understandable to Temple if he
were being put out for drugs, or poor grades, or just being a plain old
lazy roust about. But the reasons why he was put out were comical to
the point of ridiculous.

Temple remembered the argument he and his father had had,
almost in its entirety.

“You’re going to call your grandmother, and you’re going to
talk to her!” his father had said.

“No, no. That’s not happening. I've got nothing to say to

her.

In truth, Temple just needed some time to replenish his
reserves. His grandmother Gladys—a name that he felt automatically
aged even the youngest, prettiest of women, much like the names
Petunia, Genevieve, and the ever popular old lady name Matilda—was
a bit of a hellion. Her passive aggression was hardly passive.

For instance, the final straw amongst the various straws, was
her giving him a call and having a rather *“genial”” conversation about
next to nothing, and having it end with:

"

.. and if you’'ll be a little nicer to people, they might like you
better.”

Where the hell did that come from, he wondered. Temple
remembered how, at the time, the question marks flew up around his
head like summer gnats. Again, from anybody else, her seemingly
well intended statements would’ve simply been a sort of verbal
misprint.

“My my my. You didn’t hit any sharp notes at all!” That was in
reference to his well received singing/guitar performance as part of a
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Kennedy Center Youth Program, from about three years ago. It was
actually mentioned in “The Times”.

Again, one was reminded that Gladys’ words fell all cordial-
like against the ears like the thrill of silk chiffon, but eventually it
chaffed you. Chaffed you but good. Especially when she raised her
voice out of the quietly cordial, and into the realms of the acidly
stentorian.

How many times in Gladys’ presence did he see his father’s
self esteem become razed to the bone by his mother’s trenchant blade
of a tongue.

“Joseph Leo McKyle! You, you and your misbegotten brother,
are just like your father was! JUST like him! No good! No good at
alll ' When you were boys, | knew. | knew it would come to this.
Especially you. | knew you’d never amount to anything! And here it
is, plain as your nose! | don’t know why I ever bother to tolerate your
presence!”

With trembling hands, Temple’s father would absently sip at
his coffee, barely realizing that there was more liquid in the saucer
than there was in the actual cup.

When Temple thought about it, when he had his arguments
with his father (more like his usual resigned silence while being
berated), it was like watching the proverbial apple from the tree.

“You call her this minute!” he remembered his fathered
demanded of him, once again.

With all that Temple understood of his father, and his uncle’s,
and his grandmother’s family dynamics, he couldn’t for the life of
him understand why he and his father were arguing. Over this at
least. If anything, this should have been a cause for celebration. The
united front against the mad ravings of one Gladys Kit McKyle!

“Get out!” he recalled his father shouting.

Temple had held his tongue too long, which was all his father
needed, apparently.

“I’m giving you a thousand dollars, and you’re getting out of
here!”
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Temple was flummoxed. He heard the “get out” part, yet he
thought he’d imagined the “thousand dollars” part.

“You wouldn’t know what to do with it!”” his father shouted.

For days after, Temple was in something of a free fall. He
didn’t know whether he should find an apartment. Find a roommate.
What. And, any thoughts of moving in with his clean freak mother,
and her latest “rugged provincial”, never even grazed his brain
matter. So Temple landed on the tried and true.

Over the years, Temple had kept close contact with his old
high school friend Francine, and her mother Una. Whenever he got
a card or letter from Una or Francine, he immediately reflected on the
not too old days when he’d visit with them. Things were never dull
around the Momento residence. They were never “being boring”, as
the Pet Shop Boy’s song went. There was always a thoroughly
brilliant conversation to be had, from the ridiculous to the
metaphysical. He recalled how Una would go on and on about
aligning one’s Chakras, or about the important necessity of clearing
out ones muddy Auras. Stuff like that. And the food. Oh, god, there
was always something unusual in the kitchen. There always seemed
to be a pomegranate in the fruit bowl, or dates. And dried figs.
Bananas, apparently, were too ordinary a thing to have around the
house.

Una, he recalled, had a flair for Indian cuisine rich in curry, or
African dishes like fish stew in spicy okra sauces, with a side of Fou
Fou, which was a potato-like mound of flavorful putty. Sure, on
close inspection, the okra sauce made everything look like a snail
vomited across it, but it sure tasted good. There would be wine
coolers, and beer. It didn’t matter that they were underage. She
made sure everything was handled responsibly, if not surreptitiously.

So, a quick call to Francine out at Ohio State, and an hour later,
he got his call from an ecstatic Una.

“About damn time!” he remembered her saying. “Just catch a
Greyhound on down. Closest is Beckley, which is about an hour or
so away. I'll pick you up from there! Oh, it’ll be so good to see you
again!”
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So here he was on the last leg of a four hour bus trip out along
the beautiful wilds of West Virginia.  And for anyone who could
pull themselves away from the view to notice? His hands were
steadily trembling, and the tears were welling coldly in his eyes.

“So, let me get this straight, Tem,” said Una. “Your father
payed you off to get you out of the house?”

Temple at first dreaded getting off the bus for fear that his
fragile will wouldn’t support a close engagement of casual
conversation. But as soon as he saw the giddy, forty-something
hippy, and hippie, figure of Una Momento standing beside her
retooled, 1973 Black Ford Elite-a long stretch of a thing—he knew he
wouldn’t dare disappoint.

“Yep, that’s what he did.”

“And for what major offense?” she asked as she steadied the
car away from the center line on the road. “Tell’em you were gay, did
you?”

“Oh, god no! Never!”

“Probably should’ve! Could’ve gotten kicked out five grand
richer!”

Temple had to laugh at that one, even though it galled him
still.

“Basically | should’ve kept my internal monologue going. |
had a conversation with my grandma. Decided that enough was
enough. He didn’t like it, typical momma’s boy that he is,” Temple
said.

“Whatya mother say about it?”

He rolled his eyes, though Una couldn’t see it. “‘Why I
divorced him in the first place.”

“l see.” Una signaled for her turn. “Drama free zone comin’
up at your left, sweetie!”
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They pulled up in front of a white two story, with a white
ranch style fence. There was a small garden which had bloomed to
peak capacity at the front of the house, and there were a series of
neatly trimmed hedges beneath a huge front window.

“Wow, this is nice,” Temple said as he emerged from the car.

Relief crept up on Temple quite nicely while he continued to
take it all in. Though the area was not entirely isolated-there was the
evidence of another house further along the gravel lane-the wide
perimeter of land and trees made it seem so.

“You know,” said Una, devilishly, “I'm in the business of
selling houses! | could find you something out here dirt cheap!”

Temple laughed. “Sorry, Ms. Momento! Not today.”

“Like this place for instance, it’s got a nice backyard, and a
pond.” Una moved to the trunk; produced his army nap sack. “Two
bedrooms upstairs, and a teeny tiny attic space. It's a good place to
paint, but not when it gets hot, ”” she explained.

“Are you still trying to sell me something, lady?”
“‘M just saying!”

They moved into the house, and the place was like a slice of
Arizona. Tasteful multicolored walls in blue, green, and burnt umber
hues. Little stained glass hangings were scattered near windows, or
placed just so along the walls. In the area of the livingroom, there
were a few cushioned chairs, and an invitingly overstuffed sofa that
looked as if it could swallow one whole in a luxury of comfort.
Temple spied evidence of the kitchen with its cutting board island,
and copper pans hanging from a wrought-iron grill suspended from
the ceiling.

“It’ll probably get chilly tonight. Gotta fireplace. You can help
me bring in more wood, if’n you don’t mind.”

“Sure, sure! Yeah.”

Temple noticed that for some reason, there were various fish
bowls situated on little tables everywhere, and that there was one
huge aquarium in the alcove beneath the stairs. Everyone of them. ..

empty.

10



BENT Magazine

“Planning on getting fish someday?” he asked, wryly.

“You never know when one will stop by,” she said, as she
waved her hands airily. “Now, let me show you upstairs, then I'll get
dinner up! After that. .. you know. ...?”

“Oh, god! Naw, naw. We’re not going to do that? That’s
stuff’s scary!” he said, as he reflected on the time they all played with
her Ouija board, one that actually seemed to move of its own volition.
“I was afraid to go to sleep without a nightlight for almost a week!”

“What? Oh, that! No, no. Nonono! | was going to read your
cards. You know, the tarot?”

“Hhm, I much rather get with the ghosts.”
“Hush!”
Temple settled in while Una prepared the meal.

He dropped himself on the bed, and let his nap sack fall where
it would. And without anyone to amiably occupy, or divert his
thoughts, the memories of home came at him then, but only as images
and emotions.  He wept as he fought the words off, one by one,
soothing the moments into more tolerable forms.

Thirty minutes or so later, Temple and Una settled in for a
dinner of soup and salad. A deceptively simple description. The
salad had onions, bits of creme cheese, smoked salmon, and the most
amazing garlic croutons. Home made, of course. The soup was a
spicy, tomato bisque kind of thing, with corn and spinach. There
were probably even more subtler hints of something or other in there,
but Temple couldn’t care less. More to the point, whatever else was
going on with it, it was most certainly all good.

“Eat out much?” Una kidded.
Gingerly he dipped his bread to soup. Moaned avariciously.
“| take it that’s a good sound?”

He closed his eyes; slumped listlessly against his chair with a
blissful satisfaction.

“If I-1f | could be fed this stuff intravenously. . . like daily? I'd
be all set. All set.”
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Una laughed. With dinner done, she grabbed up a couple of
plates and silverware.

“Come on now. Let me help!”
“Fine.”

Temple swept the salad bowl up into the crook of his arm.
Picked at, and tasted, the remnants of the salad. Then, he expertly
collected the glasses with just his fingers-thumb on standby-and he
followed after Una to the kitchen.

“Sit those things in the sink, I’ll get to them later,” she directed.
Temple got up a stool, and sat at the island.
“Shame Francine couldn’t come down.”

Una sighed, and gave a word that explained away all the evils
of the world: “Exams,” she said. “Promised she’d come down for
Turkey Day, though. My pecan caraway stuffing’s the only draw, I'm
afraid.”

Temple laughed.
“I'll be back.”

He watched as Una moved from the kitchen, on upstairs. He
turned to the window, as thunder groaned in the distance. Tufts of
slate grey clouds had formed a wavering line out over a ridge, and
was fast approaching them.

“Here we go,” Una said, as she returned with a small cherry
wood box, with an inset of ornate flowers carved across it.

“You talk to your neighbors much?” he asked.

“Sure | have. Makes sense to. Not that many houses out here,
so we try to keep tabs of things, you know? Of each other. Checking
in from time to time.”

Una unpacked the contents of the box onto the butcher block
island. She unraveled a purple silk scarf, and produced a small,
square deck of tarot cards.

“I want you to take these, split them in stacks of three. Then
shuffle them,” she said.
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“Do I-do | have to think of a question or something? Say
something aloud?”

“Oh, you’ve done this before!”
“Yeah, once.”
She smiled. “Any of it come true?”

“I don’t really remember. We-huh! We were all pretty drunk
at the time! | don’t think she really knew what she was doing
anyway,” he admitted.

“Well, just hold’em in your hand for a while. The rest’ll take
care of itself.”

He did as he was instructed. He cut the cards. Shuffled.
Returned them to her. By this point, Una had the scarf splayed out
for her reading.

As though she were playing Solitaire, Temple watched her as
she “dealt” the cards in a cross formation. Along that formation, she
placed another which was parallel to the cross. There were ten cards
in all. As she contemplated what was before her, Una’s expression
registered neither grief nor surprise. It was as though the game had
in midstream turned to poker, and she was a player trying not to give
away the disposition of her hand.

“Well?”
“Quiet! I’'m reading your story,” she said, testily.
“Reading my story,” he repeated, matter of fact.

“When it’s straightforward, it’s not a problem. Only when it
gets, gets cryptic does it become a problem. | have to then interpret,
and intuit what I’'m seeing, without going all over Old McDonald’s
farm to, um, to describe it to you. . . . ” she said, as she suddenly
revealed confusion.

“Hhm! What'’s it saying-Tuh. . . .I” Temple was startled by a
lightning flash. There was no thunder, however.

The cards were doing a number on Una. At the onset, the
cards described a young man going through hardship. Familial
disappointments, as well as general trepidations towards life as a
whole. But there was something else being described as well.
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Certain cards started to flicker strangely before her. As her eye
moved, the images did a holographic shift, where the images were
juxtaposed across another, without actually obliterating what was
already described.

Una saw images that were not previously in her deck, but the
meanings were all too clear, at least for her. Images of earth, air , fire
and water. Especially water. Water often represented the expression
of abundant knowledge. But, it also represented what was inwardly
expressed. Expressions of either benign desire, or fevered emotions.

Lightning flashed. Again, there was no corresponding
thunder.

“Temple,” she said, as she looked at him finally. “Tem, coming
here now, at this moment, was the best possible thing you could’ve
done. The cards say that you’ll be offered a most amazing
emotional, and spiritual opportunity. And that you have the will, the
stamina to do what needs be done with, or about this opportunity.
All you have to dois. .. do what’s in you to do.”

Could she be anymore vague, Temple wondered to himself.
“Do-do you understand what I’'m saying to you?”

“Uh, uh yes. Yes, | guess so.” For all his doubts about tarot,
and the like, he couldn’t help but to be a little fascinated.

“Fine then,” she said, pleasantly. “Now, go out and get me
some dirt!”

Temple, utterly perplexed: “What?”

“Before it gets too dark, and before it starts raining, | want you
to go out in the back yard with a bucket. Fill it to the top with dirt.”

“But, but but, where do you want me to dig for it?”

Soundlessly the lightning struck, while the wind rattled at the
windows. Tore through the trees.

“lI don’t care. It doesn’t matter. You decide. Just hurry.”

Una quickly handed him a bucket, and a gardening spade she
had near the back door. She flicked on the back porch light, and out
he went into the yard. She watched him as he sought out an
inconspicuous spot to dig. He looked back at her, and silently
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indicated “is here okay?”. She nodded her approval, and he began his
work of digging up clumps of grass, clay and mud.

After some time of digging, and packing the earth hard in the
bucket, Temple struggled the thing on into the house.

“That was hard work, I tell you!” He wiped the sweat from his
brow with his naked wrist, and forearm. It only resulted in smearing
thin streaks of mud on his face.

“l know. 1| can tell!” Una handed him a dishtowel. “Give it
here. I'll take care of it from here,” she said as she sat the bucket on
the floor.

“What’s it all for, anyway?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if | told you. Even more than you
didn’t believe my reading!” she said, good-naturedly

Busted! “I-I’m pleading the fifth!” Temple said.

“Whatever!” Playfully she ruffled his long, dark hair. “Why
don’t you go on up and rest. You’re probably tired from your trip.”

“Yeah. | do kinda want to turn in early. And it’s only what-?
8:30?”

“Seven, actually,” she said.

“God, I feel like I did when | was kid. Turning in that early,
and all.”

Outside they heard the rain splatter arrhythmically against the
house, and the lightning continued to flash in its strangely silent way.
But unbeknownst to them, something in the rain attempted to
disassociate itself from the conventional, everyday wet.

It was an unseen intelligence, eerily, and invisibly coaxing
beads of water into small, translucent forms. At first it coalesced into
a finch, but it eventually quivered into a gelatinous mess. Next it
tried to be a squirrel. That too fell into disorder. Perhaps a mouse, it
wondered? No.

A spider?

Gingerly the watery spider sped across the uneven terrain of
grass towards the house. And unbeknownst to it, there had been an
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owl watching the entire shape-shifting proceedings with great
interest, for it seemed that it was an owl on a mission. Currently,
however, its predatory instincts were at odds with its initial mission,
which was information gathering. As for his mission of instinct. Of
hunting and gathering. Well, the thought of dinning on finch
tantalized, as well as gave it pause, for finches weren’t necessarily to
its tastes. But squirrels? Mice? Spiders? Most certainly, most
definitely, these were to its liking.

But, what to do? What to do? It was either Information or
Delectation?

Impatiently the owl watched as the little thing raced towards
its objective. How succulent it looked to the owl. One gulp, maybe
two, and it would’ve been over, it thought, in it’s owl-like way. But it
was on a mission, for goodness sake! What to do, what to do?

The owl took from the trees, with no clear plan other than
simply collecting the spider up in its great talons, and to carry it off.
What it would do with the thing thereafter was anyone’s guess.

The spider was only a few yards from the house. It could see
the motion of light and shadow playing beneath the doorsill; could
hear voices muffled and steady coming through the windows. Little
did it realize that the owl was fast descending upon it.

Weightlessly, soundlessly, the owl glided, closing the space
between it and its prey in perilous seconds. Its talons sinisterly
mimicked the grasping technique necessary for its task as it dropped
closer. And just as it was about to fall upon the spider: The arachnid
accidentally tripped, and it anxiously tumbled into some kind of
freshly dug hole.

Loudly the owl thumped at the earth in a clatter of wet
feathers, and chicken-like squawking. Frantic, and empty handed, it
took to the rainy night skies overhead, and fled from the scene.

Unaware of its nigh eminent demise, the spider clenched its
legs in bald frustration. After much fretting, it eventually crawled its
way to the surface, and skittered to the backdoor of the house.

Gracefully the spider lifted a transparent limb to the door, and
tapped at it ever so gently.
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“What was that?”” asked Temple, responding to the tapping.
“I-I think someone knocked.”

Temple turned to the door. All he saw was darkness outside.
“Nothing.”

More tapping. This time, a little more insistent.

“Hhm?” Temple swung the door open, and looked out. “It
couldn’t be a tree limb, or anything. | don’t-!”

“Oh my!” said Una, with surprise, as she saw the translucent
little spider scramble on in.

Temple, reacting to what he believed was Una’s distressed
tone, turned to see what was what. He immediately yelped himself
upon seeing the spider. So with revulsion tinged gallantly, he raised
his foot to stamp it out of existence.

“Oh, nono! Don’t do that !”” she shouted, as she scooped it up
protectively. “I have it! | have it!”

“Are you sure? That thing could be dangerous! | mean, it
didn’t even look like any spider I've ever seen!”

“It’s okay! It’s fine, dear. Go on to bed. It’ll be okay.”
Temple shuddered, and gratefully went off to his guest room.

It took a while for Temple to actually sleep, because he hadn’t
realized how much solid rest he had actually postponed throughout
the day. Plus the fact that the poor, sleep deprived thing, was
reacting to the memory of the spider, and the darkness of his
unfamiliar surrounds, with a child-like apprehension.  Spiders, he
irrationally surmised, could be nesting everywhere. And never were
the shadows so honest, so thick, as those found in the country. This,
at least, was founded in some kind of reality, of time spent living out
in the woods, along the outskirts of Charlottesville proper.

As a kid, he never liked having the shades up after dark,
especially if the lights were on in his bedroom, as it seemed to him
that a rectangular void had crept up in the place of his window, and
that unseen things, terrible things, had him at a disadvantage,
because he believed they saw more of him, than he did them. So in
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the here and now, Temple would drop off, only to wake in fitful
starts.

Temple felt itchy all over. Dry skin, and his overactive
imagination, were deadly forces indeed.

“Dammit!”

He wasn’t going back to sleep anytime soon. A glass of water,
and some down time from his phobias were in order. So, he felt his
away around the dark of his room for the door. He was grateful that
Una had left the light on in the bathroom so he could see, should he
need to.

Quietly he crept to the bathroom, and inside, he saw the oddest
thing. The tub was full. . . of mud.

‘lH hm?’1

People have been known to take mud baths, Temple inwardly
remarked. It was very relaxing. Though he suspected one shouldn’t
leave the mud in the tub for too long, otherwise it’d dry up. Would
be hell to clean, he considered.

“Guess she knows what she’s doing,” he thought to himself.

He turned to the sink, and turned the spigot for cold water.
Dutifully he cupped his hands under the sloshing water, and brought
it to his mouth. With his thirst quenched, he wiped the remnants of
water from his face, and inspected himself in the mirror. Which, at
this point is where he turned utterly, utterly pale.

It seemed that he saw something as it sat up from the mud.
The something was a gloppy, mire encrusted person, with eyeless
sockets, and bubbling clay flesh. “Sightlessly”, yet curiously, it
appraised its arms and hand. Soon, with careful scrutiny, it inspected
its fingers. Eight in all. Wait. . . ten. Ten in all. Apparently it
realized its digital omissions, and quickly added the additional, and
necessary, pinky to its right hand, and the thumb to its left.

“HuhAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!" Temple screamed.

“pbuhBLUUUUUUUHHHHHHH!" That was what the creature
screamed, as it crashed back beneath the surface of the mud.

Temple ran out of the bathroom, and rushed full tilt into Una.
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“Hahhhh!” he shouted.

“Calm down, honey!”

“There’s some-something! In, in, in the bathroom!”
“l know. | know,” she cooed.

“We’ve gotta get out of here! We’ve-!” he suddenly realized
what she said. “You know? You know what-"

She brought him to the stairs. Sat him down.

“Move over,” she said as she sat beside him. “Listen. Since the
last time we’ve actually hung out, things have changed in my life.
Changed for the better.”

“What'’s that got to do with-?!" he stared over his shoulder,
anxiously. He could’ve swore he heard “it” coming.

“Shhh! Listen. I’'m trying to explain all that!”
He calmed down, but only just so.

“l was inducted into a sort of club, or association. An
association of Midwives, or or, or, or Elemental Guardians.”

“Eh-Elemental Guardians?”” he repeated, incredulously.

“I’m getting really tired of that face, Temple McKyle!” she said,
sternly.

“Sorry. Sorry.”

“Like | said, Guardians. . . representing the four elements:
Earth, Air, Fire and Water.”

Funny, the only time it ever occurred to Temple to think about
the elements would be at those moments when he was listening to the
band Earth, Wind & Fire. He wondered at that moment, why they
left out the “Water” from their name. His mind veered even further
into the ridiculous as he considered that there were a damn sight
more than just four elements. And if he were to continue to inwardly
nit picky about it all, as a matter of semantics, any common periodic
table would list at the least, over a hundred elements.

Mentally, he realized he wasn’t trying to be flippant, he was
just rambling to Kkick his skittishness over the situation.
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“So, wh-what are you telling me? You’re a witch? Um,
Wiccan? Something like that?”

“Something like that. But it makes sense, right? All my talks
about chakras, and auras. The tarot? All of it was just a, just a logical
stage, or—or progression along my metaphysical journey.”

Temple tried desperately to focus on staying calm. But the
question had to be asked, “What is that-that thing in the tub, Una?”

“That ‘thing’, is a he. And he is my familiar, dear. And a guest.
So when he finally comes out of the mud, | expect you to treat him
nicely. He’s pretty tired, | suspect. He’s come a very long way,” she
said.

She rose, and gave him a gentle peck on the forehead.

“Go to bed now, honey. Breakfast, well-breakfast is whenever
we all decide to get up, | suppose. And, ohohoh, there’s going to be a
little get together later on, too. Sorta like a ‘coming out party’. It’'ll be
fun!”

“Party?! But-!”

Una sleepily shook her head, yawned, and went back to her
bedroom. And that, as they say, was that. But Temple didn’t want
“that” to be “that”! He wanted to discuss it some more. Wanted to
fret about it some more. Things like this just weren’t possible; he
wanted to rant, because it just didn’t make any sense! But the
certainty of the churning, burbling sounds that came from the
bathroom made it all too clear, that the practicalities of
impossibilities, and things making sense, didn’t matter to the current
situation in the least bit.

So, before he went off to his own room, he blindly fumbled for
the bathroom’s switch as a sort of ditch attempt at temporarily
denying, or eradicating the bathroom’s-and its frighteningly peculiar
contents—existence. With the light out, and a long corridor, and a
hastily propped desk chair beneath a doorknob behind him, he was,
for a time, afforded some, if not total, peace of mind.

And as for being afraid of the dark? Well, he decided that that
would be a matter for another time.
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Pellinore Grout was the vilest sort of person. And what’s
more, he stank. To be more precise, he consistently smelled of
peppermints, and nigh fatal bowel blockages. When he spoke, there
was a nest of spittle caked at the corners of his mouth, like spoilt
clabber. He knew it was there. He cultivated it purposely by
drinking very little water. He reveled in making folks uncomfortable
with his mini theater of filmy stalactites and stalagmites, as they
danced viscidly about his mouth.

Little deviant pleasures were always a joy to inflict, he thought.

Grout strolled through his aviary, and listened patiently for
any word of something remarkable. To the casual observer, they’d be
amazed that he could pick out anything at all from the den of all
those squawking birds.  Again, to the casual observe, they’d be
amazed that he understood what the birds were saying, while none of
them had the capacity for speech. There was neither a talking
cockatiel nor parrot to be found.

Still, he listened, and he found one conversation in particular
most interesting. It was an owl babbling on to itself.

“What? What did you say?” asked Grout of the creature.

It cocked its head, and babbled some more, but its
“statements” were drowned out by the chirruping of two nearby
lovebirds.

“Quiet!” he gestured.

The two lovebirds, along with several pigeons—pigeons that, by
the way, were actually minding their own businesses—-immediately
fell to their deaths in a rain of multi-colored feathers.

“That’s better! Now. .. repeat what you just said!”

Startled, the owl hooted its head off about finches turning into
squirrels, and squirrels turning into spiders. And how all of them
appeared to be made of water.

“Ahhhhhh!” Grout was elated. “A Nereid! Splendid!”
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He wanted to leap and dance, but his body couldn’t bare it.
Oh, how tired he was of the aches, and the pains, and the harsh lines
of the advancing years that didn’t seems to start at the surface, but
radiate from the very center of his body.

Oh, how ugly and worn he was! Well, truth told, he was never
considered to be a handsome man, even in the days when youth and
beauty were mutually exclusive.

But the power derived from a Nereid could change all that.

Immediately his mind reflected upon the old days, back when
he was just a scabby, swaybacked lad, idly hanging about the crow’s
nest of the Virginia Maid, back in, what was it. . .? 1602? 1702? It
didn’t matter, really. Long ago was long ago. And old was old, and
he was certainly that.

He remembered how the ship came upon a school of what they
believed to be dolphin. And how, on closer inspection, they actually
appeared to be beautiful, naked women, swimming out in the middle
of the sea. Only as the women flicked their great fishtails, and sang
their siren songs, did everyone realize their tragic mistake.

Grout despised mermaids, and how they made such cruel
sport of wayward sailors. Compelling them to run their great vessels
aground upon hidden rocks, or reefs. He remembered the undersea
“garden” of his drowned comrades. And how, like seaweed, they
idly swayed with their feet weighted with stones. And he recalled
their hapless faces, so permanently twisted in dire confusion.

Grout chortled to himself, for he realized he’d be dead along
with the rest of his shipmates if it wasn’t for the fact of his impeccably
terrible hygiene practices. He recalled how he’d get rapped against
the head by his comrades and Captain, because that was the only way
to get the “deaf mate’s” attention. In truth, there was enough wax
built up In his ears to cobble together a proper candle. Nose hair for

the wick!

Though muffled, Grout remembered the words, and the
melody, that doomed his crewmen, yet not himself.

Like a tottering old goat, the song rose out of him:
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Though mortal voices you will yearn,

Beneath the waves that roil and churn

We'll make a darling of you yet!

Embrace you in our longings wet.

Once you've sung the water’s song,

Nowhere else will you belong.

Once you've sung the water’s song,

Nowhere else will you belong.

Yes, the time had come for him to lay aside his current mystical
devices of perpetuity, his wards against the ages, for they themselves
had become subiject to the ages.

“Come to papa!” he shouted.

Grout whistled, and attempted a little Whirling Dervish twirl
in the center of his little sanctuary. Aches and pains be damned!

Birds rustled, and prattled on their perches as he stumbled,
and caught himself.

“Don’t you laugh!” he commanded of his birds, as he
recovered from his most ignominious spill.

Feigning disinterest, the birds wisely sang in every direction
but his!

“M-morning,” Temple said, as he timidly peaked his head in
the kitchen.
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“Don’t worry, he isn’t up yet,” she said, not even looking up
from her breakfast preparations. “Coffee’s in the pot. Just finishing
the eggs.”

As he passed the island for his coffee, he practically drooled
upon what was already prepared. Bacon, sausage, blueberry waffles,
biscuits. Gravy. He also noticed that there was even more still that
she was preparing. On the back burners of the stove, there was a
large pot, and a smaller pot, filled with what appeared to be soups.

“What'’s that? Smells-smells wonderful!”
“One’s seafood gumbo, the other seafood chowder.”
“For breakfast?”

“His breakfast, I'm guessing.” Una shoveled scrambled eggs
into a bowl, and set them on the island.

Temple started as he heard footsteps drumming on the floor
upstairs. Soon the footfalls were on the stairs. Till finally there was a
rather cheerful: “Hello, everyone!”

Temple dropped his head reflexively, like a freshly scolded

dog.
“Good morning,” said Una.
“Wow! What'’s all this?”” asked the melodious voice.
Temple was determined not to look at the-the thing?
“Breakfast, of course!” explained Una. “I’m not sure what you
eat....”

Probably people, Temple thought.

‘... .but I made everything I had, just in case. Um, eggs.
Bacon. Or would you prefer gumbo? Chowder? It’s got water, and
plenty of shrimp. Clams....”

“Oh, mercy! You’'ve thought of everything! Oh, that’s great!
That’s great!” the voice said, with genuine glee. “Truth be told, I've
been preoccupied with all things water most of my life. So I should
think it would be a pleasure to ingest something dry for a change. |
mean, if you wouldn’t mind, Mam.”

“Not at all!”
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“Wait, wait! What’s that he’s drinking?” asked the voice.
“Oh, god!” Temple inwardly yelped.

“That’s coffee. Would you like some?” asked Una.

“Oh, yes! Please!”

Una walked over to Temple and the coffee maker by the sink.

“If you’re not going to speak, you can at least look up, and
acknowledge his presence,” she whispered, amiably.

“l already have, and | almost had a heart attack because of it!”
he whispered back.

Una sighed. “Would you like cream or sugar?”

“No cream. No sugar. And, um, no water either, if you
please?”

“Oh, my god!” Temple said to himself.
“Um, umum, okay!”
Una got a mug, and shoveled in two mounds of dry coffee.

Temple faced away from the scene entirely to stare out the
window over the sink. He cringed as he heard the creature say:

“Oh, this is delicious!”
“Oh, god!”

The creature sat his mug down. “Mam, is he-is he a priest?”
he asked, innocently.

“No. Why do you ask?”

“Well, | addressed him along with yourself, and | have thus far
gotten no response. So, | am left to conclude that he is honor sworn
to a vow of silence. But he has mentioned god several times. So I-I,
does his vow pertain to only people, or--?”

Una laughed. It even got a trickle out of Temple. Well, a
smirk.

“Please,” said the creature to Temple’s back, “I’m really a kind,
pleasant aquatic life form, once you get to know me. Or so I'm to
understand.”
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Temple took a deep breath, and turned. And there seated, in
an ordinary terry cloth robe, was a statue. A really, really nice statue
of a surprisingly “unmonstrous”, surprisingly handsome young man,
sculpted out of supple red clay. But it moved, which unsteadied
Temple a bit. He saw that the creature had eyes now, but they didn’t
have irises. More to the point, his eyes were all irises, and that they
were a deep, watery blue.

The statue smiled. “Hello, my name is Kylix.”

“Um, I’'m, um-I"'m Temple.”

“Pleased to meet you, Temple. Well, again. In a more, you
know, less scary sorta way!”

Embarrassed, Temple breathed a silent half laugh.

“S—sorry | reacted that way. I’'m not accustomed to this kind of
thing.”

Kylix dismissed it with a hand. “All my fault, really. | was,
hum-I was traveling with The Rains, and completely lost track of
myself. Almost didn’t have enough left for a spider. Dry land trips |
usually take on a human form, with the illusion cast of skin. This’ll
do for a while,” he said, as he gestured at, not to, himself. “That is
until I’'m able to leave on my own steam.”

“So to speak,” said Una.
“Hhm, well. . . probably.”

“Well, hopefully your stay will last as long as the party this
afternoon,” said Una.

“Oh, I’'m looking forward to that!”

“Good! Now, you boys eat up! | didn’t slave over a stove for
nothin’!”

Quietly Temple edged over to the island and sat. As he ate, he
looked up at Kylix from time to time, and tried not to stare too much
as he and Una spoke. And oh, the fascinating stories that poured
effortlessly forth from Kylix. He recounted his time with The Rains:

“They are a wicked bunch. Practical jokers every one of them!
They go out of their way to, to purposely blow umbrellas backwards
and forwards, so they are rendered utterly useless! The Rains’
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motto?”” he hissed a few sibilant sounds through his tongue and teeth.
“Translation: ‘We're all wet. . . why shouldn’t you bel’
Harharharharharharrrrrrr!”” he heartily chuckled.

And he described his journeys to the other realms that existed
beside our own.

“Did you think that water only existed here? Where ever there
Is water, any moisture at all, my people are at home. . ..”

It amazed Temple how normal it all seemed. That something
that appeared to be, that ought to have been inanimate, could or
should be so wonderfully animated. And that something that
shouldn’t exist, existed so fully.

And if Temple believed that the limits of his association with
marvels, and the miraculous, had reached it limits, then they were
definitely stretched further as the guests started to arrive for the
afternoon party.

At approximately 4 o’clock, three cars rolled up to the house.
From the front window he saw three women as they filed from their
respective cars. And even before they got into the house, there was
an atmosphere of gaiety as they all hugged, laughed, and talked.
Making up for, what seemed, lost time.

“They’re here,” Temple said.
“I know! | know!” she said happily.

She opened the door and greeted everybody, and the love fest
charged up again. Giddily folks bounced, clapped, hugged, giggled,
and spoke in a rush of greetings that were nigh incomprehensible.
From what Temple could make out, there were a lot of, “Ohhhhh! It’s
so nice to see you, Una!”, and “Congratulations, Una!” And, “Oh, you
look fantastic, Una! I hate you, but its outta love!”

It was great.

One of the ladies, suddenly noticing Temple, broke from the
crowd.

“And who is this tall, handsome young man? A new beau?”
said the fifty something blond, with the shamelessly tight pink
sweater, and the red salamander broach. “You look Irish! Is he Irish?

27



Once You've Sung the Water's Song

Black Irish, | betcha! S’got pretty green eyes, like an Irishman,” she
babbled, to no one in particular.

“That’'s my and my daughter’s friend, Temple,” said Una.
“Temple McKyle, meet Eliza Cucurbita, and her familiar Aiden Le
Kay.”

“Um, hello. To the, to the both of you,” as he shook her hand,
not really seeing anybody other than her. Then he noticed the
salamander broach. It moved, and crawled up onto her shoulder.

“You hafta forgive Aiden Le Kay! He can be a little shy around
strangers.”

Another more conservatively dressed lady, in a blue silk
blouse, pushed herself forward.

“This is Gloria Wren, and her familiar Clara,” Una said,
indicating the snow white bird that sat on the woman’s shoulder.
Temple mistook it for a dove. In fact it was a pigeon.

“Hil”
“Hello!” Gloria said. Her nose squinched, and her eyes
twinkled sweetly as she smiled. “I betcha he could tell the girls

anything,” she whispered to Una.

“Most likely.” Una favored Temple with a knowing expression.
“And last, but not least, this is Tilly. Tilly Stanhill, and her familiar
Charles.”

Up tottered a little old lady barely carrying a huge, smooth
stone.

“Charlie says he knows you like boys. That’s okay,” she said.
“My grandson likes boys.”

Temple stared at Una quizzically as the lady tottered off.
“She’s not a senile psychic, is she?” he whispered to Una.

“Better not let Charles hear that. He’s very protective of her,”
she warned. “Now, do me a favor, see what’s keeping our guest of
honor, ‘kay?”

“Sure. Um, no problem.”
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It actually was a problem still, but he did as he was told. He
found Kylix in the bathroom adjusting his jacket, and fixing the belt
on his jeans. He leaned into the mirror for further inspections of his
appearance.

“Una’s getting a little anxious,” said Temple.

“I'm not, I’'m not accustomed to manipulating this type of
organic matter,” Kylix said. “lI mean, this is the closest translation of
myself in human terms. |-l just wanted my skin to look a little more
convincing. Have hair. Eyes. My eyes? Well--” He had already
inwardly threw up his hands about his hair hours ago. It had all
come in as grass stubble. Same with his goatee. As for his eyes: He
fumbled the shades from his front pocket.

He turned to Temple. “How do | look?”
Kylix grinned.

His smile was a beautiful thing that bore an iridescent quality
found only on the insides of shells. In fact, his canines looked
suspiciously like minute conk shells. Still in all, Kylix resembled less
of an object, and more like a living, breathing person. His deep
sienna tones actually made him appear as though he were a native of
India.

“You-you’re staring. Is—is something wrong? Do | need to do
more?” Kylix asked.

Yes, there was something off, and Temple was surprised that
he actually thought to notice it. Gently, almost tenderly, he reached
and removed Kylix’s shades.

“There. That’s. . . that’s perfect,” he said, so drawn he was to
the eyes, like twin worlds filled with tranquil oceans of cobalt. “I-I
think the green hair is punk enough.”

“Punk?” Kylix asked.
“A good thing.”

They stared in silence at each other for what seemed a very
long time.

Kylix broke the silence, finally. “Is there anything more?” he
asked, expectantly.
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Of course there was more, thought Temple. But he wasn’t exactly
sure what, or how much more there really was, either from Kylix. . .
.or especially from himself.

Awkwardly, uneasily, he turned away. “Let’s go. They’re
waiting.”

Kylix’s entrance was like a paddle whacking the dust off from
old pillows, as the excitement, and compliments flew everywhere!

“Ohhh! Isn’t he simply gorgeous!” said Eliza.
“Oh, his eyes! Oh, you have such pretty eyes!” said Gloria.

Tilly Stanhill sat quietly. Smiled. “This is Charlie,” she blurted
suddenly, as she held up her stone.

Temple smirked into his hand. Kylix, however, shrieked with
an unconcealed delight.

“Ahhhhh! A Lithopotamus!” In one swift motion he dropped to
his knees, and pressed his forehead to the stone. After a few
contemplative moments, he started snickering. Soon he launched
into fits of uncontrollable chuckling.

“heeheeheeHARRRHarharharharharharrrrrrr!”
“Wow!” Temple was impressed.

“It's so wonderful to meet you all, humans and familiars
alike,” said Kylix, sweetly. *“Before we all eat all the wonderful food
my host has prepared, | wish to give you all a gift.”

Kylix touched everyone in the room, human and familiar.
Afterwards, he cleared his throat, and sang:

Your purpose it seems is to place them on pedestals

And ridicule self in the service of this

Consider your works merely works in progress,

Get yourself a thimble full of sweet bliss

Is this the date of your validation?
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away.

that he had to leave.

eyes.

When you believe it ought occur,

That you deserve to be so happy,

That you’re not the wretch you thought you were

Temple was embarrassed, all of a sudden.

Man know thyself, there’s no truer the wisdom

To know the self, as best it can learn

When sometimes the self is tired of its knowledge

A break from itself it certainly earns

Sweet proximity, take me close to the visions I see

Of what I believe my life should actually be

To leave these contrasts I compare my life to

Receiving influences new

Believing influences new

He had to look

Applause and “ThankYou’s” littered the air. But Temple
hadn’t heard any of it.

The last few words of the song stirred Temple in such a way

To go out for air. Kylix followed him with his
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“I'llI-Ill, get the dishes, and then we can eat!” said Una, as she
followed after Temple.

She caught him just as he was about to head outside.
“Tem, you okay?”

His mind was a long way away, and her voice barely drew him
back.

“You heard him,” he said. “That song.”
“He pulled a ‘Roberta Flack’, didn’t he?” she said.
“Huh?”

“‘Strumming your pain with his fingers, singing your life with

his words’.
“Oh. Oh, I getit.”

“Don’t worry,” assured Una. “His songs are catered to the
individual. | heard Blue Eye’s Crying in the Rain. Pitch perfect.
Everyone else probably heard something else. You heard. . . what
you heard, because it belonged to you, and you only.”

He digested that a moment. Moved on outside.

Outside, Temple felt the breeze move across him, and listened
at its passing against his ears, instead of listening to the voices in his
memory. Again, as before, he willed the words away for feelings
instead. He looked down, stuck his foot in the hole dug the night
before.

“Are you well, Temple?” Kylix was suddenly a voice, then a
presence beside him.

“Your, your song. You have a beautiful voice,” he said, too
embarrassed to look up.

“Don’t worry, I’'m just the singer, not the lyricist. | purposely
forget the words afterwards, especially if the song is oracular in
nature. Mind you, there were several lyrics going on at the same
time. That is our gift,” he said.

“It’s okay. It’s okay. You can remember them, if you want. I'd
like to have them to sing myself someday.”

“Of course,” Kylix said.
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In tears, Temple let his emotions and words fly:

“You know, | just wished my father would let me fail
sometimes, without making such a big deal about it! It’s always:
‘How come you didn’t know that?’, or ‘Didn’t you see that coming”?! Then
he says I’'m being so damned sensitive about things! But he makes,
makes light of everything I do. And when he makes fun of stuff,
there’s a thread of truth in there. He’s like his mother like that.

“Like, like this time when this weatherman on television-um,
you know television, right?”

Kylix implied that he did.

“This weather guy, I've watched him before, well-he just
yanks off his toupee’ all of a sudden!”

“Toupee’?”
“Um, a kind of wig. Um, hairpiece.”
“Hhm!” Kylix thought about one for himself, eventually.

“He just yanked it off! | admitted that | didn’t know he wore a
toup. Dad says, ‘That’s because you don’t pay attention!’.  From
anybody else it would be a harmless ribbing. Him? It’s a permanent
indictment of your character!

“I just-I just want to be able to fail, or have the-the capacity to
look wrong, or foolish, without trying to hide it from people. Or
trying to anticipate every little thing, so I’'d-so I’d be right all of the
time! |1 mean | feel like | have to be right all of the time. That I have
to have all of the answers, all of the time. | don’t want to be judged,
you know? I'm not stupid if I got an answer wrong, am 1?! It’s not
back to square one every time, in everyone’s estimation of me all of
the time?

“It’'s so damned frustrating! It’s so....” Temple trailed off into
choked sobs.

Normally, Kylix enjoyed the sight of water, as trickling
streams, or shimmering lakes. That sort of thing. However, during
his woefully brief exchanges with humans, tears seemed as such a
terrible misuse of the form. Still in all, he reached out and held
Temple. And to his surprise, Kylix found it extremely comfortable
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holding someone in his arms. These types of arms. Mud, he thought,
was cool? Yes, yes, it was cool. Very cool. And holding someone.
That was cool, too.

He found himself overwhelmed with the need to smell
Temple’s hair.

“Pardon, I’m not used to smelling,” he said.

“I-1 like the way you smell,” he said, luxuriating in Kylix’s
embrace. “It’s like baked clay, and-and summer lawns.”

“What-? Oh, no no. | mean, I’'m not use to-I don’t usually get
to smell things underwater. This form, actually, allows for--"

“Oh!” Temple reared back. “I thought sharks, um, smelled
blood.”

Kylix laughed. “Well, I'm not a shark, now am 1?”

Temple swiped at the tears. Smiled. “No. No.”

“Do you want me to let you go now?”

Temple looked hurt. “Oh, well-well, only, if-if you want to.”

“Well, it’s not that I actually want to. | thought you may have
wanted me to. Truth told, | rather like this. This holding thing. |
mean, with you especially.”

“No complaints here,” said Temple. So the two continued to
luxuriate in each other’s embrace a while longer. Kylix’s blissfully
serene expression gradually registered uneasiness, though. He
tensed and pulled away.

“What’s wrong?” Temple asked.
“Perhaps | am like the predatory shark.”
“I don’t-I don’t understand?”

“I-1 lied about the song,” Kylix said. “It wasn’t yours. Well,
not entirely. | saw something. A flicker of something. It was just a
peek, really. It was wicked of me, | know . ..”

Temple looked shaken. “What? You read my mind or
something? Is that what you’re saying?”
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“Yes. No! Not as such. Your thoughts, your thoughts are
silent. Like watching minnow darting in a clear stream. So, | am not
truly privy to the specifics of your mind. Your recollections.”

Temple turned away. His expression pained. “Well, can | ask
what the hell you saw, then?”

“l saw enough, understood enough, to-to take a chance, and
sing a song that | knew you’d understand. . . .

....the song was mine, you see.”

Temple watched as the handsome, aquatic being, stood quietly
before him, so deep he was in contemplation. There was a story
brewing within him. It was there in the way his lips were parted, like
an empty doorway awaiting unexpected, or expected guests.

Temple found that his heart ached in hopeful anticipation. His
body felt sickly cold, and weak.

“I have often felt like the greatest mistake in the world,” Kylix
finally said, with a wry smile, “like my failures, my defeats,
proceeded me like an aura of mud and salt in an area of fresh, clear
water. And | too have wanted my failures hidden, for it seemed
everyone had a say in them. Against them. As though | were
invisible in the face of them.”

“Yes,” Temple agreed.

“I had you at a disadvantage,” said Kylix, sternly. “Let me
share something with you, if you will.”

Was this where his easy-going nature would again be tested, Temple
wondered. He really, really didn’t want this being before him, this
particular individual to fail. He thought of Una’s words: Do what’s in
you to do. “Alright.”

Kylix smiled, and the waters of his eyes became agitated.
Soon, the twin whirlpools of his eyes turned and dove in on
themselves. And just as suddenly, they twirled outwardly like
minute cyclones, with their thin tails trailing out into fine points that
extended themselves several inches from his face.
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Something happened with the tears of Temple’s eyes.
Prismatic light played upon his vision, and soon ethereal forms roved
the surface of his eyes.

“I am manipulating your tears to form images,” Kylix said, “I'll
not enter your mind again. Such an intimate form of contact—such
an intrusion--is a right that must be earned. That is what | discovered
as a boy.”

The vision of Kylix as a boy languidly resolved itself before
Temple’s eyes.

“That’s you? What-what you really look like?”
“No, butitis. .. close.” Kylix looked worried, and expectant.

It unsettled Temple, this illusion of some translucent someone
floating before him, for it seemed that the boy superimposed was
actually, truly there.

Everywhere his eye’s darted, the image floated all about him.
“Incredible.”

From here, the images were more detailed. His sight was filled
with a thing similar to glass etchings--of people and buildings—that
somehow moved.

“Our chief form of communication is telepathy. Due to a
genetic defect, | was born ‘deaf’. | was tutored in our written
language, and | was instructed in more visual, or physical forms of
communication.  Gestural Form Geometry. Color Modulation.
Charged Vacuole Emissions.”

“I-I'm seeing what looks like what we call ‘Signing’. Sign
Language. Fantastic!” Temple exclaimed. “l can’t believe what
you’re actually showing me now. Even though the images are
transparent, the—the subtleties of this image, of the color changes
you can achieve. That’'s awesome.” His expression of quiet,
delighted appraisal, suddenly screwed up in confusion. “Hhm! Now
all I see is just a lot of bubbles.”

“That’s right. Vacuoles are bubbles, of a kind, but sturdier.
They are air sacs filled with information. They are ingested, and a
rudimentary form of information is exchanged in this way, primarily
for emotional, or empathic correspondence. ”
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“That’s brilliant!”

“So one would think. But consider this, those of us who are
born deaf are looked down upon. We do not contribute to society in
the same way, because of the inherent limitations. Most of the prime
positions are based upon one’s level, and speed, of effective
communication. Information is exchanged at the speed of thought.
Writing is practically archaic. Our Alchemystic Technology is based on
stone, or monolith conduction. Thought, pure thought, poured into
objects. Information gleaned as resonant, mental-etheric vibrations.”

Temple saw it all, schools of Kylix’s people swimming to
libraries filled with featureless tablets. People contemplating smooth
stones, or casting telepathic information upon these stones. He saw
as the rocks glowed with eldritch light as they seemed to greedily
absorb this power like petrified sponges.

“So imagine a child growing up in an environment where he is
taught that he may make very little contribution to his society.”

Temple saw a young Kylix being instructed by an older male,
obviously a teacher. Kylix’s young face was calmly resigned, and
sad.

“And worse yet,” said Kylix, “imagine if one day you started
hearing sounds, other than that of your familiar, tranquil ocean.
Voices in your head. Gibberish, really. ...”

“Ahhh,” Temple drawled in recognition. “Late bloomer.”

Temple was startled as the images of the transparent reality
were suddenly cleared away, like rain water before the callous swipe
of a car’s wiper blades. When his eyes finally adjusted, he saw Kylix
before him looking as he did when they first met. Well, not like the
mud thing in the tub, but the more sculptural being. Lifeless and
empty.

Kylix appeared utterly confused about something, as if he saw
an ephemeral world playing tragically before his own eyes. “I-I
didn’t understand what people were thinking at me. 1 could hear
them all, and | understood nothing. | had to learn to correspond
what | heard with our written language. And when | spoke, oh, the
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thoughts | heard. The things they said.” His face was turned with
such terrible grief.

“I would never have considered myself a shy being. But those
circumstances made me terribly afraid to look foolish. It was my
thoughts. All the awkwardly projected chaos. The conflict of
thought and image. The disappointed faces of all those | held dear,
and not so dear, no matter how far | had advanced past my
limitations.

“It was that sad aching inside where one was always in contact
with another’s mind. Knowing not just what goes on along the
exterior of things, but at the very heart of it. Not just words, which
are safe havens, but the emotions and words imprinted precisely on
the mind. One isn’t entirely sure whether one’s feelings were truly
ones own. It became tiresome applying myself to the rhythms of
other’s. Taking them into myself, and feeling false to all of it.

“And worse, | was tired of never finding anything of myself in
them,” Kylix stated this directly to Temple who he saw was crying.
“I closed my mind off to them, Temple. It was a difficult thing to do.
But | did it. | had to. | wanted to explore. To learn something other
than what | was normally accustomed to. |l—wished to learn who |
was when | was not thought as something else. | wanted someone to
agree with my conception of self, to see me as | see myself. . . .through
and through.”

Temple reached out to Kylix, and he accepted the hand
proffered.

Temple didn’t bother wiping away tears. As emotionally raw as he was
feeling right now? Something as simple as a leaf crushed under foot
would’ve gotten him started with a brand new display of choked sobs.

“Just how old are you anyway?” he said suddenly, looking at Kylix
askance.

“Harharharharharhar!” he laughed, at the sudden shift in tone.
“Come on!”

“As old as my tongue, and a little older than my teeth! Wait!”
Kylix blinked a bit. “That’s not right! This body is a couple of hours
old. Sol lie!”
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‘lHah!1,
“But,” he said, seriously, “I am one score and two.”

“A score is?” Temple hoped to god that a score wasn’'t a
hundred.

“Um, twenty. I’'m twenty-two.”

Temple was relieved. “Earlier you said something about this
being how you, um, translate to on land?”

“Yes,” He said suddenly, and secretly, dreading the moment.
“You showed me an, an aspect of yourself. What do you. ..?”

“Truly look like?” Kylix considered it. “How to describe? |-l
can’t drop this form. Not yet. Haven’t the strength.” He looked as if
he had a notion as he glanced at the pond.

“Follow me,” he said.

At the edge of the pond, Kylix closed his sea blue eyes, and
gestured. In moments, the water stirred, and a translucent figure,
shimmering and resplendent, drifted from the pond. It was half
human, half something else. It was definitely humanoid, as the upper
torso described. But it’s lower body tapered off into a tight, pollywog
tail “Vv”, for it had no legs.

“You’'re a—a merman?”

“Nereid,” corrected Kylix. “Or Oceanid. Mermaids are half
human, half fish, and very, very nasty. We, on the other hand, are
generally very peaceable, and are made of water. And as I've said,
we often change shapes. For the fun of it!”

More figures rose from the pond. Beautiful, exotic, crystalline
forms rising, forming, shifting.

“My god!”
“Ah, my priest is impressed. That’s good. Wait, though....”

Kylix concentrated, and suddenly the figures clattered
together, and resounded like wind chimes. Some of them actually
sprouted thin tendrils, and began rubbing the more bulbous of them,
so to effectively churn circular sounds from them, like the vibratory
ringing produced from wetted crystal glasses.
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“This is what we do in the more remote areas of the world,
when we’re not in the oceans.”

Temple laughed. “Fantastic. Friggin’ fantastic!”

“Thank you,” Kylix had another idea. Yet he was afraid to
phrase it aloud. “I...!”

“Yeah.”

“Would you like to see it? Where | live? All of it? | mean,
with me. . . .sometime?”

Before Temple could say anything, Kylix began swaying in
place, and held his head in dizziness.

“What-what’s wrong?! Are-are. . .
him.

Temple caught hold of

“An, an undercurrent of melody. Con-contrary to the music.
I. . .11

Temple turned to the pond, and all the ethereal beings turned
to a fine mist, and rained gently across the waters, leaving only a
lingering melody in their passing. But there was still a melody that
was playing.

Temple turned to the sound, and he saw a very, very old man,
stalking towards them, playing some kind of reed flute, with various
needles spiked across it.

It was Pellinore Grout.

He removed his lips from the instrument. “Don’t accept what
he’s selling, young man!” he exclaimed. “It’s all a crock!”

He resumed his playing.
“What are you doing to him?!” asked Temple.

“The Thistle Glume Pipe charms the Nereid kind. Weakens
them!” said Grout, sinisterly, as he quickly plucked a needle from the
pipe, and loaded it into the pipe’s canal.

Temple struggled to turn Kylix away so to set his own body
against the old man as a barrier.

“Move please,” Grout said. Then he cursed himself inwardly
for a fool. “What am | saying?!”
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He gestured, and Temple found himself suddenly thrashing
about in the pond. Helplessly he watched Kylix fall to the ground.

“Chivalry. Feh!” Grout blew the dart into Kylix.

Water peaked, and flowed like quicksilver from Kylix’s
shoulder. Grout presented the Thistle Glume Pipe to his lips, and
played. And the music drew the waters up, and into the instrument.
Grout suckled greedily on the pipe as though it were actually a straw,
until he had all he needed. With his task completed, he made to leave
the scene of his crime.

“Wait! Please, please stop!” Temple said miserably, as he came
to the shore, and fell beside Kylix. “Please, why? Why did you do
this? Come back!”

Grout stopped short. Turned. “He’s really not worth all the
grief, boy. But you don’t know it now, of course. The young never
do, so deluded you all are in your innocence. But in the long run?
I’ve done you a favor! And believe me, | never do anybody any
favors, save for this instance. Well-well it was an unforseen, two-fold
benefit! That’s all it was!” He said, craftily. “But know this, that
thing there would have smothered you. Weighed. . .you. . .down.
Such is the nature of their “love”. Such is the nature of all who--"

Grout caught sight of his hands. Previously they resembled
withered twigs. Now they were young, and supple. Quickly he
produced a mirrored locket from his vest pocket, and admired
himself.

“l look young and beau--" he was going to say, of course,
“beautiful”. But that wouldn’t be for quite some time. He had first
to master the powers he had just stolen. Still, he laughed
triumphantly, just as a wind whipped up from behind him.
Suddenly he was taken aloft, and out from view.

“There’s not enough sugar in this world for that lemon, I
tellya,” proclaimed Eliza.

“Clara will show him what’s what!” Gloria said, sternly.
Una, Eliza, and Gloria came towards Temple and Kylix.

Una reached Temple first. “What happened, Tem?”
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“I don’t know,” he said. His face slick with tears. “He sta—
started playing this music. And something happened to Kylix! |
think he’s dead. . . .”

Una shook her head in disbelief. *“N-No, that’s not possible.
The cards said that. . .that you and he. . .”

Grout suddenly dropped from the sky, in a hail of white
feathers. Clara fell dazed to the ground soon after.

“Clara!” Gloria shouted, distressed.

“Madam, | have hundreds of birds at home! They are all at
your disposal, until this one recovers!” he said.

Eliza’s familiar, Aiden Le Kay, leapt from her shoulders, and
landed on the ground before Grout. He opened its tiny mouth, and
let forth a seething cloud of green fire. One could see how Grout
blundered backwards within the flames. Yet casually, he pointed at
the salamander, and directed a seltzer bottle-like stream of water at it.
Extinguishing its fire completely.

Grout looked at his index finger, and marveled. “Oh, I like
this!”

Sadly, the little salamander scurried behind its master’s feet to
hide.

Grout chuckled. “Water, Air, and Fire! Where’s-?!"

He turned, and there was the spindly figure of Tilly Stanhill,
bearing her stone.

Grout leveled a “Youve got to be kidding” expression upon her.
“You going to throw that thing at me, or some--"
Again, Grout was left with an unfinished sentence.

Tilly Stanhill calmly dropped her stone. It dropped as though
it were actually launched from a cannon. And as the stone fell into
the earth, so did Grout. Within the hole that was created, one could
hear Grouts angry protestations. One could also hear the earth
rumbling, as great mountain stones ground themselves up from the
hole so to cover that place over, creating of it a makeshift grave with
unmarked headstones.
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Charles, the Stone, rolled out of nowhere, and rested at a stop
near Tilly Stanhill’s feet. Feebly she brought the stone up. Gave it a
kiss on its little “head”.

“Charlie says it wont hold him long,” she said. “He’s got some
access to the Nereid’s powers.”

Una turned to Temple. “You have to help him, Tem.”
“Me? How? You’'re-you’re the guardian, aren’t you?”

She sighed, impatiently. “Yes. But | had you dig up what was
necessary for his current form. The cards,” she said, “the cards said
something like this may happen. If | had dug up the earth, then the
magician would’ve won. But if-if someone else were to,”

“Look!” said Gloria.

Everyone’s eyes were drawn to the cairn where Grout was
buried. Water was bubbling up from the cracks.

“Temple, you can fix this!” Una said.

“What do | do? Kiss him? Like, like in the fairytales, or
something?!”

“Yes and no,” she said. “It has to be more than just a kiss.”
“What then?!”

“Hold him. Remember everything there was, no, no! Is/
Remember everything there is about him,” she said.

She looked over her shoulder at the cairn. The water was
pouring forth like a miniature fountain. “Hurry!”

“l-we’ve only just, just met. | don’t know--"
“You know more than you realize, Tem,” said Una.

Defeated, Temple turned Kylix over, and he looked into his
open eyes. The sockets were like two wells, barren of water. But, he
drew him close, and he tried to remember him. But it was too
difficult to do, because he started thinking about all those crummy
songs about affections harbored in secret, and left unrequited. Or the
serendipitous affections. Or, the ever popular, requited affections,
paralyzed, or interrupted by some unforseen spiritual, or physical
disaster. Angrily he thought of every one of them. Every syrupy,
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formulaic melody, every insipid rhyming scheme. None of it ever
truly mattered before. None of it ever made any sense to him. . .
UNTIL NOW! Which pissed him off even more because, NOW was
not the moment for when he wanted it to start jiving!

Besides, love songs were always so lyrically metaphorical.
They rarely, if ever, really came close to the real thing.

“Charlie says you’re thinking too much,” said Tilly Stanhill.

“Matilda Belinda Stanhill! Ehhhhh! Tell that damned rock to
hush up!” Una snapped, over her shoulder. “Take your time, honey. .
..make it true. . ..”

Temple always considered someone, especially someone he
grew to care for, as an inevitable chemical process. True affection
depended upon whether the memories of a smile, or a hearty
laughter, or their sweetness, were just as strong a catalyst on his body
when they weren’t in his actual presence. It was a rapid pulse as
their face, or profile flickered across his mind. It was a remembered
embrace, and a silent exchange of desire that made his face flush at
the very thought of it. It was the distressing pangs of loss, and
longing at the center of his chest, not in his heart, where everybody
always claimed was the seat of desire and love.

Dammit, it was the chocolate endorphin rush that pummeled
his brain like a battering ram!

Charged with his force of intent, Temple kissed Kylix’s still
lips, and he wailed:

“Wake. .. the hell. . . UPI”

As a body, everyone glanced at the cairn. . . .
...and it was bone dry.

Kylix cleared his throat. “So, as | was saying. ...”

Temple laughed. “You mean, before you were rudely
interrupted?”

“Yes, that. Would you like to visit with me, from time to time.
My world?”
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“From time to time? Are we entering some kind of
negotiations here, or something?” asked Temple, with a mock
innocence.

“Yes. Yes | believe that | am,” Kylix said.

“Well, I’'ve got no problem with that,” Temple grinned. “But,
um-Id like to, you know, come back to dry land, every once and
while. If that’s possible.”

“Oh, yes! It’s very possible.”

Kylix righted himself, and drew Temple’s face to his. “Thank
you, ” He punctuated the statement with a gentle kiss.

Una smiled proudly at the both of them, and whispered to
herself:

“And | believe negotiations are hereby. . . concluded.”

Grout woke with a start. His surroundings slowly collapsed in
upon him from the periphery of his bleary-eyed inspection. There
was a moment of disorientation where he believed he was trapped
under the earth, but soon he remembered where he actually was. He
was lying on a stone slab in his meditation chamber. It was a place he
often employed when sending out his astral selves, especially when
he didn’t deem it necessary to make an actual, physical appearance.

“Bunch of stupid old biddies!” he groused.

He had hoped that when he woke, he would be reunited with
his “other” once it had done it’s job, where it would ultimately
transfer its ill gotten power to his mortal self. Of course, the whole
enterprise was a monumental failure.

“Ah well. There’s always tomorrow. | need tea.”

Grout moved from the table. Actually he attempted to move
from the table, and couldn’t. Almost immediately he realized—or at
least suspected--what the problem was. He had conferred too much
of his power to his astral other. Had allowed his spirit to tarry too
long outside his body.
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In short, Grout’s body had died while in his “absence”, and he
was currently suffering from the effects of Rigor Mortis.

Grout struggled, and cursed at the top of his lungs.
Afterwards, he angrily muttered an “Oh, how I hate happy endings,”
through clinched teeth, like some worn out ventriloquist doll.
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The Leonard is Mine
By Darrin McCloskey

The first kiss. How to summon the courage? What about your
sweaty palms? Should you make the first move? Should you ask
first? Did you use Crest? Should you open your mouth or peck? Are
you really ready for this? And finally, it just happens. Your lips
meet, the spark is ignited, and the warmth of the room creates an
aura-like atmosphere - as if you were the only two beings in the
entire universe. And you know, in that moment, all other romances
that you read about were but child’s play compared to what you and
your lover were now experiencing.

Yes, the first kiss. | wish mine were like that.

Mine was on a Saturday, a snowy Saturday night in mid-
December. | was fourteen. My date and | were sitting on my sister’s
powder blue sofa and were watching the snowflakes spiral to the
ground outside the window. The streetlights accentuated the
crystalline edge of each snowflake, clearly demonstrating the fact that
no two snowflakes were alike. My sister and her husband were out
for the evening and had arranged for me to baby-sit. It was eleven
o’clock. The kids, ages two and five, were in bed. It would be an hour
before my sister and her husband arrived home. | had hoped.

“What are you doing?” my sister said thirty minutes later,
shocked and turning on the overhead light.

And there | was, caught in the act of French kissing the cover of
her Leonard Cohen album — my first date. And | might as well tell
you now, not much thought was put into it. There was no spark, no
aura-like atmosphere as suggested above. | just puckered up and laid
one on Leonard. It was more of a reflex than a desire. | just couldn’t
resist.
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| pulled the aloum away from my lips. “l...uh...” | had to
think fast. | feigned a Bubbaliscious chewing action. “I dropped my
gum. My gum fell out. Yeah, | dropped my gum. | dropped my
gum.” | repeated the sentence, as if inundating them with the line
would force them to believe it.

For the record, the kiss did not involve the entire tongue. It was
about a millimeter, a mere fragment, that’s all. | held back simply
because | was overly conscious of the lingering odour of cheese sticks
| had just eaten, and decided to save Leonard the pleasure of an all
out cheese-stick-smooch. No, | had not used Crest. | also held back
fearing that | would be coming on too strongly and would taint the
occasion - something I did not want to do as | had hopes of this
becoming a long-lasting affair. If Leonard was to be my man, he
would have to withstand a score of similar bi-labial encounters.

My brother-in-law approached the sofa and hastily snatched
the album from my hands. He turned and went back to my sister’s
side. She looked at him, as if studying him. He looked at her. They
stood for a second, staring at one another. And then something
happened. A moment of clarity. The shock that was in their eyes
suddenly turned to anger, then jealousy, then rage. “I'll be keeping
this,” my sister finally said, snatching the album from her husband’s
hands. My brother-in-law turned away and scratched the back of his
neck with his left hand. He was clearly feeling uncomfortable and it
came as no surprise to me when, four months later, my sister and her
husband separated and divorced. It wasn’t a pretty ordeal, but in the
end, my sister got the Leonard Cohen, while my brother-in-law got
the Gordon Lightfoot.

And the album in question? | feel it would be an insult to your
intelligence if | were to need to tell you that it was none other than
the salacious ‘Songs of Leonard Cohen’- that fusion of voice and poetic
artistry amalgamated and blended into such a magical formula that it
had the power to end a marriage and make two straight men gay. No
human being could resist its spell. Of course, it was really all about
the jacket. It was the photo of Leonard that was truly irresistible -
those smoldering brown eyes of his permeated my entire being and
those full sensuous lips drew me towards him, siren-like. Even as a
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piece of cardboard I couldn’t resist. | had to kiss him. 1 just had to
kiss him. It was reflex.

“What are you doing?”’

That time it was my mother who caught me. | learned to lock
my door after that.

About twenty years after this experience, and still feeling
partially responsible for the destruction of my sister’s marriage, | was
attending a small Canada Day party, where the host suggested that
each guest bring his/her favorite track from any Canadian album -
CD now, of course. The idea was that each track was to be played
anonymously by the host and the other guests were to guess who
brought which track. Mine was obvious. Of course, it didn’t help that
| wore a Leonard Cohen t-shirt for the occasion.

After all the tracks were played and the guessing game was
through, the CDs were passed around for all to peruse. | was hesitant
to allow my Leonard to be handled, perhaps fondled by other guests.
But | realized | could just replace the jewel case when | returned
home — another advantage of CDs over albums.

“What are you doing!” | exclaimed when | saw one of the
guests plant a big wet kiss on my Leonard Cohen. “The Leonard is
mine.” | snatched the CD away from her and wiped her spittle from
the jewel case. “And | thought you were a lesbian!” | said reproaching
her.

A look of bewilderment swept over her face. She cleared her
throat, grabbed her rum and coke, and went out on the deck for a
cigarette, where her and her partner got into a heated argument.

A week later | saw the same woman down at Virgin records,
alone, browsing through the ‘C’ section. When she saw me, she
shuffled over to the ‘M’ section. | approached her, and stood behind
her, putting my hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay,” | said. “He made
me and my brother-in-law gay.”

Confusion was clearly setting in when she gave me an anxious
look and went back to fingering her way through the stack of Alanis
Morissettes.
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boy watching
By Carl Palmer

not at me but for me

his smile unto the room

an innocent pout not innocent at all

practiced experience

me watching him scanning

not catching my eye

him knowing  me knowing

he, my actor

his slow strut an over the shoulder glance

to see me watch

staring at the door where he left

awaiting his return
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The Merman's Kiss
By Joseph Baneth Allen

for Greg Appelt

A flash of barnacle-crusted, gray dolphin tail fin amongst
caught the attention of Chraig Pathan’s deeply fatigued brown eyes.

The lopsided fin had come into view just as he was finishing
the waning day’s final entry in the daily logbook. A sigh escaped his
lips. It looked like his duties as Officer of the Day’s duty office at the
Red Cross Lifeguard Station at Jacksonville Beach were not quite over
with yet.

Chraig dutifully followed the meandering path of the dolphin
as its fin bobbed up and down in the incoming tide. A narrow trace
of dark blood on the water following behind the wake of the fin’s
erratic path also caught his attention. The wounded dolphin was a
loner, not part of a pod and it was definitely going to beach itself on
the sandy shore under its own feeble power.

“My humble prayer of thanks to you, Varuna, for your timely
intervention on my behalf,” Chraig quietly told the Hindu sea god as
he grabbed the well-used dolphin rescue kit off from its perch on the
office wall. Now he had the perfect excuse to weasel out of having
dinner with his parents and Sejal Narayan - the latest in a line of
young Hindu women Mom and Dad had deemed a suitable bridal
prospect for their youngest son. He also made sure he grabbed his
cell phone off the desk as he headed out the door.

Ordinarily, Chraig would have called out down the station’s
hallway and promptly received assistance from any of the thirty or so
fellow lifeguards who would have been on duty throughout the day
and night. Yet local city hall budgetary constraints and the seasonal
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shift from wistful warm fall weather into the first crispy cool days of
winter on the Northern Florida beach had mandated the traditional
downsizing of lifeguard station staff to one full timer like himself and
a couple of part-timers.

With the drastic drop in tourists and the shutting down of the
boardwalk that the beginning of winter heralded, the city council saw
no real need to provide the necessary funding for what was basically
the caretaker duty the changing of the seasons brought on.

Chraig had relative job security by being the only EMT certified
lifeguard on the station’s staff. Having spent two years in the Air
Force as a Law Enforcement Officer also helped him maintain his
job’s year round status.

The now cool late afternoon sands felt comfortable against the
soles of his bare feet as he rapidly approached the now beached
dolphin. It had washed up about a thousand feet from the lifeguard
station and was far away from any potentially curious eyes. From his
vantage point and the dull afternoon daylight, Chraig thought it was
an oddly shaped dolphin. The tail fins appeared wider, almost more
silver in color than traditional dolphin gray. It thrashed back and
forth in an eerie way.

“Oh, Lord, please...no...” Chraig’s cry broke off into a
strangled whisper as he reached the beached dolphin. The marine
mammal first aid kit and cell phone fell from his hands down to the
sands off a bit from his feet.

It wasn’t a dolphin. It was a naked woman whose lower torso
was engulfed in the powerful jaws of a still-thrashing shark. Her
blood stained the sand.

“She’s dead,” he thought numbly. “Went nude for a swim and
ended up being chewed up by a shark.”

He was jolted out of his stupor by the weak clawing movement
of her hands on the sand. “Don’t worry, ma’am, I'll get you out of the
shark,” he told her. He tried to keep any hysteria out of his voice —
though he doubted she could still hear him. He truly doubted that
she was still capable of any cognizant thought. “Please don’t move
any. It might make it harder to get you out.”
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Chraig retrieved the first aid kit and opened it. He quickly
found what he was looking for — a surgical scalpel, latex gloves, and
flashlight to prop the shark’s jaws open. He quickly donned the
gloves to protect against any blood borne pathogens the woman
might be harboring. The shark’s tail had ceased thrashing now.
Once the gloves were on, he began carefully feeling for the spot
between the two bodies where aquatic jaws met human flesh.

He stumbled backwards, landing hard on his buttocks. Still
wide-eyed, he fought hard to regain control of his frantic breathing.
He crawled forward to confirm the existence of the impossible reality
that was still unveiling before him.

No shark jaws were firmly clamped around the naked torso of
a dying woman. No soulless black eye of a shark had been exposed
in the flashlight’s stark beam. He found himself swallowing rapidly -
afraid to name the nature of the reality in front of him for fear it
would erase any remaining vestige of sanity he could cling to.

A badly wounded, probably dying, mermaid lay on the sand
beside him.

Keeping careful watch on the mermaid, Chraig reached back
into the first aid kit and retrieved a syringe along with a couple gauze
pads. It was already preloaded with a combination liquid cocktail of
broad-spectrum antibiotics, vitamins, and a general sedative
designed to help heal and calm down distressed marine mammals.

He hesitated a moment after tossing aside the syringe cover.
His first responder training covered humans and marine mammals —
not a patient who was a combination of both. It was possible that
giving her an injection would kill her — if the loss of blood hadn’t
already proved fatal.

“Everything is going to be fine,” he told the withering mermaid
In hushed, reassuring tones as he approached her. He picked up the
flashlight as he edged over to her on his knees. “I’m just going to
give you a shot that will help ease the pain.”

Chraig planned on applying pressure bandages on her wounds
once he had determined that she wasn’t having an adverse reaction to
the shot. Ordinarily, he would have been getting advice on where to
administer the syringe’s medicinal contents over his cell phone from
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one of the marine rescue veterinary techs at Marine Land. If his
actions resulted in her death, he could always argue afterwards that
he would not have received any help at all. Even if he called now,
the vet tech on the other end of the cell would think he was prank
calling, drunk. Still, there was nothing in the syringe that could kill a
human being. It was the reaction to a being that was a combination
of human and dolphin that he was unsure of.

He decided to administer the shot in the mermaid’s left arm. If
no vein were visible, he’d just stick it in blind and hope for the best.

She had quit clawing the sand by the time he was near enough
to empty the medicinal contents of the syringe into her arm. He
carefully rolled her left arm to expose the underside. A faint blue
vein was just visible in the fading daylight.

“This shot might sting a little,” Chraig told her. “But you’ll be
fine.”

No physical resistance met the needle as it slide under her skin.
He hoped he had hit the vein as he emptied the syringe’s contents
into her. She made no response as he withdrew the needle and
stemmed the enlarging bead of blood that had formed with the gauze
pads.

A hand gripped his right forearm as he turned momentarily to
replace the spent syringe back in the first aid kit. The mermaid was
pulling him towards her. He tried to pull back, but her grip was too
strong. He considered using the flashlight as a club to break her hold
on him, but hesitated for fear of injuring her further. She pulled him
down to where her sand-crusted lips touched the outer rim of his ear.

“At...lan...tis,” she rasped. “...is...burning.”

Chraig pulled away from her as she released him. No more
words came from her parted lips. The only sounds he heard were
nearby waves against rambling on shore and the sounds of his own
and her labored breathing. His pounding head felt like it was going
to explode from the vast implications of the three words she had
managed to speak — in English, no less.

Calming himself, Chraig approached her again. He pushed
what she had told him out of his thoughts for now. He would
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attempt to deal with the implications of her words later. Now he had
a patient to deal with in the best manner he could. “I’m just going to
apply a bandage and then check your vitals.”

There was no response from her as he rolled her limp body
over. Working quickly, he cleaned the sand out of the puncture
wound on the side of her lower abdomen. He had seen plenty of
knife wounds during his EMT training days to know that another
individual had inflicted it. He applied a heavy coating of antibiotic
salve before placing a pressure bandage on the wound. She probably
would need stitches to staunch the bleeding, but he didn’t feel
confident enough to sew up the wound under the auspices of a weak
flashlight.

Once a quick check of her vitals assured him that his
impromptu medical intervention had not put her in jeopardy. She
displayed no signs of respiratory distress. Obviously she could
breathe just as comfortable on land as in the ocean. Though, he did
not like discovering how far her eyes had rolled back when he had
lifted up her lids.

Chraig dug out a rescue blanket out of the first aid kit and got
it thoroughly wet in the ocean before wrapping her in it. He figured
that he needed to keep her skin moist — just like he would have to
done with any beached dolphin, manatee, or whale.

Picking up his cell phone, he stood up as he surveyed the
surrounding area near them. Chraig and the mermaid were still
alone on the beach. Now that he had bandaged her wound up, there
was still the question of what to do next.

Stoned and drunk would be the only assumption of the vet
tech on duty at Marine Land if he called for help. The 911 operator
would also assume he was intoxicated — especially when he revealed
that he had just treated mermaid causality from the Atlantis fire on
the beach. He closed the cell phone and slipped it into a swimsuit
pocket.

He bent down and checked the pulse on her wrist again. It was
steady as was her breathing.

Chraig figured that she could be safely left alone for a few
minutes with no one nearby or approaching in the distance. He
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sprinted back to the lifeguard station. After swiftly initialing the day’s
entry in the logbook, he quickly dug out one of the spare dolphin
rescue kits and placed it on the shelf before locking down the station
for the night. Brandon Murphey and Eric Gallardo were scheduled to
come in on split shifts on his day off tomorrow. Those two seasonal
part-timers would occupy themselves in frat-boy manner by flirting
with any decent looking woman who strolled past the lifeguard
station. Even if either one of them happened to glance at the Kkit,
Chraig was confident that the change out would go unnoticed since it
was virtually identical to the kit it had replaced.

He was also confident that Eric and Brandon would just shrug
off the tire tracks his P.T. Cruiser was now making on the beach. He
was thankful that the car’s dark blue hue blended in perfectly with
the concealing quality of the approaching night.

He carefully drove up along side of her - blocking the view
anyone from the darkened hotels might have of him as he lifted the
mermaid into the car. Before getting out, he made sure the internal
lights would remain dark when he opened the doors. He also
lowered the passenger seat into a reclining position before getting out
and returning to the mermaid’s side.

She was still unconscious as he gathered up the flashlight and
discarded medical supply remains back in the first aid kit and tossed
it into the back seat.

“I’m going to lift you up and place you in my car,” Chraig told
her. She continued to remain unresponsive. He hoped that she was
capable of hearing and understanding him on some level of sub-
consciousness. “Then I’m going to take you to a safe place.”

Picking up the mermaid and putting her in the reclining
passenger seat proved to be a more difficult task than he had
imagined it would be. A majority of her weight was centered in the
compact muscles of the tail region — making finding a reasonable
center of gravity to lift from almost impossible. He also had to
negotiate the added weight from the slippery, wet blanket. The fine
coating of abrasive sand on the blanket did nothing to help his plight
either.
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Chraig lived by himself in a fairly well kept two-bedroom
town home with an attached garage sandwiched in the block on First
Street where the upscale urban restaurants, hotels, and retail stores of
touristy Jacksonville Beach gave way to the gentrified homes of
Neptune Beach. Monthly rent was a manageable strain on his wallet
since it was a block away from the ocean.

His neighbors Alan and Sarah Klein were thankfully taking
their daily evening stroll on the other side of the street. He gave them
both a wave and forced smile as he turned into his narrow driveway
and came to a stop.

Without trying to call too much attention to himself, Chraig got
out of the car with a casualness he certainly didn’t feel. Once he had
pulled up the garage door, he got back into the car and drove it in.

Only when the garage door was back down and locked, did
Chraig allow himself to properly breathe out a sigh of relief. So far
his actions had remained safely closeted. A nervous laugh burst from
his lips. About a minute passed before he was able to capture and
silence it with his hands. He couldn’t help wondering if his finding
of the mermaid was some jest on the part of Prajapati as he opened
the side door leading into the interior of his home.

“I’m going to get you inside, best | can,” he told the still
unconscious mermaid. “Then, I’ll place you in a bathtub where | can
keep your skin moist.”

Getting the mermaid out of the car proved to be just as
challenging as getting her into it. In the end, he had to settle on using
the blanket he had wrapped her in on the beach as a stretcher to pull
her into the house. Thankfully, it was easier to drag her across the
wood floor into the downstairs bathroom. He had just managed to
ease her into the bathtub - another tight fit -when his cell phone
began belting out a whimsical polka tune.

“Oh, damn!” he exclaimed. He hurried out of the bathroom. It
was the one call he should have been expecting if the prevailing
circumstances hadn’t clouded over his memory. He was supposed to
be having a sit down dinner at his parent’s house and getting a
chaperoned introduction to Sejal.

57



The Merman's Kiss

Mom was now calling. He flipped open the phone knowing
she wasn’t going to be happy.

“Surely you haven’t forgotten about Sejal and dinner?” Kalyani
Pathan scolded her tardy son. “Is it too much to ask that you call us if
you’'re going to be late? You know how your father and | worry,
especially with the rash of evening homicides lately at the beach.”

“Mom, its homeless people living around the piers who are
getting knifed. As I told you before, the police officer who came by
the station and briefed us, thinks its homeless on homeless crime.

“Forget what the newspaper says, Mom. No serial killer is on
the loose. Besides | was just about to call you,” Chraig lied. He
looked around for any convenient excuse he could give her. His gaze
fell on the two hundred gallon saltwater tank behind his sofa.

“My aquarium busted while | was changing. You know,
making myself look presentable for you and Sejal.” He laughed a bit
nervously. The yellow tangs swam around in the aquarium;
completely blissful of their fictional demise. “Still can’t figure out
how it happened; but it made quite a mess everywhere.

“Got to try to get the seawater out of the sofa. Otherwise, it's
going to stink to the high heavens.”

He hoped that the little white lie had successfully sated at least
part of her anger. He was thankful that providence had allowed him
to thwart yet another one of his mother’s matchmaking attempts.

Kalyani sighed loudly. “Next time, just say you don’t want to
come to dinner. | spent hours getting the house presentable and
cooking dishes Sejal and you like. It’s gone all to naught, you know.”

“Mama, honestly, circumstances force me just to miss one
dinner with you and Dad and you assume the worst,” Chraig said.
“Just explain to Sejal what happened and ask; no, tell her, that | want
to have dinner with her, Dad, and you later on in the week.”

“Okay. Come over tomorrow at six in the evening. Love you.

Bye.

Chraig rolled his eyes as Kalyani hurriedly signed off -
preventing him to take the opportunity to change his mind. Again
Chraig wondered how she ever survived not being able to inflict
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close range guilt on him when he had been stationed in Texas at
Lackland during his two year Air Force stint.

“Doesn’t matter the nationality, religion, or creed,” Corporal
Miriam Weinstein had once told him. “Mothers everywhere joyfully
inflict guilt upon their children.”

He and Miriam had publicly dated each other during his time
at Lackland. Both had been Air Force Law Enforcement Officers
during their respective tours. Their faux romance allowed them to
enjoy the equal protection of being each other’s designated beard.

He had lost contact with her after his discharge — honorable
with the rank of Corporal. His mother had been relieved to learn that
Miriam was no longer a fixture in his life. “Your Mom obviously isn’t
schixa tolerant,” Miriam had once told him.

Kalyani Pathan had made it clear after meeting Miriam that she
didn’t approve of the notion of her son being in a mixed marriage.
She certainly wouldn’t approve of his predisposition towards sex
with men of other races either. She wanted at bare minimum a blood
grandchild or two out of each one of her own three children and their
Indian Hindu spouses.

No sounds of movement caught his ear as he returned back to
the bathroom. He cautiously placed two fingers against the exposed
side of the mermaid’s muscular neck. He clocked the number of
times her heart beat on his watch. Her pulse clocked in at seventy-
one beats-a-minute, and appeared to be strong and normal -
assuming of course his on-the-fly diagnosis about mermaid
physiology was correct.

EMTs usually refrained from commenting about the actual
state of accident victims’ physical appearance. Unkind words
floating in a patient’s sub-consciousness were supposed to have a
negative psychological impact on a physical recovery outcome. Yet
there was only one inescapable conclusion Chraig could reach as he
studied the squished up feminine face in front of him.

Prajapati had gifted him with a sin ugly mermaid.
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Chraig wanted to cry. Why hadn’t the Hindu Lord of
Creatures gifted him with a somewhat decent looking merman
instead?

By Chraig’s reckoning, it was far too late now to call for outside
help. No explanation given as to why a wounded mermaid was in
his bathtub would sound reasonable to another set of ears. At a bare
minimum, he’d face revocation of his EMT license and job
termination in response for his actions so far. He refocused his
attention back to her medical needs.

“First up, peeling off the blanket you’re wrapped in. Gotta do
this to make sure your wound hasn’t started bleeding again.”

The pressure bandage still covered the wound on her right
side. No blood had soaked through it. A good sign. Partial relief
flooded through him. There was also the question of how best to deal
with her drying skin. He solved that one by using a bucket to scoop
some sea water out of the fishtank and pour it over her. He used a
wash cloth to gently brush the remaining beach sand off her face and
body. The blanket went back over her to help keep the moisture in.

Yet, he was disturbed by the wound’s position on her body.
He doubted it had been self-inflicted. He was certain that she had
been attacked by someone with a knife.

“Guess Mom just might be right, after all,” Chraig sighed,
mostly to himself. Fire caused varying degrees of burns, not knife
wounds. “Better make sure everything’s locked. Don’t want whoever
did this to you coming in to finish the job after he whacks me off.”

After testing all the doors and windows to insure that they
were locked and secure, Chraig raided three chairs from his dinning
room. Propping a chair against a hotel room door handle before
bedtime was an old trick he remembered from family vacations. He
placed a chair under each of the doors leading to out the garage and
front and back yardes.

His next security raid was conducted in the kitchen. Anyone
trying to enter his home should have the element of surprise taken
away from the clatter the pots and pans made when they fell from the
chairs and hit the hardwood floor. Next he retrieved a pillow and the
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baseball bat he kept in his upstairs bedroom before settling down
beside the bathtub where his patient slumbered on.

Chraig had a rough night — jerking awake at almost every
sound, real or imagined. During his waking moments, he checked on
the mermaid’s condition, which remained stable throughout the night
hours. Only one more raid on the aquarium was required to get
enough seawater to keep her skin moist. Luckily for the yellow tangs,
there was about a hundred gallons left by the time he was done
seeing to her skincare needs for the night.

Around midmorning Chraig washed down a blueberry muffin
with a can of coke he liberated from the refrigerator. With the
mermaid exhibiting signs of healthy REM sleep, he stole upstairs for a
quick shower and shave. Slipping into a pair of jeans, a long sleeve
jersey, and sandals, he went back to check on her.

Overnighting in a bathtub obviously wasn’t ideal for beauty
rest. Chraig freed her left hand from the confine of the blanket and
held it in his. “Squeeze my hand if you can hear me.”

He was about to give up when she surprised him by jerking
her hand out of his gentle grasp. With eyes still remaining shut, she
brought her hand to her lips before it fell limply back across her
flaccid breasts.

“Can you hear me? Is there anything you need?” Only silence
greeted his questions. Chraig checked the bandage again and
reassured himself that her vital signs were stable enough to leave her
for a brief while. He replaced the blanket back over her exposed
parts of her body.

“Just going out for a short while,” he told her. “You shouldn’t
need it, but there’s a baseball bat by the tub if you need to protect
yourself. Be back in a bit.”

Chraig decided to go on foot since the Neptune Beach Nautical
Museum was only about two blocks away from his place. Nestled in-
between a row of tourist trap souvenir retail stores and ocean front
hotels, the museum housed an expansive collection of books on sea
lore and facts. He hoped he could glean some information on how to
better care for the mermaid.
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The brisk fall chill felt good against his face.

Chraig arrived at the Nautical Museum just as Ray Holloway
was opening it up for the day.

“Morning Chraig,” a pleasantly surprised Ray said. The retired
Navy Commander and his wife Ashley ran the non-profit museum
more as a hobby than anything else. When Chraig was younger, the
museum was a haven for him and his friends from the boredom of
beach town life. “Haven’t seen you around here for a while. Still
working at the lifeguard station down the road?”

“Hiya Ray and Ash. Both of you are looking good. Yep. Still
working at the station.” A twang of guilt-ridden panic momentarily
rushed through Chraig. He pushed aside the crazy notion that the
Holloways were knowledgeable of his activities from the previous
night.

“Dropped by because a pretty off season tourist was asking me
a few guestions about mermaids.

“Thought I’d drop by and peruse through the sea lore books.
Plan on impressing her at lunch later with what I’ve learned.”

“Why not bring her by for afternoon tea? I'd be more than
happy to press upon her all your virtues,” Ashley laughed.

Chraig covered his cheeks in a mock blush and joined in their
laughter. He had a lot of experience with his parents in playing
straight.

“Go on to your book learning, young scallywag. The sea
mythology books are in the reading room,” Ray said.

“Thanks,” Chraig said. He made his way to the reading room
with ease and began rummaging through the book-laden shelves for
anything that might have information about mermaids in its pages.
About an hour later he massaged the bridge of his nose with tired
disappointment.

None of the books he had read contained any information on
treating an injured mermaid. Re-shelving the books, he decided he
had wasted enough time reading. He needed to get back home and
check on the condition of his patient.

62



BENT Magazine

“Find enough information to wow your latest paramour?”
Ashley asked as he returned to the front lobby of the museum. She
had been the Beaches Leader, the local newspaper.

“Think so,” Chraig said. “Anything interesting in the daily
fish-wrap?”

“Maybe you’ll get to home base then, with all that book
learning,” she laughed. “Funny that you’re studying about mermaids
though.”

“How s0?” He could feel his heart beat loudly in his throat and
but managed to keep his face impassive.

“Police picked up a homeless man last night at the pier around
nine in the evening.” Ashley turned the newspaper pages until she
rediscovered the article. *“According to the article, he’s in stable
condition and is under psychiatric observation at Baptist Hospital.

“Seems he was waving a knife, screaming that a mermaid had
attacked him.” She shook her head. “Guy must be delusional since a
body didn’t wash up in the tide. Police plan on questioning him to
see if he’s the one responsible for the recent spate of homeless
homicides.”

“Looks like the police got a lucky break,” Chraig said. He felt
all the blood rush from his face. “Hey, | better get going, otherwise
my date may think | stood her up. Tell Ray I said ‘bye’ and I’'ll drop
by again soon.”

Chraig waited until he was well out of visual range from the
museum to start running. “No doubting, I'm a freaking moron!” he
thought.

He hadn’t rescued a helpless mermaid from a vicious knife
wielding human. Instead, he had brought home a serial Kkiller.
Nobody was going to rescue him from her.

No real plan of action came to mind as he reached the front
door to his house. It would be about nine hours before he could try
to take advantage of the cover night offered to deposit the mermaid
back where he found her. Till then he was stuck playing nursemaid
to an oceanic psychopath. Not exactly how he imagined the day
would go.
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Cautiously opening the door, he made sure no one was in the
living room before going inside. Leaving the front door unlocked in
case he needed a quick exit, Chraig cautiously made his way to the
downstairs bathroom. The door was exactly how he had left it:
partially open. Being as quiet as possible, he pushed it slowly open
and looked inside.

The bathtub was empty.

“Glad you’re back,” came the mermaid’s gravely voice from
behind. “Now | can reward you properly for rescuing me.”

Chraig had no time to respond as the tip of the baseball bat
connected alongside the back of his shoulders. He fell, sprawling face
down on the hardwood floor. Despite the pain, he twisted around to
view the mermaid.

A two-legged, naked mermaid danced in his pain-fogged
vision. There was no sign of the wound he had treated on her body.

“Don’t be surprised,” she taunted. *“Switching to legs from a
tail isn’t that hard of a trick. We can also heal ourselves with a Kiss.
Stupid Landers like you always fall for the poor helpless mermaid
from burning Atlantis routine.”

She swung the bat downward towards his face. He brought up
his arms to protect himself. Chraig cried out in pain as he felt the
bone in his right forearm break under the blow.

Crawling to safety away from her was impossible. Gleefully
smiling, she tossed the baseball bat aside and straddled him. Pinned
between her powerful legs, he was unable to move.

“Look what | found in one of your rooms.” She held a steak
knife in her hand. Her eyes echoed its gleam. Her teeth seemed to
mirror its pointy edge. “A pretty replacement for the knife | lost. Bet
it's just perfect to slice into human meat. Let’s find out shall we?”

“NOOOOOO!” he screamed as she theatrically raised the knife
over her head.

She never had a chance to bring it down. She lurched forward
a bit. A long bolt of pale white coral protruded out of the middle of
her chest. As blood poured out of her new wound and mouth,
splattering on him as she toppled to the side.
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Chraig heard footsteps racing towards him. He tried to crawl
away, but was firmly restrained by gentle hands.

“You're safe, beautiful one,” he was told. A hand under his
chin guided his face upwards. He found himself getting lost in the
kindest blue eyes he had ever seen in a man. “She won’t hurt you, or
anymore of your kind and mine again.”

“Are you a merman?” Chraig asked his savior. Despite the
pain of his broken arm, he couldn’t help but notice the man was as
naked as the mermaid was. So too were the two men behind him.

The man smiled and then surprised Chraig by leaning forward
and kissing him. Gentle lips caressed his. As the pain in his arm
subsided, Chraig tasted the inviting depths of the ocean in his mouth.

Reluctantly, Chraig broke away from the kiss that he wanted to
linger in forever. His merman rescuer helped him up as the other
two mermen picked up the mermaid’s body and carried it out of the
house.

“Thanks, but how did you heal me?”

“When injured, we kiss ourselves or others. Healing is almost
Instantaneous and prevents predators like sharks from attacking.”

“What’s going to happen to her?” Chraig asked. He felt a bit
giddy. “She’s not still alive, is she?”

His merman laughed, shaking his head no. “Her husk will be
the seed of a translucent pearl. Once the giant clam spits it out, it will
go on display as a warning for all Atlanteans who consider the death
path she chose.”

Chraig felt himself undergoing the first rush of a panic attack
as he realized that the two other mermen were about to head out his
front door with the dead mermaid. A hand on his face calmed his
yet-to-be voiced fears.

“Unless we desire it, no one can see us.”

Nodding in wordless wonderment, Chraig followed his
merman and the other two who carried the mermaid corpse between
them to the ocean’s edge. His merman hesitated before turning back
to him.
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The Merman's Kiss

“Here is where we must part, unless you wish otherwise,” he
said. Chraig felt welcoming lips upon his and again tasted the
inviting depths of the ocean in his mouth. He also tasted freedom
from the prearranged marriage and life his parents were seeking for
him.

Knowing what he must do, Chraig stripped off his clothes and
joyfully followed his heart’s desire into the welcoming arms of the
sea.
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Robots Don't Kill People, Adam & Steve Kill People
By Ryan Bird

‘J’accuse!” blurts the fiery Kilnbot

pointing a metallic tong at Adam & Steve.

Kilnbot’s stomache is a fiery kiln.

His job is to not break too much pottery.

‘Blip’ he adds, & the robot crowd goes robot bananas.
Kilnbot’s stomach glows a slow, ticking red.
‘Kilnbot’s right’ said Mufflerbot,

‘The factory manufactured each of us all specifically.
Adam & Steve just seem to confuse me.’

‘l have an artificial hip’ offers Adam

‘& | named it Gort. That should be worth something.’
There was a slight murmur of circuital approval.
Steve pounced upon that murmur by stating

‘l can add long sequences of simple numbers.

| also alter my exterior whenever demand &/or custom dictates.’
There was another murmur of circuital approval.
‘We’re quite the technologically advanced people’
said Adam, but sadly this plea proved to be cursed.
In particular it was his last word

that caused the nuts & bolts frenzy.

‘J’accuse!” erupted Kilnbot, earthenware chunks
were now popping from his mouth-works

like spring-loaded spittle.

‘We can’t help that we’re this way,’

interrupted Adam ‘it’s just nature.’

Much like before, this last word triggered

a cracked explosion from Kilnbot’s ticking stomach.
‘Jaccuse! He admits it!” shouted Kilnbot,

‘J’accuse, j’accuse, j’accuse!’
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Robots Don't Kill People, Adam and Steve Kill People

‘J’accuse!” shouted Dimmerbot.

‘J’accuse!” shouted Mufflerbot.

‘J’accuse!” shouted Stenographerbot.
‘J’accuse!” shouted Nannybot.

‘J’accuse!” shouted Adam.

‘J’accuse!” shouted Steve.

‘J’accuse!” shouted Cafeteriabot.

‘Oh Blip! gasped Lockpickbot.

‘Lockpickbot is right,” announced Hamperbot,
‘they’re gone.’

‘But where’d they go?’ bellowed Kilnbot
pounding his tongs into pincers.

The factory became still

and with a gentle buzz

a thousand digital lenses focused

out the darkness.

‘Beep’ said Steve, & everyone agreed.

‘Adam & Steve are clearly loose amidst

this cursed darkness’ said Welderbot.

‘Those bastards are probably

1000 tonglengths away from us

under this kind of cover’ said Sweeperbot, ‘we must--’
‘The chips!” gasped Vaccuumbot

‘They could be with our little chips,

right this very minute.’

‘Then it is settled. We must act quickly,’ said Kilnbot
‘we must divide up all our emergency

oil supply, & hunt

ourselves

dry.’
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