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They tell of a girl, stolen straight
from her yard. Nothing left.
Only devastated family.

Childhood larks—simple laughter.

Pretend sword arcs, up and down.
We heed,

“Don’t yell at cars.”

The story traveled on, joyful times

broken by ill fables.

We all know the story.
It actually happened in August.
Had she yelled at cars—is that why

our youth must now be mute?
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TRAVIS LANG

The Beast of the Ridge

In the cliffsides, she hunts her prey at night.

From hidden crevasses near the Rio, her eyes

scour the bank. Talons curl around fresh kills
drained of life. The goats weren’t enough—

she hungers. When the camp settled for the night,
she was ready. The echoes of the Rio’s current

did nothing to deafen the beating of their hearts.
One by one, she satisfied her thirst while they slept.
Only shredded husks remained when the flashlights

washed over the tents.
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CLARISSA HOGESTON
She Carries a Songbird on Her Person at All Times

“Stu, can you take this bag for Mr. Smithson? Room 14.”

I made sure to gesture to the bag and the man and tapped the
keychain twice where “14” was embroidered. Stu nods and eases the
bag from the floor. He whistles at Mr. Smithson and tilts his head
toward the hall. Mr. Smithson’s face flushes and his eyes narrow, but
he follows.

I watched them leave. Had I really just spoken that way to Stu,
like he’s a child who’s still learning sight words? Suddenly the gestures
I'd made become more exaggerated in my head. I can see my stupid
wide eyes and feel my mouth stretch as I'd mouthed “baaaag” and
“rooooom.” I reach beneath the counter and pull the drawer open.
Gazing down, I read a line from the instructions my grandfather had
left for me:

Stu has partial hearing loss. Make sure he can see your lips when you
speak to him.

“Make sure he can see your lips.” Not, wave your arms
around and mime everything like a condescending idiot. I don’t think
Stu minded much—he doesn’t seem the type to mind about much of
anything. But the mistake still feels hot in my stomach.

Stu is a stout man of about 60. He wears a red coat with
brass buttons, a bellhop right out of a classic film. He even has the
little red pill-box hat. Below his coat he wears black sweatpants. Maybe
he mistook them for dress pants, but I don’t think so. Stu radiates
comfort.

I met Stu this morning. He arrived at 9am, one hour late on the

14

dot. I had heard the back door creak open and thump shut, then the
shuffling of Stu’s worn black sneakers on the carpet. I had plastered a
smile on my face and wondered if I should stare at the doorway until
he entered or if I should pretend to be doing something and then act
surprised when he came into the lobby. I didn’t want him to think

I was listening to him approach. But what if he thought I was rude
because he knew I could hear him but didn’t look to see him walk
in? As my smile had begun to feel tight in my cheeks, Stu entered the
lobby.

“Good morning! You must be Stu?” I yelled and waved
emphatically. Stu gave a small nod. I'd begun to feel the tightness of my
smile relax. A few more pleasantries on my end—this is a lovely inn,
the garden is beautiful, I hadn’t been here to visit since I was small and
I didn’t know why except that my mother had never seemed to like my
father’s father.... I yammered on, a contradiction to my personality. Stu
nodded in reply, and the day began.

Stu hadn’t made me explain, but our brief and bumbling
introduction had left me wondering about my family’s relationship
with my grandfather. I only know of one visit we had as a family and
the only thing I remember about that afternoon was my grandfather
sitting in different chairs around the inn and grumbling to himself. He
smoked a pipe too—just sat and smoked and flitted his eyes towards
every sound and movement around the inn.

My mother is a busybody. She’s a canary for her bone structure,
but her song is the blended notes of condescension, complaints, and
a whiny tone that only old dogs must hear. My grandfather, being a
grumbling old dog himself, must have heard this tone every time he
was around my mother. And my mother, for her turn, hates anything

that doesn’t adore and heel to her. My grandfather wouldn’t heel, I
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happy till you call tomorrow afternoon, and you start building up
that endurance. Choice is yours.

Grandpa

I read the last few lines over again. The choice is mine. I want to
call the center right now. I want to dump all the clean towels we own
at the door of that snotty lady from this morning. I want to call my
mother and tell her that’s she’s being ridiculous for keeping my father
out in that shed and that being tall is better than how short she is—I
look better in heels. And then I want to call my father and tell him that
he’s being equally ridiculous for continuing to stay there. And that I
should have grown up knowing the author of this letter in my hand.

“Ahem.” Stu had appeared in front of me. He picks up the little
card from the desk. “Are we making a call tonight, miss?”

“Um...” I think for a moment, staring out at a bird hopping along
the front path where Mrs. Darby had said she'd heard them singing this
afternoon. “No. Not tonig - tu, I don’t think. Tomorrow.”

Stu tucks the card away into his red jacket. He meets my gaze with
his steady eyes and gives me a small nod. There is a sorrowful smile
playing ¢ =d face. He whistles to Mrs. Darby. This time, it sounds like

a song.
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Winner of the 2022 Prize for Visual Arts

Analogous Egg Nest, Julia Jackson, Colored Pencil, 10”x10”
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MATHEA TANNER

Gary

The day my brother Dean fractured his skull we said it was Gary’s fault.
Gary was our tree. Dean had been trying to show off again, had his
mushroom white legs curled around one of the branches when Gary bit
him in the tender cups of flesh at the back of each knee. Dean yolped
and let go and we were all sitting on the ground, laughing with clumps
of grass in our fists until we saw Dean wasn't moving. He spent a
month out of school and always claimed an odd ticking in his right ear
after that.

We had no idea what sort of tree Gary was. We just knew he
was ours—the only scrubby tree in our scrubby yard next to our
scrubby house on our scrubby street. We were the scrubby children
that loved him, because he was one of us. When all the other trees in
the neighborhood turned out blazing Halloween costumes in autumn,
Gary was a letdown in dime store grimy yellow leaves. We understood
this pain and didn’t care. He had good sturdy limbs that went in
all directions and he was always up for whatever our imaginations
demanded. He was our gunner’s turret, our pirate’s galley, our Godzilla
in the streets of Tokyo. We offered up our dead gerbils and precious
trinkets to his soil and in return, he shaded us on the dog pant days of
summer and kept our secrets in his bicycle chain strips of bark.

In early spring, Gary made unimpressive little oval leaves that
grew little nodules all over the undersides.

“Blech,” my friend Erin said one day, sitting with our moldy quilt
under her stomach. “Your tree is warty.”

“I hope you didn’t touch it,” I said coolly, turning the page of
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whatever V.C. Andrews book we had. “Those warts are catching.”

Erin screamed and I didn’t care. She was an asshole then and still
is, I hear. Now she runs the local PTA board.

In late spring, Gary spat out dark red alien fruit the size of hole
punches. They rolled hard between your fingers and it was my sister
Vera that started eating them. We were collecting them for spells or
medicines or props for our Barbie games, whatever it was that day,
and all of a sudden she got this wicked look on her face and, scompf!,
tossed them in her mouth and started chewing. I knew it was the sort
of thing that would make Momma grab her by the arm, make her say
for god’s sake what kind of wild animals am I raising, but the moment
she swallowed and showed me her triumphant, empty mouth, my sister
was a badass. A few days later, when she didn’t die, all four of us started
eating the berries. The crunchy sweet of them stuck to our cheeks and
became the flavor of our adolescence.

In the wintertime, Gary went naked and exposed horrible sea
anemone tumors of twigs all over his limbs.

“Witches’ brooms,” Momma muttered between cigarette lips.

Then she crossed her arms and offered nothing more by way of
explanation, and we knew better than to ask. There were two times
you never pressed Momma: when she was elbows deep in some toil,
or when she was resting, but with her arms crossed. Since she was
rarely not in one of those states, we learned to dampen our curiosity.
Curiosity is a luxury for the poor—the puppy you can’t get because it
costs too much to feed.

Gary made it into a lot of the family photos over the years. We
knew Momma only marched us out to the yard because of the tatty
walls and shoddy lighting inside the house, but we were happy for it

because Gary was as least as much a part of the family as our youngest
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our circle around it in silence.

Finally, Vera called over, her mouth a thin line. “Go get the ashes,
Petey, would you?”

Dean studied our sister’s face for a moment, then understood and
headed to the shed for a shovel. We would bury Momma right there.
Dean, the eldest and always taking the lead, began on the grave. And
just like that, we were children again, at play in that dingy old yard.
Dean digging in the dirt, Vera squeezing her hand through the chain
link fence to poach lilies of the valley from the neighbor’s flowerbeds,
Steve sitting wide eyed in his chair, watching the starlings above us
make knitted patterns in the fading day. And me, standing beside him,
kicking at the crabgrass, suddenly back in Vera’s hand-me-down saddle
shoes with a runny nose and dirty ankles. I turned around to the house
and there was Momma, standing in the doorway with Uncle Petey.

He had paused there to watch the birds, too, and the steel ash can in
his hands reflected duller versions of the spring sky. We all scattered
the stolen flowers in the fresh hole without a word. Then we buried
Momma under the new tree, alongside the parakeet bones and smooth

stones and baby teeth.

Not long after the burial, Dean and Vera both moved to far away cities.

Then Jon got a job offer from a trucking company, so we, too, found
ourselves hundreds of miles from our childhood town. Each year we all
found new and better reasons not to return, and it would finally take
Uncle Petey’s death—the same year Lissy started college—to bring us

all back home again.

The luncheon that followed Petey’s funeral was at Momma’s house.

Steve and Katy improved it over the years, and our old house was

painted and dressed up in bright flower boxes and a new wraparound
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porch. It looked like an impoverished country girl picking self-
consciously at a string of fine pearls. When we pulled up, two of Dean’s
kids were dangling their legs from a porch swing we would have killed
for when we were kids. I hustled our family—Lissy and Jon and our
twelve-year-old, Scott, who had never set foot on this ground—into
the backyard. I was so distracted with the house itself that I didn’t even
notice the yard until a familiar shape appeared at my peripheral.

I stared up at it in wonderment. The gaunt sapling of all those
years ago had grown up, and I now recognized this posture, the open-
palmed branches ready for anything our imaginations demanded. It was
early autumn and it had just put on its drab little Halloween costume.

“Is this your old tree?” Lissy asked.

“No.” I frowned. “Well, sort of,” recalling that I'd only ever shared
Gary’s life with Lissy, not his end. For my children, I left out much of
the meanness in my stories of home.

Vera came up beside us. “Guess Momma knew what kind of tree
Gary was after all, huh?” she said. With her arms crossed, I realized for
the first time how much she looked like our mother.

I nodded.

“Well what kind is it?” my daughter asked.

“Fuck if I know,” Vera said, “Uncle Petey never did tell us, did he?”

“No,” I said.

“Hold on.” My daughter took out her phone, tapped, and leveled
the screen carefully for a photo. “This app is really cool. It can tell us
the species in a sec.”

“Put that away,” I said, careful not to swat at her hand, as Momma
would have done with me.

I placed a palm to the bark of this tree and groped, momentarily,

at a well of memories. Yes, we were all there: Dean and Vera and me
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and Steve. Uncle Petey. And Momma.

Vera gave me the smallest smile and she and Lissy placed palms
on the tree, too. We patted Gary’s trunk and ran our fingers into his
grooves. Then Jon called out to us from the back door to join them in
the kitchen where the rest of the family was gathered. I drew one arm
through my daughter’s and the other through my sister’s, entwining the

branches of our long limbs, and we walked up the lawn to the house.
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Second Place for the 2022 Prize for Nonfiction

RICHIE SCHENCK

120 The Land of Drag

My first drag show was at Parliament House in Orlando, Florida.
Darcel Stevens hosted: Broad shoulders, large and in charge. She
claimed to once have been a linebacker for the-then Oakland Raiders
and made a career change for something more fabulous (in my
humblest opinion). Her jokes often crude and sassy, she was known
to pick on audience members. One of her classic moves was to take
someone’s cell phone away if they weren’t paying her mind. She'd read
off their text messages to the audience.

“Did you hear about Pauley,” she'd read, “He’s got a big...,”
lowering the microphone so only those sitting close by could hear her
say dick in an exaggerated deep bass tone. This of course would bring
an awkward laugh and blushing face to the unprepared phone’s owner
who had set up her punch line.

On one of my first visits to Parliament House’s legendary
Footlight Theatre, packed to the brim with fellow gay guys and bridal
parties, I was Darcel’s target practice for an even more humorous public
act of space violation. Yanked from my seat like a tight end tackled
with the football, she grilled me for the most intimate details of my
life.

“Where ya from, honey?” She'd ask. “You a top or a bottom?”

I recall the smell of Darcel’s fragrance in her hair, some musky
number luring me in to answer this most intimate detail. And after

an awkward pause, in comedic timing perfection, she'd say: “Oh that’s
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Winner of the 2022 Prize for Fiction

MYA WHALEY

Espadas y la plaga

Honestamente, preferiria los residuos de animales sobre los de
humanos. Cuando mi familia y yo viviamos en el campo de Puerto
de Gazania, a menudo tenia que lidiar con la caca de los animales. A
veces, el olor a estiércol se me pegaba durante dias. Si, fue repugnante,
pero después de todo valié la pena porque éramos felices en el
campo. Nuestra familia habfa vivido en este lugar durante muchas
generaciones; nuestras raices y conexién se encontraban alli. Pero
después de demasiadas cosechas fallidas, mi padre pensé que tenfamos
solo dos opciones: encontrar trabajo en Sevilla 0 morir de hambre.
Asi que, ahora me encuentro con una nueva forma de hedor: lo del
humano. Permeando las calles mientras camino hacia mi trabajo en
la herreria. Me pregunto si hay algo peor que tape las calles que los
desechos humanos.

Abro la puerta y entro en la herreria, preparindome mentalmente
para un dia de sudor y ardor. En comparacién con el trabajo
del herrero, extrafio el trabajo del campo. Aunque tenfa muchas
responsabilidades en el campo, tenfa un objetivo con mis deberes,
el de algtin dia poder estar a cargo de la finca. Todavia yo seré el que
contintie con mi apellido. ;Pero de qué sirve continuar el apellido
sin la finca? Ademds, el trabajo de herrero es molesto. Después del
accidente de otro aprendiz, Senor Gonzdlez, mi maestro, y Antonio, un
companero aprendiz, han estado en mi sombra constantemente durante

el trabajo en la fragua para asegurarse que mi técnica es perfecta.
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“Utiliza la punta redondeada del martillo.” Antonio me ordena. A
los doce afios, cuatro menos que yo, tiene que inclinar la barbilla hacia
arriba para hablar conmigo. Esto no le impide actuar como si fuera
mayor. Y para colmo de males el Sefior Gonzdlez lo dej6 a cargo de la
tienda hoy, lo que significaba que iba a ser un dolor atin mayor.

“Estoy usdndola.” Grufo.

“No.” Me quita el martillo de las manos. "Escucha."

Empieza a martillar. El tono de sus golpes se vuelve notablemente
mids alto y distinto al mio. Hace una pausa y me mira, sonriendo con
superioridad.

“sQué?” Finjo no notar la diferencia.

Antes de que Antonio pueda responder, un hombre entra en la
fragua.

“Hola. Estoy buscando algo afilado.” Su acento es noruego, pero
su ropa parece argelina.

Antonio se apresura hacia la coleccién de espadas y elige la mas
fuerte y dura.

"sQue le parece esto?" Antonio le pregunta al hombre,
entregdndole la espada.

"sDe qué estd hecha?" Toma una postura y agita la espada de
manera impresionante. Parece evidente que el hombre y la espada van
juntos.

“Acero.”

Mirando la espada, el cliente deja escapar un suspiro. “Tiene usted
una daga? Algo barato seria mejor.”

Antonio frunce el cefo, pareciendo tan confundido como yo, pero
le da al hombre una daga menos impresionante. El hombre estudia la
espada, pasando los dedos por el lado plano. Toca el lado afilado con la

palma de la mano, lo que abre la piel. Asiente. "La compraré.”
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“Estd seguro? Estd genial con la otra. Y es la mejor para
combatir.” Le pregunta Antonio, un verdadero vendedor.

El hombre sonrie, pero hay tristeza en sus ojos. “No es para
combatir."
Antonio no lo entiende.

“Témala. No nos debe nada.” Digo, instando al hombre a irse.

Antonio me mira enojado. ";{No! Tiene que pagar por eso." Miro
a Antonio con el ceno fruncido y traté de comunicarme con él a través
del contacto visual. Debe haber entendido alguna porcién de mi
mensaje porque después de un momento més de intercambiar miradas,
se cruce de brazos en senal de derrota.

“Tengo el dinero. Por favor, no puedo aceptar esto sin pagarles.”

"Salga ahora, por favor." Le mando.

Comienza a alejarse. Justo antes de salir por la puerta, se vuelve
hacia nosotros, se agacha y coloca una bolsa de dinero voluminosa en el
umbral de la puerta.

"Pongo esto aqui en caso de que cambie de opinién."

Antonio corre hacia el dinero.

":No lo toques!" Grito.

“iMira cudnto es esto! jPodriamos comprar materiales para tres
herramientas y una semana de comida para nuestras familias con eso! "

"Si, y podriamos contraer la peste negra." Sugiero.

“Al menos voy a patearlo adentro y dejar que el Senor Gonzélez
decida qué hacer cuando regrese. Ademds, él dice que la plaga solo se
estd propagado cuando alguien muere y el espiritu infectado pasa por la
persona. ;Parecia que ese tipo murié?”

Desvio la mirada. "Hasta que demuestren cémo se propaga, no
debemos tocarlo".

Al final del dia, salgo por la puerta trasera para evitar de tocar la
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bolsa que se habia quedado en la otra puerta y le recuerdo a Antonio
para hacer lo mismo. Al caminar para casa, un hombre que se lleva

una mdscara negra la que resembla un cuervo se cruza conmigo. Estoy
sorprendido de ver un doctor en esta parte del pueblo; la mayoria no se
puede permitir este tipo de tratamiento. Me pasan otros dos médicos;
esto no puede ser una buena indicacién. Al acercarme a casa, veo un
hombre que pinta una equis roja en la puerta de una casa. No entiendo
lo que hace, pero tengo un mal presentimiento.

En casa, hablo con mis padres sobre lo que vi. Me explican que
la razén por la que hay tantos médicos en las calles ahora es porque
la enfermedad se estd extendiendo rdpidamente y mds personas estin
poniendo todo su dinero en tratamiento. En cuanto a la equis roja
en las puertas, aparentemente marcan a una familia infectada. Si una
persona de la familia estd infectada, toda la familia esté encerrada en su
casa y se pinte una equis roja en el exterior de la puerta. Ellos dicen que
es una cuarentena que nadie sobrevive. Para no asustar a mis padres,
evito contarles sobre mi encuentro con el cliente noruego esta manana,
sin embargo el miedo no me permitié dormir esa noche.

Por suerte, no tengo que trabajar al préximo dia. Normalmente
paso los dias libres explorando la ciudad, pero en este dia libre me
quedo en casa. Prefiero estar atrapado en mi hogar sobre ver a otro
médico pdjaro, una puerta marcada con la equis roja ni el inquietante
olor de la caca humana en las calles. Paso la mayoria del dia fantaseando
con el campo que hemos dejado atrés, y preguntdindome si exista la
peste alld.

Al dia siguiente, contemplo faltar al trabajo. Ser despedido
serfa mejor que contraer la enfermedad. Pero nuestro suministro de
alimentos se estd agotando asi que me arriesgo. Las calles parecian atin

mds sucias este dia al caminar hacia el trabajo. ;Nuestro sistema de
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saneamiento también estd infectado?

Entro por la puerta trasera de nuevo y encuentro a Antonio
forjando una espada con un martillo nuevo.

“sDénde estd Senor Gonzdlez?” Le pregunto al acercarse el fuego.

Antonio, pareciendo perezoso, se encoge de hombros. Miro el
umbral, donde a la bolsa ya no queda para burlarse de Antonio. Me
vuelvo para interrogar a Antonio cuando se derrumba, su martillo
cayendo al lado de él. Estd agarrando la mitad de su muslo, donde una
masa sobresale claramente de su ropa.

Entro en pdnico. Por mucho que Antonio me moleste, es como un
hermano para mi. El no puede tener la plaga. Pero si la tenga y yo este
visto con el, ;me encerrarfan en la tienda con él para morir?

“Samuel, por favor,” Antonio suplica, voz de miedo y confusidn.
Solo es un chico. Necesita mi ayuda.

Lo miro, entonces hacia la puerta. Se aproxima un cliente. Si nos
viera, nos delatarfan y nos atraparian aqui. Miro a Antonio de nuevo,
con ldgrimas en los ojos, y corro hacia la puerta trasera.

Estoy a una cuadra de mi casa cuando clavo mis talones en el suelo
para detenerme. Me tapo la nariz al oler algo rancio y desconocido que
posee el aire, pero abro la boca para recuperar al aliento y lo siento.
Escupo, intentando quitarme el sabor de la boca. Miro hacia arriba y
veo a un hombre que empuja un carro lleno de caddveres apilados como
si fueran naipes. Ampollas negras y supurantes cubren los caddveres.

“/Traiga a su muerto!” Grita como si estuviera vendiendo pan, no
recogiendo los caddveres de los muertos por la peste.

Una mujer se acerca al carro con un nino en brazos. ¢ que
es inttil comprobar si estd vivo, pero lo hago de todas formas. Su
brazo cuelga hacia el suelo, lo que me permite ver claramente las

protuberancias negras que antes eran sus dedos. Me pregunto si estaria
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vivo cuando se cayeron. El nifio parecia tener unos doce anos; la edad
de Antonio.

Reprimo algunos vémitos y empiezo a correr de nuevo. Al
esquivar a otra familia que lleva a sus muertos, decido que haré todo lo
posible para convencer a mi padre de que nos lleve de vuelta al campo;
morir de hambre es mejor que esto. Doblo otra esquina y me invade
un sentimiento de alivio cuando veo mi casa. Entonces me detengo.
Me froto los ojos y me los froto de nuevo. Pero ninguna cantidad de
frotamiento puede eliminar la equis roja que estd pintada en la puerta

de mi casa.

ENGLISH TRANSLATION

The Sword and the Plague Change title to Swords and the Plague

To be quite honest, I would take animal crap over human crap any day.
When my family and I lived on a farm in Puerto de Gazania, I dealt
with animal manure all the time. Sometimes, the smell of it would
stick to me for days. Yes, it was disgusting. But all in all, it was worth
it because we were happy on the farm. Our family had lived there for
many generations. It was where our family and friends were, where our
blood belonged. But after a series of failed harvests, my father decided
that we had only two options: find work in Seville or starve. So now, I
suffer from a new form of stench: human odor. Permeating the streets
as I walk to my job at the blacksmith shop. I wonder if anything worse
than human feces could litter the streets.

I open the door and enter the smithy, mentally bracing myself for

a day of sweat and burns. Compared to the blacksmith's job, I miss
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working in the country. Although I had many responsibilities, I felt
an obligation to these duties as I prepared to manage the farm one
day. I will still be the one to carry the family name. But without the
farm, what’s the point of continuing that name? Besides, blacksmith
work is annoying. After another apprentice suffered an accident, Sefior
Gonzdlez, my teacher, and Antonio, a fellow apprentice, have been my
constant shadow in the forge as they make sure that my technique is
perfect.

"Use the rounded point of the hammer," Antonio orders me. At
twelve years old, four years younger than me, he tilts his chin upwards
as he speaks to me. This doesn't stop him from acting like he’s older.
And to make matters worse, Sefior Gonzalez left him in charge of the
shop today, which means he’s going to be an even bigger pain than
usual.

"I am using it," I growl.

"No." He takes the hammer from my hands. "Listen." He beats
the hammer. His technique is noticeably higher in pitch and crisper in
sound than mine. He pauses and looks at me, smirking.

"What?" I pretend not to notice the difference.

Before Antonio can respond, a man enters the shop.

"Hello. I'm looking to buy something sharp." His accent is
Norwegian, but his clothes look Algerian.

Antonio hurries over to the sword collection, selecting the
strongest and most durable of the bunch. "How’s this?" Antonio asks
the man, handing him the sword.

"What's it made of?" He takes a stance and swings the sword
impressively. It seems evident that the man and the sword were made
for each other.

"Steel."
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The customer looks at it for another moment and sighs. “Have
you got a dagger? Something cheap would be better.”

Antonio frowns, looking as confused as I feel, but hands the man
a less impressive blade. The man studies the sword, running his fingers
down the flat side. As he touches the sharp side with the palm of his
hand, his skin is split open. He nods. "TI'll take it."

"Are vou sure? You are great with the other one. And it’s the best
for fightinj~“Antonio asks him, a true salesman.

The man smiles, but there is sadness in his eyes. "It's not for
fighting."

Antonio doesn't get it.

"Take it. It’s on us,” I say, urging the man to leave right away.

Antonio looks at me angrily. "No! You have to pay for that."

I attempt to communicate with Antonio through eye contact and
a frown. He must understand some portion of my message because
after a moment of exchanging glances, he crosses his arms in defeat.

"I've got the money. Please, I can't accept this without paying
you."

"Leave now, please," I order.

He heads toward the exit but faces us again before stepping
through the doorway. Then he pulls a bulky bag from his pocket and
leaves it on the doorstep. "I'm putting this here in case you change
your mind."

Antonio races toward the money.

"Don’t touch it!" I shout.

“Look at how much this is! We could probably buy materials for
three new tools and a week’s supply of food for our families with this
much!"

"Yeah, and we could get the Black Death," I suggest.
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“I'm at least going to kick it inside and let Sefior Gonzalez decide
what to do with it when he gets back. Besides, he says that the plague is
only spread when someone dies, and the infected spirit passes through
another person. Does it look like that guy died?”

I look away. "Until they prove how it’s spread, we shouldn't touch
it.

At the end of the day, I leave through the back door to avoid the
coin bag and I remind Antonio to do the same. A man in a black mask
that resembles a crow’s head passes me. I'm surprised to see a doctor
in this part of town; most people cannot afford that kind of medical
treatment. Another two doctors pass. That can’t be a good sign. As I
approach home, I see a man painting a red “X” on someone's front
door. I don't understand what this signifies, but it gives me a bad
feeling.

At home, I ask my parents about what I saw. They explain that
the reason so many doctors are visiting this part of town is because the
disease is spreading quickly, and more people are putting every coin
they have into treatment. As for the red "X" on the doors, apparently,
they are the mark of an infected family. If one person in the family is
infected, the entire family is locked in their home, and a red “X” is
painted on the outside of the door. They say that this is a quarantine
that no one survives. To prevent my parents’ concern, I don’t tell them
about the Norwegian client from this morning. Fear keeps me from
sleeping that night.

Fortunately, I have the next day off. These days are usually spent
exploring the city, but I opt out this time. I'd rather be stuck at home
than pass by another crow doctor, “X”-marked door, or the unsettling
odor of human waste. I spend most of that day picturing the farm we

left behind and wondering if the plague exists over there.
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The next morning, I contemplate missing work. Although being
fired is a better option than catching the plague, our food supply is
running short, so I take my chances. The streets seem even dirtier
than before as I walk to work. Did our entire sanitation system catch the
plague?

I enter through the back door again to find Antonio forging a
sword with a new hammer.

"Where’s Sefior Gonzalez?" I ask him as I approach the flame.

Antonio shrugs, looking sluggish. I peer toward the front
doorway; the coin bag is no longer there to taunt Antonio. I turn to
question him when he collapses, dropping his hammer. He is grabbing
the middle of his thigh, where a mass clearly protrudes from his
clothing.

I panic. Antonio may be annoying, but he is the closest thing I
have to a brother. He can’t have the plague. But if he does have the Black
Death and I'm in the same building as him, would I be locked up with
him to die?

“Samuel, please,” Antonio pleads, confusion and fear in his voice.
He is just a boy. He needs my help.

I look at him, then toward the door where a customer approaches.
If he sees us, surely we'll be trapped here. I turn toward Antonio again,
tears in my eyes, then sprint toward the back door.

A block away from my house, my heels dig into the ground to
stop me. I plug my nose in response to an unfamiliar, rancid smell that
possesses the air, but my mouth opens to catch my breath, and I taste
it. Spitting, I attempt to rid my mouth of that nastiness. I look up to
see a man pushing a cart full of corpses that are stacked like playing
cards. Black, festering blisters cover the dead bodies.

"Bring your dead!" He shouts as if he were selling bread, not
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collecting the cadavers of those who had passed from the plague.

A woman approaches the cart with a boy in her arms. I know it's
futile to check if he’s alive, but I do so anyway. His arm dangles toward
the ground, which gives me a clear view of the black nubs that once
were his fingers. I wonder if he was alive when they fell off. The child
appears to be about twelve years old. Antonio’s age.

I suppress some vomit and start running, contemplating never
walking these streets again. As I dodge another family that is bringing
out their dead, I decide that I would do everything in my power to
convince my dad to let us move to the countryside again. Starving
would be better than this. I turn another corner and feel a sweep of
relief as my house comes into view. Then I come to a halt. I rub my
eyes and rub them again. But no amount of rubbing can remove the

red “X” that is painted outside my family’s door.
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“Oh, shit!” I murmur, my hands clawing at controls as I smash a
handful of Doritos between my braces. As I regain my vision, a virtual
form appears before me speaking a language I do not understand or
identify. Without thinking, I react with a quickness, shooting rapidly
at the hip. The right bumper of my handheld is clenched beneath my
pointer finger, covered in cheese and the salty seasoning of late-night
snacks.

“Stop wasting ammo!” my father yells, the frustrated furrow of his
brow twisted in dismay. I roll my eyes and reload: square button, left
bumper. I am ready for the next terrorist - e next bad guy. I am an
American soldier.

The weaponry and equipment on the television appears to be too
heavy a load, slowing my avatar to a ragged-breath run. Tiring to a halt
on screen, | casually reach across the white shag of living room carpet
for my Sprite, my soldier’s hands grasping the standard military issued
foregrip of an AK-47M, which lay slouched in the dirt and mud of
what my dad and the virtual soldiers call “a shit-hole country.” 50%
of Iraqis live in slums such as these, marked by carcinogenic exposure
to chemicals leaching the soil and leveled housing developments
unsuitable for living. Before 9/11, these conditions were rarer. Only
17% of civilians endured such environments before the towers fell.

Paying little to no attention to my surroundings, I unload a
magazine of thirty rounds into the dust and smoke before me, my
father’s eyes rolling to the back of his skull in disgust for my apparent
waste. Slump. Bodies fall and tumble ahead, the pixilated checkered
scarves and kefliyehs of men unnamed and unidentified. Outfitted in
beige camouflage, my uniform marks me as separate from them. Such
differentiation fuels the fire of violence in my adolescent mind. On the

field, there is little to no consciousness, my screen lighting up with a
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click-click of the automatic reload. In 2.7 seconds, I am battle ready,
killing with an oversimplified political and socio-psychological agenda:
eliminate the enemy. He does not look like me. He does not dress like
me. He does not talk like me. This is all I know at twelve years of age.
This is all the screen teaches me.

The Iraq war is a two trillion-dollar effort backed by the war cries
of over two million soldiers deployed to the middle east following the
events of September 11th. The caskets of 7,000 men and women mark
the violence endured here. Thirty thousand alone will die in the field
and thereinafter from suicide. For those who survive, upwards of 20%
will be plagued by PTSD and memories of the massacre I am playing
out on my television. Hour after hour, and countless pizzas later, my
father and I play out these scenes from the comforts of our living room.

The screen is full of savaged houses, rock crumbling beneath my
computerized boots. Women in hijabs scream and fling their glitchy
arms before me. I lower my weapon and cease fire: left bumper, circle
button. I am twelve, and these are my Friday nights. I am a hero
who saves the innocent such as those before me; I would never shoot
a mother and child. After all, I belong to a heroic country. I am an
American. I am the only one who can save these civilians. Despite their
screams, they need us here. Upwards of 650,000 will die in this war.
From what? I do not know. My only mission is to seek and destroy the
enemy, leaving in my wake of frag grenades and destruction a makeshift
and salvaged landscape in which the spared can live in peace. I bring
peace to foreign lands.

“Where are these fuckers?” My dad shouts between a swig of his
beer and the game. The sharp bang and fallout of C4 crashes in unison
with the slam of his bottle against the table. His disgust with the scene

on screen echoes throughout the walls of our suburban home. But
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who are the “fuckers” my father mentions? Who is the enemy killing
their own people in Iraq? I am too young to care in this moment, the
dopamine hit of each bullet propelling me forward and deeper into
bunkers of trash and debris. Overhead planes drop bombs, simulated
by the shaking of my screen. The wails of women have been drowned
out by the crashing structures of poorly built houses and abandoned
playgrounds. We did not destroy these places, they did — whoever
they are. The environmental destruction caused by my fighter jet; water
poisoned by my shell casings—this is not my responsibility. It is simply
a “consequence of their actions,” my father tells me. “They started the
war,” he says. “They” meaning the bad guy. I am the good guy.

My mom enters the room with pizza, unphased by the chaotic
catchphrases blaring from the television. It isn’t much different from
the headlines on CNN, Fox, or the “Today” show. “Ger down! Sniper!
Enemy fire on your left. Civilians! Get to cover.” I massacre the men
before me, sparing their wives and children — saving their wives and
children: left bumper, right bumper, square, circle, alternate. “Hey,
John? Do you know what time we are having dinner with your mom,
tomorrow?”

A man’s skull explodes in a frenzy of blood before me as I unload
two shotgun shells into his brain. He is just one of the 24,000 terrorists
to die in this war. He is just one of the many accolades, kill streaks, and
points I collect in this game. Between my next kill and the celebratory
cry for my headshot, I shove a heaping slice of pepperoni in my mouth,
picking the gooey cheese from the purple bands of my braces. I lick
my fingers between kills, the screen a mass of bodies and the lacquer
of blood bubbling to the surface of a man’s throat as I stab my knife

deep into his jugular. I wipe the crustiness of dried pizza sauce from my

64

cheek, flinging the attacker’s body off: square, square, square, left, then
right bumper, alternate.

“Damn terrorist almost killed me, Dad.” The feminine form of
my prepubescent face twists as I curse and cheer for the deaths on
screen, the coldness of such games breeding in me cultural divide and
misunderstanding,.

“We're eating at six,” my dad reports with a casual twist of the
head. He is back to the game before my mom can reply.

Patting the small of my lanky shoulder, he is proud of my aim and
valor, the way I cover his back from the enemy as he pauses to down a
Bud Light. He never had boys, but now I am a soldier of his battalion,
fighting alongside him in the war on terror. The president appears
during a cutscene in a heavily pixelated form. He, too, needs me. I am
a hero. I belong to a heroic country. I protect Americans overseas.

After 9/11, there was no choice. I answered the call, a plastic
controller tucked between my twelve-year-old fingers just like the
boy next door and the teen across the globe. Between Doritos, pizza,
and beer, my father and I save America from “them.” Over and over,
for years and years, we stand between the rise and fall of this great
nation. Two civilians turned soldiers on the faux leather of a Big Lots
couch. I never did learn who the “fuckers” were. I never did learn what
happened to the wives and children we spared. But we saved them,
right? We saved the world.
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Keepsake, Katelyn Lawson, black underglaze, multiple different
glaz