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Ullrʼs Northern Lights and the Eternal Ruler 
Brian Jennings 

 

Eirik was just a young man when the endless, star-strewn skies he knew, 

turned to green fire. 

It swept up over the horizon in the wake of the sinking sun like probing 

fingers of fiery smoke pursuing rays of pale, red and pink, until all trace of dusk 

had retreated from the cold night sky. As the day receded, green flames billowed 

within cosmic currents, burning through the heavens and crowning the night in 

curtains of smoldering emeralds. Eirik could only stare, transfixed, as the pale 

sky bathed his wide Nordic face in hues of weathered copper and cyan. His eyes 

blazed with the night, a brighter viridian on dark blue, mind alight with wonder 

fused with a ragged edginess that cut to his soul –A man could get lost in this. Or 

be found.  Aloft, a single shooting star fell through the haze. And the evening 

grew colder. Time to move. 

Eirik crunched along a path, one of two faintly etched troughs furrowed in 

the snow upon a plateau that led to an old outpost ahead. The only sign, nailed to 

a large spruce and written in coal beneath a fine layer of frost, had read –Leir 

Birklande. When he had reached out to touch the sign it fell into the snow face 

down. He had left it as it lay. 

Everywhere Eirik looked the highland was covered in drifts and sheets of 

snow and ice clinging to the hills, weighing down the boughs of pines, cloaking 

the rocks and digging deep into the earth. He watched as a small, white fox shot 

past him in a flurry of powder and disappeared into a bowl of snow beneath an 

ice laden fir. While in the distance, white-cragged mountains loomed like beacons 

in the night, their valleys and crests outlining a frozen earth against a burning sky 

–winter radiating its pale, mid-summer echo back into the night. So much for 

National Geographic. This is amazing. Eirik paused near a snow-swept bluff 
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where two massive posts of splintered, frigid timber jutted from the snow, 

reaching for the northern stars. 

Beautiful and mysterious, there was power here in these haloed peaks of 

Finnmark –old power. Eirik could feel it in the air, hear it whispered in cold green 

drafts. He could imagine the druids and what they left behind in the land, trees 

and ice. Grey beards talking –all bones and rags, but knowing. He breathed 

deeply of the pale night as if he could own it. His breath fell away in short, heavy 

bursts that sank to the white earth as it froze. So this is the old country. 

Beyond the timbered posts, a break in the trees revealed a clearing where 

the outpost once stood –hummocks and wisps of icy fog had settled in to claim it 

concealing broken rock walls and cracked timber beams that protruded like half 

buried bones. Amongst the ruins, a small service station with a single diesel 

pump covered in rime sat defeated by the snow and ice. A faded blue sign read: 

Ullarhváll, Tungt Utstyr Bare –Heavy equipment. Huh. The sign hung suspended 

by a web of snow chains over a dimly-lit booth where a bundled man stood 

nursing a cup that steamed with heat. 

But for the man and light, the scattered, frozen ruins might have 

swallowed up the small station long ago. Whatʼs a gas station doing up here 

anyways? 

“Hey!” Eirik hailed the man and waved, recalling what he knew in 

Norwegian.  

The man came out of his booth when he saw Eirik and shuffled over 

through the snow in sturdy shoes built for hard winters. He was bent with age. 

“Fine night for it, eh son? What do you think of our Nóregr and the night sky?” he 

asked, using the ancient name for Norway. He said it with a smile, and the 

whiskers on his chin were already beginning to freeze from whatever he had 

been drinking. He was missing most of his teeth too, but his tone was kind. 

English –Nice. Eirik smiled back at the old man. “Very green. Why is that?” 
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“Because they are old, older than most things I suppose. But sometimes 

they are red or blue. Tonight, they are green because the Old Gods are jealous –

and the priests have not come in centuries.” 

“You mean the druids?” 

The old man nodded his head and smiled, his lips tucked into his gums.  

His eyes were violet sapphires. “Ahh. Have you heard their tale?” 

Eirik drew his heavy parka tighter and crossed his arms. “Some. My family 

is from Oslo, but we moved to New York when I was a kid. I grew up with the 

stories.” He kicked at the snow near his feet to keep his blood flowing. “The 

druids kept their history alive telling stories of their past. They had amazing 

memories and were mystics to the people. The Native Americans had medicine 

men. Mystics too.” 

“Ehh. And this,” the old man grinned at the sky, “what do these medicine 

men say?” 

Eirik regarded the sky in silence and then said, “The Cree called them the 

Dance of the Spirits. But others like the Norse thought they were signs of the 

Gods. Some even thought it was Aurora, the Goddess of the Dawn bringing the 

day –My mother always liked that one best.” Eirik looked back at the old man and 

smiled, “Everyone has their story.” Whatʼs yours? 

The old man just watched Eirik for a moment. Then he leaned his head 

back and examined the sky too. He was bathed in a green hue that shifted from 

the palest of shades to the color of cold, enduring forests. He sighed, “Aurora, eh. 

Perhaps they are a sign of the Gods. Though, Christians centuries ago thought it 

but the One.” The old man looked back at Eirik and gave him a wide, toothless 

smile. “The Valkyrior were here in the beginning. Do you remember them?” 

Eirik scanned the sky then shook his head. Remember them? “I donʼt think 

so.” 

The old man squinted at Eirik, “Son, the Valkyrie serve the Gods and the 

dead. They are maiden warriors and ride steeds armed with spears. When they 

roam the skies, their armor and shields leave behind the sky fires we see today –
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these norðrljós.” He nodded his head, lost in thought and staring through Eirik 

with deep set eyes suddenly heavy with the weight of too many years. 

Eirik had never heard of them and felt embarrassed but didnʼt know why. 

What a strange old man. So he said nothing as he gazed at the skyʼs brilliant 

display. 

All at once, the green hue that streaked the sky began to shift to lavender 

and then to red, leaving a bright ruby glow in its wake. Different than the pale 

green fire of the evening –this sky throbbed with radiance, beating like the heart 

of an inferno and pulsing with crimson shadows that danced in silent frenzy. Eric 

felt a sense of vertigo and something else. It was as if the fiery light had found a 

way inside his body, inside his mind. Or is it me? He began to sweat beneath his 

heavy winter clothes. Am I getting sick?  

Then the sky erupted in sheets of flaming red sparks that flashed and 

rippled over the horizon. And everything came together in a rush of light and 

motion. 

Eirik couldnʼt move. He could hardly breathe as fragments of scorched 

images and searing impressions assaulted him: Ice. Age. Raging fires engulfing 

colossal men of wood and straw. Elder, oldest. Eyes and throat full of stinging 

smoke. Chanting druids and granite alters, ringing ears. An oaken hall filled with 

proud-brothers and warrior-kinfolk. An ancient crown with golden wings. Ever old. 

Then the images were gone, and the night sky shifted to pale green again as if it 

had never changed its shade. The blood pounded through his head and chest in 

waves, and he could still smell the fires burning. He raised a shaking hand out to 

the night breathing in short, shallow gasps. What the hell was that? 

The old man raised a creased brow at Eirikʼs unease. “Son, do you know 

why the sky is green or sometimes red?” 

Eirik saw the old manʼs mouth moving, but he found himself staring, a 

blank expression on his face. Then he shook his head to clear his mind, “You 

said the Gods were jealous.” Oh –that was dumb. 
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The old man gave Eirik half a smile and the lights danced in his eyes like 

liquid embers. “It may be, but Iʼve lived here a long time, eh. There was a time I 

met an old man, once. And son, he told me the Gods have long since ceased 

being jealous or angry –they know why. And they will be here for the return.” The 

old man leaned in close to Eirik, speaking low. His breath smelled of whiskey and 

cold places. “I had never seen him before that night –Strange as it was. I recall 

looking up into the night sky when he told me their tales, and when I looked for 

him again he was gone. His last words: The Gods might forgive being neglected, 

but will never forgive being forgotten –Valkyrior remembers.” 

Eirik looked up at the skyʼs shifting lights, now a brilliant blue streaked with 

pale amber and he smiled, seeing them again for the first time in the same night. 
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The News 
Tim Loperfido 

 

“Donʼt forget to get the paper.” 

It was his ritual to remind Lily to get the paper. The stack of dailies next to 

his recliner was a necessity – a way to mark the time and stay informed of all that 

would be forgotten. The small details were the ones that he liked best, not the 

breaking stories, but the local dirt – minor political corruption, school board 

voting, and who died that week – maybe someone he would know.   

“Donʼt forget the paper.” 

Lily worked the night shift at the diner off Route 6, out by the old drive-in 

where the tattered screen was still standing in a desolate lot. Sheʼd usually walk 

to work, while it was still daylight, and Nance would give her a ride home in the 

morning. Lily liked to walk despite being on her feet all night, it gave her time to 

think about things – the old man, the guy who drove the ice cream truck in the 

summer and where he went during the winter, and whatʼs been on her mind 

mostly was when the old man was going to die. How many cigarettes could he 

have smoked in his life? Lily would think, Well two packs a day for thirty years, 

twenty to a pack, so forty a day, for how many days? How many in a year? And 

then sheʼd give up and settle on, A lot. 

Every morning Lily got home she would always promise herself to get up 

early enough to have some time before her shift. But it would be twelve, sixteen, 

seventeen snooze hits until sheʼd wake up forty minutes before her shift – no 

time to shower, no time to eat, just back at it. This would go on until her day off 

when sheʼd sleep in till sunset and toil the evening away wondering what she 

could do with her valuable free time.  

On a winter Thursday she flew down the carpeted stairwell as she 

normally did, her worn out socks working like butter in a frying pan. She emptied 

out her pockets from the previous night and threw out the trash in the kitchen 
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garbage can – a receipt from the corner store, a couple of dud scratch-offs, and 

loads and loads of napkins, but she kept the napkins and brought them to the old 

man. Heʼd use them carelessly all day for who knows what. She was going to be 

late, but knew Nance would cover for her so wasnʼt too worried. She casually 

walked out the front door adjacent to the carpeted stairwell and the old manʼs 

recliner. The door barely closed behind her when she heard, “Donʼt forget the 

paper!” 

 

Gerry didnʼt seem to care when Lily got in late. It was ten till, and she was 

due at 7:30 PM. 

“Nance called in, itʼs just you tonight,” he said. 

“What happened to her?” 

“Didnʼt say. Just called in. Mario is here, heʼll help take easy orders 

between cleaning up and helping me out, but beyond that youʼre on your own. 

Shouldnʼt be too busy.” 

“Just donʼt let the tickets pile up and weʼll be fine. Iʼm gonna try and have 

everything perfectly prepped for the morning shifts, they keep complaining that 

itʼs a mess when they get in.” 

“Ah, bullshit.” He spit on the beige tiled wall and stomped it with his shoe. 

“They donʼt know what it really is.” 

 

Between consolidating low ketchup bottles into one, and restocking the 

place settings, Richie Palletie strolled through the front door. The entrance bell 

rang breaking a few hours of silence. It had been dead. Gerry and Mario were 

playing hearts in the back by the grill and Lily was doing her job, half-heartedly. It 

was 3:45 AM when he walked in. He was a bus driver for the local school system 

and usually came into the diner before he was sent out to gather up the children. 

Richie was a bit of a paradox; he looked like a greasy mechanic but was always 

very clean. Lily had trouble guessing his age, but he was definitely over forty. His 

salt and pepper mustache was always trimmed very neatly, he didnʼt wear his 
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hair long, and he always kept his fingernails cut short. Everyone had at least one 

oddity, and Richieʼs was that he always seemed to wear the same pair of jeans 

and blue hoodless storm chaser. To Lily, he was probably the nicest guy in town 

who tipped the least. 

“Look at all those bottles!” He said. “One, two, three, four, five, six, damn 

youʼve got them all the way down the counter, whatʼs all this about?” 

“Morninʼ, Richie. Oh, just getting everything set for the morning and day 

shifts, tired of hearing them complain when they get in.” 

“Hell, this place is always immaculate when youʼre here Lil. Gerry too!” He 

shouted through the cookʼs ticket window. 

“That Palletie out there!” Gerry yelled. 

“Sure is, how about some of those biscuits and gravy!” 

Gerry looked up over the deck of cards on the ground and whispered to 

Mario, “Weirdest motherfucker in town.” Mario nodded. 

“You got it, Richie!” 

Lily began pouring him a cup of coffee with her free hand resting on her 

hip.  

“You know, Lil, you may think itʼs funny, yeah, you may laugh, but Iʼve 

gotta tell you, you may just be the best coffee pourer in the world. Now Iʼm 

serious. You may be better at pouring a cup of coffee than anyone is at anything 

else theyʼve ever tried in their lives.” 

“Ha!” 

“Iʼm serious! Think about it, youʼve been workinʼ here, how long now?” 

“Too long.” 

“Right, and you mustʼve poured thousands, thousands of cups of coffee! 

Talk about a pro, Iʼve bet you poured more cups of coffee than anything Iʼve ever 

done.” 

Richie started drinking it up, while Lily returned to the ketchup bottles 

halfway down the counter, but still lending her ear to her customer. 

“Anyway, whereʼs Nance at?” 
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“Sick today.” 

“Ah damn, Joe got something too, must be going around. Got to keep it 

away from the kids. Looks like snow too, never helps when the temperatures 

change so quickly, and so drastically too. Damn did it drop last night, my old 

heater needs some work, no doubt about it, but what are ya gonna do? Priorities, 

got to prioritize.” He took another sip of his coffee then wiped his mustache dry. 

“Lil, why donʼt you take a break, tell me your troubles, Iʼll lend you my ear, 

not a soul in here to eavesdrop on ya. You look like youʼve got something on your 

chest.” 

Lily looked up at Richie while putting a knife down the throat of a bottle.  

“Nothing new bothering me, Richie. You know, just work, the old man, 

nothing new.” 

“How is he these days? Heʼs a tough man.” 

“Yeah, heʼs not bad. In good spirits, watches TV most of the time and 

drifts off to sleep throughout the day.” 

“Good to hear, heʼs a good man. Well, from what you tell me he sounds 

like a good man. Iʼd still like to meet him someday, but thatʼs a whole ʻnother 

story.” 

Gerry busted through the back door with the biscuits and gravy steaming 

and looking delicious. Lily only had a piece of bread in-between things and her 

stomach ached at the smell. 

“Special delivery? Ha, well Iʼll take it,” Richie said. 

“You got it, pal,” Gerry said as he wiped the grease from the bottom of the 

plate off on his dirty and stained apron. “So how you been Richie? Howʼs the 

bus?” 

“The bus is good, itʼs running good. Got to keep the kids warm during the 

winter.” 

Gerry looked him up and down and watched as he plunged a biscuit into 

the buttery gravy. 
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“Well, it was good seeing you, Richie. Iʼve got some monthly cleaning 

duties to get back to. Got to utilize the down time when we have it.” 

“Sure, sure, of course, thanks a lot, Gerry.” 

Gerry glided back through the door and resumed his game of hearts. He 

studied Mario carefully before sitting back down and whispered, “You look at my 

cards?” Mario nodded. 

 

The newspapers were delivered to the diner like clockwork every day, no 

earlier than 4:30 AM and no later than 5:00 AM. It was 5:10 AM and Lily had 

been off the clock for ten minutes, sitting at the counter and chatting with the 

opening staff. Gerry and Mario were gone for the day, and Richie Palletie still sat 

at the counter reading an old AutoTrader magazine. Snow was beginning to fall 

from the grey-blanketed sky and the walking conditions for Lily were waning. If 

she waited any longer for the paper sheʼd be stuck in the diner all day until she 

could find a ride home. Richie noticed the time and thought wise to head to the 

school and pick up the bus. In weather like this he always anticipated the warm-

up time, and didnʼt want to be late for the kids standing on the street corners all 

around town. After tossing a crumpled up dollar and some loose change on the 

counter he walked towards Lily who was sitting at the end talking to Shirley, who 

was being extra nice since all her prep-work was already done for her. 

“Well ladies, about time I hit the road, looks like itʼs gonna be an icy one.” 

“Take care, Richie,” Shirley said, as she walked down the opposite way of 

the counter. 

“How you gettinʼ home, Lil? Doesnʼt Nance usually give you a lift?” 

“She does, but Iʼm just waiting for the paper then Iʼll walk. Itʼs not coming 

down too hard yet.” 

“Well, shoot. Weather like this? You might bring home a cold, and you 

canʼt afford that. Iʼm heading up north on the highway towards the school, if thatʼs 

headed in your direction-” 

“It is.” 
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“Well, then I can give you a lift today. We can stop off at the corner store 

and pick up a paper, I need to get my second cup of coffee anyway.” 

“Thanks, Richie, I appreciate that. I don't know what's keeping the paper 

man.” 

“Good, let me just run to the bathroom and then weʼll go.” 

 

Lily wasnʼt much of a snoop, she never poked her eyes where they didn't 

belong, but when she got into the passenger seat of Richieʼs car she couldnʼt 

help but look around and see what it was like. He had an old green Buick 

Century, not one of the classic ones, but the in-between ones, when they were 

trying to be innovative with the style but didnʼt know what year they were in. It 

was a plain and boring thing. It was one of those cars that had no center console, 

so it could fit a third person in the front seat between the driver and passenger. 

Richie kept it pretty clean. He had a few old magazines and newspapers on the 

dashboard, a blanket draped along the backseat, and a cheap air freshener 

dangling past its prime. 

Richie switched the heater on and ran his hands together to get warm. 

“Sorry about this heat, just takes a second to get going,” he said. 

Lily rubbed her thighs and her hands together too. Within a few minutes 

the heat was on and the new snow was melting off the windshield. Lily was 

exhausted and couldnʼt wait to get home. Richieʼs console clock read 5:22 AM 

when he pulled out of the diner parking lot. The silver screen at the old drive-in, 

shrouded in snow, became an imposing monolith over the highway every winter. 

“I appreciate this again, Richie. Iʼm exhausted and it looks like the snow 

isn't letting up. I wouldʼve been soaked if I walked home.” 

“Any time, honey.” 

“Shouldnʼt need to make it a habit. Nance hasnʼt called in sick since Iʼve 

been working there, I wonder what was ailing her.” 

“Oh, probably just a cold. Somethingʼs always going around.” 

“Yeah, I hope so.” 
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“Got to stay warm in this weather, no doubt about it. Howʼs the heating 

situation at your house? You warm in there?” 

“Yes, itʼs fine.” Lily had her eyes closed. The bright whiteness was giving 

her a headache. 

“Whatʼs wrong?” Richie asked. 

“Itʼs nothing, just tired and hungry. Donʼt forget the paper, the store is right 

up here.” 

“I didnʼt forget, donʼt worry.” 

Richie rolled slowly into the lot and parked around back. 

“Whyʼd you park so far?” 

“Hate dealing with the traffic in and out of this place, especially in this 

treacherous weather. You just want the paper? Iʼll run in and get the things.” 

“Yeah, just todayʼs paper. Here, shouldnʼt be more than a dollar.” 

“Donʼt be silly, sweetie.” 

He got out into the now blustery and slushy day, and walked towards the 

store with the AutoTrader covering his head. Lily put her hands to the running 

heater and adjusted her view to see where Richie would be coming back from. 

She looked in his coin tray, but it was empty. She tried opening the glove 

compartment, but it was locked. When she put her head back against the seat 

she looked up towards the headliner and noticed there was something behind 

Richieʼs sun visor. She looked out towards the store and saw nothing but white. 

She pulled down the visor and a flimsy paper fell down onto the driverʼs seat. She 

picked it up and found that it was a prayer card – old, cracked, and unlaminated. 

She didnʼt read it and just put it back in the visor. A few seconds later Richie 

came running towards the car and quickly got back in. 

“Oohwee! Damn itʼs cold out there. And guess what? I just heard on the 

radio that schoolʼs been cancelled, how about that? I got the morning free now. 

Hereʼs the paper, they put it in a bag so it wouldnʼt get wet and run the ink.” 

“Great, thanks. Whereʼs your coffee?” 
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“Ah, it had been sittinʼ there all morning! You know whatʼs strange? There 

wasnʼt a soul in there, not a single person. Iʼve never seen a little snow scare 

people away from their coffee and paper, not in this town. I wonder whatʼs up.” 

“That is strange. I should be getting back, Richie. The old manʼs probably 

waiting.” 

“Sure, sure, hun.” 

Richie sat for a few seconds, put his hands to the heater, blew in them like 

a balloon. 

“What are we waiting for?” Lily asked. 

“Just trying to get warm before I get going. Canʼt drive with frozen bones.” 

Richie looked over towards Lily, the bag with the paper resting on her lap. 

“I said it before, and Iʼll say it again, best coffee pourer there is.” Richie 

looked at her with an encouraging grin, but with no teeth. She laughed politely. 

“What's a matter?” He asked. 

“Exhausted and famished, Richie. We really should get going. Iʼm just up 

the block here, not far at all.” 

“Whatʼs the rush? That old man ainʼt going anywhere. Itʼs nice to chat with 

a friend away from work, donʼt you think?” 

“Yes, itʼs nice, but not after a nine hour shift. My conversational abilities 

arenʼt all quite here now.” 

“Well we could talk, or not talk. Itʼs just nice to have some company every 

once in a while.” 

Richie slid toward the middle of the front seat, but not in a sinister or 

threatening way. 

“What are you doing?” Lily asked, slightly moving closer to the window. 

“Lil, youʼre comfortable here, arenʼt you? Itʼs nice and warm?” 

“Yes, Iʼm fine. Why are you sliding towards me?” 

“Iʼm very fond of you, Lil. I think youʼre a very nice girl, and I always look 

forward to seeing you when I come into the diner. What do you think about that?” 

His leg was now slightly touching hers, but she had nowhere else to move it. 
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“Thatʼs very nice, Richie. Itʼs always fun chatting with you, but really now-” 

“Sh.” 

“What?” 

He began putting his arm around her. 

“I think it would be nice to hug, donʼt you think so?” He said. 

“Richie, please, now, this is getting a little uncomfortable.” 

“Cʼmon, hun, donʼt make it a ridiculous thing when itʼs really just the most 

normal thing in the world. Come here.” He pulled her close to him tight, the 

bagged paper crumpling in- between them, her arms at her side not hugging 

back. 

“Hug me,” he said. 

She slowly put her hands around his back thinking he would stop if she 

just gave the man a hug. But then she realized that she was the one who wasnʼt 

stopping. She squeezed tighter and tighter, moving her arms up the wet blue 

storm chaser. Richieʼs chin was resting on her shoulder and his eyes were 

darting back and forth trying to figure out what was happening. Lilyʼs ear was 

against Richie's shoulder and her face turned away from him. She slowly turned 

her head around towards his neck and pressed her warm nose against the cold 

skin underneath his ear. 

“Iʼm much older than you,” he said. 

“I know.” 

“That doesnʼt bother you?” 

“Not right now.” 

“What do you want to do?” 

“I told you already that I need to get home.” 

They were still clutching each other as if they were out in the cold and 

trying to stay warm. They had been parked there long enough that a few more 

inches had fallen. The car was still running. 

They both slowly released each other. Lily looked away out into the winter. 

“How about a kiss?” He said. 
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She looked at him; she looked at his mustached mouth and the lines on 

his face. She thought about where he had been and what he had seen, but it was 

all conjecture, all she knew was what he told her. 

“Okay,” she said. 

 

 The green Buick pulled up to the front of Lilyʼs house at 6:15 AM. There 

was nearly a foot of snow that she had to trudge through before she got to the 

front door. She walked in and let out a big exhale in relief to be home, and with 

the simple options of being able to go to sleep or open the fridge. 

“Lillian!” The old man shouted as she stepped in. “My God, where have 

you been, Lillian!” 

“Why are you calling me that?” She said as she was taking her shoes and 

socks off. 

“The paper, did you get the paper!” 

“Donʼt I always get the paper? Why are you yelling at me! I had a long 

night!” 

“Where were you?” 

“I had to get a ride from someone else, Nance called in.” 

The commercials on the television were blasting. 

“Why do you have the TV so loud? Turn that thing down,” she said. 

“What is wrong with your attitude? Get over here and give me a hug, 

please!” 

Lily studied him carefully. His brow was weakened, and he was holding 

back tears. 

“What is wrong? Why are you so worked up this morning?” 

She tossed him the bagged paper. 

“Come here,” he said. 

She walked towards his chair and he was now looking up at her. 

“Give me a hug,” he said. 

“Where is the remote? Turn this thing down!” 
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“Itʼs in the couch somewhere, I canʼt find it. Lillian, hug me!” 

“Why!” 

“What in the world is the matter with you?” He said. “Where is your heart? 

How are you so cold at a time like this? I didnʼt raise you like this, who taught you 

to be so cold! Havenʼt you seen the paper? Have you not seen the paper?” 

She took the paper from the bag and looked at the front page closely. 

“Thereʼs nothing here, whatʼs the matter? Iʼm gonna call the doctor.” 

He snatched the paper from her hands and examined the front page 

quickly. He threw it to the ground away from his collected stack. 

“Itʼs not here! They were printed already, yes, they were already done 

printing. Wait, watch the TV, the news is coming back any second. You havenʼt 

seen it, oh my dear Lillian, where have you been? You havenʼt seen or heard a 

damn thing.” 

 The news returned and reverberated throughout the house. Lily watched 

the television, and the old man watched her as he averted his eyes from what 

had been replaying all morning. 
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Candy 
Dariush Rahimi 

 
The bars were red from the rust. There was so much built up that you 

could see inside the hollow steel. It flaked and splintered off the metal, leaving 

piles of cinnamon-dust on the wet cement below. The floor was most often wet. 

Water and piss. The rust rose up from this water and piss like twirling scabs, 

climbing up the metal bars again.  It would stop halfway up, about eye level, 

where the slanted sheet-roof prevented any rain from getting further in. Behind 

the bars there was a stretched fabric cot, a bowl of water, and a dog.  

 This particular cage had an old dog. Most of them did. Most people didnʼt 

want an old dog. Or even a medium-aged dog. Little girls and boys want to grow 

up with their best friend. They want to live life together. And yet, this old man 

standing before this old dog just wanted someone to enjoy Halloween with.  

 

 “Why is this dog here so ugly?” 

 “Excuse me…sir?” 

 “Why is this dog so fucking ugly?” 

 “Sir I…heʼs an old dog. Heʼs 9 years old. And he has a skin condition.” 

 “Jesus he is ugly. You can tell he knows it too. Look at him sitting up like 

that-he doesnʼt even care that heʼs ugly.” 

 “I donʼt think tha-“ 

 The rose-colored lady twisted her feet inwards, pigeon-toed, to release the 

uncomfortable tension this old man was perpetuating. He just stood there, 

hunched, looking past the crusted bars. 

 “Heʼs gonna be killed soon, huh?” 

 “Sir...” 

 “Past seven is what I hear. They get past seven and theyʼre practically 

waiting their turn. Who wants a dog thatʼs halfway dead right?” 
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 “Thatʼs not how we manage our f-“ 

 “Gimme this dog. Iʼll take him.” 

 “Sir?” 

 The man looked up for a moment. His eyes were opaque and laden with 

cataracts and he seemed to be patched together by liver spots and translucent 

skin. He lifted his hand swiftly up to his chest and pointed to the soggy paper 

hanging from the cage. 

  “Says here his name is Fivel?” 

 “Yes-“ 

“Is he a Jew?” 

 “That is wildly ina-“ 

 “Thatʼs not what I said. I didnʼt say ʻTell me your stance on Judaismʼ; I said 

ʻIs this dog a Jew?ʼ. 

 “I donʼt know how to respond to that, sir.” 

 “Listen, I have no problems with Jews. I go to the deli on Salway every 

Wednesday. Iʼm friendly with Jews.” 

 “Okay…Iʼm a bit lost sir. Are you actually interested in adopting Fivel?” 

 “I said so didnʼt I?  

 The man stopped pointing at the paper and turned back to the old, 

scabbed dog sitting in the pen. The dog was looking at him behind cloudy eyes, 

unmoved.  

“How much?” 

 “Sir, heʼs free. We just need to do paperwork.”  

*** 

 Walking the old dog was easy for the old man. The dog moved slower 

than he did. It was raining and the old man only had one umbrella, so he shifted it 

from himself to the dog and back and forth. Neither of them said a word. 

 By the time they arrived at the liquor store, they were both soaked. The 

dogʼs scabs glistened under its patches of wiry brown and gray hair. Some scabs 
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had even slipped off as the rain became stronger. The man had called out every 

scab that fell off.  

He had slowed down in the last leg of the walk, the weight of his wet 

sweaters pulling on him. He took off the first layer, a brown argyle vest with 

maroon stripes, and dropped it on a newspaper box. The burgundy cardigan 

underneath was just as wet.  

The man and the dog walked into the liquor store (Freedom Liquor & 

Snacks) and made their way to the middle aisle as the cashier called out to them. 

“Sir, no dogs.” 

Brown water dripped off the dog onto the streaked tile floor. The old manʼs 

shoes were sloshing with every small shuffle towards the aisle. 

“Sir! Sir! There are no dogs in here!” 

The man continued stepping towards the snack aisle as he responded. 

“Thereʼs a fucking dog right next to me. You should look around more.” 

“Not allowed sir! Must leave. I am sorry but you must leave. Tie dog up 

sir!” 

The old man had not taken the leash that the pound had offered him.  

“Where are your chocolates?” 

“Sir! Please sir!” 

The cashier moved around the counter towards the old man, wary of the 

sickly dog by his side. A scab slipped off the old dog as it shook some water from 

its back. 

“Six.” The old man counted. The tally was rising and they were almost 

there.  

 He moved in towards the candy and grabbed handful of nougat bars and 

then a handful of chocolate-covered caramel bars and then a handful of 

chocolate-covered raisins. The cashier stood next to him, looking over the manʼs 

hunched shoulders at all the candy in his arms.  

“Hold this chocolate for me.” 

“Sir?” 
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“I canʼt hold all the fucking chocolate.” 

The dog sat on the tile by the pretzels and power bars, dripping brown 

water onto the cheese crackers lying on the bottom shelf. The old man went after 

the chocolate wafers. 

“Sir?” 

“Listen, if you donʼt have chocolate-covered peanuts then I donʼt think you 

can call yourself Freedom Liquor.” 

“Top left, sir, next to the gummy worms.” 

“Thatʼs an odd placement. Take these chocolates to the front.” 

The old man removed his burgundy cardigan and hung it over the jelly 

beans. The cashier looked around. At the dog, at the man, at the armful of 

chocolate in his arms, and at the puddles of brown water that led to the door. He 

walked to the front and began to ring up the stacks of candy. 

*** 

The old man had two grocery bags of chocolate on his tiny kitchen table.  

He took off his black sweater and dropped it on the stove. The dog sat next to the 

dishwasher, dripping brown water onto the kitchen rug. 

 In the living room his wife was sitting up on the couch. The TV was blaring 

the news. The manʼs wife hated the news. She preferred infomercials. 

The man pulled out a blender from the cabinet. He set it on the counter 

and reached for his chocolate. He unpeeled all the caramel bars and all the 

nougat bars and all the wafers and set them on the counter.   

The TV was saying something but the old man didnʼt care to hear it.  He 

filled the blender with water and dropped the chocolates in, one by one. After 

every few bars the old man would drop one for the dog, who would chew halfway 

through it before deciding he didnʼt like the taste. He even threw a bit of the 

nougat bar up.  

 The doorbell rang. Again. Again.  

The old man opened the raisins and dropped them into the water with the 

chocolate bars. He closed the lid and pureed. 
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The door.  

The man shook the blender and settled the chunks that had risen to the 

surface.  

RING. RINGRINGRING. 

He was still so wet, like the old dog. His light blue button-up was stained 

darker by the water. As he unbuttoned the collar the doorbell rang again. The 

man grabbed his blender. 

“Come on dog.” 

The old dog followed the man. RINGRING. The man dropped the lid on 

the floor and opened the door. 

There was a princess with plastic glitter heels, a cowboy with a six-shooter 

and a cowhide jacket, and a Frankenstein monster with big bolts in his neck and 

a jagged pencil line across his forehead. They all looked up at the old man and 

then down at his old dog.  

The dog walked forward, in front of the man, and the princess petted him 

on the head.  

“Whatʼs his name sir?” 

“I donʼt know.” 

 

 

Thick, aerated globules of chocolate rained on them all. It landed on their 

heads and their hands and their clothes. Some even got on the old dogʼs wiry 

coat.  

The dog followed the man inside and the door closed, leaving the dirty 

brown princess, Frankenstein, and cowboy outside standing on the wet porch. 

They hadnʼt even lowered their plastic, tackily-decorated candy buckets yet. 

The man took the mostly-empty blender with him and sat down on the 

couch. His wife was staring at the ceiling. He lowered the volume and watched 

the news as he licked the rich candy paste off his fingers. The old dog shook 
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chocolate and a scab from its wet back and laid down, ready to fall asleep to the 

warmth of the TV. Once again, the old man counted.  
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All Warriors are Welcome in Valhalla 
Albert Apalategui 

 
Mortar rounds were firing, causing terror as they howled like tormented 

banshees. White smoke and the sound of warfare did its best to distract any 

warrior present. The grenade launcher expressed its malevolent purpose, striking 

cold fear within the unprepared. The sun was just as prejudice too, making life 

harsh for any organism nearby. Only the well adapted could survive now.  

Captain John Birdwell sat in a trench 5 meters away from the devastation 

with an empty rifle between his knees. Birdwell knew he had to do everything 

possible to stay alive, but the recent ambush and demise of his entire squad only 

made him pensive. How strange that the seasoned Captain could only think of 

arbitrary things. He paused to notice how the hot grains of sand stung his flesh 

and made him marginally irritated. Why was it so hot? He took a fist full of sand 

and allowed it to stream through his fingers like an hour glass timer. The sand 

continued to pour as he wondered a worse situation, but none came to him. This 

was it, FUBAR so to speak.    

The mission was done. Someone had fucked up. Somewhere down the 

line intelligence had been unreliable and his men had paid for it. Captain Birdwell 

was enraged. He began to pant short shallow breaths and a violent cursing 

followed. He cursed with an agonizing passion logged far within his soul. All of 

the suppressed anguishes of his everyday life resurfaced simultaneously. His 

eyes widened, searching desperately for meaning, but none could be found. Only 
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a strange moment of enlightenment could kiss him calm. It was something he 

had never experienced, a feeling obscure to him. Birdwell tried to focus his 

thoughts on the situation, making his hardest effort to find purpose, but his 

attention was stolen by the thirst on his parched lips. The sun was hot and cool 

breeze blew with no opinion. Death was near.  

Captain Birdwell reached for his canteen in an almost catatonic way. He 

did not blink, but felt possessed to quench his thirst. He felt the canteen 

underneath his jacket and when he pulled it out some pictures came along. There 

were two of them; one of him and his squad and the other one of his daughter. 

He paused and examined them both.  

Elizabeth, she was so much older now: angelic, with light freckles 

peppered along her nose. Her dark brown hair flowed down her shoulder and she 

gave a smile so genuine it made him want to cry. The Captain did his best to hold 

back the sobs, but when he kissed the picture of his beloved daughter he tasted 

salty tears. He felt sorry for all the times he couldnʼt be there. Sorry baby. The 

firing continued and the sun proceeded to aid the enemy.  

He gathered his composure, wiped away his tears, and shuffled to the 

other picture. There they were, all five of them; Roach, Golfer, Noble, Beast, and 

Mac. Captain Birdwell paused, Heart breakers and life takers, all of them. He 

smiled heartily and then became livid. 

“Fucking bastards!” he bursted.  
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A motor round came close, blowing dirt all over the Captain as a reply to his 

blasphemy. He began to breathe with some strain, but the pictures in his hand 

began to sedate him once more. He looked at the picture of his squad and 

remembered a boxing match Noble was in 4 years ago.  

* * * * 

It was evening and Captain Birdwell had his squad meet in a pub close to 

base, somewhere in Stuttgart, Germany. Sargent Abdul Williams was the new 

addition and Captain Birdwell thought it good for his team to meet the new guy 

before going out on mission, especially since there was a dependency amongst 

each other. Plus, Captain Birdwell always enjoyed celebrating life before 

dangerous jobs; it was just appropriate in his eyes.    

The pub was called “Betrunken der Bastard” which meant “The Drunk 

Bastard” in English. The interesting thing about this pub was the boxing ring in 

the middle of the establishment, whereas the bar was to the right of the entrance.  

It was peculiarly lighted by red lanterns all over, systematically placed for 

illuminating faces. The pub owner, a large, hairy, and burly man cheerfully 

allowed for any beast to settle quarrels when necessary. Interesting enough, a 

drunken person taking a fight serious was not so serious; in fact, it was quite the 

opposite. Some laughed and cheered. Others ignored the altercations and 

continued their drinks under the red lights.  

The Captain and his team occupied the right side of the bar, the stools 

closest to the door. Who knew what conversation fueled the laughter and shouts 
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amongst Roach and Golfer, but Beast and Mac had ensued in a friendly 

argument about who was a better cowboy; John Wayne or Clint Eastwood. Mac 

argued that Wayne was better because people could connect with him, having a 

code of chivalry which was inspiring. Yet, all Beast kept slamming was 

“Unforgiven” and how the last revealing fifteen minutes of the movie could topple 

all of Wayneʼs western films. After a few minutes of bickering, Mac abruptly 

asked the new guyʼs opinion. 

“Whatcha you think? Wayne or Eastwood”?  

Beast stared at Abdul with drunken and almost violent intent, making him 

nervous on who to agree with. Beast was a big man, hence the name, but Abdul 

took a second and agreed sincerely that Wayne was the better cowboy. Beast 

wailed in disbelief and accused Abdul of being impaired of true cinema taste. The 

cheers continued.  

 Time passed with the lubrication of drinks and Roach thought it a good 

idea to volunteer Abdul to fight the reigning champion of the pub. The champ was 

an ex-pro boxer named Axel Eberstark, a large man who had reputation for 

quickly putting away opponents. After having declined several times, Abdul finally 

agreed. The men took their shirts off, wrapped their hands, and entered the ring.  

 An ass kicking had never been so horrid. Despite his best efforts, Abdul 

was losing. Sure he was a tough man with combat experience, but Axel was a 

1992 Olympic gold medalist who did his work like a true professional. Something 

the pub owner and the Captain had failed to mention.  
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 When taking rest before the fifth and final round, Captain Birdwell told 

Abdul something he would remember for the rest of his days.  

  “Son, by now you knows we wanted to see whatcha had. Sure your profile 

said it, but we took this opportunity to see it for ourselves. Iʼll tell you right now; 

based on the beating you took, and took like a fucking man, I would be honored 

you join us. Win or lose son, all warriors are welcome in Valhalla”.  

The bell rang.  

* * * * 

 Birdwell took a pleasantly deep breath.  

 “Fucking eh huh,” he gently smiled holding the picture.  

 The enemy was now surrounding Birdwell and wondering why he hadnʼt 

run. Lost in remembrance, the Captain had hardly noticed that the mortar rounds 

had ceased. Speaking Pashto, there was a dispute amongst his enemies. Of 

course the Captain had no intentions of being captured, but they were unaware. 

Boom, boom, boom, had quickly put down two enemies. Shots were returned and 

Captain John Birdwell remained slouched with his 45mm Jericho in his right and 

the pictures in his left. Crimson memories and dirt decorated the pictures. A 

warm wind blew and Odinʼs hall was welcoming.  
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A sound as a watch makes when enveloped in cotton 
Ameerah Holliday 
 
Shh, listen. 
Did you hear it? 
 
Its disturbing echo 
inching down your spine. 
Its chilling breath at the 
nape of your neck. 
 
Snaking through my mind, 
creeping in like fog. 
Seeping through the floor, 
spilling secrets like blood. 
 
Sounds of a clock 
muffled by cotton. 
Cloaked, it hammers 
growing louder. 
 
Canʼt you hear it? 
The thumping it emits. 
Shuddering through my frame, 
suffocation, blame! 
 
Itʼs growing louder! 
Uttering secrets only I know. 
Acute are the senses 
that hear its woe. 
 
Pounding away all thoughts, 
persistent, Its haunts. 
Shattering midnight it stalks, 
nightmarish pillow talk. 
 
It grows, my skin pales. 
louder and louder it wales! 
A dead manʼs heart yells, 
telling its tale. 
 
Say that I am mad, do you? 
If only you knew, 
I hear things in hell, itʼs true. 
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Donʼt you hear it too? 
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Madness 
Ameerah Holliday 
 
 

“There is chaos here, 
In the minutes where night meets day. 

Are you listening? It is near. 
 

I find it acceptable to fear 
the shadows that lurk in midnight. 

There is chaos here. 
 

When youʼre alone it leers, 
and your terror will leave you screaming. 

Are you listening? It is near. 
 

Darkness becomes you Dear, 
Its seduction clouds your mind. 

There is chaos here. 
 

Itʼs pulling your soul near. 
nothing is safe, thereʼs nowhere to hide 

Are you listening? It is near. 
 

And once it has you, let me be clear 
you will be dragged, screaming. Madness! 

There is chaos near. 
Are you listening? It is here.” 
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Whatʼs Wished For While Dreaming 
Ameerah Holliday 
 
The seasons blended together still 
as if I've fallen head first into a daydream. 
But some nights, 
I'd place our fate in the hands of a star, 
whispering words of forever. 
Praying my answer was You. 
  
There was enchantment in You. 
Still, 
I held little hope in our forever. 
For what is wished for while dreaming, 
is long lost amongst the stars 
found only on the darkest of nights. 
  
My uncertainties were hidden in shadows of night 
and clouded every thought of You. 
But there, locked between the breath of two stars, 
silent and still, 
I chased away my dreams. 
Convinced that nothing could last forever. 
  
I am Alice now, and my rabbit hole leads into forever. 
As mysterious as the night 
I close my eyes and dream: 
I am suddenly re-immersed in You. 
The hands that chase the day stand still- 
I am misplaced again, amongst the wishes lost in stars. 
  
I have traveled through time, chased unknown stars 
and stared into the face of forever. 
But as my mind's portraits flashed by me, my life stood still. 
For everything was overcome by the night 
and all I could see is You. 
Mirroring back at me all my hopes and dreams. 
  
At first, I'd thought I was dreaming, 
(creativity tends to flourish within the stars.) 
But I could see it in You, 
The smallest glimpse of forever, 
Gleaming in your eyes late that night, 
And I knew my faith held tightly still. 
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I am still immersed in the wishes of my dreams, 
where the symphonies of night hold stars 
that shine into forever, and are reflected back in You. 
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Still Life 
Tiffany Ellzey 
 
She's asleep by the river bed, 
while he starts to move ahead 
because he longs to catch a glimpse  
of the grace  
and beauty that rests in her face. 
But he does not want to wake her tranquil state. 
He does not want to wake her. 
As she lies there dreamily, 
she appears to him to be 
a portrait of perfect artistry: 
a flawless doll-like still life. 
 
He moves lightly over the grass, 
careful to pass without a sound. 
He thinks she has stirred so he stops, 
since he doesn't desire and he does not want 
to be seen. 
But he was wrong, so he treads along 
the grass that appears to be  
preternaturally green. 
He reaches her and leans over her, 
that flawless doll-like still life. 
 
Her veil conceals his prospect, 
so he lifts it to reveal her aspect. 
He moves lower with anticipation, 
his eyes dance with expectation, 
as one removes a curtain to reveal a sunset, 
so he regards her face. 
But now those eyes still and now he starts 
as the beating of his heart 
moves at an alarming pace. 
He frantically grasps both her arms, 
staring fiercely in alarm 
at the flawless doll-like still life. 
 
He cries her name fervently, 
clinging to her like a shield of security 
because he's no longer scared to awaken 
what no sound and no movement could ever cause to stir. 
He thought that she slept peacefully, 
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lying down so placidly. 
But now his heart is full of dread, 
for she will never wake again 
because he finds his love is dead. 
A flawless doll-like still life. 
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When the Tips of Needles 
Natalie Knuth 
 
When the tips of needles 
offer excess dew, 
when the petals gather 
bumps of magnification 
and the long grass holds 
pebbles of jewels that seem 
to project their own light, 
when weeds sparkle and shout 
Iʼm here 
when the soft life 
comes out of hiding 
slowly slipping 
slick bodies across velveteen 
greenery and soil 
the morningʼs breath 
chilled and sweet forever 
holding my attention, 
wondrously captivating 
what must be my soul.  
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Donʼt Fear the Reaper 
Natalie Knuth 
 
Donʼt Fear the Reaper 
blares around me 
the cold windows 
slowly blur 
as tiny drops take their time 
painting the windshield 
the melody elevates me 
calming my thoughts 
warm and comfortable 
I think of the trees 
lining the freeway 
and the only sound they receive: 
the raucous rush of traffic 
until they die. 
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I found religion in you 
Vibiana Tran 
 
there is poetry in the curve of your jaw 
and the hollow of your throat 
 I run my fingers along them 
 like I'm trying to read braille 
 
there is art in the light of the moon 
where it graces your pale shoulders 
 I'd frame it 
 but museums don't let you touch their paintings 
 
there is a song in your pleased sigh 
a hymn in the air when you speak 
 I'm torn between the fear of ruining it 
 and the desire to sing along 
 
there is proof of miracles in your laugh 
your smile tastes of sunshine 
 kissing you is like lighting a fire in the hearth 
 I hear it roar when our lips meet 
 
when we are together I cannot help but think 
what a blessing it is 
that you exist 
 and I want to lose myself 
 in prayer 
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Winter Nights 
Vibiana Tran 
 
winter nights are colder 
 with no jacket 
dark streets are rougher 
 with no shoes 
strange sounds are more 
frightening 
 with no home to run back to 
  (but when home isn't all 
  it's meant to be 
  you make do with what you have) 
the night may not be friendly 
but if it's a choice between survival 
 and destruction 
you choose the dangerous night 
  (it's not really a choice 
  but you pretend that it was) 
call it escape because otherwise 
 it's exile 
call it escape because otherwise 
 you're drowning 
call it escape because there will be 
 freedom 
  (this is just the 
  fight) 
walk down the street with no jacket 
 no shoes 
 no home 
with no fear 
 with hope in its stead 
  (the sun will rise 
  you will too) 
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Before Hello 
Briant Wells 

 
A peak – a glance – a breath 
Her hair falls, and veils – obscure  
A look – a stare – a flash 
Her hand raises, unveils – delight 
 
The corners – turn up – that smile 
Her lips wane, and stretch – promise 
Her eyes – they flutter – that moment 
My lungs freeze, and numb – pleasure  
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My Doll 
Briant Wells 
 
Admit, I must – I have a spotted soul 
A mark and yet blessʼed, is Man just that? 
I try and fail. Iʼve become sick to my bowels. 
 
My feelings turn to evil hitting a doll 
I look in its eyes – hate – her head smashʼd flat. 
Admit, I must – I have a spotted soul. 
 
Her face distort, I beat her jolly jowl.  
Smiles still seep out her mouthy corners.  
I try and fail. Iʼve become sick to my bowels. 
 
Now standing, kicking, screaming, crying, howl –  
Damn! I reach for that dark liquor, that fifth.  
Admit, I must – I have a spotted soul. 
 
Plastic flesh cut – spotting bloody spittle, spilling a pool. 
In such imagination, death echoes like a bat 
I try and fail. Iʼve become sick to my bowels. 
 
Tears shed – damn doll – noticing my momʼs mole 
ʻBove, just, her curling lip – I pray and sit. 
Admit, I must – I have a spotted soul 
I try and fail. Iʼve become sick to my bowels. 
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Billy Says Letʼs Play 
Brittney Krier 
 
Billy said hi to me 
Billy says heʼs my friend 
Billy tells me what to do 
Billy says I need him 
 
Billy talks a lot now 
Billy says Iʼm too weak 
I turn up music 
ʻCause Billyʼs words are mean 
 
Billy wonʼt leave me alone 
I donʼt like Billy anymore 
Billy says Iʼm worthless 
But Billy is stronger 
 
Billy said heʼll hurt me 
If I donʼt get my daddyʼs gun 
Billy says to put it in my mouth 
Billy says its fun 
 
I told Billy I donʼt like this game 
He says Iʼm just dumb 
Now put it to my face and play 
I did, and Billy won  
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Thereʼs no problem officer 
Brittney Krier 
 
Love the children of broken homes, 
cared for by mental patients 
that broke into pieces. 
Tie the knots to the nooses 
and let them off their leashes. 
 
Thereʼs nothinʼ wrong here officer, 
no one likes a downer. 
Weʼll pull that frown upside down 
and drink up for another hour. 
 
Did you know I sold my soul? 
For some condoms and pack of Marlboro. 
This patch is a reminder of my love: 
Wear it, tear it, then repair it. 
 
There are no problem here officer, 
weʼre just passinʼ through.  
Weʼll put our beers right up here 
and keep on mindinʼ you. 
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The Turtle Pond 
Allison Tester 
 
Young, Almost careless, Soaking up the sun 
Two, exploring these new emotions  
Down by the turtle pond. 
He says he likes her hair,  
She says she loves his eyes 
He asks to hold her hand - 
Cherish the moment. 
So much to take in, assault on the senses 
But a beautiful assault. 
Perhaps theyʼll stay awhile  
Sitting by the turtle pond 
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Wilt 
Erik Dobko 
 
Swill your pills  
and still the erratic. 
Stare blankly at the static. 
Trapped, 
a vapid caterpillar 
rotting in an attic. 
 
Search deep inside for nothing to say. 
Selfless, 
but not in the good way. 
Strident silences to tell. 
Empty out your eyes 
and fall through the endless well. 
 
Passing through time, 
the pastime 
through and through. 
Reroute any formative doubt. 
A rejection of introspection, 
without exceptions. 
 
A full-length feature film 
filled by a single,  
sporadic still. 
Point your finger at someone else, 
then scratch your head. 
And donʼt forget to forget that youʼre almost dead. 
 
You could have set your life reeling 
but grew content with only the bait. 
So self-sedating, 
searching for nothing 
and yet waiting. 
 
Youʼve jilted your soul. 
Now wilt. 
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Inside the Cell 
Erik Dobko 
 
thumbs twiddling 
as glazed eyes gaze 
spending all of life 
in the digital daze 
gaping in a blue light 
the mind is mailed somewhere else 
side by side but all alone 
without a single story to tell 
 
conversation dissipates  
in an endless barrage of texts 
just how much longer until your mate 
is tweeting during sex? 
what happened to the real world? 
why did it shift to virtual? 
 
notifications 
spill the red 
gratifications 
still the head 
perhaps a picture says 
a thousand words 
but a clicking keyboard 
is all Iʼve heard 
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House on Mulberry Avenue 
Sicily Famolaro 
 
I wake early; 
the sun breathes me back 
from the dead.  
 
Facing the east, I turn and he 
is shaking out a rhythm with his hands. 
“Writing holy litanies?” 

“Yes—the animal heads of the flowers  
  where they had arisen to think at the sun!” 

I rise, kiss him on the forehead because 
weʼre platonic lovers, friends, 
Ginsberg and I, 
in the house on Mulberry Avenue.  
 
I take coffee by the kitchen window,  
drinking slowly, spoon by spoon 
(slowly morning becomes afternoon); 
He runs in, pounds his hands  
on the table (a little unstable),  

“I had a moment of clarity!  
  Saw the feeling in the heart of things!  
  Walked out to the garden crying!” 

a universe in every syllable.  
 
Out to the garden— 
zinnias, dahlias, peonies; 
He comes to me with a daisy 
between the teeth,  

“The gracious desire to exist of the flowers!” 
Smiling, I turn to the house 
(the strange paradise of my mind): 
 
Eliot drinking tea on the veranda, 
Plath in her bedroom, crazy as day, 
Kerouac drunk, cursing the birds outside, 
and cummings looking at the flowers, 
the flowers, the flowers— 
those I bloomed with fragile hands. 
 
Heʼs writing a litany—a sutra—or something nice; 
I pat his head gently before he sleeps 
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but Iʼll lie sleepless, waiting, because 
(these hands radiate like a sun from its cuor) 
and my best workʼs done just before sunrise. 
 
In the moment of clarity 
—language is so damn beautiful— 
I sonder. Your eyes could never hold  
as much as they do.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  

Aztec	  Literary	  Review	  

55	  

Somewhere Between the Sky and the Sea 
Paley Martin 

 

Somewhere between the sky and the sea 
I stay afloat 

Just me 
Encompassed by eternity 

On the clock of infinity 
 

Somewhere amidst the rocks and the river 
I stand alone 

In awe, I quiver 
Absorbed in the lazy streamʼs whisper 

I am his lady; he is my mister 
 

Atop the clouds and over the mountains 
I drink from the basin of the holiest fountain 

 Under the sun and between the plains 
I graze in the grass that echoes my name 

 

Alone at bay 
In grace I lay 

No need to prove 
No thirst to say 
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Billy Budd: Melvilleʼs Moses 
Nicholaus Roth 
 

Herman Melville has never been a stranger to religious imagery. In the 

mid-to late 19th century it may have been easier to communicate the meaning of 

a text to his readership by making such references, as the Bible was one of the 

most widely read books at the time. However, Christianityʼs hold on the text of 

Billy Budd has warped the artistry of Melvilleʼs clever reference to Jesus of 

Nazareth. This is a common assumption as both Billy and Jesus end up being 

martyred for crimes that they did not commit. However, what most readers are 

glazing over is that Billy is not an innocent: he has killed his superior officer in a 

tumultuous time of the Navy, putting him in a position of notice and sway over the 

minds of the shipʼs crew. When one starts to add up the details of Billyʼs life and 

the actions that occur on the Rights-of-Man, Billy ends up resembling a more 

human and tragic figure from the Old Testament, Moses. 

 The inherent problem in understanding the story of Billy Budd is that most 

of the critics that have previously researched this story have been skewed by an 

overwhelmingly Christian viewpoint. According to Alan Lupack, previous criticism 

has led readers to make “clear by comparisons…Billyʼs execution and the 

passion of Christ”(277). Of course, since one third of the Earthʼs population is 

Christian (“Global Christianity) and this portion is the largest group out of them all 

(Islam comes in second with 22% of the worldʼs population), it is no mystery as to 

why the connection between Billy Budd and Moses was never seen before. Since 

the most famous of all Christian martyrs was Christ, it makes perfect sense to 
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assume that Billy Budd is the Christ figure since he is martyred. However, Moses 

was also a martyr. His death may not have been as painful and humiliating as 

Christʼs but is was nonetheless, martyrdom. Perhaps Warner Berthoff explained 

it better when he wrote on religious interpretations of Billy Budd, “we are in a civil 

way habituated to, the positions of Christian belief…”(77). So by no fault of the 

scholars that came before, the issue of the exact Biblical figure Melville is 

referencing for his characterization of Billy. 

 Moses is a central figure in Judaism, however, in Christianity Moses is 

used as a symbol of Divine law and used in the New Testament by Jesus to help 

teach lessons to the Hebrews to which he preached. Many religious scholars 

have found many correlations between the life of Moses and the story of Jesus, 

which would explain the confusion relating to the interpretation of Billy Budd. 

Most readers may be somewhat familiar with the story of Moses, but almost none 

are familiar with what the meaning of the name implies. Jocephus contends that 

the name Moses is derived from two Coptic words: mo, which means “water,” 

and uses, which means “drawn from.”  This namesake is explained in Exodus, 

“…she called his name Moses: and she said, Because I drew him out of the 

water”(2:10). A somewhat similar history to the story of Moses being drawn out of 

the river is made for Budd, “…I was found in a pretty silk-lined basket…”(287). 

Billyʼs history is somewhat clouded in mystery as the crew seems to believe that 

“Noble descent was as evident in him as in a blood horse”(287).  The noble birth 

is often ascribed to the consensus that Jesusʼ birth was mysterious. It was not a 
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mystery, though, for the text of the Bible clearly states that Christ knew his origins 

from a very young age “…I must be about my Father's business?” (Luke 2:49), 

Jesus says to Mary and Joseph when they find him in the temple in Jerusalem 

where he stayed after the Passover holiday. This also brings up the obvious 

ability of Christ to communicate freely with other people, which Billy Budd does 

not have. 

 Billy is unable to communicate freely because of his speech impediment; 

Jesus never had any trouble communicating his teachings to early Christians, 

and often communicated his messages so well through parables that few were 

confused about Jesusʼ messages of peace, love and understanding. Moses, on 

the other hand, had been tested by the Pharaohʼs sorcerers to see whether he 

could potentially usurp the crown (since he played with it when the Pharaoh held 

him). Although Moses had the divine right of leadership, and he also reached for 

gold instead of coals, which would show his intelligence to the Egyptians, the 

hand of an angel guided him to make the foolish decision and Moses grabbed the 

coal and stuck it into his mouth. This left him to be “slow of speech, and of a slow 

tongue”(Exodus 4:10). 

 Although there is a moment in the text where after Billy is executed the sky 

is referred to as the “fleece of the Lamb of God”(Melville 354), and although this 

imagery is generally used to refer to Christ (aka The Lamb of God), one must 

also remember that Moses was a shepherd, so allusions made to fleece implies 

that it is actually a sacrificial lamb as opposed to Christ, who had no fleece. In 
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fact the reason why God supposedly choose Moses was because of his gentle 

treatment of the weak and some sheep that needed water (Exodus 2:17). One 

can see behavior like this in Billyʼs attitude toward the potential mutineer. Instead 

of killing the man on principle, or turning him in to Claggart, Billy sends him back 

below-deck and practically saves him from harm be keeping his mouth shut. One 

can only assume that Billy did this out of respect and duty to his fellow man. 

 This brings up the image of Claggart as the anti-hero in the story. Although 

most scholars have claimed Claggart to be modeled after Satan because of his 

unexplainable hatred for Billy, just as Satan hated Jesus of Nazareth. But one 

can see that the resemblance to the Egyptian taskmaster that Moses slew before 

leaving for Midian. The taskmaster was beating another Hebrew, much like 

Claggart would with his “official rattan in hand”(Melville 306), if he was ever to be 

able to get it out before Billy knocked him dead with his own bare fist. There is 

the theory that Claggart is a façade and is put there to confuse the reader, 

“In fact Melville, in a very Henry Jamesian way, filled this last epic tale with 

a series of decoys and red herrings and with screens upon screens of a 

final blasting ambiguity. Another of these decoys is, to me, the whole 

concept of Billy Budd as a second Christ Crucified for the mutinous 

sailors”(Geismar xi). 

Here one can see that scholars have begun to question the previous conceptions 

of Adam and Christ as the figures Billy represents. The ambiguity of the text is 

allowing the reader to make their own Biblical connection to the tale of Billy Budd. 
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Yet one cannot deny that the most obvious and least ambiguous references to 

Billyʼs past are mirrors for the past of Moses, even up to the point that 

Claggart/Egyptian is killed by his mighty hand. 

 The specific time at which the story of Billy Budd correlates to in the Book 

of Exodus seems to be an amalgamation of the time in which he killed an abusive 

Egyptian (Claggart) and was forced out of his home to be a shepherd in Midian 

and the time when Moses died before entering Canaan. Of course, it is during 

this time (after the Egyptianʼs murder) that God first appears to Moses as the 

burning bush. Although the obvious choice is that God is not in the text and 

therefore not represented. However, Captain Vere is the closest semblance to a 

divine figure. In fact, just as the bush appeared to Moses after he murdered the 

Egyptian, Vere instruct Billy that his destiny is to die to protect the integrity of the 

crew. Vere maintains this power unflinchingly by ordering the execution of Billy 

Budd. The execution of Billy, however, would serve Captain Vere the same way 

that Mosesʼ massacre of the Hebrews worshipping the golden calf served God to 

focus the Israelites attention on Judeo-Christian laws and not only the 

distractions that would lead to a rift in the Jews. By sacrificing Budd, Vere 

unconsciously unifies his men under the last words of Billy, “God Bless, Captain 

Vere!”(354). However, this equivocation can be also used to prove that Vere is 

not the God figure, since how could and why would God bless himself? 

 The only notion that can make sense of this is that Vere is actually 

Joshua, whom Moses handed over the leadership of the Israelites to, “thou must 
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go with this people unto the land which the Lord hath sworn unto their fathers to 

give them; and thou shalt cause them to inherit it”(Deuter. 31:7). In this respect 

the ejaculation of Billyʼs last words are a passing of the torch from one leader to 

another. This may be commentary on the fact that one can lead even from a 

place of previous imperfection. Moses led, even though he was a murderer. 

 According to the story of Exodus, Moses “when he saw that there was no 

man, he slew the Egyptian”(2:12). So already we can see that Billy and Moses 

are similar in that they have both committed grievous crimes. And it is after Billy 

kills Claggart that one can see the images of Claggartʼs body as “a dead snake” 

and Vereʼs face as “the moon emerging from an eclipse”(332). These images 

owe more strength to the killing of the staff-turned-snake in front of the Pharaoh 

and the ninth plague of Egypt-darkness. These images share more with the story 

of Moses than that of Christ. But also they share an even more ancient reference 

to Billy Budd as the figure of the first man, Adam (Hudson 62). Although that 

allegory is more far reaching since the obvious element of Adam not being a 

murderer, and Billy being guilty, it brings to light the idea that both Adam and Billy 

are guilty of something in the eyes of their respective superiors. W.H. Auden 

made an excellent point when he observed that “Melville wants Budd also to be 

the Second Adam, the sinless victim who suffers voluntarily for the sins of the 

whole world”(86). In this analyzation Second Adam could be just another term for 

Christ, however the fact is that Billy has killed Claggart and broken the first law of 

Moses: thou shalt not kill. 
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 This brings to light the various stories about Billy that are presented at the 

end of the story. One is a newspaper article that although it tries to tell the story 

of a man very unlike Billy and the other is an oral poem, or ballad, written to 

memorialize Billyʼs death and romanticize it. One can see that this may be a final 

assertion for the reader that there are three versions of the story of Moses 

practiced by three different religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. However, 

Max Loges contends that Billy is a Christ figure and    

“Billy, although he is executed by the British navy, experiences a 

resurrection of his own: He lives on fondly in the memories and songs of 

his fellow seamen who cherish a piece of the spar from which he was 

hung as though it were a piece of the cross”(138). 

What Loges does not notice is that the ballad at the end immortalizes Billy in the 

same way that the Song of Moses does in Dueteronomy(32:1-43). This keeps 

him alive in the minds of the Israelites. However, the great Albert Camus wrote of 

Melville, “The creator of myths partakes of genius only in so far as he inscribes 

these myths in the denseness of reality, not in the fleeting clouds of 

imagination”(91). So perhaps the ballad at the end is Melvilleʼs own commentary 

of his career, weaving myth with reality and creating indelible images in the 

minds of his readers. 

 After the execution of Billy, Vere is killed in combat with another ship that 

is named, quite hilariously, The Atheist. This may suggest that the only concept 

or idea that Atheism can destroy is the one of a divine figure, or Captain Vere. 
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However, since Vere may be a Joshua figure instead of divine. Since it was 

Joshua who made this statement to the people of Israel, “ʻBehold, this stone shall 

be a witness to us, for it has heard all the words of the Lord which He spoke to 

us. It shall therefore be a witness to you, lest you deny your Godʼ”(Josh. 24:27). 

Strange it is then that Vere looses his life during a skirmish between the 

Bellipotent (ironic as the translation means “mighty in war”) and The Atheist. Vere 

serves as an example of Judaic law since he is the one who pushes for the death 

of Billy and does not seek to inform the crew of the truth of Claggartʼs murder. 

Vere has transgressed against God and is killed by a godless vessel.  On a side 

note, most of modern humanityʼs concepts of rights depend on the laws derived 

from their respective religions, and in every major religion, Moses is the Law 

Giver. This may explain why the ship Billy is taken from is called the Rights-of-

Man, it is an allusion to the Ark that contained the laws of the Jewish people. 

 Robert Milder is the only scholar to come close to the interpretation of Billy 

as Moses and did so with the complete acceptance that the interpretation is what 

you make of it,  

“It hardly matters what self-serving officialdom will garble Billyʼs story or 

the crew superstitiously fashion a cult of Billy-as-Christ from a nobility that 

is theirs to imitate. Such will always be the worldʼs judgments, Melville 

implies.”(xxxviii). 

Although this interpretation leaves the door open to many different 

interpretations, it comes the closest of proving that the image of Christ in the text 
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is whatever one may take the image to mean. That leads one back to the point 

that the previous readings of Billy Budd have been heavy handed toward a 

Christian interpretation because most of those critics have been influenced, if not 

by their own experiences with Christianity, then with Melvilleʼs continued 

attachment to his own Christianity. Albeit in regards to his Christianity, as Melville 

came closer to death, had transformed into a more naturalistic view of the world 

and the people in it (Milder xxxiv). 

 Previous criticism of Melvilleʼs story has been skewed to a more Christian 

reading since its publication in 1924 (Loges 137) and this interpretation has 

closed off any other interpretations of the text from a more Mosaic lens. One can 

see how a New-Testament-centric viewing of Billy Budd, Sailor can give a one-

sided interpretation of a text that contains many different layers, most notably the 

story of Moses the Law Giver. Glazing over this particular unfinished work with a 

generalization that Melville was simply using Billy as a metaphor for the death of 

Christ is a terrible and dead-end interpretation of what may have been one of 

Melvilleʼs most beloved and criticized short stories. 
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