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The challenge: Write a short short story, poem, film scene or essay with a two-word title. One of the words must be either heart or hearts . . . Burning Heart, Busted Hearts, Mending Hearts, you get the idea. Hey, Valentine’s Day is coming. No more than 500 words. Winner receives a critique of her/his first 50 pages from Chris DeSmet plus dinner on the town with Chris.

Heart Strings
Rebecca Rettenmund, first-and-third


“What’s a bad heart?”


Six other Student Cupids looked at Max and laughed.


Marge stuck up for him. “Come on, you guys. It’s a legitimate question.”


“For a greenhorn,” Joe teased. 


Marge challenged Joe. “Are you saying you know how to answer the teacher’s essay question?”


“I think I have pretty good idea what a bad heart is.”


“Wouldn’t it be easier to find out with a little help of THIS?”


A tall student gasped. “Where’d you get that psychedelic mushroom, Marge?”


Marge held it up proud. “What can I say? I am a spirit of many mysteries.”


Joe lunged for the mushroom. “Hey, give it here. I know how to use it.”


“I know how to use it.” Marge pulled away, clutching the prize in her bosom, and led the six other Student Cupids over to the storage closet. She opened the door. Inside was lots of junk. Marge pulled out a fishing pole and handed it to Max.


He frowned at it. “I thought Cupids had arrows.”


The tall student knocked Max’s shoulder. “Arrows are for good hearts. When you look for bad hearts, you gotta go fishing.”


Marge found a pole for herself and fixed the mushroom on her hook.


Joe protested. “I thought you were going to share.”


Marge smirked. “I will. You’ll see.”


She gave everyone a fishing pole and led the other students out of the classrooms to Cloud Lake. There she cast her line . Where the mushroom touched the water, a rift opened up. Another place showed through the rift, somewhere on Earth, through the ceiling of a girl’s apartment.


The seven Student Cupids stood around the opening, waiting for a bite.


The girl was tired of waiting for her fuckbuddy to call. He was out banging other women. This saddened her. If she couldn’t get laid, then she might as well get loaded. Her dealer was out of Ecstasy, so she reluctantly bought a psychedelic mushroom. She didn’t like mushrooms much because they tended to make her crazy. But she would rather spend the night hallucinating than think about her dude banging other bitches all night. So she bit into the mushroom.


Once the shroom had a chance to work on her system, she clutched her chest. The drug attacked her ribs, trying to bust its way out. She fell upon the floor in agony, and, when she cast her eyes upward, a rift opened the ceiling. She saw seven figures looking down on her, one of whom had a fishing line stuck right into her chest. The line tugged hard, and she gasped in horror when she saw her own chest split open to reveal her throbbing heart.


She screamed as another figure cast his line into her pulsing ventricles, and another line, and another until all seven hooks pulled at the flesh of her heart, yanking her heart right out of her chest while she watched in horror.


She never ate another psychedelic mushroom.

Heart to Heart
Millie Mader, first-and-third


“Hey, have a heart,” chief cardio surgeon Mike joked to his colleague.


The two renowned heart specialists were gathered with their teams, about to perform dual heart transplants in Houston’s famed Cardiology Center. Awestruck interns gaped, afraid even to breathe. They were in the presence of gods.


Meanwhile, the pair of hearts lay iced and beating. They had a language of their own.


“Hey man, where’d you come from?” asked heart number one.


“From a prostitute. What about you?”


“My dude was a biker bum. He pretty much lived on Jack Daniels and pot. He wheeled around like crazy, man, without a helmet. Gary Bussey was his hero. He bought the farm on a sharp curve, going a hundred miles an hour, and here I am. It figures.”


“Well, my gal got strangled by a john who refused to pay. She was only thirty, but for a hooker that’s old. I can still hear her saying ‘fifty or one hundred dollars – depending.’”


“Who’s getting you?” biker heart asked.


“A soccer mom who teaches English and attends church every Sunday. She bakes cookies for the kids and is a loyal wife. Talk about reincarnation. What the hell do I know? How about you?”


“I’m cruising right into the life of an Evangelical pastor, so I’m with you, sister. What a boring life we’re in for. I’ll have to chug-a-lug on the communion wine. Uh-oh, here come the docs, all duded up in their scrubs. See you in church – or the loony-bin.”







*     *     *


The surgeries went well. The ICU was dark, the heart recipients comatose. Several hours later, there was a stirring. Biker heart moaned, and the nurse approached the pastor’s bedside.


“Can I get you anything, reverend?” she asked in a soft, respectful voice..


“Jack Daniels,” he muttered.


Had she heard him right?


“Who is he?” she asked, thinking maybe this Jack was a family member she hadn’t met.


“Whiskey, straight up,” the reverend muttered. He couldn’t focus his eyes, but he appeared to have found his tongue. “And bring me a toke, too.”


Shocked, the nurse buzzed for the attending surgeon. Then she approached the now groaning teacher.


“What can I do for you, ma’am?” she asked.


“Depends,” soccer mom mumbled. “Fifty or a hundred-dollar job.”


The nurse fainted.

mDNA’s Heartbeat
Liam Wilbur, first-and-third, second-and-fourth


Thousands of men in orderly rows with shaven faces and close-cut hair; shining god-men wearing lots of metal.


Look around you, at the others. All men, grown and virile, protected behind the finest armor. 


Deep inside your heart, you feel ashamed. 


You’re all hiding. 


Your brain will not admit it. 


You hide behind chest plates of thick bronze and vast walls of shields. You hide behind your fancy marching grids and shouting generals. You hide behind the wealth of other men; behind the skirts of Emperors.


It makes you insecure. 


You look at us with outsiders’ eyes and declare us evil. 


By calling us evil, it gives you satisfaction to slaughter us.


You are told that we are animals of the wilderness who know nothing of order and will not be tamed.


Your Emperor has decreed that we must die for it.


Go ahead, keep saying that; try to secure yourself in the vain hope that it’s true.


Still, you’ll fear me. 


My ways unsettle you to your core. 


I’m brazenly naked. 


All I carry is a small sword. 


My worldly wealth is only a twisted bronze torc around my neck.


My god is the rabid wild boar who snorts and ruts.


I am loud. I boast. I shout. I scream and I call you names and defile the reputations of your ancestors. 


I am a wild shrieking man who rubs his genitals until he spurts semen at your ranks in a passion for war and death and blood and the collecting of heads.


The women cackle and taunt; they push their naked breasts at you. 


They lie on their backs, laughing at you with their opened vaginas as the Sheil-na-gig. 


They shout revolting things about your daughters, wives and mothers.


We have sex amongst all the noise and chaos. 


The screams of our orgasms sound like the call of death.


I know that I will eventually meet your eyes in a killing gaze. 


You will plunge your sword into my heart and feel it cease to beat. 


Your eyes will show a deep terror and disgust.


I will bare my teeth in a feral smile and laugh in your face, spitting blood.


When I touch you with the tips of my fingers, you will have been marked by me. 


You will dream of my smile tonight when you kill me. 


I will forever live in your memory, and inside you will shudder.


Because, in that moment, you will realize that you did not truly kill me.


You merely relieved me of my body. 


I will get a new one after this. 


You may die today as well.


I may even be the hand Death chose.


You know that I will sever your head when I take your life.


And that is why you are trembling and pissing down your legs.


Roman, I welcome you to the world of the Ordovicii. 


The blood of my heart is shrieking a battle cry.


I am ready to fight.


Are you?

Heart Felt
Jen Wilcher, first-and-third, second-and-fourth

Dear Jen,


Lately, I’ve been wondering if you really love me. When you first changed the foods you were putting in me, I thought you finally got the message. Now, I’m not so sure, although the last time wasn’t so bad. Only a thin slice of cheesecake and a really small brownie.


When will you learn that gluten and lactose (and maybe casein, too) don’t sit well with me? All those lectins attacking the lining of my small intestine and all those phytates locking on to essential nutrients can’t be good for me. You do agree, don’t you? Please, I’m begging you!  You don’t want a whole slew of modern diseases associated with poor digestive health, do you?


Stop this madness! Eat wholesome real foods, not these franken-foods you see advertized all over! I mean it. And, not just most of the year with a few “cheats” during those so-called “special” occasions like holidays and parties either. The whole damn year! Can you make a serious effort here? For me?


And don’t tell me you believe that high-dietary cholesterol causes heart-diseases crap! Hello!? I need cholesterol to make new tissues. So, keep those eggs coming and make them whole eggs. None of this whites-only shit. The yokes have all the good stuff.


Oh, and it might be a good idea to stay away from nightshades for awhile. I think the small amounts of neurotoxins could be building up and getting to me. That means no potatoes, tomatoes, mushrooms, and peppers.


Really focus on healing my gut. You should know it’s my second brain. The probiotics and cod liver oil are helping and thanks for the magnesium boost. It really makes a difference with your chocolate cravings, doesn’t it?


Now, I just need you to stick to the plan long enough and you should be good as golden.  No more skin problems or dry itchy scalp. Any bloating or gas, gone. It may not come right away, but stay the course and things well get better. I promise.

Sincerely,

Your Body  

Heart Ablaze
Amber Boudreau, first-and-third


I wear me heart on my arm, just above the wrist, like a cuff of ever-changing colored jewelry. Everyone does; we get along by politely ignoring them.


It only becomes problematic when you meet someone you really like. You can’t hide it. It’s a great equalizer: everyone is reduced to being a teenage boy in the throes of puberty. This is where ignoring the heart becomes polite. Most of the time you just say something courteous like, “Meeting you warmed my heart,” because it did – literally. But sometimes it’s obviously more than that.


With experience you can control your heart’s reaction in all but the most extreme cases. It has nothing to do with age but with the number of times you’ve thrown yourself into a new situation. As a Vet with two tours of duty behind me, I have more than my share of experience.


So I never would have expected a college admissions interview to become an extreme case. My duty complete, I wanted to return to school, but it was an odd situation. I was old enough to have gone to war, but they weren’t sure I could handle academia.


The interviewer was older than me, dressed conservatively in a black overcoat with a perfectly knotted scarf when I met him outside. Moving inside, he removed the coat to reveal a light button-down, a tight waistcoat and a snug pair of wool trousers. Dreamy did not begin to cover it. I shrugged out of my own jacket and sat down, gratefully. I looked for a ring so I could see he was partnered; that would cool my ardor in an instant, but his blunt fingers were naked. 


The interview started. My throat dry, I gave brief, honest answers ignoring my throbbing heart, pulling my sleeve down to cover it without drawing attention. His own sleeves were rolled back over nicely tanned forearms. I was so used to ignoring people’s hearts I almost didn’t notice his. It was a cool, professional hue; one of polite disinterest, I daresay. 


Halfway through, I thought I would be fine, but then he did something that made me completely helpless. He took out a pair of reading glasses and slipped them on. They were like the male equivalent of a nurse’s uniform. I stared. Then I jerked up my sleeve afraid it would catch fire if I didn’t.


He didn’t notice. My answers became one-word responses. When he asked me a question that required more than a simple answer, I couldn’t reply. Finally he looked up. 


Saying nothing, I lifted my arm into view and laid it on the table between us. I saw his eyebrows rise as he took in the dancing reddish-purple hues of a heart ablaze. I looked at his. It remained the same. I swallowed my embarrassment and started to move my arm back when his hand shot out and snagged mine. I looked up and forgot all about experience and age.

My Heartburn
Lisa McDougal, first-and-third


The first full word my niece, D’Yana, ever uttered was “heartburn.” She was just over a year old and at that stage where she was mimicking the things around her, and she overheard my best friend say it while we were discussing her father’s health issues.


It’s quite fitting that D’Yana’s first words had the word heart in it because she is a constant reminder of why I keep my heart beating to stay alive. Since the day she was born, D’Yana has filled a void in my heart left there when my mother died so long ago. I was just 5 years old. 


I was a very different person before D’Yana came along. Depression, thoughts of suicide, and loneness occupied most of my days as I struggled with growing into adulthood without my mother. Although I was 21 when D’Yana was born, I had spent the better part of my life with this feeling that something major was missing. It wasn’t until I held her in my arms that I realized that I’d found what I was looking for: Love. 


To be so young and lose a parent is tragic in itself: robbed of getting to know the person who brought you life before your life had really begun. It’s something I would never wish upon anyone. Many think that because I was so young when my mom died that it shouldn’t have affected me as much. I guess they figured that I would not remember her, therefore, I would not miss her. 


Boy, were they wrong.


What people don’t realize is that the heart never forgets when it’s lost a piece of itself. My mother certainly touched my heart in the short timeframe we had together. When she died, a part of me went with her. I spent many nights alone in my room feeling sad and depressed and wondering whether my life would have been any different had my mother lived. Maybe if she had, then she would have given me that love and affection I so desperately craved. 


Growing up, I always wished I had at least one person who went out of their way to reinforce the fact that someone in my family loved me. Yeah, I know they “loved me,” but love requires a certain amount of physical connection to be felt. I used to act out in front of my family just so they’d know I was there. That’s something I never want D’Yana to have to do.


D’Yana is not my child, but she is my heart. I’d rather die than have her go through what I went through when I lost my mother. If I leave this Earth tomorrow, I want her to know that she’s always had someone who loved her unconditionally, and that her heart will never be as heavy as mine once was.

Muffy’s Heart
Judith McNeil, first-and-third


“What is this?” I asked, taking a bite of my food. I looked up to see a leering grin on Tom’s face. I jumped up and ran to the freezer fearing not what I would see, but what I would not see.


It was gone.


Muffy’s heart was not in the little plastic bag where it had been lovingly placed two weeks prior to this dinner.


Of all the dogs I had raised, Muffy had been my favorite. He disliked Tom, when Tom came to live with us. I had raised the dog from a two-month-old puppy, and he was well into old age when I started dating Tom, who was not an animal lover.


Although I could take Muffy just about everywhere I went, I needed human male companionship, and so I tried to have them both, not understanding that I had to give up one for the other. Muffy’s side of the combat was humorous, at least to me.


Tom, a regular nature boy, disliked sleeping in clothes and had a habit of putting his underwear or pajamas on the floor halfway through the night. When awaking in the morning, he’d reach for them, only to find them gone. Muffy usually took them out into the yard if the dog door was unlatched or he would bury them under his bed pillow.


Tom would respond by hiding Muffy’s dish after I had filled it with his evening dinner or taunt him by waving a doggie toy in front of him before stuffing it in his briefcase and leaving for work.


What made this whole war ridiculous was that Muffy and Tom resembled each other.  Muffy had a bushy moustache that rivaled Tom’s, whose facial hair was thinning. The shape of their eyebrows even mirrored each other’s.


Both were jealous of my attention to the other. Tom never had  a pet and considered animals not worthy of much attention. My hope that the two would reach a compromise never reached fruition.


On that awful day, Tom chased Muffy out the front door in a rage after Muffy tore the brim off his favorite hat. Traffic was heavy. A car hit Muffy and died before I could get him to a vet.


Tom, not sympathetic, suggested sarcastically that I should have Muffy stuffed. I took him at his word and, following the taxidermist’s advice, put him in the freezer until I could take him to be stuffed. For some stupid reason, I wanted to keep his heart, so I took my sharpest knife, made a careful incision, removed the heart and put it in a plastic bag in the freezer.


Tom was outdone when he went to get a steak out of the freezer and saw the dog’s body.  I think the heart put him over the edge.


Muffy’s stuffed body sits on the credenza across from the dining table. His heart is on my plate.


Tom’s heart may end up there, as well.

Sea Hearts
Katelin Cummins, second-and-fourth


Dan’s hand left my cheek and entered the waterfall of my long dark hair. He had said once that it was like a waterfall in the night, falling into the sea of my heart. I brought my hand to his and held it.


We stood on the bridge over the river. The air had turned from October chill to December cold. It bit at my hands. I didn’t shield them inside my pockets; I wanted to hold Dan’s hand in mine. It wouldn’t be too much longer before I wouldn’t be able to hold him at all.


We stood huddled together on the bridge, his arms around me and my head on his shoulder. I watched the water flowing steadily northwards, towards the sea. The river always flows into the sea. It doesn’t matter how far away it’s flowing from, or how long it takes. 


“Be sure to come back,” I said.


It was a meaningless thing to say. We parted a little, just far enough so that we could see each other’s faces.


“Of course,” said Dan.


We embraced again, tears in my eyes. I wiped my face on his shoulder and stared at the water. It flowed away from me. Flowing steadily away…


Six months later, I stopped to look at the notice on the wall next to a nicely decorated window on my walk. “For the dam to be built on the river,” it said. “For a freshwater reserve to be created,” it said. Dan had not yet returned.


“Le aphadar aen.”


I turned and saw a stranger walking past. I touched his shoulder to stop him.


He looked surprised. “Do know Sindarin?” he asked.


I shook my head.


“Oh,” he shrugged and smiled. “I just thought it would be funny to say that to a complete stranger. I’m Brook.” His playfulness struck a piece of me with a happy sort of pluck.


“Meredith,” I said.


He offered me his arm to walk with him. I did not take it. I twisted Dan’s ring around my finger, hidden in my coat pocket.


He smiled again and headed off on his way. “I suppose I’ll be seeing you around, Meredith,” he said while he waved.


I walked away and ended up on the bridge over the soon-to-be-dammed river, overlooking the sea to the north. I noticed another smaller river that flowed into it, across the large bay. The way it emptied itself was high and proud, and one cloud above it in the sky marked its place like a flag.


I switched, and put my back to the sea. A dammed river. Nothing frustrated me more. I wanted to throw something, but there was nothing to throw. I crossed my arms and stood with my hair all over my face. The wind was blowing the opposite way.

Heart(s) Redux
Brandy Larson, second-and-fourth group


“What the heart knows the head has yet to discover.” – Brandy Larson


“The only business of the head in the world is to bow a ceaseless obedience to the head.” – William Butler Yeats


heart def 3. The vital center of one’s being, emotions and sensibilities. Middle English  - hert /Old English - heorte – American Heritage Dictionary, second edition, Houghton Mifflin Co. 1982


Various things – thoughts, feelings, images and memories – come to mind when we see or hear words with “heart” in them.


There is sweetheart, heart strings, heartfelt, heart to heart, won his/her heart, big hearted,  heart of gold, light hearted, tenderhearted, heartened, have a heart, secrets of the heart, my heart is in your hands, heartache, heartless, heart wrenching, heartbroken, and hardhearted. There is love of family, friends, community, humanity, (for the love) of God(dess). You can surely add to the list.


How may songs have been written from the heart, songs with heart words in them, words and melodies that can and will stir your heart?  Even some that evoke rapture or many other emotions in us? In literature, drama or movies, it’s rare to find a story line that doesn’t have the business of the heart expressed in some part. Everyone either wants love, hates love, seeks love, runs from love, hopes for love, wants to love, wants to be loved, wants to forget love, or wants to remember love, all motivations of the heart.


“It is the heart that carries one to heaven.” – Mind of the African Negro as Reflected in his Proverbs, 1916,  Journal of Negro History, Vol, 1


“All the same,” said the scarecrow, ‘I shall ask for brains instead of a heart; for a fool would not know what to do with a heart.” – The Wizard of Oz (book or screen play, I’m not sure).

“Tell me where is fancy bred?  

Or in the heart or in the head?

How begot, how nourished

Reply, reply,

It is engendered in the eyes,

With gazing fed; and fancy dies

In the cradle, where it lies

Let us all ring fancy’s knell

I’ll begin it – Ding dong bell

Ding dong bell.”

– The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare  


I memorized this when we had to recite something form Shakespeare in high school. At the time I hoped my future tasks of the heart wouldn’t be so sad, but what did I know?


Here are a few other references to the heart:

Historical – “The troubadours had many debates as to what the definition of love would be. One of the most interesting and precise debates states that the eyes are the scouts for the heart, and the eyes go forth to find an image to recommend to the heart. When the image is found and recommended, if the heart is a gentle heart- that is to say, a heart that is capable of love and not simply of lust- then love is born. If, on the other hand, it is not a gentle heart, then all you have is lust- the pig heart. You don't have love.” – Joseph Campbell

From the East – “All these things shall love do unto you
that you may know the secrets of your heart,
and in that knowledge become a fragment of Life's heart.
But if in your fear you would seek only
love's peace and love's pleasure,
Then it is better for you that you cover your nakedness
and pass out of love's threshing floor,
Into the seasonless world where you
shall laugh, but not all of your laughter,
and weep, but not all of your tears.”
– by Khalil Gibran, The Prophet

From Buddhism – "You should respect other religions....the essence of all religions is basically the same: to achieve a true sense of brotherhood, a good heart, respect for others. If we can develop these qualities from within our heart, then I think we can actually achieve true peace."
– by Tenzin Gyatso, 14th Dalai Lama


As the Dalai Lama says “May all hearts be happy.


Happy Valentine’s Day!

Antimatter of the Heart
Greg Spry, first-and-third group


A chill coursed through Dr. Paul Winchell’s body as two staff members rushed his wife into the space station’s Cardiac ICU.


Artigrav emitters lifted her convulsing body off the hover-stretcher and lowered it on a hospital bed.


Winchell bolted to her side.


“She collapsed in her habitat.” Dr. Moore whipped an autosyringe out of her coat pocket. “Looks like cyberheart malfunction.” She stabbed his wife’s arm.


The patient stilled.


Winchell studied the bioscan results transposed across his field of vision. “Antimatter electrocell voltage fluctuations…” 


“Typical faulty battery,” Nurse Surratt said. “Shall I prep the patient for cyberheart battery swap?”


Winchell scrolled through the mental text. “Not yet.” He narrowed his gaze. “Nanites have modified the power regulation safeties. Her hearbeat’s quickening.” He swallowed. “Based on the rate of palpitation increase, her heart will explode in five minutes.”


Moore and Surratt’s eyes bulged.


Deidra? He touched his wife’s forehead and established a neural connection. Can you hear me?

Paul? Is that…ohhh…


Was it Jarvik? Searing heat tensed his muscles. Did that bastard do this to you?

Your…research partner? He – Deidra’s body shuddered.

Dr. Moore injected Deidra again, stifling her motions.


The hatch to the ICU spiraled open. Professor Robert Jarvik appeared and rushed over to Winchell. “I just saw the neurofeed results –” 


Winchell grabbed the lapels of Jarvik’s lab coat and shook him. “You did this to her!”


“No, I –”


“Do you think I’m a fool?” Winchell shoved Jarvik away. “This is because I wouldn’t take part in that deplorable military project. Well, it appears you’ve succeeded without my help.”


Jarvik adjusted his holotie and snorted. “Guess you’ve got it all figured out.”


“You always had a thing for her.” Winchell’s face flushed. “And you couldn’t accept it when she chose –”

“If you loved her, you wouldn’t have cheated on her with –”


Winchell balled a fist. “That was one horrific mistake.”

 
“Three minutes, Doctor,” Nurse Surratt yelled.


Winchell touched his wife again. Deidra, are you still with me? Deidra! Tears squeaked out the corners of his eyes. “Prep for a transplant –”


“There’s no time,” Jarvik said.


“I can still save her!”


Dr. Moore sprinted up to Winchell. “There’s nothing we can do.” She gripped his shoulders. “We have to blow her out into space, away from the station. Now.”


Winchell stared at his wife. Oh, Deidra. His chest burned. I love you so much. Forgive me… He nodded.


A minute later, Winchell gazed out the airlock’s viewport, watching his wife drift away. Dr. Moore stood at his side.


The countdown struck zero.


Deidra’s tumble continued unimpeded.


Winchell furrowed his brow.


He reexamined the scan results. “No…” He gasped. “The battery was emitting a false surge. It was never going to explode.” He tugged at his hair. “I could’ve saved her!”


“I’m sure you want to hurt Jarvik,” Dr. Moore said. “But think about it before you do. I wouldn’t want you to make another mistake.” She shook out her hair, pocketed the autosyringe, and walked away.

Old Hearts
Jerry Peterson, first-and-third


James Early held out his tin cup while Mose Dickerson, his constable over in Leonardville, poured it full with a steaming brew.


“Yer gonna like this,” Dickerson said. “I put a egg in it.”


“Settles the grounds. That’s the way Thelma made her coffee.”


“I ’member.” Dickerson reached into his saddlebag. From it, he produced a can of Carnation. “Care fer a little cow?”


“Black’s fine.”


“I like to lighten mine up a shade.” He admired the label. “Carnation milk, best in the land. / Comes to you in a little red can. /No tits to pull. No hay to pitch. / Just punch a hole in the sunovabitch. Oh, pardon me, Jimmy, I didn’t mean to say that.”


Early chuckled, and Dickerson hauled off a spur. He held the roul against the top of the can and gave the roul a whack with a rock. Milk squirted up in his face.


“Thought you were gonna put it in your jo,” Early said.


“Funny man.” Dickerson raked his sleeve at the errant drops before he topped off his cup. “Yer horse ever buck ya, git away from ya, Jimmy?”


“Not Molly, but one I had before did. Once.”


“What’d ya do?”


“Like you would have, I taught him a lesson.”


“How’s that?”


“I made him walk back home all by himself.”


Dickerson slapped his knee. “Jimmy, you sure are good at puttin’ yourself in a good light. You know what I’m scared of? Mules.”


“My dad had a good pair of working mules.”


“That’s musta been highly unusual. You know why the cavalry over at Fort Riley used to brand its mules U.S.? U.S., meant UnSafe at either end.”


“Mose, where do you get these things?”


“Oh, I collect ’em. And I kin tell ’em to you time and again ’cause you pretend you never heard ’em before.” Dickerson sipped at his coffee. “You know, we got us some rare and wonderful sights in our county –”


“Oh, here it comes.”


“– and the rarest of all sights is clean socks in a bunkhouse.”


“Or your house.”


“You got me there, Jimmy. Now If I had a wife –”


“Mose, there’s too much tumbleweed in you for you to marry.”


“Yer probably right. But I could have me a jealous wife, you know, and if’n I did and I came home with a hair on my coat, I’d sure better have a horse to match it.”


“You do go on.”


“You know what surprise is, Jimmy? It’s a near-sighted porcupine fallin’ in love with a cactus.”


Early stared off at the horizon.


“You can laugh, Jimmy. I always thought that one was one of my best.”


“Mose, you’re best is careful. And careful is a naked man climbing a barbed wire fence.”


“Haw, that’s good. That’s just good.”


Early took a swig from his cup. “How long have we known each other?”


“Long time, Jimmy, long time, and I’m proud to claim we’re right fine friends. Proof of it’s there – we’ve sopped gravy out of the same skillet.” He motioned to a fry pan, a stew rich with the aroma of well-seasoned beef bubbling in it.


“That we have. What do you say we have us some supper?”

Artichoke Hearts
Clayton Gill, first-and-third


“Come on, Miker.” Geo’s breathy voice boomed in Miker’s ear. “You’ve got to try the stuff. In this experiment, you’re the ‘positive control’.”


Miker scratched at his ear, trying to shift the tiny speaker away from his eardrum without tipping off other students in the lunch room. 


Kids ahead in the cafeteria line pantomimed choking and vomiting over steaming pans of baked chicken almondine, roasted new potatoes with chives, and broccoli au gratin. They staggered past the savory, nutritious meal, reveling in comic revulsion. 


Further down the serving counter they pounced on greasy pizza, limp curly fries, and beef-and-bean burritos reclaimed from months in cold storage.


Miker shuffled forward, prodding his tray along. He spied the pan containing a smelly, slimy, yellow-grey vegetable. Pickled artichoke hearts. A critical component of the experiment.


Geo’s web cam and tiny, subsonic transmitter perched atop the glass sanitary hood, almost invisible above the unappetizing, alien food item below. 


Geo, the electronics prodigy, had miniaturized his binaural brainwave entrainment unit and reprogrammed its inaudible frequency patterns. Miker had written their experiment’s scientific protocol.


“What?” Miker asked, looking up at the smiling woman behind the counter.


“I said, I think you’re new to our Tasty Tuesday buffet. What looks good to you today?”


Someone had entered the queue behind Miker. He stole a look back to discover Dr. Stromfeller, the school principal. Stromfeller stretched her thin, bloodless lips into an obligatory, made-for-students smile. If Miker was lucky, she wouldn’t recognize him.


But behind Stromfeller loomed Assistant Principal Fragmont, frowning at Miker, sensing something amiss.


The school board had passed over Fragmont to hire Stromfeller. Now, once a week, either Stromfeller or Fragmont sampled the cafeteria food. Miker had never seen them do it together. They were not happy campers.


“Absolutely everything,” Miker said to the cafeteria lady. “Please.”


“You’ll like the chicken.”


She heaped Miker’s plate with the gourmet fare, then  hesitated.


“Actually, I don’t know how this got on the menu.”


“Pickled artichoke hearts? Yum. More, please.”


Miker flinched from the sudden static in his ear. Geo had flipped the switch. Miker mumbled his thanks and pushed his tray down the rail.


Across the noisy, swarming lunch room, Miker saw Geo raise a chubby fist – thumb up. 


Miker was weaving among the crowded tables when silence fell like a blanket across the room. A tray clattered to the floor.


Miker glanced back. Stromfeller and Fragmont were locked in an R-rated embrace, hard against the counter, any thought of food or discipline long gone. His arms engulfed her. Her nails raked his backside. She squirmed up to nip at his throat. He bent to cover her gaping mouth with his.


Miker stumbled, spilling artichoke hearts across the table. Geo snatched up his laptop but ignored the mess dripping onto his lap. Everybody stared. Extreme PDA. The whistles and catcalls began.


“Remember the hypothesis,” Miker said. “The correct sub-audible stimulus will overcome inhibition to an alien food item.” 


“They’ve gone alien alright.”


“Happy Valentine’s Day.”

