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EDITORS’ NOTE  
 

As our journal expanded and grew, and we transitioned to a new platform, we were blessed, and 
cursed, with copious submissions. Far more than we ever imagined. The writers published here are 
those that survived the gauntlet of many late nights fighting with ourselves, disagreeing with each 
other, balancing long work days, and late nights of bourbon fueled editing and snarky comments.  

After a mental breakdown or two, we are exceptionally proud to present these works to you, and 
would like to congratulate the authors and poets on their craft.  

It’s never easy to share your heart with three random strangers whose sole duty it is to judge you, so 
for your courage we commend all those who submitted. Keep writing. Keep daring.  

Write with merit, edit with lucidity, and observe with honesty.  

We’re Steel House Review – we’re writers too.  
 
 
 
Taylor Elise, J.D. Wolfwrath, and Hannah Wolt   
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FICTION 
“The trouble with most of us is that we would rather be ruined by praise than saved by criticism.” 

- Norman Vince Peale, The Power of Positive Thinking 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Steel House Review/Vol 2/Dec 2019 
3 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While our editing team has read several short stories with moments of brilliance and lots of potential, 
we have decided that none of the fiction submissions we received are ready for publication. We hope 
that this decision emphasizes our commitment to clear, concise writing, and we encourage all those 

who have submitted to keep writing and editing to hone their craft. 
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NONFICTION 
“How vain it is to sit down to write when you have not stood up to live.” 

- Henry David Thoreau, Journal August 19, 1851 
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BIRTHRIGHT STORIES 

SAMUEL ASTORGA 

 
1. Honey of the Heights 

On an excursion to the Golan Heights, I see a beautiful and damned land. It is covered in a blaze 
look at death and nationalism amid volcanic ash spawning new life. 

The pinnacle of state propaganda coming to fruition. We go through a bunker, people look 
romantically across the land. And I see a birthright belle speaking with a suitor, fawning doggedly. I 
smile. 

My friend Mitch buys some honey up there from the Arabs…despite the gut-wrenching history of 
this land, the beesweetness and coffee fills me. For every time we say Jew on this trip, do they say 
Arab? A boy or girl across the border stating the same? Do they keep making melancholy into 
honey? Mitch is a bee farmer. I think Mitch would make honey on either side with a smile. 

It tears me up standing here as my family protests tear down the wall in San Francisco. If Haifa is 
just like San Francisco, shouldn't I help others too? 

I know we all feel something strange in our stomachs as they say 1967…1973…temporary residents 
do stay in Israel, we can't help any more than we are. 

Well if they can't, I'd like to.  

Maybe if Mitch and I made honey it would make things ok. But I'm no beekeeper. 

As I walk away, I see sadness in the eyes of the birthright belle, in the light of abundance and life. 
Ink, I think, is a sweet I can spread to her and all sides of the valley. 
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2. Drowning in the Dead Sea 

“Let me show you,” I say, “how to stay afloat.” 

My body meets its reflection on Tel Aviv’s waters, sun shining above. Although, a bit of unease 
drips into my eardrums as it does every time. A thin layer of water rolling me on the border between 
ease and earache. 

“It’s just like that.” 

“It’s scary,” she says. 

“I’ll hold you.” 

Her bum drops too close to the shallow sand, her legs are stiff, and her arms are locked at her sides. 
Her head curves in. Fleeting are the moments where I coax her frame to the sea’s edge. She furls 
into a fetus again and again. 

“Saul…Saul…I am scared.” 

“You’re so close, it’s ok.” 

She screams again and clings to my body holding for dear life in the shallow waters. Eyes intent on 
staring down our reflections. 

Her eyes are often in that act as she clings to me framing my body for the screen of her phone. 
Every five seconds or so. If not that, she checks her reflection to see if she is alive. 

And often the screen reflects a beautiful woman. 

But…I leave her in the dead sea. She keeps saying in the screen…in the eyes…. In my head “I can’t 
swim.” 

And I keep saying you just have to float. 
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But her eyes look down at the dead sea. Salty crystals sparkling across her perfectly applied pink 
lipstick. She flips her hair and smiles…only at herself. 

“Swim with me Saul,” she says “hold me.” 

I say, “no.” 

“Why?” she asks. “Why won’t you swim with me?” 

For a moment, I catch my brown eyes sparkling in salty waters. White skin in the sun. A tan touch 
upon my shoulder. She holds my arm again. Now pulling down. My skin begins to boil. 

I do not scream but bring my body to the cusp of my reflection. Her words lost in salty water. Her 
lips say she is drowning as I stay afloat. So I let her drown in the dead sea. 

 

3. A Soldier’s Tears 

In all honesty, it seems quite a cruel thing to bring a bunch of Jewish girls (and a few skinny boys) to 
the top of a hill…to tell them the stories of the young dead. The bodies birthright stands on. So, I 
pick up rocks and pass them out as our guide tells us about the death of a surfer boy. 

A board stands above his grave with flags and photos from beaches around the world. 

Well, everyone is crying salty tears…the waters of Netanya and Tel Aviv outpouring. Eyes shining 
until red. 

Lost in this sea, the Jews grab one another as the Madrich makes us listen to tales of Benjen 
Netanyahu. His brother died. He is buried here on the hill. But if his brother died, why does he want 
the young dead. To empty a sea of its surfers and sweethearts. Maybe he believes all the Jewish girls 
in the world should shed tears as his mother for his brother. 

Yet a young woman…she sits by the surfboard. Her young eyes speckled with the light greens of the 
sea. I see the shy waters she hides. She says to me, “I love the beach.” 
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On her days off, she goes to the beach and buys sweets for her mother. Honey and salt by the sea, 
see the beauty of Israel. 

Most days, instead, an M4A4 in her hands. 

She wants to be alone…and I want to reach out. I pick up rocks placing them on empty graves. 

“Unless you can read Hebrew,” someone says to me, “you wouldn’t distinguish between a soldier 
and a general.” So each and every Israeli is a surfer, a brother of Benjen just waiting for their life to 
be lost at sea? 

Only…only Hebrew tombstones bud flowers growing into Cyrillic, Arabic, and English. Into oceans 
of imagination that erode rocks tethering lost souls. To swim in clear waters. In her speckled eyes, 
there I see it. So it is here in this sentence I grab her hand, “We’re going to Laguna beach.” 

To heal hurt is to imagine sunshine upon us on California’s shores. 
 
 
 
 
 
Samuel Weinstein Astorga is a young new novelist writing on travel and life. A resident of South Pasadena, Mr. 
Astorga plans on releasing more short stories and novellas in the coming year. Find him at sam.astorga on Instagram. 
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PETRICHOR  

LAUREL BROWN 

 
"Petrichor" works to evoke the aura of a rain-soaked world, one that partakes in its own cycle of death and renewal. 
Without death, there is no life, and things as simple and grimy as worms can be vital to that process, to finding new 
life and growing from the ashes of tragedy. Mother Earth has already showed us the way to dealing with grief and 
death; we just need to bottle up Her gifts and share them with one another. 

 
This daybreak perfume, I want to bottle it up. I want to trap it, to preserve it, to save it for a sunny 
day. The smell of this dirt and this rain and this sunshine. I want to bring it to Massachusetts. I want 
to give it to you. 

* 

Dirty low-top Vans, worn through where my toes meet black canvas. I opt for thin soles, dainty 
slippers and agile movements, footsteps sewn with finesse. Tied laces and twelve tarnished steps, out 
the front door, trip on the threshold. Stop dead. The ground is squirming. Alive. Like mini oceans, 
dirty from a hurricane, the sidewalks surging and seizing with glops of pink and mush and mud. 
Quick woven steps, poised on tip toe, I bounce between small writhing mounds of pale slimy slush, 
destination in sight. Waterlogged wildflowers and silver cement and hazy reflections, brown lively 
bunches that look like tangled greasy curly fries. An organic game of hopscotch for those with 
springy steps, a losing game of minesweeper for the less nimble. The walkways are murky, yet alive. 
As if a flood had plagued the lands for forty days and forty nights, leaving restless driftwood in its 
wake. Slithering pink swirls shimmer through mirages and reek of mudslides, misty tendrils of 
evaporated rainwater curl towards the overcast sky. Slippery scooters recoil at the recycled seawater, 
squirm away from the tiny streams and shoe-shaped ponds. Grassy dips in the lawn transform into 
sticky marshes, festering with creepies and crawlies. Like tide pools teeming with life, slimy eels and 
hard-shelled crustaceans. Every step requires a new breath, a wider hop, a deeper focus; they 
camouflage with the path, frail souls flattened to a throw rug. 

                            *  
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Something about rainy days and heavy clouds makes me feel like I’m tucked in under a weighted 
blanket, like the world is muted under soft skies, like the sun is in hiding. I appreciate those days, the 
ones when nobody expects a smile. 

                                                                * 

It rained last night. Hard. Cleansed the Earth, baptized the ground. Thunder and lightning shook the 
skies. Fresh shiny mud drips everywhere, clinging to branches and staining benches as if ink from a 
snapped pen. The smell of swamp overwhelms the air, viscous, hot. Worms haphazardly cover the 
ground like they were sprinkled by heavenly hands or knitted together with Grandma’s best efforts. 
Up from the dirt, drowned from their deep homes, displaced from the soil with rainwater. Their 
pantries and parlors run like underground rivers, rain drenching the dirt and soaking their sitting 
rooms. With nowhere to go, no earth to chew or minerals to munch, worms litter the flooded 
walkways and slosh through cement parking lots. They tie themselves together, lazy loops of pink 
lace, pulsing and inching in all directions, zombie spaghetti. Like a blind dog sniffing the air, they 
sway with every new breeze that carries the scent of grime and dandelions and melty mud. The scent 
of home, safety, life, death. Each slippery brown ribbon shuffles closer to shelter, their livable 
graves, their sanctuary. Each worm pushes more cement behind them, longing for their home in the 
ground, their reserves of decaying leaves and old grass clippings and beautiful, endless soil. 

* 

On rainy days, we would drive twenty minutes to the closest fishing dock and cast cheap Wal-Mart 
poles into the murky water. Sometimes we’d buy hotdogs for bait, other times we’d splurge on real 
nightcrawlers, fat and juicy, safe only in their small blue cup of damp soil. They were sure to squirm 
once threaded on a hook, sure to draw the attention of the thin grey fish hidden amongst the tangled 
pond weeds.  

* 

How long until the walls of a casket crumble away? How long until the body within is exposed? 
What happens when the worms finally crawl inside?  

* 

Ever since I can remember, I’ve craved a green thumb. I’ve never had a green thumb, let me be 
clear, but I’ve always longed for one. To kneel in the fresh mud, to dig through the damp earth, to 
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sprinkle seeds into soil and watch magic happen. Fragile green sprigs cracking up into the world, 
shiny white bulbs sprouting annually with pride. Sunny mornings swinging an aluminum watering 
can, sporting a droopy sunhat. Delicate weeding here, ripe tomatoes there. Army crawling through 
rows of lush green leaves, tiptoeing between slumbering radishes, shimmying past giant heads of 
romaine. Dirtying my elbows, bruising my knees. Counting green beans one by one, peeking at the 
shy orange carrot tops, whispering sweet nothings to young lavender plants. Dusting off plump 
potatoes, sprinkling fresh mint into afternoon tea. Spikey roses, delicate and dangerous, watermelons 
like giant jawbreakers, deep green to sunset pink. Squash, spinach, sunflowers, spices. A carefully 
plotted jungle, a tilled forest, ripe from my very own hands. Life springing forth from the cultured 
ground, begging for new breath and dead nature to roil and shake and blend with the rest of the 
Earth. 

* 

A pluviophile, a lover of rain, one with an ear for the rhythm of water, one who seeks comfort in the 
turbulence of a storm, one who finds peace in the gloom of the heavens and the smell of the mud. 

* 

The first day you were gone, it was sunny. 

* 

Cast a fuzzy stare at the ground, let your eyes drift out of focus; the ground moves. The sidewalk 
squirms. The cement crawls. Heads (or tails?) peek out of pillows of mud like beckoning fingers. As 
if a cemetery of hairless tails are poking out of the ground like periscopes, waving and wagging and 
wondering. Some little bodies are split in half, and then split in half again, pink string cheese, chunks 
of ombréd yarn. The rain that baptizes the Earth displaced the worms, and the world carries on. 
Bodies collide, minds race, hearts flutter, souls divulge. Students hustle to class, heads buried in their 
phones, grinding little bodies with beige boat shoes. Mothers scurry to dance recitals, frazzled and 
behind schedule, stilettos stabbing the evicted crawlers. Coaches scream through whistles, again and 
again, sending a cavalry of cleats to finish the job. Not a moment lingers on the lively cement, no 
breath is wasted on the delicate decomposers strewn in the paths. Their underground mudrooms 
drown in, well, mud, and we tread on, soles to earth, rubber on pavement. 

* 
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I’ve always found walking in nature to come with ease. Even as a little girl, I could dance through 
thorn bushes and emerge unscathed, or climb a tree like my small hands had already memorized the 
bark. Even worms were no problem to evade, flares on a dark country road. I used to believe 
walking barefoot would make my feet smell like grass, and I danced in the rain begging its smell to 
stick to my skin, to my hair. I wanted to feel it mist my neck from the tube of a fancy perfume 
bottle. Now, the rain and the grass prompt nostalgia, a memory of innocence and impossible girlish 
wonderings. On rainy days, I get to wear my favorite perfume, and once again imagine ways of 
bottling it up.  

* 

Ana, My Love, 

I knew your raincoat was in my van the whole time. I wear it frequently. But you should know that I have appreciated 
every moment with it. I think of you when I wear it, which is often. I promise to return it the next time I see you. I 
hope it’s not raining where you are. 

Your Dear Friend. 

P.S. – NYC looks good on you! 

* 

Just the other day, I cut open a fresh tomato to find that the seeds within had begun to sprout. New 
green stalks, tiny and fragile and bright, sprang from each spore in the crimson fruit. The stems 
unfurled and I heard them take a deep breath, glad to taste the sunlight and fresh air. Each small 
stalk had one round leaf at the end, like a little green lightbulb, reaching out for nourishment, for 
petrichor, for hope. 

* 

Oxygen, plant waste, the key to a healing bruise, to malnourished soil. Pulsing capillaries and 
squirming veins recycle dead matter, refresh the body’s nutrients. Lifeless cells are dragged through 
anatomical processes until the flesh is functional, fertile. The breakdown of bodies, clots washed 
clean. Life sustained, stronger now from the dead matter that was formed and flushed away. 
Stronger now from the trauma of a bruise, a lesson learned. We will decompose and reuse until we 
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are decomposing for reuse. Until our bodies are dropped down, deposited in dirt, returned to 
Mother Nature, fertilizer for Eden. We will breathe until our bodies are worm food. 

* 

Ever since I can remember, I have thought worms were the answer. My slender slithering saviors. 
Rainstorms were—are—my favorite; the fresh-flushed ground, teeming with tangled tragic heroes. I 
would scurry around prying soggy pink noodles from the rough black pavement, bare knees on hard 
cement, clutching each batch as if trapping a dandelion seed adrift on the wind. I feel compelled to 
save their small smushy lives, because their little bodies are the answer. They are the key to 
decomposition, the hope and new breath my garden needs. Wiggling through soil, they rejuvenate 
and aerate and nourish all things natural. They oxygenate the suffocated soil, disintegrating dead 
matter into deader matter, leaves and grass broken down into dark and faded fertilizer. The worms 
breathe new air into the Earth, green plants mulched to brown, churned and reabsorbed for new 
life. Their swollen bodies swirl and tease, a sherbet of pinks and reds and purples. Tunneling 
through Her body, they carve small capillaries and leave their castings behind, nutrients for a green 
thumb. 

* 

Somewhere in Massachusetts, there’s a hauntingly black memorial with your name on it. In memory 
of those who have died. Rachel R. McKay. I plan to visit that place, with a very special glass jar, 
sealed many years ago with the most beautiful smell, the most life-breathing soil. I am jealous that 
you live every day in petrichor, the dirt surely trapping that scent all around you. Or maybe I’m 
angry, that you chose a perfume over me. But I have a jar for you, Rachel, filled with such a 
beautiful moment, it can only make you smile. And that’s all I want. To make you smile once more, 
to share the beauty of Earth with you while you sleep. I will share my tears, too; I will dampen the 
ground above you, saturate it with my love. I will lay my tears to rest and seal my promise to think 
of you with every sunset. 

* 

Growing up, I had a vocal vendetta against rainboots. Why tuck your toes away from puddles, why 
even try to keep dry? Now, I own one pair, bright yellow with a small black umbrella print, 
scavenged from the remains of some summer music festival. Once in a while, I’ll admit, they come 
in handy. 
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                                                                  * 

The forecast calls for sunny skies—which means evaporation, steam, hot pavement. Sun, which 
means burnt bare feet and melted ice cream, which means trouble for all the little rosy bodies swept 
up in streams of rain and deposited along the sidewalk, flopping fish out of water. The forecast 
shows sun, which means deep-fried worms. They squiggle and inch closer to their homes in the dirt 
and the mulch and the grass. If they survive the flood, if they evade every pair of soles, all the Vans 
and boat shoes and stilettos and cleats and rainboots, they must still outlast the heat. The afternoon 
sun rises higher, the steam and the crickets swell hotter and louder. The worms squirm faster with 
discomfort, longing for their damp dark refuge, their home in the ground now a muddy Atlantis. 
They’re restless for slippery wet leaves and chips of old bark, tiny grass clippings and trampled 
clumps of clover. Stuck on sidewalks, paralyzed between a frying pan and a heat lamp, dodging 
wrecking balls and steamrollers, they senselessly hunt for familiar territory, grass, a green light “go.” 
They contest the sun, but most fates are sealed. The worms slowly blacken, slowly turn to crispy 
French fries on the paved ground, the poured earth. No longer squirming and looping and surging, 
rather, dead matter, hardened, unchangeable. Pink flesh, soon to rot. 

                                                                * 

What’s worse than finding a whole worm in your apple? 

… 

Finding half of a worm. 

* 

Running through the grass in a rainstorm, just to feel the mud squish between your toes and splash 
up the back of your legs. Sticking your arm out the window of a speeding car, just to feel the sting of 
each sharp raindrop on the highway. Waking to thunder, just to hop out of bed and collect the 
house plants so they can sit outside and taste real water. Opening your window the night before a 
storm just to let the smell of the rain lull you to sleep, to let its perfume wake you in the morning. 

* 

Ever since I can remember, I have delighted in petrichor, in the smell of rain on hot pavement. 
Even now, when the day begins with such a scent, I remember to look down, to tread mindfully. 
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Leaping over the stone porch steps as a young girl, ready to save the worms, I imagined small 
helicopters hovering over the rain-flushed sidewalks, dropping yellow rafts and rope ladders down 
to the survivors below. I imagined life-flighting them back to the garden, sprinkling their bodies into 
muddy graves. Those poor drowned dirt-eaters, cluelessly cooked by the high-noon heat. That 
abrasive cement, hot and hard and littered with pebbles and worms. Kneeling, crawling, collecting. 
Scraping, bumping, bruising. Sacrifices had to be made, my knees always red and puffy after a long 
day of saving pink lives. My hands were dirty, my body bruised, my heart pounding, all for the sake 
of the worms. But the garden was happy, and the worms useful, and the bruises necessary. I watched 
their gelatin bodies burrow back into the ground, dig through muck and find solace in shrubbery. 
Squeezing between clumps of dirt and tiny pebbles and vegetable roots, decomposing already, 
blending fresh nutrients and oxygen for the stalks of celery and bunches of basil.  

* 

I held on too long, to these tears, to my sorrow. I bottled it up in a jar and threw it out to sea, a 
message abandoned, to be dealt with later. Left to rot with the garbage adrift on the waves. I held on 
too long and I’m ready for this rainstorm to break me, to rip the tears from my eyes and the sobs 
from my lungs. It is better to let go, to share your grief, to let others find solace in your tears. It is 
better to lay your grief down to rest and let the cycles of life take over. To let go of those sobs is to 
allow new breath, new life, petrichor, hope. 

* 

The mud slowly swallows their oozing bodies and I whisper words of encouragement as my 
champions disappear, wriggling towards heaven. I lean deeper into the soil, my nails dark and dirty. 
Breathe in. Deep. That smell. I want to take it with me. I run inside, bound back up those twelve 
tarnished steps, and lose marbles under my old pine dresser emptying my nicest glass jar. I fill it with 
handfuls of that sacred dirt, the soil that will become new life, and I sprinkle every handful through 
my fingertips with awe. If the worms survive, the garden will thrive. New breath will come forth 
from the soil. Holding the jar of Earth up high like a net, I shake raindrops from the Japanese maple 
in the yard. I scoop the lovely smell from the air, trap it in the jar with a metal lid and quick twist of 
my wrist. The glass is foggy, a sure sign of success, and I hug the warm jar to my chest. Peeking 
down, I wonder if I can see my small, muddy thumbs finally pulse with a soft shade of green. 
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Laurel Brown is a recent college graduate from Hobart and William Smith Colleges where she earned a BA in 
Anthropology and Writing & Rhetoric. Her first published piece, "Open Season," appeared online with The 
Nasiona in 2018. She currently works in the music industry in her hometown of Cleveland, Ohio, and gathers 
inspiration by over-analyzing the mundane. 
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RITTIMAN ROAD EXIT 

DALLAS ITZEN 
 

“I’m gonna write a song called Rittiman Road Blues,” I’d muttered to my brother after too many trips to Fort Sam 
Houston National Military Cemetery. I’m no songwriter so I penned this account of my first trip there alone and set it 
to a waltz by Lefty Frizzell. My first Texas visit without a childhood home, this also became a swan song to my home 
state. It is my hope that it will comfort others who are grief-stricken, especially my dear friend Cynthia in NYC who 
just lost her Dad. 
 

 I’m clinging desperately to Lefty in the far right lane of I-35, deemed the slow, dumbshit 
lane by the quintessential Texan who coasts leisurely at eighty-eight miles per hour. It’s necessary so 
that I don’t crash and die alone. I’m a mess of kindergartner style sobs, gasps and sad stuffed 
attempts at nose breathing. In between, I’m singing with the long gone Lefty Frizzell, country music 
legend. A year ago, I shrugged him off as some ancient hick on carousel #432 of my Dad’s 
enormous 90’s CD player. Now this good ole’ boy’s folksy wistful love song to his parents has me 
tightly by the throat. Tears shed to Lefty are warm salty puddles in the cold potholes of my soul. 
There’s a hell of a country song. Without him, my lonesomeness would be as flat, long, and gray as 
this interstate asphalt. Lefty understands. 

At exit 190-B, I have never loved my folks more. My Mom cracks, “Hallelujah. It only took 
’til we were both dead. Way to go.” Ha ha. I’m headed to Fort Sam Houston Military Cemetery, 
home to their his ’n hers grave in one of countless rows of white slabs on scutch grass. Okay, not 
countless. Some 144,000 and counting, always counting, marking those who fought for causes: 
soldiers, POWs, purple hearts and the unofficial ones—spouses. She went in first a few years ago. 
He was buried over her which sounds awful, but likely saves taxpayer dollars. I can feel my folks 
saluting somewhere. Donald and Peggy share one slab with his stats on the front: Lt. Col, AF, 
Vietnam, Flying with the Angels. Hers have moved to the back: Wife, Mother, Gigaw (toddler for 
Grandma), We Love You Dearly. There wasn’t space for 1st Digital Librarian at the Statesman or 
Adopter of twelve homeless dogs. 

 Rittiman Road Exit isn’t for thirty-six miles and man, does it put the grim in pilgrimage. The 
term exit used to be deliciously comforting. Now it’s grievous. Ominous. Damn. I thought I was 
being a grown up coming on my own. I’ve only ever done this trip with my dad, brother, other 
family, or friends. God, I love this song. Honky tonkin’ Lefty sings it with the naïve adoration of a 
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child and that is me today. I’ll have to grow up another day. The gleeful Schlitterbahn billboard 
makes me want to scream and not in that fun way that the family is screaming hands overhead in 
their action photo. The Texas water park is just another weirdness in the rural, collegiate, 
recreational, and ridiculously German town-dotted expanse between Austin and San Antonio. This 
is where someone says, “You’re from Austin but they named you Dallas?” I wouldn’t dare mention 
my brother’s name to them. I wish Houston was with me. I actually wonder how I will make it to 
that exit without drifting into an embankment or stopping to drown my troubles in BBQ sauce or 
heaven forbid, beer. Lefty understands this too, but I decide that If I’m going to cling to a dead man 
right now, I want it to be my Dad.  

There’s only one way I can survive this trip and that is by pretending like a child. By 
imagining that he is next to me like he was a year ago when we unwittingly made our last Peggy 
Pilgrimage together. I remove the Frizzell CD, which was never car music. I slide in Willie. My 
parental pining gives me special powers. I can conjure my Dad bit by bit. I set the stage picturing his 
Honda CRV around me. I summon his aftershave which covers up the rental car air freshener. I 
look over at the empty passenger’s seat, nervously hopeful. His cheerful blue Brooks Brothers shirt 
appears first. My Dad always looks nice, even in jeans and his western belt. Appearing now from 
one blue sleeve comes his wrinkled vein-striped, age-spotted hands. So big. Formerly young farm 
hands. Now there are two, both clumsily tapping the dash to a Lone Star State institution. Let’s go 
to Luckenbach, Texas, Willie and Waylon and the boys.... 

Then comes his voice, like a distant AM station you can’t quite tune in, always so muffled 
like he’s wearing one of my Mom’s knitted scarves but inside his throat.  

“Isn’t it just fantastic?” he asks. His love of country music is bottomless. I bask in his face. It 
fades in and out hovering imperfectly over the shirt neckline, but it’ll do. A desperate fatherly mirage 
but it works. He’s grinning with his million perfect teeth like he didn’t just hear this song earlier. I 
confirm that Willie & Waylon are fantastic, despite being a rocker to my core. There is nothing like 
this outlaw country sound.  

From my Dad’s Air Force cadet days in the Rio Grande Valley, to being stationed in Fort Worth, 
and then retiring in Austin, Texas took its cowboy boots and kicked the Minnesota right out of him. 
The dress shirts he still wore at eighty-four were elegant but on close inspection, the sleeve and 
collar edges were ever so subtly frayed. He was not happy to be retired. His growing dementia 
forced him out of his own investment firm, his second career. He forgets that the same music plays 
over and over on his CD players. He forgets that I had just arrived for a visit. But hey, who doesn’t 
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want to be greeted with excitement and love every morning or when you come around a corner 
suddenly? I know I do.  

I gaze adoringly at this refurbished Dad feeling soothed and safe. He is admiring as he is wont to do, 
the swarm of eighteen-wheelers boxing us in as they roar by full of volatile materials with 
big-boobed ladies on their mud flaps. They terrify me and delight him. 

“Damn, would you look at all the beautiful commerce? All that wonderful capitalism at 
work? God bless America.” He is sincere but adds, “Even democrats.” He likes to gently poke my 
earthy, liberal underbelly. The eye-roller and the chuckler. We make quite a comedy duo. He is giddy 
watching an oil truck speed by. I laugh against my better judgement. I start to remind him how fossil 
fuels are destroying the earth and our health. I change my mind. In this fantasy on wheels, I still 
have one parent left. Why spoil our short time together with a debate I’ll never win? We are in his 
Texas, on his freeway toward a noble military cemetery he earned his way into and he is borrowed, 
alive just for a little while. Peace baby, peace. 

I have to work a bit to imagine the usual bouquet for my Mom that would be in the backseat 
in the appropriate October colors. Typically, I’d wrap my mother’s leftover knitting yarn around the 
arrangement tying ornaments to it that I know would amuse her like Halloween ghosts, pumpkins, 
and skeletons. She was buried on Halloween because that’s when the cemetery could fit her service 
in. Most people find this disturbing, but my Mom would not. She would be thrilled. A completely 
unafraid ghost story aficionado, a true Hallows Day reveler. She had long joked, “Watch that mouth 
missy or I’ll haunt you after I’m dead.” Please, please haunt me Mama, I think.  

Fantasy Dad is no haunting figure. He is 6’3” of forgetful nervous funny sweetness. He’s 
examining a worn index card kept with a pack of others in his front pocket. It is the one with the 
directions to her grave. I can’t look at it. “Rittiman Road exit” written in his scribble will rip my 
daydream to shreds and I’ll never stop crying and crash. The index cards with his all cap notes 
remind him how to get places and who various people are by name. It’s how he survives, and it 
should be a patented, trademarked dementia management product. He executes it so well, it would 
make that amnesiac guy in the movie Memento with all the post-it notes jealous. It even impressed 
our doctor who’d called to tell me that my Dad had failed a dementia test.  

“That’s quite a system your Dad has. Smart. I can see how this compensating makes him 
more functional. Besides, to be honest, some questions on that test are things no one would know, 
like which president was Gerald Ford? Seriously, who remembers Ford?” I liked this doc. He told 
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me to just keep an eye on my Dad to make sure he was safe. So, I started coming home more 
frequently. My visits got longer the shorter his memory got.  

He slides the index card back in his pocket with a solemn look. We are coming up on the 
sign for the original Rudy’s, a bona fide old-school Texas BBQ tradition. Following our protocol, I 
ask him if we want to stop for brisket on the way home. Sometimes he declines. He worries about 
Annie and Zack in the backyard. “The Doggers” he calls them. In a somber military delivery, he 
says, “It is our duty to get brisket.” I giggle. Even in a mirage, he’s still funny.  

We did a lot of vintage Austin restaurants together, but not BBQ. Catfish Parlor. Tres Amigos. 
Schlotzsky’s. My craving has been so intense for these sandwiches of my youth, that I’ve actually 
picked them up in the airport for us before he picked me up. Shortly after landing, I’d traditionally 
tell the passenger next to me, “This airport used to be Bergstrom AFB. My Dad flew in here. Base 
headquarters is now a Hilton.” Then I’d call him on the cellphone he never answered, which drove 
my Mom nuts. He’d see my number pop up like it was a pager and head over to get me. 

I swap out the CD and my Dad lights up as Merle Haggard’s sassy, “Okie from Muskogee” 
takes its stand. Even I find this conservative anthem irresistible and he knows this. I want to tell him 
how an older Merle wrote a tribute to Hilary Clinton but that would kill him and right now I need 
him still alive. We both laugh. Our political differences are never hostile. That was more my Mom's 
style. I still remember her growling, “That’s just sick” when noticing a bumper sticker that read, 
“Texans for Barack Obama.” But I miss her. Yes, even her bitchiness. 

On our usual Peggy-bound drive, we would have just left Austin on a Saturday or a Sunday 
at nine in the morning to avoid UT football game or church traffic, interchangeable notions in 
Texas. I see how tired he looks. He typically has been awake far too long and may have not slept at 
all in nervous anticipation. Grave visits have that effect. I would’ve found him lying formally dressed 
on top of the covers in their cavernous king-sized bed. Staring at the ceiling and sighing loudly. 
Inventorying that day in the hospital when my Mom did not return from the operating room. There 
is no forgetting the details. The two of us were a wreck. Thank God for Keurig, the steam hiss 
thankfully interrupted his dark memories. He’d leap out of bed, asking wild-eyed, “when did we say 
we were going?” even though we always discussed it multiple times. I’d make him coffee and tell 
him to relax. I’d encourage him to read his paper. I try not to think about the indelible image of him 
reading my mother’s obituary in that newspaper where she worked for two decades. No image is 
sadder to me. 
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We are always on the lookout too early for the hideous exit. Technically, the cemetery is 
Harry Wurzbach Road which sounds a lot cheerier somehow, but you’re only on that road very 
briefly. Rittiman Road seems to go on forever and it is depressing whether you are visiting your dead 
or not. It feels like the back way in somewhere. The road is shitty and uneven with the typical Texas 
potholes. It’s lined with the crappier barbecue joints, fast food places, and low income housing, 
including military base housing. Yep. That’s how they treat heroes. We tend to get the blues on that 
road no matter what country song plays. My Dad’s optimism dims down and even the rousing 
anthem The Eyes of Texas are Upon You or Johnny Paycheck’s Take This Job and Shove It cannot 
cheer us up. The radio song on Rittiman Road will inevitably remind us of Peggy. I am leaping ahead 
to the sad part again. We still have some good times before he will stare bewildered at her 
gravestone without a word, put his arm around a whimpering me, then walk around like a 
businessman networking to see if he knows anyone else in that section. 

I try to zone back into that happier sad memory of Don and Dallas missing Peggy 
something awful but refusing to get down before we have to, at the dreaded exit coming up. That 
part where, when he sees my face falling, he reminds me how fortunate our family has been 
compared to so many others.  I grab at those lost Dallas and Don moments on that hot stretch of 
I-35 the two of us singing along to Merle in between home and the sad grass where my Mom rests 
between Jesus (Garcia ), and Norman the Scot. This is where I usually check in with my Dad again, 
knowing he’s already forgotten our conversation. 

“So Dad?” I glance over. 

He’s fading like the memory he is, his Brooks Brothers shirt losing its pinstripes. His white 
hair is the brightest thing left. 

“We’ll stop for brisket, then? At Rudy’s, on the way home?” No answer. I answer for him. 

“That’s what Old Germans would do,” I try to imitate my Dad but I’m staving off a 
whimper. My Dad didn’t cry until he got old. But I keep at it, pretending, though my voice is 
cracking. 

“I think the Doggers won’t mind being in the backyard for a few more hours,” I say, 
struggling to mimic his optimism, “It’s such a beautiful day.” And it was. A year ago. Such a lovely 
sorrowful day. The day that I’m desperately clinging to versus the day I’m actually in. The real today 
isn’t beautiful, not by a long shot. It’s starting to rain just as I’m taking the Rittiman Road exit, off 
ramp from memory lane. Who knew that would be Texas Interstate 35 one day? I know I have to 
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come back to now and face the reality, even just to drive more safely with all these goddamn 
enormous trucks around me. 

Why did I come alone? Because my middle name is Lone. Because I am sober, and I want to 
put my AA eleven year anniversary coin on my parents’ grave. Because I need to grow up and “keep 
on truckin’” like my Dad used to say with respect for the trucking industry. He never realized that 
was an old hippy phrase. I wish I could laugh. It’s time now to stop being the childless ever-child. I 
hit a pothole and shout, “Damn you Texas! I hate you Rittiman Road!” 

I am pining for my brother, desperate for his aliveness. When we arrived at the house after 
my Dad’s death, Houston stayed up late emptying all of the mostly old alcohol tucked into cabinets 
or the back of the fridge. He’d seen me grieve my mother and knew what was coming after the 
shock. He knew we’d be camped there for the next couple of months, sometimes alone, clearing out 
our forty-two years and he didn’t want me relapsing. Poor Lefty Frizzell died an alcoholic at 47. Oh 
Jesus (and not Mr.Garcia), I can’t stop sobbing. Who names their kids Dallas and Houston? I put 
Lefty’s Greatest Hits back in. I go back to track thirteen, Mom and Dad’s Waltz. Lefty gently 
croons, “I’d walk for miles, cry or smile...for my mama and daddy...”  
 
 
 
 
 
Rittiman Road Exit is Dallas Itzen's first published essay, part of a memoir she is messily excavating about her 
folks, Donald & Peggy. Her poem, Shirt Dad, will be in the Winter issue of Third Wednesday Literary & Arts 
Journal. A branded content writer by trade, she’s proud to have penned a video for and featuring Nobel Prize Winner 
Malala Yousafzai. She’s rooted in Brooklyn with her film-making partner, Rick, and sneaky cat, Monty. Dallas is 
from Austin and lives an hour away from her brother Houston in Jersey. 
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POETRY 
 “Poetry is the journal of the sea animal living on land, wanting to fly in the air.” 

- Carl Sandberg, The Atlantic, 1923 
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NIGHTTIME AT WACKY WAYNE’S MUSIC MAKER 

ROB COOK 
 

You’re locked in the guitar shop; 

no one’s coming back, 

you try to holler for the clerk who’s years away 

but all that’s left are the harmonics  

in your scratchy throat 

and your mind muted  

from the slurred notes that collected there. 

You feel fake as a Florida winter groping around the shop  

for the tremolo arms, the amplifiers  

crouching in the glow of the Exit lamp. 

You learned Lydian minor instead of how to trawl an audience 

and now those practice hours can’t help you 

stave off the Menthol Legatos 

eating scales in the back room. 

 

These aren’t the musicians you loved listening to. 

The salesman with the farmer’s beard  

eyeballs you from his exhibit of flangers  

and octave dividers and delays— 

delinquent conservatory pets that will not let you stroke them. 

Play some Dixie Dregs, some Buckethead,  

play something that might kill you,  

or Wayne will run you out of your tiny talent,  

your friend taunts, the one who still challenges you  

with his physique of nothing  

but second-hand smoke and trash talk, 
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The one who taunts from the four-track studio  

booby-trapped with songs that promise 

everything will arrive like true love 

in the dark: the geese 

that grew in the shredded regions 

of your fingers, beautiful 

because they never lived, and the man 

who owned this place ten years 

and retreated under the nearby Sub Shack 

hacking at a turnip-strung violin 

or a roast beef ukulele, 

depending on the diet of that final day. 

 

And now Billy Hector feels along the floor 

for the string he broke here in 1989— 

You lean down to help but his mouth  

is filled with strings snapping, 

and you were never good with your eyes 

or guiding others out of their dimmed places. 

You’re locked in the guitar shop. 

No one’s coming back. 

The guitars are done helping you.  

The guitars are tuned now  

to the key of dust. Listen. 

You can hear that same dust leaving  

in the footlights of Cygnus, the stage light  

of a cigarette dying and no afterlife— 

Night’s star-crossed swans  

gliding toward dawn inside the Marshall stacks. 
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BUCK ROGERS IN THE 25TH CENTURY 

ROB COOK 

 

Half-eaten, still pulsing, the bullfrog dripping  

from its mouth, my friend pulverizes the snake 

into the hard grass. Look—the frog’s still alive. 

Maybe we can freeze him so he doesn’t die, 

my friend says, more excited than the night  

we saw Buck Rogers in the 25th Century, 

where the astrospecimen, frozen in 1987, gets rescued  

and resuscitated from outer space five hundred years later. 

 

My friend scoops up the leaking creature, 

cradles it like a daffodil. Hidden parts of trees 

waken to the wounded meal we ambulance  

through the woods—larvae in their hospitals of bark 

condemning us, the dissection breathing  

in Adam’s hand, scraping away at the frog-filled dusk. 

  

Sun sweats down eight o’clock sky, collapses  

into the trees around Adam’s house 

where we swaddle the frog in a crib of Tupperware 

and paper towels, a lump of green coal stolen 

from the earth for the Ice Age inside a Sears freezer. 

 

The frog shivers in its cryogenic tray, slabs of pork 

and bags of peas and carrots piled alongside  

the tyrannosaurus fossil ranges, cavemen shivering 

over ice cubes in the outlands behind  

the fish sticks and Freon weather stations. 
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At nine-thirty we bring the frog, now  

a sleeping glass statue, onto the patio, 

and place it over the barbecue. 

Our specimen more than a simple croaking box 

of moss and swamp—he is a fading glacier, 

a chrononaut, Buck Rogers returning to life. 

 

If he lives, they could freeze us and wake us up  

in the 25th Century! Just think—we’ll never die!  

Adam says as the frog hobbles across the coals, 

its one remaining eye melting from its rope of blood, 

a baby practicing its crawl across the torchyard,  

blinking up at us from hangnails of armor  

barely stitching him together. 

 
Rob Cook’s most recent book is The Charnel House on Joyce Kilmer Avenue (Rain Mountain Press, 2018). His 
work has appeared or will appear in Epiphany, Notre Dame Review, Harvard Review, great weather for Media, 
Hotel Amerika, Birmingham Poetry Review, The Antioch Review, and Crab Orchard Review, among others. He is 
currently working on a novella.   
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35.5 WBT 

SASHA BLAKELEY 

 

The sunlight on the mountains, flooding through the bus window on the hottest day of summer 

and the people, oh the crowds 

of quiet saints, of walking omens. 

Did you ever see something so worthy of love? 

The trees, their agonies, and here 

the warehouses that never sleep either. 

It comes from God, it comes from my soul 

it presses up under my skin until 

I’m sick with it, until 

I’m bleeding love across the floor. 

Did you ever see a world so wretched, so triumphant? 

Ever reaching ever becoming 

the steps, cut through the grass, that say 

this way, we can grow 

there is some Eden yet unlived 

look up, look up, look up! 

The wave that looms, a hundred metres high 

that covers the blind sun, that pauses: 

I slacken, I open, I surrender. 

We will die here, writhing, our damages 

untold and ever multiplying. 

And every second of this burnished life awaiting, 

Do you see the hollied haloes? 

I choke, I spit my love into the fire 

 

Sasha Blakeley is a poet from Vancouver, Canada. Her work focuses on the apocalyptic interplay between light and 
dark, and the urgent necessity of hope in times of crisis. She is currently teaching English in Taiwan, and in future she 
hopes to be a part of sustainable agriculture movements. 
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WHEN WE WERE NEW AT THIS 

KEVIN COONS  
 

Somehow they tamed us,  

somehow they chained us to this bed: 

years of aching backs,  

the rowing and the rowing 

  

For hours, I've held tight to your hand,  

as if it were a flag. 

In your sleep you waver 

somewhere in there, you still fight back 

 

against my chest, 

I ask if you remember 

being born a bird 

toothpick bones and feathers 

 

when we were new at this,  

you danced around my traps 

now you dance 

only to surrender 

 

The Pacific Ocean breaks outside 

over and over again 

like your letting go,  

like your turning away 

 

Kevin Coons is a writer and musician from Nipomo, California. His writing has been featured, or will soon be featured in: 
Grey Sparrow, Forge, Big Windows Review, The Helix, and the Cape Rock. 
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CONCATENATION WITH OLD FRIEND 

JOEL ROBERT FERGUSON 
 

We were awakened by light,1 

pallets and sleeping bags 
camping rough in the old 
metropole, the shell 
of a church awaiting its final 
replacement by more glass towers.2 

Remnant of 20th century Toronto, 
David Cronenberg’s B-city, all red brick 
grey sky and lake-curve, the three 
church walls that didn't fall, not yet  
a facade, frontispiece for another  
forty-floor travesty, but resonant 
with birdsong in our adult calendar’s  
first days. We were the late teens3 

in this prologue to years of branch-off, 
wander-flight, dirty drugs and a grifting, 
buy-nothing life before responsibilities:4 

unplanned-for families, careers 
(that’s to say the more usual modes of growing)5 

disappear us for years, 
until today with this chance 
recognition on a city bus 
crossing the Osborne Street Bridge.6 

 
_______________________ 
 
1A decade ago— 
 but I'm writing from a fault, 
half-remembered 40 oz. days 
invented as much as recovered. 
2The chapel I write is an imitation 
of a half-destructed wreck, my licence 
here a dumb-assed daguerreotype. 
3It isn't just you I'm writing 
but all the friends who live on 
the lost memory cards of digital cameras, 
address books, foolscap scraps 
pulped or sitting in municipal dumps 
among whom I counted you. 
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4Us at that ruin 
in the morning of our worlds 
5could be the route open to us 
to explain just how much of a return 
6today’s reunion is. 
 

Having grown up in the Nova Scotian village of Bible Hill, Joel Robert Ferguson now divides his time between 
Winnipeg and Montreal, where he is pursuing a Masters in English Literature at Concordia University. His poetry 
has most recently appeared in Arc, CV2, Grain, The Honest Ulsterman, Prairie Fire and Southword Journal, and 
his debut collection is forthcoming from Signature Editions. 
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4-25-1986 
CARL BOON 

 
One of the things I enjoy doing as a poet is exploring historical events from the perspective of people living through 
them. "4-25-86" is such a poem. With the Chernobyl disaster in the background, I focus on the thoughts of children 
trying to understand these changes taking place in their lives, an ability certainly limited by youth and the fog of Soviet 
propaganda.  
 
I. 
 
I lived in Pripyat that Friday 
when the world was beautiful and  
my brother stood in the kitchen 
waiting for his soup. There were vodka stains 
on his collar and Marina’s lipstick, too, 
and suddenly when I’d been napping  
he’d become a man. 
 
We loved the USSR if our neighbors asked 
and loved our toasters from Berlin 
and overweight Galina who read the news 
on Channel 3: Junior League hockey 
and certain Latvian enhancements 
in the making of porcelain and jam. 
We were happy. 
 
We had no use of reactors or what 
lay in them, no use for Lech Walesa, 
agitating, naked like a bone or Hegel. 
I did the wordgame in Pravda and saw 
the same old stars doing the same old feats 
and went to bed. My mother’s  
green borscht would be breakfast, too, 
 
and I remember it more than the neon 
that I awoke to, the glow, the children 
playing hopscotch on the way 
to School #6, each seeing nothing 
save isosceles triangles and the beauty 
of being young in the nation  
that gave all.  
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The heroes of the Leningrad Siege, 
the smoke that rose from Stalin’s dacha 
the day he leapt into eternity. 
We were naive and vigorous; 
we had the chemistry for sweet corn 
in our books and Ronald Reagan’s face 
to hate and RC Cola, 25 kopeks. 

 

 
II. 

 

I never had the chance to tell them 
my dreams of America,  
that I’d secretly named  
my teddy bear Mr. Shingles 
and cradled him as if he were an infant 
strayed in the Luna Park at Pripyat. 
We all had secrets.  
 
We all had ways around the schoolyard 
no one knew about, paths 
among the cats and wildflowers, 
the old woman on the stoop  
who sold carrots and beets. 
We feared the eczema on her fingers 
the way we feared the State— 
 
naively and with little in our lunch tins 
save cucumbers, pelmenye in plastic, 
apples when the weather cooled. 
My father slept with a pistol  
to protect us from what lurked 
in the corners of the garden, 
monsters or Americans. 
 
We should’ve been listening  
to the weather instead, the wind, 
and men in trucks moving in circles 
around the barbed-wire paradise 
designed to keep us safe.  
We should’ve recognized the different 
colored fire splashing the sky. 
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We believed because it was easier 
to believe; we turned away when one  
dared truth because the truth  
would make us small and strip us  
of our heroes and sweet paranoia. 
On the bus to Kiev, my mother coughed 
a thread of blood into her handkerchief. 

 

Carl Boon is the author of the full-length collection Places & Names: Poems (The Nasiona Press, 2019). His poems 
have appeared in many journals and magazines, including Posit and The Maine Review. He received his Ph.D. in 
Twentieth-Century American Literature from Ohio University in 2007, and currently lives in Izmir, Turkey, where 
he teaches courses in American culture and literature at Dokuz Eylül University.   
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FROM AN AUTHOR 
 “[W]e forget that what travel can do is enrich the depth of our experience. Just as writing 

can. You write yourself down into the deep places, and then write yourself back into the light.” 

- Kurt Caswell, Interview for American Literary Review, 2016 
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As writers, we surround ourselves with those who excel at the craft – who fill their 
waking hours with wordsong and pursuit of story. These authors challenge us, inspire 

us, and contribute their work to the annals of written art that characterizes our 
present and drives our future. We hope that in sharing the works of those who kindle 

our zeal for the craft, our readers and fellow writers will be inspired as well.   
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Laika’s Window 
The Legacy of a Soviet Space Dog 

by Kurt Caswell 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2018 by Kurt Caswell 

Reprinted courtesy of Trinity University Press 

This appeared in the book Laika's Window: The Legacy of a Soviet Space Dog by Kurt Caswell published 
by Trinity University Press, October 2018. For more information, please visit www.tupress.org.   
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¤ 

A Path of Burning Light 
The poet’s condition and the dog’s is that… 

they can move for a while through flame. 

Vicki Hearne 

Adam’s Task, 1982 

 

 

 

 

April 14, 1958, must have been a particularly clear night, one of those nights you remember for the 
great wash of the cosmos overhead, and for the black blackness of interstellar space punctuated by 
stars uncountable. It must have been so, for along the eastern seaboard of the United States, and out 
over the Caribbean, out to the east of the islands of Saint Thomas, Antigua, Martinique, Saint Lucia, 
Barbados, Trinidad, on to British Guiana (now Guyana), and over a host of ships in the Atlantic 
positioned between 10 and 20 degrees north latitude, people gazing skyward saw a path of burning 
light. Some reported that they had seen a comet. Others said it was a meteor, the fiery path of a 
meteoroid burning in the Earth’s atmosphere, what we like to call a shooting star. And still others 
reported they had seen a UFO. 

But what those people witnessed was not a comet or a shooting star, and it was not a UFO. 
It was a phenomenon that had occurred only one other time in Earth’s history: the reentry into 
Earth’s atmosphere of an artificial satellite, in this case the Soviet Union’s  second satellite, Sputnik 
II. On board was a small, white mongrel dog from the streets of Moscow. Her name was Laika. One 
of dozens of trained space dogs in the USSR’s new space program, she was the first living being to 
orbit the Earth. And as the satellite Sputnik II came down, Laika was already dead. Her body, in a 
state of decay from  the cooling and warming inside her capsule  as it  passed  in and out of the 
influence of the sun, had been in orbit around  the Earth for the previous five months, traveling at a 
speed of 17,500 miles per hour and making 2,570 revolutions. And as Sputnik II’s orbit decayed and 
it fell into the friction-wall of  the atmosphere, it burned, and the world’s first space traveler, Laika, 
burned with it. 
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In the twenty-first century, such satellite reentry events have become almost routine. The 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (nasa) reports that there are more than twenty-one 
thousand artificial debris objects in Earth’s orbit larger than ten centimeters, and half a million more 
measuring between one and ten centimeters. Even smaller objects, smaller than one centimeter, 
number over one hundred million. According to NASA, such debris includes derelict spacecraft, the 
upper stages of launch vehicles, payload carriers, debris intentionally released during mission 
operations, debris created by spacecraft or upper-stage launch vehicle explosions and collisions, 
solid rocket motor effluent, and flecks of paint from various spacecraft or spacecraft parts released 
by  thermal stress and small-particle impacts. The space around our planet, like the planet itself, is 
awash in our garbage. This space junk burns up in the atmosphere all the time, some of it visible, 
some of it not, sometimes as planned by the object’s creators (Russia’s space station Mir in 2001, for 
example) and sometimes in its own time or due to a loss of ground control (China’s Tiangong-1 
[Heavenly Palace] space station, which came down in 2018). The United States Space Command 
tracks scheduled and nonscheduled reentries, and if you are in the right place at the right time you 
might see one, if you can be bothered to look up. 

But in 1958 when Sputnik II came down, such an artificial satellite reentry event had 
happened only once before, and that was when Sputnik I, the first artificial satellite ever, burned up 
in the atmosphere on January 4 of that year. The presence of something in orbit around the Earth 
that human beings had made was still in the realm of the fantastic. It occupied the fictional worlds 
of writers like Jules Verne and Arthur C. Clarke and the imaginations of scientists like Russia’s Kon- 
stantin Tsiolkovsky and America’s Robert Goddard. And so fantastic was the idea of one of these 
satellites coming down so that you could see it come apart across the sky, Italian-born American 
astronomer L. G. Jacchia made a journey to various key points along the path of Sputnik II to 
interview people and collect data. He filed Special Report 15, “The Descent of Satellite 1957 Beta 
One,” with the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory. 

The story Jacchia tells is that in the early hours of April 14, Sputnik II fell out of orbit 
following a path from New York City to the mouth of the Amazon River. Observers in the eastern 
United States reported seeing a long, streaking tail pass overhead, not yet very bright, and followed 
by sparks, burst- ing and shuttering away. The satellite passed over Long Island and then went 
unreported for some five minutes before being picked up again at about 23 degrees north latitude. 
By the time it reached Antigua in the Caribbean, it had fallen to about 50 miles above sea level 
(down from its orbit at about 131 miles perigee and 1,030 miles apogee), and it had become 
self-luminous, a fireball rivaling the brightness of the moon. It fell, burning, pulling a long tail 
behind it, sparks flying off into the blackness. The head of that streak of light, the satellite itself, still 
carrying the body of Laika, glowed white with tinges of blues and greens through to the tail’s 
yellowish fire that degraded to oranges and reds out to the end. Pieces of the satellite broke off and 
burned alongside the main body, before dimming and dropping away.  Observers on one of the 
ships at sea, the Regent Springbok, reported that the satellite looked like the tail of a peacock, “each 
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particle glowing through the spectrum from white to a deep blue in magnificent display.” When the 
satellite reached about 11 degrees  north  latitude, east of Trinidad and Tobago, and had fallen to 
about 35 miles altitude, it exploded in a fiery burst, like great fireworks light- ing up the dark. In the 
moments after that burst, an eerie pale light was reported, illuminating the decks of ships at sea and 
the sea around them. What was left of Sputnik II and the first space voyager, Laika, traveled on, 
falling and burning in its arc across the Atlantic and over Suriname and French Guiana, then onto 
the eastern shoulder of Brazil. As the satellite burned, the dog burned with it. The dry calcium 
phosphates of Laika’s bones, the salts and minerals and the carbons of her body—the very building 
blocks of life—dissipated in the upper atmosphere to drift on stratospheric winds. Eventually some 
of the matter that had once been Laika, now vaporized and elemental, rained down onto the Earth, 
where her life began. And somewhere out there headed toward the place where one of the great 
rivers of the world, the Amazon, meets the sea, Sputnik II vanished completely, still traveling fast 
above the horizon line. It burned out and was reconsumed by the great black nothing of the cosmic 
dark. The entire event  unfolded in about ten minutes   
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This ridiculous suggested inclusion sarcastically suggested and repealed by one JD 
Wolfwrath, then ironically included anyway by his team as a gift. 

Merry Christmas, friend.   
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