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To our readers:
You’ve had the conversation before, standing outside 

of a bar smoking a cigarette or waiting in line at a show. 
On occasion it’s a nice interaction, an affirmation that you 
live somewhere self-assured. Other times, it’s an obligatory 
exchange of provincial platitudes. Des Moines sure has 
changed in the last 5, 10, 15 years. We wouldn’t have been able 
to do this back then. This city has come a long way.

And it absolutely has. Des Moines has become—culinarily, 
recreationally, and culturally—a mid-size-market paragon 
replete with chic retail districts, a burgeoning art and 
music scene, charming neighborhoods in varying stages of 
gentrification, and, now, an affected lit mag self-consciously 
produced in the anachronistic medium of print. Des Moines 
feels substantial, worthy of pride and praise. And with the 
substance has come style.

Our city has learned the art of self-promotion. It’s a 
travel blog-ready destination; a Midwestern retreat you can 
“catch” that we’re told looks fucking great on HGTV. Des 
Moines needs that. Having a becoming and coherent civic 
presentation is desirable for reasons as numerous as they are 
self-evident. For its residents, though, Des Moines needn’t 
be packaged. We live here, and we know that Des Moines 
has complexity and nuance beyond what is observable in a 
marketing campaign or sleek travel brochure. 

In the editing process of making Des Moines polished 
and digestible, a lot gets left behind. The fits and starts of 
development have had palpable impacts on incalculable 
lives. Those of us who have grown with Des Moines know 
that there are thousands upon thousands of stories—
factual and fictional—rooted in this place and uprooted 

from The ediTorS



•5•

from it: innumerable subplots to the narrative of municipal 
maturation. Some of these stories have been written down. 
More are waiting to be told. 

We’ve felt a latent creativity in this city, fog-like in its 
pervasion and nebulosity. We wanted to give it a vessel. We 
call that vessel Spoilage. 

In publishing jargon, “spoilage” refers to the overlooked, 
the erroneous, or the unusable materials that remain after 
printing is complete—wasted materials that are discarded 
and will never be publicly displayed. Spoilage is abundant 
but absent—nearly unavoidable yet normally unseen. 

The spoilage of this city is what fascinates us. These 
stories—spoilage, gathered and assembled into a magazine—
are testaments to the creativity, dedication, and originality 
possessed by the residents of Des Moines and the state of 
Iowa. They are fragments from a collage of place, left on the 
cutting room floor because they define our shared home 
rather than advertise it.

Spoilage is a raw space where individual experiences 
and perspectives—reified and abstract alike—can mingle 
as a collaborative consciousness defined by our collective, 
intimate knowledge of this city; life therein, and life 
therefrom. We undertook this project to provide a forum for 
the stories of Des Moines and central Iowa, and to encourage 
its flourishing (if still relatively unsung) pool of literary 
talent. Spoilage is a cultural metric of, by, and for the people 
of Des Moines. And it is a participatory one. 

Thanks for joining us.

Indelibly,
Nate Brown & Jay Kozel
April 2013
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He calls himself Hank. His last name is not Williams. 
He wishes it were. His birth name is not Henry. His birth 
name is Jordan. He has always hated the name Jordan. He 
prefers to be called Hank. We will respect his wishes and 
call him Hank. 

Hank is a struggling country musician. He recorded five 
songs in his home and burned them on a CD. He sent the CD 
to a record company. The record company gave him a deal 
and had him sign a contract. A week later the company was 
bought out. The new owners ignored his contract and calls. 
The new owners changed the company so that its only output 
was novelty techno songs. The songs were all made by the 
same anonymous studio musicians working under different 
band names. The songs were pulled from stores and the radio 

The CounTry muSiCian 
Ben Arzate



•7•

The CounTry MusiCian 

when they were all found to induce vomiting and seizures. 
The company shut down soon afterwards. 

Hank put his five songs on the Internet. After a year, 
each has less than 300 plays. None of them have gotten any 
plays in the past month. Hank burned two more CDs and 
sent them to two different record companies. Both sent back 
letters saying Hank should come visit them in person.

Hank is visiting both record companies today. He puts 
on his cowboy hat, grabs his guitar and walks to the first 
company. 

The receptionist has him go in the office right away. He 
walks in and shakes hands with the record executive. The 
executive is young and wears a green suit. 

The executive tells Hank that he liked his demo, but 
country is out. He says that reggae is the next big thing. 

Hank tells the executive that he likes reggae, but he does 
not play reggae. He plays country. He also says he is not 
black and not Jamaican. 

The executive tells him that it does not matter that he is 
not black. There are white Jamaicans. In a voice that sounds 
like Santa Claus, he says that Hank just has to do a fake 
Jamaican accent. He puts his hands on his belly and says “ho 
ho ho” after every sentence. The executive says that it is so 
easy, he is doing it right now. He tells Hank that they will just 
say he is a white Jamaican. Nobody looks into these things. 
He tells Hank to give it a try. 

Hank looks at the executive. He blinks twice, then turns 
around and leaves. 

Hank goes to the next record company. The receptionist 
has him wait in the lobby for an hour, then she tells him to 
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go in the office. The record executive is old, wears a black 
suit and holds a cow femur in his left hand. He has a very 
angry look on his face. Hank is afraid to approach him for a 
handshake. 

The record executive taps on his desk with the cow 
femur. Hank recognizes it as Morse code. 

The executive is asking if he wants a record deal with 
them.

Hank says yes.
The executive sits doing nothing, then taps the same 

question but louder. 
Hanks taps yes on his guitar.
The executive taps that he wants Hank to play a song.
Hank plays one of his songs.
When he is done, the executive taps to ask if Hank is 

going to play a song or not.
Hank plays the song again, but instead of singing he taps 

the lyrics with his foot.
The executive taps that they do not sign a cappella acts.
Hank thinks about playing the song again, tapping the 

chords with his left foot and the lyrics with his right foot. 
Instead, he turns around and leaves. 

Hank decides to busk in the park for the rest of the 
day. He finds a spot, puts his cowboy hat on the ground 
and begins playing. After half an hour, several people have 
walked by, but no one has put any money in the hat. 

A cop approaches Hank. He asks Hank if he has a 
permit. 

Hank says he does not. He asks if he will get a ticket.
The cop says that the city has introduced a new penalty 

for busking without a permit. 
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Hank walks home with the neck of his guitar shoved up 
his ass. He gets home and pulls it out. He sits on his couch. It 
hurts to sit, so he stands up. 

Hank begins to feel discouraged. He decides to cheer 
himself up by playing an acoustic country arrangement of 
Jimmy Cliff ’s “You Can Get It If You Really Want”. He stops 
when he realizes he is singing in a fake Jamaican accent. 
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Marcia had never washed a car before in her life. That’s 
not something a fourteen-year-old should be proud of, Aunt 
Dora had said as she handed her the bucket, sponge, and 
dish soap. Marcia took them and walked out the door 
of the house she had grown to hate. She squeezed some 
Lemon Fresh Joy into the bottom of the bucket then walked 
around the side of the house to the faucet, feeling Aunt 
Dora’s eyes on her the whole time.

She untwisted the hose from the faucet, filled the bucket 
halfway with cold water, then walked back to the driveway. 
There stood her uncle’s green Ford camper-truck and her 
aunt’s beige Chevy station wagon. Behind them was parked 
the nearly new Rambler Ambassador, which was blue, not 
red the way it should have been. Her father had bought it six 
months before, but she had been the one to choose the color.

WaShing The ambaSSador
Charlotte M. Wright
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Washing the ambassador

She had seen enough carwashing scenes in movies to 
know that she needed to trace soapy circles all over the 
car, then follow up with a rinse from the hose. She started 
with the hood, then moved to the front of the car. Dried 
bugs and butterfly guts covered the grill and headlights. 
Was she really expected to rub all those off? She decided 
she couldn’t face that yet so she moved to the door on the 
passenger’s side. If I bend down far enough, she thought, 
Aunt Dora won’t be able to see me. Face to face with the 
tires, she wrinkled her nose at the gray dirt caked on the 
hubcaps. This task was getting worse by the minute.

Marcia thought of how lovely the bright red car in the 
brochure had looked when her father had showed it to her. 
Which color do you want? he’d said. She loved red, she wanted 
red, she was drawn to the picture of the red car, but for some 
inexplicable reason her finger pointed to the blue. Daddy even 
said, I thought you’d want the red one, and she could tell by the 
look on his face that he was disappointed that he had not read 
her correctly. But her finger stayed on the blue.

She wondered now if he had asked her sister or brother 
what color they wanted, and what they would have said.

Her legs started to cramp from her crouching position, 
so she had to stand up. The hood of the Ambassador was 
streaked and cloudy.

She wished she knew what time it was getting to be. 
She put soap on the front door then moved to the rear one. 
Bending at the waist, she swished the sponge around in the 
bucket to make more suds. She tried to remember if the 
brochure had said royal blue or navy. It didn’t matter. Both 
had sounded dignified. The red had been candy apple.
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She was washing the rear bumper when she heard the 
screen door open. “Marcia!” said her aunt. Marcia straightened 
up as slowly as she dared.

“What?’
“Aren’t you done yet?”
“No. It takes a long time. It’s hard.”
“Well, no wonder. You haven’t even got the hose running. 

I guess your dear daddy never taught you how to rinse while 
you’re washing, all the way around, so the soap doesn’t dry all 
foggy-looking.”

Marcia kept her head down, thinking of her father. 
Everybody kept telling her how much he’d spoiled her. When 
she thought of all the work Aunt Dora made her do now, 
compared to how little she had done at home, she could see 
why they said it. Since moving in with her aunt and uncle 
three months ago, she had managed to burn holes in three 
of the shirts she’d had to iron, break two of Aunt Dora’s best 
dinner glasses while washing them in the sink, and turn a 
whole load of white underwear pink. She hadn’t meant to, 
but she wasn’t sorry, either.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just don’t know how to wash a car.”
“Well it won’t get done just standing there. Go get the 

hose. I should have known better than to think I wouldn’t 
have to keep my eye on you.” Aunt Dora stood on the steps 
while Marcia started toward the faucet once again. “And 
you’ll have to start all over. Dried soap won’t wash off right 
with just rinse water.”

Marcia put more soap and water in the bucket, then 
started rubbing the hood again, this time rinsing each 
section with the hose before she went on to another. When 
she worked her way around to the car door, she put her 
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thumb over the hose and directed the spray toward the 
wheels. Dirty water came pouring out. She used the same 
technique on the front grill, watching the dead bugs drop to 
the driveway.

When she finished, the car wasn’t streaked with dried 
soap, but it wasn’t shiny, either. Water spots covered the blue 
surface.

Red was the color she’d wanted. But she had thought 
candy apple sounded too immature.

Aunt Dora’s voice came toward her again. “There’s a 
cloth in here that’ll get those spots off. And hurry it up. The 
Fosters will be here in twenty minutes. I’m not about to show 
them a spotted car.”

Show them?
So they were going to sell it. Marcia should have figured 

it out. Red or blue, it made no difference. Her father had 
bought the car; he was gone now; the car had to go. Marcia 
went inside and took the special cloth from Aunt Dora’s 
hand. It made her fingers feel oily. She put it on the hood of 
the Ambassador and rubbed hard. She wondered again what 
time it was.
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You begin with a clearing in the unfinished space 
at the bottom of your mother’s home,  
inching your old containers 
to the dry corners and rocking 

the chest of drawers toward 
the ageless marble-topped vanity, 
scraping wrought-iron legs on the tiles, 
and scuttling the well-loved washer 

on the tops of your feet together to the strange meeting
of unsorted variety, the birthday party of sorts,
where the Christmas lights hang from the thighmasters, 
and the broken elliptical machine supports the foundering 

oil still lives, tool kits, and portraits 
of Trixy, your daddy’s gun dog
run over by the car
long before you pull her from among 

reTaining 
Hamilton May
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Retaining

the keepsakes you don’t bear tossing, 
but cast, instead, in place 
in the accidental spaces
and here-and-there wedges in between.

The way we sturdy places for
our minds is like digging retaining walls— 
with individual handfuls of gravel and clay 
each by each and all of them forgettable.

Until those loose leftovers from some spring melt
years ago keep back the downward grade
of windbourne soil, the angles of advancing
clutter, by a sudden drop off, 

a prop of plentiful stone and stuff
digging its heels into wrought level ground 
and draining away the run-off
for roomier spaces to spread,

for the basements to form 
under surface
and lay hold of all the meaningful oblivion 
in all our cherished things.
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Shane franCiS
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I have come to this tall gray building on 101st Street to see 
someone about this hole in my face and to force them to fix it. 
I told the gray-haired secretary on the 32nd floor that I needed 
to see Mr. Brightman about a private and personal matter. 
She told me to wait, pursing her painted lips, so I sat in a gray 
chair across the room from her desk and crossed my ankles. I 
have been trained to wait and can do it with panache. 

Mr. Brightman and his team are responsible for the hole, 
which is above my left cheekbone, but back a little farther 
toward the ear. The secretary couldn’t see it because I draped 
my hair just so and sprayed the area with Extra Super Hold. 
The hole is disgusting, but quite sanitary. There is no mess 
of vessels or bone—just an empty black space where the skin 
has come loose and sagged. 

reConSTruCTion 
Laura Billingsley
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Laura BiLLingsLey

I suppose Mr. Brightman is only indirectly responsible. 
He did help me to become Perfect! Or as close as humanly 
possible. That’s the slogan they used to sell the idea. They 
needed a floor model to display perfection to government 
officials at top-secret events. I was completely reconstructed. 
I received intensive perfection training—endless lessons in 
etiquette, French, current fashion and algebra (but nothing 
beyond that because the perfect woman knows her math, but 
not too much). 

I attended a yearlong boot camp where I woke at dawn 
and applied the entire Magic Mystique makeup line in 
two-and-a-half minutes. First came “Positively Peachy” 
foundation, then “Amber Ablaze” lipstick, “Pavement” eye 
shadow and “Apples of Eden” blush. I then dressed and was 
out the door in another four minutes. The perfect woman 
takes no longer than seven minutes to get ready. After that 
came breakfast—a gloppy mauve drink and a liter of water to 
illuminate the skin—then classes on sitting prettily in chairs, 
walking seductively, flipping my hair, giving coy looks and 
smiling at a man with that certain smirk to drive him insane. 
That is the most important part of my training. 

Today is all about controlling the situation. And control 
comes from keeping your Authentic Self camouflaged. My name 
is Helen, by the way. I used to be called Fern. When I was Fern 
my cheekbones were about an inch-and-a half lower and my 
eyebrows were twice as wide. Fern chewed her cuticles ragged 
and used medicated dandruff shampoo. She had no control. 

As Fern I was a secretary for Wilkes and Chapman 
Insurance, located on 12th Avenue between a fried chicken 
joint and a holistic spa, known around the office as 
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“Enemas-  -Us”. One Tuesday morning a swarthy man 
dressed as if on his way to the tennis court and cradling 
a bucket of chicken wings ambled in and asked, “Want to 
experience a new kind of glamour?”

“Duh,” I snapped, but I guess that was all he needed to 
hear because he dropped the chicken wings, leapt forward 
and stuck something in my arm. I woke up as Helen in a bed 
three days later. 

Four or five men were watching Gilligan’s Island on a 
tiny portable TV in my room. “Your face has been changed 
because you are the new Concept Model,” they told me. 
“Working with an all-new structure, we were able to create 
extreme proportions. Your straight nose, high eyebrows, 
wide lips, narrow waist and low center of gravity all indicate 
secure, productive performance.”

These men were probably doctors, but during my stay 
in the white room with machines on the walls I saw them 
playing with naked Barbie dolls. Each man had one doll as 
his favorite, and quarrels would break out over whose doll 
was superior.

“How can you disagree with Diana’s auburn?” said the 
short doctor with the greasy mustache as he brandished his 
doll by the feet. “Nothing is finer than auburn, not even that 
chocolate color on Jackie’s head.” 

Because of their constant squabbling I had my hair color 
changed eight times. My scalp finally peeled and forced 
them to settle on Wheat Blonde. My eyeballs were taken 
out and replaced with ones bearing olive-green irises. Fern 
had hazel eyes that didn’t match Wheat Blonde. I trained for 
three years and had twenty-eight faces before the doctors hit 

R
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on the perfect combination. Christie Brinkley meets Barbara 
Streisand meets the Mona Lisa.

“We feel passionate about keeping it simple and honest,” 
said Derma-Designer John Sodano. 

My skin became smooth like laminate countertops and 
didn’t always spring back when I pushed it in. Skin can only 
be rearranged so many times. I ran on a treadmill three hours 
a day while listening to tapes of modern novels. My body grew 
lithe as a Kentucky Derby champion as I absorbed Danielle 
Steel, Stephen King and John Grisham.

I can plan a nutritious, low-fat meal made entirely of soy 
products. I can perform CPR, I can do a striptease, and I can 
bake a cherry pie, Billy Boy, Billy Boy. I can bake a cherry 
pie, charming Billy. I can bake a cherry pie to die for. 

My first real job was supposed to be this weapons trade 
show in Washington, D.C. They were going to trot me out 
and win over all the head honchos at the CIA, the State 
Department, wherever. But I never got to go. It seems there 
was some confusion between the trade show people and 
Mr. Brightman’s team, and I was sent to a small house in 
a Baltimore ghetto to practice being perfect and to await 
instructions. For practice I seduced several local men, 
mostly from the Mexican restaurant/pool hall down the 
street, then got bored and a little angry that my work seemed 
to come to nothing. I broke protocol and signed up for a 
correspondence course on TV/VCR repair. I planned to 
open my own business rerouting people’s cable, but then I 
woke up with this hole. I must have scratched in my sleep.  

Mr. Brightman will help me fix my hole. I will make him 
help me. After all, that is what I was trained for. Part Reality. 
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Part Illusion. Complete Control. That’s another slogan they 
used. 

“Mr. Brightman!” He’s walking out of his office. “Mr. 
Brightman!” He’s pretending not to see me, so as not to fall 
under my spell. “I can bake a cherry pie, Mr. Brightman! 
Fast as you can blink an eye, Mr. Brightman!” The shouting 
has enlarged the hole in my face. I think my face is falling 
off. “If you’re not impressed with the pie, how about I 
reroute your cable TV?”

“But your look is so last season,” he said, stepping into 
the elevator and jabbing the button repeatedly.

I blinked back hot tears and told the secretary, “It doesn’t 
matter. At least I learned a trade.” 

To regain my control I decided to go in the opposite 
direction, so I joined the National Guard and now spend 
one weekend a month and two weeks a year working on tank 
engines. In my free time I head up a small militia. Nothing 
radical, just a few locals who would love to make an impact 
on corporate America. We stole our motto from Magic 
Mystique cosmetics: Be Unforgettable.
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Your voice is a
                         Japanese movie.
Your words
                    spring forward
as that
           Japanese movie rattles
in the corner
                      about whatever
three-headed 
                      gelatinous species
has landed
                  in this ether.
Dub me into
                     your Japanese movie
and I will be
                    this monster’s growl.

fliCKu
Daniel Balzer
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I.

Isadora lived inside a bright orange balloon. When she was 
very, very little, she snuck inside a deflated balloon during a game 
of hide-and-seek. Since it was one of the better hiding spots, no 
one could find her, and before long, she fell asleep. She did not 
awake until she felt the rush of cool helium swoosh across her 
back and heard the echoey groaning of the unsuspecting culprit 
(her grandfather) tying up her hiding spot. Before she could 
protest or escape, the balloon was sealed, as was her fate.

As fates go, it was not a bad one. Her parents, of course, 
were beside themselves with worry. The knot Grandpa had 
tied was too tight to untie, and everyone who tried uncoiling 
the navel of rubber sent violent thrums throughout the 

Three iSadoraS
Mark J. Hansen
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balloon, shivering Isadora’s frame. No one could bring 
themselves to pop the balloon for fear of accidentally 
puncturing her. Besides which, Isadora loved it. In her 
stocking feet, she found she could slide around and around 
the perimeter of the balloon, and up and over and back again. 
If she struck her feet against the base of the balloon quickly 
and frequently like a match against flint, she could generate 
enough static electricity to amble casually up the side until she 
was hanging from the top, her auburn hair hanging out from 
her like tree roots. And everything had an orangeish glow 
about it; it was like living inside a sunset.

Sure, at times there were minor threats, such as when a 
bee alighted on the side of the balloon, filling the inside with 
dread and an echoing hum. But in general, it was about the 
safest environment imaginable.

Living inside such a round and fragile environment 
meant that Isadora needed to comport herself with as little 
edge and as much care as possible. This wasn’t difficult, as she 
had always been a soft and considerate person. That was how 
her parents and grandparents had raised her, and how they 
presented themselves to her whenever possible. But she was 
young, and with age came the jagged sharpness of cynicism.

She watched, as time passed, her sister grow taller—more 
angular and awkward like a poorly assembled bookshelf—and 
then, slowly, the edges were worn down and the lines filled 
in, and she became a beautiful woman. She watched, with 
bittersweet awe, the passage of time slough its skin as her 
parents danced on their 25th anniversary. She was alone, aloft, 
entombed. She hadn’t grown an inch since she first crawled into 
the balloon, and the toll this took on her heart was unbearable.
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Then it came to pass that she began to shrink. 
Surprisingly, the bright orange balloon, in all this time, had 
remained bright, orange and as round and inflated as on 
that fateful day. Balloons normally slowly shrivel, wrinkle 
and wince under the pressures of time and gravity. This 
balloon had endured somehow; it remained in constant 
stasis as it appeared was the case with Isadora. But on the 
inside, Isadora was shriveling, wrinkling and wincing under 
the pressures of time and the slow erosion of emotion. 
Indifference had settled like sediment in her center and 
eaten away her core until there was little left but air. Unlike 
her balloon, this air was heavy, and far from warm. It 
contracted slowly, whispering from her body, taking traces 
of Isadora with it as it fell away.

When she finally shrunk to nothingness, the balloon, 
freed from the weight of the girl, drifted skyward—further 
and further away—until, like an ellipsis, it vanished from view.

II.

Isadora believed her name was prettier than she was. The 
perfect constellation of consonants and vowels, the name 
twirled, danced across the tongue. The name conjured up 
images of lithe, willowy gazelles of women, moving slightly 
but assuredly through space.

In contrast, Isadora saw a squat, cumbersome presence in 
her mirror. She dreamed of having long black hair cascading 
down her shoulders, framing a thin, white mask of a face with 
miniscule features. But her hair cartwheeled away from her 
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head in all directions, brown the shade of the imitation wood 
of elementary school desktops. Her face was plain aside from 
the rude invasion of a walnut-shaped nose in its center.

Far from a gazelle, when Isadora first thought of the animal 
she most resembled, she conjured up a clam, taking her name 
literally. Clams, with their hinged shells, are like living doors, 
she thought. But when she finally glimpsed the inside of a 
clam—the pink, mucousy slug-like creature within the door—
she changed her mind. But she could never think up a different 
animal. Deep down, she knew that was what she looked like on 
the inside, too.

Whatever possessed her parents to name her Isadora 
she did not know. Her gut instinct was that if they knew 
what she was going to look like they would have labeled her 
more appropriately. She didn’t deserve such an intricately 
beautiful name; her plainness demanded an uglier word, 
like Marge or Fran—names that tasted like bile and smelled 
of overcooked carrots.

Isadora was named after a dancer, and as such, was 
encouraged at an early age to take dancing lessons. The 
other girls, practically silhouettes in their black leotards and 
skeletal frames, conformed into one glorious creature, a 
panther. They moved in concert with one another, in steps so 
minute that audiences barely noticed them. Isadora tried to 
mimic their dancing but her body lacked the aerodynamics 
of her peers. She crouched behind the others like a prey 
animal, and tried to look inconspicuous.

When she was in her twenties, she had an affair with a 
lantern-jawed man ten years her senior with a strong name 
like Troy, who didn’t wear his heart on his sleeve, but kept it 
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in his breast pocket, peeking out slightly over the horizon line 
like a handkerchief. One night, he took it out and inflated it 
with a bicycle pump, until it was fully engorged, purple as a 
bruise and glistening in the moonlight like a miniature gothic 
cathedral. He invited her to explore its chambers, and she 
slipped off her sneakers and carefully stepped inside.

Inside the heart was like a cavern, full of shadows and 
stalactite. There was a cold dampness without water, a sense of 
slipperiness on the rough surfaces. And there was a vast vacancy. 
When Isadora sneezed from the chill, the sound reverberated 
throughout the heart and vibrated the chambers, as if to rudely 
mimic the reverberations of the air through her nostrils.

The rude sputtering which buzzed throughout the heart 
was not an echo, though. It was the sound of deflation, a 
noise Isadora surmised too late. She had strayed too far from 
the heart’s entrance, and could not find her way out through 
the labyrinthine series of ventricles and atria in time. The 
structure collapsed around her, and she knew there was no 
fighting it. So she laid down in the fourth chamber and let 
the walls fall over her, swallowed as if by a giant snake.

The coroner’s report read simply: “If that ain’t a 
metaphor, I don’t know what is.”

III.

Isadora stared blankly at the stranger nattering near her. 
Her left eye was a piercing blue, glaring with both accusation 
and boredom. Her right eye was a shallow puddle in which 
lived a squid. The squid was her defense, and when anyone 
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tried to engage her, the tentacles of the squid would surprise 
outward like the “bang” flag of a trick gun and slap them 
about the face. After the initial shock of tentacles from eye 
sockets, the offending party would get the hint and back off.

She had moved to the Big City to escape her early past. 
Her father a Roger Miller song minus the humor, and her 
mother ashamed of her freakish offspring, Isadora had been 
dropped, like a rolled-up newspaper, onto the steps of the 
school with no explanation. She hadn’t been enrolled, but her 
mother knew she’d have to go to school, so she was left there 
one afternoon to navigate the school system on her own.

She was assigned to a special class due to what the nurse 
ultimately classified a disability. The school nurse, hopelessly 
befuddled, had given her an eye patch. But Isadora, who 
didn’t require the attention the other students did, was free 
to focus on the squid in her eye socket, and found that with 
practice it could be trained and controlled. Eventually the 
eye patch was removed, and no one noticed. Most days, 
she would tilt her head up from the back of the classroom, 
letting the tentacles tentatively wander out and slither 
around the rays of the sun, dancing around the dust motes.

This is how she came to the Big City, living in a breadbox 
apartment, collecting disability, and spending her nights 
judging the pretty people who frequented the clubs and social 
lubricant establishments. Occasionally, a brazen, khaki-clad 
lad stinking of top shelf liquor would stagger to her corner 
and try to charm the secondhand clothes off her. Despite her 
disability, Isadora was a striking presence: a long face with 
high cheekbones, a short bob of red hair that hung around 
her face like parentheses, her near-poverty leading her to a 
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naturally skeletal frame, the sort that stylish girls expend so 
much energy to maintain. And she had that aura of mystery, 
hiding out in the corner and not saying anything. But she 
had no interest in interacting with anyone, and this is where 
the squid came in handy. When her potential suitors least 
expected it, out would come the tentacles, a violent and 
grotesque rebuttal.

She was on her way out one night when a small, thin 
gentleman approached her. He was a man of swallows—a 
coat that swallowed his arms, shoulders that swallowed 
his body, and a timid demeanor swallowed by the raucous 
bar crowd. He cleared his throat, though, with a surprising 
urgency, which silenced the entire bar. All eyes were on 
them. Isadora decided to use this opportunity to show 
everyone, once and for all, she wasn’t interested in them, and 
they would not be interested in her. Her squid tentacles shot 
out at the little man.

Before the tentacles could slap him, the little man 
opened his mouth wide, and a great gorilla arm charged 
up from his esophagus. It took hold of the tentacles in 
its brawny paw and gripped tightly, pulling back with 
surprising force, until the tentacles, head, and finally body of 
Isadora were swallowed whole. The man smiled meekly, then 
wickedly. He finished the whiskey in his hand, sucking on 
the ice cubes, straightened, and left the bar.
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Come
I want to read you Ray Carver
And comfort you with apples
And trace that cleft in your chin

Come
I want to meet your most annoying friend
And pretend until I know you better
That I haven’t heard your tales before

Come 
I want to see your look of perplexion
Blue eyes bright and blinking
The scientist thinking things through

Come aS you are 
Rebecca Christian
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Come As You Are

Come 
I want to take you to the movies
Sit on your lap in that red chair 
And get on your last nerve

Come 
I want to know what scares you  
What you have done—and left undone
Why you think so much of cars

Come 
I want to drown you in desire
And find out if it’s true  
That you can’t swim 
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To be.
That is the answer to Shakespeare’s interrogative. This 

seminal inquiry, this heavy Boolean which categorizes every 
situation from the rudimentary fight-or-flight, to the digital 
zero or one, serves to define the familiar struggle we all face 
between the two opposing forces of apathy and action.

Why is this even a decision, this choice between 
aggression and submission? What crisis has ever been solved 
by attitudes and aspirations lying in wait? Why would we 
ever choose not to act?

To be. That is the answer. Action in almost all 
circumstances has to be better, whether positive or negative, 
whether productive or counter. Anything is better than 
standing still. Stagnation is cancerous, poisonous to the 

TripliCaTe
Yancy de Lathouder
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human condition. In a world where so many choose ennui 
and fawn as legitimate resolutions, slings and arrows are 
anything but outrageous.

Betty squirmed in her chair at the thought, her hands 
repeating their nervous ticks, worrying against the wrinkles 
in her gown. The others made their mutters, their noises, 
their fantastic gestures. Two nurses walked among them, 
doting and dotting upon their boards.

Did she really have the courage to see him?
She must.
To be, she told herself. To be.
The nurse Jackie cooed to her patient, handing him a pill 

vial and a small cup of water. George looked back at her, his 
face alight in both wonder and befuddlement.

The images formed, as they often did, of their own 
volition. For as long as she could remember, Betty’s thought 
processes rotated between thinking in words, and thinking 
in pictures. Most of her mental diary was littered with text, 
but invariably, images formed in her head, always in a series 
of three. As she stared at George, they formed.

A blank artist’s canvas, the brush afraid to fall.
Fish dying against a dam that breaks the river.
A wispy, high cloud, incapable of rain.
Betty shook the images from her mind, each one 

dissolving against words once again. She wasn’t like them. 
They were all, the lot of them, deficient. They could not 
grasp a world even a few sentences away. Like a puppy, they 
clung to the moment, savoring, gathering, digesting the 
singularity of impulse and reaction, seemingly removed 
from the burden of autonomous thought.
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She’d arrived a few months ago, transferred from the 
dust and grime of St. Catherine’s shelter, where she accepted 
help as it was given. Her mother, her only family, had long 
since passed, leaving her destitute and in need of charity. The 
shelter dumped her here, in a place surrounded by witless, 
yet well-meaning patients, whose lives followed the strict 
syllabus of hospital routine.

She did not understand why she was placed amongst 
these people. They slobbered their meals and slung their 
forks at the walls. They yelled for no reason, and spoke of the 
same simple things, day after day, ad infinitum. Betty had 
read Shakespeare, played chess, composed music.

“And how are we today?”
Betty turned her head to the left. The light reflecting 

from the nurse’s clipboard struck her eyes like a punch to the 
face, nearly dazing her. Hands scrambled against the seat of 
her chair, searching desperately for her other pair of glasses. 
She found them and held them up.

Rose and blue were the two shades she used to mute a 
world which had long since proved far too demonstrative for 
her delicate senses. She donned the rose glasses, filtering the 
world to a more tame, prismatic pattern, and placed the blue 
ones on her lap.

“It’s time for your pills, sweetie.”
“Your mouth smells like sour milk.” The nurse’s face 

changed, Betty noted. The smile turned inward, the cheeks 
taught. She wondered desperately what that meant.

She often watched the nurses interact, watched them talk 
about the music of the day, their Simple Minds, their Princes 
and Madonnas, and their weekend plans. Words exchanged 
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between them, but on some level, there was an undercurrent 
Betty could never understand, as if they were speaking some 
secret language below their words that conveyed some inner 
workings of mind. Facial expressions caused laughing, but 
sometimes hugging. Often, no words were exchanged at all, 
yet some invisible understanding was still reached, some 
translucent argot of thought communicated.

Most people, she had noticed, were like this.
The nurse flipped back her feathered wings, a hairstyle the 

nurses had all adopted.  “Doctor Barrington read your note,” 
she offered, her face a mystery of pinched expression. “He’s 
pleased with this progress. He’s on his way to see you now.”

Betty nodded. She had already been told. As she mused 
over the prospect, a series of images appeared as thought 
within her mind.

A warm, checkered blanket on a fall evening.
A hefty bowl of rocky road ice cream.
Stacks and stacks of unread magazines, the nearest one 

with the first page open.
Most of her time within the hospital was spent gazing 

out the window, watching life play out in silent dramas on a 
glass screen. In particular, she enjoyed watching the parking 
lot.  Since she often thought in pictures, Betty was able to 
organize objects at scale within her mind. Regardless of 
distance, size, or shape, she was able to fit disparate pieces 
together, organizing space on a mental draft board of sorts, 
stacking, comparing and optimizing at will.

She had spent the last two months organizing the parking 
lot. She often heard Doctor Barrington and the nurses 
complain about the lack of proper parking and of the chaos 
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surrounding the lot. Betty had come up with a solution.
The lot was irregularly shaped, a necessity of the 

landscape, no doubt, which prevented full rows of evenly 
matched parking spaces and caused issues with traffic lanes.

If they would agree to assign specific parts of the lot to 
smaller cars, Betty had devised a way to take advantage of 
the smaller form factors, angling the spaces in certain areas, 
and routing traffic through two different, non-intersecting 
channels, one for entrance, and one for exit. She estimated 
the lot could hold seventeen percent more cars, all of which 
would be less impeded within traffic lanes.

Communicating the layout was vastly more difficult for 
Betty than its crafting. The non-corporeal winks and nods, 
which most people shared in some sort of limbic continuum, 
baffled and intimidated her to the point where prolonged 
verbal communication was nearly impossible. She, in fact, 
had not said more than a single sentence per nurse per day. 
The capacity for any more was simply absent.

Rather, in this case, she had written a note for the doctor. 
Writing had always been particularly difficult for Betty, 
even more than speech. For reasons she could not explain, 
each character’s construction had to be—must be—even 
in height, width and purity of glyph. If any letter in the 
sequence was even slightly imperfect, the integrity of the 
entire concatenated string was forfeit and in question. Most 
often this meant she could not write at all.

For Doctor Barrington, however—for this intelligent, 
strong-willed, amorous man—she had put in the time. Two days 
of intense labor had assembled a perfect, evenly spaced, evenly 
composed portrait of script that had requested the doctor’s 
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presence for an important discussion. She had not mentioned 
the parking lot. She wished to impact him with surprise.

The nurse’s demeanor changed instantly. She hoisted 
herself straight and played with her hair a moment, tossing 
the feathering for optimal effect. All four nurses in the room 
in fact, visibly changed their stance, their faces struck with 
those smiles they used.

Doctor Barrington entered the room, his white lab coat 
covering a checkered, gray three-piece suit. The nurses 
demurred to him, each of them seeming to over-smile at his 
passage.

Yet, the doctor moved past them without concern, 
his interest and attention focused solely on Betty. As he 
approached, she noticed the note attached to the top of his 
clipboard, its perfect spacing and script endearing a pleasant 
sensation within her mind.

“Betty,” he spoke, in his soft baritone, “is this yours?” He 
plucked the note from the board and held it aloft.

Betty nodded as nerves frayed her being. She steeled 
herself against the verbal communication she knew would 
need to happen. Over and over again in her mind, she 
rehearsed the relaying of ideas, the positioning of cars.

“This is great progress. Judy says it’s the first full sentence 
you’ve written, and there are two here!”

Betty began. She opened her mouth to first explain why 
the current lot contained so many problems.

Only air and soft, barely audible squeaks escaped.
“You want to say something?” He asked.
She grew frustrated. It wasn’t happening. Her long-rehearsed 

litany froze in her mind, overtaken by the stress of the moment, 
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of this person sitting so close to her. She banged her head 
against the wall to her left, in soft serial thuds. The repetition of 
consecutive impacts always seemed to rally her nerves.

The doctor raised himself, looking at the nurses 
questioningly.

“Betty,” one of them shouted, as if embarrassed, “calm 
down!”

Again she tried the words, and again they lay dormant 
on her tongue, a harsh hiss of rhythmic air their only proxy 
to the outside world.

Another nurse leaned down and removed Betty’s glasses, 
staring at her with a witless look of concern. “Honey, are you 
OK?”

The jagged fluorescence carved deep ridges across her 
mind, violating her, washing her in boiling, violent, naked 
light.

Betty howled against the assault to her senses, striking 
the nurse across the chin, desperately grabbing for her 
glasses, the only filter against this harsh reality that had ever 
brought the world down to par.

Orderlies appeared as if from nowhere, knocking her 
off her stool, pushing her to the ground, pinning her hands 
against her back.

She glanced up behind her. Doctor Barrington was 
moving away at a brisk pace, confusion and derision marring 
his gentle face.

The orderlies lifted her forcefully to her feet and dragged 
her across the common area to her room. Two held her legs 
and torso, while a third fastened and pulled tight the leather 
strips that would hold her down.
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The orderlies then left, mercifully killing the lights on 
exit.

She strained against the straps to no avail. Voices outside 
spoke of her in unflattering ways, the word “shock” being 
bandied about as if it meant nothing.

Betty began to cry. The shocking always left her bewildered. 
Not again.

She closed her eyes, letting the darkness swallow her 
whole, as familiar images offered themselves for reflection.

The rings on the sink where her mother’s toiletries used 
to sit.

An imbecile in the dark, muttering madness in an 
indecipherable sotto voce.

The light on the answering machine that never blinks.
To be, she thought.
Or not.
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poem for The beloVed bliSTered by Summer
Kyle McCord

Dear Beloved, I wrote a book for you and lost you in exchange.  

I washed over the edge of the earth and came back.  

It’s not the Valhalla you’d imagine. Less valkyries 

and more decimated bottles and disintegrating wrecks, 

whole blocks with ghosts celebrating anniversaries in muggy condos.  

When I’d clawed my way home, I howled at the airport 

in the muggy afternoon where the sun bleated onto the tarmac.

Dear Beloved, I wrote you from the city of cattle and convicts, 

and you never sent me a single flower. My sister says Sydney 

isn’t like surly Chicago or New York gouted with acolytes—

cities built by rabid dreamers on the edge of centuries.

I turn and look back and the whole season has turned to a salt-saturated drift

the soft angle of your tawny back as you twisted and groaned, 

uttered monosyllables as you stroked my hair washed to stalwart wisps.  

My sister says back home sleet tears into the brick roads, 

curves off where the highway folds into the horizon. 

Your name turns to smoke in her mouth at a party 

for my friend named after a ruined city in southern France.

The desert scuttles onto your back and dashes off.  

You spent your childhood searching ancient ruins for treasures.  

You spend your twenties plotting to secret them back. 



•42•

Ben Arzate lives and works in Des Moines. He is currently 
working on more stories. Contact him at benarz13@gmail.com. 

Daniel Balzer: Poet, Screenwriter, Novelist, Vegan, Son, 
Brother, Uncle, Artist, Buddhist, Clockwatcher, Twitterer, 
Blogger, Hedonist, Changeling, Passageway member, Friend, 
Central Iowa native. Former husband/football player. 
Lover of art/tattoos/coffee/movies/music/women/fiction/
nonfiction/poetry/coffeeshops/typewriters. Recovering 
addict/alcoholic/psych patient/pop drinker. And more.  

Laura Billingsley is a freelance writer, editor and 
journalist. Laura has a BA in English from Central College 
and an MA in journalism from The University of Iowa. She 
is currently finishing her first young adult novel.  

Rebecca Christian of Des Moines is Features Editor 
for Traditional Home magazine and a columnist for the 
Telegraph Herald in Dubuque. She may be reached at 
rebecca.christiann@mchsi.com.

As an avid hobbyist writer, Yancy has been applying his 
background in computers and science to a cyberpunk novel 
that he has worked on for longer than most teenagers have 
been alive. He is a nerd. He also bakes cakes.

abouT The  auThorS



•43•

Shane is a local artist who spent too many years in 
the world of business before deciding to subject anybody 
and everybody to the insane and possibly sometimes even 
funny rantings of his comic strip, Electric Litterbox.  He 
also does pen and ink drawings and can be contacted at 
shanefrancis20@msn.com.

Mark J. Hansen is a husband, father, writer and coffee 
and wine consumer who lives in Des Moines. He’s also pretty 
good at wearing sweaters and can find C on the piano. You 
can read more stories at cottoncandybeard.com. E-mail at 
markmarkj.hansen@gmail.com.

Hamilton May is a native of North Carolina and 
graduate of Davidson College. He enjoys living in Des 
Moines, playing for the local footy club, and is grateful to the 
staff of Spoilage.

Kyle McCord is the author of three books including 
Sympathy from the Devil (Gold Wake 2013). He has work 
featured in Boston Review, Denver Quarterly, Gulf Coast, 
Ploughshares, Third Coast and elsewhere. He’s the co-founder of 
LitBridge, and he co-edits iO: A Journal of New American Poetry.  

Charlotte M. Wright is managing editor of the University 
of Iowa Press. Her work has appeared in such publications 
as Chiron Review, RE: Arts & Letters, The Redneck Review 
of Literature, The Iowa Review, and New Mexico Humanities 
Review.



Printed in Iowa by Pioneer Graphics on 10% post-consumer materials.



Special thanks to Polly Clark, Ann Donohoe, 
Rachel Formaro, CeCe Ibson, and Jim Slife.





SubmiSSion guidelineS

Spoilage is a Des Moines-based literary magazine that 
considers previously unpublished, original works in the 
genres of fiction, poetry, personal essay, and cartooning 
from residents and natives of central Iowa. Works must be 
3,000 words or less and may not contain references to people 
or places that may be considered slanderous or vindictive.

Submissions are accepted on an ongoing basis and are 
published on a quarterly schedule in the months of January, 
April, July, and October. To be considered for the upcoming 
issue, send submissions at least six weeks prior to the month 
of publication. 

Please send submissions to SpoilagedSm@gmail.com as 
attachments, with the subject line “Submission.” Cartoons 
must be black-and-white, formatted for a vertical half-page, 
and in the highest resolution possible. 

Editors will authorize any and all changes to submissions 
prior to publication.

For questions, comments, and information regarding 
underwriting opportunities, please contact the editors at 
SpoilagedSm@gmail.com.




