
















Little Naked Man had come for his bologna sandwich 
and cold drink. I said hello. He waved. He was a man of 
few words. And even fewer articles of clothing.

The Little Naked Man was the harbinger of the changing 
seasons. From April until the end of September or so, he 
wore only flip-flops and a pair of shorts. But not just any 
shorts, because not just any pair would do; his shorts were 
so short and so tight that they had to have cut off his 
circulation. He even ignored the “No Shirt, No Shoes, No 
Service” sign on the door. Of course, Grandmama ignored 
it too; not once had he been denied service. 

As the weather got chillier, you might see him in shorts 
and a t-shirt. In January, you would catch the rare sight of 
pants and long sleeves. But never a coat. The most was a 
sweatshirt, even if there was an unusual sprinkling of 
snow. He made the philosophy of minimal coverage 
popular before car insurance companies even thought of it.

He was a short guy, kind of hunched over, and he had 
skin like red clay. He looked like he had been baked in 
the sun. I liked to think he was a golem, constructed 
by a lonely fashion designer who made Little Naked 
Man to model for his latest clothing line. Little Naked 
Man choked the fashion designer with a hideous pair of 
suspenders and buried him on a farm somewhere. He has 
disdained clothing ever since.

I stared heedlessly out the window. Several cars and 
trucks passed before Little Naked Man made his way up 
to the front and set his sandwich and cold drink on the 
counter. “They got you workin’ hard?” he asked.

“Too hard.” I was expected to jokingly complain about my 
easy labor. 

“You need to start tellin’ ol’ grandma you need a day off.”

“I would, but every time I try, she threatens to beat me.”

He laughed. I liked Little Naked Man in a general, vague 
sort of way. I think it was the fact that he didn’t feel 
compelled to clothe himself in a proper manner. And 
oddly enough, because he refused to bend himself around 

W orking at the only grocery store in 
town meant that I got to see all of 
Gordonsville’s inhabitants going 
about their daily lives. Working at 

the only grocery store in town, which was also owned and 
operated by my grandmother, meant that I wasn’t on the 
payroll and had to work any time someone didn’t show up. 
This happened a lot more often than I would have liked. 

After passing the previous evening by stewing in thoughts 
of my own mortality while making a list of all the people 
who had ever let me down, spending the day at the store 
interacting with the citizens of Gordonsville was the last 
thing I felt like doing. My Saturday was usually devoted to 
devouring a book. This week’s pick was Faulkner’s As I Lay 
Dying, something that most kids would read for school, but 
things at GHS were a little lax. However, that plan changed 
with a fateful 8 a.m. phone call from Grandmama who was 
in her usual state of panic. Angela, the girl who worked on 
Saturdays, was sick and couldn’t work. Grandmama could 
manage for a while, but could I come in?

Of course, I said yes. That’s always easiest; it gets her off 
the phone the quickest. The only quicker way to get her 
off the phone is to find a spot where you don’t get cell 
phone service and just wait for it to cut out. I’ve done that 
a time or two. So has my mom. 

I stood at the check-out counter with a coke and a bad 
attitude. There was some homework spread out on the 
counter, pre-cal that was getting on my nerves. I watched 
the level of my drink through the clear glass bottle, and 
I wondered if anyone had ever taken it personally when 
they were given a clear cup for water at a restaurant with 
a do-it-yourself soda fountain. I wondered if anyone had 
taken it as an insult to their personal character. 

“How dare you!” they might say. “Do you think I’m going 
to try to steal a coke? I’ll have you know that I’m a deacon 
in my church, a member of the NRA, and in elementary 
school I was a hall monitor! The nerve!”

Maybe I should get offended sometime. Just to see what happens.

The bell on the door jingled as a customer came in. The 
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“M eow?” The gray and black 
speckled cat looked up at the 
family expectantly.

“I’m sorry kitty, no food. Heh, 
heh . . .” The father forced a chuckle. 

“Meow,” the cat answered, curling around his leg with a 
flick of his tail. The mother’s foot scooted in between and 
slid the cat away from him, its paws sliding across the teal 
and blue linoleum. 

“Don’t play with that, Dear. God knows what it’s been 
into in this place.” She passed by them both with her little 
girl firmly in her grip. 

“Yes, Dear.” The father scuffled after his wife’s clicking 
footsteps. 

“Meow?” Alice looked back at the cat and waved as her 
mother dragged her away. She wore a neat little blue dress 
with black, buckled shoes. It looked a bit outdated, but Alice 
liked it. It was the same soft blue as the floor and walls.   

Through sliding doors and over freshly cleaned linoleum, 
past waiting rooms and lemon scented hallways, a 
hundred patients sat and stared or laughed and raved. Mr. 
Liddell poked his head into every room they passed, his 
long nose pointing upward to see over the windows. 

“Are you sure this is the best place for our little girl? These are 
mostly adults, and they seem,” he paused, “well, dangerous.”
“She needs help, Dear. Don’t you think you’re being a bit 

squeamish when your daughter’s needs are at stake?” Mrs. 
Liddell halted and spun around to the receptionist. “Ms. 
Duchess?” Mr. Liddell gripped his daughter’s other hand 
to make sure that she didn’t wander off. She had a habit 
of doing that, but Alice just looked around, two little, blue 
eyes peeping out from under lightly curled bangs.

The receptionist looked over mounds of manila files and 
smiled down at the little girl. She flipped a few files over 
and ran her finger down the schedule.  

“Ms. Duchess, we have an appointment.” Mrs. Liddell pulled 
a small clipboard from her purse. “It’s already two o’clock.” 

“Mr. and Mrs. Liddell, is it?” the receptionist asked. Mrs. 
Liddell just cocked her head. “Ah. The doctor is straight 
through that door.” The receptionist pointed. 

“Thank you,” Mrs. Liddell about-faced and gave Alice a 
gentle tug toward the office door. “Where do you think 
you’re going little lady?” Alice looked up at her mother, 
and her mother glared at Mr. Liddell. 

“Maybe I should wait out here with her, Dear. Just to 
make sure she doesn’t wander off.” Mr. Liddell said. 

“Nonsense! There’s Ms. Duchess right over there – you 
wouldn’t mind watching our little girl would you?” The 
young receptionist stapled a file and set it on a pile. “Ms. 
Duchess!”

“Oh. Yes, Mrs. Liddell?”

“See? She’s fine with it.” Mrs. Liddell stepped into the office.

Mr. Liddell got down on one knee and looked at his 
daughter. “Alice, sure you’ll be okay out here by yourself?” 
Alice nodded, and Mr. Liddell smiled back at her. “It’s 
just boring stuff in there anyway, but I wouldn’t want 
you to be scared out here by your lonesome.” Alice shook 
her head. The same gray and black speckled cat circled 
between his leg and the chair’s. “Well, I guess you’re not 
alone anyway; he liked you enough to follow.” 

Mr. Liddell got up and tousled his little girl’s hair. 
“Coming, Dear,” he said and stepped into the office. 

Mrs. Liddell was already scribbling notes onto her 
clipboard.

“We met your very affectionate cat, Doctor,” Mr. Liddell 
said as he sat down. Dr. Dodgson got up to close the door 
to his office and offered his hand for Mr. Liddell to shake 
before slipping back behind his desk. 

“That is another question. I wonder about the cleanliness 
of a hospital that allows cats.” Mrs. Liddell glared at the 
doctor.

“Our treatment here is based on an integrative program 
of traditional talk therapy, behavioral reinforcement, 
medication and, as you saw, some more experimental 
techniques of contact and proximity comfort with animals.”

“But honestly, can it even be safe? For patients or for the 
cat? I mean, just wandering about like that!” 

ALICE

     Andrew Naber
A blood curdling scream 

pierced
through the office door.
“ “













MUSING OVER POLLS

     Renee Davis

N ight had finally settled over the 
classroom. Ishkabible sat silently 
in the teacher’s chair musing 
over the work the students had 

finished earlier that day. Since starting her new position 
in the fictitious community, she had turned out more 
stories, plays, and poems than any of her colleagues had 
in years. This, of course, could have been because of the 
number of writers that she had acquired, but she was 
never one for details. 

As she pulled out her copy of Musing Times, the front 
page story glared menacingly at her. It was that little 
rookie that she had vanquished from her mind months 
- no, years before. Snizerfritzl had taken her precious 
writer and turned him into a romance novelist. What was 
the world of fiction coming to? Grudges aside, there he 
sat unbeknownst to his assigned author, his little, stuffed 
black and white features grinning as usual. After a long 
stare at the picture, Ishkabible found her critical eye on 
the headline:

Is he losing his musing touch? Polls show what the world of 
fiction says.

She couldn’t believe this! The little brat was going to be 
ousted! She quickly scanned for the polls that would 
reveal everything. The little pie chart at the bottom of 
the page indicated that 57 percent of the stuffed dragon 
community thought that Snizerfritzl had lost his touch. 
The other 40 percent were said to have given either no 
response to the situation or thought that his writing 
technique was acceptable. 

Ishkabible stopped reading. She quickly added up the 
numbers in her mind, counting each of her stuffed fingers 
in increments of ten. How could this be possible? Only 

In the Previous Issue of Collage . . .

After Ishkabible, a purple stuffed dragon, became 
one of the greatest muses in the Fictitious world, she 
experienced the worst nightmare any muse could 
ever imagine: muser’s block. Once her career came 
under harsh evaluation by the Fictitious Monitoring 
Department, she was replaced by Snizerfritzl, a 
younger, fresher muse, and was forced to take a less 
prestigious position as a muse for a school’s creative 
writing club. Now, she sits on her shelf next to a 
sombrero. What’s she up to? Keep reading to find out . . .

97 percent of one hundred was accounted for in the chart. 
Maybe the other three were in the article. Grudgingly, she 
turned her attention back to the text:

It has now come to the attention of all fictitious 
creatures everywhere that the replacement of our beloved 
Ishkabible has fallen on hard musings. Since Snizerfritzl’s 
debut a few months back, his writer (who shall remain 
anonymous for legal purposes) has gone from the fiction 
genre of our world to the romance genre.

“This is unacceptable,” announced the Senior Member of the 
Fictitious Monitoring Department. He further commented 
that there would be a full investigation of the matter.

Ishkabible skipped the next few lines, still trying to 
discover the meaning behind the pie graph. There was no 
account of the selection process, no indication of whom 
was picked for the questionnaire - nothing. Beyond that, 
the chart was a yes or a no and did not indicate whether 
or not the yes’s were more or less than the maybe’s. She 
became frustrated and discarded the article into a pile of 
trash. There was only one solution: she would have to visit 
her enemy, Snizerfritzl. But first, she had to apply for leave.

The blue request form was followed by the pink 
temporary form. Next was the red form, then the orange 
one that had no particular relevance to her time off 
but needed to be filed for records purposes. There was 
no time. Questions had to be answered right away; 
she would just have to explain that to the Fictitious 
Authorities later. 

The most used transportation was the postal service, but 
because of the possibility of getting lost and the rising 
postage prices, Ishkabible decided to fly. She had never 









“G ood afternoon, Sir, would you like 
something to drink?”

Looking up from the newspaper I 
was reading, my eyes met with the 

waitress’s. Wearing her typical gray-blue uniform with an 
apron around her waist, she seemed to have all the time in 
the world. Her hair was tied up in a ponytail today, but I 
liked it better when she let it fall around her face. It gave 
her an angelic sort of look – innocent and soft.

“Um,” I began. “Not right now, maybe later.”

With a nod of her head, she accepted my usual reply 
and left me alone with my newspaper. Looking down at 
the bold headline “Three die in car accident,” I realized 
I didn’t want to read any further. Every day it was the 
same old thing: “Teenager killed from gang shootings;” 
“Newborn murdered by mother;” “Wife stabbed in own 
home;” etc. Shaking my head in disgust, I shoved the 
newspaper into my briefcase and looked around the diner.

Shiny, red plastic booths lined the right side of the old 
building, and matching bar stools and a counter occupied 
the left. Busy waiters and waitresses scampered from table 
to table like synchronized swimmers, never missing a 
beat. Darting here or stopping there, they seemed to act 
as one mind. Grilled hamburgers and greasy French-fries 

scented the place as the lunch hour specials were rapidly 
being dished out. 

Turning my eyes toward the entrance, I noticed a couple 
walking in. They were young and deeply infatuated with 
one another. His protective, guiding hand never left her 
back as they found an empty booth not far from mine. 
They seemed happy, but I wondered how long it had 
taken them to find each other. Were they childhood 
sweethearts or did they meet online, the more common 
thing to do nowadays? After seeing the way the girl 
blushed at the slightest affectionate touch of his hand, I 
decided they had probably just met.

“Sir, have you decided on something to drink?”

A little startled, I looked to my left to find the waitress 
waiting patiently for my order. Although she looked like 
she was only in her late twenties, her intonation indicated 
maturity and wisdom. I liked this about her. 

“Yes, thank you. I would like a cup of coffee please,” I 
said, surprising myself.

“Regular or decaf,” was her next question.

“Regular.”

As she walked around the counter to get my coffee, I 
noticed a father and his teenage daughter sitting on the 
bar stools. They were eating quietly, and there seemed 
to be a tense and uncomfortable silence between them. 
I could tell the father was trying to converse with his 
daughter, but she would barely answer him. At least 
he was making an effort to know his daughter better; I 
remember the feeling of father and daughter “bonding 
time” all too well. At least they both had someone, unlike 
me.

“Here you are, Sir,” came the waitress’s voice.

Smiling, I watched her walk to another table, noticing 
her new tennis shoes while I sipped the bitter liquid. As 
its warmth filled my body, I gave a heavy sigh and closed 
my eyes. Being there, right that second, was exactly what 
I needed. Being alone and invisible was how I wanted to 
live the rest of my life. No more errands to run, no more 
soccer games to go to, no more debate competitions to 
attend and no more grocery lists to follow. All I wanted 
was to be alone: isolated, single, by myself. I opened my 
eyes, nodded my head in agreement with myself, and 
took another sip of my coffee. The once warm liquid was 
now cold and unpleasant. The comfort it had given me 
vanished like steam rising into the air, gone forever.

I looked up and saw that my waitress was standing by my 

Life can be
cold, cruel and unkind.

 But when loneliness becomes 
too close of a friend, we need to remember to refill our lives 

with the warmth of others.

“
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W hen I was young and foolish, I 
made a rash decision that affected 
my life profoundly: I got married 
to my eighteen-year-old girlfriend. 

Suffice it to say, the only salvageable part of that doomed 
union was my son. The incredibly stressful divorce lasted 
over a year, and during that period my father passed away 
suddenly, I lost my home, and my soon-to-be ex-wife 
made it her mission in life to keep my four-year-old son 
away from me as much as possible. I moved in with my 
mother and slipped into depression.

After I had been living with my mom for a few months, 
some new neighbors moved in next door. The new family 
was comprised of an older woman with an infant, her 
biker husband, and her brother. The woman, Diane, had 
several visible tattoos and smoked constantly; she was 
a good mother though, and was always fretting over 
her daughter, Jewel. I only saw her husband a couple of 
times; he was scrawny and short with long, dirty hair and 
an unkempt beard. The brother, Michael, looked like a 
typical construction worker but was actually a very quiet 
and soft spoken man. 

Michael was extremely resourceful and patient. He showed 
me how to do basic car repairs without proper tools and 
could make almost anything that was broken work for 
awhile. He never seemed to be bitter or to question life the 
way I did. He just took whatever came at him and moved 
on. I, on the other hand, was getting more and more angry 
with life and saw no future for myself. 

We soon became friends, and I learned that his situation 
was not unlike mine. He had a daughter and a son 
who was about the same age as mine, and he was going 
through a difficult divorce. His estranged wife was a 
heavy drinker and had let her short-tempered boyfriend 
move into their trailer with his kids, which worried him, 
and since he didn’t have a steady income or a home of his 
own, he rarely got to visit his children.

Michael’s children eventually came to see him, and I 
got to meet them. Jamie, his tow-headed little boy, had 
hair that stood up like a thatched roof on his head and a 
constant runny nose. I missed my son terribly, and playing 
with Jamie gave me an opportunity to play the role of a 
nurturer; Jamie and I really bonded.

Around Christmas, Jamie and his sister came to stay with 
Michael for a few days, and Michael invited me to spend 
the day with them. By this time the kids were calling me 
Uncle Joe. I bought the kids some toys before their visit, 
including a bag of plastic soldiers; I really got a kick out 
of watching Jamie play on the floor with the soldiers. I 
still remember him looking out the back of Michael’s 
pickup truck as the kids left at the end of their stay, 
smiling and waving at me.

A few weeks later I came home from work and saw 
Diane sitting on the porch of my house, crying. Between 
sobs, she managed to tell me the heart-breaking news: 
Jamie was dead. His mother’s boyfriend had beaten him 
to death with a cast iron skillet. Jamie’s mother and the 

boyfriend were in jail, and his sister had been placed in 
foster care. Michael had left to try to get custody of his 
daughter, but Diane hadn’t heard from him yet. She went 
back to her house, and I couldn’t do anything but stand 
there.

Then I exploded. I went in the house and screamed and 
shoved over a bookcase. I smashed a lamp and tore up 
couch cushions. I raged against God and cursed Him 
and every institution I could think of. I wanted to tear 
my eyes out, to destroy everything around me, to get the 
vision of Jamie’s last wave goodbye out of my mind. I 
finally collapsed on the floor and wept inconsolably until 
I passed out. 

I saw Michael a few days later. He looked exhausted, 
and although I tried to talk to him, he had very little to 
say. He told me that in order to get his daughter back he 
was going to have to leave and find another job, and he 
thanked me for the kindness my mother and I had shown 
him and his children. Then he left. But this would not be 
the end of Michael’s bad luck.

A month later I came home to see the police and an 
ambulance next door. My mother came out of the house 
and told me that Diane had died from a massive stroke 
while sitting in a chair in front of the television and smoking 
a cigarette. Jewel’s crying woke up her father, who found 
Diane in the chair, staring straight ahead, the still lit cigarette 
burned down to her fingers. By this point I was pretty numb, 
so I just shook my head and went in the house. 

TOY SOLDIERS

     Joseph Quarles

I know that the world 
is a heartless place 
with its fair share
of hatred and cruelty,

but I also understand now
that there cannot be light

without darkness.

“

“


















