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 About the Flyleaf 
Our presence at the 2022 Club Fair was a special one. The 

annual event, held in Berger Hall, allows for UCCS students to 
observe and engage in a host of the university’s clubs; though 
itself not a club but a course, riverrun’s attendance at the fair 

is an open invitation to students to imagine themselves in 
a course structured by and geared toward fostering the arts 
on campus. Our table, decorated top-to-bottom in tie-dye, 
copies of past editions, and jars filled with paper labeled by 

objects and emotions, made a case for students involved and/
or interested in the arts to stop by. Several editors from the 
journal hosting the table encouraged students to create art 
and respond to their prompted word combinations on the 

spot. Displayed on the front and back of our journal are these 
impromptu submissions, a tribute to the artistic and literary 

community at UCCS.
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When was riverrun established?
riverrun began in 1971 with Dr. C. Kenneth Pellow as the first faculty advisor and 
the Pulitzer-Prize-winning poet Yusef Komunyakaa as the first student editor. For 
the last 50 years, riverrun has showcased the fiction, non-fiction, poetry, and visual 
and performance art of UCCS students.

Why “riverrun”?
Dr. Pellow and his first group of students decided to name the journal “riverrun” 
in honor of the first word in James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. The book’s innovative 
style of combining words and reinventing the English language represents the 
paradoxical necessities of merging differences and changing continuously. The 
book is also written cyclically, with the very last line feeding back into the book’s 
opening word, which implies that both convergence with and divergence from the 
norm are vital for survival.

How is it published?
Current students from all majors are invited to register for the riverrun Literary 
and Arts Journal course (ENGL3170) to participate in the publication process. 
A Compass Curriculum (Navigate) credit, this internship-style course covers the 
selection of submissions, editing and design, pre-press and printing, fundraising, 
and promotion of the journal. Funding for the journal is generously provided by 
the UCCS Student Government Association. For more information on the course, 
contact the current faculty adviser, Chris Martin, at cmarti19@uccs.edu.

How do I submit my work for publication?
Published each Spring, riverrun accepts submissions year-round. For submission 
information, please visit the submissions page at https://riverrunjournal.com/
submissions/. Before submitting work, you should familiarize yourself with 
previous issues, copies of which are free and available in a variety of places around 
campus, including the English Department office and the Writing Center.



A Note from the Editors

Dear Reader,

This 49th issue of riverrun is about the reemergence of the creative community 
here at UCCS, which was greatly lacking in spirit due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Eager to bring the collaborative aspects of the journal back to the forefront, our 
editorial class started the formation of this issue off with specific delegations and 
groups, but we were surprised to find that our initial process fluctuated and grew 
to become something entirely different from what we originally conceived it to be 
back in January. We underwent changes in the design of the journal, the selection 
process, and even the submission deadline, which we ended up extending twice in 
light of student interest and engagement.

On Feb. 15, we set up a booth at the UCCS Club Fair to collect spontaneous in-per-
son submissions for the journal, which are proudly displayed on the cover of this 
issue. We also set up a group of individuals to read through our many submissions 
and pick out quotes that resonated with them the most, which we have also chosen 
to display on the cover.

The riverrun student journal has always been about collaboration and communi-
ty, which is why this year’s editorial class chose a more collaborative, group-centric 
process. Nothing about our creative operation was set in stone, and because of this 
we were able to foster a collaborative process that never would have been possible 
if we had made concrete decisions about what our creative process would look like 
from start to finish.

Everyone who submitted to the journal this year should be immensely proud of 
themselves for contributing to the creative ecosystem that riverrun has supported 
since its founding. The decision to share your creativity in a world so full of tragedy 
and despair is something that should be celebrated, and we thank you greatly for it.

-The 2021-2022 riverrun Editorial Class
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An Open Letter to Focus on the Family 
(from One of Its Queer Children) 
by Erin Burton 
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Dear Focus on the Family,Dear Focus on the Family, 

If I close my eyes, I can see the faux cave hallways with vines strung 
along the ceiling, the long and curving slide, the whimsical 1950’s style cafe 
with pretzels and an ICEE machine, and the impressive children’s movie 
theater that sat in the children’s play area on the second floor of the Focus 
on the Family Visitor Center. I remember the awe of the Chronicles of Narnia 
room, in which a closet connected to a magical world on the other end. Of 
course, this magical world was simply a room with painted walls and decor 
that I could find at Hobby Lobby, but that’s beside the point. I was a child, and 
to me, I was in another world. That is all Focus on the Family was to me then, 
and I wish it could have stayed that way. 

Focus on the Family would be more aptly named, “Protect the Nuclear 
Family Model”. The entire organization is decidedly homophobic and barely 
hides it. On their “Homosexuality: Helpful Resources and Downloads” page, 
titles such as “Do People Change from Homosexuality? Hundreds of Stories of 
Hope and Transformation” and “Understanding Male Homosexuality: God’s 
Power to Change Lives” are offered as guidelines for hope and restoration in 
the face of the LGBTGIA community. “We suggest you avoid such statements 
as, ‘Being homosexual or lesbian is when two girls like each other,’” warns 
Focus on the Family in “How to Talk to Your Children About Homosexuality”. 

“This takes what is a normal, healthy developmental stage—girls liking and 
connecting with each other—and equates it with homosexuality” (5). Already 
an image begins to emerge: homosexuality is a perversion of the normal - a sick 
twisting of innocence. The guide continues to say, “If the issue of homosexuality 
comes up, you can then explain that it is one distortion of God’s design for 
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human love” (7). The memories in my mind grow dark. I do not belong in the 
magical playground for God’s chosen - I am a distortion. 

“Dad - please,” I begged. “Can’t you see that the love I have for her isn’t any 
different or any less pure than the love between me and a man?” I am standing 
in my living room in front of my father, whose disappointing eyes cut straight 
to my heart. “I will not allow a homosexual in this house,” he responds. I was 
19 before I realized I was bisexual through an innocent crush on a classmate, 
and when I was outed to my father, he viewed it as the ultimate betrayal. My 
experience is not an isolated one; Amber Cantorna, a homeschooled child of a 
Focus on the Family executive, said in an interview with Colorado Public Radio, 

“In their minds to embrace being part of the LGBT community is to turn your 
back on God and is also the equivalent of putting your soul in jeopardy of 
going to hell” (Brownell). Focus on the Family is an organization dedicated to 
maintaining the traditional family unit - and the queer children of its followers 
find themselves shunned from their families and their spiritual practices. 

Focus on the Family is a blight upon Colorado Springs and the backbone 
of a subculture that has long thrived within this city. This interconnected web 
of conservative families blankets the city and fill its churches every Sunday. 
Some resemble the well-known Duggar family of TLC’s “19 Kids and Counting” 
with long skirts and outdated hairstyles while others wear the latest trends. 
There are a great many internal disagreements amongst them, from theology 
to adherence to various rules, but a sense of traditionalism holds them together.  
In my childhood I met a great many of these families and attempted to be like 
them. These families are filled with good hearts and gentle souls, but they hide 
behind them the cruelty of an unforgiving faith. 

As the children of these families grow, I watch them on my Instagram 
and Facebook. Few of us speak anymore, but through social media I watch 
them as they spread their wings. One of my old friends has now begun to 
play secular music and has reposted several ally-related materials to her feed. 
Another congratulated me on coming out after my own fearful post three years 
ago. These families - these gentle souls and good hearts - are awakening to a 
new and kinder love and faith. In some ways, Focus on the Family appears 
nearly irrelevant in their glow. Yet still it stands, like a fortified castle on a hill, 
forming a refuge from an imaginary enemy. To the children of its followers, I 
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encourage you to continue to glow. Be who you are and support others in the 
same. You are this city’s future, and you can change it for the better. To Focus 
on the Family, all I have to say is this: you have no idea what family really is, 
and you will not exist forever. The future shines bright without you. 

Sincerely, 

One of Your Queer Children 
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In the Spring 
by Lucianne Schwarz
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When winter finally gave way to spring, the young girl liked to nimbly 
leap over her neighbor’s gate and dip her bare feet into the fizzing 
brook that resided on the other side. Her father’s property con-

tained a portion of the same creek as well, but she didn’t quite like it as much 
as her neighbor’s. There was no gate to jump and so it seemed like less of an 
adventure.

This was the only place in the world that felt truly quiet and her mind 
was free of distractions. It was as if a person could forever sit with their back 
to a large oak tree, legs dangling in wandering water, without ever feeling the 
pressure of time.

She often brought a loose-leaf journal with her in which she tried to 
write as many sagacious things as possible. She hoped one day, a hundred 
years in the future, someone would find her musings and be impressed.

These simple days by the creek were her favorite. She liked to watch the 
way the sun filtered lazily through the tops of tree branches, how the beavers 
tottered by with twigs between yellowed buck teeth and how the ants would 
march in formation across mountains of pebbles and cliffs of footprints. She 
dreaded the day she would grow up and forget about these moments.
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Still, time persevered and inevitably spring boiled over into summer, 
which in turn became autumn. Eventually a thick layer of frost had spread 
across the fields until the girl could see her breath puffing into clouds at the tip 
of her reddened nose. Much to her delight, a sleek blanket of ice had stretched 
itself from bank to bank, encompassing the creek water in a piercing embrace.

It wasn’t quite as fun to sit by the creek for hours on end now, since there 
was hardly any wildlife to watch nor was it as warm. The girl’s fingers would 
begin to turn blue in a matter of seconds if she removed her mittens, never-
mind trying to write something coherent in her journal with them.

What she did like to do in the winter time, even though it wasn’t nearly 
as serene, was walk along the edge of the creek with her sister. They’d find 
anything to balance on, arms spread apart like eagles about to take flight as the 
pair wobbled along large pieces of wood and hopped from boulder to boulder.

Looking back over her shoulder, the girl liked to take note of how many 
footsteps they left behind. The fewer the better - the idea that they could make 
someone think they simply levitated every few steps seemed like an amusing 
challenge.

When the siblings came upon a particularly old looking log, resting 
halfway across the brook with its snout raised towards the sky, they thought 
to themselves ‘this won’t make any footprints at all. People will wonder how 
these footsteps got from this side of the creek to the other if we move the log 
after we cross.’ (The creek really wasn’t all that large in most sections and only 
in this particular area could you not just simply jump across).

Carefully, the girl tested the sturdiness of the log, which creaked a bit 
under her weight but didn’t shift too much. With more confidence, she started 
to cross, eyes locked on her distorted reflection beneath her boots. When she 
was about halfway across, and the world lurched for a moment, she realized 
that this no longer seemed like a good idea.

For a singular moment, nothing happened. She could have sworn time 
stopped, similar to those silly old cartoons where a character runs off a cliff 
and they pause for a comically long time before they plummet downwards. 
Her eyes locked with her sister, who had not yet registered anything was amiss.

      Then -
  gone.
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The ice shattered into the wind as the girl hit the surface. It spiraled out-
wards like a glacial firework as it splintered every which way. Before she could 
even utter a cry for help, the girl’s head had been swallowed by the once peace-
ful water. The impact forced her to gasp and as soon as she did the once friend-
ly water viciously tore its way through her lungs. Arms flailed every which way 
as she struggled to find purchase on any bit of the ice she knew must still be 
above her head, though it was hard to see anything in particular. Her winter 
coat seemed heavier with every passing second, as if nature herself was trying 
to pull her into the abyss.

Drowning, she realized. Drowning in her favorite place in the world. 
How did that make sense?

Her frantic motions became more and more sluggish until her arms and 
legs simply stopped moving at all. Then - somehow - a tug on her hood. Anoth-
er yank had the folds of her coat tightening mercilessly around her throat but 
she hardly cared as she tried to comprehend what was happening.

Somehow, the tip of her head emerged and instantly the blistering 
winter air assaulted her exposed skin. Her sister pulled harder than anyone 
could have thought possible for a child, her mittens discarded and her fingers 
wrapped fiercely around the girl’s coat hood. When she was able to see her 
shoulders, she grabbed hold of her right arm until she had worked her way 
down to her sister’s hand. From there, she managed to drag the girl backwards, 
fingers intertwined, both sobbing yet somehow both very alive.

To say the girl never returned to the creek after this would be a lie. But 
her visits became far less frequent and she always avoided going when it was 
wintertime. Time pressed on and the girl’s spot under the oak began to feel like 
a far away dream that she’d simply imagined.

Time pressed on and one day, a single winter grew into several winters. 
The girl grew older, taller, more mature and far too busy for such childish 
things. Yet, every year when winter gives way to spring, her mind wanders 
back to babbling brooks and blooming flowers. She briefly wonders if the creek 
thinks of her too.

~~~
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PB & J
Abby Watts 

Scan to view this piece:
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Black Clouds
Katharina Hill
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Off the Clock
Bradley Baker
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Pencil Waffle Maker
Kaitlyn Miniter
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Solitary on the Prarie
Bradley Baker 
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FICTION



A Visitor on Behemostrus
by Jennie Morris 
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Kasskia awoke early, as she did every morning, to her hammock swinging 
gently in the deliciously scented air. She lay quietly for a few moments, 
contentedly watching the green canopy above her darken from the 

vibrant lime of dawn to the somewhat subdued, verdant tones of full daylight. 
Stretching luxuriously, she extended a long arm to a branch directly overhead 
and effortlessly leaned into the tilt of the world’s turn and launched herself 
from the hammock into the verdant heights. She exchanged cheerful morning 
greetings with her neighbors before dropping into Akyer’s hammock. 

The small boy pretended to still be asleep, but betrayed himself with 
a stifled giggle when his mother tickled his flank. With a loving nuzzle, he 
wrapped his long legs around his mother’s waist and put his small mouth to 
her breast. She had produced no milk for the last several cycles, but the habit 
was proving impossible to break, and she didn’t mind, as long as the others 
didn’t notice and scold her for babying him. She caressed the top of his head 
with her lips and once more leaned into the world’s tilt and launched the two 
of them into the green expanse above Akyer’s hammock. Perhaps there would 
be a visitor today. 

Kasskia loved visitors. She delighted in how they smelled of strange 
fruits and wobbled about on uncertain feet, the way they gaped, like children, 
openmouthed at the wonders around them. When they could get their strange 

29
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devices to function, they would tell her fascinating tales of life on other worlds 
and ask an endless stream of nonsensical questions about life on hers. One 
of the most common questions was how her people, the Sowers, tolerated 
the dizzying speed at which their world of Behemostrus moved. She didn’t 
understand the question at first, wasn’t it perfectly natural to lean into the spin 
and move with it? Indeed, how did the people on slow worlds get anywhere at 
all? After much head shaking and device-thumping, she had learned to simply 
smile broadly and assure them that they would become accustomed to the 
motion after taking a bit of a rest. This proved quite an effective strategy, so 
she had continued to use it. 

She smiled as she thought of the last visitor, the one who was always 
writing things down in a book, she had been a delightful guest indeed. How 
she had laughed at the children’s games of running mother and splatter ball! 
She also had not asked unsettling questions about currency, trade, or war, 
meaningless words, which tasted foul in Kasskia’s mouth, but seemed to be 
important to many of the other travelers. What use would the Sowers have for 
currency, when everything which they needed was provided by their world? 
Trade was apparently connected with currency, and most of the visitors which 
Kasskia entertained seemed obsessed with the need to establish trade relations 
with the Sowers, which was as nonsensical as the idea of currency. What could 
the Sowers need that their world did not supply? As for war, the word made 
her feel sick, even before it was described as people killing one another for land 
and resources. How poor and blighted other worlds must be that there was not 
enough for everyone to have their needs met! Kasskia had said as much to the 
writing woman, but she had only smiled sadly and shook her head. “No, my 
friend, it is not that our world is blighted, but our race, which is prone to greed 
and aggression. I fear that we may bring it to you soon enough.” Her words 
had sent a chill racing down Kasskia’s spine and she had held Akyer close. But 
today was a new day, and there was no time for worry over what the woman 
had meant. With another kiss, she swung her son onto her back and made for 
the hut, swinging blithely from branch to branch, in perfect rhythm with the 
movement of her world.

She had nearly reached the small hut constructed of woven leaves that 
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she and her sisters maintained for the comfort of travelers when she saw him. 
He was moving furtively along the ground, darting from tree to tree, glancing 
about constantly. He held something in his hands, a long, black object that 
had several levers and grips positioned along its slender length. Something 
about him made Kasskia uneasy and she looked about for her sisters. She did 
not see them, but suddenly he stopped and pointed the object to the canopy 
above. Kasskia followed his gaze and saw one of her sisters, laden with puska 
fruits swinging carelessly down a scara vine toward the hut. A loud sound rang 
out, accompanied by a sharp smell and burst of flame. The chartreuse flesh of 
the puska fruits exploded as if kicked by the strongest splatter baller, quickly 
turning crimson as her sister’s blood joined it on the ground. Kasskia felt her 
throat constrict, then expand in the most profound scream ever heard on her 
world. The writing woman had been right. War had come to Behemostrus.

~~~
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Death Came Through a Man
by Savannah Freyler
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It was an early Easter in an early spring. Where Eileen worked, the odd 
flowers were already in bloom. Around the back of the old Lucienne library, 
a small crop of orange daylilies stuck out like blood in a spring. Walking 

to church, Eileen decided it was too early to pick from them. Let the daylilies 
grow bright and unorthodox, to shadow the odd flowers and weeds until they 
are too starved of light in the brilliant bigness of their peers, she thought. She’ll 
only have the daylilies left to pick then, and her vase of flowers will be the 
envy of the old ladies who only come to the library to gossip and judge. Those 
same old ladies will fill the pews in front of Eileen, Ma, and Tom in a matter 
of minutes. They’ll sing gospel in chirpy discord, hang on every word of Pastor 
Mitchell’s sermon, and then forget it all by lunch. On the walk to church, there 
were men all dressed in their best suits, faces half-cleaned by dull razors. The 
girls Eileen’s age, in shades of white and yellow and pink, swung alongside the 
men, as either daughter, sister, or wife. Nobody went to church without ties.

While efforts to look nice were always made, the dress was always 
prosaic; all the inspiration to buy new, good, fun things lost over the years. 
Now the old men recycled their suits from last Sunday’s wear, and all the 
young men wore what their Pa had passed down to them. The women did the 
same. Even Eileen’s dress, sagging white lace that went past her knees and 
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brown pumps that once belonged to Ma, was as flat and lifeless as the rest of 
the girls. Nobody drove a car to church between spring and fall. All the folks 
of Lucienne were on a sad parade to hear the word of God. What did it matter 
that it was Easter? Nothing much had ever changed. There was nothing left to 
promise that it might. 

Ma and Tom had caught up with old friends of the family, the Winchells, 
who had a daughter of about sixteen named Sheila. She was Tom’s age, and 
they had a nice something between them. Eileen would usually walk and talk 
with them for a stretch, but she thought she might be alone, to scout out more 
daylilies for spectacle. Even though it was closed on Sundays like everything 
else in Lucienne, as Eileen was about to pass by the picture house, she hoped 
that the poster slot by the front doors might have been switched out for 
something different. It was a little game to herself: if the picture was changed, 
the day might be changed with it; this she was willing to bet with an Easter’s 
promises of good tidings of rebirth. For the past three months, Picnic had been 
playing to any audience larger than five. It was the newest film Lucienne had 
shown in years.

As Eileen approached the building, with its visible blistering wood and 
peeling paint, the same poster she’d passed every Sunday since December was 
there to greet her: COLUMBIA PICTURES PRESENTS: WILLIAM HOLDEN 
AND KIM NOVAK IN ‘PICNIC’. Maybe next week. Eileen thought about when 
she was sixteen, those dark days at the picture show, fooling around with the 
boys from school. They were never her first choice, and she always had the 
feeling she wasn’t theirs either. She’d let those years stretch on forever, and 
all the rest, church on every Sunday, fly clean out of sight. That couldn’t be 
changed. The outside of the picture house only grew weeds.

Caught up with her family, absent of daylily prospects, Eileen and the 
rest of the town filed into church, where murmurs of afternoon tea and who 
would meet at whose house for supper exhausted the room. Eileen noticed her 
hands had made the top of her bible damp with sweat. She suddenly became 
aware of all the little things. Her dark hair was pinned tightly to her head, 
giving her a small headache. Her pumps were pinching her feet a little too 
much to ignore. Her lipstick was a shade too pink, too juvenile. As soon as 
Pastor Mitchell took his stand, children coughed their last coughs, the old 



~DEATH CAME THROUGH A MAN~

35

ladies came to a quick agreement on their after-church arrangements, and 
Eileen stood up for worship, just like everyone else.

In the stagnant air, he came in late, and over halfway into Pastor 
Mitchell’s sermon. Across the aisle, into the cold, hard, unforgiving pew, he 
was alone. Categorically, he was not out of place. God might welcome any man 
into his house and encourage him to stay for as long as need be. His suit and 
hat were exciting, his dress was smart. Dangling between his clasped hands 
was a hat, one that looked like it belonged to a man on the cover of one of those 
dime-store crime novels the General Store would get from time to time. The 
fact is, he could’ve been any other brother, fiance, husband, father of the town, 
but he wasn’t. He was new. He was out of place. He hunched right into prayer, 
and he didn’t relent until Pastor Mitchell closed service. When his prayer 
lapsed, he stood and went to shake hands with Pastor Mitchell, thanking him 
for the excellent sermon. It wasn’t excellent, Eileen thought, it was what they 
heard every Easter Sunday. But he was new, he found it excellent. On his way 
to the door, he fixed his eyes on Eileen. Ma and Tom had congregated to the 
lot outside to make their own Easter arrangements with the Winchells. Alone 
in her pew, Eileen had pledged herself to a couple more minutes of peace, a 
few more moments of surrender to someone she didn’t have to see or talk to. 
The man sat down next to her. He was someone she would have to see and talk 
to. Only, he didn’t talk to her. Eileen was fixed in prayer, though reeling from 
the presence of this other man who wasn’t her holy divination. She ignored 
his closeness, his cheery gratitude, his ridiculous insistence on sitting next to 
another person when he was all so new and happy.

When Eileen lost the words for her prayer, she stood up and started to 
leave. She looked back and realized that the man wasn’t watching her walk 
away, he was in that same hunched prayer that he was in during the sermon. 
How incredibly presumptuous of her to think he wanted anything from her but 
a little bit of company. As all of these concessions flooded her mind, the man 
broke his silence and addressed Eileen directly.

“You’re burning a hole in my back,” came a collected voice.

“Oh.” Startled, Eileen started to back away.
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“No it’s alright, I didn’t like this coat too much anyway.” Before, the man 
was speaking to Eileen between his hands, still in prayer. Only now did he 
break his monolog with God. “I saw you were sitting with two other folks when 
I came in,” the man stood up and started to take off his coat, “Family?” He had 
clean nails and smelled of coffee.

“Yes,” Eileen began, “Listen, I better be catching up with them.” Her feet 
might have been glued to the floor.

“Of course,” the man paused, scratching the back of his neck, “would you 
mind if I caught up with them, too?”

“I mean, I don’t know you.” Eileen crossed her arms in front of her chest. 
“I don’t see why you’d want to do that.” The man shadowed Eileen when he 
stood up straight, but he still leveled with her eyes as if they were the same 
height, making her feel slightly unsure about the firm voice she’d just tried on. 
Something friendly in him began to crack up.

“Jerry Brackett,” the man loosened up a sideways grin, understanding her 
unease. “I’m from Illinois, a small town, well you might’ve heard of it, Chicago…” 
Eileen let herself laugh at his effort, and her smile grew affectionately on him.

“Well,” he chuckled, shoving his hands in his pockets, “Out there I fix up 
other people’s writing for a living, but you can do that practically anywhere.”

“I see. So you’re sold on the small-town outfit, that’s why you’re here in 
Lucienne,” said Eileen. It was only then she noticed that he might’ve missed 
a day’s shave. It made him look kinder, less trying somehow. All the men in 
church tried to look like newborn babies on Easter, but not Jerry. He looked 
like a man.

“Not exactly…” he trailed off, and into a thought he couldn’t let himself 
speak.

She let the silence grow between them before offering him more of 
herself, little by little.
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 “I’m Eileen,” she said, offering an outstretched hand, “I hope you find 
what you’re looking for.”

Jerry smiled generously, and shook. “I didn’t catch that last name,” he 
pushed further, extending the gesture longer than called for.

“Corcoran,” Eileen reached her hand away and clasped her arm behind 
her back, letting the untouched skin feel the heat Jerry had placed in her palm. 

“Corcoran?”

“Yes.” Jerry let the name satisfy his battery of questions for the moment 
being. Their silence matured, his eyes quelled any movement of her own. Jerry 
began nodding to himself, as if someone had come and whispered some sage 
secrets into his ear and disappeared without notice. 

His voice, a honeyed thickness, forced her to look up at him again. “Your 
folks,” he began, “they look like good people.”

“They are.” This, more than anything else Jerry could ask her, Eileen was 
sure of.

“Is that kid your brother?” Jerry asked, gesturing to the church window, 
where Tom was off talking to Sheila. She was pretty in her soft pink frills, her 
long blonde hair stuck inside two prim braids that trailed down her back, 
tightly cut off with ribbons that matched her dress. Tom’s bushy brown hair 
was all slicked back grease, his tall body was stuffed inside Pa’s old suit. Only 
this year did it fit just right on him. He looked proud with his hand on her 
shoulder. They were perfect young people, like the ceramic married couple on 
the top of a wedding cake.

“Yes, that’s Tom. He just turned sixteen last week. He’s a real great kid.” 
Nobody had ever needed to ask her who her family was; in Lucienne, they 
already knew. Jerry was kind, if not inquisitive, and she decided that it was 
nice to have all the answers meet satisfying ends.

“Who’s that girl?” This time Jerry pointed. “The one he’s talking up and 
down?”
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“Sheila Winchell,” Eileen told him. “She’s a friend of the family.” 

“Ah,” Jerry seemed to bounce his next words around in his head before 
continuing, “you know Cal Mitchell and I are old pals. Boise State, class of ‘35.”

“You mean Pastor Mitchell?” Eileen’s confidence in Jerry piqued.

“Oh, right.” Jerry said, as if he had forgotten where they were. “Pastor 
Mitchell.” 

“I just assumed that with Chicago, well I just assumed you were a 
proper stranger to Montana,” Eileen leaned into a tease, “you should’ve said 
something!”

“I just did!” Jerry leaned harder.

“That’s not what I meant,” Eileen began, but gave up when Jerry started 
to laugh. It was a sweet, buoyant laugh, and completely becoming of him. 
Eileen let herself join in.

The two were interrupted by Pastor Mitchell, who offered to walk Jerry 
out of church and to join him for Easter supper with him and his wife. “It’d be 
an honor, Cal,” Jerry patted Pastor Mitchell on the back, startling the uptight 
man into a humoring laughter, “a stand-up guy like you. And to think, back in 
Boise…” 

“I think Eileen’s Ma ought to know where she is,” Pastor Mitchell 
interrupted, pushing his thick, coke-bottle glasses up too close to his eyes, 
which were bulging and nervous even without the magnified frames. His 
clamor caused Eileen and Jerry to steal glances, and laugh under their breath.

“Sure,” Eileen quickly extinguished her laughter and continued upright, 
“Pastor Mitchell, why don’t you and Mr. Brackett come to see Ma. I’m sure 
she’ll be glad to thank you for the sermon, and to meet your old friend.” Eileen 
decided that all Ma needed to know was that Jerry was Pastor Mitchell’s old 
friend from college.
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Outside of church, Ma quickly broke up her chatter with the Winchells to 
thank Pastor Mitchell for the sermon. Jerry operated on perfect conversational 
beats, introducing himself as a college buddy of Pastor Mitchell’s, who Eileen 
learned was his roommate at some point. The two had bonded over their 
mutual boredom with a theology class. Ma offered polite laughter at this, as 
Pastor Mitchell turned bright red. With Jerry’s manner, always feeling the 
conversation like he was in on a joke that nobody else was, Eileen could feel 
herself growing to his warmth. Everything was a charade, but the fact that she 
knew it, made everything about him excite her more. As she fell into a rhythm 
of watching him speak between two people, blossoming when he looked in her 
direction, she noticed Ma doing the same. She never dropped her listening 
smile, responding generously to Jerry’s college stories with those of her own, 
stories that she never told Eileen or Tom. Jerry continued like this, feeding 
her curiosity and interest with a healthy wit, every story wilder than the last. 
It didn’t matter that they likely weren’t true. He also didn’t seem to mind that 
Pastor Mitchell had turned into a sweaty, uncomfortable mess, patting his 
back at every mention of him in a tall tale, giving him the one-two punch of 
a rejective finger, which, of course, was never honored by Jerry. Out of this 
spell of charisma, this sprawl of dizzying wit that swarmed like bees around 
Ma and Eileen and stung Pastor Mitchell, Jerry suddenly spoke with a bold 
abandon: He asked Ma if Eileen would be interested in having dinner with him 
and the Mitchells. Ma, with a lightened disposition, said it would be alright. 
Immediately after, catching herself in this sudden gaiety, Ma straightened 
herself out, and required that Eileen would home no later than 10, for coffee 
and prayer.

“Thank you, Miss Corcoran,” Jerry locked eyes with Eileen. “Meanwhile, 
Eileen here has promised to show me the ropes of Lucienne. It’s a fine town, 
but I’d have no idea where to start on my own.” To this, Ma agreed as well. She 
was back under his spell. All was well, new and fun with Jerry around.

Down the road from the church, where the plum trees of Richmond 
Avenue never bloomed but once every three years, Eileen stopped walking.

“Why did you tell Ma I promised to show you around Lucienne? She 
probably thinks I have some idea about you.”
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“Well don’t you?” Jerry said, without hesitation, embarrassment, or 
failure. He reached his long arm up to the stretch of bare plum trees, and 
continued walking, attacking the branches at every odd step.

Eileen didn’t know what to say. Of course she had some idea about him. 
His personality was tall and lean, his voice worked at slant, to both please 
and amuse, and his face was handsome like all the men that lit up the bright 
big wall at the picture house. He was all of them combined. He had a nice 
way of buttering a person up to get something of them, without ever sounding 
insincere in the making. That’s the only reason why Ma had let him out with 
her, Eileen thought, but she had long disremembered the parts of Ma that 
made her worry. Jerry was a discovery of her own, they were alone, and she 
was willing to play his games.

Her laughter answered his question as he got his shirt sleeve caught on 
one of the plum tree branches. Jerry laughed, too. Perching up on her tip-toes 
to help him get unstuck, though he could’ve untangled himself in two seconds 
flat, he started to stare at her again, in the level-minded way he did before in 
church, that stare that’d made her so warm and unquestioning. Not like the 
picture house boys, all cold, needy hands and needy lips stained with Coca-
Cola, Jerry was generous with his time, as he was willing to waste it on her. 
When he grabbed her face in his hands and moved his mouth to her right ear, 
Eileen needed it to last longer than it did.

“I’ll race you up the hill.” He departed from this whisper with a wild smile, 
and started to sprint up the road to a plateau. Eileen brought herself down to 
earth. She took off her shoes and met his pace. She didn’t beat him, but he was 
awful winded when she caught up. 

“Christ!” Jerry panted, his hands on his knees, desperately trying to 
regain his composure. Eileen wasn’t all-too keen on this impromptu foot race 
either, the bottoms of her stockings weathered thin from the exposed gravel 
of the street. 

They met a plateau of houses, separated only by tight alleyways with 
overflowing trash bins, leading to empty streets, stretching onto emptier roads. 
As Eileen was about to challenge Jerry to a race back down, back to civilization, 
he said, “Good a place as any to start, huh?”
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Eileen was sure of it. She walked up closer to him, and the two began 
to walk the perimeters of the houses, their yards and quaint porches. Eileen 
began to question why it was that Jerry was in town, whether it was to get 
away from Chicago, whether it was to visit Pastor Mitchell, whether it was a 
meeting of the two, or neither. She pondered all of this while he talked about 
life in Chicago. “Nothing better or smarter about the people there than here,” 
he insisted. Eileen told him about Ma and Tom, her tedious work at the library, 
how Pa served in the Navy and died in the war, how his body never came back, 
even though his grave was marked at the town cemetery.

“I could take you there, if you’d like.” Eileen suggested.

“Well,” Jerry looked back at the ground they’d previously covered. “I 
don’t know.”

“Sure, it’s alright.” Eileen led him to a long stretch of land near the houses. 
No flowers decorated any headstones, and the middle of the yard was broken 
up by a garish mausoleum that belonged to the Lowells, one of the first families 
to settle in Lucienne. As Eileen explained this to Jerry, his eyes wandered 
around the individual grave markers, searching. He stopped abruptly at one of 
them, and reached his right hand up to his lips. Smoothing the corners of his 
mouth with his index finger and thumb, he made himself small, digging knees 
into the wet grass of the cemetery. Eileen made herself aware of the grave he 
was caught by: KELLY ANN FARROW. BELOVED DAUGHTER AND WIFE. 
MAY 6 1920 - SEPT. 18 1955.

A girl, bobbing blonde hair that swept over one eye and left the other 
wandering, appeared in Eileen’s memory. A high school senior when she was 
a freshman. A beautiful girl like one you’d see in a picture house. The perfect 
match for Jerry. There was a big commotion once she was gone from Lucienne, 
but the night she left there was no noise at all. The old ladies in church said she 
up and disappeared, just like that. Her Ma, her three younger sisters, all stayed 
behind. When Lucienne received word of her death, the murmurs became 
awful. Dropping out of an eastern college, eloping with a man her parents 
didn’t know, serving tables at a seedy dive, there was even talk of her getting 
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one of those operations, the type Lucienne folk would spell letter-to-letter out 
of fear of a little girl listening in. All in a move to Chicago. Then there was her 
funeral. Just like Pa, her body never came back. The grave was marked for her 
family’s sake. Eileen liked to believe there were good things among all of those 
nasty whispers. She remembered the last night Kelly came into the library, the 
year Eileen began work there, and told her how nice the daylilies on her desk 
looked.

“I know the Farrows, they live a few blocks away from us,” Eileen 
managed. “I went to school with Kelly.” 

Jerry took his whole face in his hand, then pulled it down slowly, 
drooping his eyes and sinking his features that were just before so bold and 
brilliant.

Eileen made sense of things. “She was your wife. Wasn’t she?” 

After a while, he answered her.

“Yeah, she was.”

The man she ran off to, or maybe found when she was there. They 
might’ve shared an apartment. He might have seen her on her good days. He 
might have fought for her to be happy. He was the man, Eileen thought.

“I’m sorry,” Eileen began, soft with her words, “I wouldn’t have brought 
you here if I’d known.”

Jerry stood, started to shake his head, then offered Eileen a small smile. 
He stared at her with those burning eyes, and locked her into his arms, sweet 
and long and warm. Breaking apart, Eileen rested her head on his shoulder. 
His knees were stained green. They hadn’t yet moved from Kelly’s grave.

Calmer than ever before, Jerry spoke again. “It was cancer, you know. I 
don’t know if they ever told you that.” Cancer. The word was ugly. Jerry ran 
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his thumb over Eileen’s cheek. His nice, clean nails. “I came here because I 
needed to. Kelly’s been gone for months and I haven’t been out here, I couldn’t 
bring myself to it. I finally took that train, but even then I wasn’t sure if I was 
ready to see her grave. Just showing up in Lucienne, I was proving something 
to myself. But then I met you.”

She pushed from his arms. “You had all those funny words saved for Ma, 
you volunteered me to show you around town, all so I could lead you here. And 
that’s that.” Eileen needed anything to justify her decision to stay with Jerry, 
some compliment to her pride, even if it wasn’t much, even though she’d made 
up her mind about him from the start.

“No,” Jerry smiled. “I wasn’t betting on all that. I just needed someone 
to talk to. I still do.”

That was all Eileen needed. She fell back into him.

“I’ve been lonely,” Jerry said.
“Me too.”

Back around the library in town, Eileen and Jerry picked the daylilies 
that were not yet in full bloom, and made the pilgrimage to the cemetery 
once more. There the daylilies would stay, not in a vase on Eileen’s desk at 
the library, but on Kelly’s grave. Eileen fixed one in Jerry’s lapel, and the two 
headed toward the Farrows’ old place. Pastor Mitchell would understand the 
wait.

~~~
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Ghost of room 413, 
Ain’t mean. 

She can’t be saved, 
But she won’t fade. 
She loves too hard. 

Hug her and you’ll be scarred. 
Whatever happens, don’t let her close the blood-stained door, 

Then you will be no more. 
Good night. Sleep tight. 
Don’t let bed bugs bite. 

“I should just die,” 
I think as the alarm jolts my heart to life, “Shit! Not again!” I scramble 
to my laptop, crashing down face first on the messy bedroom floor. My 

fingers fly, the online classroom loading slowly. “Come on.” My eyes wince 
from the sharp sunlight. I’m exhausted. Not even the adrenaline rush of worry 
is enough to wake me up. I rub my face as my camera feed pops on screen. 

“An apathy ghost can take any form but all follow the same pattern, obsession, 
trickery and a test. Pass or fail, the victim dies. Most ghosts of this variety at-
tract spiders and Ah! Mister Anderson, a pleasure to have you in class…” The 
graying tenure dinosaur known as Miss Terra glares a hole into my screen, 

“For the last ten minutes of it.” 
I don’t bother with an apology, turning off my video screen. I get it, I suck. My 
hands drift over to the bright yellow Stay Awake bottle. I pop in the last two 
pills. Note, order more from Amazon. 

^

^
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“Now,” Miss Terra turns the wrong way to her PowerPoint lesson, “all your 
midterm papers were excellent, but I do need to emphasize that this class isn’t 
for wild imaginations and speculations. This is a science class at the college 
level. Ghosts are to be taken seriously regardless if we are in person or on the 
net.” 
Ghost Identifying One-Twelve. What part are we supposed to take seriously? 
Dumbass bottom-of-the-barrel, check-box class for superstitious morons. My 
eyes roll as I place the laptop on the bed. I try stretching, jumping jacks, any-
thing to wake up.
There’s a round of thumbs up and nodding emojis as Miss Terra checks her 
watch. “Next, we’ll be studying the physical yet estranged ghosts you may 
encounter as Hunters. Read chapter four and forty-four.” She brushes wispy 
grey-white hair out of her brown glasses. “You are all dismissed. Try to enjoy 
your weekend and wear your masks if you go out.” My fingers hover over the 
exit class button when that shrill voice asks, “Mister Anderson, can I have a 
word?” 
My classmates vanish until I’m trapped with the fossil. My video feed pops 
back on, the heavy near-black circles under my eyes more pronounced than 
my dull, brown orbs and the ebony mop on my head. 
Miss Terra half-smiles. “I’m concerned for you, Sorian. I know it’s your first 
semester at college, but from what I’ve heard from the other faculty-” 
I should just die. Dropping from all honors in high school to C’s and D’s, it’s 
not me. But I’ve been doing everything the same. Same studying habits, same 
class amount, but I’m not at home anymore. 
Instead, I’m stuck here with her. 
My eyes catch a spider crawling under the closet door as my thumbs twitch. 

“I’m not doing ok.” 
“Nothing wrong with dropping a class or two if you’re feeling overwhelmed. 
That’s normal for every freshman. You can make it up in the summer, it’s not 
fun but possible.” 
My head shakes, “It’s not that.” 

“Can I be honest?” 
I nod. My chest seizes up at my roommate’s moans. She gets up, keeping her 
spider-themed grey and black blanket over her shoulders. She stares at me, 
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her smile stretched too wide as she makes a heart with her hands at me. 
“You study a lot, your test and essay grades are carrying you. But attending 
class is what will save you in college. If it’s about the pandemic, a lot of stu-
dents are going through the same thing.” Miss Terra has been very gracious to 
me, but I can do this on my own. Still, it’s mom and dad’s money that’s going 
to waste. “Do you want to talk?” 
My roommate rubs her eyes, slowly rising from her bed and creeping over to 
me. A chill darts down my spine. I carry the
laptop out of the messy bedroom, slamming the door shut and settling down 
in the half-kitchen, half-dining room. I exhale, shaking as I’m stuck looking at 
the partly painted red-centered front door. Yana Dray… The wonderful slob 
that 
‘adopted me’ into her AC-broken apartment. “Can I be honest Miss Terra?” The 
professor nods, her glasses bouncing a bit. My eyes flicker up, the chill in my 
chest praying that Yana does not follow. “I don’t care about the pandemic. It 
sucks but I’m staying connected the best I can. Yeah, it’s my ‘first’ semester of 
college, but I took college-level classes in my senior year. It’s… my roommate.” 

“Ahh, party-goer. We seem to be-” 
“No. She’s pretty quiet actually.” Her eyes. 
“Is she suffering from anxiety about the pandemic?” “No. She cares less than I 
do.” Her eyes 

“Any disrupting habits?” 
“…Yes. I think she’s obsessed with me.” I watch the bedroom door carefully, my 
voice growing quiet, “It’s not what she does. It’s her. Or her aurora. She never 
goes to class, never does her homework. She just stares at me or the red spot 
on the door to my apartment and stays in a blanket.” 

“Hmm,” Miss Terra adjusts her glasses, “Who’s your-” “Sorian!” Yana appears, 
slamming the laptop closed. “Why’re you awake?” 

“It’s two in the afternoon. A time when most people are awake.” Don’t look at 
her eyes. Don’t look at her eyes. I turn, scouring the cabinets for more Stay 
Awake. “Don’t you have a history class to attend?” Damn it, we’re out. 
I flick my phone out, clicking on the Amazon app. Yana shrugs, her fuzzy, 
arachnid covored blanket tempting me to grab and snuggle in. It’s freezing 
here. She draws closer, “I don’t care.” Her deep red eyes stare into me. 
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My heart chills. 
Shivers rattle my body as she presses against me. I should just die. 
Her long thin fingers trace over my chest, “You shouldn’t care either.” She 
yawns, my brain forcing me to copy as I get drowsier. “Come on. Let’s go back 
to sleep.” She exhales deeply, her minty chocolate breath heating my skin.
Can’t fail…mom and dad…scholarship… I slide out of the corner she trapped 
me in. “Hey,” I weakly chuckle as I bolt to the door, “I’m starved. Gonna hit up 
Smart Mart.” 
Yana and her blanket trail after me, a deep growl rising out of her. 
My hand jiggles the doorknob. “I know we need coffee and instant ramen. Any-
thing else?” 
Her glare sharpens, those dangerous fingers reaching for me. “No?” I slip 
behind the door. “Ok.” I’m halfway down the hall, her stare crawling up and 
down my skin. 
The elevator dings as Yana’s voice rips apart the sound barrier, “DON’T you 
dare leave ME!” 

~~~ 

“You should just die,” Yana whispers in my ear. 
My eyes jump open, my head ramming into the doorknob. Way to go genius, 
forgot your keys and fell asleep. Holding my head, I glance at the time, Over-
slept and stuck in the hall. There goes Intro to Geology. I check over my shoul-
der, no Yana Dray haunting me. 
I rub the bug bites dotting the back of my hands while my head lazily hits 
against the door. “Let. Me. In. Stupid lock.” My knees come up, allowing the 
Garcia twins to race down the hallway. They pause, slowing down and turning 
skittish before me. Aria bites her lips while Adien mutters under his breath, 

“Ghost of room four-thirteen. She ain’t mean. She can’t be saved-” 
This bullshit again. “I get it! My room is supposedly haunted. We’re supposed 
to be locked down.” Amazingly bitter for someone so tired. “Get back to your 
apartment before I call-” “Eep!” Aria yanks her brother back down the hall as 
the door opens, “Spiders!” 

“Sp-sp…Siders?” I spring up, curling away from the imagined arachnids. In-
stead, Yana stands in the door, still cuddled in her blanket but with a bitter 
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look on her narrow face. Now she shows up! “Nice of you to get the door.” 
“Sorian.” She mutters. 
“Let me guess, another spell-binding dream! I was out here for hours! You 
made me miss another class.”

“Forget class,” She whispers but there’s an edge to her voice. “We have to run.” 
“No!” I stomp, heat rising in my chest as the lightbulb in our apartment blinks 
into its death. “I came here to succeed in life. I can do that by getting that 
damn paper! But you’re ruining it.” 

“Sorian-” 
“Are you sabotaging-” 
Yana collapses. A spider web sticks to her blanket. Her chipped, pointed nails 
scrape against the floor. The web ripping her into the darkness. “RUN!” 

“Yana!” A spider web grips my hoodie, yanking me forward. I hit the table, my 
laptop crashing on the back of my head. The creaking closing of the door mixes 
with Yana’s pain-filled screams. 
I jump to my feet, my heart chilling despite the hot apartment. My shoes reach 
forward as my head pounds. What the hell? Is it true? How’d the rhythm go? 
‘She can’t be saved. She can’t fade.’ “Sorian! The bedroom!” 
“What is it?” I trip over her laundry, “What does it look like?” She screams. 
I rip my feet up from the floor. I desperately need…to...buy a…mop. I shelter a 
scream, once seeing huge webs cover everything. 
Shivers crawl over my goosebump skin. My frozen knees burn. I keep swal-
lowing down my paper dry mouth. ‘She loves too hard. Hug her and you’ll be 
scarred.’ 
Yana screams again. 

“I’m coming!” The lie burns my lips. I rush to the front door. My finger touches 
the cold knob. Tears spill from my eyes. “Forget college. I’m-” 
A pale thin hand slams the door closed. Yana stands over me. Her venom-filled 
eyes lighting up the room as her blanket falls off her shoulders. “Leaving again?” 
She purrs as I wish that she never took off that blanket. 
I crawl away, my hands and jeans sticking to the disgusting webs on the floor. 
‘Whatever happens, don’t let her close the bloodstained door. You’ll be no 
more.’
Yana’s three left hands reach out, long black stingers centered in each palm, 
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the middle one piercing my ankle in a pinch. “I hate it when you leave me. 
Why does everyone abandon me?” She pulls me closer, razor-hot pain shoot-
ing from my leg. Yana raises me up, her blood-red eyes split into four. “Aren’t 
you tired of working so hard?” 
I batter her vice-like grip with a tennis shoe, slamming hard as my leg crawls 
with intense pinpricks. The pinpricks spread, quickly traveling down to my 
hip. My brain becomes fuzzy like a feather is tickling the underside of it. I can’t 
kick? A chill spreads as my foot doesn’t respond to my commands. The heated 
pinpricks conquer the chill, invading my brain. Paralyzed. Venom. I should 
just sleep. 
Yana pulls me to her lips. “It’s always ‘gotta do this so A, B, and C can happen.’ 
Do you want that,” Her three cold right hands brush against my skin, “Dar-
ling?” 
My lips open, the venom stinging my voice. “H-..he…help.” “You don’t want to 
stop and relax? You’re so,” she hisses in my ear, “tense.” Her silky voice electri-
fies the few nerves I have left. No, no, no! Leave me alone! “Admit it, you want 
to stay asleep with me.” 
My head drops, the venom finally reaching my neck. Yana’s smile stretches 
uncomfortably long. “I’ll take it.” She hugs me, her artic skin freezing me solid. 
Yana twists, carrying me to the web-infested bedroom. She pins me down on 
a sticky cocoon. 
Think, Miss Terra’s class. What unit had monsters? What’s Yana? My chest 
squeezes, burning to get a word out. “H..ow?” Yana Dray towers over me, all 
her hands pressing onto my numb arms. “I’m an Apathy. I trick. I trap. I steal 
away all you are. Starting with your consciousness.” She comes close, her webs 
spreading over me. Trapping every inch except my mouth and ears. “Blood, 
heart, soul.” She hums, plunging her teeth into my neck. “Humans are so de-
licious.” 
I can’t have a last breath as my brain repeatedly pulses one singular thought. I 
should just sleep. 
Forever. 

 ~~~
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Ghost of room 413,
Ain’t mean. 

She can’t be saved, 
she won’t fade. 

She loves too hard. 
Hug her and you’ll be scarred. 

Whatever happens, don’t let her close the blood-stained door, 
Then you will be no more. 

Good night. Sleep tight. 
Don’t let bed bugs bite. 

Like dear Sorain, you’ll stay asleep.

^

^
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The City of Gravenfall is shrouded in pollution. Greedy and thick clouds 
crusted the city in, creating a sheet of dull, dark grays swirling overhead. 
The city itself is large and cast in a massive circle. Homes are amassed 

to the Outer Ring where people practically live shoulder to shoulder. The Mid 
Ring is industry. Large towers of factories spew their waste to fuel the clouds 
overhead. Even further still, in the Center Ring, are the largest of the towers 
where the rich and wealthy grow fat off the bones of the impoverished. Their 
ivory pillars reaching high into the clouds, and a large clock tower among them, 
which glows just below the gloom. The minute hand reached the zenith and 
a large, ominous billowing sound rang out, letting the citizens of Gravenfall 
know that it’s noon.

Cur sat on the edge of the fire escape of the factory. He lifted his skull cap 
and scratched an itch there, lice again. He took a bite of the sandwich in his 
hands. Plain, but fresh bread with a thin slice of peppery cheese. He watched 
the people down below walking across the bridge, heads down, hunched 
shoulders, and ratty clothes--his feet swinging merrily back and forth forty feet 
up. The water that flowed there was rotten; even from here, Cur could smell 
the decay and waste. Next to him, on top of his gloves, was a piece of salty 
jerky. He bit into it ripping and tearing. Smoked rat isn’t so bad. He looked 
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up toward the clouds, longing to see that fabled blue sky and sun. Raid sirens 
cut through the air. Cur shoved the rest of his food in his mouth, grabbed his 
hat and gloves, and walked back inside; the ash started to touch his shoulders.

Working in the factories is a long and arduous task. With no light 
from the sun, time could only be told by the giant clock above them, hanging 
from the Taskmaster’s office. The light of the room was obscured by opaque 
windows. Every now and then the shadowy figure would stand there, watching 
his ants work down below. Cur had never seen the man before but he’d heard 
his booming voice.The loudspeaker crackled, and his voice pierced the air: 

“Quit yer slackin! Supervisor number 3, get those shovels back to work!”
Cur wiped the sweat from his forehead. The wrench in his gloved hand 

felt like lead. He was on the second floor, helping old man Tut with a broken 
conveyor belt. Down below, a supervisor, thick and burly, skulked over to a 
group of children with shovels twice their size. He cracked the whip, and Cur 
turned away. Bastards, he thought.  

“Quit yer gawkin,” Tut said, spitting his chew on the grate--the 
disgusting liquid falling down to the floor below. “Dis machine ain’t 
gon fix itself.”

Cur was silent as he got back to work. He put his box wrench back on 
the bolt and  turned. The crack of the whip sounded below. Turn. Crack. Turn. 
Crack.

~~~

Cur put his hard hat and skull cap into the old metal locker. The locker 
rooms were a mess of old steel and broken tile, but the lockers were useful, and 
it was one of the few places with running water. Cur pulled out a worn leather 
jacket with a heavy rimmed hood, and walked over to the nearby washbasin, 
raising his foot to the metal bar underneath. The only clean water in the Mid 
Ring came to the factories; even then, it still smelled like sulfur. He splashed 
his face.

 Tut came up behind him, the small fair skinned man smacking his 
shoulder. “Good job today wit the belt. Yer a ole’ mechanic by now aint ya!” He 
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gave a toothy grin, minus a few teeth.
 “Yeah,” Cur replied, “been learning a lot from my old man’s journals.” 

Tut let out sigh, “Shame what happened to ‘im.” He wiped the underside of his 
nose, nervously clearing his throat. “He was a smart fella.”

 Cur swallowed the reply. It wasn’t what happened to him, but why 
it did. Those rich monsters sitting high in their towers … looking down on 
us just like the Taskmaster. But the conversation did remind him, “hey tut? 
Did you manage to get that thing I asked you about?” Tut grabbed Cur’s arm, 
hushing him and looking around like a scared cat, 

“Don’t be askin’ dat here ya idiot. Ask me when we outside. The metal’s 
got ears.”

Cur and Tut came out to the main entrance, where two large doors were 
open. People stood in line, waiting for their turn to get their daily wages. A 
rather portly Paymaster sat comfortably in his chair -- the money next to him. 
Behind him, stood two Talons. Corporate police, large and imposing in the 
black hoods and masks. Two dark eye holes reflected any light back. A large 
hose reached behind them to their O2 canisters. They always reminded him of 
vicious vipers that you avoid at all costs in dark alleys. The large rifles in their 
hands only added to that effect.

The Paymaster shouted “Next!” and the line moved forward. Cur fidgeted 
back and forth, leaning out to see how far away he was. He needed to get his 
money, but he wanted to find out if Tut actually managed to get his hands on it. 
The key to everything Cur’s been working on hung on a sliver of chance. 

When the Paymaster shouted a few more times, Cur was standing in 
front of him, and handed over his punch card. 

The pay master looked him up and down, then gave a curt laugh, “Cur 
Ais, twenty pence.”

Cur could feel his rough and jagged nails digging into the palm of his 
hand. He could practically hear his teeth grinding. The Paymaster narrowed 
his eyes, a smug knowing smile crept on his rat-like face, “Got something to 
say?” The money dropped into Cur’s hand as he swallowed everything that 
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wanted to rebel. Twelve hours down the fucking drain. He shoved the coins 
into his pocket and walked outside as the ash swirled and drifted around 
him. Behind him the Paymaster’s slimey laden voice stated, “Tut Alson, four 
hundred and fifty pence.”

Tut walked up behind Cur a moment later.
Cur spoke through his teeth, “pieces of--”

“I know,” Tut interrupted, “but I don’t want ya ta’ lose your life just 
‘cause someone else hates the color of yer skin. Those Talon’s had their fingers 
on triggers.” Tut put his mask on. “Look kid, come ta my house tonight. I got 
yer…thing. It wasn’t easy ta get a hold of.” Cur nodded. That did take some of 
the edge off, the rage beginning to settle. 

Tut continued, voice shaky. “Look kid, if I ain’t there, it’s in the dummy 
hold in the fireplace.” 

Cur nodded, “why won’t you be there?”

Tut smiled, “I may be needin a drink or two. Door’ll be open for ya.”

The ash continued to cascade over Gravenfall, leaving streaks of dark 
carbon on everything it touched. It sloughed off of roofs, landing in large piles. 
Cur’s mood had gone from a seething hatred to a simmering angst as he walked 
home along the sidewalk of the large road. Nearby, a shop owner was pushing 
the ash with a shovel. He was only wearing a smock and held a rag over his 
mouth. He gave a hacking cough when Cur passed.

The grim daylight started to fade, street lights flickering  to life and weak 
currents of electricity slowly building. Even in the foggy ashfall they seemed 
like beacons. In the outer rings, the ash always seemed to fall harder. Cur 
crossed the bridge to the river and was climbing up the stoop of his house, 
kicking his feet against the stone, attempting to rid his soles of the ash. The 
keys jingled as he pulled them out of his pocket and the door creaked inward 
into a narrow mudroom. 

Cur took off his jacket, his overalls, and his boots, and set the bandana 
down. Just a plain shirt and underwear for his home. Paint peeled off cracked 
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and plastered walls. The kitchen was a mess with a wood stove, a fridge that 
didn’t even work, and an-out-of place bookshelf that didn’t fit anywhere else. 
Cur didn’t want to waste anymore money on electricity, so he lit an oil lantern. 
The room filled with the soft warm glow of a fire and a sooty smell that he 
didn’t mind.

He walked over to the bookshelf and pushed at the side of it. It finally 
started to budge, and slide across the ground, moving along the old gouges to 
reveal a hole cut in the wall. The air carried the faint aroma of gasoline. Cur 
passed through it and walked down the claustrophobic stairs. The basement 
spanned under both his and his neighbors’ homes. This cut out hollow feels 
like home to him. His bed, little more than a cot, was off to the side. Books 
were stacked around it. Next to the bed was a large open tunnel that stretched 
out and toward the river. Normally it was a spillway, but Cur’s father had seen 
to it that it no longer functioned. There was a workbench on the far wall. His 
father’s schematics and blueprints splayed out across. Pieces of metal, scrap 
and usable parts were scattered around the room. Drums of oil and fuel were 
in one corner. Their project that he had been finishing was in the center, taking 
up most of the room. A large dirty canvas hung over it. Missing just one part. 
He had to get it ready. Tonight, finally

~~~

The ash had finally stopped, but the gloom still remained. It was dark 
outside as Cur stuck to the shadows as best he could, keeping an eye over his 
shoulder as he moved. He had to hide when a Talon patrol would cross his 
path, he wasn’t that scared of them. What terrified him and made his stomach 
churn, was the massive lumbering auto-motives, shining their search lights 
into homes and corners. 

Tut’s house wasn’t far. He lived in a ramshackle neighborhood that 
touched the large wall of the city. Cur kept his head down as he walked across 
the cobblestone street. He was checking up and down the street as he climbed 
the steps of the stoop. His hand poised to knock, but Cur paused. People here 
had lights on, signs of life. But Tut’s house was dark, a void. The door’s lock 
was a mess of splinters.
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Cur pushed and the door floated in on silent hinges. The house was 
almost a mirror of Cur’s, just a little wider. His muscles tense as he walked into 
the entrance hall. The smell was almost fetid -- a unique musty stench laced 
with bourbon followed by undercurrents of a butchershop. Tut was in a large, 
tattered red chair; his body mangled by a barrage of bullets. Cur was stunned, 
but he had to hurry, the Talons would be coming back to clean up. He went to 
the fire place, and it took him longer than he wanted to find the dummy stone. 
He worked it out, and inside the dark crevasse, was the small cylinder wrapped 
in tan cloth.

A heavy rumble outside made his heart sink. Cur palmed the object in 
the tan cloth and ran out the front door, right into the demonic headlights of 
the auto-mobile. He froze. His hand trying to stop the blinding light on him.

“Hold citizen!” A Talon shouted. It was calm, methodic, and completely 
made inhuman by the mask on their face.

Cur turned and ran as fast as he could. They opened fire. Bullets sparked 
as they hit stone walls. Ash erupted in clouds of dust. Cur sprinted as fast as 
his legs would carry him. The auto may have been faster than him in the wide 
streets but it couldn’t follow him down the alleys, Cur weaved in and out of 
them, constantly going through his mental map. If they found him, he’d be as 
dead as Tut. The poor old… no. Cur couldn’t think about that right now. He 
had to get gone.

When Cur got back to his house, he didn’t bother to kick the ash off as 
he ran up his stoop. Cur knew that they were still looking for him and they 
wouldn’t let him go. He shut the door behind him and threw the dead bolt. 
He took a step forward and the rumble of the auto made the mud room rattle. 
No way. He sprinted toward the bookcase, pushing it to the side as fast as he 
could. As soon as he slipped inside the hide away, the unmistakable sound of 
a boot slamming into a door started. Cur huffed and grunted as he slid the 
bookcase back into place.

In the basement, Cur wiped the top of his head, feeling the tickle of ash 
drifting through the floorboards as the Talons searched. Cur bought himself 
time, but not much. He took a deep breath. He walked over to the large object 
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in the center of the room. The key to everything in his world. He threw the 
canvas sheet off it, revealing the flyer underneath. It was long and cylindrical. 
Two large, wide wings pointed to the ceiling. A leather seat in the middle, a full 
console of gauges and instruments, with one spot open. Cur dived in, practically 
standing on his head as he worked underneath the console, connecting the 
wire and tube. Tut’s device fit snugly into place.

It’s now or never. Cur threw his tools out of the cockpit. He connected 
the two large power cables to the port in the back, hoping to god that the city 
could provide enough power. He jumped in the cockpit and couldn’t stop 
the smile on his face when the power gauge dialed up to full. He flipped a 
switch and the compressor started, sucking in air at a rapid rate. The engine 
started to make a whining noise. He flipped on the igniter and he could hear 
the repetitious clicks of the sparker. He moved to the fuel lever and slowly 
started to push it in. The clicks were soon drowned out by the roar of fire. 
The superheated air moved through the tubes and cylinders. It slowly built up 
pressure, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Why!?” Cur yelled in frustration. 

The noise was so intense that he didn’t hear the bookshelf being ripped 
apart. But he saw the flash of movement. A Talon emerged from the stairs, he 
raised his gun.

In that moment, Cur remembered the handle for the brake line. When 
he hit the lever, he was forced back into his seat as the flyer jolted forward, 
screaming down the carved-out tunnel, the power cable ripping from the port. 
Bullets were firing at him, panging off of the chassis of the flyer. It’ll be fine, it’ll 
be fine, he repeated to himself, adrenaline pumping in his veins.

Cur had to time this right. He erupted from the opening, just as he threw 
the final lever forward, his main hand on the control stick in front of him. The 
wings folded down to the sides and he pulled back and to the side. The ailerons 
on the wings adjusted, forcing the air down, forcing him up. 

Cur slammed the throttle to the firewall and the engine pumped out 
even more thrust. In a matter of seconds, he was in the clouds. Wind rushed 
past him, he couldn’t see anything. But he didn’t have to. The final instrument 
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that Tut gave his life for, told Cur his angles, told him when his wings would 
stall and where the ground was.

He was blinded by the light as he broke through the surface of the 
clouds. Ashy smut streaked him and the flyer, but he had made it. It took him 
a moment to realize that he was seeing the sun for the first time in his life. 
Cur leveled off the flyer, easing up on the throttle, and just looked. The sea of 
clouds stretched on endlessly.

The sky was the purest blue that he had ever seen before, it was like 
the stories that his father used to tell him.  He took a full breath in, and the 
cleanest air that he had ever experienced filled his lungs for the first time. It 
was so cold up here. As he exhaled, he could see the vapor trails forming its 
own little pure cloud to be swept away. That’s what my breath looks like?

The adrenaline started to fade, his limbs felt heavy, and the horrid pain 
ripped into his side. Cur looked down to see the bullet hole in his stomach. He 
put pressure on the wound and looked back to the sea of bliss in front of him.

It was so euphoric, so perfect here, so beautiful that he never wanted 
to go back down. There were no ivory towers poking through the clouds, and 
Cur realized why they created them. Those rich monsters were standing on the 
backs of others to get to this same place; but they have never once seen this 
and they never will.

I could die up here and it would be okay.
 

~~~
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“The ash had finally stopped, 
but the gloom still remained” 

^

^
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“You shouldn’t smoke.” “You shouldn’t smoke.” 
She is sitting on the windowsill, looking down at me. 
I’d taken one out of the pack without realizing it. I hold it up, unlit.
“You shouldn’t be out here,” I say, turning the cigarette in my fingers. She 
is wearing pajamas, light blue with embroidered flowers so tiny I can’t see 
them, but I know they are there. It has stopped snowing but our breath is 
frozen in the air. 
“What are you reading?”
I lift the book from my lap and hand it to her. “Haven’t started it.”
“Pragmatic Isolation,” she reads. “Sounds sad.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
She rocks backward, bowing over the description on the back cover.
“Mae,” I say. She looks up. “Can you get the lighter from the kitchen?” 
She disappears inside with the book. I want to read it, but there is always a 

A cold wind evicts a feather from a dark forest canopy, sending it into 
the night sky. Introduced to flight for the first time, the feather lacks 

the control one might expect from the wing of a bird. Solo, the feather 
spins—directionless and free among flakes of snow, blind to the beauty 

of the night. I am awake before the feather meets the frozen ground.

^

^
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good reason not to. 
The city stirs momentarily below the fire escape. A car stops and two people 
get out, slipping and giggling up the steps of the building.
“I found these.” She hands me a box of matches and settles back in the 
window.
“You should get a coat,” I say.
“I’m not cold.”
“You should be.”
She doesn’t respond. The flurries begin again.
“What did you do today?” I ask.
Mae stares.
I repeat the question. She asks, “What does one do on a snowy day?”  
I shake my head.
“Well, whatever that is, that’s probably what I did.”
“You don’t remember?”
“I do remember.” She pauses, then continues slowly. “We walked to Exeter 
Park then the bookstore and O’Malley’s for dinner. And we saw that man 
locked out of his apartment building on the way home and he was making the 
most realistic snowman I have ever seen. You gave him your—”
“My hat,” I finish. “I gave him my hat.”
“He did look cold,” she says, then smiles. From the windowsill she dangles 
her legs, touching the snow with her bare toes. 
“So do you,” I say, lighting a match. Her fingers are white, clutching the sill 
for balance.
“Good thing it’s summer,” she says.
“It’s not summer, Mae.” I point below the building to the snowy street. 
“Remember the snowman?”
Crinkles form between her eyebrows the way they always did when she was 
confused. “That was years ago.”
Years ago. “I know,” I whisper.
She smiles again. “I loved you.” I knew.
I put the unlit cigarette back in the box. 

The feather waits again for the wind.

~~~
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The feather waits again for the wind.

^

^
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The thing about talent shows is they don’t always showcase everyone’s 
talent. The musicians, the dancers; all of those are talents, to be sure. 
But sometimes people have talents that wouldn’t be applauded so much. 

Nobody in school will ever know how stoically I can hold the razor blade in my 
hand as I carve words into my skin. Nobody will know how much I keep inside 
without exploding on the stupid jock picking on the gay boy in weight training. 
If you ask me, those are far better skills than being able to shoot a ball into a 
hoop or catch a ball or cheer on the people doing those things. 

Okay, some people know these things. My counselor who I’ve sworn not 
to tell my mom. She would freak out and try to send me to a hospital even 
though she would complain that we don’t have the money for it- or she would 
dump me on my dad. My dad knows but he’s not interested in anything that 
involves actually helping me.

My best friend gets it. He’s never seen me do it seriously. There were 
those times in the woods, but we were just fucking around; it wasn’t like the 
serious sessions that involve scalding hot bath and the music in my head. 

When I’m in that bathtub, I’m an artist. I can’t draw with pastels, I can’t 
paint with watercolors, but give me a razor blade and I will paint you a picture 
worth more than a thousand words. I’m terrified of drowning, but in a bathtub 

 CONTENT WARNING:
 Strong themes of suicidal ideation and self-harm
 If you need help - text HELLO to 741741
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close to overflowing I’m free. I sink down so that my eyes are even with the 
surface of the water, and I let the heat from the water temperature fill my 
bones. I get so hot that beads of sweat occasionally trickle down my scalp and 
into the water. When I feel like I’ll never be cold again I start.

Once you’ve been in the boiling hot water your skin will just fall away. I 
start by pressing the razor blade against my arm under the water. Little bits 
of blood just dance away from my arm as they come to my skin’s surface. The 
water gets a little murky sometimes, that’s when I pull my arm above the 
water line. I trace over whatever was started and it’s like my skin is almost 
transparent. I can see every blue vein, every red line that I trace over them oh 
so carefully. I don’t want to die anymore; I just need to close off the feelings.

The feelings. The feeling of watching my mom come home in the early 
hours of the morning, talking about how I would be better off with my other 
parent and she should just kill herself. I live here for a reason, even if I can’t 
always remember what it is. I clean her up and tuck her into bed. Who’s the 
parent here anyway? Other nights when she is home all she wants to do is 
fight with me. Call me names; tell me how different I am than she was at my 
age- How she was such a good kid and I’ll be lucky to graduate. We don’t 
even mention college. That starts a rant about how my sperm donor of a dad 
wouldn’t pay for it and she can’t afford it. That, in turn, will somehow wind up 
with how I’m just like him and my last name becomes a word worse than any 
cuss word I could utter.

Most times I block her out. Arguing does no good; it just adds fuel to her 
fire and exhausts me. We’ve done the yelling until we’re both in tears- both 
hoarse. I’ve found it’s physically easier to just let her go. When she’s passed 
out is when I fight back.

I trace words into my left arm and thighs. Words that I wanted to say 
in the heat of the moment. Words that I know are true, even when people tell 
me that they aren’t. My skin is my canvas and until you’ve seen my creations, 
you won’t ever really know me. I trace the obvious ones on my arm, between 
my elbow and wrist. “Broken” and “failure”. I cover them with bracelets, and 
I sneak peaks at them during the day, to remind myself how unworthy I am, 
how totally fucked up I am. The extra tension and pain that comes with the 
bracelets rubbing up against my raw skin is just an extra bonus.
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I save the worst truths for the skin that nobody ever sees. On my thighs 
are scars of words etched into my flesh. Like an etch a sketch that nobody 
bothered to erase. The words never cross each other; I only do one at a time. 

“Slut”. “Kill me”. When I shave my legs, the razor opens them all over again. 
Sometimes they bleed more. They never heal as quickly as the marks on my 
arms. Sometimes my pants rub against them when I’m walking around or 
sitting down. That extra pain is my constant reminder; that I’m not worthy, 
that maybe I should have offed myself sooner, if I could just get the courage to 
press a little harder in the tub.

Even when I think I love someone, I keep doing things with other people. 
Even when I really want someone, I substitute them with the people I don’t 
give a damn about. They can’t hurt you if they don’t know you.

Some talents are worth showcasing. It’s a little harder to showcase that 
you can be screamed at, pushed, shoved, beaten by someone who is supposed 
to take care of you and love you and you’re still standing. You’re still here. 
Breathing. Waiting for something to happen, even if you don’t know what it is 
that you’re waiting for.

 

~~~
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A sharp, agonized howl broke out through the calm dawn air, tearing me 
from my sleep. The hammock rocks beneath me as I sit up with a start,     
causing the trees above me to rain sharp droplets of morning dew from 

their leaves. I shake the dew from my short oily black hair, brushing it out of 
my face as I survey my camp, trying to gather my thoughts and break from 
the grog of sleep. My backpack sits just below my feet, a flannel shirt dangling 
out; the burnt coals from last night’s fire are still warm, sizzling as the dew 
touches them and releasing a pungent oaky aroma. I stand up and stretch my 
lanky arms, my body sore from the hammock. It wasn’t until I saw the empty 
pile of blankets where my dog Daphne slept that I made the connection to that 
pained noise. 

“Daphne!” I called out, desperately hoping to hear the crunch of leaves 
under her feet, ears perked and tail wagging at the sound of my voice. My 
stomach sinks, something must be wrong. Was I overreacting? The howl was 
probably from some wild animal in the distance. Sound travels far up in the 
mountains. Surely, she was just lost in the woods, chasing a squirrel or playing 
in the river which babbled just beyond our camp site. She often does this when 
we’re camping, but she always stays close and comes running right back when 
I call… 
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“DAPHNE!” I yelled, but again the air was silent aside from the chirping 
of birds and the rushing of water. I have to find her, so I slide my sneakers 
on and begin walking, continuing to call her name as the sun rises over the 
mountains. I’ve been walking in circles around the perimeter of the campsite, 
my mind racing through a blur of panic while time passes. As I scuttle through 
the forest, I hear a rustling in the distance that steadily intensifies as I approach 
the water. Finally, I see her. The blood drains from my face. My body is struck 
by a deep chilling ache as I almost lose my footing. 

Daphne is by the river, not laying, not walking, but trying to crawl 
towards me as she lets out faint groans. Her left front leg has been entirely 
ripped off from the elbow down; the bone is exposed, strips of separated 
muscle and tendons blooming from the remaining piece of leg. She looks as if 
her entire body has been saturated in cranberry juice, blood spilling from her 
leg spread all over her body during the struggle. Her expression is pained as 
she attempts to make her way towards me. To worsen it all, her tail is wagging, 
happy to see me. 

“What the fuck?” I breathe in shock.

 I want to run to her, comfort her, but her condition is almost too much 
to process. The more I look, the more I can see how critical the gruesome 
injuries are. I shut my eyes hard, pretending this is just a nightmare I can wake 
up from, but the image stays burned into my eyelids. I turn away from her, 
leaning against a tree for balance, then lurch forward as chunks of beef stew 
from last night’s dinner spew up my throat. 

After spilling the contents of my stomach, I got a grip on myself then 
turned to Daphne. She’s now laying at my feet, her warm brown eyes big 
and pleading as her tail continues to wag. I kneel down to pet her, trying to 
suppress the next wave of nausea that gurgles through my stomach. “What 
happened, baby?” I wonder aloud in a soothing tone as my hands caress her 
wiry curls, the black and gray streaked fur becoming redder with each stroke. 
She whimpers and twitches what remains of her leg, as if trying to shake the 
pain off. How the fuck could this have happened? A bear trap? No, the wound 
is much too severe. Some kind of animal must have gotten ahold of her. I’ve 
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seen bears and mountain lions in this area before. It doesn’t matter now, I just 
need to help her. 

“It’s gonna be ok, Daphne,” I tell her, trying to convince myself too, as I 
stroke her head, her face nuzzling weakly into my hand. 

I pull my long sleeve t-shirt over my head and begin to fasten the fabric 
around the remainder of her leg. I have no idea how to properly tie a tourniquet, 
but I need to try and slow the blood, which is gushing rapidly from the severed 
limb. She lets out a sharp cry as I fasten a tight knot around the base of her 
leg. My hands are quivering, the aching pit in my stomach sinks deeper than 
I knew possible, continuing to drop like the sensation of freefall. My hands 
are slippery now, coated in the rich crimson liquid that saturated her stump, 
blurring together the thick white piece of bone, string cheese tendons, and 
fleshy mangled muscle. 

The stream of blood began to slow as I tightened the formerly-blue shirt, 
which now looks like grape juice, fastening it around the stump as a covering. 
At least I can’t see it now. Daphne’s head is against my bare chest, I can feel 
how shallow her breaths have become, each one releasing as a pained sigh. 
I reach down to stroke her chest, and she howls in pain. My stomach drops 
faster as my heart begins to race, my state of panic intensifying. The blood 
hasn’t just been coming from her leg. She has bite wounds and cuts on her 
chest and stomach. Chunks of flesh and hair are torn, dangling off her by only 
the skin. Everything is so drenched in blood, I can barely assess the wounds, 
but they’re deep. Slivers of rib peek out from the gashes on her chest. It looks 
like a claw mark. Her slippery internal organs are practically spilling out along 
with the blood dripping underneath her. 

“Shit, shit, shit…oh my god,” I mumble between breaths as I begin to 
hyperventilate. 

The immediate reality that I might lose her crosses through my mind, and 
the anxiety peaks inside me, this time a rising rollercoaster shaking upwards 
until I must inevitably plummet. I first met Daphne about twelve years ago 
when I was eight. I walked alone down my street on a summer night, splashing 
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through puddles that reflected the yellow-hued streetlights. The squelch of my 
dad’s too-big red rainboots and crunch of goldfish crackers I snacked on broke 
up the silence. I often walked to quiet my mind, to get a break from the yelling 
and bickering of my parents that made my thoughts race. Solitude has always 
been comforting to me. Camping became one of my favorite hobbies as soon as 
I was old enough to drive. All the stress of work, school, whatever was going on 
in my life seemed far away in the stillness of the mountains where I’d retreat 
almost every weekend. I guess it’s just an evolved version of the walks I’d take 
as a kid. Walking was a peaceful coping mechanism, grounding me before 
I returned to the chaos at home, not that anyone would notice my absence 
anyway. As I walked down the street that night, I was suddenly accompanied 
by a sloshy pattering behind me, which I turned to apprehensively. 

“Who’s th-there?” my voice cracked as I called out into the night, unable 
to see anything. 

Into the streetlight emerged a scraggly, black puppy, her curly fur in 
mats along her body as she approached me with her head down, tail tucked, 
chocolate eyes surveying me cautiously. Silently, I knelt down to her level and 
reached my little hand out, grimy with grains of salt and filled with goldfish, as 
I continued to munch on the crackers. She slowly crept closer and nuzzled her 
cold nose into my palm, gently taking the goldfish and lapping the salt away, 
leaving my hand warm and slobbery. After I gained her trust, she followed 
me through the street that night. Daphne’s always loved water, we splashed 
and played late into the night until my jeans were soaked from the muggy 
gutter. I took her home with me, where she curled up in a pile of laundry on 
my bedroom floor and slept all night. 

In the morning, my mom saw her when I came out of my room for 
breakfast. I crept down the stairs into the small kitchen illuminated by sunrise 
peeking through the window. I climbed onto the counter, my bare feet cool 
against the slick checkered tiles, and started rummaging through the top shelf 
for something to eat. 

“Carter, why’s there a dog in here?” my mom yelled. 
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“I found her alone in the street. She followed me home,” I responded 
absentmindedly as I poured myself a bowl of Fruit Loops. 

She sighed, then said, “what do you expect us to do with her? I don’t 
have the time to take care of you and a puppy!”

“I know, I’m gonna take care of her,” I promised. And I did. 

That day, I cleaned her in the front yard with my mom’s shampoo and 
hairbrush. I brushed the water through her fur until the color on the driveway 
changed from muddy, soapy brown to clear as she happily lapped water from 
the hose. Daphne quickly became my best friend, which wasn’t a difficult feat 
considering she had no competition, but nonetheless, we spent every day 
enjoying each other’s quiet company. I always had a hard time connecting 
with other people, which wasn’t a problem with Daphne. She loved me 
unconditionally without even speaking a word. 

And now, I can’t say a word. Time feels suspended and meaningless. 
Have we been sitting for a second or a thousand years? I know it’s been awhile, 
the sun has now reached its zenith, blazing over us in stripes of golden light 
cascading through the leaves. I look down at Daphne on the forest floor as 
she squirms with pain, those chocolate eyes glimmer in the sunlight, piercing 
into mine. It was my job to take care of her. How could I let this happen? She 
continues to whimper as I hold her, the initial happiness of finding me has 
drained, leaving her body depleted. She starts to tremble in shock and the flow 
of blood that weakens her is not stopping. If only I could fix her, watch the 
blood wash away in the river like the mud from her fur so long ago... but that 
would not heal the wounds or wash away her pain. I had to make her suffering 
stop somehow. 

“I’ll be right back, it’s gonna be ok,” I told Daphne. 

My hands shake as I shift her back to the ground and force myself up, 
stumbling back to the campsite. The leaves rustle under me as my breaths 
become labored, stinging with each gasp. Finally, I grab my backpack and 
begin tearing the contents out, desperately searching for one item. My flannel, 
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pipe, useless iphone with no service, earbuds, sketchbook, and canned food 
litter the forest floor until I find it. A three-inch long pocket-knife made of 
iridescent blue metal. I slip it into the pocket of my sweatpants, wipe away the 
beads of sweat crawling down my forehead, then drop my bag to the ground 
with a thud. The blue knife feels like a thousand pounds in my pocket, weighing 
on my mind as I begin to process what I plan to do. My legs tremble as I stand 
anchored to the ground; I cannot bear to see her like that again, I cannot take 
this goddamn knife out of my pocket. Oh, god, I won’t be able to do it, but how 
else could I help her? We’re hours away from any town, let alone an animal 
hospital. Transporting her would be excruciating and probably end up killing 
her anyway. I can’t watch her suffer. It’s been hours, who knows how much 
longer she’ll be in pain? 

I have to get away, at least for a second, I just want to run far enough 
that this whole fucking forest disappears! I start sprinting north of the river, 
back towards the trail that leads to my car. In the shade of the lowering sun, 
the trees feel like they’re folding in on me as I run. The tall, ominous figures 
shadow over me, critical of my cowardice. How quickly a beautiful place can 
turn terrifying, inescapable. The stillness of the forest encroaches on me as 
the rushing water fades away. After what seems like hours, I see my silver 
car, standing out like a beacon at the end of the trail. Legs twitching with 
exhaustion, I fumble through my pocket to find my keys. I barely noticed they 
were there, seemingly weightless in comparison to that knife. I sit down in 
my car, staring out at the road in front of me. For a moment, I think I can just 
drive away, leave all this horror behind and go back to normal. Oh god, what 
am I doing? She’s dying, and I’m trying to run away! I owe her more than this. 
I promised I’d come right back. I pound my head onto the steering wheel and 
yell out into the eerily quiet forest. 

“You can do this, you have to be brave for her, you promised to take care 
of her,” I say to myself. 

“Now get up,” I command, and I force myself to run all the way back to 
that gurgling river.

Daphne was unmoved as if time had frozen, her dark body sprawled out 
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into the green and orange leaves, blood surrounding her glinting in streaks of 
golden sun that beam through the trees. Her leg had soaked the entire fabric 
wrapped around it, the red liquid pooling on top of the dirt. Her head tilts 
towards me as she hears me approaching, her eyes flutter open briefly to meet 
mine, but this time she doesn’t wag her tail. I rush over to the river, kneeling 
down at the edge of the bank. My warped reflection stares back at me through 
the dark water with wild eyes and a flushed, chalky face. There are streaks of 
dried blood across my cheek, my hair is disheveled, I look nothing less than 
deranged. I strike my fingers through the reflection and cup a handful of the 
sharp, flowing water.

Daphne’s eyes are still closed, but her nose twitches when I bring the 
water to her mouth. She slowly licks the water from my hands between shallow, 
hot, labored breaths. I carefully shift her into my lap once again, cradling 
her head against my skin as the wounds continue to torture her. She lets out 
soft, rhythmic whines, each breath causing her more pain. I have to make her 
suffering stop. I turn the knife back and forth in my pocket, sliding my shaky 
fingers over the slick, icy metal. It’s all I can think to do as my mind swirls 
through darkness, so I remove the knife from my pocket and flip it open with 
a deafening click. 

Grasping the knife firmly in my right hand, I lay my head down onto 
Daphne’s back. Her course curls stick to the sweat, tears, and blood coating my 
face. I’m comforted by her warm, familiarly-musty scent, until it mingles with 
the sharp, metallic blood that makes my nose wrinkle. Her eyes remain closed; 
I try to pretend she’s peacefully dreaming, but her shallow groans bring me 
back to reality. My hand traces over her face until I find her eyes, my own still 
buried in her back.

“I love you Daphne, it’s all gonna be ok,” I reassure her one last time. Her 
tail flutters weakly in response as she lets out another whine. 

I raise my trembling, right hand and bring the knife down directly to her 
closed eye with as much force as I can muster. Her body twitches as the knife 
shakily enters her skull. I feel the blue blade sink past her eye, clink against 
the socket, and penetrate the mushy contents of her skul. In a single stroke. 
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She immediately loosens, the weight sinking onto my legs as she drifts away. I 
pull my right hand upward and blood splatters against my stomach, the blade 
exiting her motionless body with a sickening squelch. The knife, even heavier 
now, drops into the leaves as I collapse onto her. My tears flow steadily, salty 
droplets soaking into her fur. My lungs are weighed down, all I can manage 
is sharp choking gasps as my nose and eyes flow, obscuring my senses. All I 
can see is the blurred black and silver streaks of her aged fur, tinted red and 
soaking wet. All I can hear is my own sobs. I’ve lost control of my body. Waves 
of grief rattle through me as rollercoaster plunges, finally dropping me into 
blackness. 

I can’t bring myself to look at her body, her lifeless face, but I can’t just 
leave her like this. I have nothing to dig a hole with, carrying her seventy-
pound lifeless body back to the car would be near impossible. And oh, god, the 
smell... her body has already released fluids. The stench is almost unbearable 
as my nausea reemerges. My first thought is the river. I hate the idea, but it’s 
far better than leaving her mangled body to decay out in the open. My eyes are 
swollen and welling with tears as I shift her limp body off me, stand up, and 
stumble away from the river. My shoulders catch on the dark trees, as if they’re 
attacking me now. I can barely lift my feet to run, causing me to fall repeatedly 
into the leaves, sticks, and rocks that scratch my knees and palms. I wipe my 
burning eyes as I reach the campsite. The salty tears sting the scrapes on my 
hands. Daphne’s pile of blankets still lie beneath my hammock; I grab one 
along with my flannel and run back to her body. 

I turn my head away from her as I approach, trying to focus on anything 
but the smell and appearance of the mangled corpse. Birds fly over the gloomy 
canopy of trees and perch on their pointed branches. Maybe they’ve been 
watching the whole time too. I walk up behind Daphne; from the back, it 
almost looks like she could be sleeping if it weren’t for all the blood. Her head 
rests peacefully in the leaves, her back obscuring the horror that I know I’ll 
have to face if I get closer. I hold the blanket out in front of me, covering my 
eyes that still flow saltwater, and gently lay it on top of her body. It spreads 
over her rust-tinted stump, the gashes on her stomach, all those black curls, 
her warm chocolate eyes, one of which I know has a slice straight through it. 
That blue knife, glimmering with blood, would stay there. I could not bear to 
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wretch that thousand-pound piece of metal from the ground one more time. 
I secure the blanket around her torso with the sleeves of my flannel. Sticky 
blood soaks through the blanket as I wrap my arms around her, struggling to 
carry the cold, heavy, breathless body towards the water. 

I step into the shallow bank, saturating my shoes with piercing cold. 
Sinking to my knees as the coarse rocks grind into the scrapes on my skin, I 
lower her body to the water. My hands still rest on the mass. Stains of red on 
the blanket touch the water and begin to swirl away. My stomach aches, my 
senses are numb to the environment. A lump grows in my throat as my tears 
streak down my cheeks and drip into the water. This body is not Daphne. She 
is long gone, somewhere far away, or nowhere at all. All her warmth, bouncing 
curls, waggling tail, expressive face, joyful pattering of her paws are gone; so, 
I let the body wash away with the current, taking the blood, the mangled limb, 
claw marks, stabbed eye, and all the suffering with it. I watch the mass drift 
downstream until out of sight. It reaches the vanishing point as the river grows 
smaller in the distance, turning into a brief crack through the rows of black 
trees against the pale orange sunset. All the years of being alone together are 
over. I am left with an empty hole in my chest where her comforting presence 
had made its home. 

~~~
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“The water looks warm.”“The water looks warm.”
I really wish I could say his voice startles me, but it doesn’t. I realize 

as soon as he speaks up from behind me that I’ve been expecting it all along. 
Maybe it’s what I’ve been waiting for.

I don’t brave a look at him, even as I hear him stepping closer, even as he 
leans against the railing beside me. “Doesn’t it?” he asks.

“Doesn’t what?”
“The water. Doesn’t it look warm?”
I glance down at the rippling waves far below my dangling feet. They 

look anything but warm. “Yeah,” I say. “It does.”
A minute passes. At least, I think it’s a minute. For all I know, a million 

minutes could have passed by without my knowledge because the water is 
sucking away my entire concept of time. Being here, staring at the water, 
Bentley’s hand brushing mine, just for a split second, as he pushes himself 
away from the railing.

Okay, maybe it’s not so much the water as it is him. I haven’t felt his 

 CONTENT WARNING:
 Strong themes of suicide and self-harm
 If you need help - text HELLO to 741741



~FICTION~

82

touch in so long, haven’t even stood this close to him in months, haven’t said 
so much as a “hello” to him in passing. 

But either he doesn’t notice or he doesn’t care because he climbs up onto 
the railing with me, perching precariously on the edge of the bridge just as I 
am.

“So this is where you decide to kill yourself, huh?” he says. “Should I be 
offended?”

I finally look at him. Him and that stupid gleam in his eye, the character-
istic quirk of his mouth. And I try to summon up all the venom I have in me to 
say, “Do you think this is a fucking joke?” But of course, it’s too soft. Too weak. 
Too choked. 

Perfect.
The gleam fades; any hint of a smile is gone. He rests his hands on the 

railing, leaning as far back as he can whilst still maintaining his balance. “So I 
was right.” 

“About what?”
“You’re actually gonna do it.”
I bite my cheek, turning my eyes back to the waves, and shrug. “Isn’t that 

what bridges are good for?”
“No. Not really.” I can feel his eyes on me, studying me like they always 

used to do. “I mean, ranking bridge uses, I don’t know. I think I’d put walking, 
driving, even biking above suicide. I would definitely put first kisses above it.” 
He raises his hands in surrender. “But hey. That’s just me. To each his own.”

I shake my head at that, kicking at the air. “This is just like you,” I mutter.
“Well, what do you expect me to do here, Cal? You text me out of fucking 

nowhere, you don’t think I’m gonna do something about that?”
“You weren’t supposed to do anything about it,” I press. “You weren’t 

supposed to come here.”
“Right.” He nods. “Right. Then why the hell’d you text me?”
“I texted everyone.”
His eyes narrow as they search my face, search me for my tells. “No,” he 

concludes. “You didn’t. You texted me.”
“You don’t know that.”
He raises his eyebrows as if to say, “are you kidding me?” Because we 
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both know that he does know that. He knows that because he knows me. He 
knows me too well.

“So what?” he says. “I dump you and you throw yourself off a bridge? Is 
that how this works?”

I scoff. “You can’t possibly be that self-centered. This isn’t about you.”
“Then why here? Why me? Why did you text me?”
“I don’t know.” My fingers clench on the railing. “I just wanted to say 

goodbye. I didn’t think you’d actually find me.”
“Yes, you did. You wanted me to find you.”
My hands clench tighter. It’s too much. He’s too much. “Stop putting 

words in my mouth,” I grit.
He leans back again, shaking his head, turning his face out toward the 

water. “I don’t understand you, Cal.”
“Then stop trying to.”
But he ignores that. “You’re hurting. Obviously, you’re hurting. Why 

didn’t you tell me?”
I almost laugh at that. It’s enough to distract me from the wind, from 

the water, from the bridge, just for a second. “Oh, like I had the chance. Need 
I remind you that you’re the one who broke up with me? You’re the one who 
stopped trying. You’re the one who stopped texting, who wouldn’t talk to me at 
all, who left me with not even a hint as to what I did wrong.”

He smiles. He fucking smiles. “Tell me how you really feel, huh?”
“Bentley.” My voice is sharp, and he hears that.
His face falls; he sits forward, rubbing his hands together. “Yeah. Sorry.”
I press my lips together -hard- shivering as a gust of wind blows in from 

the side. This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have texted him; I should have known 
he’d be able to find me. “I want you to leave,” I tell him quietly but steadily.

“Don’t you want to know why?” he asks- head cocked.
“Now? Really? After all this time?”
He spreads his hands, gesturing to the river. 
“What better time than now?”
I guess he has a point. If anything, might as well get some closure, right? 
“Fine,” I sigh. “Knock yourself out.”
“Okay.” He nods, turning his hand over in the air as if mulling over how 
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to begin. And then he decides on: “It was great.”
“Sure.”
“You were great.”
“Thanks.”
He lets out a little laugh. “You gonna let me finish?”
I close my mouth, looking down at my lap.
“Everything was great,” he continues, “when we were alone. In private, 

I felt like we could really be something. We could really work, we could really 
fall in love.”

I swallow as his eyes skate across my face, as his expression shifts. 
“But…” I mumble.

He sighs. “...But that was only when we were alone. In public, you want-
ed nothing to do with me.” I start to speak up, but he cuts me off with a raise 
of his finger. “And I got that. I understood. But eventually, it just got too much 
to bear. We only existed together inside my house. I just…” He lets his hands 
fall to the railing on either side of him. “I wanted to be with you- To actually be 
with you, outside of that bubble we’d created.”

I take his words in, let them swirl around up there for a moment like 
the waves beneath us. “You broke up with me because I wasn’t out?” I ask 
incredulously.

“I broke up with you because you looked at me like I was a stranger, 
and it killed me.” He bends down to meet my eye. “It killed me so much that I 
would do anything to change it, anything to have you look at me the way you 
did when we were alone. And I knew if I slipped up that you’d hate me even 
more than you would if I broke up with you.”

Un-fucking-believable. I tear myself away from his gaze, shaking my 
head, willing the tears not to fall. “Well,” I say, “you got your wish, that’s for 
sure.”

“What does that mean?”
“I came out. Just like you wanted. Not too long after we broke up, 

actually.”
His face lights up. “That’s great!”
“No,” I say. “It’s not. It’s not great.”
And again, his face falls. “Talk to me, Cal,” he says coolly.
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My hand tightens around the railing. I want to talk to him, that’s the 
problem. The longer I sit here with him—the more he tells me—the more I 
want to give in to him. 

“You know how my parents are,” I say. “I’m sure you can guess how they 
reacted.”

“Not good?”
I try to laugh, but it doesn’t quite come out. “That’s an understatement.”
He studies me carefully. “They didn’t kick you out, did they?”
I shake my head. “No.”
“Then what?”
“I…” I let out a shaky breath, shuddering as another gust of wind brushes 

past me. 
“Cal, it’s okay. You can talk to me.”
Looking into his eyes, I almost believe that I can. I can almost forget about 

everything that’s happened, but it doesn’t change the fact that he abandoned 
me. He left me alone to deal with the aftermath of what he pressured me to do.

“It’s okay,” he repeats. “I understand. I might be the only one who 
understands.”

I probably would have blown up at those words alone, but him placing 
his hand over mine, him trying to comfort me as if he has any right, sends me 
even farther overboard.

“Stop it,” I hiss, yanking my hand away. “Stop. You don’t understand.”
“Yes, I—”
“No. You don’t. You don’t understand what it’s like to be looked at as 

broken. Unwanted. You don’t know what six months of conversion therapy 
does to a person. Six fucking months of fucking with my head, trying to get me 
to hate what I am.”

He’s gone pale. He reaches for my hand again but stops himself. “Cal, 
I—”

“They tried to break me. My parents, the therapist, everyone. They tried 
so hard, and they couldn’t, so they just tried harder.” My knuckles are white on 
the railing, my face surely flushed red as the tears start falling before I can stop 
them. “They tried to get you out. They kept prying and prying, they kept trying 
to taint my memories.”
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“I’m…” He lets out a breath. “Shit, I mean, I can’t believe I didn’t know... 
I can’t believe I wasn’t there for you.”

“You’re here now, aren’t you?” I say coldly. “After all the damage is 
done.”

“Cal… Cal, you don’t want to kill yourself.”
The water ripples below, swirling and rushing along, opening its arms to 

me. “And why do you say that?”
“Because you’re sitting here. You’re sitting here, and you’re talking to 

me, and you’re not standing, and that’s enough.”
If I was angry before, I sure as hell was now. “You don’t think I’ll do it?”
“I think you texted me for a reason,” he says slowly. “I think you wanted 

me to talk you down.”
I’m pissed, and I’m crying. I’m pissed-crying. “There you go again!” I 

spread my arms. “Do you fucking hear yourself?”
“I’m not saying that because—”
“Fuck that, Bentley! Fuck you! Not every single fucking thing is about 

you!”
“I never said it was.” His voice has stayed quiet this whole time. Steady, 

unyielding. “I just want you to think this through.”
“I am thinking. I’m thinking just fine.” And with that, I stand. Shakily, 

legs wobbling, hands trembling, but I stand. 
And that’s what finally throws him off. “You’re not going to kill yourself,” 

he says desperately. “You won’t do it, Cal- you can’t.”
“Stop telling me what to do.” All I see is the water. The blue waves 

crashing harder, higher, heavier against the bridge supports. “I’m sick of 
having everyone else inside my head.”

“I’m not letting you do this.”
“Stop it. Stop that.”
“I won’t stop. I won’t.”
He’s foreign to me now. The water is familiar, the water is friendly. The 

water won’t tell me what to do. The water accepts me for who I am. 
But suddenly, Bentley is there, and I can’t block him out. He’s gotten to 

his feet beside me, balancing on the railing and holding onto the other pole. 
And his eyes are on mine, fierce and unrelenting. “You jump, I jump,” he says.
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My stomach flips. “That’s not fair.” 
“Sure it is. All you have to do is take my hand. We’ll step down together, 

okay? We’ll step back on the sidewalk.”
I glance down at his hand, the hand that’s dangling by his side. The last 

thing I want to do is take it. “No,” I tell him.
“Cal,” he begs, holding his hand out. “Take my hand.”
“Get out of my head.”
“Just take my hand.”
“Get out, Bentley.”
“Take it.”
“Get out.”
“Cal!”
The change in his tone makes me wince. I press my hands over my ears, 

squeezing my head so hard I think I might just squeeze Bentley out of there 
myself.

But no, he’s still there. Still filling up the space, filling it up so much I 
can’t breathe.

I can’t breathe.
“Stop it!” I cry.
“Take my hand, Cal, this’ll all be over.”
It won’t be over until I’m free. Until I’m the only one inside my own 

head.
“You’re not going to die today,” he says firmly. “I won’t let you.”
“Stop.”
“No. Take my hand.”
“Stop!”
“Take my hand, Cal.”
My chest pulls tight, my fingers loosen around the pole. I want him gone. 

I want everyone gone.
Sirens. I hear sirens. Police sirens. And everything clicks into place. 
He was stalling. Getting me to talk, getting me to stay put until they 

arrived. He was fucking with me.
Sirens. Police. Bentley. 
The water.
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I hear his voice from a world away. Like I’ve already jumped, already 
been swallowed up by the waves. “Just take my hand.”

No. I won’t.
“Take my hand.”
I won’t do it.
“Cal, please.”
Stop that. Stop that, I can’t take it.
“Take my hand, Cal, just come with me.”
No.
“Take my hand.”
Please. Just make it stop.
“Take my hand, Cal.”
Make it stop.
“Take my hand.”
Make.
“Just take it.”
It.
“Take my hand!”
Stop.

~~~



89

“I take his words in, let them swirl around 
up there for a moment like the waves 

beneath us.”

^

^
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I did not expect it to rain.
The forecast, at most, warned of cloudy conditions, which never could 
have been predicted from such a sunny morning. Yet, by lunchtime, it 

began to drizzle pleasantly enough that no one took notice. Now, at closing, 
it has reached nothing short of a torrential downpour. I stand at the entrance, 
watching as drops harshly splattered against the ground. Wondering what the 
planet had done to receive such an intense scolding. Is this penance for past 
mistakes? I have plenty to offer for that. 

I can spend all the time I want theorizing about the purpose of rain once 
I am safe (and dry) inside my own home. Well, not my home. My apartment. 
I have to remember that I am far from home. Anyway, it’s only a station away 
from the office, where I work as a software intern, but I still have to walk quite 
a distance. And I left my umbrella at home.

I decide to wait, to see if I can ride it out. I lean against the wall and 
thumb through my messages. They’re all from my family members and friends, 
telling me how much they miss me. I miss them too, but rain has the habit of 
making me more sentimental than I want to be, so I refrain from responding 
right away. I’ve only been gone for two months. I should be more adjusted by 
now to this foreign city, but occasionally, my heart aches for those I left behind. 
At the very least, the rain can help camouflage my tears should they happen to 



~FICTION~

92

get loose.
I pocket my phone back into my coat. Ten minutes have passed, and 

I’m losing hope that the rain will subside any time soon. It only seems to have 
grown worse. The sky has darkened considerably, making the neon lights glow 
brighter. Rain often makes people sad or lonely, but with the lights, it doesn’t 
seem like that to me. The sky, in fact, seems to have grown closer to the ground. 
Maybe I should feel claustrophobic, but instead, it feels like I’m being hugged. 

Or maybe I am lonely.
I know of a nearby convenience store just a block away from the office. I 

sometimes stop there after work to pick up a snack or some sort of fun drink to 
celebrate the passing of another week. Food, a basic necessity, also serves as a 
motivator. It’s owned by a family who lives close by. Really, the only people I 
ever talk to outside of work. Yes, I decide. I’ll go there. The umbrellas won’t be 
great quality, but they’ll at least be enough to get me home. 

So, hugging my briefcase in my arms to hopefully keep my papers from 
getting drenched, I dash out from underneath my shelter and into the rain. 
Instantly, I am relentlessly pelted, completely soaked within seconds. Business 
attire was not made for the rain nor running, so I struggle to get down the 
block. Normally, the city comes to life at around this time, but the rain has 
scattered everyone indoors, leaving the sidewalks relatively clear. I pass a few 
people bearing umbrellas, and I know what they’re thinking. Ah, poor thing, 
should’ve brought an umbrella. Of course, as the rules go, had I brought my 
umbrella, it wouldn’t be raining right now. Right?

By the time I reach the convenience store, I am panting and blinking 
rain out of my eyes. To my dismay, the convenience store is dark and vacant. 
A sign on the door apologizes for the early closing due to a family emergency. 
My luck may have been unfortunate, but theirs was certainly more. I use the 
moment to take refuge underneath the store sign. The rain has become a roar 
in my ears. Water is such a fascinating element. It can be so gentle and so 
ruthless. 

I need a new plan. I’ll just go the rest of the way. I’m already soaking. But 
still, to continue walking like this seems dreadful. I want to find a restaurant 
or somewhere to sit and wait, but I know the rains might persist until the 
morning. No. I still need an umbrella.
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As I am thinking, I see a store light across the street. A bookstore. Since I 
never walk on that side of the street, I have never noticed it before. But it looks 
cozy, and it looks like it might have umbrellas. And even if it does not, it is dry, 
and that sounds wonderful right now. 

I run across the street and pull open the door, which hits a set of bells 
tied to the ceiling, making them jingle. 

“Can I help you find anything?” a woman asks. She is standing on a 
ladder, placing books on a high shelf. The arrangement of the store is small, 
but it takes full advantage of the space it has. Towering bookshelves allow for 
the assortment of many books. I can see a staircase leading to the top floor. To 
some, it may seem claustrophobic, but instead, it feels like I’m being hugged.

(Am I lonely?)
I realize I haven’t answered. “An umbrella?” I say.

“We have some.” She points to the back wall. “An unfortunate day to not 
have one, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I say. “I should be more skeptical of the forecast.” 
“The future is unpredictable.” And leaving it at such a vague statement, 

she turns back to continue her work. 
I walk to the back of the store, passing two girls rummaging through a 

box full of old comics. I can hear them whispering and giggling to each other. 
There is an entire shelf full of umbrellas. Some are solid colors, like black or 
red, but the majority carry patterns. Stripes, polka dots, abstract fractals. All 
in a variety of colors. No longer do I feel like simply grabbing one and leaving. 
I want to choose carefully. 

I observe an umbrella. Its plaid pattern is filled with warm reds, oranges, 
and yellows. The fabric feels satisfying in my hands. I wish I could open it 
inside the store to see the way it opens. Does it open gradually? Swiftly? With a 
clunk sound? Is it a button on the handle? Or the side? I can’t tell these details 
from just looking at it. It seems rude to open it inside the store, especially since 
I haven’t bought it yet. It never feels right. Even ignoring the superstition, I 
can’t bring myself to test it.

I place the umbrella down and select another. This one is a lot smaller 
than the plaid one. I wonder if it can fit inside my briefcase, which would make 
it super easy to take to work. But again, this would look strange in front of 
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others. I do not want to be accused of shoplifting. Even if I explained myself, 
the embarrassment would be too severe. As scenarios played out in my head 
with vivid colors, I set the umbrella down. My imagination has spoiled its 
appearance.

I choose another. And another. Some of the color combinations are 
dreadful to me. I waste a second picking up a mustard-yellow umbrella with 
stripes of brown. So unpleasant, that I drop it as though it has burned my 
fingertips. The selection is much more vast than I could have ever predicted, 
yet the future can be like that. 

Finally, after searching through dozens of umbrellas, I find one that 
catches my eye. It is a lavender purple with little specks of gold on it. I hold 
it in both hands and then in one, miming as I would if I carried it outside. I 
like it. It’s simple. A flashy design is fun in theory, but once I step outside, I 
grow self-conscious. People can find out a lot about your personality from the 
kind of umbrella you use. Unless I am the only one who uses an umbrella as a 
judging tool. 

Content with my selection, I turn to the front of the store. 
The two girls I passed earlier are no longer rummaging through boxes, 

they are now watching me as discreetly as they can. As soon as I look over to 
them, they drop their gazes. I swear I can hear one whisper, “Imagine spending 
so much time on such a trivial purchase.”

My expression, if it ever displayed any happiness, immediately falters. 
The grandfather clock in my path reveals I have been standing here for fifteen 
minutes. Looking at umbrellas. For what? If anything at all. 

Ignoring the feeling of emptiness, I persist and return to the counter. 
The woman is no longer standing on the ladder, but sitting behind the counter 
with a book in her hands. It’s about gardening and tips for beginners. Before I 
can ask her if she intends on gardening, she sets it aside and scans my umbrella. 
I surrender some cash. The machine shudders as it prints off a receipt; the ink 
is fading, probably needs to be changed.

“Have a good rest of your day,” she says, her hand already reaching for 
her book.

I nod and leave. The bells jingle again. They announced my presence 
and now rejoice in my departure. I can finally head home.
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But the rain has stopped.
More lights are glowing in the growing darkness. More people must 

have emerged from their homes. The sidewalks are a lot busier than they were 
about twenty minutes ago. I can hear people discussing plans to get drinks or 
go to karaoke. A busy night, it seems, they have planned. I am hungry now and 
want dinner. 

I unstrap the umbrella and click the button. With a satisfying pop, 
it bounces open, like a budding flower in the spring. As I tilt it against my 
shoulder, perching it carefully as though it was still raining, some people 
glance at me in confusion. A lot has happened in the bookstore, the process of 
buying an umbrella. I once feared their judgemental stares, but now I freely 
smile. The umbrella hugs me closer than cloudy skies or dusty bookshelves 
ever could. I am protected under it, shielded. I twist my hair out of its tight bun, 
letting it fall against my shoulders. 

With pleasant petrichor in the air and an umbrella in my hand, I head 
home. 

 

~~~
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I shift ever so slightly in my place, trying to find a position to ease the 
pressure building around my neck. The spines of the coarse, braided 
material dig into my delicate skin drawing blood, which will likely mix 

with the faded scarlet stains from the previously accused’s wounds. One would 
think that someone in my position would be petrified, crying, shouting their 
innocence to anyone who would listen, but as I stand here, I’m unafraid and 
frankly, unimpressed.

Looking out into the crowd of people that have gathered at Gallows 
Hill tonight, a mixture of sights unfolds in front of me. Some faces, like the 
kind bakers Mr. and Mrs. Roth, reflect the fear I suppose I am expected to 
be feeling. Others, like my dear friend Harriet, are overcome with emotion, 
tears endlessly streaming down their now puffy cheeks. I’m sure they are 
questioning how this could possibly be happening to me. But most of the 
crowd, filled with people that I respected and valued and who respected me 
in return, have adopted a distinguishable look of disgust and shame. As angry 
as I am to be standing here, most people in the crowd are blameless. My heart 
actually goes out to them. Their simple minds make them like sheep who place 
their trust in the hands of wolves disguised as their own. Speaking of, where is 
that little wench? My eyes shift to the row directly in front of me. There stands 
Mary-Jane Williams, the reason I am standing here in the first place. How did 
I end up in this position?  
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It has always been said that before one dies, their life flashes before 
their eyes. I had never really considered that to be true, but given my current 
position, I find this to be eerily intriguing. My childhood seemed quite ordinary. 
I can still picture the quaint, humble farmhouse with warped, splintering 
floorboards, and the solid oak door that creaked each time it opened. The view 
of the field extending for miles, looking like it would never end. It was a happy 
place.  My father was a farmer who sold produce and dairy at the local market. 
The infinite rows of corn were a lot for any one man to tend, so my mother and 
I spent our days doing anything we could to ease his work. I guess that’s when 
I first became aware that I was anything but ordinary. 

One day, while attempting to milk the cows, I realized the bucket was 
across the barn from where I sat. It has been a long morning, and I really 
didn’t want to get back up. I stared longingly at the bucket, wishing it would 
somehow end up next to me, thinking to myself come here, come here, come 
here. Closing my eyes and sighing, I knew I was going to have to get up again; 
no amount of wishing was going to help me. But when I opened my eyes again, 
the bucket was suddenly sitting directly at my feet. My eyes shifted back and 
forth between where the bucket had been and where it was now, searching the 
barn for signs of my parents or any other human that could have moved the 
bucket. No one.  I was still alone. How did that happen? “Daddy?” No response. 

“Momma?” Again, no response.  They were nowhere near me. With no one 
around, I was left wondering how it had moved across the barn. I decided at 
the time to just let it go, thinking I was just completely exhausted.  

But weird things kept happening. I would concentrate on an object 
and watch it move slowly into my hand. Anytime I thought really hard about 
something I wanted to have or a situation I wanted to change, it just happened. 
Over time, I discovered I could use this special gift not only for myself, but 
with others as well: other people, animals, and objects. Once, my dad was on 
Willow, our horse, trying to wrangle a calf that escaped when she spooked and 
started bucking. He held on as tight as he could, but I could see he was slipping. 
Panic overwhelmed me and all I could think about was Willow hurting my dad. 
Please Willow calm down! Calm down Willow! Don’t hurt daddy! I repeated 
this over and over in my head and quickly Willow started to relax, and dad 
was in control again. The fear for my father’s safety began to fade, but a new 
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emotion was beginning to take over in me. I was beginning to realize the depth 
of this gift and it was so exhilarating, but also a little frightening.

I kept it well hidden from everyone around me, mostly because it was 
unpredictable at the beginning, and I was only just learning to control it. I 
thought about telling others a few times, but at church everyone spoke about 
the evil ruining Salem, and “gifts” from the devil, and this “evil” they spoke 
about reminded me of the unique things I could do. I decided not to tell anyone 
for a while until I could show them that I wasn’t evil, the devil hadn’t gotten to 
me. I couldn’t always get this newfound trick to work anyway, but I practiced a 
lot in private. Placing my toys across my bedroom and willing them to my side, 
opening books and putting them back on the shelves all with just a thought in 
my mind. I would try a few stunts on my parents, hiding behind corners and 
moving their cups further away from them, giggling as the looks of confusion 
showed on their faces. I made plowing the fields easier on the horses, and even 
prevented our family dog from being bitten by a rattlesnake. It was fun, and I 
enjoyed exploring my unique talent. 

 By the time I reached the latter half of my adolescence, I had a fairly good 
understanding of what I was capable of, until the day something unexpected 
happened causing me to feel that initial fear all over again. I thought I could 
only do small things, little things that would provide some little bit of assistance, 
but one afternoon while at the market with my father, I watched a customer 
berate my father over some bruised fruit that we had sold to his daughter. My 
father assured the man that there was no damage to anything that he had sold, 
but this man would not accept that; he yelled continuously, screaming that my 
father had cheated him. 

“My daughter is no liar! How dare you accuse her of being one!” He 
seethed, “You are selling rotten fruit and taking advantage of a young child!”  
 Just moments before, I had watched the young girl ,who was about 
my age, as she left and skipped down the road, swinging the sack as if it were 
a ragdoll with a tight stitch. She swung it too hard, and the produce came 
crashing to the ground, bruising it. The girl was in fact a liar, and my father 
was subjected to a verbal lashing because of her selfish deception. 

On our trip home, I saw the girl who got my father in trouble, laughing 
and happy. There I sat next to my father who was still reeling from the 
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encounter, sad and defeated, and there she was with not a care in the world. 
All the emotions from earlier came rushing back. I had never been so angry 
and in that moment, I thought to myself that she deserved to have something 
bad happen to her for the lies she told. In the blink of an eye, a shriek fills the 
once silent meadow. I run toward the sound, coming to a deep ravine disguised 
by the tall grass. At the base laid the girl from earlier screaming, crying, and 
grasping her leg. Even standing several feet away from her, I could see her leg 
was badly injured. A shiver shot down my spine. Did I cause her to get hurt? 
I was just thinking about how I wanted something bad to happen to her, but I 
didn’t actually want it to come to fruition; I was just upset. I would never want 
to harm anyone. I looked back down trying to figure out how to help. “HOLD 
ON! I’ll go get help!” I yelled to the girl before I took off back toward my dad. I 
reached him quickly, letting him know what happened, but I was gone again as 
fast as I came. I couldn’t leave the girl scared and alone. I had to let her know 
help was coming. Back at the ravine, I could see she was in pain, and scared. 

“Help is coming, okay?” She didn’t respond, but I thought if I talked to her, it 
may calm her until help came. “What’s your name? Mine’s Laura.” 

“Ha..har..Harriet,” her voice shook trying to finish her sentence through 
the pain, “my name is Harriet.” 

“That’s a pretty name. It’s going to be okay Harriet, I promise. Help is 
coming, just hold on a little longer okay?” I kept her talking about anything 
trying to distract her from the pain. I asked  about her family and her favorite 
hobbies, but my mind was still reeling with the idea I caused this. I had never 
made something bad happen. My thoughts were interrupted when help finally 
arrived. I watched as Harriet was lifted from the ravine and they tended to her 
injury.  I stood there frozen, riddled with guilt from the idea that I was capable 
of hurting another person. 

Every day, I begged my dad to let me go to her house, so I could make 
sure she was okay. Doctor Jenkins and his apprentice, William Parrish, were 
usually also at Harriet’s house to treat her. They were kind enough to let me 
sit with Harriet while they cleaned her wound, so I held her hand the whole 
time. They dressed the wound and were now cleaning up their materials “Is 
she going to be okay?” I ask Dr. Jenkins, but his apprentice seems to be the 
only one to hear me. 

“It was a pretty bad break, but Dr. Jenkins was able to stabilize it, so it 
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should heal almost completely,” he says as positively as possible.
“Almost?” 
“Well, with her leg stabilized, we hope it will heal properly, but it is likely 

your friend will have a limp for the remainder of her life,” he tells me with 
sadness in his voice, “but because you came to get help, we were able to save 
her leg and her life.” He smiled at me, trying to reassure me that everything 
was going to be okay. 

Since that day, Harriet and I were inseparable. Her recovery was long, 
and she was able to walk again but just as William Parrish had said, Harriet 
had a distinct limp. It never seemed to slow Harriet, however, and we shared 
everything: adventures, laughs, secrets just like sisters. Harriet even took up 
the task of paring me with William, as she always said we would be a nice 
match. My friendship with Harriett was a turning point for me. This power, 
gift, magic, or whatever it is that allowed me to take control was fun, but it was 
also dangerous. I swore to myself that day I would be far more careful about 
my thoughts and actions. If I did have the ability to cause pain to another 
human by just thinking about it, I needed to learn extreme control and only 
use it when I felt I had no other options. 

Over the years, I became quite good at controlling my thoughts and 
emotions. I learned to guide my gift, helping people and not taking advantage 
of the things I was capable of just because I could. It made me feel good to do 
things on my own and know that things happened because I deserved it, not 
because I willed it.  I married William Parrish (yes, Harriet was right) and 
he had taken over as the town doctor. He truly was the most amazing man 
I had ever met. His compassion and kindness for others knew no limits. He 
always took me on his visits to the patients in Salem that needed him, asking 
me to assist him in gathering and mixing medications,  and with patient care, 
and he would even ask my opinion on diagnoses.  Through the three years 
we had been together, I learned how to identify ailments, prescribe and alter 
medication doses, and I had even gained a few surgical skills. He admired my 
intelligence and my ability to observe and learn quickly. My gift, although I 
never used it to actually heal anyone, came in handy when helping him treat 
his patients. I could grab gauze, ingredients for medications, whatever he 
needed with literally a thought. Of course I only used it in private, never letting 
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my husband or the patients see. No one ever knew or acted like they suspected 
anything. I was the brilliant woman helping the wise doctor heal our town. But 
that was then. 

Three months ago, I felt as though I was among the most respected 
people in town; being married to the town doctor brought that sort of 
recognition, especially when you are as involved in his practice as I was. But 
working and living that closely with people, I also gained the knowledge of all 
the dark, dirty little secrets of everyone in this town. The people of Salem were 
not as virtuous as they liked to appear; fortunately for me, they are also not 
nearly as intelligent as they believe either. The evils they judged every Sunday 
in church did not seem to bother them away from the house of the Lord, and 
they were not smart enough to sin secretly.

  “People of Salem, this woman was accused of witchcraft. She hexed 
my daughter allowing her devilish influence in the mind of an innocent child 
and is responsible for the death of her own husband. A tribunal of you fine 
folk met and found this woman guilty of her charges. We are gathered here at 
Gallows Hill to witness the purification of our fine town by the hanging of this 
messenger of the devil. Do you have any final words, witch?” Mayor Williams’s 
distinct, nasally voice spits in my direction, snapping me back to my current 
situation. Yes, where were your accusations when your wife suddenly passed? 
My husband was a doctor, exposed every day to the illnesses that plagued this 
town with no protection for himself. When he got sick, William wouldn’t even 
take the medicine I tried to give him because he said there was someone who 
needed it more, and he would be okay without it until we got more. Sadly, this 
was the one time when my brilliant husband was wrong. The same cannot be 
said for your wife, could it Mr. Mayor? No, her death remains an unchallenged 
mystery, with no suspicion placed on you.  

My eyes scan the scene in front of me once more. The bright, shining sun 
has long since been replaced with the heavy, midnight black cloak of Salem 
nights. The faint flickering flames atop the troches are the only things standing 
between us and limitless dark. The mob stands on the once-lush green grass 
that now has been trampled as they shift and shuffle in anticipation or in fear. 
I contemplate what I should say to these people as they revel in my imminent 
death. Should I tell them about their precious mayor’s visits to the brothel at 
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the edge of town? Or about the constable who leaves his prisoners battered and 
bruised in their cells? I could ruin the reputation of almost everyone standing 
in this field, but alas that is not nearly as satisfying an end as what I spent 
the last few weeks planning. I chose to not bother pleading my case as there 
really isn’t one to plead for. These accusations were brought about with no true 
evidence but from the lies and manipulations of a spoiled brat and her useless 
father and his incessant belief that a woman could not be smart unless she was 
possessed by evil. After a minute, I pull my attention back to the mayor, finally 
acknowledging his words, but I quickly shift my gaze slightly to his left, so I am 
staring directly into his daughter’s eyes as I say my “final words”. 

“I’ll be seeing you very soon.” I watch as her smug face with a hint of 
a smirk shifts to a face similar to that of a deer when it spots a hunter. A 
collective gasp could be heard for miles as the mob reacts to my words. They 
expected me to beg, to plead for my life, not to threaten the daughter of the 
most powerful man in all of Salem. I catch one last glance of George Williams 
as he gives an aggressive nod, signaling one of his puppets to release the trap 
door. I will survive this. Salem, I am not done with you yet. I repeat to myself 
over and over in my head, calling upon the power I had barely acknowledged 
in years; I will survive. This will not be the end of me. I focus all my thoughts 
on my beating heart. I memorize the pattern of its beats, but as I memorize, I 
imagine this pattern going slower and slower. Slow down just a little more. A 
little more. Almost there. Within seconds of finishing my sentence, the solid 
wood beneath me disappears, but it’s no matter, the beat in my chest is exactly 
where I need it. Under normal circumstances, this would be where my story 
ends, with my lifeless body swaying like leaves in the wind. I feel my muscles 
relax and go limp; I can barely feel my heartbeat, my breaths are very slow and 
shallow. To the common observer I am no longer among the living, but I am 
very much alive, and my brain is working like a well-oiled machine. Tonight, I 
am in complete control. 

My husband, who as the town doctor, would have to go and confirm the 
death of the poor accused hanged before me gave me access to the intimate 
details of the workings of the executions. The timeline for each was always 
the same. They would send the doctor up any minute to confirm my death, 
then the crowd would scatter back to the homes, finally allowing the doctor 
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time to remove my body from the gallows. I can hear the mingling happening 
feet away from me, knowing the town is speaking of purification and joy now 
that another evil has been removed. I hear the creaks and moaning of the 
old pine boards as someone climbs the stairs leading to my limp corpse. A 
cold weight descends on my right arm as the doctor lifts it closer to his body. 
He feels for any trace of a beating heart, but he will not find one. In my cell 
for the last few weeks, I had been practicing at night, becoming almost like a 
bear in hibernation. Each day, my heart would beat slower, until finally it was 
undetectable. My power had come to my aid once again. It was going to keep 
me alive and help me fool them all. As the doctor reaches up to my neck, once 
again, he feels nothing. With a curt nod from the doctor, George breaks the 
fragile silence. 

“THE WITCH IS DEAD! WE HAVE RID SALEM OF THE DEVIL’S 
INFLUENCE AND MADE OUR HOME SAFE ONCE AGAIN!” he boasts. You 
petulant fool. Just wait to see what I have in store. I know how to control my 
thoughts but, in this moment, I find that strictness unbearable. They deserve 
to feel pain. They deserve to hurt. Like clockwork, the once empowered mob 
that filled the unforgiving terrain of Gallows Hill had scurried back to their 
homes, leaving just me, the doctor, and his apprentices tasked with disposing 
of me. When I am finally cut down, my body crumples like a piece of clothing 
without a body to support it. My muscles remain relaxed and as pliable to not 
let anyone know that I am still indeed alive. They put my body in a wagon and 
slowly move toward the dark forest where they throw the bodies of those found 
guilty like a piece of trash. The men tasked with disposing of the murdered 
don’t bother burying anyone like they are supposed to, instead they just leave 
them for the animals to feast on. 

 I am pulled from the wagon and placed on the ground, becoming 
nothing more than one of the branches beside me and a future feast for 
whichever creature finds me first. I lie there for a considerable time, making 
sure that there is no trace of another person around before I make the slightest 
of movements. When I confirm that it is just me and the starry quilt above 
me, I once again focus on the almost nonexistent beating of my heart, but this 
time coaching it back to its normal pattern of quick beats. Go faster, just a 
little more, almost there. Perfect. I take my time pulling my muscles from their 



~THE HANGING~

105

dormant sleep, shaking out the pins and needles as they dance through each 
of my limbs. My head hurts and my mind is weak. This was the longest test of 
power and my ability to control it. I had done it: fooled them all into believing 
my death, believing they won. For me, the game is just getting started.

I know exactly where I am headed. The mayor’s house is located at 
the end of Main Street, so accessing the house is less than difficult even if 
I hadn’t been there before. My husband and I would make home visits for 
appointments and to drop off medicine to patients before they ran out. We 
delivered George’s medications so often, I knew how to get into his home with 
no issue and knew his routine better than he knew it himself. On Saturdays, 
George would be at the church helping to prepare for service the following 
morning. Today is Saturday. Entering the house, I am greeted with the smell of 
kerosene, and a faint flickering light coming from the upper level of the house. 
I have to be quick.  I swiftly make my way into the kitchen. I know exactly what 
I am looking for, and within seconds I spot it. 

On a shelf about eye level, I could see the opaque jar filled with small, 
charcoal, kidney-shaped seeds, and an emerald green vial with a torn, faded 
label. Poppy seeds and Mercury. Separate, each relieves pain, but together 
they send the mind into delusions. Knowing the routine in this house as well 
as I do, I also know the child makes tea every night while she waits for her 
father’s return, and with a quick glance, I see the kettle being heated by the fire 
as the smell of lemongrass crosses my nostrils. Removing both from the shelf, 
I walk toward the kettle. To lose control of her thoughts would only take a few 
grams of poppy and two, maybe three, drops of mercury. After adding a few 
drops of the mercury, I grind the poppy seeds, turning them into a fine powder 
that will easily mix into the tea. I can hear delicate footsteps approaching me, 
so I quickly replace the kettle top once more and leave the house as quietly as 
I came. 

Now outside, I sneak around to the window that allows me to peer into 
the kitchen. Thirsty. I keep repeating the word over and over in my head until 
the mindless child wanders into my line of sight and moves toward the kettle. 
Tea. The little liar reaches for the kettle and pours some into the cup. Yes! 
That’s it! Drink it all! 

It doesn’t take long for the medications to take effect, and I can already 
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see the girl becoming more nervous by the second. Now for just a little fun. As 
Mary-Jane walks by the window, casually glancing out in passing, I quickly 
move from one side of the window to the other, letting the tips of my fingernails 
cross the windowsill while I pass. I resist the urge to laugh as I watch her 
quickly glance back out the window; her calm, relaxed expression is replaced 
with one of curiosity and slight fear. She comes closer, probably hoping to get a 
better look outside, but when she sees no signs of movement, she shakes away 
the fear, going on into another room.

Following her, I know I need to intensify her restlessness. Mary-Jane 
takes a seat in a chair in her front room, with a nice large window for me to 
work with. Once more, I drag my nails across the wooden frame surrounding 
the window. I wait a brief second as her head picks up; fear clearly slashed 
across her face, so I reveal a small portion of my face as I stand outside. Seeing 
my face, paired with the internal distress caused by the poppy and mercury, 
it is obvious she is petrified now. The high-pitched scream bellowing from 
inside, brings an eerie smile to my face.  Is this the sound she expected me to 
make as they placed the rope around my neck? What thought was now running 
through her heavily impaired mind? She is frantic now, streaking from room 
to room, hollering for help, begging for someone to save her. 

“Leave me alone!” She cries. “I didn’t do anything wrong!” That makes 
two of  us!

Suddenly, the front door bursts open, and I see a flash of Mary-Jane 
running down the street. The odd thing about it is not that she is running, but 
that she is running silently. I expected her to wake the town, to draw as much 
attention to herself as possible, but the only sound I can hear is faint pattering 
of hurried footsteps disappearing down the street. I decide to follow her, 
wondering where she could possibly be headed. She seems to have a purpose, 
a determination that is stronger than her fears. It is guiding her somewhere, 
but where? At first, I think she is heading to the church to seek the help of 
her father, but she takes a turn in the opposite direction.  Where is she going? 
Have I pushed her too far into madness?

I cautiously follow her, thinking that I know this path. There is nothing 
down here for her, she has no friends or family in this part of town. She 
would never associate with the people living over here. The child seems very 
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confident with her direction and now so am I.  As the liar races up to the house, 
I recognize it immediately. This is Harriet’s house.  My best friend. The one 
person that stood by me through everything.  Why is she here? This little brat 
had better not try to hurt Harriet. Mary-Jane bursts through Harriet’s door 
without a knock, startling Harriet and making her jump to her feet. 

“What on earth, Mary-Jane?  Get out of here! No one can see you here!”  
“Make her stop!  You said she would be gone, and everything would be 

fine! She is here, Harriet!”
Harriet could see the crazed look in her eye. “What are you talking 

about? Make who stop?”
“The witch! She was just at my house and looked at me. You said 

she would be gone!”
I could see my best friend gasp just a little.  Why is this loathsome child 

with my best friend screaming for help from me?
“Stop it Mary-Jane!  I told you to never speak of this again, or I will tell 

your father about you sneaking out at night to play in the forest with the kids 
he hates. Laura is gone…for good! I have been planning this for years. YEARS. 
I treated her like a friend, a sister, and she believed it, even up to her final 
breath. Do you have any idea how it feels to have to pretend to love someone 
that you have hated since you were a child? Laura was a freak, a fake, and never 
wanted anything good for anyone but herself. She liked to watch me suffer. 
She came over to my house every day so she could watch me limp along. Never 
being as good as she was. Well, it is me that won in the end. I got everyone to 
turn on her, they KILLED her! She is dead Mary-Jane. Now is my time to shine, 
and you are not going to ruin it.”

“She isn’t gone. I know what I saw! I won’t take the blame for this alone!  
It was your idea! This is all your fault!”  She turns and runs out of Harriet’s 
house, proclaiming that she was not going to pay for this alone.

What is going on? Could this possibly be true? Would my best friend 
send me to my death? Why? How could she? The confusion quickly turns to a 
burning, wild rage. I have been in such control up to this point. I had control 
over my body, control over my emotions, control over the lying little brat, I 
even had control over my own fate, but now I have lost all control. My emotions 
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are running as fast as a wild stallion spooked by a wildfire. This entire time, I 
have thought about how I would teach the child a lesson while clearing my 
own reputation, only to discover the true liar masked herself as a friend. The 
fire burning within me is shooting through my veins, warming my entire body 
until my skin is boiling from the inside out. The more I hear, the hotter the fire 
in my head burns, and I think for a moment I may burst into flames. 

Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath hoping to regain the control I 
have had all night. An eerie calm washes over my body within an instant, but 
as I open my eyes, a flicker of orange illuminates my face. Looking around, I 
search for the source of the light only to find the entire entry way of Harriet’s 
home engulfed in flames, the rest of the house quickly igniting along with it. 
Within seconds, the majority of the dry, splintered wooden panels adorning 
the house are painted a fiery orange, leaving the kitchen window as Harriet’s 
only escape; she rushes to it in a panic, me following close behind. We reach 
the window at the same time, both stopping in our tracks at the sight of one 
another. Harriet freezes in her place, stunned to see the girl was telling the 
truth; so shocked she forgets about the fire surrounding her. I study the face 
of someone so dear to me: the same face that was sobbing mere hours ago as 
she watched what was supposed to be the end of me. This moment actually 
quite reminiscent of earlier tonight, but this time Harriet and I have switched 
positions. My life is no longer the one in danger, but instead I stare into her 
eyes as her end closes in. The flames have now reached the kitchen, circling 
Harriet until she has nowhere to go like a hawk with its prey. Our eyes have yet 
to leave one another and not even an attempt at movement is made by either of 
us. With no words, we tell one another this is where it ends; realization washes 
over both our faces. And with that, I break our eye contact, turning my back on 
my greatest friendship, or at least what I thought was my greatest friendship. 

Walking down the street, I hear the faint cracking and popping of 
burning wood as it becomes more violent, until I hear the crash of a structure 
that just lost its battle with the flame. I glance back ever so briefly at the orange 
cloud growing brighter and bigger with each passing second, realizing there is 
nothing left for me in Salem but sorrow and ash, so I turn my eyes ahead and 
keep walking. 

~~~
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 “...the solid wood beneath me disappears, but it’s no matter, 
the beat in my chest is exactly where I need it.”

^

^
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FADE IN:

INT. SCHOOL CLASSROOM- DAY

The cinder block walls, linoleum, and desks are all vari-
ous bleak shades of gray. The lifeless room only has the 
life the teenage kids bring to it.

Camera focuses on our main character. A girl named ISA-
BELLA that gives off an air of nerdiness and loneliness 
with a countenance that betrays her depression. She lacks 
confidence as evidenced by her slumped downcast posture. 
Her cold, sad emotions infect the rest of the scene keep-
ing with the bleak decor of the classroom.

The other kids rush around creating a BABBLE OF VOICES. 
CHAIRS SCRAPE against the linoleum and a PAPER AIRPLANE 
hits the wall with a DULL THUD. The camera moves to focus 
on a boy.

GALE has dark, handsome features, the kind that girls 
dream about. He ranks high on the popularity ladder and 
exudes an air of someone that always fits in.

Zooming out Isabella returns on screen and we see her 
eyes dart to Gale and a look of longing cross her fea-
tures briefly. A BULLY walks up to Isabella’s desk. This 
BULLY grabs Isabella’s backpack and several books fall 
out. All of them obviously well-loved.

We can’t hear the conversation between Isabella and the 
bully over the BABBLE but we see Isabella scramble to 
gather her books and run from the room.
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Gale’s eyes follow her as she goes and a look of concern
flits across his face.

CUT TO:
INT. STUDY ROOM IN LIBRARY- DAY

The room is cozy with a red-orange hue, lit only by the  
cheap “fireplace” space heater and surrounded with shad-
ows. It gives a warm peaceful vibe. We see a door on the 
opposite wall.

The peace is shattered by a CLAP of THUNDER and the 
door being thrust open as Isabella rushes in with 
heart-wrenching SOBS filling the air. Isabella crumples 
onto one of the armchairs.

The FIRE CRACKLING out of the heater and the PLINK of
RAINDROPS on the WINDOWPANE can barely be heard over
Isabella’s SOBS.

Isabella’s eyes start to drift close.

DREAM SEQUENCE- INT. STUDY ROOM IN LIBRARY- DAY

She suddenly jerks awake. The camera switches angles so 
we now see an open book lying in front of the chair. Isa-
bella places her foot on the book. But instead of stop-
ping on it she falls through the book and the room is re-
turned to its previous tranquil state.

CUT TO:
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ISABELLA’S POV

Colors swirl around in a confusing nearly sickening 
whirl.

CUT TO:

MONTAGE

EXT. GRENDEL’S LAKE- DAY

Isabella falls into the scene and lands next to BEOWULF 
who is entering GRENDEL’S lake preparing to battle him. 
Isabella follows Beowulf in, still looking timid and shy, 
not making eye contact and hunched shoulders but wanting 
to live one of her favorite stories.

INT. GRENDEL’S CAVE- DAY

Isabella plunges through the water and lands on the rocky 
cave floor. GRENDEL is seen already battling with Beowulf. 
A sword shimmers from behind a boulder. Isabella runs 
forward and grasps the hilt. She knows what she has to 
do. She cleaves Grendel’s head off while Beowulf has him 
distracted. Isabella seems to perk up a bit, gaining con-
fidence. She sees something glowing, walks over near where 
the sword previously rested and finds a copy of A Midsum-
mer Night’s Dream. She opens it and falls into this book.

EXT. THE WOODS- DUSK

Isabella lands and springs up a little faster this time. 
She leaves her eyes up a little longer each time she 
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glances up and her back is a little straighter. Isabella 
sees PUCK and follows him as he chases BOTTOM and works 
some magic on him. Isabella joins in chasing them and 
stays to see TITANIA awake from her slumber. She sits 
down smiling and ends up sitting on a book. She picks it 
up and sees that it is Pride and Prejudice. She opens the 
book and dives in.

EXT. PEMBERLEY- TWILIGHT

Isabella lands nearly on her feet this time and she sees 
ELIZABETH and MR. DARCY through the window. She looks 
even more confident now.

INT. PEMBERLEY- TWILIGHT

Isabella walks up the stairs and enters in the shadows of 
the room she saw through the window.

ELIZABETH
I must learn to be content with being 
happier than I deserve.

Isabella sighs and puts her hands to her heart when she 
spots a boy that looks like Gale on the other side of 
the room. Isabella runs after him and finds herself in a 
library. Now that Isabella has seen Gale she realizes she 
wants to go back to the real world.



113

ISABELLA
   (muttering)
  I want to go home.

She picks up a new book hoping to get back to her world. 
The book knocks a different book off straight onto Isabel-
la’s head. It’s Lord of the Rings. Before she can stop 
it, it swallows her.

EXT. MORDOR- NIGHT

Isabella lands with a thud on the side of Mount Doom.

SAM
I can’t carry it for you, but I can

carry you.

Isabella stops at one of her favorite lines, but instead 
of following them she begins running down the volcano in 
search of a book, any book. She slams into a HUGE ORC. 
She crawls backwards and finds a book under her palm. She 
forgets about wanting to go home and rips open the book 
plunging herself into the swirl of colors again.

EXT. HAGRID’S HUT- NIGHT

Isabella lands on her feet and looks around her. She 
stands tall and looks more confident. She turns towards 
HOGWARTS and starts sprinting up when she notices that 
the castle is crumbling and jets of light are lighting 
up the sky. She realizes that she must have fallen into 
The Deathly Hallows and the battle of Hogwarts is raging 
around her. Isabella, determined, runs towards the bat-
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tle when a jet of green light fills the whole screen and 
we see Isabella fall to the ground before everything goes 
black.

CUT TO:

INT. STUDY ROOM IN LIBRARY- NIGHT

Isabella startles awake, panting, realizing it was all a 
dream as the door opens and Gale holding a stack of books 
enters.

GALE
Oh, hi, Isabella!

ISABELLA
(stuttering)

H-hi, um, Gale.

GALE

Sorry to disturb you. I was just
looking for somewhere to read.

Gale turns to leave.

ISABELLA
Wait- there’s another chair in here.
I don’t want to hog the best reading

spot in the whole school.

GALE
(challenging)

The best?
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ISABELLA
Well...um...well...

(squaring her
shoulders)

Yes. In my opinion.

GALE
It’s mine too!

Gale crosses the room and sits in the other chair setting 
his STACK OF BOOKS with a DULL THUMP on the table between 
them.

ISABELLA
Oh my gosh! Is that Beowulf? And

Shakespeare? Austen?

Gale blushes and scratches the back of his neck.

GALE
(mumbled)

Yeah

ISABELLA
I love those books! They are some of

my favorites.

GALE
Mine too!
(and)

Did you want to borrow one and we can
read together?
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Isabella stops breathing and stares at GALE for a moment, 
startled.

GALE (cont’d)
Or-

ISABELLA
(interrupts)

You want to do something with me?

GALE
Yeah! Why wouldn’t I?

Isabella looks down and resumes her previous unconfident
posture.

ISABELLA
It’s just that you are so popular and

I’m so...well, not.

Gale nudges Isabella’s chin with his finger forcing her to
look him in the eye.

GALE
That doesn’t matter. I’d rather be
here than anywhere else with any of

the “popular”
(eye roll and air

quotations)
kids.

ISABELLA
(dumbfounded)



117

Really?!?!

GALE
Really, really.

Gale smiles and they hold eye contact.

GALE (cont’d)
So...what should we start with.

Isabella thinks for a minute then smiles.

ISABELLA
Beowulf.

FADE OUT.

THE END.
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The Sands of Hour Time
Abby Watts

Scan to view this piece:
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Awakening
Kevin Lesniewski
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Constricted
Jasmine Brown
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Fallen Favorite
Jasmine Brown
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Serana’s Bloodlust
Daniel Posusta
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A House Haunting My Dreams:
Laine Williams 

Blankets scattered on the floor
The window opened up for more
Air, to push through the door
And blow the blankets on the floor

The curtains on the window blew
Blew to me and blue to you
As we sat wondering what to do
Hoping to think of something new.

The leaves flew all around 
Into the Room onto the ground
Escaping their tree trunks now brown
And like the ashes, falling down.
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Alphabetically Arranged Emotions
Abby Watts

A is for Ambien
B is because I said so
C is can you please just swallow this pill
D is don’t you dare
Even think about spitting it out
Forget everything
Give up your emotions
Help me, help you forget
I don’t care about the consequences
Just swallow your feelings
Know that you never have to feel them
Let any sign of humanity peek through and
My responsibility
N
O
Priority is to make you
Question every feeling you’ve ever
Reciprocated towards me
Start
Teaching
U
Very young
What It means to never solve for
X
Why? Why are you not allowed to feel? you never have to understand big emotions 
or solve any problems when you are angry. I give you the white one and you can 
sleep, come morning you will have no recollection of the memory that once startled 
you into such anxiety, 
Oh the irony-
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Don’t cry
Never fear
Ready, set, swallow
Ready set catch some

Zs

Goodnight my darling, 
dream of nothing,
Feel nothing, 
Fear nothing 

Know that I am never far away
Find me in Xanax bars
as you speak your own
Breath in deep scents of Klonopin scented perfume and remember me
Find my kiss in sweet induced sleep

…because a mother’s love 
is incapsulated 
in prescription bottles.
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Cancer
Stephanie Few

Like a closely guarded secret
Kept under the veil
How does this play out?
Only time will tell
Keep it close
Keep it quiet
Kept under wraps
If we don't talk about it
Maybe we can pretend that it doesn't exist
That this isn't happening
That I'm not at my wit's end
Or scared any time I have a thought
About what it would mean to lose you
Or wonder how much time could be bought
Maybe I'm naive
Or maybe I'm just dumb
Maybe I'm too hopeful
And tired of being numb
So if I lock it up inside
And tuck it all away
Maybe I'll keep finding the strength
To get through the next day
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Excerpts from a Seance with MLK
Augustine Stuart

“The saddest thing, my dear, is: once you’re dead,
And comfortably resting in the earth,
They’ll get their shovels— exhume what you said,

“And everything you’ve said that was of worth,
They’ll set aside— divide into two piles.
One is the pile that they will unearth:

“All of your words that draw the masses’ smiles,
All of your dreams that can be neatly sold—
If it’s a platitude that no soul riles,

“Then they will hallow it as if it’s gold.
But if you said something that kindles flame?
If you spoke out, assembling the bold,

“And calling those who’d compromise to shame?
They’ll make sure those words stay within your tomb.
And thus they quote you, and your cause defame.

“Such is the lot, the end. Such is the doom.
They water down all that’s bitter to taste,
Forgetting that truth is a bitter bloom.

“Your legacy’s a sham. Time’s not to waste—
What you were born to do, you do with haste.”
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I Dig
Abigail Tenney 

I dig in the rot,
The sick earth that brands my skin. 
My hands slide through slick mire
And pull clay from the depths.

I dig in rotten thoughts
That stick their barbs in my mind.
I pull at the memories
As they spread, corrupt, infect.

I dig my nails into my arm.
The hole I’ve dug is deep,
Messy, and incomplete.
In it, I plant a seed.
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in the makeup chair
Rachel Cauwels

For some unconscious reason,
That I am probably ashamed of,
I’m excited to be here

Expecting that you will be the next person
To tell me that my green eyes are striking,

But as I feel you covering up blemishes
And acne scars I have long forgotten about,

And relentlessly covering the mark on my cheek
That I have learned to love,

You point out with your brushes-
Flaws that I didn’t know were flaws,

I see in the mirror
What you deem the “best I can be”,

And she’s somebody else.
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Irony
Cole Rickard

Oh, Irony, why don’t we compromise.
I’ll pay your wage, laugh heartily (maybe),
Drop jaw and gasp at your sudden surmise
And you can let me be. So, shall we be?
“No”? Fine, you hook-nosed purveyor of farts!
You tin crowned butt clown! You china-shop bull!
I’ll smite your ego since dead is your heart,
And force you to reap what you sow in full!
Subversion means nothing: we expect it!
Your punchline’s tobacco: it’s one and done!
Yet, you prattle like a mule, proud nitwit!
Doing nothing, wasting much, deaf and dumb!
But more than anything you’re a nothing,

 A shadow engorged by near-light somethings.
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knowledge.  
Hollyann McCann

who told poets they could say whatever they wanted? 
who listened to their words? 
who gave them value? 
no one. everyone. 
it is in us to seek someone like us 
to hear the words and know them 
the way adam & eve knew each other.  
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Large Hands
Laine Williams

Little low leaders topple over

As little low leaders search for Large Hands

To longingly latch onto their lusty ambitions.

They label, they labor, the label their labor

As their ladder lacking legs lashes down.

 

Oh, little low leaders, toppling over

Little low leaders looking for Large Hands

You follow the leafy limbs to the landing

A game of leapfrog. Between you

Sliding, land sliding, down your litigants,

Reaching lapsing lurching for ligaments.

 

You loved locked humans, heart blocked humans

You schlock, slide, slump into a lump

A lumpy lump, a plumpy slump. 

Land onto your boots and lasp onto your laces

Lift up your lengthy arms towards the Large Hands 

Let the sleeve of your sins slide

And slap on the low-lay floor.
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Hello, hello! The little low leaders bellow.

Inclining skyward, hoping large hands slide

Lower, lower,

Below blessed pearly gates.

Gates locked lurched and latched

Only a portal for the righteous immortal.

 

Oh, little low leaders, extolling the clouds 

Laugh for the hands that have not offered salvation

Applaud for the hands that have not claimed you

Proclaim your exaltation to the blameless leader,

Blamelessly leading you down a landslide

Of little low leaders

Searching for Large Hands. 
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Last Prayer
Abigail Tenney 

Dear Heavenly Father,
Thank you for this day.
But day after day and 
I’m not thankful for the rain
And despite what I say
I’m not thankful for the pain.
Gratitude in all things and I know this
But I’m surrounded by people
Who don’t notice my tears.
This journey I feel 
Has lasted for years
And Father in Heaven
I’m tired.
I say the same prayer every night
Because if I change 
Then everything will change
And I can’t keep convincing myself
That this is right.
So, Heavenly Father
Please bless this food 
To nourish and strengthen my body.
Today I will eat 
And tomorrow I will repeat
And maybe someday 
We will meet and I’ll know what to say,
But until then, I will thank you for every day.
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Lip Gloss
Stephanie Few 

Pink lips
Shiny
Can't stop staring
Your lip gloss has me
Under some kind of spell
Want to know what it's like
To kiss a girl
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Men Without Chests
Cole Rickard

Flame without fire or men without chests, but
I repeat myself; such things can’t exist.
Yet, thinking themselves self-wise, some would put
Forth this lie, and with ennui it persists.
Perceive a candle wick, cold, wet, and strong.
Feels wrong doesn’t it, like smelling a song.
Thus flame, with cold, wet, and tame, naught belongs,
Except to prove some things are self-seen wrong.
Thusly, and therefore, men (Or lack thereof).
With black ringed eyes where there ought be bright shine,
Gleaming with regret instead of hope, love.
Such is facsimile: to hell consigned.
Are you kindling, kindly being consumed?
Then chest out front, and let your heart boom.
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MiXed MEdiA 
Abby Watts

MiXed MEdiA:
Fit in this box

Fit in this box
Fit in this box
Fit in this box

Your phonetics and  wordplay 
Is such satire to be  displayed
in the presence of real poetry
Of paper poetry
I know I just sound like all woe is me but
You say my poetry is rap like it’s an insult 
Rap is..

Rhythm and poetry 
Rhythm and poetry
Rhythm and poetry
Rhythm and poetry
Rhythm and poetry 

So, Why can’t you try to
Fit in this box? 

Can’t hold a beat,
Couldn’t carry a tune-
Even if I put it on a silver platter 
and literally handed it to you 
Wonder what that’s like…
Having everything handed to you 
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I’m sorry you don’t understand the cadence 
I’m running out of patience 
I’m sorry I can’t doctor up a rhyme 
That suffices as substantial or worthy of your time 
I’m sorry I have other things to say that aren’t roses and sunshine
I’m sorry my story had struggles and it was more than just all fine 
When did poetry classes become so gentrified?

blue is my favorite shape
And I’m trying to put down the trauma 
Go light on the drama 
Muster up something you might be fond of
Albeit I am all bent out of the blue 
I finally stretched out that verse is it good enough for you? 
Are you pleased? Are you finally appeased? 

He said to go light on the cadence
It dims your light and it fades it 
I’m not really a paper poet
My voice carries soul and I know it
That’s just me
exactly to a t

Don’t underestimate my power 
To play with fire 
Because I know what I spit 
The tortoise and the hare
Slow down a bit.. you’re not going anywhere

But I pose the question have your paper poems ever equated to actual paper 
lining   your pockets-
Have you ever witnessed someone so moved by your voice that they were sobbing? 
Suddenly it gets real quiet 
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Eyes roll to the back of their sockets 
And I smile.. think to myself 
what’s it like to never face any actual hurdles? 

Someone, please
Kill the prideful turtle 

Cuz Dim it may be
Tempt me and you’ll see
all it takes is a spark
To tear apart your tunnel vision views on art
To blaze a glory when it sets light to all your paper poetry
Breaks all your paper rules 
I didn’t realize I was in the presence of a paper king 
What a gift, what an honor!
Repetitive cliches, for my cow… dishonor!
To be put on trial- accused of being creative
When did rhyming become synonymous with being hated?
Murder me, slay me, hang me… a which?
Do you choose? Or do eye decide which way you saw me in half and slaughter
the inside?         You say performance pieces focus too much on acceleration 
Don’t make me apologize because you can’t keep up with the cadence 
Sound travels-

I’m sorry I’m going places at a rapid speed

If you are too slow to keep up
By all means,
don’t blame it on me 
But Let me give you a quick lesson in history
The first poems that were ever written weren’t even written 
They were memorized and captivating and left their audience smitten 
I hope these facts are hitting 
Ask me why I use italics 
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As if it’s something invalid 
I guess you’ve never punched a word 
with your soul and hooked an audience right before your eyes 
Don’t assume art in one form
I was trying to have one foot in a box and another on my head
But you pushed me out the door
Caution! Caution!
Conflict ahead: I look at my professor and he rattles his head

He says I guess I have lots to learn 
From You, I smile and nod yeah  sir
You do cause I stole all the  papers’
poems and made paper cranes    & 
That isn’t the shape you wanted me 
to take to fit in your box In my world
I don’t fit well in boxes I spend quite
Enough time online busy worrying a
bout What spam lies in there to ben
D my                             trut  h       to
become more palatable to suit yours

I parade around in em like  baseball
Caps And I sometimes use all caps 
And I break when I wanna And so I
take it off when I wanna, And I take 

my time when I wanna anD I BREaK format when I would 
like to.
In my own world all
your boxes look too
grand on burn piles 

for me to resist  the 
urge to  start         fires 
You say I’m not a poet but smudging in the ash and breaking the

    molds…       I call it-   
MiXed MEdiA
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Mustard Seed
Journee Dortch

I Am tired,
I cannot tell you why.
either it’s the stress of being in school, 
the stress of being in school while black,
or the stress of being black. 
I still don’t know.
I wish I was not so tired, 
maybe that will relieve some of the stress that is making me tired. 
I’m just stuck in this terrible loop of “I can do it later, I need to rest.”
but if I don’t do it now I won’t be able to rest later 
I Still don’t know. 
There is no answer for me yet,
for now, I stay tired until I can muster up the strength to not be tired.
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Peach Pit
Annika Schmidt

Like the taste of a summer peach 
In her memory on a frosty winter day

She longs for things lost to other years 
Old chapters of one book soon to close
Hold all the best moments of her story

Once a page turner, now colorless words
Once a paperback carried everywhere,
Now the book stays closed

Fearful of an ending she doesn’t know
And left looking at words on old pages

Hoping the frost will thaw 
To taste a summer peach again
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“The Diary of an Immigrant” is a narrative expression of thoughts 
based on my first-hand experience as a young child—a collection of thoughts 
expressing and questioning poverty and lack of opportunity in my country. 
Words in each sentence attempt to express human condition, here in the U.S. and 
in the Philippines. As a former sociology major, I have encountered scientific 
studies, and articles regarding capitalism, socialism, imperialism, and studies 
that covers human history. Upon my academic years, my interest develops, and 
I became eager to know more about socioeconomic conditions in various places. 
This inspires me to create a presentation about poverty. In this narrative of mix 
emotions, I expressed an amount of frustration, as I look back into my childhood 
experience. I realize that poverty is a concept that is universal but often ignored in 
present-day society. That is the message I want to send to listeners. To be clear, I 
express these narratives not to oppose or agree to any political or religious claims 
but to offer a third world perspectives and a sense on how it feels to be poor.

-Melanie Ray
The Diary of an Immigrant

Scan to view this piece:
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Ecclesiastes 5:10-20
Kevin Lesniewski



Disinegration
of Memories

Dee Philip
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Götterdämmerung
Katharina Hill
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Portraits
Laine Williams

The Cook 
His forehead collects the remnants
Of the kitchen grill grease
Blemished and shining in hardworking glory
His eyes are drawn down heavy in black
From an early morning drink
Of Bourbon and Jack.
He takes another trickle
Straight to his tongue
An afternoon dribble
After a day well done
His chest alleviating
The pressure put down
His breath inebriating
As the scotch dribbles down. 

Arabian Princess 
Her name sounds like the desert,

Her skin, the color of the sand
Her hair dark in charcoal wisps

A trembling in her hand.
She inhales coffee exhales smoke,

It rises to her eyes, and she watches it rise
Rise, rise, rise, to the sky,

The morning glaze in her eyes
Fixated as the smoke blooms into the clouds.

Inhale coffee, exhale smoke
Neither here nor there, neither to or fro,

She closed her eyes, hoping she could
Rise, rise, rise wherever the smoke would go. 
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Shaking Hands
Ella Barry

It creeps up on you much too fast
This feeling doesn’t seem to pass
Quick, take a breath and then another
Your mind is racing, search for cover
Shaking hands and teeth that chatter
Someone asks, “now what’s the matter”
The fire in your chest burns strong
Surely all is going wrong
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Sometimes Love
Abby Watts

Kenny Rogers said don’t love a dreamer
And they say something like don’t love a doctor because he studied where it hurts 
And Dylan Brady said don’t love a girl
And I heard a poet once say don’t love a poet 
And I’m here to tell you-
Sometimes love doesn’t look like buying me bouquets of flowers 
but the ones he planted in my yard 
and in my heart 
and in my soul
Don’t love a gardener 
his flowers keep coming back every season
And the light of the sun and the drop of the rain will start to feel like treason 
Sometimes love doesn’t look like chocolates but it looks like the sweet of kisses when I 
didn’t even love myself
And the sweet of stolen honeysuckle on my tongue
Don’t love a gardener
His sweet will still grow even when the love is gone  
and the warmth of spring is back 

Sometimes love looks like not telling me you love me until I’m halfway to college 
Because you don’t want to be the thing that holds me back from my dreams
And because you know that the only thing I hate more than myself, is this town
I thought this love was unrequited 
Absolutely one-sided 
You prayed for the rain to nourish my spirit 
And told me I would be beautiful,
even when I didn’t want to hear it 

Don’t love a gardener, 
he has too much patience and because he doesn’t have to hold you in his arms to know 
what is best for you 
And he doesn’t mind pruning your weaker leaves without your permission-
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even if it breaks his own heart too 
Because he loves knowing how to do what is best for you 
To make you grow stronger
and if you aren’t prepared for that then- 
Don’t love a gardener 

Sometimes love doesn’t look like my first love but the first love to love me back 
Love looks like tiptoeing around me in the morning 
letting me sleep in your bed 
Because I don’t want to go home 
And Because your house is the only place I don’t feel all alone 
And because I built a new home in your head
And in your arms 
And in your garden bed 

Don’t love a gardener, 
He’ll learn how to read what you need with his eyes and without words 
He will give it to you selflessly 
And you will grow to love him selfishly 

Sometimes love looks like not calling me back because I told you when my heart 
broke pathetically, let me heal in peace and ignore me unapologetically 
So that I can hang on to some shred of dignity no matter how much I beg-keep on
And because I would never have the courage to start over 
unless you gave me a push to- keep going 
Sometimes love looks like walking away
And not believing me when I say 
I’ll be back someday
Sometimes love looks like not having you 
Sometimes love looks like you-   all alone 
Because sometimes love only looks like a sometimes, love.

Don’t love a gardener because he loves annuals and perennials equally
He loves sometimes love 
And he loves always love 
And he nurtures them all the same 
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and it will be the kind of love you will never get again 
And every other kind of love 
Will never compare to him 
Don’t love a gardener if you can only give him a sometimes love 
Because no matter how tragically the love dies
He will only ever speak of your beauty and the life he once breathed into you 
And his love for you will be an eternal memory, and not a sometimes, love
And that’s a love that only comes along sometimes and sometimes only once in a 
lifetime
And sometimes it’s just not the right time
And He understands all too well
Not everything is meant to be for every season
Some loves grow cold 
Some bloom hot 
And best bet he will know the reason
I was a dumb seedling 
Planted shallowly
Sprouting in the wrong soil 
He loved me anyway 
And as a lover of dirt 
He was okay knowing it would get messy 
I wish he would have given me a warning
Because he fought off every bit of pesky
That tried to eat away at my leaves
And he loved me and my new growth with the purest most absolute love 
even though he knew-
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Sunrise Hike
Abigail Tenney

Footsteps in the fragile frost
Fill the ears that wander here.
We count the stars 
As we count our steps,
A quiet song
May slip our lips.
A history laid out
Far as we can see,
As connected to each other
As we pretend to be.
I did not volunteer
For this sudden sunrise hike
But as the sun does rise
And curtains of orange fall
A starry night dies
And a better future calls.
Silence at the peak
And I know my path was true
For with the dawning day,
Is a chance to start anew.
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Swallow 
Hannah Gidley

I can’t keep waiting for the spark to reignite, 
If I keep chasing you into winter; my wings will freeze and I’ll be frozen in place
Cemented to the past in search for what once was
It is time for me to chase my summer,
The sun I’ve neglected for so long,
Chasing the warm feeling you gave me
Looking over the dying flowers we grew from above.
Even now,I hope someday you’ll find me,
Wings flapping with regained vigor,
Bright and full life.
But until then, go on walks
Find your spring,
And let your wings break free. 
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Tapered Jeans
Ella Barry

bell bottoms and sweater vests,
the stench of something old
fabric softeners, cigarettes,
such undesirables.
but unrevealed by things once loved,
a pair of tapered jeans
could not have been more suitable
to individuality.
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The Armed Armless
Andrew Kowalski

I know everyone but can relate to none
I know everything but understand nothing
I travel through both the air and sea
But I’m always present for connectivity

I have a billion eyes and see the world for what it is
Yet I can’t differentiate between gorgeous and hideous
Nor pleasure and pain, Nor right and wrong
This is what makes me such an efficient killer

I cannot feel, I cannot comprehend, but I can act
Armed with a million missiles and the canon of contract
I act with absolute impunity
Backed by the power to kill with resolute immunity

I learn with no chance of being shunned
I earn my advance with no guilt for what’s been done
Nor can I feel pain, like what I’ve given the living
Nor can I die, my heart is a circuit of unforgiving

I am the eye of God, the hammer of Thor
I detect and kill before they open the door
I have no constitution and cannot pay restitution
I have the power to judge, though I offer only one solution

I am artificially intelligent
I will change war for better or worse
I wouldn’t know the difference
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The Birds 
Kate Marlett

I had never noticed
that the birds sing
even in the winter.
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The Mouse With Wings 
Avery Reichler

Scurrying and sneaking, lightfooted.
Dive deep down through the mold and cobwebs.
It’s as if they’re each watching,
waiting for me to make a mistake,
weighing the moments out to strike.
To sink deep into my flesh,
force me to show vulnerability,
watch as the life drains from my eyes.

They will strike into me again,
just how I break chunks of soot from the caves below the flat pools.
Rock settles beneath me as wood above audibly begs for rejuvenation.
I see the moss glow yellow before me,
the dust illuminated red,
their eyes bathing me from behind:
warm as stone,
penetrating my skull like a thin rod of metal suddenly released from tension.
I feel them pressing on my aura.
I turn to face them,
charging electric potential throughout my fur,
ready to be swallowed by the abyss.
But it’s only me,
alone as always.
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Surface, arise, transcend the soil.
Above the caves of isolation I’ve called my home
I see the sun,
and it blinds me.
They draw me in, 
paint me down,
they urge me to hide from the light,
and it burns me.

Yet here I stand.
Watching the horizon,
embracing those who approach me,
even those who inject poison into my veins,
even those who harvest my frail marrow,
even those who shatter the frame encasing my heart,
because somehow my suffering feels better than theirs.

But here with the sky I have options.
I look up,
and I’m pulled away from the abyss,
by the sun,
by the moon,
by my hummingbird.
Where I see the next stream to revitalize us,
and the air shimmers with radiance ahead.
Although this journey is turbulent,
together we soar.
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The “Theys” Far Away, and The You Right Here
Cole Rickard

They say “They” are evil; I wouldn’t know.
I’ve never met a “They”, but that’s alright.
I barely meet “Yous”, rather, they don’t show,
‘Cause jobs, and school, and living drains their life.
Sure, I “Hmm” and “Huh” at “Hims” and “Hers”, and
I hate their hurting. But I hate their hurt too.
To see “Them” swear and scowl, that I just can’t stand.
I’m too lazy, maybe, too on-the-move.
Sour? Bitter? I ain’t got time for that,
Too busy, too many “Yous” brighten my life.
But, hell, what’s one more? I’ll make time to chat,
I’ll hang with “Yous” and “Theys” too if that makes right.
So, say what you may about “Mes”, “Yous”, or “They”
And when you’re done, swing by. I’ve saved you a place.
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The Thing, You Know
Cole Rickard

It’s, well -you know- I mean, just, ugh! The thing,
You know, you can’t just start right of the bat
By going right at it, ‘cause- what I mean-
It’s wrong, bad, awful, and more than just that.
You’ve got to be- be- be, you know, I mean
Just, it’s wrong, no one is saying elsewise
And we, yes, you and me, we’ve got to be
Delicate, cause jumping in isn’t wise.
It’s an awful thing, let’s not make it worse.
Let’s have some poise -kindness- about this thing
Let’s not make it worse, Because- you know, or-
I mean, we might as well not say nothing.
Huh? What do I mean? You know, it’s the thing!
Fine! Everyone else knows just what I mean!
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Transformation 
Cheyenne Hudson 

 
I caught my reflection while walking past the store front, 

I did not feel like it was me staring right back. 

Who was that child with long hair, with bows in it? 

Who was that child wearing a long dress with sad eyes? 

I knew from that moment that I could not possibly be happy as her. 

What I imagined myself as, did not match what the mirror portrayed. 

As I got older, I started to change my outside to match my inside. 

Not everyone agreed, but I persisted and followed my happiness. 

First, I cut my hair and found a glimpse of who I could be. 

Second, I changed my name and started my path of my true identity. 

Finally, I underwent surgery and found myself admiring those scars on my chest 
that represented my strength and courage to be who I was always meant to be. 

I am strong. 

I am courageous. 

I am perfect.
 
I am me.
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You Little Fraud
Michael Hamilton

You cry and you scream
Like you’ve had a bad dream

Although, you’re awake in the chair
But I know when I get

To the chair, you’re not wet
And I’ll give you a skeptical stare

But your fake, little cries
Tear up my insides

You’re a cute little liar at that
I know that you’re acting
So bad, with the gasping

You’re such an adorable brat

This time is the last
And my sympathy’s passed

I’ll do it once more and I’m through
I’ll scoop you up still

Cause we both know the drill
That your Fathers a sucker for you
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Varisäde
Katharina Hill
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With you My Friends I’m There
Bradley Baker
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The High Frontier
Bradley Baker
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Blue Rider
Katharina Hill
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Creatures of the Night
Katharina Hill
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Lost Heart of Love
Andre “AJ” Jones Jr.
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In Memory of
 Dr. Mary Jane Sullivan 

UCCS Senior Instructor 2006-2022: Humanities, VAPA, & Philosophy
May 14, 1950 – February 7, 2022

Every student in Dr. Mary Jane Sullivan’s classes attempted some creative work—
directing a film, creating a photo essay, writing poems. She was a champion of 
students’ creative work throughout her time at UCCS, compelling students to assert 
their voices in “Fearless Speech!” She knew that the expanded perspective that 
occurs when students create art would open up their worlds.
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Dr. Sullivan argued that creating art is a powerful means of learning 
about history, society, culture, and philosophy as well. She encouraged students to 
research issues that mattered to them and then to advocate for those issues creatively. 
In her own work, she modeled that practice in poetry, film, and photography that 
documents and responds to events she experienced first-hand. She had a reputation 
for walking into conflict instead of away, seeking all experience as insight into 
existence and social justice, like when she went to Northern Ireland to document 
The Troubles or to Sarajevo as war commenced. Yet the purpose of her work was 
to develop understanding, to move toward conflict resolution. Her poems, films, 
and photographs were acts of peacemaking. She urged students to walk the land—

“Walking is Knowing!”—and to be present in and attentive to the world around 
them. While filming her documentary about the people and culture indigenous 
to the San Luis Valley of Colorado, she walked, listened, and learned the stories 
of the land, preserving sounds and images. The poems Dr. Sullivan wrote while 
teaching at UCCS contribute to that project of documenting the history, culture, 
and geography of Colorado. 

Dr. Sullivan’s poems exemplify the guiding principles (and title) of riverrun 
by employing the belief that “both convergence and divergence from the norm are 
vital for survival” and by requiring cyclical thought. Dr. Sullivan resisted linear 
thinking in her life practice and her art. Creative and philosophical thought were 
circular for her: every idea and piece of information gathered are in relationship, 
leading in and out of each other to create a lived and living story, and they can 
be accessed at any point in their narrative. This commemoration of her work in 
the 2022 issue of riverrun brings the achievements of her own creative work into 
relationship with her teaching and completes the cycle of her work perfectly. 

Dr. Kirsten Bartholemew-Ortega
Associate Professor of English

University of Colorado, Colorado Springs
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Los Ojos

Mary Jane Sullivan 

Dead center north by northwest

A white ball radiates into sandstone

Penetrates window splattered

With updrafts of red earth

Rock formations hold back tricksters

Of wind who gather stories

In rising scrub oaks

As the animals eat morning meal

Piñon coffee brews, clementines dazzle the tongue

It is then that I see you

Perched on the crown of pine branches

Looking through windows of protection

At first camouflaged in stillness

I bring you forward with binoculars,

Adjust focus to your eyes

Awake with the slope of canyons and mesas

You great harrier fly down into the wild
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Am I worthy of your stare under Ta-Wa-Ah-Gath

Sun mountain sitting big—

Is time different for you from high country to flood plain

To the bluffs of sacred healing trees 

Where bark is stripped for sustenance

You move not

The sheath of permafrost settles

Into a morning rise of crystals

As the sun pulses toward the feeding fields

Since then I look everyday only to see

The play of winter finches and nuthatches

Perhaps you pass time into me so I shall not forget

That what teaches me is older than dirt

And vibrates in the hundreds of thousands

Of atoms within us

What soundless sound holds you in the night

What escapes, yet does not revenge landscapes

You and the mountain birth original nature

Become animal, bird, human
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You fly high above the stone faced fire

The serpent of water streams through canyons

Toward the hungry destination of the sea

The finger of creation crosses the diurnal sky

Down into the quarries of human commerce

The remains of scarred red rocks where

We mine down to bring up minerals and liquid tender

As you fly high and absorb our delusions

I learn from you via your absence

And if I could imagine a conversation, it is this:

You first said to me we would sleep under these

Stars and give night to our tongues

In that bone chill our dreams would become permanent

Dance on a string

Touch the wild hair of shadows

Become mountain eyes.

[*First published in Discovering Place – A UCCS Field Guide. Tom Huber 
and Carole Huber, eds. Boulder: U of Colorado Press, 2014.]
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The Ground of the Writing Spider

Mary Jane Sullivan

I become a consonant

 An echo of to be

The heart’s equinox falls on the leaf

 Moving upward I weave a web

Become ground and depth

The frame and window inward

  The leap of a dance—

Toward the dissonance of harmony; 

Itself the breeze that moves light

That draws the silk of spiders onto my belly

To draw in that eye

That mirrored reflection of a fierce appetite

Cephalothorax and abdomen moving upward

Like a balloon where the hardwood of the branch

Frames matter as mother

 Where I snatch my prey.
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“I have traveled much to go nowhere today”

Mary Jane Sullivan

I have traveled much to go nowhere today

The full-blown body crushed out of breath

Vaporizes narrow streets of row homes

Boarded up, ransacked, like factory assembly lines

Curfewed at the night watch

While the shiny high rises of the downtown renaissance

Light up

We are tainted by the board rooms of high caliber signatories

Streetwise swagger reads eyes as enemy or friend

And our voices spit out I cannot get out of this coffin

Blood pressure reacts to toxic swallowings

They say the river that flows through town

is just a backwater. It has a name too, Patapsco.

It is a root, a source but it is just a river

It minds itself alone
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Today is the last day in April

It is precious to have an egg for breakfast

Cracked of its weight

Creased in the holy rock face of air pockets

Heated by oil

It feeds everything alone

And find the air as it evaporates

The weathering of unmatched windows

Is a blurred refuge

Outside it is dry weeds and gravel

As music inside goes silent to find the chord

That will give it a center, a place of jewels.

[*First published in The Colorado Independent online, May 13, 2015. + 
Audio of MJ reading the poem. https://bit.ly/mjsullivan]
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Being the Stream

Mary Jane Sullivan

I leave scribbles at the foot of an Elder tree

In the turning of dirt and stones, water is sacred and wanton

On the same day east of the Rockies

Antelopes recline on the plains where air space

Is satellite controlled to ease sound barriers

And to the west when the evening star shadows

A mountain lion scopes the ridgeline.

I think him the predator who channels

the breath of locked clouds

They linger in the bloodstream—

The double enclosure of body mind.

The hail falls from unbridled hooves

The hand map of ancestors across the palm

Cuts where breath listens

And wonders about secrets—

Soundless sounds

Where medicine and illness heal each other
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So that message on paper addressed to no one

Will find the weather and let go

Of the bitter gourd and know the air and heat of a longtime sun

The elder makes a crease

Stands as the source for a flute that measures

The voice of fingers: No thoughts. No words.

Only the circumference

Where one sways and listens.
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