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Editor’s Note
Emily Price

When editing this edition of The Mockingbird, my priority was to showcase the breadth of the
work that can be found on this campus. After over a year online, we were lucky to able to return
to campus in the fall of 2021, which made this particular compilation even more special.

With this goal of showcasing in mind, I do not want to say too much before I move into the work
contained in this edition. First, the art for this edition is by ETSU student Micheal Bumgarner,
titled “Self Portrait.” I encourage you to read his statement on the piece, which follows this note.
I love the vulnerability it encompasses, which is what made me choose it for the cover. Sharing
creative work regardless of genre is an act of vulnerability, a strength of its own kind.

Next, a note on the organization of this issue—I chose to organize by genre rather than by
material. This allows poems by the same author to fall together, showing a compilation of their
work. With the other genres, it allows for a clarity while you move through the journal as a
reader. Each section will begin with the award winner from that genre, and afterwards is
organized loosely by connected theme. The poetry section begins with the award and is ordered
both by theme and by author.

Lastly, I have so many thanks to offer. Thank you to Lydia Carr for their constant help with
everything we need, and to our designer, Taylor Campbell with BMC Creative, for being as
invested in this edition’s design as I am. Thank you to everyone in ETSU’s Literature and
Language Department for your support.

Thank you to my readers who are too many to list here for carefully reading such an
overwhelming amount of material, providing thoughtful input, and having fun with the project!
Thank you also to Shuly Cawood, Aimee Bender, Ciona Rouse, and Katherine Weiss for judging
this year’s awards. It was a pleasure to work with so many people I admire.

Thank you also to Dr. Jesse Graves and Dr. Thomas Alan Holmes for believing in me, for
putting so much into this project year after year, and for allowing me to edit this edition. Three
years ago, The Mockingbird gave a home to the first poems I ever published. Making my way
here, writing these words, giving others the space that [ was given feels surreal. Thank you.

Thank you to every single incredible person who contributed their voice to the over 200 total
submissions we received this year. It is a blessing and a curse to have so much work that good
things get turned away too, and it was a joy to read through all the writing submitted. Your
vulnerability in submitting is valuable and powerful and worthwhile.



Micheal Bumgarner
Self Portrait
2020, oil on canvas, 12”x12”

The focus of my work is the human condition—the aspects of existence that composes an
individual’s perception and identity. I address this by expressing my own body, sexuality, and
psychological and emotional conflicts. In my work, I am inspired by specific events and
emotions from my own life and through this vulnerability I hope for the viewer to be able to
emotionally engage with the work. My goal is to communicate the complexity of being a person
by showing the vulnerable and difficult times in my life that shape my own identity. The act of
looking at art has a voyeuristic nature, so I try to elaborate on this through the exploitation of my
emotional experience. I find that creating work that has such emotional significance to me
creates an internal dialogue with myself when I’m creating it. There is a parallel between
tackling the immediate obstacles of painting and overcoming internal obstacles about the subject
matter when I’m engaging with it. It is a necessary and natural act of expression of emotion.



Winner of the Mockingbird Prize for Nonfiction

“The Sins of the Fathers Visited upon the Children,” or How I Lived More-or-Less Openly
Queer in the Southern Baptist Church
Emrie Gilbert

DECEMBER 2016

There is a house in the middle of the North Carolina woods, and in that house my mother is not
crying. My mother is rejoicing — maybe, if in fact she knows how to rejoice — in her exhausted
way that is the same exhaustion her twenty-something-year-old friend Annabelle feels. I,
seventeen and tired of this shit, take Annabelle’s sons — Marty and Anthony — outside to play,
thankful for unusually mild weather that allows me and more importantly the children to escape.

On the swing-set behind his grandparents’ house three-year-old Marty says his mom says they’re
going to stay here for a while, in the commonplace unconcerned way of toddlers. Anthony, two
years older than he is, frowns. He knows that something has gone wrong, and I know that
Annabelle’s husband pulled a gun on her and that is why my mother and I are here to visit
Annabelle and her family after they have run away. My father never pulled a gun on my mother.
Sometimes I wish he had.

Back inside the house, my mother’s usually stern face is soft as she plays with Annabelle’s
youngest, Jayla, on the floor. Eventually, Annabelle picks up her baby and rocks her gently. She
and my mother talk in hushed voices, relief underscored by how tired they are of their one-day-
to-be-ex-husbands. Though Annabelle and my mother have realized that they disapprove of their
husbands, that they have been stifled and choked, they do not understand what I have come to.
The previous March I huddled beneath my mother’s bed and watched through a crack in the
curtains as my parents hurled words across the yard. If ever I needed an explanation for how the
lady beetles got in in winter, I got it that day, their corpses littering the windowsill as my parents’
vitriol seeped through the cracks in the windows’ seal.

“Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord...” (King James Bible,
Ephesians 5:22). How deadly a statement, when taken to its logical extreme by men who want
nothing more than a power trip from their religion. Somewhere there must be a father who read
that Scripture and rejected it, but I have never met that man — or did not realize it if I did. I have
shared hearth and home with men who twisted the Scripture beyond recognition and force-fed
me with it, but for a child steeped in fantasy books with their ideals of empowerment for the
weak and defeat of the dictatorial, it must be easier to recognize a tyrant than for a beaten-down
mother trying only to keep her children fed.

So the women talk about their husbands, and say nothing about the Scriptures which embolden
such men to their crimes until I grow weary and wander outside again. My mind repeats “the sins
of the fathers...” as Marty climbs back onto the swing and asks me to push him again. A
paraphrase of the King James Bible’s Deuteronomy 5:9, replacing the near-obsolete “iniquity”
with “sins,” posits a visitation of the fathers’ sins on their children “unto the third and fourth



generation.” I wonder, listening to Marty laugh as he flies high, which generation are we, and
how is endless punishment because of our fathers something we deserve?

FEBRUARY 2017
How, exactly, the sins of the fathers are to be visited upon the children remained unclear to me,
except for one thing: the fathers may occasionally be blamed for their children’s perceived sins.

For instance: when Anthony lashes out with anger against his Sunday School teacher, the good
Southern ladies put their heads together and whisper “the poor dear, don’t you know what his
father has been doing? Going to the bottle, threatening poor Annabelle... What a shame...”

For instance: my ten-year-old brother cannot sit still, which I call undiagnosed ADHD and good
Southern ladies call an attitude problem. But of course, “it’s not entirely his fault, poor dear,
don’t you know his father left...” as if our father has anything to do with it except his departure
on December 26, 2015, being the thing that might save my little brother from the heresy that
infects my whole body like creeping rot.

To that point: [ am a girl-in-boys’-clothing. “How sad,” the good Southern ladies maintain. “If
only her father had not twisted the Word of God, if only ske would open her heart to the Lord.”

To hear them talk, we are our fathers’ sins incarnate — inexplicable, twisted, ungodly. I hide in
the hallway behind the baptismal during the sermon and think about how the words of our oh-so-
kind preacher once issued from my father’s mouth in just the same way, accusing all of us
children of sin because we dare to be traumatized by our fathers. But of course, that too is a sin,
and mine alone to bear, because to realize that an all-powerful God could have stopped my
holier-than-thou father from abusing and raping me and didn’t is somehow worse than the abuse
could ever be.

JUNE 2017
The little girl sitting on my lap at Vacation Bible School frowns at my painted nails and short
hair and asks, nose wrinkled in confusion: “are you a boy or a girl?”

I have given up pretending not to dodge the question. The good Southern ladies are shaking their
heads again. I stare down at my hands-which-lead-to-wrists and wonder, if I slit them in the
baptistry, what would those good Southern ladies say when they found me? Would they once
again say I simply lacked faith? Or would they finally understand that my father’s sin is what led
me to this place?

JULY 2017

On the roof of the cabin at Panama City Beach, I go to stand next to Emily. After two years in
the same church, I am still not sure if Emily and I are friends. Wearing men’s gym shorts and a
tank top, I know how the other “girls” see me. I know Michael-the-youth-pastor would be
satisfied if I left his perfect youth group and never returned, happier still if I confessed my sins
before his God. I have given up weighing my sins by the compass of fathers, but I am still afraid
of Michael, of the patriarchy he represents.



That day I learn something: Emily is afraid of her mother and I think she wishes she were like
me, so unmoored from wanting to live that I am able to live more-or-less openly queer in the
midst of the Southern Baptist Church. We are trapped by our parents’ faith, but on the roof of
that church camp cabin, we are free when I tell her that [ am a boy, I will one day be a man, if [
don’t kill myself before I can grow up and lop my chest off, and nothing Michael or my mother
or anyone else on earth or in heaven can say will stop me from choosing life or death for myself,
on my own terms.

I will not let my father’s sins define me, nor the fear that he and men like him instilled. Michael
sends his sermons like arrows right into my stiff neck that year, locking eyes with me as he
delivers line after line about a wrathful God who will punish those who refuse to accept his ever-
so-conditional love. Strangely, when the metaphorical blood clots, I find my neck has become
stiffer still. Not even the hottest hellfire can stop me from leaving the church now.

APRIL 2018

Marty expresses an envy of his little sister’s dresses, and I think to myself, how can I leave him
here? College breaks like a longed-for dawn on my horizon but I am the only one in this hellhole
of a church who sees him and all these other children for who they are — perfectly human,
beautiful not only in spite of but because of all the things perceived to be sin.

I see them, even though I do not know who Marty will be when he grows up, even though I am
no seer and cannot even predict that any of these kids will escape and find themselves happy
somewhere.

I can do nothing but leave them, so that someday, maybe, one of them will come across my
Instagram and see that I escaped, and that, perhaps, they can too.

And if I die because I choose to reject the sins of my father as sin, then they can weigh my
example among the checks and balances of fear vs. freedom.

JULY 2021

Beyond the years I spent in that hateful church, beyond the fathers who exploited my friends and
I, beyond the children I had to leave behind, two little girls play on a trampoline. It is the summer
of my junior year of college and I am babysitting for the first time since COVID-19 came to East
Tennessee. My hair is long and bleached blond now, but I remain a mystery, my gender a
funhouse mirror, different from every angle. At work I use he/him, shielded by ETSU Housing
and Residence Life’s need to claim a diverse staff; in class I only come out if it becomes
relevant. Off campus I still wear cargo shorts but never bring up why. Who cares about being
yourself? In East Tennessee few people know what the transgender flag looks like and fewer still
would allow me to babysit their children if I came out to them. Yes, librarians are
overwhelmingly a liberal sect, but I would rather not risk the future of my resume on such a risky
generalization.

The screen door creaks shut as the girls’ mother, Julia, picks her way across the pebbled
landscaping, nervous and hesitant.



“I was looking at your backpack pin, and — what pronouns do you use?”

“He/him at school,” I tell her, heart jumping out of my chest into ‘this is the part where she
forbids you to ever come near her children again’ coupled with a spark of hope because, after all,
no one who hates my existence actually knows what the transgender flag looks like, “but it
doesn’t really matter.”

“It does matter,” she insists, more passionate than I have seen her even in her role as library
director. She calls the girls over.

“@irls, this is Emrie.”

They nod, and just like that, we go back to playing on the trampoline.



Playing Gods: An Aspiring Author’s Guide to Creating a Fantasy World That Feels Real to Your
Readers
Korbin Rhue

Ever since I was a child, I can remember wanting to be a writer. I remember reading and
listening to books for hours on end and falling in love with the worlds the author’s words could
take me to. Of particular interest to me was the fantasy genre, with books such as Harry Potter,
Percy Jackson and the Olympians, and Mistborn easily engrossing me in the worlds they created.
So, for the past few years I have been aspiring to write a fantasy novel myself, and during this
time [ have come to learn one undeniable fact: creating a world is immensely difficult.

This should not have come as a surprise to me, yet it did. The books I’ve always read made it
appear so effortless, and yet it is that illusion of effortlessness that can make building a world so
difficult for a writer. As the author of your book, so much expectation is placed upon you— both
by yourself and by the audience. The world you create needs to be immersive, interesting, and—
most importantly— believable. That is not to say that you must get your reader to believe in
fairies and magic, but you do need your reader to believe that the world you create could be as
real as our own world in the given circumstances.

In order to pull that off, so much background work and knowledge is required. The common
model to explain this is that of an iceberg. The tip of the iceberg which pokes over the surface of
the water is the book itself: what the audience knows about your world. Then, beneath the
surface is what the author should know. As you can see, the portion beneath the surface is
significantly larger than that which is above. In order for readers to believe in your world, that
immense foundation must exist, or— at the very least— you must make the audience believe that
it exists. This is the struggle of the worldbuilder.

Writing a novel is already a herculean task at a base level, requiring one to write thousands upon
thousands of words all on their own. Creating a convincingly living, breathing world on top of
that seems impossible, particularly for a single person with a limited view of their own world. In
this way, it seems more a task for gods than for people. Fortunately, a writer need not build their
world alone. Not only are there numerous references from which to build a world— found by
observing both our own world and the worlds of other writers—, but there is also a wealth of
knowledge from generations past that can help guide someone in their journey to create
something greater than themselves. That wealth of knowledge is what I intend to add onto today,
sharing some of the general knowledge and advice I have from my own experience in creating
fantasy worlds. Though not a published Author, I have still put extensive time into writing and
world building, and— thusly— have some level of qualification to give advice in this realm.

The task can be daunting, but it can be made easier by breaking it down into smaller, more
manageable questions and decisions.

SCOPE

The first major decision to make is that of scope. How much of this world do you really need to
develop and flesh out? The answer to this question will also affect how you use every other piece
of advice throughout this paper, and it depends entirely on the story you want to tell with this



world. Is it a grand, epic fantasy that tells the tale of multiple nations across many continents
clashing, or is it the simple tale of a village boy trying to make his way in the world? If it’s the
former, then you’re going to have to make decisions about how a lot of different places in your
world look and feel, but if it’s the ladder then you’re only really going to need to develop one
area really well. Remember, you don’t necessarily need to build the whole iceberg, just enough
to make the tip float over the surface. You don’t need to decide the climate and terrain of a
nation half-way across the world from your story, you can leave blank spaces.

AESTHETIC

What do you want your world to look like? This question is general and hard to answer, so
perhaps an easier way to put it is: how different do you want or need this world to look from our
own? Do you want to create the feel of an alien planet (that just so happens to have magic), or do
you want to make a world with geography and climate more similar to our own? This need not
be a diametric question, as one’s answer will almost always fall somewhere between the two
options. Perhaps you want a world exactly identical to our own, but with mountains made of
crystal, or floating islands. The sky is the limit unless you want to play with space too. There are
no hard and fast rules to these things, so you can make your world as strange or as mundane as
you want. You just have to decide what it is, so you can begin to decide on some imagery and set
some scenes.

FACTIONS

A common thing that any writer or lover of stories will tell you is that characters are the most
important part of any tale. This is generally true, and, in a similar way, people and factions are
some of the most important parts of any world. They are the characters, the moving pieces of the
world. They will have an undeniable effect on the world and will shape much of how the reader
perceives it.

What exactly these factions are will be greatly affected by your answer to the previous question
of scope. If you're working on a grander scale, these factions will be nations and entire peoples.
If you’re working within smaller confines, then these factions will be smaller groups of people,
and will likely be linked together more by common ideology than by geography. Regardless,
these factions will exist, because no matter the place or time, people will always find some
reason to group together. These factions, whether big or small, whether they are directly opposed
to one another or live-in harmony, will shape the world in some way with their movements, and
deciding what factions exist in your world will be a huge step for you in shaping it.

To give an example of just one way these factions can be implemented and help shape your
world: in my own work developing a city for the novel I am currently working on, I was
struggling with the setting feeling a bit flat. Everything just seemed a bit too simple, lacking the
chaos of a real city. Without getting into specifics, I realized my main issue was that I had the
people of the city being a little too accepting of the government and some of the more
objectionable actions they took. Therefore, I decided to create a faction that was directly opposed
to the city government. From there, I followed the logic of how the factions— government and
anti-government— would interact with and respond to each other. This further developed the
diversity of people in the city— many having varying opinions and reactions to the different
factions— as well as the geography, with areas of the city looking slightly different based on



proximity to centers of one faction or the other. This is a pretty extreme simplification of the
writing process I actually had to take, but it is a decent example of the layers of conflict and
dynamicism that factions can add to any setting.

MAGIC

Magic is at the heart of every fantasy world. It is what defines the genre. Your world will not be
a fantasy world without at least a small amount of something that can be described as magic
being within it. The role you want that magic to play, however, is entirely up to you. It can be
more of a background element, being more of a flavor of the world than anything your characters
use or interact with. It could also be one of the most important pieces of both your plot and your
world, being at the center of all things that happen. Regardless of the role your magic system
plays, you will likely want to take a look at a set of rules devised by New York Times bestselling
author, Brandon Sanderson: writer of epic fantasy novels, most well-known for his work on the
Mistborn and Stormlight Archive series. These rules are known as “Sanderson’s Laws of Magic,”
and while they are not hard rules that must be followed, they are still good pieces of advice to
follow.

The first law is “An author's ability to solve conflict with magic is DIRECTLY
PROPORTIONAL to how well the reader understands said magic.” In other words, if you're
going to have magic at the forefront of your story rather than as a background element, as
previously discussed, then you’re going to want to make your audience understand that magic in
some way. There is going to need to be a certain amount of logic to the way magic works in your
story, and that logic must be conveyed in some way to the reader. If this logic isn’t conveyed to
the reader, then you run the risk of magic-based events in your story feeling unfortunately
random.

The next law is “What the magic can’t do is more interesting than what it can,” or, in a
simplified wording, limitations are more interesting than power. When designing a system of
magic, it should not be all powerful. Limitations in what it can do, how often it can be used, or
any other number of ways go a long way to making your magic intriguing to the reader.

The third and final law is “Expand on what you have already, before you add something new.”
Once you’ve come up with a magic system, you should follow the logical implications of it
before you try and add anything new. What effect does this magic have on the people of your
world? How do people react to it? How does it affect everyday life? These are the questions you
should ask yourself before adding anything new. Furthermore, if you consider adding some new
aspect to the magic of your world, you should first consider instead making that new addition an
extension of the magic you already have. As said previously, your magic should have a certain
amount of logic to it, and interconnectedness between all your magic can help in that a lot.

Finally, and most importantly, the zeroth law: “Err on the side of awesome.” This precedes all
other laws, emphasizing that these are more guidelines than rules. If you have created a piece of
magic that you think is genuinely cool, but it doesn’t necessarily obey all of the three laws, that
is perfectly acceptable. I think this rule can even be expanded to all other aspects of
worldbuilding. I have laid out a number of guidelines in this paper, but none of them need to be



followed religiously. What supersedes any piece of advice anyone can give you about your world
is to make sure that you enjoy what you make.

UNIQUENESS

If you’re reading this and trying to create your own fantasy world, chances are that you’ve read a
lot of fantasy books, like me. That means that you’ve no doubt drawn a lot of inspiration from a
lot of different sources. I guarantee that, because of that, at some point in the world building
process you’re going to think to yourself “Oh, this is kind of similar to one thing my favorite
author did.” That thought will probably discourage you, make you feel like you don’t have
anything to add to the fantasy genre. Don’t let it do that. You will draw inspiration from the
things that you love, and that is perfectly acceptable. As long as you're not directly and
intentionally plagiarizing somebody else’s work, it’s okay to not be entirely unique. Because, by
virtue of being written by you, your story and your world will be unique to you. Only you can
create your world, and only you can write your story. So, write, and try and have fun while doing
it!



Prodigal Daughter: A Queer Christian’s Open Letter to the Church
Kylee Phalen

To my dear sister, the Church,

I celebrated my twenty-second birthday last month. As I blew out the candles, I wished for
closure. This letter seems like the only way to reach you, to demand you grant my wish. [ don’t
know if you’ll respond, and I don’t know if I care. Either way, I refuse to let you ignore my
existence a second longer.

How have you been? Genuinely—I worry for the anger that feasts on your feral heart. Try as I
might, the acid you spit at me still burns my skin. I can trace the scars, a roadmap of my journey
through faith and sexuality. Did you notice the blisters on my lips? These are newer, not quite
healed, born from the secrecy of my first kiss with a woman. Remember, too, how you scorched
my hands? I finally let the girl occupying every corner of my mind interlock her fingers with
mine. You yelled out the window of your car as you drove past us, screamed at your own sister.
It’s been so long that I nearly forgot the built-up scar tissue in my ears from the verses you belted
at me.

Leviticus 20:13.
Romans 1:27.
1 Corinthians 6:9.

I was a child. Red ringlets in pigtails. Rosy cheeks. A child.

Do you remember when I was your favorite sibling? I don’t think we could have been closer. We
sat beside each other in the sanctuary each Sunday. We hung onto every word of Pastor Kenny’s
sermons. As kids, we were so close with him and his wife. I yearn for the simplicity of my
younger years and the relationships we built together. The memories of how we laughed until
our bellies hurt at youth group every Wednesday evening have never left me. You even came
into my home each Friday for the bible study I led! We had so much fun. We were inseparable.

Yet even then, we had a growing distance. You first felt it when I looked into the eyes of you and
those girls and confessed that I struggled with lesbian pornography. Sitting there as a teenager,
Kenny’s sermons branded my thoughts with the word “abomination.”. One time at youth group,
you even told me [ wouldn’t care that my gay older brother would burn in hell, tortured for all
eternity, because I would be in heaven. There are no tears in heaven, no pain. I cried in front of
you, and confusion was written all over your face. I cried for my brother. I cried for my uncles. I
didn’t know it then, but I cried for myself, too.

It has been so long. Those moments feel like a lifetime ago, yet they are etched into my mind and
heart. When I began to first drift away from you, it was subtle. I switched churches. I became
“too busy” for my high school ministry. I slept in on Sunday mornings. Still, I longed for
something more. I craved a church that would flip tables in the temple. I spent countless days
searching for sisters who would renounce the greed and evil of wealth. I looked tirelessly for a
Christian community that fought to uplift the lepers and downtrodden: the addicts, the homeless,



the oppressed. Our Father was calling me, the outcast, to him and his son as the spirit moved me
to see your contradictions. I looked for our Father in the walls of numerous churches. Finally
settling for the best I could find, I sat in my new church’s gymnasium (having just left the second
sanctuary and upstairs arcade) confused. Most days of the week, this mansion of a church sat as
empty as your heart. The stench of affluence made my stomach churn, vomit spewing on the
brand-new hardwood floors as I retched. It is no wonder you began to cast me out when I
questioned you. You are the bile that my stomach empties. Though my brain did not yet know it,
my soul knew that you began to see me as the least of these. You finally saw my distance and
smelt my queerness like a hound on the hunt.

It took me a little longer, though. I didn’t notice that my sweaty palms and nervous stutter might
not mean I want to be best friends with certain girls. I was a Christian. I was a straight Christian,
just how God intended, just how you intended. It seemed as if [ was in love with a new man
every day. My chest tightened when the cashier with curly hair smiled at me as I checked out.
Butterflies danced when the unfathomably tall and handsome man ran to hold the door open for
me. A smile grew each time I passed the mysterious stranger I often saw on campus. Of course I
had to be straight, right?

As I began to question my sexuality, the divide between us seemed larger than goliath. I was
David, longing for Jonathan. This giant distance from you made it seem impossible to find our
Father. Reaching out to him became more and more challenging. In questioning my sexuality, it
became impossible to distinguish between the two of you.

I spent the first summer of my twenties hidden from you both. I began to hide from more than
you, though. I locked myself away for no one to see. I kept my new question a secret. Am I
bisexual? The word sharply twisted in my stomach and caught in my throat, unable to escape
into the open air. When my roommates asked where I was heading, it was always to see a
“friend.” No need to worry and question me because it was always a female friend. A woman. A
friend. I tried to tell myself this, too. Though I was no longer on speaking terms with you or our
Father your words still resided in the darkest corners of my soul. Neither of you ever left my
mind.

Did you hear that I spoke about you both as I looked up from the hips of the first girl I fucked,
her taste still on my lips?

Despite how hard you tried, I could never separate my queerness from my faith. I tried, too. I
pushed it down for twenty goddamn years. I suffocated those feelings, tried to make this
attraction to women die a gruesome, painful death. It took me awhile, but I finally realized the
truth you held from me. Like Lazarus, Jesus wept when my sexuality died. Like Lazarus, Jesus
raised it from the dead and rejoiced.

Though Christ delighted in this process of coming out to myself, I abhorred it. I’'m sure you
remember my roommates at the time, devoutly Catholic. Even home felt unsafe. I was terrified
of what they would say, of the possibility of losing my loved ones. Every night for months on
end, I would escape to my car and drive down winding backroads. In my 97 CRV, I screamed



until my throat bled. I wept to the point of exhaustion. I prayed, asking our Father if he still loved
me between the gasps of my sobs. “Am I an abomination?”

I assured the thought no one could hear me. Our Father did.

You were the one I was most terrified to tell, and how right I was to be afraid. I’'m sure you

recall the night you whispered into the ear of my roommate's closest friend. In my own home,
drunken words spilled from her lips about how she loved me, how she disagreed with my
choices, and how I, a queer woman, am only capable of lust. As the liquor in her stomach called
her to the bathroom, I sat with my roommate until her words pierced the silence. “Would you

still be my best friend if I felt the same?”” Sister, you have stolen so much from me in the name of
“love”: the safety of my home, one of my most beloved friends, peace. We never spoke of that
night again.

You tried to convince me that you’d taken our Father, too. Unable to deny the truths of both my
queerness and our faith, I had to believe in the God I walked away from, even if I thought he had
first walked away from me. Pursuing one felt like a betrayal to the other, but denying the truth of
both was and still is impossible. I saw your lies for the first time in the depth of the woman I
loved, love that reflected our Father. Thinking I was thrown out with the slop of pigs, I had not
visited our Father’s home for years. I thought my prayers never reached him, no matter how hard
I tried. I believed he abandoned me to the bile in my soul, let my belly find its fill between the
legs of women. You were wrong, sister. You lied to me. She craved no part of my body or
anyone else’s. She desired the way my laughter filled a room. She was captivated by the fire
behind my eyes. This love cleared the fog and lead me to truth, the depth of your deception. Our
Father longed to see my face again. I was not forsaken.

I knew where I had to go. I had to see him.

From afar, our Father saw the matted, fiery locks of my hair. I began to fear that you had been
honest and true all along, but dread fell to the wayside as our Father ran to me. I could taste his
tears as he pressed his face to mine. He clothed me, fed me, and held me. He held a feast to tell
our entire town of my return. Yet there you sat, sulking in the corner, desperate for our Father to
throw me away. I’m not sure if our Father didn’t notice or didn’t care. We drank wine and
danced until our feet hurt. The prodigal daughter returned home.

Sister, do not forget that we are both daughters of Eve, sweet sin dripping from our lips. Though
you try, you can never disown me. You can never take my inheritance. You can never

cast me aside. [ am dust and divine.
From your discarded member and Sister,
Kylee Phalen



Winner of the Mockingbird Prize for Drama

Ethan Walker
HIT.

CAST

Aaron — a 25-year-old man
Lloyd — a 23-year-old man
Avery — a 23-year-old woman

Dalton — a 23-year-old man

SCENE

(Lights up, 3 men [Aaron, Lloyd, Dalton] and one woman [Avery] are sitting around a table. The
tabletop is littered with poker chips, snacks, a facedown guide to blackjack, and playing cards.
aaron takes a hit of a blunt, he finishes dealing the cards.)

Aaron: (placing card in front of lloyd) 15.

Lloyd: Hit me.

Aaron: (tauntingly, places card) 15 plus 8 makes 23. Bust.

Lloyd: (slams fist against table) Fuck this. I’ve never won a single hand of this game.

(chuckles amongst group)

Aaron: (laughs) Stop bitching and pass over your chips... (Lloyd begrudgingly slides his
chips towards Aaron; once Aaron comes into contact with them, he swiftly moves
his hands back and performs a Hail Mary as if he had just made contact with the
devil. Aaron turns towards Avery.)

Avery: Hit.

Aaron: (deals her a card) 18.

Avery: (gloats for a second) I’'ll stand.

Lloyd: (exasperated) How does Avery always get dealt good cards? (points at Aaron)
Has she been playing footsy with you under the table? (group erupts into
laughter)

Avery: (laughing) Oh, fuck off, Lloyd.

Lloyd: (laughter dies down) So how’s the job search going for you, Aaron?

Dalton: Let’s focus on the game... It’s my-



Lloyd:

Aaron:

Dalton:

Avery:

Lloyd:

Dalton:

Aaron:

Dalton:

Avery:

Aaron:

Dalton:

Aaron:

Avery:

Aaron:

Come on, it’s not like he hasn’t already cleaned out our pockets tonight. (playfully
rolls eyes) Home-field advantage.

Oh my God, speaking of football... (starts chuckling) do you all remember that
time we played the Cavaliers? (reminiscing) We got all the girls in the student
section to flash their Quarter Back every time he ran by...

(laughing) We won that game 42 to 7.

(disgusted) God, you guys are pervs. I don’t even know why I’m here. (gets up to
leave)

(nonchalantly) You know you aren’t going anywhere. (she sits back down, he
turns to Aaron, slyly) And you re avoiding my question, have you found a job
yet? (Aaron takes a hit)

Hit.

(exhales smokes and deals dalton a card) 14. And not yet, I can’t say the search is
going too well. (laughs) Turns out nobody is willing to hire a financial advisor
who doesn’t have a Finance degree.

(focused) 1 think I’m gonna go in on it. Hit me.

(while aaron is dealing dalton’s card. chuckling) School was never really your
strong suit.

21, shit.

(taunts and laughs) Blackjack jackass! (aaron deals him his poker chips for
winning)

(reveals his second card) 15. (he deals another card)
(rolls eyes) 19. Of course it is. How come you always end up winning?

(chuckling) Stop acting like Lloyd.

(Aaron takes Avery’s chips and adds them to his own, he takes another hit of his blunt and
prepares for the next round.)

Lloyd:

Dalton:

Lloyd:

Dalton:

Aaron:

(chuckles) So you can’t find a job. Can you even afford rent without us living
here? (points to chips) Is this your only source of income?

Why are you being such an ass right now?
He’s winning. That makes me feel like shit. (grins) I just want to return the favor.
Fair enough.

(still shuffling deck, thinks.) Il mean... I’ve been doing a lot of freelance shit. Like
DoorDash and Instacart, that stuff. The money isn’t too great, but I don’t have to
interact with anybody a whole lot. I don’t know... I just haven’t felt very social
lately. (lights begin to dim)



Lloyd:

Aaron:

Avery:

Aaron:

Lloyd:

Aaron:

Lloyd:

Avery:

Aaron:

Avery:

Lloyd:
Avery:
Lloyd:

Dalton:

Lloyd:
Avery:

Aaron:

Dalton:

Lloyd:

Aaron:

Dalton:

Lloyd:

Yeah. It’s not like you’re hanging out with anybody right now.

I know I know, sorry... (lights continue to dim more) shit. I’'m being lame. (takes
a hit of his blunt, lights go back to normal) Minimum bet for this round is 20.
(everybody puts forward their bets, Aaron begins dealing cards)

Have you ever thought about going back to school and finishing your degree?

Fuck no, I can’t go back, especially since you guys won’t be there. Hell, I was
already a fifth-year senior. If I take any more victory laps they’ll make me join the
track team.

(leans in in thought) Look I know I’'m already at 17, but you know what? 'm
feeling lucky... Hit me!

(flips card) 27, Bust.

(stands up in anger) God I fucking hate this game! (points at Aaron) Why do we
always have to play this? (Dalton laughs)

Oh, grow up. You’re acting like you’re still in college! So, what if you lose some
money? (Lloyd looks at her angrily) Please don’t hit me! (turns to Aaron) Hit me.

(deals her a card) 18.

(leans back) You know Aaron... (eyes Lloyd) 1 think you’d get along well with
my friend Sydney. She’s super nice... and she always thought you were really
cute.

(dry) Flattering him won’t help you score a good hand.

I just think it’s time he finds a girlfriend, (mutters to self) It’s been a while.
(laughing) Let’s be honest here, who wants to date a DoorDash driver?
Shut up Lloyd, the rest of us aren’t much better off.

Well, I don’t have to worry about paying bills.

And yet you still throw a temper tantrum every time you lose twenty bucks. (turns
to Aaron) Hit.

(to Lloyd) Well I'm glad you’ve got your finances in order. Are things still going
well with you and Leanne? I can’t remember. (deals Avery’s card) 28 bust.

Well, you at least remember that about her. (Aaron and Dalton burst into
laughter, Avery sighs in disapproval)

(ignores her. cold) Things between Leanne and I are... complicated. (lights dim)
How so?
Hit.

What is this, an interrogation? Do you actually want to get into this right now?



Aaron:

Lloyd:

Aaron:

Lloyd:

Aaron:

Lloyd:

Dalton:

Aaron:

Lloyd:

Dalton:

Aaron:

Lloyd:

Dalton:

Avery:

Aaron:

Lloyd:

Aaron:

Lloyd:

Dalton:

Aaron:

Lloyd:

Aaron:

Sorry man, I’m just curious. I haven’t heard from her in a while. (finishes blunt.
lights go back to normal. deals Dalton’s card) 14.

(distant) 1 don’t know. I guess you could call it a long-distance relationship.
(puzzled) Wait, 1 thought she still lived in the area? (lights another blunt)

(mean, lights dim) Jesus, how high are you? No wonder you can’t remember
anything.

(laughs and exhales) Calm down, I’'m fine. Wanna hit?
(refuses, still angry) You know I can’t. (Aaron puts his blunt down)

(staring at cards) Hit. (Aaron offers him the blunt) Not that type of hit. (4aron
realizes)

More for me then... (deals Dalton his card, hits his blunt. coughs) 17.

(still angry) Dude, what the fuck are you doing with your life? (lights drop a bit)
You dropped out of college, haven’t had a girlfriend in years, hell, you barely
even have a job. Do you just sit around here all day and get stoned? (lights flicker)

Holy shit, Lloyd, calm down. (turns towards Aaron) Hit.

(defensively) Everything may not have turned out as I had originally planned.
(smiles) But at least I have you guys.

(laughs) Y eah, keep telling yourself that.

Stop it, Lloyd. You are being a serious piece of shit right now. (turns towards
Aaron) Hit.

(firm) Stop changing the subject, Dalton.

(distressed, lights slowly begin to dim) What the fuck are you guys talking about?
How much longer can you convince yourself that we’re even here?

(laughs) Shut up Lloyd.

(lights continue to dim) You really don’t remember, do you? Have you numbed
your brain cells to the point that you’ve forgotten that we’re literally dead?

(points to cards) Hit.
You guys aren’t funny.

(serious) We’ve been dead for over two years now Aaron. And you know what?
(beat. angry) 1t’s your fault.

(getting angry) 1 know you’re pissed about losing but this is too fucking far
Lloyd.



Avery:

Lloyd:
Dalton:
Lloyd:

(lights slowly continue to dim) It happened 2 weeks before the three of us were
supposed to graduate. You were pissed because your advisor pushed you back
another semester. School was never really your strong suit.

You got really drunk. And made a really big scene at a party, we got kicked out.
Let’s move on. (points to the cards) Hit.

I was driving us home when you... started thrashing and convulsing. (angrily)
What else did you take at that party, Aaron?

(Aaron sits blankly as if in shock, lights are dim now.)

Avery:

Dalton:

Lloyd:

Avery:
Dalton:
Lloyd:
Dalton:

Lloyd:
Dalton:

Avery:

Dalton:
Lloyd:

Dalton:

We were on the Interstate, there was nowhere to pull over for a couple hundred
feet... you started foaming at the mouth. Dalton unbuckled you to check your
pulse. But then you started thrashing even more. Like you- like you were angry at
the world.

(beat, softly) I lost control of you... you threw yourself into the front of the car.
(somber) Hit.

I couldn’t steer in all of the chaos... we slammed into a road barrier. (beat) We
flipped three times.

(staring into space. numb) 1 was killed on impact.
(desperation in his voice) Can we stop, please? Let’s just go back to playing!
(firm) Dalton, say it.

(Aaron is looking at him in shock) 1- 1 flatlined in the ambulance. (points towards
cards, looks Aaron in the eyes) Come on now! Hit!

I got crushed throwing myself over your body... you weren’t buckled up. I had to
protect you. (beat. bitter) Why did I protect you?

Please... hit!

(looking away) I’ve tried to look past the mistakes you made that night. (looks
into his eyes) But you won’t even acknowledge what you’ve done. You are hiding
from our graves. (lights dim even more) Can you even forgive yourself?

(points at aaron) HIT!

(angry) 1 will never forgive you, Aaron. Not because you killed me, not even
because you robbed me of my future with Leanne, but because you took the
sacrifice I made for you,(POINTS TO OTHERS) that we a/l made for you... and
you spend it playing Blackjack with your memories.

(exasperated rambling) Can we just forget about this? I /ike playing pretend!
(breaking down) 1 like thinking that I’'m alive! (points towards cards, holding
back tears, lights are almost blacked-out at this point) SO HIT! HIT! (points to
blunt) PLEASE HIT!



(Aaron jumps out of his shock, and reaches for his blunt, he takes a big hit and coughs
profusely. Lights go back up. Beat.)

Lloyd:

Avery:

Dalton:

Aaron:

Dalton:

Aaron:

(a smile creeps up on his face) We’re just fucking with you. (the group starts
laughing)

(laughing) Did you see the look on his face? (imitates Aaron)
(laughing uneasily) God you’ve always been so gullible. Alright, hit me.

(starts laughing along in a stoned stupor) Fuck you guys for that. (passes dalton
his card) 20.

I’ll stand.

(flips over his card and laughs with glee) 21! Blackjack Jackass! (everybody is
laughing as if nothing happened. aaron reigns in his chips)



Wendy Gourley
Seeing in the Dark

CAST

Orpheus - a scruffy musician with a guitar slung on his back
Eurydice - his dead wife

Orpheus is walking slowly, deliberatively step, touch; step, touch. Eurydice is keeping perfect
time a few steps behind him.

Orpheus: Slow and steady. Slow and steady. Slow and steady. I can do this.

Eurydice: Hey, this reminds me of when we got married! (she sings the wedding march) da-
da-da-dum, da-da-da-dum.

Orpheus: (in time to the steps) Don’t look back. Don’t look back. Hades said you were
mine, if 1 don’t look back.

(He stops.)

Orpheus: (wails) Oh Eurydice, I’ve just got to know: are you back there?!
Eurydice: (calmly) I’'m here.

(Orpheus is listening intently.)

Orpheus: Nothing. (more desperately) Eurydice! Eurydice. (as a fading echo)
Rydice...rydice...rydice...

Orpheus: Why won’t you speak?

(Orpheus sits down discouraged. Eurydice gives an exasperated shrug and sits down to rub her

feet.)

Eurydice: I don’t want to appear ungrateful. I mean, you braved the three-headed dog to
rescue me from death and all, but are we there yet?

(No response.)

Eurydice: You know, when I woke up this morning, the last person I ever dreamed of
running into was you. I mean, the last person you expect to see in the underworld
is your living husband! It’s not like bumping into you at the grocery store. It’s
funny, but when I saw you, all of the sudden, I felt a little shabby. When you’re
surrounded by dead people every day, you don’t think about it, but then there’s
this living, breathing person standing there in front of you.



(Eurydice turns to kneel right beside Orpheus.)

Eurydice: Orpheus, do you realize that you glow? You radiate this glorious, radiant life!
And your hair...

(She breathes his hair in deeply.)

Eurydice: Smells like freshly sprouted asparagus and...

(She takes another whiff.)

Eurydice: Apple blossoms!

(She sits.)

Eurydice: Nobody smells like that in the underworld. Everything smells like...dust.
Orpheus: Eurydice, I miss your chatter.

(She smiles.)

Orpheus: Your silly, empty chatter.

(Her face falls. Orpheus gets up.)

Orpheus: Well, I gotta keep going. And so I won’t think about turning around, I’'m going to
compose a poem to you as [ walk.

(This perks up Eurydice, who jumps up and falls in step behind Orpheus.)
Orpheus: Ode to Eurydice.

Wake up again, my lover true,

Breathe once again my love for you.

Eurydice: Not bad.

Orpheus: This journey will restore to me,
Your true perfection....ality.

Eurydice: Perhaps you ought to stick to singing.
Orpheus: When I look to my surprise,

A perfect vision to my eyes.
Eurydice: Again with the perfect. I’'m far from perfect.



Orpheus: Your body soft and warm and real,

Eurydice: I burn toast. I leave soap scum in the bathtub.
Orpheus: Its faultless form I long to feel.

Eurydice: (she snorts) You know what this faultless form costs?
(She pulls out her falsies.)

Eurydice: 59 dollars at Victoria’s secret!

(She tosses the falsies behind her shoulder.)

Orpheus: Your soulful eyes with lashes long,

Eurydice: You like my lashes? You can have them!

(She rips her false eyelashes off and sticks them to his shoulder.)
Orpheus: Still teach me how to sing my song.

(Eurydice stops and sinks to the ground.)

Eurydice: Stop! I won’t listen to anymore!

(She plugs up her ears and sings la-la-la-la. Orpheus stops walking. Eurydice unplugs and
ventures a listen.)

Orpheus: I know what you’re thinking... I ought to stick to singing.

Eurydice: (to the heavens) Thank you!

(Orpheus sits next to Eurydice. He yells back over his shoulder as if she’s far away.)
Orpheus: But it was from my heart!

Eurydice: Jeez, you don’t have to yell. (softly right in his ear) I’'m. Right. Here.
Orpheus: Then I’ll sing.

(Orpheus gets out his guitar and beautifully sings. Eurydice harmonizes with him.)
Orpheus: (sighs) 1 always loved singing for you.

Eurydice: I always sang too, but you never heard.



Orpheus: Oh, Eurydice, will it be like it was before?

Eurydice: Well, I hope everything won’t be the same. You were on tour a lot.
Orpheus: I loved coming home to you after the road.
Eurydice: And even when you were home, you didn’t seem to always notice I was —

Orpheus: And the parties we threw!

Eurydice: You and your drunk friends.
Orpheus: You were... Perfect.
(Eurydice stands.)

Eurydice: Orpheus, look at me! I’'m not perfect. You’re not perfect either, I’ll tell you that
much, but at least I don’t expect you to be. I see you as you are. | — see — you.

(Orpheus stands, his eyes on the road ahead.)

Orpheus: Almost there now. I can see a glimmer ahead.

Eurydice: Stop! Before we get there, we need to talk!

Orpheus: When we step into the light, will you be the same after being, well... Dead?
(Eurydice runs in front of him and plants herself there.)

Eurydice: For once in your life — look at me!

(Orpheus walks right past.)

Orpheus: I mean an adjustment period is to be expected, I understand, but I’'m sure in no
time, we’ll be back to normal. All will be

Both: Perfect.

Eurydice: I love you, Orpheus.

(Eurydice turns and goes back the way they came.)
Orpheus: The light; it’s here! Eurydice!

(He turns and sees her walking away from him.)



Orpheus: No! Don’t fade away! I turned too soon!
(Eurydice turns back to face him.)
Eurydice: No. You turned too late.

(Lights down. End of scene.)



Elias Murphy
Who I Am

CAST

Logan Mackavoy — Protagonist (muscular, young, dark skin, long dark brown hair, brown eyes,
trust-worthy)

Jecral Mackavoy — Logan’s Father (muscular, middle-aged, tan skin, short semi-curly black hair,
brown almost black eyes)

Harvey — Jecral’s second-in-command

Alpha Harris — Leader of pack of Germany (blond, middle-aged, caucasian)

Lucy Harris — Alpha Harris” daughter (dirty blonde, blue-grey eyes, young, apathetic, pretty)
Ryan Harris — Alpha Harris’ son (light blonde, dark blue eyes, skinny, lots of white scars
covering his face, neck, and arms)

Maia — Human maid who works for German pack

SCENE 1

(Fade in. Ext. an airport in Michigan.)

(Logan Mackavoy sitting across from Harvey and Jecral Mackavoy.)
(J and H are glaring at Logan, holding their breath.)

(Logan is dressed casually as his H, but J is wearing a full black suit.)

Jecral: (disgusted) You’re wearing that perfume again, aren’t you?

Logan: (evenly as if trying to avoid his father’s wrath) It’s cologne.

(Logan looks at the camera.)

Logan: Werewolves. They can smell everything. Even emotions. Hi, I’'m Logan
Mackavoy. And the angry men over there are Harvey and Jecral Mackavoy. Jecral
is my father... And the Alpha of Michigan. He’s sending me to Germany to meet
my fiancée, Lucy. I was supposed to go a couple years ago, but there was some

kind of issue with Germany. The two sides reunited so I’'m going this year.

(Jecral talks into his phone, but it is muted because Logan is not listening. Harvey makes eye
contact with Logan and their eyes turn gold. They continue until Jecral smacks Harvey upside
the head.)

Jecral: Harvey, stop. (Harvey wrinkles his nose, but looks away.)
(A loudspeaker announces that some planes are boarding and Logan stands up.)

Logan: Goodbye, sir. (He looks back, but the two men are already out of normal hearing
range. He stares after them for a moment longer, before grabbing his bag and
walking off- Fade out.)



SCENE 2

(Fade in. Int. Logan is walking down a set of stairs, looking around. At the bottom of the stairs,
three people stare up at him expectantly. The tallest, and oldest, is holding a sign with his name
on it. Alpha Harris is dressed professionally, but Ryan is dressed like John Bender from
Breakfast Club. Lucy looks nice too, except for a ratty leather jacket that she zips up as if letting
Logan know she is not interested.)

Harris: (cheerfully in a German accent) Hello, Logan! So pleased to have you! This is
Lucy and Ryan. (His tone darkens as he introduces his son, and he shoots him a
glare. Ryan looks away but looks determined. The younger man is covered in faint
white scars.)

Logan: Nice to meet you, sir. (He looks to Lucy.) Miss Lucy. I’ve heard so much about
you. (To the camera) Way too much. I’ve practically had a class about her for the

last five years.

(Lucy doesn’t respond and rolls her eyes.)

Harris: (annoyed) Lucy... (Lucy smiles, but sarcastically.)

Lucy: (in a faint, but clear Irish accent) Pleasure to meet you.

Logan: Likewise.

Ryan: I’'m Ryan. (R and L shake hands longer than is necessary and Alpha Harris grabs

L’s suitcase, hiding his dislike.)

Harris: (laughing) Welcome to Germany.
Logan: (to the camera) Suck-up. (The three begin walking away.)
SCENE 3

(Black screen displaying “The Black Forest, Germany” in gold lettering. Logan is sitting on a
bed, looking bored, while Maia unpacks his suitcase.)

Logan: (as if repeating himself) 1 can put my own stuff away.
Maia: (visibly scared) Really, sir, it’s alright.
Logan: (to the camera) She’s human. Alpha Harris is pretty rich. This place is basically a

castle! I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t impressed. They’ve got a separate building
for the pups to learn and train in and the stables are amazing. And a lot of
servants... Wait staff? I don’t know. (Gestures to the maid.) This is Maia and
apparently her entire job is to serve me. Weird.



(4 knock on the door.)
Servant: Alpha Harris would like for you to join Miss Harris for brunch, sir.

Logan: (To the camera, disgusted and uncomfortable) Sir? Ugh, I sound like my father.
(To the servant) You can just call me Logan... Or Mackavoy, I guess.

(The servant leads Logan out of the room, and they walk downstairs for a while before the
servant opens a door and lets him into the dining room, which has a large table and food already
set out. Lucy is setting at the furthest end, looking annoyed. There is a wolf standing behind her,
acting as a chaperone.)

Logan: (sitting down) Miss Lucy... How are you?

(Lucy doesn’t respond and the two eat in silence. When they are done, she looks at him.)

Lucy: (passive-aggressive) I'll get to know you after the wedding. (Logan looks away,
uncomfortable. Lucy sneers, her eyes gold.)

SCENE 4

(Logan is walking outside, looking bored and a little lonely. Ryan runs up behind him and
matches pace, hands in his pockets.)

Ryan: Hey, Lo! Are you busy?

Logan: (sighing) No, I’'m all free until dinner... Why?

(Ryan kicks a rock, following it to kick it further. Logan watches him.)

Ryan: (nervous) 1 just thought... You might want to hang out or something... You like

sports or something like that, don’t you? (Back to Logan, looking angry, but
sounding calm) 1 figure you’re pretty bored of all this suitor stuff. Lucy is

insufferable.

Logan: I wouldn’t say insufferable... Just—

Ryan: Overly competitive and cold.

Logan: (getting noticeably mad) She’s your sister. You should be nicer.

Ryan: (also getting mad, but less noticeably) 1 get it, she’s your fiancée, you have to
defend her.

Logan: Don’t assume why I do anything. I’d kill to have a sister.



Ryan: (sarcastically) Less attention from daddy?

Logan: (laughing bitterly) 1 had a whole litter of siblings! A mother too. Some wolf
figured it’d be easier to get us out of the way sooner. So before you go
complaining— (He growls, eyes gold and storms off.)

Ryan: Drama queen. (He watches Logan leave, looking sad.)

(Quick fade in and fade out. Short scene of Logan trashing his room.)

Overlapping voices:

Stronger, smarter, nicer, straight
Not perfect
Flawed

Broken

(Ext. castle-like mansion. Sound of wolf howling from within.)

SCENE 5

(Int. Dining room. Harris Family, Logan, and various pack members are eating breakfast.
Breakfast seems to be undercooked meat.)

Harris: (taking a bite) Y our father said you play polo

Logan: (not eating and looking sick) A little, sir. (To the camera) Werewolf or not, this
looks awful. Raw steak?

Harris: Well, I was hoping you could teach Ryan. So he can become strong enough to
take over when I die. (He glares at his son, who is focused on his plate.) Imagine
the Harris family losing leadership. You need more exercise, more training.

Ryan: (quietly) Yes, sir.

(Alpha Harris looks at Logan’s plate and laughs.)

Harris: Not to your liking?

(The rest of the pack begin laughing as well as Logan sourly takes a bite.)

SCENE 6
(Fade in. The stables.)

Ryan: Where are the mallets?



Logan: (laughing) Look at the horses. I think they need some exercise... Poor things. We
might have to skip Polo. (Ryan and Logan make eye contact mischievously.)

(Scene changes to fast moving greenery. Logan and Ryan are heard laughing.)
Ryan: (flopping onto the grass, out of breath.) Gimme a minute!

Logan: (joining him) 1 love this! Nothing better than the wind in your face. Really makes
you feel alive.

(Ryan looks over at him smiling.)
Ryan: (blurting out) 1 like you!

(The two stop laughing and watch each other warily. Ryan puts Logan hand over his chest. Two
heartbeats are heard.)

Ryan: Do you feel it? Two separate heartbeats from one chest? (Logan looks at him
fearfully, nods.) That’s you. (Logan is confused and Ryan laughs.) What do they
teach you in America? Honestly. Bonded... Y’know. Soulmates. That’s us.

Logan: How do you—

Ryan: I spent my summer of travel at Magikai, the monster school in Germany. It was in
the lessons. Everything. What a bond is, what it feels like... Do you know no one
can hurt you if you’re a student? (Getting excited.) Let’s go! Run away!
Anywhere you want, England, Germany, Australia, even America and China!

Logan: (visibly overwhelmed) Let’s just... Lay here. Give me time to— (He smiles and
hugs Ryan gently.) Enjoy this... I feel drunk

Ryan: (laughing) You’ve never been drunk.

Logan: Well, this is what I think it feels like.

Ryan: (happily) This is so much better. (Camera dives into the grass then fades out.)
SCENE 7

(Montage of awkward dates with Logan and Lucy mixed with Ryan and Logan on more casual
dates. Words “Day before full moon” on screen. Words fade out and settle on Logan and Ryan
in the same grassy area.)

Ryan: (pensively) Full moon tomorrow.



Logan: I know... But I don’t want to leave...
Ryan: Think of the alternative. Dad’1l know. Everyone’ll know.

Logan: (to camera) Hiding things from Werewolves is almost impossible normally.
When we change, it’s impossible. Which means one or both of us will end up
dead. Or worse.

Ryan: Did you hear about the Werewolf in Japan? (Logan nods morosely.) Bones
thrown in the river. No starlit hunt for her... All for holding hands.

Logan: What if one of us leaves?

Ryan: (angry) Why are you so intent on staying? These people have never done
anything for us.

Logan: They’re part of us. Don’t you get that? Running away won’t change anything.
You’re always talking about changing the world. You can’t do that if you hide!

Ryan: You can’t change the world if you’re dead either. Our safety is the most important
thing right now. Your safety! You don’t know what would happen if one of us
died. Imagine feeling someone die. Not watching; feeling. I watched it happen
once. The living half driven to madness. They found him a couple days later in
the same condition...

Logan: Let’s go back.

(The two gather up the remains of their lunch in silence. The area falls dead silent as they are
surrounded. Camera focused on Alpha Harris with crossed arms. He looks furious. Screen goes
black. Music begins playing. Logan is silently screaming while being held back forcibly. Close-
up on Ryan who is clearly scared and holding his hands up as if to protect himself. Screen goes
black. Close-up of Ryan’s eyes, lifeless. Screen goes black. Screen stays black, but voices are
heard.)

Lucy: (angry) He was my brother!
Harris: (scared) He was broken! He was—

(Silence for a while then screen fades in. Lucy is standing in front of Logan at the airport. Logan
looks lifeless, depressed.)

Lucy: (sounding official) Logan Mackavoy, you are banned from entering Germany.
Doing so means dead. (She sighs then speaks normally.) ’'m—I’m sorry... Here,
you should have this... (She hands him a dog tag. It reads: Ryan A. Harris,
Magikai, Werewolf, 17 alive 127. Logan holds it tightly, silent.)



Lucy:

EPILOGUE

Go to Unknown... Live the life he wanted. (Screen goes black.)

(Screen fades in. Older Logan sitting on a chair.)

Logan:

(Fade out.)

It’s been 29 years since then. I spent almost all those years on my own. I mean,
Sarah’s been here longer than I have, but neither of us was looking for friends. I
don’t think we ever were... They found us. Anyways, yeah. A couple years ago,
2011, I think, this weird brightly colored girl walked up to me during lunch one
day and decided I needed a friend. Osiris... (laughs) 1 definitely wasn’t friendly
towards her. But she just wouldn’t leave. She could make friends with anyone. I
never—I never got over Aim. But I didn’t spend all my time punishing myself for
living anymore. (fo someone offscreen) One sec, I’'m almost done. (to the camera)
We became a guild of freaks, misfits. Our only thing in common was that we
didn’t fit in anywhere else. The eight of us. Well, it was nine, but that’s a story for
another day. We’ve all mostly gone our separate ways, but we’re still a family and
it’s them I have to thank for... For everything! (glances at watch) Almost out of
time. After graduation, Avis and I are getting married tomorrow, so I should wrap
this up. I can’t imagine life without him. So, thanks Unknown... This is my
orientation project and here it is. My name is Logan Mackavoy and 29 years ago
my life ended and 7 years ago, it began. I never thought my life would be like this
and if it hadn’t been for this school, I wouldn’t have been around to see it. And if
someone like me can fit in here, so can you. Welcome to Unknown.



Winner of the Mockingbird Prize for Fiction

Lesdiguicres (based on a true story)
Andy Demczuk

I had a kind of depression that landed on my face like flies. When sheep passed through and laid
their waste over the Village, there was no deficit. My coffee seemed to be their favorite watering
hole. On this particularly sad morning, I was listening to a strong-willed mooche—as the French
call them—buzz artlessly, stuck in a yellow dangling fly trap. Ocelot was on the sofa and looked
at me with an air of condescension. He yawned and moved his gaze to the noisy fly, who was
dying for what seemed like all morning. Incapable of going to work, I stared out the window at a
freak June snowstorm that diminished any motivation I had to go to the morning meeting. It was
nine-thirty, and I heard my name echo through the curved stone hallway. I hadn’t shown up in a
few days to work. For my punishment, or as they put it, a “breather” I was signed up to
participate in the renovation of Chdteau de Lesdiguieres. A few days later, a blue Renault Trafic
picked me up in a nearby town called Le Saix.

The van door scratched metal-on-metal as it opened and I saw the group of volunteers I would be
working with for the next three weeks. We all put on an excited-to-meet-you face, though I could
tell they were all tired and didn’t care. We shook hands, said our names and where we were
from, and someone made a joke of how to pronounce Le Saix. We drove out east to a higher part
of the Alps. The van’s windows didn’t work. I sat in the back seat scrunched between four
people in one row. I was pressed against the panel and someone’s thighs and felt air being
sucked away as I held my stomach on the viraging mountain passes. Summer was just beginning
but the skin on my arms still felt the enveloping drift of a very late snowstorm. We all watched
the trees jostle in an oddly sexual motion, rubbing against a caressing wind, until someone said
‘get aroom’ and we laughed and stopped looking out the window. I opened a book of poetry by
Jaques Prévert that [ had found in the free library exchange at the farm, and read the line, “In
summer like winter, in mud, in dust, lying on old newspaper, a man with flat shoes takes in
water, looking at boats from afar,” and I got too carsick to finish it. For that book I traded Across
the Empty Quarter, which describes a British explorer’s journey through an immense desert. |
saw a circus camel grazing on the side of the highway, tied up to a water gauge of the Super U. |
immediately thought of the Bedu guides who could tell which direction animals came from, how
many children they gave birth to, eating habits, and how long they had gone without water all
from footprints and feces. I wanted to be a tracker. But we, the camel and I that is, were both
driving in different cars in different directions. I suppose I could have tracked this majestic
creature using the circus fliers posted on the vine-covered stone walls and the light poles all over
the region but instead I just felt sick.

When we got to the campground it was dark and grey outside, the borders of light drew the
angles of houses in the little village nearby. We climbed out of the van to choose our tents. |
lucked out and got the tent used for storing camping gear, so I didn’t have to have a tentmate.
The camp was just a plain grass patch near the chateau, but I couldn’t see what was around
except those contrasted rooftops. Huddled by a little fire, we each told a childhood memory and
an embarrassing moment. Tomas, a Russian volunteer, began the conversations of the evening.
He told us how he accidentally walked out of a store wearing an expensive coat. A policeman



came running and tackled him to the ground violently. A sizable hole ripped in the sleeve against
the rough Moscow concrete. They made him choose to either pay for the coat or to go to jail for
three months. With all the money he had saved for his wedding, he chose the coat. His fiancée
cut the right sleeve off his old jacket and then sewed it to this new expensive coat. He proudly
showed everyone his mismatched sleeves. A resounding ‘ah’ ensued.

“Why did you bring a winter coat to France in the summertime?” a French volunteer named
Chloe asked him.

“What do you mean why? This is my lucky coat.”

“Oh, sure it is. Just like your rabbit’s foot that ripped a hole in your pocket?”” Chloe said and
laughed.

“Did it not snow last week while we went hiking?”
“Oui ok,” she said, annoyed.
“And who was prepared?” Tomas said.

“It didn’t help you from falling on your face on that hill,” Sophia, the leader of our group said.
Tomas swatted the air like he gave up. I could feel the discussion turn to me.

“Maybe you need some lucky shoes. Look at that sole ripping off,” someone said and he started
flapping the sole and you could see his foot permeating the thin fibers of his dirty tattered sock.

“QGross. So who’s next?”” Chloe said.

“Play us a song, Paul, please,” Sophia said, handing me the guitar, her question a polite
command.

This kind of musical request always made me feel like a trained sea otter. I usually regret telling
people that I sing and play an instrument, but perhaps I secretly enjoy the thrill. So I reached out
my arm and grabbed the sticky neck of the cheap Spanish guitar. “Now, for my most
embarrassing moment,” I said.

I sang a song called “Les Amoureux des Bancs Publics” by George Brassens. I imagined myself
as one of those naive lovers kissing on the green bench that Brassens spoke of. I looked at
Sophia’s eyes flickering lavish saccades and I began to blush. What was in her mind in between
those fixations? An ember jumped on someone’s pant leg but it went out before they noticed.

At daybreak, we drove to the site where we were supposed to excavate an old wall of the
chateau. We met an architect and an historian who were interested in a specific wall that was
almost completely covered in dirt. If history happened there, it was as if the weeds and dirt were
trying to sweep it under a rug of roots and photosynthesizing green pigment.



The architect had curly hair and wore a white button down shirt and brown khakis. He stood up
onto a flatbed of a small truck with a megaphone and cleared his throat. “This is the Chateau of
Duke Lesdiguiéres, erected in fifteen-eighty. On the day of the Duke’s birth the nearby
stronghold at St. Bonnet burned to the ground. His mother fled to this site where the chateau now
stands. Religious wars between Protestants and Catholics were common, and Lesdiguiéres
decided to build a defensive fort. On one account, under the Catholic Duke of Savoy, an insane
captain, a self-proclaimed Caprara, came here with a group of Germanic-Lombard savages. The
Duke of Savoy had given no orders for the captain’s regiment to be here, but they came with a
violent agenda of orgy, massacre, and pillage. The priest was killed. The chateau was sacked.
The historical documentation of these events strangely lost. Throughout the terrible years of
murdered family members, servants, friends, and financial ruin, Lesdiguicres held his Protestant
beliefs, despite overwhelming pressure to convert. Towards the end of his days, however, after a
lifetime of fighting rather successfully, Lesdiguieres converted to Catholicism, and on the day of
his death the stronghold of St. Bonnet burned to the ground again.” The architect stopped and
looked at the mound. The historian nodded as our group looked at them both in silence.

“Anyway—on to the dig. Be aware that the deeper you find something, the older it is, and you
must report any objects found in the excavation even if it looks like trash,” the megaphone had
some feedback, and he pointed it away for a second. “Sorry about that. Well, all we can say is
congratulations again for being a part of history here, this is going to be an important excavation.
Tonight we have organized a dinner with you fine ladies and gentlemen and the local inhabitants
of Glaizil, they are very excited.”

We stepped back and watched a tractor drive its bucket into the mound. The earth seemed like it
did not want to be disturbed. After the mound was loosened up like a careful and slow massage
knotting out muscles, we went in to examine the ruins. We formed a human chain and removed
stones for hours. We placed them into a pile which we would use to rebuild the wall later. Time
passed and my arms felt inflated with air like balloons. I was bored. Nothing happened but dirt
clods crumbling in my hands and stones rolling at my feet. Sheep baaed on the hills,
accompanying the sound of buckets being emptied. I examined each rock for a second before
passing it to the next person. Finally we found an object. An old can of sardines. “Anyone
hungry?” Chloe said as she waved the can around and looked at a worm wiggling half out of it.
As she shook the can in the air the worm fell out. There was something inside the can that
sounded like a small piece of round metal.

“Something is in there,” Tomas said and took the can. He peered in. “Hm, I can’t see anything,
let me shake it out,” he shook it around until the object flung out hitting the dirt and bouncing
several times.

“Look, a bullet!” we all said at the same time.

“C’est bizarre.”

“What do you think that’s from?” Chloe said.

“Probably just kids doing target practice,” Tomas said.



I grabbed the dirty, yellow can of sardines from Tomas and looked closely at the hole that was
shot through the rust and circus font that read, 4 I ’huile d’olive. As I was reading the tin, the
architect came by and said, “let me take that,” and he snatched it out of my hands. He then put
his hand out flat to Tomas and said with a smile, “the bullet please.” Tomas looked at the bullet
one last time and put it in the architect’s hand. He walked away quickly and stood under a tree
like he was thinking. He then went to talk to the historian.

The next object we found was a nail from the fifteenth century. It was from the roof of a small
horse stable that would have been attached to the wall. We all gathered around the nail as if it
was a holy relic. After hours of finding odd bits of roof tiles, more nails, and more sardine cans,
our workday was over.

On the way back to the camp Sophia stopped the van at a tourist gift shop. She purchased Hits of
the Summer 2012 and put it in the van’s CD player. Everyone bounced their shoulders in the car
and sang songs that I had never heard. Chloe saw that I didn’t know any of the songs that were
playing and asked, “do you live under a rock?”

“Worse, he lives under a mountain,” Sophia said.
“Hey, just because I can’t stand this music doesn’t mean [—”

“Oh, you’re no fun,” Chloe said and turned the music up louder from the passenger seat. Sophia
nodded her head in approval. I don’t know what it was about that nod, but it was a nod that made
me feel like I was from a different dimension. No fun? Me? Was I becoming closed minded?
Can I not simply enjoy things anymore? All these criteria I've set for pleasure. [ was having a
crisis because all I could think about were how the drums were poorly programmed and tasteless.
The keyboards-were-over-compressed and the auto-tune-on-the-vocals-disregarded-any notion-
of-subtlety. The lyrics were only about having fun in the sun and partying until the break of
dawn and such things that didn’t have any artistic depth. These people were my coworkers and
friends—born in the same era. So why did I feel so left out, so incapable of relating to anybody
or anything that was produced by the mainstream of my generation?

As heads continued to bob to blasting summer beats, [ heard, “Don’t mind Paul, he has taste.”
Sophia then turned her head and smiled with a wink holding the steering wheel with her left hand
and making a wave motion with the right.

Back at the camp, everyone changed out of their work clothes and got ready for the evening
dinner. It was at a fancy, yet rustic Inn called Le Rocher des Ducs. We entered and saw a table
full of food already laid out. I felt like a hero coming home from a war that I didn’t fight in. A
woman at the door said, “It is wonderful what you are doing for our community, we are so
grateful to have you,” and she held my shoulders as if she wanted to shake me.

“Thank you, I am happy to be here.” I smiled.

“Let me pour you a drink,” she said and left to the kitchen to look for a bottle of cider.



We all quieted and sat down with our plates empty and ready to eat. The architect, wearing the
same clothes as he was in the morning, said, “Again, everyone, thank you for joining us, this is a
fantastic celebration of cultures helping to preserve history, a truly splendid evening. You all
must be very hungry, so without further ado, bon appétit!”

The dinner dishes were passed around and I grabbed a healthy portion of whatever I could get
my hands on. I sat back and took slow bites. I looked around the room and saw Tomas laughing
with the girls. The historian sat next to me. I noticed his green tweed vest and checkered collared
shirt were ironed.

“Hey, jeune homme, are you enjoying the food?” he asked.
“Yes, it is all wonderful! Thank you,” I said.

“Good, I'm glad. That is my Beaufort. [ made it on my farm,” he said, proudly pointing to the
cheese on my plate.

“Oh wow! That is my favourite one, honestly.”

“Don’t say that foo loud. A lot of cheesemakers here.”

“Oh right, sorry. I thought you were a historian.”

“I got interested in cheese later in life. It must be the aging process that fascinates me.”
“I could see how they’re related.”

“Half of the people in Glaizil don’t approve of my methods. But Il tell you, when it comes to
cheese, they can be very particular. It’s like religion or something.”

“That seems like a stretch.”

“Well it's a sacred mold. Cheese, you see, is milk with a story. You can still scent the trace of the
original milk before the colonies of bacteria settle and develop, you can even identify qualities of
the grass the cow ate, the bugs that the cow’s tail whipped away. And after a year of aging, oh
mon dieu, it transforms into something so complex—an entire universe with historical ages and
evolving ecosystems, it becomes a space of...” He said all this, and many more things about
cheese. He described the way it is linked to the portals into multiple dimensional plains and at
that moment he looked me in the eyes and scrunched his lips together as if he wanted to tell me
some kind of secret—but changed his mind. “Speaking of stories, I saw you found some things
today, exciting stuff huh? We appreciate the help,” he said.

“Who’s Jean-Pierre?” I asked, “I saw his name graffitied on a stone earlier, something in French,
the tag-lines sounded angry from what I understood.”



The historian wiped his mouth off with a napkin and looked at the architect talking across the
room. “The association never tells this story to the volunteers. Scares newcomers away, but you
seem like you can handle it, and I guess I should be the one to tell it. About forty years ago, a
group of teenagers came here dressed in sheets and pretended to be ghosts. They would go on the
ruins and recite incantations until sunrise mimicking dance rituals performed by pagans who
famously lived in the deep mountains of this region. The teenagers unknowingly scared the
people of Glaizil half to death with their loud and strange laughter in the night. One evening
Jean-Pierre had enough. He took his hunting rifle with him on a night that he heard their
‘haunting sounds’ and he shot three of the four teenagers dead over by the wall. Said he thought
they were ghosts or witches.” The historian let out a sigh. He saw my discomfort. After a pause,
he pointed out of the window of Le Rocher des Ducs in the direction of the mound. A large part
of the wall was now visible after the work we had done.

“Right over there,” he said.
“How awful,” I said. “What happened to Jean-Pierre?”

“He was able to claim self-defense against the supernatural since they were dressed up in pagan
outfits and ghost stuff and menacing him sort-of-speak. But I don’t know—he should have
known they were human, maybe talked to them first. But I suppose in his mind, they really were
ghosts. The teenagers were never verified. A farmer questioned the one survivor briefly, but she
just answered with a few soft words before leaving. Poor thing. Didn’t live locally. Must have
been camping here for a summer vacation.”

“How could somebody do such a thing?”

“Apparently, there was more to it. Jean-Pierre claimed that every day for weeks they’d move
items around his garden, like real poltergeists would, you know, those subtle tricks. Lawn
gnomes turned about. He said they were good and crafty and knew what bugged him on a
personal level. Said they even got to his car keys and misplaced those. But what I can’t wrap my
head around, is the one girl who survived said they never even stepped foot on his property.”
“—"1didn’t know how to respond. I just thought how sad and where she could be now? Then I
thought to ask, “Did he say anything to them before he—"

The historian, with his gaze out the window said, “This may be local legend hearsay, but
apparently that night when it all happened, he was shouting—sardines, sardines! You are all just
ghosts in a can of sardines! Come here and let me get you out.”



try to learn more about his life and where it went wrong. I should be doing it to learn from his
mistakes, like Momma always slurs at me about her own. But really, it’s because the girl I close
with wanted to know everything about him, and nobody else talks to me unless they are ordering.

Some nights Lucky and I talk about him as I watch, even though she can’t see him because |
placed my pool right by her lot. I did it in hopes to give her a bit more shade, but I think it helps
to keep her from his sight. As far gone as he must always be, it is no surprise that he forgets she
exists unless he hears her bark. To this, he often barks back. She is not exactly a quiet dog, but I
talk to her about Tarzan like I would have Mikey (which is how he talked to me about the
haunted houses and different families on our street) and so her bark reminds me of his wit.

It is the most Mikey and I have talked in three years, although he has not been gone nearly so
long.

I wish there was more to report from Tarzan’s daily rehearsals, especially as word spread at
Wendy’s of my deranged neighbor and I began to talk to people who would usually only
communicate with me about supplies or cleaning the bathrooms and grills. I suspect that one day
he broke his pinky finger or a knuckle by beating on his electrical box and that he must have
gotten a splinter in his asshole by now, because it is always nearly visible as he stands up from
that old picnic table. There’s no way one hasn’t gotten lodged up there. The past few days he has
been limping from trying to Karate Kid kick his tire—which is quite unnecessary for the part of
Tarzan. I have learned nothing more about what triggered these outbursts, because it seems
nobody on our street remembers him before he offered to turn each of our houses and pets into a
campfire.

Besides the entertainment, the good thing that has come from Tarzan’s crazed days and evenings
(which tend to alternate) are that the other neighbors have largely kept their fighting to a
minimum. I highly doubt any of their houses could contain screaming and family meetings the
way mine and Momma’s does, so I suspect they are more put off by Tarzan than we are.

Momma hates it but I refuse to shut the kitchen window at night because I still haven’t forgotten
Tarzan’s threat against the pets of our neighborhood. She stays in the living room, mostly,
watching Hallmark mysteries and Christmas in July movie marathons. When he goes silent, I go
out to check that he is on his picnic table bed or, on especially hot nights, has gone back inside.
He always leaves the door open and lights on.

%k %k %k

My co-worker stopped asking about Tarzan two days prior to his arrest. That night I closed with
her, but she kept her knockoff AirPods in as we cleaned. When I drove home Tarzan wasn’t
there to watch me, which was especially odd because it had grown to be our custom over the
passing weeks. That day as I was running late for my shift and speeding down the road, I had to
swerve not to hit him as he stood in the middle of our road. He did not move a single muscle, did
not even blink. My eyes were on him, despite the mailboxes I could feel were mere centimeters
from ripping up my car (which could take a beating only slightly better than Tarzan’s lemon).



His eyes locked with mine and did not break until I could crane my head no longer. Tarzan’s
eyes are black. All pupil and no iris.

“Federal offense,” Momma informs me as I hand her a Baconator with Baconator fries and a
large, mostly chocolate Frosty. She does not look up from her movie or move from the couch as
she tells me how he was caught digging in the full and abandoned cemetery that is up the hill.
“He’ll be locked up for a while between that and whatever they find from his tox screening.”

“Maybe he missed his Momma.”
“You’ll regret that joke one day. Mark my words, sweet child of mine.”

A few days pass before I close again, which is when I got to update my co-worker. She is more
interested in the graveyard than Tarzan or how I have been sleeping better since I don’t have to
worry about him coming for Mikey’s dog in the night. Momma says beggars can’t be choosers,
and so I tell her what she wants to know first about the graveyard, then Tarzan’s car again,
before her focus turns to my own car and how it stacks up with those in my neighborhood.

As we walk out, she asks if he has a gun. Sure he does. But how do I know? Because every
house around here, even in our neighborhood, has a gun.

Tarzan is standing at the end of his driveway waiting for me when I get home. He does not smile
and does not blink, maybe doesn’t even breathe as I pass.

Two mornings later and Momma has already left for work when I find a bag on our doorstep
with canned beans and some Milk-Bone dog treats. The treats box has been opened, so I tie off
the bag before throwing it all into our neighbors’ garbage can. I want more than anything to have
real treats for Lucky, but she’s used to not having any near rent anyways and we’ve had too
many complaints about her late-night barking to trust these gifted treats. When I go to feed her
that morning, Tarzan is asleep, laying in a nearly sitting up position on the hood of his car, head
turned towards our house. That night he is quiet, even though the cops don’t come by. I call out
of work and do not sleep.

* * *

School is exactly two weeks from starting when Tarzan gets an axe and a flat tire within the
same twenty-four hours. He has a lone pine tree on the front corner of his yard marking, I think,
the property line between him and the neighbor that is only two houses down from ours. They
were both too small of yards to not claim every inch that was there. A branch that is particularly
long reaches out and touches the corner of his house, where a garage would be if his car was
deserving of one. While I have been at work, a midday shift for once, he has begun to chop down
the tree limbs. I learn this from the small pile growing in the middle of his driveway, because he
is, seemingly, inside his house for once. There are colorful notes on the door, and I have not seen
his lights on in a few days. I have not seen cops, but with the city coming by so often they can’t
be far behind. Today there’s a bag with week-old newspapers, Cheerios, banana Moon-Pies, and



more already opened Milk-Bones on the porch. Our neighbor’s trash can only receives the dog
treats this time, because we reuse newspapers, and the boxes of food are unopened.

Momma has taken some seasonal work at Walmart for back-to-school shoppers. She is working
tonight, so I bring Lucky in the house and lay out the newspapers for her. I leave the window
open though, and we listen to Tarzan chopping away at his own forest. She is quieter inside than
out, and we watch Mikey’s favorite movie before falling asleep in the floor together. I don’t
think I have ever seen the end to Pompeii.

I take her back out at 5:30 in the morning because Momma gets off at 6. Tarzan is asleep, axe
laying on the black hood and he flat on the picnic table. The pile in his driveway has grown as
the lower third of the tree has been cut away. He has not stripped it clean, so there are tree
stumps sticking out from the trunk where the limbs have been ripped from it.

There are cuts in two of the posts of Lucky’s cage, but I cannot recall if they were here before or
if the sound of chopping ever got closer last night.

I have just cleaned up all the newspapers, turned the tv off, and positioned myself convincingly
on the couch with the box of now opened Cheerios which Lucky and I shared for dinner when
Momma jiggles her key so hard into the lock that it nearly breaks. She takes a shot of vodka and
heads straight to bed. Even with her sleeping aid she doesn’t sleep as long as Tarzan.

%k %k %k

Tarzan has decided to drive for the first time that I can recall, and on his flat tire. His engine is a
terrible enough sound to behold—mnearly as irregular as his swinging axe—but the tire causes
strange thumping and lurching, not to mention the horrid brakes. He is turning around in our
neighbor’s driveway when I go to take the trash out. Now it is he who drives poorly to maintain
my gaze, but my eyes shift down to his hands gripping the wheel like a captain as he halts, to the
great dismay of my ears, in front of me. He is in the middle of the road, and I am three feet from
our garbage can. His hands are cracked and darker than the rest of his body. I can see dried blood
and blisters that are itching to be picked. He has not clipped his nails in some time, based on the
shape, but I doubt that he owns a tool to remedy this or has even thought about it.

Tarzan lets out a bellow and speeds down our road, past his own house, and out of sight. I do not
ever see or hear him return, but when I go out to feed Lucky that night, I see that he has taken to
swinging the axe upwards now that the remaining limbs loom above his head. It will surely cause
an injury, so I tell Momma. She goes out to video him, removing the sound and sending it to a
friend and her sister followed by a text that reads: only on my street :/.

Tarzan tires more quickly this night; he starts before my shift and is fast asleep when he gets
back. I do not trust this, so I sleep wrapped in my comforter, which needs to be washed anyways,
with Lucky by our dead tree.

I do not see Tarzan the next day before I leave for work. I stayed late, even though I wasn’t
scheduled to close, and talked about the golden buzzer act on AGT from the night before with



my coworker. It is the only part of that episode I have watched. When I return, he is not waiting
for me at the end of his driveway or in the road, but my own backyard.

I thought the smoke was from a neighbor’s yard, since many of ours like to burn things no matter
what the newscasters say or what the county regulations are.

Tarzan is trying and failing to open up his gas can so that he can dump the fluid on the wooden
poles of Lucky’s lot when I spot him through the kitchen window, but I don’t give him the
chance before I am outside with my bat that was too small for me even when I earned the MVP
engraving on my bobblehead. His eyes are still black and wild, but not like an animal. Lucky has
never, even when Mikey first brought her home, looked at me like that. I swing at his hand and
make contact. He drops the gas and starts to advance on me. But I am in the batter’s box and
ready to swing again, just waiting for a pitch right in my strike zone. I must’ve broken his hand
because the pain finally reaches his brain, and he retreats back to his house. I do not move until
his back is on the black hood that is his dugout.

I don’t remember how I stopped the fire, don’t know how he got so much of that pine into her lot
without her fighting him through the flimsy fencing. The pole in the corner where Tarzan had
been would have burnt up so quickly had he used that lighter fluid. The whole cage would have
burned, caved in on her.

Momma says I grabbed a limb from her cage, still burning, and held it against my pool. After
longer than I would have liked, it popped, letting the water wash over the flames so that I could
finally rescue her from the lot. Lucky was shaking harder than Mikey was the last time I saw
him, which was when he was locked in the bathroom on a forced detox by Momma. Even then
his eyes didn’t look like Tarzan’s.

Momma doesn’t fight me when I bring Lucky inside, but does not leave her room once she is in
and has filled me in on what I already don’t remember. She had watched it all from the window,
only realizing something was wrong once I ran out with my bat. She didn’t help but watched
until I had everything under control and Lucky inside. The dark, spotted fur trembles still as I
hold her tightly and promise her that she is safe now. It takes a spoonful of peanut butter and
Mikey’s favorite music to convince her to go to sleep. I call the cops on my own, without
consulting Momma. There is a fire in his backyard now, and he is chopping too. He’s moved the
picnic table under the tree to reach more limbs and to get it away from the brush fire. The smoke
reminds me of when our own tree was alighted with fire.

The cops don’t have time for me or Tarzan and are already keeping an eye on him anyways. Call
again if the fires get bigger.

Momma is out cold even when I have decided a course of action, and my dog is too good not to
stay. I sneak into the bedroom, which was really our room, and grab his lighter, a black
sweatshirt, and gloves.

It is very late. I have to start Pompeii and nearly finish it by the time Tarzan finally stops
swinging and practicing his call of the wild. The brush fire is dying out and he is drinking. I



switch to a cartoon that we always loved, and pet Lucky once more before slipping out the
backdoor as Mikey.

Tarzan’s pine tree wasn’t all that tall. Barely bigger than those on the Christmas farms up the
mountain. He has managed to chop down three-fifths of the branches, most of them burning out
as I cross the backyard, spotting for the first time his emptied beer cans and the Jack Daniels
bottle nearly gone but still gripped in his worn, calloused hand. On the hood of his car there is an
open box of Milk-Bones. I tiptoe past him, lying on this picnic table, and grab the gasoline.

Tarzan had not yet collected the limbs he had cut down this evening. I dump the can onto the
trunk of the tree, dousing the surrounding felled branches in the process. I toss in a few fallen
branches from my own dead tree, hoping it will catch the trunk faster than pine branches alone
would.

I step back and stare up at this tree. It looks both like an arrow directing me to God and a match
waiting to be lit. I flick Mikey’s lighter and toss it to the branches and base of the tree. It is not
the first time Mikey, or this lighter, have destroyed a tree, harmed nature. Not even the first time
in this neighborhood. Tarzan does not stir even as the flames lick up the trunk, right beside his
face.

Mikey was quiet when he left, wanting to do so without a chance of being followed or caught.
He thought I didn’t know that he’d go. I was waiting for him by the kitchen door with my
Tootsie Roll can that had been my piggy bank as long as I could remember. He tried not to take
it. I shoved it in his bag and said nothing.

Lucky’s eyes when I pulled her from the smoking cage tonight reminded me of Mikey’s that
night.

He made me promise to take care of her. I think he only meant that night, as he set our already
dead tree on fire, turning it black. I didn’t ask. I didn’t say anything to him before I watched him
run down the road with only a duffle bag and no lighter. He passed it to me to put back in our
room before he left, kissing Lucky after our hands only barely touched. I let him get a five-
minute head start before calling the fire department.

%k %k %k

A lone pine tree, stripped of so many limbs as this one was, looks a lot like the world’s largest
match.

The thing about matches is that their function is to catch fire to whatever you direct it to.

* * *

I had dumped the clothes in our elderly neighbor’s garbage can and was back inside with Lucky
before he woke up, finally nailing the Tarzan scream. Method acting.



He was not tall enough to chop down that single branch that touched his house. The fire
department arrived before there was any major damage. Insurance would cover, if he had it. I
waited to take Mikey’s dog out until the sirens were near. She watched the flames intently, like
she knew. Like she understood what I’d just done for her. For Mikey.

Momma, needing to be in the action, and praying with anybody who’d accept her Christianity,
went down to talk to the firemen. I think it was her who told them what happened, showing off
her video from mid-summer, when Tarzan was proudly boasting about his property and ability to
do what he wanted with it. Intoxicated as he was, they didn’t ask many more questions before
cuffing him.

I love you, Mikey. I whispered into Lucky’s fur as we sat by our tree, watching them try to put
out that match after the house had been smothered.



Like a Bosch
Sappho Stanley

I was ghosted, so my brother hands me a joint. I’ve never smoked and it was uneventful at first. [
thought, “this is it?”

He looks and expects me to say something. In response, I give a smile and take another hit.
Thirty minutes later, I feel like I’'ve swallowed helium. I playfully float my hands across my
face, eat a pack of Oreos, inject myself with estradiol, curl into bed, and sleep peacefully until
noon the next day.

I check my phone, ask my brother for the dealer’s Snapchat, then message,
how much is it?

He responds with a picture of a lime-green colored flower and the caption:
Ten dollars per gram.

We meet in an abandoned Dollar General parking lot. I walk to his car and hand him the money
and he hands me the weed. I stick it in my pocket and he tries to do the hand shake-thing. I let
my hand flail in the air while he moves his hand around mine, left, right, and a fist bump.

I bring the pot home and smoke out of my brother’s abandoned, decorated bowl. As I take a hit
off of the whale shaped paraphernalia, the familiar wispiness comes back. Then I see a message
from Julie the ghost-er.

Hey, I just redownload Grindr to tell you
I’'m very sorry about how I acted earlier.
Sometimes I say shit without thinking and
hurt people. 1'd still like to talk to you if
you could forgive me.

Okay, but maybe just kinda take things
slowly ya know?

I go back on my promise later that night and ask if she’ll be my girlfriend.

The first night we smoke and dance. We take pictures of one another like we’re on the Titanic. I
straddle Julie’s stomach as I paint an editorial look of primary colors across her eyelids. She
pulls my hair into a bun and we hold each other.

I drive us to Sonic. There are three stop lights between my house and Sonic. I am stopped at
every single one. At the first light, a man in a beat-up pick-up truck pulls beside us. There’s cut
up trees in the back, leaves and all. I can see him open his can of Skoal and place it between his
lips and teeth. He wipes his hands off on his pants and while he speeds away, black smoke comes



out of his exhaust. At the second light, there’s a lady singing to the music in her car. I can faintly
hear that it’s country, but I don’t know what song. At the third stop light, I look to my right and
see a confederate flag coming to rest as the man stops his truck. He’s smoking a cigarette and
listening to country music as well. He catches me looking, throws up the two fingers of his hand
with the cigarette, says something, and drives away. I park the car in a Sonic stall and Julie plays
city pop while I order our food.

The man behind the screen asks, “will that be all for you, ma’am?”

We bring the food back to my house. I’ve ordered a hot dog and tater tots and she’s ordered a
BLT with cheddar poppers. My cat comes in and runs off with a tater tot in her mouth. She falls
asleep while I work on an essay for school.

My lamp and the streetlights outside my house shine on Julie’s face: two brown eyes, set into
deep sunken sockets. Her nose is big but in the way that’d have a model agency calling. Her hair
reaches past her shoulders. Her lips are full and her mouth is slightly agape with cute little snores
coming from within. I leave the essay half finished, crawl into bed, and fall asleep holding her.

Julie leaves after the second night. I have a void in the pit of my stomach when she’s not here. It
feels like I’ve been waiting for her to appear my entire life. Despite only knowing her for two
weeks, I’'m depressed when she’s not here.

I go hiking to clear my mind. I can’t wear anything comfortable. I wear a skirt and Chuck
Taylors while I step on the roots of trees that’ll leave bruises on the soles of my feet.

When Julie returns the next day, we go to the basement, That ‘70s Show-style, to smoke. |
surreptitiously take pictures of her silhouette, with her face only lit by the fire at the end of a
lighter. I giggle and she asks, “are you taking pictures of me?”

“Maybe.”
“Lemme see,” and she forces my hand to turn over.

I look into her eyes while she’s smiling. Her phone vibrates, and we both look at the Grindr
notification.

She has a different type than me. I prefer people around our age group of about 18-22. I’ve never
been with anyone older than 28. Her last relationship had a nearly ten-year age gap. She searches
for the good in everyone and loves based on the person, rather than the age.

“Do you wanna go to his house tonight?”” She turns the phone and I see the man. I’'m not
interested. He’s over thirty, short, and muscular. I look at his profile picture and see he’s used a
Snapchat filter to smooth out his skin. I scroll through their conversation and see Julie and him
are talking about weed. We ran out earlier and my dealer hasn’t responded. Grindr-man told us
he doesn’t have any either, but we still go.



The drive is an hour and a half away and deep in Southwest Virginia. I look at her and ask,
“wanna get something to eat before?” We stop at a McDonald’s.

The cashier inside has a glazed dissociative look to him. We order and argue if McDonald’s
chicken nuggets are made of pink slime or not while eating at a table inside. I end the
conversation with a roll of my eyes and we walk to the car, hands held tight.

I blast music, playing Madonna and Britney Spears. I roll down the windows and look at her.
The December air cuts through, but I’'m too enamored by her face to care about the newly
formed red on my cheeks. I’'m screaming the lyrics of Like a Virgin and she scream-replies them
back.

Eventually she yell-asks me, “aren’t you cold?”

“Oh yeah, look, there’s this really fun thing I like to do,” I twist the temperature knob all the way
into the red and twist the fan to come out at full blast. “Isn’t this nice?” I yell back.

This part of Virginia is a nuclear wasteland. As I drive from Kingsport, into Bristol, and
eventually into Virginia, it becomes clear the place has a “This is Where Civilization Ends" sign
posted somewhere. I grew up here. The area is a result of mineral-filled mountains and the greed
of American’s need for energy. The Appalachian Mountains have coal. Congress gave the
population’s men blacklung and when they asked for relief they told them to “fuck off inbreds.”

Julie turns the music down, looks at me, and says, “did you know humans only use 5% of their
brain?”

“That’s a loaded statem—"

“I mean imagine what we could accomplish if we could harness the other 95%. I saw a movie
about it. I think Scarlett Johansson was in it.” We sit in silence for a moment, “imagine if I could
get out, run next to the car, and just pick the car up, or if I could do math really quickly, or
maybe read your mind.”

“What if,” then we arrive.

His neighborhood has no street lights and we don’t know which house is his. ’'m shaking from
the anticipation and Julie’s eyes are darting across. We’re both in skirts. As transwomen, we’re
taking a risk, and if we knock on the wrong door, we’ll be greeted with a shotgun to our noses,
succeeded by a shot into our heads, and bits of skull on the ground.

But we drove too far for caution. She texts Grindr-man, with very little service, asking him to
please come outside to show us which house is his. He refuses. Inside I can imagine a man trying
to greet us with his dick. We bluff and tell him we’re leaving, and he comes out fully clothed, no
dick. He’s wearing a green lantern t-shirt he presumably bought from Walmart. He also has
khaki shorts on, despite the 20 degree temperature. He’s bald—no eyebrows or facial hair. He’s
talking quickly and his voice is higher pitched than I anticipated from his looks.



We walk up the steps. Inside, Hotel Room Service by Pitbull is playing. He walks us to his
refrigerator, pulls out a gallon jug of water and begins to drink.

And drink.

Gulp, his Adam’s apple moves, gulp, and again until he finishes the jug. “Sorry, I was thirsty,”
he bellows, laughing like my grandfather. Then the three of us walk into his bedroom and see an
assortment of toys — buttplugs, vibrators, anal beads — the true works.

I have hemorrhoids and don’t want to use them. This guy not-so-gently lays himself on the bed,
opposite of the toys, and grunts. It’s an old man’s style of grunt, the grunt of a thousand years of
breathing. He and I make eye contact when he makes the noise. I can tell he’s thinking about his
true age. I’m not bold enough to mention it aloud.

He turns over, now completely naked, and does a pose of confidence over the toys. He asks,
“why don’t y’all get undressed?” To which we reply by undressing. He turns away, looks at his
Roku remote, and plays a weird porn genre. The video has fast montages of different women
using a glory hole. It’s titled, “Tranny Untucks.” It disgusts me. He reaches down and starts
working on himself.

I suppose my lack of enthusiasm is obvious, so he looks down at me from the top of the bed and
asks, “do you want something to calm your nerves?”’

I realize he must have bought weed, and gladly accept. He tells me to pull it from his dresser.

“Is it this?” I show a strange pipe. It looks similar to one used for weed, but the hole in this pipe
is bigger and the weed is in the bottom. It’s not in the form of a flower but some other substance,
more like wax.

“Do you have a lighter?”

“I use a torch.” He takes the blow torch on the other side and tells me to put my lips to the pipe
while he ignites it from the bottom. I breathe in and my tastebuds revolt in response. It’s not
similar to the taste of weed.

Julie takes a hit before I realize, and we both turn to each other, wondering why it tastes so bad.
We ask what kind of weed was that?

He looks confused and begins to list, “Tina, Speed, Trash, Pookie, Chalk, Crank.” He pauses
briefly and sees we don’t understand. “You know, meth.”

I can feel my pupils dilate and the anxiety begin to mount. I see my hands move quickly as I pass
them over my face. Julie, to my left, looks nervous and somewhere else. She’s moving her eyes
across her own body, from the bulge in her panties, to the tits on her chest. The man has now
resumed self-pleasure while we are left to our horrors. He moves closer and we robotically move



away. The next half-hour is filled with us scooting away as he inches closer. It’s like a Bosch
painting. There’s unwanted kissing and fast movements. We’re not into it, and I start whispering
into Julie’s ear, “can we please go?”

“Make up an excuse.”

“I have to use the bathroom,” and I fast-walk out of the bedroom alone. Inside, I look at
my face and try to rub oily lube off. I can’t cry even though I want to.

I gain momentary courage and run back into the room yelling, “We’ve got to go! Something’s
happened to my Dad. Get up. Put your clothes on. Come on.” She looks at me like I’ve gone
crazy.

“What’s going on?” the man asks. We look to the other. “Just stay a little while longer until I
cum, just watch me at least.” We dress and try to run out but he stops us at the door and begins to
recite Shakespeare.

“She is a woman, therefore may be wooed:

She is a woman, therefore may be won:

She is Lavinia, therefore must be loved.” Julie kicks him in the groin and we step over him to get
to the car.

“I have to pee. Can we go somewhere?” I ask her once we’re a mile away in the car.

“Let’s leave here first.” She puts it in drive and we speed away. “Look on your phone. What’s
open?”’

The only saving grace is a Walmart. The conglomerate stays open all hours of the night, which
drives out all of the small businesses that close when normal people sleep. The late hours are
only for insomniacs, freaks, and drug addicts, something we now check all the boxes for. The
sprint inside Walmart looks unnatural. I’'m so hyped on the meth and need to use the bathroom.
My strides are unnatural, one foot moves my body an inch forward and the next propels me two
feet. I know the night is cold but I can’t feel the air surrounding me. Despite my skimpy skirt.

Inside the Walmart, I squint my eyes. I can hear the lights and feel the beeps of the
registers.

I take a moment looking at the women’s and men’s signs, back and forth. A worker walks behind
with milk and a bag of green M&M’s. [ don’t “pass,” but I’m also wearing a skirt. I run into the
men’s and go to a stall. The small enclosed walls attack while I sit and I close my eyes. My
world is spinning. I might pass out. I take my hand and put it over my eyes. I throw my other
hand into the air trying to expel the meth out of my system. It doesn’t work

I speed walk out of the bathroom and I see a worker walk up to me while saying, “hey, are you
okay?”



I look him in the eyes and say, “yeah, I’'m okay?”” But I can hear my teeth chatter while I speak
to him.

“Alright.” I turn and run away from him.

The mood on the drive back home is different, the music’s volume is now a dull roar from the
speakers. I don’t bother plugging my phone in, so we listen to the pop station playing Blinding
Lights by the Weeknd. I look to my right, at Julie, and we share a moment. I smile and cry. My
brain is fried and I feel jittery.

“You’ll be fine,” she tells me. “I’m taking care of you tonight. You’re staying with me.”

I want to be in bed next to her. The only benefit of being atop meth mountain is the lack of light
pollution. The stars shine bright and proud and know how to set a mood. I grab her hand and
squeeze tight.

We drive to my house and go to my bed after a shower. I lay on her breasts. She can’t sleep and
turns The Mandalorian on. I move my hands across her body.

“Do you think you could be in a cult?” I ask her.

“I don’t know, probably not.”

“I think I could be in one with nice people, like a commune or something.”

“Mmhmm, maybe. I think that would be kinda similar to here though wouldn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like, country, back roads, small, full of psychopaths, no room to grow.”

“Maybe.”

I look across the room and watch my cat turn around like a dog looking for a spot to sit. Only

the TV illuminates our faces and the fan in the corner of the room blows my curtains slightly. I
softly close my eyes and imagine living in New York or LA or Portland with Julie some day. I

try to verbalize something beautiful about this moment, but I have an earworm of the stupid
fucking Pitbull song stuck in my head.



Butterflies
Wendy Gourley

Celia was a lovely young woman—big brown eyes and soft wavy hair that danced in the
moonlight. And there was something about her that seemed...ethereal. Why else would hundreds
of butterflies flit around her yellow cottage on the edge of the meadow? The meadow itself,
though it swayed with golden grasses and trillium and wild strawberries, did not host such an
extraordinary number of wings. Even at night, as she sat spinning on her wide, front porch, large,
luminous moths surrounded the cottage like glowing orbs.

There were other things, like why did she always smell faintly of vanilla? And just how did her
hair dance in the moonlight even when no air was stirring? And people would swear that on a hot
summer day, just putting one foot inside Celia’s gate would call up a cool breeze that somehow
made you remember those times you floated in the swimming hole when you were

thirteen. These and more were the mysteries of Celia.

Chester was drawn in like the rest—a wayward, weary hiker who had wandered up the old gravel
road and stumbled upon the cacophony of color that froze him in his tracks. There had been
others before him—the itinerant tintype photographer, the poetry professor, the traveling shoe
polish salesman—all had wandered over that threshold—that Brigadoon, Shangri La, Oz mirage
and into the dream that was Celia. Chester stood there gaping at the white picket fence, so long it
was a surprise the butterflies didn’t fly into his mouth. Then suddenly, there was Celia at the
gate, inviting him in with a glass pitcher full of glistening lemonade.

Funny, the ice clinking in my glass almost sounds like a lullaby, said Chester from his side of the
front porch swing.

Celia answered with a light airy laugh that burst Chester’s heart in a most pleasant-

like shiver that sent it sliding into his stomach. They talked and laughed until Chester’s furrowed
brow began to relax and purple shadows began to stretch across the yard. Then in that afternoon
glow, Chester kept seeing tiny flashes of golden light out of the corner of his eye.

Did you see that?

She nodded. It’s the strings.

What strings? His eye caught another golden flash.

She smiled at him and suddenly Chester’s head filled with swirling clouds...or cotton candy, he
wasn’t sure which.

Don’t you know about the strings that connect us? As if this was something simple every small
child knew.

I never seen them before.



Maybe you’ve never looked before.

Chester sat and watched the glints across the landscape in silence and wondered how he could
have missed the connections before. They were everywhere.

Celia’s eyes shone. They’re finer than spider’s silk, but when the sun comes in low over the
meadow, sometimes they’re a little easier to spot.

What are they for?

For? Her laugh sounded like crystalized snowtlakes bumping into each other. They’re
not for anything. They just are...until they’re not. People are so careless these days. They bluster
and bumble about—the strings get severed.

As she spoke, the sun dipped behind the hills, the crickets began to thrum, and the air filled with
lantern-like moths. As the light mellowed and her eyes deepened, Chester was drawn into the
nearness of her.

Her voice held a soft sorrow. You won’t like it.

That’s not possible, he breathed as he melted his lips into hers. The surface of his skin tingled
like champagne, and he swore he tasted cinnamon. Then something soft and warm wriggled
between his parted lips and into his mouth—something that squirmed and tickled.

He opened his eyes in surprise and spat out a plump, green caterpillar in disgust. What did you
do that for?

I can’t help it. It just comes. Whenever I kiss someone—a caterpillar just slides out of my
mouth.

He squinted at her in the dimming light and what once had seemed fresh and lovely, now looked
sinister in the shadows. Don’t treat me like an idiot.

Come and see for yourself. She opened her mouth to show him it was empty.

His curiosity overcame his revulsion and he cautiously and clinically gave her a peck. She
opened wide and splayed her tongue. This time a thin caterpillar rippled with sharp black spines
as it crept down her tongue.

He gasped as he stumbled down the steps and almost fell as he rushed out of the yard. And as he
slammed the garden gate there was the smallest whisper of a ‘ping’ and a fine thread floated free
into the night.

In the glowing light of the moths, she watched his retreating form. Then as the silver bowl of the
moon glided over the hill, Celia carefully placed both caterpillars on the rhododendron bush, and
sighed,



They never wait for the butterflies.



roolF eht no si gniR ehThe Ring is on the Sink
Courtney Harvey

The glint of her ring caught Ashley’s eye. She thought she had taken it off before getting in the
shower—was so sure that it was sitting on the edge of the sink in her dorm room—but there it
was on her left index finger.

The shower water made it easy for her to slip the ring off. She bent down and pulled open the
curtain just enough to see her clothes in a small pile on the floor, and she went to drop the ring
into the clothes pile. She heard the clinkclinkclink of metal against tile instead and looked down
to where her ring should’ve been resting among her clothes

but it was gone

and Ashley dug through her clothes, looking around on the floor, clutching the curtain to her
chest to cover herself as best she could in case another resident wandered into the restroom.

but it was gone.

Ashley stood back up and took a deep breath. Finding the ring could wait until after she
showered.
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Ashley turned off the water, the steam still lingering around her as she wrapped her towel around
her body, tucking it tight around her figure. She pulled back the shower curtain and scanned the
floor for her ring. Not seeing it, she bent down and dug through her clothes once again, stopping
when she saw the familiar glint of the light catching the ruby. Breathing a sigh of relief, she
slipped it back on her left index finger where it belonged.

She gathered up her things and went back to her dorm room. Her roommate not there, having
gone out for the night, Ashley could relax, take her time getting dressed and ready for bed.

Buta
glint
caught her eye.

She dropped her bag of shower things on the floor, tossed her dirty clothes in her laundry basket,
and approached the sink. She rubbed her eyes, looked at the ring on her finger, and looked at the
sink, finding the very same ring sitting there—right where she thought she’d left it. She blinked,
expecting it to disappear while her eyes were closed—anticipating that, while she couldn’t see it,
it would slip back into the dimension it came from—but it stayed. She reached out to touch it,
expecting it to not be tangible, a trick of the light or her mind playing games, but she could feel
it.

It was there. It was real.



She picked it up and examined it, trying to find something—anything—that would tell her it
wasn’t genuine, but every detail was perfect, every shine and smudge and glimmer. It was a
perfect match.

Unsure what else to do, she slipped the second ring on her right index finger. It felt strange to
wear it on that side—she normally never wore rings on her right hand—but it also somehow felt
right to have it there. More right than leaving it on the edge of the sink.

Putting it out of her mind, she started to get ready for bed.

Several minutes later while she was reaching for her hair dryer, she heard her phone ring. She
glanced at the screen to see it was from home. She hadn’t spoken to her mother in a few days,
and she thought she would tell her about the extra ring.

“Hello!” she said, answering the phone.
“Hello, honey.”

Ashley’s voice caught in her throat, and the phone nearly slipped out of her hands. The voice on
the other end was familiar, but it was one that was almost forgotten. She wasn’t able to
comprehend the words coming from the other end of the phone, only able to hear the voice, a
voice deeper than she expected, gravelly and jovial and so, so familiar.

“Dad?” her voice cracked as she asked.

Five years ago—it had been five years since she last heard her father’s voice. Five years since
her father left the house to go to work on a typical Wednesday morning. Five years since he said
“I’1l see you for dinner, honey. Pizza night, right?”” and a cheerful expression was on his face—
there were wrinkles around his eyes because he smiled he smiled—and he planted a kiss on the
top of her head even though she was fifteen and didn’t want to be treated like a child anymore
but—

“Yes? Is something wrong, Ash?” he asked.

Five years ago, her father was killed in a car accident while he was on his lunch break. Today,
Ashley heard his voice again.
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Ashley turned off the water, the steam still lingering around her as she wrapped her towel around
her body, tucking it tight around her figure. She pulled back the shower curtain and scanned the
floor for her ring. Not seeing it, she bent down and dug through her clothes once again. She
searched and searched for it, picked up each individual article and shook it, hoping the ring
would dislodge from wherever it was stuck and fall to the ground, but it was gone.



Huffing in frustration, she resolved to post in her dorm building group chat about it, hoping that
someone else may be able to find it.

She gathered up her things and went back to her dorm room. Her roommate not there, having
gone out for the night, Ashley could relax, take her time getting dressed and ready for bed.

She dropped her bag of shower things on the floor, tossed her dirty clothes in her laundry basket,
and approached the sink. Hopelessly, she looked around, wishing that seeing her ring on her
finger in the shower was nothing more than a mirage, a trick of the light or her mind playing

games, but it was nowhere to be found.

She rubbed her right index finger with her thumb, feeling strange without the ring there to fiddle
with, to twist around and around her finger. She picked up her phone and pulled up the group
chat, quickly typing out something to ask the other residents to be on the lookout for her missing
ring.

Putting it out of her mind, she tossed her phone to her bed.

Several minutes later while she was reaching for her hair dryer, she heard her phone ring. She
glanced at the screen to see it was from home. She hadn’t spoken to her father in a few days, and
she worried about telling him about the missing ring.

“Hello.” She said, answering the phone.

“Hello, honey.”

Ashley’s voice caught in her throat, and the phone nearly slipped out of her hands. The voice on
the other end was familiar, but it was one that was almost forgotten. She wasn’t able to
comprehend the words coming from the other end of the phone, only able to hear the voice, a
voice higher-pitched than she expected, silvery and singsongy and so, so familiar.

“Mom?” her voice cracked as she asked.

Five years ago—it had been five years since she last heard her mother’s voice. Five years since
her mother said, “Ah, the pizza driver is here!”” and hopped up to answer the door. Five years
since she dropped that pizza on the floor walking back to the living room, falling along with it—
her face contorted into something else something Ashley had never seen before—and was left
unresponsive in the hospital for a week and—

“Yes? Is there something wrong, Ash?” she asked.

Five years ago, her mother had a stroke that left her hospitalized and speechless, then another
stroke had left her dead. Today, Ashley heard her voice again.
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Ashley dabbed her eyes with a tissue and blew her nose. After hearing her father’s voice again
and getting to talk with him for a little while, she was filled with a sense of joy that she couldn’t
contain, the kind of joy that can only truly come out through tears. Memories she hadn’t thought
about in years circulated in her mind—her father bringing her a bouquet of flowers after her
elementary school play—her father holding her up on his shoulders while they were at an
amusement park when she was five years old—the way his smile touched his eyes, glimmered
there, when she talked about her day.

A knock on her door jolted her out of her thoughts, and she wiped at the tears on her face and
sniffled before approaching the door. Her heart raced when she looked through the peephole to
see Erin on the other side. She took a deep breath and tried to dry the tears a little more before
opening the door.

“Hey, Ash—whoa, are you alright? Have you been crying?”

Ashley rubbed her face again. “Yeah, but everything’s okay. It was the good kind of crying.”

Erin reached out and put a hand on Ashley’s shoulder. “That’s good. Could I come in for a
second?”

“Yeah, of course.” Ashley stepped aside for Erin to enter the room and gently shut the door
behind her. “What’s up?”

“Well,” Erin rubbed her hands together and looked down at them as she spoke, “I wanted to
swing by while I was walking by anyway and ask if you’ve had a chance to think about that date
I asked you about. It has been a couple days, after all, so I just wanted to bring it up again, you
know?”

“Oh.” For a moment, Ashley was caught off guard. Her heart pounded in her chest and she
struggled to take in a breath. Last she remembered, she had asked Erin on a date, not the other
way around, and she had been worrying about Erin saying no.

“It’s okay if you aren’t interested in it, just staying friends is fi—"

“No, no, I’d love to.” Ashley said. “I—I’ve thought about it, and I’d love to.”

A smile broke out on Erin’s face. “Okay, great. I’ll, uh, I’ll text you some details later.”
“Cool, great.”

“I’1l see you for that, maybe tomorrow?”

“Yes, that sounds... fantastic.”

“Awesome.”



And Erin left, leaving Ashley elated.

2
Ashley dabbed her eyes with a tissue and blew her nose. After hearing her mother’s voice again
and getting to talk with her for a little while, she was filled with a sense of joy that she couldn’t
contain, the kind of joy that can only truly come out through tears. Memories she hadn’t thought
about in years circulated in her mind—her mother reading Little Women to her as a bedtime
story—her mother painting her face like a cat for Halloween—the smell of her shampoo mixed
with her perfume lingering in the hallway in the mornings.
A knock on her door jolted her out of her thoughts, and she wiped at the tears on her face and
sniffled before approaching the door. When she looked through the peephole to see Erin on the
other side, she released a sigh. She tried to dry her face off a little more before opening the door.
“Hey, Ash—whoa, are you alright? Have you been crying?”
Ashley rubbed her face again. “Yeah, but everything’s okay. It was the good kind of crying.”

“That’s good. Could I come in for a second?”

“Yeah, of course.” Ashley stepped aside for Erin to enter the room and gently shut the door
behind her. “What’s up?”

“Well,” Erin rubbed her neck and looked down before looking back up at Ashley, “I wanted to
stop by and say that I thought about... you know, what you asked. And—and while I really,
really do appreciate it, I just think we’re better off as friends, you know?”

“Oh.” For a moment, Ashley was caught off guard. She felt a wave of comfort come over her.
Last she remembered, Erin had asked 4er on a date, and she had been worrying about hurting’s
Erin’s feelings with a no.

“I’m sorry if this wasn’t what you were hoping, I just—"

“No, no, this is fine, great, actually. I was just thinking earlier that perhaps, as you said, we’re
better as friends. Throwing romance into the mix just wouldn’t feel right.”

“Oh, well, that’s great!” Erin smiled.

“We should definitely still try to hang out. Just leave it as friends, though.”
“Definitely! I’ll text you later about it, alright?”

“Yeah, I’'ll look forward to it.”

And Erin left, leaving Ashley relieved.



121212

Ashley looked in the mirror, still
dumbfounded from her interactions with her
father and Erin earlier, trying to piece together
what had happened, why she had her father
back and why the girl she’d wanted more than
friendship with suddenly felt the same.

And that was when she noticed her reflection
didn’t match.

She looked down at her hands, seeing a ring
on each index finger, then looked at her
reflection to find no rings at all.

She looked up at her own face, searching it,
finding someone so similar, yet also so
different. She reached out a hand and touched
the one reflected before her.

Ashley looked in the mirror, still
dumbfounded from her interactions with her
mother and Erin earlier, trying to piece
together what had happened, why she had her
mother back and why the girl she’d wanted
only friendship with suddenly felt the same.

And that was when she noticed her reflection
didn’t match.

She looked down at her hands, seeing no rings
at all, then looked at her reflection to find a
ring on each index finger.

She looked up at her own face, searching it,
finding someone so similar, yet also so
different. She reached out a hand and touched
the one reflected before her.

And a bright flash of white startled her. The next thing she knew, she was standing in white
emptiness with herself but not herself.

Ashley and Ashley’s breaths were unsteady, and they took a moment to rub their eyes. They
looked around to find that they stood in their family home’s living room—only it wasn’t. This
place was unnaturally bright to the point that it hurt their eyes. They both noticed how the other’s
pupils were dilated, then shrunk so small that iris overtook.

Ashley looked down at her hands where two identical rings
rested. She looked back up at Ashley, seeing again her
ringless fingers, and slipped off the ring on her right hand.
“This is yours, isn’t it?”” Ashley said, holding the ring out.

“Yes—yes, it is.” Ashley took the ring from Ashley and
inspected it, turning it over in her hands and finding calm in
the familiarity of it. She slipped it back onto her right index

finger where it belonged.

They looked at each other then, one with a ruby ring on her left index finger and the other with
the very same ring on her right, and they somehow knew in that moment that now was the time
to make a choice.



“I’ve missed my mother for... so long. The taste of her I got
today... I don’t think it’s enough. I haven’t even seen her
again yet, only heard her voice. I can’t go back yet. I can’t.”

“I know how you feel. I feel the very same way about my
father. It’s been years since he died, and I can’t leave without
really seeing him again.”

“I worry, though...” Ashley looked down at the ground, her
knees becoming shaky. “What happens if this is our only
chance to switch back? What if right now we’re forced to

choose, and it can’t be undone?”

They stood in silence for a moment.

Ashley sat down on the pale blue rug resting on the hardwood
floor and folded herself up, pulling her knees to her chest and
wrapping her arms around herself.

Ashley sat down beside her, leaving her legs outstretched and
her shoulders drooped. She dropped her hands into her lap
and looked down at them, playing with her nails and her ring.

“I worry that you may be right.”
“I fear that, too.”

They sat in silence for a while, both of them weighing their options: to return to the lives they’d
known for so long, or to swap.

“I... I don’t want to lose my mother. She’s done so, so much
for me. But I don’t know what I’ll do if I lose my father again.
And—and then there’s Erin. I’ve loved her for so long
without her feeling the same way. After this brief bright
moment, I... I don’t think I want to go back.”

Ashley nodded, taking a moment to ponder Ashley’s words.
“I know how you feel. I feel so much gratitude for my father,
but I miss my mother too much to let this opportunity slip
away. And I’ve only ever wanted friendship with Erin; her
feelings always got in the way of that. Going back now, back
to something that I know is unfulfilling... it feels like a
mistake.”

“But, somehow, staying feels like a mistake too.”



At the very same moment, tears rose up in their eyes and rolled down their cheeks. They could
feel their skin reddening, but their sorrows were calm.

“I think that we’re going to have regrets no matter what
choice we make.”

“That is true.”

“And I think we should choose to try the new paths given to
us.”

“We were swapped for a reason. There has to be a reason.
We... we shouldn’t fight it.”

They both stood up, and they used their sleeves to wipe the tears from their eyes. They looked
again at their rings, looking at their own hands and each other’s, wondering what power or force

brought them to this moment.

Ashley’s tears flowed again when she looked up at Ashley
and said, “Please... tell our father that I love him.”

Ashley’s tears flowed too. “Only if you tell our mother that I love her.”
“I will, of course, I will.”

Ashley and Ashley pulled each other into a hug and wept. They stayed that way for only a
moment before a bright flash of white surrounded them.



Forgotten Magic
Michelle Bravender

There were several moments in my life that didn’t feel altogether real. Waiting in hushed silence
in the dark wing beside the stage before my first ballet recital at age five. Blinking up at the half
a dozen round faces leaning over me after I’d gotten the wind knocked out of me falling from the
monkey bars. Driving home from my grandmother’s funeral after seeing my mother cry beside
her open casket that I wasn’t even tall enough to see over. Childhood was an ephemeral,
intangible thing, memories only half-formed and tinged with wonder. The more you recalled
them the more they faded around the edges until they became unrecognizable completely. I
hadn't let myself think too much about that summer right before my freshman year, scared that
what thin film of innocence I’d had left at the time might break and the dream-like sheen of it all
would fall away to reveal something [ wasn’t ready to face. It had been years and I still wasn’t
sure if it was all real. It felt real. Sometimes it felt more real than anything I knew, and that
terrified me.

It was a sweltering day in mid-June when I met Julie. I had spent the summer inside, having
resolved to hold out my last days before high school in a melancholy slump in my bedroom,
hoping that if I just ignored the passing of days that time would come unmoored completely and
that dreaded first day would never come. I would never admit it, but I mourned my waning
childhood like a widow. I had never had the desire to grow up fast like most of the other kids my
age, content to make mud pies in the backyard and blanket forts in the living room forever, to be
able to fit under my father’s arm when he read to me, to have my mother pack my lunches and
leave notes taped to the juice box. I didn’t like change. Change always came swift and stripped
you of everything you never knew you cherished, and you never noticed until it was too late to
stop it. I wished I had known how much that summer would change everything, so I could have
chained down my childhood like a ship anchored to the shore so as not to be swept away in the
coming storm.

Julie’s family moved into the blue house across the street from ours, two doors down. I only
noticed because the sight of a moving truck in our neighborhood became the talk of the house,
my parents peering through the blinds trying to judge what type of people the newcomers were
based on the furniture that was being loaded into their house. I paid more attention to the girl that
was doing wheelies up and down the street on a bright green bike. I could hear the whiz of the
cards stuck in the spokes from my bedroom window, as well as the way her parents bickered
over boxes on their front lawn. It caused a small disruption in our once quiet neighborhood, as
well as making it so that I was no longer the only child within a five-mile radius, something my
mother immediately commented on when she told me to go introduce myself to the girl, to try
and make some friends for a change. I only mumbled in answer and went back to pretending I
was paying attention to the book in my lap, knowing that I would forget about the girl the
moment that moving truck pulled out and the world fell back into the normal way of things once
again.

But three days later when I went to bring the trashcan to the street per my mother’s orders, she
came out of nowhere on her bike and skidded to a stop beside me, causing me to scrape up my
bare feet trying to scramble up onto the curb.



“Hey, how old are you? You going to Jefferson High this year?” She asked without introduction,
squinting into the setting sun while I stood there wide-eyed and still baffled at her sudden
appearance.

“Thirteen. And, uh, yeah.”

“Me too. I'm fourteen, though.” she nodded, rolling back and forth in place, fingers fiddling with
the brakes on her handlebars. “You scared about going to a new school?”

“I guess,” I muttered, pressing up to the side of the trashcan like I might be able to disappear
behind it.

She just laughed, flicking her stringy blonde hair out of her face. "Well I've been to a million
new schools, and it's not too bad being the new kid, trust me. What’s your name, anyway?”’

All I wanted was to slink back into the darkness of my room and forget that it was summer
altogether, but I heard my mother’s voice in the back of my head telling me I needed to make
some friends. “Harper. Harper Lance.”

“I’'m Julie. Julie Monroe,” she grinned, tipping up her chin. “We’re alphabet neighbors. Maybe
we’ll get sat together in class.”

“Maybe,” I replied, and I couldn't help but let the corners of my mouth turn up in the hint of a
smile. My heart was still pounding.

“You got a bike?”” She asked, putting one foot up on a pedal and pushing off with the other.

“Uh, my dad has a mountain bike that he doesn't use anymore,” I answered, eyes following her
as she pedaled in a small circle in front of me, the playing cards in her spokes casting dancing
shadows on the pavement.

“Wanna go for a ride?”

My tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth, I tried to conjure up any excuse to slink back inside
and pretend that this awkward interaction had never happened. But I would soon come to learn
that saying no to Julie was nearly impossible.

“Sure,” I found myself muttering, and when Julie grinned at me my cheeks went red like the
strike of a flame.

There was something about Julie that I just couldn't explain, a kite in the wind that I could never
grasp, a word on the tip of my tongue. From that first time [ met her, she was like the other pole
of a magnet I’d been holding my entire life, clacking together instantly, the force too strong to
pull us apart. I’d never had many friends growing up, a solitary soul, but Julie came in and
changed everything. We spent those humid summer days riding our bikes through the sun-



bleached streets of our neighborhood, racing down the sloping hills with our feet kicked up and
using the drainage ditches as makeshift ramps. She taught me how to do a wheelie, helped me up
when I inevitably lost my balance and was sent rolling onto the pavement, washed out my
scraped knees with a bottle of water and set me on my feet again with a teasing laugh. She was
exhilarating, addicting, all consuming. I spent every day with her. My mother said we were
attached at the hip. My father joked that we should adopt her, considering how much time she
spent at our house, eating meals with us, sleeping on my bedroom floor in my sleeping bag most
nights of the week. Very suddenly everything about my thirteen-year-old existence shifted to
include this newcomer, but it felt like she had been there all along, like I’d known her my entire
life.

One day, when a swell of curdled black clouds had overtaken one corner of the sky, Julie led me
to the edge of the neighborhood, where the sprawling yellow grass of the back lawns gave way to
a line of white-barked trees. It was further out than we’d ever ridden, several blocks away from
my house where the houses grew sparse and the roads became more pockmarked and narrow the
closer we got to the county line.

“Have you ever been in there?”” She asked, laying her bike on the crumbling curb.

“In the woods?”” I gripped my handlebars, the tips of my sneakers dragging along the ground as I
rolled to a stop. “No,” I said too quickly.

When she looked back at me, that mirthful grin immediately made its way onto her face. “What,
you scared or something?”

I rolled my eyes, attempting to seem nonchalant. “Come on, it’s about to rain, we should head
back.”

“Nah,” she gazed at the trees, a determined glint in her eye, “I wanna go in there.”

Something twisted in my stomach. The thick black clouds were rolling closer, chasing the sun
across the sky. For a fleeting moment I thought about turning around and leaving her there,
alone.

“Hey!” She called out, hands on her hips. “Are you gonna come or are you gonna go home cry to
your mommy?”

The woods were dark.

I’d never been in a forest, in a real one without the travel worn paths and bright trail markers.
The trees got denser the further we went in, so close that their narrow limbs, abundant with
feathered green leaves, wove together like a wicker basket, blocking out what little sunlight
remained as the clouds finally overtook the afternoon sun. Julie never looked back at me as she
picked over tree roots and fallen limbs, walking with the assured gait of someone who had made
the trek many times before. She’d never mentioned the forest to me. A twig snapped like a dry
bone under the sole of my shoe. I plodded after her, watching where she put her feet, trying not



to stumble. There were questions building up in the back of my throat like a swelling damn. I
didn’t ask them.

“Do you believe in superstitions and stuff?” Julie’s brash voice was a shock to the consuming
silence. She squinted at me over her shoulder, “Like black cats and seven years of bad luck and
whatever?”’

“Uh, I mean, I guess,” I muttered, eyes focused on the scuffed heels of her blue sneakers, brows
furrowing. Where had that come from?

She stopped and turned around to face me so abruptly that I almost ran right into her. That was
the first time she’d looked me full in the face that entire day. “Do you believe in magic?”

For a moment, I was too consumed by the intensity of her stare to process what she said.
“What?” It came out of me like a gasp. “What are you talking about?”

But then she wasn’t looking at me anymore. She was looking ahead again, her features suddenly
drawn in a way I hadn’t seen before, that ever-present humor that warmed her face having fallen
away to be replaced with something stony and cold and unnervingly alien. She didn’t respond,
ducking between two trees and striding ahead into an area that opened up into a small circular
clearing. I didn’t move. The trees there were different, not the straight-backed, pristine white
birches planted by the housing development. They were dark, gnarled, hunched and twisted as if
they were frozen in agony. Their thick limbs loomed over like knotted fingers, slotting together
to form a contorted canopy. They looked like they had been there longer than the town had. Julie
stood in the center with her back to me, a shaft of grey light falling onto the squared slope of her
shoulders.

“Julie,” I breathed. There was the slightest tremor in my voice. “Please just tell me what is going
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on,

She turned her chin to her shoulder, something gleaming in her eyes as she glanced up at me.
Almost like she was pleading. “I just wanna show you something, trust me,” she said, just above
a whisper.

At that, she fell to the ground where she stood, like her knees had given out under her. Hastily,
she began to gather up the sticks scattered across the dirt in front of her, forming them into a
small pile. Even in the low light I could see that her hands were shaking. I had never seen her
nervous before, didn't think she was capable of it. The sight made my mouth go dry.

There was something in the way her head sagged against her chest when she finally sat back
from the little pyramid she’d built. It was just for the short space of a breath, where she let
herself wilt forward like the trees that circled her, eyes closed and hands braced on her thighs
like she was bearing the weight of the world. But with the blink of an eye she had straightened,
head held high and chin jutted out in that brazen way she always stood, as if life was a challenge.
I was silent, unmoving, rooted in the entrance of the clearing as if it were impossible to come any
closer.



The narrow slant of evening sun made it look like her head was glowing gold. She turned her
hands palm up on her thighs, let out a sharp breath through her lips like she was blowing out a
candle. From where I was standing, I could just see the curve of her mouth as she started
mumbling under her breath, throaty, full-voweled words that didn’t sound like any language I’d
ever heard. My breath got caught in my clenched throat, fingernails biting into the soft bark of
the tree beside me. As her voice grew louder, the ambient sounds of the forest faded away, the
chittering drone of the cicadas coming to a halt, the echoing symphony of scattered bird calls
growing muffled before they disappeared completely. Her hands came up, cupped together as if
she were catching the scant rays of sun, closed around them, pressed them between her palms.
Her head tipped forward and she pressed the tips of her fingers to her lips, whispered something
feather-light, uncannily like a prayer, then both her hands shot forward, and with a sharp snap of
her fingers, the pile of sticks instantly burst into flames.

She let out a choked laugh and looked up at me in disbelief, face cast in flickering orange glow.
A lopsided grin broke out across her cheeks. “Oh my God, I had no idea if that was even gonna
work.”

My eyes were stinging. My entire body had gone stiff. I swallowed down the hot pressure in my
throat, barely able to find my voice. “Julie, how did you learn to do that?”

She pushed herself up to her feet, that tension she’d been holding in her shoulders all day finally
slipped away as she walked over to me. “It's just something I found in a book.” She held up her
hands in mock defense. “Nothing crazy, I swear.”

“Wha-" The start of so many questions built up behind my lips, but all that slipped out was a
sharp “How?”

“It’s just magic, dude,” Julie shrugged. When I still didn’t move from my spot, she jumped
forward and grabbed my wrists, giving me a playful shake. “Come on, wasn’t that awesome?
You have to admit that was fucking cool.”

“Yeah,” I exhaled, glancing over her shoulder at the swelling fire in the middle of the clearing
where there hadn’t been one just moments before. Her hands were ice cold on my skin. “Yeah,

co0l.”

“God, I’'m still shaking,” she breathed out, holding her trembling hands out in front of her. “That
was the first time [ ever managed to actually do it right.”

It felt like a band holding something together in my chest snapped, and suddenly I just started
laughing, somewhere halfway between amazement and shock. “Do you think we should put that
out?”

“Yeah,” she snickered, face glowing. “I didn’t think that far ahead.”

We snuck away to the woods often after that.



It was our little secret, something that was simply ours. I didn’t ask Julie how she’d learned
about those things again, and she never told me. I didn’t ask her about a lot of things, never felt
the need to. Everyday we’d ride to the edge of the neighborhood and leave our bikes at the curb
and disappear into the trees like we were slipping into our own little world. Sometimes she
would take my hand in hers and pull me behind her, eager to show me a new trick, our laughter
filling the air as we sprinted through the trees, barely able to keep our feet under us. At one point
the woods began to feel more familiar than my own home, and each night going back to my
house felt more and more like I was leaving rather than returning.

One day Julie tried to teach me how to start a fire. We sat crossed legged on either side of a stick
pile as the sun went down. She had bruises on the insides of her elbows. I didn’t mention them.
She sounded out the words for me, guided me again and again through the hand movements, but
it never worked. She was more disappointed than I was. In the end she lit the fire herself and we
sat alongside it until the orange sky faded into red and then purple and blue, despite my mother’s
rule that we should be back when the streetlights first switched on. I’d never had someone that I
could lose hours with just talking like I could with her, but more than that I just enjoyed being
with her like nothing else. It was like I was a rogue planet that just happened to fall into her orbit,
her presence warm like the fiery sun, her gravity too strong to escape. I loved the quiet moments
like that one, just sitting side by side in the flickering light of the fire, falling into an easy silence,
too content to pack up and leave just yet, trying to savor our waning time hidden away from the
real world all that we could.

“What’s it like?”

“What?” Julie glanced up from the blades of grass she was weaving together, a tender smile
already blooming on her cheeks.

“What’s it feel like, when you do it?”” I made a vague sweeping gesture with my hands.

She sat back with a sigh, tossing the grass into the fire. “It’s. . .cold. Feels like sticking my hands
in a bucket of ice water,” she chuckled, looking down at her upturned palms in her lap, flexing
her fingers. “And, there’s this pressure in my chest, like there's this power that’s trying to swell
out of me or something. It’s weird.”

“Weird,” 1 laughed. That was an understatement.

She gave me a playful shove, shaking her head. “I don’t know, it’s hard to explain. It’s not
painful. It’s kind of exhilarating, actually. Takes my breath away.” Her gaze fell to the fire. She
rolled her lips between her teeth, contemplative. “And. . .it just feels good, to finally have power,
you know? Feels like I actually have control of something for once. It’s nice.”

I just nodded and sat my chin on my knees, trying to imagine the feeling, a phantom chill
prickling along my fingertips. I could see the pinprick light of the stars start to appear in the gaps
between the tree branches.



“Do you ever wish you could just get away?”

I straightened and found Julie peering up at me through stray strands of hair, the whites of her
eyes gleaming in the light of the fire.

“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Like, you know, just escape from all the shit your parents put on you, even just for a little bit?”

My eyes fell on an imprint of Julie’s sneaker left in the ash beside the fire. The thought of
leaving home without my parents for any extended period of time made my stomach clench. I
had never even stayed overnight at someone else’s house before, not even Julie’s. She never
suggested it. “No, not really,” I said, looking back up at her. “Why?”

She chewed on her lip and turned away, shaking her head. “Nothing. Never mind.”

The fire snapped, embers swirling up into the night air. I stared at the side of her face, but she
seemed determined not to meet my eyes. It suddenly felt like a wall had slammed down between
us, the tranquil aura swept away like leaves in the wind. Wordlessly, she stood up, kicking dirt
onto the fire, hair cast over her face so that I couldn’t see her expression. Something cold settled
hard in my stomach, convinced I had said something wrong. She’d never been angry at me
before. I’d never seen her angry.

Before I could say anything, she kicked one last clod of dirt into the smoldering pile of sticks and
jutted her chin at the entrance of the clearing. “Come on, we should go before your mom grounds
you for staying out late.”

It was a rainy day one week before the start of school when Julie came to my door soaking wet, a
red welt blooming under one eye.

She ignored me when I asked her what was wrong. Just turned around and got on her bike and
sped away without a word. I rushed to follow her. She quickly disappeared around the corner,
but I knew where she was going. There was nowhere else she would be. I pedaled hard through
the rain, wheels spitting up rivulets of water and my hair plastering itself to my face. I threw my
bike down on the curb beside hers and trudged through the forest alone for the first time,
matching my muddy footprints to hers, weaving between the dripping trees so quickly I could
barely keep from slipping. I was nearly knocked off my feet when a swell of frigid air crashed
over me and sent me stumbling forward into a tree. Chest heaving and my legs trembling under
me, a twinge of fear suddenly shot through me, and I was momentarily overwhelmed with the
fleeting thought that Julie might not be there in that clearing, having run off somewhere where
I’d never find her, never seen her again. The feeling was so immense that [ nearly doubled over
in anguish at the idea of never seeing her again, of never sharing another moment together
secluded away in our woods. I pressed a fist to my mouth to force down the unexpected cry that
wanted to pry itself from between my lips and pushed forward, barely able to see in front of me
as I stumbled over the knotted ground.



When I entered the clearing, the rain came to a sharp stop. It was deathly quiet, the sound of my
gasping breaths harsh against the abrupt silence. Julie was there standing over the firepit, her
back to me, hair dry and shining in the low light.

“Julie, what happened?” I choked out, one arm braced against a tree as I tried to catch my
breath.

“I have a new spell I wanted to show you,” she said, voice flat. Turning slightly, the bruise under
her eye came into view, a stark shade of purple against her tanned skin. There was a disquieting
sort of smile on her face which pressed the swollen apple of her cheek up against her eye, forcing
it partially closed.

There was a flutter of movement at her hip. Inexplicably, she was clutching the hind legs of a
small brown rabbit in one hand. It twitched and struggled and threw itself against her thigh,
trying to break free. Without ceremony, she brought her other hand up and dragged the tips of
her pointer and middle finger along its belly, and it quickly stilled, dark red blood seeping from
the long gash across its gut.

“What are you doing?”’ I exclaimed, stomach lurching at the sight, simultaneously wanting to
rush forward to stop her and stagger away in horror.

“I found out how to bind us together.” She lifted up the limp rabbit, let its blood drip into her
palm, seep through her fingers.

“Bind? What?” My hands were tingling, vision tunneling. I was never good with blood. “What
do you mean?”

Her hand now gloved in red, she let the rabbit tumble to the ground with a soft thud. “It’ll make
us even closer, make it so we’ll never be apart.” Eyes boring into mine, she drew a wet finger
down each cheek, marking two red lines like bloody tear tracks. “It’s like a promise, one you can
never break.”

My shoulders were trembling. I crossed my arms over my chest, fingernails digging in the flesh
above my elbows, but it did nothing to conceal the shivers. “I would never leave you, you know

that,” I asserted, flipping a wet strand of hair from my eyes. “You don’t have to do this.”

Her smile wobbled. She started forward, dripping hands stretched out, upturned like she was
begging. “Please,” she breathed, voice faltering, “just do it for me.”

I fell back a step, shaking my head. “Julie, this is. . .this is too far.”
“What do you mean, you think I’ve gone all evil or something? It’s just a harmless spell.”
“A harmless spell?” I gasped, eyes going wide. “You’re killing /iving things, Julie. This is some

dark, evil stuff. I don’t know where you’re learning it from, but you need to stop, you’re going
down a bad path.”



“Oh, that’s bullshit,” she spat. “You’re just jealous you can’t do the spells too.”

“I’m not jealous, I’'m scared!” I shouted, tears burning in the backs of my eyes. “I’m terrified at
what you’re getting yourself into. If you trusted me then you would know it’s because I care. I
just want you to be safe.”

With a blink she was right in front of me, face just inches away from mine. Her brown eyes
shone as she stared up at me, gaze unwavering. “I trust you, Harper,” she whispered sharply. “I
trust you more than I trust anyone else. That’s why I want to do this. I don’t wanna lose you
either.” There was a beat as she licked her lips, shifted her weight, mustering up something.
“You’re. . .you’re important to me. You’re all I have.”

“Jules-”

Her arms shot forward and she caught my hands in hers. The blood was still warm, turning pink
where it mixed with the rain droplets on my skin. I instinctively tried to jerk away, but Julie’s
fingernails dug into my wrists, tugging me closer. “We can leave this place, we can run away and
never look back.” Suddenly there was an uncharacteristic desperation in her eyes, her voice
growing frantic. “Haven’t you ever thought about it? About finally being free?”

“I don’t know-"

Before I could even process what was happening, she had grabbed the sides of my face and
lurched forward to press her mouth against mine.

It was a lot to process all at once. There was blood smeared on my cheeks and my numb hands
were pressed awkwardly between us and there was a tsunami rising up in my stomach and my
waterlogged clothes were still plastered to my skin and my heart was pounding against my ribs
and Julie was kissing me and it felt like I’d been set aflame. Just as quickly as it had happened,
she pulled away, stray tears cutting through the drying brown lines on her cheeks, her heaving
breaths hot against my face.

“Please, Harper,” she sighed, lip quivering. “Please just come with me.”

For a moment I was frozen, eyes wide and blinking, parted lips still tingling. There was
something buzzing under my skin, something sizzling hot clenched in my throat. I wanted to
reach out and touch the bruise under Julie’s eye, wanted to wipe it away like the tears on her
cheeks. I wanted to wrap myself around her, wanted to grab onto her and never let go. I wanted
to leave behind everything I’d ever known and disappear with her, and that terrified me.

“No.” The word felt like a scalding ember on my tongue, the muscles of my mouth fighting to
form around it. “No, Julie. I can’t.”

Julie faltered, expression contorting into something between confusion and betrayal. Her slack
hands slowly slid down my face, settling between my shoulder and neck, warm against the jump



of my pulse. A low peal of thunder growled all around us, and for a moment I thought I heard the
roar of the downpour fade back in over the thrum of blood in my ears. I watched silently as a
startling intensity took over the surprise on Julie’s face like dusk taking over the day.

“Fine,” she hissed, razor sharp.

I felt the icy sting of her fingertips on my skin only a moment before I was sent flying backwards
with all the force of a car crash, tumbling end over end until I came to a sudden stop with the
sickening crack of my head against the knotted trunk of one of the trees. Breathless and dizzy, I
could barely lift my limp hand to press against the dazzling throb at the crown of my head before
my vision dissolved into static and I slipped away from the world.

When my dry eyes cracked open next, I could see the pale blue light of early dawn peeking
through the branches of the trees looming over me.

My vision swam. My skull felt like a split open pumpkin. My tongue was stuck to the roof of my
mouth. I pried myself off of the ground, clothes caked in mud, dried blood flaking off of my
hands, itchy on my face. The journey back home was arduous, limping through the labyrinth of
trees half blind and unable to find my balance. I left my bike on the curb, where it sat alone, and
hobbled my way along the dark streets, aware of nothing other than my throbbing head and my
singular desire to fall into the warmth of my own bed. By the time I turned the corner onto my
street, the sun was just peering over the horizon, golden rays of sunlight barely kissing the tops
of the trees.

Julie’s house was on fire.

It took a moment for my eyes to focus enough for me to understand what I was actually seeing.
At the other end of the street, Julie’s house was engulfed in a swirling pillar of flame. It was an
odd sight, an anomaly among our ordinary neighborhood, bright as the sun against the dim
morning light. It let out an unearthly roar, swallowing up the front porch and blue painted siding
and shingles like a ravenous animal. I stood there and watched as the windows shattered, as the
roof caved in, as the walls collapsed in on themselves, the house folding together like origami.
Acrid clouds of black smoke billowed into the brightening sky. The sun perched above the line
of trees on the hill, as if watching with me. I don’t know how long I had been standing there
before I could hear sirens sounding off in the distance, coming ever closer.

There were only two bodies found in the house.

I never went back into those woods. The police stopped looking for Julie two weeks after the
remains of her house were bulldozed and the ash was turned over into the soil and covered with
sod. I went to high school and made new friends and grew up and never mentioned Julie again.
We moved across the state a few years later and I had to be the awkward new kid all over again.
When I graduated college, I went up North, but the hundreds of miles between me and my
hometown never felt far enough. There were times when I found myself typing her name into my
search bar, but I could never hit enter. Sometimes I could still feel that pull, like a fist clenched



around my sternum, towards the other end of that magnet. I never followed it. Every year it felt
more and more like it was all just a bad dream. After a while I stopped questioning it.



The Moon-Eyed People
Emily Katt

Back in the time when more things were possible, there was a girl who couldn’t forget. She
remembered every word everyone ever said to her, when they said it, what exactly they were
wearing, what day and time of day and season it was, what birds were calling at the time.
Sometimes it even seemed she remembered the things they didn 't say, only had reflected in their
eyes.

The village children loved her amazing trick. They asked her to repeat their favorite stories over
and over and over again, their favorite songs; they asked random questions about random days to
test her. The elders loved her precious gift. They sought her out and begged for her at their
bedside, knowing she could carry their exact stories forward into the future, even when they
were gone. The leaders of the village loved her power. They demanded she come to meetings
and negotiations, forcing her to remember important details they would call for later.

To her, though, it was not a trick or a gift. It was a curse. She felt crowded and plagued all the
time, remembering every horrible thing, every good thing, every boring and ordinary thing,
squeezed in by all the details and thoughts and nuance other people get to forget. Very early on
she started to resent the raised eyebrows, the parted lips about to ask something, the lazy look on
the face that no longer had to remember because of course she could remember. If she shrank
away, trying to hide in the dark—her people needled her relentlessly back out. She could close
her eyes but then her ears seemed to pick up even more sounds to memorize. If she tried to cover
her ears, well then she could faste the stories carried on the wind.

Very early on, she saw there could be no true escape. But she could wish.

Most of all she wished to close down and sleep. Every night in her bed, though, the incessant
voices and visions jostled noisily, painfully in her head; easy sleep had danced out of reach ever
since she could remember.

There was one source of comfort, however slight.

The moon. While the others slept, she could sneak out on the road leaving the village to visit her.
There, in the wash of gentle moonlight she could pretend she was someone else, anyone with a
kinder fate. Long walks out alone softened somewhat the terrible weight of memories bulging
her head. Of course, these walks just added to the store of things to remember, crowding together
in her mind, but in the moonlight, everything seemed more peaceful, muted. More possible,
manageable. The friendly patterns of the dear moon’s face, her path and patterns, looped back
and back without reinventing anything, without demanding too much. The placid moon smiled
down, companioning the girl comfortably enough.

On this night, though, the moon hardly showed her face as the girl set out. The road ahead lay
shrouded in varying shades of smudge. Her ears usually recorded crickets, rustlings, night birds
swooping but tonight—an unnatural hush. An uneasiness crept over her, and her head pounded



with every recounting of night terror ever said by her people. She choked down recitations of
predators, robbers, thirsting spirits from beyond.

She knew she should turn back but, then, her restless eyes snagged on an odd shape clearly
outlined in a puddle of half-dried mud by the side on the road. She cocked her head and
approached it, studying it cautiously. A fresh footprint. Not from a wild forest beast, but more
like a villager—just smaller and stranger. She might have thought it a child’s footprint but for the
extra toes, the heel coming to a sharp point, the faint glow to it? Her skin crawled with things she
wasn’t seeing with her eyes. She looked around for a trail of prints, but...nothing. Nothing. Still,
she returned back to the village a little sooner than she usually did, with a quicker step. Sleep,
when it finally crashed over her, was violent and brief.

The girl stumbled out into the new day and was immediately greeted with requests, as usual.
“Can you really remember the story from my grandmarm? Turtle’s New Coat?”” The boy almost
had tears in his eyes as he begged; his grandmother had passed just a full moon ago. Of course
the girl could remember and she tumbled the story out verbatim—his grandmother’s words,
exactly.

The girl’s mother interrupted. “Where did your father say he put the extra store of fat?” The girl
gritted her teeth and gave the answer, then continued the story for the boy. He asked for it again,
but by then the girl’s own grandfather was calling her to his side. She approached him, bundled

up by the fire.

They talked warmly for a few moments, before: “Did I tell you when I was a boy, I met the spirit
of the river?” He was her own dear grandfather and had never told her that one—but she could
not bear to hear one more story. She wanted to scream with the pounding in her head, pounding
like drums, pounding like crushing dry corn against stone. And—just then—she felt a small
bitter pit tucked far back into her cheek. Startled, she rolled it curiously around her mouth.

“Yes,” she lied and almost gasped with the shock. She was able to walk away from her
grandfather.

And so, with the next question, and the next demand, little bitter lies crept in, so tiny small no
one could tell. Her mind tried to swallow them down, but her mouth let them out. The right color
of something would change, or she would recite not the right words exactly. That bitter little pit
rolled around in her mouth and having to remember now two versions of something made her
head ache worse than ever, but her tongue felt numb and cold, almost...sweet, after a while.
Almost like freedom.

Later that night as the village slept again, she walked out in dim wonderment, the moon slice
even thinner, hounded by clouds. She walked out the familiar road by the comforting face of the
moon, her head buzzing ferociously with words and sights and sounds and memories and
thoughts and now: not-quite-exact duplicates.

After a time, she noticed consciously that no creatures were calling out, no wind was stirring the
leaves to one side of the road. This silence wound further into the dark of the forest, but the girl



kept reeling on, memorizing every bit of the strange night, a taste of hope warming the core of
her as she walked.

There it was; there was a new one. The small abnormal footprint lay in churned soil to the edge
of the path like an expected gift, waiting. And another, a long stride away, off the path. And
another, further out. She appreciated the pretty sheen to them now, enough mysterious shimmer
to detect even as the slim moonlight faded above the thickening tree cover. Another, then...oh
there’s another, a game of hide and seek until she realized she had followed them quite, quite far
from the road. Farther than she’d intended. Farther than she knew was wise. She made ready to
turn around—when she saw iz.

Just ahead in a clearing, a pallid creature that might have been a child stood facing away from
her, formed just like her with two small legs, two thin arms hanging by its side, a round head
atop a small neck. There was nothing clothing its pale skin, which glowed softly like fresh snow
at night. Enchanting silvery snow. She wondered vaguely how cold it might be at this time of
year; she faintly noticed its long, long arms, almost brushing the ground.

She wanted to call out. She wanted to hide away. It was turning, ever so slowly, towards her. She
did not want to see its face. Her head throbbed and buzzed viciously, and she found she could not
look away after all as it met her gaze.

The eyes! The creature faced her full on with huge swallowing eyes, endless oceans of milky
blue staring straight in to her. Every thought in her head froze solid and tinkled away; she
breathed out ice. Then—it was gone. Away so fast, anyone else would have thought it a dream.
She found her way back to the village in a haze, replaying it. Replaying it.

In the morning, she trudged to face all the perpetual questions, barely fortified by that bittersweet
pit in her mouth. But she sat up straight when the chief leader came to call on her, with a
beautiful stranger by his side. The girl took in the stranger’s hair coifs, the whitest white of her
teeth, the elaborately quilled and beaded traveling tunic that spoke of high rank, of prestige. The
girl memorized the sharp hatchet at the stranger’s side, and the thorny look in her eyes. The
leader looked grave and worried, though.

“You are the One Who Remembers, and the One Who Tells, the great treasure of our people,” he
began expansively, by way of introducing them. “This one is a treasure and a Teller too who has
come from far away, at great risk, spreading the word of danger as fast as she can to all the lands
around here. She says our people are in danger. We need the knowledge only you collect: have
you heard talk of anything unusual in the night?”

The girl swam upstream into her crashing waves of thoughts, then answered honestly: “No, I
have heard no one speak of strange new things in the night.” The leader visibly relaxed and
turned to reassure the stranger.

The Teller, however, remained expressionless, peering at the girl before querying in a shockingly
low, raw voice, “Have you seen anything unusual?”



The little pit tasted very sweet indeed, and the girl answered: “I’ve seen nothing.”

The Teller leaned in and murmured to the leader. He made a sign of strength and respect, but left
quickly. Then the woman stepped forward, her tunic’s fringe making a single soft beat against
her legs. She did not speak for a time. Neither of them did. They looked at each other silently, a
contest of wills, until they both slightly smiled, together.

The girl ventured, “I would hear what danger he speaks of.”

“I will tell you,” the woman said mildly, “then I would hear exactly what you did not say, just
now.”

The girl blinked and tried to focus on the Teller’s story. Watching the girl carefully, the Teller
described her home, a large settlement far to the south on a slow, rich river. “In my town, [ am
one of many Light Bearers. We have had a need of light ever since we settled at the river,
generations ago. For the richness of the river came at a high cost: a slippery predator. For many
years, we found ways to live with this great danger. No one went out at night, no one went too
near the dark places, for there were these creatures—almost human-like—who lurked, ready to
steal you away from yourself. For many years, we were willing to balance the bad with the good
until it simply became too much. Too much loss. Too much torture. We purged the plague upon
our town. We found their weaknesses, and stopped them, finally, before they consumed us.”

The Teller’s voice became grander, more demanding. “We are now freed from fear. But some
slipped away. They have moved on, fast as breath, quiet like poison mushrooms. They are
looking for new villages to torment. As Light Bearer, | must go as far and as fast, spreading the
word and the ways. They must be carefully guarded against. This is the chance I can give: your
village will need vigilance, will need light. And you must be a Light Bearer for them. Can you
remember all this, for your village?”

Gripping her temples, the girl nodded grimly back at the woman, the precise words and images
amassing into her head. She murmured, “These are not the spirit people?”

“No. Not spirits,” the Teller was emphatic. “They are a kind of mortal creature. They eat; they
bleed. They die. You need to know they can be killed, just like any person or animal. You must
watch carefully for any sign of them; you would know them by their pale white skin, their too-
long arms, their huge milky-white eyes. In fact, we used to call them the Moon-Eyed People—
before we understood they are not people. But—this is important—those moon-like eyes cannot
stand fire, or much of any light at all. It hurts them. Any light brighter than a sliver of moon, in
fact, turns them back. That is why your people will need all the light they can get.”

“You will have to warn everyone, and keep warning them—for some who see the Moon-Eyed
might think they are sweet looking, or helpless. Some might think they are lost children. Some
might want them to be children. This is one of their tricks; this is how they hunt. They are small,
yes, but have their own weapons—sharp feet and sharper teeth. And you cannot let them touch
you. Do not ever let them touch you. One touch, and they steal your thoughts, feed you lies, until



you no longer know what is yours anymore.” Her eyes looked faraway. And for a moment,
terrified.

The girl kept her face carefully neutral.

The Teller suddenly snapped back to herself and stepped closer, laying a firm grip on the girl’s
shoulder. Her gaze was intense. “You said no one had mentioned anything unusual in the night.
Who goes out at night?”

The girl resisted the urge to shake off the woman’s hand, instead listing off the names of the
watchmen, the restless old woman who is sometimes found wandering about, the house with the
angry new baby, the Wife With Many Husbands...

“...and you,” the Teller interrupted. It wasn’t a question. She could see plainly how the girl was
an eyewitness to the village’s night action. “When did you last go out at night?”

“The very night before this,” the girl answered, already in her mind replaying the wash of the
quarter-moonlight, the unseasonable chill of the air, the raccoon mama she’d startled just as
she’d left the village, the one with three hearty babies almost the same size—

“What did you see?”

And the girl plunged headlong into recounting her burgeoning recollection, listing almost
everything—beginning with the blackest dark of the shadows to the one shifting rock in the path
that you have to watch out for to the place where the dirt gives way to sandier dirt and the plants
have the most brambles and the way the clouds wisped and jostled in front of the moonface and
the warm air and there was an opossum mama with three hearty babies right near the—

The woman snatched her hand away from the girl’s shoulder. “You remember so much.”
The girl sighed heavily. “I remember everything.”

The woman stepped back, putting distance between them, and considered the girl. Then, as if
satisfied, nodded once. “Remember this too, and keep your people safe.”

The Teller then lifted her chin and belted out a long epic poem, hoarsely reciting how her people
suffered the scourge of the Moon-Eyed, how for so long her people yearned to drive out them
out, pounding them out of their blighted burrows and scouring all the darkest places in the Earth,
crushing the life from these parasite worms. She praised the bravest Light Bearers among her
people, the relentless hunters who finally slew the Moon-Eyed, spilled their milky-pale blood in
rivers, slew any they’d ruined with their touch; the woman humbly counted herself among those
hunters who must ensure any left are obliterated, wiping their curse from the Earth.

Now the whole story, the long poem, was lodged in the girl’s aching head and played on and on
and on in blinding echoes. She closed her eyes in beaten acknowledgment: “I will remember for
my people.” The Teller bowed to her—one Light Bearer to another, passing the torch—before



bowing out to give last words of protection to the leader. The Teller had to hurry out of town, it
was explained, if she was to spread word to the next village before sundown.

From her swirling vantage point, the girl heard the village set straight to panicked work. Every
fire was doubled, new fires were kindled, oil lamps and torches were set alight. Everyone
bustled, fretted, babbled. She heard the secondhand tale grow and change by the minute, an ever-
increasing agony to tuck alongside all the other versions in her head. By the time dusk
approached, the village was lit up brighter than a feast day, garishly glaring and flickering. The
burliest men were stationed with torches and spears at the perimeter, ready to staunchly defend
against the insidious evil, and the girl was desperate for a quiet dim place to rest.

Thankfully, in the frantic preparations and authoritative gossip, she had been forgotten. She
slipped away to her bed. The piles of blankets had never looked so welcoming; she crept
underneath them, pounding head and all. The full night would come. The village must sleep
sometime, surely, she assured herself. In a little while she could steal out to see the blessed
moon. Maybe she could slip between the sentries, maybe they would snooze, and she could see
what mysteries, if any, the forest might still hold for her. She could wait...

...and as she waited, wonder of wonders, dreamlike images drifted into her thoughts. She saw a
small pale child all alone in the dark, stared into huge moon-light eyes, watched a slender finger
touch her forehead with infinite gentleness. She was dreaming. She knew she was dreaming and
how odd and how peaceful it all was. The crowded, crying thoughts stretching her head to
bursting floated out, out, out—replaced with clouds, clouds, clouds.

Clouds in front of the blessed moon.

She was dreaming, at last. Complete peace.

In her sweet sleep, she did not feel the small hand clasping hers tightly under the blankets. She
did not sense the small body forming a cool crescent into her side. She could dream, at long

last—because she had already forgotten reaching out in the woods the night before, reaching out
and leading that dreamy child all the way home.



Winner of the Mockingbird Prize for Poetry

Phi Hagelberg
Honeysuckle

L
When you found flowers bloomed from my open cuts,
You kissed the rose of my body
and turned our children into a bouquet.
Our bodies became a soft warm skin tight
Around unkempt grass.

1L
I’d screamed after you’d left,
Wondering if the moon would scream back,
They’d opened my throat, pulling out honeysuckles. Then —
On opposite sidewalks — you stitched my opened throat closed.

1.

Our bled bouquet has dried since, soggy
From my sweat, or the rain.

The forest is the moments

I’d never let you have. Still,

I cannot forget your lipstick touch or
Your soft wet eye’s fixed on my id.

IV.

To you I was never dead or alive
Or woman or man,

Or clothes or unkempt skin.

I simply was and then

Was not.



AQ Hanna
love, again

my love left to grow

overripe in the garden, rotting

with the tomatoes. my love like an idle truck

pondering your driveway. a love that would complicate

memory, wild & kamikaze. a love that would kill

if you let it. just listen. you look at me, i touch your chest

and my hand comes back empty. look. sorry i called you

a friend in front of my parents, really, sorry i called without thinking.
after the argument you said i1 was right

by your side the entire time. it sounds like hell and i want to go

there, my love. you keep doing that, you keep making me want you

to leave. you tell people you believe in god now

but you believed in me and isn’t that the same thing

my love? my love like a pulse keeping you

talking, like something you used to measure.

1’m crossing lines for you and you don’t

want to, i get it, you don’t want a historian. i write

the same letter and come up short. i can’t help it. i write the same letter
just to get it right, just to birth elysian from my dizzy mouth.

show me where it hurts and i’ll look away. my love promises

the good part then crosses its fingers behind your back

but i can’t write about that. i have a lot to say

but none of it is very nice. you re overdue, you re right on time,

you have to leave soon. what about the house fire, remember how i saved you?
my love builds another house, a better one for us to grow into

where i call you honeybee and leave old names behind. my love sleeps
next to you bound by hunger, like a clock relenting to limits

scowling at you to get up, to stop brushing your teeth for so long.

my love waits by the door, fumbles with your hands, doesn’t know
where to put them without a deadline. your fingers find my skin and tear
into ribbon-bound flesh. you couldn’t contain yourself, not like you tried
but you put me back together, close me up almost like new. it’s good
enough, it’s good enough, it has to be. just kiss me and let me confess: i 'm guilty,
i have a secret to share, i’ll die if i open my mouth. kiss me anyways
and swallow my love; i swear 1 won’t take it back.



Emma Sheedlo
corrosion

Once I let a peach melt
atop the fridge atop my desk atop the cold floor of my dorm room,
its already bruised skin yielding to the rot festering in its honeyed organs
pit-stone heart bared only to the suffocating plastic bag I’d bought it in,
its dying cries unheard.
I’d meant to throw it out the day I brought it back,
when it slipped onto the floor and its skin split,
amber syrup stains breaching through the newly opened wound
but my heart is too open to damaged things,
even knowing I’ll forget them.
We withered in tandem,
The corrosion of its flesh parallel to the rot rooting in my ribs,
Out of sight and out of mind,
Cast aside and forgotten.
I have no fear of death:
from the moment we are born, we are already dying
and even if life is merely the journey to death,
I know better than to spend the trip fearing the destination.
When the peach is cut from its tree of birth,
It begins the same pilgrimage, the same journey to the end, only faster
either in a loving maw,
or in a self-made grave.
The heart is much like a piece of fruit, I find
susceptible to the same rot and the same potential fates,
its last pulse found in warm jaws or in a solemn cage of bone,
and my own seems content to seek the latter
to boil in sorrow, in memories,
rot blooming from the touch of old ghosts,
until it, too, melts with a final silent cry
unheard.
But even rotten fruit, forgotten for a moment,
cannot be left to fester further.
The damage cannot be undone,
but while corrosion threatens to take me early,
I must learn not to let it—
rot can be cut away, and though traces of it linger still,
I am no less the person I was at the start with these new veins of decay.
I think to that peach, sometimes
rotted so deeply in abandonment that it could no longer hold itself together,
and though peaches have no minds nor tears to cry,
I feel sorry for forgetting it,
but I thank it, at the same time, for reminding me
of my ability to prevent my own corrosion.



I will die someday,
but my memory will not.



Hannah Smith
Metacarpal Melancholy

1 finally found a name for the

feeling that chased my mother out the
screen-door and down the humming throat of

a summer’s eve bathed in hues of an

intangible apricot; when i

was sixteen, 1 curled my fingers so

tightly around rust-laden utensils

that they shattered — a fit of scarlet

tongued rage, then these words: i hate my hands.

(she did not know then that hands was a euphemism for self.)

i learned then of my talent: ruination
coalescing such a saccharine scene

into something sour, tv dinner

mildewed by the thoughts 1 have yet to
memorialize; prose-heavy tumors

festering beneath the ridges of

a cavernous brain filled with unspilled
ideas, think, she begs of me. of the

things that you ve created with those hands.

(she did not know then that hate was a euphemism for i 've tried so hard to love them that it’s
killing me.)

when the moon rose and relieved the

sun of her duties, 1 clambered out into

the field, cut off my hands at the wrists

then sculpted new ones out of sticks and clay,
swaddled them in a ribbon spun from

strings of hemoglobin, severed pulses,

and carried them home to my mother.

think, 1 beg of her. of the

things i will create with these hands.

think of the things 1 will hold with them.
is it, perhaps, a sin? 1 ponder.

to taint hands that those who

are not saints have never touched?

but i bring them to you anyways,

as soon as light breaks.

you let them linger there,

spin them around like they’re still



on the wheel, notice how every
crease in mine aligns with yours

like clockwork, like constellations;
there is a fatigued instant of calm
and then my flawless hands fracture.
rebirth, you named it, but it was only
ruination, 1 learned then of our talent.



Hannah Smith
My Mother’s Blessing

i come into the world like a confessional from

beneath the flaxen-chipped teeth of a criminal

unapologetic, but still afraid.

the sea inside my mother’s womb parts crimson-wet

and 1 surface from it as a thrashing halibut:

chlorine-dizzied, all chattering teeth and oil-slicked tissue;

a swallow of breath is shackled to the base of my throat,

a wordless noose. at the crest of the sunday service,

all 1 am is a newborn babe, equal parts saintly and stupefied,
knowing only what the ebony closeness of her belly serves to amplify:
the way the howl of the pipe organ

shudders against the stained-glass windows

wrapped around my amniotic encasement,

the clink! of spare pennies soused in malachite

at the curved-palm base of the offering bowl,

and how sins are still sins even when

they are spoken from a bleach-rinsed mouth

behind the closed doors of the great cathedral.

the first words 1 come to know are those of a saint,
insisting that if her water breaks in the church
than it cannot be turned into wine because

it was sourced from a woman instead of a well,
and then, the disagreement of the choir,
yawling in their melodic tongue about

how my mother is a peach,

and from day one i have been

the pit in her stomach;

know this, praise be! the deacons speak.

fruit was forbidden to adam and eve

and love is but a plate of severed limbs

diced up and slipped into their afternoon tea.
know this. when, at last, you fall earthside,
you will come to know the infinite pleasure

of your mother’s womb, then the infinite pain
of the father’s world in an instant. and

when, at last, i fall earthside, the pastor

curls his leathery fingers around my shoulders
like fresh-spun spindles of thread

(i think of a hymnal my mother

used to sing as she sewed —

something about the serpent’s tongue)

from which he speaks:



may your spine be as strong as that of this sanctuary:

its juice-sticky carpet soaked with the sins of our future —
unconfessed, unforeseen.

may your ribs be as close as those of these pews:

their timeworn cushioning cloaked in swansong

spewed from a lion’s tongue stitched into the mouth of a lamb —
unspoken, unheard

may your heart be as pure as that of this pulpit,

its wood-boned message dripping red and ripe as a grapefruit:
soft to the touch, but endless bittersweetness in its taste —
unworthy, unholy,

unapologetic

but still afraid.



Hannah Smith
Toothache

1.

last summer 1 sat on the chipped-paint center of the back porch step,

bare-boned, blood curdling under the cushion of a lidocaine patch

lips pursed at their equator: unoffering, and in a way, unnerving.

as 1 swirled a glass of fermented grapes around and around on the axis

of my fingertips, shivering against the ghost of a touch that my tongue

no longer knows how to hold the taste of, i cried moon-silver tears and

gave the eulogy at my own funeral, mourned the virtuous being i once was.

puddles of light pushed against my vermillion-skinned knees as i stood in the county lake
and laid to rest a shoebox of adolescent incisors, scribbled-out journal pages and

empty medicine bottles. lingering there for a moment, i marveled at how i could exist as this:
an illusion of skin without scar-tissue, a beating heart without bullet holes,

like a newborn babe baptized by consecrated hands, the water has made me holy again.

il.

and then it was august: a season swelled pink like the stretched-thin belly of
an expectant matriarch, something akin to the flesh that blankets
every crater that once cradled a baby tooth. 1 remember begging
my mother to tie a string around it, one end on the incisor and
the other on an iron finish, knuckles turning ivory as every
impermanent molar in the crease of my lap. when the

dentition split from its roots and hemoglobin filled the gap

like freshly-lain mounds of dirt, she told me that this was what
there was to learn about patience: fo achieve pleasure,

we must often be able to stomach the seed of our pain first.

iil.

this summer 1 learn what voraciousness feels like:

standing barefoot on a fresh-clipped lawn, mouth teeming with gauze-squares
and cloaked in the prepubescent shimmer of a dew-sticky sunrise, there is

a moment where the boy i love curls his palm around my cheekbone

(infiltrates all the places where my mother taught me

to store the things that make me feel the most alive)

and for the first time in a long time

when I say

stay

he says

how long

instead of

how come;

we watch rush-hour traffic whizz by through the haze of the bedroom window,
he feasts upon the utopian anamoly of sharing: a headstone, a toothbrush holder,
a spice cabinet, a favorite side of the bed, and a house with a room to hang my paintings in.



he does not know that i would break my own bones if he asked me to,
he does not know that i would tear them from my flesh and
use them to build his white picket fence myself.

iv.

when autumn sheds her skin of leaves, i develop dry sockets.

the dentist reminds me that cavities can only materialize by

my own fault; i have infested my innards, ingested too much of a bad thing,
swallowed poison 1 mistook for perfection. in my mind-tizzied stupor,

i stumble back down to the lake, claw at the floor of it with wood-splintered hands until
the box is dug up and the dirt has built a home out of the crescent of my fingernails.
with a meticulous sense of precision, i glue each baby tooth

back into its own shrunken socket;

one for every word left unsaid, every promise hanging empty,

filed away into their shelves like library books. at last,

through bloodied salivation, i find the means

to remind myself of my mother’s words of salvation:

if i cannot find pleasure within these walls,

i can do nothing more than perceive this pain myself.



Holly Todaro
A Witness, A Testimony

Last night in the milk of the moon
I sat by the river, the one that cuts
the field into two perfect halves,
and fell asleep on the side of the mountains.

I awoke sometime later
to see a gathering of new tadpoles
which dove in and out of the water,
its surface shined black like church shoes.

These tiny lives in front of me,
slipping their soft forms
into their worldly places,
just crossing over into this first fury of light,

I did not dare
disturb them, to ink their pure bodies
if I scooped them from
their river with my unclean hands.

Someday they will
heave themselves onto the dirt,
with their muscled grown legs
and exit the current on their own.

I do not stand behind the pulpit—
I am the one bearing witness
to their saving of themselves
from the dark into light, dark into light.

When I walk home
in the morning,
I am no longer sure
which side of the river I woke upon.

I think that this is what a baptism must be,
to emerge from the rich water,
then return back into it,
to be born then reborn over and over again.



Sappho Stanley
To the Dried McDonald’s Fry in My Bag

I decided to become a poet today,
I tell the fry. It wasn’t on the
back of my neck or at a spot just under my chin.

Freud would call it the super ego
and Butler would call me performative.
But I’d call it just as is.

It wasn’t a choice, no more so than
my love of astrology as a kid. I never
read then, didn’t understand Pony Boy,

nor myself. I never contemplated
gender, what it meant to be a “boy.”
Never did I think about my origins.

It built, the lack of contemplation,
lack of self introspection, and became
Frankenstein’s newest concoction.

I didn’t intend on becoming a poet,
it hid, underneath the folds of blankets
and brains, underneath the shower head, spraying.



Andy Demczuk
AR for the Ears™

I played air guitar, head on Julie’s lap as we tried AR for the Ears™. I strummed a chord that
echoed across unrendered space and she smiled. The park was greyed out and striped except for
the bench and a few feet. She pointed at barnacles stuck to a playground as 2-D pixelated algae
flew overhead—I got up too fast and everything went green.

With the new AR for the Ears™
you can walk in poetry or even dinner.

That ad came on as we waited for the next map to load, stray thoughts move the algorithm to
places we don’t want to go—why it’s so popular, I don’t get. Nonsensical words callus our
memories, an architecture of forgotten reverb from childhood. Just then, I thought of when I peed
my pants first day of pre-school—

stuff of nightmares. When I try to think of a new image, all I see is this four-year-old submerged
in playdough—arms scrunched, grandma’s knitted quilt wrapped around. Can a blanket be all
that’s left of her?

God, get this out of my brain. Math persists with the wooden racecar bed. How I slapped smiley
stickers on it from the dentist, attention to detail is impressive, Julie says. Sharpie in time wore
off, the hour I could eat again. Ripe banana next to my cookies after a cleaning.

Your earwax level has been analyzed.
1t is extremely high.
This may reduce the quality of AR’s performance.

Won’t be long until someone overdoes it. Sets the bass levels beyond the threshold or the
pleasure limits on Délire Mode™. Throw on top of that, the Overdr-eye™ expansion pack. I'm
playing it safe, and I already hear a constant buzzing. For some reason, my avatar is always left
covered in glitter—never used the stuff. I'm more of a magic marker man.

Now playing: “This Hill Will Have To Do” by Thought Bubble Anarchists

“I was born as a thought that kept going—
leaped outside of my head and onto the page,
ejected into the world too soon (too soon)
like a USB stick from the 2000s.”

Since concentration capacity has been shortened by 17% and the productivity and consumption
upgrade agreements have changed, if you are not at party, the aural worlds are just snip-bits not

full song maps.

Now playing: “Let’s See If I Can Get Lucky” by Erratic Beats



“Y ou—will you pick me up and let me live in your head—
your soul—would be ideal, God willing?

Maybe I can hitch a ride just for a while (just for a while).
Because this planet I'm on is dying (dying).

This land is sick, so sick. But Ah, who am I kidding?”

“I swear these insta-gen lyrics are getting so sad,” Julie says, and then we both realize we have
never actually met. The streetlights came on squeaking like a bike tire against a brake pad.

Now playing: “I Think These Hills Will Have To Do” by Xenon Strobe Machine



Phi Hagelberg
A Shell Shaped Brain

I’ve formed a fetish for
The flesh of September soil
Against the skin of

A freshwater lake. A
Sensation which drowns
Or swims like

Oceanic hymns

Across my face.

I’ve heard, through

My hands and my feet,
Galaxies sing through me.



Phi Hagelberg
where I go when [ masturbate

There was a ladder and rope

Wrapped around one single branch

Near the crotch of our childhood tree -
Legs stretching for the clouds,

Floating mountains. What monsters lived
There?

Bones leaping off the cliff

Falling from that single branch
With different legs, different hands -
Planted in the soil,

A handstand. Could it have been
You?

Water salted with heat submerged

Being held under floating (there was no branch)
Around my belly and my back -

My middle more me than me,

A climax. Can we please stay

Here?



Phi Hagelberg
A Year or Two Ago

The chipped red memory
You laughed when I fell
Of a skinned knee retreats,
You picked me back up, kissed my
Back towards the summer before
cuts
We’d met,

rushing downhill,
You wore red lipstick like

It was blood
Into a bed of roses, a sheet of glass
You're beautiful, I'm
A softness — or reflection — in the lake.
Silent, you smile
I think about that time we stripped down

We glisten
To our underwear and swam,

We found a
The day we met.

Lake

Because it was right — then — at least.
When we were kids

I swallowed myself whole and ate
The world like it was candy.

I’ve been coughing up

Myself since.



Chloe Philpot
blessing your hometown

you wake up

and there is nothing here for you anymore.
suitcases you haven’t used in years

pile up at your bedroom door.

there is a backpack full of books in your trunk
and four jars of coins you’ve been saving

for the day you were brave enough to run.
your mother tags you in a post on facebook,
and all her friends use the wrong pronouns when
they comment their apologies for your leaving.
you remove yourself from it before it hurts.

at the last red light before the interstate,

you get a full fifteen seconds to think about
all the lives you have lived in this town.

while you’re waiting, i hope you play god.

1 hope you turn your rearview mirror towards
the line of cars behind you, the train tracks,
the lake that hasn't been able to claim you.

1 hope you bless them all, the people who do not
want to know you, the trees that never held
you tight enough, but most of all,

1 hope you bless the land that raised you.

1 hope you roll down your windows

and listen to the goodbyes of the

of the things you are leaving behind.

the man in the car across from you waves
because he does not know who you are.

and you learn that being anonymous

will follow you all the way

to your new city, where you are nothing
except a blank face and a country accent.

it is years before you realize

this is the only closure you will ever get



Chloe Philpot
I SEND MY CONDOLENCES TO THE SOUTH
BUT LOVE IS SWEET AND I WANT TO TASTE IT

it is peach season in georgia

and our love is soft like that

new enough to bite into

sweet enough to make you cry
cheeks red like we’ve got secrets
and we have so many secrets.

in your childhood bedroom

the south wing of our old high school
your mother’s car down some backroad
on the dock at the pond behind my house
this land holds us against her chest

like she is scared of losing us

some part of me is scared of losing her.

we lie like still rivers and 1 ask you if you
ever want to leave. i can feel your panic
when you say it is the only way to survive.
i let this reminder drown me until i am
ten years old again and jumping off

the dock of the pond that holds our secrets
ankle deep in mud and running out of air.
there is no fighting back when you

do not even know you are losing.

i do not realize i am stuck until i can not
breathe and then it is too late to not panic.

our love is dangerous like that

we are young until we are not

one day we are just children

the next day there is something

wrong with us and we are already

too far underwater to learn how to swim.

some days i am not sure if i love the south

or if 1 have only convinced myself she loves me.
it is suffocating, the way i keep boxing myself in.
1 toss the worst parts of me into conversation
and wait for someone else to step on them

before i1 ever even think of opening up.



people keep telling me the only way

that this place will ever see the change

is if we stick around to make it ourselves
but it is so hard to be the sacrifice

when there are so many ways to escape.



Emrie Gilbert
Elegy for My Sibling

You might have completed our family, had you lived.
Without you, everything fell

Into the void of loved ones never-known,

A possibility lost to silence.

Our pro-life father became adamant you were never a child.
Our mother, silent in her grief.

The other siblings may not have even known about you,
But I wished you had lived instead of me.

Lingering, you became my imaginary friend.

You died before the doctors could assign you a gender,
So I called you ‘Jordan.” I thought it was a pretty name,
Perfect for my baby sibling.

Too old for it to be acceptable,

I found imaginary friends everywhere,

But none closer than you.

Afraid to lose you again, I kept you hidden.

Our family, cursed

With a talent for keeping secrets

Never really spoke of you these ten years.
But:

Our sibling sent me a text last month:

“Mom’s actually talking about the baby.”

Now I wonder, had we talked about you sooner,
Would the grief have been gentler?



Emrie Gilbert
grave-marker journey

my parents put much stock in sin.
quick to judge each other, and us,
not considering their own shame.
the story of evil begins

with one rural doomsday preacher.
his doctrine called to my father,

so he packed his bags and traveled
over mountain, leaving mother
and children to follow after

and share his fearful baptism.

long winters passed, and my father
never learned to pick his battles.

the two-who-were-one had fractured
seasons before his banishment,

but the haunted house is bursting
with ghosts searching for a body.
two become three become thirteen
within a frightened child’s mind

and the seasons keep turning round
until the last guitar string snaps.

we watch our father pack his bags
and wonder, without him, will we
finally be free? happy? whole?

it could never be that simple,

but the dissociated ghosts

hope blindly for a miracle,

for the twelve-year nightmare to end.
longing to go back to a time

before fractured identity

and loss of the ‘original.’

a little girl used to live here,

before the story of evil,

but she was comatose before

this unlucky me came to be.

I ride deep into the mountain,

and standing in the creek that flows
beneath the chapel, I pray

to any god who will listen:

I am here, born and groomed to die;
come strip my father’s sins away.



Emrie Gilbert
Hunter’s Blessing

If you die tomorrow — you, and the person who loved you —
Then it will be left to me to remember you were here.

You always hated my habit of recording things,
Saying that to capture only sound

Is to mock everything else that humans are.

So, for you, I will turn off my recorder

And write it down.

I want to write you down, so that when I am gone,
When the world is gone,

Someone will know that you were here.

I want someone to do the same for me, but

When I die, there will be no one left, will there?

The world is crumbling to ashes

And everyone who might have loved me is gone.

Only corpses keep their vigil

Beneath the withered daisies.

No one will tell my story,

And I am not going to tell yours.

You were right, and words cannot convey the life you lived
So, I will send you away with a blessing:

May you rest—

(If there is any rest and any heaven for the children of fear)
Free of teeth and claws and the loss of your will.

(The will you chose to lose?

I no longer know the difference between what we chose
And that which was chosen for us by our birth.)

And may it be the same for me, when everything is ended.
When there are no more stories to witness,

When there are no more horrors to behold.



Amara Bunten
her body is a graveyard

the period of my life
when the mirror showed
her instead of us (me?),

1 would stare, searching
for something in her eyes,
wondering if she saw

me too

1 know she felt me there,

her shudder is one we both remember:
it comes from a stranger inside her.
except then she was us,

but that girl was killed—

suffocated with ignored cries

that only begged

no.

at first, we fought each other:

she needed words to name

what happened, what she felt

each time a man touched her skin.
but i needed to keep us safe.

she vomited, searching for something
meaningful to come out from me.

1 scrubbed her raw in the shower,
hoping at least she could forget.

we are closer now,
cohabitating this life.
sometimes we look for the girl
again, hoping maybe

he caged her deep in us.

we dig through her skin,
search my depths

instead of sleeping.

it always ends empty-handed.
really, we both know

she couldn’t survive that:

we only did by

dis con nect ing.

we’re good at this.
not talking about how



the girl wanted to die, how
we wouldn’t be here if he
hadn’t killed her first.

we don’t look at the scars
she gave herself

or the ones he added.

1 hope wherever the girl is,

that she doesn’t remember

his hands on her, that she

still has her stuffed comfort,

and that she sees the little tribute

we got inked on our wrist in white—
for the innocence she died clinging to.



Emily Katt
To Prepare

When something is ending

can you let anything be everyday?
How can I tuck little tasks to bed when
just outside lies the long

shriek of the dark dark hall?

Last night my daughter showed up with a dead squirrel

still-warm curl of fur, sweet question mark with

the bloody red punctuation in its side,

found on the street as my girl returned.

She has only brought home one other dead thing:

a frozen robin, so juicy beautiful, one crystal breath from life we wept
before she took up a shovel, sweat sheeting through, chipped

the small hole in the hard soil

My daughter will be moving out soon.
Already she is preparing, squaring up, circling
a square down the calendar page

and I still wake every day, do mundane
chores until she asks me for

oh anything.

can you make cake? of course.

do you want tea with me? yes. yes.

yes though it is midnight and I must
wake again, early, the time, the space will
be swept clear, swept by prayers, we are
not down the hall

just yet

Tonight’s squirrel, though, fur and claw, still warm so still

was for holding, for seeking, for keeping—will 1 help?

No, no, my work. — then sure enough 1 help.

slicing. naming. scraping. together.

this forensic memory, porch autopsy by

lanternlight the first warm night this

spring, the moon soaked blossoms falling

nearby the wind drifting the perfume of fragile remains then yielding
a clean bone to carry forward to the

next life



Lilith Erbach
Eden: A Series of Haikus

Biblical Poison
Your fruit tastes sweet and bitter
Reverence, Worship, Death

A caterpillar
crawls on a leaf in the sun
the rain will drown her

His hair; coal and ash
He hates the ash when it burns
Ash trees make me sing

The wind, deafening
in my little head of heads
and my heart is dry

His chest overflows
brimming with water and fish
I hear the ocean

Eve was a real one
She shared her bud with Adam
Adam called the cops

I am a real one
I never hid my drugs from God
My ash tree smoked love

All of my circuits
shorted by homegrown raindrops
His heart open wide

His Heart open wide
leaks into my eyes and mouth
The moths eat it up

Eating yarn, it helps
forget Acid and Eden
inch worm appetite

He tried eating yarn
Mixed in his chest, he breaths felt
It lines my cocoon



On cold windy nights
Eve passes the cig and asks
“How long do moths live?”

I am the demon
The Inch Worm in the Ash Tree
Never the serpent

I am the Inch Worm
Eating sweet fruit from on high
The branch, my love, me



John Tipton
The Crash of a Wave

I looked at her and she was looking at me so we both looked away and then I looked back and I
was safe. Her cheeks looked warm like wine in my belly under peach sky and her makeup was
weathered around crescent eyes squinting like they faced a breeze. I wanted to take her and hold
her under that sky and brave that breeze and show her how everything in the world has happened
or will happen and to steal away in the middle with the wave ahead suspended enough to see
every facet and study them until they were accepted and then in about one instant there it was.
Our bellies would be full and warm and hunger would come after sleep and the peaches would
grow and ripen and mush and die every year and people would too and we would too and so
would everything eventually but not now. Kiss not a just word. Our whole bodies would warm
up like the wine in our bellies and glow like the sky like peaches, fuzz felt fingertips flush
blossom naked and light so bright it blinds every sense. Peaches poppies honey and cream and us
still two but one standing holding under light of peach sky which had already shone and breeze
on her eyes which had already blown. She looked at me and I looked away. The crash of a wave.
Everything happening.



Tuck Ledbetter
To Thomas Merton

I have a ragged-edged tome of photos you took,

And photos taken of you. When I open it,

I am looking out through a sylvan, cabin-window view
Onto your microcosmic Kentucky.

I have your book of seeds; I have sown many of them.
Some have fallen on traumatized soil,

Others on supple earth.

All of them, beautiful, in the state which they lay.

Thomas, teach me to not-do.

To not-be.

Like clear glass through which heaven and earth can pass
As light undimmed.

Teacher, if you are coming down this river of conscious,

Please let me know beforehand — and I will come out to meet you,
To thank you,

As far as Geth-se-mani.



Tanner Linkous
Turning Off

In love with destitute things,

a sole mallard dips its beak

in the parking lot puddle of the

sacred meeting place of my youth.

The portable basketball goal

still standing somehow.

I remember the family reunions there,

how I first noticed the cracks in the family frame,
how one thing leads to the next,

that all too familiar inconstancy.

Home is one big blank now,

smiles and caresses once in a while.
Comfortable in my new place,

plastic chair pulled in front of the stove,

I watch dinner cook as |

think about how dinner will taste.

I’'m making a family recipe,

I’m making a new bread recipe to go with it.

My phone buzzes and I get distracted.

New videos to watch, new texts to type.

I exhaust all rabbit holes,

all lines of inquiry seem to hold the same answers.

That long flash of connectedness comes to an abrupt stop,
is slipped into my pocket.

I get back to the simple task of cooking,

I am my hands kneading the dough,

getting stickier and stickier,

until I just stop altogether.

My hands go limp as I consider the carbs,

my body scarred from a delicious battle,
trained for addiction so every indulgence must
be considered closely.

I used to cry without explanation,

my parents would come rushing in,

the hyperventilating would start,

“He’s tender too sweet for this world my baby
When I get like this it’s like all of me turns off.
they say a dark screen is a mirror,

it is the blunt reality of my face.
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I’ve long since figured out what’s wrong with me,
I can’t be on all the time.



Tyler Wick
Late May 2014, the Day After a Storm

The swollen boards
Of my grandfather’s
Porch buckle with
The raindrop-soft
Tattoo of his heels.

Across from us
Amidst ankle-deep
Fog lies the tin roof
Rotting in its rust.

What now? I ask,
Passing him his cane.
He shrugs shoulders
That can no longer
Carry his sons

We put it back.



Tyler Wick
An Act of Cleaning

It has been nine years
Since my mother died.
Still, I find pieces of her

Scattered

Like cracks of a winter’s pond,
Smooth stones echoing
“You have not been home.”

From birth:
Two eyes, loose in sockets,
Hand-me-downs.

Today:
Three sets of sheets
From a Sears catalog,

Twin sized,

Purchased 1993,
Long After I had
Outgrown them.



Tyler Wick
Everyone’s Father Is a Carpenter

Measure twice, cut once.
My father says this in
Meditation during autumn afternoons

As we build sheds, fix
The deck’s crumbling rails,
Freshen rotting floorboards

With iced prologues
Of the “to come”
Building in the air.

It is meant as a reminder:
Be sure of your destruction
Lest it complicate

What is best left simple.

Wooden boards cut to size
Like notches in a kitchen door;
Sizes to fit the time.

As said before,
Simple.

A father’s fist knotted
Always around the flesh
Of the Loved:

A hammer or a boy,
Both trade-tools of
Destruction.

Either way,
It is calculated, it is

A reminder that you must
Always consider that
The taught will accept the teaching.



Judges’ Biographies

Aimee Bender — fiction

Aimee Bender is the author of six books of fiction. The most recent, The Butterfly Lampshade,
was longlisted for the PEN/Jean Stein award. Her fiction has been translated into sixteen
languages, and she teaches creative writing at USC.

Shuly Xochitl Cawood — nonfiction

Shuly Xochitl Cawood grew up writing stories on her father’s blue Selectric typewriter. Her
most recent book, Trouble Can Be So Beautiful at the Beginning: poems (Mercer University
Press), won the Adrienne Bond Award for Poetry. Cawood’s other books include 4 Small Thing
to Want: stories (Press 53) and the memoir, The Going and Goodbye (Platypus Press). Shuly
loves to hike in the woods, doodle with her Crayola markers, and teach writing workshops. Learn
more at www.shulycawood.com.

Ciona Rouse — poetry

Ciona Rouse is a poet and teaching artist. The author of Vantablack, the first chapbook of Third
Man Books (2017), her poetry has also appeared in Oxford American, The Account, Talking
River, Gabby Journal, Matter: a journal of political poetry and commentary and other
publications. She featured on NPR’s Turning the Tables alongside poets Adia Victoria and
Caroline Randall Williams. She is poetry editor of Wordpeace Journal. Rouse is on the faculty
of the Sewanee Young Writers” Conference (2019, 2020), in addition to a regular poetry
workshop instructor for organizations like The Porch Writers” Collective and Hindman
Settlement School. From 2017 to 2018, she served as a resident poet for the “Nick Cave: FEAT”
art exhibition at Frist Art Museum, culminating in a poem called “We,” which was named
2018’s “Best Poetry Performance” by Nashville Scene. Along with poet Kendra DeColo, Rouse
cohosts the podcast Re/VERB, a Third Man Books podcast where literature and pop culture meet.
A graduate of Columbia College of South Carolina, Rouse currently lives in Nashville, TN,
where she is working on her first full collection of poetry and an upcoming bookstore project.
Find Rouse’s work at www.cionarousepoetry.com.

Katherine Weiss — drama

Katherine Weiss taught drama in the Department of Literature and Language at East Tennessee
State University from 2006 to 2020. Currently, she is the Associate Dean of the College of Arts
and Letters at California State University, Los Angeles. Her scholarly publications include 7he
Plays of Samuel Beckett (Methuen/Bloomsbury, 2013), A Student Handbook to the Plays of
Tennessee Williams (Bloomsbury, 2014), Samuel Beckett and Contemporary Art (co-edited with
Robert Reginio and David Houston Jones, ibidem, 2017), and Simply Beckett (Simply Charly
Press, 2020). She has published articles in the Journal of Beckett Studies and Samuel Beckett:
Aujourd’hui.


http://www.shulycawood.com/

