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Welcome to
The Eckleburg Project

The mission of The Eckleburg Project is to 

provide a medium for the creative writers and artists of 

Texas A&M University to express themselves. We want 

to reward creativity in all its forms and to help the 

artists of A&M reach out to their peers and to their 

community. We believe that the students of A&M 

have many beautiful things to say, but may not have 

previously had the opportunity to say them. Through art, 

we hope to further strengthen the bond of the Aggie Family.
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Our Name 

Our name was inspired by the eyes of 

Dr. T. J. Eckleburg in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gats-

by. In the novel, Dr. Eckleburg’s eyes appear on a billboard adver-

tising his optometry practice. The eyes, ever present, take in the 

world around them. It is the duty of artists of all kinds to look out 

at our world, to question, to feel, but perhaps most of all, to ex-

amine. From their observations, artists create a work that tells a 

truth about the world. And the great works speak to the souls of 

the artists’ audience, who in turn become the observers and get 

to ask, “What can you show us? What can you make us feel?”. 

We would like to ask these questions of the students of Texas 

A&M: “What can you show us? What story do you have to tell?”
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“Smoker”
 Mary Livingston

calls me while he picks up the habit he thought he kicked 

takes a drag to toss the pack to tell me that I’m lovely 

I’m not your crutch 

not your shrink 

not going to be your “everything” 

he smiles with reserve reserved for the broken 

says I could unbreak him 

but I don’t want to 

walked by the smokers 

cigarette stench punched me in the stomach 

hard 

angry with the smell of you

and I smiled



6

“The Game”
 Jessica Smarr

 When I was younger, I used to play this game all the time 
with my daddy while we were waiting on my mother. We were al-
ways waiting on my mother, my daddy and I. I really hope she gets 
where she’s going soon, because we’ve been waiting for a long 
time, but it wasn’t so bad waiting for her when we were playing 
our game.

 It never had a name, this game. And the only real rules 
were to not be too loud and to never, ever point your finger espe-
cially not your middle one because that meant something else. It 
was best when we played in the grocery store with the red letters, 
but not in the frozen food aisles because they were always too 
cold for us and my mother never thought it was funny when we 
were penguins and everyone knows penguins waddle so we really 
simply just had to waddle past the broccoli with the yellow SALE 
sticker that we were also NOT supposed to put on our forehead no 
no no why did I marry you. But we could stand in the pasta aisle 
just fine. 

 And what we would do, after we tasted the names of every 
pasta on our tongue, my daddy would say, “Do you see that lady 
over there? The one with the shopping cart full of cat food and 
microwave diet meals?”

 And I would nod my head. 

 “She’s got an army of hairless cats,” he would explain 
to me. “She’s knitting them uniforms right now, and it keeps her 
very busy so she’s got no time to cook. She wants desperately to 
take revenge upon her old boss, a sloppy taxidermist with terrible 
halitosis and a tragic taste in music. She is training the cats to rip 
apart his handiwork. There’s actually no good reason why she got 
hairless cats instead of hair-filled ones. She just thought they were 
silly looking.”
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 And I was very proud of this woman and her justice, be-
cause halitosis sounded like a sin far more dreadful than not clean-
ing your dinner plate, which I had been told caused the children to 
starve in AfricaChinaPakistan. 

 “And that man over there? The one with the hole in his 
overalls that seems like he doesn’t know what kind of peas to 
buy?”

 Yes sir yes sir I would say.

 “He looks confused, but he’s really just thinking about 
his undercover job. He’s really a spy for the Soviets, but don’t let 
anyone tell you any different, he’s a very nice man. He pretends 
to be a bachelor farmer, confused and alone, but there’s actually a 
computer bigger than your bed in his storm cellar. It’s bigger than 
your bed, I promise, even when you stack every single one of your 
stuffed animals on it. And don’t you worry about him – he cleans 
up real nice. He’s not as lonely as he looks; he’s just very good at 
pretending.”

 “Does he have a very beautiful wife, Daddy?” I would ask 
or maybe plead because I couldn’t imagine being alone and even 
though he told me not to worry I could tell no one had washed this 
man’s shirt for him. It had a big stain on it, one that I would have 
gotten me in middle name trouble and I was very worried for him. 

 “Oh, she’s divine,” my daddy would promise. “She’s got 
hair just like yours, and her smile is almost as nice. She also really 
likes puppies.”

 I was waiting again today. I was not in the grocery store, 
but in some place very white and very clean and there were no 
pasta names to read to keep myself occupied, so I decided to play 
the game again. I don’t know where my daddy was, I just know he 
wasn’t there, so I played the game all alone.

 “See that boy over there sitting on the couch, waiting just 
like you?” I said to myself.
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 Yes, I would say. I see him.

 “D’you see him watching that catheter commercial so 
intently? He’s supposed to be in school now, but he’s not because 
he’s taking care of his grandfather, who has to use a catheter. The 
grandfather is not a very nice old man, and he often spits up his 
meals along with his insults now. But the boy has to take care of 
him and cannot fall in love with the girl in the physics class that he 
can’t afford to be in right now because his grandfather was his fa-
ther and his mother and his creepy uncle and his overbearing aunt 
who always pinches his cheeks. The boy feels very guilty because 
he hates his grandfather even though he is very lucky to have him, 
you see. He feels very guilty because he hates his grandfather very 
much, and he hates himself even more.” 

Emily Trutter- Reflections

 I want to tell the boy it is okay, I will fall in love with him, 
because I feel guilty too, but he is too busy watching the television.

 “And that girl over there who is wearing a green shirt and a 
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blue shirt and a used-to-be white jacket? Do you see her?” I would 
ask myself.

 The one who’s eyes seem hollow, I would say.

 “Yes, that’s the one. She is completely hollow. She’s broken 
beyond repair. She’s got a past, and I would say she hasn’t got a 
future, but you can see she isn’t even here today. She hasn’t even 
got today. She’s shooting up something bad.”

 I want to hand over my tomorrows to her. I don’t want them 
anyways, and she needs something to fill her up so badly. 

 “Do you wonder what happened to the world?” I ask my-
self quietly.

 Yes, I say. I remember so well, that just a few years ago, the 
world was much kinder to boys and girls. I just don’t know what’s 
happened to it. 

 “It’s probably the Soviets,” I say.

 And I smile and agree, because that means that the lonely 
man in the overalls did have a lovely wife with a lovely smile that 
was almost as pretty as mine. 
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“Killin’ Time”
 Stephen O’Shea

 The desert pulsed red in Peterson’s ear. He felt it in the 
twitching of closed eyelids. Yellow sunlight leaked through cracks 
in the tent’s entrance, penetrating diaphanous skin and tinting his 
closed gaze. Blood was hot and he felt condensation building be-
hind his temples. Sweat trickled down his neck.
 “Pete,” a voice called. The clamor of video games and 
death metal flooded his senses. Pete opened his eyes to blinding 
light leaking through an edge of the entrance. The tarp was still, 
unmoving in the windless heat.
 “What?” he said, shifting to escape the sun.
 “Pete, you’re up.” The rough outline of a grunt stood before 
him, dressed in pants and a wife-beater. Jenson’s arm extended a 
half-charged Play Station Portable.
 “Too tired.” He shut his eyes.
 “Tired?” a voice shot from across the room. “Too tired? 
Chris’ almighty, Petey. You slept long enough for the whole fuckin’ 
platoon!”
 The pair erupted in laughter. Pete failed to suppress a grin.
 “Tell you what Smithy, why don’t you warm up on Jenson 
another round. That way you can’t complain when I kick your ass.”
 Jenson stepped back in delighted surprise and “ooohhh”-ed 
in Smith’s direction. His dark skin glistened in the dim light. His 
arms flexed with movement.
 “Yeah, alright,” laughed Smith, reaching for Jenson to con-
nect the two consoles. “Jus’ don’t take too long wrappin’ up yer 
beauty sleep.”
 Pete rested. His eyes were shut and he had little intention 
of waking or moving at all. But the leaking light inched toward his 
eye with the passing of day and his neck ached in its position. The 
jeers and shouts from outside, the Metallica, grew louder. A wres-
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tling match, most likely.
 “Fuck it.”
 He lifted himself with a groan from the pile of broken 
concrete. A few steps across the crammed bunker and he was at 
the edge of his bunk, plopping down against the splintered, timber 
wall. He slipped off boots and swung his bare feet on the edge of 
the cot.
 Specialist Branson was in the cot next to him. He lay on 
his stomach, pillow and elbows propped beneath his chest as he 
flipped the page of a thinly bound paperback.
 “What’re you readin’, Bunny?” Pete adjusted in his cot, us-
ing the platoon nickname to attract Branson’s attention.
 “Euripides.”
 Pete stopped, looking to his friend with startled amusement.
 “What?”
 Bunny paused, marking his spot with a finger. “He was a 
Greek tragedian.”
 “Yeah, I know,” said Pete, embarrassed. “That’s some 
heavy shit. Why are you reading it?”
 Bunny shrugged. “Don’ know.”
 “Well, what play are you on?”

He skimmed the page for a title. “Well, this play kind of 
reflects the disillusionments of war and shit.”

Pete’s mouth tightened and he breathed out, shaking his 
head. He turned and faced Bunny, bare feet on the grainy tarp floor.

“Now what the hell made you think that would be a good 
idea?” he said. “Which one is it, anyway…” Pete reached across 
and snatched the book out of Bunny’s hands.

“Hey!”
“The Trojan Women. Really? Do you even understand this 

shit?”
Bunny snatched back the book, flustered.
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“Damn it, Pete. Now I’ve lost my spot!” He shuffled 
through the pages. 

“You shouldn’t be reading that shit,” Pete said. “Now tell 
me, what’s your deal.”

“I don’t know.” Branson shifted, rising in his bunk. “Some-
times studying shit from the past, ancient Greek shit or whatever—
it helps me figure what to make of stuff right now. Like, seeing 
how they managed it, I guess.”

Pete let out sigh. Movement near the edge of Bunny’s bunk 
and he lifted his feet. Another tarantula, perhaps. The sand and 
gravel stuck to his foot, scratching against the fabric cot.

 “I dunno, Bunny,” he said. 
Branson shrugged, frail shoulders lifting and then back 

down. He was thinner than a few weeks before. His collar bone 
stuck out like the bottom of a hanger pushed forward.

“It fills the time,” said Bunny. “I just hate the waiting. 
Like, I’ve accepted it. But the counting days, hours, minutes… It’s 
torture.” Pete nodded, knowingly. “This at least helps to take my 
mind off things. Like the mission this Friday.”

Pete let out a groan and fell back on his cot.
“Buuunnnnnyyyy…” Hands rubbed down his face, smear-

ing dust and dirt with sweat. “How many times do I have to tell 
you?” He lifted his head and stared at the Specialist. “No one 
wants to talk about that shit right now. ’Specially after just finish-
ing a patrol!”
 Bunny frowned and lowered his book. “I know. I’m sorry, 
Pete. It’s just, after the last tour. Seeing Matthews carried out and 
all…”
 “Look,” Pete interrupted, furious.  “You can’t just bring 
that shit up. Matthews’ll be back in a few weeks and it’ll be like 
that never happened. Now you can either get your shit together and 
stop bitching, or go gripe to your fucking shrink. But don’t come to 
me with your pussy worries.”
 Bunny sunk back in surprise, stricken. Pete checked to see 
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that he understood, but felt sick from the reaction. Pete lifted him-
self and closed a hand around Bunny’s shoulder.
 “Shit, I’m sorry man. I shouldn’t have said that.” He 
paused. “It was a low blow.”
 Bunny shook his head. “No, no you’re right. I shouldn’t be 
thinkin’ about that.”
 He grabbed his book and leaned back on the wooden wall 
of their bunker. Pete watched him pull out a pair of pink and white 
capsules, chasing them down with a swig from his canteen.
 “Killing Spreeeeeee!!!” Smith yelled, arms high in victory. 
Jenson cursed and flipped his PSP to Smith’s lap.
 “Fuck this game,” Jenson spat. “You gone an’ rigged’at 
shit, I swear.”
 Smith hollered happily and turned to Pete.
 “Petey, you up?”
 “Nah, man,” he said, leaning back. “Not in the mood.”
 “Ah, c’mon, mayne,” said Smith in his Southern drawl. 
“You’er talkin’ such pretty shit, I thought fer sure you’d wan’ an 
ass-whoopin’!”
 Pete forced a grin. “Not today, Smith.”
 Smith grumbled, pacing around in bored frustration. Then 
settled on Branson.
 “An’ what the fuck’re you readin’?” he exclaimed, delight-
ed.
 Bunny gave Pete a piteous glance.
 “Nothin’,” he replied.
 Smith lingered at the edge of his cot, eying the book with 
an eager gleam. Pete could see the tips of his fingers quiver. He 
caught Smith’s eye.
 “Okay, Bunny,” Smith spat, stepping off.

The tension lifted for a moment. Bunny sunk back with a 
sigh. His fingers relaxed and the book fell, closed upon the floor in 
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resignation.
 “I’m going to the bathroom,” he said.

Pete watched Bunny drag himself out of the cot. The spe-
cialist sulked past, exiting the tent. Sunlight leaked through the tarp 
as it fell.

“Fuck,” Smith grumbled. “Why the hell d’we let that pussy 
hang aroun’ here?”

“Uh, ‘cause he sleeps here?” Jenson offered. “Why the fuck 
else?”

Pete laughed, swinging around to lift Bunny’s book and 
place it on his cot. “He’s a grunt too, you know.”

Smith turned. “Yeah, if you’d call a wanna-be-fobbit a 
grunt. Why the fuck you stick up fer that prick, anyway? I hear 
that pussy wants tah cop out’a this suck fer some air-condish’ an’ 
burger-king.”

“Cut him some slack, Smith,” said Pete. “The kid’s on his 
second tour. What if he’s really fucked up? In the head and shit.”

Smith grunted and slammed a fist against his bed frame. 
Blood in his eyes, he yelled.

“If pussies like Bunny can’t handle the suck, they should’a 
never got in. We all’ve been in the heat. But it’s his job tah keep 
his shit together. We’re the front line. We bear this shit ‘cause no 
one else can!”

Smith’s face was red, fists clenched by his side. He had 
reached the edge of Pete’s bunk, sweat beading around his temple 
and forehead. 

“Take it easy, Smith,” said Pete, standing. Jenson laid a 
hand on Smith’s shoulder. 

“Same side,” he echoed.
Smith nodded twice, holding his gaze with Pete. A fire 

gleamed in his eye.
“Just sayin’,” he said, stepping back. “This war ain’t over 

‘till every one o’those Hajis is dead. And pussies like Bunny’re jus’ 
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slowin’ us down.”
The tent was silent. Pete sat on his cot and sighed. Smith 

crossed the room and collapsed, chest heaving. Jenson stood in 
the center of the room, a confused, amused expression on his face. 
Then he shrugged.

The room went silent. Outside the music and shouts died 
down. Their breathing became a hushed rhythm in the stillness.

KAAHHH!!!
Pete sat up. “What the...”
“Firefight!”
Pete was halfway in his armor, grabbing helmet and M16 in 

a dart out the tent. Sun flooded his vision, cowering in blindness, 
vulnerable. Jenson followed suit as their eyes adjusted and the two 
were squatting on the floor, fumbling with helmets and armor.

“Where yah think it came from?” asked Jenson.
“Can’t tell.” 
Pete scanned the clearing, skimming walls and cabins. 

Soldiers lined the Hesco bastions at the edge of the camp, but there 
was no consistency of direction. No one knew where the shot was 
fired.

A few moments passed before Pete and Jenson made their 
way to a group against the nearest Hesco. Smith emerged, follow-
ing.

“What’s goin’ on?” Pete asked.
“Ah, probably a stray shot,” said the sergeant. “No report 

yet.”
“Gunshot, alright,” a grunt added. “Sounded close tah me.”
Something in Pete clicked. Bunny didn’t mark his page.
“Fuck.”
“What’s up?” asked Jenson.
Pete turned, grasping him and Smith in panic. “Where’s 

Bunny?”
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“I dunno,” mumbled Jenson. “Wen’ tah the bathroom, I 
thought.”

Smith laughed. “Shitty place tah get stuck in’a firefight.”
Pete dropped his helmet and ran.
“Hey!” the sergeant called.
“Pete?!”
Pete sprinted between tents, ducking Hescos and dodging 

soldiers as he cut across camp for the latrines. He ran heedless, 
ignoring shouts to cover. He ran until legs ached and the air burned 
like sand in his lungs.

Pete approached the latrines. They looked dull in the desert 
sun; beige tarps covering separate wooden frames, projecting tan in 
the faded skyline.

“Bunny!” he called.
No reply.
Pete scaled the steps of the first latrine, bursting through the 

door. The shaded area became visible. A wooden stool stood in the 
back corner where a hole led to the feces-filled barrel below. But 
the stall was empty.

He moved on, climbing to the second as Smith and Jenson 
arrived. He tried the door. 

Locked.
“Bunny!” he yelled, hitting the frame.
“The fuck’s he doin’?” Smith asked. Jenson was silent.

 “That’s it Bunny, I’m fuckin’ breaking this door!”
 Pete hesitated for a response. Then broke in the door with a 
kick. The weak frame splintered and he followed his step into the 
outhouse. Light flooded the dark, filthy stall. Pete’s eyes fell to the 
ground, his throat constricting.
 Specialist Branson lay sprawled upon the floor planks of 
the stall. By his right hand was a black Beretta M-9 handgun. His 
face was down, pressed into wood. Pete could see the hole where 
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bits of Branson’s brain and skull had been blown out, spraying a 
side wall of the latrine. Pools of blood gathered on the floorboards, 
leaking through the cracks and flowing down toward a dark hole at 
the back of the stall. There it fell: dark, thick red, receding to the 
black filth below.
 Pete’s head spun. He moved outside and felt his stomach 
clench. Vomit sputtered from his mouth over the stall’s wooden 
railing. Gasping for breath. He inhaled, felt himself sliding down 
the side of the wall. Spittle dripping on his pants.
 Jenson was first to follow. He stepped forward slow, expec-
tantly. He paused at the doorway, gagging, then silently backing 
away.
 “Fuck,” Jenson cried, hoarse. “The fuck! Bunny… what? 
Fuck, man!” He continued mumbling, sputtering curses with con-
fusion.
 Smith moved forward in the commotion. A few other grunts 
were drawn to the turmoil, having seen Pete, Smith and Jenson 
sprint across camp. Now Smith stepped boldly to the platform and 
walked inside. He paused, silent, composed: then turned away.
 “Fuckin’ pussy,” he said.
 Pete didn’t hear him. Tears streamed down his face, carving 
shallow canyons through dust. He felt himself talking. Felt himself 
muttering but he couldn’t stop. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t say 
anything else: he just chanted softly, over and over and over.
 Smith pulled a dirty rag from his back pocket. He held it in 
his hands for a moment, inspecting, and tossed it in Pete’s lap.
 “Clean yerself up,” he said. “You got vom on your chin.”
 The cloth fell on his thigh, wrinkled and brown. Pete didn’t 
move, didn’t look down. A crowd gathered around the latrines.
 “What, why...” trembled Jenson, eyes red from shock. 
“Why’d he do it?”
 Smith looked at him blankly. Then turned to the growing 
crowd.
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 “He did it,” said Smith. Then louder. “He did it ‘cause he 
was a fuckin’ pussy.” His tone was venomous, reaching out with 
dangerous authority. “He was a fuckin’ pussy that couldn’ handle 
the real shit, so he copped out.”
 Jenson was silent. Smith went silent. The whole platoon 
stood marveling in an obedient silence. Until Pete’s chant rose, 
deafening in the stillness. His words echoed through the camp-
ground, a blasphemous melody of denial and remorse.
 “No,” he said.

“No, no, no no no. No.”

Jacob Dwyer- Black as Snow
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“There Are No Stars Here”
 Hunter Hampton

There are no stars here.
Streetlights, headlights, 
lights from empty buildings
spill harshly onto the ground.  
Darkness is meaningless when 
every leaf, every pebble,
every shiftless figure in the night
is clearly visible.
Though the night is cold and 
the wind bites my ears
like nagging voices,
I cannot hide.
I cannot disappear,
nor blend into the background 
away from the noises
and the people
and the expectations…

Even so, 
I try to get away,
to seek out the darkness and
the far away corners of the night.
But how can I stay?
I am a human and
we banished the dark.
I am a foreigner 
in the nightly lie we built long ago.
There are no stars here. 
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“Between the Banks”
 Stephen Campbell

I hear you calling me and I am coming, I promise
I have been alone for so long
Standing here with my feet ankle deep in the water
As it drifts softly back into the infinite nowhere it came from
The speckled branches and twigs behind me cleanse it 
They make it clear yet muddled with reflections
As it runs gently through my legs

I hear you calling me and I am coming, I promise
I have walked slowly between these banks of rock and sand
So many times I have gone back and forth, back and forth between 
them
As I admire the earthy muted morning tones of the grass rising into 
treetops
Talking out loud pretending a response will come
Brush and bristles clutter either side as water ripples between them 
unassumingly
They watch me quietly protecting me with their silence

I hear you calling me and I am coming, I promise
Glowing in the distance like eternity light meanders
Into my privacy uninvited but not unwelcomed the gold piercing 
the green
Not wanting to disappoint, I step forward fixated on my reflection
It is the only one I recognize through the broken speckles of wan-
derlust  
The shimmering cliché warmly coaxing me forward to continue
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The water recedes coolly just to the tops of my hairy feet

I hear you calling me and I am coming, I promise
Stepping gently I feel dry earth beneath me firm for the first time

I move across the lethargic logs and branches that have become too 
familiar

My reflection now dissipated by energetic tufts of grass and bush
The light is pulling me by the hand drawing me to the edge of far 

bank
I rest my hand on the furthest tree I remember seeing when I stood 

ankle deep
If I look up now I have no idea what I will see, or who will be 

there

But I hear you calling me and I am coming, I promise
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“Like A Tree”
 Logan Kendrick

Sweet Jesus, your goodness pours like rain 

Upon my bowed head and uplifted hands. 

Like a tree in the forest, 

I’ve done nothing to deserve this rain. 

Although I am but one tree among many, 

I am as unique as the next. 

For the Creator himself, 

Knew my story before I ever first took root. 

And although I hope to one day become a mighty oak. 

To stand out among the rest for the glory of my God. 

I am not now nor will ever be 

Anything but a lifeless seed without His provision. 

In response to undeserved rain and sunshine, 

A tree provides sustenance and protection to those in need. 

May I too, respond in such a way. 

To a goodness greater than I’ll ever deserve
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“Concrete Trees”
 Allie Mock

Her hair flowed down her back, wild and untamed as the 
river she lived next to. The first night he came, she stayed awake 
as he slept, listening to the whispers of the river as it flowed under 
the sycamore trees. Later on down the path, the whispers would 
change into shouts as the current splashed off rocks and over the 
fall, landing into a swirling, churning, magnificent roar. But for 
now she listened to the river’s whispers, wide awake in the dusky 
purple light the full moon. She lay awake and stared at him. Stared 
at her hair covering his chest in the pattern of tree roots, at his 
nose, tall and proud and slightly crooked, at his hands big, and soft 
from inside work. She had never felt a man’s hands that soft.

Her father didn’t trust him, this man with his soft hands and 
hard grey eyes. He fought the courts to keep their land away from 
him. The judge in their county got sick, and the case was delayed. 
The man had powerful friends, though, and made life very difficult 
for their family. Her father couldn’t take the strain. He died one hot 
summer day banging on the courthouse door. The next day the man 
came back. He shook her calloused hand, looked into her black 
eyes. Her mother suggested they go for a walk. 

They walked under the sycamore trees. His shoes squeaked 
and shone in the dappled light. Her bare feet caused little puffs of 
dust on the road. A fox peered at them from deep within the brush, 
while the coon dog rested in the shade, too tired to care. 

“I’m George Grayson,”

He didn’t look at the trees, or at the river, just at her.

“I’m sure you know how much I want this land. Your 
family simply isn’t doing it justice. It could be so much more that 
you’re making it-

The fox darted from the brush to the tree. The man didn’t 
seem to notice.
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“It’s your responsibility to the land, to your community-

This was too much provocation for the dog. He emitted 
a low growl, leaping up, lumbering after the sleek fox. The man 
didn’t seem to notice.

“And think of how much money you’ll make! I can pay 
you a fortune; you probably want this land off of your hands-

She stopped, leaning up against the old soft crumbling bark 
of her favorite tree, the one she had a tire swing on as a girl. Left 
him to continue walking, he didn’t seem to notice. 

“Go to dinner with me tonight- let’s see if I can’t change 
your mind. I’ll pick you up around seven.”

She remained silent. He didn’t seem to notice. 

He took her to dinner three times that week. Talking, 
always talking about the land, her land, other land, old land, new 
land, what land could become. He talked about how his father had 
fought for land his whole life, what it had done for his family. After 
third dinner he kissed her, hard on her front porch while her mother 
watched through the fence. Later on that night he came back, 
knocking softly on her window before shimmying through. 

Now she watched as the sunshine pouring in through the 
window crept up his body. The planes of his chest were hard, 
uncompromising. Disciplined into perfect shape from hours at the 
gym. His arms were long, dusted with hair. His lips smooth, not 
chapped like her father’s from the sun. Yet her father’s kisses were 
always more gentle, the same way his rough hands held her more 
softly. The sun reached the man’s eyes slowly. She watched his 
eyes flutter open. She watched as he left, then came back again and 
again, finally with a ring. 

They were married in short order. He hired someone to 
dress her, to take the calluses off her palms and fit her tanned feet 
into shoes, to cut, comb, and style the hair that once flowed down 
her back. She grew fat with one child and watched him nurture his 
other, turning her land, just as he had turned her body, into another 
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expansion. 

“It will be grand, my dear!” He shouted from the bulldozer, 
leaping off and running to her- “just wait! You’ll love it!”

 She stared at her tree, at the ring on the branch from where 
the tire once hung, at the roots where her favorite dog was buried. 

 “Save it for me, please.”

“A tree? That old tree? My dear, don’t be silly, I’ll build 
you a building, a skyscraper, the tallest in the world. My dear, I’ll 
build you concrete trees.”

A tear rolled down her face, she heard the river roaring. He 
didn’t seem to notice.
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“I am the Painter”
 Patrick Colson

I paint away the day, the sun argues with the moon when I will 
sleep.
I paint into the night, the moon lost this time.
I paint eyes I’ve never met, a self-portrait.
I paint lives I’ve never touched.
I paint landscapes I’ve never visited.
I paint realities that will not exist.
I paint the fuel of passion, a hand searching in the dark, a cautious 
glance.
I paint the friction of the moment, the spark coming from a match.
I paint momentum into stillness, a coin flip frozen in midair.
I paint days I’ve never seen.
I paint nights I’ve never slept.
I paint the foreground, the setting.
I paint the mid-ground, the figure.
I paint the background, the space.
I paint a stroke smoothly, remembering my grandfather.
I paint a curve slowly, the winding road to the grave.
I paint color haphazardly, confetti in the air.
I paint the instrument unused, music notes ready in the stand.
I paint the rust and decay, my great grandfather’s pocket watch 
next to polish.
I paint the stress of a held string, my cousin figuring out how to tie 
his shoes.
I paint the release, they aren’t holding hands anymore.
I paint the spark in meeting, he can’t stop looking.
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I paint a name for a lost face, a relative I’ve never met.
I paint the mirror, it doesn’t hold me.

I paint the stress, a head resting on a shoulder.
I paint the weeds in cracks of concrete, dandelions bare of buds.

I paint the mistakes; art is knowing which ones to keep.
I paint the creation and closure, love begins and ends with flowers.

I paint my signature, not with words but substance.

Patrick Colson- I Still Love You
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“Strings of Nonsense”
 Katherine Norman

You’re welling up in me, please explode 
anything to dull this throbbing ache 
soul hungry for soul 
forget the score and forget the mold 
you have never been my synonym 
but the way your smile melts in the morning paints a sufficient 
apology, 
an understanding to fill the hole that reveals our gaping, our lack-
ing 
 
don’t give me numbers, enough 
I don’t want something to solve 
I want your hand I want your heart 
let us braid together and weave these threads, these strings of our 
hearts 
be still and listen, hear the drum and absorb the beat 
hear the siren song I attempt to sing 
I will see you and call you by name even when you feel the world 
has forgotten your face 
even when you have forgotten your place 
 
tears shoot from your face, bullets whirling this way and that 
so I resort to kissing the ground with my eyes, making puddles 
with you 
hoping to hush your relentless cries 
I plead with you to carry on this time, to carry hope on your back 
until you glue yourself together again 
and again and again 
don’t worry that you have become a question mark 
nobody has all the answers,  
because that many answers don’t exist 
 
I’ll dig you up from the wreckage and I’ll carve you a new face 
from the sky 
I hunger for your rebirth, thankful for the day you died 
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for now, rest in my whisper and find solace in my hands 
don’t be surprised when my humanity fails to heal the fractures in 
your bones 
I can only distract you from the pain while you grow 
 
my ears throb with every call of your name 
waves of pain pushing me to the brink of sanity 
power in your cells swell and crush me, surge and 
and, 
  and, 
    and, 
RUSH me-to-my g r a v e 
bare skin and gentle, a haven for my hopes 
only your imprint in the sheets cause me to tremble in my dream-
less sleep 
telepathic people, two but one, the sum being less than the whole 
 
not one of my compositions will convince you to postpone your 
strikes 
anti-me picket signs planted in your laugh lines, your weapon is 
the spite in your smile 
but even then  
on days your teardrops construct a waterslide, I’ll slide down the 
slope of your nose  
so that I may settle on your lips  
and kiss you to calm 
kiss you to sleep 
 
your wave is the harmony to each note I compose 
a waxing and waning lullaby for us, the both 
sufficient merely in the concept of existence 
I’ll teach you the blues; I guess I owe you for introducing me to 
---- 
you, grown in me, like a follicle penetrating deep 
 
despite this tug, this nag, this war 
I hold a tiny world in my palm and dive in so that I may finally 
swim among the big fish and flaunt my golden gills, my golden 
words and my golden heart 
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so that nothing is left unsaid, undone or unresolved 
 
a string of nonsense, this may be, 
but we’ve all got some kind of lunacy floating around in our genes 
so you can sing it or dance it or stuff it away 
or you can choose to embrace it 
give your story and yourself an element of real

 Kristia Holmquest - The Wayfaring Shoes of Richard’s Son
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“I Miss My Sister”
 Madison Mae Parker

 I miss my sister.

 She went off somewhere a little over a year ago.  My par-
ents never really mention where she is. They don’t ever talk about 
her at all.  I miss her though.  She would tuck me in at night and 
sing my lullabies till I fell asleep or we both did.  If I ever wet the 
bed, I knew to go to her.  Mom and Dad would never be happy if I 
woke them up in the middle of the night.  But sissy never minded.  
She is so kind and helpful.  Since she left, people act different 
around me now.  I bet they miss Sissy too.  

 My best guess is that Sissy is at college. She is real smart 
and was around that age I think.  I bet she is in college.  I wish she 
had taken me with her. Or at least said goodbye.  

 The last time I saw her, she was asleep in her bed.  I went 
in to wake her up, and she wouldn’t move.  There was a piece of 
paper in her hand with my name on it.  I know it was my name 
because we learned how to write our names in my class last week.  
I opened it up, but all the letters just looked like scribbles.  I went 
downstairs and asked Mommy to read it to me. 

  When she opened, Moms face got real white.  White like 
the snow that only comes at Grandma’s house.  She screamed from 
excitement I think and ran to Dad.  I think it was her acceptance 
letter into college.  I followed Mom and watched my dad have a 
similar, but much more loud response.  My dad picked me up and 
locked me in my room without a word.  I remember asking lots and 
lots of questions, but not understanding why no one would answer 
me.  

 Sissy always answered me. 

I started to scream because Mom and Dad were screaming and I 
thought that is what one does when someone they love goes to col-
lege.  
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 Dad kicked my door from the outside so I got quiet.  I sat 
real still, holding my teddy bear, Miss Patty, close.  I wanted to 
find Sissy and have her braid my hair, but my door was still locked.  
I heard lots of loud noises and people going in and out.  I heard 
some music that made the same noise over and over again.  There 
were lights of red, white, and blue that spun in beat with the music 
too.  

They must be having a celebration party. My Sissy is so 
smart.

I’m going to miss my Sissy. I hope that she is happy wher-
ever she is though. I hope people love her there.  I hope people 
love her like I love her.
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“Zero-Zero”
 Joshua Scales

“Love-All,” First Set.
I’m at the Regional Tennis Tourna-
ment semi-finals my senior year of 
high school.  I am playing doubles 
with a talented but inexperienced 
partner.  We are playing our rival 
school.  I won the toss and elected to 
serve first. “Love-All.”
In tennis “Love-Love” or 
“Love-All” is the equivalent 
to zero-zero. Every match, ev-
ery game starts at “Love-All.” 

Love is the emotional infatu-
ation for someone or some-
thing.  I love my family and 
friends.  But I have never been 
in love.  I have never loved a 
significant other.  Love has 
avoided me.  It eludes my 
grasp; an apparition that looks 
pretty but is never really there. 

40-30, 0-0, First set.
Game point.  I serve out wide to the 
opponent’s back-hand.  He swings the 
ball back cross-court.  

My first girlfriend dumped me after 
three months in the middle of summer 
with no explanation or reasoning.

We rally cross-court for a few shots 
until I see the player at the net inch-
ing towards the middle to try to cut-
off one of my shots.   

I really liked her, but mainly because 
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she was the first girl to give me any 
sort of attention.

I set up for the next shot to hit it cross-
court.  At the last second I pull the 
ball down the line as he lunges the 
opposite direction, fooled.  

I spent the rest of that summer heart-
broken, wondering what the hell it 
was that I did wrong.  

The ball lands an inch inside the line, 
a clean winner.  I high-five my part-
ner.  The opponent turns to us saying 
that my shot was out. I ask if he is 
sure.  The opponent nods.  Deuce.  
They win the next two points and 
steal the first game of the set.

But even in those long nights and 
lonely days I knew one thing was cer-
tain: I did not love her.

 Advantage us, 5-4, First set.
If we win this point we clench the first 
set.  

My second girlfriend loved me before 
we even started dating.  

I am standing ready at the net.  My 
partner is back to return.  The oppo-
nent tosses the ball and hits the serve; 
my partner returns it back cross-court.  

The nine month relationship was 
a blur.  I didn’t realize how much I 
liked her until after we broke up.

They are rallying as I quickly step 
side-to-side waiting for an opportu-
nity to attack the ball.  

I tried to win her back. The only rea-
son I said the L-word to her was so 
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that she would return to me.
The opponent hit a slow drifting ball, 
I step over and hit a deep volley an-
gled out of his reach.  Before I could 
celebrate the opponent calls the ball 
out.  It had landed on the line.

As the word unnaturally formed on 
my tongue I knew I did not mean it.  

40-“Love,” 5-1, Second Set.
We lost the first set 7-5. 

 I have been single for four years.
Angered, I started to play more aggressively.

I tried to date five different girls 
since starting college.

I hit the balls well inside the court to 
retain the integrity of my shots.  

Only one of these girls did I actually 
date.  It lasted 2 weeks.  She was a 
close friend.  But she was more of a 
sister than a romantic interest. Inces-
tuous feelings arose in the pit of my 
stomach every time we kissed. 

I am now at the base line, choosing 
what serve to attack with.  

I came to realize the idea of roman-
tic relationships freaked me out.  Yet 
my testosterone kept me lusting after 
girls.  

I could hit a kick-serve that bounces 
high and away or I could slice the ball 
to curve into the returner’s body mak-
ing him off balance.

I became a dysfunctional gigolo.  I 
started to make out with girls I found 
(mostly) attractive. But I never had 
sex.  I maintained true to my endeav-
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or to wait for my wife.   
I decide to hit it hard and flat.  No spin 
just speed and power.  I toss the ball, 
bend my legs, coil my core and spring 
up to the ball slamming it down the 
middle of the court.

Then I realized I had feelings for one 
of the girls I made out with.  Strong 
feelings.  I shocked myself.  I wanted 
to date her. I wanted to be with her. So 
I asked her on a date.

The returner lunges to his right 
but the ball is already behind him.  
He missed.  Ace.  

Natalie Oliviero- Love

By the time I asked she had already 
started to talk to some other guy.  She 
had liked me before but now it was 
too late.  I missed.
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30-40, 4-5, Third Set.
I am back to return the serve.  They have match point.

Out of context “Love-All” would 
mean to love everyone and every-
thing.

I wipe the sweat off my brow.  My opponent serves the ball.
I try to love everyone.  I try to stay 
positive.  I try to be happy.

I make contact but it floats up high.  
The player at the net steps up and 
smashes it into our court and out of 
our reach.

But I often feel like I come up empty.  
I keep losing points.  I can’t seem to 
get a serve in.  I’m stuck at “Love”.

We lost.  I lost. 
Although “Love” means zero in ten-
nis, it also is the beginning: of the 
point, the game, the set, the match.  It 
is an opportunity to gain, to win.  It 
is opportunity.  “Love” is not the end 
but the beginning.  It is starting over; 
a new match, a new set, a new game, 
a new point.  
Now face the next opponent, get ready 
to serve, and begin: “Love-All.”  
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“Grey-Eyed People”
  Rebecca Wilson

Grey-eyed people roam this earth

in tall cotton fields and under full red moons

knowing my secrets and telling no one.

They whisper their promises and hold my heart

in a glass book, wanting everyone

to explore my alliterations and personifications.

This is not what I desire.

Instead, I pose with pedantic people, engaging

in mundane June nights and the killing of birds

our bodies riddled with the disease of guilty pleasures, 

traveling back to the scene of the disordered senses.

We lay on our backs in a straight line on the hemp grass,

our toes pointing to the sky in meek salute.

For too long have I spoken in twisted tongue

to my foreign friend, taking for granted

their glazed expressions and traveler’s checks.

My hair was used as an anchor

to carry the weight of their burdens.

And all I could do was

cluck cluck

my tongue. 
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“Rabbit Whole Killer”
  Nicholas Alan Kelley

sliding
      sliding

           (too fast)

          rushing
      dark

(too good)

crashing
         blind

              (can’t stop)

coming to the promised end
too soon and too late
but the quick-fix bliss wears thin
and when you can finally see straight
the floaty feeling in your chest says
     
     Can we go again?

laying in the darkness between moments
wrapped in hopelessness on the floor
you tell yourself “That’s it. No more.”
but in the flood before the storm
when the thought of not being struck
by lightning becomes too much
you hear that voice again
    
     Just one more time.
     Just one more slide.
     Please come ride with me
     down the rabbit hole just
     this one last time.

and like a TV marathon
there’s time for one more show
and like a home without a heart
you have nowhere to go
but just keep telling yourself
there’s always tomorrow
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“The Anniversary”
 J.D. Pendergast

 He is alone in this mostly-empty, rat-hole of a diner.  The 
chipped, black and white checkered linoleum hasn’t been replaced 
in years.  The red vinyl seats are creased and cracked.  The whole 
place smells old, like dust and bleach and overused fryer oil.  The 

fluorescent lights overhead flicker, and the black coffee in the 
stained ceramic cup is lukewarm at best.  The waitress, some fresh-
faced teen wearing too much makeup, slouches behind the counter, 
smacking her gum and bickering with the cook.  Two college kids 
sit at the counter, whistling to the song on the radio.  He wishes 

they’d just shut up.

He stares at his reflection in the motionless black coffee.  
His hair’s longer than Sam liked, but he hasn’t taken the time to 
get it cut.  His skin is sallow, even in the dark reflection.  He can 
barely make out the bags under his eyes.    That’s not a surprise.  
He hasn’t slept much this past week.  He never does this time of 
year.  It’s their Anniversary, after all.  

He blinks away from his reflection--away from the crow’s 
feet around his eyes and his too--big button nose—and looks out 
the window.  A streetlamp casts yellow light over the darkness.  A 
police cruiser rolls by slowly.  Across the street, the twenty-four 
hour Kwik Wash is empty, but its blue fluorescent light bleeds 
into the night.  It’s quiet, save for the muted roar of traffic several 
blocks away.  The lonely streets look inviting, more inviting than 
sitting in their usual booth, lonely and hoping the alcohol doesn’t 
wear off.  Part of him wonders if he’ll wake up in the morning.  A 
small part doesn’t.  He’s too big a chicken-shit to do anything to 
quell that small part.  He’s got six years of evidence to prove his 
cowardice.  That, and Colette would bring him back to life just to 
torture him for worrying her.

“Here’s your eggs.”

The words snap him back into the diner.  The waitress is 
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standing at his table, holding his breakfast...dinner... he doesn’t 
really care.  He nods, and she slides the plate in front of him.  He 
stares at the sloppy pile of eggs, bacon, and cheese.  

“Nice heart attack on a plate, Sam.”

Sam glowers and defensively dusts the plate with salt.  
“Shut it.  Everyone dies of something.  Might as well enjoy the 
finer things.”

He laughs.  “You know, when most people talk about ‘the 
finer things,’ they’re talking about lobster and champagne, not 
bacon.”

“You’re horrible.  I’m amazed you have friends,” Sam 
replies around a mouthful of eggs.

“What’s that say about you?”

Sam grins around the mouthful and swallows.  Smirking, 
Sam retorts, “I am equally horrible.”

He tries to shake off the memory.  He tries to think about 
eating, except that the walls are doing a damn good imitation of a 
stormy sea, and it’s making his stomach roll uncomfortably.

“Want me to top off your coffee?” she asks, flatly; he can 
hear the “please say no” in her tone.

He shakes his head and doesn’t look as she saunters away.  
He doesn’t need to look to know she’s putting a little extra sway 
in her step.  He hopes that’s not aimed at him, or if it is, she just 
wants a bigger tip.  He doesn’t think he’ll reward her minimal 
effort.  He never was much of a tipper.  That was always Sam’s 
moniker.  The Great Tipper.

His throat constricts.  He’s not nearly drunk enough to be 
reminiscing.  He hopes that Colette finds him soon and that she 
brings liquor.  That’s not gonna happen, but a guy can dream, can’t 
he?  
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He sees a flash of red down the street in his periphery.  He 
smirks, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.  Speak of the devil, and she 
shall appear.

He hears her heels on the sidewalk before he actually sees 
her.  Well, not really, but he knew she’d be coming.  She doesn’t 
always come for him when he lets himself fall into trouble, but she 
always comes for him on the Anniversary.  She always finds him.

The first year, she stayed with him in the hospital, not say-
ing a word after that tall doctor with the sad eyes broke the news.  
“The tumor was inoperable.”  She didn’t say anything to calm 
him or reassure him, just let him hold her hand like a lifeline.  The 
second year, she checked him out of the E.R. and woke him up 
every hour after he drank half a liquor store and got in a brawl.  
He walked away with two broken ribs and a severe concussion; 
the other guys weren’t so lucky.  The third year… well, he doesn’t 
remember much between his fifth shot after the sun went down and 
waking up in a dumpster behind the Seven Eleven with his pants 

Susanna Payne- Sight Unseen
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around his ankles and something sticky leaking down his thighs.  
He’s not proud of that one, or the ensuing visit to the local emer-
gency clinic, or the stern lecture Colette gave him about the limits 
of the human body when under the influence.  At least now they 
have a rule: the Anniversary is his until two AM; after that, Colette 
brings him back to the land of the living.  She’s a bitch like that.  

The bell on the door dings, and when he looks up, she’s 
already halfway to his table.  Her heels click on the dirty, worn 
linoleum.  She looks out of place here in her slinky red dress that 
costs more than he makes in a week and the heels that must be at 
least six inches to give her that presence.  She doesn’t look right in 
this world, but she’s unphased by the discrepancy as she slides into 
the seat across from him and flips over the extra coffee cup without 
a word.  The waitress strolls over and fills the cup.  Colette waves 
away the offered menu and stares ahead at him.  

2:16 looks good on her.  Her long curls are swept back 
over her right ear baring the long slope of her neck.  Her face is 
free of makeup, though he sees the remains of mascara clinging 
to her eyelashes.  Her deep blue eyes are alert but not severe.  The 
neckline of her dress is nothing short of scandalous; if he were in 
her shoes, he wouldn’t go out at this hour dressed like that.  Then 
again, Colette can take care of herself: sixteen years of martial arts 
practice, a concealed carry license, and a wicked sense of hearing 
do offer a certain level of reassurance.

“You lose your phone?” she asks, calmly, as she takes a 
long sip from the still-hot coffee.

He rolls his shoulders and stares down at his own cup.  It’s 
stone cold.  He’s glad he hasn’t touched it.  Inebriation makes these 
conversations less painful.

“Somewhere between there and here.  Might have died.  
Not sure.”

She sighs.  “You’re just making this harder on yourself, 
Adam.”
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He doesn’t look up.  He doesn’t respond.  He just grits his 
teeth and stares at the cup of coffee.  

She says nothing, only drums her painted nails on the lami-
nate table.  It makes the surface of the cold coffee ripple outwards, 
distorting his reflection.  His eyes flicker away, back to the win-
dow.  Outside, he sees a man stumbling home.  His hair is dark, 
almost black in the faint street-light.  His shoulders are hunched 
forward as he walks and his head is downturned.  He can’t see the 
man’s face.  He imagines his expression is tight around his mouth, 
and his eyes are a pale, bleak color.  Maybe he’s just projecting.  
As quickly as he appears, the man shoves his hands into his pocket, 
ducks down an alleyway, and vanishes.

His hands ball into fists on the table.  His breath hitches.  
His mouth goes dry.  He says nothing. 

“Adam,” Colette begins quietly.  Her hands slide across the 
table and wrap soothingly over his.  “You need to let this go.”

He shakes his hands free from her grip.

“Talk to me.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s nothing left to say,” he hisses.  “I’ve said 
everything I can about Sam.  I’ve said it all, and nothing’s any bet-
ter.  It’s not gonna get any better.”

Colette’s hand moves to his wrist; she strokes the skin 
below his cuff tenderly.  “It will get better.  It just takes time to 
adapt.”

“It’s been six years, Col.  How long am I supposed to wait 
til I’m ‘healed?’” His hands tense and ease arrhythmically.  He 
swallows, but he feels no calmer.  He closes his eyes and focuses 
on the cadenced movement of her hands.  He times his breaths to 
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her gentle strokes.  It’s a small comfort.

“I don’t know,” she murmurs.  “I don’t have any answers 
for you.  You just have to hope that tomorrow will be better.”

He snorts humorlessly and jerks away from her.  He throws 
a few crumpled bills on the table without looking at them.  He 
needs to move.  To run.  Anywhere.  Anywhere but here.  He bolts 
up and out of his seat, and he’s halfway out the door when he hears 
the swift click of her heels behind him.  He wants to curse.  He 
wishes she’d leave it be.

Outside, the air is warm and heavy on his skin.  It reminds 
him of their first date.  He’d been running late, racing down the 
street toward Sam’s apartment and trying to tie his tie and walk at 
the same time with unfavorable results.  He’d arrived out of breath 
only to find Sam waiting on the front steps, dressed in gray with a 
ridiculous green scarf and looking gorgeous if a little too skinny, 
but still more beautiful than anyone had a right to be.  He barely 
found his voice to offer up a small compliment and his arm before 
they headed off to dinner at the local jazz club. 

He wishes he wasn’t so nostalgic.

“Adam, stop!” Colette shouts after him.  

“Go away,” he retorts, firmly.  

“Why are you running from me?”

“Why shouldn’t I?”  He yells, circling around in the side-
walk and staring back at her.  “You can’t help everyone, Colette.  
I’m not one of your clients who wants your comfort or your body.  
I don’t want help or pity.  I just want him back!”

Colette stands barely ten feet from him, her eyes search-
ing his face, her hands clasped peaceably in front of her.  She stays 
perfectly still as he leans against the lamppost.  He stares at the 
stained-cement below his feet.  He sighs and waits for the world to 
stop spinning.  He feels the bile rise in his throat.  He doesn’t real-
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ize that he’s never said those words aloud.

“I want him back.  I want all the things we promised we’d 
do but never got a chance to.  I want to visit every state with him, 
and invent the best ice cream flavor, ever, and learn how to dance.  
I want to grow old with him.”

He hesitates.  His nails dig into his palms.  He looks down 
the street past Colette.  For just a moment, he imagines Sam stand-
ing on the opposite street corner, wearing that ridiculous scarf and 
smiling like he had a hundred years to live and no fear.  But he 
blinks, and Sam’s blurry silhouette is gone. 

“I’m never gonna get that chance.”

The world swirls slowly in his blurred vision.  The pave-
ment slants.  His knees give out.  His shoulders shake.  He says 
nothing.  There’s nothing left to say. 

He doesn’t hear her move, but shortly after he’s lost track 
of the distance between his head and the cement, he feels a soft 
hand on the back of his neck.  It slides along the collar of his shirt 
and over to his shoulder, kneading slowly as it goes, working the 
tension out of his muscles until his breath stills and his vision sta-
bilizes.

“Stand up,” she says quietly.

Slowly, she pulls him to his feet.  He doesn’t look at her, 
just down at his shoes and the blackened gum on the sidewalk.  He 
wonders if the pavement could open its cracked jaws and swallow 
him.  He wonders what wishing that says about him.  He wonders 
if Sam would smack him for wishing he was dead.  Probably.  Sam 
was pretty traditional in that regard.

Colette slips her hand down his arm and grabs his thumb.  
With her other hand, she couches his shoulder and pulls him to-
ward the center of the sidewalk.  She drags his hand to her waist 
and only smiles when he furrows his brow at her.
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“Follow my lead,” she whispers into the night.

Reluctantly, he does.  She steps backward and forward, 
spinning them in methodical, even movements to the far-away din 
of honking cabs and police sirens.  It takes him too long to realize 
they’re dancing; when he does, he tries to push away, but his head 
swims with the abrupt movement.  Colette’s strong hands hold him 
upright and keep him from falling.  

“I want to tell you a story,” she says into his shoulder after 
several minutes of silence, jarring him from some unfounded train 
of thought.  He tilts his head slightly but remains silent aside from 
that.  “One of my first clients taught me the most important lesson I 
ever learned.  He was a twig of a man.  He looked sick, really sick, 
with his head shaved and surgical scars and everything.  He didn’t 
have any preferences for how the night went, so I had prepared 
for everything.  When he got to the room, he made me tea, and we 
just talked about everything: his life, his job, movies coming out, 
politics, the weather.  Eventually, he set down his cup, took my 
hand, and led me into the bedroom.  And he just held me all night 
as he slept.  And in the morning, he politely thanked me and left.  It 
was only after that that I found out he had brain cancer, that he’d 
already had two ineffective operations, that he was going in for a 
third experimental procedure and it wasn’t likely he’d survive.”

Colette pauses and steps back slightly.  She cups his cheek 
and looks him in the eye.  Something about the set of her mouth 
is uncertain.  He starts to retreat, but her firm grips stills him.  She 
breathes deeply and continues.  “I didn’t know that three months 
later, I’d see him again, sitting down at a bar next to my best friend 
in the world, sliding an arm around his waist, and kissing him on 
the cheek.”

He stills.  His gaping mouth draws his face into a narrow 
line of shock.  His eyes are wide as her words fully register.  He 
doesn’t know what to think.  He takes a half step back, but Co-
lette’s hands tighten, preventing him from pulling away.  His hands 
feel numb, and his eyes prickle.  He doesn’t know whether to run 
or to fall or to stay perfectly still.  Everything hits too sharply, the 
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quiet of the street roaring in his ears, the hue of the darkness blind-
ing him, the weight of Colette’s stare crushing him.  He wants to 
look away, but he doesn’t know how to break her gaze.  

Colette keeps her cool hand on his cheek, her thumb strok-
ing across the unshaven skin.  He’s not sure if that calms him any-
more.  His heartbeat is too fast.  She just shushes him and keeps 
her eyes on him.  “Don’t assume I won’t listen or I won’t under-
stand.  Don’t assume I can’t help.”

He stares at her with wide eyes for several minutes, but 
he doesn’t move.  If he moves he might break.  Colette stays still, 
waiting for her moment, waiting to intervene.  Eventually, as the 
street lights flicker on and off, he steps back toward her, wraps his 
arms around her, buries his face in her shoulder.  They sway slowly 
on the street corner as she strokes slowly across his back and whis-
pers warm words into the night.  

“It’ll be alright.”

For the first time in five years, he’s thankful she’s there to 
hold him up.
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“Bruises”
  Bailey Beach

I am covered in bruises
Cuts and broken bones

And so, so many bruises

Every way I turn, I see these bruises.
Yellow, navy, black and purple.

Deep bruises, shallow bruises, grey bruises-
Bruises so permanent they’re concretely eternal

These bruises are badges of honor.
Ironed on patches of valor

A uniform of independent thinkers,
Fighting for independent causes

These bruises are marks that you have considered.
Tugged, pulled, pushed, and clawed at your chains,

Until they couldn’t hold you anymore.

You have bruises too
Bruises where your freedom broke through

Don’t cover them up

Everywhere – I see bruises.
The more bloodied you are the better

We were never meant to be draped in this kind of silver

We were meant for the trees, rivers and forests.
Naked flesh is not meant for a canvas

And yet, I can’t help but to love these Jackson Pollack bodies

Resistance and effort are splashes of dark green and purple.
Random and haphazard

Attempts at artistic escape

Art like this shouldn’t have to exist
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Book jackets are made of purple
A violin song laces wrists in red

A sculptor molds and reshapes his world until his fingers are black

We push back on these walls society erected
They push back, and a battle begins until…

This art breaks us free -
And leaves the sour taste of metal in our throats

I am covered in bruises
Cuts and broken bones

And at night I lie quietly and dream them away
In my dreams no one owns me -

No one owns a thing

I am strong, and it isn’t from carrying this prison
It isn’t these chains that make me brave

In my dreams my fingers brush against an idea.
One I can’t bring back with me, to reality

I am a noble girl, I am free
In my dreams I can love with

Twice my incapable heart

I feel like running and laughing
In my dreams I can practically fly I run so fast

I can’t remember what guilt feels like
Or shame

I am strong and brave and dignified

And when the sunlight his my eyes,
I stretch and wait

For my wings to do the same

But my alarm clock slams down a chain
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A shiny, metal lock clicks quietly into place
The ding of my cell phone makes another wrap around my hips

And before I leave my apartment
Kellogg, Starbucks and Nike have contributed as well.

Everything thinks they own me
But maybe today, I can earn my bruises again

I am covered in bruises
Cuts and broken bones

I am covered in bruises
Cuts and broken bones

My arms are laced in purple,
Navy seas and blackened thumbprints

I fight hard

Fight to imagine a time before time
Where chains can’t choke me,

Wrap around my ribs and legs and tongue

We are free- to carry our own brand of chains?
They’re invisible until you realize them.

Then they’re heavy. Too bulky
Beasts that smother you

They can’t be unseen

I am free, and yet everywhere,
I am in chains.
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“Old Marge”
 Jacquelyn Asiala

The old lady Marge always insisted her thinly rolled cigarettes 
came from a cousin who shipped them to her from a specialty shop 
in the finer district of New York. As she walked down Main Street 
and passed the dingy painted windows, she’d pull one of the thin 
smokes out of a tarnished silver case with a barely legible engrav-
ing of her proper name – Margaret E. Thomas – and coquettishly 
prey on young gentlemen to provide her with a light. Out of re-
spect for her namesake, they would begrudgingly comply, stretch-
ing their arms far from their bodies to avoid the dank smell of Old 
Marge’s mouth. She’d thank them through a bluish cloud of smoke 
and smile, her rotting yellow teeth peeking out between two bright-
ly colored shriveled lips.

Grandpa, when I’d ask about Old Marge, would shake his heavy 
head and click his dentures. There were rumors around town, the 
gist of which alluded to some sort of unfortunate encounter be-
tween him and Marge when he was yet a young carpenter. Rumor 
had it that he had gone once by request of Old Man Thomas to 
persuade Marge to allow him to reconstruct the grand staircase. 
Rumor also had it that he never made it past the second story and 
was seen running down the front drive with haunted eyes.

The house itself was three stories tall and covered with unusu-
ally dark vines. If you stared at it long enough, the vines started to 
wriggle like a nest of black snakes spreading up the chipping white 
bricks and creeping across the splotchy roof. I always pictured the 
house how it must have looked in its heyday: beautiful, crisp white 
bricks with long, arched white shutters and the now-rotting and 
dark double-wide front door still decorated with delicate carvings. 

Soft, tinkering piano music could always be heard from the house. 
During our semi-annual visits to Grandma and Grandpa’s when we 
were kids, my sister and I would make up rhymes about Old Marge 
and the Thomases to sing along. Our favorite was the waltz that 
sounded like a beautiful, tragic moan.
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When Old Marge died they played the waltz at her funeral. Next 
to her open casket stood a gilded easel holding a faded picture of 
a young ballerina. The elegant dancer could only be identified as 
Marge by the dark gypsy eyes which peered from below two arms 
hovering delicately above her petite head. A thin leg extended be-
fore the dancer in a perfect attitude, the box of a satin shoe present-
ing itself shyly from beneath a long white tutu. At the time of the 
picture, Marge’s face had been less angular and her nose signifi-
cantly less crooked, and age hadn’t yet streaked her raven hair with 
silver. But the most startling difference was the grace with which 
she seemed to dance across the picture. I’d always seen old Mar-
garet move slowly with her heavily adorned fingers gripping the 
ivory head of an antiquated cane. Her small foot dragged behind 
her and slightly to the side, forever pulling open the musky mink 
coat which she always wore regardless of weather or occasion.

I asked my grandpa what he thought they’d do with the old house 
now that Marge was gone and he fixed his eyes on his crossword 
puzzle while responding with a simple shrug. Grandma pulled her 
spectacles off as she looked up from her recipe book and over at 
Grandpa. “You don’t think that… I mean it’s been years since any-
one’s seen her…” she let the words fade as she waited for her hus-
band to look up from the newspaper, now crumpling in his tense 
hand. He shot a glance my way before shaking his head at her.

“What? You don’t think what?” I asked. “Who hasn’t seen who?” 
My grandparents both returned to reading and I resigned for the 
night.

The next morning, I cornered Grandma in the kitchen. Fat circles 
of pancake batter sizzled in a hot skillet on the stove top as I 
hopped up on the counter. “What were you trying to ask Grandpa? 
Last night – about the Thomas house?”

Grandma glanced out the front window, looking to make sure their 
rusting old truck wasn’t in the driveway. She sighed and handed 
me a plate with a stack of pancakes, and began to talk as she 
drizzled syrup over the top.
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“The Thomases were a quiet family. Mrs. Thomas died in child-
birth, leaving Old Thomas to raise Marge by himself. He owned 
most of the town then – the butcher’s, the grocery, the camera shop 
– if it was on Main Street, it was the Thomas’s. He built the house 
away from town and had hoped to turn the fenced acres into farm-
land, but he was always away on ‘business’.”

Grandma’s eyebrows pulsed up in a manner not uncommon to her 
when she discussed others’ personal affairs. She paused to rinse 
dishes and talked with her face down as she wiped splattered pan-
cake batter from the counter with a shaggy rag. “Margaret was two 
years older and I always hated her. Her dad would pull up in his 
big, shiny, new, black boat of a car to pick me up for ballet class, 
and as I slid across the sticky leather seat, Marge – everyone called 
her that specifically to drive her nuts – she would hold a pair of 
shiny, new pearl studs or premium satin ballet slippers in front of 
my nose and brag about how her daddy had bought them for her 
in Paris or New York and given them to her all wrapped in fancy 
boxes tied with fancy bows. Some days I just wanted to tell her 
to take her fancy little gifts and shove them up her fancy little –” 
Grandma cut herself off, glancing up at me. I stifled a smile as she 
cleared her throat.

“Anyways, Marge ended up moving off to New York to dance in 
the city ballet. Her dad sent her to live with a cousin up there, and 
one night they were out on the town and good ole obstinate Marge 
stepped out in front of a cab and it slammed into her. She came 
back with a gimpy leg and locked herself up in that house and 
refused to come out. You could hear the piano tinkering constantly 
and everybody in town would whisper about how sad it was, how 
tragic that ‘poor, poor Marge’ kept trying to dance on that leg.” 
Grandma shrugged and winked at me. “I didn’t pity her much.

“It wasn’t too long before Old Thomas got sick and one of the New 
York cousins sent a daughter out to the farmhouse to help out, see-
ing as Marge was useless. The girl was a bit young but it was pret-
ty clear she had a level head and she was eager to please. Margaret 
always followed her around on their weekly grocery store outing 
like a shadow creeping along the sidewalk, barking at the girl 
to ‘mind her posture’ and ‘keep her eyes up’ when they walked, 
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teaching her to look out over the heads of us ‘less-fortunate’ folk 
with the signature haughty Thomas chin. The girl – Evelyn might 
have been her name, I don’t know – would snap to attention at 
Marge’s commands like a dog at the end of a leash.” Smirking a 
bit at the memory, Grandma began filling a bucket with water and 
grabbed a mop. She swished it back and forth over the tiled floor as 
she continued.

Patrick Colson- Queen Theater

“Aside from trips to the grocery, I don’t think the girl ever left 
the house. She was never playing outside and I don’t think she 
went to school or anything. There was always the piano music and 
I’d guess crazy old Marge was training her to be the next prima-
ballerina, getting her ready to hit the stage in New York. The only 
times she’d pop up were when Marge would dress her up in black 
for church on Christmas and Easter and the poor thing just sat on 
her hands the whole while.” Pausing briefly to drag the back of her 
hand across her sweaty forehead, Grandma clicked in the back of 
her mouth and added, “I guess she did get dragged to a few wed-
dings and funerals. When Old Thomas died, the girl sat rigid next 
to the stone-like Margaret in the front pew with her eyes fixed on 
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her little feet.” Gravel crunched down the front drive and Grandma 
looked out the window to watch Grandpa’s old truck crawling to-
wards us. She lowered her voice and rushed her words after the car 
door slammed. “Nobody’s seen her since.”

I determined that I’d acquired as much information from my 
grandmother as I could. I had no choice but to go straight to the 
source, which meant confronting Grandpa. After much thought 
about the best way to coerce him into talking, I went down to the 
liquor store. I purchased the priciest bottle of scotch they stocked, 
for it is well-known throughout our family that the most viable 
method for extracting information from Grandpa’s loosely cement-
ed dentures is via imbuement.

I presented the bottle to him with a moderately-priced cigar. He 
eyed me with suspicion as he popped out his dentures and set them 
on top of his completed crossword. Grandpa gestured towards the 
kitchen. “A glass to drink out of would be nice, eh?”

I hurried back with a small tulip-shaped glass in hand and sat 
across the coffee table from him. I watched a ring of saliva spread 
across the flimsy newspaper under the false teeth as Grandpa si-
lently drank his initial glass of scotch. He poured himself a second 
glass and took a big swig. He inhaled sharply, sucking air through 
his gums before asking, “So. What do you want?”

My articulate plan for asking him about the Thomases and the 
staircase and Old Marge and the girl fell apart. I sat hunched over 
with my mouth open, frantically trying to recover the questions. 
Grandpa set his glass down in the half-moon of his dentures and 
held the unlit cigar between lips as he leaned back and sighed. 
“This is about the Thomas house, isn’t it.”

I nodded and he stared past me and out the front window. I silently 
resigned and began counting jaw pops coming from Grandpa’s 
now empty mouth as he absently attempted to click the removed 
dentures. I reached forty-two and was ready to excuse myself when 
he stopped. I watched as Grandpa drained his glass and set it on the 
table. He inhaled sharply a second time and loosened his lips with 
a long exhale.
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“Old man Thomas had come into the shop before he got sick, 
asking me about fixing up the staircase. Even though it was still a 
pretty new house back then, he told me the boards were sagging in 
the middle and he hoped I could do something about it. I’d forgot-
ten about it until right after his funeral when I saw the little girl and 
Marge sitting all proud and proper in the front of the church.

“So one day not too long after Old Thomas’s passing I pulled my 
truck to the end of the long drive and hopped over the fence. That 
same eerie piano music was playing but there wasn’t any light on 
inside, and if weren’t for the music you’d have thought the whole 
Thomas clan had been buried out back with the old man. As soon 
as my foot set down on the first porch step the music stopped. I 
started a little, then continued on up towards the door. A light flick-
ered on inside and I reached for the knocker. Right as my fingers 
grazed the brass handle a gust of wind pushed the door open and I 
called out as I stepped into the front hallway. ‘Hello? The door was 
open. I’m from the carpenter’s shop downtown… Hello?’

“There wasn’t any response so I figured I better make sure ev-
erything was okay and see that all was well with Marge and the 
girl. I looked around in the dim light. A film of dust had settled on 
everything and you’d have thought the house had been empty for 
months. Floorboards creaked as I stepped around the front room 
and determined that nobody was downstairs. I eyed the steps and 
saw the saggy boards Old Thomas was talking about. It’d have 
been easy to pull the green carpet up and replace the boards, and I 
was thinking about how much to charge or whether I should do it 
for free as a condolence as I started up the stairs.

“I felt the unsettling weight of eyes on me. I lifted my gaze from 
my feet and jolted backwards, nearly tumbling down the stairs. 
An old-timey portrait hung on the wall. It had been turned upside 
down and the dim lighting made the smiling old lady look like a 
grinning demon. There were more portraits hanging all the way up 
the twisting stairs, only two right side up. I shivered and shook off 
the chill as I reached the second floor. Three white candles burned 
on a hall table on the landing. The wax spilled down the sides of 
the candles and pooled on the top of the dresser. Behind the flames 
was a mirror. The poor illumination hid all the lines and wrinkles 
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in my face, making what I saw in the mirror look like a younger 
version of myself. I felt like I had been transformed back into my 
youth. I leaned in to look a little closer and couldn’t find the scar 
above my right brow from seven years before.

“There was a noise,” Grandpa stomped on the floor with his slip-
pered heel. It made a dull thud against the wood. He did it again. 
Thud. Thud thud. “Yeah, like that. I just about jumped out my skin. 
The piano started back up and I knew there had to be somebody 
there so I kept on looking. I opened a door to a bedroom and I 
guessed it had been Old Man Thomas’s since it looked stiff and 
settled. The thumping continued from above, getting a little louder 
and a little faster as the music picked up. I opened a second door 
to a bathroom. The third door was open as I rounded the corner. 
The sound was coming from right above and I watched the ceiling 
to make sure it wouldn’t cave in on me as I stepped through the 
doorway.

“Just then there was a shriek – loud and guttural. I jerked my head 
down and saw candles all around and chicken bones scattered on 
the floor around a long black feather and what I’d swear was blood 
spilling out of an overturned horn cup. There was a second shriek, 
this time closer and louder. I spun on my heels, still trying to deci-
pher the scene behind me, and slammed into something. I bounced 
back to see Marge pale and eyes bulging, her lips bright red. She 
was dressed in a leotard with a little ballet skirt over pale tights and 
I figured her gimpy dancing must have explained the thumps from 
above, but the red on her lips was just wrong and out of place, 
and I felt my heart start to speed up. ‘I’m, I’m sorry, ma’am…’ I 
kept trying to explain my presence and what I was there for and 
why I had come upstairs but she was staring me down and walk-
ing towards me and I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I was 
looking over my shoulder, back at Marge, and I was hurling myself 
down the stairs when I saw the girl. Right before she disappeared 
from sight, her skeletal frame swayed back and forth in time with 
the music while her bloodshot eyes lulled around the room without 
purpose.”

Grandpa took a big swig of scotch and the empty glass knocked 
a little as his trembling hand set it back on the table. I felt every 
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single hair on my head standing on end as I thanked Grandpa for 
sharing his story and left him alone to go to bed.

I woke the next morning just before sunrise to the sound of a piano 
being played, the song drifting over from the Thomas house at an 
unusual hour. I slipped on my boots and threw a long coat over 
my pajamas and closed the creaky back door slowly before sneak-
ing across the yard. I walked down to the Thomas property and 
climbed over the fence. My heartbeat was pounding in my ears 
and my palms were dampening my gloves as I stepped over the 
caved-in steps and onto the porch. The wind gusted, pushing the 
door open. I walked through the entryway and saw how strangely 
decayed everything looked for the age of the house. The piano was 
getting louder and the waltz was picking up in tempo. I pushed past 
my nerves and started up the stairs, noting the dusty, upside-down 
portraits hanging on the wall just like Grandpa had described. My 
heart was beating faster and faster as I walked past the doors and 
kept moving towards the third floor where the music was coming 
from.

When I reached the top there was only one door. The music came 
from behind it and I felt my legs shake beneath me as I slowly 
walked over. I knocked and the music stopped. I could feel the 
chill radiating from the door handle through my glove as I turned 
it. I pushed the door open and saw a large room with a few bare 
windows. In the far back corner was a piano with an empty bench 
tucked below the keys. My eyes continued to scan the room. They 
landed on a non-descript pile by a completely mirrored studio wall. 
Oh god, oh god, oh god was all I could think as I pushed myself 
through the door. I walked up to the mass. It was a woman, ema-
ciated and stiff, eyes half-shut and hair falling out of her bun as 
she lay motionless on the floor. She was dressed in a black leotard 
and her pale pink tights were darker than her pasty skin. I began 
to shake and say a prayer for her poor deceased soul. As I closed 
my eyes I heard a wheeze. My lids snapped open and I saw the 
corpse’s bloodshot eyes roll around in their sunken sockets.

I ran.
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“In the Studio Apartment”
 Leila Khalid

Often these days I dream of
a Sunday morning in the future 
when you and I belong with each
other and I sit on the couch with 
you, wearing nothing but your
shirt but that doesn’t matter
because I am clothed by your 
musky smell and that is what 
is important to me. 
You sit next to me in your 
boxers and our legs and 
arms and hands are interwoven
into each other as we melt and
become one living being. You
are looking at my face and 
trying to explain to me how 
beautiful you think I am. 
And I am sitting writing 
a poem on a scrap pad about
this princess who meet a man
who no one thought was fit for her
and yet how they beat the odds
and how they found a heaven for 
themselves. 
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As we sit, in our heaven, on that 
Sunday morning in the back of
our minds we pray to God that 
he united us because we beat the 
odds and somehow ended with each 
other. 

Shannon Bump- Sunday Afternoons

I am to move to the kitchen and make
you a plate of pancakes but before
I do that I have to tell you how
much you mean to me and how that
one rainy day and a confession of love
changed our lives into this 
Sunday morning heaven.
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“Jacob’s Shortened Ladder”
 Paige Waskow

I wonder 
How I came to be here. 

Stairs, I suppose. 
Lots of stairs.
Endless climbing.
Aching limbs.

I grab on to the ladder’s rungs
One by one
Praying not to fall
And amused by the irony.

Finally, I make my way
Through the arch
Of a doorway
Rarely utilized. 

Stars above me
Just out of reach.
Streets below me
Beyond my fingertips. 

Between Heaven and Earth
Caught in a spiritual game.
Not knowing 
Which way my prayers will go. 
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“A Discrepancy”
 Aida Guhlin

“Pere?”
Her father setting out the 
ingredients
“May I help?”
“Oui!”

just a loaf
one loaf

flour puffs upward
tiny fingers dotting the 
white powder
“Moi petite fille.”
His little girl glows 
with the baker brushing
dry powder off her  nose.

just a loaf
one loaf

he begins to knead the dough 
she watching with fascinated eyes
“You will bake this loaf, and we will
sell it – I will be so proud of my baker!”
her eyes widening at 
him sculpting her initials
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into the dough
tenderly placing the loaf
over the fires

just a loaf
one loaf

she, howling
water flooding her cheeks
her loaf was stolen
he shaking with anger
“A criminal, 
deserves no second chances –
remember that.”
her eyes widen,  
anger fading,
the lesson remaining.

But what, is just one loaf of bread
for a waif like me?
Only –

Word spreads like wildfire – the
a loaf baked by the “douce petite fille”
was stolen.

-one?
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“The 93rd Duel”
 Tyler Campbell

 The bartender set down a glass of beer on the bar. Robert’s 
snakelike fingers slithered across the peanut shells that littered the 
bar, eager to take the drink. He had been outside in the heat for the 
last hour, and that heat had drained him. His throat ached when 
he swallowed and his tongue was a strip of desert. The hour out-
side should have been half of that, but after killing the first chal-
lenger, a second came along. After killing the second challenger, 
the second’s friend challenged Robert for revenge. Only now, after 
that third man lay bleeding in the street, did Robert finally have 
a chance to sit down and drink. His leathery skin glided over the 
smooth, wet glass as he took it in his hand. He raised the cool glass 
to his cracked lips and wondered if that third man would die. His 
wailing could still be heard from inside the saloon. Robert had shot 
to maim, not to kill. Still, no man had ever survived a duel with 
Robert. Some men lacked resilience, much to Robert’s frustration. 
The bullet in the challenger’s shoulder could be fatal (and would 
be), but only due to the challenger’s weakness. Robert had given 
him a fair chance.
 The thought left Robert as he drank. The liquid gold retreat-
ed into the endless mine that was Robert’s thirsting mouth. Robert 
forgot everything. The bartender faded into the fog. The screams of 
the man outside were drowned in the fizz of the beer as it filled his 
mouth. His dictator of a father left his memory, and the longing for 
a mother disappeared with it. The faces of those he killed stayed 
as fresh as the day he had first seen them. The faces never left him. 
Each dying breath branded his eyes with an image he could never 
shake. 
 The saloon doors had not even stopped swinging when a 
new arrival broke Robert’s bliss.
 “Robert Deschain! I demand to know which of you is 
Robert Deschain,” the man demanded. Robert drank long from his 
glass before turning. Even seated, he could see that the man was 
taller than him and twice as old (as was everyone else in the saloon 
that day). While Robert’s face was fair, the man’s face was ugly. 
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Robert had clean cut hair and a slight red from the sun. The man 
had cracked skin and an unflattering stubble. Scars littered his face 
and his nose was broken. The man wore a red button up outlined 
by a leather vest. In contrast, Robert wore a striped blue button up 
and suspenders. The man had three guns around the belt at his hip. 
Robert had a single holster sewn onto his khaki pants. The man had 
a bandolier wrapped around him. Robert had a pocket full of loose 
bullets and a vial of gunpowder.
 “That’d be me,” Robert said with a smile. The man’s inten-
tions were undoubtedly malicious, but no one could tell that by 
looking at Robert. Robert did not even bother to keep sight of the 
potentially dangerous man. He turned around to grab his glass, 
drinking from it again. As he drank, the man turned red and ground 
his teeth. Once Robert finished drinking, he let out an exaggerated 
breath of pleasure. “Will it be revenge, love, or fame?”
 The question was so casual that for a moment the man’s 
confusion overwrote his anger. “What?”
 “Have I killed someone you love?” Robert asked as he ro-
tated his bar chair towards the man. “Have I bedded someone you 
love?” He leaned back. “Or are you seeking to steal some of my 
fame?”
 “I’d be careful about what you say, boy,” the man growled.
 And the anger is back! Let’s see if I can’t get that dumb look 
back on his face, Robert thought. 
 “There’s only ever three possible answers to this question! 
It isn’t love. I wouldn’t go for someone your age,” Robert laughed. 
The man’s face wrinkled. There it is! Now back to angry! “It’s 
gotta be either revenge or fame. I haven’t killed anyone that resem-
bles you, and you look like a sad man. It must be fame. You want 
to be famous like me, don’t you?”
 “You ain’t half of famous,” the man said. He looked upset, 
but not quite angry like Robert wanted.
 “You knew my name before walking in here. I’m a little fa-
mous,” Robert said with a shrug and a playful smile. His eyebrows 
were raised and his grin was overwhelming, begging for a reaction 
from the man. One of the three patrons in the bar laughed. The 
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bartender was much less amused, his hand resting on a rifle behind 
the bar. The man looked down at his boots, shaking his head. Oh, 
you are so angry! “Besides, I hear they have another name for me 
around these parts. Go on, say it.”
 “Someone in the town over said you’d be here all week.” 
The man refused to indulge Robert by calling him by his nick-
name. “I’ve been waiting for this opportunity for a while, now.”
 That was no surprise to Robert. He liked to broadcast his 
whereabouts once a month. People all across America wanted 
Robert dead. By letting them all know where he was for a week 
at a time, he cut down the chances of a surprise duel (or as others 
called it, murder) and condensed his ever-busy dueling schedule 
into a single week. 
 “Oh, did you come far?”
 “I’ve followed you west for a month now.”
 “Ah, well, you know what they say! Manifest destiny!” 
Robert raised his glass. This time the gesture was met by all three 
of the other visitors in the bar. The man glared at them as they 
drank. “So, it is revenge, then. Interesting. Who was it, then? I’m 
gonna bet son.” Robert watched for a reaction. He thought he saw 
one, but was not sure, so he continued. “Brother?” The man closed 
his eyes and clenched his teeth. And we have a winner! 
 “I challenge you to a duel,” the man said. It was the first 
thing he had said calmly since entering. Immediately, Robert could 
see the relief on the man’s face. To the man, his pain had started 
fading away with the opening act of revenge. But to Robert, the 
man’s pain was just beginning.
 “Can I finish my drink first?”
 The man sighed. After a moment, he gestured for a beer 
as he sat down at a table. He put his head in his hands and rubbed 
his temples. He looked up once the beer had been put down and 
saw that Robert had moved unnoticed to the other side of the table. 
A large cowboy hat had also found its way onto Robert’s head. 
Clearly annoyed, the man stared at Robert. Robert stared back with 
amusement.
 And...
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 Robert put his hand near his beer. The man’s hand rested 
inches from his own beer. Robert saw it moving before it left the 
table.
 Draw!
 As the man grabbed his glass, Robert grabbed his. By the 
time the man’s beer was off the table, Robert’s beer was halfway 
down his throat. Realizing he had been entered involuntarily into a 
competition, the man began to drink deeply. Robert slowed, let-
ting the man catch up a bit before finishing the beer. They set their 
glasses down and the bartender came to take them.
 “Please do not do this again, Robert,” the bartender said. “I 
beg you.”
 Robert raised his eyebrows and turned to the bartender as if 
he had just arrived.
 “Well, I’m glad you are a bartender and not a beggar, 
because you are significantly better at one than the other,” Robert 
said, pointing at the bartender with a grin. The bartender was not 
entertained. 
 “Benjamin Franklin once denounced dueling as a murder-
ous practice that decides nothing.”
 “Well bring Benjie down here! I’m sure if we duel, I can 
make him decide to change his opinion.” Robert was still laughing 
when the man across from him cleared his throat forcefully. “Oh, 
right, nearly forgot about you.” Robert dismissed the bartender 
with a flick of the wrist, turning to the man. “I like to think the 
challenged should decide the rules.”
 “Go on,” the man said with a nod.
 “I like longer duels. No fewer than twenty paces. I’ll go 
up to fifty. Usually the more severe the offense, the fewer paces.” 
Robert scratched at his chin. “I’ve already forgotten. Was it re-
venge or fame?”
 “Both,” the man said. His jaw was clenched and his face 
was rigid. 
 “Ooo,” Robert said. He winced and shrunk his head down 
into his shoulders. “Sorry bout that, then.”
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 “And you slept with my wife.” 
 “Did I?” Robert asked, taken aback. “Not every day I get to 
see all three in one person!” His enthusiasm was not met. “I take it 
you married young, then?”
 “She was seventeen. Her name was Sarah.”
 Robert recognized the name. Sarah had been a beautiful 
brunette. Between his looks and his charm, Robert had been with 
many women, but Sarah stood out. He could still remember the 
freckles under her eyes. He smiled.
 “Ah, I was seventeen once. I’m turning twenty this year. 
I’ve learned a lot since then. Seventeen year olds make such mis-
takes. I hope you weren’t too hard on her.”
 The man leaned in, whispering so only Robert could hear 
him.
 “I killed her for it.” The man’s face hovered in front of 
Robert, unmoving. 
 “You know,” Robert said. All of the playfulness in his 
voice had left. “I’ve killed ninety one people. Probably ninety 
two, now, judging by the fact that I don’t hear any yelling any-
more. Started with a couple of stray duels because of affairs. Well, 
then people came looking for revenge, so I killed them, too. Once 
they were dead, their brothers would take up arms. I’m stuck in a 
never ending, always growing chain. A cycle of revenge that is as 
ever-flowing as time itself. At first I enjoyed it. I can’t forget their 
faces, though. I think of them every night. For a while it didn’t hurt 
much, but now there are so many that by the time I’m done think-
ing about them, the night is halfway gone. Ninety two faces every 
night. And you know what? Not a single damned one of them is a 
woman’s. I’d die before letting that happen.” Robert stood. “The 
greater the offense, the shorter the distance. Ten paces each, we 
take turns shooting. You shoot first.”
 The man smiled for the first time that day upon seeing that 
he had gotten under Robert’s skin. Robert was done smiling. 
 “We should fight outside of town to avoid stray fire,” the 
man suggested as he stood.
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 “I’ve killed five people today on this street outside. No one 
is going to be poking their head out the window without knowing 
what might happen to them and what will happen to you. Besides, 
there will hardly be a stray shot.”
 “I understand your confidence in yourself, but do you have 
such confidence in me? How do you know I won’t miss horribly?”
 “You know what they call me. You’ll have a stray shot, 
sure. But when you do, the duel will be over. Assuming I am mer-
ciful,” Robert said. The disgust on his face assumed otherwise.
 The man laughed and turned to the doors. Robert followed.
 A few moments later the men stood with their backs to each 
other. Both had a flintlock pistol in hand already, as quick drawing 
was not necessary when taking turns shooting. 
 “Ten paces?” the man asked.
 “Ten paces. One.” Robert took an exaggerated step to sig-
nal the start. They both walked slowly. “Usually after having done 
so much already, I would give you a quick death.
 “Five,” Robert said as he took his fifth step.
  “I would like for you to know that for your wife’s sake I 
shall not be extending such a luxury.” 
 “Eight.”
  Robert tightened the grip on his pistol. It was foolish to 
rush a shot when taking turns, but the man’s anger might cause him 
to shoot on ten. Robert needed to be ready. 
 “Nine.”
  Robert was excessively aware of his surroundings. Small 
wooden buildings lined either side of the road. Heads were poking 
out of windows to watch. Even in the heat of the moment, Rob-
ert knew for a fact that there were seven faces. The ground was 
compact dirt with grass lining the edges of the road. It was well 
traveled, thousands of hooves having solidified the ground. Loose 
sand rolled around on top of the hard mud, threatening to slip from 
under Robert’s feet. A pool of congealing blood was to Robert’s 
left, aftermath of earlier in the day. The sun was coming from the 
man’s direction. It was a disadvantage, but Robert had grown used 



71

to it. 
 “Ten.”
 He turned and everything faded but his weapon and its 
target. He held his pistol at shoulder height. The grooves in the 
wooden grip mated with the grooves in his hand, creating an in-
separable bond. The nerve of his eye extended into the sight of the 
pistol, sharing its vision. His forefinger was rested in the welcom-
ing curve of the trigger.
 The man’s gun was not raised. The two stood for a moment, 
unmoving.
 “Will you shoot?” Robert asked.
 “My revenge is only lasting for one shot. Let me enjoy it.”
 “Surely a man with so much hatred invested in me knows 
of my nickname. You know this is going to last much longer than a 
single shot.”
 “A myth, no more.”
 “Shoot and find out.”
 The man let out a chuckle. He raised his gun, closing one 
eye as he took aim. His second hand held the wrist of his first, 
stabilizing it. His thumb reached up and pulled the hammer back. 
Three... Robert had seen hundreds of shots in his life. He knew 
when someone was going to shoot. Two... He knew where someone 
was going to shoot. The man inhaled. One... He knew how to stop 
the bullet before it ever got to him. The man exhaled. Zer-
 The thunder of the man’s pistol interrupted the thought 
right on cue. A few seconds passed before the man’s confusion 
displayed itself on his face. In his concentration, he had not heard 
the second roll of thunder that had followed so closely to the first. 
Somewhere between the two duelers were two bullets that had 
been merged together by heat and speed. The man saw smoke com-
ing from the barrel of Robert’s pistol. It was the final piece in the 
puzzle, and realization spread across his face.
 Both men pulled out the assortment of materials needed to 
reload a single shot pistol. As they poured the powder into their 
barrels, the man broke the silence.



72

 “I suppose your nickname is true, then,” the man said.
 Robert let out a breathy laugh. “I’ve been waiting for 
you to say it.” He put the bullet in the barrel, using the ramrod to 
compact the mixture. “These could be my last moments, you know. 
Indulge me. Say it.”
 “The boy that can shoot a bullet.”
 Robert closed his eyes and smiled. He had never meant to 
be famous, but once it had happened, he realized how much he 
enjoyed it. He took a moment before pulling the hammer back the 
rest of the way. 
 “Ready?” Robert asked. 
 The man answered by raising his pistol. As if he thought his 
hesitation had caused Robert’s prediction, the man fired quickly. 
 The trick was not just that Robert could shoot a moving 
bullet. The trick was that he knew where the bullet was going to go 
the moment it left the barrel.
 This bullet was going two inches over his left shoulder. 
 The wind trailing the bullet burned his skin. 
 Terror seized the man’s face as realization set in. Robert 
shot. 
 The last exchange had left two bullets in the dirt. This ex-
change left two fingers in the dirt. 
 The man had dropped his gun to hold his wounded hand. 
Blood poured from between his fingers and he screamed.
 “Like I said: no luxury for you,” Robert said. Since leav-
ing the saloon, Robert had traded his anger for the man’s mocking 
smile. “You know, we never clarified. Is this a duel to first blood or 
death? I’d hate for it to be over already.”
 “Don’t you worry,” the man said as he scooped up his pis-
tol. “This one is to the death.”
 The next shot was a good one. It would have hit Robert’s 
chest. The man had apparently refined his vengeance into practice, 
as the shot after that was even better. It would have hit Robert’s 
neck. The next shot would have missed, but Robert shot the bullet 
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out of the air anyways just to spite the man. Reloading was already 
a painful process, but the blood and lack of fingers made it increas-
ingly difficult for the man. The blood loss must have gotten to the 
man, as the next shot missed by several feet. The roar of the gun 
was followed immediately by Robert’s. While one bullet went into 
the wood of a hat shop, the other bullet took the two back fingers 
off of the man’s shooting hand. The man’s screams were not as 
pleasing to Robert the second time around. Before they had been 
honey made into sound. Now they sounded like an out of tune 
song wailing into his ears. Each exchange of shots brought another 
level of fear and regret to the man’s face. Reloading took several 
minutes, only to have another bullet shot down. Another shot came 
with another interception. Robert was growing bored of the duel 
and the man’s whimpering. The next miss would be the man’s last.
 Two exchanges later, the man pulled the trigger to no ef-
fect. The hammer clicked but the gunpowder did not light. Pan-
icked, the man dropped the gun and fell to his knees. “The blood!” 
he screamed. “The blood must have soaked the powder! Please, 
mercy! Mercy!” 
 Robert aimed his gun down at the man’s head. “Your blood 
has stopped your gun. Your wife’s blood has sparked mine.”
 The man started a wail just before a bullet went between 
his eyes. The crying trailed off and he crumpled to the ground like 
a rag doll. The man’s face had frozen in a grotesque cringe. Blood 
dripped from the hole in his forehead, running down his frown 
lines. He no longer appeared human. He was just meat and blood 
wrapped up in skin with a craving for vengeance that had cost him 
his life. Robert stood unmoving for several minutes as a pool of 
blood formed around the man. Once the sun had settled behind the 
horizon and a crowd had gathered, Robert walked away. His mind 
was troubled but his face was blank.
 That night he saw ninety three faces.
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“Astronomical”
 Brent Green

Our bodies
are pieced together from billions of years of solar winds 

and
supernova shock waves.

We were born
from this
God-spun

cotton-candy cosmos

and

We formed
along galactic disks

the most resplendent nativity scene
we never saw.

The soft cosmic straw beneath us was galactic kindling
that eventually collapsed into

this very human nursery,
this molecular cloud of consciousness

we now call Earth.

For we have to understand
we’re the conscious universe

looking back on itself
for the first time.

We stare
into dihydrogen-monoxide reflections

and ask, “Why
   am I still an un-ignited protostar?”

“Who will run fire to these lips of mine?”

Let me tell you 
if you keep growing you won’t wait long,
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that you’ll blaze nuclear fusion 
inside your beating pulsar-heart.

And those,
those undulating beats

will kiss the virgin light
if you let them.
So show heart.

And from all of from life’s pressures
you become your own sun.

You will be a main sequence success story

Never simply shine,
but GLEAM.

Be as bright and beautiful
as the colliding atoms escaping from the Sun.

Evolve into a being so illustrious
that you immolate

radiating everything that you were
packed onto the cusp

of your own solar winds.
Because my mother, Nature,
would think you’re beautiful

and she knows how to make pretty things.

Still some of you
are dark nebulas

so dense and oblivious to yourselves
you will obscure trillions of protostars.

What I mean is
the people right next to you.

I expect better from you.
Because you weren’t written by a lazy author

in monochrome stereotype.
You!

Are inscribed
through astral alphabets
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in bright 90’s word art.

The stars
are multi-colored for a reason.

So be whatever you want,
be an eccentric Jupiter

or a rogue planet.
Be

a solitary star system
blazing as bright as a hypergiant.

But if you blaze alone
it makes no difference.

Because you’re just as beautiful alone
as you are locked in transit with your significant binary.

And if you are

I hope

you orbit long.

Orbit well.

Are locked in tidal union and grow wedding rings
around your hot Jupiters

where you mine the steaming clouds of your love
for Helium-3 to power you both through eternity.

That you kiss them harder than two lead-ions colliding in 
the

LHS and say,

“We were written by Seraphs to be together
in the Book of Life.

When our reversed alarm-clock bodies
fade to sleep in the stars
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I will stay with you.
My love, I am with you

until the universe somenight cools
and we snuggle up close

one last time inside the cosmic nursery we were born.”

Susanna Payne- Reaching Lizard
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