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Thia Andis

Petrified Lightning

A stiff hand, eager to write but unsure how to create,
becomes more statue-like as time stills,
in a sun-filled room with the hush of falling dust

popping of an artist's not yet frozen wrists
creates a graveyard melody.

The writer’s mind wanders through seasons, decades
through blank pages of bound stationery,
eyes traveling up and down a kaleidoscope of sticky notes

searching for inspiration to strike like lightning.
A desert mind yearns

for storms to come, enveloping

her core in a revitalizing spark.

Waiting for worlds made of glass to be created,

for valleys, the best secret keepers,
to open up and swallow her whole,
for mountains, heights of expression,
to rise within her chest.

Waiting to hollow out cold
concrete jungles, to propose

room for homes of nurture,

the writer hopes to captivate hearts

with a thousand whispers, to tickle
souls like dandelion puffs,
desiring to pull into a hug
strangers from off the page,

believing an embrace

can become a home.

She sits at her sun-warmed desk
in her sunlit cube she touches



ballpoint pen to blank paper,
beginning with a stiff hand
eager to write

and then lightning strikes sand.



Bert Gilbert

Words

So where do
The words we speak
Gor

Singing aloud
With headphones
On

Bellowing in the shower
Murmuring on

That walk

Or when our worst angels
Seize our
Tongues

We seem to think
They need to be written
To last

Or digitized and uploaded
To the always available
Cloud

But aren’t those sound waves
Just bouncing around the
Cosmos?

Waiting for us
To learn to listen
More carefully



Cog Stream — Ben Ramsden



Jeanette Harper

Prism Mirror

I don’t know who I am,

I'just know I am a girl with a dream.

The world around me is falling apart

And nothing is as it seems.

You say you know who I am,

Know my name,

Yet I am still asking myself what makes me, me.
1 ask the pictures of the past,

Memories framed in dust,

But I let go of the past a long time ago...

So I thought.

Still, I am still living in my regrets,

Wishing that one day, I could ask myself

What changed my point of view.

1 wake up every morning,

Winter into spring,

And I wonder why

I still can’t see my soul through the mirror
When it should be reflecting my very being.

Yet the glass still fogs from my breath,
Showing I am still painfully alive,

Showing 1 haven’t disappeared yet.

It should be showing the colors that make me who I am,
But I don’t even see the rainbows hidden in prisms.
The Darkness stole my sight,

Still searching for that light,

For that spark of hope,

And I swear it is still there.

Years have now passed,

I see colors of greens, yellows, blues and reds
Not as often as I would like,

But enough to know they are there.

I now know who I am,

I am broken,

I am a disaster,

I am an artist,



I am the master of my reflection,

I am the being that carries my imperfections.
They are jagged, crooked, and cracked,
Yet mine all the same.

My life is full of grays,

Not full of perfect rthymes,

It is full of challenges and strife.

I am the hero of my own battles.

I'am a prism that has colors hidden,
Waiting to show, waiting to spill

My light

When the moment feels okay.



R. Wil Kehoe 111

Corrupted Salvation

He sleeps to remember a time he wasn’t human.
A cowboy who saved the town,

An alien who traveled so far,

so wide,

He saw every hardship,

broken, bruised, then braved.

A time when sinners like himself could be saved.

He worships the bruises,

proof that something deep inside

still fights, still aches, still knows how to hurt.
But he wonders

Could he ever have been that savior?

Or was it only ever a mask?

Now his holy water is Popov,
cheap faith,

cheap communion for the damned.
Burning the throat of a fallen angel
Too tired to rise again.

He dreams so he won’t remember.

The man who wakes each day
to nothing.

From a glass vial,

he finds the flow of life,

tracing venom back to his heart
Until it beats no longer.

And for the final time,

he dreams of when he wasn’t
human.



R. Wil Kehoe 111

A Ghost Story

They found him in a room that reeked of dust and cheap vodka,
Arms spread wide,

As if asking for a forgiveness

No one cared to grant.

The bruises he worshipped bloomed purple,
Then yellow,

Then nothing,

Like smoke rising from a dying fire.

The blood, once rushing with venom,
Sank into the carpet-

Soaking deep, unseen,

Forgotten

As quickly as it fell.

No candles were lit,

No prayers whispered.

Only his mother sat stiff at the edge of her bed,
Tracing her hands over the phone

But never calling anyone.

An old friend heard the news,

Stood stock-still at the kitchen counter,
Staring into a half-empty glass.

For a moment, they swore they'd quit.
Then they tipped the glass back,
Letting the burning holy water

Cleanse their conviction away.

A neighbor passed the room and saw the coroner’s van.
“Shame,” they muttered,
But they didn’t ask his name.

The world spun the same the next day.
The sun rose, the mail arrived,
The bartender at the corner dive wiped down the same stools,
Left his usual brand in a double glass at his usual seat
8



Someone might have said his name over drinks that night,
But not like a hymn—

More like a ghost story:

A man who tried too hard to be holy

And died proving he wasn’t.

And by the time they cleaned the room,
His shadow was gone from the wall.
The dirt swallowed the rest.



Dream Catcher — Bert Gilbert
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Bert Gilbert

Lessons

I'm learning a new language
Language without words
Without letters

A language I first learned
With my dog

Or I should really say

From my dog

A language of glances

And body postures

A language of thoughts
And intention

Of inclination and friendship
Of presence

This Autumn

A different dialect
Is taught to me
By the lazy path
of falling leaves

By the wind rustling

Across the treetops

Whistling over the ridges
Whispering through the hollows

Through the dappling
Sunlight dancing
Patterning the leafy quilt
Of the Forest floor

A syntax of
Rustles
And chirps
Creaks
Groans

And pops

11



The cacophony
Of silence
Revealed

In

Presence
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Charlie McQuinn

An 11-Year-Old Read My Palms Today

“This line means love.

This line means a happy marriage.

And this one means a good career.

None of them are broken, meaning you will be very successful.”

She grabbed my hand to tell me this.

Hands getting grabbed is something you get

Used to when you're working with 11-year-olds.
Usually, though, this specific girl did it to tell me

My hand was too hairy or oddly big.

It was her last week at camp

And the first time she had said something so nice to me.

The second time was her final day.

When she tried to hug me, and I turned away
Into this sorta awkward side hug.

Legally, I cannot hug these children.

She seemed sorry for doing it.

But I wasn’t angry.

Aside from a letter I wrote her, telling her how amazing

Her drawings were, how I thought she'd do great things,

And how proud of her I was for showing so much improvement
Over this short summer, that hug was her final memory of me.

The first in what I'm sure will be a long line of anticlimactic memories.
1 wonder if she’ll look back at that note or think of the weird hug.

I wonder if these small memories will change her,

The way so many insignificant events changed me.

Because 11-year-olds are weirdly grown.

They know grown things but don’t understand them.
They just want to show how they feel

Until they’re told it's not okay.

When they tell you they hate you, they love you.
And when they tell you they love you, they love you.
They’re wiser than most adults, despite their lack of experience.
They know that Good is good, and Bad is bad.
13



Sometimes they grab your hand to read your palm,

and leave you with something you will remember forever.
Sometimes, they just want to get your attention

so they can call you ugly.

14



Panla Dawidowicz:

My Grandmother's Hands

Ten children's diapers washing in scalding water,
twelve souls' clothes cleaned with lye,

garments taken in from others to earn pennies,
scrubbed, dried, ironed, folded, returned.

Chickens' fresh-twisted necks,

hot-water-loosened feathers plucked before cooking.
Fresh dough, kneaded, beaten, shaped.

Spitting grease burning cooking-scar crevices.
Caustics, rose thorns, slipped knives,

muscles strained, bones rubbed, swollen.

Hard-fought life reflected in aged hands,
gnarled joints, bent fingers mangled
from endless lifting, carrying, scrubbing,
from use without respite, from...

life.

My grandmother's hands,

badges of honor,

of unwavering courage,

of love

records of life lived hard and,

through all the challenges

death, famine, pestilence, poverty, crippling pain
of life lived well.

I saw them today tipping my arms,

my grandmother's hands;

not my mothet's manicured,

polished, oiled, gloved, pampered,

but my Grammy's careworn, life-marked,
well-used, love-blessed,

life-giving hands.

I frowned. I sighed. I smiled.

15
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Baking a Mess — Ryleigh Slone
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Emma Steele

Cookies

A warm treat from the oven
With a glass of milk

Full of Grandma’s lovin’

And gooey chocolate silk

A taste of home

In my heart

With a warm dome

Baking them is a part

Of what makes me happy
And eating them with others
Makes me even more happy
To share with my mother
The best have chocolate chips
And we might have evidence left on our lips

17



Panla Dawidowicz:

Who Is She?

He strode into the high-rise, the cool air assailing him as the door opened
then closed behind him. He’d planned this trip for almost a week. His third
date with Jenny had gone well, but she hadn’t committed to the fourth he’d
suggested for this evening at his chosen upscale restaurant. She’d begged off
for family obligations for the week, but what could those be? If he wasn’t
proactive, he might lose the chance to see her again. He wanted an
opportunity to meet her family, to get closer. He needed to convince her
she was #he one. If he could just meet her when she was getting off work, he
could make sure she didn’t give up on them as a couple.

He scanned the list of companies on the wall in the building. The tenth
floor held several investment firms. He smiled. He’d found the right place.
He positioned himself near the welcome desk and watched the elevators.
Droves of people had begun exiting them, and he couldn’t risk missing her
in the crowd. All he had to do was wait.

About five minutes later, his patience was rewarded as Jenny exited with a
group of women. As he approached, he heard one of the women talking to
her. “So, Jackie, how do your displays in the new gallery exhibition look?

Can you get me free tickets to see them as usual?”

He stopped in his tracks. Jackie? Gallery exhibition? Jenny works for an investment
Sfirm. What is this woman talking about?

Jenny smiled. “I have a few pieces I love there. I'm anticipating some nice
sales. You know, there’s even going to be coverage by several art magazines
this time . . . if it goes well enough, I should get offers for a couple of other
exhibitions.” She paused, winking at the woman. “Do you want the tickets
to be for opening night, or do you want to come a few days later?”

“When is the official opening?”

“Next Thursday at 6. What do you say?” Jenny tilted her head, listening,.
“Thursday works.”

“Okay, I'll drop the tickets by your office in the next few days.” She winked

18



as the women parted.

He scratched his head and closed, then opened, his eyes. What's going on? He
looked around. How had she slipped past him so quickly? He rushed back into
the heat outside, scanning the crowd for her, and spotted her walking down
the sidewalk to his right. He hurried after her.

“Hey, Josie, how are you doing?”

Jenny’s head spun around to look at one of the women crossing the street
nearby, and she waved. “I haven’t seen you in forever! I’'m okay. How are
you doing, Sue?”

He moved closer so he could listen to their conversation. Who is this woman
I've been dating? Jackie? Josie? How many identities does she have? He matched his
step to hers and heard Josie, or Jenny, ask. “So, Sue, what’s new on the
work front?”

Sue smiled back. “Not much. Everything’s going pretty well. How’s the
research goingr”’

“We’re just hunting for a group to finish up a new drug trial. It’s kind of
exciting!”

He grimaced. Drug trial? What the...? Jenny bad tronble mixing the dressing into her
salad the last time we ate out, ending up with clumps in some spots and bare lettuce in
others. What is she talking abont?

The words jumbled together as the two women stood discussing proteins,
lipase, and other terms that meant nothing to him. How could she understand
all that? We've talked about her college days, and she’d admitted she squeaked throngh
chemistry and biology. How conld she be involved in this scientific research?

Just then, the two women stopped talking, and Jenny—or Josie, or Jackie,

or whoever she was—started walking again, this time in another direction.
Who is this woman?

Two blocks later, she turned left and entered a jewelry store. He stopped
just outside the door to listen as the woman behind the counter looked up.

“Josie! It’s great to see you! Are you here to pick up the bracelets?”

19



Jenny nodded. “Yup. Did you have any trouble getting them to match?”

The woman behind the counter smiled. “Absolutely no trouble at all. All in
a day’s work.”

Jenny pulled a wallet from her purse and handed the woman a credit card.
The cashier ran the card, gave Jenny a bag with everything in it, and waved
goodbye as Jenny left.

Two stores later, she stopped and entered another shop. What is she doing
now? He watched her pick up three matching sweatshirts. As she left, the
woman yelled, “Jackie, make sure to come back again! We loved this design.
I’m hoping you’ll let us print your next sweatshirt line.”

By this time, he’d grown dizzy. Artist, researcher, investment banker, sweatshirt
designer. What would be next?

After following her for another fifteen minutes, she arrived at the Regency
West Hotel. A hotel! Is she meeting a man? A pit began to form in his stomach,
threatening to swallow him as he collapsed into it. He had to convince her
she wanted to stay with him! His fists clenched and teeth ground as he felt
sweat form on the back of his neck.

He followed her in, hugging the wall, expecting her to walk to the front
desk and register, yet feeling disappointed when she did. What is she saying?
He craned his neck to hear better as she handed the young man her credit
card and identification. “Have you got the reservation for our suite taken
care of?”

“Yes, ma’am. Here’s your key.”

The exchange took only a few minutes, but for him, time seemed to have
stopped. After she finished, she walked toward Chez Louis, the hotel’s
upscale ground-floor restaurant. He shook his head and rubbed his eyes.
This was the restaurant where he’d planned to take her! Who is she going to
meet bere instead of having dinner with me? He stopped just outside the door as
she entered, peering into the entrance as the maitre d” approached.

“Sit, are you here for the multiples event?”
He gasped. “The what?”

20



“The multiples event, sir. I'd ask if you’re a twin or a triplet. But if you don’t
know about this event, the fact that you aren’t goes without saying. I'm
sorry, but the restaurant’s closed for this event now.”

“Closed?” he croaked.

He spotted Jenny at a table with two other women, both brunette with their
hair worn the same way, sporting the matching sweatshirts he’d just seen
Jenny—or Jackie—or Josie buy. “I just want to say hello to my girlfriend.
Can I do that?” he whined as his eyes darted between Jenny’s table and the
man barring his entry.

“I'm sorty, sir...”

“Jenny! Jenny, can you come here for a minuter” His voice boomed,
drawing all three women’s eyes to the door. In unison, they stood and
approached him, accompanied by a tall, dark-haired man.

The Jenny to the left began, “Harry, I told you I was busy this week.”

He started to open his mouth, but the woman next to her spoke before he
got out a sound. “Why can’t you respect my wishes?”” His eyes shifted to
her just as the woman on the right spoke. “All you’re doing is proving why I

shouldn’t see you anymore.”

Which one of them is Jenny, and why is this happening? His mouth opened and
closed several times. What should I do now?

“Jenny, uh, Jenny...which of you is Jenny?” His eyes shifted to each
woman, trying to decide.

“T am,” all three answered in unison.

He moaned. “Jenny, I came here because I want to spend more time with
you. You’re special and important to me. Why are you doing this?”

A hand wrenched him away from the door. “Harry, or is it Mr. Raymond
Jones? What are you doing herer”

He swallowed, looking into the hardened face of the man accompanying
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them. “It’s Harry, and I’'m here to see my girlfriend, Jenny Smythe. Who are
you, anyway?”’

The man’s cold smile chilled him. “You can call me John Smith. I ask you,
is it Jenny you’re hoping to see, or are you hoping to wheedle time with her
so you can get the inside scoop on a government contract for your

employer?”

His eyes snapped to the man’s, probing. How does this man know about my
interest in government contracts? “Who are you? What are you talking about?”
Maybe he could feign ignorance.

One of the women spoke behind him. “He’s talking about you stalking

ba

me.
“Yes, stalking me,” said another.
“And me,” said a third.

“Will you three stop doing that?” he blurted as he looked around. “I came
to see my Jenny. She’s special to me.”

They laughed then all asked, “How am I special?”

He shook his head. This unison thing is getting old. “Why are you three doing
this?”

“Oh, this old game? We’ve been doing this since we were kids,” smiled
woman on the left.

“Yeah, we all know about each othet’s lives,” said the middle woman.
“That’s what being multiples is about,” grinned the woman on the right.
“And this isn’t our first rodeo with someone trying to use Jenny. When you
control that kind of government money, there’s always some cockroach

trying to crawl into her hemisphere,” Mr. Smith smirked.

“When you did your despicable research on Jenny, you never noticed our
birth dates were the same? You’re worse than most of them have been!”
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clipped the woman on the left. “You really have no idea who you’re spying
on, do your”

“What’s the mattet?”” asked the middle woman.
“Can’t handle the heat?” said the woman on the left.
“Then stay out of the kitchen, you liar!” hurled the woman on the right.

He swallowed. “What...” He coughed, trying to calm the sudden tremor in
his voice. “What do you mean?”

Mr. Smith placed his arm around the woman in the middle. “They mean
you’re a corporate spy trying to get insider information from my wife for
your employer, Harry or Raymond, or should I just call you Stephen
Brooks? We caught onto you when you started investigating Jenny a month
ago and flagged your connection to one of the companies bidding on the
government contract for the new bomber.” The man’s eyes bored into his.
“Using Jenny—not a new idea, nope, not at all, and these women hate that
kind of underhanded garbage the most. That’s where my day job as an
investigator comes in.”

Stephen shrugged, his smile rueful as he addressed Mr. Smith. “Well,
nothing ventured, nothing gained. I’ll have better luck next time.” He
looked around. “But since you can’t get me arrested...”

He started to turn toward the door as John Smith tilted his head, assessing
him. “You do realize you’re now flagged on every corporate and
government watch list as an industrial spy, right?”

He paused, sighed, then swallowed. “I guess I'll just have to find a new line
of work. Still, you can’t keep me here, so I'll just gather up my pride and
leave now.”

Mzr. Smith and all three women smiled. Each word the woman in the center
bit out pierced his skin as she looked toward the uniformed man now
standing behind him. “Officer, thank you for coming. I want to report this
man for stalking. We have video to support it.” Her smile was acid. “We’re
all witnesses, and we’re ready to make a statement.”
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Grayce Wojciehowstki

Words

They sit on your tongue,
like a bug that won’t jump off
into the wider world to be heard.

They burn in your chest,

in your throat,

scorching

like wildfire,

but you don’t have the courage
to speak.

They make up

everything you see

smell

touch

taste

because someone

had to speak them before,
and someone after them
decided to write them down.

You think with them

because you’ve known them

your whole life.

You heard them before you could
talk.

Maybe you learned to use them
before you could

walk.

But you know them

all the same.

You build with them,
stumbling
stuttering
trials in and out of class
in speech
in writing
25



in videos spoken by people
who are not there talking
to you,

but you hear them

all the same.

Do the birds speak like we do,
telling of how the nest

is holding up?

Do the squirrels talk about the
deer they saw,

or of the rain that
approaches?

Do elephants have them,

ones that mean

colors and sounds,

dangers and safety,

tales and history?

They are just jumbles
of sounds,

some longer

some shorter

some that stand alone
some that are changed
by what is around them.

They can be shouted
whispered

screeched

sighed

barked

babbled

gigeled

and simply said.

For all we know, we are alone
in using them as we do,

these sounds that we

have given meaning.

But we have filled all around us



with so many words
that we can never
think outside them.
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Charlie McQuinn

String of Pictures

As I look at pictures of you wrestling my brother to the ground
The final one, you embracing him as you both laugh
I can’t help but be jealous I never got to know you

It’s been thirteen years, and we still spend every Thanksgiving
Looking at pictures of you, my father

In one, you flip off the disposable camera

1t’s almost like you're still alive

Most of my memories of you are in these photos

I don’t remember much else

Sometimes it’s hard for me to remember anything but your last moments
Grams and Mom hold your hands as you pass along

My brother, freshly eighteen, going crazy with grief

My mom looking for another man to fill the void

The rest of my family shunning her because of it

A child stuck in the middle

I'm on the couch at 3am, thinking I am alone

I see your spirit and know that for now, I am not
Fifteen minutes of peace before I fall asleep

And return to my isolation

I have a few other memorties
The two years you spent in prison
You coming home high or drunk, punching holes in the wall

Cowering under the table with Mom, eventually finding a moment
To flee through the back door

Christmases we spent giving food to the homeless

How you always taught me to be kind

To respect those around me and use table manners

How you assured me you would love me no matter what happened

But how could I believe that?
When that virus attacked you, it got to your brain
And you forgot who I was

I cried for you, and you were confused
28



I remember sitting with you in the hospital room

Telling you I loved you for the last time

I prayed that you would go to heaven, the man you were

Not before the meningitis rendered you braindead, but before everything

Before the drugs, before the alcohol

Before you had to watch your father die, at the same age my brother had to
watch his

Before everything

I think back to that night on the couch
The final time I saw you

1 was only nine years old

I knew that God answered my prayers

Sometimes I still wonder how different my life would be with you here

I wonder if you would be proud of the man I have become
I wonder if you are in the crowd tonight

29



Quiet Pain — Walden Gonso
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Thia Andis

Lullaby in the Rain

Lavender grows on your eyelids

Dust fills your lungs

The roof leaks from a spot in the corner
Where your bookshelf stands below

The dog sleeps belly on the rug
Holding his favorite blanket
Tail wagging in his sleep
Because he’s in a field of daisies

The fish tank runs dry

So you place it outside your window
Bubbles form, waves begin crashing
Without a shore to catch them

The fish, back in, rests his head

On a piece of purple coral

You say goodnight, sorry for the fright
But the sun will be back tomorrow

Your lungs decompose without its rays
And the dust turns to seafoam

The lavender on your eyes stays the same
Because it’s waiting for the rainbow
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Bert Gilbert

The Cloud

He had figured out a way

to create

a localized cloud within the gallery
Approximately five

by seven feet

A couple feet high

An actual cloud
Hovering

Suspended on its own
cloudiness

about head height

Stopping short of the ceiling
it would change

twice an hour

from cuddly cumulus

to nefarious nimbostratus

Producing about a cup of rain

with each cycle

which splattered

beneath it

across the wood floor

to the great dismay of the gallery owner
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Bank of Mitchell — Walden Gonso
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Freddie Huntington

On Life's Terms, Chapter 1
THUMP!

Kenny awoke on the hard wooden floor of a run-down, abandoned
building. He coughed as the sheets of dust clouded around his body.

He glanced down at his wristwatch; the hands were rapidly moving
backward. He rubbed his eyes and looked again, but nothing changed.

He stood up to explore the strange building. The floor creaked with every
step he took. The windows were obscured by dust and cobwebs. There
were two rooms lined with dining booths with an old-timey lunch counter.
Kenny wiped his finger against one of the tables, drawing a line and pushing
the dust into a tiny pile.

The front of the building had men’s and women’s restrooms with small
shutter doors, like in an old western saloon. The front door was white with
peeling paint and large, cracked glass panes. The front and sides of the
building were lined with large windows. He noticed a brown leather
knapsack at one of the tables. The buckle was undone, so he approached it
to investigate. A cloud of dust emerged from the bag when he opened the
flap, sending him into a small fit of coughing. He pecked inside: a Swiss
Army knife, a pack of American Spirit menthols, and a Zippo lighter.

Weird, he thought. It’s like someone left this specifically for me.

He pulled the knapsack over his back and opened the front door. It creaked
open with no resistance, even though a gust of wind nearly knocked Kenny
off his feet. He let go of the door and it slammed shut, awakening more
clouds of dust within the building. He opened the door again, and outside
was nothing but an empty desert plain with clouds of dust blowing in the
wind. He stood on a small porch area adorned with more dining tables.

The wind began to clear, and between the dust clouds, an abstract path

leading forward formed in Kenny’s vision. Curious about the path, he

stepped out the front door, holding up his arm to block the wind from his

eyes.

Kenny walked for miles. The dust crept into his boots and stung his eyes as

he pushed his feeble body, one foot at a time, against the overbearing wind.
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Every time his body forced him to gasp for air, a handful of dust whisked
into his mouth.

He collapsed to his knees in utter defeat. This must be the end. He looked
up and could barely make out an image up ahead: a red brick house sticking
out like a sore thumb amongst the barren wasteland. He sank further into
the ground in exhaustion, his frail body beginning to fail him. His forehead
was covered in sweat, where dust stuck to his face and crept into his shaggy
hair.

“Need a hand?” a female voice asked. He looked up. A thin young woman
wearing a white cropped tank top and cargo pants stood above him. He
took her hand. She pulled him to his feet with a surprising amount of
strength. He wiped the dust from his eyes and looked at her more closely.
She had brown hair that was tied back in pigtails and a thin silver chain
around her neck.

“Wow, you're sure dressed for the winter,” she laughed. “You from Alaska
or something?”

“Washington State. Seattle.”

“Close enough,” she said. “Come on, lean on my shoulder, let’s get you
inside.” She led him forward. “It’s not as far as it looks.”

Kenny limped alongside her as they inched toward the house.
“Here’s the porch. Watch your step.”

Kenny lifted his sore legs carefully over the porch steps, and the girl nearly
dragged him inside the door. They entered a room full of all types of
misfits—the exact type of people Kenny would be hanging out with.

“Take a seat, kid. I’ll get you some water.”

Kenny sat on a lounge chair near the door. All eyes were on him, but it
wasn’t the threatening gaze that he was so familiar with. These people
looked at him with curiosity, empathy, and concern. These were safe
people.

“What’s your name, kid?” asked a large man with an undersized denim vest
and a torn polo shirt.

35



“Kenny,” he said timidly. “Kenny Talbert.” His palms were sweaty despite
repeatedly wiping them against his torn jeans.

“Cool meeting you, Kenny. I'm Gary Curtis, but everyone calls me Big
Dog. This place may seem scary and unfamiliar to you at first, but I promise

we have a lot of fun here. We’re playing blackjack if you would like to join.”

“I’ll pass this time,” Kenny said. “I’'m a little worn out,” he added, as the
woman with the pigtails emerged from the kitchen with a glass of water.

“I’ll bet you are,” she said. “Drink up!”

Kenny took a long gulp of the water, and the relief he felt was unmatched.
He chugged the glass happily. “Thank you,” he breathed.

“My pleasure,” she said. “You’re probably wondering who we all are. I'm

Crys, the fat guy is Big Dog, the kid with the shaggy hair is Dan, the kid by
the TV is—”

“Cool it, Crys. Save the introductions for later,” Dan said. He was wearing a
button-up sweatshirt, light blue with a grey hood and sleeves. “This guy
probably has a lot of questions. Let him talk.”

There was a long silence, until Kenny finally blurted out with frustration,
“Where the hell am I?”” He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow.

“You’re dead, Kenny,” Crys said calmly.

“Uh, that can’t be right.”

“Why do you think so?”

“I- I don’t know,” his voice began to crack, “I’'m too young to die.”
“Kenny, we’re all dead. How old do you think most of us are?”

“I don’t know... I guess a lot of you seem pretty young, too.” He took a
breath and calmed himself, then spoke softly. “So, are we just stuck here?”

“Not forever. I've seen some of the people who came before me get out. 1
think all of us are supposed to get out or at least have a purpose here. Most
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recently, our old buddy Fred disappeared like an angel. It was magical.”

“So how do we get out?”

“We’re all still trying to figure that out,” Big Dog said. “But don’t be in such
a hurry. We don’t know what’s on The Otherside. It’s not bad here once
you get used to it.”

“We’re a really tight bunch,” Crys agreed. “It’s scary to be stuck with a
bunch of strangers, but we bond after a while. Give us all a chance—we’re a
family.”

“If you like leaky pipes and mildew,” a voice said. Kenny identified the
source as a man in the corner with a blond buzz cut and a spiky chain
necklace.

“Malcolm, don’t scare the new kid!” Dan scolded.

“I’m just being real,” Malcolm shrugged.

“I’ve seen worse,” Kenny told them.

“Well, not everyone’s used to trash.”

“Malcolm—we are trash. Deal with it,”” said Dan.

“This place is a luxury to most of us,” Crys said. “I don't think the universe
p uxury > Y
wants to make kids like us suffer.”

“Are we supposed to suffer?”

“Does this look like heaven to you?” Dan asked sarcastically. “It’s no
paradise here.”

“So we’ve all done things wrong in life?”
“Well, you know how things go. You resort to bad choices when you have
little else to lean on. We’re a bunch of broken misfits. We’ve lived lonely

lives.”

“I guess so.”
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Crys gestured to a woman who was sitting idly on a lounge chair. The
woman had her black hair spiked up, and the tips were dyed soft red. She
wore a dark purple sleeveless top, and a spiky leather jacket rested on her
chair.

“This is Kelsey,” explained Crys. “She’ll give you the grand tour.”

“Hil” Kelsey greeted Kenny confidently as she turned off the boombox that
sat on the table next to her. She stood up. “So now we’re in our little
common room, living room, sitting room, whatever you prefer to call it. It’s
pretty neat. Even though we’re in semi-hell, there’s a lot of stuff to do here.
We have board games, TV, movies, music, books—that’s more than I had
at my house. There’s even more stuff down the hall.”

Kenny listened silently.

Kelsey gestured to a room just in front of them. “This is the kitchen. The
food isn’t the best, but it’s good for whatever this is. And it helps that you
can’t die, so you don’t have to worry about starving. You will still fee/ hungry
though, unfortunately.”

Kenny didn’t say anything.

“Just to the right is the bathroom, and there’s another one at the end of the
hall. Two bathrooms with this number of people is definitely some level of
hell, especially because they are not big bathrooms. Now, let me show you
to your room.”

Kenny followed Kelsey down the hallway. She stopped next to a door on
their left and knocked. No one answered. She opened it to reveal a small
room crowded with bunk beds and an end table riddled with clutter near
the window.

“This is the men’s bedroom. Looks like this top bunk is open,” Kelsey
gestured to one of the beds. “It’s all yours.”

Kenny noticed a young man, late teens maybe, just like himself, sitting on
the bottom bunk in the far right corner of the room. Kelsey must have seen
him, too.

“Oh, that’s Dave. He’s a nice kid. Doesn’t talk much.”
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Kenny nodded and slung his knapsack onto the bed. He noticed there was a
pair of blue-grey pajamas laid out nicely at the foot of the bed.

“Whose pajamas?”
“Yours,” Kelsey said, “They’re complimentary.”

“Oh,” Kenny said, a bit puzzled. He turned to Kelsey, waiting for further
instructions.

“Now right across from here is the gitls’ bedroom. There’s no rule saying
we have to be separated by sex, but I guess we just naturally gravitated
towards that. I guess even in death we are still puppets of society. Anyway,
right there is a room with more quiet activities—reading, drawing, what
have you—and then the other bathroom is the last door on the left. And
that’s about it.”

“What’s that door?” Kenny pointed at a door at the end of the hall.
“Never open that door.”
CSWhy?”

“Just trust me. There aren’t many rules here, but that’s one of them. We
don’t know what happens if you break that rule, and we don’t want to find

out."
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Chris Tann

Haiku
Ripple
Ripples run away

Their crescents curl and crisplike
Raindrops griddle cakes.

Watching
Branches, limbs to move

Sticks, leafy grass, arms legs lift
A fawn springs away
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Jeanette Harper

Supper

Once upon a time there was a tortoise and a hare. The hare was
overconfident but was really just a simple, egotistical bunny, while the
tortoise was a wise old man in a reptile’s body. The hare constantly caused
trouble for the tortoise and the surrounding animals. They all found him
incredibly annoying, referring to him as “Sir Richard.” Unbeknownst to the
hare, who thought the animals were praising his speed and agility, the
surrounding animals were really just calling him a royal dick. The animals
tinally decided to plead with the wise tortoise to solve their problem with
the hare.

The tortoise agreed to the pleas of his neighbors. The tortoise convinced
the hare to race. The winner would forevermore be seen as the hot stuff
and the center of attention. The hare, of course, quickly agreed to whatever
terms the tortoise wished. The terms were simply whoever crossed the
finishing line closest to a certain time wins. Both competitors had to start at
the center of the woods and get to the edge by the farmhouse by noon. The
race would start in seven days, at dawn. The hare was excited.

The tortoise used the time to go to the farmer's house. The tortoise knew
the farmer would never hurt him, since the farmer and he were good
friends. The farmer had even painted a design on his shell. He finally
reached the farm and talked to old MacDonald, saying “Just a heads up—
there is gonna be a hare coming in seven days, at noon, right outside the
farm. Seems like a perfect season for rabbit stew.”

Old MacDonald smiled widely.

The day of the race, the tortoise and the hare were both at the starting line,
with the surrounding animals watching. As the race began, the hare laughed
it off and took a nap. The tortoise told the mosquito to wake the hare at
11:30. Then the tortoise was off; he wanted to see the final results,
mawhahahaha. At exactly 11:30, the pest woke up the hare; the hare ran
with all his might and passed the tortoise, who was just feet away from the
edge of the woods. And right as the hare turned to celebrate, he felt a tug
on his ears. The farmer had his supper.

The hare never bothered anyone in the woods again.
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Pheasant Back of the Woods — Jeffrey Grounds
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R. Wil Kehoe 111

A Lovely View

I found a dead body on the side of the road,

Limbs sprawled from point to point,

Head toward the sky with half a smirk.

A button-up shirt with rolled sleeves and two buttons undone at the top,
Shirt done in a French tuck.

The grass had started to grow around it,

Weaving around its fingers,

Holding it up with a sigh under its weight.

Its skin was pale, a bit blue under the dark sky.

I wish I could tell you that I called the cops,

Signaled to other passersby that something awful had happened,
But I never intend to tell a lie.

I stepped down the little gutter that separated us,
Overrun with mud and debiris,
And sat with it.

A little chat:
Your "How do you do’s?"
And

"Lovely weather, isn't it?"
But it knew all the answers—
Answered the moment I finished.

I asked it,

"How long you been here?"

And it replied,

"Since you've looked."

Asked,

"What made you choose to stay herer"

And those cold dry eyes just seared into the night sky.

"A lovely view."

In retrospect, I didn't know whether it answered or asked.

He invited me to lie next to him.
Moments of silence passed between here and there before he started again.
"I wish I could let my family know I'm happy, but I can't seem to gather
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whether I left them or they left me, or if they were there at all."
In return, I asked him his name.

"If you tell me yours, I'd be able to tell you mine."

His only retort.

He invited me to root through his pockets to find his ID.

But I didn't.

The answer mattered little in the moment.

He was no more than there, and I was no more than there with him.

"Stargaze or people-watch, whichever deals you best,"

He stated calmly.

"They almost never see us over here, but I've seen them all pass by.
Sweet nothings whispered when there is naught but the stars and 1."
So we sat, until the grass gripped my fingers,

Until the cold air nipped my skin near blue,

Until the grass beside me let out its sigh.

I saw a corpse on the side of the road.
Button-up shirt,

Rolled up sleeves,

Two buttons undone.

I watched him as he watched above.
I wondered if he was guarding the night from the day,
Making sure the sun kept its heat from the field where he lay.

I watched the people pass by, whispering sweet nothings

to sweet someones who promised the world—

Promised all it could offer, except the area beyond

the gutter they never viewed.

I watched as a young man with a button-up shirt

slightly untucked in the back saw me,

Watched as he watched and eventually made his way down to where I lay.

"How do you do?" and "Lovely weather" behind his slurring lips.
He asked me how long I'd been there, and so I answered,

"Since you've looked."

"A lovely view?"

45



Dream Shadow — Bert Gilbert
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Walden Gonso

Writer's Lament

I am a writer. I sit on my imposing armchair; it’s colored and aged, blood-
red with a crisscross stud pattern that causes the chair to bulge, as if it is
about to pop and spew actual blood. I stare at everything and nothing at the
same time. The room rests in a dim haze, lit only by flickering firelight. My
fireplace, its gaping maw, holds flames that lick at wood whose skin has
now blackened and cracked. They hunger for more, but I am trapped in my
chair and in my trance. My room is chock-full of strange objects and forms
that twist and fade into the darkness. The firelight casts eerie and distorted
shadows, so that everything feels alive, stimulating my imagination.

The ruby eyes of an ornate Phoenix statue catch the light petfectly, as if it's
glaring at me. The Phoenix’s cycle of Death and Rebirth reminds me of the
countless times I've wasted away nights rewriting stories and tearing up
pages in frustration. Paper must be afraid of me now. The entire surface of
my expansive desk is covered with piles of parchment: each page, a thought.
The yellowed and crinkled stacks are illuminated by the glow of my two
ancient candlesticks. The candlesticks, elegant, brass figures, are neatly
enveloped by the slowly accruing melted wax that drips and flows in
beautiful chaos. The candles remind me of the passage of time, of how
finite it all is.

I was put into this world to create, to be a vessel for the Angels and
Demons that lick at my ears. The Angels whisper about the beauty in this
wotld and how it's my divine purpose to capture that beauty in words. A
tranquil scene in nature, a hero's perseverance. Angels love stuff like that.
But the Demons don't ask such things of me. They remind me of the
freedom I have to spill chaotic epithets about the dark and crude nature of
life. Demons are welcome here, provided they don't stay for very long. But
my muses have abandoned me.

This room is my world, of my design: the perfect conditions for greatness,

beauty and horror. And yet, despite all my efforts, I simply sit glued to my
chair, surrounded by paper and shadows. Not a single thing to write.
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Thia Andis

When the Curtains Close

Like pixie dust raining down,
little specks of light filter through a gray sky
creating crepuscular rays.

I thought I was in Neverland

until my sight veered to the steel flat
beneath my feet, atop waves

that could swallow my whole vessel
into their black stomachs.

An adventure comes with risks;
stories should come with storytellers.
Death may come with peace—

one last gift for “you did well."

The gilded surface of ocean
appears like meadow, rippling of gold,
a brilliant sunlit zone above sunless depths.

Center stage, the spotlight
raining down upon my visage
glows with the “my life flashed
before my eyes” kind of hue.

The world never looked more radiant,
even as my existence becomes engulfed
by the salty absence of fear.

Perhaps when the curtains close,
smiles do not drop as quickly as believed.

Certainly, they go on forevermore
as the heart finds itself fullest
in the radiance of the silence
after a long-awaited applause.
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Sunset Through the Blinds — Jeffrey Grounds
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