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___________________

The Social Gap Experiment is a project that aims to bridge the gap 
of social distancing during the novel coronavirus pandemic of 2020,  

forging connections where people can share their creativity 
on social media and in the community.

After the spread of COVID-19 forced people into isolation, 
we wanted to do something positive during the global pandemic. 

This anthology features artists from a variety of backgrounds, presenting 
poetry, fiction, nonfiction, art, and photography from both published and 

emerging authors and artists. Every piece was collected using social  
media, drawing submissions from creators across the U.S.

___________________
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All proceeds from book sales will be donated 
to support those impacted by the global pandemic.  

For those who would like to contribute more,  
we have set up a crowdfunding campaign.

To make a contribution, visit the project website:
KaelinArt.com/Social-Gap-Experiment

Or to make a donation directly, visit:
www.GoFundMe.com/Social-Gap-Experiment
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“Unity”
Cover Art by Sarah Sanders

In this body painting, Sarah Sanders focuses on what is going right  
in life in comparison to what is going wrong. After a personal battle with 

COVID-19, she spent time thinking about life and death, illness and 
health, love and hate, regrets and successes. She became more thankful for 
the things she has in her life, and she devoted her time and energy to art, 

which became a source of comfort as her body recovered.
 

“Everyone deals with trauma differently, and we have to remember  
that everyone is doing the best they can during these times. This piece 

was meant to portray that letting negativity mentally absorb you will only 
divide people and make it harder to work through the issues at hand. When 

we care for those around us, while taking care of ourselves and taking 
every day one day at a time, we can achieve greater things as a whole.”  

— Sarah Sanders, Contrasted Content
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A Note from the Editor
 In 2020, our lives changed drastically, and it happened nearly 
overnight. The global outbreak of COVID-19, a disease caused by the  
novel coronavirus, brought public life to a halt. Executive orders were 
issued requiring citizens to leave their work offices, stay in their homes, 
wear protective masks and observe social distancing to prevent the  
spread of a deadly disease. 
 Essential workers reported for shifts on the front lines, businesses 
closed their doors, and economies were brought to their knees while we 
waited for a vaccine or a cure. In the meantime, people everywhere were 
asked to self-isolate, quarantine or avoid gatherings with their family, 
friends, colleagues and peers. 
 Creativity became an act of courage. And that’s what we are  
celebrating with the publication of this anthology. While the pandemic 
raged on, the artists and authors featured in these pages came together  
to make a positive impact on the world around them. We hope you may 
find comfort, laughter, inspiration or hope in this creative work – a  
compilation created across great social distances. 
 Every cent earned from the sale of this anthology will be donated 
to support those whose lives have been impacted by the pandemic. While  
I wish we could do more, I hope this gift — and the gift of our creativity — 
may offer some light in a time of darkness.

— Melissa F. Kaelin, Writer, Editor & 
 Creator of the Social Gap Experiment

In Remembrance
 During the early days of the pandemic, we lost one of our own. 
An avid writer, Dwayne Sortor would often perform his pieces at various 
venues where he resided in Lansing, Michigan. He was an artist who had a 
passion for history, especially the World War II era. 
 A human life can be fleeting, and it is our great honor to open this 
collection by featuring his work posthumously.  
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In Memory of Dwayne Sortor
September 24, 1968 — April 1, 2020

Primal Man 
By Dwayne Sortor

 The sun peeked through a part in the blinds as he stirred. It was 
the Saturday morning after a lost Friday night. Awake in a haze, he put on 
his Levis, socks, engineer boots, black Carhartt shirt and his outlaw colors 
emblazoned on a studded leather vest. Every corner of the apartment had a 
half empty glass from the night before to be dealt with later. It was getting 
to be time to roll……
 Ever since he could remember, he’d chosen the road when it beck-
oned. The road would paint a new landscape with every ride, a landscape 
that revealed a new adventure over every horizon. The nomadic life of a 
dying breed. No one understood him and he didn’t need their approval. 
 One with the bike. The abrasion of every grain of asphalt felt 
through a front tire eager to chew through miles of a lost highway to the 
American Dream. Others became trapped, brought to a standstill by their 
own doubts and compromises with mediocrity as he, a free man, always 
rode by. The speed and the wind combined to make the countryside move 
like fast action still shots used for clay animation. 
 He lifted the garage door like Kerouac and Bob Dylan before him. 
Time to ride West with the sun at his back like Clint Eastwood, a shad-
owy ominous primal figure from the depths of our will. Hank Williams 
sang about the lost highway. Morrison beckoned us westward to break on 
through. One with himself, he kicked up the stand and rolled his Schwinn 
to the end of the driveway……….
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Unfiltered
By Melissa F. Kaelin

 On the open road, my tears flowed like the ocean.
 The weight of the global pandemic came bearing down on me, and 
the sight of closed cities and warning signs dropped my spirits. In all the 
craziness, while we watched people fight for their health and sometimes 
their lives, I realized the world is now going through a great loss. A  
collective loss that will take years of recovery.
 Still, I needed to breathe the fresh air. I needed to spend time in the 
light. I needed to seek out “The End of the Earth,” and come back with 
newfound perspective. So, I took exception. I resolved to hit the road for 
one epic wilderness trip during the global pandemic.
 I donned a mask, I doused my hands in sanitizer, and I gloved up 
at gas stations. Though I reluctantly attended my first pandemic wedding, 
I saw the corona-colored stain on those white chairs outside the country 
club, and after that, I turned my back on large groups to avoid spreading a 
deadly virus to anyone at risk.
 It was in the wilderness of the Porcupine Mountains, when I was 
alone in the woods with my dog, that I crossed a bridge that would lead 
me into the unknown, guiding me through the depths of my wandering 
soul. The gloves came off. I removed the mask. And I bared myself to  
the hemlock trees.
	 Unfiltered.
 I discarded the hard moments, the personal conflicts, and the 
judgement. I threw off the stress and pressure of life in these times — not 
to mention overcoming the pain of my own divorce in isolation, or running 
crisis communications during one of the deadliest crises in U.S. history. 
For the first time since February, I put my foot to the floor, in an attempt to 
travel as far as my ‘Sunspot’ would take me.
 And I cried. Openly. With vulnerability.
 No one should have to endure losses like these. Yet, here we are. 
Only this time, we’re in it together.
 Under the colossal evergreens of the Ottawa National Forest, I  
literally fell to my knees in awe — and also, I fell to my knees from the 
deep mud that pulled me down as I hiked up the steepest incline I’ve ever 
seen on a trail. 
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 After all, time has made me bolder. More independent. More  
daring. More eager to find wonder than ever before.
 Every moment was so painstakingly beautiful. Every thought 
carried so much hope, sorrow, and complexity. It wasn’t so long ago that 
some of these forests experienced their own pandemic, with an avian bird 
flu reducing the lovely sounds of nature to silence. Yet, here stood the  
old-growth trees. Branches fanned out to greet me, and glimpses of  
sunlight danced on the edges of the hardwood.
 Beyond me, the trees continued to grow. Whether they thrived on 
hard rock, lifted their roots to wilderness creatures passing by, or dipped 
into the pools of water that cascaded down the cliffs, they persevered. 
They lived on to flourish as one forest.
 Maybe this is what it means to be unfiltered. Now, I’m inspired 
to take my shot. I want so desperately to make an impact during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a time that has been unforgiving and fierce.
 Now, I’m going to try to write…
 Unfiltered.

 … And I hope you will too!
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One on One
Photograph by Matt Freechack
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Socially Distanced
By janet ehrlich colson

Sometimes I like being alone behind my mask
But people talk to me anyway
They tell me about their day
The guy at the pizza place said he was sick of the COVID
“Wearing masks and shit, even outside”
I say, “It’s not always going to be like this”
“Yeah, I know” 

In the car my daughter echoes, “It’s not always going to be like this” 
We got a deal on a pizza for $14.99
The guy on the phone said it was one of his favorites
It was so spicy my lips burned all night
We haven’t been getting much pizza because of the COVID
I’ve been making most of our food
But I was tired tonight

I like not talking in the morning
Waiting to talk as long as I can 
Wondering if my voice is still working 
If, when I open my mouth, I’ll croak like a cicada
That waited 17 years to come out
Like John Francis waiting 17 years to talk
I don’t think I could wait that long

The lady in the waiting room apologized for being loud, but she’s tone deaf 
and has trouble with her indoor voice. She said she feeds her cats Fancy 
Feast and leaves the air on for them. I told her I love my cat, too. She was 
in terrible pain. She used to dance: ballet, modern, jazz. “Now I don’t do 
anything but smoke!” She took off her sunglasses and I noticed she had 
nice blue eyes. “No makeup!” The other lady heard we’re safer if we keep 
our glasses on. “You can get the COVID through your eyes.” 
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Sometimes I feel like my face has been turned off
Like someone hit the pause button
And I’m not quite sure how to unpause it
When I was at the supermarket buying food
A baby smiled at me from her cart
Maybe I smiled first, but it doesn’t really matter
I’m glad I can smile behind my mask

I talk to customer service reps more than my friends
I ask Mary if I can get a break because of the COVID
Mary set up a payment plan
But there’s nothing she can do about the late fees
Or the interest
“Sorry about that, ma’am”
I have a friend named Mary, but we haven’t talked in a while
(I hate being called ma’am)

Daniel at Discover had a couple of options for me:
I can skip a payment or talk to another department 
I ask him what it’s like being a customer service representative
He says he’s blessed to be working from home
I go with option one (I don’t want to talk to anyone else) 
Daniel said I made his day
I give him an exceptional service rating

The Verizon rep (Rosa) can’t do anything for me
“The charge has to show up before you can do anything about it”
The bill will come sometime in August
I thought August was so far away but it’s tomorrow
It’s because I misdialed Bolivia 
She says I have to call back later
I probably won’t (I have ADHD) 
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I lost my glasses during the quarantine so I ordered a new pair
Maybe they’re in the house but I can’t find them
(I looked)
Judy had the same thing happen to her 
She helped me with my order from a call center in the Philippines

She even called me back when we got disconnected
“How often does that happen?” I ask her
“Not often,” she says, “But I like you”

Sometimes I don’t feel like talking
I want to disappear behind my mask
To take break a from everything, from everyone – from myself
Maybe I’m becoming a stranger
It’s not always going to be like this
But even if I don’t feel like talking 
I’m never quiet for long
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On Loneliness
By Stevie Pipis

I.
At fifteen,
I made a pact
with the devil

He told me,
Everyone you love
or will ever love
will be happy forever

In exchange,
you will bear an
excruciating
loneliness.

Easiest
deal   I’ve ever made

II.
Most days 

it feels like my chest
has been hollowed out
and the last pieces
of soul scraped away
by an angry
manic toddler
wielding
a paperclip

III.
There are yellow lights
I speed through
before crashing
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into a severe depressive episode
due to my shitty habit
of not having situational awareness
and
I’m starting to think
listening to The Hotelier’s
Home, Like NoPlace Is There
while drinking
Earl Grey
from a dirty
Pikachu
coffee mug
at three in the morning
is a last warning for:

I’ll want to kill myself when I wake up

IV.
When my cat wants attention
he’ll often sit in front of me
and stare
until I pick him up or play

I feel like I do
the same thing
to my friends

V.
April 2020 – I’ve been hearing my upstairs neighbors have sex more often. 
As a result, I’ve started to wear my headphones when I write. I still sleep 
with stuffed animals, though the panic attacks aren’t occurring as often 
during nights. Not sharing my bed with someone doesn’t bum me out as 
much as it did this time last year.

VI.
Mom said,
Grandma should
be in a home by next week.
I just can’t



10

do it anymore. She
needs more help
than what I can give her.
It’s hard, but it’s the right decision.

I always feel so useless
(distraught)
(disheartened)
(hopeless)
when people I love
are hurting.

I never know how to help

VII.
I’ve written six
suicide notes in my life

I never wrote one
before
any of my three
attempts

VIII.
I’m so tired
of fighting myself
all the fucking
time, which I think
I’d manage fine,

if I couldn’t
randomly hear
Sarah
in the back of my head, saying,
Our first dance
has to be to Part One
by Band of Horses.
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I can see us dancing to it.
or,
I can’t stop thinking
about how cute
a kid
between the two of us
would be.

IX.
Some days aren’t terrible…
coffee helps,
so does music.
I still keep my headphones
within arm’s reach, and

I’m reading other
poetry books besides
You Get So Alone At Times That It Just Makes Sense

even though the book
is also always
within arm’s reach.

X.
Since my Grandpa died,
Ginsberg’s
Collected Poems 1947~1997
has been on my nightstand

permanently bookmarked
to “Kaddish”
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Possum Island
By J. R. Rauschert

 “Is he gonna live?” The blonde twelve-year-old whimpered. “I’m 
scared.”
 “Me, too.” Dayton Willigrew grimaced. “He will if this works.” 
His knife sliced into the thin boy’s chest. Worried the blade came close to 
nicking something vital, Dayton also knew doing nothing doomed the boy. 
“Melanie, make sure we have water. Bring it from the sink, if it works, or 
from lake. You’ll need pails. Find some.” Sweat beaded on his forehead. 
“Do it for Henry. Hurry.” 
 Her younger brother, Micah, watched. He limped closer as Melanie 
darted away. “Wh-what about m-me?”
 With a glance at the handicapped child, Dayton wondered how 
the boy survived the mayhem. “Wipe my brow, please.” The small hands 
used a tissue to dab at Dayton’s forehead, dotted with perspiration. “Find 
towels, or something, to stop the bleeding. We need them.” 
 “Whe-where?” His voice sounded younger than his eight years. All 
that had happened over the last months steeled some, gutted others. For 
all, the learning curve needed to ascend soon, or they too would die. 
 As he kneeled in front of the bleeding Henry, Dayton concentrated 
on removing the embedded bullet. “Look in the kitchen drawers, and the 
closets. We need to stem the bleeding.” 
 With a frightened sob, the boy scurried to the hallway.
 In their panic, the people had taken only a few essentials. leaving 
furniture, some food, and, hopefully, towels. Micah should find something 
to pack Henry’s wound—if Dayton didn’t kill the unconscious boy first.
 Holding the knife, his hands shook. He paused to steady himself. 
With no more experience than a few months as an orderly a decade ago, 
he risked the operation, one a real doctor could handle with ease. But easy 
times had disappeared when the war started, and become a veiled, dream 
in the chaotic aftermath. 
 Even if the bullet could be removed, Henry’s wound might be fatal. 
Bleeding out or infection worried Dayton. But, without it being extracted, 
the boy had no chance.
 When Henry’s body shuddered, Dayton had little time to work. 
Blood pooled around and above the wound, he had nothing but the small 



13

blade and a faint hope of a miracle. “Dammit! Hang in there!” 
#

 Henry had saved their lives. While the marauders ransacked Day-
ton’s small town, the boy—young man, he deserved that recognition—
stopped at his door, called his name, and insisted he come with him. Henry 
risked everything to save Dayton, his former teacher. They made it into the 
woods without being stopped and hid under brush when the ragged troops 
searched for stragglers. Only their drunkenness and lack of discipline 
saved the man and the young teen. In the dark of the night, they followed 
the small creek to where the others hid. 
 Two women, a girl, and a crippled boy had waited for Henry’s 
return. Melanie, Henry’s sister emerged first. Then a middle-aged brunette, 
and a grey-haired matron holding a limping boy’s hand. The sister hugged 
Henry, and then the boy did introductions.
 “This is Mrs. Ager, the librarian at the school. She helped me with 
finding good books. And with getting here.” He shrugged. 
 Her wrinkles and crow’s feet suggested her to be in her fifties. 
“Call me Helen.” Dayton shook her hand.
 Henry turned to the older woman, holding the eight-year-old in 
her arms. “This is Mrs. Tolland. She watches us sometimes.” After they 
clasped hands, Henry introduced the small boy. “And this is Micah, our 
brother.” He nodded toward Melanie. “He’s got a bad leg. We take care of 
him.”
 The six refugees huddled along the banks of the creek, under the 
cover of tall maples and oaks. They made no fire. 
 Mrs. Tolland offered bread and cheese and a large blanket to sit 
upon, all carried from the town the night before when she and the others 
fled. The stream provided water. 
 Henry explained his plan. “We have to get a boat, hopefully with 
a motor, or, if not, sails.” His voice cracked, caught in the awkward stage 
between adolescence and adulthood. The Chipman’s lived,” the past tense 
carried weight in the somber party, “near the Lake. They had two gasoline 
powered ones big enough to make it.”
 Dayton, who knew nothing of the plan, looked to the adult women. 
“Make it where?”
 They nodded toward Henry. 
 “Possum Island.”
 “Everyone left when it all began.” Dayton remembered the dozen 
residents arriving in town, having deserted their homes to find what would 
prove elusive safety on the mainland. With power gone, electronics fried, 



14

and no hope for supplies to be shipped to them, the few island residents 
had crossed the Lake to be closer to medicine and food.
 “Not our uncle’s family.” Henry stood taller. “They knew some-
thing bad would happen. They prepared.”
 Melanie gnawed her lip. “Our cousin, Ami, is there, too. She’s 
twelve.”
 Mrs. Tolland held Micah on her lap. “It’s true. Everyone thought 
they were nuts, but fifteen years ago they built an earth home, stockpiled 
supplies, and learned to live off the grid. Survivalists. I talked to the chil-
dren’s …”
 Parents. She couldn’t say the word. They had been killed in the 
first mob riot. Since the end of the world that had been, the three children 
were orphans. Dayton assumed Mrs. Tolland watched after them.
 Melanie gnawed on a lip. “We’ve been there.” She winced. “Me 
and my brothers. They said we could come if anything happened.”
 “Do they have room?” Helen shifted to a kneeling position. The 
buttons on her blouse stretched by ample girth. “Will they take us in?”
 “They will.” Henry stood up and paced around the others. “It’s 
really one more than our family. And there are empty houses there. Uncle 
Armory said we should come.” He pointed at his brother and sister. “Mom 
and Dad. That’s five. One more shouldn’t matter.”
 Dayton saw Melanie and Micah tear up at the mention of their 
parents. So young to face such realities, he wondered how they made it 
through their days. “I can stay at one of the other houses. Be near the har-
bor, be a watchman.”
 Henry shook his head. “We need to stay together. Like family. 
There’s room.”
 “Six extra people?” Dayton looked at the women, hoping for 
support. He saw only fear, and the hope for survival through togetherness. 
“We’ll go and see what your uncle and aunt say.”
 The boy looked pleased. “Terrible things are happening, and we 
gotta form a new world. People are needed to make a future. We need all 
of us.”
 No one slept well during the few hours allotted to rest before they 
moved toward the lake and the hoped-for transportation. The Chipman 
house sat on a small hill overlooking the shoreline and two anchored boats 
near the sandy beach. No signs of life or of ransacking appeared. Yet the 
group moved stealthily toward the home. 
 “Why not stay here?” Mrs. Tolland’s eyes moistened, and she 
pointed at the two-story cape cod. “I bet they have comfy beds.”
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 “We need to cross before anyone sees us. We can rest there.” 
Henry glared at the older woman. “It’s not sa—” Seeing Melanie, who had 
reached the boats first, yelling something, he stopped. “What?”
 Melanie pointed along the shoreline toward the north. “They’re 
coming!” In the distance, a straggle of people moved in their direction. 
 Dayton picked up Micah. His voice barked. “Everyone, hurry!” 
 Only Mrs. Tolland seemed not to understand. The others scurried 
into the water while she watched the advancing strangers. “What if they 
need help? We should—”
 Dayton lifted Micah aboard, and hurried back to grab the old 
woman. She resisted. Shots peppered the air about them, and Mrs. Tolland 
toppled into his arms.
 Blood smeared her chest. A death-gurgle convinced Dayton to 
leave her. Keeping low, he splashed to the boat hearing the whistle of shots 
behind him. At the controls, Melanie waited for Henry to pull anchor, and 
then powered the engines as Dayton clambered over the railing. While the 
others kept their heads low, Henry tugged the weight aboard, then gasped 
and collapsed, crimson sketching ugliness on his shirt. 

#
 With Helen’s help, Melanie guided the ship across the choppy lake 
waters while Dayton stemmed the bleeding as well as he could. Micah 
whimpered next to his unconscious brother.
 Sitting in the narrow space between the seating, Dayton held Hen-
ry’s head in his lap. “You’re going to be all right. We’ll get to the island 
soon.” Waves cascaded near them, splashing the back of the boat, but Day-
ton thought it unwise to move the boy. “How much longer?” His call to 
the two females, only feet away, was totally lost in the wind. “Micah, ask 
them when we’ll get there. But keep down.” With a sob, the boy crawled 
to Helen’s side.
 Helen stumbled to the back. And kneeled next to Dayton. “Not 
long, but she’s afraid to dock it. I know I can’t, can you?”
 “Sure.” Never having done it, he would try. “Watch him.”
 She gave an anxious nod while she slipped her hand under Henry.
 Melanie’s grip on the wheel was taut, and she shivered in the cold 
wind. Ahead, the island grew larger. “You’re doing great! Have you driven 
one of these before?” 
 Her blue eyes blinked as she turned to him. “On smaller lakes. 
Always with Dad. But Henry,” her voice broke, “knows how.”
 The fear in her voice upped Dayton’s own uncertainties. With a 
gentle nudge, his hands replaced hers on the wheel. “How do we slow 
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down?”
 She pulled on a lever. The engine quieted. At his urging, she 
pulled it back further slowing them to a crawl. When he pointed ahead, 
she shrugged. “That’s where we landed last year when we visited. Daddy 
could do it. I can’t.”
 No signs of pursuit appeared, but he had less confidence no one 
else had come over to the island before. But seeing no boats moored along 
the shore steeled his hopes. “Melanie, as I edge in, you’ll have to secure 
the boat. Can you?”
 “I think so.”
 “Good, get ready, and hang on, it might be rough.”
 Five minutes later it proved so. As Dayton killed the engine, they 
banged into the wharf and Melanie fell back toward Dayton. He caught 
her and the two of them hurriedly secured the boat to the quay. 
 Dayton clambered onto the wooden mooring, lifted Melanie up, 
and then Micah, before going to carry Henry ashore. Helen scrambled 
ahead of them.
 Six houses lined a dirt road. The door of the nearest stood open, 
and Dayton took Henry there. Inside the bungalow, he discovered a small 
living room, u-shaped kitchen, and two bedrooms. He placed Henry on a 
twin bed in the first of them. Helen helped him pull the boy’s jacket and 
shirt off, both matted with blood. She gasped as the wound appeared, and 
Dayton called to Melanie, who helped lead the woman away as he fum-
bled in his pocket for his jackknife.
 Not knowing what to do, he closed his eyes for a moment, wishing 
he could be elsewhere. A moan from Henry broke his retreat from reality. 
He needed to act. The blade needed to be sterilized by fire. For the first 
time in over a year, Dayton wished he still smoked and carried a BIC, even 
though it likely would have died during the chaos.
 As he hurried to the kitchen to find matches, he recited an old 
prayer to himself. “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name 
…” By the time he reached “Amen,” he found a box in a drawer near the 
useless electric stove. 
 Melanie and Micah held each other next to their brother. They 
stepped aside for Dayton. In a gentle, if stressed voice, he wanted to help 
them understand. “Henry has been shot.” Micah stared, as Melanie tearful-
ly nodded. “The bullet is in his chest. Can you two help me, help Henry? I 
have to cut it out.”   
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Wigwan Hotel

Photograph by Donald Tredinnick
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Inner Voices Using Inside Voices
By Clyde Baldwin

with ghost hands
i push through you
can you feel me
i feel just like the weather
turns out the stick up my ass
was just my own head
i have no words but so much to say
i need a punching bag
to replace me
i need a scapegoat
to free me
i need a bad guy
to make me look good
again
when there is no more joy in my heart
i think i might finally be happy
again
i pull you out of me
like a string on a sweater
the more i pull the colder i get
it’s all my fault that you made me this way
in your wake there is so much damage left
in your aftermath nothing adds up right
nothings new its only just different
there are thoughts i wish i had and didn’t have
i wish i had a heart i could control
Put them both on clearance in the bargain bin
buy one half off get one totally free
tears like milk
were built to spill
i built a god-sized dam on the river with the bridge you burned
that which is real is also evolving
blindsided by the lack of surprise
we count our blessings on a single hand
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mangled by machinery
that make miracles form
like memories in kitchen bags
abandoned on the curbside
next to signs that point to elsewhere
i think our shadows should lighten up
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Beauty is Pain 
By Robin Emmons

 “Beauty is pain.” My mother said as she pulled strands of my 
mousey brown hair through the frosting cap with the hook. In a mere two 
hours from start to finish I was transformed from a boney kneed girl into 
a budding teenager. The look was completed with a silky grey top that 
didn’t quite hide the lace print on my Wonderbra, but it was the only one 
we could find in an AA size. I put on my black polyester flare pants and 
the wedge shoes and finally, I felt like a high schooler. I wish that girl had 
known what life was going to be like. I wish she had understood her value 
didn’t go up with highlights or more eyeliner. 
 I got a boob job at twenty-four. My breasts were never quite what 
I had imagined and I decided at twenty-four, it was time to finally change 
that. I made an appointment with a surgeon after months of research and 
staring at more pictures of breasts than a teenage boy with unsupervised 
internet access. Okay, maybe not quite that many but a lot. I had an ideal 
image in mind. The surgeon had me open the front of the gown and stand 
before him, my arms out to my sides and above my head. He observed 
them clinically, not the way a man usually stares at breasts. He took out a 
cold ruler device and measured, then informed me one of my nipples was 
slightly lower than the other, something he could correct if I wanted. Up 
until that point I thought the only thing wrong with my breasts were that 
they were too small. I declined that option, but at home that night I stared 
in the mirror and tried to see what he saw. He was right. The left one is 
just a slight bit lower than the right. 
 After the surgery, I was moving about pretty quickly and got back 
to my normal daily routine. They take a while to settle, so I was too  
nervous to really show them off. Still though, I felt like myself now. I felt 
like these were the breasts my body should have had, and maybe I would 
have had I not been sick. Diagnosed at six months of age with Cystic 
Fibrosis, my battle for loving my body was often at constant odds with the 
disease that stripped away pieces of me. 
 Sick. It’s just a word, but a word that meant surgeries, hospital 
stays and at times thinness that even a runway model would shy away 
from. I’d prepare for hospital stays like a vacation. Cute matching outfits 
and getting my nails done beforehand, trying to trick my mind into loving 
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a body that betrayed me. I told myself feeling like hell wasn’t an excuse  
to look it, but the reality is I feared looking like my disease.
 I’d seen other Cystic Fibrosis patients all my life, in clinic  
waiting rooms, in the hospital hallways. Too thin, collar bones and ribs. 
Some on oxygen, some with g-tubes protruding slightly through their 
clothes. They scared me, like shadows of my future self. I reveled in  
people being shocked when I told them I had CF. They’d say, “You don’t 
look sick.” Barrel chested and clubbed fingers. These are terms used to 
describe the visible physical effects CF has on the body. Terms that bit 
down on the fear I deeply hid with layers of make-up, fake nails and large 
implants. 
 I see women everyday struggle to love their bodies. Are our hips 
too wide, waists thin enough or lips thick enough? When I looked in the 
mirror I have the same thoughts, but more than that, I saw the scars from 
surgeries and I saw the chest port above my cleavage. When I breathed 
in, I felt my CF, my sickness that makes me less than whole. How could I 
love a body that doesn’t love me?
 The answer wasn’t found in the gleaming lights of a make-up 
store, or the clothing racks filled with cleavage baring tops and skinny 
jeans. It wasn’t a new haircut or coat of nail polish. The truth didn’t come 
from me, it didn’t come from someone or society validating my beauty or 
worth. Nor did it come from some sudden realization that beauty is deeper 
than the surface. It came slowly, over time, that I could choose to love my 
body the same way we love others. 
 You can spend your whole life looking to love a perfect person, 
and you will come up short. When you choose to love someone, you see 
past their flaws, you see the good and know it outweighs the bad. You 
value their goodness. You forgive them their trespasses. To love my body I 
had to forgive it. I had to see the beauty past the pain. 
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I Wish You Could See
By Mary Fox

I wish you could see how beautiful I am.
 I know sometimes it is hard to bypass
 legacies of lies about what makes women shine:
 the lithe figure, the smooth skin of youth,
 the straight nose, the bright bleach of teeth
 the carefully streak and styled hair –
 none can substitute for the gems of the heart,
 yet the most beautiful of us, are often bypassed 
 for those flashes in bright make up.
Still, I wish you could see how beautiful I am –
 see how the weight and shape of time and sorrow
 have curved me into a soft cushion of empathy –
 have strengthened my arms to wrap around those 
 so weakened by death or loss or fear,
 they can scarcely manage each day—
 how in my arms, they can, again, find the courage to stand  
 and grow in the peace of understanding.
Yes, I wish you could see how beautiful I am
 when I offer you unexpected kindness,
 give you a nugget of what you need 
 to find hope for another day, 
 blast you with a truth to awaken you 
 to a path you keep denying yourself,
 or remove an obstacle so that you may carry forward.
Oh someday, you may see how beautiful I am.
 You may look into a mirror 
 and think, She is gone!
 but that part I left behind
 in your own laughing Irish eyes,
 bluer and truer than the sea,
 will read that passing memory,
 will slide into a crooked grin
 to laugh you home again.



23

Mona
By Melissa Grunow

 They sat together on the edge of Rachel’s tub, their feet in a row 
on the purple mat, the bathroom door closed. A white wand with a splash 
guard rested on the countertop next to the sink. Rachel held the directions, 
and Mona held onto Rachel. In the far distance, a train whistle blew shrill 
and heavy as the locomotive passed through town. 
 “I think it’s time,” Rachel checked her watch again, just to be sure. 
She turned to face Mona. “Well?”
 “You look.” 
 Rachel stood in front of the sink, ignoring the mirror, ignoring the 
fear shaking her own fingertips while her friend was the one who should 
be worried. “You need to know, Mona,” Rachel said before she picked it 
up. “You need to know what you’re going to do.” It seemed necessary at 
that moment to comfort her, even if Rachel knew that she needed reassur-
ance as well. 
 When they had arrived at Walgreens earlier that afternoon, Mona 
refused to leave the car, and it was Rachel who went inside, studied the 
three shelves of pregnancy kits and tried to find the fastest and most reli-
able. Standing there, she remembered the first time she had bought con-
doms, and that time it was a quiet guy from her math class who had waited 
in the car. It was ironic to be on the other side of the condom aisle, this 
time buying a pregnancy test, and this time, not for herself.
  Mona’s feet dragged across the bathmat until her heels pushed 
themselves into the side of the tub, and she waited with false patience. 
 Rachel opened her mouth to tell Mona, but she knew she didn’t 
have to say it. Mona already knew.
 “Oh, shit,” she said. “Oh, shit.” 
 Rachel didn’t ask Mona what she was going to do, if she was going 
to tell her mom, if she was going to finish college, be able to get a job, be 
able to afford a baby. Mona would keep it. She had trouble throwing away 
old magazines and getting rid of old clothes that didn’t fit. She took things 
as they were and kept them forever. A baby, Rachel knew, would be no 
different.
 On Monday, Rachel sat at her desk before their Contemporary Lit-
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erature class started, rereading and underlining sections of Naked Lunch. 
Mona sat down next to her, and began pulling her notebook, pen, and 
novel out of her bag. She looked at Rachel. “Did you write your paper this 
weekend?” Mona never started and never finished until the night before.
 “Some of it.” Rachel knew that’s not what she wanted to talk 
about. “Did you tell your mom?”
 Mona shook off her coat and adjusted her sweater. “I had to.”
 “What did she say? Your mom.” Rachel’s hand hovered in the air 
just above her notebook, her pen poised as if ready to strike.
 “It was weird. She didn’t freak out like I thought she would. At 
least not until she heard who the father is.”
 David. A freshman fraternity wannabe, turned drop-out, turned the 
owner of a fast car with an ambiguous full-time job, and Mona’s summer 
fling. Rachel had never met him, though she had a blond, faceless, mus-
cled picture in her head of this man Mona was committed to labeling as 
an asshole, and never felt like she needed to explain why to Rachel. Mona 
loved the assholes—the men who would get her drunk and take her to par-
ties just to fuck her in an anonymous upstairs bedroom. Then they would 
wait days, even weeks to call her again, wouldn’t listen when she would 
talk to them, and invite her over after midnight, their inhibitions overcome 
by their reckless sex drives. Mona usually broke them off first because 
there were always more waiting for her, and always before she returned to 
campus, but not with David. She let their relationship bleed over into the 
fall semester just enough for David to spend two weekends with her before 
finding a more convenient way to get laid.
 “My mom hates David. She only met him that once for my birth-
day, but I think she knew what he was all about.” She smiled. Mona had 
always found her own taste in men funny. “I was puking all weekend. I 
had to stop at two gas stations on the way home, too. I hope I can make it 
through class today,” she said. “That morning sickness stuff is bullshit. It’s 
more like all-day sickness.”
 The professor walked through the doorway and to the front of the 
classroom, and began calling role. Mona hiccupped. “I don’t think I’m 
going to make it.”
 And she didn’t make it, not through that class, not through any 
class for the rest of the semester. After finals, Mona helped Rachel put 
up the Christmas tree and decorate her apartment, even though the place 
would be empty on Christmas morning. Just beneath her sweater, Mona’s 
stomach was starting to harden and form a round pouch. Rachel eyed 
Mona wearily, gawking at her small stomach. They were stumbling into 
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the unknown, and Rachel worried that Mona would, eventually, trade 
friendship for motherhood as so many moms do. 
 After Christmas, Rachel returned to her apartment for ten days of 
solitude before the winter semester started. She welcomed the time alone 
even though she had moments of loneliness wondering what everyone 
else was doing and who they were spending time with. As someone who 
wasn’t very close to her family, though, staying at her apartment alone 
seemed like the best option. 
 Two days later, the rapping on the door startled her, and she hesi-
tated before opening it. She wondered if it were the Mormons, maybe the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, and she thought why not let them in this time, talk 
to her, she could make them think they were having an impact, saving her 
soul. She felt like she could use a little saving.
 “Surprise!” Mona was standing in the hallway, two fast food bags 
clutched in her fists, a duffle bag slung over her shoulder. “I came back 
early. My mom was driving me nuts, and I knew you’d be here.”
 “Yeah, I’m here. Come in.” 
 Mona tossed her bag toward the couch and sat down, putting her 
feet up on the coffee table. She sat there, her feet on the table, her food 
resting on her stomach, her mouth half-opened, revealing a partially 
chewed French fry. “So what’s up?”
 Rachel had been lonely, but she couldn’t tell Mona that. Rachel 
was the rock, the emotional support. Mona would listen, but she never 
knew how to respond without simply repeating Rachel’s ordeal, her face 
twisted, her voice disgusted. Mona made Rachel have fun, go to parties, 
drink on the weekends instead of study, drive through the streets between 
cornfields and small clusters of trees, sipping on beers, listening to dis-
co music, the windows rolled down. Once, last spring, they abandoned 
Rachel’s car on the side of the road and wandered into the trees, ignoring 
the No Trespassing signs, the barbed wire. “I have to pee,” Mona had said, 
and she hiked ahead, unbuttoning her jeans and lowering her zipper as she 
went. “Come on.”
 “Mona, I can’t,” Rachel had said. “I can’t do this here.”
 “Nobody can see you. You just have to squat.”
 Rachel started to unzip her pants, practiced leaning down. “What 
if I pee on myself? What if it goes everywhere? Guys have it so easy.” She 
had felt the pressure on her bladder, knew they wouldn’t make it back to 
town, and she was a little drunk, a little stoned, a little unstable. She  
wondered if she had left her car running, left her purse inside, where she 
had put her keys. 
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 “Dig your feet in,” Mona had said, her pants around her ankles as 
she demonstrated. “The toes of your shoes, dig them into the ground and 
lean down like this.” She waited for Rachel to move.
 “Don’t watch me.” Rachel tore down her pants, the urge greater 
than her inhibitions.
 “Okay, fine.” Mona went behind a tree, her back to Rachel, her 
bare ass exposed.
 Rachel pushed her jeans to her ankles until they rested on her 
sneakers, reached back with her right hand, grabbed the tree trunk for sup-
port, let her muscles relax, and listened to the sound of the liquid hitting 
leaves and brush beneath her. She paused when she was finished, watching 
Mona from behind as she tugged her jeans, her legs shifting back and forth 
to help guide the denim. Rachel didn’t begin to pull her pants back up 
until after she let go of the tree and realized she could balance there, that 
it felt natural, and comforting when the soft wind breezed across her skin. 
Through the trees all she could see were more trees, and she knew they 
were alone, and this was the closest she had ever been to anyone.
 And now, Rachel sat on her couch with her friend who had a 
stomach swollen beneath her sweater, fast food wrappers on the floor. Two 
women uncertain about the future, both alone in their own way. 
 “How have you been feeling?” Rachel asked.
 “Okay,” Mona said. “No more puking. I ate as much as I wanted 
during Christmas which has never happened. My mom didn’t even say 
anything about my weight like she usually does. And we talked about what 
to do after the baby is born. My mom’s going to give up her computer 
room and we’ll turn it into the baby’s room.” Mona shifted, stretching her 
legs and resting them back on the coffee table. She was the only person 
Rachel would allow to put her feet on the furniture. “My sister graduates 
from high school this year, so she’ll be there this summer to help out.” 
 “So things are coming together?” Rachel looked at her friend, 
and noticed her cheeks were pink, her face fuller, softer. “You look really 
good.”
 Mona laughed. “I look fat, but I blame it all on being pregnant. 
Good or bad. My doctor told me I gained too much weight last month, but 
I don’t even care. Who do I have around to have sex with?” She patted the 
side of her stomach.
 “Have you told David? Tried to find him?” Rachel curled her feet 
underneath her, rested her head on the back cushion. She ignored the guilt 
that laced the question. 
 “No, I don’t want him around, even if it means I have to go  
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without child support. All I wanted was to get laid and actually get off, 
you know? And then all this had to happen. Don’t you ever just want to 
get off, and skip the rest?”
 Rachel nodded her lie. She hadn’t had an orgasm with a man, not 
ever. Only by herself, and only in high school, quietly grunting into her 
pillow while her parents slept in the next room.
 “I mean,” Mona said, “who needs a man to raise a baby? He did 
his part, right?”
 “Can you feel it?” Rachel asked. She never knew what to call “it.” 
The baby? He? She? Make up a name? 
 “Sometimes,” Mona said. “Especially at night. The doctor said I’m 
not far enough along yet; you probably won’t be able to feel the baby for 
another month. I can feel a flutter sometimes, like a tickle. I can’t explain 
the feeling.” Mona rubbed her stomach whenever she talked about the 
baby. She had accepted pregnancy faster than she had accepted getting 
the pregnancy test, and she seemed prepared, even better than Rachel had 
expected.
 “Let me see,” Rachel said, and she leaned down, hugged Mona’s 
belly and placed her ear against her shirt. She stretched her legs out on the 
couch, her feet dangling off the side. She shifted her weight, lifted Mona’s 
shirt, and felt the stretched skin against her cheek. Mona’s belly was hard, 
almost like a muscle. Rachel listened; she could hear Mona’s heart, could 
hear her food digesting, but couldn’t hear the baby. Not yet. 
 “It’s not moving,” Mona said. “So you might not be able to hear 
anything.”
 Rachel turned her face, and pressed her lips to Mona’s linea nigra, 
and kissed it, and then her navel. Rachel looked at Mona, so pretty, so full, 
and Rachel stretched her neck, tilted her chin upward, and pressed her 
lips to Mona’s, felt them part and kiss her back. Rachel’s body bent like a 
dancer, Mona’s was soft and solid, her skin smelled sweet, like frosting on 
a birthday cake. Rachel pressed forward, thinking only of Mona just for 
the moment, until she pushed Rachel away. 
 “I have to pee,” Mona said before she pulled herself off the couch 
and walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.
 Rachel’s first instinct was to flee. She stepped into her boots, 
grabbed her coat, and was out the door in an instant. She headed toward 
the railroad tracks on the other side of the trees that lined the apartment 
complex’s property. She walked the tracks, and her feet felt heavy on the 
rocks. She breathed in heavy breaths, letting the cold winter air fill her 
lungs. 
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 In the distance, she could hear a baby crying. She shook her head 
and realized the cries were really train whistles. She looked up and saw 
it come around a curve in the distance, moving closer and closer. Rachel 
stood on the tracks and watched the train, knowing she would have to 
move soon. 
 She stepped off the tracks and turned to face them. She felt the 
rumbling of the train deep within her body as it approached. The whistle 
screamed, the baby screamed, Rachel screamed until the wind from the 
train became strong enough for her to lose control of her breath, and she 
couldn’t push the air out of her lungs anymore. She felt the force of the 
passing train all over her body. 
 She headed back to the apartment. Rachel pressed her hand to her 
abdomen, trying to imagine the life growing inside of Mona. She couldn’t 
fathom it and wasn’t sure if she would be able to have anything to do with 
it, if Mona would have any presence in her life beyond the now. It was a 
future she could no longer foresee. In the distance, the last train whistle 
blew, just as Rachel opened the door to the apartment to a waiting Mona 
just on the other side. 
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Learning to Breathe
By Morgan Madden

In.

Hold: 5,4,3,2,1.

Out

For another 5.

This is counting.

I used to be able to count on a lot of things.

Beyond an abacus or a calculator,

There was you.

Looming in the distance like a lurking equation.

Barely holding my time and space together.

You, old friend, were…

Heavy.

An anchor keeping me weighted down,

A stitch in the fabric of my reality.

You took my breath away.

I can remember vividly.

When you stole my heart away 
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and have yet to give it back intact.

You were the void in which the stars shone their brightest hues

Of twinkling yellows and whites.

Give me back all those sleepless nights

In which you kept me up grappling with the gravity of your truths.

You beat me every damn time. 

Confined me in a box shoved in some forgotten corner

Of an abandoned place somewhere.

Though you were by my side through all of it,

I never felt more alone.

Every breath I took felt like your claws were

sinking deeper into my soul.

Your shadow was enough to scare me into silence;

Plotting an escape into space, where no one can hear you scream.

But, wait.

Do you hear that?

It’s nothing.

That’s what you gave me;

Or at least by my calculations, that’s what it comes out to.

I’m certainly no mathematician, but I’ve got all of 
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The receipts for the debts accrued,

The supernovas you burnt out, 

The black holes eating the galaxies around which I orbited.

How do you memorialize the stardust which slips through your fingertips?

So now, that solar system I once sought to explore has lost its allure.

I still see those stars burning bright,

Not knowing which are still there and which are an illusion.

You thought you’d be there forever.

I thought so too.

However, there are some realities which are inescapable and

Life is one of them.

I’m glad to see it through here without you.

Learning to count came a long time ago but

Only now am I finally learning to breathe again.
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Perseverance

Photograph by Tomas Alvarez
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Mama
By Sarah Murphy Smith

He lay pinned to the ground
For 8 minutes 46 seconds
Crying out
For Mama
A protestor echoed the word
Lying on the ground in solidarity—
Mama, Mama, Mama
It is a sound we are born knowing
The first name out of our mouths
It is the name used in A Raisin in the Sun
She is simply “Mama”
Comfort, peace, home
The world in a pair of arms
And a breast
Say it like a drumbeat
Say it like a heartbeat
A heartbeat that stopped
Crying Mama
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Man on a Mission
A Rap by Kwaj

Verse 1: 
These dark times sheddin’ light on issues that should be obsolete
You ain’t got no money it’s immoral for them to stop yo heat 
Take yo committee put em’ on the board where I chop my meat 
And serve up justice to my people cuz that’s my belief 
That twelve hundred dollar check ain’t get me stimulated 
My momma got a crib I’m tryna’ get it renovated 
Increase my wage it’s common knowledge that my rent inflated 
Yo landlord probably asking if that tenant paid it
You can’t evict me so I might go shoppin’
Cuban links on my body got my ice so poppin’ 
Had enough of quarantine and this psycho lock-in
I just put it on my credit see my FICO droppin’
This lockdown put a lot of things in perspective 
I really hate my job but I knew that before reflectin’ 
I thought I’d say it twice so the universe gets my message 
People meant for greatness are always the ones who tested

Chorus:
I’m just a man on a mission 
A lot of ambition 
A lot of em fishin’
Rap game dead I’m the livest addition 
You gotta pay me put five on a listen 
Neck on froze look low while it glisten 
You don’t look up you don’t know what you missin’
Way too cold for the beef and the dissin’
Only play the one I don’t switch my position 
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Verse 2:
Christians claim that god got us but y’all fighting over products
Collect yo stimulus check and you spend it on some hypnotic
I can’t even blame you just don’t try to play the part
Of victim cuz if given chance you would play the shark
Y’all protesting saving lives to exercise yo right
Y’all should join a monastery just to rectify yo life 
If I was judging with the gavel I would give you five to life
Sick of white supremacy because it hides behind the light
When ya’ll talking freedom ya’ll probably refer to travelin’
Struggle of a black man doesn’t end so we battlin’
Problem ain’t Lakesha he think that the name ain’t flatterin’
How you losing because you ain’t naming yo daughter Madelyn
Y’all be righteous till the shit hits the fan
Point fingers at the politics and the man
I look at life raw like the fish in Japan
See the tension gon’ bubble like my wrist in the pan

Chorus:
I’m just a man on a mission 
A lot of ambition 
A lot of em fishin’
Rap game dead I’m the livest addition 
You gotta pay me put five on a listen 
Neck on froze look low while it glisten 
You don’t look up you don’t know what you missin’
Way too cold for the beef and the dissin’
Only play the one I don’t switch my position

Listen to the rap on Spotify: 
https://open.spotify.com/artist/07qmux75ZCIGFmkjC5K5lX
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Paralyzed by Fear
By Sare M Vedolich

Paralyzed by fear
I stand
At the door
Of indecision
And knock.
And someone inside
Opens the door
And lets me in
And I begin
To speak
But stop
And catch my breath
As I see
The person
Staring back at me.
The person
That I see
Appears to be…me.
Physically anyway.
But there is a presence
An energy
An intention
Different than mine.
So I ask
The person
Standing across from me
“Who are you?
This is really perplexing
Because…you look just like me.”
So, the other me, says,
“I am you.
I am a version of you.
I am the result
Of decisions
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Made and not made
Out of fear.
I am who you will become
If you continue
Down the path
You’ve been on.
Believing that
Every decision
You make
Is life or death.
Deathly afraid
That if you make
The “wrong” decision
Everything will
Fall apart.
I am the version of you
That believes in right and wrong decisions
When in reality
There are only decisions.
Each decision you make
Will have consequences
And will take
You down a certain path.
But I need you to understand
That fear
Is not helping you
It’s not motivating you
It’s not inspiring you
It’s…paralyzing you.
Paralyzed by fear
You have believed
That the safer thing
Is to wait
To delay making a decision
To stay
Right where you are
On the shore
Rather than venture out
Into the waves.
Do you see
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The regret on my face?
Do you hear
The pain in my voice?
Do you feel
The grief
In my words?
Your decision
To stay put
To NOT move forward
Is still a decision.
Your attempt at “playing it safe,”
To avoid making a decision
Is the most dangerous decision of all.
Listen.
Learn from me.
When you feel the fear
Don’t avoid it.
Don’t bury it.
Don’t distract yourself.
Don’t deny it.
When the fear comes,
As it will
During your human existence
Allow it to wash over you.
Feel it.
Acknowledge it.
Face it.
And move forward
Despite the fear.
Take risks.
Experiment with failure.
Do things that may not work out
In your favor.
And when
You have two choices
Rather than
Buying into the lie
That one “wrong” decision
Will ruin you
Rather than believing that
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There are “right or “wrong” decisions,
Believe in your highest self
And in your inherent ability
To choose wisely.
When fear shouts and screams
Seek peace.
Peace overwhelming
Peace that whispers so loudly
That your fears are silenced.”
Suddenly, this version of me
Stopped speaking
Turned around,
And as quickly as they had come,
They were gone.
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Dear well-meaning Christian friend:
By Kaitlyn Fay

One day over evening drinks
You mention out of the blue
Someone telling you I was bi
Said I might be mad they said it.

I feel as though you are waiting
For me to deny the accusation
Ask: “why would he say that?!”
Instead I hesitate, say to you:

I’ve been wanting to tell you
But just didn’t know when or how
Didn’t know how you would feel
You see, my family cut me out

Cut my heart out for loving
I have the hardest time opening
Up, letting in, coming out again
And again, and again. Every new

Job, every new friend, every person
I meet does not know my secret
Yet. Until I gain the courage.
You see, coming out never ends,

It is a continuous process I endure
With every piece of new.
You tell me I am still loved,
Still your friend, my story spills out

Of me like vomit though you cut
Me off halfway through,
Change the subject, avoid
Eye contact. But, I wasn’t done
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You change the subject so
Suddenly, I am at first confused.
Then I completely understand. 
You knew acceptance was right

Was a Christianly duty of yours
“Love thy neighbor,” but only
Until they make you uncomfortable,
Start to tell you their story.

I don’t need your acceptance
I need you to listen, not to understand
But to try to. I need you to listen,
Especially when my voice quivers. 

We need you to listen, hear
Our stories, know our hurts
We need you to listen, have
We not been quiet long enough?
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Can’t stress it enough 
By Casey McVay 

Shallow fallow 
Harrowed and hollow 
Harangued without 
consequence 
Draw out my leather 
Each crease and fold 
Down to the micron 
And you will see 
A human 
Completely 
Unfold
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Planting
By Cheryl Caesar

We have buried my crystal beads out in the yard.
Rose quartz, pink as a young and loving heart,
and bloodstone to strengthen it.
Black obsidian, standing guard against evil.
Clear quartz and amethyst, to soothe and balance us.
Prayer beads are not enough
in a time of social distancing. 
We need to return them to the earth, to spread
those good vibrations,
up through the grass to breathe out the air,
into the worms to nourish the robins,
through the groundwater and back 
to the humans who need them most.
I haven’t seen anything come up yet, 
but this morning the lawn is humming.

This poem first appeared in Global Poemic. For more information, visit: 
https://globalpoemic.wordpress.com
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Sunrise

Photograph by Amber Nichols
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A Sign of the Times
By Robert Nelson

 Bernie was in a funk. He didn’t know if it could get worse. He was 
late for work. He entered through the back door at Starbuck’s and reached 
for his apron. As he did so, his boss grabbed the apron and asked him to 
come to his office.  The smell of freshly-brewed coffee followed them as 
they made their way.
 “Bernie,” his boss said, “You’re fired.”
 “But I was only ten minutes late.”
 “You’ve been ten minutes late every day this week. It’s unfair to 
the baristas who work before you.” 
 He trudged home under a bright sun and sank in the couch, playing 
video games. His girlfriend Karen came home about two hours later. 
 “I had a terrible day,” she said. “My boss pulled the Anderson ac-
count from me. Then I broke a fingernail.”
 Bernie kept playing his video game. After a few minutes, he looked 
up. “My day was terrible too. Too many angry customers.”
 “Nothing bad about that.”  Bernie kept playing his game. After a 
few minutes, he spoke again. “All right, I was fired.”
 “What? Why the hell were you fired?”
 “I was ten minutes late today. Can you believe it?”
 “You’ve been late ever since you started that job. You’re a big fat 
loser. You can pack up your things and get out of here.”
 Bernie got off the couch.  He tried to give his girlfriend a hug, but 
she pushed him away. “Wait, babes. I’ll get a new job. I promise.”
 “Don’t call me babes. I’ve been carrying you on my back for 
months now. You can leave and come back when you have a decent job.”
 “But I got nothing. I’ll be living on the street.” 
 “That’s your fault. Don’t let the door hit you in the ass.” She 
stormed out of the room.
 Bernie gathered up his belongings.  He didn’t own much and he 
decided not to take any of Karen’s belongings, except for a marker and a 
large poster board that his girlfriend had laying around.  He sat down on 
the curb outside his girlfriend’s apartment and wrote a message on the sign 
with the marker. He then took the marker and put it down next to Karen’s 
front door. The sign read: “Lost Job, Anything will Help.”
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 Bernie went to the busiest intersection in town and held up his 
sign. Within minutes, a tall, barrel-chested African-American approached 
him from behind. “Hey,” the man said, “this is my corner.”
 “I didn’t realize these corners were assigned,” Bernie said.
 “The name’s Horace. Why don’t you just cross the street and hold 
your sign up over there”, Horace said, pointing to a spot across the street.
 “All right. This is my first day.”
 As Bernie started to cross the street, Horace stopped him.
 “Let me see your sign.”
 Bernie showed Horace his sign. “This won’t do. Look at my sign.”
 Horace’s sign read “Have very sick son. Need money to keep him 
alive.”
 Bernie looked puzzled. “I don’t have a son.”
 “It don’t matter. I don’t either, but you can say your brother is 
sick.”
 “I don’t have a marker.” 
 “Here. Take this one. You don’t have to have a brother either.”
 Bernie took the marker from Horace and rewrote his sign on the 
back of the poster board. He crossed the street and held up the new sign. It 
said “Attention: Help a Dying Cancer Patient.”
 It was August and it didn’t get dark until seven. Shortly after sev-
en, Bernie picked up his sign and headed back across the street. “How did 
you do?” he asked Horace.
 “Well, I collected $45.35. Not a bad day.”
  “I only got $29.50. But I think changing my sign really helped.”
 “Of course, it did. You’ve got a great sign. When people see the 
word “attention,” they pay attention. I’ve got a couple more signs that I 
can use. Now, can I show you where you can get a bed and a meal?”
 “Sure. I was wondering where I was going to sleep tonight.”
 Horace took Bernie to a homeless shelter. It was a modest building, 
with only five rooms. Two rooms housed the men, two the women and a 
fifth was the dining area.
 There were enough beds to hold 13 men and Bernie was lucky 
enough to get one of them.  He ate a big meal with Horace and asked him 
where the television was.
 “There ain’t no TV, but we got a radio. That’s all you need.”
 Bernie spent the next two months at the same corner. On some 
days he would collect over 100 dollars. On other days, he would be nearly 
shut out. In early October, he came back to the shelter and turned on the 
radio.  There was an ad for a mayoral candidate being broadcast. “Are you 
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tired of seeing the riff raff on your streets everyday. Well I will clean up 
this city and get rid of all the panhandlers and street bums. These people 
are not our relations. Vote for me this November. I’m Byron Hicks.”
 “Did you hear that Horace?” Bernie asked.
 “I sure did. I hope you registered to vote. We’ve got to stop this 
guy.”
 “He can’t be serious. We’ve got our rights.”
 “You’d just better vote. He can trample those rights.”
 “All right. I’ll register.” Bernie got ready for bed. He dreamed of 
being arrested and thrown into a pool of hungry alligators.
 Bernie waited several days to register to vote. When he finally got 
around to it, it was too late.  He didn’t tell Horace.
 On the night of the election, Bernie and Horace listened to the 
returns on the radio.
 When they finally called it a night, the election was too close to 
call. The next morning, Horace woke Bernie up. “You’ll never believe it. 
That jerk Hicks won by three votes.”
 “Well they can’t blame us.” 
 “I can sure blame the folks here. There were at least three who 
didn’t register.”
 “Yeah. They would have made the difference.”
 January 1 was a cold, blustery day. Bernie decided to sleep in. He 
finally gathered up his sign about 11:30 and headed to his corner. As he 
looked across the intersection, he could see several police officers sur-
rounding Horace. He immediately tossed his sign into a waste basket. 
As he did so, a cop crossed the street and headed his way. When he got 
to Bernie, he asked him what he put in the waste basket. “Just my gum,” 
Bernie said. “Well, if I see you on this corner again, you’ll be arrested, just 
like your friend over there.” The cop pointed to Horace.
 “I don’t know that guy.” 
 Bernie went back to the shelter. He did not venture out again that 
day. That night, the radio was turned on. 25 panhandlers were picked up, 
including Horace. They were told that  if they were convicted of violating 
the mayor’s new order, they would be locked up for two years.
 The next day, Bernie went down to the jail. He arrived just after 
visiting hours started. Horace was brought in to see Bernie.  Bernie had 
to look at Horace through plexiglass.  He was taken aback when he saw 
Horace. Horace looked ten years older, his hair was rumpled. 
 “Horace, I want to help you. What can I do?”
 “Well.” Horace said. “I’m taking my case to court. You can come 
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and testify for me.”
 “What would I say?”
 “Just tell the court that we never begged for money or accosted 
anyone.  We let the people come to us.  I think the mayor’s order requires 
such a showing.” 
 “I think I can do that. Who should I see about that?”
 “I got an appointed attorney but I don’t think he’s very good. He’ll 
contact you.”
 “They’re really out to get us panhandlers.   I think the judge might 
be in cahoots with the mayor.”
 “I read where they are good buddies. I may be screwed.” Horace 
looked down and frowned.
 “Well let’s hope you can win in court.”
 “What about you?”
 “My days at the shelter are numbered.  I ‘d like to get another job 
and move back with my girlfriend.”
 “You can do that, you’re young. I’m 74.”
 “Yeah, I sure hope you can avoid any more jail time.”
 “I’d never make it here for two years. “
 Bernie started to leave the jail. He stopped and turned back to face 
Horace.
 “I’ll be back to see if they let you out.”
 “Thanks, man. Hope to see you on the outside.” 
 Bernie got a call from Karen. “Hey man, I think I got a job for you 
and you can’t blow this, okay.”
 Bernie put down his bowl of corn flakes. “Okay, where’s the job?”
 “It’s with the city. You’d be a janitor.”
 “Sure. The only thing I got going now is to help Horace with his 
court case.”
 “Who’s Horace?”
 “He’s a black guy who’s in jail for violating the mayor’s order 
barring panhandlers.”
 “Wait, how do you propose to help him?”
 “I’m going to testify for him.”
 “No, you’re not. You won’t get a city job if you testify against the 
mayor.”
 “But all I would say is that we weren’t in people’s faces when we 
panhandled.”
 “So you panhandled?”
 “I did. I needed the money.”
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 “Okay. It makes no difference if you were in any people’s faces  
or not. Panhandlers are illegal now. And by the way, 22 of those 25  
panhandlers arrested were black. The city is out to get black people.”
 “But that’s not fair.”
 “Of course, it’s not, but what can we do about it? Nothing.”
 “I suppose you’re right. I’ll apply for that job.”
 “Great.”
 Bernie forgot about Horace for a while but eventually returned to 
the jail. He checked in with the clerk. “I’m looking for Horace Floyd. Is he 
here?”
 “Let me check.” The clerk went back behind his desk, returning a 
few minutes later.
 “Mr. Floyd died last week.”
 Bernie hung his head and thought for a while. I should have come 
sooner. 
 As he was leaving, the clerk yelled, “Hey mister, the guy left 
something in his cell. Do you want to have it? We’ll throw it out other-
wise.”
 “Sure. Why not.”
 The clerk came back a few minutes later and handed Bernie  
something. It was a sign which read: “Only you can stop racism, and only 
if you stop now.”
 Bernie took the sign and tossed in the dumpster outside the jail.
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Ode to an Asshat
By Sam Mills

This fabulist of epic proportions,
this misanthropic churl,
this boorish miscreant who speaks
nothing but calumny, jingo, and 
self-adulation at the drop of a vermillion chapeau, 
this xenophobic boil on the national arse,
this narcissistic tumor with an illegal pompadour,
this inhaler of ill-omened fluorocarbons, 
this breeder of disastrous progeny 
with vapid consorts while mauling concubines, 
having them micturate upon his naked, slug-like form;
on you, I place this curse, this malediction, this 
anathema
(puts left hand over eyes and forms an arcane mudra
to call forth powerful juju):
Permanent delusional parasitosis.
Look it up, asshat.
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One Small Flaw
By C. Francis Boes

 Welcome to the Tiger Strike News Network, when other networks 
play with the news we go for the kill. The network jingle plays on their 
instrument of choice, a machine gun.
 “It’s election night, and this is Tiger Strike. I am Tuck Reilly.” 
Viewer note: Tuck’s under five investigations for possible sexual harass-
ment. 
 “And I’m Heather Reagan!”
 Tuck required his constantly-replaced nearly-identical cohosts to 
use the same name for ease.  “It’s a test of the new party, the Meme-o-
crats.” The Memo-o-crats take the best parts of the right, anti-government 
conquerors and religious zealots, and blend it with the warriors on the left, 
the anti-vaccers and blog-“scientists.”
 “Tuck, it’s refreshing to have people making decisions based on 
internet memes and blogs instead of some scientist or government expert.” 
Boos played automatically at “government.”
 “Heather, my blog-o-pathic doctor never attended “medical 
school” and I’m fine!” Viewer note: Tuck is exactly 3 energy drinks and a 
feather-weight of steak away from death.
 “And we love the memo-o-crats candidate, Max Romero.”
 “People love his simple message. Brains. He says, “braaaiiinnnns” 
people go crazy. He learned simplicity from former President Trump.” 
 “I loooovvee that blouse on ya, honey!” Update: six investigations.
 “Thanks Tuck!” Heather said as she pressed the HR panic button 
given to all Tuck’s female coworkers. Viewer note: Tuck has one of the 
few remaining Lauer-ian doors that close with a remote button. 
 “Heather, what’s Trump doing?”
 “According to Twitter, just ate a bucket of fried chicken and his 
son Eric is ‘donating’ some organs to Dad.” 
 “The old Rudy Guiliani treatment!”
 “Tuck, I worried about Romero shambling around the stage while 
his opponent nailed every issue.”
 “Heather, he climbed out of his political grave the next day meme-
ing ‘Brains?’ superimposed over his opponent.” 
 “Tuck, we have results. The winner, President-elect Romero!” 
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 “Heather, each candidate had one small flaw according to polls.”
 “Tuck, for Romero it’s that he’s a zombie, undead. People liked 
that he refused the Necro-measles vaccine before turning. Showed grit.”  
 “Heather, America clearly prefers a shambling, undead, brain-eat-
ing monster when compared to his opponent’s flaw: she is a woman.”
 “Right you are, Tuck.” Viewer note: Heather is contractually obli-
gated to agree with Tuck. 
 “Polls show concerns about the Romero being a zombie, but many 
think that rising from the dead is just Christ-like. And they love his dry 
sense of humor, jokes like ‘I shall raise up the dead and they shall eat the 
living.’ Take that, SNL.”
 “Tuck Reilly signing off. Join us tomorrow as debate whether to 
repeal the 19th Amendment.” 
 “I look forward to both sides, Tuck! And let me be the first to say, 
“BRAAAIIIINNNS!”
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The Tattoo
By Bryan Bills

 Of all the brilliant ideas gone wrong, this one will go down as  
one of my all-time greats. As usual, Lenny and I had turned our  
conversation to freedoms lost, and how unbearable it was to not enjoy  
the fruits of society we had previously taken for granted.
 “Dude, we are going to be so far behind on movies and crap when 
we get out of here.” Lenny cocked his head to the side and stared at me. 
“When was the last time you even thought about something normal like 
sitting in a theater and watching a movie?”
 “I haven’t even thought about it. I barely have a chance to think 
about anything else.” I hung my head. “I had a dream about failing rifle 
qualification last night. The damn Drill Sergeants have managed to even 
ruin my dreams.”
 “Give me a break, man,” Lenny snorted, pretending to fall over 
and die. “But seriously, dude…What’s the first thing you’re going to do 
when you get out of here?”
 There were so many things I wanted to do when I graduated Boot 
Camp, but they were all swirling around in my head, and I eventually 
managed to pull a few items from the chaos in my brain.
 “I’d like some decent food, and I’m finally going to get a damned 
tattoo.”
 “Me…” Lenny sighed. “I’m going to catch a Stabbing Westward 
concert, and then I’m going to a strip club and I’m not coming up for air 
til I run out of money.”
 “You can’t wait to be broke again, huh? Seriously though, man. 
I’ve been working on this Celtic tribal design, and I think it would be a 
sick tattoo.”
 Lenny brightened a little and leaned in. 
 “You finally finished that doodle you were working on?”
 I reached into my wall locker and pulled out one of my prize 
possessions. I had hidden it the rows of rolled socks in the top drawer of 
my chest. It was not a large drawing, maybe 4 inches squared, but I had 
worked on it for at least three weeks. This was my third attempt at getting 
this symbol as perfect as I could, and as symmetrical as I could without 
any measurement tools handy. I handed Lenny my masterpiece. I had  
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taken a Celtic trinity knot and tripled it, weaving three individual knots 
into each other to where even I couldn’t tell where one started and one 
ended. 
 “Bill, this is insane. We should get this inked right away.”
 “Lenny, where the hell am I going to get a tattoo on post?” 
 “Schmidty told me he made it off post last week. If you can get 
the timing right, you can get this inked and be back before anyone knows 
you’re gone.”
 Periodically we would get what were called “Day Passes” during 
training. A Day Pass could be on post or off post and typically lasted until 
6:00pm. Sunday was an on-post pass day, and we weren’t supposed to 
leave the installation.
 My preparation was simple with the help of my criminally-minded 
accomplices. I wore a set of smuggled civilian clothes from Schmidty and 
put my uniform over it so that there was no sign of my deception. Armed 
with a handful of quarters to make phone calls, and my hidden clothing I 
stepped out smartly on Sunday morning to our release formation. I lined 
up for church. Our pass did not officially begin until 11:30am, but they 
did not ask the church goers to come back from church and assumed they 
could begin their pass as soon as their service let out. I had no intention of 
ever making it to the service, though.
 Once the Drill Sergeants had properly threatened us with the 
appropriate types of slow and painful deaths we would face if we acted 
in a manner unbecoming of a Soldier, we marched out. I made sure when 
I lined up that I would be at the tail end of the formation, and once we 
got out of sight of the barracks, I drifted off on the sidewalk, pretending 
to work on an errant shoelace. Once I realized the formation had left me 
behind I took off through the woods.
 I think I must have broken some sort of land speed record getting 
to the pay phone near the mini-mall to call a cab. When I arrived, I quickly 
shed my uniform in the bathroom and bundled it up. I casually glanced 
around to make sure no one was looking, and then I stuffed my bundle 
deep into a nearby hedge. The nice thing about camouflage is that it blends 
nicely with vegetation. 
 The tattoo parlor I arrived at was the closest one to the gate of our 
installation. I wouldn’t call it a “back alley” parlor, but I wouldn’t have 
been surprised if they had been raided by the police a handful of times.
 For all my hesitations about the parlor, the tattoo itself came out 
perfect. It was my design made flesh. I was ecstatic. I was given strict  
instruction on how to care for the tattoo, but I only half paid attention. I 
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was much more focused on how I was going to get back without being 
caught.
 The trip back was, surprisingly, uneventful. I made it through the 
security check point with no problems and arrived back at the mini mall 
and slipped into my uniform in the bathroom. Once I was back in the  
“appropriate attire,” I headed back to the barracks and arrived with plenty 
of time to spare. 
 I was elated, nay delighted, that my subterfuge was successful. I 
had not only managed to sneak off post without being caught, but I had 
also gotten back without trouble. I felt clever, I felt strong. I was stupid. 
 We woke at 0430 the next morning, and our physical training  
started at 0530. I quickly dressed in my PT uniform and realized I had a 
small problem. The wrap on my arm extended slightly below the sleeve of 
my shirt. 
 “Simple,” I thought. I tore the wrapping off and dried my arm with 
one of my hand towels. I headed downstairs to get in formation to start our 
morning work-out. 
 Drill Sergeant Craig Morgan was not a big man, but he was, at that 
point in time, one of the most terrifying people I had ever met. He may 
have been a few inches shorter than me, but when I stood before him, I felt 
much smaller.  Before joining the Army, Drill Sergeant Morgan had served 
in the Marine Corps for at least six years. He was athletic, short tempered, 
and he was more aggressive than anyone I had ever encountered. He was 
everything a Drill Sergeant should be. If you could get him talking, he was 
a wealth of knowledge, a subject matter expert in hand to hand combat, 
rifle marksmanship, leadership and everything else that defines a Soldier. 
Basic Training would not be my last encounter with him, and he would go 
on to be an inspirational presence in the development of my career. On this 
day, he was…less than inspirational.
 We began with a series of warmups before moving into a  
callisthenic workout session. The focus was on keeping our heart rates up. 
We did push-ups, we did sit ups, and never passing up an opportunity to 
dog on another branch, we also did “Air Force Push-ups” (pretend  
push-ups above your head).
 The work out was vigorous, it was tough, and I started sweating. 
We were on the home stretch. I could tell by the way we were starting to 
do less repetitions; working towards cool downs that would keep us from 
pulling muscles. I was lost in thought about my adventure the day before 
when I heard the question.
 “Private,” Drill Sergeant Morgan was practically whispering, but it 
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sounded like a death sentence the way the words slipped from his mouth. 
“What in the hell is that?”
 I glanced around startled, not sure of what he was talking about. I 
spoke without thinking. “Drill Sergeant, what is what?”
 “What is what?!” he shouted. “How about what is the damned art 
show forming on your god damned arm!”
 I looked over and realized, in horror, that I could see the outline 
of my tattoo through my shirt. A perfect image of it was forming on my 
sleeve as the sweat contacted the shirt first where the tattoo outline was 
formed. I have never been a great liar, and I wasn’t about to try my hand 
at it now. It wouldn’t have mattered; the sheer terror I felt had swept my 
mind of all but the most basic primitive thoughts. I’m surprised I answered 
in anything other than grunts.
 “Drill Sergeant, that’s probably my tattoo.”
 I think the answer surprised him. Maybe he thought I had drawn 
on the shirt itself, so perfect was the outline. His surprise quickly turned to 
rage as he processed my answer.
 “Pull up your shirt sleeve!”
 I yanked the shirt up, exposing the reddened outline of my tattoo.
 He stepped back and grinned. “That looks good. Did you draw 
that?”
 “Y-yes, Drill S-ergeant,” I stuttered, a little confused.
 His smile got wider. 
 “You got that yesterday, right?”
 “Yes, Drill Sergeant.”
 “You know,” He said, grinning like a madman, “the only things it’s 
missing is a good story.”
 “A story, Drill Sergeant?” I was genuinely confused now.
 “Yes, Private. A story. I’m going to hurt you so bad your grandkids 
will whisper about this long after you’re in the grave.”
 Oh, that kind of story.
 Punishment in the Army comes in a variety of methods. Drill 
Sergeant Morgan may not have shown appreciate for body art that day, but 
he had elevated physical punishment to its own art form. If pain was an art 
form, Drill Sergeant Morgan was the bastard child of Da Vinci and Satan, 
birthed from the fires of hell.
 The exercises lasted for several hours. By the end, I was covered 
in sweat, dirt and I may have rolled over in my own vomit at one point. 
I would hurt for days in places I can’t even describe. His vengeance was 
awesome and terrifying. When he finally released me to stagger upstairs to 
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my bunk, it was near dark.
 I woke early the next morning, and quickly showered and changed 
into a clean uniform. We straggled downstairs in the morning and formed 
up. Drill Sergeant Morgan was standing in the formation area, and when 
he saw me he started grinning.
 My heart sank, and I started mentally preparing myself for another 
day of pain.
 “Good morning, First Platoon!” He shouted. “I have a special  
surprise for you today. As you all are probably aware of, one of our  
Soldiers made a really dumb decision this weekend. Moving forward, we 
are changing up some of the leadership in the platoon until our graduation. 
Effective immediately, Private Schmidty will be the first squad leader, 
Private Lenny will be the fourth squad leader...” He then named two other 
Soldiers to lead second and third squad. I breathed a sigh of relief. When 
he called Lenny and Schmidty I was sure we were about to turned into 
examples. 
 “Finally, we are introducing the Platoon Guide to your leadership 
chain. All squad leaders will report to the Platoon Guide, who ultimately 
reports to me. He is your voice, but he is also the ass I kick if stuff isn’t 
getting handled. Private Bills, step up and take your place at the front of 
your platoon as the new Platoon Guide.”
 Well, shit…
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Vance Meteor 
and the “Dangerous” Robot
By Tom Cantrell

 
 Somewhere in deep space.
 Narb Nisair was once a thriving planet. Over time, the reliance on 
technology had led to the decimation of this civilization. Now, centuries 
after the inhabitants had fled, Captain Vance Meteor, Dieter Quark and 
Flash Photon stood in the ruins of what was once a flourishing metropolis.
 Dieter, of average height, short dark hair, and thin build, furiously 
pressed the buttons on his wrist computer. “Captain.”
 Standing heroically, Vance, pivoted toward his Science Officer, yet 
kept his feet planted firm on the ground. “Yes?”
 Beads of sweat formed on the Science Officer’s forehead. “It 
would seem that something is approaching from the northwest. Based on 
best data, it is technology-based. Most likely a robot.”
 Navigationally challenged, Vance pivoted facing a direction he 
hoped was vaguely northwest. Out of the corner of his eye, he spied Dieter 
gazing to his left, so he continued pivoting until he faced that direction. 
Doing so hurt his waist but he felt it more important to maintain his image 
as a heroic space captain, then it was to admit he couldn’t pick “north-
west” out of a bag. “Does it appear dangerous?”
 “I am unable to ascertain the threat level associated with the tech-
nological entity forthcoming at this juncture.”
 First Officer Flash Photon muscular of build, thick blond hair and 
big chin scratched his head and redundantly asked the immortal question 
“What?”
 Standing a good inch or so taller than his crew mates, Vance had a 
thick head of dark hair and lively eyes. Grunting, Vance stopped with all 
the pivoting. “Dieter doesn’t know.”
 “Dieter doesn’t know what?”
 “What the robot looks like.”
 Eyes-widening, Flash glanced about in a furtive manner. The writer 
smiled, proud of having used the word furtive. “There’s a robot?”
 “Yes.” Dieter indicated his wrist computer. “And it is coming this 
way.”
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 “Good golly.”
 Unsure of who said, “Good golly,” the writer left it unattributed 
because it’s unimportant. Vance surveyed the scene. They were located in 
the ruins of a grand pavilion in what was once Narb Nisair’s capitol city of 
Golkel. Broken concrete stretched out around them. Several ruined build-
ings located nearby could potentially provide cover, but what fun is that? 
To emphasize the point, the writer moved all the buildings back about 200 
yards which is wholly implausible because that would make this pavilion 
like 400 yards across, which is not how things were done on Narb Nisair. 
This is all based on the writer’s prerogative so deal with it. After patiently 
waiting for all that digression to end, Vance still surveyed the scene. “Men, 
we are at a strategic disadvantage here.”
 Nodding, Flash also looked around. “This is a bad place to stage a 
fight too.” 
 Dieter furiously pressed the buttons on his wrist computer and 
came to the same conclusion. Thankfully for all of us, he kept that infor-
mation to himself since it had been well-established that they were in a 
bad spot and that the Flash joke was tropey and dumb. From one of the 
buildings, to make this more interactive, you pick which one, a robot 
emerged. As it rolled into view, the mechanical monstrosity cast an omi-
nous shadow in the light of Narb Nisair’s reddish sun. As the robot ap-
proached, the trio of UGH explorers unleashed a chorus of gasps. 
 In a single word, the robot appeared: pathetic. 
 Vance gazed with admonishment at the writer. “Seriously?”
 Tarnished and worn, the robot was simply a rectangular boxy thing 
with eight arms and small rollers for legs. It had a row of sensors across 
the top and a circular speaker box for communication. The arms were 
spindly flexible and waved about like wet spaghetti deadly dancing co-
bras with clutching pincers on each end snapping open and closed like the 
mouth of a hungry baby bird deadly venomous cobra.
 With a sigh, Vance took up a defensive position. The robot moved 
forward as Vance checked his chronometer because that sounds more 
sci-fi than a watch or timepiece. Thirty minutes later, when the robot had 
completed it’s 200 or so yard trek to where the trio stood, Vance shook 
his head. “Listen, robot. There is little chance for you to succeed. I am the 
protagonist; you are the antagonist and a minor one at best. You might as 
well lay down right now.”
 Computing the validity of Vance’s statement, the robot let out 
a plaintive little beep. It’s eight arms drooped down at its side. Turning 
away, it shut itself down. With a noticeable shudder, it collapsed into a pile 
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of scrap.
 Stepping by Vance, Dieter leaned over to admire the newly created 
collection of spare parts. “Superior reasoning, Captain.” Vance smiled but 
Dieter wasn’t done. “However, I am sure the reader would have enjoyed 
watching you engage the robot in ferocious combat.” Vance’s smile faded.
 “Firgap.” Vance swore. (Firgap is a swear word in this universe. 
Sorry for those that hate the damn swear words). The space captain’s 
shoulder’s slumped. “The reader. It’s always about the reader.” He rubbed 
his chin. “Of course, you’re right. Bring him back.”
 The robot reassembled and sprang back into action. Its eight arms 
swinging wildly in Vance’s direction. In a squawky static burst, the robot’s 
speaker blared a warning siren. “Invader. You have invaded. You will be 
destroyed.”
 “Unlikely.” Diving forward, Vance rolled into a summersault, leapt 
to his feet, and kicked the robot. Upon impact, the mechanism keeled over 
and crashed to the ground. With a slight popping sound, the robot shut 
down and fulfilled its destiny of becoming, once again, a pile of scrap. 
Vance stood up and dusted off his hands. He began walking across the 
pavilion. “Let’s go.”
 After a few steps, he turned around. Flash, no longer needed in this 
scene, was inexplicably gone. Dieter, who remains necessary, stood with 
his arms folded across his chest which is redundant because there is really 
no other good way to fold your arms. So really, he just stood there with 
his arms folded. Vance rubbed his chin again because that’s what he does. 
“What?”
 Dieter scoffed. Don’t exactly know what that sounds like, but  
either way. “Gee, that sure raised the hairs on the back of my neck.”
 Perplexed, Vance turned to face his science officer. “What do you 
mean by that?”
 “That was nothing. There was no fight. You took him out in like a 
paragraph.”
 Vance rolled his eyes. “And that wasn’t enough? Look at him. It’s 
not my fault he’s so pitiful.”
 “Excuses, excuses.”
 With a sideways glance, Vance threw shade at the writer. Not 
shades. The writer doesn’t wear sunglasses. 
 Gesturing at the pile of scrap, Dieter gave Vance a puppy dog look. 
“Please. For the readers. At least give him a chance.”
 Pondering, Vance pondered. “Alright. After all, it is for the reader.” 
The two of them reassembled the robot, even fixing the one previously 
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unmentioned broken arm. Dieter dusted it off, giving it a nice shine, while 
Vance opened the back panel and reconnected a few loose wires. When 
finished, he snapped the panel shut. A small reverberating hum let them 
know the robot was warming up. Dieter moved over to the side and Vance 
took up a half-hearted defensive posture. Once the robot has properly 
rebooted, it wheeled around to face the space captain.
 Trying his best to appear grim, Vance forgoed his laser and balled 
up his fists. “C’mon robot. I’m ready for you.”
 Off to the side, Dieter glanced up from his wrist computer. “I am 
sorry, Captain. But that is not a word.”
 Vance turned toward his science officer. “What isn’t a word.”
 “Forgoed.”
 “Then how the firgap do you say forgo past tense?”
 “Apparently you are supposed to say, ‘forewent.’”
 “Forewent? I’m not saying that. That sounds ridiculous. Are you 
serious?”
 Double-checking his wrist computer, Dieter nodded. “Think about 
it, Captain. One would not say I goed to the store now, would they?”
 Vance had to concede on that one. “I’m still not saying forewent.”
 Dieter’s face brightened. “Perhaps the writer could start the sen-
tence with “forgoing” to allow for subject/verb variation and thus bypass-
ing the issue.”
 Vance nodded. “Let’s try this again.”
 Forgoing his laser gun, Vance tried to appear grim as he balled up 
his fists.
 Perhaps awkwardly phrased, but still usable.
 In response, the robot rolled forward. Vance moved to defend him-
self. Reaching out, the robot pinched Vance on the arm. Mildly perturbed, 
Vance prepared to unleash one of his famed Astro-kicks.
 “Now Captain…” With admonishment, Dieter gestured again at 
the robot and then the reader. Vance halted in mid-kick and stared at his 
first officer. Slowly he lowered his leg.
 “Oh, right, the reader.” Vance clutched his arm. “Um, ow?”
 The robot reached out and pinched him on the thigh.
 “Ooh.” Feigning a wince, Vance grabbed his thigh. The robot 
slapped him across the face. The space captain didn’t even flinch noting 
with internal dialog that it felt like getting hit with wet spaghetti. One of 
the pincers shakily latched on to Vance’s mustache and yanked on it— 
hard.
 “Ow!” Vance’s hand flew to his mouth. “Now that smarts.” He 
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wrenched the clutching claw away from his face and glared at Dieter. 
“Now that hurt.” Holding the robot back with his foot, he pointed at his 
upper lip. “And where did this mustache come from?”
 Shrugging, Dieter checked his wrist computer. Vance grimaced. 
“Can I take it out now?”
 Dieter’s expression preached patience. “Just give it a few more 
sentences. Make it exciting.”
 As Vance rubbed his face, a tentacle arm reached out and wrapped 
itself around his leg and tried to pull him over. The robot yanked and  
jerked before Vance even noticed. “Uh, oh.” It managed to budge him a 
few centimeters when, stretched to the max, the arm popped out of the  
robot’s body and flopped to the ground like a dirty sock. Unsure that  
analogy worked, Vance picked up the disconnected arm and bent over to 
screw it back into the robot’s body. As he leaned in, the robot wrapped 
all seven of its remaining tentacle-like arms around the space captain and 
awkwardly hoisted him into the air.
 Astonished, Vance cried out what one cries out in times like these. 
“Hey!”
 The arms quivered under Vance’s weight. The space captain flailed 
his arms as the robot tried to turn. Swinging wildly to his left, Vance  
steadied himself with a hand against the robot’s head. Then, he almost 
lost his lunch, which was a nice egg salad sandwich, when he swayed in 
a great swooping motion to his left. Finally, buckling under its load, the 
robot’s arms popped out one by one and Vance fell down on top of the 
might-less machine. Again, the robot fell over, landing in a heap on the 
ground. A soft crackle emitted from the machine and it deactivated. Then, 
with a tremendous shake and a puff of smoke, it fell apart.
 From his position on the ground, Vance looked at Dieter. “It was 
the best I could do. I think I gave it a lot of opportunity.”
 Nodding, Dieter helped the space captain to his feet. “I suppose 
that will have to do.” They took the pieces of the robot and made a neat 
pile out of them. “Maybe later we can rebuild it and make it a more  
credible threat.”
 “Sure, that might be fun.” Although the tone isn’t implicit in the 
writing, Vance said this in such a way to convey that he had no intention 
of ever going back and rebuilding the robot. With a grunt, Vance gave up 
trying to stack up the spaghetti cobra-like arms and pushed them together 
in a pile. “That’s that. Now let’s get moving.”
 Dieter checked his wrist computer. “Where are we going?”
 Vance gestured at the now-absent Flash.
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 “To find Flash.”
 Frowning, Dieter furiously pushed the buttons on his wrist  
computer. “He is indeed missing.”
 The two ran off the page to the next scene.
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Lorelei
By Carolyn Tody

 Nineteen-year-old Lorelei was driving south on a country road, her 
window open a crack despite a light October drizzle, and was listening to a 
soft romantic tune when she spotted Tristan. He was standing on a distant 
hilltop. She noticed him because he was silhouetted against the rising 
moon.
 Tristan shook his dark, windblown hair. The low harvest moon 
backlit him with a golden luminescence that made him glow amber against 
the uppermost trees. He watched, impatient, thinking she was anoth-
er hunter enjoying the first day of pheasant season. The spicy aroma of 
autumn leaves did nothing to curb his eagerness to capture Lorelei for his 
master.
 Startled at seeing him, Lorelei opened her window further. Her 
breath froze. And in that second, she accidentally touched her brake.
 Suddenly, the car skidded on a patch of black ice.
 Lorelei screamed when it launched skyward; became airborne; 
sheared ninety degrees off course; and flew headfirst into a densely for-
ested ditch, ripping off the car door and catapulting her headfirst into the 
trees.

~
 For untold seconds, Lorelei lay on the ground where the impact 
propelled her. Her spirit wavered in and out, stunned beyond comprehen-
sion.
 Soft footfalls encircled her, coming closer, and she heard a loud 
gasp. 
 With a slam, Lorelei regained her senses. But was she alive? She 
saw no one there. She tried to form a workable explanation for whatever 
had happened. She felt no pain, but nothing felt real. What’s more,  
opening her eyes didn’t help, because the world around her revolved in 
dizzying, upside down circles. 
 When she finally moved, it was with a groan. Something did not 
feel right. She suspected she had been in an accident. She lifted her eyes, 
and found the evidence - a dark blue sedan still spun its tires above her 
head with its undercarriage suspended on top of freshly cut tree trunks. 
“Oh, no…” with a tormented cry, she realized it was the car she’d  
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borrowed from her father!
 Her memory rushed back. With it came a wave of apprehension. 
She wasn’t sure if she wanted to survive the incident if it meant having to 
face her father. She gave in to tears of overwhelming anguish and sobbed 
at the sight of his car impaled on tree stumps.
 When her grief subsided, she rolled off the severed car door that 
protected her underbelly from sharp branches embedded in the earth. She 
reached out in curiosity to touch a tree. The bark was real. There were, in 
fact, huge trees growing everywhere except in the tiny clearing where she 
landed, and where the freshly cut tree trunks formed a landing place for 
Father’s car. How had she survived? A thousand to one… those were the 
odds of living through an accident among these trees. 
 Lorelei rubbed her head where it hurt. She was becoming more 
disoriented, and thought that if she could turn back the hands of time, she 
wouldn’t need to linger in the cold mist. Using a fallen branch to steady 
her feet, she limped over to the disabled car. However, the threshold was 
too high to climb in the driver’s seat. She needed assistance. This was 
bewildering. Where, on this remote country road, would she find anyone 
to help? 

~
 Meanwhile, Lorelei struggled to see her reflection in the car  
window. She noticed her bedraggled appearance, straightened her clothes, 
and, unaware of her true disarray, lurched off in a stupor through the 
woods. All she could think of was finding the man on the hill.
 She limped along for minutes that seemed like hours. Meanwhile, 
the moon rose higher. By the time she spotted Tristan on a nearby hillside, 
he was unknowingly silhouetted against a moonlit cloud.
 As Tristan watched her, he mumbled repeatedly to himself, “Duty 
calls. My duty is to my master. My master.” He stoked his resolve and 
stood his ground. 
 Lorelei moved closer until she could see his facial profile. She was 
positive he was watching her observe him. In her heightened confusion, 
the prospect was electrifying. She watched the sky transform from liquid 
denim to starlight, suddenly aware that it was impossible to tell exactly 
when evening would descend into darkness. She should run before she 
was trapped, but his mesmerizing presence made her hesitate.
 Tristan whispered, “My net is ready. This time I will not fail.” He 
rose and began a long, slow, smooth glide toward her, seeming to float 
above the uneven ground where swollen tips of meadow grass brushed 
their pollen into his long hair.
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 From this distance, Lorelei could see only his moonlit profile. But 
she inhaled sharply when a fortunate breeze shifted his billowing shirt to 
reveal finely chiseled muscle.
 Tristan shivered. He had tried to warn her about freezing drizzle 
on the road. Once her car spun out of control, however, he’d had to move 
quickly; and her unexpected beauty had weakened his resolve. He swatted 
absentmindedly at a swarm of tiny fireflies. They may have been enchant-
ed, though, because he whispered, “Go to Lorelei, you lazy little stars. 
Give her comfort.”
 Lorelei scrutinized the tiny iridescent lights that crowned his 
head in a sparkling halo of ghost light. Oddly enough, she didn’t feel that 
Tristan posed a threat. In fact, she felt the opposite. His presence warmed 
her soul. She summoned her courage and stepped closer. At that exact 
moment, the fireflies wrapped her in their fiery glow. 
 Tristan took great care not to frighten her; in fact, he paused for a 
moment to inhale the aromatic perfume of young saplings. Once he had 
saturated himself with deep feeling, he exhaled the scent of moonlight and 
bowed his head so Lorelei couldn’t hear him. He whispered to the ele-
ments, “Moonlight, infuse Lorelei with your exotic scent.”
 Lorelei froze when the unexpected aroma surrounded her. That 
was when a feeling struck her that had nothing to do with her accident. It 
was like something had impaled her heart. Her imagination ran wild too. 
She fancied that she was floating in the sweet incense of night blooming 
flowers. Indeed, she suddenly sensed a thousand fragrances scenting the 
air. Some were subtle like a whiff of Jasmine; others were spicy, or minty, 
or rich with musky intoxication.

~ in the twilight, him

 As the two stood watching each other, the moon crested over 
distant treetops and cast a spell of romance over them. Shadows cascaded 
into the meadow. The web was woven; the incantation was complete. The 
field became a magical place.

~
 Lorelei sighed, and expanded into her consciousness until she 
reigned larger than life over all that was or ever will be. The effect had 
little to do with dopamine or serotonin. Her senses wanted to render the 
moment timeless, wanted the elements to carry her into eternity, where she 
could feel as one with Tristan and the heavens.
 Tristan felt it too. He met her gaze, and whispered, “We stand in 
darkness, yet moonlight casts both of us into misty vagueness.”
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 Lorelei imagined that she had never set eyes on anyone so enig-
matic. She regarded him with hungry eyes and let her soul fill with undeni-
able yearning. 
 Tristan forgot his duty to the master. He walked toward Lorelei, 
slowly, but confidently, knowing that he would never find another such 
grail in his endless universe of striving.
 Lorelei’s cheeks burned as hot as if the cool October evening had 
suddenly become scorching. 
 Tristan felt like he was frozen in a time and place where Lorelei 
belonged only to him. He wrapped his cloak around her shivering shoul-
ders.
 They came together in a gentle embrace, and for the better part 
of an hour they stood together, locked in a tender gaze, whispering sweet 
possibilities, neither willing to face their reality or relinquish the spell that 
bound them.

~
 Now it was well-known fact that these woods were full of untamed 
creatures that crawl and jump and creep. Creatures rarely stay still for 
long. And it wasn’t much longer before the moon grew bright enough to il-
luminate a fringe of trees surrounding the meadow where innocent wildlife 
could be easily lured into the open. What emerged was only a tiny fawn. 

~
 Lorelei sensed the movement before Tristan. She tore her startled 
eyes from him and turned back quickly, but it was too late. 
 Reality had wound its icy fingers deep. 
 Tristan was gone, swallowed by the night. He watched her without 
comprehension from his hiding place in the darkened forest. A dangerous 
force was at work here. He was in love, but if humans had broken her con-
centration, he had to move quickly.
 In despair, Lorelei cried, “Tristan?” She swooned, held a hand to 
her head wound, and summoned him softly. “Where are you, Tristan?” 
When there was no answer, she leaned against her walking stick and 
scanned the hills in every direction. “Please,” she begged, “come back. I 
need you.”
 Tristan readied his net and prepared once again to swoop down.

~
 At that exact moment, a crimson clad hunter emerged from the 
opposite trees with his shotgun held in a horizontal position as if he didn’t 
know what to expect. A speckled feather protruded from his bulging can-
vas pack.
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 A second later, another shooter, dressed in blaze orange, emerged 
in the moonlit clearing and bumped into the first man. 
 At the sight of Lorelei, they dropped their gear and raced over to 
her. 
 “You alright, Miss?” asked the hunter in red.
 Lorelei seemed genuinely puzzled to see the pheasant hunters. In 
truth, she was still too shaken to speak above a whisper.
 The second hunter asked, “Are you in pain, young lady?” He 
unwound his jacket and wrapped it around Lorelei’s quivering shoulders. 
Then he spread his coat on the ground and lowered her into a comfortable 
sitting position.
 Lorelei shook her head. Nothing was making sense to her. So much 
had happened. 
 The red clad hunter fished out a phone, dialed, and shouted, 
“There’s been an accident and we need help! Make it quick, will ya?” He 
listened briefly, said, “A young woman. Dazed, but conscious.  What? Oh, 
happened a couple miles south of Nichols Road. We spotted the wreckage 
and searched the woods for a driver. What? Can’t hear ya.” He jiggled 
the phone, said, “Oh, yeah, name’s Brent Thomas. How long? Okay,” he 
agreed, and disconnected.
 The other hunter asked, “When they comin’?”
 Brent tightened his lips. “They won’t be here for twenty minutes. 
Hey, Ron, don’tcha think we better get her over to our car and get her 
warmed up? 
 “I’ll go start the engine,” offered Ron. He left and returned with a 
soft green coverlet that he wrapped around Lorelei, and he sat beside her 
until she was warm enough to start the walk. “Okay, I’m going back to the 
car now.”
 Brent said, “Sure thing, I’ll bring her over.” His curiosity then 
turned to Lorelei. “Your car made quite an impact on those trees. What 
made you spin out?”
 Lorelei scanned the tree line for Tristan, but saw no sign of him. 
“What’s your name, little lady?”
 Lorelei looked straight ahead. Her head throbbed mercilessly, and 
she was confused. She didn’t feel like talking.
 Brent gestured toward the woods. “Ron should have the vehicle 
warm by now. Can you walk?” He took the stunned young woman’s hand 
and led her gently toward the road where their car was parked.
 Lorelei let him lead her away. She wanted to stay, but she was 
freezing, so she pledged to revisit the meadow later to find the mysterious 
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man with intense amber eyes. 
 Tristan watched Lorelei until he was certain of her safety. He knew 
now that her love was worth his wait. He couldn’t fathom why the Ele-
ment Master wanted her, but he desired her even more. Tristan vowed to 
return, then he stepped into the mist… having realized there was no better 
ending for a man who had just experienced perfect bliss.
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White Droppings
By Mattias Carosella

 It was the dogs who found it first.
 They smelled it, lingering in the leavings of the rabbits and the 
deer. A new treat. They ate it, gobbling up the pellets as a wondrous morn-
ing snack. But then, when they realized it, and tasted it in the other grazing 
pastures and saw it leaking into their own, they stopped outright, with a 
snort of the nose and gallop away, hair rising on the scruffs of their backs.
 Already you could see the flecks of color being stripped away.
 “Last one there’s a ghost!”
 “Not funny, Derek!”
 Too bad it didn’t matter. James was going to be last. They all knew 
it.
 He ran, nevertheless. Fast. His blood pumped on the side of his 
face, and he hoped at least one vein was showing, if by his temple and 
nowhere else. For once let him look like them. James dug his fingernails 
into his palms, bleeding them, desperately trying to will his legs to carry 
him quicker. Short, slender legs, that were nothing compared with the long 
solid trunks of the others.
 James ran, despite fate, knowing it would not be enough.
 “Ghosty! Ghosty! James is a ghosty!” They were already singing 
from the top of the hill. As he climbed, James saw them dancing around 
the tree, Clarence waving his shirt around his head. “Ghosty! Ghosty! 
James the baby ghost-y!”
 There wasn’t enough time for this. To fight and argue and defend 
himself for something that seemed so useless. You couldn’t escape with 
just fast legs anymore.
 James sped past the tree and the boys dancing round. He did not 
glance over his shoulder when he heard them stop.
 “James!” It was Forest. 
 “J, James!” Clarence.
 “Hey! James, come on! We don’t mean it…”
 Derek had started it, and now he was saying he didn’t mean it.
 James kept going, keeping up with the sun. By mid-afternoon, he’d 
begun to feel it creeping on. Screw them and their games. He wanted to 
go home. To feel safe. To hope that his time out would not leave him like 
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those who’d gone white.

 “Ah – Gahd!” Travis had been sitting all day in his trench. An-
other one walked by, pearlescent and useless. “Gahd damn!” he cursed, 
spitting brown globs into the speckled leaves, reaching for a swig of what 
remained in his flask as the spooked creature took off, back where it had 
come from. “Just one, gahddamn, s’all I’m askin’ for!”
 It was useless to demand from a Lord who was leaving them in 
this shit. But the old lady had said he better done pray out there, riskin’ his 
damn hide and for what? To look on at a couple a shiny deer.
 “Shit,” Travis spat, thinking that maybe Darlene was right. He 
packed up, empty-handed. It was no way to meet his wife at the door, but 
he was seeing there wasn’t anything for it. He’d done waited long enough. 
“Ain’t no changin’ this.”
 Trudging through the wood back to his pickup was the only plea-
sure he’d get all day. Even the tuck under his lip, and the warming stale 
drink hadn’t eased his knowing that this would be the end of them.
 It was darkening by the time he drove off. He’d waited too long, 
greed gotten the best of him. Showing up empty, again. It was damn hu-
miliating. “Gahddamn,” he yelled, slapping the stiff wheel. Just one catch 
would do ‘em good. Might last ‘em a month. They were hurtin’ for it. Ev-
eryone was hurtin’ for it, and Travis was a hunter, but now, a useless one.
 He knew it wouldn’t be long now before it didn’t matter at all.
 People were starting to drop.
 They needed to move.

 Darlene had already packed. Travis had no time to be humiliated, 
even though she’d known he would be arriving as he was.
 “Kids are ready,” she greeted him with, shuffling bags towards the 
now open door. “Essentials are packed. I wanna leave.” There was a strain 
in her voice Travis had heard in those of his neighbors, but that Darlene 
had fought off until now. “You can come back for whatever it is I’s sure to 
forget, but now, we are go-ing.”
 Travis stood stunned in the doorway. How had it sped up to this so 
fast? A couple of weeks ago it seemed though the town was up for a beau-
tiful fall. Leaves turning, the smell of pine in the air, a crisp wind to greet 
you in the morning.
 Being a man of the woods, he’d seen the droppings. Among the 
first. Thought them strange, sure, but harmful, harmful like this?
 “Trav!” Darlene’s urgency shook him. “Come on!”



73

 He packed the truck quickly, ushered the children in, and watched 
as Darlene slammed the door shut. The house was dark, no different than 
the Muller’s down the road east, nor the Stalinsky’s west. They were the 
last to leave their street.
 Darlene ripped the passenger door open and sat with a thud. The 
buckle clicked, and Travis craned his head back, putting the truck in re-
verse and sliding down the gravel driveway.
 Darkness had settled. Between his children’s faces, the glare from 
the rearview masking them in an orange veil, Travis noticed a speck of 
white dust. He thought, for a moment, it was a firefly outside. A strangely 
white firefly.
 Narrowing his eyes, he noticed that the floating white flake was 
inside the car.
 “Trav…” he heard Darlene say, but at that point he had seen it too. 
The spot on his arm that now shone like the suspended star in the black 
cabin of the truck.

 There was no one home.
 Not just at 721 Grindstone, but all of Milton. Every home, aban-
doned.
 Natalie hadn’t called since she had told her parents that she was 
coming home for Thanksgiving. The semester had gotten busy, and then it 
had slowed, which meant being busy in a different sense, but she had not 
thought it would make a difference. She was always home for Thanksgiv-
ing.
 She didn’t remember missing a call from her mother, or father, or 
even James.
 Already, she had walked around. Driven aimlessly about town, to 
see if someone, anyone, was still here. With the sun going down, Natalie 
sat in the driveway of 721, unsure of what to do next.
 She did not want to go inside. She had done that already, and it had 
made it all worse.
 Nor did she want to leave, because, what if…
 Night took hold, and try though she might, she was overcome with 
dreariness that comes with the deepest of worries and slept.
 A strange light woke her. A beautiful, white light, coming from 
outside, that rushed past the window and then was gone, leaving only its 
trailing glow. Natalie sat up fast, tracing the tail to its source. She jumped 
out of the car, her mind not registering the strangeness for the familiarity 
that surprised her.
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 “James! James!”
 He was running. Probably come from Deadman’s Hill, through the 
back of the meadows, and out onto their street.
 He was running and didn’t stop, like he didn’t hear her, even 
though she shouted loudly.
 “James! JAMES!” Natalie ran to catch up to him, waving away 
the white glow that her brother left behind him. It was almost like dust, or 
pollen, and it settled softly onto the lapels of her denim jacket.
 Chasing after James led Natalie out of Brookdale neighborhood, 
and onto Twin Street, taking her by the golf course.
 Littered across the unkempt carpets of green, which not having 
been cut now looked as grass ought to, with weeds of tall stalks, all man-
ner of creature were making it their nighttime paradise. Natalie gawked 
at the dazzling brilliance of the deer and rabbits and crows and bats, all 
moving languidly about the meadows of Milton Green.
 They were glowing. Glowing white, like her brother. 
 And it was not just them, the animals, that were there. Natalie 
spotted Ruby, Meredith’s chestnut hound, now a dazzling diamond against 
the rich purple sky. Dogs and cats and people, people, mingled with the 
wildlife, none of them seemingly aware of their translucence while ignor-
ing all normal reticence at such close contact.
 Natalie stood, rooted to Twin Street, while James ran across the 
empty road and clean through the fence, to join the other spirits gathered 
on Milton Green.
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The Maiden and the Wolf
By G. S. Scott

 Night-song of crickets and frogs accompanied Kyle and his friends 
as they crept through the forest, the crisp air heavy with the sharp scent of 
pine. With only one of the two moons full, they had light enough to see, 
but it left gloom in which to hide. Kyle suppressed a shiver as he searched 
the shadows for hidden guards. The pits of his shirt soaking, he glanced 
at Allen who wore his usual stupid grin. Anxiety churned Kyle’s stomach. 
He didn’t want to be there, but he had to look after his future brother-in-
law. If anything happened to Allen, it would devastate Kyle’s sister, Anna. 
 With the Traveler’s campfire only a hundred feet away, Kyle made 
sure not to step on dry foliage when turning to Taylor. “So what’s the 
plan?” he asked, keeping his voice low.
 “The plan is to kill them,” the dark-bearded man said, scanning the 
faces of the other six men squatting in the darkness.
 Kyle’s brown eyes went wide, and his gut clenched. “I thought 
we’re just gonna drive ‘em off?” Sweat seeped from his brow. He’d never 
taken another’s life. 
 “They deserve death,” Taylor said. “The Lord of Chaos favored 
Travelers. Well, the reign of Chaos is over. God returned and threw the 
evil one down. And by Ukase, the Travelers need to go too.”
 Kyle muttered the rote prayer, “Great God Ukase, Lord of Order 
and punisher of the wicked, I bow to thy will.” He wiped the sweat from 
his brow. “Ukase said it’s forbidden to kill without cause.” 
 Allen chuckled. “Since when did you get religion?” 
 “I have always believed.” Kyle then forced a grin. “And, when you 
asked Anna to marry you.” He didn’t want to admit the truth. Admitting 
to the belief in anything other than the god of Order would send him into 
exile. Or worse.
 “Very funny.” Allen replied, but his smile slipped. “Look, Kyle, the 
Keeper said we need to stay vigilant for Chaos. His preaching may be bor-
ing, but he’s right. The Lord of Order demands we stamp out all remnants 
of Chaos.”
 “But who’re we to take their lives?” Kyle gestured toward the 
camp. “Besides, they’re just singers and storytellers. Pop told me violence 
isn’t their way.”
 Taylor snarled. “They’re hell spawn.” 
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 Shrugging, Kyle glanced back the way they came, wishing he were 
still in bed. “I still don’t see why we have to kill ‘em.” Palms itching, he 
ran a hand through his curly black hair.
 Jer, the eldest of the group, readied his crossbow. “Travelers are 
thieves and swindlers, stealing babies in the night and seducing the inno-
cents into joining them.”
 “That’s poppycock,” Kyle said.
 Taylor stabbed a finger at Kyle. “It’s the truth.”
 “How do you know?”
 Taylor stared at the campfire. “Because I believe.”
 The stench of fear and anger poured from the others as they hefted 
their weapons. They checked blade and spear edges or tested the weight 
and balance of club and hammer, while Jer quietly cocked and loaded his 
crossbow. They all acted as though killing people was no different than a 
day’s hunting.
 But Kyle refused. His father taught him to bare his sword only to 
preserve his life, and he didn’t feel threatened. At least, not yet. 
 We shouldn’t be doing this, he thought.
 A flicker of white deep in the forest caught Kyle’s attention. He 
jumped, thinking it a sentry, but realized it couldn’t be. No guard—woman 
or man—would wear long, flowing, diaphanous robes. He rubbed his eyes. 
“What’s a woman doin’ out here in nothing but her nightgown?”
 “What?” Taylor’s head swung around. “Where?”
 Kyle pointed, but lowered his arm, mouth dropping open. The 
woman was gone. “But, she was right there.”
 “This is no time for jokes,” Jer said. 
 Allen chuckled. “You seein’ ghosts now, Kyle?”
 “I swear I saw her—thin as a wisp and all in white.” 
  “Shut it,” Taylor growled. “You hear me?” He looked around and 
then shook his head. “It must be one of ‘em out for a walk. We best do this 
before she gives warning.” 
 Jer started forward at a crouch, keeping his crossbow level. The 
others kept to his heels with Kyle taking up the rear. 
 Fifty feet from the camp, Kyle slowed. Ten people sat about the 
fire, three of whom were kids. He furrowed his brows. I’ll not take part in 
killing children.
 A tall man in a bright yellow shirt stood on the far side of the fire. 
“Well, how about a story before we head to bed?” His voice was full and 
sure. “I’m thinking a ghost story.”
 The woman sitting next to him smirked. “Must you, Henry? You’ll 



77

frighten the little ones.” 
 Jer and the others crept farther forward.
 The man in yellow chuckled. “Oh, very well, my dear.” He gazed 
at her with a broad smile and stroked her cheek. “The story of the Pixy 
Queen, then.”
 Kyle saw the way the man and woman looked at each other. That’s 
love, he thought. These people can’t be all bad. “Why am I even here?” he 
muttered.
 “Why indeed,” a woman whispered into his ear from behind, her 
voice as soft as an evening breeze, her scent like lilacs in summer.
 Vivid scenes flashed in Kyle’s mind: the Travelers’ leader—decked 
out in full motley—juggled balls and told tales of gallantry and folly. His 
wife—the woman at the fire—wore a long flowing blue dress and sang 
songs of beauty and love to an adoring crowd. A man across from the lead-
er wore pancake makeup, stumbling and bumbling about to the delight of 
village children. The Travelers spread happiness and joy to all those who 
wanted it. All those who needed it.
 As the vision faded, a revelation struck Kyle. Whatever happened 
before God’s return, these peaceful people had nothing to do with it. The 
Lord of Chaos may have favored them, but that didn’t make the Travelers 
evil. 
 Standing tall in the night, he shook his head. “This is wrong. We 
can’t do this.” He turned to thank the woman for helping him see the truth, 
yet no one was there. A chill ran down his spine. “Where did you go?” He 
called out to the darkness, “Who are you?”
 The Travelers’ leader jerked up. “Is someone there?” He peered 
into the forest. “Come, join our fire. You’ve nothing to fear.”
 Jer loosed a bolt. It whizzed through the air, striking the tall  
Traveler in the chest. Grunting, the man crumpled to the ground. The 
children shrieked and the blonde woman screamed, her face twisting in 
anguish as she reached for her husband.
 “No!” Kyle shouted as the attackers—his friends—ran toward the 
camp, their weapons at the ready.
 A black mass sped past him from behind as though the night itself 
came to life, leaving the scent of musk and earth. The blackness merged 
with Jer, who tumbled to the ground. His screams quickly turned to gur-
gling.
 His mouth agape, Kyle shook as the darkness rose upon four legs 
from Jer’s body. A pair of glowing golden eyes appeared within the  
blackness, and bright white fangs flashed with the light of the fire. The 
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thing stared toward Kyle, but then turned, snarled, and raced toward Jer’s 
brother. The wolf sprang and tore out August’s throat. He dropped as the 
wolf landed and spun for his next victim.
 A Traveler cocked a crossbow and aimed it at Kyle with shaking 
hands. Kyle tried to take cover, but couldn’t move. Something held him. 
His heart hammered and sweat stung his eyes. “Please, God, I don’t want 
to die.” 
 The bow thumped, and the bolt sailed at Kyle. 
 With a snap, a branch fell, knocking the bolt out of the air. 
 “Hush, Child,” the woman whispered again. “I’m with you.”
 A calmness enveloped Kyle, erasing his panic as a woman glided 
from behind him in glowing robes. Long brown hair cascaded about her 
shoulders, framing a delicate face with eyes as big as the moon. Kyle’s 
sense of wonder turned to apprehension as the woman’s eyes shifted from 
brown, to blue, then changed to green, then yellow. But when she smiled, 
he couldn’t help but return it.
 “Who—” He swallowed. “Who are you? Are you a … a god?”
 “I’m a Maiden of the Mother of Creation and guardian of the 
innocent. You’re good at heart, Kyle. This I know. So, I shall protect you. 
But there is a price.” She gestured to the camp where time seemed to have 
frozen. “You must witness what happens to those who would harm the 
Traveling People—my people.”
 Kyle’s heart ached for his friends, wishing he could help. “But—”
 “They have chosen this,” she said, “and must pay for their folly.” 
With the flick of her wrist, time returned.
 Kyle’s friend Dak, the Silversmith’s apprentice who had it in him 
to be a master one day, rushed the blonde woman at the fire. As he hoisted 
his club over his head, an owl swooped out of the darkness and clawed 
his eyes. Dropping the club, Dak fell backward with his hands to his face. 
A vine descended from the trees, snaked about Dak’s throat, and sprang 
back. The snap of his neck echoed through the glade.
 Ken, an honest man who prayed to God every night, screamed as 
the wolf took him to the ground and chewed on his face. Taylor charged 
the wolf from behind with his sword held high. As Taylor chopped down, 
a swirling bubble of black, dark-green, and yellow engulfed the beast and 
then winked out with a flash, taking the wolf with it. Taylor couldn’t adjust 
his swing. His blade sunk into Ken’s chest with a thunk. Blood spat out of 
Ken’s mouth as he screamed and died. Taylor shook, his mouth agape as 
he stared at his dead friend. 
 A tall man in black stepped out of the darkness behind Taylor. The 
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stranger made a diagonal slashing motion with his right hand, and a bright 
white light flashed through Taylor’s midsection. Taylor’s body split in two, 
his torso hitting the ground with a shlock like a rotten pumpkin.
 Alone, Allen stood at the edge of the fire, his head swiveling about. 
He looked to Kyle with fear in his eyes. “Ukase help me, I’m sorry.” He 
dropped his hammer and fled. The Traveler with the bow fired. His bolt 
caught Allen at the edge of the glade and punched through his throat. Allen 
dropped and thrashed, reaching out to Kyle only feet away. Eyes holding a 
silent plea for help, Allen gurgled and went still.
 Staring at his best friend’s corpse, tears burned Kyle’s eyes as 
memories taunted him. The two running about as children, laughing and 
boasting of all the damsels they would save once they grew into proper 
heroes, when they would grow to be men. Allen dropping to one knee to 
propose to Anna. The look on the face of Kyle’s sister as she said yes. His 
future brother’s smile as he promised to love and protect Anna forever.
 Kyle’s heart broke. 
 The man in black strode toward Kyle and the Maiden, his short-
cropped black hair framing an angular face. “They’ve been dealt with, my 
love.” His hard, yellow eyes turned to Kyle. “What should we do with this 
one?”
 “I believe there’s much potential in him.” She kissed the stranger 
on the cheek. “I need to see to the troupe’s leader.”
 The stranger put his arm around Kyle. “What’s your name?” he 
asked in a rumbling voice, his potent musk coming off in waves, the smell 
of wolf.
  “K—Kyle.”
 “You’ve nothing to fear, Kyle. Come,” he guided them after the 
willowy woman, “we must see if she can save the Traveler.” 
 As Kyle shuffled forward, he muttered, “What will I tell Anna?”
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Got to have something for 
Writer’s Group this afternoon
By Bill Blanchard

How do you write a poem about nothing?
Where do you start and how do you find a rhyme?
Maybe you feel the challenge is handcuffing.
How do you write it when there is no time?

Look at the news and see if you find a topic.
Maybe you’ll find some story to inspire you.
Search for a story broad or microscopic.
Find something old or dream up something new.

Nobody wants to hear of Coronavirus.
Nobody wants to hear about Roger Stone.
Maybe some other story will inspire us.
Maybe a rhyme will make us laugh ‘r groan.

How many stanzas should I write to finish?
I think this one should be the last.
Any more and your patience would diminish.
Any more and my deadline will have past.
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Labor Day Boat Ride
By K. B. Langdon

 
 The afternoon August sun loomed over a family of five on their 
way back to shore after enjoying an afternoon of fishing on the Mississippi 
River.  In the distance, a dark building sky crawled near. Occasionally, the 
sun hid behind the building cumulous clouds, but fought to reveal itself 
and let its light shine below like a spotlight on the boating family: the 
father, at the stern steering, the mother wearing her sun hat and holding it 
with one hand, preventing it from blowing away, and their three sons, the 
two oldest sat equally apart at the bow, while the youngest cuddled up to 
his mother. The middle son, overlooked his father, hoping to one day have 
his turn at the wheel. The eldest, shaded his eyes from the intermittent 
blinding sun, assuming the role of navigator as he searched for water de-
bris like logs from trees or other hard, nonporous materials that could ruin 
the sharp boat motor blades.  The boat’s speed, too fast to allow easy ban-
tering, forced the family to sit silently, and focus on racing the impending 
storm to shore. The day’s catch flopped along in the live well, not knowing 
their fate as dinner.
 The eldest son spotted something. He shouted, “Dad, look up 
ahead on the right.  Do you see the black thing on the log?”
 A large black bag pushed itself against a fallen tree with the steady 
current, trying to travel to a new destination. 
 Immediately, the father shut off the motor. The boat slowed but 
continued bobbing in its wake as it coasted toward the bag.
 “How could someone lose a bag that size? It looks like a gym 
bag.” The father said.
 “Or like the bags the hockey players have,” said the eldest son.
 “Well, leave it there.  The owner will probably miss it and come 
searching for it later,” the mother said.  “People lose things in rivers all the 
time.”
 The sun popped out from behind a cloud casting its rays on the 
bag. Shielding their eyes to get a better look at the duffle bag, the entire 
family stood still in their boat.  Approaching the bag, the family saw that 
it was caught with the strap—almost purposefully—wrapped around the 
fallen tree.  There was white writing on the bag. 
 “I think we should go check it out.  It’s not like it’s a plastic  
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grocery bag or anything.  It looks like something important.” The father 
said.  He secured the motor by taking the blades out of the water and 
grabbed an oar, guiding their boat closer to the scene.  The water lost its 
depth.  The eldest son grabbed the other oar and stood at the left side of 
the bow to help his father.  
 “Okay, son,” the father said to his middle child, “as we come in on 
the bag, grab it and pull it aboard.”
 Eager to finally have a real job, the boy bent his right knee on the 
right ledge of the boat and held onto the side of the watercraft with his left 
hand, allowing his right hand to be positioned for a quick grab.  
 “Get ready!” The father said. 
 With his eyes on the prize, the obedient child reached for the bag, 
but the boat’s speed and the tangled strap, prevented him from freeing it.
 “Dad? I need to hop out and get it. That strap is hanging on for 
dear life.” 
 “Go ahead, but let’s back up first.” 
 While the father and eldest son paddled the boat backwards, the 
middle son slipped off his shoes and rolled up his shorts. 
 “Okay, son, go ahead.”
 He hopped over the boat and waded his way toward the bag. The 
strap had wrapped itself around a smaller branch in the log. 
 “Try pulling it if you have to,” the eldest son said.
 “I don’t want to rip it.” 
 After struggling with the wet strap, the boy freed the bag. He 
waded back to boat, smiling, while cradling the bag under his right arm.  
“Man, this is heavy!” He said.  “It feels like my backpack.”  Before hur-
dling himself back in the boat, handed the bag to his dad who set it in the 
center of the bottom of the boat. A puddle formed. 
 “You open it,” the mother said to her husband.
 The father slowly unzipped the bag.  Water seeped out revealing a 
green fabric. 
 “Is there a name in there?” The mother asked.
 “I don’t see anything, yet.”  The father said.  The boys moved in 
closer to be the first one to see the contents.  Finally, the entire bag was 
exposed, and the father rummaged through the sides looking for any iden-
tification. His hand grazed over the green material.  Underneath it, he felt 
something hard, yet soft.  With a hand on each side of the green material, 
he scooped up the green package, removing it from the bag. It was heavy, 
like a textbook. He unwrapped the green material, discovering it was a 
t-shirt from a vacation hotspot that read, “Tiene la Cerveza mas Buena”. 
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Under the t-shirt was wet newspaper rolled around an oval shaped object 
like a loaf of bread. He unwrapped the contents as if he was opening a gift, 
unrolling it like wrapping paper.  His boys and wife inched in, resembling 
a team huddle before the big game.
 Just as the final inches of paper lifted off the object, the mother 
screamed, “Oh, dear Lord! It’s a baby!” and covered her eyes.
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Love to Read
By Kylie Baxter Erhardt

Love to read.  

Long or short,

love to read.

Fast or slow, 

love to read. 

For school, work, or fun, 

love to read. 

If you only let yourself, 

you will love to read.
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Cowboys
By Angela Wall

 The horse men wear cracked dusty boots and blue jeans and like 
to eat fresh-grilled corn on the cob. They have bowlegged swagger, espe-
cially when their hats are cocked back. They say yes ma’am and no ma’am 
and hold the door; we file out to meet our horses. 
 At night, the one with the thick red mustache slides into your tent 
with a sideways droopy smile and a bottle of strawberry Boonesfarm. He 
wants to know if you’re thirsty. Yes. Earlier, you watched how he led his 
horse around to cool it off after a long day on the trail. How he rinsed the 
chestnut geldings’ back and legs, fed him a carrot. You watched how he 
took his hat off and wiped his brow with his forearm. You watched him 
settle in at the campfire, laughing, telling the story about the moose in 
Montana and how he almost charged. 
 You want to know if he is here every year. You hang the lantern up, 
glad you left a little make-up on. A silly, unnecessary thing to bring on a 
trail ride your husband said. You also brought a sexy black bra.
 Strawberry is your favorite you say. He didn’t bring any glasses. 
You set the bottle in the corner so if it tips, it won’t make such a mess. 
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Freelancing 101
By Erin Wasinger
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How Often I Desert Myself
By Norrlyn-Michael Allen

It is easy to think I deserve myself.

How often do I desert myself? How often do I deserve myself?

To not be myself is to be someone else, what qualities in myself would I 
trade with the person I should have been? In this moment, I am the person 
I could have been.

The distance between Heaven and I is not as far as you think. Especially 
with death around the corner, especially with witnesses wishing death 
would happen so they could insure their opportunistic dreams. Especially 
when tranquility and silence becomes our melody while deceit develops 
a three-part harmony, especially when pain congregated. Especially when 
storytelling is a written monologue we wouldn’t tell one thousand people 
yet we allow millions access to it. I asked earlier, “How often do I deserve 
myself?” The real quest is within the question, “Why did I desert myself?” 
I write for myself because I think for myself, I never thought I would be 
next to myself yet by myself.

Norrlyn, do you understand you are the me I am still lusting after?

There’s much to talk about with little time for talking, of course this is no 
longer a course. These are the degrees of myself I accredited.
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Mock-a-bye
By Emily Louisa Wilson Bowers

All the thoughts that fill my head
Loose their ire when I’m in bed
Pierce the dark as pins of light
Dancing Sirens in the night.
And though I try to close my eyes
I can’t escape their endless cries.
Like beating drums inside my brain
They mock and prod to cause me pain.

“Mock-a-bye,” they sing tonight.
“You’ll rock-a-bye in the daylight
For Time won’t pause to set you free.
We’re not beasts that flee.
No, we’re not beasts that flee.”

I toss and turn, but still they goad.
My bed can’t hold this heavy load.
What I’d give to clear my head
To trap these beasts in sleep instead.

But shadow-like, they follow me
From room to room, and sea to sea.
An endless game of Hide and Seek
These nights leave me so weak.

Not a tea or pill I swallow
Seem to fill this daytime hollow
For the “me” that waits in dreams
Can’t come any other means.
And so, I dread both day and night
Dark time pests and light time fight
To keep awake while work is due
And then seek time to rest anew. 
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But what if I weren’t so alone?
What if this felt more like home?
Is there something to embrace?
Meet my demons face to face?
Perhaps I’ll take the time to see
All the beasts that shadow me.
I’ll sort them out amid the day
Leaving nights for dreams to play.

Mock-a-bye, kiss me goodnight.
I’ll rock-a-bye in the starlight.
I’ll tend my demons in the day
So, nights they’ll stay away.
Yes, nights they’ll stay away.
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The Butterfly Effect

By Lavin Mansukhani
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Honoring Dad
By Janet Ruth Heller

We buried Rodney’s dad today,
a Marine sergeant during World War II,
in Fort Custer National Cemetery
with full military honors
and a twenty-one-gun salute.

My veteran father died a year ago.
He was also a sergeant
but served in the Army Corps of Engineers.
He made maps for General Patton
and taught me to love birds, trees,
flowers, animals, and every sport.

We buried him quietly,
without full military honors—
just an American flag for my mom.

But today I give Dad
a twenty-one-gun salute
in my heart.
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Cecropia
By Rosalie Sanara Petrouske

 On clear, hot summer nights, Katy and her grandmother often sat 
on the back porch munching on toasted peanut butter and jelly sandwich-
es spread thickly with Welch’s grape jam. Katydids serenaded them, and 
at twilight the whippoorwill flew down the river calling out whip-poor-
will! whip-poor-will! When it grew too dark, her grandmother turned on 
the porch light and they waited for the moths to cluster the screen—such 
ethereal creatures. The Cecropia with its half-moon markings, bigger than 
Katy’s small hand, the regal Polyphemus and the pale green Luna that 
looked like a character from a fairy tale. The Cecropias, her grandmother 
told her, are born without a mouth, so they only survive for a few days.
 “They starve to death?” she asked, and her grandmother nodded.
 Katy wondered why God created such magical creatures and why 
they lived so briefly, like the flicker of a lit match blown out in the first 
scrap of breeze. Later, with the light extinguished, they sat in the dark 
night, “black as pitch” her grandmother called it.  When she heard the 
word pitch, Katy thought about the sticky brown pine sap that always 
stained her jeans.  Grandmother pointed out the Big Dipper above, and 
the bright star of Virgo, the Maiden.  She traced the Milky Way with her 
fingertip. They spent a long time watching the sky.  Finally sleepy, Katy 
crawled into her grandmother’s lap and nestled her head beneath her chin; 
her skin smelled like the lavender sachets she kept in her dresser drawer 
upstairs. 
 “My little pearl,” Grandmother said, rocking Katy gently. 
 The mosquitos rarely bit them. Maybe, they didn’t like the sweet-
ness of lavender, or, maybe, it was the Citronella candle that kept them 
away. While Katy dozed, the air grew damp and cool. Time moved slowly 
toward midnight when Grandmother woke her from her slumber to hear 
the Barred Owl somewhere in the woods. Who cooks for you? Who cooks 
for you?  He asked eerily, and she shivered. 
 Now, decades later, divorced and with a grown daughter, Katy sits 
on her own porch steps in the city.  Across the wide expanse of lawn, this 
late August, crickets and katydids sing their hearts out – bursting with 
fervor. They know it is nearly the end of summer.  Is their song joyful or 
mournful?  Katy wonders. She believes it is both. Although her grand-
mother has been gone many years, she thinks about her and can almost 
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feel her rough palm, calloused from weeding and hoeing, stroking Katy’s 
head. Tonight, wrapped in the cocoon of memory, she doesn’t feel as alone 
as one season turns toward another. 
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She Carried Starlight
By Jeremy Hurt

Walk with your head high today for you are loved
So blessed I have been to have you in my life
Never take the low road always rise above
Beautiful are her eyes seeking out delight
Chocolate seas that pull you in, not to mention
Her smile reminds me that God hides perfection
And her laugh sings lullabies to me at night
She carries starlight in her pockets so bright 
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Sunset Vespers: Small Gifts
By Mary Anna Kruch

The shadows darken, grow longer
at times harken back to March skies
at the start of solitude
so somber they could have
swallowed the setting sun whole
when retreat seemed
less reclusive
when late snows and spring rains
were a wonder
when windows framed our day
until the star magnolia bloomed.
Yet even then we knew     
that like a plane    we were grounded
or at least circling, stuck
in a holding pattern.

But now my love’s leukemia
and fear      keep us home:
contagion      too many deaths
too many egos live to dare:
unmasked     don’t care
reveling in the risk
planning parties to pass it.
So we whisper prayers
make dates of recycling
walks in college gardens
and nearby woods 
attempt to content ourselves
with what the earth and sky provide
as each day slides into the next.
 
Hot sun grows long shadows
extends lustrous last rays   but
 air is heavy with humid heat 
and we wince under its weight



97

work to subdue rage
outside the safety net we cast –
find momentary calm
in newly-blossomed wildflowers
savor their shades of scarlet 
pink and tangerine
near moss green logs.
Closer to home we see
the sky holds indigo
with last traces of  gold.
 
Tonight we resolve
to tend our gardens
to bake our daily bread
to forgo sinking world news
sail on stringed instruments instead 
uplift our family of friends
with a call or handwritten letter:
faith wrapped in wild roses
that flower our back fence
share the innocence of nestlings
who stretch new wings to fly 
sidetrack our eyes     from an empty swing
on the hawthorn branch     push back grief 
of grandson’s absence there
avert anger at the unmasked     that pack 
our daughter’s workplace
postpone longed-for reunion
of  smiles    laughter   touch.
 
Hope must then live
in loved ones’ health
while we remain apart
and in coming harvest colors
that prompt poetry    unleash art
as we venture through the dark unknown:
small gifts to bestow on those we love.



98

The Payoff
Photograph by Scott Rockvam
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#SocialGapExperiment
Bridging the Gap of Social Distancing
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About the Artists

Norrlyn-Michael Allen is the young visionary raised in Champaign, 
Illinois, whose interest in this project developed by knowing the power of 
freedom. Words are expressive, often he’s witnessed individuals silenced 
and their only outlet at times has been pen and paper. He is an expression 
of vulnerability. Specializing in theatre and creative writing, he utilizes his 
ability to uproot trauma to challenge narratives and question identity. His 
passion to set himself free is to be limitless in his mind, he has been caged 
for years. Now, his caged bird sings. 

Tomas Alvarez is a photographer from Woodbury, Minnesota. His  
photography is his sanity – an escape from the daily grind. When he is not 
working as a Software Engineer, or with family, you’ll find him – camera 
in hand, somewhere between Michigan’s U.P. and the Black Hills of South 
Dakota. Listening to the waves of Lake Superior, watching leaves fall on a 
trail in deep Autumn, and witnessing the dawn of a new day are just a few 
of nature’s gifts that keep him inspired on his photographic journey. For 
more, visit http://tree.tomalvarez.com.

Clyde Baldwin has been writing poetry for nearly three decades. He  
considers his style as lyrical without the music. He is interested in getting 
his work out there while also supporting a good cause.
  
Bryan Bills has spent the last 20 years in the United States Army, either 
active duty or reserves. He chose to write a series of short stories to  
highlight some individual experiences in the service. Too often is the  
focus on the “guts and glory” of war, and the small tales are lost. His  
piece gives some small insight into the life of a common Soldier. 
 
Bill Blanchard graduated from Lansing Everett High School, Michigan 
State University, and University of Southern California. He has produced 
award winning films including “The Afternoon,” “Up and Down the Soo 
Locks,” “Last Watch for Steam,” “Wheelchair Users Guide to Mackinac 
Island,” and “A Difference of Rights.” He also created the Film Production 
Program at Lansing Community College and taught there over 30 years.
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C.	Francis	Boes is a lawyer who resides with his wife and dog in Michigan. 
He is an avid fiction writer who has performed at events such as Fiction 
440.

Cheryl Caesar lived in Paris, Tuscany and Sligo for 25 years; she earned 
her doctorate in comparative literature at the Sorbonne. She now teaches 
writing at Michigan State University. In 2019, she published over a  
hundred poems in the U.S., Germany, India, Bangladesh, Yemen and  
Zimbabwe, and won third prize in an international contest for her poem  
on global warming. Her book “Flatman: Poems of Protest in the Trump 
Era” is available from Goodreads and Amazon. For more, visit  
https://www.facebook.com/bindiwankatterpi.
  
Tom Cantrell is an award-winning journalist who has drafted three  
novels. He resides in Michigan, where he has performed with the REO 
Town Reading Series, Fiction 440 and the Audio Air Force, a theatrical 
group dedicated to preserving the history of radio theater by creating 
original material for the radio and Internet. His nonfiction has been pub-
lished in the Grand Haven Tribune, The Lansing State Journal, The State 
News and The Associated Press. He appeared as a Daily Planet reporter in 
the movie “Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice.” He is active in several 
writing critique groups including founding the Looking Glass Writers. For 
more, visit https://twitter.com/tomcantrell.
  
janet ehrlich colson (pronouns: she/her/hers/they/them/theirs) lives in 
Lansing, Michigan, with her family where she is working on a new play 
chock full of spring fever and disappointment called, Coming Out Inside. 
Their short play and mini poetry collection were published in an issue of 
Fleas on the Dog Online Magazine (Issue 6) where they also contributed 
as a guest drama editor. They received an MFA in Creative Writing from 
Goddard College. For more, visit http://janetehrlichcolson.com. 
 
Mattias Carosella planned to pursue a doctoral degree in philosophy, 
until he got swept up writing fiction. Now, he lives in mid-Michigan and 
works at an independent bookstore. Most of his free time is occupied by 
writing and spending time with his girlfriend and their dog.
  
Robin Emmons is not a newcomer to writing, but very new to putting her 
work out there. She lives in Texas with her husband and four boys, and she 
would someday like to write more about her experiences as a mother and 
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her experiences with Cystic Fibrosis.

Kylie Baxter Erhardt has always loved writing. She was inspired by 
motherhood to write short, simple, encouraging and informative pieces 
which can be enjoyed by adults and children alike.

Kaitlyn	Fay recently moved to the thumb of Michigan with her other half, 
a Pomeranian, and a Ragdoll cat for a major career change to financial  
advising. She enjoys exploring the world, reading, and writing, and she 
has a love-hate relationship with running. For more, visit  
http://facebook.com/kaitlynfay07.

Mary	Fox is a Detroit-born poet who currently resides Portland,  
Michigan. She graduated from Michigan State University (BA) and  
Central Michigan University (MS.) In 2016, she published Waiting for 
Rain, a poetry chapbook, with Finishing Line Press, and in 2018, she 
co-edited Promptly Speaking, the fourth Writing at the Ledges anthology. 
Her 2019 chapbook is Reading Lessons (Finishing Line Press). She works 
with the Lansing Poetry Club as the coordinator of the Ritzenhein Emerg-
ing Poet Chapbook Contest and loves to do oral presentations of poetry in 
the Lansing Area. For more, visit Mary Fox Author on Facebook. 
  
Matt	Freechack resides in Vadnais Heights, Minnesota,  
having moved sixteen times in his life, including twice overseas. He  
has been taking pictures as far back as he can remember, and he has  
been serious about it for the past twelve or so years. He enjoys exploring 
new places and trying to gain new perspectives, mainly on things that oth-
er people have photographed numerous times in the past. His interests in 
photography are broad, from plants and animals, to the night sky  
and numismatics. He has also been known, on rare occasion,  
to conjure up a portrait or two. For more, visit  
https://www.facebook.com/MDF-Photography-524059947971807.
Sharife Gacel is a Licensed Mental Health Counselor, NASA/JPL Solar 
System Ambassador, self-taught artist, and rescue diver. Through her  
private practice, art, work in astronomy outreach, and her dogs’  
social media accounts, her goal is always to share humor, inspiration,  
and adventure with others. Her art piece represents love the world needs, 
combined with a sense of exploration that connects us. For more, visit  
https://www.instagram.com/anubis_the_greyt.
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Melissa Grunow is the author of I DON’T BELONG HERE: ESSAYS 
(New Meridian Arts Press, 2018), finalist in the 2019 Independent Author 
Network Book of the Year Award and 2019 Best Indie Book from Shelf 
Unbound, and REALIZING RIVER CITY: A MEMOIR (Tumbleweed 
Books, 2016) which won the 2018 Book Excellence Award in Memoir,  
the 2017 Silver Medal in Nonfiction-Memoir from Readers’ Favorite  
International Book Contest, and Second Place-Nonfiction in the 2016 
Independent Author Network Book of the Year Awards. Her work has 
appeared in Brevity, River Teeth, The Nervous Breakdown, Two Hawks 
Quarterly, New Plains Review, and Blue Lyra Review, among many oth-
ers. Her essays have been nominated for a Pushcart Prize and Best of the 
Net, as well as listed in the Best American Essays notables 2016, 2018, 
and 2019. She works as an assistant professor of English at Illinois Central 
College. For more, visit http://www.melissagrunow.com.

Janet Ruth Heller is the president of the Michigan College English 
Association. She has a Ph.D. in English Language and Literature from the 
University of Chicago. She is a past president of the Society for the Study 
of Midwestern Literature. She has published three poetry books: Exodus 
(WordTech Editions, 2014), Folk Concert: Changing Times (Anaphora Lit-
erary Press, 2012), and Traffic Stop (Finishing Line Press, 2011); a schol-
arly book, Coleridge, Lamb, Hazlitt, and the Reader of Drama (University 
of Missouri Press, 1990); a middle-grade fiction chapter book for children, 
The Passover Surprise (Fictive Press, 2015, 2016); and a fiction picture 
book for children about bullying, How the Moon Regained Her Shape 
(Arbordale, 2006; 6th edition 2018), that has won four national awards, 
including a Children’s Choices award. For more, visit  
https://www.janetruthheller.com.

Jeremy Hurt can best be described as a storyteller who loves 
 the medium of poetry. Any free time is typically spent either 
 researching one of the hundreds of forms of poetry or staring at the  
wall procrastinating. For him,  there is no in-between. For more, visit  
https://www.facebook.com/theupsideofhurt.

Melissa	F.	Kaelin,	Editor, is a writer, artist, and social media guru,  
who works as a communications manager for nonprofits and universities. 
She has resided in Ohio, Minnesota, and Michigan. With a passion  
for the written word, she writes short stories, novels, nonfiction and poetry. 
She has performed at The Poetry Room, Fiction 440, The Artist’s  
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Umbrella, Lansing Poetry Club, and the REO Town Reading Series. Her 
writing has appeared in many newspapers and magazines, including  
Minnesota Monthly, City Pages, the Aurorean, Still Point Arts Quarterly, 
The Wild Word, and the REO Town Reading Series Anthology. She also 
founded the Grand River Writers Guild. For more, visit KaelinArt.com. 

Mary Anna Kruch is a career educator and writer who leads a local writ-
ing group and supervises student teachers for Northern Michigan  
University. Her poetry appears in Wayne Literary Review, Snapdragon, 
Third Wednesday, Humana Obscura, Necro Magazine, Panyplyzine, and 
in four anthologies, After: Stories About Loss & What Comes Next and 
Thought for Food: An Anthology Benefiting Denver Food Rescue, Chry-
santhemum 2020 Literary Anthology, and Indigomania. Her first poetry 
collection, We Draw Breath from the Same Sky, was published in July 
2019. For more, visit https://www.maryannakruch.com.
  
Kwaj is a hip-hop artist who was born on the east coast and raised in  
Lansing, Michigan. He loves rapping, and he is nice on the mic. If you’re 
a fan of household names like Tribe Called Quest, De La Soul, or Little 
Brother, you’ll enjoy his music. For more, find Kwaj on Spotify. 

K.	B.	Langdon is a lover of the written word and has been sharing her 
passion with others through teaching literature and creative writing for 
over 18 years. She is currently working on her first YA series, Evil Eye. 
Kelly is married, works full-time as a high school English teacher, has 
three daughters, two dogs and a cat. For more, visit  
https://www.facebook.com/kellyblangdon.

Morgan	Madden is a poet, artist, and performer originally from Mason, 
Michigan. In troubled times, he clings to writing as a means to find sanity, 
clarity, stability, and happiness. He has been writing for as long as he can 
remember and performing for 5 years now. He released an album of poetry 
and musical collaboration in June 2018, and he hopes to make another 
album again soon. For more, visit https://facebook.com/madmanpoetics. 
 
Lavin	Mansukhani	is a photographer based in the Twin Cities region of 
Minneapolis and Saint Paul, Minnesota, who specializes in cityscapes, 
skyline, architecture, landscapes, black and white, fine art and  
astrophotography. For more, visit http://www.lavinphotography.com.
Casey McVay is a renaissance woman, poet, singer, illustrator, sculptor, 
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and baker. She loves animals and all forms of creative pursuit. She has 
performed at The Poetry Room and The Artist’s Umbrella. 

Sam Mills is a poet who has been doing open mics for 45 years, even 
though he doesn’t publish much. In his retirement, he has plenty of time 
to write. When the COVID-19 outbreak closed businesses and open mics, 
he participated in a Poem A Day Challenge for April 2020. For more, visit 
https://www.facebook.com/samuel.mills.

Sarah Murphy Smith has lived in Michigan for 20 years and has been 
creating all her life. Her plays have been produced both in the Lansing 
area and at the University of Michigan, where she won the Dennis  
McIntyre Prize for playwriting. She started writing poetry at a young age 
but rediscovered her love for the medium in the group Writing at  
the Ledges. She is currently working on her first novel in the River  
Chronicles, a romance series, entitled River of Change. For more, visit  
https://www.facebook.com/SarahtheWordsmith.
 
Robert Nelson is an attorney who graduated from the University of  
Michigan Law School in 1970 and began work with the FCC in  
Washington. He worked for two years in the Ingham Prosecutors Office 
and then held several positions with the Michigan Public Service  
Commission. Before returning to the MPSC as a Commissioner, he  
did a stint as President of the Michigan Electric and Gas Association.  
After serving as a Commissioner, he worked for five years with a Lansing 
law firm. Several of his short stories appeared in the Michigan Bar  
Journal, a second place and third place winner among them. He has also 
published a number of poems in various anthologies. For more, visit 
https://twitter.com/rbnelso.

Amber Nichols works as a freelance photographer and has been shooting 
professionally since 2014. Her passion for photography is fueled by her 
desire to partake in the stories that unfold around her and the impressions 
that she gets from those stories. It matters not if it’s landscape, wildlife, or 
candid shots of people in the city, there is always a story to be told — an 
impression to be left on someone who sees it or is able to connect with the 
photograph. That is what she loves about photography, the varied  
differences in everyone’s shots and the emotions they can invoke in the 
people who view them. She lives in Duluth, Minnesota, where she has 
served as president of the Duluth Superior Camera Club and an admin 
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of Frozen Photographers, and she has been a guest speaker at the Aurora 
Summit and Frozen Photographers Winter Gatherings. For more, visit 
https://www.facebook.com/ambersimpressions.

Rosalie Sanara Petrouske is the founder of the Grand Ledge writers 
group, Writing at the Ledges, which celebrated 15 years of mentoring local 
writers in July 2019. She is the author of What We Keep (Finishing Line 
Press, 2016), A Postcard from my Mother (Finishing Line Press, 2004), 
and The Geisha Box (March Street Press, 1996). Her poems and essays 
have appeared in many literary journals, including Passages North,  
Red Rock Review, Rhino, The MacGuffin, Southern Poetry Review,  
Third Wednesday, and in the MSU Press Anthology 100 Years of  
Upper Peninsula Writing: 1917-2017. For more, visit  
https://www.facebook.com/authorRosalieSanaraPetrouske.
 
Stevie Pipis is a poet from Michigan. While this is his first publication, 
he has managed to gain a diverse fan base by reading at open mics in the 
Lansing area. Known for his vulnerability, he mostly writes about grief, 
loneliness, and mental illness. Combining influences from contemporary 
poetry and his favorite songwriters, Stevie’s poems have a unique appeal 
to his peers as well as people new to the poetry scene. For more, visit 
https://www.facebook.com/stevie.pipis.
    
J.	R.	Rauschert is the author of many short stories and novels, includ-
ing “Another Chance: Finding Hope” and the “Amber Dreams” series. 
Marching to the beat of the music in his head, J.R. Rauschert lives in rural 
Michigan, where he loves spending time with his wife, imagining possibil-
ities, and conversing with the fictional characters who populate his world. 
For more, visit https://jrswordsandpages.com.
  
Scott Rockvam is a landscape, nature and aspiring adventure photog-
rapher from Minnesota. Passion and purpose fuel his work. He loves to 
share his positivity and stoke it through photography. He loves the out-
doors and time spent in nature. Based in Minnesota, he enjoys photograph-
ing the North Shore of Lake Superior, The Cuyuna Range, The Driftless 
Region, the Mississippi Bluffs, waterfalls, the night sky, the Tallgrass 
Prairies of Southwest Minnesota, the Black Hills and the American West. 
For more, visit http://www.flowstatephotography.com.

Sarah Sanders launched Contrasted Content, a public platform to show-
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case her upcoming projects. Contrast is a consistent theme within the basis 
of her work and has a deep meaning within the artist herself. In her words, 
“Contrast lies within every aspect of life, whether it be day and night, joy 
and sorrow, or love and hate. Contrasted Content’s purpose is to remind us 
that without the contradictions life brings us, balance wouldn’t exist.” For 
more, visit https://www.facebook.com/ContrastedContent.

G.	S.	Scott is the author of the fantasy novels “Cleansed,” “Chaos Reigns: 
The Hand of God,” “Chaos Reigns: The Tower of Time,” and “Sorrow’s 
Heart.” He spent his youth in a basement playing RPG’s. Characters of 
all types banged around in his head, demanding release. He obliged them. 
He is active in local writing groups and is an avid gamer. He enjoys local 
theater with his playwright wife, Sarah. He knew she was the one when 
she quoted Monty Python on their third date. For more, visit  
http://www.g-s-scott.com.
 
Dwayne Sortor passed away unexpectedly in April 2020. An avid writer, 
Dwayne would often perform his pieces at various venues in Lansing, 
Michigan, including at the performance event called Fiction 440 and The 
Artist’s Umbrella. He was an artist and activist who had a passion for  
history, especially the World War II era. He will be dearly missed.

Carolyn Tody is a globetrotting Michigan author and artist who enjoys 
storytelling, with stories and poetry appearing in many collections. She 
often celebrates the irrepressible underpinnings of our human spirit. Caro-
lyn’s love for imagination is integrated with broad life experience and her 
professional background. She also illustrates, drawing inspiration from her 
conceptual gallery of painting, photography, and sculpture. Currently she 
resides near her grown family in a mutual universe of creativity. For more, 
visit www.artfulcharm.com.

Donald Tredinnick is the owner, photographer and workshop leader 
at Frozen Hiker Photography. He has been taking photos ever since his 
grandfather introduced him to photography as a young boy. He teaches 
photography classes at the University of Minnesota Landscape Arboretum, 
the Minnetonka Center for the Arts, & Hot Sams Foto Park. He also runs 
weekend workshops in Ely, Minnesota, Stockholm, Wisconsin, and the 
Badlands of South Dakota. Private lessons are also available. For more, 
visit http://www.frozenhiker.com.
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Sare M Vedolich is a dynamic artist who addresses emotional topics in 
the forms of music, poetry, and spoken word through wordplay, rhythm, 
and symbolism. Her work is cathartic but is also meant to exemplify the 
connectivity of the human experience through vulnerability and openness. 
She considers herself a creative connector; an integral part of our shared 
humanity. For more, visit https://www.facebook.com/SareVedolich. 

Angela	Wall is a writer and poet, hard at work on her first novel  
as well as a collection of short stories and flash fiction. Born and raised  
in rural Michigan, she shares her century-plus-old home with her  
super-tall husband, two sassy cats and outdoor gardens that the deer  
seem to get more enjoyment out of than they do! For more, visit  
https://www.instagram.com/_AngelaWall.

Erin	Wasinger is a writer, speaker, and an elementary school “library 
lady.” She is also the cofounder of Spark Writers of Southern Michigan, a 
reviewer of children’s books at EnglewoodReview.org, and author of “The 
Year of Small Things: Radical Faith for the Rest of Us” (Brazos, 2017.) 
For more, visit http://instagram.com/somewonderland.

Emily	Louisa	Wilson	Bowers is a Michigan-based artist and communica-
tions professional, with a diverse portfolio of projects ranging from  
B2B marketing and brand strategy to studio art, writing and music  
composition. Owner of Ruckus+Riddles brands, Emily enjoys pairing  
her creative and design skills with technical and analytical approaches. 
Her goal as a creative professional is to use art and communication to 
build community. For more, visit http://ruckusandriddles.com.
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 After the outbreak of the novel coronavirus forced  
people to isolate or practice social distancing, we wanted to 
create something positive in the global pandemic. 
 This anthology features work by more than 40 authors 
and artists in a variety of styles, including art, poetry, fiction,  
nonfiction, and photography. Every piece was collected using 
social media, drawing submissions from creators across the U.S.
 Created by Melissa F. Kaelin, the Social Gap Experiment 
is a project that aims to bridge the gap of social distancing 
during the global pandemic of 2020, forging connections where 
people can share their creativity on social media and in the 
community. The Social Gap Experiment Anthology doubles as a 
fundraiser to support those who are suffering in the pandemic 
of COVID-19. 

#SocialGapExperiment
___________________

All proceeds will be donated to support those  
impacted by the novel coronavirus pandemic. 

Learn more about the project:
KaelinArt.com/Social-Gap-Experiment

Make a donation:
www.GoFundMe.com/Social-Gap-Experiment

MIND the Social Gap
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