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design process and his creative opinion.

Thank you everyone for giving your time, energy, and commitment to this
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editor'snotes

EDITOR'S NOTES

“Even if what you’re working on doesn’t go anywhere, it will help you
with the next thing you’re doing. Make yourself available for something to
happen. Give it a shot.” –Cormac McCarthy
As an English major I am commonly asked why art is important. Those
who ask this question believe art does not hold any real purpose in solving
real world problems. They claim art will never end world hunger or bring
about peace on earth. They often wonder why an attention is paid to art.
These people do not understand the purpose of art.
Art has many purposes. Art has the ability to carry people out of their
misery, hopelessness, and sadness. Art has the ability to magnify every
moment of joy. It possesses the capability to comfort when those around
us do not know what to say. Personally, art has helped me navigate
through the pain of losing a loved one.
Those whose works inhabit this year’s journal will add to the power of art.
Whether it be a poem, work of fiction, creative nonfiction, or visual art
each piece carries its own power. Each piece carries with it the possibility
of offering an escape, enlightenment, or moment of piece to the reader.
For 37 years, Metaphor has graced the shelves of Weber State. Each year
offers an insight into the minds and hearts of Weber State students.
I implore you to find the piece which moves you. Whether it moves you
to anger, joy, or sadness, embrace the emotion. Then take what you feel
and provide the work which will inspire next year’s journal.
—brysen bodily
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Until winter kissed our heads
And we grew white with it,
Our hair falling like snow
Onto the grass we so loved.
In honor of us the grass wove
A sepulchral quilt and the insects
Carried us away as pharaohs.
In our bones did start a field
Of flowers on which
The sun has always shone.

Weber State University

b r a d e n

The leaves fell and grew and
We fell and grew with them.
The birds loved and sang and
We loved and sang with them.

a n g u i a n o

We took off our clothes in the moonlight
And dressed ourselves in its silver rays.
We read each other’s textured skin like braille
And found the only answer that mattered.

E D I T O R

E D I T O R

P O E T R Y

Every breath I take is my own.
The air is scented with the perfume
Of trees and I long to be lost in them,
As I long for you to be lost in me.
The crunch of leaves is music
As I walk, the symphonies echo
With each step and the sound
Of your laughter is as much at home
As the wind, softly moving each branch.

Great art enters and composes us. I am confident that the poems in this
year’s journal will find their way into your marrow, radiating outward as
you go about your days in this strange, tragic, and beautiful world.
—tyler mortensen hayes

song of
something wild

b y

poetry

In reading and selecting submissions for this year’s poetry section, we
found countless instances of poems with such power. Poems about
grief, poems about solace, poems about survival. Some reveled in the
beauty of the natural world, while others lamented the many ugly sides
of humankind. Even now, there are lines that echo within us: “Every
breath I take is my own”; “Carry on dire wind beyond the shores, across
the pond to / Beckon our children…”; “I wonder too frequently about
the unknown and talk myself out of the mundane”; “…and I refuse
to swallow my ills”; and many, many more. Truly, it was an honor and
a pleasure to read and curate these poems from some of Weber State’s
incredibly talented students.

POETRY

1

Great poetry, like other forms of art, has the ability to sink into the bones,
becoming a part of a person’s being. This can happen even without his or
her awareness. There are times when I am going about the day—reading,
doing the laundry, drinking coffee, or some other mundanity—when
suddenly a line or an image begins to sing itself in my head. It moves
through and within me, down to the fingertips, so that everything I do or
touch is colored by this bit of beauty filling me from the core.

a
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s

nthropocene

See my skin, like shale,
slough in sheets.

There is no laugh—
No echoes to strain to catch.
No scent to preserve.
No name to send into the wind.
No lock of hair to fold neatly into tissue paper.
No clothing to box up.
No pictures to stain with tears.

Watch in awe
at the liquefaction of these bones
and the fissures
that wrap themselves around my teeth.

There are no memories—
No Saturday mornings, woken too early with cartoons.
No frantic trips to the doctor with a broken arm.
No parent teacher conferences.
No homework that you try to learn yourself before explaining.
No distracted conversations at family reunions while you watch cousins play from a distance.
No music lessons to rush off to.

You once told me
that mountains can’t be moved,
so stand idly
as I sink into the ground

M E TA P H O R
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t a n n e r

c u r t i s

b y

You’ve heard about the shadows burned into walls.
Outlines of life interrupted.
You picture your little girl’s shadow among the others—
It makes her more real somehow.
A never-alive soul amongst all that death.
They can play together.

m a r y

So you stop looking.

b y

There are only shadows—
Glimpses of a life never created.
Imagined images of impossibly crooked teeth.
Braiding skills cultivated but never used.
Glittered barrettes left on store hooks.
Dresses perfect for twirling abandoned on hangers.
Ghosts in the corner of your eye that vanish if you look too close.

t e l f o r d

and prove you wrong.

Weber State University
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a n d r e w

Prose poetry is a stained-glass mural in an abandoned house full of broken
windows. An ordinarily spoken language with jumbled expression left to be
deciphered. It’s an intercoastal tide, pulling you in or pushing you out, an
inconsistent rhythm. A shaken bag of metaphors with descriptive entourage.
It’s a varying opacity that is often intangible. Prose poetry is the lighthouse
on near shores as it stands calling the ships to sea. The idea of a message in
the bottle, so focused on the object the message becomes forgotten. Prose
poetry is a detective seeking clues during a long walk while lost in an enchanted forest. Prose poetry is both prose and poetry, delicately, eloquently
balancing between sequence and soliloquy. It is the tightrope to catch the
performing trapeze aerialist. Prose poetry is a normal conversation allowing
for brief interruptions to bask in the scenery. The shaded front porch on a
southern, summer day while sipping tart lemonade as one drinks in the sun.
A reminisce of the moss covered majestic oaks that line Airlie Road. They
anciently stand guard, captivating with their magic as people pass the red
barn on vast acres belonging to the large plantation house. It sits to the left
overlooking the calm sound. The smell of salty air, the sound of the dock
moving with the passing of boats as it collides with the wake. Prose poetry
is all that is familiar mixed with all that is forgotten. Prose poetry is a small
glimpse of home while suffocated by a large city. Prose poetry is an escape
to the ocean to admire the sky and sea becoming one through pastel abstract.
Prose poetry is an obsolete bridge linking tourists to the mainland. Prose
poetry connects all that is lost to those seeking to be found.
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rairie
sound

b y

we are all caught up in this octagonal motion
this skyline escape this trotting meniscus
a non-invasive dance floor serenade
the ink won’t speak through the fog
of my fugue
of snow-drenched daydreams
the idea-killing ice
reflects my barren mindscape
as i grasp at words
seeping into the soil
to seed the futility
of thoughts deciduously shed and scattered
at the sound reaching deep
like watson and krick
rewriting the way
the words stretch across the page
of oil-soaked screams from the steel tip of my saber
slicing the space
between synapses
into a river
of images
running down the mountain
in a deluge of blood
bleeding out my brain
from an uncicatritic incision
& the slowly popping seams
of my uncentered self

c e c o t t i

& subsequent hibernation

m a r g a r i t e

ecember dementia

b y
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I cannot return here, where
the ocean wind breaks the hot
rise of waves from the asphalt
of freeways posing as coast
guards and middlemen between
Sunset and Mission, roads

where I once turned to walk home
where I once admired my grandmother
in her eggshell kitchen cove
where
food and fat and fire nourished me
away to where I am—
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now—

a n a s t a s i a

the wind and the sea culminate
and chisel away the seasoned
children of my memory
where an echo of beaten black
space surrounds the staircase
of hills leading to the road

d o u g l a s s

where cookie cutter neighborhoods border the Vista horizon
untouched by the streams of
sepia sand pacing the up-anddown hills of unfettered construction
where the sun and the heat and

the sun
that shimmers
through the gray
an illusion
the gloom
in the silence
before the storm
witnesses the onslaught
of the snow
that smothers the land
like choking
instead of swallowing
like suffocating
not breathing
the air
that enters my lungs
a filter
of fiberglass
the air
that I chew
before inhaling
the air
that pins me
to the earth
until
I submit.

c e c o t t i

ublic
enemy

ere, where

a n d r e w
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usings

She stared at the burnt end of her Camel Crush cigarette, wondering
if she could get one more puff. The embers breathed bright and dark
to match the wind, to match her heart. Her Jack and Coke sat next
to her, fizzing quietly into the empty air. Somewhere from across the
yard, a crow flapped its wings. The cold mid-October breeze picked up,
the wheezing embers of the cigarette flew off, leaving an empty filter
between her fingers.

will you be my friend?
clinging to the bark as though the faint breeze is a
									
monsoon
she is all
grass stained knees
full moon eyes and cheeks
like desert hills
river beds trailing from the brush
of her lashes, peering up
desperately searching

Nothing tears you apart faster than being the pessimist and the optimist at the same time.

But when he said he would tie up his loose ends she didn’t realize that he
would tie them around his neck
and
jump.

Weber State University

a i n s l e y

m u s g r o v e

Her last conversation with him burrowed its way into her mind. They
had talked about the empires they would build together. They made their
plans under the cover of starlight. The last thing she said to him was that
he should tie up his loose ends.

b y

a b b y

these roots run deeper than any harsh word ever spoken
and the little veins in each leaf are just like her own.

She closed her eyes.
Deep breath.
In.
Out.
Roll the shoulders.
Repeat.

z i e s e r

That was the closest thing to a note that he had cared to leave.

a hush
sunbeams dancing
and green leaves waving to the blue world above
and suddenly she knows

M E TA P H O R
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veryone should have a
familiar tree

b y
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Past failures sting my composure
I am unsure of the paths taken
A wet blanket draped atop my shoulders
The weight of crystalline boulders bearing down
Yet I will not fold to the frigid gravity
The cold reminds me of the ardor of others
Despite the aching snow and blinding white
I will endure the frozen passing of time

b y

r e e s

s w e e t e n

My petals preserved in icicles
Like a December flower, I bloom in winter
The comfort of friends thaws the frost
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I can’t feel

d a v i s

The breath becomes spectral
And death devours leaves
The trail of my steps dissolve
Behind me in my passage

Splitting the skin of my nail bed, while
tapping the ball of my foot. Tapping
to the rhythm of my heart beating. I know
it’s fast because
						I can no longer feel
the gentle breeze from the fan
across the room but,
							I can feel
all the blood rushing to
my face, sweating.
										
my face anymore. I look down
as my hands violently shake.
Biting my quivering lip:
“Excuse me, I don’t mean to be rude.”
Now I’m running but,
I don’t know where
It feels like I’m drowning.
			
			
I can’t
catch my breath.
Why me? Why
does this always happen to me? My
mind is screaming. My eyes
rain what
			
			
feels
like acid. (my tears burn)
I wear my anxiety like
heavy chains, digging deeply
into my bloodied ankles. I’m drowning
in the dismal waters of over thinking.
										
sinking to the bottom. I’m craving
the taste of oxygen on my lips.
										
knees curled into my chest
I wish this wasn’t me.

I feel myself

I hold myself,

k r y s t i a n a

ow to bloom
in winter

The steam rising from the mud
I survive in the warmth of love

POETRY

nxious in
a classroom

b y
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I need the hushed sound of the river
the steady rhythm of nature’s breath
to be softly kissed by the sunbeams
reaching through the trees

14

b y

l e i g h a n n e

Where there is enough time to soak it all in
to enjoy Earth’s simple joys
no barrier from seeing the stars so perfectly
no artificial noise, no manmade moments
I’m my best self here

r e i n h a r d t

I don’t think I ever belonged with the buildings
and the rush of the city
my body can’t keep up
my heart needs it slow
where it can admire all the things people choose to ignore

cold feet between the sheets
sinking into the
crevasse of your
thighs
the stillness of
warmth and
of home
where I can
look out
our window
at the framed
world and
lament for all
the lonely
sheets
and the oneman band
beds
As we lay
here together
gazing at the
star-freckled
sky

k y l e

Leave me here in the woods
with the trees and the birds who speak
a language we can’t interpret

with a view

n i c h o l e

eave me here

bed
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Have you ever tried to move a mountain?
Mine are big—bulky. Bullish.
A dark gray foreboding mass looming on my sunny horizon.
If only it would budge and perhaps slide over to sit itself by the Silverstone sky.
Then the smaller mountain perhaps seated nicely under glassy apertures.
Where I can then,
After moving these masses,
Collapse in a heap and contemplate sleep.
Is this how God felt? Designing the earth?
Deciding which fjords to put where?
Or, with water for a chisel,
Etching the careful curves of the Grand Canyon—
Light and loving touches transforming rock
Into woman
And then deciding where she should reign?

Your touch is foreboding
		
Grace has replaced its grip with backward hands
				
Evolving Wings dipped in broken glass and ash
					Our silence quivering against expectation.
		
Cracking somewhere below in the quilted absence of morning
Hide the seedling, stretching the dawn of relentless shadows
		
Bursting free of concrete graves and paper gardens.
				
Singed by extinguishable fire on the cold air of storms
						
Falling frozen in the absence of flame
				
The carbon black mist of our discovery.
			
Somewhere between yesterday’s promise
		
And the borrowed silk of
Tomorrow’s opaque curtain
We land where we fall

M E TA P H O R
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k e l l y

j a m e s

h a r t

b a i l e y

Perhaps He got stuck on just where exactly to put Mount Everest.
Just as I am
With my mountains.
Oh Lord,
I know nothing of design.
Care to share your expertise?
Or at the very least
Help me move this mountain
And what’s more
Once moved
Let me like where it ends up.

POETRY
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s h a w n

a t k i n s o n

Then, clouds closed the sky like the eye
of a listless cat, and rain began
to play a chorus of tiny dulcimers.
I heard a language no one speaks
anymore, and for a moment, I understood
why wolves and sages step so lightly.

I confuse myself with thoughts and dreams paralleled by reality. I wonder
too frequently about the unknown and talk myself out of the mundane.
I love spontaneity while disliking interruption of routine. My brave face,
held stoic and soft for those in need of reassurance, spills tears from a full
cup behind closed doors. I am a self-harming healer, a martyr to myself. I
am born of the moon and uniquely concocted from the dust of the galaxy.
I allow my subconscious to enlighten and mold my conscious while my
ego shatters mirrors. An astral traveler looking for answers only I know the
questions to. Self-reflection dwells vicariously through dreamt eyes. Such a
simple complexity, like trapping fire in a bottle. It too loses its flame once
confined. Like me, it must be handled gently with ambition, permitting room
for growth. Once mistreated it is unforgiving, leaving scars from which
fables unfold. I seek solace in the comforts of home while longing to leave
it all behind for greater adventure. I am a meticulous planner who casts aside
certainty to find self-clarification. I am the occasional walking contradiction,
while avoiding hypocrisy. I am logically incompatible, an untrue horoscope. I
am the funhouse of horror stories. I am the kindest smile you will see before
sad eyes. I am the one you seek to ignore.

t h o r n t o n

nigma

Under a spiral sky, I took a question
into the night as stars peeled
slowly—a phosphorescent brood
hatching in dark depths. I stood
under the violet arch of glowing sand,
and my only answer seemed to be a cool,
breeze-born omen coiling around me.
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The rifle blasts light up the jungle air
Ringing ears muffle echoing gunshots
A howling crash, a flash, the same nightmare

She is bubblegum;
I am a stinging nettle.
On the Great Chain
She glides skyward, elevated
By a patient brain.
And I toe the line,
Stifled by my wandering
Appetite.

Hunkered in a graveyard of banana trees
A tempest approaches, his stomach in knots
The rifle blasts light up the jungle air
Sunk in soil beneath a blanket of leaves
As nearing enemies yelling in tongues trot
A howling crash, a flash, the same nightmare
Flying dirt, tattered limbs, dying screams
An RPG, in a blink, his squad—lost
The rifle blasts light up the jungle air

c a m i l l e

s w e e t e n

M E TA P H O R
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r e e s

He speaks to comrades despite medicine, therapy
Flaming spirals scorch inside his mind nonstop
The rifle blasts light up the jungle air
A howling crash, a flash, the same nightmare

h u n t e r

Years later spectrals whisper in his dreams
Cold sweats, soaked sheets, wounds never to clot
A howling crash, a flash, the same nightmare
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carriers of warm red rags.
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We did not roam far. The world
was wilting at the first stair of
every doorstep, pocked and marked
with the cracks of disease. We were
agents of ease with our birdlike beaks crowded with camphor
and cloves, yet we birthed still
the vision of nightmares. We were
servants of prayer, our bones
husks beneath skin, our heads
covered by hardened hide, our hands

d o u g l a s s

We were servants. At night
we walked as miracleworkers, the hinges of our hands
healed by wax and oil. We
shrouded ourselves in leather
masks sewn tight at the seams
like a doctor’s patient. We were
not made of mercy, but of
agency: a strain of selfloathing love. We were
caretakers in the dark.

k y l e

I am nothing
and nothing exists
in my sphere—
a vast expanse
of inanition
until I came
upon her outreached tendrils
sweeping through her
I connect.
She is—
the mediator
between myself
and stable
ground—
something that
is tangible
she freely
relinquishes
herself to me
and I stop
to watch the
tributes fall to
the ground
ashamed
of my inability
to carry the weight
because I know
without her
I don’t exist

n i c h o l e

Dark skeletal branches against
the blue-gray sky are
clinging to
the few sporadic
leaves left
to protect herself
from the cold.
The icy wind blows
by—stealing the
last leaves two
and three at a time
then
stops
to watch
with mockery
as they glide to the floor
before reeling
on his way again.
Until finally with bare
bones the silver
maple tree has nothing
left to give. Branches
gyrating she can only
shiver against the force
of the wind. Dehydrated
khaki-yellow carcasses
crack under the foot
of each passerby
Dance for me
Dance for me
the wind hisses
as it whizzes past. Her branches
waver—the wind
curves
around her
touching her
feeling her
weaving in, out
and through her.
She thinks she is
strong with roots firmly
lodged in the dirt but
knows that a strong enough
gust could bend her until
she breaks
and when that
icy wind blows
through her, she’ll
oscillate.
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Salty words and boastful claims
Soon start up a fight!
So pile in, ‘cause lose or win,
The skoog lasts through the night!

Black Rice is such a hardy grain
That most find hard to chew,
But that same grain that most decry
Gets brewed to mighty skoog!

Tables split and chairs are thrown,
The hall rumbles with glee,
Justice served and lessons learned,
Now share some skoog with me!

This black drink was made for drol,
Keeps all so spry and green,
Make tusks grow long and voices strong,
Skoog’s praises we shall sing!

Rush around the drinking hall
And fill our mugs with skoog!
With starry eyes and battle cries,
We’ll all be wasted soon!

Rush around the drinking hall
And fill our mugs with skoog!
With starry eyes and battle cries,
We’ll all be wasted soon!

The spigot drips, the black flow halts,
Our mugs have all run dry.
The joyous racket settles
As we lament our lack of skoog…

All enjoy a frothy mug
At the ending of the day,
When time comes for stories told,
Skoog takes us far away!

So crack another barrel open,
We’ll all be wasted soon!

Weary shamans, old warriors,
Wives, husbands, siblings too,
All gather round to drown their frowns
And share a mug of skoog!
Rush around the drinking hall
And fill our mugs with skoog!
With starry eyes and battle cries,
We’ll all be wasted soon!

Weber State University
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a young sun
refractions reflected in shadows
barren twilight
a muted hum
a migratory absence
like the part of the song
where the words
become
		amputated
					limbs
						in a sea
							of whispers.

Rush around the drinking hall
And fill our mugs with skoog!
With starry eyes and battle cries,
We’ll all be wasted soon!

g a r r e t

nsomnia

the ice on the glass that melts
the cracks
		
in the flame
shattering the stillness
between breaths
the mourning mist
glistening droplets of sound
grunting
moaning
groping at sparks
` fighting for
warmth
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he art
of confusion

Me,
cracked, glowing
embers

Weber State University

You,
cold, powdered
ash
Alone,
better for it
Weber State University

z i e s e r
a i n s l e y

You,
hungry, searching for
fuel
to keep you burning,
								
searching
like a wildfire
Us,
		
Together.
I kept you roaring
You kept me alight
Us,
		
Together.
feeding the other,
furious dance of giving and taking
and taking
Us,
		
burning
eating
		
consuming
the other
Us,
		
burned out husks of what used to be

b y

n i c h o l e

k y l e

fragile
piece of dry tinder
brittle bones waiting
for you to light me up
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Me,

Cannons crash in
the corners of chaos
hurling nails to pierce
the naked horizon
scopes unfold to
hold the stares
of saints digested
in a temporal tone
he shouted while
trudging through
the trenches—
they tried to tell us,
“It’s logical!”

Stumbling upon broken
glass now guilted
By unlikely gods
crashing corpses collide
fortified with parched
contempt that’s twisting
short signals
pretentious
horns shake
torn time hates.
they all shout tiptoeing through their
harbored truth sipping
heathens from the sons
of Henry’s troops,
they tried to tell us,
“It’s logical!”
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in their place. Dust clings
to the outside of the house.

The sand felt better than it should have.
Tucked under me, it was a cool sheet after a long day.
I clutched a handful and the silken stone snaked through
my fingers. My hand forming an hourglass fist,
desperate to reset or hold time in place.
The song sounded better than it should have.
It rolled across the dune and settled on my chest,
bringing memories of when time was kind and weightless.
Nine minutes drifted away, every second a heavy grain
of sand shifting the scales from future to past.
The stars looked brighter than they should have.
The sky bent around me, and I could see the earth’s brow
curve toward the dark horizon. The stars burned
just for me, but jealous clouds rose, cutting me off
from the light-borne secret I had almost uncovered.
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I keep waiting for her
to come back.

m o r t e n s e n

yesterday, grazing
on the weeds.

h a y e s

singing somewhere
in the trees. I saw the river

I am forgetting
your voice. A deer came to visit

I sat under a field of stars
and watched the brightest
among us burn —B.B.

s h a w n

The breeze is growing thin.
This morning I heard the thrush

of earth. I have begun to hang
my clothes on the line.

28

rift

The rain clouds have gone,
a wide silence

flashing with sunlight
as it surged through its swath
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cenes
of the wasatch

Everyone needs to start their own fire
When mascara-smeared clouds weep
Some cast out all gas idols
Some strike matches atop the Bible

A snow covered tumbleweed
Smoggy sunsets
Fry sauce on a deep-fried scone
Jazz fans that don’t listen to music
Birds that have two homes
Bees buzzing in and out of their hives
Lawful lawlessness
Roadkill
Watered-down coffee
Steaming Jell-O cooling in the fridge
Mountains melting into valleys
Marrying the prom queen
Travelling in straight lines

Some spark tinder from a past life
Everyone needs to start their own fire
Everyone needs to warm their own feet
When somber snows smother pine trees
The binding of fallen twigs
The sticks stacked in a heap
Everyone needs to start their own fire
When the weary sunlight tires

Weber State University
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We expose our timber to the cold
For loved ones we shed our bark
Vulnerability piled atop the pyre
Everyone needs to start their own fire

M E TA P H O R

30

s

tart a fire

POETRY

POETRY

29

s

Weber State University

M E TA P H O R

32

I ate the lenses from my eyes so that I would not see you
walk away from me, or me walking away from you. In my blindness,
I found infinity, and was no longer an empty prisoner

back into your skin that
stretches thin until the tightness

in a three-dimensional cage. I found the fourth. I found
swirling cascades of crimson and clementine in the milky-black bliss
of sightlessness. It was not the void I had anticipated. It was

threatens to break open and the bag bursts
forth a sack that spreads out to
the sound the measured chanting of
lock-stepped martialed time

not the darkness I had longed for. It was the tenebrous fiber
of closed eyes waiting to be opened. With it flared new possibilities:
steps were no longer certain and sight was no longer a curtain

glassed fire standing straight
like a soldier trembling through the iced-over aperture

we see

so I spooned the drums of my ears into my haunted mouth
because your voice and love were unbearable to hear. Without them,
I felt only the rippling pulse of my arteries and wept

the bowl isn’t full of jelly
blood & asphalt as you’re being dragged by
the fear of incarceration and you’re
face to flesh in an ancient maple
wheels spinning at the sky.
wheels that walk over my skull pushing
all the wind out in a soft-spoken sigh
we spooned the stuff back in but some
soaked into the steady beep of a delayed conclusion
as we race down the road in a black toyota searching
for a moment of decapitated silence

a n d r e w

swallow our sins like air-popped
empty calories.

b y

so much wasting flesh the slow
decay of self-consuming as we

c e c o t t i

we see the fat gobs of grease
dribbling down the chin

with sightless eyes for the neglect I had bestowed upon my one
true companion—I. And when you took my hands into yours and pressed
them to your open cheeks, I thought of stripping my fingers
of their skin and sealing my leak. I thought of removing
the prints of my past and fleeing with a slate wiped clean. I thought of
erasing my face with bleach. But I knew your smell too well.
I knew I would still taste your shy mouth, your ideal teeth
with the buds of my tongue. A tongue that was free of promises.
A tongue that had just begun to recognize peace.
But without it, I could not speak. And though I knew
I could live without your face and your voice, I knew I could not live
without mine.

Weber State University
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of fear. Sound became an avenue of breakthrough. I learned
the integrity of never judging a book by its cover. I learned hearts are best
worn on the insides of sleeves. But you came back to me,

steeped black leaves or maybe some old irish
with a little john daniels

like a single stratus in a broken violet sky.

POETRY

azy like
christmas
morning

a n a s t a s i a

we rest upon soft ground and
you can’t run you can’t hide you crawl

ithout mine
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I eat out of the Tin Man, his twin eyes twisting in his thin tin skull, his mouth
curling like the skin of the dead. I devour him. His tiny tin-man feet are hollow,
so I stuff them with ligaments and tallow before I swallow. What we are told
is the greatest character is an allegory. He is an allegory of meat: the weakest
of specimens, the heaviest of blows. He is fuel for the women who walk in
line and wear their mother’s clothes. They seek a shoulder to lean on, a hand
to hold onto, a wound to expose. So I smother him. I bite it out of him and
his small tin hands because what are they but a feast for closed mouths, a sip
for stale lips? He has a taste like morning breath without the organics. He has a
shoulder that wilts like a cadaver. He has a heart just for kicks. We are told the
largest character is an allegory, so what does that make me?

A mannequin with its features well hid
I masquerade in clothes never to fit
What you see is just a silhouette

Beauty spoons Beast: a somber caress
Duality in the arms of dissonance
What you see is just a silhouette

This dark space is so claustrophobic
No boxes to compartmentalize in
What you see is just my silhouette
The real me cowers inside the closet

s w e e t e n

It pleads for release but to my regret
I strike it down, slam the door, lock it
A creature cowers inside my closet

r e e s

d o u g l a s s

They tug my strings like a marionette
As I dance about dripping with sweat
A creature cowers inside my closet

a n a s t a s i a
Weber State University
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What you see is just a silhouette
A projection from a hideous wretch
A creature cowers inside my closet
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The dust particles dance in the soft light of the morning,
colliding and disappearing in the shadows, like the possibilities of today.
Jack is staring at the wall, the covers on the bed rising and falling with each breath.
He closes his eyes and the dancing continues, only he is dancing with her now
movements as soft as the contours of her body, the lines of her lips, the grey of
her eyes,
—she is gone in the shadow—

Weber State University

Jack rolls over. Opens his eyes. Sighs.
He moves like he is pulling the weight of his memories, slow, dragging, using all
of his energy to
hold on.
His knuckles are white.
Camera, purple fleece blanket, box of lingerie, makeup, a shelf of books, canvas
bags, and small
canvas shoes, dresses, and sandals, sun hats, shredded wheat in the cupboard that
he’ll never eat,
almond milk, a partially crocheted throw, a hope chest and inside a journal he will
never read.

m u s g r o v e

If only my longing was an energy spanning the universe like a hand reaching out
for the pieces
of you still out there somewhere among the stars, or a universal messenger to tell
you I miss you,
I’m glad you’re safe now, but I want you here to see this. You would run and grab
your camera
to capture the perfect lighting of the day.

a b b y

a n d r e w

c e c o t t i

there again in the light of the morning they had their first picnic together, bare
foot and
Weightless.

b y

the words
i wish
to scream
worm through
my mind
a rotting apple
dripping with
unspent sentiment.
the urge
an itch
to scratch
the sensation
of sunlight
reflected in
the desperation
behind my eyes.
a glacier
capturing the
cries of
unsublimated tears
trickling to
a halt
before trickling
to a time
where we
became.
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The house echoes.
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On Monday morning, I crushed the walls to dust
and pressed them together into tiny, bitter pieces
to swallow. My label reads: take twice daily with the hiss
of gas between staccato clicks of failed ignition.
Tuesday, I wanted to be a dervish,
but I was out of breath and the music
was turned down too low. Everything sounded
grey, and the silence between songs had more
to say than all the lyrics that came before.

M E TA P H O R
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a t k i n s o n

Friday before dawn, I realized I need
my demons. Chanting, they want to make me
their king on an oil-slick throne between
drums of bleached wood and tinderbones.
So, I turned the music up loud, songs
that make my tears sweet, soothing
five-day scars, and I refuse to swallow my ills.

s h a w n

a n a s t a s i a

Wednesday, everyone’s batteries were fully
charged. I filled the space between their static
with thoughts I’ve sharpened throughout
a lifetime, just to cut myself. Unable to bleed
out loud, I watched the dull tempo of others.
They tasted like a mouthful of copper and salt.

b y

Dog, we bark to the same beat.
Dog, I’m seeing a man about a
dog, I’ve been waiting for all week.
Dog, sit, stay, throw me a bone,
& get your sorry ass home.

d o u g l a s s

Dog, your life is in my hands.
Dog ate my home. Work ran late.
Dog it, I’ll give it to you straight,
dog, your bro broke my window,
& my dog skipped town.

Dog, this world’s your chew toy.
Dog, don’t shake the spot because
dog, my life is in your hands. Sweet
dog, don’t lie down, don’t skip town,
I’m saving you a seat.

POETRY

eat

Dog, don’t wait for me there, where
dog days sit on the horizon. Sweet
dog, don’t bite, don’t lick, don’t cry,
dog, don’t jump because life might
not wait for you to land.

Dog, meet me at sundown.
Dog, I’ll walk, in this dog-eat
dog world, where a barking
dog always bites, because dog,
you are my homeboy.
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In 1975, two 12-year-old boys were playing at the site of the
former Mother and Baby Home. Underneath a concrete slab
they found a hole or chamber "filled to the brim" with children's
skeletons. In 2012, local historian Catherine Corless published
an article revealing that 796 children, most of them infants,
had died at the Home during its years of operation.
—Rosita Boland, The Irish Times

Turn they did, emerald sapphires into rubies
Where infants molt under virginal grass, animals
Fed to the cesspool several centuries silent underground

Raise the complexion of a thousand teaming tongues
Lift the rankled ribbons aloft, the resolute now
Score a spot of their sweetness made sour over the sacred
Carry on dire wind beyond the shores, across the pond to
Beckon our children to speed now their trace, these
Displaced from Bedlam, toward the island and toward grace.

Weber State University
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In the blind mystery of hidden vestals, fetid smoke
Starves the fruits of incubus, discarded and
Emaciated between Babel’s bygone blankets of gravel and shit
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To Luna,
Every evening your gaze magnetizes the flow in
my veins, yanking on my mortal waves. You
pull me in your perigee from the cohesive
depths of my creation. I ascend from dirt and
honey landing on a beach free of writing, a relic
of my mortality winking from above. I would
not care for the birth of art if I could live forever
like you. The glow of your countenance shakes
my bones. How is it that you bask in the rays
yet do not crumble in the Sun's cradle? Your
stone radiance is formed in the palms of Helios.
Stumbling on my parallax I tried to find identity
in the light of another. I smeared like oil paint
upon a canvas as I bled into the cockcrow. I had
no choice but to catch fireflies in jars. I tried to
heat the spaces within the splintering boards and
waning plaster. Thousands of them lined my
halls yet their illumination did not warm. They
fluttered in the glass only to burn out like
tungsten filaments in a bulb. For another night I
must scour the bog of your umbra, searching for
tinder in the frigid sands of the charcoal shore.
With my eyes closed and my palms pressed like
knives, I pray for your tug to guide me home.
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While sifting through these next pages, imagine yourself in a quiet
place—a place devoid of sound, devoid of color, devoid of chaos. Here,
you are open and curious. Here, you walk a different path. Traveler, during
your journey of discovery, new compositions will take form and act as
your guides. Know that you do not walk alone.

2

art

Allow the images to reconstruct your vision. Allow them to redefine line,
contrast, texture, movement. Some may seem reluctant to lead you, but
do not be fooled. Each piece has its own voice, its own narrative, its own
suggestion. But remember—art is not meant to prescribe thought or
opinion. This is your journey. You decide where it ends.
While on this trek, I invite you to surrender to each guide. They are
here for your benefit. They are here because they understand the world
in ways you may not. Each piece offers a new perspective for you to
ponder. Each piece constructs a world for you to explore. Do not
allow the confines of reality to inhibit you. As Pablo Picasso once said,
“Everything you can imagine is real.”
—anastasia douglass
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rees sweeten

jackie molina

nichole kyle
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andrew cecotti

olivia buttars
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For this year’s creative nonfiction section, we are exposed to the tender
realities one faces when contemplating suicide, the turbulent trials one
may experience growing up in the LDS community, a woman’s lifetime
love of creatures many find frightening, and a letter to a soggy cheerio
that touches on finding, and bettering, oneself.
The creative nonfiction section and I would like to thank everyone who
submitted their pieces to us, and who took the time to expose to us, and
the world, the tender trials and the gentle joys they have experienced.

sarah taylor

rees sweeten

nick packer

julie demille

S T A F F

E D I T O R

kelly hart

N O N F I C T I O N

E D I T O R

—kelly hart

NONFICTION
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In the homeland of the Mormons, Rocky Mountains surround
me in every direction. As I watch clouds touch snow-capped
peaks, I can’t tell what’s sky and what’s land. A surreal image
emerges—entrapment. These mountains are a gift from above but
remind me of an all too familiar struggle with religion. I want to
view Earth atop their purple majesty, but I’m unworthy of celestial
glory. I accept my shortcomings; I embrace my femininity.
As I come to terms with my identity, memories of Latter
Day Saint rejection are born again. I knew the importance of
understanding homosexuality because the church considered
it evil. Unlike most boys, I struggled understanding what it
meant to be gay. Until that point, I’d accepted all the church’s
teachings with minimal effort. Lessons about homosexuality
were frequent on Sundays, and I couldn’t help feeling I’d
missed something significant. I read scriptures more than
anyone my age, but nowhere within those pages were anything
pertaining to human anatomy. Though I didn’t know what sex
entailed, I knew a male having sex with another male was gay,
and therefore a sin. However, to comprehend sexuality, I had
to know what was male and what was female.
I didn’t know the difference between sex and gender, and
sex-education in Utah isn’t exactly comprehensive. I didn’t
understand boys and girls have different body parts. How I
came to identify as male, came only from everyone telling me
I was a boy. I felt clueless. Surely, my bishop would help me
understand what school and my parents never taught me. I
couldn’t have been more wrong. The first time I visited my
bishop, I outright asked him what made me male. Rather than
explaining basic anatomy or pointing me somewhere to find the
right information, he asked me to pray. He said The Holy Ghost
would guide me to my answers.
Are you there, God? It’s me, [name]. I’ve prayed and prayed but
hear no answer. Am I unworthy of your love? Please, show me what

Weber State University

s w e e t e n

I believe that writing down one’s personal, real events, and then sharing
those stories can be very therapeutic. This act of sharing one’s stories with
others, be they fictional or not, can essentially establish that which people
fundamentally desire: human connection.

finding identity
in the lds church

r e e s

When I first heard the words “creative nonfiction,” I didn’t know
what in the world that meant. At first, I thought that it was trying to
write creatively about, say, ladybugs or something. I thought that it was
supposed to be a research-intensive paper but presented in a creative
way. Now you could totally do that, but that is not all-encompassing as to
what creative nonfiction is. Through an introductory course in creative
writing taught by the wonderful Sunni Wilkinson, I was able to realize
that creative nonfiction is essentially taking something that happened in
life and writing about it: presenting real, nonfictional events in a creative,
story-telling way. Now, even this way of explaining creative nonfiction is
not complete, but for me it’s the best way I’ve found to describe it.

boy and
his bishop:
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today’s standards. A policy change from the Church of Latter Day Saints
has put the religion’s level of tolerance on full display.
Church leadership made provisions to Handbook 1 (a book of
instructions and policies for Stake presidents and Bishops). The addition
of section 16.13 made exclusions to children reared in homes with
homosexual parents. The church’s stance on homosexuality is an obvious
reaction to the Supreme Court. On June 26, 2015, the Obergefell v.
Hodges ruling granted the constitutional right of marriage to samesex couples. A few months later, church leaders made new exclusions.
For merely living with a homosexual couple, the church denies children
baptism until eighteen years of age. Without baptism, priesthood isn’t
possible, and in effect, all the glory it carries is lost. These children will
never know what it’s like to serve the sacrament, or perform baptisms for
the dead. Furthermore, to receive a baptism at eighteen years of age, these
children must publicly denounce their homosexual parents.
When I started attending college at Weber State University, I went
to an LGBTQ support group for the first time, and I witnessed just how
many families LDS policy has torn apart. It was in these groups I also
learned how much shame I still had from the church though I hadn’t been
in over a decade. After going to many support groups, I learned how
each person has a different story, a unique experience. I once believed
wholeheartedly that I was a woman.
I understand now, why I was so confused when I spoke with my
bishop as an adolescent. My first sexual experience was when I was raped
at five years old by a stranger. I created a female personality to cope with
the trauma, which took years of therapy for me to uncover and finally
understand. I still have rare moments when I wish I had understood
everything earlier and could have stayed in the church. But then, I
remember how I found a new community, a new family that gave me the
courage to explore and become the man I am today.
I hadn’t spoken or heard from my grandmother in years, but when
my gender became public, our silence ended. She expressed her beliefs
to me through a letter:
First of all, let me tell you how much I love you. You are going through a
terrible trial right now and only you and the Lord know how hard this is.
I also know how much the Lord loves you. His love is beyond anything we can
comprehend. We receive trials in our lives because the Lord knows it will make
us stronger. This is hard for you to understand, and it is hard for me to
understand. This I do know, that He will not leave you alone.
He will walk beside you and as you get on your knees and pray for
strength, He will help in times when you feel you can’t go another mile along
this long road. I am happy you let us know because now we can pray for you.
Also, don’t feel like you cannot come to our home.
Weber State University
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I’ve done, so I may repent. Please, God, absolve me of my sins. I seek
forgiveness. Oh, Heavenly Father, show me the way.
After many prayers, I felt The Holy Ghost had guided me to the
appropriate place. I knew I’d missed something crucial during school that
other boys hadn’t. I felt in my heart that I needed to fill the void with
more knowledge. I looked to the internet, which, without guidance, only
created more confusion. With a new knowledge of my body, I returned
to my bishop with a new set of questions. Queries to strengthen my
faith were met with hostile responses from my bishop. He mistook my
questions as attacks. In response: disciplinary action.
My bishop stripped me of priesthood privileges including serving
the sacrament. He convinced me my thoughts were adulterous. I don’t
remember seeing pornography, but I accepted that it had tainted my
mind nonetheless. He said, I could serve once my mind was free of such
graphic questions, which never happened. I lacked the courage to tell
anyone what had transpired. Instead, I lied and told my parents I never
wanted to attend church again. The outcome of my decision hurt my
mother more than myself.
At that age, I believed our God, Heavenly Father, had bestowed the
honor of priesthood to me. Having the privilege of entering the temple and
performing baptisms for the dead brought a sense of fulfillment. Before the
ritual, we bathed and dressed in white garments. While waiting, I listened
to a speech that helped me recognize myself as a soldier of God. I learned
to associate my presence as a catalyst for lost souls. These wandering spirits
hadn’t had the chance to accept the one true church. I provided them with
liberation because of my purity, because of the priesthood, which I held.
In my eyes, I received a worse punishment than banishment. The
LDS hierarchy forced a grim dilemma on me at a young age. Uninformed,
I remained silent because I didn’t know any better. I witnessed family
and friends participate with the church while I watched from afar. My
rejection, a constant memory.
After I came out of the closet and started presenting as a female,
a new understanding came to fruition. I made a mistake when I spoke
with my bishop. I should have spoken with my mom, my dad, or my
brother. Anyone but my bishop. Looking back, I’m glad I didn’t figure
it out until later, because I wouldn’t have recovered with how invested I
was in the church.
Like with myself, the Mormon faith forces a tough decision upon
millions. The cost of being ourselves is banishment. The church believes
we are lesser—we are wicked for merely existing. While away from church,
I’ve kept up with my scriptural readings. Flipping through them, I don’t
have to search hard to find something appalling and incongruent with

M E TA P H O R

M E TA P H O R

Weber State University

NONFICTION

62

He had somehow strangled himself in his crib. A
faulty piece of clothing was the culprit. My grandmother found
him there. She was with him a moment before. The same day
the baby died my friend died too. I'd already stretched my mind
past its limits. All day, stewing, chewing on thoughts of infants
in their cribs, unable to stomach the images. Things like that
make you question life,make you ponder the existence of God,
purpose, meaning.
When news of my friend's death had reached my ears,
I blacked out. I woke, sitting up in my bed, believing I had
experienced a terrible dream, that my mind had played a dirty
trick on me. Validating my nightmare, felt like hearing it the first
time. I couldn’t get my head around the fact that my friend killed
himself, that I couldn't be there in his darkest hour.
He lived not even a block from me. I only had to hop
a fence, then we'd be jumping on his trampoline with the
sprinklers on, playing Nintendo in his dusty basement,
camping in his backyard, or in his room, confiding to one
another about bullies and unrequited love.
So angry, so unforgiving, I refused to attend my friend's
funeral. Cold, determined to hate him forever, I tried to
push thoughts, feelings out. It's easier to hate someone than
experience mixed emotions, split views, a cognitive dissonance
if you will. I saw him as reckless, careless, selfish. That is, until I
knew how it felt to believe the world a better place without me,
thinking suicide would benefit others. I don't have to feel that
way again to know how irrational my thoughts had become. For
that reason, I finally forgive him. I don't see how I couldn't. I
nearly walked the same path;I almost followed him to the grave.
I am lucky to be alive. Not long ago, I'd more than
contemplated suicide. I'd planned it, picked a date, a time,
a place, a method, set my actions in stone. It was easy back
then. I saw myself as already dead, a hollow shell of a human,
unable to connect with others. I had but one task before I died:
Weber State University
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I will put your name on the temple prayer rolls. You will have a lot of people
praying for your strength. No one but you and the Lord know how hard this s
truggle is.
While reading her letter, I became overwhelmed with an all too
familiar feeling I’d hoped to never experience again. When a loved one’s
sentiment manifests in the form of prejudice, it creates an internal conflict
I can’t resolve. I love my grandma dearly, but no amount of love can hide
her true perception of me. My grandmother thinks people need to pray
for me as if I had a terminal illness. It’s doubtful, but I hope these people
will find acceptance of those different in their prayers. I will keep praying
that no more Mormon kids commit suicide because they would rather die
than be shunned by their faith, their family, and their community. Amen.
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“You remind me of my ex-husband,” she said.
“Is that a bad thing?” I replied.
“Yes, it’s a very bad thing.” she nearly yelled.
“How so?” I asked.
She cringed. Tense, her body tightened, finding her speech as if 		
she’d intended to strike me.
“He was a coward, couldn’t face emotions, or life for that matter.
Despite the many people who loved him, and would support
him through anything, he just gave up. He shot himself.”
Her shoulders dropped, sunk, the tension leaving her. She was holding
back tears. It took everything in her to form those words. For that I will
forever be grateful. She had no clue of their significance, but somehow, had
to say them anyway. I understood now. All the anger came when I woke
feelings, emotions, memories in her. I saw the pain her husband caused,
how much remained, a year after. I could only imagine how she felt when
it happened. I knew how much my brothers looked up to me, but didn’t
realize I almost put them through the same torment I'd just witnessed
in April. Like an abusive father, who's only repeating his father's abuse, I
nearly carried on a vicious cycle. I couldn't go through with it. No matter
how much hurt I may have felt inside, I wouldn't leave the pain behind for
someone else, someone who loved me, as I loved my friend before me.
Now, if that day at the cafeteria table ever comes up in conversation,
she apologizes, saying she feels bad for being mean. I just laugh. Mean or
not, she did the right thing. She saved my life. I can't help but wonder: If
there were more people like April in the world, would my friend still be
alive? My friend must not have been blessed like me. Angels never came to
show him life's splendor, or maybe, he hadn't seen them. I'll never know,
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but after grappling these ideas for years, after knowing how
fortunate I am, after finding the strength to evaluate my own feelings,
I've developed a strong conviction of what suicide really is. It's a disease
of the mind. It's a public health concern. It can only be cured with
compassion, love, empathy, connection, human interaction.
Perhaps, my decision to raise awareness on suicide comes from selfish
ambitions. So be it. I'll admit it. I'm terrified of my thoughts. I'm so scared
of death. I don't ever want to leave this world. There's so much to live
for, so much to breathe in, smell, before I’m kicking daisies, before the
clock’s run out, before I'm dead, before I’m gone. Now, you'd probably
never think these words would come from someone with suicidal ideation.
But I mean them sincerely. I know how overpowering thoughts can be.
They can break down body, murder being, alter actions. Selfish as it may
be, anything that makes me less likely to off myself is good, so here I am,
exposing thoughts to the world, hoping somehow, that it'll help me in
these battles, or maybe, save me again one day.
Not long ago someone told me,
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writing my last letter. I owed my family, my friends, at least that much.
With just a day until my departure, I needed to get writing, because I'd
intended on going through with it, letter or not.
I remember sitting alone at a cafeteria table, thinking of all the things
to say to those I'd leave behind. Things like, don't dwell on me, it wasn't
your fault, I want you to find it in your heart to forgive me, to move
on. Most people walked right past me that day without a glance. The
ones who did, looked through me without a second thought, despite my
transparency, despite my obvious projection of pain. All but one shrugged
me off that day. My friend April, just a classmate, an acquaintance at the
time, sat at my table. She seemed hurried. She appeared angry too, so why
she’d go out of her way to visit with me seemed mysterious.

“I’m glad you decided to stick around.”
It choked me up. I restrained my tears but shouldn't have. For a
brief moment, I remembered feeling I'd never hear anything like that
said about me. Words are like throwing stones into the ocean on a dark
night. We can never see or comprehend the ripples made. We only
witness the initial impact, the contact with the water. In much the same
way, my choice to live my life exposed, vulnerable, in the view of others
is my way of making ripples.
I may not see how I've influenced someone, but if I provide needed
motivation to just one person, then it was all worth it. I now realize few
people have kissed, flirted with death the way I have, yet lived to talk
about it. In a sense, I feel a moral responsibility to share my experiences.
I’ve been told that simply living my life in the view of others could be
inspirational. I don't know if that's true, but I do know the importance
of inspiration in dire times, so I'll continue sharing, all of me revealed,
every layer peeled. And as I am bleeding myself into these pages, do not
pity or feel bad for me. These are not just tales of my past, but obstacles
I've overcome, long lonely roads I’ve weathered, battles I've won. And the
positive things I share, they are even greater. Each one, a culmination of
several victories, trials I passed, so I may finally see clearly, see hope, joy,
beauty, love, closure. Through it all, you need remember just this one fact:
I survived.
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in my house!"
"But—"
"No snakes!" Then, gentler, "One day when you have your own
home," she added, "you can have as many snakes as you want!"
This same conversation would happen again a few years later.
And again. A few years after that.

antherophis
guttatus
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A dark-haired, dark-eyed, nine-year-old gazed through
Windex-clean glass with wonder at the slithery creature who
dwelled inside, its obsidian scales shining in the harsh fluorescent
lighting of the fourth-grade classroom. Of everything she'd
discovered these first few days into the school year, the girl was
most intrigued by the snake. Her teacher, a wiry, wavy-haired
woman named Mrs. Cline, had just shown her students the
assortment of in-classroom reptiles she kept. She introduced
them one-by-one, and even showing them how the dark serpent
stalked, struck, and coiled its prey.
Fascinated, the girl took to visiting the snake at almost every
free moment and stayed after school to help Mrs. Cline with the
animals, if needed. She bounded home that evening, a quick jaunt
down the road, and burst into the kitchen to seek her mother.
"Mom!" she cried at the red-haired woman who was
preparing dinner. "I want a snake!"
"A snake!" her mother declared. Fear traced icy fingers
along the woman's spine, causing her to shudder. "Oh, no! Not

h a r t

Silvery chainmail scales moved fluidly as she spun
around with tightly coiled intent. Her tiny mouth struck, and
velcro-sharp teeth latched onto her target in milliseconds. Her
prize in her mouth, she held on fast, ready to slide it down her
throat and into her belly.
She’d latched onto a finger, no doubt believing it to be a
second delicious mouse, and her owner froze and stared. Despite
the serpent’s sudden bite, she remained calm. "Hey, that's not
your food, let go," the woman said, and tapped the creature's
head gently with her free hand. "Let go, Adi, you can't eat my
finger. You glutton, you already had your mouse."
The corn snake, or pantherophis guttatus, tried her owner's
patience for almost a minute before she concluded, with much
reluctance, that which she'd just captured was not another
mouse to eat.
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The flowerbed in front of the house had been overtaken by the nearby
grass of the lawn. It spread itself unwanted throughout, stretching high and
proud, daring the owners to pull it. It was with much reluctance, one free
Saturday in the middle of a particularly warm April, that they did so. The
man donned his gloves and wheeled the garbage bin out to the front, while
the woman found her own gloves and the gardening tools. They fought the
grasses, pulling them away from where they threatened to choke the flowers.
Alongside the house, two flowerbeds encompassed the air conditioning
unit. The woman had just finished the first section and stood, wiping
her brow, to move to the one on the other side of the AC. Her husband,
headphones blaring music in his ears, kept working on the front.
Just as she'd taken a couple of steps towards the other side, she froze.
Not in fear of what she saw, but in worry that she'd startle it. She took a
cautionary step backwards, and then another. Once she stood five or so
feet from the air conditioner, she circled for a better view and stared.
It had shimmering scales in various shades of green and one long,
pristine, yellow stripe all along its back. It hadn't noticed the woman
gazing in wonder, or if it had, it didn't care. Rust-red brick lined the
flowerbeds, and the bricks had been soaking up the unnatural heat from
this spring's sun. This serpent, a common garter snake, was in turn
stealing that heat from the bricks. It was likely to have only recently come
out of brumation, a snake's version of hibernation.
With frantic, waving motions, the woman gained the attention of her
husband and beckoned him over. She raised a finger to her lips to show
him to be quiet, then pointed towards the serpent. "It's a garter snake, I
think," she said. "Getting a little sun."
Her husband warily stayed back as she carefully crept closer for a
better look.
The garter snake was not bothered, and it wasn't until the wind
shifted and picked up that it turned its head and flicked its forked tongue,
tasting the air. With fluid, undulating motions, it twisted and in a blink
slithered off in search of shelter as a spring storm brewed on the horizon.
The couple wrapped up their weeding quickly and made to put away
their tools and gloves.
"You know," the woman said thoughtfully, "I've always wanted a
snake. My fourth-grade teacher had one in her class that I fell in love
Weber State University
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n open letter
to the soggy cheerio
in my bowl

Weber State University
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Dear Soggy Cheerio,
In my depressing mornings, which recently have been
like tIn my depressing mornings, which recently have been
like two midgets are holding onto my legs as I slog around the
living room, you have always been there for me. You’ve waited
patiently with your sugar-coated sisters and brothers for your
chance to pick me up. You were probably overjoyed when it was
your new mission to be doused in milk and munched on by my
molars, to fulfill your purpose in life.
So, how did it come to this?
I mean… I completely meant to eat you. I filled my bowl,
expecting my belly to burst with the blessed sweetness of your
whole grain goodness. Yet, there you are. Sitting there. Staring
at me. Accusing me of getting you excited like a child going
to a friend’s house only to realize they were getting left at an
adoption agency.
I just… I understand where you’re coming from. I know
what it’s like to be the soggy cheerio, left behind. Forgotten. I
know the pain of being looked over. As all my friends in school
made plans, I was always left out. I was the kid who spent too
much time with his head in the clouds. The kid who tried to
force himself into a conversation like the jaws of life ripping
open a car that contained the remains of my social life. I was the
kid nobody noticed, like I was invisible.
I had become one with the milk of middle school.
It took me up until high school to really start to understand
who I was. I left the soggy cheerio me behind to be the butterfly
that came out of its cocoon, ready to fly into the world and be
appreciated for its beauty. And I did. And I was.
I changed my life for the better, but I often forget what
those times were like. I forget the near vertical climb my social
growth was. I forget what it’s like to be looked over when
everyone else is getting picked by the spoonful for teams and
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with, but my mom said I couldn't have one. She said, 'No snakes under
my roof!'" Her husband listened patiently, noticing his wife getting
increasingly excited. "She said, 'When you have your own house you can
have a snake,'" she grinned wildly at her husband, standing next to her.
"We have our own house!" She declared.
He smiled. "Yes, we do."
With childlike glee the woman was nine-years-old again, and she
announced, "I want a snake!"
"Okay," her husband answered. "But you're feeding it."
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Thank you for your sacrifice and for a lesson learned,
David

“Fiction is a lie, and good fiction is the truth inside the lie.”
—STEPHEN KING IN ON WRITING

fiction

groups. I forget what it’s like to be forgotten.
I guess what I’m trying to say is… I’m sorry. I never meant to make
you feel like that. You deserve to be treated (and… well… eaten) like
every other cheerio in the box. You are just as sweet, just as round, and
just as perfect as the others. I won’t let another day go by where I leave
a soggy cheerio by the wayside as I go about my day. I’ll reach down and
help that cheerio feel appreciated, like a hot air balloon lifting them out
of the darkness of depression.

Every story, big or small, begins in the mind of the author. It is the
author’s job to then mold and cultivate the idea into a complete story. It
can be a daunting task, a rocky road often filled with much frustration
and cursing, and sometimes tears. However, when the author has finally
completed their story, the story brings to life entirely new worlds,
characters, ideas, and events.

This year, we had many excellent submissions. Our team spent long hours
reading and enjoying each piece. Our discussions often became heated
as we fought for the ones we loved. After much deliberation, our team
decided on the following stories. It is our hope that you will find the same
enjoyment that we found when we first read each of these pieces. We
want to extend our thanks to each of the authors who submitted this year.
We have loved reading the awesome stories our peers are writing. Each
story we read truly had something amazing in it.
Whether your story was published or not, or even if you weren’t able to
submit this time around, please keep doing what you love. Keep following
that golden thread, keep sharing your talent, keep editing. In the words of
the great Ron Carlson: “get down, get naked, get savage.”
Keep writing. We can’t wait to read your next story.
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There was once a boy who was rotting from the inside
out. He was born that way, with peeling, pallid skin and a stench
that seeped from his pores and enveloped him at all times in
some foul cloud. Despite these anomalies, Flynn was a perfectly
healthy baby boy, with shadowed eyes more full of light and life
than the entire wretched city in which he lived. But his parents,
try as they may, could not learn to love him, and finally, on
Flynn’s fifth birthday, when no orphanage would accept him and
every doctor turned him out, his parents took him away.
Deep downtown, in a long, cavernous alleyway, Flynn’s father
placed him in a rusted green dumpster. Scrunching up his nose, he
folded a soggy sheet of newspaper over his son and disappeared
without an ounce of regret. Soon, due to construction that would
later be abandoned, both ends of the alleyway were blocked off,
and all hope of being found was lost for Flynn. Feeding on the
scraps thrown from the apartment windows hundreds of meters
above, he lived alone for quite some time. Even the city vermin,
who basked in the effluvium of decomposing trash and the
balding corpses of stray cats, steered clear of his alley – that is
until one brave little fly came to New York City.
Flynn, lost in sleep at the time, was awoken one night by a
shrill buzzing. Curious, he rose and hung his head over the lip
of the dumpster, looking to the end of the alley, where a small
fleck of black danced haphazardly through the air, powerless
to the soft breeze working against it. The fly pushed on with all
its might, drawing nearer in defiance of Flynn’s pungence, and
collapsed in exhaustion to the bottom of the dumpster. Flynn
held as still as a statue, unsure of the creature or how to help.
The fly waded around in the dumpster’s soup for some time,
briefly preoccupied by a banana peel Flynn had been snacking
on earlier. Then the fly, against all reason, did something
remarkable; it rose unsteadily into the air and alighted on Flynn’s
arm. Flynn, having forgotten the sensation of another’s touch,
giggled. The fly crawled all over his bare skin, its proboscis
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flitting back and forth, in and out, leading the way. Then, finding a small
laceration hidden beneath a partly congealed pool of blood, the fly began
drinking and, like a tick, began to engorge. When the insect was ready to
burst, it hopped onto Flynn’s face, scaled his cheek and crossed the bridge
of his nose, eventually burrowing into his mess of blond hair. There, it
began to snore loudly. Afraid he might scare his new friend away, Flynn
sunk carefully to the bottom the dumpster, where he drifted back to sleep
with a smile on his face.
The fly crept down to the wound for its version of a midnight snack
and tiptoed back again just before dawn. When Flynn awoke the next
morning, he was shocked to find the fly had grown significantly – to the
size of his fist. Several times that day, Flynn peeled back his scab and the let
the fly drink, and by dusk it had grown larger than his head. The fly quickly
outgrew the boy, and the dumpster became cramped, but Flynn didn’t mind.
At night, he would bury his face into the fly’s soft underbelly, and its thick
hairs protected him against the chill of the encroaching autumn.
Soon, however, Flynn began to sense something was wrong. The fly
would scale the sides of the alley, desperately following patches of light
as the sun moved across the sky. In the evening, it would prod Flynn with
its proboscis – now the size of Flynn’s arm – and buzz about timidly. A
strong gust of wind brought a tornado of leaves clattering down the alley,
and, with a shiver, suddenly Flynn understood. The fly would soon die in
the cold. They both would.
The boy wondered silently what it meant to have a friend and if he
would ever find another. A tear rolled down his cheek as he prepared to
say goodbye to his best and only friend, petting its furry head lovingly.
Then, without warning, the fly seized Flynn, using its powerful wings
to lift both of them into the air. Flynn’s stomach lurched as the space
between him and the ground widened and the slit of sky overhead broke
open to reveal the great city all around them. Below, tributaries of asphalt
and concrete stretched like veins through the city, filled with throngs that
moved against and through one another indifferently. The fly accelerated
toward the bruised horizon, the purple line where sky met sea.
“Look! Up there!” a man in a gray fitted suit shouted, pointing to
Flynn.
“That thing…it has a boy!” a woman replied, clutching her pearls.
Suddenly the city was alive, all its eyes focused on the boy and the fly.
New York was enormous, to be sure, but Flynn could hardly imagine that so
many people had always lived right there around him. Though he hoped the
fly would touch down so that he could say hello, it pressed onward, weaving
between towers and over the onlooking crowds. An orchestra of sirens
filled the air. Scared and unsure of what was happening, Flynn clung tighter,
urging his friend to fly faster away from the growing ruckus below.
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Glass arms scratched againstthe wooden walls. The
cracks that tattooed her entire body rubbed against each other—
screech, screech. Each part of her small glass frame was constricted.
Her gray crystal eyes wandered amongst the darkness, her petite
fingers trailing over her flawed body. The ruffles of her dress
flared out, the vibrant rose pinks would’ve lavished her form if
it had not been for how worn and aged the dress was, and the
ugly imperfections that were forced upon her. Her glass fingers
trailed over the black lace sweeping across her dress, rough
against the smoothness of her glass.
Music, tinkling and whimsical, overwhelmed her senses. The
feel of her cylindrical cage twisting and turning around caused
fear to cloak her entirely. The sounds of her frail glass pieces
shaking could not be ignored as she slowly came up into the light.
Her eyes, tightly shut, slowly creaked open. It was a small room
with tools of a toy maker covering the walls. It was clustered and
crowded, without any room to put anything else. Her eyes caught
sight of a box; air thrashed about in her throat. Pieces of small
feminine faces, arms, and other limbs filled the container; it could
not be distinguished what parts belonged to whom. The sound of
loud, large footsteps drew her attention away from the box and
onto a man, a human man who brought boiling anger to her china
body. He was tall with a handsome face, dark eyes and a wicked
grin. He turned to her, disappointment clouding his features. “You
disappoint me Victoria,” he said with a somber tone. “I don’t
understand. You are so respectful, polite, and good around me,
yet when I dropped you off with my dear friend, Lady Mina, you
were unbelievably rude, going as far as to cut her with your glass
fingers. That is not how my doll should act, especially the doll of
my music box.”
Victoria was shaking, fury shaking her so badly that she
could barely contain herself. She looked down upon her tattered
dress, admiring the once beautiful fabric. Looking up at her
creator, she gulped down every bit of rebellion that wanted
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Bullets began to rip through the air, and shattered glass rained
all around them as the fly raced the setting Sun toward the sea. Turns
without warning and sharp changes in altitude forced an increasingly
nauseous Flynn to close his eyes to the world he had all but forgotten.
Eventually, the sheet of gray below gave way to one of endless blue,
and the fly relaxed, letting Flynn hang more loosely from its body.
Flynn opened his eyes and rolled over to face the pink sky, cradled in
the barrel made by the fly’s legs, transfixed by the iridescent prisms its
wings cast as they caught the Sun. Seaspray licked their faces, and the
discordant screams of the city began to fade as the distance between
them grew. There were no walls to sequester them now.
But Flynn’s freedom-induced daze was short lived; a single bullet
arched across space, following some predetermined path that took it
through the fly’s right wing. The two began to careen downward as the
updraft reduced the wing to a tattered mess. The fly, abandoning hope
of regaining control, tucked in its wings and pulled the boy close. Flynn
forced his face deep into the fly’s breast, thinking only of how great it was
to have this friend. Together, the two plunged into the briny water below
and were better off because of it.

M E TA P H O R

M E TA P H O R

Weber State University

FICTION

76

s

tay

Weber State University

k a t i e

The owner’s manual didn’t cover this. In fact, it never
said anything about a malfunction, only the promises of bliss and
a carefree pleasurable relationship. Now he was stuck between a
rock and a hard place. Or at least his penis was. The doll he had
for two blissful weeks sat across from him. Her Scarlett Johansson
lips were frozen in a wide O shape, but her eyes were glazed over.
The legs that were tangled in his moments ago were splayed apart,
and her ass was crushing his knee caps. How long had it been
now? Five minutes? Ten minutes? An hour? Hours? In all truth,
he couldn’t tell. All he knew was the latest version of UDoll that
he had bought, upgraded to, in fact, now had her hand clenched
around one of his most vital external organs. She had frozen
like this during the best hand job of his adult life, and she wasn’t
responding to any of his voice commands.
“Angel, let go,” he asked. “Assume resting position. Angel,
wake up. Angel, stop.”
No response. Just a light hum from the chip in her back. At
least it was purring, he thought.
That tone was when it first happened, after the haze of bliss
had faded, and he realized the grim reality of his situation. Now,
his voice was angry and frustrated, but there was always a lingering
undercurrent of fear. Perhaps it was his imagination, but it felt like
her hand only got tighter and tighter as time went on. Or perhaps
it was all the blood rushing to his dick in response to her anaconda
hand slowly eeking the life out of him. It seemed as though he had
tried everything. And now his brain up north couldn’t formulate a
plan to get him out of this situation that didn’t involve bleeding to
death. From the assured clench of her hand and the dead, robotic
look in her eyes, he knew that if he moved or slipped or tugged,
Angel would rip his penis off, trying to finish the task that he had
told her to do before the malfunction. The muscles in his legs
burned and screamed from her weight. When he had picked her
up to throw her in the pool, or wiped ragu off her nose when she
looked up at him from the kitchen counter, or pressed her roughly
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to burst out. In his hand, he had a small chipping hammer. He took her
body into his grubby hand, holding down her arm with his fingers as he
slowly added a new crack to her broken shape. A large piece of her arm
fell, sounds of glass shattering brought silence. He smiled, shrugging his
shoulders. He placed her crumpled form on the stand. Whimsical music
signaled her return to her cage. “Remember, show consideration around
Lady Mina.” Once in her cylindrical cage, fury overtook any reason the
doll once had. Victoria slammed her body against the sides kicking and
screaming; shards upon shards fell, broken into tiny pieces. Tears shook
her as she hugged her destroyed, useless body.
She hissed, rebellion thrumming through every shard of broken glass,
“I’m not your doll.”
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911. Can you tell me what the problem is, so I can promptly direct you
to the right department?”
Oh fuck. What could he say? There was no way he could adequately
describe what was going on without her disconnecting, so he could call
an ambulance. There was no way in hell he was going to let anyone see
him like this, let alone see a headline that said, ‘ Handjob Gone Wrong:
Horney Man and a UDoll 5.” He let the air fill his lungs for a moment and
relaxed his vocal chords, trying to sound casual.
“Yes… There is a problem with.... my UDoll.” he said, clenching his
teething against the pain that was hitting his pain receptors, like a TKO.
A pause.
“Thank you, sir. Have you disabled your UDoll?”
“No…. No.. uh. She won’t shut down through voice command.”
“That’s fine, sir. Just press on the middle vertebra three times and you
will see a slit in your UDoll’s skin. Peel back the skin panel, and you will
see a serial number printed on her chip. Do you see the number, Sir?”
“No, I don’t see the number. I can’t see the number. Can you just put
me through to a person? I want to speak to a goddamn human being!”
His annoyance at the second machine made him forget about his
bot. His damp head slipped down the headboard. Before he could
stick out an elbow to catch himself, he was horizontal, and the bot
was straddling him now, with her hand constricting ever tighter. The
oxygen came to his lungs in bursts as volts of pain hit him in successive
unforgiving waves. He bit his hand and screamed into it while the bot
stared blankly, and the metallic shine in her eyes came across to him as
reckless and defiant when last night that same look made him burn and
feel desired. Like any man. Like every man.
“Please hold while I direct you to one of our service representatives.”
The voice clicked off, the Scarlett Johansson lips returned to their O
shape, and techno pop emitted from the bot’s throat while he waited.
“Thank, God.” he said.
Fifteen minutes later, he had thrown up again. This time over the
side of the bed, but now he had to pee. A strained whimper escaped his
throat. Air shot out of his nose in rapid bursts, like a bull ready for the
arena. Then another whimper. He could hold out. Sure he could. Five
more minutes. Five more minutes, and then his call would be answered.
The Australian lady had come back and said only five more minutes. Stay
on the line. Only five more minutes. Five...more… minutes.
Five turned into ten. Ten turned into twenty. Twenty turned into thirty.
He had almost fallen asleep. If he didn’t move, neither did the bot. He
could wait it out. His bladder had stopped spasming for a moment, and
it seemed ok. As his eyes lazily opened and shut, he tried to focus on the
photo on his nightstand of him with a girl who had brown hair, no Scarlett
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against the wall of his office for a nooner when she brought him lunch, she
was always soft, feminine, and gentle. Almost human. Almost. The only give
away was the metallic ring around her irises that reflected in the darkness of
the bedroom while she recharged and he slept. Now he realized, with his
life and manhood compromised in a hand that he had seen rip the gear shift
out of his car on accident, that Angel was a machine, and he had bought
into the illusion that the makers of UDoll were selling to every lonely man
and woman to buy.
Sweat rolled down his chest and face, matting his hair and suffocating
his lungs with its thickness. It soaked the sheets and made his back stick to
the head board. There was one command he hadn’t tried yet only because
it would lead to bringing someone else into this fucked up situation and
his own personal comic hell. Angel’s head kept sagging, her movement’s
accompanied by a light zip and whoosh. This was the only other hint that
she wasn’t living. He didn’t notice until this moment when they were both at
rest. Now, it was all he could notice, praying to the god of his childhood to
help deliver him from this error in judgment. He would be good after this.
So good, and his body would be whole, not stripped for parts. The light of
morning radiated through the curtains and made him want to shrivel up
and die. This whole predicament was even more shameful in the light of
day. Why couldn’t it have been his balls? He could live without those. No
sex, but the thought of using his penis for anything other than bathroom
purposes made his stomach swell with disgust and nausea. His ass was
asleep, and he shifted his hips a little to ease the pressure. A metallic taste
entered his mouth and abruptly, from zero to sixty, Angel’s grip tightened
like a vice. All of the accidental kicks to the nuts or fly balls in baseball to
his nether regions combined were nothing to the pain he felt. His stomach
decided to empty the chunks of his dinner, tinged red from his two, no
three glasses of wine. The mess landed all over himself and the bot. She
wasn’t fazed. The head dipped a little more, and the lips stayed in an O
shape. Her irises glowed, reflecting the righteous light that touched them
both. Moisture leaked from the corner of his eyes and snot dripped down
his nose and into his chest hair. His kingdom for a tissue. There was no
choice but to call for backup, the pounding in his brain and the throbbing
of his bruised manhood applauded his choice.
“Angel, call customer service.”
The bot shot up, and another white hot oh god take this pain away!
zinger went into him as she rotated her hand to sit up. The Scarlett
Johansson lips began to move. Angel’s voice was replaced by an Australian
woman’s that sounded like it had been run through autotune.
“Hello, sir. This is the UDoll customer service line. We are happy to
be of service. If this is an emergency, please disable your UDoll and call
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“Ooo spicing things up eh vanilla boy?” His bot began to laugh, but
the laugh was Chett’s, which soon devolved into a series of flem filled
coughs and more slurping on the straw. Seeing the beautiful UDoll laughing
at him with such an ugly sound not meant for her made him want to empty
his stomach again if there had been anything else left to expel.
“I’m just screwing with you dude. Can’t you just roll her off you?”
“It’s not that easy. She… she is squeezing me.”
“Hard?”
“Yeah, hard! Why the hell else would I be calling? Just fix her dammit.”
There was a pause and then the clicking of computer keys.
“Dude, did you do the new mandatory update?”
How could he have forgotten? He had just thought those updates
were a suggestion, and they were a hassle. Now he was might pay a dear
price for hitting “remind me later” on his mobile notification.
“No, I didn’t do the update.” he said.
“Well dude, this has been happening to a lot of people. One guy last
week was in the middle of the act with his Doll, and she squeezed his
throat so hard, it broke his windpipe. Can you imagine that?”
“Look, can you fix her or not?”
“Hell, yeah I can. But I can’t reset her remotely unless you give me
the serial number, man.”
“Well that isn’t an option. There has to be another way. Some other
way. Anything.”
“Ok, please tell me you weren’t a total dingus and downloaded the
app to your phone?”
“Yes.”
“Ok, you can reset her from your phone. Mac, you do know that if
you restart her, I will have to set up an I.T. appointment for them to come
reprogram her. Do you have the insurance package on her?”
“No, I don’t have the fucking insurance! I never thought I would
need to shut her down or reset her. All I wanted was someone to
screw without all the relationship shit. So excuse me for not buying the
goddamn insurance.”
There was a silence which was followed by more slurping. From the
sound of the ice banging against the straw, Chett had almost finished his
drink.
“Dude, calm down. You can buy it before you reset her. Look, I will
transfer you. “
Chett clicked off, and more techno music flowed out of the bot’s
mouth. He slammed his fists onto the bed and began feeling around for his
phone in the sticky smelly sheets on his California King. He came up empty.
Scanning the room with bloodshot eyes, he mentally retraced his steps from
the hurried path he and Angel had blazed only last night as they undressed
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Johansson lips, no metallic irises. Angel was supposed to be the answer,
right? The perfect relationship. It was perfect. He paid good money for
this state of the art UDoll. Hell, he took out a second mortgage to pay
for her, and to upgrade to the latest software. There was no way to tell she
wasn’t a real person. No not really, besides the voice commands and pre
programmed personality. Even so, a person could get used to anything. He
did, and he loved it. He loved her, Angel. No. Love wasn’t the right word.
It was almost love. An almost love for an almost person. He looked at her
now, gazing up at her perfect figure, soft hair, concave belly, full breasts. If
he just looked at these things, these parts, she was real. Until now, he hadn’t
looked at her eyes or her face. He had seen, but he had never really looked.
The Victoria Secret teddy she was wearing was stained with his sweat and
vomit which made the lace look cheap and the intimacy an illusion.
The music had stopped. It had been an hour and thirteen minutes
since the call. His bladder had called it quits around the hour mark, and
he lay in his own urine and shame. It took him a moment to realize the
blaring techno music was gone. The Scarlett Johansson lips began to
move again. Angel and the Australian bot’s voice were both replaced by a
man who had a horrible mucus filled cough.
“What’s up, Mac? Ah, shit! I mean, this is Chett from UDoll
customer service. How can I help you?”
A voice. A human voice! His eyes stayed closed for a moment as
sweet tears sprinted down his cheek and wet the seam between his lips.
He didn’t even care if his name wasn’t Mac.
“My UDoll is broken. She is stuck in one position and won’t respond
to any of the verbal commands.”
“I see. Can I have your Doll’s serial number?”
“I don’t have it. I mean... I can’t get it where she is at.”
“Where is she at?”
“Does that information matter?”
He could hear liquid being inhaled through a straw into the man’s
mouth before the reply came after another round of coughs. Spots
danced in front of eyes, and the grating sound of an ice chip plugging up
the straw made him clench the damp sheets with his hands.
“Yeah, it does matter. I wanna make sure you ain’t one of those idiots
who think they can take their Doll out for a midnight swim with her chip
exposed to open air. Fuckin gluesniffers with too much money.”
He closed his eyes and tugged on his hair. The last remaining sliver
of his pride had left ten minutes ago after the heat from the sun had
started to bake the cocktail of his bodily fluids and assaulted his nose
with a stench that made him feel more dirty than any of the salacious
things he had done with Angel. He sighed.
“Fine. Fine. She is on top of me.”
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“Bye honey,” Mom said, kissing the top of my head.
“Remember, no snacks after nine. Be in bed by ten. No scary
movies.”
I wave them out the door so they can start their
anniversary dinner.
That was three hours ago. Of course, I was supposed to
be in bed an hour ago, but my movie isn’t over. Of course, it’s a
scary one. Of course, I’m eating a huge bowl of ice cream. But
how will they know? The minute these credits start rolling, I’m
washing this bowl and putting my ass to bed and no one will be
the wiser. I check the clock, estimating that I have another two
hours before Mom and Dad come home.
The movie ends and I gather all the incriminating evidence:
candy wrappers, my ice cream bowl, soda cans. I change the TV
back to the sports channel that Dad was watching before he
and Mom left. When my bowl and spoon have been adequately
cleaned, dried, and put away, I climb the stairs to my bedroom.
Passing by my parents’ bedroom, I notice the door isn’t quite
shut all the way. Odd. Usually my parents are very consistent
about the “don’t go in our room without our permission” rule.
As I move to shut the door, curiosity gets the better of me. Why
the hell not? I flick on their light switch, taking careful steps so
as not to leave any evidence of my breaking and entering. I can’t
remember the last time I was in here.
I rifle through the papers on the dresser. Nothing
interesting. I’m not entirely sure what I’m looking for, but I
know it’s not old bills or junk credit cards. I move my search
to the table on Dad’s side of the bed. Of course, I see the
usual things: worn paperbacks, old newspapers, condoms,
broken watches. Resigned to the idea that I won’t find anything
interesting, I shut the drawer a little more forcefully, causing one
of Dad’s cufflinks to roll off and under the bed. Dammit.
Reaching under the bed, my hand collides with something
that shouldn’t be there. Excited, I peek under the covers. It’s a
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and went into his bedroom. Angel had pushed him onto the plush down
comforter, while he whispered his desired play by play for the night.
Maybe he left his phone next to his keys in the hallway? Maybe it was
resting in his pant’s pocket draped over the TV in the front room. The
bedroom was only visible from one acute angle that did him no good.
Sitting up to get a better vantage point meant risking Angel tugging his
dick and popping it open like an English cracker on Christmas day. Tears
slithered down his face again and stained his five o’clock shadow. He turned
his head and pressed it into the pillow; the tears soaking into the fabric.
Snorting up an assortment of snot and boogers, he opened his eyes,
and there was the phone resting on his nightstand. His extended his arm,
but the machine was a few feet too far away. An angry growl escaped his
dry throat, and his teeth ground together. From this position, Angel was
staring down at him; the platinum irises of her eyes glowed as the sun
from the window bathed her in light. One chance. And two eventualities
swirled in his brain. Either they both walked out of this room or neither
of them did. He closed his eyes and focused on his heartbeat and the soft
mechanical sounds that emanated from Angel’s chip: her own heartbeat It
would all be over soon. One last push.
He reached, and the bot gave one swift and decisive tug.
A scream cracked the morning air and woke the neighbors.
The Australian voice was there again, cutting through music.
“Stay on the line. Your call is very important to us. Stay on the line.”
Another layer of warm thick liquid stained the sheets and the bot’s
lower half crimson.
The Scarlett Johansson lips pressed together, and the bot smiled.
The only sound in the apartment was the whir of the UDoll’s chip,
and the voice of the Australian woman reassuring a lifeless room that it
was next in line, and that it mattered.
“Please stay on the line….. Please stay on the line… Please stay on
the line”
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She wanted to learn Spanish. Her parents made her take
French. When she was nineteen she moved to Argentina with a
girl named Lucinda. They rented a one-bedroom apartment in
Buenos Aires and drank Fernet on the terrace. They made love
in the moonlight. They went for walks along the Plaza de Mayo.
That was the first time Lucinda said I love you.
“I want to tell my parents,” she said the next morning.
“Do you think they can handle it?” Lucinda asked.
“I don’t think I care anymore. It’s time to stop pretending.”
“Whatever you decide, mi amor.”
And that was that. She only had to pick up the phone. What
could they do to her? They were far away in America, drinking
green tea and going to church on Sundays. Her father would yell
and her mother would cry. They would remind her about Jesus.
She would tell them she was still their baby girl. She was still their
little button. She would apologize. They would hang up. They
wouldn’t speak for months. Eventually, they would understand.
Pretend to understand. They would tell her they loved her.
“We’re just old and set in our ways,” her father would say, as
if that made it ok.
“We miss you,” her mother would claim, but they wouldn’t
invite her for Christmas.
They would call Lucinda her “special friend” and avoid
talking about her with their friends. They would think they had
done enough, that it was up to her now.
“Not today,” she said as she stared at the phone.
“Whatever you think is best,” Lucinda replied.
“Not yet,” she whispered to herself.

c e c o t t i

omorrow

a n d r e w

83
FICTION

shoebox. Once I’ve returned the cufflink to its rightful place under the
lamp, I pull the worn out box toward me, lifting the lid.
Inside the box are pictures. Dozens of them. All of them children.
All of them printed on flyers that say “MISSING” in big, bold, red letters.
My heart races and I eagerly sift through the rest of the box. Toward the
bottom of the pile, I see a familiar face.
I know those brown eyes. That sandy hair. Those freckles.
“MISSING.”
That’s me.
What the--?
The sound of the front door opening jerks me out of my stupor.
The accompanying beep beep beep of the alarm system signals the
arrival of my parents.
“Cameron? Are you still awake?”
Footsteps on the stairs.
“Cam?”
Shit.
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Lightning split the darkening sky as a lone figure, clad
in shining metal armor, looked up at the castle before him. A rattle of
thunder soon followed the bright white light. The figure removed his helm
and shook out his hair. His eyes scanned the tops of the towers. He found
the tallest of them, where a window glowed with a faint golden light.
“Do not worry, fair maiden, I will soon free you from this prison!”
the man said. Another flash of lightning illuminated his armor, giving
him a halo of silver. The knight spurred his horse forward, toward a
castle surrounded by a garden of dead bushes and trees.
“Do you think he is going to succeed?” A pale-faced man
asked the woman sitting across from him.
“Yes. I believe he shall,” the woman said, not taking her eyes
off of the scene unfolding below. The man cocked an eyebrow
at her. He opened his mouth to make a retort, but then closed
it almost as quickly. He turned his eyes downward to watch the
knight upon his horse.
The man on the horse had reached the castle. Dismounting from his
white stallion, he tethered the beast to a tree near the entrance to the castle.
He took in his surroundings: the crumbling stone of the castle walls, the
dry grass beneath his feet, and the smell of sulfur on the air. He strained
his ears in the hopes of catching any sounds that would alert him to the
presence of anything that may be lurking nearby.
He pushed open the heavy wooden doors and winced as the rotten wood
groaned against his hands. Once he was inside the main entrance, he drew his
sword as quietly as he could, though the slithering of steel against the wooden
scabbard created a soft whisper that echoed throughout the entrance hall.
“Why not make this a little more interesting?” the man
said, looking up at the woman. Before she could reply, the man
snapped his fingers. The woman’s gray eyes flicked up to meet
his own and he let the smallest of smiles touch the corners of
his mouth. He gestured downward with a flick of his head.
Spectral skeletons began to rise from the floor of the room. The
knight backed against a wall and raised his sword in a defensive stance.
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“Well, if you want to make this into a game, why not make a wager
with me?” the woman pulled a deck or cards from the folds of her white
dress and set them on a table that seemingly appeared from nowhere.
The man let out a harsh, booming laugh, which matched a thunderclap
that sounded below.
“Very well,” he sneered. “But I set the terms.” Across from him,
the woman inclined her head a fraction of an inch.
“If you win,” Death continued,” He can slay the dragon and rescue
the fair maiden.” Life nodded and smiled with approval.
“But if I win,” Death was sneering again. “I get to take his soul
with me back to the Underworld.”
“I agree to your terms,” Life said. She dealt the cards upon the table.
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For a long time, all I knew was my heartbeat.
Just the buh-dup, buh-dup, buh-dup of something alive and
pulsating. I wasn’t even conscious enough to wonder if there
could be anything else.
I woke up a little more when I started to hear the beeping.
One moment, it was just my heartbeat, and the next, this sharp
noise had joined with it in almost perfect unison. I was awake
enough then to wonder what it was and where it came from.
Then came the echoes. They did not sound anything like my
heartbeat or the beeping. The sound seemed distant compared to
these two others as if I were hearing it from underwater. But, at
that point, I didn’t know what “underwater” was.
Slowly, painfully slowly, I came back to myself enough that
I recognized the echoes as words; a language I knew but couldn’t
remember. The more I wondered about them, the clearer they
became. It was still a long time before I began to understand them.
Even after that, though, the words I heard meant nothing to
me. I didn’t know what an IV was or what “comatose” meant. I
couldn’t remember what a “doctor” was.
All I could understand was the buh-dup, buh-dup, buh-dup of
my heart and the beep, beep, beep that accompanied it.
I think it was my father’s voice that I recognized first. I don’t
remember how I knew – I guess I just started listening. He was
talking about Mom the first time; recounting how they met. I didn’t
understand most of what he said, and I couldn’t remember who
“Mom” was, but he sounded sad and it felt important that I remember.
So I did remember the next time he came to speak to me. I
remembered staring at her face for so long as she lay in that white
bed without moving. I held her hand for so long…
Was my dad holding my hand?
Until that moment, I had never entertained the idea that I
might have a body. But, when I thought that, I became aware of
something soft and warm on top of me. And, as I had thought, I
could feel something squeezing my hand.
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I thought that I should be able to move, but I couldn’t when I tried. I
began to remember that I had eyes and a voice, but I couldn’t open either
my eyes or my mouth to speak. It was unbearable – knowing that I should
have been able to do these things but couldn’t no matter how hard I tried.
I felt trapped. I was suffocating.
Then Dad started crying. He asked me to come back.
No, he begged me.
He said he didn’t know what to do if he lost me like he lost Mom. He
held my hand with both of his and cried like I’d never seen him cry before.
I couldn’t see him, but it hurt so much.
I wanted to tell him that I was here, that I could hear him. I needed
him to know that I couldn’t open my eyes or speak or move but he wasn’t
going to lose me! I couldn’t hear my heartbeat anymore, but I knew that it
pumped along with the beeping that shrilled constantly nearby. I wanted to
tell him that as long as it kept beeping, I would still be here!
Then another voice told him it was time for him to leave. He cried
harder and held my hand so tightly it hurt, but his hands were ripped away
from mine and I couldn’t even assure him that I was fine.
I felt a sharp pain, but I couldn’t move away. As that pain faded, the
beeping that had grown so familiar changed.
Instead of a
Beep, beep, beep
It slowed to a
Beep… Beep… Beep.
I forgot why I was so upset. I forgot who had been in the room with
me. I forgot that people existed.
Beep… Beep… Beep…
There were sounds in the room that I thought I might understand, but
I was too tired to try. The less I tried, the more distant they sounded.
Beep… Beep.
The sounds became echoes.
Then the echoes disappeared.
Beep… Beep…
There was beeping. There was a slow beating just beneath it.
I couldn’t hear the beeping.
All I knew was the slow, faint
Buh… Dup…
Buh… Dup…
Buh… Dup…
…
…
…
End.
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I walked into the empty room, finding and flicking on the light
switch before my eyes had a chance to fully adjust to the darkness. Blinking
a few times, I shrugged off my coat—tossing it and my insulated lunch box
into the nearest chair. The square ice pack inside the bag would keep my
pb j fresh enough until I got hungry, which sometimes took all night,
thanks to the unappetizing nature of my work. No matter how often I
smelled it, the scent of formaldehyde assaulted the tiny cilia in my nose and
I sneezed twice—the sound like a cannon in the silence.

“God, we’re going to be late!”
Laura tapped the toe of her stiletto-incased foot with an
impatient rhythm as Sara preened in the visor’s mirror and
applied her lipstick with tight precision.
“You know he’ll wait for us,” Sara said expertly, her lips
frozen open as she worked.
“What makes you think so? He doesn’t wait for just
anyone,” Laura replied—her scarlet nails now tapping a
matching beat on opposite arms.
Sara studied her reflection in the small glass, then looked
at her friend. “He also doesn’t invite just anyone. Come on…
what happened to that relaxed girl I got a mani/pedi with this
afternoon?”
“She’s at home, wearing yoga pants.”
“Do you want to go? This wasn’t my new year’s resolution,
you know.”
“I know.” Laura sighed. “Sorry… I’m just… anxious.”
Sara touched Laura’s arm gently, her royal violet nails in
stark contrast to Laura’s pale skin. “I get it. It’s not easy, getting
back out there after a divorce. But this is your night to shine.
Show that bastard of an ex that you’ve still got it.”
“He’s not going to see. He’s not coming, and I don’t want
him to.”
M E TA P H O R
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I pulled open the door to the refrigeration unit, yanking the table into view. Checking
the toe tag, I brought the tape recorder close.
“Preliminary impressions: Female Jane Doe, brought in at 2:30 a.m. by the
LAPD. Apparent victim of a hit and run which may have been deliberate. No ID
found on the body, though police are hopeful that the second victim will be able to
identify Jane Doe if she regains consciousness.”
I moved to the head of the corpse, removing the sheet. A once beautiful face,
mangled, bloodied, and haloed in matted, sable hair. Such a shame.
“Injuries appear on first glance to be consistent with the kind of auto verses
pedestrian incident described by witnesses. Full autopsy to commence when the body
has been prepared.”
Draping the sheet carefully back over the poor girl’s face, I got to work prepping
the instruments.
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“Fine—then show yourself. Leave that jerk and his pickup in the
dust. You’ve got this! It’s time.” Shaking her arm slightly, Sara gave her a
reassuring smile.
“Yeah… You’re right.” Suddenly sitting up straighter, Laura took a
breath, checked her own lipstick, and opened the car door—a determined
expression painted across her face like too much makeup.
“That’s my girl!” Sara sprung from the other door, tugging down the
short skirt of her gold-sequined dress as she set the alarm and tossed the
car keys into her clutch. “Ready?”
Laura smoothed her black lace sheath over her hips and nodded.
“Let’s do this!”

◊

◊

◊

Laura stumbled into the crisp night air, leaning heavily on the nearest
streetlamp as she hollered.
“Shh!” Sara hissed. “Do you want to wake the whole neighborhood?”
“We’re at a club,” Laura slurred, “You can still hear the music! No
one’s sleeping.”
“Good point,” Sara said, giggling.
They staggered up the sidewalk, looking for an unoccupied cab.
There were none to be found, so they kept going.
Laura turned her face up to the stars, sighing. “That was exactly what
I needed! Thank you.” She wrapped an arm around the back of Sara’s
neck. “Y-you’re a really good friend. You know that?”
“Oh, stop it!” Sara said, throwing Laura’s arm off. “You’re
disgustingly sappy when you’re drunk.”
Weber State University
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“Official cause of death—blunt force trauma to the head. A lot of it.” I mumbled
the last under my breath as I shut off the recorder. The next hour was spent
stitching the y-incision closed around the victim’s crushed sternum and ribs. Though
she was petite, I had made note that the most likely car to have hit her must’ve been
some kind of truck or SUV. Her injuries were simply too high up on her body to be
caused by a sedan.
My sewing done, I wheeled the table back over to the refrigeration unit, shifting
the body back onto the tray. It was only when I positioned her hands at her sides that I
noticed the nail polish—fire-engine red and streaked with chips. Probably from the gravel
she had come to a stop in after skidding down the road.
I shook my head.
“Too young,” I whispered, wondering for the millionth time that week why I
kept this job.
“It’s a damn waste. Just a damned waste…”

In the living room, Gerald gulped his root beer, finished the
news, then ever so slowly climbed the stairs up to his room. He
changed into his cotton-striped pajamas, plopped his teeth into a
nearby seltzer, then said a prayer and goodnight to his wife who sat
in a lovely flowered frame on the side table by the small alarm clock
that was ready to wake him at precisely five o'clock in the morning.
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Gerald Finkenstadt had ended every night and
started every morning in the exact same way for the last ten years
since his wife, of thirty-seven years, died one frosty, November
morning surrounded by candlelight and her granddaughter's tears.
Their only son, Henry, had died along with his wife, Jesibelle,
leaving their granddaughter in her grandparents’ care when she
was thirteen-years-old.
Anamarie stood at the counter in the kitchen, near the living
room where her grandfather was watching the evening news. “I’ve
got a long night ahead of me,” she called over her shoulder. “Do
you mind if I take the coffee maker?”
Gerald, as was his custom, was intently watching the nightly
news, tall glass of root beer at his side. “Huh?” he hollered back.
“Oh, sure, sure—” he waved a hand dismissively.
Anamarie turned, lips tugged down in a frown, and shook
her head. She knew he hadn't heard a word she’d said, but she
had to leave and didn't want to repeat herself five times until her
grandfather heard her. “Okay, thanks,” she said simply, and decided
to scribble a quick reminder note that she'd taken the coffee pot.
She packed up quickly. The coffee pot, a mug, some coffee
and filters, making multiple trips back and forth from the kitchen
to her SUV, and never noticing how the banging screen door had
blown her note off of the counter.
“Overnighters are going to kill me,” she grumbled, as she
slipped into the driver's seat, backed out of the driveway, and
sped off down the road to her work.
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Both women giggled, tottering closer to the curb. Their laughter was
drowned out by the sudden squeal of burning rubber. All they could do
was scream as a pair of blinding lights bore down on them.
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Gerald couldn’t believe his eyes. Edward Thompson was drinking out
of his mug. His striped mug! Fitfully, he rubbed his eyes, and looked again.
“Nah,” he breathed. “Can’t be.”
Still. Gerald was unconvinced it wasn’t his mug, and slipped out the
front door to go “check his mail”. He knew the mailman hadn’t come yet,
but he just needed a closer look. At the mailbox, he stopped, and outright
stared wide-eyed at Edward, who waved at him with a cheery hello.
It’s my mug all right, Gerald thought, ignoring the greeting and
instead grunting at Edward, about to accuse the man of being a thieving
rat. Yet before he could, the door to Edward’s house opened, and his
wife, Margaret, peeked her head out. “You want another cup, honey?” she
called. “This new coffee pot is amazing!”
C-Coffee pot? Gerald was stunned—borderline fuming—and in
a huff he spun and rushed as quickly as his aching joints would allow,
back into his house. Ignoring Edward’s response to his wife, “No, honey,
is Becky feeling better?”
Thieving bastards, he scowled out the window once back inside his
home. How—they—Anamarie! … she must not have locked up.
Gerald stood at the window and waited. Surely, they had to go to
work, and when they did Gerald would be ready...
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In the silence of early morning, Anamarie pulled into the driveway
and sluggishly turned off her car and unbuckled her belt. Her shoulders
slumped towards the wheel as exhaustion overtook her. She didn’t even
think of the coffee pot and all of its paraphernalia in the backseat as she
made her way up the cement steps and into the side door at the kitchen,
then up the stairs and to her room.
She crashed onto her bed, barely giving any thought to kicking off
her wedge-shoes, and let sleep fall over her like a warm blanket on a
cold winter's day.
As was the norm, Gerald’s eyes snapped open seconds before his
alarm went off, and he carefully reached one wrinkled, withering hand out
to slap it silent. He sat up slowly and turned to let his feet fall off of the
mattress and his toes caress the ancient wood floor. “Good morning, my
sweet,” he said to his wife, and gingerly picked up the cup with his teeth in
it before ambling his way to his adjoining bathroom.
After his customary shit-shower-shave, he worked his way silently
past Anamarie’s room, down the stairs, and to the kitchen.
He opened the cupboard above the coffee maker to grab his favorite
striped mug, and paused—
His gray eyebrows furrowed in confusion as his blue eyes stared at
the empty spot where his mug should be.
His gaze fell to the counter and when he found his beloved coffee
pot missing he reached up to his chest and thought he felt a heart attack
coming on.
He wanted, desperately, to bellow up to Anamarie, demanding to know
where his pot and mug were. And the filters, for God’s sake, Anamarie!
Where are the filters? Everything is gone! How was a man supposed to have
his morning cup without a coffee pot? Or his mug? Or the damn filters!
Gerald wasn’t sure how long he stared at the counter. Willing it to
give up the location of his coffee pot. But at last he turned and stalked
towards the front windows. He couldn’t ask Anamarie. She was asleep.
She’d worked all night.
Still—that morning cup called to him.
As he was mulling over this problem, he caught sight of his new
neighbor across the road. Gerald couldn’t remember exactly when they’d
moved into the house across from his, a month ago? Two months? He was
just thankful they didn't cause a ruckus. Now, standing in his front room,
bathed in the gentle glow of early morning light with flowered curtains at
his sides, Gerald watched his new neighbor. What was his name? Harold?
Arnold? Oswald? No, Edward. Thorton? Thomas? Thom... Thompson!
Edward Thompson. A middle-aged man, his hair starting to gray
at the temples, was standing on his front lawn, watering his geraniums,
wretched flowers, and drinking out of—My striped mug!

Around seven o’clock the Thompsons backed out of their driveway,
one after the other, and sped down the road. Gerald was ready.
He skipped breakfast. His customary meal of two eggs and a slice of
toast with raspberry jam just wasn’t the same without his morning cup of
coffee. Yet, while his stomach was running on fumes, his will was powered
on with the necessity to get back what was rightfully his.
He went as stealthily as an old man could. Exiting his house out the
front door, and taking a leisurely walk down the road, then up towards
the Thompsons’. Nobody would suspect an old man on a walk, after all.
About halfway back up the road towards his neighbors’, his right knee
took to popping, his left foot was throbbing, and damn it all, when did a
walk become so difficult?
He got lucky when he reached the Thompsons’. He darted out, as
fast as a creaking, old man could, from behind the nearby hedge of the
Thompsons’ next-door neighbors, and when scaling the fence was clearly
out of the question, he tried the side gate and found it open.
Their back yard was immaculate and as he stepped into it Gerald
felt a sinking feeling. That of being in a place not yours—that you were
not invited into. Trespassing.
He pushed on towards the back of the house, determined to get his
coffee pot, and mug—and the filters! He tried the door and found it open
too, and thought the Thompsons fools to leave their backdoor unlocked.
Weber State University
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With a start Gerald spun, his attention captured by the two
uniformed men in the kitchen doorway, he felt a pang in his chest and his
hand reached out to steady himself, landing on the bread knife. A guttural,
bear-like growl groaned up from his gut as the pain shot up his chest and
he grasped the knife his hand had landed on instinctively and—surprised
to have it in his hand— lifted it.
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As Gerald pushed it open the metal hinges squealed and little did he
know that upstairs Rebekah, “Becky”, Thompson sat on her bed, gleefully
fiddling on her phone, having faked illness to get out of a test at school.
When the tell-tale squeak of the backdoor reached her ears through
her open window she let her phone fall to her lap and readied her best,
“I don't feel so good,” face. One of her parents must have come back
for something. Forgot something.
Becky, in full thespian mode, slumped off of her bed and towards
the stairs. She slipped halfway down them and turned her attention
towards the backdoor, sniffling a little and about to call out, when she saw
him and froze. A minute ticked by as she watched the old man, who had
yet to notice her, amble from the backdoor towards the kitchen. When
he turned his back she darted back upstairs, lunged into her room, and
somehow had half-a-brain to think to close her door quietly.
Becky plucked her cell phone from her pink polka-dotted
bedspread, hands shaking, and dashed into her closet. It took her two
attempts to dial the numbers.
“9-1-1, what is your emergency?”
Becky’s voice refused to come out of her throat at first and she had
to force it up. “There’s a man in my house. I don’t know who he is. I think
he’s robbing us! I don’t know! He came in through the backdoor and—”
The person on the other end quickly calmed her as best they could.
Asked her address. Asked her where she was and if the intruder knew
she was there. She told them everything and whimpered as they told her
police were on the way and to stay on the line while they got there.

“I said freeze!” Martinez yelled. “Drop the kn—”
BANG.
Everyone’s faces changed.
Martinez recovered the fastest. He’d been on the job the longest.
Andrews withered under realization and sputtered, “He had a knife,
he had a—Oh, God!”
Becky cried in her closet.
Gerald felt his legs give out and his gut turn warm as blood oozed from
the bullet hole. As he fell his eyes found the coffee pot. It wasn’t his coffee
pot. Now on his back, the ceiling turned white. The bread knife clattered to
the pristine linoleum floor. A man he didn’t know, Martinez, was at his side
now, calling for an ambulance on his radio, telling Gerald to stay with him.
But Gerald’s gaze was elsewhere and as his breath left him, he
uttered softly,
Good morning, my sweet.

Gerald moved even slower than he normally did. The house around
him was foreign and threatening. Still, he managed to find the kitchen, and
strode into it with more confidence. His eyes found his mug sitting next
to the sink beside a long, serrated bread knife, almost immediately.
The police converged on the back entrance, led there by the
dispatcher and the operator who was still on the phone with Becky
upstairs. Rudy Martinez and William Andrews—one seasoned officer and
one brand new to the stresses of the job—entered the home with guns
readied and made their way to the kitchen.
Gerald, grumbling, was washing his mug in the sink. When finished,
he turned, and looked for the coffee pot.
“Freeze!”
“Hands in the air where we can see them!”
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I sank to the mattress on the floor. It was three months
ago that Billy and I had sold the bedframe and headboard, but
we still hadn’t found the time to get a new one. I put on the
noise canceling headphones, even though they weren’t attached
to anything. I looked around the room. Video game controllers,
TV remotes, and batteries littered the floor on the other side of
the bed. In the corner was a basket of week-old clean clothes
that had never been folded or put away and little piles of dirty
laundry scattered the room. Billy liked to take his suit and tie off
wherever he stood then book it to the shower, always forgetting
to come back and pick up the pile of clothes.
It was dark inside the bathroom, but I knew in that tiny room
was a soaker tub. It had been a surprise to find a tub that size in
such a shitty apartment, but that tub became my saving grace.
When I could spare time, I would lock the bathroom door and
lie in that tub and feel the warmth of the water envelop my body.
The sage green, gray-blue, and cream colors of the shower curtain,
towels, and mats were calming, but I would close my eyes and
think about Billy, Kaitlin, and me kayaking just off a sandy beach
in the warmth of the sun. If I was lucky, I could steal fifteen or
twenty minutes like this before someone knocked on the door.
But now my attention turned to the disorganized pile of
papers, packets, and textbooks that covered the floor in front of
my nightstand. I had chucked my backpack on top of the pile;
my shoulders had been aching for relief from its weight.
I began to prioritize in my mind: animal cell diagram for
biology, read 67 pages and a three-page essay on the Tudor
Dynasty for history, and math, three sections on algebraic long
division of polynomials…. Whatever that meant.
I checked my watch. Only twenty minutes until Billy would
pick up Kaitlin and they would be home and then it would be
helping her understand the concept of fractions and practice
for the spelling test on Friday. Then dinner, bath, and bedtime.
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Twenty minutes wasn’t enough time to get any homework done before the
family’s nightly routine began.
I turned my attention to the pile of papers that were trying to equal a
scholarship application on the top of my dresser and wondered if I should
just give up. The application had asked me to describe other responsibilities
in my life, other than attending college, which made getting an education a
difficult choice to make. The next five questions were about extracurricular
activities, volunteer hours for school functions, and ways I have been able
to enrich my community. A total of sixteen spaces were distributed among
the categories, requiring an example for each empty space. Lastly, the
application asked for at least three letters of recommendation. At the end
of the packet was a little note that said, “A current unofficial transcript must
be provided two weeks after submission.”
Was it an afterthought? Had I spent the last two years of my life
focusing on the wrong priorities? My transcript displayed a 3.8 GPA, 18
A’s and 3 B’s, which I took a moment to mentally berate myself for. While
striving to achieve academic success, I was supposed to find the time to
make my life into a better underdog story, have time to get involved in
school and community groups and events, and form relationships with my
professors so they will give me a well-written letter, and at the end of the
day still have time to be a mom and wife.
It was hopeless. In three months the GI Bill I had been going to school
on would run out. I didn’t have enough of a story to win scholarships, and
we couldn’t afford a university; we were already strapped as it was.
I hadn’t noticed that I had made my way into a fetal position around
my favorite pillow that had the pillowcase on it Nana made for me
just after Kaitlin was born. I stroked my fingers over the embroidered
elephants. A mama elephant was leading the way while the baby elephant
followed, grasping the mama’s tail with her trunk. Elephants had always
been my favorite animal; I had always loved the way they gave hugs by
wrapping their trunks around each other.
“Baby,” Billy called out, but I could barely hear him through the
headphones. “We’re home.”
I didn’t respond or move; I just stared at the elephants.
I heard some shuffles in the room at the end of the bed and could
make out Billy telling Kaitlin that I didn’t feel good and that they should let
me rest. I knew they had left and shut the door behind them because there
was no longer a draft in the room. I wasn’t sure how long I stayed like that,
but it was close to sunset when I finally looked in the direction of the door
and saw a piece of paper being slid under it by two tiny, five-year-old hands.
I took the headphones off and slowly walked to the door and picked
up the paper. It was a card. On the outside was a drawing of a teddy bear
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You can only clean up so many piles of popcorn, melted
milk duds, and pools of sticky soda. We weren’t going to do it
anymore. We just couldn’t handle it.
“The next person who spills half their popcorn on the
floor is getting handed a broom and dustpan,” Kim said.
“People are fucking slobs.”
“Tell me how you really feel,” I said. “Don’t hold back.”
“Go fuck yourself,” she retorted. “You can clean up all
this shit.”
I had to leave this engaging conversation to let the next
arrangement of assholes in to see the next showing. A family
film. Fuck. The holiday season was always the worst. A
constant parade of animated bears, bats, and bullshit. Kim was
likely to actually lose it on this crowd. The last thing any of us
needed was a disgruntled movie theater employee letting loose
in a theater full of kids as the previews started. There was no
parental warning for her language, no red band trailer for her
foul mouth. She wasn’t wrong though, the little shits turned into
monsters as soon as the lights went out.
Last weekend the newest and brightest animated wonder
had come to a theater near you, gracing us with its presence. It
heralded the absolute worst group of human beings ever to sit in
front of a silver screen. Children, hopped up on sugar and low
expectations, not caring for things like plot or dialogue as long as
there was at least one fart joke and an infant’s idea of slapstick,
laughing while I cringed. Somewhere in the middle of all this
mayhem, they always managed to leave behind the detritus of an
F5 tornado, matching its intensity with their screams and laughter.
I led the long line of urchins to their designated disaster
area, sympathizing with the few parents ignorant or brave
enough to try and calm this seething storm.
Kim stood at the entrance, emanating about as much
warmth and hospitality as Cerberus guarding the gates of hell.
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and it read: I can’t bear to see you like this I flipped the card open because you
are the best mommy in the whole world.
I stood there for a moment, hugging the card to my chest. Then
I walked into the living room to find Kaitlin at the computer playing
Disney princess games, noise canceling headphones on, holding back
her unruly auburn hair.
I knelt by the computer chair and twirled her around to face me.
“Thank you for the best card ever,” I said. “Great job on the spelling.”
A smile lit up her face, “Daddy helped some…. but only on the really
big words.” She took the card out of my hand and continued, “Did you
get it, mom? See I drew a teddy bear?” I could see the hope in her pale
blue eyes as she pointed to the bear on the paper.
“Yes, you are such a smart girl and so clever.” I stood up. “But now
mommy needs to use the computer, I’ve got homework to do.”
I sat down and opened a new word document and began to type,
“Cynthia Townsend” “HIST 2306”.
I looked over and noticed Kaitlin still standing next to the chair,
watching me.
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I think a lotof your questions have been answered, Bea
said, shocking my circuitry. I think you expect more information
when it’s not there, she continued, each word leading to the
greater whole. You’re hoping there's some magic switch that will
make his better side more visible.
But there isn’t one.
I said nothing. I heard Bea exhale nine hundred miles away,
her breath articulated and punctuated. I wondered if I had lost
my ability to hear language. When she spoke again, I jumped, my
tousled nest of bedding my only anchor to my bones.
Can I get a little training-nerdy here? she asked.
I nodded and shook. Yes, I said, remembering she couldn’t
see me. Go right ahead. Twisting beneath the sheets, my bare legs
shivered against my chest, unable to find comfort inside their skin.
Bea, like me, was a conservationist, but she had dedicated
her efforts in a different way than I had mine. She battled the
public school lottery system and joined the most prestigious
animal training and management program in the country. She
was, for all intents and purposes, a master animal trainer. If
there ever was a day without her expertise being the subject of
conversation, I would have dropped over dead.
There’s a thing called schedule of reinforcement, Bea said.
It’s basically a rule stating which instances of a behavior will be
reinforced.
She cleared her throat, initiating another pause. I heard
her gulp down liquid as I gulped down anxiety. Though I had
chosen to move forward as a grant writer, I had taken care
to familiarize myself with the jargon of the industry. I knew
where this was going.
One of these tactics is called variable reinforcement
schedule, which means you reinforce a specified behavior a
random number of times. Instead of giving a reward after asking
“sit” every single time, the trainer reinforces the behavior after
offer number two, four, one, five, and so forth. The animal never
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I almost thought I heard her growl as one obnoxious child entered the
theater.
We brought up the end of the line, ever vigilant for recording devices,
forbidden food, or just any chance to reprimand these pint-sized fiends.
As the little shits sat down, I saw the obnoxious one from before
stand up and throw a beach ball into the crowd. Points for creativity. I
quickly confiscated the brightly colored ball, only to see another one
appear, bouncing from seat to seat as if they were playing some sort of
sedentary volleyball. For every ball I appropriated another appeared
until eight sat before me. As he hurriedly attempted to inflate a ninth, I
decided that eight was enough.
I put on my serious face, attempting to look stern, and quietly asked
him to come with me. As I escorted him from the room, I could hear her
final farewell to the audience.
“We’d like to welcome everyone tonight,” she said, “and we really
hope you all enjoy the show.”
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Bobby stopped dead in his tracks. Strums of acoustic
and slide oozed through his headphones. He’d never heard
anything like it. He took in a big whiff and caught the scent
that only comes around during this time of year—golden wet
leaves stamped to the grass by passerby who paid no heed of the
rickety pale blue house’s lawn they trudged through on their way
home from work. It was that time of year when everything starts
to die before being reborn. The time of year when the birds, the
bears, and everyone else hides from the cold.
A thin breeze rolled through, chilling the sweat on the
back of his neck.
It was that time of year where it had begun to cool down,
but walking up tall hills on a sunny afternoon in a sweatshirt was
still a sure way to work up a sweat.
Without a soul in sight, and confident that not even a
sporadic jogger would notice him behind the guise of his
sunglasses, he craned his neck back to face the massive blue skies
and allowed his eyes to drift to a close.
Folk blues coursed through his veins. It brought his jittery
soul to a gradual rest, like a mother singing her child to sleep. The
music felt alive as it calmed his body to a numbness he’d never felt
before. He was rock hard before warping to magma. The melting
was unsettling at first and it took him a moment to let it in, for
him to give in to his senses and let it take over. But it slowly
subsided to something else. Something new. The atmosphere
sucked up his soul through a crazy straw and his mind inverted
itself like a washing machine, cycling through everything in and
around him until it became a blur--Over. Under. Inside. Outside-until he was blended in with it all so finely he didn’t feel like
Bobby. He’d become Alice falling down the rabbit hole.
Insofar that he was no longer just a grocery bagger who was
fresh off a work day of six hours that really felt like 60 because
of the constant motion around him that only reminded him of
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knows which instance of the behavior will earn it a treat, she said, in what
seemed like one breath.
I suspected she had rehearsed this conversation many times before,
waiting for the perfect, most intimate moment to use it.
The goal of this is to get the animal to offer the behavior on cue
as many times as possible with as little reinforcement as possible, Bea
continued. This method has proven that requested behaviors tend to be
performed with increased fervor, as the animal becomes more and more
expectant of the reinforcement.
Another sip.
This is exactly the tactic that abusive people use in their relationships.
That’s how it works. To be fair, it’s probably accidental, or subconscious.
But, psychologically, it has the same effect.
The knot in my stomach grew, twisted, and turned cold. I was
grateful to be alone, free to writhe in the warmth of my bed. I pulled the
duvet around me, fashioning my own cotton cocoon, but the heat had
abandoned my marrow, so I shivered despite my fabric enclosure.
So, applied to your situation, she said with a resigned sigh.
Sometimes West is wonderful and loving and perfect. But, most of the
time, what you have—it’s pretty awful. You are performing the behavior
of seeking improvement. You are performing with more and more
fervor with the hope that someday—just someday—it will work and the
good side of him will be all you see.
But it won’t work.
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I hated this place. Hated everything about it but it’s the
price we pay for living.
—Shouldn't have waited so long, Mr. Hoffman, —said the
teller, pushing her wire rimmed glasses up her nose. —I think it’s
best we proceed in containment.— She exited her booth, leading
me down a marble corridor, her stilettos echoing with each step.
The tungsten glare bounced off the brown bricks inside the
vault, burning inside my skull.
—I feel like an animal at the vet each time I come, —I said,
staring down at the steel chair bolted to the floor.
—If you’d only drink and cleanse regularly, —she said,
shutting the door behind her. The clink of the bolt sliding
reverberated throughout the small space. —Each time you waltz
in here, —she said, —we’re surprised you haven’t lost your mind
and walked with the cockcrow.—
—I’m proof we don’t need to feed, —I said.
—But we do, Mr. Hoffman, —she said,— it’s the price we
pay for living. You could be a god yet you choose to live like a
starved dog, —she said,— only a matter of time before you kill
yourself or we put you down like a mutt.—
—Always treated me like family here, —I scoffed. I sat in
the chair and slammed my palms. —Thirty years wasn’t long
enough, —I said under my breath.
So, some time had passed since I last visited the Family
Bank of Bloodletting. Last time they drained an oasis from my
veins. One pupil twitched like a broken hand on a grandfather
clock. On the business card she gave me she wrote that my
hemo foretold of resurrection. I made sure she saw me as I
tore it and threw it in the trash. I strolled out of the lobby, my
stigmata dripping. These readings she always did, they meant
nothing to me. I sauntered away, ignoring her superstitions.
I hated this place. Hated everything about it. It was always
so cold, quiet, the hum of the fluorescent lights whispering pain.
It’s the same every time. Always the beautiful teller brainwashed
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how pathetic he felt; how he felt like his only friend was himself, and how
he had to ask if this was a bad thing.
He wasn’t the kid who’d just left his seat at the back of a bus cluttered
with bodies that seemed to be talking right in his ear despite the music he’d
tried using to drown out the never-ending barrage of his anxious thoughts.
The music quieted his mind. It told him to “Shh. . .”
Everything faded.
The life he thought of as a dull silence drifted. The life he thought
of as “Us Against Them” with those he believed to be “truly living”
because their mouths never shut and their bodies never stopped was
abandoned. He wasn’t living life the “wrong way” because he didn’t
always feel up for talking.
There wasn’t the constant panic drumming in his mind of how to act
“normal”, of feeling guilty for being “weird”, or being told it was bad to
be “quiet” because he was afraid to speak his thoughts and get the looks
his mind may or may not tell him are hurtful.
He wasn’t a kid trying to pay his way through school in a program
that he had no clue was even the right fit for him. He wasn’t a guy who
got tired of acting fine and dandy when everything was certainly not fine
and dandy. The answer of “Oh. . .I don’t know” to the question of “So
what are your plans for the future?” ceased to exist as something that
made him hot and frantic just to consider.
He didn’t have to be scared. Because for this moment in time, he
was allowed to just be. And for the first time in weeks he shattered the
crystalline image of himself sinking into his boss’s seat of dreaded
declarations as he was told all the things he’d done wrong. No longer
did he feel trapped in the unknown future of the assumed, but instead
wandered like a lost doe in the glades of present.
He was a mind—a soul—resting in a moment of peace in space.
One blink.
Two blinks.
Blue sky poured into Bobby’s eyes as he was transported back into
reality. He stood in the world smelling the scents of autumn, soaking in
the afternoon sun, and living in the rhythms of folk blues.
He was here.
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postcard
to anyone
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I used to run to the rusted mailbox, tripping on my laces.
I fell too many times searching for remnants of a man never there,
searching for a slip of paper that proved I wasn’t the bastard
everyone said I was. You can only stumble so many times before
a postcard from Tucson, Albuquerque, or Fresno means nothing.
My first day of fifth grade, I realized the bruises from a fictional
dad stung worse than the cigarette burns from a stepfather. I’m a
man now but the boy is writing, hoping he will get the message:
You never should’ve written.
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by bank rhetoric, talking of visions in the blood, always preaching about
my spiritual connection with the deceased and how I need to cope with
the reality of my nature.
—These things, whatever they are, they are not you, —she said
tightening the leather straps around my arms, securing me to the steel
chair. I could hear her stilettos clack behind me, out of my sight.
—Will it hurt, —I asked, —more than usual?—
—Absolutely, but it's the price we pay for living, Mr. Hoffman.— She
pounded a button on the wall. The blades shot up from under my palms,
impaling my hands. The flow was slower this time. I tasted copper as my
blood ran through the crevices in the chair, dropping to the floor.
—It's black, —she said, from the first blush. The tarry substance
splattered between my feet. My spine tingled as a girl's voice radiated
beneath me. The voice, it whimpered, I couldn't understand it.
—How interesting, —said the teller, wide eyes fixated on the growing
puddle. The puddle, like an iridescent oil spill, spread, taking over my
vision. A liquid serpent, it wrapped itself around my ankle, and in an
instant, I was not in the same place.
My hands gripped a large steering wheel. Once I realized where I was
it was already too late. I swerved as fast as I could but it wasn’t enough.
The impact broke my nose and knocked the oxygen from my chest. The
horn stuck in a permanent honk vibrated with the orange halo around my
vision. I unbuckled, stumbling out the pickup on all fours. Glass bottles
cascaded from the cab like a brown waterfall, clinking, rolling across the
pavement. Handlebars were stuck in the front bumper, pink and purple
tassels dangling from the ends. A single shoe was nestled under the tire. I
crawled, and tried to touch the doll-like figure but something cold had my
ankle. I couldn’t reach her.
Once again, the tungsten glare bounced off the brown bricks,
burning the inside my skull. I looked down to see the liquid, iridescent,
black, flowing under my foot and into the drain.
—It's the price we pay for living, Mr. Hoffman, —said the teller as
she rubbed the tension in my nape.
—Release me, —I demanded, —now.—
—Always drinking from lowlifes for moral justification, —she said,
unbuckling the leather straps, —nothing has changed.—
I shuffled out of the lobby with my head hung low. This time the
teller didn’t bother giving me a card. I hated this place.
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It was a slow night in the emergency ward, so I decided to
head down to the laboratory to help process samples rather than
go home. It was better than keeping myself company, and I could
use the extra money. The hospital usually discourages employees
form working various areas on a single shift, but I had been given
clearance by the administrator. I let the other nurses know I was
heading to the lab and to page me if they needed backup.
The laboratory technician was appreciative of the help.
One benefit to having a nurse in the lab was the expedited
disbursement of test results. While quickly skimming some test
results, I noticed some unsettling values. I recalled an earlier
conversation with my coworker about the perplexity of the
patient’s condition. Yet, this did not seem to correspond with the
printed results. I called over to the lab tech, “Do you know what
room this patient is in?” She took the serum separator tube from
me and looked at it closely.
“No. The phlebotomist must have forgotten the full printed
label. Does the name match?”
I verified the information, “Yeah, it matches, there’s just no
room number.” I reintroduced the blood for repeat processing
to rule out mechanical errors. The results were the same, and
therefore, went out for distribution. I shrugged it off and kept
working diligently. Some short time later, I hear a code called
across the intercom. Not my ward, so I kept with my task.
Moments later my pager vibrates against my hip. I pull it out
of the security band of my scrub pants and read the message.
Code blue and I am needed. I sprint from the room towards the
elevator. It is in use, so I head for the stairs. I take three at a time
for faster ascend, simultaneously dodging passersby. Winded
and with burning thighs, I reach my destination to find a familiar
empty corridor. Not a soul in sight. My adrenaline at its peak I
check my watch in time to hear the chime of the elevators arrival
and nothing happens. Moments pass.
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The doors suddenly open to reveal the immediate bum-rush of a
gurney and two nurses. The gurney inhabitant was a pale-yellow resembling
candle wax with blue lips. “That’s not good,” I say quietly, mostly to myself,
as I rush alongside and ask for details. A chart is thrusted towards my chest.
I flip through the file as we rush to the resuscitation station. I immediately
notice the patient’s name and condition, not at all resembling what I
had recently read on the papers while in the lab. I asked the nurse what
happened just in time to turn the page and see the lab report. Phrases like
“mislabeled sample,” and “administered the wrong drugs” are brought into
focus by the hum of the automated external defibrillator. “Clear!”
“So much for faster results,” I thought to myself.
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Death makes everything seem small. Really, really small.
Yes, seeing the world below you from above the clouds certainly does
so as well, but nothing puts things into perspective quite like dying.
And it was here, free falling through the infinitely massive sky, that
Jason realized just how much nothing really sucks. All his problems,
cares, and worries seemed so meaningless from this high up. He was
but a mere spec on a giant blue canvas. He was facing everything
he knew in the city down below. It felt like looking through a
microscope of a window at how little there was. So much of life was
unseen. Because the big things, the important things, were in the
inches between one’s skull. It’s here that one feels, thinks, and is. It’s
here that he’d found meaning from the physical world. And it is here
that without it, one could assume, they are nothing.
Clothes were of zero value in speeds like this. His jacket and jeans
whipped around in a violent fit as his arms snapped behind his spine
by the sheer power of G Force. Wind tore through his sneakers. The
atmosphere poured through him like water, taking no heed of the quality
of the wind breaker that he’d kept bookmarked on his laptop for years
because he figured the money could always go to something better.
In five seconds his heart would stop beating. Not just from the
shocking adrenaline that was setting his veins on fire, but from the panic
that made it beat against his chest.
His eyes started to roll back into his skull. Darkness enshrouded
his periphery. He could practically see the gleam of the Grim Reaper’s
scythe from here, waiting for him on the concrete pavement where
his body would turn to mush, his bones would disintegrate, his blood
would boil then freeze, and his muscles would turn to Jell-O. But
before any of that could happen, Jason’s body would shut down. He
was left to wonder whether something would leave his body for new
life, or if all that he was would smash against the pavement so far
below. If the boy who’d grown up in the suburbs outside a small
Montanan city would become nothing.
He saw himself sitting on his mom’s lap when he was four years old.
She was warm.
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Four seconds.
He’d lived his life anticipating this. From the moment he’d learned about
death, he’d been hammered with the thoughts of what it would be like, what it
would feel like. He’d been scared at first, but then it intrigued him. He’d later
looked at it through an exciting lens like those motivational speakers so often
told him to do.
“See the glass half full,” they’d tell him, “not half empty.”
He saw light.
Maybe there is beauty in death. Because at this moment in each of their
lives, everyone on planet Earth realizes whether religion is a means to an end
or an end to a means. Heaven and Hell would collide and reveal themselves as
something wondrous or nothing at all. It’s a funny thing, death is. There were
countless theories on what exactly happens, but for the most part its boiled
down to two lines of thinking: we either transcend life or abandon it. We either
learn if there is life after death, or. . .
Well, that was it.
We’d only know if there is an afterlife. If there isn’t, we’d have no clue.
Three seconds.
He couldn’t say nothing lived here because this place doesn’t exist. He
couldn’t even call this a place or say that “it is” because, as a matter of fact, it
isn’t “is” and is “isn’t”. It’s inconceivable and undreamt. What you think it to
be is not what it is because there is no thinking. You either live in infinity or are
so far dipped in the pools of unconsciousness that you don’t realize your life
was crushed by its own finite end.
You either die and find new life, or. . .
Well, he was left wondering, is there an alternative?
He’d always thought that maybe he’d rather have nothing. Because
nothing makes one want to live life with urgency. But even he’d failed at that.
Would nothing actually be better than everything? Infinity is a really long time
after all. Is it worth it to have the chance to live again? Because once you’re in,
boy oh boy, you’re locked in for good.
He saw black.
Doubt and uncertainty crept into his heart in those final moments. The
kind that made him mad; made him hurt. Maybe nothing wasn’t as good as
he’d thought it to be.
Nothing scared him.
Two seconds.
He cut the thought from his head. He didn’t have time to regret. There
was only time to ponder.
Had there been any reasoning to living life asking about death? What does
death matter to a man who didn’t live?
He scratched and clawed for the answer.
One second.
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“People only see what they want to see,” she said. We
were careening down a one-lane back road in my 2017 ‘stang at
1 AM. We went on night drives like this every weekend or so.
It was our own little getaway, except we came back home every
morning before our parents woke up.
“The hell? You a philosopher now?” I said and looked at
her. She had been reading some of those books again. The ones
that her brother brought her from his vacation to Russia. How
he had got them in English, I still didn’t know.
“I might be, what’s wrong with that?” She said. She sounded
hurt, but I knew she wasn’t. It was just her way of getting things.
“Nothing. Just surprised--” I said before I was interrupted
by a sedan going 90 mph towards us. I swerved to the side of
the road and blared my horn, and of course got no response.
“What is wrong with people?” I said.
“People only see what they want to see.”
“What are you on about?” I asked, annoyed.
“You saw an angry, careless driver.”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe that was some guy driving to get to the hospital,
where he could comfort his wife while she goes through labor.”
“Or maybe he’s just a drunk jerk,” I shot back. She
reached under the seat and pulled the lever that leaned the seat
back. She lied down almost perfectly horizontally, parallel to
the rolling gravel road.
“Not everyone is out to get us,” she said.
“Just our parents, our teachers, our friends.” I said. They
weren’t a big fan of us all for different reasons.
She stayed quiet for a minute. I knew she was going to bring
it up. She always did.
“Say, how about it?” She predictably asked.
I played dumb. “About what?”
“You know. Let’s run away.”
“I can’t. I still have that math class.”
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When I came home, my books were gone. Three stalwart
cases loomed in the hall like skeletal sentries, their bones
exposed to dust and chill. I stood in the doorway, expecting the
scene to shift, wondering where my life had gone and if my
Nook was still full.
Above me, the floorboards wretched as hardbacks and
paperbacks heaved themselves down the stairs, their aging
spines on the verge of collapse. McCarthy, Oliver, and
Kingsolver kept the pace of my racing heart until all I could
hear was blood pounding on drums.
I closed the front door and headed upstairs, cat tails
whipping past my feet with each subsequent drop. In my
makeshift office, my boyfriend had cleared pockets of space for
his own collection of texts, manuals, and project materials.
Pages of expired notes floated between the window blinds,
occasionally drifting into the empty planters below where
peace lilies and arrowhead vines should’ve grown. Stitch-bound
journals and steno notepads formed uneven tile with brown
Berber grout. Where Basic Ecology, Joy Luck Club, and Naked
Lunch once waited, tubed maps and engineering plans rested,
coaxing peripherals off my desk.
West, I said.
What, he said.
What are you doing?
He turned to face me, his cheeks ruddied by the expense
of physical labor. As sheets of lined paper slipped to the floor,
sunlight peeked into the room, setting his body aglow. The dim
gray of his eyes grew bitter and dry as salt pooled in the creases
of my lips. And as his sculpted chest rose and fell, I loved
him—a living, breathing Adonis, doomed to never blossom.
Making room, he said.
For what? I said.
Nothing.
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With a hippity and a hoppity,
The Queen’s head came offity.
“Father!” The prince shouted while the King laughed.
“Served the traitor right,” he laughed. “More, Jester!”
A simple knock on the door,
and your body will be on the floor.
“I refuse to listen to this anymore,” the Prince made to leave
the room, but the Jester grabbed his shoulder.
What’s so wrong, dear Prince?
Was it what you saw, a glimpse?
Yes we all know about the infidelity,
We are quiet lest we turn into a skelly.
“What?” The prince said. The Jester didn’t skip a beat.

n i c h o l a s

“Get me my Jester!” The king cried out. He had just
finished the hearing with the Baron of the North, and he needed
a respite. The radiant sun emblazoned on his royal banner was
hanging behind him.
“Father, really?” the prince asked. “That loon couldn’t get a
laugh out of a drunk lady.” The Prince paused. “And to be frank,
his songs disturb me.”
“That’s what makes them funny,” The King said.
“You called, my King?” The jester cartwheeled into the
throne room. The bells on his feet and hat made a not so rhythmic
tune before he came to a stop in front of the King and his son.
“Sing me a song,” The King demanded.
“As you order, my Liege,” The jester laughed and pulled out
a deck of cards. He shuffled them as he sang.
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“You always have something,” she complained. “First it was your
mom’s surgery, then it was helping your brother. Last month it was
helping your uncle out in the fields, and last week it was a stomach ache.”
“Where would we go?”
“I know a girl in Mississippi. She runs a motel.”
“With what money?”
“We only need love.”
“That’s sweet and all, but--” I was interrupted again by another driver,
a truck carrying a load of logs. Again I swerved off the road, and again I
honked my horn. “Love isn’t worth shit.”
“It’s what got us where we are now,” she whispered. “Isn’t that worth
something?”
I pulled back onto the rocky road. “Look, we--”
I was stopped again, this time by some minivan. They took out my
side view mirror as I turned on a dime and dove into some filthy hole.
I cursed so loud I thought my mom, miles away, might wake up and
scream at me. The van kept driving on, like nothing happened. That was
thirty dollars down the drain, and thirty explanations I’d have to give to
my Father.
My ‘stang climbed out of the ditch with some effort. Once again
I continued on the road to somewhere. My girlfriend didn’t look too
distressed over the loss of my mirror. I don’t think she realized we almost
gave the road a red coat.
“Please?” she asked, trying to push her fantasy on me.
My mouth moved but no words came out. The rest of the drive
was quiet as I absorbed the night’s soft scenery. She helped herself to
the mints in my glove compartment, the ones we got at that five star
restaurant in the city. The dawn would break soon, and she would be back
with her parents, and I mine.

The noble blood that sleeps with the enemy
Shall meet my sharp knives with glee.
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Why do you run?
Run from the Sun?
The King had you married,
but you had us all played.
Now the North is angry and jaded,
“Give us compromise,” They baded.
“Your lyrics are bad, and you should be ashamed,” The Prince said.
He was at the door to his room now. He walked in and locked the Jester
out, but still he continued to sing.
The King, not fond of the traitor’s son
told them that they would have their fun.
A portrait of his mother was the only thing that hung from the
Prince’s walls. He walked over to it, and placed a hand at the base. There
was a few seconds of silence from the Jester.
Then there was a knock at the door.
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Frank slammed his novelty shot glass down on the
counter. The red and blue LEDs that lined the base of the
glass flashed on and off several times while Frank poured
more whiskey into it, before giving up and taking a heavy swig
straight from the bottle itself.
“Hey, man, you’re supposed to be serving us drinks,” Kevin,
one of the regulars, had come in early again. Frank hadn’t heard
the bell that the door makes whenever it opens. Another thing
to fix. The wind from the open door blew back Frank’s dark,
long hair, which had been hanging over his face like marionette
strings. His eyes were clouded, both from alcohol and tears,
which he had been crying all day long.
Frank sneered at his customer before giving him the usual.
One part cola, one part cream soda, one part house special. He
called it “Blast Off.” 16oz of this and you’d feel like you were
in the atmosphere. Kevin always misnamed it “The Special,” so
Frank had taken to serving it to him before he could order it.
Not calling the drink it’s ordained name was an insult.
“Do you ever think it’s a sin against god?” Kevin was
getting his meaningless banter in early tonight.
“What?” Frank asked, not not until after he had taken
another drink from his bottle of whiskey.
“Shit, you know, man. Everything.”
“I don’t know.”
“You’re a priest, serving drinks on the sabbath. And here I
am, drinking on the day of our lord. Ain’t we both going to hell?”
Frank closed his eyes and took another drink. The door
opened again, and again the bell didn’t ring it’s toll. He opened
his eyes and saw Abby, because of course it was Abby.
“Frank, it’s Sunday!” She screamed at him in her quiet
voice like she always did.
“God is dead,” Frank replied before taking another drink.
He didn’t know how much more of the whiskey he could
drink, but he had seen a large man down a whole bottle of this
Weber State University
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Love is love, but some is forbidden
Surely it will leave the line bedridden.
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“I don’t see what this has to do with anything. Father, I bid you
good-night.”
The Prince left for his room, with the Jester following quietly behind,
continuing his song.
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got. Same for him,” she pointed her thumb back at the man, who was
twiddling his own thumbs now.
“Alexis, we really shouldn’t be here,” He whimpered. “This is the
devil’s house.”
“The devil is in hell, Ezra, not in some bar in this backwoods town.”
“Get out of here,” Abby raised her voice, the first time Frank had
ever heard her do it in the five years they had been together. “Frank was
just closing up.”
“Hold up, Abby,” Frank smiled and tilted his head at the couple. “We’re
closed, but here. A bottle on me. From one house to another.” Frank
beckoned them over, but only the lady came. He handed her the bottle
of bourbon before shooing her out. “Sorry. Come in tomorrow, that’ll be
better for all of us.” He lied. Tomorrow held nothing. Bobby was dead.
How ironic that Bobby had been killed by a drunk truck driver up
on the freeway, while Frank had been serving drinks that same night. All
it took was just one drink, and now God had four new children in his
house. Only four.
How did the driver get off scotch free? If God was good, like
Frank believed, he would be burning right now. No, he was alive, and he
wasn’t even in prison. The thought made Frank thirsty, but if he had any
more drink he’d puke.
“I’m the butt of some joke,” Frank cried when the couple were out the
door. Abby walked back and locked it, before anyone else could interrupt
and ask for more drinks. When she sat back down, Frank gave it to her true.
“My family is dead. My parents and my brother were in a hit and
run last night.”
“Oh my god,” Abby covered her mouth with her hand.
“They still haven’t found the truck driver. He left the truck and fled
the scene on foot,” Frank collapsed on the counter top and sobbed into
his arms. “How could the police be so incompetent to find someone that
fled from them on foot?”
Abby pat his head like a child. She didn’t have words for him. No one
did. “What God could let this happen?”
“Let’s get you home, Frank,” Abby walked behind the counter,
somewhere she had never gone before. She put his arm over her
shoulders, and the two of them walked out. There would be no more
mirth here in the drinks Frank served. There would be no more joy as
Kevin danced to the “Devil’s Daytime Dunes” on the jukebox. There
would be no more laughter when the mayor disguised himself in a trench
coat and came here to get away from his wife.
Tomorrow, the bar would shut down, and there will be no more
jokes. Maybe the money Frank would get from it would pay for his and
Abby’s plane tickets to Manhattan.
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without so much a stumble after he left for the night. Frank wasn’t a
big man, only 5’7, but he figured he could take at least as much alcohol
himself. He’d been a bartender for long enough to tame at least this
much of the drink, the elixir, the taint.
Abby sat at the counter next to Kevin, who was pretending to mind
his own business. The two of them never got along, because why would
they? Kevin, the man who was probably 80% of Frank’s income, and
Abby, the girlfriend who wanted him out of this job and into a dreary
bank office somewhere in Manhattan, so he could be making someone
else a truckload of cash.
A truckload. Frank needed another drink. A harder one. He put the
whiskey away, and grabbed the 101 proof bourbon from the top shelf.
When he tried to take a drink from the bottle, Abby stopped him. She
grabbed his arm, nails digging into his skin, and didn’t let go until he
put the drink down.
“You haven’t been returning my calls or my texts, and you weren’t
at your Sunday school lesson, either,” Abby said. “I had to drive to this
dinky little shack to find you.”
Drive. What drive did Frank even have anymore? A beat up sedan?
He let out a giggle, then a laugh, then a storm of noise that he couldn’t
even begin to describe as anything other than a mad wail.
“Kevin, you need to leave,” Abby’s quiet voice was pretty
commanding, and the town’s most notorious drinker left, but not without
taking his pint of “Blast Off.”
The forsaken priest wished he could blast off right about now. He
didn’t care where, just anywhere not here. Maybe the Bahamas, where
the grass is green and the girls are pretty, and served you drinks instead
of nagging you to pay their rent because they’re short 200.17$ since their
sleazy, spray-tanned boss was withholding their check until further notice.
“Alright, what’s all this about?” The question. The question. How
was he supposed to answer the question? The truth? What had that got
him for the past 37 years?
Two dead parents, and a dead brother.
His family was dead.
“I… my parents--” before Frank could spill the cold, hard truth all
over the counter two mor customers came in. Two tolls of the bell that
have been left unsung. They must have been from out of town, everyone
knows he was supposed to be closed on Sundays.
“Hey, uhhh,” The man in the hat talked slowly. “Do you, uh, you
know, serve drinks here?”
The lady was more blunt about. She was dressed like a nun, but
what kind of nun comes to a bar? “Give me a double of the hardest you
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“I won’t treat you like you always treat me, I won’t leave
you like you always leave me,” is chanted, setting the mood for
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Music can be an escape, and we just never know when a particular song will
catch us off guard. Please lend your ears to our featured artists.
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Albert Schweitzer said, “There are two means of refuge from the misery
of life—music and cats.” Music has a place in Metaphor because it is an
integral part not only of the college experience, but the human experience.
That, and this journal doesn’t have a section about cats on campus.

(Chorus)
I won’t treat you like you always treat me
I won’t leave you like you always leave me
We used to ride
(Verse)
I used to want to be an XL Freshman, wanted to excel like
lungs holding breath in
To make tracks that would wow and impress them, sitting with
your ghost right now, it’s depressing
You used to speak to my heart, you used to counsel my soul
now you roll with a bunch of retards
Bunch of garbage with trap beats, pass me the aux I’ll bump
Nas from the backseat
I’ve never wrote a single rhyme to make my pockets big, I wanted mine like Pac and Big’s
Kendrick told your ass to sit down and be humble, you’re
sounding like a stranger when you speak now, don’t mumble
Because that shit is leaving us sober while these record labels
are being like vultures
I feel the distance when we hang I make you pay for your
dinner
You want material security, a real bread winner
Got the nerve now to ask me about the stacks I cop/
You used to love me for my rapping skills, and fame is not
where I see myself in the next ten years, I mark my spot like
I’ve been tenured
Remove the art from the music and you mix in the fame, it
draws less
Paulette calls it, “shit in a frame”
It’s farfetched like tossing a stick to a Dane
Ah yes, I’ve left my heart in this game

g a l l e g o s

It was my most memorable The- Perks-of-Being-a-Waaaflower moment.
The song became the soundtrack to my experience, watching an empty
playground out a rain-beaded window. I was not the first, nor the
last, to have an experience like this. An experience in which a piece
of music seeps into you and allows you to escape for even a short
amount of time.

(Tom Misch’s
“The Journey” remix)

s a m

music

After a little while, a song started to play that I hadn’t heard before.
Undoubtedly one from an album I had saved and since completely
forgotten. As it played intrigue overwhelmed my apathetic stare out the
window. I entered actively listening. The song’s intro started slowly
and indistinctly, one or two instruments playing nothing in particular;
a violin played and the song shaped into a melody as seamlessly and
as effortlessly as a seasoned potter throws a shapeless hunk of clay
into a piece of masterfully crafted pottery.

enore
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If you’re like I am, it’s sad that one of the few highlights of high
school was when a teacher would leave the class with a substitute.
Realizing I would be faced with the boredom of an entire period subjected to some movie about some war I didn’t especially care about,
I planned ahead. My plan was to escape into music.
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N U L C

andrew cecotti

—nichole kyle
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The National Undergraduate Literature Conference (aka NULC) is a
conference held by Weber State annually. Many students from Weber,
the state of Utah and across the country submit their work for a chance
to present at the conference. Metaphor is pleased to be a part of this
enriching tradition. It was a pleasure for our staff to have the opportunity
to read the creative pieces that our peers from other campuses are writing
and it is an honor to highlight some of them in our pages. It was hard to
decide which ones to include in this year’s journal, but we hope that you
will enjoy them as much as we have.

nulc

a sad song about a failing relationship. But wait! There’s a twist, this song
is not about a woman at all. “Lenore” tells a story about the relationship
between myself and hip-hop. From growing up as a kid who wanted to
be featured on the cover of XXL magazine to an adult realizing that the
music industry is in the business of making money rather than art, I have
a hard time accepting that the culture that I love so much is evolving into
something different. As a result, Hip-hop is full of artists who sound the
same, dress the same, and talk about the same subject matter. Despite
the change, I still try to represent lyricism accompanied by multi-syllabic
rhyme schemes in my music as best as I can, in hopes that one day
the mainstream half of this culture that I am so passionate about will
eventually turn around and get back to its old sound. The title comes from
the fictional character, Bill Dauterive (King of the Hill) who desperately
believes his ex-wife, Lenore is going to come back home because he
cannot accept that she has moved on. In today’s Rap game, I feel like Bill
Dauterive, and hip-hop is my Lenore.
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I’ve stared into the eyes of a
beautiful creature and I’ve slept
under its boiling skin, but now
I stand alone, waiting patiently for the
green seafoam to run across my ankles,
hoping something will capture this
beautiful moment, but how could
anything possibly grasp the feeling of
seeing your grandparents’ ashes floating
atop the Atlantic Ocean, getting
wrapped in the arms of a machine
coated in rust that you can’t replace.

b y

I’ve kissed the desert floor of an
empty shot glass that tastes like
salt water and I’ve stepped on
broken bones that pierce through
my toes like orange coral at the
bottom of a landfill that was once
the Pacific Ocean.

m i t c h e l l

These numbered days fade into each
other like the tides erode into the beach
at nightfall. I’m terrified of water, but
I’m constantly drawn to it, wanting the
beast to wrap its cold arms around my
body. Maybe it will bury me at sea
underneath a ship trying to navigate its
way home.

u n i v e r s i t y

The Atlantic Ocean looked like a million
football fields when I dipped my toe
in it when I was three. My grandparents were
sunbathing and sipping on piña coladas
while the June sky touched the crest
of the waves crashing towards my feet.

the day before she died

but she probably didn’t know
about it / She probably didn’t
know there was a landmine in
her backyard, either / Oh, and
there was also a grenade beneath
the brick and mortar and my tongue,
howling in clicks at the trees, was
the pin / Some grenades exploded
into a bouquet of magnolias while
some became burning churches atop
the dining room table / My grandmother
was a cardinal and Lex’s grandmother
was a bluebird / When we were both sixteen,
we became foragers / There was a shotgun
above the fireplace and it was used for
hunting, or living a few seconds longer /
Our parents became bloodhounds carrying
dead birds back to us across the meadow
we used to call home / We walked in circles
through the woods, turning into flocks of geese.
/ We should’ve been south of that place instead of
pushing our fingertips together / The grooves on
Lex’s fingers resembled the way my grandma curved
her s’s and the nail polish missing from her index
looked like the empty chair at Thanksgiving / I’m
sure she has looked into my eyes and witnessed the
same emptiness that she once saw in her own
grandmother’s / Arms entwined, we both wanted to
become birds / Too bad our spines forgot we
had wings, no matter how many times we
busted our kneecaps off the pavement / We
are reminded of the way our grandmothers’
neurons died under the cold grasp of brain
tissue in the same way a barrel of a shotgun
tightens itself around a bullet to coax words
out / We suffer from the same kind of lineage
malfunction / It’s some type of broken mind
problem / The doctors call it dementia, but I
call it bad timing / Our brains will always be
our home because no haven is safer
than the ones we watched get torn down /
Our bird calls were busted so I howled /
Lost in the burning city, we stood together,
waiting for the birds to come home after
the pin of a grenade was pulled.

m i t c h e l l

akelite
seafoam green
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y grandma listened
to death metal
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Aki
Mists of rain come down,
Cooling earth and field below;
Soaring on high, swallows fly
And fly, and fly, and fly, away
Before their bones lay in snow.

128

Who accounts for the swan,
the foraging refugee?
Feet paddling, she pleads
with a country’s ears.

Weber State University

On the film of a vacant ocean
her religion, spoken yet unknown,
reels in fidelity.
Drifting, she weaves in water
a government gift of navy insignia.
Syrian or Somali or Rohingya,
her words are a drumbeat
in tomorrow’s tweet, a chorus
rising in an oven, an aria
for the ocean trench.
Weber State University

p r i n c i p i a

a toy in a child’s bath
splashed by the echo of
adult newsrooms.

o ’ b r i e n

Wingless, the cygnet calls to
the black plumage at her side:
to fly is to hazard the hope
she will drift as a moon,

c o l l e g e

resting on the lore. She, too, is
a cloud, small as a feather,
in motion.

s k y

s t a t e
o r e g o n

g r i g g s
b y

Natsu
Sun smiles, goddess smiles,
Beauty reflected in mirror
Made by water, still;
Small ant toils throughout the day;
Crane flies by through morning mists.

a m e t h y s t

Haru
Light hope springs awake!
All is life alive and well;
Young and tender greens
Grow by the cherry blossoms;
Water sparkles in the sun.

u n i v e r s i t y

On course the wind is strong
and her possessions hang
in clouds, buses of tourists

Fuyu
Snow blankets the ground,
Hiding secrets, telling no one
Of riches hidden;
Emeralds encased within gold,
Dormant under sleeping light.
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Once I mistook
					a garbage can
wrestling against loose gravel
				for a thunderstorm.

We get out of the car to inspect
her womb, the thin of her body.

and I’m still surviving, just as
		
the stars were arranged long before
I came here.

s t a t e

Sometimes I think
		
I’ve been thirsty for years,
but I’ve seen the desert—touched cracks
				
in the soil with my bare hands

b y

w e b e r

		
Which is mostly fair, considering
there’s only guessing in the sky,
					only a longing for something
we merely tip our fingers towards
		
when we’re down on our knees.

b y

s k y

o ’ b r i e n

she is the smell of cut grass
and waiting corn.

p r i n c i p i a

Where we drove, 5 miles back,
a woman’s arm fat wobbles
with the mower’s thrust;

c o l l e g e

Early September, her summer
green is a falling leaf.

h a d l e y

Once roots are found,
		
cicadas will stay underground
for as long as some of us choose
				
to dig our soles into the Earth.

u n i v e r s i t y

My mistakes don’t end there.
		
Cicada, honeysuckle—the oak tree
is my native tongue.

On the other side of the road
thieves watch us, we think,
with their wives.

Weber State University
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here’s only
guessing in the sky

Cornfields awake with crop for
tomorrow's harvest or the next
or the one after that.
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u n i v e r s i t y
r e g i s

The tourists didn’t come to Cerro Alegre to see her.
She made them feel sad. The tourists came to pose on the prismpainted steps that shouted in all caps: WE ARE NOT HIPPIES
WE ARE HAPPIES. They came to eat fried empanadas
and walk under colorful flags. They came to see skinny doors
painted with orange tentacles or blue flowers, and to hear
guitar-strumming street artists. But mostly they came to see the
Happies. So she watched in the absence of being seen.
But the boy whispered to her.
If she had been more remarkable, maybe tourists or even
neighbors would look at her, but she was one of Valparaiso's
older pieces of street art. She was old as soon as she was born,
huge black and white sprayed onto the corner of a pink home,
the ninety-degree angle splitting her right down the middle.
Her large, round, wrinkled face leaned on a red-nailed hand
on the north face of the house. The hand displaced her round
glasses in a comical tilt above her eye, and the northern corner
of her mouth seemed to ask sardonically, "Now what?" Then
there was the matter of her western half. Wiry hair pulled back
tight into a hidden bun, glasses straight over a resigned eye, and
unimpressive lips that asked no questions. Coming west down
the hill and seeing only this side of her, they may think her a
grumpy old man with nothing to do. But if anyone were to look
at her whole being, there would be a confused old woman with
a desperate question staring back at them. But why should they
stop and investigate? She is mostly colorless, and the tourists
come to feel vibrant and lively. So they march down the hill
towards the grinding and mysterious sounds of the puerto and
the refreshing sight of the ocean, not giving a second thought to
the boring, wrinkled face that watches them.
But the boy whispered to her.
She watched, through her corrected eyesight on the western
side, the little girl with the blue hairband grow up, playing on
the cerro. She watched her older brother as he kept an eye out to

c r e a s m a n

s t a t e
w e b e r

And slowly I become a body
of waning icicles
dripping and hovering
over a silvery pond,
where the greenery is now consumed
by a white cloud, in this fleeting morning.

b r i a n n e

but find nothing short of memory traces
like flashes of street cars
caught in the lens
of the photographer’s eye.
A white canvas of fresh snow
streaked with undivided imperfections.

b y

I try reaching my mind
around the sky
as if I were a branch
from the corkscrew willow
extending towards exaltation
in the dead of winter,

h a d l e y

The fog of the mountains
of my breath, the snow and the soft
bluish beams of light.
This, and nothing, can be taken.
Even the pen
and the water keep slipping
through my hands.

u n i v e r s i t y

I have nothing, but am waiting
under the snowdrop of early winter.
Holding my openness—
each hand gaping
under the bright white light
of a soft and mellow morning.

raffiti

h a n n a h

he
corkscrew willow
melting in winter
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cry of “side,” Nerea switched off the radio, balanced her plate of egg
with cheese on marraqueta atop her técito, and strode over to the kitchen
table that held her laptop. But as the echo of the music faded, the soft
whimpering from the second floor reached both women’s ears. Nerea
yelled that she was busy, but the whimpering continued. Vieja felt Nerea
snap her laptop shut, and felt the wood stairs creak as she made her way
up, only remembering the second plate of food halfway to the second
floor. After some muttered curses, she finally reached the landing at the
top of the stairs with food in hand. As she opened the furthest door at
the end of the hall, a shadow scampered to the far end of the room. Vieja
felt the window shutters shake as though in sympathetic fear.
“Desayuno.” It only took Nerea three short strides to cover the
distance between herself and her son. She kneeled down to hand the
shadow of a child the plate of food, then gently held his chin up to survey
his face. Vieja heard her short observance of “mejor” and then she was
descending the stairs again to get back to her work.
Nerea was proud of her job, and enjoyed the current congressional
puzzle of rewriting the constitution. As the congresswoman read through
the constitution left over from the dictatorship, the shadow ate his breakfast
with blister-covered fingers. He sopped up the yolk with his bread and
peered at the stack of library books at the foot of the bed. With eyes that
had never seen a ray of natural light, the boy selected a book about bridges
and architecture. With his back against the door, he skimmed over the
words and gazed at the photos, not daring to let another sob escape him.
Nerea peered down at her laptop, her back straight and her brain
buzzing, for hours. Finally, Vieja heard a break in the silence when
Nerea’s cell phone rang.
“No, necesitamos pelear por los derechos del trabajadores!” she argued.
“Baje sus impuesto y eleve sus espíritus.” The discussion went on. Vieja had
heard so many like it; Nerea was always trying to improve the lives of her
constituents. She had learned at a young age what it meant to be poor, and
did not want that fate for the hardworking folks who voted for her.
When Felipe finally returned from his job as the manager down at
the big supermercado, Nerea was still sitting ramrod straight, peering at the
riddles of legal language that used to run their country. Sensing she had
gotten in a good argument that day, he felt certain of her lighter mood
and greeted her with a hug from behind.
“Comíste?” he asked, knowing that she forgot.
“No,” she said in the same shocked voice Vieja always heard, as
though she couldn’t believe that, yet again, she had forgotten to feed
herself. Felipe started on dinner for the three of them, and Vieja felt her
insides warm with the cooking porotos. Her walls were cold again by the
time she heard Felipe’s heavy steps as he took up his son’s food. With a
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make sure she didn't tumble down the many steps. Then she watched as
they both skipped down the steps every morning in their blue uniforms,
ready for school. Now she watches the girl walk home, balanced expertly
in high heels despite being more than a little borracha.
She saw with her fuzzy northern vision the man with the mole on
his nose who always
brought his mother fresh palta from the market on his way home
from work. She wished he would bring something more delicious for her
to smell, like pan or pescado, but every day he brought odorless palta.
She loved to wait for Gabriel every week. He came once everyone else
had finished evening tea, or once, and was either sleeping or dancing. He
would pass by with his beautifully painted garbage truck. She wondered if
other countries besides Chile had graffiti’d garbage trucks. Usually around
11:40 on a Thursday night she could expect to see his green and blue and
pink and white painted vehicle drive up by her north-facing side. He would
hop out of the truck to collect the basura, and as he drove away, the orange
streetlight would illuminate the truck while it passed under her corrected
vision on the west side. She would stare at the blue-faced graffiti people
driving away, and muse about what it would be like to go and see things, not
needing to wait to see things that came to her. And right before the truck
dove out of sight, she would imagine Gabriel glancing back at her through
his side mirror. Looking back right at her.
If any of those she watched had a name for her, it would have simply
been Vieja. But no one did because no one cared.
But the boy whispered to her.
She once thought Felipe and Nerea Rubles cared. She heard them
inside discussing her when she first appeared on the corner of their
home. They thought about painting over her, but decided that she was
quirky and benign. And after that first day, nothing. To them, she was
as interesting as a crack in the pavements—the type that, when you tilt
your head, becomes a spider web.
But the boy whispered to her. From the second floor window, she
could hear the muffled secrets rise from behind the heavy curtains that
kept the shadow from the light. The boy told her about how he loved the
cries of seagulls, and how he wished he could see them fly.
“Estoy ocupada!” Nerea yelled.
Vieja could tell she had no patience that morning. When Felipe had
left for work, his blue suit standing out smartly against his light skin,
Vieja saw Nerea accept his goodbye kiss without moving, and felt her
glasses shake with the force Nerea slammed the door with once he was
finally gone. She blasted her typical radio station, 89.7 Romántica, and
Vieja heard the deep timber of Adele’s “Hello” and she smelled Nerea
cooking breakfast. Just as Vieja started to shiver with Adele’s plaintive
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Vieja and Mario were whispering, one to the other and the other
to herself, when a familiar rumble and whining approached, interrupted
every other moment by a large bang. Thursday! With all her yearning and
frustration, Vieja had forgotten it was Thursday, which meant Gabriel was
coming. He got closer and closer, and just as he was about to bring his
hulking truck to a halt at their house, the engine revved unexpectedly and
a rush of air fluttered past the second floor window.
Mario gasped. The orange light that knifed its way onto his floor
hurt his eyes, even hough it was only from the streetlamp. As the heavy
curtain resumed its position and the light disappeared, Mario hesitated.
Vieja held her breath with him, knowing that he was hearing his
mother’s voice in his head. The second most important rule he grew up
with was “No toque las cortinas,” right after “morenos no triunfan.” But he
couldn’t get the blue ghost of the light out of his vision. So, slowly, very
slowly he lifted the curtains to the night outside.
It was so bright. As the sea of orange faded, he was able to see
other houses, and above them a couple freckles of white resting in the
black sky. Across the corner was an ad for a department store, a blonde
mother and a blonde son showing off the boy’s new mochila. Their
European features looked so different from Mario’s that he almost
dropped the curtain in shame. His parents were right.
Before he had a chance to shut himself in again, however, he felt
the very familiar feeling of being examined. Looking down past the huge
tank he had first ignored, he saw an actual person standing on the street,
looking up at him. Vieja watched as Gabriel’s brow furrowed. She knew
exactly what he was thinking. She knew he could sense the immense
sadness of the little boy in the window; Gabriel, being a garbageman,
could easily read unhappy people. Because of his occupation, people
assumed he was unhappy, and when they thought someone was unhappy
they let their own guard down, projecting their emotions onto another.
Gabriel waved. Mario stared. Gabriel’s frown deepened, enough to match
Vieja’s, and he got in his truck and drove away.
Nerea noticed the smell of salt air that was infiltrating Mario’s room
a couple days later, so one day Felipe came home with both library books
and plywood tucked under his arm. He boarded up the window and Nerea
gave the lecture. After, Vieja heard Felipe reading aloud with Mario.
“Me enca… encant… encanta fútbol.”
“Más rápido, puedes hacerlo,” she heard Felipe encourage.
Vieja watched the man with the mole climb up the step, carrying a
plastic bag containing three palta, and she listened to Mario sound out the
story of a life he would never be able to imitate.
Suddenly, Nerea interrupted the practice, singing “felíz cumpleaños a ti”
and carrying a slice of kuchen de manzana. Mario laughed with surprise at the
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fond “mijo,” Felipe looked into the eyes of the son they wanted to fix, and
got to work with the hydroquinone cream. After applying a thorough layer
to the boy’s dark face, neck, arms, and back, the boy started to cry. Heavy
drops rolled silently down his cheeks.
“Mario, no llores. Felipe, esa es suficiente por ahora,” Nerea said from the
doorway. The two parents kissed their son carefully atop his curly black
hair, left his dinner, and shut the door behind them.
“Deseo correr en la arena,” Mario whispered. He couldn’t have
known he had an audience, and Vieja knew it, but she still pretended he
whispered to her. He ignored his food and kept talking to the night, his
voice growing softer and slower until he fell asleep on his little bed, and
she listened earnestly to every one of his wishes. He told her how he
wished to feel sand between his toes—the sand she knew was only just
below them, the sand he had never felt. She heard as he wished to see the
rainforest and feel the air close in around him. He wished he could play
fútbol and meet Alexís Sanchez and see if his skin was really as dark as it
looked in the photos he saw of him. He wished his parents didn’t care so
much about his success in the business world. Every wish he whispered
made its way down to Vieja’s ears, soft as a feather but heavy as a chain.
She added them to the list he had been making since he could whisper,
the list she could never forget. One, I wish I could go outside; two, I wish
my skin was lighter; three, I wish I had a goldfish. And so on.
Vieja repeated Mario’s wishes in her head as she waited for the
sunrise. She gave each wish to a different star, and as they slowly
disappeared, she imagined they were going off to achieve the new
missions she had tasked them with.
Just before dawn, she felt a small terremoto. It didn’t startle her,
tremors happened weekly when you were painted on the Pacific Rim.
Chileans even had a drink named after the natural disaster, the brazen
bastards. But as she felt it building in the foundation beneath her, she had
an idea. A crazy idea that couldn’t possibly follow the laws of physics.
But she didn’t know the laws of physics anyway. So, ignoring reason and
mustering up an energy she didn’t know she had, she shook her head
ever so slightly just as the terremoto struck. In the midst of the rumbling
earth, she heard a tinkle of glass shattering on the pavement and out of
the corner of her north-facing eye, she could just make out the broken
window of Mario’s bedroom. No one in her home or the homes around
her awoke for more than a minute; there was no use losing sleep for a
little seismic shake. But she had just done the impossible.
That morning went just as all the others did. Dress, eat, work. Vieja
wouldn’t believe that today of all days the coastal breeze chose to take a
break. All she needed was a little wind, but the air was still as an audience
at a symphony. Not the slightest rustle of fabric.
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she knew was that if Nerea and Felipe woke up, Mario had no hope left.
He would be truly gone.
The grating continued as the boy worked on the lock at his door.
She heard a pop and a creak of the hall floor. In a panic, she decided
she had to fake a terremoto to create a distraction. Reaching into her soul,
into the paint-covered plaster that she lay on, she pulled and pushed and
shook with all her might. A tremble started. A rumble. Soon the house
was creaking. She felt the boy slip down the stairs, his instinct urging him
to take advantage of the commotion. The boy opened the front door,
and the old woman watched as her boy hid behind a streetlight. He had
grown so much since she saw him last, wrapped in blankets! Seconds later,
Gabriel drove up. It was 11:30, Thursday. Gabriel hopped out to grab the
trash and saw Mario crouched in hiding. He was about to speak when
he saw the blisters. Glancing up at the boarded window, now shielding
an empty room, Gabriel turned and got into his truck, finally looking
deliberately back at the shadow of a boy. There was a beat of silence
heavier than the rest of the night. The old woman prayed to anything,
everything, each and every star. And then her boy leapt into the truck,
onto Gabriel’s lap, and they drove away together.
The old woman watched as they got smaller down the street. Then
she saw, not imagined, Mario look back at her from the rearview window.
He looked right at her. He smiled.
Vieja watched as the moon sailed across the sky and the sun rose
slowly. She didn’t know enough about the world to be worried for
the boy, to think he had even more troubles ahead. She was simply a
painting on a corner, an observer of an intersection. Yet so many of
those she watched walked the same path every day, staring down at the
steps in front of them and not even considering there may be alternative
routes. Vieja had always watched with pleasure, but now she had seen
an actual crossroads in someone’s life. And though her boy was gone,
he had seen her. There was a newfound certainly in the grating and
grinding sounds that rose from the puerto below.
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treat, the sound foreign and startling to Vieja’s ears. Listening to the song,
today marked the completion of Mario’s fifth year of life. She frowned
as if for the first time. The poor boy was only five. Not only that, she
remembered when he was born and brought from the hospital. That was
the only time she had ever seen him, wrapped tightly in baby blankets.
After Mario ate his kuchen, Nerea brought the squat jar of
hydroquinone cream out of her sweater pocket. There was no more
laughter as the parents did what they had convinced themselves was their
duty, and Vieja wondered when they would be satisfied. When he was as
light as them? When he was as white as she herself was?
That night, Mario didn’t whisper to her, and she felt more alone
than she ever had before. She wanted to scream out his wishes to the
neighborhood, reminding the neighbors that he existed, reminding him
that he was alive. At the same time, she knew he wasn’t; he was being
kept from his life, but she didn’t know how to help him find it. Vieja
felt each stroke of paint that made her was now limiting her to nothing
more than a beauty mark. The ironic naming of such blemishes did not
escape her, and she wondered for the first time why the Rubles hadn’t
painted over her when she first appeared on the corner of their house.
All she was was a grumpy blemish. If she could have cried, she would
have washed herself away that evening.
Months passed. Mario never resumed his ritual of whispered wishes
after that night of his fifth birthday. Gabriel passed the house once a
week, but only saw a boarded-up window when he glanced up. Nerea
continued to make negotiations on the constitution, Felipe got promoted
to district manager, and Mario learned to read faster and cry less. Soon he
stopped crying altogether, and Vieja heard his parents in bed one night,
discussing their son’s improved temperament.
“Va a exitar, con piel blanco.” Nerea was sure of her son’s future. Now
that the obstacle was being removed, at least.
The following morning, Mario cut himself breaking a plate. Nerea
came up after desayuno to find ceramic blue shards framed in blood all
over the floorboards. Mario was bleeding out of a large gash in the palm
of his hand.
“Fue un accidente,” he cried. Vieja knew it wasn’t.
That evening, there was no bleach cream; Felipe and Nerea just left
him alone upstairs, uncertain in the face of this setback. Why would
he do such a thing? He lived such a safe, privileged life, and had such a
future to look forward to.
The house was quiet as the stars came out. Vieja looked at each
one and gave it an old wish. Suddenly, she heard a scratching. A sawing
sound. Vieja felt her walls grate and suddenly, she forgot about stars. All
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