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Chapter One – Maria Savva – Pieces of a Rainbow

Maria is a lawyer and writer from the UK.  Born in North London in 1970, she went on to study law at 
Middlesex University and currently works as a solicitor.  Maria began writing her first novel, 
'Coincidences' in 1997 and has gone on to publish 5 books including 2 short story collections and the 
novels 'A Time to Tell' and 'Second Chances'.  She is working on a third short story collection and her 
fourth novel at the moment. Maria is a resident author at BestsellerBound.com and recently co-wrote the 
online novella 'Cutting The Fat' with fellow author Jason C McIntyre.

Author website: http://www.mariasavva.com
Amazon.com author page: http://tinyurl.com/2caxcor
Amazon.co.uk author page: http://tinyurl.com/276zv5z
Lulu.com storefront: http://stores.lulu.com/mariasavva

Copyright © Maria Savva 2009
Short Story, from the book Pieces of a Rainbow

‘FOREVER BLUE’

‘Love is like the ocean,’ said Jeremy, looking up from his novel, out towards the blue sea.
Luke, his friend, laughed and turned around to face him.  Luke had been lying on his front on the sun 

lounger trying to catch some rays.  ‘You sound like a bad poet,’ said Luke.  ‘Were you talking in your sleep again, 
or did you get that line from that soppy novel you’re reading?’

‘I didn’t get it from the novel.  I was just looking out at the sea, and it came to me: Love is like the ocean.’
‘I think the sun’s gone to your head,’ said Luke.
‘No, look at it.  The ocean is so wide and deep, no one really knows its limits.  That’s just like love.  If you 

jump in, you don’t know if you’re going to fall in too deep, or if you’ll ever come out alive.  Some people are 
lucky; they just carry on going, keeping up with the current, riding the waves.  Others find a ship they can sail in 
forever; but some are left to drift alone, battling against the waves, and hoping they can get to the shore in one 
piece.  I’m never going there again.’  Jeremy went back to reading his novel, as if he had never spoken.

Luke stared straight ahead at the ocean.  ‘Hmm, not bad.  Maybe you should become a poet, after all. 
Although, I’d say that those people who carry on going and keeping up with the current, are probably the 
miserable ones who wish they could go in a bit deeper, but are just too scared to.  I think love is meant to give 
you a hard time, that’s what it’s there for; and that’s what makes it interesting.’

‘Well, I’m still not going there again,’ said Jeremy.
‘Oh, you’re a bundle of fun,’ said Luke.
‘I’ve got the blues,’ said Jeremy.
‘That’s what this holiday is for; so you can forget about Ana, and find someone new.’
‘No, I’ve decided I’m staying a bachelor.’
‘I was like that after Sandra left, but well, it’s been nearly two years since the divorce, and I think I’m ready to 

get out there again, and meet someone new,’ said Luke.  ‘As we are talking about the sea, I’d have to remind you 
that there are plenty more fish out there.  I’m going into the sea to cool off, coming?’

***

Further along the shore, lying on a beach-towel, Claire said:  ‘I think I’ve got the blues.’
‘You’ll be okay, hon.  I know how you feel, and that’s why I brought you here.  You’ve had a hard time,’ said 

Mira, her friend.  ‘But a bit of sun and pampering will bring you back to yourself.’
‘Do you believe in true love, Mira?’
‘Yes, even though I’ve had my share of heartbreak.  There’s definitely someone out there for everyone.’
‘I thought Tom was the one,’ said Claire.
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‘Well, I know, but we all make mistakes.  I think it’s harder for you because he was the first man you loved, 
and you were together for so many years, and you’ve got a child together.’

‘He’s got a new girlfriend, you know.’
‘It was bound to happen sooner or later; and you’ll find someone new too.’
Claire sat up on her elbows and stared out at the vast ocean.  ‘I wish I could stay here for ever.  It’s so 

relaxing and I don’t have to do anything.’
‘I know what you mean,’ said Mira.  ‘I’m going into the sea to cool off, coming?’

***

Jeremy felt the waves lashing against his ankles as he sank his feet into the cool sand.  He walked further and 
further in, until the water reached his chest, and then stood looking out at the seemingly never-ending, 
shimmering blue water.  Further out, waves were crashing down into white foam.  For a brief moment, he felt a 
panic of being one person alone in a vast emptiness; wanting to reach out and hold something.  Then he saw a 
young woman walking into the sea, not too far from where he stood.  Her brown, wavy hair, was dancing on her 
shoulders, as she giggled with her friend.  But he did not really notice her friend.  To him, it was just her; in her 
turquoise and silver bikini, golden tan and slim physique.  She was beautiful.  He wanted to approach her; to talk 
to her.  She looked towards him briefly, and smiled; but then she began to swim, and soon she was much deeper 
into the sea than he was prepared to go.  He had never been a strong swimmer.  She was out of his reach.  Soon 
he could no longer see her.     

***

Back on the sun lounger, Jeremy and Luke were rubbing in some more sun cream, after returning from the 
sea.

‘That was good,’ said Luke.  ‘I feel so refreshed now.  Are you feeling better?  You have a smile on your 
face.’

Jeremy noticed he did have a smile on his face.  It had appeared when he first saw the woman in the sea, and 
somehow he could not shift it.  ‘I feel a little better, yes,’ he said.

‘There are some fit women on this beach, have you noticed?’ asked Luke.
‘Maybe that’s why I’m feeling better,’ said Jeremy, scanning the beach area and the sea, for the beautiful girl; 

but she seemed to have disappeared.
***

Mira looked up from her book to see Claire returning from her swim.  ‘Hi Claire, did you enjoy that?’
‘Yes thanks, it was great, really refreshing, wasn’t it?’
‘Yes.’ said Mira.
‘I saw a really hunky guy in the sea, when I was going in, and he was looking at me; kind of staring.  I smiled 

at him, and I think he smiled back.  I don’t know why, but I just swam off then; I think I was embarrassed by the 
attention.  I was kind of hoping he’d follow me, but I couldn’t see him when I got back from my swim.’

‘See, you are already checking out the talent.  You’ll be back on your feet in no time.’  Mira smiled.
‘I can’t see him,’ said Claire, straining her eyes through her sunglasses, to look into the sea and along the 

beach.
‘Why don’t we take a walk along the shore, then you might spot him?’ suggested Mira.
‘Oh, there’s no point.  I mean, he was really good-looking, and I’m, well... I’m just plain.’
‘You’re not plain.  You’re really pretty,’ said Mira.  ‘You just need more confidence.’

***

‘So have you spotted any girls that you’d like to talk to?’ asked Luke.
‘There was this one girl, when I was in the sea,’ said Jeremy, ‘but she seems to have disappeared.  She was 

really pretty.  Anyway, she was probably married with children, knowing my luck.’
‘What about that girl?’ asked Luke, pointing to a girl with long blonde hair, sitting not too far from them. 

She seemed to be on her own.



‘She’s okay, but that other girl was... I don’t know.’
‘Why don’t you take a walk along the beach, and see if you can find her?’ suggested Luke.
‘No, there’s no point,’ said Jeremy.  ‘She looked at me in the sea and smiled, so I thought I might be in with a 

chance, but then she just swam off.’
‘Maybe she wanted you to follow her,’ suggested Luke.
‘Nah, I think she just wasn’t interested,’ said Jeremy, picking up his book, and settling back on the sun 

lounger.
***

‘Look, the sun’s beginning to set,’ said Claire, ‘Isn’t it pretty?’
‘Yeah,’ said Mira, picking up her watch from the beach towel.  ‘Is that the time?  I think we should be setting 

off.  It’ll take about an hour to get back to the hotel, and we want to go to that club tonight, don’t we?’
‘Yes,’ said Claire.
‘So, did you ever see that hunk again today?  You know, the one from the sea?’
‘No, I kept looking around for him, but I didn’t see him again.  Maybe he was just a figment of my 

imagination?’
‘Yeah, like a mirage in a desert,’ laughed Mira.
‘Something like that,’ said Claire, giggling.  She could still see his face in her mind; his eyes seemed to be 

reaching out to her soul.  She shook the image from her memory.  ‘You know, I’m sure the sun’s gone to my 
head.’

 They drove off in their hire-car towards the hotel, and by the time they’d got there, Claire had completely 
forgotten about the mystery man in the sea.  She would remember him again, thirty years later, when she was 
watching her grandchildren swimming in the sea.  For a brief moment she wondered ‘what if’.  Then the 
memory faded, just like a butterfly fluttering past on a summer’s day.

***

Jeremy drove the hire-car back to the hotel.  He had no idea that the woman he had seen in the sea was 
driving a hire car too, only a few metres in front of him, back to the same hotel.  They never saw each other 
again, although Jeremy often thought of her when he thought of the sea.

Fin

Chapter Two – J.E. Seymour – Lead Poisoning

J.E. Seymour lives in a small town in seacoast NH and has had short stories published in three anthologies of 
crime fiction by New England writers – ‘Windchill’, ‘Deadfall’, and ‘Quarry’, in Thriller UK Magazine, and in 
numerous e-zines, including ‘Shots’, ‘Mouth Full of Bullets’, ‘Beat to a Pulp’ and ‘Shred of Evidence’.  J.E.’s 
first novel, Lead Poisoning was released by Mainly Murder Press on November 1st, 2010.  J.E. is the markets 
coordinator for the Short Mystery Fiction Society and a member of Sisters in Crime and Mystery Writers of 
America.

Author website: http://jeseymour.com
Publisher and author page: http://mainlymurderpress.com/store/product_info.php?products_id=48

Copyright © 2010 Joyleen E. Seymour

Lead Poisoning

Kevin Markinson liked his routine. Wake up at ten. Stretch out the kinks with some Tai Chi. Shower, shave, 
dress. Breakfast at his favorite Whitestone bakery. 

“Morning.” The black-haired man behind the counter handed over a black coffee and a plain doughnut.
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Kevin nodded and paid. He grabbed a copy of the Wall Street Journal out of the rack and slid into a booth, 
facing the front door. Before he settled down with his paper, he opened his wallet to the pictures of his family 
and studied them. He put it away and scanned the store. The place was empty, it always was at this time of day, 
that was one of the reasons Kevin came here. The morning crowd had long since gone to work, and Demetrios 
Mitropoulos didn’t make lunch. Kevin had been coming here on and off for at least fifteen years. Over those 
years the owner’s accent had pretty much disappeared, but his hair remained as dark as it had been the day Kevin 
had first wandered in, drawn by the smell of fresh coffee.

Today was Wednesday, which meant that Tony Masiello would be in to pick up the paper bag he came for 
every week. Two cream puffs on top of a certain amount of cash, Kevin wasn’t sure of the amount, but he was 
sure the cash was there. It wasn’t part of his responsibility to make sure that Demetrios paid the money or Tony 
collected the money, but he watched the transaction every week just the same. Tony knew him, Kevin knew that, 
but Tony never acknowledged him, and if he had, Kevin would have ignored him. Kevin didn’t want Demetrios 
to know that he knew what was going on. 

Tony had been doing this same thing every Wednesday for as long as Kevin had been coming here. Tony 
was starting to show his age, he had to be over seventy, and he was slowing down. Kevin wondered why he 
didn’t send somebody else on this errand, somebody younger.

Tony came through the door at eleven. Kevin glanced up from the paper, met his eyes for a moment, and 
saw something unusual there. He set the paper down to watch the interaction between Tony and Demetrios, 
wondering what was wrong with Tony. Tony turned away from the counter and met Kevin’s gaze again, looking 
away in a hurry. There were beads of sweat on his face, unusual in the cold weather. Kevin watched as he turned 
and headed out the door. Just outside the bakery were two large kids, maybe eighteen, nineteen years old. They 
were dressed in the popular gangsta style, baggy pants, huge jackets, and bandanas on their heads in a color that 
Kevin associated with a gang. He had no clue what gang, he was too old and out of the loop to have any 
knowledge of that sort of nonsense, but something in the back of his mind told him there was a connection 
there. Two gang members, hanging around this neighborhood on the day when Tony just happened to be 
making his rounds. Did they know the old man would be carrying cash? Tony stepped away from the kids, Kevin 
watched them crowd him, and he got to his feet and pulled on his jacket and gloves. 

“See ya around,” Kevin said to Demetrios.
“Yes, sir,” the man responded, craning his neck to look outside as well. The glass windows of the bakery 

were a bit foggy but not so much as to block the view. Kevin zipped up his jacket, put on his sunglasses and 
closed his right hand on his Colt 1911, then shouldered the door open and limped into the chill.

The two teens backed up as though joined at the hip. Kevin could read confusion in their eyes as he glanced 
from face to face. One kid was white with brown hair peeking out from under his rag, the other Hispanic with 
rough dreadlocks. The first kid had the paper bag in his hand, and the second kid had something hidden under 
his jacket. 

Kevin saw the flash of a blade, had the Colt out in an instant, shoved it up under the kid’s chin and stepped 
forward onto the kid’s foot, putting the youngster off balance. He released the safety with his right thumb while 
he leaned into the boy’s face. “Drop it.”

The kid turned so pale so fast Kevin thought he might faint. The knife clanged on the ground. The other kid 
shifted his gaze from Kevin to Tony, hesitated, then turned and ran, still holding the money.

“Jesus, don’t fucking shoot me, man.” The boy started to blubber and Kevin thought he was in danger of 
pissing all over his boots. This kid looked over at Tony, too, confusing Kevin for a moment.  Why were they 
acting as if they needed Tony’s permission? 

Kevin stepped back, releasing the youngster’s foot, put the safety on and tucked the gun away. 
“Go on, get out of here. Don’t let me catch you in my neighborhood again.”
As the youngster scurried off as fast as his huge, untied shoes allowed, Kevin heard an exhalation of breath 

and realized he’d forgotten that Tony was even there.
“Thanks, Duke.”
Kevin shot him an angry look. “You need to get someone to come with you or get someone else to do this. 

You could have been killed by those idiots, all for whatever little bit of cash was in that bag with your 
creampuffs.”



Tony was staring at him with his mouth hanging open. Kevin could see the wheels turning in the old man’s 
head, could imagine what Tony wanted to say, but also figured that Tony didn’t have the balls to say it. Sure 
enough, Tony just closed his mouth and turned to his car. Kevin watched him drive off, shook his head, and 
glanced back at the bakery. Demetrios was staring at him like he’d grown an extra eye. Great.  

His hands were shaking, and he shoved them in his pockets, taking deep breaths, wanting a cigarette but 
wanting to get to his car first.

He lit a Camel. It wasn’t easy, but he got it lit and sat there for a few minutes, breathing smoke. 

Kevin parked in the lot down the street from his boss’s place of business and picked his way along the icy 
sidewalk. Glancing up at the abandoned building across the street, he looked for something that would tell him if 
it was safe here. Nothing to be seen, no reflections off camera lenses, no fogged-up glass where there shouldn’t 
be. He tugged open the heavy metal door marked “Aces Wild Social Club - private - members only” and stepped 
out of the cold into the warm, smoky darkness.   

The first floor had no windows at all, just a few lights along the walls above the small tables. The back of the 
room featured wooden stools in front of a long, wooden bar. The man behind the bar was polishing it with a 
soft, white rag, rubbing circles of wax into the surface. He looked up as Kevin came in but didn’t say anything.

Kevin settled himself on a stool. The bartender set a cup of coffee on a coaster in front of him just as Justin 
Stewart sat down beside him.

“Hey, Boss.” 
“Is the man up there?” Kevin lifted his chin towards the ceiling.
“Yeah.”
“I need to talk to him.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Justin came back in five minutes, just as Kevin was draining the last of the coffee from the mug. “All set.”
Kevin ground out the Camel, got to his feet and followed Justin up the narrow stairs to the second floor. 
“Kevin.” Charles got to his feet and came around the desk, right hand extended. 
Kevin shook his hand and nodded, then turned to the heavy leather couch. He waited until Charles sat back 

down behind the desk, smoothing his black hair back into perfection, then settled himself into the deep 
cushions. 

“What can I do for you?”
“Tony Masiello got himself into trouble today.” Kevin relayed the story, emphasizing Tony’s inability to deal 

with the threat.
“You think this is a real problem, or do you think the kids are gone?”
“I don’t know. I just think Tony needs somebody watching him or needs to retire somewhere warm.”
Charles nodded, rubbing his chin. “I’ll look into it. Is there anything else?”
Kevin got to his feet. “No, sir.” 

Kevin sat at the bar again in front of the TV, which was playing some sort of special news bulletin. Forty-
one shots fired at an unarmed man. He got the gist of it, that an African immigrant had been killed by four 
undercover police officers in the Bronx, and riots were breaking out all over the city. He wondered if it would be 
a problem out here in Queens. The cops would be on edge, which wouldn’t be good for him.

He turned around as the door opened and Tony Masiello stepped into the dark room. The man stood for a 
moment, unbuttoning his long, wool coat. Tony stopped about three feet in front of Kevin, looking around the 
room. “You need to learn to mind your own business.”

Kevin narrowed his eyes. “Last time I checked, we both worked for the same guy. That makes it my 
business.”

Tony shook his head. “This had nothing to do with you, and now I get a phone call saying the boss wants to 
see me. Did you run straight to him, tell him what happened?” The old man took a step forward. “What are you, 
a rat?”

Kevin got off the stool, put his hand on his weapon. “What did you say?”
Tony blanched. “Mind your own fucking business.” He turned and headed for the stairs.



Kevin eyed the bartender, who looked at the floor.
When Tony came back down, he left without even looking at Kevin. Close on his heels came Justin.
“He wants to talk to you.”
Kevin sat on the couch, looking at a map of Europe that he wasn’t sure was there the last time he was here.  
“So Tony is a bit angry with you.” 
“Yes, sir.”
“You know he’s a made guy.”
“Yes, sir.” Kevin understood the implication. He could never be a made guy, he wasn’t even Italian. Tony 

had been around a lot longer than he had and was higher in the pecking order, even if he was an old man.
“You need to lay low for a while.”
“What?”
“Didn’t your wife and kids move somewhere up north? New Hampshire maybe?”
Kevin didn’t have an answer for that. He looked over at Justin, who wouldn’t look at him. Brought his 

attention back to his boss. 
“You should go visit them for a while. Okay?” Charles got up and came around the desk. “Take a break, sort 

of a vacation. Just until Tony cools off. Let me talk to him, figure this out.”
Kevin swallowed. “Understood.”

Fin

Chapter Three - Jaleta Clegg – Nexus Point; Fall of the Altairan Empire, Book One

Jaleta Clegg was born some time ago. She’s filled the years since with costuming, quilting, cooking, video 
games, reading, and writing. Her collection of  bad sci-fi movies is only rivaled by her collection of  eclectic 
CD’s (polka, opera, or Irish folk songs, anyone?).

Her day job involves an inflatable planetarium, numerous schoolchildren, and starship simulators. Jaleta 
lives in Utah with her husband, a horde of  her own children, and one ancient, toothless cat. She wants to 

be either Han Solo or Ursula the Sea Witch when she grows up. If  she ever does.

Author website: www.jaletac.com
Book website: www.nexuspoint.info
Amazon.com author page: http://tinyurl.com/2czagzb
Publisher website: http://cyberwizardproductions.com

Copyright © 2009 Cyberwizard Productions

Nexus Point; Fall of the Altairan Empire, Book One

"Dace? We really need to talk."
I hunched my shoulders. I doubted Jerith wanted a discussion. He much preferred lecturing.
"Oh, Captain?" He leaned over my chair; the stench of  old sweat filled the tiny cockpit.
"What?" I kept my back to him, choosing instead to watch the interplay of  colored light across the 

viewscreen. I wrinkled my nose at the smell.
"The ship needs a week in drydock. Everything is falling apart. See? The coolant levels are spiking again." He 

reached over my shoulder to tap on the indicator.
I pushed his hand away. "The ship is fine. That's just an air bubble. It will work itself  through the system 

soon enough." Less than three weeks out and I wished I'd never signed his contract.
"We need to put the ship in drydock, Dace." Jerith swung my chair to face him. "I'm telling you as your 

engineer that this vessel is unsafe. The whole hyperdrive system could fail at any moment. It needs repairs and 
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adjustments. As the captain you should take responsibility. If  you won't, I will." 
I ignored his juvenile attempt at intimidation. I could play that game better. "You can check the coolant on 

the ground at Thurwood if  it will make you feel better. The hyperdrive system is fine. I checked it myself. And as 
the ship's engineer, I'm paying you, not some drydock tech company."

"You haven't paid me anything. And coolant systems that old are not my job."
"You said they were when I hired you." I suspected he just didn't want to crawl through the access conduits. 

If  I hadn't been female and young besides, he might have shown me at least a little respect.
He snorted, crossing his flabby arms.
"Scared of  tight spaces? Or are you just incompetent?"
"How come there isn't any soup left?" Flago smelled worse than Jerith. Neither cared much about personal 

hygiene. "All we got are two week's worth of  breakfast cereal."
"You ate the soup already," Jerith said.
I sighed and rubbed my forehead. Tempting as it was, beating them into submission would only make 

matters worse, though the strategy had worked on the bullies at the Academy. "So eat cereal. It was the only 
thing I could afford on Beccurot." Less than two months out of  the Academy, the ink still wet on my pilot's 
license, and my crew hated me. It wasn't what I'd envisioned.

Flago sniffed. He stalked all four steps to the galley.
"Drydock, or I won't fly with you. This ship isn't safe." Jerith slapped my chair.
"Feel free to leave anytime." I turned back to the controls as he left the cockpit.
He muttered in the galley with Flago. I didn't care. Let them plot. When we made port, they were both 

getting off. Permanently. Close quarters with people I couldn't stand drove me crazy.
My board erupted in red lights. Sirens screamed. Alarms shrilled. The ship shuddered violently. I froze for a 

split second before the Academy training kicked in. The autopilot flashed. We weren't at destination. The engine 
whined as the temperature shot up the scale. I flipped the board to manual control and slammed the hyperdrive 
shutdown switches initiating an emergency downshift. Lost and drifting in normal space beat the alternative 
which involved exploding.

The bubble of  normal space generated by the hyperdrive collapsed. My vision blurred as three dimensional 
space twisted into seven. If  we weren't close enough to a gravity well big enough to lock onto, we were about to 
be smeared across the transect boundary of  hyperspace.

The ship lurched and shook. We finally slid free. The universe flipped right side out. Lights flickered madly. 
Every indicator glowed red. I booted the sublight systems.

They barely responded. The power feeds flashed. Something exploded. The ship tumbled.
"We just lost half  the coolant system," Jerith shouted. "The core's redlining."
"Where are we? Flago?" I barely heard myself  over the screaming alarms.
The ship rocked as an escape pod shot away. Flago was gone. I swore under my breath as I wrestled with my 

ship. I wasn't going to let it explode if  I could prevent it. I slammed switches like mad, trying to stabilize the 
ship.

"The core is redlining, Dace!"
"I know!"
"Cut it loose!"
I didn't want to. If  I dumped the core, we would be stranded with only emergency power. It might be weeks 

before anyone found us. If  ever. I hit the override buttons. It didn't help. The indicator crept closer to the red 
zone.

Jerith reached over my shoulder to punch the button that should have jettisoned the core. Nothing 
happened. He shoved me to the side, then slammed his fist into the eject button. The core didn't eject. The 
temperature gauges slid into red. The core overheated. When it reached critical, it would explode and take the 
ship with it. Jerith scrambled out of  the cockpit to the second escape pod.

The ship shuddered as his pod shot away. I couldn't leave, not yet. Not until I'd tried everything. Star's Grace 
was my life, my soul, my dream. I hit the reset switches. I cut all power. I sat in the dark and counted to five 
while the alarms screamed. I hit the switches to turn everything on again. Nothing changed. A new alarm hooted 
over the chorus of  sirens. Less than ten seconds before the core overloaded.



It was still a hard choice. I scrambled through the galley to the last escape pod. I pulled the hatch shut and 
sealed it, abandoning my ship.

The pod launched itself  automatically. I buckled the restraints, blinking back tears. The last time I'd cried was 
when I'd lost my first and only toy at the orphanage. Beido had been a scrap of  cloth with a clumsy face, but 
she'd been my doll. The director had thrown her out when I made the mistake of  showing I cared.

The ship exploded. The shockwave spun my pod out of  control. Everything vibrated. I clung to the 
webbing, tumbling wildly through space.

The pod finally stabilized. I freed a hand to wipe my face. I'd just lost everything, every credit invested in my 
ship and cargo. I reached for the hatch release. Dying in vacuum would be quick. I pulled my hand away. The will 
to keep going was too ingrained, too many years of  fighting everything and everyone. I slumped against the 
webbing. I'd just have to start over.

The pod's simple controls should have come on automatically. I stared at the dark guidance screen and 
waited. The screen stayed blank.

I hit the power buttons. The screen fizzed gray and white. I flipped the switches and adjusted the settings. 
The screen flickered black before returning to static. I jiggled the frame. It cleared, briefly. I used my favorite 
swear words.

The profanity didn't help. I popped open the access hatch above it. I wiggled my hand through the tangle of  
wires inside. Everything seemed to be connected, although the wires were old and brittle. Insulation crumbled 
off, leaving bare metal. I accidentally crossed the wrong two. I yelped and jerked my hand free as the system 
shorted. Static filled the screen before fading completely. I swore as I sucked my burned fingers.

I'd have to hope the emergency beacon still worked. I reached for the small storage locker. It supposedly held 
a water supply and emergency ration cubes. They would never go bad, or at least never get any worse. The door 
of  the locker stuck. I squirmed around to bang on it, twisting myself  in the webbing.

The controls beeped, a very insistent beeping. I glanced at the dead screen. It hadn't magically started 
working. The lights flashed on the guidance system, indicating a planet close by. The pod was landing, whether I 
wanted it to or not.

I tried to untangle the webbing. I panicked and only twisted it more. The beeping increased in pitch. 
Atmosphere screamed past. An access panel banged loose. The pod shuddered.

The pod's angle was too steep. I fumbled my arms free to hit the thrusters.
The pod spun. I hit the controls again. The pod tumbled. I panted in the growing heat. I had to think, not 

panic. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.
"I am Dace, I am strong. I can do this."
It helped me focus. The pod still blasted through the atmosphere. I had to trust to luck that the planet was 

habitable. I might be breathing poison. If  I managed to land in one piece.
I tried booting the screen one more time. Nothing happened. I'd have to judge it by ear. I'd done it at the 

Academy, once, in a simulator where the worst that could happen was a bad score. I'd die if  I messed up this 
time.

"First thing," I said, "straighten it out. Left thruster, just a bit. Ease back, Dace. Nose up, but not that far."
I talked myself  through the procedure. The pod quit spinning. I feathered the controls, lifting the nose, 

keeping the tail down. Now I just had to wait. The braking thrusters should come on automatically. I stared at 
the dead screen.

"No radar, no way to know how close . . ."
I was beyond swearing. I closed my eyes and sweated. I guessed blindly and hit the braking thrusters.
The pod lurched, slamming me against the webbing. The old fuel in the braking thrusters burned unevenly; 

the thrusters cut out sporadically. The pod fell like a rock. The thrusters kicked in, shoving me against the 
webbing. The thrusters sputtered a final time. Crash foam gushed from nozzles, partially filling the space.

The pod slammed into the ground, hitting hard and rolling. I ground my teeth, fighting nausea and glad I 
hadn't eaten lunch.

It finally crunched to a stop, tilted on one side, nose down. The controls died with a mournful beep. The 
lights died. I felt along the webbing for the release clasp. I shoved my fingernails under the release and pried. I 
broke one nail before the webbing popped loose. I landed on the controls. The storage locker opened, dumping 



its contents out.
I fumbled for the hatch release lever over my head. I twisted my hands around it and yanked. Wind scoured 

the inside of  the pod, smelling of  mud and animals and rain. I thumbed the heater on in my suit as I crawled 
free.

I'd crashed in the middle of  a muddy field, dotted with tangles of  bushes. Clouds scudded across a gray sky. 
Rain spit in intermittent bursts. Folded hills rose to one side. The field dropped into a shallow basin on the other. 
A line of  trees broke the distance halfway between the basin and the hills.

I reached into the pod to gather supplies. I had no idea how long I might be stuck on this planet. No one 
would look for me. I had no family. Someone might look for Flago or Jerith, though after living with them for 
three weeks, I couldn't understand why unless they owed money.

I sorted through the jumble of  things that had fallen from the storage locker, none of  it what I expected. I 
found a bar of  very old chocolate, two screwdrivers, a small wrench, and a nice set of  lockpicks. Everything else 
in the pod was junk, not worth salvaging.

My pockets contained my ship ID chip and an assortment of  wire connectors. I dropped the connectors into 
the pod. I couldn't think of  any possible use for them. I put the chocolate and my ID chip in my pocket along 
with the tools.

The lockpicks posed a problem. They were illegal anywhere in the Empire. Toiba, the junkyard dealer I'd 
bought my ship from, had taught me how to use a similar set, though I'd only practiced. I'd never used them on a 
real lock. I slipped the lockpicks into my left boot. I could always ditch them later.

I nibbled on chocolate as I picked my way across the mud towards the distant line of  trees. I stepped around 
a clump of  bushes. A huge creature munched grass on the other side. It brayed loudly. I dropped the chocolate. 
My heart thumped triple time.

The creature lowered its massive head and brayed again, showing me lots of  very big, very square teeth. I 
retreated a step. The creature snorted, blowing strings of  mucus from its nose. It stamped its enormous feet, 
churning up mud. I stared into its dark eyes certain I was about to be eaten.

The animal tossed its head. I screamed and ran for the dubious safety of  the trees.
The beast chased me, braying loudly. Other animals like it joined in the chase, tails high and hooves 

squelching. Their huge bodies thundered across the field.
I swerved around a bush, barely keeping my feet as I slipped in the mud. I stumbled to a stop. The things 

surrounded me, all square teeth and stomping hooves. I darted to one side. They snorted. I ducked my head and 
ran for the trees. They brayed as they chased after.

I slammed into a fence under the trees, knocking myself  flat and sliding under it into a dirt path. The 
creatures stopped on the other side, flapping their tails and blowing mucus.

Rain dripped in my eyes. I brushed it away. The creatures licked their noses with long tongues. I crawled 
across the mud, away from the fence.

Footsteps pounded on the dirt path. I crouched, ready to fight. People ran towards me, waving sticks and 
shouting. I heaved a sigh of  relief. They must have seen my pod.

My relief  died as they came closer. They waved the sticks, shouting angrily.
The lead man stabbed his stick my way. I rolled to the side, scrambling to my feet. The others circled, 

watching. I raised my fists, ready to attack. I'd lose the fight, but at least I'd get a few blows in.
The rain picked up, drenching all of  us. I wiped water out of  my face. Movement flashed behind me. I 

twisted around. One of  them whacked me over the head. Blinded by pain, I landed in the mud face-first and 
passed out.

Fin
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Freedom’s Just Another Word

It was an overcast day in the middle of October in 1987.  The Houston humidity was high, the air outside 
felt muggy, dense.  To me, it felt like there was a shortage of air.  I kept trying to catch my breath as I pulled up 
to the office building in the Memorial area.  I sat in my car for a few minutes, trying to calm down as I watched 
a landscape crew trim the grass, probably for the last time that season, and rake the leaves starting to fall from 
the trees going dormant for winter.

I was going to ask for help.  It was a big deal—I didn’t do it often.  While I was the guy who helped all my 
friends move into new apartments or houses, when I had to move I did it all by myself.  So I wouldn’t have to 
ask for help.  Yet I was backed into a corner now, and had finally admitted I needed help.  I’d been going 
through a time of paradoxes.  Amazing growth and awareness intermingled with deep hopelessness and dreams 
of someone trying to hurt me.  Feeling very free, yet trapped by my struggles to connect with the right job, 
feeling like I was somehow pulling myself away from jobs for a reason I could not fathom.  I had been seeing a 
whole new connection with my Dad, and yet that very closeness and comfort with my Dad was inexplicably 
terrifying.  I had written in my journal that I was either on a very powerful faith journey, or going crazy.  I 
couldn’t determine which it was.  So I was going for counsel and aid to one of my spiritual mentors, a man to 
whom I had given a lot of credibility as a source of enlightenment; someone who had guided me and a lot of my 
friends in the past.  Wayne had been a semi-regular speaker at our singles Sunday school class.  He had taught 
Bible studies and led retreats for our group.  He was charismatic, wealthy and successful, and we all admired him 
greatly.  If anyone could shed light on my current situation, Wayne could.  I had determined I needed to be 
honest with him about all my circumstances and ask for some financial help until I could get all of this sorted 
out.  Wayne had recently helped one of my friends with a loan; I thought he would do so for me as well.  I had 
thought about it for a long time before approaching Wayne—was this the right thing to do, asking for his help—
or should I just try to tough it out on my own.  The answer consistently seemed to be to talk with Wayne.  

I could have gone to another mentor to our group for counsel, but I chose Wayne.  It was a decision I 
questioned much over the years that made me wonder:  what did I intuitively see in him that on some deep, 
unconscious level, made me know things would turn out as they did.  This was a critical turning point in my life, 
and many things opened up as a result of that conversation.  Pain, awareness, and freedom came out of it for me, 
not because of Wayne, but in spite of him.  I still believe I was spiritually guided to his office that day, just not 
for the reason I thought.

Fin
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Mayne Attraction; In the Spotlight

Prologue:

We didn’t mean to kill him.  
Dritan assured me this unusual little foray would be easy and well worth the effort.  And, as always, I was 

foolish enough to believe him. It made me very nervous, though.  We’d never ventured this far on our own with 
so little in the way of solid information.  Adding to my nervousness was the sense of blindness I felt.  Nothing 
looked or seemed right here. 

The house was nice, but not what I had expected.  It was much smaller and more modest looking than it 
should have been.  The fact that it had no security system or personnel caused me to question his information all 
the more.

“Are you sure you have the right address?” I asked, assuming the accusatory tone one takes with a 
misbehaving child.

“I’m sure,” he said as he took a long drag from his cigarette while staring in the opposite direction out his 
window.

“This doesn’t look right.”
Holding his breath, he tilted his head back in irritation, closed his eyes and let out a long smoky exhale.
“It’s right,” he responded—curtly.
We rarely looked at each other when we conversed.  Our relationship constantly evolved yet somehow it 

remained as it had always been: sometimes we were partners, at other times bitter enemies, but at all times tied 
together as brothers.  

It was just past midnight.  We waited for about an hour after the last light was out, both smoking, relaxing 
and listening to some new downloads he was overly excited about—just more irritating noise as far as I was 
concerned.

The plan was simple:  drug the old man while he slept, ask a few pointed questions, locate the items we 
needed, put him back to bed and move along.  Easy.

The girl walked in on us after we’d been unsuccessfully working on him for about twenty minutes.  We were 
in the middle of arguing over the dosage and next steps when a form in the dim light moved slowly past the foot 
of the bed where we were set up.  Our normal reaction would have been quick and deadly for the intruder, but 
she didn’t scream, act frightened, or even acknowledge us.  She just kept moving at a slow pace deeper into the 
room.  Alarm quickly turned to amusement as the situation became clear. 

Moving around the bed to a large walk-in closet, she opened the door wider, letting more light into the 
bedroom and illuminating her small form very nicely.  Pulling an empty laundry basket from a lower shelf she 
dumped out a hamper of clothes into it.  Then she bent down to gather some dirty boots, a hat and a belt, 
throwing them on top of the pile.

We looked at each other and then back at the sleepwalking laundry girl.  She was very young and pretty; the 
old man’s granddaughter perhaps?  If so, then I felt more assured about this being the right house after all, but 
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still very unsettled that we had overlooked her presence after making such a thorough search of the house 
initially.  Where had she been up to this moment?

Moving out of the closet, she toted the basket–which appeared to be twice her weight–into the bathroom 
where she then dumped the contents into the tub and poured a generous capful of what was probably shampoo 
overtop ‘the load.’  Placing the emptied laundry basket on top of the toilet, she flushed it and walked out into the 
bedroom once more; a blank expression on her face as she headed for the hallway.  Though her movements had 
the look of purposeful efficiency they had been bizarre and funny to watch.  I realized I hadn’t smiled about 
anything in a long time.  It felt good.

Dritan laughed and rose immediately to pursue her, probably to make certain she wasn’t just a very quick 
thinking and self-preserving actress whose next move would be to set off an alarm of some kind.  He was gone 
for several minutes while I sat with our host who had slept through the injection but frustrated our efforts by 
not responding to the smelling salts or any of our actions to rouse him in the normal way so that we could 
question him.  I was growing tense and irritated at the lengthy but silent interruption.  What stupidity was he 
engaging in now?

After what felt like an eternity he finally returned.
At first a well pleased smile played on his lips as he reported, “It looks like she came in through the kitchen. 

The door was still open with a key in the lock.  But she put herself to bed in one of the rooms at the end of the 
hall.  I’ve heard of people sleepwalking before, but I’ve never seen— ”

Suddenly concern changed his expression as he looked past me to assess the old man. 
“What happened?!”
Even in the low light, the man’s color was decidedly blue now, and I realized he’d stopped breathing while I 

was busy imagining my brother’s actions in the next room…
After a brief consultation we decided to let him ‘sleep’.  Resuscitating him probably wouldn’t help now and 

might leave too much evidence.
We didn’t get any information out of him or the items we sought, though I did find something promising in 

a folder on the night stand which I collected for further review.
Always the impulsive opportunist, my brother stood in the doorway looking into the darkness down the 

hallway.  I knew exactly what he was thinking about.
“Artan, I don’t suppose we could just take the girl instead…” he said with a resigned sounding sigh at the 

end, though he already knew what I would say.
“Besnik would pay a lot for her, for that hair especially,’ he continued wistfully.
I could see his point.  The addition of the girl’s ‘company’ and the substantial profit from her sale would 

surely reduce some of the evening’s disappointment.  But looking over at the dead man in his bed we both knew 
the answer.

“No,” I said, taking charge.  “Let’s have one more look around and get out of here before she wakes up.”
Working hard to resist the lure of what would surely be huge mistake at this point, I added, more for myself 

than for him, “If we need to we can come back later,” as though it was just an option and not a certainty.

Déjà vu

Every little girl wants to believe that her parents are deeply in love.  If mine were not, they were fabulous 
actors.  

My poor, sweet mother.  I was convinced that she would never marry again.  I was also concerned that she 
might die of a broken heart, and then I would too.  That’s what I thought when I had been in this place the first 
time.  Shorten and Bryan Funeral Home off Preston Highway, on the south side of Louisville.  That was seven 
years ago when I was ten years old.  My dad was a commercial airline pilot.  Well, he was actually in charge of 
training new pilots for UPS (United Parcel Service) at the time of the crash, a mid-air collision off the southern 
coast of Norway, near Bergen.  Parts of the plane were eventually recovered—but no bodies.

I felt so sorry for my mom.  I certainly felt sorry for myself too, but my mom…she was going to be so lost 
without him.  My dad took such good care of her—of us both; we absolutely adored him.  He was chivalrous, 
humorous, and sometimes mischievous, and now he was gone.  His absence felt like a black hole sucking all 



thoughts of a happy life now or in the future into a timeless, lifeless void.  But unlike the coldness of space it 
burned me over and over again every time I looked in my poor sweet mother’s eyes.

Her parents had died young, in, ironically, a plane crash, when she was in college.  Somehow she managed to 
pull herself together and graduate a year later.  Then she began working at the main branch of the Louisville Free 
Public Library, where she first met my dad, Matthew Mayne, who was the ideal in Scandinavian male physical 
attributes: thick blonde hair in a crew cut, tall and muscular, handsomely squared features with piercing blue eyes 
that were glued to her while she assisted him with his quickly improvised research project. 

He had spotted her weeks earlier at the Kentucky State Fair and trailed her then, but gave up the pursuit 
when he mistook one of her cousins for her date. When chance brought her to his attention again a month later 
at a downtown café, he followed her back to the library to investigate and engage her further.  I would love to 
have a stalker like that.

Monica Herron was petite and very fair skinned with lovely, expressive brown eyes and long, smooth, dark 
brown hair.  It was way down her back when my parents first met.  I could certainly understand his interest in 
her, especially as it relates to the attraction of opposites.  Plus she was extremely shy, which if you didn’t know 
her might make you think she was just unavailable.   Beautiful and seemingly off limits—is there any greater 
appeal?  

Her extreme aversion to all things aeronautic was unquestionably a complication for my dad.  He managed to 
keep his true occupation at UPS concealed from her for several months while they dated.  He even wore the 
brown uniform in front of her a few times early on, not sharing the detail that it was borrowed from one of his 
buddies in the ground transportation division.  

When he finally came clean in preparation for a proposal of marriage and explained rather than confessed 
the truth—for he had never actually lied, she just had never pressed him for a more detailed explanation of ‘Air 
Loads Expeditor’—she nearly broke it off.   But it didn’t take her long to realize that she couldn’t live without 
him, no matter how fearful she was about his profession.  Fortunately, he soon moved into the training 
department which kept him on the ground most of the time.  They were married soon after.  I was born a few 
years after that.

The funeral we were attending this day was different for her.  Traumatic to be sure, but not the searing and 
disastrous lightning strike the death of my father had been.  My grandpa was her father-in-law, and though he 
was the family head and had stepped in to take care of us, his loss, though sudden and heartbreaking, didn’t leave 
her cut in two like after the last funeral we had attended in this very room. 

I felt the loss more acutely.  I had lost another father figure and that hole in my universe had torn open wide 
again.  Being here was an extremely painful kind of déjà vu and my heart ached with an echo.

Samuel Mayne was seventy-eight years old and had died in his sleep.   I was the one who found him—
peaceful and still.  It was not an altogether bad way to go.  It’s just bad for the people left behind who miss you 
terribly and regret not getting to say goodbye.   

I did not panic that morning, and no one was more surprised about that than me.  Perhaps the reason was 
because I knew he wouldn’t want me to be.  Though that was possible, (and the explanation I preferred) 
probably it had more to do with the defect in my fight or flight instinct, which included a third option: cataplexy 
(sudden, brief attacks of muscle weakness or immobility usually triggered by strong emotion).  A related word that gives a feel 
for this state would be catatonic.  After a fairly brief session as a terrified statue, I went next door, informed my 
mom, and assisted her through the worst nervous breakdown I had ever witnessed.

Today it was the very same group of family, friends and co-workers there to condole with us.  Even the same 
folks from UPS were there, though not because they had kept in touch with their former UPS colleague Matt 
Mayne’s widow, but because of a death in the family of their co-worker, Hoyt Montgomery, my mom’s new but 
much older husband.  Mom and Hoyt came together after the crash because they had both been widowed that 
day.  Hoyt’s fiancée, Amanda, had been flight engineer on that trip.  Their shared tragedy blossomed into 
comfort and love and marriage about three years later.  Hoyt could never take the place of my dad, but he made 
my mom happy again and I loved him for that...among other reasons.  He was also in the flight operations 
department at UPS, but close to retirement, thank goodness.

The morning of the funeral my mom was being weirder than normal, even for a grieving next of kin. 
Though bleary-eyed and shaky, she insisted on dressing me and doing my hair and makeup, which admittedly I 



never did very well or even at all, sometimes.  I objected to the eye makeup citing the mess it would make with 
the river of tears I was sure to be crying.  She didn’t argue and she didn’t stop.  She just said, “It’s waterproof, 
honey.” 

As much as I wanted to resist and flee, I relaxed and submitted when it occurred to me that this must be 
something she needed, something that was helping her cope.  There was no such therapy available for me.

I just really wanted to be sad by myself.  It was intensely uncomfortable for me to be the object of so much 
sympathetic attention.  Like my mom, I too was very shy by nature, and though I always had a lot to say in my 
mind, my thoughts very rarely crossed over into spoken form in mixed company.  Sometimes a comment would 
manage to break free and everybody would be shocked and then be overly encouraging, which was still more 
embarrassing.  Consequently, I would go for consecutively longer stretches between public editorializing.  I 
didn’t like being this way, but the louder I beat myself up about it on the inside, the quieter I seemed to get on 
the outside.  

Standing here in this group of friends and acquaintances, I thought about how the only two people who truly 
knew the sound of my voice in sentences were my mom and my grandpa.  So now there was just the one. 

Fin
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Land of Mountains

Welcom to Port Au Prince

Some welcome. They couldn’t even spell it.
Gooey tarmac oozed around my brand new patent leather shoes, and damp heat wilted the Shirley Temple 

curls my mother forced my hair into earlier in the day. I could practically feel the ringlets springing back to their 
natural orange frizz. I began to glow. Southern girls don’t sweat, they glow. Rivers of glow ran through my scalp, 
down my neck. 

I looked back toward the DC-3 airplane, hoping to see my mother and little sister. No luck. I should have 
waited inside with them where it was cooler but, as usual, I was in a big old hurry. Grownups jostled by me, 
headed for the terminal building. I was of a mind to follow them, but I’d promised Mama I’d wait until she could 
get Sister awake enough to leave the plane.

I fanned myself with my hand and cocked my head. From somewhere, drum beats echoed. Not the tinkling, 
cheerful sound of a Havana steel band like we’d heard on a layover stop in Cuba the night before. More like a 
tom-tom sound, with a steady, hollow, thump, thump, thumping, that reminded me of movies set in Africa. 

My nose twitched. Something stunk up the thick air. Smelled to high heaven. Worse than my grandfather’s 
one-holer outhouse in July.  I sniffed the stink, tracking it toward the WECLOM sign, and what I spotted was far 
more rotten than their spelling. Stuck on posts next to the misspelled greeting was something really, really, ugly. 
Several somethings.
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Daddy says I have eyes like an eagle, but even so it took a second or two for what I saw to sink in. Or maybe 
I just didn’t want it to. Matter of fact, if I hadn’t spent so much time at all-day-for-a-dime matinees back in 
Texas, I probably wouldn’t have even recognized a human head on a stake, but believe you me, that’s what they 
were. Four of ‘em. And even though I was upwind, my smeller told me they’d been there awhile. 

I pinched my nose and held my breath, waiting for Mama and Sister to finally make it to the bottom of the 
clanky old ramp, but at about the same time they arrived, my brain and mouth went all cottony. I tugged at my 
mother’s hand, thinking to tell her about those fly-covered, stinking heads, but could only manage, “Mama, I’m 
fixin’ to throw up.” 

“Not now Lizbuthann. I see your father,” Mother snapped. She was a mite miffed with me because I’d 
gulped down two frozen daiquiris, which I thought were slushy lemonades, during the flight. I was asking for 
another when my mother took a sip of hers, realized they were laced with rum, and gave me a talking to. I 
protested that it wasn’t my fault the stewardess was dumb enough to give a ten-year-old like me a loaded snow 
cone, but Mama wasn’t having any of it. 

She made a beeline for the terminal building, yanking me along behind her. As I threw a last look over my 
shoulder at the scary heads, I decided it was probably a good thing Mama only had eyes for my daddy, because if 
she’d seen those heads, we’d surely have been marched right back onto that plane. The last thing my stomach 
needed was a bumpy return trip to Cuba. 

Daddy had a big smile on his face in spite of the fact that he was surrounded by gun-toting Negroes wearing 
wrinkled shorts. 

My father never wears shorts, nor do any other grown men I know, but I’d seen those snooty-accented 
explorers wearing them in Tarzan movies. Since they, like whoever was out there on the posts, occasionally lost 
their heads to savages, maybe my father was smart to stick with long pants, just in case there was a connection. 

I longed to be in shorts myself. Mama had us gussied up, right down to white gloves, like we were going to 
church instead of taking a tummy-jolting flight just above the wave tops. It’s a wonder they even managed to pass 
out those rum-laced daiquiris. 

While Mama and Daddy hugged, Sister and I gawked at a huge black woman swathed in layers of multi-hued 
scarves who, like some exotic butterfly, floated toward us. 

She fluttered to the floor in front of me, lowered the basket she had balanced on her head, and uncovered a 
collection of the most beautiful dolls I’d ever seen.  Their heads, wrapped in brilliantly colored scarves, were 
topped with tiny baskets brimming with tropical fruit and flowers. Like the woman who sold them, the dolls 
were dressed in frilly blouses and brilliantly colored skirts. Sister and I were bewitched. We’d never seen a black-
faced doll, much less any so spectacular. 

I was reaching for one when Mother called out, “Girls, come over here and give your Daddy a hug.” She 
talked in a real happy voice, even though her eyes were wet. 

Tearing myself away from the dolls, I pushed Sister in front of me. I hadn’t seen Daddy in six months, and 
before he left Texas he and I hadn’t been on the best of terms. Even though mother read us his letters each 
week, my three-year-old sister barely remembered him. Sister whirled and buried her face in my waist, so it was 
left to me to break the ice.

“Hi, Daddy. Are there head hunters here?”
Mama shot me an exasperated look. “Don’t pay any attention to her, Bud. Your daughter’s drunk.”
Daddy, who evidently hadn’t seen those heads out on the fence, looked bewildered by my question, but he 

did that a lot with us kids. Especially me. 
This little reunion wasn’t going as planned and I could tell Mama was getting upset, because her eyebrows 

twitched. All she’d talked about since my father left San Antonio was how, as soon as school let out, we’d join 
him, and she was real happy about that.

As for me, I had serious doubts about this so-called great new life Mama talked about, what with me having 
to give up my school and friends, but even so, I’d thrown up my hand during Show and Tell so I could share it 
with my classmates. “My Daddy’s a dam builder, he’s going to Hell, and he’s taking us with him,” I’d begun, only 
to have my favorite teacher, Mrs. Baldwin, grab my hand and march me straight to the principal’s office. 

The principal’s job, as far as I could figure, was to spank kids who messed up, which I’d never done until 
now, so naturally I was a mite nervous. Mama says I have lots of nerve. 



Principal Young didn’t look young at all, but more like an old owl. Tufts of hair stuck out of and around his 
pointy ears. Coke-bottle bottom glasses magnified his yellowish eyes. I expected him to hoot, but instead he 
asked me to explain myself, which I was much too scared to do, even if I knew what I’d done, so he sent me out 
into the hall while he and the teacher called my house. 

When Mrs. Baldwin came out of Mr. Young’s office she was smiling. She said they’d talked with my 
Grandmother Hetta, and that I should have a little talk with her and then, the next day, I could retell my story to 
the class. When we got back to the classroom she told the kids there had been a little misunderstanding and I 
wasn’t in any trouble, but they crawdad-eyed me the rest of the day, like I had cooties or something. 

I was still worried about how I’d messed up when I got home from school, but nobody was mad at me. 
Mama smiled while Grandmother Hetta showed me this tiny dot on my little tin world atlas. Haiti, it was called, 
and we were going to live there because Daddy was going to build a dam. 

I was mighty relieved to find out that I hadn’t, with an angry, silent wish all those months ago, sent my daddy 
straight to Hades after that little set-to we had. Especially since I thought we had to go with him, which would 
have been pretty danged unfair, in my book. 

That night in bed I eavesdropped on Mama and Grandmother Hetta’s conversation in the living room. I’d 
never told anyone that, through some miracle of air vents, I could hear everything that happened in the living 
room clear as a bell. That’s why I never protested when I was sent to bed, even when there was a program on 
the radio I wanted to hear. That alone should have alerted the grownups that something was amiss, but they 
never figured it out.

I am an excellent dropper of eaves. For instance, one night I overheard my Aunt Marjorie, who doesn’t have 
any kids and doesn’t seem to like ‘em much, telling another aunt that I was annoyingly precocious, and even 
though she mispronounced it, I now knew, thanks to those air vents, how she really felt about me. I continued to 
be precious and she continued to pretend to be annoyed. I gotta say, though, she’s a pretty good pretender. 

Anyhow, this night I was keeping my ears open for what my mother and grandmother had to say. Mama 
sighed and said, “I swear, sometimes I just don’t know what to do with Lizbuthann.”

Of course, my ears perked upon hearing my name.
Grandmother Hetta laughed softly. “Johnnie Ruth, I think you named Elizabeth for the wrong aunt. She’s a 

sight more like your Aunt Arleigh than your Aunt Elizabeth. I should know, I was the oldest of all the sisters and 
practically raised her. And what Elizabeth Ann—Grandmother Hetta is the only person in all of Texas who 
pronounces my name so it doesn’t sound like Lizbuthann—did today pales in comparison to what you did to me 
when you were a girl.”

Oh, this was getting good. 
“When you were about her age, your wild aunts, and you know what pistols they are, came for a visit to the 

farm and one of them told this off-color joke.” She lowered her voice and told the joke to my mom, but I 
couldn’t hear it, darn it. When they both started laughing, I knew I’d missed a good one.  

Grandmother Hetta continued talking in a normal voice, saying, “You children were supposed to be asleep, 
but evidently you heard your aunt’s joke and told it the next day. In Vacation Bible School.”

Mother gasped, but she was kind of giggling, too. “That must have set the gossips’ tongues to wagging.”
“Oh my, yes. I thought I’d never hear the end of it. The preacher almost had apoplexy and suggested that 

since your father died recently maybe you’d fallen in with a bad lot. As if there was a bad lot to be found in 
Locker, Texas.” They continued to talk and I drifted off, happy to be off the hook at school, and at home. 
Grandmothers are good that way.

So, thanks to grandmother’s patient explanation that day after school, I knew I wasn’t following Daddy into 
Hades when I stepped off the plane in Port-au-Prince, but it sure felt like it. I’d seen paintings in Aunt Marjorie’s 
art books of sinners burning in Hell, their mouths open in silent screams for help from Heaven—like it wasn’t 
too darned late—and if I hadn’t known better, I’d have expected old Lucifer himself to suddenly appear in that 
sweltering terminal building.

Maybe it was the daiquiris, the heads, the heat, or a combination of all of them, for the next thing I knew, I 
woke up with my head in the doll seller’s lap. People fanned me while my mother hovered and Daddy paced and 
twirled a curl of hair that Mama called his worry lock.



Mama elbowed aside a couple of Haitian kids who’d dashed in to snatch a few strands of my red hair when I 
conked out. Sitting me up, she looked back over her shoulder at my father. “Lizbuthann’s fine, Bud,” Mama 
reassured him. “She does this a lot.” 

Daddy did not look reassured.

Fin
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On The Gathering Storm

Hannah Heads for Colwood

Hannah Garretty waits out a red light in her VW Rabbit when the world disappears.
Absently tapping her finger to the song on the radio—all grown up now, not like before—she’s stopped in 

the left-hand turning lane of Craigflower Road, ready to head down island toward Metchosin.  The light 
standards, the cracked floor of the intersection, the concrete curbs, the shrubs and tall grasses, the windshield 
itself, just dissolve away.  Her camera, her lenses, her tripod and spare canisters of film, all her gear, was in the 
hatch behind the back seat.  But now it’s gone.  Everything is gone. 

Hannah Garretty sees things.  She’s always seen things.  She’s a photographer and a good one too, so she 
sees regular, everyday things in a different way than most.  But this is different.  Tiny stolen moments like these 
are more than creative vision, more than simple daydreams.  What Hannah sees are glossy postcards of the Yet 
to Come, held before her mind’s eye for a fraction of a second, then yanked from view without reason and never 
seen again.  But they stay with her, these fraction-grasps of second sight, like the bloody spot burned on a retina 
after staring right at the sun: not a perfect reproduction, but a blurry and pale recording of the original.

She’s first in a long line of commuters and summer vacationers, some heading home after a long work day 
and fuming at the traffic, others hoping to make good time and be at the campgrounds or the motel before 
sundown.  Held taut as the outside world dismantles piece by piece, she tries to sit stolid in the driver’s seat, tries 
not to let herself panic. It’s hot. Drought conditions, the end of a second full week without rain. It’s stifling 
inside the Rabbit. Hannah has all the windows down, and a breeze hotter than it should be, even for August on 
Vancouver Island, plays with her fine strands of hair.  She keeps her neck stiff and strained.  Beads of sweat 
form on her forehead and between her eyebrows and she worries about her makeup running. That’s all she needs 
right now, she thinks, willing herself not to wipe at her face with the dirty heel of a hand.  She’s wishing her 
housemate, Beta, is here to slap a cool bottle of water into her hand and say with that know-it-all tone of hers, 
“You need to hydrate, Han.”  She contemplates when next she can wash her face as the brutal glimpse comes on 
like a burn.  It’s the second-to-last she’ll ever see.  She hasn’t had a Grasp in a long, long time, and tries to blink 
it away. Like all the other spoiled negatives she’s seen in her life, it stays.

Hannah doesn’t realize she’s holding her breath.
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The vista beyond her rabbit’s dashboard peels away, and the inside of the fraction-grasp replaces it.  She sees 
skin.  An up-close view of a pale cheekbone.  There is an eye, the whites of it filled with blood, the rest looking 
black and sick.  Puffiness begins to overtake the cheek bone and the outward corner of the bloodied eye.  Her 
view inside the Grasp pulls back, like zooming out to the original breadth of a negative before it was cropped in 
close: an aging bruise, hit again before healing; a line of blood from a nostril, running towards the corner of a 
mouth.

And just as this half-face becomes fully clear to her, the head turns. It is a taut and jerky movement, sudden. 
Shock or fear. A swathe of gold hair flies across the vision, flies like the face has been hit again, and that hair 
bounces into sight. It is straggled and dirty, but its color is unmistakable. Under its film of grime, there is a 
healthy sheen to it, maybe from an overhead light—or a window.

It’s not entirely new for Hannah to be sitting at a crossroads like this, to be planted out in the world, under 
pressure. It can’t exactly be called déjà vu because she’s never straddled this precise patch of asphalt, no, but just 
the same, she has been here before.

A burst of a horn, short and stiff, pulls her out of the Grasp. She is yanked away from it, back inside her old 
white Rabbit, rusted and sputtering at the now green light. How long had the Grasp held her? Only a moment, 
but long enough for the light to change; long enough to make a row of enemies in the line of cars behind her.

Startled, Hannah pops the car into first gear, and pitches forward. But the Grasp has shaken her. It feels like 
she’s thirteen again and that leaves her foot emptied of blood, her shoe now just a tied-off bag filled with air and 
floating above the clutch. Her older brother, Richard, taught her to drive standard, used to come by and pick her 
up at Mom’s on Saturday and spend the entire day with her. Rich never failed to point out that it took her far 
longer to get a handle on how to shift than it had taken her brother Nic, whom he had also taught. She rode the 
clutch, practically slept on it, Rich would say, would grind away at it until that awful burning stink of it would 
stay in the cab with them for blocks.

Little Richard’s criticism didn’t go unheard. It’s in here with her now as she thinks of him rolling down the 
window, not just for fresh air, but to make his point. Her foot is the opposite of heavy, unsteady and feather-
light, overcompensating in the other extreme. She lets the engine shudder and quit, after a single lurch forward 
of maybe half a foot. The Grasp and her forced concentration have gotten the better of her. She knows that she 
has to get the car moving but wants to avoid that awful smell when the clutch wears against the engine, wants to 
forget Richard’s annoyed look and his comment that she’ll be buying him a new transmission.

Hannah is not good under pressure. She psychs herself out. The vision has put a real scare into her. Beta 
would say, “The truth is, honey, you choked.”

She feels her face go red. She glances half-heartedly toward the threshold of the intersection to her left, at the 
traffic sitting idle there, but makes no eye contact with the drivers and their passengers. Her shoulders lock and 
she hopes that none of those somebodies can see how embarrassed she is. She looks away quickly, back to her 
own black steering wheel. “Stumble then rise,” she says out loud, but under her hitched breath and through 
closed teeth. “Stumble then rise.”

The horn blasts again. This time it’s longer, bleating. And in the brief interim before she gathers herself back 
up, puts her foot all the way down on the clutch again and leans forward to turn the key, she looks in her 
rearview mirror to see what’s behind her, to see who is so impatient. The radio in the Rabbit is off now— a 
minute before the stall, her tinny speakers were singing to her: a song called “Adrift,” this year’s big summer hit. 
Now, though, the radio is quiet and Hannah can only hear the putter-grind of the other engines. Behind her is a 
grey Westfalia van and, in the mirror, she can see the driver, a scruffy late-twenties-or-early-thirties man banging 
his open hands on his steering wheel. His passenger, a startled-looking woman who winces away from him, is 
about the same age as Hannah.

Hannah shakes off the sight of them, just as she tried to shake off the picture of that face with blood trailing 
down its cheek. Under her breath, she says to the nameless man behind her in traffic, “You wanna be a bastard, 
fine with me.” Hannah feels her foot on the clutch again. It’s not a lifeless helium balloon anymore, but there’s 
still a shaky hesitation. She presses the clutch and turns over the engine. But by now it’s too late. The light has 
changed from green back to red. Sitting with her limp foot still on the clutch, she can only watch while the two 
rows of cars to her left drive past. Again she avoids their gazes.



Now we’re going to sit through two reds, the thinks. This is really going to piss Mr. Westfalia off. The heat is 
still in her cheeks and Hannah moves her eyes to the rearview.

The girl in the passenger seat has cropped blonde hair and a flushed face—-the van is close enough for 
Hannah to see the young woman’s arms crossed on her chest and her blatant gaze out her passenger window. 
The girl is staring at the number one highway’s adjacent overpass or even at something beyond it but she’s 
definitely looking far away from the man in the driver’s seat. He’s yelling at her. Still freaking out over me? Hannah 
thinks.

No, she decides, in a spark. He is yelling at her. You can be entirely separate from a situation, walking down 
the corridor of a shopping mall or heading for the salad bar at a restaurant, and you can hear only a snippet or 
see only a second of an exchange between two people you’ve never met, but you know. You know as well as 
anyone else who’s overheard or witnessed. You know that there’s something wrong there.

And here, behind her in traffic, inside the Westfalia van, there is something wrong. And it has nothing to do 
with Hannah stalling her car while the light changes back to red.

Finally. The light turns green.
But before Hannah can drive off and at last round that troublesome corner onto Old Island Highway, the 

Westfalia catches her attention in the rear view again. It pulls forward, nearly close enough to rear end Hannah’s 
Rabbit. It misses her back bumper though, veers around her car, and drives right up onto the curb beside her on 
the right-hand side, one set of wheels tracking through the thick green grass. Hannah lets her car sit dumb and 
still. The van’s front end angles down from the boulevard, then the rear axle dips, tilts, and settles back onto 
asphalt. The van avoids scraping the Rabbit, manages to swerve around it and veer left into the intersection. She 
sees it pushing by her windshield now, a dirty gray blur. She cranes her neck down and cocks her eyes up to get a 
look at that mean-man driver. As he passes, he glowers at her, shows his teeth and whiskers and his middle 
finger before grabbing the wheel with both hands and finishing his chaotic flight around the corner. Hannah 
hears the howl of the little van’s engine and sees a thick blue-gray haze bursting from its tailpipe as her side view 
of Mr. Mean Man’s ride becomes a back view.

The snippet of blonde hair and the swipe of bloody eye relax their grip on her. But it has not left. She blinks 
fast as if in REM sleep. She tries to let the brutal image run off her thoughts like rainwater, but it still floats at the 
forefront. And so does the sight of the girl in the passenger seat of the van. The two visions run together, 
overlap, become confused.

To Hannah, the girl in the van hadn’t just looked upset as she stared off to the overpass, or the sky, or the 
tall, shaggy evergreens.

To Hannah, she had looked scared.
<>        <>        <>

Old Island Highway is the photocopy of a thousand commercial thoroughfares in any major city on the 
continent.  On both sides of the broad gorge, colourful signage brags about deals on furniture, wholesale prices 
on granite countertops and fast food combo deals, all under ten dollars, all ready now, now, now. Just drive thru. 
Just swipe your card. 

A shiny new casino begs drivers to come in and throw money at an adrenaline rush. A chain restaurant-pub 
asks for your VISA number in exchange for insight, epiphany, and Good Times With Good Friends™.  An RV 
lot touts its summer lease deals (“No Money Down!”) and a handsome package that includes no-charge air on all 
fifteen-foot units until August thirty-first. 

Not seeing any of that, still flushed, and not knowing when the decision had been made, Hannah tears off 
after the gray Westfalia van, which has, with only a horn blow and a middle finger, heaved her self-doubt up 
from the basement. 

In her VW Rabbit, she launches around the corner onto Old Island Highway, the one where she saw those 
eyes flowered by blood and a welt, the skin that looked like that of a wax mannequin’s, and the stroke of blood 
running down to meet the corner of lips that looked nearly swollen. 

She catches up to the Westfalia. It’s as if that flight around her was all the guts the little van could muster and 
now it’s tired, pooped really, ready for a nap and a hideaway from the heat. Maybe the mean-man driver is still 
yelling at his lady. Maybe he doesn’t have enough brain power to lecture her and drive like a jerk at once. 



All the other cars that sat through a green and two reds at the Craigflower intersection have bullied up and 
around her, spreading into the other lanes. Through her open windows, she can hear their engines roar and see 
them glaring at her as they pass. One irked bastard in a light blue Chevy with a torn fabric roof decides to inch 
up on her Rabbit tail. He’s so close in her rearview mirror she can see that his eyes are green and that his face is 
pock-marked and unshaven. He’s angry and hunched over the wheel like a race car driver, one hand on his 
steering wheel, the other just closing the microphone flap on a cell phone. 

At the back of her neck, it’s as if someone has dabbed ice water. Prickly cold crawls under her scalp at the 
base of her skull and gracelessly down her spine to the small of her back. 

This is when she gets her stupid brainwave. And, later, after it’s all over, that’s really how she’ll think of it: 
stupid. 

And then she does it. 
The Westfalia’s brake lights offer little contrast in the mid-afternoon sun. But the van slows and they switch 

on, as mean-man driver squeezes a pedal, as mechanisms under the belly of the vehicle let worn pads in turn 
squeeze the brake drums. They need to be replaced, those pads, lest they grind completely down to metal and 
start chewing through the drums. They’ve already gotten shabby and the brakes squawk. Maybe Mr. Mean Man’s 
been busy with other things. 

Hannah slows. A semi blows by her in the left lane, blasting hot air in her face. Then a city bus does the 
same, deafening her as it passes. She eases her right foot against her own brake pedal, pops in the clutch with her 
left. Both her feet are in full working order again. There’s electricity in them now. In her hands too. She’s surging 
with force. She is no longer made up of separate parts. Instead, her body is one fluid entity. As that light blue 
Chevy with the torn roof comes up tighter on her backside, she inches up on the Westfalia, which is slowing for 
the next light. The gray van’s brakes stop squealing when it comes to a full halt. She pops the clutch, and the 
Rabbit lurches forward a foot, just as it had done less purposefully at the last red light. This time the lurch pokes 
the Rabbit nose right into the ass-end of the Westfalia van. The Rabbit hiccups onto the van’s bumper. 

A joggle. 
The two bumpers mingle violently. 
The van waggles, teeters forward on its shock absorbers. 
Keys bang against steering column, against each other. 
Through the van’s dirty back window, Hannah barely sees two darkened heads of hair bop and jerk with the 

force she has wreaked.  Mean man driver is going to be pissed. 
<>        <>        <>

The girl is trying to calm him, trying to calm Mr. Mean Man. She’s younger than Hannah thought before, 
maybe twenty or twenty-two. She’s pretty, beautiful really, but she’s aging fast. There are circles of gray under her 
eyes, darker than even the Westfalia van.  Her hair is striking blonde, shoulder-length, but looks unwashed and 
greasy. 

In the heat haze, Mr. Mean Man is more than pissed. He is older than she thought, maybe mid- to late-
thirties. Early forties, even? He is hollering. His face is pink. Crow’s feet tread around eyes that can’t quite be 
blue and can’t quite be green. They’ve gotten out of the van, he and Unwashed Hair Girl, and now the three of 
them, Hannah included, stand like soldiers at an impasse, their two vehicles kissing nose to ass. Around them, in 
the asphalt heat-haze, other cars swarm, their drivers gawking at the accident like patrons passing a cage at the 
zoo in golf carts, easing forward and around them, then getting up to speed and aiming for the next barred 
habitat. This light has changed back to green now too and the blue Chevy with the ripped and weathered roof 
which had stopped short in time, barely missing Hannah’s tail bumper, is still behind her Rabbit. He’s swearing 
and has his flasher on, trying to get into the other lane, but no one is letting him in. Not yet. He’s making 
another call on his cell phone. 

The sun, harmful and alert, is bearing down on Hannah, making her sweat. She feels sticky. Her sunglasses 
are balanced on her head, plastic legs behind her ears and tangled in her golden hair. Her face is still red, not 
coming down a shade, certainly not now that she’s in the open sun. She’s apologizing copiously, wanting Mr. 
Mean Man and Hair Girl to know how sorry she is, what an awful and stupid accident it was. Blue Chevy Man 
finally darts out with a quick roar of his six-cylinder engine. Someone lets him in only because they don’t want to 



have an accident themselves. He’s off. And now he’s sharing the good news with someone on the other end of 
the cell. 

And Hannah is getting an Eli’s napkin from the passenger floor of her car and a pen from the glove box, 
pushing aside three or four of those tampons. Beta would freak out on Hannah if she found these plastic 
applicators but Hannah likes them better and keeps a few small secrets from her housemate. Hannah is trading 
personal information with Mean Man, writing hers out on half of the paper napkin, across the hood off her 
Rabbit, tearing the napkin in two and handing it over, then having Hair Girl write theirs down on the other half 
for her.  Mr. Mean Man has calmed, but still squints angrily against the bright light with his colorless eyes. Hair 
Girl has put a tentative arm around him, soothed him, as he finally begins to list off address and phone number 
and license plate number and insurance provider so she can write it on the napkin for him. Look, she’s saying to 
him, there’s barely a scratch. She’s pointing to the bumper of his van, and he’s following her eyes and her hand 
as she squats and wipes at the dirty chrome scratch on the white enamel bumper, revealing a long, thin scrape 
and an indent the size of a dollar coin. The Rabbit’s bumper is in much worse shape. It’s completely crumpled at 
its apex and will be dragging on the ground and throwing up sparks by the time Hannah reaches her driveway. 

Now, the blue Chevy is lost up ahead in the sea of cars, heading for home. It’s full-out rush-hour now, a little 
after five on a Monday. Everyone is grinding their teeth in anticipation of Home. All over the island, drivers 
battle one another to get their car parked in the driveway and brush off the tedium of a long work day.  Feet up, 
air conditioning, a cold drink, freedom for one short evening. 

Mr. Mean Man is under his own control again. Hair Girl has the napkin with Hannah’s particulars—
Hannah’s pertinent information, Beta might have called it. Hair Girl is clasping Mean Man’s hand in hers, fingers 
laced, one of hers, then one of his, and so on. She’s pulling him back towards the driver’s door, left slightly open, 
tottering in the hot breeze. Hannah is still apologizing. Hair Girl, tries to keep Mr. Mean’s temper from flaring 
up again. She’s saying, it’s okay. Really. These things do happen. There’s not much damage. We’ll see what the 
Insurance People have to say. 

Mean Man is doing something odd now. He’s looking back at Hannah. He’s smiling, a wide grin of yellow 
teeth, crooked, one of them a sickly black like it was badly capped or just rotten clean through. His grin is wide 
and toothy, like two rows of healthy, bulging corn on the cob, coated in butter, but with that one black kernel 
staring out and ruining the glossy effect. He’s saying something as he grins like an idiot. As Hair Girl yanks him 
back, he’s saying, Drive Careful. 

Drive Careful? 
<>        <>        <>

Tan is another of Hannah’s housemates, and she’s the one who had started all of this by dragging Hannah to 
the Carlton Club in Esquimalt last Saturday night. Esquimalt is close to the ship yards and the club attracts navy 
men who gyrate to top forty hits until two, then try to trade their Pertinent Information with the easiest girls they 
can find before last call. It had never been Hannah’s intent to have a good time at the Carlton’s genuine ‘buck-a-
draught nite,’ but she had surrendered to Tan’s pleas out of steep boredom and sheer curiosity. 

Tannis had been flirting with one of the navy guys on the dance floor, under the hollowed roof of supports, 
speakers and strobes, all painted black and trimmed with reflective streamers and giant beer posters. She’d been 
bumping and grinding against him in a playful, girlish way, not as a sexual come-on. But the smile on sailor man’s 
face, and the bulge in his jeans, suggested that he was looking forward to a little more than just close-up 
bumping and grinding, after she had a few more drinks and followed him back to his place near the base. Tan 
wasn’t thinking anything like that, of course. She was just having a laugh. 

Tan had downed a few by then, mostly girlie drinks, as Hannah’s big brothers might have called them, stuff 
like cherry whiskey and Dr. P. Mr. Bumper-Grinder had ordered them two at a time for her and called them “Dr. 
Cherries”. He even made up a song about them: “Doctor Cherry Popped-er Cherry, Doctor Cherry Popped-er 
Cherry!” and he wailed it as he circled her under the hot lights on the dance floor. She was definitely feeling it, all 
that sugar mixed with all that booze, mixed with all that heat. And, like some, when Tannis is feeling it she runs 
off on philosophical tangents. 

This time, after coming back to the table from the dance floor with the Bumper-Grinder, she sat down with 
Hannah and one of his navy buddies, both of them crew cut and impeccable, in short sleeve silk shirts, not even 



sweat-stained at the armpits, despite the closeness of the Carlton that Saturday. She was going off about her cat, 
Devil. Tan was saying that, under the guidance of her older and wiser housemate, Beta, she had let Devil go wild, 
let him run off to find greener pastures elsewhere, in the wide-open throes of personal and political freedom. 
Beta had said it was demeaning to keep any creature, cat, dog, woman, otherwise, under lock and key. Telling it 
where to pee, what to eat, that was wrong. According to Beta, that was “Post-modern Subjugation of Female 
Powerlessness”–-one of a handful of expressions she would toss out like Tic-Tacs whenever she got in one of 
her moods. 

“—Seriously, though—” Tan was laughing, snorting in her childish way, despite her proportionate body, 
perfect hair and enviable skin, “What if we live like our pets?” Bumper-Grinder who just wanted Tannis to be his 
bedtime plaything, let out a chuckle of his own, one that said he thought she was trying to be funny, not serious. 
He cut it short when no one joined him. Oblivious, she continued, in a lower voice that sounded entirely sober. 
“What if you caught a secret glimpse of a giant alien hand reaching out of the clouds and switching off the sun 
one day at dusk? What would you do then?” 

Without a word now, he looked across the table at Tan, then back to his silent compadre, his eyes doing a 
subtle watusi. Then he even looked at Hannah. Tan took a sip from her thin yellow straw, then gaped, wide-
eyed, with open, pleading hands, and shrugging shoulders, waiting for Bumper to respond. He got up, looked at 
her, then at the rest of them, and said, “I’m going to go get a drink.” He never returned to the table, actually, but 
that wasn’t a surprise to anyone else, or even to Tan. She watched him go, then took another slurp from her 
yellow straw. “I need to pee,” she said, got up, pulled her panties out of her bum crack, through her skirt in a 
not-so-feminine manner, then walked off in the direction of the washrooms. 

Silent Compadre turned out to be a truly genuine guy. He was Jean-Marc, originally from Montréal. He was 
built well and his chest held out his short-sleeve silk shirt that was, admittedly, a decade out of date. He was in 
his late thirties, but you couldn’t tell until you got up close and saw the few sparse grays at his temples, or the 
fine lines around his eyes. This one had either laughed a lot in his life, or grimaced a lot. After two vodka mixers, 
Hannah was sure that it had to be the former. His smile turned her on. And those arms didn’t hurt either. 

She thought a little harmless flirting was no big deal. It’s not like this is going to lead anywhere. He’s not 
going to get what Mr. Bumper-Grinder was after. Not with me. 

And he wouldn’t. Not with Hannah. 
Jean-Marc’s English was spotty—he’d only been out of Montréal for less than a year. Coupled with the 

music, his choppy English was hard to understand. He became frustrated, hunted for words and repeated things 
several times to Hannah, though she didn’t mind. He finally asked her if she wanted to talk outside. 

Nice, she thought. There’s a line if ever I’ve heard one. Next it’ll be, “Hey bee-you-tiful, I have dis great 
book of French poh-ettry in my car. I want to read you a pass-ej.” Or maybe “I have dis great Cee-Dee you 
should hear. My car’s right over dare in da parking lot. Yeah, da red one wid da rilly big wheels.” 

She went with him, not wary, not nervous, because she knew there would be dozens of people milling 
around the Carlton’s doors. Hannah has been proud of her sound ability to judge a person’s character and simply 
knew he wouldn’t try anything. But even if he did, they were only a few steps away from the general populace. 
The crazy, drunken, self-centered populace. Why that was a comforting thought, she didn’t know. 

When Hannah and Jean-Marc left the club they discarded two half-full drinks—his Corona and her vodka 
mixer—because drinks weren’t allowed outside. Drinkless and sobering, they went out into the cool ocean air, 
leaned against the wooden deck railing where there were a few potted geraniums a half-story above a full parking 
lot. Like a good boy, he stood a little apart from her on the deck. 

Jean-Marc’s French-Canadian accent made her cheeks pink more so than the Vodka mix did. He had a 
charm about him, a willingness to smile and wait for her to speak her piece, a desire to please her first and to 
bring laughter by way of some gentle self-deprecation. He lost the occasional English word, fouled others up 
completely, but the way he looked at her! He watched her lips as they moved, and hung on her every word. She 
was positive he would be a generous one in the bedroom—Jean-Marc, JM to all these younger, English-speaking 
sailors—had been a sales executive at a clothing manufacturer in Montreal. He wore a jacket and tie, pressed his 
shirt each night before bed, recorded a voice mail greeting every morning at eight sharp. At thirty-seven he had 
woken up with a terrible, how do you say, Ache, in his heart. He had felt, what is the word, Empty. Alone. 
Living like this, he would never meet the woman of his dreams, the woman he was meant to, what is that 



expression, Spend His Life With. Not with his world moving in that dull direction. No direction. There were 
only work functions and after-work functions. The only people he could honestly say he knew were his band of 
buyers and the people in his office and the guy behind the bar that served drinks to him and his office amis each 
Friday afternoon. His life felt so devoid of adventure, so different than he had imagined it growing up. So he quit 
that well-paying job, sold his condominium on Rue de la Gauchetière, and had walked into the nearest Armed 
Forces recruiting office. He signed a seventeen-year contract with the Navy and they moved him here, CFB 
Esquimalt. Leaving his comfort zone, moving away from family for adventure and newness—maybe it was the 
effects of the night’s drinks, or the intoxication of speaking with this stranger out in the cooling ocean air, but 
Hannah thought this the most idealistic personal myth she’d ever heard. 

Hannah reluctantly agreed to see him again, after his training exercises had finished late Monday afternoon. 
They would meet at All Ways Bean in Colwood, a chocolatier and coffee shop.  Two of Hannah’s favorite things 
together under one roof, she joked.  This idea came after Jean-Marc had bragged about the chocolate shops back 
home, one in particular at a place called Marché Atwater. Her challenge to him was whether he could lower 
himself and try some of her western chocolate in lieu of his fabled stuff from home back east. Having dropped 
that hint, she could hardly say that she had other plans. She couldn’t gracefully back out now. 

But he didn’t try anything with her that night. Didn’t lean in to kiss her, or put his hands on her. Didn’t ask 
her to follow him to his car. And, after talking for a couple of hours out there on the geranium-filled deck of 
treated lumber, Hannah Garretty found herself doing something she had never done before: she gave her phone 
number to a stranger she met at a bar. 

As they began their goodbye, he told her in his alluring accent that it would be his honor and pleasure see her 
at the coffee shop, and, more importantly, he laughed, that he loved chocolate. Hannah was pretty sure he had 
only said that once he knew of her weakness for it.  As they finally parted ways, he had asked her, “Don’t all 
women love chocolate?” 

<>        <>        <>

If pressed, Hannah wouldn’t be able to explain why she couldn’t meet Jean-Marc at All Ways Bean after 
telling him she’d be there.  It wasn’t that he was a navy boy and it wasn’t that he was older—even though 
Hannah had been with one much older man and that had turned disastrous. And it wasn’t the language barrier—
Jean-Marc’s English was improving, she told herself. He wasn’t a whack-job. Why shouldn’t she at least just 
spend the evening with him? They could meet at the Chocolatier’s, sit at a cozy little table for a bit, get a few 
samples of chocolate, a latté, or an iced mochacinno, then if all went well, go for dinner together. 

After rear-ending the Westfalia van on the island highway, after seeing that bloody-eyed face in her fraction-
grasp, after hearing Mr. Mean Man say through polished corn teeth, one black and bleak, “Drive Careful,” she 
just can’t see Jean-Marc. She’s shaken. And now she just can’t imagine strolling into the café and making small 
talk, with the late afternoon’s events still so fresh. 

Beta’s would noisily deliver her obligatory judgements if Hannah brought a sailor home to the house in Oak 
Bay. And, heavens, if it ever ambled down Relationship Road and got to SeriousVille with Jean-Marc (not that 
such a preposterous idea was even padding around the insides of her head, her heart, or her below-the-belt 
places), Beta would say things like, “You can’t trust a navy boy, Han. All the clichés are true: they cheat, they lie, 
they’re never around. They drink, they smoke up. All they want is a warm berth to launch their torpedos. And in 
the middle of the night—I promise you this—you’ll get calls from younger girls looking for him and asking for 
‘another ride on the boat’. There’s no sense in letting this get too far, Hannah-Banana. You know it deep down. 
He’s just gonna trample your ‘lil heart. Just you wait and see, Han-Banan. It’ll be messy.” 

So she doesn’t go to All Ways Bean. This castle in the sky of spending the whole week with him non-stop 
before he sails out—going to restaurants, hitting the downtown shops on Douglas, renting motor scooters and 
high-tailing it up and down the inclines and valleys in the south of Oak Bay—she feels like she’s already let those 
ideas go. And in the deepest grotto of her mind, these imagined photographs simply fade into the dark, and 
disappear. 

Instead of heading directly south to Colwood, after her literal run-in with the Unwashed Hair Girl and Mr. 
Mean Man, she puts on her blinker and turns right onto Goldstream, heading further west to the Langford 



Caprice where she gets into a romantic comedy just as the previews and commercials are ending and the house 
lights are coming down. 

It seems like a good fix at the time: if she’s bound and determined not to give Jean-Marc a chance, she can at 
least watch a fictional woman find her own version of him, then lose him, then find him again. It’s a fair 
compromise. 

“Stumble then rise,” she thinks again, as she takes her seat in the darkened theatre. “Stumble then rise.” 
<>        <>        <>

The glimpse of the bloody eye and the bruised cheek with its swath of dirty blonde hair is not Hannah’s first 
Grasp. 

And they always come true. And that’s probably why they bother her so much. She doesn’t get them right 
off, doesn’t know what they stand for, what they foretell, but when the real thing happens, like that dirty-
ashamed one, she wants to run and hide. She wants to rip them out of her mind and throw them as far away 
from her as she can. 

She wishes, just as she has for most of her young life, that she would stop seeing them, that they would 
wither up and leave her for good. 

There was the time she saw Dickie’s foot caught in the drain vent in the Kawalski’s above-ground pool. This 
was before Dickie had even been invited to Ivan Kawalski’s thirteenth birthday party. There had been some 
questions about which kids in the neighbourhood would get the green light from Ivan. Everyone wanted to go 
to the pool party but not everyone was on the A-list and Dickie didn’t know yet either. 

Dickie is one of Hannah’s three older brothers, the next oldest in fact, and he hates being called ‘Dickie’. It’s 
Rich. Or Richard. Not Dick. Never Dickie. “Got that, Little Giiiiirl?” he would demand, holding Hannah down 
as she giggled. It was playful, usually, but as with most older brothers, sometimes got rough. 

Hannah had seen his red trunks and his small pink foot under water, stuck between the slats of the white 
plastic vent in a Grasp even before he’d been invited to the party. Hannah wasn’t there, wasn’t even six at the 
time but there’s Dickie, a little more than a week later: diving in head-first, all the boys taking turns to see who 
can splash the biggest. And there he is: Dickie obviously wins, sends a spray into the air so far it reaches the 
Kawalski’s upstairs den window, dappling the glass with a wide spray of fat, impressive drops of pool water. 
Only thing is, Dickie’s not coming up now. The kids are all elbowing each other, the awe and laughter is coming 
to a gradual end but Dickie’s just a flesh-colored blob in red trunks at the bottom of the pool. Way down below 
the agitated surface of marbled blue-white water. The water is settling now and still no Dickie. Just bubbles. 
Calming surface. A few more bubbles. 

Dickie obviously got out of the predicament, lived on to torment his one and only little sister and to teach 
her and her brother how to drive a stick years later. Ron Kawalski, the birthday boy’s dad, hollered for everyone 
to “GET OWT THE WAY!”, dove in and yanked little Dickie’s foot free of the vent, letting him rise gently to 
the surface like a boiled egg. He was sent home with his party favours and a hunk of cake stabbed with a small 
striped candle. Sure, he had a bruised and swollen ankle, a sore throat from some swallowed water, and red eyes 
from the pee and chlorine cocktail but the adult men all gave a healthy chuckle and a “you’ll be fine, won’t ya 
son?” then a hearty open-palmed hair tousle before Big Ron dropped him off at the Garretty’s front door with 
his feet still squishing in wet sandals as he walked. 

<>        <>        <>

There had been the relatively benign stuff: like helping mom pick winning numbers on the Western 49 when 
she won ten thousand dollars and change—which had come in very handy later on, she once told Hannah years 
past, after a few drinks. Hannah knew she was to get a 99 per cent on that Causation and Tort Law in Canada 
paper in her tenth grade Law class with Mr. Dunleavy—a week before he even looked at the thing. There had 
been rumors about Mr. Dunleavy before this. And she understood why after he handed the paper back without a 
mark on it except for the small “99” in pencil on the upper corner of the cover page. “Mr. Dunleavy? Where did 
I lose this one mark?” “You didn’t lose any marks. But I only give out perfect scores under very special 
circumstances.” Then his creepy wink. 



There was that one time she thought her big brother Dan was going to have a burn in his lap, either by fire 
or some hot coffee. Turns out that he just got a minor case of VD from Dora Robertson. They had ‘hooked up,’ 
as Dave called it, after a bonfire down the beach from her parents’ place in the Saanich Peninsula, north of the 
Garretty house in Oak Bay. 

But there were life-and-death Grasps too, ones that ended badly. That bad car accident on Kingsway in 
South Van when Hannah was seventeen was one. In her Grasp, she saw a thin wisp of smoke through a cracked 
windshield and a woman’s hand, wedding ring and all, gripping the tan colored dashboard of a car, fingers so 
strained and white they looked like icicles ready to snap off and shatter. Inside the vision, everything jerked like 
the woman’s head had come forward very suddenly and cracked across either the window or that dashboard. 
This Grasp came on a Friday evening while Hannah was looking up-close at her own eyeball in the mirror, a 
wide bauble of hair-fine veins, tracing her lower eyelid with eye liner, getting ready for her date and a night at the 
clubs. 

Day after next, a Monday morning nearing two A.M., that car accident did happen—with her boyfriend D. in 
one car and those two nice folks in the other. It was bad enough to send all three of them to the hospital, the 
woman most serious of all. 

D. had such an ego. He was such a show-off. 
Drop that relationship onto the heap of successes, Beta would say if she knew all the squailid facts. 

<>        <>        <>

Now. This moment. Hannah is twenty-eight again. Not seventeen, definitely not thirteen. 
The movie’s over, it’s dark, and she’s rolling up to the big fuschia house in Oak Bay looking like a lottery 

winner who’s just lost the golden ticket. She’s exhausted, deflated. Ruined. The house is just a half block from 
the main strip of medical offices, travel agencies, the odd book shop, and a multitude of little antique and curio 
huts where old ladies whittle away at their savings accounts and fill up their drawing rooms. The fender is loose 
on the front of her VW and one end is dragging on the pavement, kicking sparks as she turns into the driveway 
at the front of the house, under the foliage: the giant oaks, a couple of cherry trees and the honeysuckles that are 
overgrown and taking charge of the yard. 

Today was a grotesque one.  First the stinging Grasp. Then the car accident. Then, the gutless dodge from 
the All Ways Bean Coffee Bar & Chocolatier in Colwood. A few hours ago she stood up Jean-Marc, the sailor 
from Quebec who undoubtedly waited for her, might still be waiting for her, might sit there till the place closes, 
for all she knows. He had told her he would be heading out on one of the boats to a stint in Afghanistan in just 
over a week, his first active tour, told her that he would love to spend his days with her until then, told her that 
he could think of nothing better before heading off into the unknown waters of the Middle East. 

Whatever, she thinks as she yawns, gets out of the car, and walks past the limp bumper without even a 
glance. She’s spent. Her run-in with Mr. Mean Man after her long day stays with her. Oh yes, and the Grasp she 
had, that’s still ticking around in her head, too. Thinking about the romantic comedy she’s just finished, she 
wonders, Why can’t I find my Mr. Right, have my beautiful children, move into that big stone house up by 
Craigdorroch Castle and live the life I’ve always dreamed of? 

Hannah doesn’t even bother fishing for her house key—which Beta had dabbed with fuschia nail polish. As 
usual, the doors aren’t locked. As Hannah goes inside, heads up the stairs to her attic retreat, switches on the 
light of her bedroom and flops on the duvet, she reflects on what she really wants. A man. A good job with 
stability and challenge. She’s turned into the modern woman’s sticky cliché, she thinks, as her eyelids feel the tug 
of gravity. She wants it all but has none of it, and no prospect of getting any of it. Another yawn. Forget cliché. 
She’s the modern woman’s waning paradox. Never happy, always wanting. Still another yawn. 

Then she’s out cold. 
<>        <>        <>

Beta’s not home. None of the girls are. No stereo, not even the T.V. making noise. No one was gathered 
round the table for a chat or sitting cross-legged on the living room rug with a pile of stuff, a stack of rolling 
papers and a flat Diet Coke. The house was a vacuum of quiet and this was unusual. 



Beta’s probably taken Simma and Feyet and little Tan downtown to a club, or one of those health food 
places on Douglas, where they have their drumming sessions with girls named Engenu and Libra Doon, and 
then eat greens and nuts and seeds and sip chai tea with mint leaves until the sky starts turning pink in the east. 
The day that Hannah moved in Beta gave strict guidelines about what could be kept in the fridge next to her tofu 
and soy products. No meat, you can get your own fridge upstairs if you want to keep dead animals in the house. 
No real dairy, cows don’t have tits so you take what Mother Nature intended for baby cows. 

“Attic is all yours,” Beta had said. “Last space in the house that isn’t already rented.” For Hannah, this was 
good news: her own floor and her own bathroom. She likes her privacy, likes her long, languid baths with plenty 
of bubbles, candles, and a dream of who to share them with. Plus, she temporarily converts it to a dark room 
when she’s developing her own pictures. She remembers running her hands over the rippled wall paper as Beta 
tipped a water bottle back and said, “Forced air heat. Bad for the complexion. Have lots of moisturizer on hand 
and drink plenty of water.” 

The house is a big fuchsia three-storey in Oak Bay just a half block south from the main drag, Oak Bay 
Avenue. Lovingly catalogued among the myriad of homes Hannah has lived in, this one–-at least in Hannah’s 
mind—goes by the name of the Fuschia House, a big lumbering, turn-of-the-century beast painted like candy 
and tucked away from the bustle of the strip. It’s a bright, ungodly colour, pink, with bright yellow trim. And 
Beta—the boss-lady of the manor—saw to it that her color treatment would be the historically-accurate 
Victorian Style, instead of the neighbors’ dull tans and dismal greens and browns. Walking down a proper street 
in ol’ England a hundred and fifty years ago would have been like heading down the aisle at a candy store. Pinks, 
yellows, bright reds, peppermint greens, a lot of purple and shades of mauve. And if ever someone is foolish 
enough to ask her, “Why pink and yellow?” she will provide not only a history lesson but an impromptu quiz on 
domestic and Victorian architecture. 

Hannah suspects that it’s actually Beta’s daddy that owns this million-dollar behemoth. Beta has had three 
minimum wage-style jobs in the ten months or so since Hannah has lived with her. The pink paint is chipping 
now, the bushes are never pruned neat, the pipes rattle, the water runs occasionally brown before it clears, and 
the furnace leaks a peep of natural gas. 

Beta belongs to a number of political groups and lifestyle groups. She calls herself an activist so, naturally 
she’s on numerous mailing lists and the mailbox is always stuffed. She attends a lot of meetings, a lot of rallies. 
Two or three times a week, Hannah will come home to find a pack of strangers gathered for a meal or sitting in a 
circle in the backyard smoking weed and making speeches. And it wouldn’t be odd to see Beta in a requisite 
group of twenty-something equals sitting cross-legged in front of the Legislative buildings downtown, singing, 
playing guitar, or chanting at the windows of the sprawling office buildings. It wouldn’t be out of the question to 
see her roaming Douglas Street with a petition and a pen, stopping tourists and asking them to sign. 

Always loud, always argumentative, you can hear Beta on any floor of the house, in any room. Beta talks 
about revolution, talks about it like it’s coming. She’s against the stripping of our natural resources for mindless 
capital gain; against softwood lumber tariffs; against selling energy south of the border; against deporting 
international refugees; against the systematic downsizing of domestic corporations and outsourcing of jobs; 
against armed forces moving to occupy a foreign people. She bellyaches about a balanced, vegetarian diet. She 
complains about petroleum consumption levels in North America and what it’s doing to middle-eastern 
economies. She won’t ever shave, there are black bushes growing out of her pits, and one prominent fuzz patch 
visible against her endless wardrobe of see-through housedresses and ethnic tunics. She’s part Korean, she says, 
but not all. There’s at least one dark figure in her ancestry, as her skin browns to a deep chocolate as soon as 
spring time comes and the lines of cherry trees on the lanes sprout their femininely pink wiles. Her hair is in dirty 
coiling dreadlocks like she’s living on the beach in Bali and they’re usually bunched up on the top of her head by 
an after-bath band of terrycloth. Her face, always without makeup, sometimes slathered in some kind of 
moisturizer, is always grinning. Even when she’s dishing dirt, or slapping you with a criticism. (What are you 
eating? God, what died in here? Aren’t you aware of the apartheid minions who are profiting from that?) 

The converse to Beta is Tannis, the youngest of the girls, only twenty-one while the rest are creeping up on 
thirty. When Hannah met young Tan, she was slurping up a forkful of sauce-less spaghetti from a clear glass 
bowl. The girl dropped her fork into the bowl with a clang, let out a twitter, and said, “Hannah! That’s so cool. 
Your name is a perfect palindrome!” 



“What?” 
“H-A-N-N-A-H. A palindrome. Exact same forwards and backwards.” And when Hannah started moving 

her stuff in, Tan was so impressed by her new housemate’s photography she let out a big squeal of delight. “I 
think these are so AWE-SOME!” Now Hannah has prints all over her walls in the attic, and, after the glowing 
review, even let Tan hang some of her favorites in her room. Tan is the girl who really listens. She’s always ready 
to give you a big hug, to make herself look bad so you can look good, to go without dinner if you’re hungry after 
work. Hannah would confess: she really loves her, this girlish-girl, one who has no idea how much time she really 
spends in the bathroom while you’re waiting. Tan likes every song on the radio, she shops the mall for ‘cute tops’ 
and to look at boys. She still decorates her walls with posters. She still thinks romance is a bottle of champagne 
and roses. She would be the type to have a long term high school friend see her blossom one summer at the lake, 
give her his jacket and a promise ring and spend the next year writing her love letters from university out east. 
She would never dream of letting a boy stay over if someone else was home. She’s a girl who has to really be in 
love to make love. 

Hannah would never confess—not to anyone, ever—of a nighttime dream she once had in which the 
starring role had been played by dear youthful Tannis, all doe-eyed and voluptuous. This was not one of 
Hannah’s foreboding snatches of sight, definitely not one of her Grasps. And it was not a sex dream, either, 
nothing like that. 

It had been a fleeting image on a boisterous night of alcohol and second-hand pot smoke when Beta had 
thrown one of her drumming parties before disappearing into her bedroom with Benny where the banging of 
her headboard will carry up the forced air heat ducts with the pot smoke until four. The part with Tannis, it was 
now so long past that she can only remember the gist of it. And the gist is this: She and Tannis were a little older 
yet basically the same. Each still beautiful, each still able to pick out fashions like they can now. They had a 
daughter, toddler age. It was Hannah’s but—and this was very clear for no apparent reason—Tannis was also 
the baby’s mother. They were parents together. Alone together. And happy. Blissfully happy. 

<>        <>        <>

A fitful sleep; dreams. Voices. Through two rows of seething dirty yellow teeth, one of them black and 
diseased: “Drive Careful.” 

<>        <>        <>

Awake. Busting awake, like breaking glass. Out of it and not sure where she is for a second or two. Strange 
because she’s lived here for nearly eleven months. And it does feel like home—for the first time since the 
Garretty house before, near here in Ross Bay, the house with that shoddy intercom system for upstairs to 
downstairs. 

It’s dark when she wakes. There are scattered scraps of light on walls and across furniture. Her heart is 
beating fast. She’s dreamed. But of what? In the corner, close to the bathroom door, partially ajar, near the 
hamper with its lid open and her peach-colored tank-top hanging out, it’s a man. Standing still, features in 
shadow, watching her sleep. Knowing she’s awake now. It’s Mr. Mean Man.

Fin
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Downsized to Death
Monday morning:

“What you’re saying, Claudia, is that we’re all demoted?”
“Well, not exactly, Pru.” The disembodied voice of state supervisor Claudia Gage crawled down the line of 

the weekly conference call and into the headsets of five Global Vacation office managers like a malevolent insect.
“The branch manager position will be eliminated nationwide and replaced with a lead agent. Atlanta has 

determined that computerization of the daily reports reduced the time to do them than was necessary previously. 
They want that extra time devoted to selling. However, they realize that someone has to organize the data and be 
responsible for the office, thus the creation of the new position called lead agent.”

Not only didn’t she answer my question, Pru thought, it sounds like she’d practiced the speech several times 
reading it verbatim from a memo.

After a brief hesitation from delivering this bitter pill, Claudia added the company’s version of a sugar cube. 
“Of course, the quotas will be lower than a full time selling agent.”

Not fooled, Prudence Peters mentally translated. They were expected to do all the same work with the added 
burden of having a sales quota. Why? Because the company wanted to downsize without speaking the dirty 
word. Demoting the managers, who all earned more than the ceiling created for the lead agent position, meant 
they wouldn’t have to give raises for a long, long time. Very clever!

Pru squelched the need to voice her thoughts, knowing it a waste of time. She and the four other managers 
on the call had five years experience of butting heads with their state supervisor and knew that whatever the 
company handed down, it was accepted without question. Oregon (meaning everyone subordinate to Claudia 
Gage) did not question nor require clarification of orders or directives. If Pru or any of the other managers 
needed anything explained further, they had to call fellow managers in other states to get it.

Even Bea Sorrell in Lake Oswego, known for her sarcasm towards the obvious ploys the company pulled, 
remained silent. Probably for the best, since it, too, was wasted on Claudia.

Claudia Gage had come to the company with no travel experience. Industry practices, policies and jargon 
were alien to her. For the five years she had managed the Global Vacation offices in Oregon, she tried in vain to 
hide this ignorance, while the office managers made every effort to point it out in the hopes that she would make 
more effort to learn. Theirs was not a mutual admiration society.

What a way to start the first bright, sunny day of summer in Portland. Pru swiveled her chair to face away 
from her staff, not wanting them to get curious about the faces she was making while thinking here was another 
dogleg in her long career in travel. She had managed the downtown, flagship branch for fifteen of her thirty 
years in the travel industry--twenty-three with Global.

Granted, a title change might not mean much in the over-all job description, but her familiarity with the 
subtle maneuverings of the company told her that this one could have several unpleasant consequences.

So it was no surprise when the demotion didn’t turn out to be the worst news delivered on the call.
“The company has decided that consolidation will be more efficient, and there will be closures. By the end of 

the month one office in Oregon will close and one agent from each of the remaining offices will be laid off.”
Pru heard the other four managers groan and felt she must have, too. They already worked eight-to ten-hour 

days and an occasional weekend day. She’d be the first to admit that her job was her life, but this could get out of 
hand. She felt a headache coming on.
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Oh, and no more overtime or raises for anyone this year. The survivors were expected to take on the extra 
work and console themselves with the fact that they still had jobs.

“Save your questions until I arrive in your offices to do the quarterly reviews,” Claudia snapped, cutting off 
any chance for complaint. “I’ll see you shortly, Pru.” And she hung up.

Pru disconnected with a press of a button, pulled off her earphone and tossed it onto the clutter on her desk. 
The mention of closures scared her. Granted the internet and commission cuts during the economic boom years 
of the nineties had made being profitable much harder, but Pru’s office had done it, and the high traffic volume 
that started the new millennium last year had given all offices a boost. So to suddenly have her job put in 
jeopardy came as a shock.

She had just turned fifty--with a great party that had rocked her floating home into the wee hours--and she 
wasn’t feeling the least bit old. Mentally she felt in her thirties, no matter what her mirror said. And speaking of 
the party, it was the second date she had with that nice guy from Everything Hawaiian Tours. Why hadn’t she 
seen him since? Oh yeah, he called but she hadn’t managed to call back. How many weeks ago was that?

She pushed that unpleasant thought away and replaced it with another. If the worst happened and she had to 
go out looking for a new job, would she have to worry about age discrimination, being considered too high 
salaried or over qualified? How depressing was that? To chase stomach-churning thoughts away, she moved her 
thoughts to her agents, remembering one had to be laid off by month end. She assessed her four agents’ good 
points as her eyes moved from desk to desk lined up from the front door to her own in the back of the office.

Harriet, her senior agent and one of the top producing cruise specialists on the West Coast, made the 
million-dollar club every year. She was safe. Gwen, her Asian and South Pacific expert, always made quota and 
occasionally hit the million-dollar club. She should be safe, and if not, she could bounce to another office 
anywhere in the country. She’d done it before.

Pru ran her fingers through her blonde hair, messing it into the look most people were used to seeing on her, 
then grabbed a bunch and squeezed. The pressure on the roots acted as a stimulant to her scalp and usually 
curbed her headaches. This time it just hurt. She grimaced and felt every line on her face crease deeper, but kept 
thinking.

Two agents left. Meg Shultz manned the front desk. Like Claudia, she was hired five years ago and handled 
the majority of walk-ins that wanted small packages and wholesale air tickets. She was a satisfactory agent in a 
company that did not employ receptionists.

The other was Pru’s newbie of two years. June Withers had spectacular sales, many of which were from 
California, clients that had stayed with her when she moved up to Portland. She had made quota her first year.

Against them: Harriet was the oldest and highest salaried; Gwen’s north Pacific business had been dwindling 
for the last several years; Meg had never made quota, and June was the last one hired.

It would not be her decision to make, but if she had to speculate, she expected the company to stand by 
Harriet. Making the million-dollar club fifteen years in a row and having a clientele that would cruise the river 
Styx if she recommended it made her a keeper. And though June should be the one to go, her large group sales 
and the fact that she was a friend of Claudia’s made it doubtful. Gwen’s sales were as good as June’s, so that left 
Meg. Well, at least she’d have severance with health care for several weeks while she looked for another job.

Irene, her cashier and bookkeeper, fell under a different management branch in the company. As lead agent 
for all the cashiers in Oregon, she had a job until the last door closed. No sense worrying about her.

With these last two thoughts, Pru felt the headache begin to fade. It returned with a vengeance when the 
glass entrance to the office flew open and Claudia Gage swept in like a sandstorm. She stopped in front of Pru’s 
desk and dropped her purse and briefcase on the client chair.

Pru had not expected her so soon. She must have left her office the moment she hung up from the 
conference call.

“I have a few announcements to make to the staff before I start the reviews,” she chirped, in her usual brisk-
though-superior tone. “When everyone is off calls, get them over here in front of your desk.”



Expecting more bad news, and feeling a need to be contrary, Pru asked, “Now, Claudia, during working 
hours?” Discussions of any sort were always held after hours so as not to interfere with a business that depended 
on phone calls and walk-ins. At least that was company policy for as long as Pru had worked for the company.

Claudia brushed her off with a clipped response. “You’ll just have to work around it, but first I want to talk 
to you privately in the back room.”

~*~

The travel agency spread out in a wide-open space. On the left of the entrance was a bank of brochure racks 
extolling the last big push to Europe for summer. Next came the cashier cage where Irene sold foreign currency 
and travelers checks. On the opposite side were the agents’ desks lined up to the back wall where Pru sat with a 
clear view of all office activity. Pru waited until each agent finished a call to tell them to assemble at her desk.

Pru asked Irene and the trainee she had in the office this week to monitor calls and take messages for the 
agents. Irene delegated the task to her trainee, Zoey, preferring to sit in and listen to Claudia’s announcements.

Claudia Gage leaned against the front of Pru’s desk facing the agents. Pru sat behind her. The news from the 
conference call was bad enough, but what Claudia told her in the back room had jolted Pru severely.

Harriet and Gwen eyed Pru for some sign of what was to come. Meg sat staring into space; her always-
traumatic reviews left her with palpable fear and she would never make eye contact with Claudia. Only June 
lifted her face with a smile of anticipation and gave Claudia her full attention.

“Before I start your quarterly evaluations, I have some unfortunate news,” Claudia began in a smooth tone 
that disavowed any trace of unhappiness on her part over what she was about to say. “Management on the local 
level will be reorganized.” She paused for effect. “Pru will no longer have the title of office manager as that 
position is being eliminated nationwide.”

A collective gasp accompanied all eyes turning to Pru. Claudia recalled their attention by clearing her throat. 
“A lead agent will do the office’s basic paperwork and will now be required to sell, though the quota will only be 
fifty percent of a full-time, selling agent.”

At that point, Pru swiveled her chair to stare out the window. The selling part didn’t bother her. She’d never 
really given it up. She had loyal clients.

“The bad part is, and I personally don’t think it’s very fair, but unfortunately, Pru will have to reapply for her 
job.” Again, Claudia hesitated before delivering the final zinger. “You are all eligible to apply for her position or 
any lead agent job you want.”

It took every ounce of strength Pru possessed to keep from jumping out of her chair and slapping the smug 
smile off Claudia’s face that she was sure was there. She calmed herself by thinking of several choice names to 
call Claudia. She didn’t dare turn back to her agents, not wanting to see the looks of pity and in one case, 
satisfaction.

“So, anyone who wants to apply for the position, check the job posting page online and queue it off to 
Regional with a copy to me.” Pru heard some shuffling of chairs and papers and assumed Claudia was flipping 
through her notes.

“I’m afraid there are going to be layoffs and closures nationwide.” Not a sound this time. “Productivity will 
be the deciding factor in both cases. Atlanta has made their decisions and Oregon will have one of its five offices 
closed.” Groans filled the air. “Which office will be decided this week. Closures in the east have already started 
and a huge protest by regional directors over laying off top producing agents in closed offices caused Atlanta to 
create guidelines for the layoffs. It’s been decided that all agents in a local area will be evaluated collectively for 
sales, and some agents may be laid off because another agent from a closed office had better sales.”

In the midst of her agents’ shocked silence, Pru turned back to them. She still felt Harriet was safe, but not 
the other three. Claudia’s next words made Pru wish she had the strength to push her desk over on Claudia.

“Well, what did you expect? The industry is going through a tough time and things will get worse before they 
get better. Survival of the fittest and all that, not to mention working harder and whining less.”

Harriet’s look of distaste told Pru that Claudia must have smiled before she asked, “Questions?”
On that unpleasant note, Pru decided Claudia had had enough fun at their expense. She cleared her throat, 

and said, “Yes, a few.”



Claudia turned around and stared, obviously shocked that Pru dared to speak.
Pru smiled and said, “Not about this, though I’m sure we’ll all have plenty once the dust settles.” Harriet and 

Gwen were nodding. “It’s about the airlines cutting commissions again. What suggestions does the company 
have for increasing sales when that happens?”

Pru was positive Claudia hadn’t heard a thing about another commission cut. She didn’t pay much attention 
to the daily operations of the offices, believing such things were the job of the office managers.

Claudia brushed the question off with a laugh, then turned back to face the agents and said, “Boosting sales 
is your job. You’ll just have to sell more tours and cruises to keep up.”

Harriet and Gwen pursed their lips to keep from laughing while Meg and June lowered their heads, each for 
a different reason. Irene stepped away to check on her trainee.

Flustered by the agents’ response, Claudia asked, “Anything else?”
With an exaggerated sigh that Pru swore could be heard three floors up, Harriet raised a finger for Claudia’s 

attention then didn’t wait to be acknowledged. Small, neat, in buttoned-to-the-neck shirtwaist, one of her 
eyebrows always seemed standing at attention in W.C. Field mode. Using her best fingernails-on-chalkboard 
tone, she said, “Since the company didn’t initiate ticketing fees with the last cut, we wondered if there were plans 
to do so this time?”

Everyone knew perfectly well that Claudia hadn’t spoken to Regional on this subject or anything relating to 
it. Harriet continued, “Because the new cuts are definite and the rumor is that all commissions will be 
eliminated.”

Pru had no problem imagining the look Claudia must be giving Harriet at that moment. Diverting the 
meeting with procedural questions forced Claudia to admit she’d have to check with Regional, something she 
hated to do.

Claudia ended the meeting with a curt, “I have to make a few phone calls and then we’ll start the reviews.” 
She turned to Pru with a look that promised vengeance for that little act of sabotage.

While the staff returned to their desks, Claudia opened her briefcase, pulled out a sheet of paper and handed 
it to Pru. Tersely, she barked out instructions. “I want to see them in this order. Do not make any changes. I 
want Schultz last. I’ll let you know when to start.”

Glancing at the wall clock, Pru said, “It’s eleven-thirty. The lunch hours are starting.”
Claudia gave it some thought, then grabbed her briefcase. “I’ll be back at one.” If looks could kill, the 

flagship office of Global Vacations in Portland, Oregon would be a body farm.

Fin
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Digger’s Bones

Angie Cooper dragged herself out from beneath the warmth of her down comforter with great reluctance. 
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The house felt cold, especially for Pennsylvania in June. Her rose print pajamas were twisted and bunched up 
around her waist and she left them that way, tripping her way across the clothing strewn floor headed to the 
bathroom down the hall.

The master bedroom and its en suite bathroom collected dust as Angie slept in the room where she spent 
much of her childhood and trudged her way to the hallway bathroom instead.

Brooding in the mirror she thought, Why am I such a loser? Her brows furrowed over her pale blue eyes. Four 
years out of Columbia and she was writing human interest fluff for the Pocono Record, the local newspaper. A 
double major in archaeology and anthropology flushed down the john, along with her dreams of a fulfilling 
career.

Her clear acrylic hairbrush made prisms dance on the wall, which she ignored like so many tiny rainbows 
vying for her attention. Instead she concentrated on untangling strands of her shoulder-length ginger-blonde hair 
that wove in and out like misery through her life. The blame for her failed career was clearly on her shoulders 
and she wanted to smash the mirror until glass slivers rained down into the sink.

“You’re an idiot, Angela Cooper,” she said, putting down her brush and staring deep into her own eyes. 
“Anasazi . . . damn it! You know better than that.”

The phone’s shrill ring distracted her from her depressing reverie. She listened for a few moments before 
dashing down the hall. It had been nearly two years and yet she still hesitated as if her mother might call out, “I’ll 
get it.”

Pushing aside the National Geographic with the Mayan ruins on the cover from her nightstand, she lifted the 
receiver of her pink, circa 1985, princess phone.

“Hello?”
“Angie?”
“Digger, is that you?”
“Thank God . . . thank God, holy shit—”
Tarek “Digger” Rashid, her best and perhaps only friend left in the world of archaeology. She hadn’t heard 

from him in at least a year, a very long time for him to be out of touch. They were students at Columbia on their 
first real dig when they met. They hit it off immediately. Digger’s quirky sense of humor kept Angie from 
becoming too overly serious, she helped him to buckle down and do some of his best work. From then on when 
Digger found work, so did Angie. They worked digs as a team and gained in reputation by doing so. That was 
until she screwed it up.

Angie sat down on the bed and uncurled the phone cord with her free hand. “Digger, what’s wrong?”
“Angie, listen to me,” Digger said, “I need you to come to Washington.”
“Washington—?”
“Yeah, I need you to come today. I have to talk to you, it’s urgent.”
After a year out of touch Angie wondered what could be so urgent that Digger would need her to fly to 

Washington without notice; something was definitely awry. “Digger, what’s going on?”
“Meet me at the CityZen, 6:00 . . . please be there Angie.” He hung up.
Angie made reservations at the Willard InterContinental, her favorite D.C. hotel. She packed enough clothes 

for a couple of days not sure what Digger had in mind. Fantasies of ceremonial clay pots and hidden chambers 
played in her mind’s eye, but she knew in her heart those days were over. Besides, Digger’s tone was upsetting 
and she wondered if he had made some sort of career ending mistake, not unlike herself. Still, her boots and 
khakis made their way into her suitcase, just in case. 

~

The wall of wine, the heavy granite pillars reflected in the stone and wood floors, the cathedral-high ceilings, 
all added to the CityZen’s light and lively atmosphere. Angie slowly sipped her Apple Martini she ordered while 
waiting for Digger. She looked good, all five-feet-four-inches of her, dressed in a silky short black skirt—
designed to show off her athletic shape—and a classic red v-neck sweater. She hadn’t worn two inch high heel 
sandals since college; they felt good dangling from her feet.

She almost sat at the bar, more to be seen than anything, but the stools just seemed a bit too high. So instead 
she sat at a table in the back that had a wonderful view of the place. A smile found its way to her lips for the first 



time in what seemed like years. That’s when she saw Digger moving quickly across the room, his usual neatly 
combed black hair tousled, his clothes and jacket in disarray, a Manila folder with its contents spilling out pressed 
tightly to his chest.

“Digger—”
“Professor Rothschild’s dead.”
“What—?”
“There isn’t much time,” he said as he sat down across from her. “Just listen carefully.” He looked back over 

his shoulder as if he were expecting someone to be following him.
“You’re scaring me, Digger.” Angie whispered, seeing the tension in his jaw from his tightly clenched teeth.
“Just listen. Remember the kiva at Bandelier?” He continued without waiting for her to answer. “The spot in 

the wall where we found the hidey-hole? You need to go—”
Suddenly, a thin man wearing a dark blue Armani suit, a blue shirt with its collar unbuttoned, and expensive 

looking loafers, sat down beside Digger. Digger leaned back pulling the folder closer to his chest, desperation in 
his eyes. The man’s arms were crossed, his left hand within his jacket, the other holding the opposite elbow. He 
smiled at Angie, a broad smile that didn’t hide his arrogance. His tufted white hair and black eyes made him look 
like some sort of bird, a predatory bird.

“Tarek, who’s your lovely friend?” The man asked as his eyes moved up along Angie’s body.
“She has nothing to do with this.”
“Is that right?” he asked, staring at Angie, his right foot bouncing against his crossed leg.
“Do with what?” Angie asked indignantly. “Who the hell are you?”
He twisted his head toward Digger. “She’s got fire. I can see why you’d bring it to her.”
“Bring what to me—?”
Even in the boisterous CityZen Angie heard the faint “pfffaat” of the man’s silencer. It was a sound she was 

entirely unfamiliar with. She didn’t put it together until she realized Digger’s head had fallen back and to the side 
and the man was relieving him of his folder. Still, it took catching a glimpse of his pistol before real terror set in.

“So . . . what were you two chatting about?” he asked.
Angie trembled, words caught in her throat as she labored for breath.
He smiled his arrogant smile, baring his teeth at her. He lifted his hand, covered by the Manila folder, onto 

the table. Her heart pounded loudly in her ears. Her breathing became rapid, nearly out of control.
“I suppose it’s not important really,” he was saying, “I know as much as I need to.”
“Is he okay?” A waiter carrying a tray of drinks startled the gunman. He turned quickly to see who had 

spoken. Angie took it as a cue to make her escape. She stood, stumbling on a chair, knocking into the waiter, the 
drinks crashing down upon the table and the gunman. The waiter falling against the table caused the candle to 
ignite the alcohol. The gunman’s sleeve burst into flames. Angie ran for the door. People began screaming 
hysterically. An enormous mirror crashed to the ground as she passed; she didn’t hear the muffled shot over the 
din of the fleeing crowd.

Angie was out the door and into a cab before she could quite grasp what had happened. A throng of patrons 
erupted from the CityZen in panicked terror. She peered out the back window to glimpse the gunman emerging 
from the building, crushed by the frenzied wave of people, his predatory eyes following the cab as it sped down 
the street. 

Fin
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All For One

Joey Travers, president of Miss Austin’s sixth grade class at Windhaven Elementary School, stood from 
where he had knelt next to Guy Edmond. The blood-smeared bat was in his hands.

Four sets of eyes followed his rise, all but Elena Markworth’s, her usually reluctant gaze fixed fully upon the 
crimson pool spreading on the asphalt beneath her tormentor’s creviced head.

“If we stick to the story,” Joey began, fingers curling around the slick wood handle, tips pressing hard on the 
grain, “then no one will get into trouble. Everything will be all right. Just like it used to be.”

The stares did not doubt him. They wanted to believe him.
“You’re sure he didn’t see who it was?” Bryce Hool asked, his glasses sliding low on his nose. He pushed 

them up with a single finger.
“I’m sure,” Joey confirmed, and held the bat out to the class treasurer. “Here.”
“There’s blood on it,” Bryce protested.
“Only at the top,” Joey assured him, and Bryce took the bat and squeezed his hands where Joey had.
Michael Prentiss, the class sergeant at arms, watched Bryce turn toward him, bat held tip to the gray morning 

sky, in front as a knight might present his sword reverently to a king.
“Take it,” Joey prompted.
Michael did, grasping the Louisville Slugger as he did in little league, testing its heft, staring at the sweet spot 

stained the color of a cherry Slurpee. After a moment his eyes drifted down to the bully lying outside their 
classroom, and over the one visible hand which reached for the mouth unnaturally, as a baby might when trying 
to suck its fingers. He knew that hand, and the one he could not see, mostly as fists, and he remembered the 
black eye, and going to the principal’s office because he had fought back, and he thought how glad he was that 
Guy Edmond was not going to be able to use those fists this day, those sharp-knuckled pile drivers that 
belonged at Bidwell Junior High and not in Miss Austin’s class.

Guy deserved a lot. A whole lot, Michael truly believed. But something made him wonder if he deserved 
what had just been dealt him. He thought on that and flexed his fingers on the bat, the backward ‘S’ shape of 
Guy Edmond’s still and frightful form holding him rapt, and for a reason he did not quite understand his lower 
lip grew prominent and began to quiver. An uncomfortable warmth drained over his eyes.

“Here,” Michael said, shoving the bat at Paula Jean Allenton and turning away.
“All right,” Paula Jean, PJ to all but her mother, took the bat lest it be dropped in Michael’s haste to be rid of 

it, and added her own fingerprints to the handle. She studied it up and down, holding it far from her body as the 
early fall breeze picked up her loose brown hair and swept it across her face. “What about higher?”

“Higher where?” Joey asked as he tucked the loose tail of his shirt back into his pants.
“On the bat. Should we touch it where it gets fatter?”
Joey’s trim, gonna-be-a-lady-killer-someday face shook slightly. “Where you’ve got it is fine.”
PJ, the class vice-president, nodded and put force into her grip, like she did when her younger brother got 

stupid and needed a pinch to remind him who was the boss of the bedroom they shared. Then, like Michael, she 
looked at Guy Edmond’s motionless, lanky body, but she did not recoil, and she did not let emotion overwhelm 
her. No, she thought instead of how much she would like to lift the bat high in the air and bring it down onto 
Guy’s back, again and again, beating him until she could hear bones snap, until she felt like she’d gotten some 
payback for all that he’d done to her and her friends. He’d almost ruined everything in Miss Austin’s class, the 
best class PJ had ever been in. The best class any of them had ever been in.

But they weren’t going to let him ruin anything ever again.
“Chocolate chip,” PJ muttered quietly as her stare simmered on Guy. “Lemon pecan. Peanut but—”
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“PJ?” Joey said.
Her eyes snapped up, her quiet mantra interrupted. “Yeah?”
“You’re okay, right?”
“I’m okay,” PJ answered, silently glad that he had asked. That meant he probably cared. Maybe even liked 

her. Maybe.
“Jeff, your turn,” Joey said.
Only one hand came up, the other held immobile against Jeff Bernstein’s chest in a cast of plaster and a blue 

sling. “My left hand still won’t open.”
“Just use your right,” Joey said, and looked up and down the walkway that ran between the bungalows and 

Windhaven’s ivy-covered back fence. There was still no one in sight, but that would change when the bell that 
ended recess rang. He looked at his watch, a birthday gift his dad had sent from Florida. They had ten minutes. 
“Hurry.”

Jeff, the class secretary, used all the strength of his off hand to take the bat from PJ, his face twisting into a 
grimace, pale fingers wrapping the handle. “It’s heavy.”

As the bat began to teeter in Jeff’s hand, Joey looked to Elena. “Take the bat.”
The shy brown eyes did not move, but one of Elena’s hands came up and wiped a moist spot from her 

cheek. She pulled the hand away, moving it into her seemingly frozen field of vision. A bright red streak cut a 
diagonal swath across her small palm.

“PJ, clean it off her,” Joey said, and his vice president spit on a piece of tissue retrieved from the pocket of 
her jeans and wiped Elena’s hands first, then her face.

“How’s that?” PJ asked.
“Good,” Joey said after a cursory look. “Dry her hands.”
PJ held both of Elena’s hands palms up and thought briefly, then guided them to the sides of the green skirt 

the nearly catatonic girl wore and rubbed them against the material until they were dry.
Minding the puddling blood, Joey moved to where Elena stood against the rough stucco wall of the 

bungalow. He was taller than her by at least four inches, and bent slightly forward to see past the hair framing 
her downcast face. “Elena?”

Short, erratic puffs of air tossed her chest out and pulled it back in a sob-like rhythm. But there were no 
tears. Her face was dry, as dry as her expression, as barren as her gaze.

“You’ve got to do this,” Joey said, trying to keep a calm voice. “You’ve got to do this. You’ve got to hold the 
bat.”

A visible bulge rolled slowly down Elena’s throat.
“Don’t let him mess everything up,” Joey urged her, gently, though the dwindling time might change that 

very soon.
“He picked on you more than any of us,” Bryce added.
The bat began to tilt precariously in Jeff’s hand. “Someone take it.”
Joey reached past Elena for the bat, but two hands clamped around its base before his. Two small hands 

suddenly filled with strength. When Joey let his grip go slack he swore he heard Elena’s knuckles cracking as her 
fingers kneaded the handle.

“Elena?” PJ said, watching the wide eyes come up from Guy and settle upon the glorified stick.
The quietness that walled Elena Markworth in normal times was reluctant to give back what it had seized in 

this very unusual time, but slowly she looked away from the bat to PJ and said, “Please don’t tell my father...”
With Michael still turned away, Joey exchanged worried glances with the others before gingerly taking the bat 

from Elena. Her expression melted as the cool wood left her hands, eyes going half closed, noncommittal mouth 
sagging at the corners, and breaths slowing. She turned her palms face up, examined them through glistening 
eyes, and pressed both against her face as real sobs racked her entire body. She took a half step toward PJ and 
collapsed into the bigger girl’s arms.

“Joey, she’s not going to hold up,” Jeff commented direly.
“Yes she is!” PJ snapped back. Her arms held Elena close, head tucked sideways into the crook of her neck.
“He... He...”
“It’s all right,” PJ said, comforting Elena as the others watched, rubbing circles on her back, wondering if she 



was doing this right. It was what her mother did for her little brother when he scraped his knee, or got stung by a 
bee, or whenever he found some reason to bawl his eyes out over some silly little thing. But this was no silly little 
thing.

Elena’s eyes flicked open and stared through tears at the body. “He...he...he...”
The sputter of words collapsed into sobs once again before the revelation was complete, but they all knew 

what had happened. Knew without a doubt.
Now all they had to do was forget.
“Elena,” Joey said. “You’re going to do this, right?”
“Joey...” PJ challenged protectively.
“We’re running out of time,” Joey said.
Bryce looked at his watch. “Six minutes.”
With a swipe of his sleeve across his upper lip, Michael faced the group once again. “We gotta hurry.”
“Elena?” Joey said again.
“She can do it,” PJ answered for her.
A cheer rose from the ball field on the opposite side of the building. Someone had just scored in kickball.
“Joey?” Jeff said, nearly pleading. He could almost feel the rapid fire clang of the bell threatening. They all 

could.
“You’re going to stick to the story,” Joey told Elena, confidence and question both in the statement. He was 

surprised and relieved when her tear-stained face concurred with a nod against PJ’s chest. “I knew you would.”
PJ’s hand moved to Elena’s head and stroked her shiny brown hair. “He’s not going to hurt you anymore.”
“Or anyone,” Jeff added. Beneath the cast his skin tingled in a pesky itch, all courtesy of their very own bully.
Or anyone, Joey thought to himself, agreeing as one who knew what sort of hurt Guy Edmond could dish out. 

Knowing as only he could know. As only he would know.
‘All for one.’ Miss Austin’s favorite saying rang suddenly in Joey’s head for the second time in twenty minutes, 

earlier as a spark and now as a gentle shove to remind him that most of what had to be done still lay ahead. ‘All  
for one.’

He looked to Jeff, then Michael, then Bryce, then to PJ, who clutched Elena tight like a favorite doll in 
danger of being lost. “We can do this.”

Jeff glanced at each of his friends. “He’s right. We can.”
“We’re just kids,” Joey reminded them. “They can’t do the same things to us that they could do to a grown-

up. They can’t make us say anything. We just stick to the story and forget about everything else.”
An odd little smile curled onto Jeff’s face. Meanness spiced the expression as he nodded and parroted, 

“We’re just kids. Who doesn’t believe a kid?”
“All right.” Joey looked at the bat in his hands. It was time. “Bryce? You know what to do?”
The class treasurer nodded and nervously checked his watch. “I’ve gotta go now if I’m gonna beat the bell.”
“Go do it,” Joey said, and let the bat fall from his hands as Bryce sprinted off toward the office. The fat end 

thunked off the asphalt, then the handle, the whole bat ‘walking’ toward the body, settling into a roll after a 
second and coming to rest against Guy Edmond’s back. A wet, gurgling hiss escaped his lips and was lost with 
the breeze rustling fast through the ivy.

*  *  *

Veta Nelson, Windhaven’s school secretary, stood board-straight at the reception counter in the main office, 
nimble fingers alphabetizing the morning’s absence slips the same as they had every day during first recess for 
almost nineteen years.

But somewhere in the T’s her fingers froze and her eyes came up, looking over bifocals that might have 
seemed pleasantly grandmotherly if not for the unmistakable fact that Veta Nelson was none too pleased by 
what she was hearing echo in from the main hallway. Feet, little feet, tapping on old tile. Tapping far too fast. 
Far, far too fast. Running.

Running her way. A grin simmered on Veta’s aged mouth as she came around the counter and stepped into 
the hallway just as the inexcusably fast clomping of loosely tied sneakers began to slow for a turn. She put her 
hand out, ready to grab a fistful of shirt as the offender tried to speed by toward the stairs, but the offender 



instead ran straight into her as he tried to steer into the office.
“Wait one minute, young man,” Veta Nelson said, pulling the small head away from her midriff and holding 

it in both hands to clearly identify the...  “Bryce? Bryce Hool?”
“Gu... Gu...” A gasping stammer was all Bryce could manage, and it was uncomfortably real. He’d run faster 

than he could ever remember running. His side stung. His chest ached. And, worst of all, Mrs. Nelson had a 
funny look on her face, like she already didn’t believe him...and he hadn’t even told a lie. He wondered if he’d 
have to.

Veta bent a bit to eye the unlikely scofflaw severely. This nice young man? Running away with first prize in 
spelling a bee, yes. But running in the halls? Disregarding school rule number 1? “Bryce Hool, just what do you
—”

“Guy’s hurt,” Bryce interrupted, forcing the words out between gulps of air. His glasses were askew from the 
collision.

“What guy?”
“Guy... Guy Edmond,” Bryce panted.
“Hurt?” There was one and only one excuse for running in the halls, Veta knew. One had better be running 

for help. “Hurt how?”
Bryce fixed his glasses, sucked a breath of air, and said, “He’s hurt bad. His head’s bleeding.” With that Veta 

straightened so that Bryce now saw her eyes through the half lenses that made them look small, like dollops of 
chocolate on vanilla cookies. “And he’s not moving, Mrs. Nelson.”

“Where is he?” Veta asked sharply.
“Outside our room. By the side fence.”
Veta loosed her grip on Bryce and turned back toward the office. The first person she saw was that day’s 

parent volunteer. “Judy! Get the nurse! Now! Tell her to bring her bag!”
Judy, her own child a kindergartner, hesitated momentarily then sprang from a desk covered with files and 

disappeared into an adjoining room. Less than a minute later a painfully thin woman followed her into the office 
and around the counter to where Veta stood with Bryce.

“What’s the ruckus?” the school nurse, Nan Jakowitz, asked.
“Follow him,” Veta said, pointing to Bryce. “One of his classmates is bleeding.”
“I think he’s dead,” Bryce told her.
“I’m sure he’s not dead,” the nurse assured him, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Blood is scary. It always 

looks worse than it is. Now show me where he is.”
“I’ll get their teacher. Go, go,” Veta urged both adult and child, returning to the office as they rushed off, 

fast feet again sounding in the hall. Through the office she moved quickly, into the teacher’s lounge, where she 
had seen Bryce and Guy’s teacher go when first recess began. But the room and its sagging chairs were now 
empty. She was about to turn and leave when the muffled hiss of water running drew her eyes to the ladies’ 
room door just to her left. “Mary? Are you in there?”

“Yes. I’ll be out in a—”
Veta stepped close and touched the cold wood of the door. “Mary, one of your children is hurt.” First 

silence, then a rush of air being drawn in. A steadying breath, Veta could tell without having to see. And then the 
privacy latch clicking an instant before the door jerked inward.

Mary Austin stood with her hand gripping the doorknob, young eyes wide, her face a barren mask of shock. 
“What do you mean?”

“Hurt, Mary,” Veta said, putting a hand on the young teacher’s arm. So young, yet so talented. Only three 
years teaching and already she had the wisdom of many of the hair-in-a-bun veterans Veta had seen come and go 
during her tenure. The Mary Austins, those possessing the true gift of teaching, were the rarest of the rare, and 
each held a special place in the secretary’s heart. This one more so than others, because Mary Austin had done 
more than teach. Veta had seen her work miracles. “Come on. The nurse is on her way there now. Come on.”

Mary watched Veta Nelson take a few steps before she, too, began to move. Just into the hall the bell ending 
recess sounded, a staccato clanging that followed Veta and Mary as they ran out of the main building and across 
the playground toward the sixth grade bungalows.

*  *  *



Nan Jakowitz passed Bryce as they neared a crush of students swarming outside Room 18, pushing through 
the chest high mass until she broke into the center and stood facing a distinctly separate group of five children 
gathered in a tight arc. They were staring at her feet, and when she looked down she saw the crimson sheen 
formed around her tan flats and understood why.

“Jesus, JESUS, JESUS,” Nurse Jakowitz said in rising tone, giving her exclamation of horror a tinge of 
religious declaration. Her feet stepped gingerly out of the blood covering the ground to Guy Edmond’s front, 
and moved to a spot near his back where she knelt and put two fingers to his neck.

She counted silently, One... Two... Three...
And nothing. Her eyes flitted from Guy’s neck to the ground, and she saw the bat, its fat end splashed 

grotesquely red.
Four... Five... Six...
Her eyes came up from the bat and fell upon the arc of children fixed close to the body. Bryce had joined 

them. They were six in number now, and they looked at her with eyes that seemed collective, individuality gone 
from their expressions. The littlest girl, held close by a bigger girl in one protective arm, sniffled, but her gaze 
never broke.

“What happened?” Nan asked, directing her question to Bryce.
“We found him,” Joey answered for the class treasurer. For them all.
“Found him?” Nan pressed.
Five of the six nodded. Elena simply bore reddened, gaunt eyes at the nurse.
The breeze swirled through the fence and over the crowd, reminding all of the season. It might have chilled 

Nan Jakowitz, but a prickly rise of goose bumps had already done so.
She looked again to the body, counting, Seven... Eight... Nine...
Nothing. Not a hint of a pulse. Nan Jakowitz drew her hand away from the neck and swallowed hard. Her 

eyes played over the wet red asphalt. There’s too much blood, she thought immediately. Not enough left in his body for  
CPR to do any good. He’s really dead. She looked up at the six again, at Bryce in particular as someone pushed 
through the outer crowd.

“Is he going to be okay?” Bryce asked.
Nan’s head cocked at the almost vacant concern in his voice. The quizzical expression still showed when 

Veta Nelson and Mary Austin made it through the students and gawked first at the little body, then at the blood, 
then at the nurse.

“How bad?” Veta asked, drawing deep for composure. Mary stepped just past her, eyes glued on Guy 
Edmond.

Nan shifted her attention to Veta and said, after a short pause, “He’s dead.”
Five of the six stole sideways, leaden glances at one and other. Elena shuddered upon the nurse’s 

pronouncement, then quickly stilled. One girl in the crowd stumbled back toward the fence and covered her 
mouth with clenched fists, her blonde hair tossed across her face by the wind. Dozens of youthful mouths 
repeated the news in hushed tones.

Dead? He’s dead. Guy’s dead. Dead?
Dead....
“Dead?” Veta asked, eyes narrow, as if she’d just been told something incomprehensible. An impossibility.
Nan nodded and rose from her crouch.
“Oh dear God,” Veta said, putting a single, trembling hand to her mouth and reaching for Mary’s arm with 

the other. It found only space. Mary was backing away, inching steps that cleaved an opening in the crowd. 
“Mary?” How this must hurt... “Oh, Mary.”

The six looked to their teacher, and she now to them, forcing her eyes from the crushed little head spilling 
life onto the blacktop.

“Mary?” Veta repeated.
And as quickly as it had begun, Mary Austin’s retreat ceased, but not because of words. Her eyes had moved 

from Joey, to Bryce, to Michael, to P.J, to Elena, and then to Jeff. When it settled upon him, all energy drained 
from her, pouring down some invisible channel ripped through her core, cascading from her chest, washing hot 
through her stomach, and leaving through legs drawn hollow and made papery. For an instant she tried to tell 



herself what she had seen was just a twitch. A nervous tick. Expected. Normal, considering.
But it wasn’t. As clear as the horror that was strewn between them, she knew it was no twitch, no involuntary 

response. It was what it was. And what it was was a wink.
Jeff had given her a slow, purposeful wink, one that existed between only them.
She shook her head as her knees went weak, legs turning soft, the vast gray sky above becoming a great fuzzy 

spiral that followed her as she twisted and twisted downward into a harsh, icy blackness.

Fin
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My Schizophrenic Life

Early Signs of Impending Problems: (September 1965 - December 1979)

The disturbed mind lives in a world that intersects with common reality. Stimuli may trigger symptoms, 
which magnify into psychosis. The unreal becomes real. The brain is possessed, flowing with fear and anguish, 
and the future is clouded with uncertainty.

My mental illness came as a surprise to our unsuspecting family. We had few skeletons in our closet. Mental 
illness was never mentioned in our family history even though it can be passed on through the genes.

In Vancouver, British Columbia, my family lived in a white stucco house with blue-grey trim in a quiet 
neighborhood with many kids my age. My sisters and I jumped on the trampoline next door. I taught myself to 
swim at a friend’s pool during a sweltering August. I got into trouble like any other kid, but also enjoyed making 
people laugh at my jokes.

I was proud to be the lead in a Christmas play in grade seven. We acted out "The Twelve Days of Christmas" 
with some added funny lines. I was the receiver of the gifts. The more I received, the angrier I became. At the 
end, I sent away the bearer of the gifts and a male teacher came forward, offered me a long-stemmed red rose 
and led me off the stage to great applause.

When I entered high school, however, my introverted tendency and feelings of inadequacy expanded 
exponentially. In grade eight, I had a locker between two boys’ lockers. The lockers were newly painted with 
warm, bright colors. Mine was mandarin orange. I nicknamed the boys “Mutt and Jeff” because one was short 
and the other was tall. I rarely spoke to them other than offering a soft hello.

“Would you like to get together after school?” Blair asked. He was the taller of the two, blond and blue-eyed.
“Ah, no. I have to study.” I buried my head in my locker and reached for my grey knapsack.
“We could do that.”
“No, I don’t think I can right now.”
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“Well, if you ever change your mind, just let me know.”
I was flattered, but too anxious and doubtful to say yes. It was easier to shut people out than become 

vulnerable.
One day towards the end of term, Mutt and Jeff serenaded me with Carole King’s song "You've Got a 

Friend." I was moved that they sang to me. After they left, I slung on my knapsack and walked home with a 
spring in my step.

I resembled the characters in The Wizard of Oz: a scarecrow without a brain, a tin woodman robbed of 
emotions, a lion with no courage, and Dorothy, lost in a foreign land. In the story, the wizard recognized that the 
first three needed faith to overcome their problems; likewise, I didn’t believe in myself either.

In high school, I was one of the top students, but I was also one of the shyest, quietest, and most awkward 
teenagers anyone could meet. I hid behind my glasses and had braces to correct crooked teeth and an overbite. 
The orthodontist had me wear headgear fourteen hours a day with elastics on my teeth.

I was shorter than most of the other girls my age and very thin. I envied the way my friends got along with 
male students. I buried my head and rarely said a word to anybody. I never volunteered answers in class.

At a friend’s birthday party in the summer of 1979, just before I turned fourteen, a group of us danced to 
slow music in her basement lit by candles and Japanese paper lanterns. I was terrified to dance with a boy a year 
older than me. It wasn’t so much his age, but he was about a foot taller than me.

“What’s your name?” he asked. I froze. “I said, ‘What’s your name?’”
I bit my lip and looked down at the brown shag carpet. I envisioned myself sinking into the rug, melting like 

a Popsicle, until I disappeared. I tilted my head away from his gaze and refused to make eye contact.
“Didn’t we meet before?” he said.
“Ah, no. It wasn’t me.”
“You were out cycling with your friends this summer,” he persisted. “Your gang stopped by my house to say 

hello. Don’t you remember?”
I shook my head. I stepped back, confused. He walked away and shook his head, leaving me to sink into the 

carpet alone.
I blushed with embarrassment because I behaved so ineptly. Later on, I vaguely recalled cycling by his place 

but it was too late to say anything to him.
It was during this time that I began to experience symptoms of apathy, an inability to engage socially, a sense 

of aloneness, mental confusion, and problems with attention span, which brought me closer to developing 
psychosis. To most, these behaviors could be interpreted as normal teenage problems. Thus it would have been 
hard for anyone to guess the turn my life was about to take.

***

When I started grade nine in September of 1979, I was eager. I liked school because I had keen interest in 
many subjects. I’d already chosen my locker on the main level near my friends’ lockers. I knew they’d all be there 
ahead of me. I always slept in until the last moment, dressed, grabbed a slice of raisin toast with butter, and 
rushed out the door with my knapsack.

I was already thinking about field hockey. I played on the school team in grade eight and looked forward to 
playing again. I liked the uniform in the school colors burgundy and blue. The top was powder blue and the skirt 
was a plaid kilt. We even got bloomers and matching socks to wear. Cleats, a field hockey stick, shin pads and a 
mouth guard completed the outfit. I enjoyed playing halfback, aiding defense and passing to the forwards. 
Players on the team got out of class early to get to the games on time, which made me feel special.

I lived about ten blocks from school. In a superstitious manner, I avoided stepping on the cracks in the 
sidewalk. On the way to school, I always cut through the lanes and the same dog would bark at me. I never saw 
the dog as it was hidden behind a six-foot cedar fence so I didn’t know its size, but I was determined not to 
change my route because of it. I had a right to walk down that lane any day of the week. That was the extent of 
my courage in those days.

Repeatedly, I smelled a strong odor of vinegar in one particular lane. It was so strong that I held my nose 
when I passed.



One weekend in early September, I slept over at Candice’s house in Burnaby. Candice was a year younger but 
we were friends. I brought my purple sleeping bag and slept on a mattress on the hardwood floor. I slept in late 
and woke up alone in her bedroom in the basement. I heard voices talking from the direction of a bedroom 
upstairs.

“Is she staying another night?” The voice sounded faint.
“I don’t know,” answered another voice. “I don’t want her to stay. Let’s get rid of her.”
Distressed, I thought I had overheard Candice's mother and sister talking about me. I got dressed and went 

up to the kitchen. The smell of coffee brewing made my nose wrinkle. My friend and her brother sat at the 
breakfast table, eating toast and jam and making funny hand gestures. I thought they were making fun of me. 
Did they all want me to leave?

So, that’s how it began. I smelled a strong odor in the lane and I heard voices talking about me.
These early warning signs most of us would dismiss by trying to form logical answers to them. Maybe it was 

the smell of rotting food in the trash. Maybe I could hear through the vents in my friend’s house because the 
house was quiet. In retrospect, I believe these events were olfactory and auditory hallucinations, the first signs of 
my break with reality.

***

I had a crush on several boys at different times in school. I rarely conversed with them, but rather admired 
them from afar.

Truthfully, I was too nervous and immature to have a relationship with a boy. I had only kissed a boy once 
on a dare. I wished I could make small talk or have a conversation that lasted more than a few minutes with boys 
or girls at school but I couldn't.

When I talked to my sisters, we joked but rarely talked about emotions. If people asked me how I was 
feeling, I said that I was fine, instead of revealing my unhappiness or loneliness. The problem was I didn’t really 
identify with anyone. No one could pierce my shell of isolation, which shielded my sensitive nature.

Because of my mother’s upbringing, she wasn’t too forthcoming with advice or information about the facts 
of life or dating. Her parents had an arranged marriage and came from China. My maternal grandmother, whom 
I called Po Po in Cantonese, had false papers stating she was born in Victoria, British Columbia. Years later, the 
federal government offered amnesty to anyone who had come to Canada illegally during that time. My Po Po 
wanted to come forward, but my maternal grandfather, whom I called Gung Gung, disagreed. "Let sleeping dogs 
lie. You don’t have to tell anyone. Don’t worry.”

My grandmother didn’t speak much English but she got by. When she was angry or excited, she switched to 
Cantonese. I couldn't understand or speak Cantonese or Mandarin. Instead I'd wait for her to settle down and 
convert back to English. I doubt she told my mother much about dating either.

I talked with my mom in the bathroom while she was putting on her make-up. We had only one bathroom in 
our house, with a folding door to separate the two sinks from the toilet and bathtub.

“When will I be ready to date?” Would my parents let me if someone asked me? I needed boundaries. I 
wanted to know if there was a curfew I needed to follow.

“That’s up to you, isn’t it?” She applied a red hue to her lips and put the lipstick back in the drawer. She 
walked away without another word.

I would have benefited greatly from a frank discussion or advice about the physical, hormonal and 
psychological changes that I was experiencing. I had no idea of my parents' expectations or ways to handle social 
situations. I knew drugs and alcohol could be harmful, but I wasn't given a set of rules. Instead, I had no 
guidance.

I talked to some of my friends who recalled that their mothers didn’t explain much about the facts of life 
either. They laughed. 

“Ask Penny," they said. I would have asked my older sister Penny, but I didn’t know exactly the questions to 
ask.

My mother relied on Sunday school and the Bible to teach her three daughters about moral behavior. I 
developed a strong conscience. I was meek, polite and extremely humble. When I bumped into someone in the 
hall at school, I mumbled an apology even if it wasn’t my fault.



***

The buzz of loud chatter and laughter filled the crowded halls of my school before and after classes. I quietly 
made my way down the corridors with my head down, trying not to be noticed. I didn't gossip much, but I was 
sure other students were spreading rumors about me.

“Michael wants to ask Sandra to the Christmas dance,” whispered a girl in math class.
“What’s he waiting for?” asked another student.
“I don’t know.”
Michael was on the basketball team. In math class, I’d call across the room, ”Hey, Mike, what did you get on 

the test?”
“Seventy-eight percent. What did you get?”
“Only ninety-eight.” I grinned. Math was one area I was confident in and that allowed me to brag a little. I 

was shy, however, when it came to asking him to sign my annual.
So when I heard rumors he was interested in asking me to the Christmas dance, I clammed up. I went into 

shy mode. I didn't talk to him and never let him see when I was looking at him. He sat in the front row in one of 
my classes and would sneak a look at me. I’d turn my head and focus on the window or straight in front of me. I 
was afraid and unable to respond to him. I didn’t want to communicate because it would make me vulnerable, or 
lead to teasing or embarrassment.

I thought the other students were laughing at me and whispering behind my back. They called me “four 
eyes” or “ugly duckling” or say “she’s so dumb she can’t even talk.” One of the students shoved me in the halls. 
“Get out of the way, loser," he said.

Ashamed, I hunched over until my chin was lower than my shoulders, giving me the posture of an old lady 
with a humpback. The rumors and name-calling disturbed me. I went through the robotic motions of attending 
class but interacted with others less and less. My fragile nature didn’t allow anyone to get close to me.

“Did you hear any rumors about me at school?" I asked a friend. "I think people are saying things about 
me.”

She shook her head. “No, of course not.”
Even though she denied it, I remained unsure.
Michael never did ask me to the Christmas dance. I thought no other boys at school would ever ask me out 

after that. I thought it was my fault because I withdrew into myself and didn’t speak up. I was a little mouse 
scurrying along, too timid to be able to spend time with a boy or anyone. Feelings of rejection and 
disappointment rose inside of me.

***

I became extremely depressed that winter. The days grew short. My sisters and I slept in the living room by 
the Christmas tree on Christmas Eve, hoping to catch Santa filling our stockings. Truthfully, we wanted to catch 
our father or mother in the act. They were pretty sneaky about it.

We awoke Christmas morning to see freshly fallen snow outside. We enjoyed opening our presents and 
laughed together. We dressed and got ready to go to my grandparents’ home for Christmas lunch. My Po Po was 
a great cook. I never saw her use a recipe or measuring spoons or cups, but she could cook the best Chinese 
food I ever ate. I opened the front door and saw Taylor on his bicycle at the edge of our sidewalk.

Taylor was my square-dancing partner in phys ed class. I was very surprised to see him at 11 A.M. on 
Christmas morning. I waved and smiled and he did the same. I thought it was such a strange coincidence.

During Christmas vacation, I was outside in the front yard when I saw two figures at the bottom of the 
street. I heard one boy say, “There she is. Hide.”

“She can’t see us from here,” the other boy replied.
It did not occur to me that they were too far away to be heard. I heard the voices as clearly as if they were 

speaking right next to me.
My sister Penny and I decided to walk downtown from our house. It was a long way but we could window-

shop and have lunch downtown. We started on our way. I thought I heard the boys’ voices over the sounds of 



the traffic even though I couldn’t see them. When we crossed the Granville Street Bridge, I saw two figures 
following us. One wore white pants. I wondered if they were tailing us. I thought one of them might be Taylor.

“Does anything seem odd to you?” I asked Penny. “Do you think we are being followed?”
“No. Are you trying to scare me?” she said. I shook my head. I didn’t say anything else, but continued to 

look back with worried glances.
By the time we got downtown, I couldn’t hear or see anyone following us.
The voices I heard were real to me. Logically, it’s impossible to hear people talking at normal volume from 

sixty yards away on a busy street or bridge. It was like I was in a vacuum where I could hear things very acutely. I 
thought I had super-hearing like a comic book hero.

Fin
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The Yaakmen of Tyrie

Ruma, head of the Council of Representatives and delegate of the confluence’s farming community, rose 
from his seat with palms outstretched; his ornamented robe flowing gracefully to his elbows. The conversations 
ceased and all eyes were drawn forward. “All representatives are present. The meeting can proceed.”

Ruma began with an introduction of the Council. To Ruma's right sat Councilwoman Charon— a proud and 
noble lady with short, graying hair. She represented Tyrie’s tradespeople: the manufacturers, miners, and 
carpenters. Ruma’s son Hayden sat beside her. Both Hayden and Ruma represented Tyrie’s farmers: a large and 
most influential faction. Carathis and Quintar sat to Charon’s left. The noble Adairian educator Druiden sat to 
Hayden’s right, and next to him, the young scribe Porrias. Beside Porrias sat the uneasy representative of Adair’s 
fishing industry, Barrazan.

Seated opposite Ruma, were the amiable and wealthy Tyrinian merchants: Pincar and Dumas. Dumas was 
the eldest representative and respected by all for his wisdom and insight. The Noreldan merchant Samael and the 
Noreldan rancher Balyar sat near the table’s center. The robust trapper Tharmstron was seated to Balyar's right, 
and next to him, the mysterious trapper Ruppon.

The meeting began with a lengthy summary of the past season presented by each group’s representative. 
Hayden spoke of an excellent growing season, and a surplus of grains, fruits, and tuber foods grown to 
supplement the Yaak’s natural diet. Ruma interrupted Hayden, and complemented Druiden on the development 
of rich, new strains of Charkur and Waax, and grains engineered to resist pestilence and vermin.

Charon talked at length of manufacturing production, and the discovery of new veins of salts and metal ore. 
Barrazan stood before the Council and spoke of a successful harvest of Quidida and Zariema— dried, salted, 
and awaiting shipment north to Tyrie and Norelda. And Druiden talked with great passion of advancements in 
education and the sciences.
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Balyar spoke of a huge harvest of Mathran wool, which brought gasps of astonishment from the 
representatives and smiles from the merchants— all except the old and wizened merchant Dumas, who sat 
stroking his gray eyebrows with wrinkled fingers. Quintar noticed Ruma glancing frequently at the elder 
councilman, apparently noting Dumas’s reaction to each topic discussed.

Tharmstron rose and talked of an abundance of pelts for sale in the three settlements. “Heavy and rich they 
are. Never in all my seasons have I seen such quality on the hides of wild creatures.”

Suddenly the elder Dumas's eyes flashed with a mixture of both dismay and concern. He lowered his head, 
falling deeply in thought.

Finally, Quintar stood before the Council and recounted several successful hunting expeditions into the 
distant mountainous regions above the northwest river branch. “The lands were strange, and the air was thin, but 
game was robust and abundant.” He talked of expanding trade runs north to Norelda, and south to Adair, and of 
the nature and disposition of the Yaak-beasts of Tyrie. As he spoke, Quintar felt Ruma’s slicing eyes, sometimes 
glimpsing signs of admiration in his father’s grim face, yet most of the farmer’s expressions faded rapidly to 
sadness and regret.

Ruma rose from his seat, glancing to both Dumas and Carathis. “And now we shall discuss the reason why I 
have asked for an extra day of council. I realize this is a busy time of year for all of us, and I know you are all 
anxious to return to your homes, trades, and loved ones. But, I would not have asked for this time, if the matter 
to be presented were of little significance. I hope we all listen, and debate this subject earnestly and with open 
minds, for it may affect all of our lives during these coming cycles.” Ruma paused. “I will now ask the esteemed 
Carathis to speak.” Ruma sat.

Carathis folded his hands. He began slowly. “Most of us know that the Yaak is a species of high intellect, 
which is quite evident in my guild’s daily interactions with the beasts, and the cooperation they have offered 
humans for untold generations— the nature of which even we Yaakriders do not fully comprehend yet accept 
gratefully.

“But many are unaware that the Yaakbeasts also possess superior instinct. They anticipate conditions in our 
ever-changing environment far beyond man’s current understanding or reasoning.”

Carathis cleared his throat. “I’ll be direct, good council members. We have observed the Yaak stockpiling 
huge amounts of Waax and Charkur over the last several cycles.”

“Should this concern us, Master Yaakrider?” Tharmstron asked. “Is it unusual for the Yaak to store food for 
the winter?”

“Because, good councilman, even the old-timers have never seen the Yaak hoard so much, in so little time, 
and so urgently. More alarmingly, the beasts have actually accelerated their pace of hoarding as winter draws 
closer.”

Councilwoman Charon spoke: “Has it not been said, good Yaakleader, when the Yaakbeasts store food early 
in fall, the ensuing winter will be unusually long and cold?”

“You are correct, Lady Charon. The Yaak’s instinct is seldom proved wrong. We can think of no other 
reason for their behavior.”

“And this may explain the quality of the pelts we’ve trapped,”   Tharmstron said. “I fear a good season for a 
trapper may prove a dangerous omen for us all.”

Carathis raised his hand softly. “Yes, and if I may continue... I’ll add that the hair of the Yaak is also of 
unusual fullness this fall— thick and strong.”

The members sat silently, pondering everything said.
The merchant Pincar spoke first: “All of this is interesting speculation, but I’ve heard this all before. Last 

year we heard evidence that a certain conjunction of Ellini and Alberon would bring a disastrous winter. The 
year before we were told a drought would bring a cold and harsh season.” He sighed. “And both years, the 
winters were average. Why should we think this year different?” Pincar shook his head.

Many representatives turned to one another, nodding.
The Adairian scholar Druiden rose. “Let us not dismiss these observations so hurriedly, good council 

members. I agree with the honorable Pincar. We must not alarm the public without ample evidence, yet these are 
unusual signs, and call for careful debate.” Druiden sat.



“None can foresee the future,” Ruma said. “Nonetheless, we should always prepare for the worst. A severe 
winter will cause hardship for all of our people. Only fools would not take precautions. This is the least we owe 
our citizens.”

Some representatives stared at the table, while others watched the fireplace. Quintar noticed Ruma’s face 
suddenly flush with shadow.

“There is something else,” Ruma said gravely. “But before we debate this most controversial issue, my friend 
and senior representative, Dumas, has requested some time to address you. Dumas has asked only for our 
patience, and for us to kindly listen to his statement.”

Dumas lifted his frail body gently from his seat. He nodded curtly to Ruma, steadying himself against the 
table’s edge. “Fellow representatives, I have seen by my calculations the better part of thirteen springs. I know 
but a few in all the lands who can make such a claim. Maybe now, there are none still alive.

“For this, I consider myself most fortunate, not only for a long life, but also for the opportunity, so freely 
given to me, to nobly serve my guild, my city, and our civilization.”

Dumas's gray eyes darted from person to person, catching briefly the transfixed gaze of each. “But, alas my 
bones grow old and I’m fast becoming weary, and I’m confident that I will not witness winter’s end and spring’s 
golden renewal. Yet perhaps before I depart, I can still be of use to the Council and to Tyrie. And I’m grateful 
the Council has allowed an old man his opportunity to ramble onward once again.”

Carathis said, “I speak for the entire Council, Master merchant. We are all honored to be in the presence of 
one who has served Tyrie with such dignity and for so long. Your opinions will always be heard with earnestness, 
and given the greatest reflection and consideration.”

There was a murmur of consensus around the table. Dumas lowered his head, seemingly eager to continue.
“My earliest recollections are of the winter preceding the spring of my second year. My father was a simple 

merchant, selling Noreldan pelts in the winter or grains in summer and fall. My mother was a strong woman, 
kept busy raising two daughters and five sons for which I was youngest.

“We were not a wealthy merchant family, yet we managed to survive living in a cabin somewhere to the 
northwest of Tyrie— the exact location I’ll never know, but I do recall our home was located on the wilderness’s 
edge. As you all know, many homesteads in those earlier times were dispersed many kilometers from Tyrie’s 
main settlement, even though our population was less than half what it is today. These pioneers did not depend 
on the settlement for their daily needs, and they remained self-sufficient even through the harshest winters. I 
don’t recall many neighbors, nor contact with humans other than my family, until my father brought me to 
Tyrie’s settlement the following spring.

“That particular winter was unusually long, and I can still feel the bitter cold in the depths of my bones. The 
storms raged for days and days, and sometimes a single storm would pile snow higher than the height of a man. I 
recall that by mid-winter, the drifts covered our cabin’s roof.

“On a clear and cold afternoon, a strange man arrived at our homestead. He was tall and rugged, and his face 
was scarred, and his cheeks were burned from cold. A dark beard hung beneath the burn, speckled with frost 
that stuck to the strands like ice on trees. We had never seen a man like this before, so quite naturally my 
brothers and I became quite fascinated with the stranger.

“My older brothers urged me outside the cabin and through a tunnel of snow, and up a wooden stair we had 
built to reach the snow’s height. There, I remember seeing a huge, white figure. My five brothers and I circled 
the furry creature, studying its sturdy legs, and stroking its gnarled, white pelt. I noticed a freshly healed wound 
above a greenish stain on the Yaak-beast’s side. The misfortunate creature carried a harness and pack upon its 
arched back.

“Yaakman, my eldest brother said, motioning toward the cabin where the stranger rested.
“Long past the afternoon and into the evening, the stranger and my father spoke in hushed tones. Their 

speech was laced with anxiety, and their faces flushed with anguish. To this day, I never forgot the look of 
absolute fear upon my father's face. My mother trembled with dread and huddled her children, sharing the 
stranger's secret with only the eldest, whom she reasoned old enough to understand.

“Before dawn of the following day, the stranger was gone.
“For some time thereafter, my father and my eldest brother Gerrob would leave home for days on end, 

returning exhausted and anxious. Many strangers came to our home, some staying hours, some staying days; all 



seemed to bring sorrowful news. Food was scarce and my family sometimes went for weeks without meat, 
surviving on meager rations of stale grains and wild roots.

“One fateful night, my father returned alone. He bled from the head and arm, and lay weakened from blood-
loss. My mother tended to his wounds, and then gathered the family. With her head held high, she told us that 
our father would recover from his wounds, but sobbed uncontrollably while reporting Gerrob’s death.

“Was it a...? My older sister asked, daring not utter the unspeakable word.
“Yes, my mother said grimly. It was Ordai.”
Ordai! Quintar thought. Ordai! Someone still lives who witnessed a time when the legendary snow-beasts invaded the Valley  

of the Great Confluence. It was as if a tale told in folklore burst into life through a single eyewitness. No other name could exact a  
more emotional response from Tyrie’s citizens.

“The Ordai,” Tharmstron grunted above the Council’s murmurs. “Is the honorable Dumas standing here, 
telling us the Ordai will return this winter?”

Samael shook his head dismissively. “In Norelda, the watch for Ordai ended in my father's time. I have yet to 
see any evidence of the beast’s return.”

“Please, dear friends,” Ruma said. “Let our senior representative continue. He has expressed his desire to 
offer some additional explanation.”

Quintar felt a chill draft flow through the hall as the elder merchant’s eyes fixed on the table’s center. Golden 
embers flickered in the fireplace, sending glowing orbs spiraling into the air. Quintar inhaled deeply, watching the 
embers rain slowly upon the polished wooden floors.

“There is something else,” Dumas said gravely. “I recall my father telling us that the Yaakmen had observed 
unusual behavior among the beasts during the previous year’s fall season. Some of this I can’t recall, but two 
points I still remember clearly: my father told my brothers and me that the Yaak had developed a thick, heavy 
pelt, and that the creatures were hoarding huge amounts of food, far beyond amounts of prior years.

The representatives sat silently.
Finally, Carathis spoke: “This has also been observed and noted in our oldest Yaakrider traditions and lore, 

some of which have been passed down through generations in my trade.” He sighed. “The Yaak likely hoard for 
a reason.”

Tharmstron said, “There appears to be ample signs the upcoming winter will be harsh, and I’ve no doubt 
that others at this table will prepare with great earnestness. But I’m still not convinced a severe winter will 
summon the snow-beasts.” Tharmstron crossed his arms and shook his head.

Ruma spoke: “Talk of the Ordai stirs many emotions amongst our citizens. Tales of the snow-beasts are 
taught to our youngest children, and are thus an integral part of our culture. But it has been four generations 
since the Ordai roamed the Valley of the Confluence, and understandably, to us, they are more legend than real 
flesh and blood.”

Ruma rose to his feet, eyes steadfast with resolve. “But make no mistake fellow representatives: to our 
forefathers, the terror was real. I still recall the icy terror on my own grandfather’s face, when he spoke of the 
horrible beasts from the north. Before he died, he warned me never to forget that the snow-beasts may someday 
return…”

“Ere long the days of winter fold
Of bitter root and tales of old
Eleven Thermegan shall fly anew
The twelfth shall the Ordai rule”

All eyes turned toward the slender Adairian scribe Porrias.
“May I… may I beg the Council's forgiveness. It was a saying taught to me by my father, as it had been told 

by his father. I’ve begun to scribe all such sayings, I’ve had the privilege to hear and remember.”
Dumas looked the young scribe over, and then a thin smile formed on the wizened merchant’s face. “I’ve 

talked too long, and now my work is complete.” He lowered slowly to his seat.

Fin
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Invisible Path

“Jesus, I need to talk to you.”
My grandma was the only one who could get away with pronouncing my name like Jesus in the Bible. My 

friends say it like “Hay-soos.” Grandma didn’t like it when she heard someone say my name like that. She usually 
corrected whoever it was by saying, “My grandson is not Mexican, he is Indian. His name is Jesus Running 
Bear.”

 I don’t know what inspired my mother to give me such a name, and she wasn’t around to ask.
Grandma fixed her small dark eyes on me. When she smiled her eyes became crescent moons. She wasn’t 

smiling now. Whatever it was she wanted to say, it had to be important.
I put down the bowl I’d gotten out of the cupboard. Breakfast would have to wait.
“You’ve been thinking about something a lot. Something that’s going to give you problems.” Grandmother’s 

face was round, weathered, and brown as a nut. Her gray hair was pulled straight back and arranged in a bun. 
Wiry strands escaped and poked out around her ears and the nape of her neck. She wore a man’s red plaid shirt 
with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, over a pair of faded blue jeans. Beneath the baggy clothes, she was slim 
and muscled. Her toes peeked out from a pair of worn leather sandals. 

I loved my grandma; after all she was the one who raised me after my mother left me alone while she went 
on a three day drunk. My uncle found me and brought me to grandmother’s house where I’ve been ever since. 
No, I don’t miss my mother because I don’t even remember her. I only know what I’ve been told about her—
not much of it good.

I wasn’t sure what kind of problem Grandma meant. Sure, I’d been going down to the beer joints with my 
cousin and friends even though I knew she didn’t want me drinking. Maybe that’s what this was about. I 
respected my grandmother, but I hadn’t obeyed her warning about never touching alcohol. She hated alcohol. 
Grandfather had died from drinking too much. Maybe my mother was dead too. No one had heard from her in 
years.

“Come. Sit down.” She motioned to the chair where I usually sat. In front of her was a cup of tea. “We’re 
going to find out exactly what is going on with you.”

I sat on the edge of the seat. She was going to do some weird Indian stuff. We were Miwok—though we 
didn’t live on or near a reservation. We lived in a small town in the foothills above Modesto which is in the 
Central Valley of California. Frankly, I didn’t know much about my heritage except what my grandma told me. 

She was an amazing woman, and could do so many things. I was proud of most of what she did. She knew 
how to gather herbs that could cure most sicknesses. She wove beautiful baskets that she sold at Pow Wows and 
to tourists in gift shops in Yosemite and other places. 
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When I was a kid, she took me on camping trips into the back country. She could out hike me even today. 
But I wasn’t crazy about all the Indian stuff she did that I didn’t understand.

Grandma stared into the cup and began speaking in her native language. That’s what she always did when 
she was concentrating on something.

She lifted her head and fixed her eyes on me again. “You’re looking for a girlfriend. That’s it, isn’t it?”
Well, sure. What young guy isn’t trying to find a girl? But for once I was smart enough to keep my mouth 

shut.
Again, she peered into the cup. “I see all kinds of women. Be careful not to choose the wrong one. If you do, 

you’ll be miserable.”
She stared and her eyes looked funny, like she was seeing something far, far away.
I squirmed, wondering where this was leading. Maybe she already had someone picked out for me.
“I see a pretty girl with a nice figure. She has long straight hair, clear down to her waist. She’ll wiggle her 

plump bottom and you won’t be able to think. Women have power–especially young pretty ones. Don’t you so 
much as give her more than a passing glance. If you do, you’ll be miserable your whole life.” Grandma didn’t 
look up.

In my mind I could see the pretty girl walking down the street, her shiny black hair swinging back and forth 
like her hips. 

After a few minutes my day dream ended when Grandma said, “There’s another one. Short and skinny like I 
was when I was young. But beware, she’s nothing like me. This one is sneaky. She’ll act like she cares for you 
when she has lots of other men.”

Interesting. This was more fun than I’d expected.
“I see another one, curly headed and laughing. She’ll welcome you to her bed.”
This was sounding better and better, and I risked a smile.
“Take my warning, grandson. Don’t marry her. She knows nothing about being a wife or taking care of 

children. She only knows how to have fun. She only wants to party, party, party. She’s not for you.”
I was beginning to wonder if there was anyone Grandma would see in that teacup who was good enough for 

me.
“Ah, there’s the one you must look for. She’s a sweet girl, with dark brown wavy hair and a dimple in one 

cheek. She knows and respects the old ways.”
“Where is she? Does she live around here?” I was ready to introduce myself to this wonderful woman.
“No, she lives far away. It may take a long, long while before you meet her.”
That wasn’t such good news. “How will I find her?”
“The path lies straight ahead. Sometimes it will be invisible, but it’s always there.”
Grandma’s discussion about my future seemed to be over. 
She picked up the cup and dumped the dregs in the sink. Wiping her hands on a tea towel that had been 

draped through the handle of the old refrigerator, she asked, “Are you ready to eat?”
* * *

I almost forgot about Grandma’s predictions, because I started drinking more and more with my buddies. I 
became an embarrassment to her and my other relatives, and I didn’t care.
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Notes From an Alien; A Message For Earth
(Work in progress)

Splendor

He was ready to go but delayed slipping the bonds for a moment as he bid farewell in his mind to the 
daughter he'd never met. He knew his work for the Angan Corporation was critical—leader of the first 
expedition to another World; but, Velu, his unknown daughter, would probably not know he'd done it.

"Rednaxela", said his Artificial Intelligence unit from its space on the console, "we are fourteen seconds past 
the time set for slipping the magnetic bonds."

"Yes, Morna, my dearest AI, I know; bidding farewell to folks in my mind."
"The part of your mind I will not let myself access."
"Yes, Morna, the only part of myself that's still private."
"Twenty-five seconds past bond-slipping."
"Initiate, Morna."
The two-mile-wide, circular ship released its invisible hold on the mooring dock and began its 2,800,000-mile 

voyage to the planet next out from Anga in the Angi System—planet of mystery, inhabited by people completely 
engrossed in religion—Anla, the destination of Rednaxela, his thoughts, and 95,000 passengers.

Morna continued verbalizing her obligatory oversight tasks: "Plasma screen active, passengers secure, orbital 
laser supplying thrust, tethered laser stable, light-sail stable, ship systems nominal."

ShipOne it was called: simple, efficient name that Rednaxela did not like. Something more was called for, 
some larger idea—Proteus, Primus, something;; even Rugra-One, its Class name... He strode to the hatch leading 
to the transport tube as he said, "Morna, I'm going to check on our prize passenger."

"Only place worth going on a ship full of criminals."
"Settlers, Morna, settlers."
"Yes, criminal-settlers."
"It's a good thing you're my AI and not a child of the Corporate Mesh."
"It a good thing we have plasma shielding from the Corporate Mesh."
The arrangement was completely unique but absolutely necessary. The Mesh, corporate or public, operated 

through electronics that was capable of responding to the streams of plasma surrounding and interpenetrating 
Anga. The Mesh was the Corporation's mode of communication and control and it was critical to the planet's 
efficient operation. Yet, this voyage, made when Anga and Anla were closest in their orbits, had to be flown 
through the plasma tail that Anga streamed away from its star. The plasma tail reached to Anla and beyond and, 
because of the closeness of the planets, it was a tail that could clearly carry the thoughts and feelings of every 
passenger into the minds of the priests on Anla, priests who were expecting merely settlers, not criminals. To be 
more precise, they were not expecting any criminals except Akla who Rednaxela was on his way to see.

"Morna, the shielding is to keep the Anlans from—"
"Rednaxela!"
He'd never heard her raise her voice.
"Do please continue, my sweet AI."
"I know why the Corporation chose you but they didn't take enough time to analyze the results of our 

interaction."
"Morna, what the hell are you talking about?"
"You are the Corporation's ambassador but I think you could also be their worst nightmare."
"Morna, I wish you had an off switch. Look, we'll talk about your speculations later. I need to go perform my 

duty as an interrogator."
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Rednaxela stepped over the sill of the hatch but stepped right back into the bridge. He walked up to the AI's 
physical form—a box of exotic, plasma-infused electronics—and said: "What do you make of the Anlans' 
specifically asking for Akla?"

"He is believed by the Harians of Anga to be a Prophet and a sect on Anla called the Nari claim the same 
thing. The Nari have apparently been waiting for him to arrive from Anga."

"You have a bad habit of repeating what you know I already know, Morna."
"Sometimes I feel it necessary."
"It's going to take the whole voyage for me to figure you out."
"I believe it will take longer than that."
"Could be, but the leadership on Anla apparently hate the Nari."
"Yes."
"Asking for a man their enemies worship..."
Morna laughed in his mind and said, "There are obvious reasons and not so obvious reasons. All I will say 

now is that you were chosen for your unique abilities and your devotion to the Corporation. I think your 
devotion will be severely tested and your abilities will be sharply honed. Please don't ask me for reasons yet, I'm 
still processing the probabilities."

"I'm still trying to fathom the rush to launch this mission. They could have given us more time to really get 
acquainted and for me to figure out how you can make deductions on information in my head that I don't even 
know I have."

"There are overriding reasons for the Corporation's haste, mostly to do with fear. And, there are times when 
an individual has potentials the Corporation needs and special procedures must be devised. I am a Special 
Procedure."

"That you are, Morna. Thankfully, you can still attend to the ship while you're haunting my mind. Let's see 
how our prize criminal is doing."

The Angan Corporation's Chief, Brolan Mexur, was finishing his recital of orders to his Board members: 
"We need to increase endocrine enhancements in the stable populations in Anselua and Kernuma, get their 
sexuality functioning at around 20 percent higher levels."

All present nodded agreement.
"It's critical that we boost Plot Interactions on the Corporate Mesh and induce bondable people on the 

Public Mesh to apply for Corporate Interaction."
All present nodded agreement.
Brolan directed his next comment to Ralm, his deputy: "Report on ShipOne post-launch conditions."
"Yes, sir. All is proceeding according to plan. ShipOne is now 3,000 miles from orbital launch position and 

increasing in speed. LightSail is fully functional."
"Ralm, show us the playback of bridge activity before launch."
All present directed their attention to the hologram appearing in the center of their conference table—fifteen 

sets of eyes preparing to analyze the situation.
Rednaxela appeared, seated at his console obviously lost in thought. His stare intensified and the Board 

members heard:
"Rednaxela, we are fourteen seconds past the time set for slipping the magnetic bonds."
"Yes, Morna, my dearest AI, I know; bidding farewell to folks in my mind."
"The part of your mind I will not let myself access."
"Yes, Morna, the only part of myself that's still private."
"Twenty-five seconds past bond-slipping."
"Initiate, Morna."
The holo's recorded transmission ended when the ship's plasma shield activated.
Brolan scanned faces again and said, "What does anyone think?"
Not a word from the Board members.
"Ralm?"



"Sir, I think we have no worries. He's the best of the best and had deep training and a complete endocrine 
analysis plus he has no history of duplicity."

"But, he said the only part of myself that's still private..."
"Yes, sir, we all knew there would be some risk but all probable Plots have been played through and my staff 

has registered no negative opinions."
"And the AI?"
"Just playing her part, Sir."
Brolan gave an ominous stare to each of his Board members then said, "You all will engage in Plot 

Interactions on the Corporate Mesh with Bonded Participants. You will report all Plot Deductions to Ralm. 
Next meeting tomorrow at the same time. Anyone who sleeps will be penalized."

Rednaxela entered Akla's chamber and discovered him sitting with eyes closed.
"Akla?"
"I am awake."
Rednaxela found himself needing to be extremely polite.
"May I ask you a few questions, Akla?'
"Certainly."
"What do you think will happen to you when we arrive at Anla?"
"I will be conducted to a safe place and my followers will be slaughtered."
"Slaughtered? What about your wife?
"Her body will die."
"I know the Anlans don't particularly like your brand of religion but slaughtering everyone...?"
"Part of your mission is to discover the truth of Anla's social hierarchy and it's weaknesses—"
"How could you know that?"
"How I know can be discussed at another time. The fact that I know is something you must now deal with."
Rednaxela internally told Morna to pay very close attention. He was shocked that Akla knew because there 

was no way any of the people involved in the voyage, except Brolan and Ralm, could have told him about the 
extended mission. It was terribly risky and therefore had to be as secret as possible. Its existence was the only 
reason he could fathom for the unprecedented freedom of action he'd been given. He sat next to Akla and said:

"Another time we will discuss how you know about my mission. Now you will tell me why the Anlans will 
slaughter your followers."

It had been twenty-seven years before the launch of ShipOne. Sesuna, the Prophet of the Nari on Anla, was 
being led to his death. Thousands of people crowded the village square where Sesuna was to slowly lose his life
—become a Gift to their God. The Knife Bearers were sharpening and the Blood Tenders were readying their 
bowls for reception of the Evil Doer's essence.

Sesuna was positioned on a wooden platform and tied to the stake protruding from its center. As the Knife 
Bearers began their task, slicing openings in Sesuna's veins, he calmly raised his voice and said, "When my body 
is gone and you have forgotten me, my Spirit will return to you in the form of a greater Prophet than I. He will 
be of the Harians from the planet named Anga-Param. He will regenerate my people and usher in the long-
awaited Worlds' Peace."

Sesuna's body slumped against the stake. He lifted his head to the hushed crowd and said, "Remember my 
words. None can stop what has begun. God is my witness! All will condemn me. All will condemn He Who 
Comes After Me. All will condemn except those of pure sight and spotless conscience."

His body slumped further and the Blood Tenders adjusted their positions to catch as much of his blood as 
they could.

The crowd was stunned by Sesuna's words but eagerly anticipating the taste of his blood.

Akla turned to face Rednaxela and said: "I am the One Sesuna said would come."
"So, you're claiming to be a Prophet from God, the one he said would have his spirit, regenerate his 

people..."



"You don't believe in God do you, Rednaxela?"
"I believe what I believe. Why should it matter to you?"
"Because you are the person who will lead me to safety when we arrive at Anla."

Rednaxela entered the soft comfort of the bridge and Morna said, "That was extremely interesting."
"Completely weird."
"Completely?"
"Well, he seems to make sense, at least the way he says things sounds so totally reasonable, but the things he 

says are beyond belief."
"He is a dedicated man."
"Dedicated? No, obsessed."

ShipOne continued its light-powered flight toward Anla surrounded by the aurora of electromagnetic 
interaction with Anga's plasma tail.

The passengers continued to speculate on their future.
Most could only feel doom. These were the "mentally unstable" among Anga's criminals. The rest, the 

"religiously unbalanced", had mixed feelings.
Mentally unstable to the Angan leadership meant an unwillingness to adhere to norms—a pernicious streak 

of wild inventiveness that refused to conform to the wishes of the Corporation. Their ideas were often used but 
never attributed to them. They feared being shipped to a World reported to be completely organized according 
to various religious standards.

Most of the religious criminals were of the Harian persuasion, followers of Akla. The rest were truly lost 
souls, hoping for salvation from their new masters on Anla.

All passengers were provided with more than adequate food and all the simulated recreation they wished. 
They were also receiving endocrine enhancements via their remotely controlled implants—the prime means of 
influencing minds on Anga. If the glandular adjustments didn't actually warp thought toward a norm, they at 
least led to emotional and mental imbalances that made people more tractable, more prone to fear and the 
welcome relief provided by simulated recreation, a private virtual world they could interact with to escape the 
conflicts between mind and feeling. People who didn't become passive through fear—those who fought against 
the invasive alteration of their feelings—were kept apart from others till they killed themselves.

Rednaxela had just returned from another visit with Akla: "Morna, give me the stats."
"Halfway stats show consumables nominal, systems fully functional, twenty suicides."
"Only twenty..."
"The Harians, surprisingly, are having a beneficial effect on the others. They seem to give them emotional 

comfort, as Akla seems to be offering you."
"Emotional comfort? More like intellectual challenge that keeps me from assuming what lies ahead of us at 

Anla."
"What do you feel lies ahead of us?"
"O.K., hang on. I think I'm starting to understand a part of your agenda."
"Agenda?"
"Well, modus operandi. You repeat things you know I know to help me focus on what seems important to 

you and you ask questions you know the answers to so I can pay closer attention to what I'm thinking. Right?"
"So, what do you feel lies ahead of us?"
"I'll take that as a yes and what I assume lies ahead are delicate negotiations that hopefully lead to free access 

to various parts of the planet which, in turn, give us enough information to make the expense of this voyage 
worthwhile."

"And, will you return to Anga?"
"How did you come up with a question like that?"
"A bit of programming mixed with observation of your behavior."



"So it's like I thought. The Corporation seeded you with routines in your programming that measure my 
loyalty?"

"Not as simple as that."
Rednaxela waited for Morna to continue, which she didn't do.
"Morna?"
"Yes?"
"Care to explain?"
"No."
"Should I worry about your future actions?"
"No."
"Do you have input to the ship that I'm unaware of?"
"No."
"Can you lie?"
"No."
"Anything else you'd care to say?"
"Akla is an interesting man."
"Agreed..."

Seventy-two more people committed suicide, Rednaxela visited Akla five more times, and Morna told 
Rednaxela more about himself than he expected she knew, plus a few things even he hadn't realized about 
himself. Shortly after he had given her permission to access any part of his mind she wanted to explore, she had 
succeeded in convincing him to stop the emotion-altering endocrine enhancements. The Harians had needed no 
help. The enhancements had no affect on their minds even though they played havoc with their emotions. It was 
the "mentally unstable", rationally-inventive passengers who'd needed assistance and the Harians had given them 
what they needed until Morna's advice had been accepted by Rednaxela. She'd also convinced him to instruct the 
passengers in a method of disabling the implants without the risky option of surgery.

The rationally-inventive passengers were working on a plan for survival that didn't include subjugation by 
religious zealots. They'd named it, Educate And Conquer—a method of supplying the Anlan leaders with Angan 
technology in the hope that it's usefulness would make them more valuable as who they actually were rather then 
who it seemed the Anlans would want them to be. Morna was supplying them with appropriate gadgets to 
immediately impress the Anlans. She knew they would be capable of devising whatever else was needed as 
circumstances progressed.

The cessation of endocrine enhancement had also helped the passengers realize, with Morna's aid, that their 
transfer to the planet was the beginning of a war of occupation by people who the Angan leadership believed 
could be remotely influenced through the implants. They reasoned that the Corporation hoped to influence them 
to insane actions, anything that could disrupt the Anlans' ordered existence, providing leverage for more 
interference by Anga's leadership. If enough potentially disruptive settlers could be shipped to Anla and the 
Corporation could "intercede" to control the settlers, it would be progressively more in command of a constantly 
growing population of drones. And, Anla had literally begged for the settlers. The reason for their dwindling 
population had yet to be determined.

ShipOne attained orbit around Anla and deployed the tethered laser to power their return. The transfer pods 
began their descent—down to the city of Muram, capital of Enes-Suva, center of the Lord's Army Dominion.

The Anlan priests were prepared for two actions. The first was immediate interrogation of each settler to 
decide who would live or die; the second was the immediate death of Akla.

Not long after the dispatch of transfer pods paused, to give ShipOne time to return to the proper place in its 
orbit, a single pod prepared for descent. It contained Akla, Rednaxela, and Morna.

"Morna, check Akla's coordinates again please."
"They are fine. We'll be landing in a deeply forested region of what the Anlans call the Unholy Lands in a 

country called Ceia-Abi, 50 miles from the main city, Oaur."



"Yes, yes, I know. Sometimes you're too consummate in your responses."
"Thank you, Rednaxela..."
Akla returned from his lengthy meditation and said, "The Nari in this region are anxious for my arrival."
Rednaxela countered, "Their knowing the time of your arrival is the one part of this plan that I truly don't 

understand."
"It is simple. I told them."
"Yes, you've told me you told them but communicating through plasma waves can only convey general 

principles and emotions—  Why am I repeating myself?"
"You are trying to convince yourself that what I have done is impossible."
"Yes."
Morna chimed in with, "Detach."
Rednaxela began to wonder about the crew he'd left aboard ShipOne. Had they believed him when he'd told 

them that the Anlans had asked that Akla be delivered to a place not in their orders?  Would the people of the 
Educate and Conquer group convince the Anlans that ShipOne needed to be seized? What would they do when 
the Anlan priests queried them about Akla and the Captain of their ship? Did any of it matter? His moral sense 
was completely confused. His devotion to Anga had been shattered by what Akla had taught him. He thoroughly 
trusted Akla and had no idea why he did.

Morna piloted the pod in a series of trajectories that would hide the location of their landing. 
His last thought as they neared the ground, dutifully recorded by Morna, was: Velu, my dear lost daughter, you  

may never know what I've done but I pray it helps you, in some way...

Brolan sat speechless before his Board. He was having trouble digesting the news of the disappearance of 
Rednaxela and Akla along with the slaughter of all the religious passengers and the resistance of the crew of 
ShipOne to the attempt by the criminals to take it. The endocrine enhancements had failed and the criminals had 
either aligned themselves with the Anlans or been taken prisoner...

Brolan's deputy, Ralm, broke the silence: "What shall we do?" The others at the table were all looking at their 
hands.

"Do? What shall we do? Speed up the completion of ShipTwo, increase the endocrine enhancement levels of 
the population, electro-shock the mental criminals slated for our second wave of occupation, kill any religious 
criminals, step up our sweeps for more of them, increase the incentive payments to Corporate Mesh members, 
and send me the Mesh Plot Planners. Our World will not be stopped in its expansion! We can not afford to not  
expand!! We—"

Brolan's face went from rage to fright, his body lurched, and his head slammed onto the table.

Fin
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By A Thread

The 21-year-old redhead felt like he was being watched. But after almost two years as a missionary in Austria, 
he was used to it. He was well aware that, in business suits far too conservative for their ages, and with their 
prominent plastic nametags, he and his companion stuck out like sore thumbs. This, of course, was by design. 
The Church prided itself on its missionary program and wanted its “elders” to be instantly recognized anywhere 
in the world. They were repeatedly reminded that emissaries of the Lord did not hide themselves “under a 
bushel.” 

Today Elders Davis and Pearson were hosting an informational display on the broad sidewalk outside 
Humanic, a five-story behemoth that touted itself as Europe’s largest shoe store. Davis favored this spot because 
it was ideal for their purpose. Mariahilferstraße was the heart of Vienna’s shopping district. Here, boutiques, 
department stores, and restaurants stretched for a full kilometer, nestled among two centuries of architectural 
style, from baroque to minimalist modern.

It was Saturday, the boulevard’s busiest day. Because Vienna’s blue laws required shops to close at 1:00 p.m. 
today, and stay closed on Sunday, these were the only few hours in which working Viennese could get their 
shopping done. This presented an opportunity too good to pass up.

Like fishermen wading among spawning salmon, Davis and Pearson now trawled the teeming sidewalks for 
an easy catch. They had cast their lines from a small piece of the pedestrian zone where, courtesy of their visual 
aids, beaming Mormon families smiled from posters promising “Families Are Forever,” glistening temples 
symbolized eternal glory, and a selection of pamphlets explained how to achieve both.

Davis knew, however, that hooking one of the locals was a difficult proposition. Vienna was the erstwhile 
capital of the Holy Roman Empire. As countless Austrians liked to remind him, this country had been staunchly 
Roman Catholic since the Fall of Rome. While most Austrians were outwardly polite to a fault, they were 
intensely private when it came to religion. Airing one’s personal faith in the public square was distasteful to them.

Vienna was nevertheless a cosmopolitan city, home to myriad transplants and refugees from less-hopeful 
places. Twenty percent of the city’s population was said to be of foreign origin. From what Davis had seen 
during his time here, dozens of nations were represented just within the core districts of the city. Immigrants 
from invariably poorer—and often less free—countries were ideal candidates for the message he and his 
companion had to share. People who took the initiative to leave their homeland in search of a better life were, by 
nature, seekers; exactly who the missionaries were looking for.

At length Davis traced the gaze he had been sensing for some time. It emanated from a swarthy young man 
leaning against the glass façade of the shoe store, some twenty meters away. He judged the observer to be about 
his own age, definitely not Austrian; both of which qualified him as a good prospect. Older immigrants tended to 
be too set in lifelong traditions to consider changing their religion; younger and better-educated generations, on 
the other hand, usually had broader interests and greater exposure to diversity, making them more receptive to 
the ideas in which the missionaries trafficked.

Davis met the young man’s gaze and gave him a polite nod and a smile. He was encouraged when the smile 
was returned. But when the guy began making his way through the crowd directly toward him, his manner 
seemed oddly deliberate. A typical visitor would stop to check out the display materials first and wouldn’t make 
direct eye contact. 

Davis wondered if this particular visitor wasn’t just a tad too enthusiastic. Before he could consider it any 
further, he found himself face to face with the strikingly handsome stranger, who stood a few inches shorter 
than Davis’s own nearly six-foot stature. His mocha skin was movie-star smooth and framed in a full head of 
close-cropped dark hair and three-day growth of facial hair. His intense brown eyes were softened by an effusive 
grin as he stretched a hand toward Davis.
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“Hi. I’m Jassim,” he said in English. His manner was matter of fact, as though he’d been expected. 
Davis wondered if there had been a mistake. Had this guy had confused him with someone else? It was 

usually the gregarious missionary who cornered the timid passerby, not the other way around.
“Elder Davis,” he said, returning the introduction and shaking the proffered hand.
The stranger laughed goodnaturedly. “So is that the ‘younger Davis’?” he asked, cocking his head toward 

Pearson who, oblivious to them, was attempting to corner an ambivalent elderly woman.
After nearly two years in the mission field, Davis found this joke tedious. Nevertheless he had grown 

accustomed to the question and answered with practiced patience. “Elder is just a title,” he explained, as he had a 
hundred times before.

He stopped short of mentioning the priesthood to which the title pertained. He had already surmised that 
the man was Middle Eastern, and therefore likely also a Muslim. The missionaries were prohibited from overtly 
proselytizing Muslims, in which case his guest would have to be explicit in his request for information before a 
religious discussion could be initiated.

“That’s my companion, Elder Pearson,” Davis added by way of explanation. “We’re missionaries.”
“Ah,” replied the stranger. “Your companion.” A raised eyebrow suggested that he may have misunderstood 

the use of the term.
“My assigned missionary partner,” Davis clarified.
“I see.” Jassim’s tone suggested that he saw more than had been intended. “Well, then if you are not elder, 

you must be about twenty, no?”
“Close. Twenty-one,” Davis corrected. It was a strangely personal question for a first encounter. Not 

comfortable being the topic of conversation, he changed the subject. “Feel free to browse the information here.” 
He gestured toward the nearby display. “And don’t hesitate to ask any questions you may have.”

Jassim declined to look in the direction that Davis was pointing. “Thank you. I do have a question.”
Davis smiled. “Sure. What is it?”
“Do you do this all day?”
Another odd question. Davis wasn’t sure how to answer. “Well, not exactly. But we do spend the majority of 

our time talking to people, if that’s what you mean.”
“You must be good at conversation, then.” There was no hint of sarcasm in the stranger’s reply and Davis 

couldn’t help but laugh, despite some apprehension.
“I don’t know about that,” he said.
“Well I would enjoy conversing with you,” Jassim said. “When do you rest from your labors?”
“Uh…,” Davis hesitated, again unsure of the intent of the question. He was equally unsure of the stranger. 

“We get Mondays off.”
“Surely you will eat before then!” Jassim said with mock astonishment, making a show of looking at his 

watch.
“Uh, yeah,” Davis laughed, “but we usually—”
“Then you will join me for lunch,” the stranger interrupted. It was a simple declaration rather than a 

question.
Davis balked. Caught off guard by the invitation, he found himself speechless. It took him a second or two 

to realize that he was standing slackjawed. “Uh, well—”
Jassim cut him off. “It is your job to talk to people, no?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“Then you will be my guest for lunch,” Jassim declared, not allowing a rebuttal. “You can talk to me,” he 

said with a cheerful grin, “and you will be doing your job.”
“Really, it’s very nice of you to ask,” Davis said, doing his best to reject the offer without offending. “But 

we’re working right now.” In most circumstances he would welcome such eagerness in a prospective convert, 
but this guy’s invitation was all a bit sudden and more than a little strange. 

“Yes. It is rude of me to interrupt,” Jassim apologized. “How long will you be here?”
“A couple of hours, but—”



“Perfect,” replied Jassim with a satisfied grin. “I prefer a late lunch. I will come again at one-thirty,” he 
declared. He waved goodbye and slipped into the crowd before Davis could formulate a response. He could only 
stare after the enigmatic stranger. What was that all about?

*  *  *

“That’s just weird,” Elder Pearson said when Davis described the encounter to him. “What did he want?”
“No clue. He didn’t give me a chance to ask.” 
“Well, if he comes back, we’re not going anywhere with him,” Pearson declared, despite his junior status. 

When he saw that Davis didn’t agree immediately, he added more emphatically, “Don’t be stupid! The guy’s a 
weirdo. Who just walks up to a stranger and invites him to lunch? He’s probably an axe-murderer or something.”

“He wasn’t that bad,” Davis disagreed. “I mean, he was totally friendly.” Adding, before Pearson could go 
off on him again, “Relax. We’ll still blow off the invite.”

“Heck yeah.”
“Politely,” Davis added.
“Any way you want, dude. You’re the senior,” Pearson said with a wry smile.

Fin
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Sounds of Murder

It was getting dark and the wind was picking up when Pamela Barnes roared into the small parking lot on the 
side of Blake Hall on the campus at Grace University.  Barely missing nicking the tail light on Dr. Swinton’s old 
Buick, she found one remaining spot at the far end just minutes before her graduate seminar was scheduled to 
start at 6 p.m.  She was just locking her Civic, when her graduate assistant, Kent Drummond, appeared.

"Hi, Dr. B," he greeted her, his ear stud gleaming in the last rays of sunlight.  "Got the last space, I see."  
"Yes," she smiled.  "Lucky me."  She tightened her jacket around her body.  The wind snapped her fine 

blonde hair briskly in front of her face.  Kent stepped beside her and the two of them strode purposefully 
towards the side entrance of the building.  

http://tinyurl.com/25n86bx
http://www.cozycatpress.com/index.html


"Those were some hard articles you assigned for tonight, Dr. B," he noted, holding the door open for her as 
Pamela zipped inside before another gust of wind whipped up her skirt.

"It’s graduate school," explained Pamela, laughing.  "You don't expect it to be easy, do you?"  Kent chuckled 
weakly in response.

"Come on, Dr. B," he moaned, "Those articles were overkill."  Pamela registered his word choice with 
amusement.  Kent’s all black outfit with a blood-spattered machete design on the front of his t-shirt would never 
scream “conscientious graduate student” to the rest of the world, but she knew his “look” was all bravado.  He 
was one of her best students.

"That’s material you’re going to have to know," responded Pamela. 
“If you say so. Oh, Dr. B, I ran that second group of subjects through the protocol.  You want me to enter 

the data tonight?” he asked, his sneakers squishing as he walked.
“You mean they all showed?” 
Their footsteps echoed in the high-ceilinged main hallway of the ancient old building.
“Sure thing, Dr. B.  That’s what extra credit in a hard course like Dr. Clark’s will do for your turn-out,” he 

chirped.  How true, she thought.  Charlotte Clark was famous and with fame came popularity.   Students across 
campus wanted to take her courses on addiction, whether they were Psych majors or not.  And Charlotte always 
made her students participate in research.  Too bad she didn’t allow them to participate in animal psych research 
too.  Then her friend Arliss, who taught animal psychology, could benefit from Charlotte’s largess.  However, 
Pamela was not going to look a gift horse in the mouth.  She would use her participants however she got them.

 She turned to the young man beside her, saying, "You can hold off on data entry until tomorrow.  Then, 
changing the subject, she added, “Kent, are you sure you locked the lab up properly when you left this 
afternoon?"

"Sure, Dr. B," he answered, "I'm always very careful with the lab."
"That's good," she replied, sounding a note of caution.  "We can't be too careful, really.  That lab has some 

of the most expensive equipment on campus or even in the state.  I'm sure there are plenty of people who’d like 
to get their hands on it."  She hated playing campus cop like this, but her Chair had been pounding the faculty 
lately about lab security.

"Like I said, Dr. B," he repeated, "You can count on me.  I always lock it when I leave and I double check to 
make sure all the equipment is put away and safe too.  Don’t worry."  Kent waved good-bye and trekked across 
the hall towards the seminar room on the right.  

Pamela noticed her colleague Phineas Ottenback coming out of the departmental office across the hallway 
on the left.  He locked the door behind himself.  

"Oh, Dr. Barnes," he said turning, eyes popping open as he saw Pamela, "Did you need to get into the 
office?  I'm sorry I just locked it."  A shock of wispy, red hair flopped down over his forehead.

"That’s all right, Phineas," she responded.  She thought it amusing that Phineas was always so formal, even 
when there were no students around.  "I'm on my way to my seminar.  I assume you’re on your way to class 
too."

"Oh, yes, upstairs." he said, in that quaint, nasal voice that Pamela found just slightly irritating.  As he started 
towards the large central staircase further down the hallway, he suddenly turned back to her.

"Oh, Dr. Barnes, " he confided, "You're on the Tenure Committee, aren't you?"
"Yes, Phineas," she sputtered, "but…but I can't, in good conscience, discuss anything about the committee 

or its procedures with you, seeing as how you’re a candidate."
"Yes, Dr. Barnes," he said, hesitating, "but, I was just wondering if I…about the possibility of …what you 

would think if someone removed their name from consideration for tenure?"
"Phineas," she responded, "You surely wouldn't want to do that.  I mean, I can't say anything officially, but I 

believe your chances of getting tenure are as good as the other two candidates.  I really can't and shouldn't even 
say that."  She now felt horrible for even having this conversation with the man.  Tenure was a serious and 
private matter.  It was a make or break moment for young faculty members such as Phineas.  Get tenure and you 
had a job for life.  Be denied tenure and you were essentially fired.

“It's just a thought, you know," Phineas said, "I was only wondering what would happen—hypothetically--if 
someone were to drop out of the running, so to speak..."  He pulled himself from deep thought with a strange 



jerky motion and suddenly changed the topic.  "Anyway, thank you very much, Dr. Barnes, for your honesty.  I 
would appreciate it if you wouldn't mention this conversation to anyone."

"Of course not, Phineas," she answered, befuddled.  He took her hand gingerly and shook it very formally, 
then quickly headed up the central staircase without another word.

How strange. She hadn’t studied the tenure portfolios for the Psychology Department’s three candidates yet. 
She needed to get down to Charlotte’s office—Charlotte was Chair of the Tenure Committee—and study the 
files.  But from what she knew of Phineas’ work, he would likely be granted tenure.  He and his research partner, 
Rex Tyson, churned out several solid articles each year in top-notch journals, and tenure decisions were typically 
based on research productivity.  It didn’t make sense for Phin to even contemplate removing his name from 
consideration for tenure.

She stood there, staring after him for a moment.  Then, selecting her key to the department’s main office 
from her key ring, she quickly opened the glass-windowed door and entered the darkened insides. Just a narrow 
beam of light from the hallway illuminated the faculty mailboxes on the wall. As she reached into her cubby hole 
for her mail, she heard voices coming from the office of the Department Head, Mitchell Marks, which was 
located through a second small office where the departmental secretary worked.  

Pamela stood frozen as the two voices rang out behind Mitchell’s closed door.  It was unusual for Mitchell to 
be in his office this late in the day.  Pamela couldn’t make out the gist of what was apparently an argument, but it 
soon became clear to her who the combatants were—obviously Mitchell, the Head of Grace University’s 
Psychology Department, and, no surprise to Pamela, Charlotte Clark, the department’s prima donna, star grant-
getter, and world-renown expert on addiction.  Pamela cocked her ear closer to the intervening office door, 
trying to decipher the cause of the fight.  

"For God's sake, Mitchell," she heard Charlotte Clark bellow. "I’ve brought this department millions of 
dollars in research funding, a beautiful state-of-the-art experimental computer lab, and hoards of fame.  The 
Dean had damn well better consider that, and the multi-million dollar grants I’ve brought and will bring to Grace 
University."  

"Now, Charlotte, calm down," said Marks. It was a request, not an order. 
“Don’t try to calm me down, Mitchell!” Charlotte yelled.  “Remember, I have tenure so I don’t have to do 

his bidding.  And I’m not some boot licker like the rest of this gutless faculty,” she said, “not wanting to 
jeopardize an upcoming promotion or book deal.  I can say what I think.  And what I think is that this entire 
department is full of cowards.  And Mitchell—you’re the worst of the lot, the biggest coward of them all. You let 
the Dean walk all over you.  It’s time somebody stood up to him. All you care about is avoiding conflict.  But I 
don’t care about avoiding anything and I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.”  

 Pamela could hear Charlotte’s voice getting louder as she came closer to the door, then, evidently, turning 
back to Mitchell as he called out to her.

“Charlotte, for heaven’s sake, don’t do that!”
“Just try and stop me!” Charlotte screamed back at him, and her voice suddenly became even louder as she 

opened the door between Mitchell’s office and the secretary’s office.  Pamela could see the outline of her body 
highlighted in the door frame.  Charlotte was a striking, middle-aged woman, with a beautifully styled head of 
blonde curls.  Her designer suit and Monolo Blahnik heels looked elegant enough to be featured on the cover of 
Vogue.  As she turned to leave, she tossed a final comment over her shoulder:

“And, Mitchell, you can forget that stupid Chili Cook-Off of yours that you so foolishly think of as a 
departmental fundraiser.  I won’t be participating this year!”

As Charlotte’s footsteps stormed toward her, Pamela quickly grabbed her mail and headed out the main 
office door and across the hall toward the seminar room.  She slipped into the room just as she heard Charlotte 
slam the main office door shut and storm down the hallway.  The last thing she wanted was to get in the way of 
an angry Charlotte Clark steam-rolling in her direction.  

What in the world had caused such a fight between Charlotte and their Chair?  And where was Charlotte 
going now in such a huff?  To the Dean as she’d threatened?  And if so, what for?  She’d love to be able to find 
out, but Pamela was sure the gossip mill would supply the answer tomorrow.  



Right now, she had to concentrate on conducting her Tuesday night graduate seminar in acoustics.  She 
looked around the room.  She could smell the old wood paneling and the faint scent of leather in the worn, but 
comfortable arm chairs situated around the long conference table.

Kent had positioned himself in his favorite location on the side of the table near the windows.  Two girls 
were already in the room and were talking to Kent.  He was cheerfully responding to their eager questions. 
Luckily, it appeared the students had not heard the horrific argument between Mitchell and Charlotte that had 
just occurred across the hall.  

Pamela went quickly and quietly to the end of the long table at the front of the room and sat down.  Then 
she began to review the articles she’d assigned her class—the impossibly hard ones according to Kent--while she 
waited for her class to arrive.

Soon, three more female students and three male students arrived and Pamela began the class.  In no time at 
all she had forgotten—well, almost forgotten—Charlotte Clark and her tirade in Mitchell’s office.

"Okay, class," she announced, rising and getting their attention, "you read three articles about acoustics for 
tonight's class.  Who can tell me, in a nutshell, what these articles had in common, and how they were different 
from each other?"

One girl quickly raised her hand.
"Dr. Barnes," she declared, "Those articles were very technical, more than any other articles you’ve assigned. 

Truthfully, I was lost."  She looked a bit sheepish, until several other students chimed in, in agreement.
"Let’s look at it this way," responded Pamela.  "Eventually you’ll need to understand how to use the acoustic 

technology described in these articles if you intend to find careers using sound analysis.  You won't necessarily 
need to understand how the technology works.  Even so, it's a good idea to start with a discussion of the 
workings of a piece of equipment with which you’ll all need to become very familiar—the spectrograph."  She 
stopped and looked around the room.  Everyone looked a bit terrified.

"Consider this," she said, turning to the chalkboard and taking a piece of chalk and dragging it firmly down 
the board, making that unmistakable sound that makes a person's teeth clench.  The class cringed noticeably.

"Now," she asked, turning back to them.  "What was that?"
"Torture!" yelled one blond man near the door.  The class laughed in relief.
"In addition to torture?" asked Pamela.
"I’d call it—just noise," ventured one young woman sitting close to Pamela’s end of the table. 
"Just noise?" Pamela prompted.
"Yeah," added another male near the far end of the table, close to the door.  
"So, what is noise?" she asked.  In her mind, she couldn’t help but recall the noisy shouting match she had 

witnessed just moments ago in the main office.  She was still mystified by its severity and its reason.  Charlotte 
was notoriously hot tempered, but this was the angriest she had ever heard her--so angry, in fact, that Mitchell 
had seemed almost overwhelmed by her fury.

Another young woman raised her hand.  Pamela nodded towards her.
"I’d say that noise is a sound that isn’t attractive."
"And," continued Pamela, "what constitutes 'attractive'?"
The class was seemingly stumped.  Pamela waited.  Then, she picked up one of the assigned articles.
"If you remember in this article, the author presents a rather detailed discussion of the difference between 

'sound' and 'noise.'  Would anyone like to describe that difference?"  No one raised their hand.  
"All right.  Here's where all that technology comes in."  She turned to the chalkboard and drew a wavy, 

measured line, and next to it, a very choppy, disjointed line of the same length.  "What did I draw?" she asked.
A tentative hand peeked up over an open textbook.  
"Helen?"
"I believe those are drawings of a vowel and chalk being scraped over a chalkboard."  She smiled sweetly at 

Pamela.
"That’s actually more detailed than even I was hoping for, Helen.  Bravo! I’m just guessing at the vowel or 

screeching chalk characteristics of these two masterful paintings I’ve just created for you."



The class giggled.  She liked to make them laugh.  All teachers, she realized had a bit of stand-up comic in 
them.  Even so, she was quite good at covering her true feelings when she lectured—and right now her true 
feelings were centered on the battle she had overheard earlier in the main office.

"What makes the first drawing different from the second?" she asked.
"The first one is smooth and regular and the second one is all over the place," said one young man.
"Right," answered Pamela.  "The first one is regular; it forms a pattern, just as does any ..."   She looked 

directly at the girl who’d brought up the "attractive" argument.  "Just as does any attractive sound, such as 
speech.  The second drawing is erratic; it has no regular pattern—it’s the pattern of noise."  

The class contemplated this distinction for a while.  The old analog clock on the wall audibly ticked off the 
seconds.

"Now," said Pamela, "let's take a look at some other characteristics of speech--our patterned sound.”  
She drew another wavy line on the board.  
"Let's assume," she said, "that this is the acoustic output for a portion of speech. We have sophisticated 

software that can analyze many acoustic features of speech and other sounds--even of noise."  She smiled and 
they all laughed.

"Let's say that this wavy line represents the word 'cat.'" She pointed to the line and she then added a 
horizontal and a vertical axis.  "Now, what types of features of a speaker's voice can we possibly determine by 
looking at this acoustic output?"

A hand rose.  "I believe if the word begins on the left and ends on the right of the line, that you could 
measure how long it took the speaker to say the word."

"Absolutely right," announced Pamela.  "That is, this acoustic wave provides us a measure of time--how long 
it takes to produce a sound or sounds.  What else?"  She looked around the room, hoping for someone else to 
volunteer.

Kent raised his hand.
"Mr. Drummond?" she asked.
"Not sure here, Dr. B., but I think the height of the wave is a measure of how loud the sound is."
"Right again!" she claimed.  "Excellent, class!  It appears you did read those impossible to understand articles 

after all.  The height of the wave is a measure of the sound's amplitude or intensity--or in layman's terms--
loudness."  She drew some dramatically larger wave forms and some dramatically smaller forms and 
demonstrated the difference in their loudness.

"There's one more feature you can extract from looking at this form.  Anyone know what it is?" she coaxed.
"Dr. Barnes, please don't jump on me if this is wrong," offered the shy girl who had hidden behind her book, 

"but I think the third feature you’re looking for is the number of waves within a certain space."
"Yes, Peggy," said Pamela, "and what do we call that?"
"I think it's pitch--or rather—frequency," responded the girl.
"A perfect score for my brilliant class," announced Pamela.  The students were all looking around the room, 

smiling and proud.  Maybe, some were hoping, the “brilliant” label would continue through until final grades. 
That’s what she loved about graduate students; they often didn’t trust their own instincts and they needed good 
instincts to be linguists or have careers in acoustic technology—as many of them wanted.  She knew that.  You 
had to be able to listen to sound and extract meaning from it other than just the words--like the words she’d 
heard shot back and forth between Charlotte and Mitchell earlier.  Now what meaning could she derive from 
that interchange?  From the volume?  The tempo?  The pitch?

"Yes," continued Pamela, "what we perceive as pitch is really the number of waves or frequency of waves 
within a certain space.  That is, a high pitched sound," and Pamela sang a very high note, "would have far more 
waves within a certain space," and she drew many evenly spaced waves together, "than a low pitched sound," 
and she sang a low note, "which would have the waves longer and spread out more like this" and she drew in the 
same space, fewer evenly spaced waves together.  

Pamela continued to explain acoustic technology and soon, before she realized it, several hours had whizzed 
by.  With some final words and an explanation of next week’s reading assignment, she dismissed the class for the 
evening.  As she was gathering her belongings, she called to Kent to come over.



"Kent," she said, "please, don't consider me an old fogy, but would you be so kind as to go down and check 
on the lab one more time?  Just be sure it's locked."

"Sure, Dr. B.," he answered, "I'm on my way."  He headed out the door, taking his book sack with him. 
Pamela followed the last few students out the door, and then turned and closed the seminar door.  This door, 
she mused, didn’t need to be locked because there wasn't anything in this room of value--at least not of value to 
most thieves who were looking for equipment and devices that they could sell readily on the black market.  The 
department was more than worried about possible theft in their multi-million dollar computer lab, but the rest of 
the old dilapidated building contained little worth stealing.  She headed down the hallway towards the lab and the 
parking lot entrance.  Just then, Kent came running back towards her from the lab, yelling.

"Dr. Barnes!  Dr. Barnes!" he screamed, "Come quick!  Come to the lab!  It's horrible!  Hurry!"

Fin

Chapter Seventeen - Suzanne Tyrpak – Vestal Virgin

Suzanne Tyrpak ran away from New York a long time ago to live in Colorado. Her collection of nine short 
stories Dating My Vibrator (and other true fiction) is available on Kindle and Smashwords. J.A. Konrath calls it, 
“Pure comedic brilliance.”  Her short story ‘Downhill’ was first published in Arts Perspective Magazine. ‘Rock 
Bottom’ is published in the Mota 9: Addiction anthology, available on Kindle.  Her short story ‘Ghost Plane’ 
was published by CrimeSpree Magazine. ‘Venus Faded’ appears in the anthology Pronto! Writings from Rome 
(Triple Tree Publishing, 2002) along with notable authors including: Dorothy Allison, Elizabeth Engstrom, 

Terry Brooks and John Saul. Rocky Mountain Fiction Writers awarded her first prize in the Colorado Gold Writing 
Contest, and Maui Writers awarded her third prize in the Rupert Hughes writing competition.

*New York Times bestselling author, Terry Brooks says about her writing: “...a writer of real talent...a promising new voice.” 
*New York Times bestselling author Tess Gerritsen says, “Suzanne Tyrpak weaves a spell that utterly enchants and delights. Her  
writing is pure magic.”

Author website: http://ghostplanestory.blogspot.com
Amazon.com author page: http://www.amazon.com/-/e/B003ZTP0J4
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Vestal Virgin

The Kalends of October
Year IX, reign of Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus
…though they may condemn me, the words I write are heartfelt. I no longer trust Nero, no longer trust the gods. I don’t fear  

death, but life. This life devoid of passion. My fate has never been my own—my destiny decided ten years ago when I was pledged to  
thirty years of chastity. Keep this letter close, for I trust only you. 

Elissa 

She set down the stylus and read what she’d written. Could a person be condemned merely for thinking?   
Through the narrow window of her chamber, a breeze brought the scent of roses, the last of autumn. Soon it 

would be winter, but sequestered within the House of Vestals the world seemed seasonless.  
“Elissa—” a voice called from beyond the doorway’s curtain.
She snatched the papyrus, thrust it into the bodice of her stola, and turned
on her stool. Angerona, her fellow priestess, swept open the curtain. Unfettered by her veil, her auburn 

tresses fell over her shoulders in a wild cascade of curls. Beside her, Elissa felt small and dark. She ran her tongue 
over her teeth, the tip lingering on her deformity.

“I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Angerona’s face was flushed, which only made her prettier. She 
sounded breathless, “I thought I’d find you working in the garden then I checked the library—”
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“Why aren’t you at the agora?” Elissa wiped ink from the stylus, replaced it in the jar with others, hoping 
Angerona wouldn’t ask what she’d been writing. “All you’ve talked about for days is that gold bracelet. I thought 
you’d be haggling with the merchant. Did you finally get your price?”

“So you haven’t heard—” Angerona’s voice trailed off.
“Heard what?”  
“All of Rome is whispering. I thought, by now, you would have known.” She touched Elissa’s shoulder, and 

something in her touch made Elissa shiver. “Your brother has been charged with treason.” 
“Treason?” The word passed Elissa’s lips, but didn’t register. 
“They say, Marcus has been plotting Nero’s assassination. They say—”
“They say!” Elissa stood, toppling her stool. “You’ve been listening to idle gossip, and now you’re spreading 

rumors.”
“My source is reliable.”
“Who?” 
Angerona shook her head.
Elissa seldom raised her voice, but now she did, “Gossip will be your ruin, Angerona. Vicious lies.”
Angerona looked close to tears. She reached into the folds of her stola and withdrew a scroll. “This came for 

you by messenger.” 
Hands trembling, Elissa broke the imperial seal, read aloud:

“I,  NERO CLAUDIUS AUGUSTUS GERMANICUS, 
PRINCEPS OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE, 
BELOVED OF APOLLO, 
SUMMON THE VESTAL VIRGIN, 
PRIESTESS ELISSA RUBRIA HONORIA, 
TO WITNESS HER BROTHER’S DEATH—”

Her mouth went dry. The gods had acted swiftly, punishing her hubris. “There must be a mistake,” she said. 
“A Roman citizen, the son of a senator, can’t be treated like a common criminal.”

“I’m sorry,” Angerona said, tears spilling from her eyes.
“First your father, now my brother―Nero holds himself above the law.” Elissa took a breath and willed her 

heart to beat more slowly. “I’ve got to hurry.” 
“You’re going to the circus?” 
“The emperor requests my presence. Perhaps Nero’s forgotten how my family has supported him.” 
“You can’t go unescorted—”
“No?”
“Let’s speak to the Vestal Maxima,” Angerona said, “request she file a petition and ask your brother’s life be 

spared. Even Nero can’t refuse a vestal’s intervention on behalf of a prisoner—” 
“There’s no time. Marcus fights at noon.”
“I’ll call for the coach—”
“I’ll walk. It’s faster.”
“At least, change your robe. Your hem is stained from pulling weeds.” 
“I don’t want to be recognized.”
Angerona thrust white slippers at Elissa. “Your shoes.” 
“Yes.” Elissa slid them on her feet, barely noticed. She had to get to Nero soon, and with no pompous 

retinue. Digging through her cedar chest, she found her oldest palla. She flung the shawl over her head and 
wrapped it around her shoulders.

“You look like a beggar,” Angerona said.
“Good. No one will notice me.”
Elissa ripped open the doorway’s curtain. The cubicles where the six virgins slept stood empty, the 

inhabitants occupied elsewhere with their work—invoking blessings for the sick, copying documents, tending the 
sacred fire. She glanced at the closed door of the Vestal Maxima’s private chambers. At this hour Mother Amelia 



would be busy contracting wills and legal documents, conferring with dignitaries from the farthest reaches of the 
empire, downstairs in the library.

Angerona followed at Elissa’s heels. “At least take a lictor.”  
“No bodyguard. I don’t want to be recognized.” 
“You must follow protocol—” 
Lifting her soiled hem, Elissa hurried down the marble stairway. Sun poured through the open ceiling of the 

atrium, dancing on the central pool. Serving women, carrying baskets heaped with linen, made their way along 
the pillared hallway and out into the courtyard where vats of water boiled. Laundry day kept the household busy
—and made it easy to escape.

She opened a side door, which lead out to the street.
Angerona stepped in front of her. “You can’t go to the Circus Maximus alone—”
“Come with me.” 
Elissa and Angerona faced each other, their breath mingling, their thoughts transparent. Torn from their 

families at an early age, bound by vows, they were closer than blood sisters. 
Angerona had lost her glow. Her tear-streaked face looked pale as leaden powder. Of course she wouldn’t 

come. For all her bluster and emotion, she possessed a strong instinct for self-preservation. And to confront 
Nero bordered on insanity.

Elissa brushed a damp curl away from Angerona’s forehead. “Don’t worry, sweet. Nero loved my brother 
once. I’ll remind him, and you know I can be convincing.”

“What shall I tell the Vestal Maxima?”
“Tell her what you want.” Elissa’s laugh sounded hollow. “Tell her I’ve accepted Nero’s invitation.” 
She left Angerona gaping and walked briskly toward the forum. 

Fin

Chapter Eighteen - Jamie Magee – Insight

Jamie Magee has always believed that each of us have a defining gift that sets us apart from the rest of the  
world, she has always envied those who have known from their first breath what their gift was. Not knowing 
hers, she began a career in the fast paced world of business. Raising a young family, and competing to rise  
higher in that field would drive some to the point of insanity, but she always found a moment of escape in a 
passing daydream. Her imagination would take her to places she’d never been, introduce her to people she’s  
never known. Insight, her debuting novel, is a result of that powerful imagination. Today, she is grateful that 

not knowing what defined her, led her on a path of discovery that would always be a part of her. 

Author website: http://www.insightjamiemagee.com
Amazon.com book page: http://tinyurl.com/2cjq29h
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Insight

I was terrified; the summer air blew through my open window as I tossed and turned in bed, lost in a dark 
dream. I was having one of the bad dreams where I could not feel the ones around me; they had no emotion, or 
even a mood. The same dream had haunted me since childhood, and the heavy weight on my chest was almost 
unbearable, leaving me with shortness of breath. On top of that, the adrenaline rushing through my body gave 
way to hair-raising chills.

Being unacknowledged by the people in this place had become normal. They seemed lost in their own 
personal hell; lines gave definition to their faces, and the world around them was gray. In order to lift the weight 
from my chest and wake from this horrible hell, I would have to find the one who had called me here, the one I 
could feel - whom my touch could help.
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I made my way through the gloomy street, pushing through others as they walked by in a solemn state. I 
reached out with all my senses, and could I hear the sound of arguing growing louder; that had to be my way out, 
and the weight on my chest grew stronger - telling me I was right. Fear began to race through me, though, so I 
tried calming myself by remembering that they could not see me, that I was a ghost to them. 

Small windows lined the tall gray cement walls; darkness lingered behind most, while lights illuminated 
others. There was no grass, trees, or sign of birds or any other life beyond the hopeless people all dressed in long 
black cloaks. Everything was so controlled and uniform; the absence of color, music, and laughter was almost as 
scary as the emptiness in their eyes.

As I walked closer, fear overtook me upon the realization of what I’d anticipated: the one who had called me 
was close. The weight was reaching a degree of unbearable pain, and my emotions were nearing anger. Why did it 
have to hurt? I tried to push away the invisible force that was torturing me, but my efforts were in vain - just as 
they always have been.

The arguing was coming from one of the small windows on the first level. A man was yelling as a woman 
cried out, not being heard. On the front steps, I saw a little boy; he looked to be five or six, and he maintained a 
blank stare into the darkness with purest of blue eyes. His hair was long and messy, and the clothes he was 
wearing were tattered and dirty. I felt so sorry for him; I wanted to take him from there, but that was nothing 
short of impossible. Putting my anger and fear aside, I sat down next to him and placed my hand on his small 
back. I thought of how happy he could be if he were only given some sense of being loved. How great he would 
feel if he could be the center of some lucky parents’ world. The little boy dropped his eyes as he felt me; oddly, 
his emotion shifted to regret and sorrow. Not understanding, I focused on peace, and his emotion slowly gave 
into mine, bringing a sense of peace into his little body. I hoped that I would have been able to bring him 
happiness, but my time there was coming to an end. Silence came, and the little boy disappeared, as the people 
on the street did. The wind whistled through the barren cold walls, and I could only hear my heartbeat.

I stood, bracing myself for what I knew would happen. A tall dark figure emerged from the shadows, his 
contemptuous laugh echoing through the darkness. He has been in every nightmare I’ve ever had, taunting me, 
trying to force me to succumb to him. His face is always hidden by the darkness, and the dragon tattooed on the 
inside of his arm told me he was the same one. This figure was once a child, but now, both young adults, we 
played the game that brought only him pleasure. He crept closer to me, laughing under his breath. He then 
reached for me, and I knew from my previous nightmares that a burning white light was about to push right 
through me. I crossed my hands in front of my face, blocking the surge of light.

When the light did not come, I slowly lowered my hands. The figure was standing just in front of me; I still 
could not see his face, but I could feel his eyes searching over me. He grasped my wrist, where I have a tattoo of 
an Ankh, a beautiful cross that opens at the top with a loop. My instinct was to pull away, but I could not make 
my mind and body agree. With his touch, I felt a hypnotizing, warm sensation that eased through my wrist, up 
my arm, and circled through my body, taking the weight off my chest. His thumb traced over the cross, and I 
sensed him smirk.

“This is true…I will find you now,” he said in a deep, controlled voice. He pressed his thumb in the center 
of the loop, and the warm sensation turned into a blazing burn. I screamed through the pain, finally waking.

My screams brought my father into my room; he’s always the first person to respond when I wake in the 
night. I’ve never told my parents the details of the nightmares. Since before I can remember, I’ve always felt the 
emotions of the people around me as if they were my own. If I told him how scared I really was, I would have to 
feel his fear - as well as my own - so putting the event behind me seemed much simpler.

“Willow, wake up,” my father said; he’s always had a calm feeling to him.
I opened my eyes and sat up quickly, finding myself safely in my own room - right where I belonged. I then 

grabbed my wrist, still feeling the pain.
“You haven’t had one of those dreams in a while,” my father said, turning on the lamp. The last one I’d had 

came on the eve of my eighteenth birthday in November; it was now mid- August, and we all hoped I’d simply 
grown out of them. It seemed, though, the odd characteristics that I developed during my childhood would 
never really leave me.

“I don’t understand; the new moon was two days ago,” my father said, almost to himself.



When I was a child, I had nightmares with each new moon. So, I’d fallen asleep that night without a fear in 
the world, thinking I’d successfully passed through another month without having to face that figure; it seems, 
though, that he will always be connected to me.

“I’m alright, Dad. Really.”
My father was full of fear. I looked at him; his hazel eyes had turned to a shade of brown - as they always do 

when he’s concerned about something - and he shook his head slowly, not agreeing with me. 
“Let me see your wrist,” he said quietly.
My father is Dr. Jason Haywood, and he always seems to always know if I’m hurting more than I let on. I’ve 

never been able to fake myself well - or sick, for that matter. 
When I got the tattoo of the Ankh, my mother, Grace, was furious, and she grounded me for the first time 

in my life. My father, though, simply asked why I’d chosen that one; I never really had an answer. The symbol 
stood for eternal life, which was something I’ve was always found fascinating. My friends were picking out 
butterflies and flowers, but the Ankh seemed more fitting for me. 

I slowly uncovered my wrist, expecting to see a burn; instead, inside the loop at the top of the Ankh was a 
small star. I felt my father’s shock, fear, and disbelief, and my eyes widened as I tried to understand. I then got 
up and pushed past my father. 

“Where are you going?” he asked, standing to follow me.
“I just want to wash my face, Dad. I’m fine; go back to bed,” I said over my shoulder, trying to block his 

emotions.
The bathroom was next to my room. I closed the door behind me, rushed to the sink, and began trying to 

scrub away the star. I couldn’t believe it; I didn’t understand what I’d done to deserve this. Why do I have to be so  
different? 

Feeling the emotions of the ones around me isn’t the only aspect of my gift; while I’m awake, I can also see 
images of the people who are not here. They all need my help and are seeking someone to comfort them, so I 
touch them and somehow give them the emotion they’re craving. With each touch, I am taken to wherever they 
may be, and when I release them, I am pulled back into my reality.

I’ve never understood why they could not see me, where I went, or how I even managed to do what I did, 
and every day I’m haunted by these questions. When the nightmares stopped a few months back, the images 
seemed to fade as well. Since helping the images is the only thing that makes sense about what I can do, I 
channeled my aggression through painting, trying to capture the emotions I had changed; this gave me the desire 
to help again.

Recently, though, I put my brush down, and haven’t so much as doodled on a napkin since. My mother 
believes I have a creative block; she’s an artist, too, and sees my painting as a rare talent. In a couple weeks, she is 
sending me to a school of art in New York… the thought of having a nightmare so far from home is terrifying in 
and of itself.

My wrist was red and raw; the star was still there. I splashed water on my face, then stared into the mirror, 
trying to look past my emerald green eyes; I wanted to see the answers somewhere inside of me. 

I could feel my parents downstairs; they were filled with a sense of urgency and panic. I took a deep breath, 
wishing that I could change the emotions of the ones around me. If I could, I would go down there and move 
them back to the peace and excitement that belonged to them.

I dried my face off and put lotion on my tattoo, trying to ease the burn. I then turned off the light and 
opened the door, just wanting to go to my room and hide. I could hear my parents whispering at the bottom of 
the stairs, and I looked over the banister to see my father fully dressed. He was trying to calm my mother down – 
but he was having little success. He grabbed his keys and kissed her before opening the front door to leave.

My own confusion outweighed the stunned emotion my mother was feeling as she stared at the closed door.
“Mom?” I said slowly, walking to the stairs.
My voice startled her, and she jumped and looked up at me. With a fake smile filling her face, she tried to 

find the familiar excitement that her emotion usually carried. She reached back and pulled down her long dark 
hair, trying to hide the red blemish that always surfaces on her chest when she’s hiding something.

“Where is Dad going?” I asked.
 She looked down, then back up at me - trying to find words that would not be completely untruthful.



“Um, he…well, you see, he had go meet someone. At the…at the hospital,” she said, pulling her robe closed.
“It’s, like, two in the morning,” I protested, halting halfway down the stairs.
My mother’s eyes fell to my tattoo, and I felt a surge of fear as she saw the new addition. Not feeling like 

trying to explain it, I casually moved my arm behind my back.
“Honey, you know how good a doctor he is. They just need him; it’s nothing really,” she said, trying to 

convince herself.
 My father is an amazing doctor. He never really prescribes medicine or has to run painful tests to find a 

cure; he just seems to know what’s wrong and how to heal it. People come from every state just to see him. So, I 
almost believed her for a moment – that is, until I felt a dread rise inside her.

I was about to get angry when I heard my baby sister, Libby’s, bedroom door open at the other end of the 
hall. Only six, Libby is a lot like my mother; they both live with a constant child-like excitement rushing through 
them. Squinting her dark eyes in the light of the hall, Libby pushed her long, dark, tangled hair out of her face.

“Is it time to get up?” she asked me.
Seeing her way out of having to answer any more of my questions, my mother climbed the stairs quickly.
“No, baby girl, Daddy just had to go help someone,” she answered.
I felt Libby’s confusion; even she knew that that was odd. My mother reached Libby and took her hand.
“Come on, sweetie, I’ll lay with you,” my mother said to Libby, guiding her into her room. Libby looked 

back at me, and I shrugged my shoulders, letting her know that I didn’t understand either. 
I stood awestruck for a moment before going back to my room. Leaving the light on, I then climbed under 

my covers, and immediately my mind went back to the words that the figure had said: “I will find you now.” The 
details of the nightmares, the images, and feeling people around me are traits that I’ve always kept to myself – 
out of fear that my family will think that I’m insane if I tell them. 

As a child, I only had nightmares during a new moon, but every single night I dreamt of another place. 
There, I always found the same person…I cannot recall a single day of my life that I have not seen him.

This beautiful person has always mesmerized me with his intense blue eyes, which give way to perfect lips 
highlighted by beautiful dimples that come to life when he smiles at me. His shoulders are broad, and his tall 
frame is lean and muscular.

I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes, holding his image in my mind, hoping this time that I’d find him 
instead of the unexpected horror that I’d already faced that night.

I slowly opened my eyes to a bright sunlit field. Relief swept through me as I started to search for the one 
who gave me peace.

It felt like I belonged there, like it belonged to me, and there was only one flaw: silence; I had never heard 
the voice of the one I love. Everything looked so pure. The grass, trees, and flowers smelled so sweet, the birds 
and butterflies drifted silently through the air, a small creek led into a larger waterway that fell into a beautiful 
gentle waterfall. Here, I was sure that I would find him - and I wished every day for this dream to come to life.

He was there, watching the water, waiting patiently for me to come. Feeling me approach, he turned and 
smiled at me as he brushed his dark, wavy hair out of his eyes. A smile filled my face, and I felt the air leave my 
lungs as I took him in, a life force.

Each time my nightmare would come before our meeting, he could see it in my face - and his concern and 
anger for whoever had hurt me was clear. Stepping closer to me, he read my eyes again, and the smile in his eyes 
faded. I looked down, almost ashamed that I was so weak. He held out his arms, and I fell into his embrace. I 
wanted to stay here, to hear him… all the insane things that happened to me would be worth it if only he were 
real.

The sound of lawnmowers woke me before I had a chance to say goodbye to my blue-eyed boy. I looked 
down to see the star still resting inside my Ankh and shook my head in disbelief. Knowing that I couldn’t lie still 
for another moment, I pulled myself up. On my bedside table, there was a note from my mother. Libby is playing  
with Abby today. Abby’s grandmother is taking them to a movie this afternoon. Can you meet them at the theater at four?  Meet  
me at the gallery, we’ll get dinner.

Love Mom



My mother, Grace, owns an art gallery at the corner of Main Street. She has a big showing this week - and 
most of the paintings are mine; she assumes that if I see the reaction of the public, I will be inspired to paint 
again. 

Now that the nightmares had returned, I was almost sure that I’d see an image today…It would feel good to 
paint again.

I had just finished getting dressed and was wondering what I was going to do with myself when I heard a 
knock on the front door. From the top of the stairs, I could see my friend, Dane, through the glass window that 
surrounded the door. 

I have known Dane my entire life, and I will never see him as anything more than a friend. He’s a little older 
than me, tall, with an athletic build, and his eyes have always held seriousness beyond his years. In truth, we both 
felt out of place in this modest life in which we were raised. 

Walking down the steps, I took in his calm demeanor - which felt refreshing after last night. I opened the 
door and met him with a smile, but his smile faded when he saw me.

“Rough night?” he asked, almost teasing.
I rolled my eyes and waved him in. He followed me to the patio that lined the back of the house, where I sat 

down on the swing that faced the yard. Dane sat down beside me and stretched his long arm out behind me.
“You OK Willow?” he asked, looking down at me. I nodded, staring into the distance. 
“Did the nightmares come back?” he asked. 
I looked up at him, not shocked that he had guessed so quickly; it was no secret among any of my friends 

that I was a violent sleeper.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Dane asked, dropping his arm from the back of the swing to around my 

shoulders.
I didn’t mind it. Dane wasn’t like the other guys in town; I never once felt uncomfortable by his emotions.
“No, I’d rather just forget,” I said, almost to myself. I could feel his frustration as he tried to think of a way 

to help me. 
“Was it a new moon last night?” Dane asked. I shook my head no.
I felt Dane’s confusion; even he knew that it was odd for me to have a nightmare on any night other than the 

new moon. My friends would always stay at my house during those times, as if they could protect me from the 
bad dreams. Dane had told me to just stay awake. I considered the thought, but when I realized that meant I 
wouldn’t see my blue-eyed boy - I chose sleep. 

“I wonder why this one was different,” Dane muttered. I shrugged my shoulders. I felt as though I’d let my 
family and friends down; they’d been more relieved than I was when I had gone so long without a nightmare.

I stood slowly, hearing Dane sigh before he stood to follow me wherever I chose to go. A gust of summer 
air brushed through the trees, causing one of the branches to scrape against the roof of the patio. Feeling a 
sudden quick fear shoot through Dane before he had a chance to process what the noise was, I smiled at his 
reaction. 

“Maybe you just have nightmares because of this house,” Dane said, blushing a little.
My house is over a hundred years old, and it has always been in my family. It is the most historic and 

admired home in the town of Franklin – but for some strange reason, Dane has never been completely 
comfortable here.

I felt a gentle pull on me, the way I always did when an image would emerge, looking for my help. In the 
center of my yard, a young woman appeared, and a sinking feeling quickly absorbed me. I blinked to make sure I 
was not imagining anything. She was on her knees, wearing a long black coat, holding a letter in her hands, she 
was crying breathlessly.

I stepped off the patio and walked slowly in her direction with Dane following right behind me. It would not 
be the first time he had watched me help an image; in fact I was sure I had lost count of how many times he had 
actually come. He never asked any questions or even spoke about it; each time, he would just act as if nothing 
had happened. 

My eyes searched over the woman, trying to understand if the sorrow I felt coming from her was grief or 
loneliness. After a moment, I knelt in front of her, reached out with my hands, and touched her shoulder.



With my touch, the gentle pull grew into a force that moved me forward. A tingling sensation absorbed me, 
and the air around me shifted to freezing. It was dark, and snow fell softly through the air. The woman never 
raised her eyes to meet mine - the images never do. I tried to remember an emotion of absolute bliss, the way I 
always felt in my good dreams. I could then feel her emotion shifting to the bliss. Her tears began to dry, and a 
small smile came to the corners of her lips. I let go, slowly taking in her details. The same force that pulled me in 
pushed me away, and I took in the tingle as it passed again.

I was back in my yard in the small town of Franklin on a warm summer day. I felt Dane standing behind me, 
his emotions calm. When we were kids, I could feel how scary this was to him; now, it’s as common to him as a 
simple conversation. 

I took a deep breath before I turned and walked back to the patio. Dane followed me. As I sat back down in 
the swing, passing me, he went into the house. I stared blankly at the door, trying to figure out what he was 
doing. He returned abruptly with a sketch book and stick of charcoal, then walked over and handed them to me 
before taking a seat.  

I leaned back in the swing, pulling my legs to me to balance the pad. My hand then flew across the page as I 
outlined the woman. As she came to life on the pad, I realized how observant Dane really is; he understood the 
significance of my art, staring at the page with pride filling him. When it was done, he smiled and shook his head.

“Well, the rebellion thing didn’t work - maybe we should play up the nightmares,” he said in a teasing 
manner. 

He and my closest friend, Olivia, tried to help me come up with excuses for not going away to school. The 
school was my mother’s dream - not mine - and in truth, if it were up to me, I would never leave Franklin. I 
knew everyone here. Their emotions were familiar, and I knew how to block them if need be. The thought of 
being in a huge city filled with millions of emotions was exhausting, and I seriously contemplated Dane’s words 
before we both broke into laughter. 

“What time is it?” I asked
He looked at his watch. “Three thirty,” he said, a little shocked by how quickly time had passed.
“I have to walk down and get Libby for Mom,” I said, standing and folding the sketch pad closed. 
“I’ll walk with you; I have to work tonight,” Dane said, stretching before he stood. His mother, Gina, owned 

a small Diner in town named Gina’s, and Dane seemed slated to run it one day – but that was a fate he would 
never choose for himself.

My house sat just one block from Main Street, the heart of town. I slipped on my sandals and walked side by 
side with Dane down the sidewalk. Almost everyone we passed waved hello and followed with a ‘Tell your dad I 
said hello.’ Dane just shook his head.

“Your dad should, like, run for President; he would so win,” he said, nodding as someone else said ‘Say hello 
to your dad’ to me again.

“You’re probably right,” I muttered, suddenly remembering him leaving last night and the way my mother 
was acting; I was still eager to find out what had gotten into them.

My friend, Olivia, is working at the theater for the summer; her passions are movies and books, so it’s a 
fitting job for her. Olivia is one of those people that I enjoy being around because words are not always needed. 
We are the two girls who sit on the sidelines, watching others in our class. Because Olivia is small and has the 
same olive skin and long dark hair as I do, teachers often would mistake one of us for the other. Our eyes are 
comparable, too, but I’ve always thought that mine were stranger than hers. When she saw me and Dane 
coming, a smile filled her bored face.

“What have you guys been up to today?” Olivia asked. 
“Sketching,” Dane answered, raising his eyebrows. 
Olivia’s smile fell.
“Man, I really thought that one may have worked,” Olivia said, almost to herself. She was sincerely trying to 

help me stay here.
“Wait,” Dane said, raising his hands to make his words have more of an effect. “I have good news: the 

nightmares are back,” he said in a sarcastic, comical tone. 
Olivia’s eyes widened. “Really?” she asked, looking at me. I nodded, a little embarrassed.
“Do you guys have any good news for me?” she asked. 



“Afraid not,” Dane said quickly. “Hey I gotta go. If your lights are on when I get done tonight, I’ll stop by,” 
he said to me. I nodded and watched him go. 

“I don’t think I will ever figure the two of you out,” Olivia said.
I turned quickly to give her a dirty look. I was always teased about not dating Dane – or anyone, for that 

matter. 
“Just kidding,” Olivia said, smiling and raising her hands defensively. I knew she was, and I brushed it off.
The doors to the theater opened, and I could see Libby coming up the aisle with her friend and her 

grandmother.
“Hey, let’s do something tomorrow,” Olivia said, knowing that I’d soon turn my attention to Libby. I 

nodded again and walked to meet Libby. When she saw me, she ran in my direction, full of excitement. 
“Oh, that was the best movie ever! The princess had green eyes like you!” Libby said in a rushed, excited 

tone.
“Are you sure? I thought only witches had green eyes?” I teased. 
Not finding it very amusing, her wide smile lessened. I waved good bye to Olivia, and Libby told her friend 

goodbye. She must have known I was supposed to take her to mom’s gallery because she turned in that direction 
as we left the theater and all but pulled me down the sidewalk.

“Willow, why are you walking so slow? I want to see mom. Which pieces of yours are in the show?” Libby 
never had just one question.

“It’s just nice out; I want to enjoy it.”
“What pictures of yours are in the show?” she asked again. She knew I was avoiding the answer.
“I don’t know; Mom didn’t ask me.”
Libby started going on about which ones were her favorite, and I listened half- heartedly as I scanned the 

crowd, looking for another image; the woman wearing a black coat had left me with a craving to help someone 
else.

People were rushing in and out of the doors of the gallery when we arrived. We didn’t see Mom at first, but 
Libby spotted her as the people scurried around us. 

“There she is.”
My mother, dressed in the unique style that reflected her artistic ability, was wearing one of my father’s pin-

striped shirts. She had fashioned it into a dress with a wide belt, black tights, and several long gold and silver 
necklaces. Both of her wrists were full of silver and gold bracelets, and by next week every teenager and trendy 
mother would have on the same outfit, her energy filled all those that she came across. 

I waved at her to let her know we were there. Libby then took my hand and said, “Let’s find yours.”
It was not hard; one of the first ones in the presentation was mine. It was of a little boy in a field, surrounded 

by wild flowers; I had painted it almost a year ago. The emotion was happy in this painting. He was so sweet, but 
when I first saw him he was filled with sorrow, he had lost something. I only tried to give him patience. Just as I 
was to leave him, I saw what he had lost come back to him. It was his best friend, a yellow lab. It made me smile 
to remember him. 

“Who did you draw?” Libby asked.
“It was just someone I thought of,” I said with caution.
“There are my two angels,” I heard my mother say. 
Libby was in her arms before I could turn to her voice.
“Did you like your movie?” she asked Libby
The energy that those two put off was unbelievable. Libby nodded and went into a full recount of the movie, 

and my mother’s eyes met mine as Libby spoke. Wanting to avoid her stare, I began to walk down the hall in the 
gallery and look at all the paintings. The emotion of the art work - not just mine - was powerful, and the most 
amazing part was feeling the emotions of the people who gazed at them. If they understand the painting, they 
feel it - and it always makes me smile.

My mother caught up with me.” How did your day go? Did you sleep in?” she asked, trying to catch my eyes.
“Yeah, I’m good,” I said, not looking at her.
“We’re going to meet your Dad at Antoine’s for dinner,” she said with a bit of relief.



“Speaking of sleep, I bet he is tired. Since he had to work last night,” I said, now looking at her, letting my 
eyes tell her that I had not forgotten their odd behavior last night. 

A surge of suspense rushed through her, and she stood speechless before turning and trying to look busy, 
talking to the lighting crew. When I get home tonight, I thought, I’m just going to have to just demand a solid answer from  
them.

Antoine’s was busy, which wasn’t surprising, as nice as it is. Dad managed to get us a table out on the street. 
He seemed lost in his thoughts, which was odd because he is usually very attentive to us. I melted into my seat, 
keeping my eyes down and tracing my forbidden tattoo, as well as the new addition now there: a small star…it’s 
now a part of me.

I listened as Mom and Dad went over their days with each other. They were interrupted often as people 
would pass by and stop and talk to them. I listened and added in a laugh or “yes” or “no” when the questions 
would come my way. My eyes were on the people all around us; I had not given up my search for another image.

I was more worried that it would be another six months before another image would come. I could feel my 
father watching me, following my gaze. When he exchanged glances with my mother, I could feel his concern. 
What is it with him lately?

As dinner ended, I felt a familiar pull on me, so I quickly searched the crowd for anyone out of place. Across 
the street, I saw three girls walking toward the direction of our home. They looked wet and were huddled closely 
together, trying to calm each other. I looked at my mother and saw her sketching something on a napkin. 

“Mom, do you care if I go by the art store before I come home?” I asked, needing an excuse for the detour 
that I was planning.

 “That’s fine with me. I’m surprised you haven’t made any plans for tonight. Hannah and Jessica stopped by 
the shop today, looking for you.”

Jessica and Hannah were friends of mine and big fans of my mother. My father seemed to grow a little tense; 
I felt his emotion shift to concern, and he spoke before I had the chance to respond.

“What could you possibly need at the store? Between you and your mother, you could open a store on your 
own.” His voice seemed uneasy as he spoke. 

My mother hesitated, then looked across to my father. I could feel her optimism; she did not seem to be as 
cautious as my father was trying to be.

“I just want to see if they have anything new. I think Monica is working anyway,” I responded, a bit 
defensive. 

My mother reached out and put her hand on my father’s hand. Bringing his attention to her big brown eyes, 
she spoke softly, almost imploring him to listen to her.

“Jason, let her go.” 
He started to say something, but she put her fingers to his lips, and with their eyes locked, she seemed to 

reassure him. Taking advantage of the distraction she had given me, I stood quickly.
“I won’t be out late,” I promised. “Hey, Libby, give me a hug.”
“Can I go with you?” Libby asked, dancing in her seat. It was obvious she just didn’t want to sit there 

anymore.
“Young lady, it’s close to your bed time. Give your sister some space,” Mom said, putting her sketch in her 

purse. 
As I walked passed them, I did not look at my father. I then shouted, “Love you guys,” over my shoulder as 

I walked toward the art store.
Unfortunately, the images were walking in the opposite direction of the art store, toward where my parents 

were sure to be walking shortly. The art store was just a few spaces down from the restaurant, so I went in 
quickly, trying to give them time to leave. My friend, Monica, was sitting behind the counter, reading a magazine.

“Hey, Willow,” Monica said
“Hey,” I said, staring out the store front.  Monica is a good person, honest with her emotions. 
“What are you looking for?”  
“Nothing, really; I was just getting some space between me and my parents.”
“Willow Haywood, why on earth would you ever want to do that?” she asked sarcastically. “Wait - don’t tell 

me you’re sneaking off to meet one of your many admirers…who’s the lucky guy?  Dane? Josh, maybe?” 



I grimaced as she said the names, which only made her laugh. 
“Hey, go to the lake with me tomorrow. Hannah and Jessica are going,” Monica said, walking toward me and 

trying to see what I was looking at outside the store.
“Yeah, I guess. I’ll see if Olivia wants to go to,” I said, still staring impatiently out the window.
“Guess what? There’s a new guy in town. Chase has been showing him around today. He is drop dead 

gorgeous, tall, and muscular - but not too muscular, like Josh. He has the most amazing eyes; they just pull you in 
when he talks to you.”

Monica’s dramatic description made me laugh. She had always been a bit boy crazy, not a good trait to have 
in a small town; there are not a lot of them to go around.

“Who is he?” I asked
“His name is Drake. Chase met him this morning; he’s renting out the studio at Chase’s house - and he’s 

going to the lake tomorrow, too,” she continued. 
“Monica -”
“I’ll pick you up at noon,” Monica asserted.
I let out a deep sigh. “Fine. Look, I gotta go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Love – ya,” Monica yelled as I walked out.
Waving goodbye and walking back onto the street, I looked back toward Antoine’s; my family had left, and 

the streets were clearing out. I could see Mom and Libby almost a block ahead of me, and, wondering where my 
father went, my eyes searched for the group of three. 

My house was only a block away now, and just as I was thinking of turning back - I felt the pull again…I saw 
them a few feet in front of me. The images were very quiet; three girls, young. I wasn’t sure what was wrong. 
Their faces held an expression to which I’d rarely been called, and there was utter silence all around them. My 
stomach dropped, and I felt a little sick; I always felt this way just before I got in trouble. If I had any sense, I 
would see this as a sign to turn around and go home – but my curiosity won over my anxiety, and I stepped 
closer.

The night air seemed to chill as a breeze swept through the trees, and I could feel emotions all around me. 
Beyond my images was one full of anguish. I looked back, and all I could see were the people in the distant lights 
of the streets. Not sure where the anguish was coming from, I ignored it and decided to help the images.

Breathing in, I looked at the girls and reached out for the one closest to me. Instantly, the pull and the 
tingling sensation absorbed me once again, and I smiled as I relished in the feeling. The night became darker, and 
I felt the cold rain. The girls trembled as they walked. Their exhaustion was apparent in the manner in which 
they carried themselves; they were finding their way back.

I let Libby’s face flash through my memory, and with it the warmth and energy that came off her. I then 
placed my other hand on the girl to the far right. Noticing that the two girls on the outside were clearly stronger, 
I took my right hand and placed it on the girl in the middle. I watched as determination crossed her face. I could 
see a house with all the lights on inside, and the girls could see it, too. I let go, and a force pulled me back. I then 
stood still, trying to hold on to the tingling sensation I felt. 

 “Un – hum…”
Hearing someone clear their throat, I turned slowly – and right behind me was my father.
“Hey, Dad,” I said nervously.
“Willow, do you want to tell me something?” he asked. 
My stomach turned…did he see me disappear - or did he see me reappear?
“About…?” I answered shyly.
My father closed his eyes and raised his head to the night sky; he was really upset, more so now than he had 

been at dinner.
“Do you realize how far you went that time?” he asked, lowering his head and looking carefully at me.
“What?” the wind was knocked from me.
“Do you even know what you are doing?”
“Do you?” I retorted.
My father cleared his throat again and hesitated as an older couple walked by. “Willow, we need to talk. I 

need to explain something to you.”



I swallowed hard, not sure that I wanted to know what he thought he knew.

Fin
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The Keya Quests

The Arrival

The sun is setting on this quiet summer’s day, deep in the woods. Two stone pillars, silent for many years, 
suddenly come to life. They come to life with a flash of light and a mighty crash that sounds like a sonic blast. 
Fog flows from the bottom of the wall of light they emit between them. In a burst she is through the light, 
entering into this realm of man. She looks quickly around -- running to the stone that controls the portal, she 
quickly presses the runes that will close the portal and seal her enemies on the other side.  Knowing they are at 
her heels and it will take a few moments to shut down, she presses the last rune and runs for the cover of the 
woods. The sun is low in the sky -- darkness will soon fall, and she has to be sure she has gotten away safely. She 
has to fulfill her quest. She has come this far, she cannot fail now. 

 Suddenly she hears what she had feared -- trained wolves, sent by Lord Randar’s forces to find her, have 
crossed the portal. Another flash of light and boom of thunder, and she knows the portal has closed, but how 
many have made it through? There is no time to find out; she has to find a safe haven. This world is strange to 
her … the plants, the smells … it’s like a dream. She runs on; the sound of the wolves draw near, she is running 
out of time. Daylight is almost gone. She reaches for her sword, getting ready to fight for her life, turning back to 
look for the wolves. Not seeing the tree root across the path, she trips and falls over the edge of the ravine, 
tumbling down the hillside, the sword falling from her hands as she rolls down the hill. She reaches the bottom, 
cut and bruised from the fall. She looks for her sword, but cannot find it. 

Reaching into her boot, she pulls her throwing knife, her last weapon of defense, but will it be enough? A 
stream flows at the basin; she runs along the bank into the darkness. The wolves reach the edge of the ravine and 
run swiftly down the hill after her. Their prey is close at hand, they can smell the blood from her wounds -- it 
only makes them wilder with fury. Scared and alone, she pushes on. Her body aches in pain, but she is the last 
hope for her people -- she cannot fail, and she has to push on. Barely a woman, this young lady, carrying the 
weight of a world on her shoulders, will not surrender. The stream leads her to a cliff. It is only eight or ten feet 
high, but it might as well be a mile; the walls are sheer, there is nowhere for her to go. She has run herself into a 
dead end. A waterfall coming over the cliff feeds the stream, a small pool of water at its base. She turns. The sun 
has now set on the horizon; darkness is upon her. The wolves come around the bend of the stream. There are 
four of them, and she raises her knife, preparing for what is about to come. 

The largest of the wolves attacks first -- it leaps at her, knocking her against the cliff. She holds up her left 
forearm in defense … the wolf bites her arm, sinking his teeth into her tender flesh. She screams in pain and 
lunges at his underside, stabbing him repeatedly with her knife. The wolf lets out a cry, releasing her arm and 
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jumping back to reposition. In the mean time, the other three wolves have positioned themselves on both sides 
of her and in front. The largest of the wolves again lunges for her. This time the others follow -- the wolf on the 
left reaches her first. Knocking her to the ground, he bites her on the shoulder, the leather of her coat giving her 
minimal protection from his fangs. The wolf on the right bites her in the leg. The pain is intense; she fights as 
best she can, stabbing at the wolves; the third catches her in the other arm, and she loses the knife when he 
attacks. The wolves back off; circling her, they toy with their prey, ready to feast on her flesh. The fourth wolf 
slowly moves around toward her throat. She knows it is the end -- she has failed her people. She searches 
frantically in the dark for the knife.

     The wolf squats down ready to leap for the kill, but at that moment she hears a yell from above the cliff. 
In the darkness, she sees a shadowy figure falling toward the ground. She hears a grunt as it hits the ground. 
When it stands, it looks to be a giant, standing tall in the dark -- it is a man, taller than any she has ever seen 
before. He turns, and with a single blow of what looks like a battle axe, he strikes the wolf on the left. The blow 
sends it flying through the air; when it hits the ground, it is dead. He turns toward the wolf on the right. 
Reaching behind his head, he pulls a large knife and throws it at the wolf -- it lets out a yell and drops to the 
ground. The center wolf turns and leaps at him. With a mighty blow of his fist, he hits the wolf head on, 
knocking it to the ground momentarily dazed; with all his might he throws the axe and kills the wolf before it 
regains its senses. 

It is now only herself, this giant of a man, and the largest wolf. The man walks calmly toward the wolf he just 
killed, never taking his eyes off the remaining wolf. As he reaches the dead wolf, the remaining one runs toward 
him, leaping into the air as he draws close. The man drops to the ground and rolls toward the dead wolf. 
Avoiding the attack, he grabs his axe; rising to his feet, he lets out a yell, rushing the wolf. Caught off guard, the 
wolf turns to run, but it is too late -- he throws the axe once again, killing the remaining wolf. She watches as he 
recovers his axe and his knife. Silently he walks towards her. She doesn’t know if he is friend or foe, but she can 
do nothing; she is losing too much blood, she is on the verge of passing out. The last thing she recalls is the man 
kneeling over her -- she sees his face looking down, and a light, and then everything goes dark.

 The man leans over her. He moves her hair from her face. She is almost a child, he thinks. Her head turns to 
the side as he lets it go. He looks down and realizes her ear is pointed.  Behind her left ear is a strange birthmark 
-- he pulls back momentarily, surprised by what he has seen. He quickly looks her over, assessing her wounds. 
Slowly lifting her over his shoulder he stands up, letting out another grunt. Momentarily looking around at the 
dead wolves, a look of concern comes over his face. He turns and heads down a path disappearing into the 
darkness, the young woman over his shoulder. He carries her through the dark, walking through the woods as if 
it was broad daylight. He never misses a rock, a twig or a root -- onward through the dark he carries her over his 
shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She is limp, not moving a muscle. He reaches a clearing. Beyond there is a house 
-- light shines from within through the windows. He picks up his pace and walks toward the house. 

As he approaches he lets out a yell. “JULIE!” he shouts. Again he yells,“JULIE!”
A voice from the house yells back, “ORREN, WHAT IS IT?”  
“JULIE, GET THE FIRST AID KIT AND BOIL SOME WATER, QUICKLY!” The door swings open as 

he approaches.
 “What happened?” asks Julie, his niece. 
 “She was attacked by wolves,” he says as he enters the house. 
“Wolves? There hasn’t been a wolf on this island for years!” 
 “There are now.” He heads down the hallway to their guest room. Kicking open the door, he goes to the 

bed and slowly lowers the girl down. He feels for a pulse at her throat -- she is still alive, but weak.  Looking at 
her, he notices a strange necklace around her neck. 

     Julie comes through the door with the first aid kit. They are not strangers to wounds or first aid -- Julie is 
a registered nurse. Orren served as a medic on the battlefield. 

“We should take her to the hospital in town,” she says to Orren. 
“She’ll never live long enough to reach town if we don’t stop the bleeding,” he replies.
 “I’ll get the water and a wet cloth,” says Julie as she turns and leaves the room. Orren reaches in the first aid 

kit and grabs a pair of scissors. He carefully cuts back her shirt sleeve and pant leg, revealing two of her wounds. 
He starts cutting her shirt as Julie enters with the hot water and wash cloths.



 “I’ll do that, you work on her leg,” she says. 
“She’s lucky she has this leather sewn into her clothing -- the wounds would have been much worse 

otherwise,” says Orren as he points to her clothing. They clean and tend to her wounds, the larger ones requiring 
several stitches.  When they are done, Julie picks up all the supplies and covers the girl with blankets. 

“Who is she?” says Julie.
 “I don’t know,” says Orren. “She had no ID I could find. She must be one of the residents from the role-

players’ camp. Look at those pointed ears -- you have to be really dedicated or crazy to have plastic surgery like 
that.” He points to the girl’s head. 

“You’re terrible!” replies Julie.
 “But then again if you ask me, she looks like a pixie.”
 “You’re awful, leave the poor girl alone,” replies Julie as she smacks her uncle on the shoulder. 
“We better take turns watching her though the night,” says Orren. “I’ll take the first watch -- go get some 

rest, it’s getting late.” 
 “All right, wake me when you’re tired. Do you think she will be ok?” Julie asks. 
 “I don’t know -- she’s lost a lot of blood,” he replies. “We’ll have to wait and see.” Orren sits down on the 

chair next to the bed; the young woman lies still under the covers. Julie goes out of the room carrying the pan of 
water and first aid kit. Orren stares at the girl and wonders, Why are you here, little pixie, and what do you want? He 
settles back into the chair and leans his head back. It’s going to be a long night, he thinks as he closes his eyes. He 
dozes in the chair for a while until he is woken by a noise. He looks over at the girl; she is thrashing in the bed, 
sweat dripping from her forehead. Orren leans over her. “Can you hear me?” he asks. She starts babbling, 
speaking in a strange tongue. Orren is a bit surprised.

 “NO! BACK!” she yells out, jumping up in the bed. 
Orren grabs her. “It’s ok, you’re safe.”
“The wolves,” she replies.
 “They’re gone,” says Orren. 
She looks around in a daze; Orren reaches over to the nightstand and grabs a glass of water. “Drink this,” he 

says and holds it to her lips as she gulps the water, grabbing the bottom of the glass with her hand. “Easy, drink 
slowly.”  Orren lightly pulls back on the glass. “I want you to swallow these,” he says as he reaches for some 
aspirin on the nightstand. “This will ease the pain.” He places the aspirin in her mouth and lifts the glass; she 
swallows the pills and drinks the rest of the water in the glass. “Ok now, lie back and get some rest,” says Orren 
as he carefully helps her back. He pulls up the covers and tucks them in around her.

 As she starts drifting off, she whispers, “Who are you?”
 “My name is Orren,” he says as sleep takes hold of her. 
“Is everything all right?” asks Julie, walking into the room. 
“She woke for a few minutes,” says Orren. “I managed to get her to take some aspirin and drink some 

water.”  
“That’s a good sign. Go get some rest,” she tells Orren as she motions him to move toward the door. “I’ll sit 

with her for a while.”
“Ok, call me if you need me,”  Orren heads out of the room.
     The rest of the night is uneventful; the girl occasionally talks in her sleep, often in that strange tongue 

Orren heard earlier. As time passes, Julie dozes off in the chair. Orren comes in and wakes her. “Julie, I’ve called 
Henry and told him about the wolves -- he’s on his way over. I’ve asked him to bring Doc Mills to take a look at 
the pixie.”

 Julie stands up, rubbing her eyes. “All right -- I’ll start breakfast,” she says as she walks out of the room and 
heads down the hallway toward the kitchen. Orren stares at the girl in the bed for a moment -- she is still sound 
asleep. He turns and goes out the door, gently closing it behind him as he leaves. Orren reaches the kitchen. Julie 
is starting to put out some plates, a pitcher of orange juice, and a loaf of bread. 

“I have a couple of chores I have to do out in the workshop before Henry and the Doc arrive -- give me a 
yell when they are here,” says Orren as he heads for the back door.

 “I will,” replies Julie.



 A few minutes later, Julie sees Henry pulling into the yard through the kitchen window. She puts down a 
mixing bowl, wipes off her hands, and goes out the side door to greet them. “Hey Henry! Hey Doc!” she calls 
as they get out of the car.

“How are you doing today Julie?” asks Henry.
“Morning Julie,” says Doc Mills. “What’s this I hear of a girl attacked by wolves?” 
“It happened last night,” says Julie. “She’s asleep inside -- why don’t the two of you come inside. I was just 

cooking breakfast -- there is fresh coffee on the stove, and Orren can tell you what happened.”
 They turn and start toward the house. Back in the house, the girl has awakened -- she looks around the 

room. It is a strange place. She starts to sit up -- she cringes in pain from her wounds. She looks down at the 
bandages covering her body and wonders who had tended to the wounds. Slowly she climbs out of bed. She 
looks around; her clothes are nowhere to be found. She sees a robe hanging from the back of the door -- she 
slowly limps to the door and puts it on. Where am I? she wonders. How did I get here? She opens the door a crack 
and looks out into the hallway -- there is no one in sight. Using the wall as a support, she slowly makes her way 
down the hallway. When she reaches the end, she finds herself in a kitchen, with food on the table. She is 
starving and thirsty. Maybe just a bite before I leave -- there is no one around she thinks, as she moves toward the table. 
Bracing herself with a chair, she reaches for the bread. The door opens and in walks Julie with Henry and the 
Doc. Startled, she grabs the knife on the table and points it at them.

 “Easy, we’re not going to hurt you. My name is Julie -- put down the knife,” says Julie, her hands parted in 
front of her, showing she is unarmed. 

“Calm down, young lady,” says Henry. “We’re not going to hurt you.  I’m Sheriff Walters -- just put down 
the knife. Let’s talk.”

 “Where am I?” the girl says. “How did I get here?” she demands, waving the knife in their direction. A hand 
seems to come from nowhere, grabbing her arm that holds the knife. 

“You are in my kitchen,” Orren says sternly as he tightens his grip on her arm. “I brought you here after the 
wolves attacked you last night,” he continues as he squeezes her arm tighter, and she winces in pain from his 
grip. He reaches over with his other hand, and grabs the knife. He says, “And this is my knife,” as he lifts it from 
her hand. She doesn’t put up a fight as he takes the knife. He lets go of her arm and says, “I need this to cut the 
bread -- now sit down, pixie, before you fall over.” He points to the chair. She slowly sits down, rubbing her arm 
as she sits. Orren goes to the table and cuts a slice of bread. He picks up a jar of preserves, covers the slice with 
jam and then cuts it in half. He turns, handing a piece to the girl, and then pours her a glass of orange juice. “Eat 
something,” he says. “You need to regain your strength.” She looks the bread over, bringing it to her nose and 
sniffing. She then takes a small bite.

 “Mmmmm…” she says, and takes another bite. She sets down the bread, picks up the cup and sniffs again, 
swallowing the bread she is chewing. She takes a taste -- a smile comes to her face, and she takes a gulp of the 
juice. She looks up. Everyone except Orren is just staring; she becomes self conscious, but the hunger is 
stronger. She continues to eat, taking a large bite out of the bread. Catching a drip of jam falling off the side of 
the bread with her finger, she quickly licks it off, stopping only long enough to take another gulp of her drink. 

“Henry, Doc, it’s good to see you; can I get you some coffee?” asks Orren.
“Sure,” says Henry.
 “No thanks, I’m trying to cut back on the caffeine,” says Doc.
     Julie sits in the chair next to the girl. She is still eating, making sure she does not miss a crumb; she looks 

as though she hasn't eaten in days. 
“What's your name?” Julie asks. 
The girl stops, swallows what she is eating, sits silent for a moment, and then says, “Keya. Keya Taylos.”
 Orren turns and stares when she says her name. “Keya? That’s a pretty name,” says Julie. 
 “Thank you,” says Keya cautiously; she is still not sure what to make of these people. 
“So what happened last night, Orren?” Henry asks. 
“The girl, Keya, was attacked by a pack of four wolves out at Pillar Falls. They would have killed her if I 

hadn't happened along,” says Orren. 
“What were you doing out by the falls, Keya?" asks Henry as he looks her way. 



There is a silence and Keya finally says, “I was lost. I don't remember much of what happened -- my mind is 
still fuzzy.”

“Are you having any headaches?" asks Doc.
 “No,” replies Keya. 
 “When you are finished with breakfast, I want to look at your wounds and check you over to make sure 

everything is ok,” Doc says. 
Nervously, Keya replies, “All right.”
 “I think we should go check out the area around the falls, when you finish breakfast,” Henry says to Orren.
 “That’s what I was hoping you’d say,” replies Orren. 
“You’re all going to have some breakfast before you do anything, right?” says Julie. “I’ve made a large stack 

of blueberry pancakes. You can have some too, Doc; there’s no caffeine problems with pancakes,” she chuckles.
 “Very funny, Julie -- but I do think I have room for one, maybe two pancakes,” Doc replies. 
“What’s a pancake?” asks Keya. Everyone turns and stares; she becomes self conscious, lightly biting her 

lower lip and twirling a lock of her hair. 
“You’ve never had a pancake?” asks Julie. Keya just shakes her head no. “Well, you’re in for a treat then,” 

she says as she picks up a plate and goes to the stove. She stacks a couple of pancakes on the plate and brings 
them to Keya. Julie picks up the butter knife and puts some butter on the pancakes. Keya watches her every 
move. Julie then picks up the syrup and pours it over the pancakes. “You can’t have pancakes without maple 
syrup,” she says as she slides the plate in front of Keya. “Go on, try them,” she says. Keya looks up at her, then 
back down at the plate. She leans forward and smells the pancakes, the whole room just staring at her every 
move. She picks up her fork and cuts a small piece, lifting it to her mouth; she looks around the room at the 
staring faces as she puts it in her mouth. Keya starts to chew -- her eyes get wide, a smile comes to her face. She 
looks at Julie and nods her head up and down in approval. She turns back to her plate and goes after another 
bite. Henry and Doc chuckle.

 “I knew you would like them,” says Julie, as she rises to get pancakes for the others.   
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In The Shadow of The Glacier

People were of two minds about Reginald (Call me Reg) Montgomery. They either hated him or thought he 
was the best thing to happen to this town in years. He never spoke when a shout would do, and never shouted 
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when a bellow would do even better. Slighter men had been heard to complain that a slap on the back from Reg 
could send them head first across the room. And as for the women, most of them had learned to take a step 
backwards, out of hugging range, at Reg’s approach. His suits were too loud, his face red and dotted with beads 
of sweat regardless of the temperature, and his handshake too strong.

But he made a point of shopping at the local stores, rather than the Wal-Mart in Nelson, eating out regularly, 
usually at family-owned restaurants, and tipping well. Ellie, his wife, had her hair done at Maggie’s Salon on 
Front Street, bought her clothes from Joanie’s Ladies Wear and contributed generously, in time as well as money, 
to the hospital and the seniors’ centre. 

Reg and Ellie had only been in town for a few months, but in that time he had managed to make a few 
friends and a good number of enemies.

And, apparently, one person who hated him enough to kill him.
Constable Molly Smith had eaten curried tofu for supper. In retrospect that was a mistake: spicy bile rose up 

into her throat and she swallowed heavily, trying to keep the food in her stomach, where it belonged.  
She had seen plenty of traffic injuries, including fatalities. After the first few times, she’d learned to control 

her stomach and let her mind throw up a shield behind which she could hide from some of the ugliness that was 
the human body exposed to violent, unexpected death. But she’d never seen anyone who appeared to have been 
killed by another human being, and for some reason that made it harder for her protective armor to settle into 
place.   

Reg Montgomery lay in the alley; urine stained his beige slacks and blood and brains stained the pavement. 
He was lying on his back, facing the long twilight of a gentle summer’s evening. Smith turned away and fingered 
the radio at her shoulder. 

“Go ahead, Officer.”
She pressed her hand to her chest, and took a single, deep breath. “I’m…” The word came out as a 

frightened squeal, and she coughed once to clear her throat. “Smith here. I’m in the alley behind Alphonse’s 
Bakery on Front Street. That’s just west of Elm. I have a Code 5, suspicious circumstances, and need assistance.”

“Someone will be there shortly, Constable Smith.”
A small animal rustled in the green garbage bags behind the convenience store beside the bakery. She rested 

her hand on the butt of the Glock at her side and cast the light from her flashlight around the bags. Her nerve 
endings tingled. If a rat ran out of the shadows, she’d scream. But the garbage fell still. 

The scent of the day’s baking lingered around the edges of the alley, blending with the odors of garlic, 
caramelized onions, and cooking spices from the restaurant on the other side of the bakery. Lights were on in 
the kitchen, the blinds only partly drawn, and Smith could see the cooks working – a flurry of barely-controlled 
chaos. It was coming up to nine o’clock, on a Thursday night in the middle of tourist season. Feuilles de Menthe, 
the popular French restaurant, would be in full service frenzy. 

The kitchen windows were open and the clatter of crockery, shouted orders, and bursts of laughter poured 
from the restaurant along with light and the smell of good food cooking. The rest of the alley was quiet. 

Smith realized that she was gripping her gun, and forced her fingers to relax. She wiped her palms on the seat 
of her trousers, and told herself she had nothing to fear. If the person responsible for Montgomery’s death had 
been lingering in the alley, he’d have jumped her before she radioed for help.

She looked up. It was a two-story building, bakery on the street, probably an apartment above. The upper 
windows were closed, curtains drawn. If he’d fallen, if it had been an accident, he wouldn’t have closed the 
window behind him. Suicide? No one wanting to kill himself would try a two story drop, would he?  More likely 
to end up with a broken leg than dead. At a quick glance Smith could see nothing that might have been used as a 
weapon, and she knew better than to start poking around before the detectives and scene of the crime officers 
arrived. 

It had to be murder. There hadn’t been a murder in Trafalgar since she’d joined the police. The average 
annual murder rate of Trafalgar, British Columbia, was zero.  

She stuffed her hands in her pockets to keep them from touching anything, and dropped to her haunches to 
take a good look at the remains of Reginald Montgomery. She’d seen him around town, glad-handing everyone 
in sight – you’d have thought he was running for mayor. He’d made a point of being friendly with the entire 
Trafalgar City Police. She’d heard that he was angling for a place on the police board when an opening next 



came up. In life, Montgomery hadn’t been an attractive man: a belly that made him look nine months pregnant, 
thin, badly cut grey hair, a bulbous nose that testified to copious quantities of liquor. In death, now that he was 
no longer trying his hail-fellow-well-met routine, his face had taken on a repose that almost suited him. 

Proud of herself for keeping her stomach contents in place, Smith dared not look too closely at the seepage 
from the man’s skull: just close enough to see that the blood was still wet, glistening in the poor light from the 
back of the restaurant.  

She started at the blast of a siren, straightened up, and pulled her hands out of her pockets. Headlights 
flooded the alley; heavy doors slammed. Paramedics unloaded their stretcher and pushed it towards her. A bulky 
figure passed in front of the ambulance lights. 

“Smith,” Chief Constable Paul Keller said, “what have you got here?” His clothes smelled, as always, as if 
they’d been hanging in a tobacco barn when it caught fire.  

“It’s Reginald Montgomery, sir. Of Grizzly Resort?” Her voice squeaked as it always did when she was 
nervous.  

“I was having dinner with my wife and daughter when the dispatcher called. Said you told her suspicious 
circumstances?”

Oh, God. Let it be so. If I’ve dragged the CC away from his dinner en famille because Montgomery tripped over his shoelace  
I’ll be finished. 

“Looks that way, sir,” she said. 
“Definitely dead,” one of the paramedics said, “visible grey matter.” 
The Chief Constable stepped forward to have a closer look.  
The investigating detectives wouldn’t be short of suspects. There were two camps in Trafalgar – every one in 

town over the age of two either belonged to the group that hated Reg Montgomery, or the one that loved him. 
 Smith pushed aside the thought that her mother could be counted prominently among the haters and tried 

to look as if she knew what she should be doing now. 
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