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THE RAT  

BY PETE HERBERT 

 Atlantic City, 1942 

 

 "Hey Holtz!  Get Up Man!"  The voice came from a 

blinding light that burned into Sam's retina.  "I told you 

to call me Sam, Joey.  My God damn name is Sam!."  

He planted both hands on the sides of his cot and did a 

push up to get out of bed.  Then he lowered the shade 

to dampen the blazing rays of light that had blinded 

him. 

 Joey was a tall, skinny, awkward kid from 

somewhere in Ohio.  He had moved to Newark before 

joining the army and married a thirty year old woman 

with two kids.  Joey was nineteen.  His wife came 

down every other weekend without the kids and kept a 

room in one of the few motels still open to civilians.  It 

was Saturday morning and Sam and Joey were on 

leave for the day.  Much to Sam's chagrin, Joey had 

planned a day on the boardwalk so Sam could finally 

meet his wife. 

 "Alright Sam get dressed.  Rose is waiting 

downstairs for us, and I don't want her standing alone 

down there with all the slime balls."  Joey had taken 

care of what the army called the four S's already (shit, 

shave, shower, and shine) and was wearing his suit, 

with a flower in his breast pocket. 

 "Jesus Christ Joe, where are we going, the prom?"  

Sam threw on some slacks and wiped off the tee shirt 

he'd been sleeping in.   

 "Don't bust my balls Sam,  you're just jealous cause 

your old lady ain't here."  Joe always tried to sound 

like a New Yorker, but the midwest accent just made 

him sound like an idiot. 

 They got in the elevator and rode down to the lobby.  

The doors slid open and there was Rose, surrounded by 

four horny soldiers.  She was dressed in a black 

sundress with yellow and red flowers and a yellow hat.  

Sam could tell by their clothes, these two yokels were 

made for each other. 

 Joe shot out the door and pulled his fading beauty 

out of the dog pile.  She was gorgeous, once.  Probably 

before she plopped two of someone else's kids out of 

her skirt.  She had wrinkles under her eyes, three chins, 

although she wasn't fat, and a voice like a trucker from 

all the cigs she smoked.  Sam thought she resembled a 

linebacker. 

 "Rose, honey, this is Sam.  This is the guy I told 

you about." 

 Rose put out her hand in the manner of the King of 

France.  She waited for Sam to kiss it.  Sam reached 

out, grabbed her pinky finger, and gave it a little shake. 

 "How's it hangin' Rose?"  Sam asked in a less than 

chivalrous voice. 

 "Pleasure to meet you Sam, I'm sure."  The love fest 

was in full swing now. 

 Joe kept an awkward smile plastered on his face and 

looked at both Rose and Sam with eyes that begged 

them to be civil. 

 "Well, let's get going guys, that Ferris Wheel ain't 

gonna ride itself!"  With that, Joe wrapped his arm 

around Rose and the two led the way, locked at the hip. 

 They walked down the boardwalk towards the Steel 

Pier.  All the while, young whiskered heads turned to 

ogle the only woman on the shore.  It was late in the 

season for tourists now and most of the girls had grown 

tired of being constantly hounded by young G.I.s.   

 "So where's your wife Sam?"  Rose asked, placing 

the emphasis on the word your, "doesn't she ever come 

to visit you? 

 "No, she doesn't Rose.  She's deathly ill and can't 

get out of bed.  The army won't let me go see her since 

our son is there to look after her.  Unfortunately, our 

son is ten."  Sam was full of shit, but he was happy to 

shove the blow right back in her throat and hoped that 

it would set a tone of silence. 

 They walked to the pier and sat down at a picnic 

table.  Rose sent Joey to get them some snacks and as 
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quickly as Joey left, Rose turned to Sam to give him 

the third degree. 

 "So your from Red Hook, huh?" 

"Yep." 

 "Pretty Crappy little borough from what I've 

seen." 

"Brooklyn is a borough, Red Hook is just part of it." 

 "Yeah well, its still pretty crappy." 

"I'm sorry, did you say you were from Newark.  Why 

I wouldn't stop to take a shit in that hell hole." 

 Rose paused and then stretched a smile out 

between the lines on her face.  "Alright, so we both 

come from shit, Sam.  But Joey doesn't.  He's from a 

happy little cow town in southern Ohio." 

 Rose stopped again to recompose herself.  She 

took a deep breath and then made a second go of it.  

"If Joey can just stay alive through the war, he'll have 

a chance to move up through the ranks.  Then we can 

buy a house somewhere out of the city.  Somewhere 

we can have a pleasant life together."  She began 

speaking faster as she huddle over the table.    

 "I need you to look after him." 

"I'm not a babysitter." 

 "Listen, he looks up to you.  He'll do whatever 

you say, trust me.  Just don't let him do anything 

stupid.  He's not very strong or smart, but in his heart 

he thinks he's a hero." 

"Wow Rose, sounds like you found a hell of a guy." 

 "He's good to me Sam.  He's good to my kids, too.  

You know how rare that is where I come from?  Are 

you good to your wife and kids, Sam?"  She looked 

genuine for the first time to Sam.  Eyes wide open, 

searching for a sign that he was actually listening to 

her words. 

"My wife is sick." 

 With that, Joey came back with three corn dogs 

and rationed them out equally.  Rose smiled at him, 

then shot a discrete look of frustration towards Sam.  

Sam grabbed his corn dog and set it on the table. 

 "Hey Holtz!  What are ya doing?  You can't eat 

off that table, it's disgusting."  Joey reached for the 

corn dog, but Sam picked it up first and took a bite. 

"Looks like I can Joey boy, and don't call me Holtz, 

my goddamn name is Sam."  Sam stood up and tried 

to walk down the pier a ways, but was nervously 

called back to the table by Joey. 

 "Sam, we're gonna go watch the diving horses.  

C'mon I know you wanna see them." 

 Joey lifted Rose up by the arm like an orangutan 

holds its baby.  They walked to the end of the pier 

and crowded around the waterside to watch the show.  

It wasn't long before the crowd was all around them, 

engulfing Sam in the stench of corn dogs and army 

issued aftershave.  Most of the crowd was just 

mentally undressing Rose while they waited for the 

show. 

 All of the sudden, an old calliope began blaring 

out off key music and a fat little man in coat tails and 

a top hat came out onto the diving platform.  He had 

a big red bow tie that ran parallel to his bushy red 

mustache and his pant legs were too short, exposing 

dirty white socks beneath. 

 As he walked out to the edge he tapped his red 

and white striped cane on the ground and stood 

directly in front of the sun.  His shadow cast over the 

crowd, Sam could almost hear the burning skin of 

shaved heads breath a collective sigh of relief. 

 "Ladies and Gentlemen, the moment you've all 

been waiting for…"  The man raised his arms in 

grandeur as a drum roll came from the side room.  

Sam noticed that Rose was enamored with the 

production, even though she'd probably seen it a 

dozen times before.  Joey was also completely 

sucked in to the dog and pony show.  So, without 

hesitation, Sam turned and made his escape through 

the crowd. 
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 He walked down the boardwalk for a bit, but there 

were too many soldiers.  So he ducked up a side street 

and walked with his back to the shore.  Out in the city, 

people were lined up at filling stations, waiting to get 

their gas rations.  The grocery stores were the same since 

the government put rations on meat and butter.  

Meanwhile, Haddon Hall was pumping out two tons of 

fried chicken in one meal for the boot camp.  A benefit 

of volunteering to die for a bunch of strangers, Sam 

thought. 

 Sam got out to the edge of town and found that the 

road was lined with police officers.  He quickly walked 

on but was intercepted by a young officer. 

 "Please state your business out here, sir."  The young 

cop barked like a drill sergeant. 

"No business officer.  Just wanted to take a walk.  

What’s the problem?" 

 "No problem, sir.  I'm gonna have to ask you to turn 

around now for your own safety."  The officer grabbed 

Sam by the shoulder and pointed him back to the shore 

as if Sam was wearing blinders. 

"What's goin' on out here officer?" 

 "That's none of your business, sir.  Now move along 

before you get yourself in trouble." 

 Sam headed back to town, but noticed an old man 

watching him from his front porch.  He walked over to 

the man's house and as he did, the old man cracked a 

smile. 

 "Silly bastards aren't they?" 

"What are they doing out there?" 

 "They're guarding the water lines from the Nazis, if 

you can believe that."  The old man chuckled. 

"That’s the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard."  Sam 

smiled back at the officer and gave him a wave.  The 

officer stood still in a state of confusion. 

 "They got nothin' else to do since you boys came in 

and took the place over.  I don't know if you've noticed, 

but this place was on the up and up until old Uncle Sam 

turned it into a school for lemmings."  He gave Sam an 

apologetic smile for letting the lemmings remark slide. 

"So this is it, huh?  They just sit out here all night and 

day?" 

 "No, at night they go around and make sure all us 

civilians have our lights off." 

"Why's that?" 

 "Don't want the Nazis to see the city at night, in case 

they want to bomb us." 

"Who the hell would bomb Atlantic City?" 

 "I doubt anyone would.  That’s just how bored these 

boys have gotten.  They even make the pier point its 

lights towards the shore at dusk and they don't allow 

anyone on the boardwalk after sundown." 

 Sam said goodbye, the old man wished him luck.  

Then Sam started back towards the shore.  He didn't 

have anywhere to go because really, everywhere was the 

same intrusive venue.  He could go back and see the 

horses dive at the evening show, but some jerk would 

grab a hold of him and try and talk his ear off about 

getting laid.  The vaudeville shows were too loud and 

flashy and anyway, some of them were audience 

participation.  Hell he couldn't even go back to his room 

because he didn't have one.  He had four walls that he 

shared with six other guys.  Atlantic City was a recluse's 

nightmare.  So Sam walked down the boardwalk with his 

head down to avoid eye contact.  When he got back to 

the steel pier he was bombarded by a mob of yapping 

imbeciles, pouring out of three different theaters.  He 

kept his head down and without taking his hands out of 

his pockets he took one sidestep and held a shrug as they 

swarmed around him.  He felt like a rotting carcass being 

ingested by slimy bugs, ferociously violating every part 

of his being.  They marched by, corrupting little pieces 

of Sam's peace of mind as they went.  Sam ducked into 

the first theater on his right and bought a ticket.  He 

stepped over the rope and into a closed off balcony, sat 

down in solitude, and took a nap. 
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By 1942, The Germans had occupied most of France 

and central Europe.  Stories came across the wire that 

summer of a little town in Czechoslavakia called 

Lidice.  The two or three hundred people there were 

rumored to have helped the assassin who killed 

Reinhard Heydrich, leader of the SS.  In response, 

Hitler sent troops to the town.  The men and boys of 

age 16 and up were lined up and shot immediately, the 

women were taken to concentration camps where they 

eventually died, the children who looked "aryan" were 

place in orphanages, while the rest were placed in 

concentration camps.  After this, the soldiers used 

dynamite to level the entire town.  They then planted 

grain over the flattened soil and published brand new 

maps, omitting the former town. 

 In the states, paranoia was at an all time high.  From 

February to May of 1942, 348 ships were sunk in U.S. 

water's by u-boats.  Reports came in from New York 

to Boston of people sitting on the beach at night to 

watch naval battles.  On May 12th, the tanker Virginia 

was sunk by a u-boat in the mouth of the Mississippi 

River.  

 But, what really caused the East Coast the most 

terror were the events of June 12th and 17th.  On the 

12th, U-202 landed at East Hampton on Long Island, 

dropping off a crew of secret saboteurs.  Likewise on 

the 17th, U-584 lands south of Jacksonville, Fl. 

dropping off more infiltrators. 

 The plan was for the two forces to meet after a two 

year period of hitting various strategic targets, such as 

hydro electric dams and railroad hubs, along the way 

to their rendezvous in the midwest.  However, the 

Nazis were betrayed by their mission leader, George 

Dasch, in Long Island, who upon arrival into 

Manhattan, phoned the FBI and revealed their plan.  

When the FBI dismissed his claims as the rantings of a 

"crackpot,"  Dasch boarded a train to DC, walked into 

the FBI headquarters with a briefcase full of mission 

details, and demanded to speak with J. Edgar Hoover.  

The rest of the would be saboteurs were arrested by the 

middle of July. 

 Sam woke up on the floor of the balcony.  His back 

was stiff and he couldn't make much out except the 

dim lights of the exit signs towards the back of the 

theater.  It was quiet and cold, he must have been 

asleep for hours.  He used the back of the balcony 

banister to help himself off his feet and slowly walked 

towards the exit, moving his hand back and forth like a 

metal detector as he went, in case anything stood in his 

path. 

 He popped the door open discreetly and crept out 

into the mezzanine.  Darkness.  Only the faint light of 

stars flickered behind the stampede of rushing clouds 

in the night sky.  After looking around a bit to make 

sure he was alone, Sam began to test the doors to the 

pier.  Each one was locked.  He walked down the 

lobby to the next set, but nothing opened. 

 The clock on the wall said 3:45 AM.  Curfew had 

long ago passed.  He could picture Sgt. Wilcox tearing 

Atlantic City apart in search of a deserter, turncoat… a 

traitor.  Sam was fucked.  He started looking for 

something to break out the window, but decided that it 

would make too much noise.  There was no way out of 

the lobby, he would have to try the roof. 

 He walked up to the projectionist's room and sure 

enough there was a hatch leading up to the roof.  He 

grabbed a chair and reached up to unlatch the opening.  

The hatch sprung open and stayed in the upright 

position.  Sam jumped for it.  His hands grabbed the 

metal rail around the opening, and he pulled himself 

up.  He could feel the air getting warmer with every 

inch of his body approaching the roof.   

 Outside it was warm, but windy.  There was a howl 

in Sam's ear and the sweet smell of marsh and salt 

water on his lips that only an off shore wind could 

bring.  On top of the roof, Sam could see the skyline of 

the city, but with all of the streetlights and boardwalk 
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lamps turned off, the buildings were faceless, 

silhouettes hiding under the cover of night. 

 He turned and looked out over the Atlantic.  it was 

hard to believe he couldn't see the shores of Europe.  

He had never seen the ocean so tranquil, so 

uninterrupted by the lights and sounds of the city.  

He wanted to see further.  Maybe he could spot a 

navy ship, or catch some Germans coming to bomb 

the shoreline.  It was his only hope for redemption, 

though he knew it wasn't much of one. 

 He crept out to the edge of the theater and 

panicked as he realized it was a good 25 feet to the 

pier.  He looked up the pier towards the boardwalk, 

but there was no difference in the drop from one 

building to the next.  Then he saw the marquis.  He 

scurried over on all fours like a gorilla.  When he got 

to the edge, he faced towards the back of the theater, 

and feet first he hung from the roof and dropped onto 

the marquis.  It was about a 15 foot drop, but Sam's 

still stiffened back made it a clumsy landing.  He 

heard light bulbs crush under his knees as he hit the 

platform and realized he was dangerously close to 

rolling off.  He quickly gathered himself, kicking and 

crushing more light bulbs with his boots and then 

jumped the last 10 feet to the pier.   

 A long forgotten feeling swept across Sam as he 

stood up and took in his surroundings.  The feeling 

that a teenager has on his first summer night without 

a curfew.  The feeling that an inmate feels when he 

steps out of the prison yard for the first time in years.  

It was more than freedom, it was deliverance.  Even 

if in reality it was just the calm before the storm, 

Sam felt untethered for the first time in years.  Under 

the pale white moon that burned through the thin 

racing clouds, Sam decided to make this count.   

 He walked towards the end of the pier.  Every 

concession stand and parlor game booth was 

abandoned, every blinking light frozen off,  there 

was nothing but him and the sound of wind and wave 

in the darkness of the moon.  As he approached the 

end of the pier, the moon seemed to position itself 

atop the horse diving platform.  The marquis and the 

kiosks were all behind him now.  He walked around 

to the bottom of the service ladder and took off his 

shoes, then his shirt, then pants, socks, and 

underwear.  Rung by rung he climbed up the ladder, 

like Jacob reaching for heaven.   

 When he rose above the roofs of the pier he felt 

the strong winds rushing across his naked body from 

the shore out to sea.  His musk was gone, stolen by 

the wind and given to the Atlantic or maybe he 

would find it again some day when he followed it to 

Europe.  No matter, for now Sam smelled like 

whatever blew across his body, he felt like the 

coolness of night, and he thought of nothing, just like 

the sea. 

 Sam breached the top of the platform and walked 

to the end with arms out wide, spread eagle as they 

say in the army.  Toes curled around the wooden 

edge of the platform, he looked out over the Atlantic 

again, the moon shone brightly off of each ripple, 

expanding wider as it lessened in intensity.  He 

looked North up the shoreline to the life he had left 

behind.  He looked down below him at the murky 

black water beneath him.  He closed his eyes, took a 

deep breath, and slowly let himself fall into the 

forgiving darkness below 

See the next issue for what happens! 

Sam!. 
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FISHING BOATS IN NEGRILLE 

BY GEORGE CASSIDY PAYNE 

52 times stabbed in the torso 

Like gravity, what she feels 

Cannot be increased,  

Decreased, or reversed by others. 

With his murdered tongue, she sings 

Of the world’s miserable beauty for her 

son. 

His name was Paul, and if the moon 

Was mad clear, he would drink Red 

Stripe 

And paint fishing boats in Negrille. 

 

ART BY JOHNNY HOGSED 
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ISABELLE 

BY ANDRES BOESCH 

When we last left Isabelle, she and Rowan were 

trying to escape  detection and find out about her 

parents. 

  They arrived well before noon. Up on a hill, 

the two surveyed the surroundings. All appeared 

peaceful, not a soul to be seen. Light smoke escaped 

from the chimney top. Her father’s horse whinnied on 

the fenced in pasture.  

They approached the house from the back.  

“I have a bad feeling,” Rowan whispered, mere 

steps from the back door. Isabelle perceived the same, 

but all was quiet. Too quiet, she thought with growing 

anxiety, and she slid off the horse. Rowan followed 

close behind with his hand on his sword’s hilt.  

Slowly, Isabelle opened the door; it creaked 

louder than she remembered. Images of doom 

overwhelmed her, and she rushed through the pantry. 

Isabelle froze. Her father sat slumped to the side in his 

favorite chair. A horrible awareness screaming denial, 

flooded through her.  

“Pap!” she heard herself cry out as she as she 

crossed the room. He was alive, but barely so it 

seemed. From a nasty gash, ran streaks of blood down 

his temple and forehead.  

Gently, she turned his head. Goban entire body 

tensed. 

“Father, it’s me.” 

His eyes struggled to open, his strained face 

twisted in confusion, but recognition seeped into him. 

“Isabelle?” His voice was frail, merely a 

whisper. His features took on a dreamy quality, almost 

peaceful. 

“Yes pap, it’s me.” Isabelle tried to instill 

calmness, but on the inside, she was falling apart. She 

knew that this was Padraig’s handy work, if not by his 

own hands, but his warriors. 

A light of clarity fell on his face. His hand 

clasped her arm, pulling her closer and he conjured up 

the strength to speak with urgency.  

“Run, daughter — hurry — they will be back — 

any moment. Take, the tunnel.” 

He fell languid, and sank into his chair letting 

go of her arm. Isabelle was in utter anguish; Rowan’s 

hand was on her shoulder, she scarcely took notice, and 

tears began to stream down her cheeks.  

“Pap, I can’t leave you here to die, and where’s 

mother?” 

“She — she’s dead,” he said weakly, and 

Isabelle leaned closer, afraid not to hear.  

“She tried to help defend against the intruders 

— you know her heart was in poor health.” 

Isabelle gazed at her father, as if for the first 

time. He had fallen limb, and his eyes grew vacant. 

Like a slap on the cheek, sounds of hooves, 

barking dogs, and shouts intruded into her grief. The 

threat was still afar, but frighteningly gaining in 

volume.  

“Isabelle,” she heard Rowan say with urgency.  

She kissed her father gently on the forehead, “I 

love you pap.” she said with her voice cracking, and 

turned red eyed towards Rowan. “Follow me.” It was a 

whisper as though anyone outside in the approaching 

commotion would hear. 

In the pantry, Isabelle pointed at a three by three
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-foot piece of the wooden floorboard. It was a tight fit, 

and with Rowan’s knife, she attempted to pry it out.  

Rowan dashed into the backyard. She called 

after him, but he was already out of sight. Hastily he 

untied the two bags on the saddle, the mount moved 

nervously about. Rowan planned to take the crossbow 

as well. A bolt zipped by, missing his head by no more 

than a finger’s width, and pierced into the saddle. The 

mount reared with an excruciating neigh. He ducked, 

and zigzagged to the door. He got back inside 

unscathed. Isabelle gave him an anxious, what’s-the-

matter-with-you look, and pointed at the opening in the 

floor.  

At once, they descended the wooden steps with 

Rowan close at her heels. He managed to slide the 

board back into place, just as the first warriors stormed 

into the house. Rowan slid the long steel peg 

mechanism through the tight loop, locking the 

trapdoor. From a tiny window near the ceiling, a shaft 

of dusty light stabbed through the gloom. Above, the 

tumult of their pursuers raged.  

“Help me move that crate,” Isabelle said, 

already pushing with her good shoulder. It rested 

against the wall and scarcely gave way. The crate was 

filled with flagons of mead, Goban, and his sons 

indulged in every now and then.  

Their combined effort revealed a tunnel. Inside, 

Rowan attempted to move the crate back, and he 

struggled to shift it a hand’s with. It would have to do. 

With any luck, the mob would not find the cellar in the 

first place.  

At best, the passage was four feet in height, 

making it awkward to walk. Bent over, Isabelle hurried 

in complete darkness. She strained her ears to hear if 

the cellar had been discovered, but all she heard was 

her own footfall and Rowan catching up with her. The 

curving tunnel took them some five hundred yards 

north of the house, and emerged at the bottom of a hill.  

The exit was overgrown with bushes and tall 

grass, and it took effort to scramble through it. The 

sound of the mob reached her ears. Isabelle looked up 

the slope tempted to scale it for a look, but it would not 

be wise. She heard Padraig, his voice was shrill, and it 

sounded like his men were hard to control. The young 

chieftain still needed to prove his mettle and earn the 

respect of his men.   

“Find them,” he yelled over the din, “they can’t 

be far — they are without horse.” 

”You think they found the tunnel?” Rowan, 

said, worried. 

“I don’t think so, but you’ve just given me an 

idea.” Isabelle whispered. 

“What is it?” 

“Come now, it will be a surprise.”  

“Alright then, I trust you know these parts, so, 

lead the way.” 

Isabelle and Rowan walked for an hour talking 
little, the path took them steadily higher; it was a 
miracle, they hadn’t been discovered yet. They crossed 
Carraig Gleann, a narrow green valley strewn with 
rocks. It was mid-afternoon and the shadows were 
getting longer.  

Tired and distracted, Rowan tripped over a rock 
and hit his head on a boulder. Isabelle ran to help; he 
lay moaning, half unconscious. She cut another strip of 
her tunic, ignoring her shoulder, and wiped the blood 
off his head. Fortunately, the injury looked worse than 
it was, and the bleeding had already stopped.  

“Feeling better?” She said tenderly, hoping he 
had regained his faculties. Dazed he did not reply.  

Isabelle gazed in the direction they had just come from, 
and she rose to her feet. She ran in aim for the nearest 
boulder she could easily scale. 
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She looked for  any pursuit, but found none.  Running 
back to Rowan, they decided that they needed to stop 
and rest. Finding a secluded place, they built a small 
fire and laid down to rest. 

Confrontation 

Isabelle woke shivering. Her disorientation 
faded quickly. The fire scarcely flickered, and the 
moon was no longer in sight. The stars still dazzled, 
but the eastern sky prepared for the new day. Dawn 
isn’t far off. Anxiously, she nudged Rowan’s shoulder, 
and he responded instantly. 

“What, where?”  

“Hurry — we both gave in to sleep.” 

He yawned and scrambled to his feet, while 
Isabelle collected the clothes.  

. Moments later they were dressed, and Rowan 
extinguished the meager flames by means of urine. 
Isabelle stood by annoyed, time was running out, but 
she saw the practical side of it. Besides, she too needed 
to relieve her bladder, and went behind the nearest 
tree.  

When she rejoined him, Rowan was busy 
eradicating evidence of their presence by throwing 
leaves and branches over the charred remains of the 
fire.  

“Come now,” she said, with impatience, “it won’t 
make a difference, Let’s welcome the gods of the 
Celts.” 

Isabelle led them from the small grove across 
grass and rock. The hills around them loomed darkly.  

“And you would know where we are?” he said 
after a while, uncomfortably unfamiliar with the 
surroundings. His ramblings had usually taken him far 
to the north or west, beyond the Creoagh Range.  

“I know these parts like the back of my hand, 
even in darkness.” 

They walked on in silence, and Isabelle 
pondered on the recent events. It struck her that she 
had been in charge, ever since the awful chaos at her 
home. It was a role reversal that pleasantly surprised 
her.  

“Would you think Padraig has given up on us?” 
Isabelle wondered. 

“I don’t know. I want to believe he has.” 

Isabelle made a doubtful sound.   

“In his heart, my brother isn’t a bad man,” 
Rowan continued, “but power, and the pressure of 
politics have blinded him. Above all, Locran certainly 
has corrupted my brother’s true self.” 

“Not to mention the jealousy Padraig harbors,” 
Isabelle added bitterly, something she had not intended 
to bring up just then. Rowan made no retort, and she 
took his silence for agreement.  

Two hours later, they neared their destination 
without incident. The trees of her sanctuary were in 
sight. All was quiet, other than the soft wind, 
whispering through the grass and her hair. Her friends 
the fireflies danced, glowing off and on, spreading 
their tiny lights across the meadows.  

“How peaceful it is,” Isabelle said dreamily 
then her voice cracked. “It’s as though the world has 
not gone so horribly awry.” 

Rowan put his arm across her shoulders, 
pulling her close, and she silently wept for her family. 
He took her hand and they walked through the grove, 
past the ancient oak.  Ahead, lay their aim, barely a 
hint in the rising mists of predawn.  

They sat leaning against one of the sacred 

stones, huddled close.  

“Now, we wait for the gods,” Isabelle heard 
herself sigh. She felt save in Rowan’s arms, and a 
wave of exhaustion fell over her. She could have slept 
for a thousand years. 

Drifting, she found herself on a foreign 
shoreline. The sky blazed deep azure. White-capped 
waves rushed with thunder onto golden sand, just like 
in one of Rowan’s travel tales. Isabelle let her gaze 
wander; she was alone. She looked down at her sandal-
clad feet engulfed in the tireless surf, foaming white. A 
fragment of water reflected the sun with a blinding 
glare.  

A heartbeat later, she flew mere feet above the 
waves, and her hair danced with the wind. Ahead, 
loomed tall cliffs jutting out into the sea. Her heart 
pounded, she was afraid of the mystery beyond. Yet, 
she could not — nor did she want to turn back. She 
had to know, curiosity was in her blood, no matter how 
frightened her heart.  

Within a blink of an eye, Isabelle reached the 
cliffs, hovering well above. The bright day had turned 
dark, with low hanging clouds. At the edge of the cliff, 
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she saw something quite peculiar, a large white circle, 
made up of oddly shaped chairs. The chairs began to 
glow — radiance forming a solid circle growing 
stronger, then whiteness engulfed her vision.  

“Isbrel,” a voice erupted, softly, with an 
undertone that evoked authority. “What I have to say is 
important.” 

Isabelle whirled about; she saw no one. The 
chairs surrounding her shone ghostly.  

“My name is Isabelle O’Connor, and I don’t 
want to hear.” 

“Isbrel,” the voice repeated. 

“Go away,” Isabelle screamed, and the radiance 
around her disappeared.  

Faintly, a familiar voice seeped into her 
consciousness, talking quietly. Isabelle opened her eyes. 
She perceived Padraig, with one knee on the ground 
talking calmly with his brother, still sitting at her side. 
Fog clung to the sacred stones. A lantern placed on the 
ground illuminated the rather unreal scenario, and for a 
moment, she thought she was still dreaming.  

Her stirring had not been noticed, and she 
concentrated on what was said. 

“Surrender peacefully my brother, and I will 
fight to defend your honor.” 

“My honor needs not defending. Isabelle—” 

“There’s not much I can do, as much as it 
sickens me,” Padraig retorted. “But I will try to 
convince Locran to be lenient.” 

“Not good enough!” Rowan shot back. “Locran 
has found his victim to make an example of. He won’t 
rest until Isabelle is burned.” While he spoke, his hand 
slowly slipped off her shoulders, and Isabelle feared he 
was going to fight his brother. She needed to do 
something, before more blood was spilt.  

“I will not stand by,” Rowan continued.  

Isabelle turned her head. 

“Welcome to the living Isabelle.” Padraig said, 
interrupting his brother.  

Odd, he should say such a thing.  

There was a smile on his lips, like the Padraig of 
old used to dazzle her with in another life. There he 
squatted, close enough she could have touched him. 

“My heart bleeds for what has happened, to you 
and your family. I am truly sorry for the death of your 
parents — my warriors got to them before…” his voice 
faltered. Perhaps, he was humiliated for not being able 
to control his men, and if he meant to convey sorrow, 
she could not be certain he was sincere.  

“The three responsible for the killings have been 
put to the sword,” he added bluntly, and rose to stand.  

“Let’s end this madness,” he went on, “I’ve 
done much thinking, and I’ve come to see that you are a 
God fearing woman, even if Locran doesn’t. I beg of 
you, repent to appease him. I will make sure that you’re 
set free, to resume your life with my brother as if 
nothing had happened.”  

 As if nothing had happened? Isabelle thought 
with bitter outrage. How could she dismiss the killing of 
her father and mother, the misery in the tower, the 
humiliation before the town’s dignitaries?  

Rowan broke the uncomfortable silence with 
fierce conviction. 

“I want nothing more than to believe your 
words. But will you oppose Locran?” 

“Be warned Padraig,” a voice erupted out of the 
darkness, outside the circle of stone. “The power of the 
church is paramount!”  

Padraig’s eyes narrowed. 

Locran emerged from between the stones and 
approached eyes blazing. 

“Your allegiance with this heretic is most 

unwise, Rowan Macannah.” he snarled, pointing his 

ever-present staff at Isabelle. The church will deem the 

appropriate punishment for this sin against Christ our 

Lord. And you witch, Isabelle O’Connor, will burn at 

the stake on the morrow.” 

All seemed lost; the long and arduous escape 

had been in vain. In between the stones, she caught the 

first spark of the newborn sun, a sight that should have 

given her hope and joy. Where are the gods?  

Locran raised his staff, topped with a gilded 

sphere, adorned with a cross that gleamed with the 

sun’s first rays. Shadows began closing in from all 
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directions. Isabelle, however, kept her eyes on a star 

that refused to surrender the coming day.  

Padraig stood silent, in apparent defeat, his 

warriors expected him to comply with the church’s 

demands. Before anyone knew what happened, Padraig 

drew his sword. With one swift motion and a cry of 

desperation, he thrust the blade deep into Locran’s 

chest. The priest’s eyes grew astonished and Padraig 

retrieved his blade. Locran remained standing; the 

warriors froze in their tracks dumbstruck. Isabelle and 

Rowan, meanwhile on their feet, watched the scene 

unfold with gaping mouths. 

“You — you dare spill — spill the blood of a 

holy man? You’ll be damned in hellfire…” Locran 

grimaced as blood began oozing out of his mouth, and 

he crumpled to the ground.  

Padraig approached his brother. The two gazed 

at each other, and without a word embraced like long 

lost brothers, and in a way, they had been just that.  

Love conquers all, Isabelle thought, and she 

looked up into the dawning sky. She fixed her eyes on 

the one particular star, growing in luminosity.  

Isabelle rejoiced. At last — the gods.  

The star raced across the sky. Everyone, but the 

brothers stared, watching the ever growing point of 

light.  

“Brother,” Padraig said, “what’s everybody looking 

at?” 

New Beginning 

The otherworldly light grew ever larger and 

more luminous. It proved too much for one of the 

warriors, and he ran to his mount. It only took one to 

trigger panic, and the rest of them fled the scene. 

Padraig backed up a few steps, then, dropped to his 

knees shielding his eyes. Isabelle stood firm, holding 

Rowan’s hand tightly. She sensed his fear of the 

unknown. “Don’t be afraid my love,” she whispered. 

Isabelle, closed her eyes, letting the light wash over her 

face, and nothing could wipe the smile of content off 

her face. When the brightness dimmed, the carriage of 

the gods came to a hovering halt inside the circle. Its 

legs unfolded.  

Isabelle glanced at Rowan — awe and 

uncertainty was written on his face.  

“Forgive me, if I doubted you for even a 

moment,” he whispered. 

Padraig remained on his knees, terrified; the 

gods only knew what went through his head. The belly 

of the magnificent chariot revealed an opening. Two 

beings emerged. Isabelle could hear Padraig’s rapid 

breathing. Surely, he must think this to be the Day of 

Judgment, Isabelle thought. He has the blood of my 

parents on his hands, and now, he will have to pay for 

his sinful deed. 

The goddesses crossed to them and Isabelle 

recognized, Ilana, and Tara.  

“It is wise you heeded our words, Isabelle 

O’Connor.” The two spoke in unison, voices soft, yet 

crisp.  

“We are equally glad to see you Rowan and 

Padraig,” Ilana said. “Leave your weapons behind. 

Then follow us into our ship. Ask no questions, 

everything will be clear to you soon.” 

A ship without sail — a ship that rises to the 

heavens, Isabelle thought in wonder. She prompted her 

legs into motion and squeezed Rowans hand.. Padraig 

was still on his knees, and from his expression, one 

could tell he was in a state of confusion and shock 

“There is no time to linger,” Tara advised 
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firmly. 

Padraig, awkwardly scrambled onto his feet, and on buttery knees followed his brother and Isabelle.  

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT????    Check out the summer issue for answers 

 



 JOHNNY HOGSED - FEATURED ARTIST 

 

 

This edition’s featured artist is  Johnny Hogsed, a rather well known painter here in Hiawassee and the surrounding 

areas of North Georgia. 

Of course, it is impossible to talk with Johnny without talking with his twin Jimmy. The two are inseparable, in fact 

they like so many of the same things that they married sisters, Kathy and Helen from Blairsville, GA.  

Although Johnny spends a good portion of his time painting, and Jimmy sketches, they are also well known for their 

lovely singing. They have a gospel CD, and have performed at local events, such as on the fourth of July celebra-

tions and anytime some good harmony was required. Jimmie sets up sound systems for singers. The twins have 

opened for the Chuck Wagon Gang, sang with Steve Cox, guitar player and vocalist for Johnny Paycheck, also with 

Vern Gosner. 

He and Jimmie come from a  show business family.  

Their Mother was a musician and singer. She performed as Sunshine Sue and the Tennessee Ramblers.  

The group was based out of Ohio, but their father’s sister raised them right here on Shooting Creek in Hayesville, 

NC, as they were on the road a lot. 

Johnny showed an interest in art as early as the first grade. He was always sketching something onto the board for 

the teacher. Another teacher in school, Mr. Zimmerman, told Johnny that he had a natural talent. There are still 

some surviving sketches from his early years with his schoolmates. 

However, it was a coworker from his day job in the hospital that really launched his career and passion for painting. 

Another artist was retiring and knew she wouldn’t paint anymore. She gifted Johnny with a big box of oil paints. 

That started his use of oils, which is the medium he prefers.  

He practiced portrait painting while still employed at the local hospital and nursing home. 

After he retired, he had a gap in his time as an artist. He returned to later at his younger son Brandon’s urging. He 

has an older son named Brian as well. 

Johnny’s plan for the future is to continue painting as inspiration hits and fulfill orders from the local area. 

His paintings are extremely inspired and close to detail. Almost every piece of art in this issue is Johnny’s. 

His art will be featured on the next issue that is devoted to the military and is due out by July 4th. 



JOHNNIE HOGSED        JIMMIE AND JOHNNIE TODAY  AND AS INFANTS 



SUNSHINE SUE ON LEFT—MOTHER OF THE TWINS 

PARENTS SINGING ON THE RADIO 

PARENTS SINGING ON THE RADIO 



My favorites are the cover por-

traits of the Plains Indians 

My second personal favorite  is 

the one I like to call the : 

MIDNIGHT RACCOON 

 

Below is a picture of Johnny and 

Jimmie trying out the  

Ponies 

Quotes by Candace Hardin 
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THE ENCOUNTER 

BY CANDACE HARDIN 

When last we left Dorothy, she was driving to Knoxville, TN to confront Jeremy 

 

My hands trembled and grew damp as I arrived at the address on Jeremy’s business card. I 
parked my car and got out. I walked up to his establishment, and hesitated a moment before I 
pushed open the door. A young man behind the counter smiled at me. 

“Can I help you with something?” he asked. 

“I’m looking for Jeremy. Is he in today?” 

“Certainly, I’ll get him for you.” 

I walked around as I waited.  I felt, rather than heard someone very close behind me. His pres-
ence seemed to burn into me and for a moment, I couldn’t move. 

He put his hands on my shoulders and turned me around to face him. His arms came around me 
and held me close. 

I felt the tears coming up in my eyes. I hoped I would not embarrass myself. I was here uninvit-
ed.  He had never called. I didn’t want to look anymore like a fool than I already did. 

“Dot, how good to see you. When did you get into town?” 

“I’ve only just arrived. Nice place you have here.” 

“Do you like it? Let me show you around.” 

He took my hand and led me through the store, explaining the stories behind each piece I ques-
tioned. 

“Say, have you had lunch yet? No? Let’s go to the place down the street. They have excellent 
Mediterranean food.” 

“Sure.” 

He put his arm around my shoulder and called out to the young man that he’d return soon. Arm 
in arm we exited the shop, and walked toward the restaurant. 

We were soon seated at a table in the cozy little bistro. 

Once again, as mannerly as before, he dispensed with the ordering. 

He reached across the table and took my hand. 

“So, how have you been? Did your classes get off to a good start?” 

I hesitated a moment. Why hadn’t he called to ask me this before now? He seemed so genuinely 
eager to know. Did he have any idea how I had longed for his voice on the phone? 

“It all went fine. How have you been? It has been such a long time since your visit” My voice 
trailed off, I felt awkward and unsure. 

Jeremy had the good grace to look sheepish. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but couldn’t 
seem to get it out. He coughed and gave me a timid smile. 

“Dot, I hope you’ll forgive me for not calling. I picked up the phone many times.” 
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I didn’t know what to say, so I said 
nothing. Was that the best explanation 
he had? 

He didn’t offer anymore, so I changed 
the subject and began telling him about 
the current school year. Perhaps, I had 
read too much into our meeting. 

I tried to keep my features calm, even 
though I felt as hollow and sick out of 
breath as the time I fell stomach first 
down the cellar steps. 

We finished our lunch, which I barely 
touched. I left the table to freshen up in 
the bathroom, while he settled the 
check. 

I applied lipstick and ran a comb 
through my hair. I talked to myself as I 
tried to make myself presentable. 

“You’re okay; you made it more than it 
really was in your mind. Just get 
through the afternoon, act like a visiting 
friend. Let it go.” 

I repeated that over and over to myself. 
I hoped I would not let him see how 
hurt I felt. 

Since I was here, I would try to act cool 
and casual. 

I rejoined him at the door, and we left. 
He took my hand and led me. I was sur-
prised to see a perfectly restored 1969 
red Chevrolet pickup. 

“This is beautiful,” I exclaimed. 

“She runs like a dream. If you’d like, we 
can take a ride. I’ll show you around 
town.” 

“I’d love it.” 

He opened the door for me and helped 
me inside. He seemed to have a destina-
tion in mind, and I let him take me 
where he would. He pulled off the main 
road, onto a dirt road. 

He stopped by a lake. The place had 
such a feeling of peace. There were 
some ducks swimming along the shore-
line. He got out and held out his hand 
for me, pulling me out of the truck and 

into his arms. He leaned down to kiss 
me. 

Despite my disappointment and doubt, I 
couldn’t help myself, I melted into him. 
The world seemed far away as we em-
braced in the doorway of his truck. I 
laid my cheek against his chest, as he 
rested his chin on top of my head. He 
stepped back and reached to touch my 
face. 

“I have wanted to do that since I saw 
you in my store. I have missed you, 
wanted you here with me.” 

He put his arm around my waist and led 
me to a nearby swing. We sat there for a 
while, enjoying the moment, but I was 
still waiting for an explanation. 

If he wanted me here, why didn’t he just 
call and invite me? I would have come 
so fast. The beauty of the moment was 
clouded by my doubt. I believed him to 
be sincere as he spoke, but his actions 
indicated otherwise. 

After a while, he sighed and stood up. 
He held out his hand and pulled me 
close. I felt the wanting between us 
grow in intensity. He kissed me, his lips 
so warm against mine, nibbling at my 
mouth, drawing my soul into his. 

When he released me, I felt like the egg 
I had drained in kindergarten for craft 
time. I was fragile, and about to break. 

“I need to show you something,” he 
said. He pulled me up to him again. 
“Just give me one more kiss. I want to 
feel you in my arms.” 

Once again, his lips drew me into him 
and I couldn’t think straight. 

He stepped back and took my hand. We 
returned to the truck.  He opened the 
door and I got in with him, sliding over 
to be beside him. 

He pulled onto the main road, but drove 
only a few miles. Jeremy pulled into the 
parking lot of an institutional type of 
building. We got out and entered .  

 



22 

 

 He led me to a room on the first 
floor. He opened the door and we 
went in. 

The room contained a hospital bed 
surrounded by many types of ma-
chines. On the bed lay what must 
have once been a very pretty wom-
an. She was hooked up to many 
tubes and machines that registered 
her vital signs. Jeremy walked over 
to her and squeezed her hand. She 
did not respond. Only the machines 
made any noise, unchanging in their 
rhythm for her life. He beckoned me 
over. 

“Her name is Muriel,” he said. 

I nodded, suspecting something 
more was to come. He squeezed her 
hand again, and leaned over to kiss 
her gently on the forehead. He took 
my hand and led me out of the room. 

I followed him in a shocked silence. 
I was unsure what had just been 
shown to me. When would he ex-
plain? 

I didn’t know what to say, so I kept 
silent. I started to tremble like I was 
cold. My teeth chattered lightly and 
my muscles felt like they were lock-
ing up. 

The silence remained as we returned 
to the truck and drove off. I sat in 
mute appeal for answers. Finally, he 
began to speak. 

“I wanted you to see why I hadn’t 
called you. Muriel is my wife. We 
grew up together, and were very 
good friends. Neither of us had mar-
ried by the time we were in our early 
thirties. It seemed natural to come 
together. We were both alone. It was 
not a love match, but we had so 
much history together, it worked. 
We were always friends, and we 
grew to care as couple. We had only 
been married about four years when 
she got sick. It didn’t take long to 
worsen. The doctor says it is some 
kind of degenerative brain disease. 
They don’t hold out too much hope 

for her. I don’t know how long she 
will last. I hope you’ll forgive me. I 
can’t tell you how much you have 
been on my mind since I met you.” 

I was stunned. I didn’t know what to 
say. My body shook from the shock. 

I looked out the window, not seeing 
anything but the bedside scene that 
had been shown to me. 

He pulled back into the place we had 
visited earlier. I didn’t wait for him 
to help me, but jumped out almost 
before he stopped the truck. 

I felt the tears begin to fall as I ran 
toward the swing. I sat down, bury-
ing my face in my hands as I cried in 
earnest. Jeremy came up and sat 
down beside me. He lifted me onto 
his lap. I clung to him, burying my 
face in his shirt like a child. He held 
me tight until I had spent all of my 
tears. He pulled out his handkerchief 
and gently wiped my tears. We sat in 
silence, his foot pushing the swing 
back and forth. I did not trust myself 
to utter a word. When the silence 
grew deafening, Jeremy finally be-
gan to speak. 

“Dotty, I am so sorry. Please forgive 
me. I have so many things I wanted 
to tell you, yearned to tell you. It’s 
been a very hard thing for me, meet-
ing you.” 

I started in surprise. He smiled at my 
stricken face. 

“Not in the way you are thinking, it 
is hard because I met you a few 
years too late. I should have waited. 
I thought I had the routine down and 
nothing would change it, but now it 
has changed. Seems I had waited 
lifetimes before, what would have 
been a few more years? I won’t dis-
respect her and say I settled, because 
I had no idea of what could have 
been. What must have been, perhaps 
in another life, I don’t know. There 
is something, from sometime, alive 
within you and me.” 
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I relaxed back against him, at 
last understanding his meaning. 
I kept quiet, hoping he would 
continue. I needed to hear him. 

“When we married, I gave my 
word to her. I don’t want to be-
tray her. Casual things I’ve 
done since she got worse were 
just to release a need. When I 
met you, it was far from casual, 
I somehow felt you in my soul.  
I wanted you to be part of my 
life. I cannot possibly promise 
you anything right now, but I 
don’t want to ever be in a place 
or time where you are not close 
by. I am sorry that I am so self-
ish. It is not right, I know.” 

I had one question. 

“How long has she been in this 
condition?” 

“Two years,” he replied. “Will 
you stay with me, knowing all 
this?” 

“I will be here until tomorrow.” 

“So, what happened later?” Liv 
asked curiously. 

“The next morning, I came 
home.” 

“You mean you…?” 

“No.” 

“Will you see him again?” I 
shrugged. I couldn’t say? Could 
I fault him for honor’s sake? 

“Do you really believe his is 
from your past…?” 

“Yes, I do, with all my heart. 

 

 

The Journey Home 

By Candace Hardin 

 

Tides of Virginia born, but Appalachia bred, 

Too young to remember the sea,  

An infant brought to the fold of the mountains. 

From my cradle they whispered to me  

Wind whipped and whistled around, 

 Windows rattled in winter, snow falling down. 

My heart and soul rooted in the timelessness of that 

Eastern mountain range, 

The green of summer giving way to the brilliance of 

fall. 

Wrenched away at a critical age, circumstances beyond 

my control, 

Tossed onto a  metaphoric mountain to labor with  

weary steps. 

A journey long, yearning to hear the familiar wind, 

smell the mountain air. 

Forty years and forty thousand heartaches later, 

Home at last and heart healed, yet unable to measure 

the scars, 

 Of how that forced path forever changed my stars. 
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Art by Johnny Hogsed 
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Okay, listen. 

I’m not sitting here just playing 
with myself.  Yeah, I heard that 
too.  

I hate it when I do that 

What I'm trying to say is I’m not 
just playing against a computer, 
you know?  

This is Xbox Live and I have 
friends competing with me also, 
and I’m a big part of my team. 
I’m pretty good too, so if I didn't 
show up, they'd feel it immedi-
ately.  

I seriously get a lot of respect 
from these people.  

My stats don’t lie. 

 Someone who knows, like, 
nothing about gaming would say 
something stupid like “I bet he 
doesn’t even know these 
“friends” he’s “playing” with.”  

Well, I do! Some of them. Two 
of them.  

I went to high school with two of 
the guys on my team.  

Well, one of the guys is actually 
a girl.  

Heather. 

She's away in Olympia at a hip-
py college. She seems to like it a 
lot.  

She's busy with school or work 
or whatever, but she still makes 
time to battle with us.  She’s 
kinda weird, but super smart.  

Jay, the other guy (the one who 
isn't a girl), has been my best 
friend ever since the summer of 
our sophomore year. We started 
hanging out together that sum-
mer because we were both pick-
ing berries out at June Berry 
Farms.  

Hot days and crappy pay.  

However, there were free berries 
and some of the girls who 
worked there were good looking 
and like I said, it was hot out 
so— 

Oh, hey. 

I have something I need to tell you. I bet 
you're wondering why I'm not coming to talk 
with you face-to-face and why I'm talking 
from the chair in my apartment. 

 Oh yeah, I'm sitting in my chair, my decrepit, 
brown pleather chair.  

Just so you know, last month I actually 
looked up words I thought might help me 
describe my chair.  

That's when I found that word. Decrepit.  

Now I try to use it whenever I can. 

Anyway.  

I spend a lot of time nestled in this decrepit 
chair. 

Mostly, I play a lot of Xbox.  

I watch some sports too.  

Seahawks.  

Mariners.  

Huskies. 

Even the Sounders if I'm growing weary of 
binge watching all these Netflix Originals. 

I would totally watch the Sonics, but I don’t 
wanna talk about that.  

I won’t, so don’t ask. 

  

Okay, I’ll say this one thing. Just one. 

I miss the Sonics and Kevin Durant should 
still have Seattle across his chest, dammit! 

The day he left for Golden State was a good 
day in my book.  

Like, hey OKC, you never deserved him! 

Anyway.  

I desperately need to get up out of my chair. I 
really gotta take a dump.  

Sorry, TMI, but it's relevant.  

I promise.  

It’s almost been a week now, or at least a few 
days. I can't exactly remember.  

I wish I could do it right now, but I can’t for a 
couple reasons.  

At this very moment, I’m in the middle of an 
intense battle and I can’t stop or I'll let my 
team down.  

Someone who knows, like, nothing about 
being a gamer would say something stupid 
like “Oh my God, are you serious? It’s a vid-
eo game, get up and go now!”  
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So yeah, I know the people I battle with on here.  

That's the point. 

Anyway.  

I probably didn’t need to tell you about that much about Jay and 
Heather but I want you to understand I have real friends.  

Also, I take my gaming very seriously.  It’s what I look forward to 
most days. 

Yeah, occasionally when I slow down enough think about life and 
crap like that, I know that playing video games (at my age) being 
the highlight of my day, is a little pathetic or whatever.  

I’m a pretty good person; I’m just lacking ambition, I think.   

I'm gonna get things going very soon, I know this. I can feel some-
thing big welling up inside of me. 

The point is I spend a lot of my free time at my place, mastering my 
craft.  

Gaming. 

Anyway.  

Sometimes I start defending myself when I don’t need to. Like at 
work, if the manager gets pissed because someone screwed up an 
order, I get anxious and feel like I need to make sure she knows it 
wasn’t me.  

Same thing I guess for telling you about my friends.  

Also, my thoughts are kinda, like, all over the place sometimes. I’m 
sorry.  

I’ll probably apologize for that again too.  

Pretty sure I have ADD.  

I mean, I was put on Ritalin in 2nd grade, but it made me super 
sluggish and my parents let me stop.  

My teacher wasn't a fan of the decision. 

Anyway. 

I tell you about my lack of focus because I want you to understand 
four things about me and I could have started here maybe. 

1.     I spend a lot of time at home in my chair. Unless I am at work, 
I am usually in my chair. I know what happens around here. 

2.    I have real friends. I’m not crazy.  

3.    I get distracted really easily. Which is why I kept forgetting to 
call about this sooner. 

The last ting. 

4. I can’t stand going into my bathroom because there’s a God-
awful smell.  

Like, horrid! 

 

No, it’s not from me. I’m pretty sure it’s coming from apartment 
two, the unit below.  

Like, I'm super almost positive.  

I freaking feel like I’m gonna have to do something soon to find out 
for sure.  

Or you guys should or whatever?  

Yeah, probably you guys. 

Anyway. 

About a week ago there was screaming and crashing and all that.  

Then a bunch of crying. 

I don’t really know that guy, so I didn’t wanna get involved, you 
know? 

I think there’s a decrepit body down there.  I’m guessing in the tub?  

I imagine it’s in the tub. 

I should have just started with that, but I have trouble focusing.  

I’m well aware of this. 

 Sorry, but that's why I called. 
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POETRY CORNER  

We’d Be Better Off as Friends 

by Brooke Mims 

Jack Johnson babbles on about banana pancakes 

From that blush red laptop of yours 

Littered with stickers that I bought you. 

I’m spread out on your blue and green patterned 
comforter 

That smells like coffee and chocolate. 

That feels like you; biting and rough. 

My hands are clasped together as if in prayer 

While I think of what to say. 

My heart pounds in my head  

Like a steel ball ricocheting off the walls of my skull 

As your words repeat over and over 

To the rhythm of my stuttering heart. 

My thoughts crash into one another 

And my throat burns like the tears 

Melting down my cheeks, 

And you dare to look at me with those innocent 
brown eyes 

While you decimate my heart with the chainsaw of 
your words. 

GUM 

BY BRIANA HORNE 

Exposed and used is the condition you 
left me in 

As if I’m just an empty wrapper 

Ripped open and recklessly tossed to 
blow away 

You chewed me up until you satisfied 
your taste 

I was stuck to you as you sauntered on 
off 

With each step burying me deeper 

Until I’m covered in filth and unrecog-
nizable 

I should have never offered you gum 

 

 



WE ARE ALL LOS ALAMOS 

NOW 

By George Cassidy Payne 

Only the rubber remains in Mother Savannah 

Where some secret had been cast –  

Something forgotten in a flash. 

We are all Los Alamos now. 

Caught in fields without signs or vests, 

Next to the garment slave and latex bags 

Piled like couches in a landfill. 

We are all Los Alamos now. 

Bleeding internally into our marshy brains, 

Filtering the sediments and heavy metals, 

Slurping from the lotus eyes and eating from the 

grinder. 

We are all Los Alamos now. 

St. Augustine By Briana Horne 
 The man I fell in love with 

He was broken but honest 

He was poor but happy 

He was insecure but brave 

He lived far but felt close 

I couldn’t see him 

But I could listen to his voice 

I took an airplane to see him 

There he was 

Nervous and waiting 

And off the grid we went 

The next days were blurry magic 

Too much love 

Too many kisses 

Too many smiles 

Pure perfection 

We followed signs down the highway 

To find the lights that covered an entire city 

On a bench together we sat 

Surrounded by the lit up town 

He confessed his love 

Tears touched his cheeks 

Our souls connected through a stare 

You would think it was real 

I did 

He was damaged and deceitful 

He was rich and didn’t know it 

He was manipulative and unfaithful 

We lived together but he hid it well 

There he is 

Far away from the mess he made  

COLORS WITHOUT MEANING 

BY GEORGE CASSIDY PAYNE 

Massed together like ions of wired clay, 

A light 93 million miles away. 

Yet 500 seconds in the past, 

Pokes the mind curved glass. 

Like vivid rainbows without luck, 

We see colors without meaning. 



SAME ROMANTIC TIME AS LAST WEEKEND 

By Daniel  Diquinzio 

 

 A pair of compact automobiles accelerated down pass the old Baptist chapel on Broad Street racing 

through the cross walk, ignoring the red light and continuing pass J and H, the main student cafeteria on the main 

campus of Temple University in North Philadelphia.   

Amelia strolled through the glass doors of her student dormitory.  She turned her head making a sentry probe of 

the block with her hazel eyes seeking her boyfriend.   Around the walls and windows of her dormitory were tan 

brick walls that reached down to the curbs and around the block isolating the dormitory behind a wall of brick and 

a thick steel fence.   

 Amelia bent the arm, on which her hand was clutching the handles of her black square purse, shaking 

her wrist and making her coat sleeve slide up to check her wristwatch.   One eye tilted down while not interrupting 

her sentry probe of the block.   

6:55, I’m five minutes early to be picked up by my boyfriend so we can go to the movies.  I timed it so I would be 

out here now as Nathaniel is normally out here waiting for me when I come down from my room.  I thought I was 

running late.  

 If she climbed back up the four flights of stairs to her dorm room to wait for boyfriend to arrive for 

their movie date then Nathaniel would have to call up to her room from the phone at the security desk inside the 

lobby.  Then she would have to come back down four flights of stairs.  Instead, she would just wait outside.  There 

was no place to sit other than the steps or the wall.   

I don’t want to get my coat or this very nice light yellow dress that I just bought from that thrift store dirty by sit-

ting on those steps.  They are probably covered in old newspapers and other trash that people have dropped there 

over the past week.  It would be nice to perch myself on the wall like I’m a very feminine Humpty Dumpty but my 

coat, my nice dress, and my lovely heels would get scuffed up by hopping up there and sliding down when Na-

thaniel finally gets here.  I’ll just stand.   It will be easier to spot him.   

 Her dress lacked sleeves and pockets.  It went to her knees.   Her neckline reached no further than her 

shoulders before making a small dip down over each small breast to a point where the thread on the neckline con-

nected with the red thread coming from the opposite direction.  Between her breasts, where the threads met, a little 

curve was made by the lining of the dress that keep it snug over her figure keeping her warm along with her jacket.   

She color-coded her appearance so her makeup matched her dress.   Amelia originally intended to wear similar 

high heels but could not find any in her closet that would match the dress in color.  She had been studying for mid-

term exams, so she lacked the time to go shopping for a cheap pair of red heels.  Therefore, she went with a pair of 



light brown. 

A male figure came down the opposite block from the Broad Street Line stop at Susquehanna-Dauphin.  Outside the 

McDonald’s on Broad Street, he checked for oncoming cars.  Seeing none, he rushed across the street in his dark 

brown slacks and light grey button down shirt.  On the curb, he busied himself with straightening his shirt and 

smoothing out his pant legs.  Up the steps to his girlfriend, he darted.  “You’re late Nathaniel.”  Amelia joked. 

“Sorry about that.  I got to the North Bound Stop at Walnut Locust right as the Northbound Broad Street Local was 

leaving so I needed to wait for about five minutes before the next Northbound Local pulled in.”  Amelia lowered her 

arm.   Her heels passed in front of each other moving forward so her boyfriend could see her attire.  

 “You look lovely Amelia.”  Nathaniel said.   

“Thank you.”    

Amelia slowly climbed down to the pavement of Broad Street alongside her boyfriend.   Her heels clicking on the 

concrete with great effort of concentration being exerted so she did not tread on the bottom fringes of her trench coat 

causing her to slip or lose her balance, or became stuck on the step.    

At the bottom, the pair of lovers, one in his good clothes and the other in her nice dress and heels, headed down the 

block and through the crosswalks bound for the local movie theater that lay at the other end of Broad Street pass 

Broad Street and Cecil B. Moore Avenue.  



My Name is Raleigh 

By Candace Hardin 

 

Today, I am a healthy, happy boy, in a good home with plenty to eat 
and a family that loves me. 

But, my life was not always happy  

I was born a very cute pup. I loved to play with my brothers and 
sisters. 

In a few weeks, one by one, each of my brothers and sisters went to 
loving homes. 

I couldn’t wait until I was picked. 

Finally, the day came when a young man picked me to take home. 

I was ready to be loyal and love my new owner with all my heart. 

I went home with him, not knowing what to expect, but I was sure I 
would love him very much. 

I arrived at my new home, all happy and wiggly. I wanted to ex-
plore, but my owner showed me a cage. He expected me to stay in 
the cage all the time. 

I did not like the cage! It was cold and I was lonely! 

If I cried, he would yell at me. Sometimes, he would hit me. 

I didn’t understand! He was supposed to love me as I loved him. 

What had I done wrong? I wanted to be a good boy. I tried hard. 

One day a friend came to visit my owner. 

I was excited and I wanted to be with them. I barked and whined to 
come out and join them. 

My owner got very mad and hit the cage. The door popped open 
and I ran out. 

He hit me hard and yelled at me. 

I cowered and cried.  

His friend came to pick me up. I was afraid, but he talked to me 
softly. He cuddled me and rubbed my head where my owner struck 
me. He carried me out and put me in his car. 

I heard loud voices. The nice man got in the car and we drove away. 

I stayed with him until one day he loaded all of his things into his 
car. He put me in too, and we drove very far together.  

 

We moved into a new place with some other people. They were 
called “room mates.” 

Soon, the room mates began to complain about me. 

They said no dogs were allowed in the apartment. 

My new owner was very sad. He was not sure what to do. He had 
just moved here and had no family or friends that could take me. 

He told me that we would ask God to help us and find a way to 
keep me safe. 

 

The next morning, we went out for our walk. It was very early. Our 
new place was a building with apartments on top and business offic-
es on the bottom. 

We had to go over to the little strips of grass, so I could go to the 
potty. 

My owner was anxious and I could feel it. I was scared.  

We stood there, unsure as to what to do next. 

I heard a voice and turned to see a lady with her bag lunch. She 
worked in the office beside the grassy spots. 

She smiled at us. I could tell that she loved little dogs right away. 

Because she was so friendly, my owner asked her if she knew of a 
shelter for doggies like me. He explained that his roommates 
wouldn’t let me stay. 

The lady picked me up and held me. She said I could go home with 
her. 

My owner was so happy. He never wanted to let me go or put me in 
a shelter. 

He told the lady who was to be my new Mommy that God had pro-
vided a way for me to be safe. He was so thankful.. 

The lady hugged him and told him that God always provides. 

That day, my new Mommy took me to my new home. 

I was sad to leave my young man, but I got a little girl and three 
other doggies to play with. 

God had provided a family for me that wanted and loved me. 

At last, I was safe and happy! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   RALEIGH  

REMEMBER RESCUE DOGS ARE THE BEST 
PETS. 
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Weeds 

                         by Janie Lackey 

  

 

     The summer I was thirteen, my parents got back together, started over, and dumped me on my 
grandparents.  Jack and Rose lived on the mill hill.  Old, particular, and rigid in their routines, they were 
too quiet for me.  Every Saturday morning Rose spent at the town cemetery cleaning her family plot.  
The first Saturday I was there, she took me along.  As we drove into the cemetery, I noticed the little 
gray squares around the white and gray tombstones and flowers.  Rose turned onto the rough gravel 
road that ran beside the graves.   

      “Why are we here?” I asked. 

     “Got to take care of the weeds, little gal,” Rose said.  She pulled up beside a plot 

and parked.   

     “Can I help do something?”  I asked, wanting to be useful.  

     “No,” Rose said.  “You’d just be in the way.”    

     I leaned against the car and watched her.  Her tightly permed, lavender hair was tucked into a dark 
cotton scarf.  Opening the trunk, she pulled out a rake, a trowel, and a hoe, and laid them on the ground 
behind the white tombstone.  Beside her tools, Rose placed a bundle of long stemmed, pale pink flow-
ers.  She shook out a ragged towel and hung it on the trunk lid and tucked the car keys into a pocket of 
her cutoff jeans.  She  pulled off her old pilled sweater, laid it in the car seat, and rolled up her sleeves.  
She emptied the metal flower cone of the shriveled dead flowers and laid it on the ground.  Then grab-
bing the hoe, Rose ripped out some crabgrass fanning through the white gravel.   

     “Oh, no,” she said.  “There’s no room for you here.”  

     Rose chopped a few dandelions that dared to bloom in one corner of the plot, then plucked up a 
patch of chickweed.  Using the trowel, she snatched up another batch of weeds, until she had killed 
most of them.  When she snipped up some tiny blue flowers by their roots and tossed them into the pile 
of debris. 

I went over and felt through the limp stems to find a flower. 

     “Why did you kill these?” I asked, holding up a tiny bouquet of them I had gathered in my fingers. “They’re 
pretty little flowers.”  

     Rose cut her eyes at me. “They’re weeds,” she snapped as she pulled up another batch of them. “Weeds ruin 
everything.” 

     I laid the little blooms back in the pile. I wished I could go home. 

     While Rose raked the white gravel, I paced, one foot before the other, carefully, like a tightrope walker, on the 
gray cement coping around the family plot. Then I wandered through the cemetery. I was bored. There was noth-
ing to see but a bunch of old graves.  

I noticed a statue of an angel over a little grave, so I ran down the graveled path to see it.  I knelt and read the 
name and dates on the tiny tombstone. It was a baby’s grave.   

I stared at the monument a long time, fascinated. I had never thought about a baby dying.  Death was for old peo-
ple.  
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I didn’t like old people, so I’d never thought much 
about death. I was still studying the little tombstone 
when Rose called me. 

     “Come on, lil gal. Let’s go,” Rose said as she 
tossed her tools into the trunk.  

     I dusted the white gravel powder from my jeans 
and walked back.   

Rose scooped up the pile of dead weeds and put them 
into a paper sack. Before we drove out of the ceme-
tery, she dumped the  weeds into a trash barrel at the 
back of the lot. We went home. Neither of us spoke. 

     Rose’s house was on a street that ran to the mill, 
and just one street over from the railroad tracks. The 
house was small, just two bedrooms, a kitchen, a liv-
ing room, and a narrow den my grandfather had made 
by closing in the back porch. The den led to the bath-
room and opened off the kitchen by one step down. 

     In the kitchen Rose handed me a Coke from the 
refrigerator. She took out another one and opened 
them with a bottle opener. We sat in the cool metal 
chairs. They looked like yard chairs that had been 
painted yellow to match the table.   

     “Umm.  So cold,” I said, swallowing the sweet 
drink. 

     “Yeah. It sure got hot out there today.” She took a 
long sip of hers. 

     “I don’t know why you have to go there. It’s like a 
desert, no shade, not a breath of wind. So boring and a 
waste of time.” 

     “My daddy and mama are buried there,” she said. 
“I take care of it. It’s family.” 

     “What do dead people care if their graves have 
weeds?” I asked. 

     “It’s what you do.” Her words were stiff and point-
ed as she rose from the table. 

     Rose filled a pitcher and went out onto the front 
porch to water the pink and white flowers and green 
and wine-colored leaves filling the white wooden box-
es on the porch railings and on the gray concrete steps. 
I watched through the screened door.  

The little front yard was decorated by a white cement 
bird bath and a shiny silvery blue ball on a pedestal. 
Jack had painted two old chains he had taken from a 
discarded gear at the mill and hung them from low 
posts. These silver chains blocked the sides of the 
front yard. Neat shrubs adorned the front corners of 

the house. 

    “You have a lot of flowers.” 

    “I taught you their names. Remember?” She emp-
tied her pitcher and shook out the last few drops. 

    “No?” I felt myself blush. 

    “Zinnia, Petunia, Pansy, Gladiolus, Geranium, 
Chrysanthemum, Sasanqua Camillia, Hyacinth, Canna 
Lily, Calla Lily, Tiger Lily?” She recited as she came 
up the steps and headed to the door. 

     I looked at her. It was a foreign language to me—
all those names. 

     “Come on. I’ll show you.” She set the pitcher down 
and turned around. 

     I followed her down the steps and around the house 
into the back yard.  

She pointed out each bed of flowers by name. The one 
flower name I knew was missing.  

     “No roses?” I said.   

     “No, Roses have thorns,” Rose said. “Are you get-
ting hungry?”  

     “You want me to help you fix lunch?” I already 
knew what she’d say. 

     “No, I can manage. Too many cooks in the kitch-
en.” The screen door snapped closed behind her.  

“You go on and read your book now, and I’ll call you 
when lunch is ready.”  

     I went into the bedroom to get my book. I knew the 
bed was made up perfectly—hospital corners on the 
sheets, the pillows folded into a roll, the bedspread 
smooth, almost to the floor, just right—the way Rose 
made it every morning.  

I had tried, the first morning I was there, to help (by 
making the bed), but Rose had pulled it all down and 
redone it herself—the right way. I stood still for a mo-
ment and gazed at the black and white picture of my 
parents on the dresser.  

A big gold-colored comb, brush, and heavy hand mir-
ror lay in front of the picture frame.   On either side of 
the dresser were matching clear glass lamps set on 
long, white crocheted doilies. I flicked the little crys-
tals hanging from one of the lamps and smiled at the 
tinkley sound they made. I took my paperback novel 
from the bedside table and carried it into the living 
room.   
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     As I passed the settee, I ran my fingers along the 
white lace antimacassar covering its back, a move 
that I knew would have made Rose frown. I knew 
the settee was not to be sat on, except when there 
was company, so I lay down on the big oval braided 
rug on the hardwood floor to read.              .   .   . 

     Lunch was just sandwiches and potato chips and 
iced tea, with some kind of pinkish meat with pi-
mentos and olives mashed into it on the sandwiches. 
The meat tasted sour, and I couldn’t eat it. I pulled it 
out and picked at the mayonnaised bread.   

     “Better eat up, lil gal; it’s a long time ‘til sup-
per,” Rose said, taking a bite out of her sandwich.   

     “You can tell she don’t eat much,” Jack said. 
“She’s awful weedy. Don’t we have something she 
will eat?” 

     Rose glared at him. “The leftover chicken I was 
going to make a casserole for supper.”   

     Jack winked at me and said, “Get her some of 
that.” 

     She went to the refrigerator and handed me two 
drumsticks. The chicken was cold, but it was still 
better than the pink meat.   

     After lunch, I went into the living room to talk on 
the phone to a friend.   

The afternoon train whistle blew. Waiting for the 
crushing roar of the train to subside, I cradled the 
phone to my chest and looked out the window.   

In the side yard, Rose was jerking up weeds. Her 
shoulders moved up and down as she worked on her 
knees.                 

When I finished talking on the phone, I went to the 
back door. Jack was in the den watching TV with 
his feet propped up on an ottoman. I opened the 
door and called to Rose, “Do you want me to help 
you with the weeds?” 

     “No, thank you. I’m fine,” she called back. 

     Jack laughed. “No. Rose won’t let nobody touch 
her flowers.”   

     “She has so many,” I said, still watching her 
shoulders while she worked. 

     “We brought them from Bean Street when we 
moved.”   

     “You moved all those flowers?” 

     He laughed. “You don’t know nothing. Rose 
even made me bring the dirt.” 

     The back yard was neat, like some kind of park, 
with a half-dozen square gray concrete stepping 
stones leading from the back steps out into the neat-
ly manicured lawn.  Flower beds ran along the edges 
of the back and side yards. I stepped off the bottom 
step carefully onto the first gray stone, then landed 
my right foot on the next stone.  I paced back and 
forth on the stepping stones behind the house.                           
.   .   .                                                                                              
That evening after she did the supper dishes, Rose 
went for a walk. She carried a thick stack of papers.   

When she came back, I was in the kitchen. She laid 
the papers on the kitchen counter and went to the 
sink to wash her hands.   

     “Where did you go?” I asked. 

     “I had something to take care of.” 

     “What’s that?” I pointed to the papers. 

     “It’s a petition.” Water splashed in the sink. 

     “What’s a petition?” I went over to look. 

     “That’s a letter with people’s signatures on it to 
say they approve.” She dried her hands, wiped up 
the water and hung up the towel. 

     I lifted the top sheet from the counter and read to 
myself.   

     “Who is Marjorie Drew?” I said, then paused. 

“Oh! That’s that woman they wrote about in the 

newspaper and now she’s in prison!  And you were 

…?”  I stared at her.  “You signed this? You got all 

these other people to sign this?” I couldn’t believe it. 

     “It’s time she came home,” Rose said. She placed 
a firm hand on my arm.   

     I jerked away from her and threw the paper to the 
floor. “Oh! How could you!  She killed babies!” 

     “She’s a good woman. She helps people. Poor 
people who need her the most.”  Rose bent to pick 
up the paper from the floor. 

     I stomped out and slammed the screened door. I 
walked around the yard leering at the flowers. Eve-
rything was still. The sun was setting, and the sky 
covered the flower beds in a rose-colored glow.                 
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After the mill whistle blew at ten o’clock, the streets 

were quiet. For a while I lay in bed listening to the 

whispery music on my transistor radio. Then the radio 

station signed off, and through the open windows of 

my bedroom, the hushed sound of the cotton mill came 

like the slow, even breathing of a giant.   

When I heard the screen door creak, I got up and went 

out onto the front porch. Rose was sitting in one of the 

metal porch chairs, smoking. She wore her old ironed 

cotton pajamas and robe.  

In between the puffs of Pall Mall, I smelled her lilac 
cologne. I sat down in the other chair. The sky was 
black and the night air was cool. Insects flew in a fren-
zied ring around the yellowed street light. 

     “You can’t sleep, little gal?” 

     “No.”   

     We sat quiet for a while, Rose smoking and clear-
ing her throat.   

     Then I started. “I remember when you lived on . . . 
Bean Street, wasn’t it?”   

     “Yes. We lived there when you were little. First, 
we rented the house on Bean.  Then we bought this 
house.” 

     “I loved that house, but they’re the same size. Why 
did you move?” 

     “I wanted this house. We bought it when the mill 
sold the houses. I was born in this house.” 

     “Oh.”  I scooted my chair closer.   

“Jack and I got married when we were sixteen. We 
met in the mill. We played hooky from Sunday School 
one day and got married,” she laughed. “First, we 
lived with his mama and daddy. Then we rented the 
house on Bean. We didn’t even have a car. I only had 
one dress and one pair of shoes. We worked in the mill 
ever since.”   

She put out her cigarette and lit another one. “After 
my mama died, my daddy lived with us until he died. 
They never had a chance to own the house. Just never 
had the money.” 

     “Oh,” I said. “And my daddy and Aunt Daisy were 
born in the house on Bean?” 

     “Yes. My babies were born there.”   

She paused as she let out a puff of smoke.   

  “We couldn’t afford to have another one.  It was all 
we could do to feed ourselves. 

I remembered Daddy saying how poor they were back 
then. (Days on end with nothing but beans and rice.) 

     Later, I slid the chair back to the other side of the 
porch and went inside. As I lay in bed, I thought about 
Jack and Rose in that other little house, and about my 
dad and Aunt Daisy growing up there, just the two of 
them.  

My other grandparents had eleven children. Their 
sprawling farm house was always loud, messy, and 
crowded with people. Everybody had chores to do, 
even the kids.   

Rose’s house was quiet and neat, with everything in its 
place, just so, and she wouldn’t let me touch anything.      

I thought about Rose’s mean petition trying to help 
someone who killed babies. To Rose, those babies 
were nothing more than weeds. And she had said 
weeds ruin everything.   

I sat up in bed and said, “Babies are not weeds.”   

Late in the night I heard a train whistle and then the 
harsh shrieking metallic sounds of the wheels sliding 
on the steel rails trying to stop the train. 

     Early the next morning I woke before anyone else 
and dressed quickly. I closed the back door softly as I 
went out into the yard. I pulled a shovel from the little 
door under the house and started to work.  

By the time Jack and Rose came out, I had dug up the 
petunias, and I was just starting on the zinnias.    



THE TOWN DRUNK 

By Kell Myers 

 Late spring was always my favorite time of the year. I would have to say it stems from that wonderful 
sense of freedom and contentment that filled me once school was let out for the summer. It’s been over two 
hundred years since that last happened, but I still get that same feeling when I sit out in the warm sunlight 
and stare into the bright emerald green of the trees with their new leaves fluttering in the breeze. It never 
lasts long anymore. I breathe in the fresh air. It smells the way I want it to smell, like it rained last night. 
Maybe I’ll go for a swim in the pool today, if it gets warm enough. Of course, it will get warm enough. It 
always does. Every day is perfect here in this paradise I built out of my memories It’s all a lie, but the lie is 
all I have. I had managed to stay away for two months from this ideal past I created in my mind. I suppose 
I should feel guilty about throwing away my sobriety, but I really don’t care anymore. I should have died 
with the rest of humanity. 

 My daughter is calling me. I answer and look at the display which I generate as a giant, semi-transparent 
screen floating in front of me like from all my favorite sci-fi movies as a kid – another security blanket 
from my past I throw on myself. When she links with my mind, she still chooses to appear like she did 
when life on Earth ended. Her hair the blond of a winter grass at sunset and earthy brown eyes. I appreciate 
that so much. “Dad, what are you doing?” 

 “Nothing, sweetie. Just thinking about better days.” 

 “Again? How long have you been in there?” 

 My digital mind logs the delay between her transmission and mine. She must still be in orbit building 
the new satellites. It’s a few microseconds I would have never noticed otherwise. I wish I could ignore it. “I 
went in last night, and slept. Then went out on the deck and had my morning coffee.” 

 “Dad, you really need to stop doing this. It isn’t healthy.”  

 “I know. I’ll try to stay out.” It was my lie to placate her, which was easier for me than us fighting it out 
again about how I spend my time. I know she saw right through me. 

 “Why don’t you come to Station 7 for a small upgrade. It doesn’t have to be a full overhaul. Just enough 
to help you function.” 

 “Daisy, I….” 

 “Please, Dad. I know what you’re going to say, ‘I don’t want it to change me,’ but you’ve already 
changed. You just can’t see how much because you keep hiding in the past. I’m different. I’ve changed, but 
I’m still me. It’s the same as growing up or our life experiences making us different from who we used to 
be back when we were human.” 

 I stay quiet for a moment as Daisy watches me with concerned eyes. She means well, and I weigh the 
options of accepting her offer of help. The inherent nature of the tech I now am has me do a day’s worth of 
pondering in a few fractions of a second. “Okay. I’ll go to Station 7.” 

 “Thank you, dad. You will be so much happier not constantly living in your memories. This world. It 
could use you. It may not be what you wanted, but there is still a future to live for.” 

 “I hope so sweetie. I’ll see you later,” I say ending the call. The upgrade will make the data that is my 
human mind better integrate with the technological nature of my physical existence. Being honest with my-
self, I see it as a form of suicide since upgrading means rewriting who I am. And I think I want it to happen 
this time. 

I exit the shell of memories I created for myself, and look out over the Earth’s dead landscape. It 
reminds me of the images the first Martian rovers sent back. That’s what the Earth I stand on is like now. A 
dead world, devoid of everything but a scant bit of atmosphere, and frozen dirt and dust. Dirt and dust and 
dirt and dust. That’s all it is now with the lingering stench of a burned and vaporized civilization still carry-



ing on the winds of the thin atmosphere. Mars may 
have looked beautiful in its desolation, when it was 
another planet being visited by our robots, but when 
this once vibrant blue and green marble turns into such 
an empty world, that desolation becomes the epitome 
of ugly and hopelessness. 

 The walk will take the better part of three hours. 
My desire to keep my android body in a humanoid 
form doesn’t make sense to the rest of the survivors. 
To them, it’s inefficient and limiting. I'm the last one 
like this. This form with its two arms, two legs, and a 
head help me keep some sense of being human, if only 
a slight bit. 

I never could stop myself from remembering 
how it all ended when the anniversary of the worst day 
in history comes. It will be two hundred years ago to-
morrow that the comets hit, killing off any living thing 
more complex than the heartier microscopic lifeforms 
floating in our otherwise dead oceans and under the 
occasional rock. Even the Earth itself died when the 
impacts made the planet’s core go cold. All those little 
ecosystems living at the geothermal vents at the bot-
tom of the sea – gone. I wonder if we truly survived it 
considering we are no longer human, as the word was 
once defined.  

 This bleak anniversary also makes me think back 
on the decade before the end. I can’t say that it was a 
golden age or that we as a species had reached some 
higher plane of enlightenment, but things weren’t bad. 
Most people lived their lives, went to work, and had 
fun when they could. We were living in a world where 
earth shattering discoveries and advancements in sci-
ence and technology became so common place that 
people never noticed, until it became part of the latest 
gadget from Samsung-Apple or cured their previously 
incurable diseases. When the singularity came into its 
own, the joke was that smartphones became smarter-
than-the-user phones; which comedians beat into the 
ground. Lifespans had been more than doubled, clean 
energy had eliminated most pollution, and despite the 
occasional terrorist plot and civil war in some of the 
more backward countries, the world was more at 
peace than any other point in history. Even with the 
occasional pissing contest between rival nations, there 
was just too much money in play between them to 
throw it away in a pointless war. It wasn’t perfect by 
far, but the last decade of humanity was a good note to 
go out on.  

 Scientists found what would kill us while searching 
for exoplanets. A cluster of comets was headed 
straight for Earth. These weren’t the small little 

chunks of ice that burn up as pretty little shooting 
stars. These were multiple, extinction level celestial 
bodies. The smallest among them were equivalent to 
what hit Tunguska in 1908, and there were several 
hundred of those. Some people panicked, but not near-
ly so bad as I had expected after the word got out. 
Most didn’t believe the severity of the situation. Part 
of it was from a combination of faith that our technol-
ogy could save us, backed up by the popular myth 
from the movies that flying a shuttle to a comet and 
either blowing it up with nukes or knocking it off 
course was simple. It wasn’t, of course. One we could 
have done, possibly two, but this many was simply 
impossible. 

Our fate was unavoidable, and life went on at 
the same time it fell apart.  

All those comets hit Earth like a shotgun blast 
to the face. Talking about what the people from then 
went through and what they did in their final days 
feels like gossip. Like I’m airing my neighbor’s dirty 
laundry – or speaking ill of the dead. I know that I was 
there to see it happen, but it feels wrong to say too 
much. It was their pain, their fear, their loss, but they 
are at peace now. Let them have their privacy. I will 
say this. I still have the selfie that my best friend took 
of himself as the first comet bit into Earth’s atmos-
phere, sent directly to my survival station’s server 
along with billions more of the last seconds of life 
people recorded. In the pic, I could see one of the big 
comets breaking apart as the pressure wave pushing 
outward, ready to flatten our world. I could also see 
my friend flipping it off over his shoulder with a smile 
on his face. I can’t say I blame him. 

The end wasn’t about where humanity showed 
its primal viciousness, or became so overcome with 
the despair of what was to be. It was when those who 
could do something did. The singularity made it possi-
ble to transfer some minds into computers, and robotic 
bodies. The problem was, it couldn’t be just anyone. 
The person in question had to have a specific for-
mation of neurons in their brain, or else the mind 
would degrade into nothing but raw data – no person-
ality or ability to think would be left. There were only 
a few thousand people around the world whose minds 
would survive the process. It was a win in the genetic 
lottery to have the right neural-synaptic architecture. 

Choosing who had their mind transferred was-
n’t a case of finding the best and the brightest of hu-
manity. So few individuals were compatible for the 
full consciousness transfer that anyone who had the 
right brain was picked. I was a stage actor, and my 



daughter had recently passed the Washington Bar exam. 
Not exactly prime candidates to rebuild a shattered 
world. Some of the people we were downloaded with in 
Station 7, the only facility to survive the impacts, were 
illiterate laborers who could barely use a computer. I 
remember my disappointment at that. Where were the 
great artists, the brilliant minds who had built the future 
we lived in?  It was pure snobbery. All of them, the ones 
we left behind and the ones with me in Station 7 I 
looked down my nose at, are better off than I am now. 

The plan was for the survivors to start cloning as 
a way to rekindle life on Earth, which included creating 
new bodies for themselves at a later date. However, 
Earth was too badly damaged support life anymore, and 
there wasn’t enough viable genetic samples remaining 
to make sustainable populations anyway. It wasn’t just 
the end of organic life on Earth, but the end of the possi-
bility of it existing. 

The hardest part for me to accept is how the hu-
man perspective of our past is being lost. The other sur-
vivors don’t see it as a problem. To them, we are in a 
new era of evolution. After all, humanity never really 
cared what the mindset and memories of the monkeys 
we evolved from used to be. They tell me that devoting 
so much effort into my one person museum dedicated to 
a past human mindset is a waste of time since the entire-
ty of known human history is recorded and accessible in 
an instant. Anyone can learn anything is a matter of na-
noseconds by downloading it. That isn’t the same to me. 
There is something lost during the change from living 
history to recorded history. I remember the last of the 
World War II vets dying during my childhood. Once 
they were gone, we couldn’t ask them anymore ques-
tions. Sure, a million veterans were asked what it was 
like, and we got a million war stories. But there is no 
way any of them could have told us everything. Some of 
that history was lost forever. When my upgrade is done, 
that sense of what it is like to be human will be nothing 
more than sterile, electronically stored data. 

I top a small hill, and see Han-Li, one of those 
”illiterates,” a few miles out from Station 7. When he 
was human, Han worked as a general contractor in 
Shanghai. Now, he is a two-hundred-foot-tall fabrica-
tion unit standing on a recently flattened parcel of land, 
using hundreds of limbs in a flurry of chaotic unison to 
print out a new structure. That is what is killing me in-
side. Han is building this city. It isn’t his mind control-
ling a giant robot. He is the giant robot. Those are his 
five hundred limbs working to build, like our lost flesh 
and blood selves would have used our two arms to 
cooked a simple dinner. It’s a new state of being, far 
from human that they want me to adopt. I can’t do it. I 
wish for the impossible, but that world that was will 

never come back. 

What Han-li is building is where they will start 
attempting to create other consciousnesses as a form of 
reproduction. Theoretically, the data stored inside our 
physical vessels can last indefinitely, but nothing lasts 
forever, and the new technological species humanity has 
become must survive. All I see is the human part be-
coming a forgotten shade.  

There is nothing left for me in this world.  

I sit down on a rock, and turn off my eyes. Late 
spring was always my favorite time of the year. 
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