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Fight it.
Curse and scream if  you have to.
Punch out a screen if  you have to.
Unafraid: shout, shove what’s in out,
let out a yell and start raising hell, just

Fight it.
Don’t take it! Never fake it.
Make it, break it, everything that makes you
ache, it
is in you
and real.
Always, always feel.
Please, for me,

Fight it.
I mean it. You feel it?
That hole in your heart—yesterday, a slit; today
the whole world
could fit.
And maybe it will, if  you

Fight it.
Fight everything. Question, too.
Keep swinging—never stop swinging—but keep
listening, too. When you
hear it—you’ll know it—the
one
thing
you can’t fight, shouldn’t fight, won’t fight—
when the can’t-shouldn’t-won’t comes,
well… 

Fight for it.

But you’re still fighting, see?
You’re still fighting the
world and everything in it that won’t let you be
still—
everything you can’t-shouldn’t-won’t stop fighting.

Never, never (please), never stop fighting.
Because if  you do,
there will only 
be

VS. 
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Imagine that you’re taking a break 
from a long, hard day. Needing a 
little pick-me-up, you open up your 
Facebook app and start scrolling 
through your feed. Instead of  the 
“Cat Jump Fail with Music” video 
you’re hoping to stumble across, you’re 
confronted by news article after news 
article, each talking about the same old 
topics: abuses of  power, nonsensical 
murders, and drug charges. A feeling 
of  frustration rushes over you, and you 
close the app without reading a single 
one. Sound familiar? Welcome to your 
very own self-imposed radio silence.

Radio silence is a foreign concept 
within the US. Most citizens have 
never been through a situation 
in which they experience a true 
disconnect from the rest of  the world. 
In fact, it’s so different from the norm 

that it makes for a popular theme 
in apocalyptic literature. However, 
if  the scenario above sounds even 
remotely familiar, it’s a concept you’ve 
already experienced. In today’s society, 
there’s a startling number of  people 
that avoid the news simply because 
they’ve had an overexposure to it. 
This disconnect from the local news—
and to a grander scale, international 
news—inadvertently creates its own 
sort of  radio silence in the instance 
that there is a disconnect between the 
average citizen and what is going on 
with the rest of  the world. There are 
many speculations about why that is, 
but this article will mainly focus on 
how the combined overstimulation of  
social media and generalized violence 
in America deter US citizens from 
seeking out world news. 

White Noise 
by Sarah Harden
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In 2014, NPR published an article 
called “Why We Think Ignorance 
Is Bliss, Even When It Hurts Our 
Health.” This article details a study 
about behavior. In the study, students 
are informed—in excruciating detail—
about two manifestations of  herpes, 
then offered a test that would show 
them whether they had either type 
of  the virus. Most of  the participants 
declined the test that would tell them 
whether they had the more serious 
manifestation of  the disease. Why 
is this relevant to a topic on media? 
This article is a prime example of  
how many people avoid bad news, 
regardless of  how it could affect them. 
This behavior is equally applicable to 
the news. If  an article or a segment 
looks like it will contain bad news, 
most Americans will ignore it. This 
isolates Americans in a sense, because 
they are ignorant of  events that may be 
important on a local, state, national, or 
even international level. 

Some people may be skeptical. They 
flip through the news every so often, 
maybe pull up CNN or Fox on their 
phones before their current events 
class, and they assume that Facebook 
will alert them if  anything truly 
groundbreaking happen, so this radio 
silence phenomenon obviously doesn’t 
affect them. To an extent, this is true; 
no one will miss a catastrophic attack 
on America, such as 9/11. However, 
news of  the Syrian civil war may not 
have made it onto your Twitter feed. 
There may be people that have never 
heard of  the Armenian genocide. The 
average American may have no idea 
of  the impact of  “Brexit.” This nation-
wide ignorance can be attributed to an 
aversion to bad news. No one wants to 

search out the kinds of  atrocities that 
are happening across the globe, and 
the nightly news seems to be packed 
with unfortunate events and gruesome 
crimes. Furthermore, a multitude of  
studies have shown that the Millennial 
generation has gravitated away from 
TV, using the Internet to keep up with 
shows instead. This has made it easier 
to ignore the news, and as such, many 
have realized that they are happier 
without it. News stations often push the 
most depressing stories, because they 
are the most likely to grab attention. 
Many people believe that the negativity 
in the news adversely affects their 
moods, and they actively avoid it for 
that reason. This lack of  information 
isolates many young people, and 
therefore creates a sort of  self-imposed 
radio silence. 

While an avoidance of  bad news 
certainly contributes to this sensation, 
an overstimulation is also a potential 
reason for this radio silence. Social 
media can overshadow news stories, 
but it can also amplify them. What 
seems like it would help awareness 
actually has the opposite effect on 
the public. Overexposure can quickly 
tire a subject out, and nothing can 
quite achieve that effect like seeing the 
same article five times in a row. This 
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sensation is easy to sympathize with, 
especially in an election year. The 
2016 election is incredibly important; 
it determines the president and the 
vice president for the next four years, 
and indirectly affects all of  the policy 
that follows in that period. Despite this, 
many people have expressed disinterest 
in ongoing debates. Some brag about 
their disinterest, and some argue that 
politics has no place in social media. 
This is partly because they are exposed 
to the same articles and arguments 
circulate around their dashes. Because 
they have seen so much of  the same 
thing, they have tired of  the whole 
topic, and they instead avoid as much 
information on the topic as they can. 
If  you’ve seen a bunch of  murder 
articles, you’re more likely to skip any 
information on the newest homicide 
nearby. 

Fantasy can play a big part in this 
overstimulation as well. There’s a 
disconnect between what’s happening 
in real life and what is mimicked in 
movies, but the portrayal of  mass 
deaths and things such as terrorist 
attacks have become so lifelike that 
repeated exposure can desensitize a 
person to the real thing. 

If  news stories don’t directly affect a 
person, it’s likely that such news will be 
ignored. Sadly, this can be seen with 
wars overseas. The aforementioned 
Syrian civil war is a gruesome 
occurrence with a staggering death toll, 
but it’s so removed from the US that 
it’s easy to pretend that such reports 
are fantasy rather than reality. Even 
US wars can be summarized this way. 
Unless a person is directly connected 
to a soldier, it’s easy to forget that our 
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nation is at war. When a soldier is 
wounded or dies, the news circulates 
for a little while, and then society goes 
back to its normal pattern. With the 
absence of  the draft, it’s easy for a 
citizen at home to ignore any thoughts 
of  war. In this way, an overexposure 
to violence can also impose a sort 
of  radio silence, because a person 
isolates him or herself  from any sort of  
ongoing criminal investigations or war 
efforts. 

Though the idea of  radio silence is 
something inherently apocalyptic, 
it is a phenomenon that is affecting 
the United States today. Despite the 
availability of  news, citizens have 
voluntarily cut themselves off from 
violent or depressing stories. In most 
cases, this is a product of  media 

overstimulation; the media can both 
detract attention from news stories and 
desensitize people by overexposing 
them to such stories. This lack of  
attention to our own nation’s news—
and to a larger extent, international 
news—has arguably isolated the 
United States entirely, because we are 
willfully ignorant of  the things that are 
affecting the rest of  the world.  
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Far from here, in a tiny room chock 
full of  important-looking instruments, 
a record player sits in the corner. It is 
perpetually in motion, spinning the 
same golden-hued disc on a constant 
loop, mechanized to automatically 
flip and begin again when it ends. 
The Golden Record emits a variety 
of  interesting sounds, from cricket-
song to Beethoven to thunder to 
greetings in long-extinct languages. 
If  the walls could listen, they would 
have memorized every minute by now. 
Outside of  the room stretches a vast 
expanse of  complete solitude—the 
Record has played over one hundred 
and eighty five thousand times without 
a single ear to hear its music. It is 

aboard the Voyager I in interstellar 
space, beyond Earth’s atmosphere 
and the solar system that houses it. 
Regardless of  audience or lack thereof, 
every 99 minutes there is a brief  
pause in the playback, a space to take 
a breath. Then the voice of  Dr. Carl 
Sagan filters into the room.

“I should start by saying that I’m not 
authorized to do this. If  NASA knew…well, 
I don’t think this record would ever make it 
out of  the atmosphere if  NASA knew. But I 
didn’t start this project to be a clinical study of  
life on Earth. I didn’t start this to send whale  

Silence is
Golden

by 
Margaret 
Olsen
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songs and the sound of  volcanoes erupting up 
into space. I wanted to show what humans 
were like, how we live and what matters to 
us and who we are. They said it didn’t make 
sense to send a bunch of  stories up into space 
using a language no other life form would 
understand, but I disagree. So, I’ve recorded 
the stories of  volunteers, people who wanted 
to share a bit of  their lives with whatever else 
may be out there. To be honest, I get the feeling 
that some of  the volunteers were just happy for 
anyone to listen to them at all. That’s the first 
thing you need to know about humans. We 
love to be heard. The first speaker is Eileen 
Warner. She is 86 years old.”

There is another pause as the 
recording transitions from Dr. Sagan 
to Mrs. Warner. Any extraterrestrial 
listening might have the time to 
wonder what NASA was, or what 
a human was, or what the strange 
sounds coming from the spinning 
golden disc in the corner meant. But 
the fact is that the Voyager I is alone in 
space, and hasn’t encountered a living 
thing since it departed the Earth on 
September 5th 1977.

“Hi, I’m Eileen Warner. I don’t know if  I 
believe in aliens or not, but I figure nothing 
bad can happen, even if  they do exist. In fact, 
I’ll probably be dead before any little green 
men get ahold of  this.” She stops to laugh 
at her own joke before continuing, 
something she does frequently. “I guess 
I’m pretty old now. 86 feels pretty old most of  
the time, but sometimes I still remember what 
it’s like to be young. A lot has changed since 
then, that’s for sure. No one was sending their 
voices up into space when I was a little girl.” 
She stops to laugh again. “Dr. Sagan 
told me I could say whatever I wanted here. 
He told me he’s trying to capture the human 
experience, whatever that means. I guess the 

most important thing that ever happened in my 
life was falling in love. My husband’s name 
is Carl too. Was, I guess. He died a few years 
ago. We met when we were really young; his 
family and mine were actually neighbors. We 
both lived on farms in Nebraska. I didn’t 
fall in love with him until we were teenagers, 
though. We got married when I was 19. I 
spent almost every day of  my life with him 
for 63 years, until he passed. Not every day 
was a spectacular rom-com montage. There 
were times when it felt like we fought about 
everything. We never stopped loving each other, 
though. I still love him.”

Dr. Sagan introduces a young woman 
who talks about finding herself  
through painting, a man who regrets 
being estranged from his late father 
and will never have the chance to 
make up, someone who makes his 
living conning people out of  their 
hard-earned money through schemes. 
Some of  the narratives sound like 
confessionals, hushed and somber, 
and others ring out with the pride of  a 
story told a thousand times. Some of  
them acknowledge that this record will 
be sent on the Voyager and some don’t 
even seem to know. 

After 8 people have spoken, the string 
of  anecdotes is broken up by the 
sudden voice of  a child, whom Dr. 
Sagan introduces as Henry Cole, 
age 7. 

“I love space. I want to be an astronaut 
when I grow up, but my dad says I won’t. 
My mama bought me a book about space. 
It had all the planets and some of  the stars 
and even the comets and stuff. I don’t know 
if  it had anything about aliens though. Dad 
took it away and said he’d give it back when 
I finished all my homework. Dad says aliens 
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don’t exist. When I grow up and I’m an 
astronaut, I’m gonna go find one and show 
him. I know a lot about outer space.” 

Henry’s mother, Sara Cole, comes on 
next. Her voice is even and cool, but 
there is an undertone of  weariness that 
seeps into her cadence.

“My name is Sara; you’ve already heard 
from my son, Henry. I don’t know if  there 
will be character profiles or something for this 
but I might as well just say it: he has Down 
syndrome. He is so smart and so brave and 
so kind. People don’t always see that. Some 
write him off as soon as they see him. I knew 
before—when I was pregnant, I mean—and I 
almost did the same thing. Some of  the doctors 
said he would have had a better life if  I had 
ended it when I found out. I’ve never told 
anyone that before.” She goes quiet for a 
moment in the wake of  this revelation. 
“It was the hardest choice I’ve ever had to 
make. Lord knows my life would be a lot 
different…Easier, I guess. Henry is worth 
every second I spend with him, though. Even 
on the days when I feel like I’ve failed, he still 
tells me he loves me before bed. There are lots 
of  hard choices in life. That’s what it’s about, 
I think. Things happen that you can’t control 
and you have to do something about it, in the 
moment. It’s how you get on afterward that 
makes the difference.”

Sara is the last speaker. Dr. Sagan’s 
voice fills the cold room on the 
Voyager I one more time before the 
Record starts over and plays again.

“There you have it. A little slice of  what it 
means to be human in 1976. Maybe this 
thing about the people was pointless like 
NASA said, maybe something will hear it and 
not understand, and maybe no one will ever 

find the Golden Record at all and the whole 
mission will be pointless. It was at least worth 
a shot. If  you’re listening out there, I hope 
you understand at least a little bit about what 
human is.” 

The Record stops. The machine in 
the corner of  the room makes soft 
mechanical sounds as it works to flip 
it over and begin again. The Voyager 
I hurtles through interstellar space, 
moving hundreds more miles from 
Earth every minute. There is no one 
listening. 
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1976 Golden Record
Courtesy of  NASA/JPL-Caltech
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Where did you go Gore? We have 
looked high, low, left, right, up, and 
down, but we can’t seem to find you 
anywhere! In the 2016 Presidential 
Race, environmental advocacy was 
as absent from the conversation as Al 
Gore was from the public eye. During 
the 2016 presidential election, Hillary 
Clinton and Donald Trump frequently 
mentioned the issues of  nuclear 
weapons, terror groups, and foreign 
powers, but there was little discussion 
surrounding the threat of  climate 
change, pollution, and deforestation. 
So where exactly did Al Gore go? How 
did this beautiful, brilliant, tree-loving 
teddy bear slip into his self-imposed 
exile from politics and pop-culture?  
Better yet, where did his passion 
surrounding environmental advocacy 
run off to, and how can we drive 
conversation surrounding our planet’s 
greatest threat?
        
Ask any millennial and we remember 
Gore as the 45th vice president under 
Bill Clinton and the Democratic 
opponent of  George W. Bush in the 
2000 election. We also remember his 
pop-culture impact. He proved to be 
handsome and hilarious as a host on 
the 28th season of  Saturday Night Live 
in 2002. Speaking of  handsome, Al 
graced us with his presence in People 
Magazine’s 1994 issue of  “The 50 
Most Beautiful People in the World.” 
He proved to be just as attractive as 
an animated character in South Park, 
The Simpsons and Futurama. Gore even 
guest starred on 30 Rock not just once, 
but twice! Currently, Gore checks 
in with us from time to time via his 
Twitter feed.  He continues to keep his 
following up to date on environmental 
issues, but for the most part his 

presence in the media and popular 
culture has been silent.
    
In the 2000 election, Gore’s campaign 
platform included environmental 
protection, alongside economic growth 
and improvements to the education 
system. During his tenure as vice 
president, he was an advocate for 
increased water quality standards 
through the Clean Water Action Plan. 
Gore claimed that clean air was “the 
most significant steps in a generation to 
protect the American people, especially 
our children, from air pollution” 
(4president.org). Gore hosted a 
White House conference on the 
administration’s climate change plan. 
He participated in an international 
summit to reduce carbon dioxide and 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. In 
1998, Gore announced a $7.8 billion 
restoration proposal to help restore 
normal water flow in the Everglades. 
He worked to ban drilling in the Arctic 
National Wildlife Range. He made 
great achievements in  Toxic Waste 
Clean-Up, and in 1993 worked with 
the three leading automakers and the 
federal government to develop more 
fuel-efficient vehicles (4president.org).   

Despite being defeated in the 
2000 election, Al Gore’s voice for 
environmental activism was not 
silenced. He authored four best sellers, 
including Earth in the Balance (2002), 
An Inconvenient Truth (2006), The Assault 
on Reason, Our Choice: A Plan to Solve the 
Climate Crisis (2007), and most recently, 
The Future: Six Drivers of  Global Change 
(2013). In 2007 Gore was the the 
co-recipient of  the Nobel Peace Prize 
with the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change for “informing 
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the world of  the dangers posed by 
climate change.” Gore now spends the 
majority of  his time as chairman of  
The Climate Reality Project, which 
works to solve climate crisis. He has a 
few side gigs as well, including co-
founder and chairman of  Generation 
Investment Management, senior 
partner at Kleiner Perkins Caufield & 
Byers, and a member of  Apple, Inc.’s 
board of  directors.  

For the most part, Al Gore was absent 
from the 2016 election festivities. 
He was even coined as the “Missing 
Man” from Hillary Clinton’s National 
Democratic Convention. However, 
the show went on without him, and 
for the most part, Al stayed out of  the 
media light. That is until his media 
silence was broken by none other than 
Leonardo DiCaprio. In an interview 
with People at the Toronto International 
Film Festival, in September of  2016, 
Leo explained how Al Gore inspired 
his environmental activism saying, 
“He sat me down, drew a picture of  
the planet, drew our atmosphere and 
said, ‘This is the most important crisis 
facing humanity’ and from that point 
on I really became not only fascinated 
with the issue but really concerned why 
we as a collective world community 
haven’t done enough about it.” This 

made it very clear, that despite his 
absence, our nation’s pop-culture is 
still very much inspired by Al Gore’s 
environmental activism.  

While environmental issues are still 
a hot topic in our society, we  must 
ask ourselves, is the environment 
still a concern for voters? Or was 
the environmental passion driving 
Al Gore’s campaign and media 
attention just a trend? According to 
a poll commissioned by the League 
of  Conservation Voters, only 3% of  
voters, 18 to 34, don’t believe that 
climate change is really happening. 
According to this same poll, which 
gathered responses from 600 registered 
voters who voted in the 2012 election, 
55% believed that climate change 
is a severe threat that we must start 
addressing now.  Only 27% believed 
that climate change was a natural 
event that humans can’t affect. A 
Gallup poll observing historical trends 
in environmental advocacy show a 
great difference in environmental 
concern. In 2000, 23% believed 
economic growth should be given 
priority over the environment, while 
70% felt protection of  the environment 
should be given priority. In 2015, 46% 
believed protection of  the environment 
should be given priority while 42% 
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favored economic growth over 
environmental protection.
        
Al Gore’s passion for the environment 
was undeniably one of  his top 
platforms during the 2000 Election. 
In contrast, the 2016 election lacked 
that same emphasis. Many believed 
the 2016 election would place 
environmental reform front and center 
due to a wide range of  reasons, such 
as the Paris Agreement, the shrinking 
arctic, the xtreme weather events, and 
the record breaking heat waves of  
2016. Yet, environmental issues were 
placed on the back burner, receiving 
a whopping 325 seconds of  discussion 
time during the first two presidential 
debates (newrepublic.com).  

Even so, Gore was not quick to 
favor any particular candidate 
during the primaries. Despite being 
the former vice president to Bill 
Clinton for 8 years, Gore held his 
endorsement, claiming it was too early 
in the Democratic Primary process 
to endorse any particular candidate. 
Over a month after Hillary Clinton 
secured the necessary delegates for 
the 2016 Democratic Nomination, 
Gore continued to maintain his 
silence.  Gore did eventually publicly 
endorse Hillary Clinton prior to her 
acceptance of  the Democratic Party 
nomination. To the dismay of  the 
media and the public, Gore did not 
attend the Democratic Convention 
due to “obligations in Tennessee”. In 
early October, Al Gore accompanied 
Clinton on a campaign rally in Florida. 
The two spoke about climate change 
for 46 minutes, which was the most 
attention given to the issue during the 
2016 election.

This is our planet, our communities, 
and our futures. The future of  
generations to come depends on the 
actions we take now to conserve our 
resources and protect our planet. 
Our nation is undeniably divided on 
many issues, but one issue the majority 
of  us can agree on is the need for 
environmental protection reform.  Al 
Gore states that, “The climate crisis 
offers us a chance to experience 
what very few generations in history 
have had the privilege of  knowing: 
a generational mission.” Whether 
we inspire environmental activism 
through pop-culture or politics, it is our 
generation’s time to step up to the plate 
and make environmental advocacy a 
priority. Now that we have found Al 
Gore, let’s drive forward his message 
and mimic his passion for protecting 
our environment and securing a clean 
future.
       
Sources:
http://www.gallup.com/poll/1615/
environment.aspx
http://www.4president.org/
brochures/gore2000brochure.htm
https://www.algore.com/about
http://www.bbc.com/news/election-
us-2016-37468751
http://www.people-press.
org/2016/07/07/4-top-voting-issues-
in-2016-election/
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Silent Faces
by Drake McDonald

I came across some photos the other 
day. We’d burned them to a CD half  
a million years ago, stuffed the CD in 
a box, and stuffed the box in the attic. 
Eventually the box came down out of  
the attic and wound up in the trash, 
but I (being the sentimentalist I am) 
rescued half  the stuff that was in the 
box, including the CD. I’m not sure 
why. 

The pictures chronicle my sixth-
grade class’s trip to Washington D.C. 
(A DC CD!) It’s weird seeing myself  
surrounded by total strangers. That’s 
who they are, now. It’s been so long 
I’ve forgotten them –all those faces 
staring at me from the computer 
screen. A few of  them have vague, 
half-remembered names, like “Brandt 
What’s-his-face” and “something… 
Holland (maybe?)” Who they 
actually are, though—the quirks and 
mannerisms and voices they used to 
have—are long gone down the drain 
of  forgotten memories. My mind can 
only hold so much. 



19

I spent maybe an hour clicking 
through the disc. There were over five 
hundred pictures total. Only two were 
really worth saving. 

The first was of  a group of  moms, my 
mother among them. What made the 
picture so extraordinary was the fact 
that at the time the picture was taken, 
my mother weighed well over three 
hundred pounds, and at present she 
weighs about a third of  that (obviously, 
I don’t know exact weights because 
only someone with a death-wish would 
ask their mother for her weight). The 
difference between the person she 
used to be and the person she is now is 
staggering. 

The other picture was not particularly  
extraordinary, either. It’s a candid shot 
of  the whole class –everyone milling 
around outside some federal building 
or other (I think it might have been 
the national archives) waiting to go 
inside. In the foreground, another 
boy and I are smiling half-heartedly 
at the camera, like the photographer 
shouted “look here!” and snapped the 
shot before we were ready. It’s not a 
very flattering picture (even at that 
stage of  my life, I was not particularly 
photogenic). 

What made me stop and stare so 
intently at this particular picture 
was the other boy. He was thin, with 
sandy blond hair, and freckles across 
the bridge of  his nose. Normal guy. 
Nothing odd. One of  a thousand faces 
in a crowd of  bored children. Except 
for the fact that I knew him. 

His name was Steven McGovern*, and 
he was my best friend.

Once upon a time, I was the most 
introverted kid on the planet. Then 
one day a series of  unforeseen events 
(better known as divine providence) 
shoved Steven and me into adjacent 
seats at the lunch table and suddenly I 
found a real friend. We weren’t joined 
at the hip or anything, but we hung 
out a lot.  We went to church together, 
binge-watched MacGyver, played 
video games—the usual kid stuff. For 
six years, we were good friends. 

Then I moved away. 

We keep in touch, intermittently. We 
text on birthdays. Our moms visit each 
other.

We haven’t spoken in years. 

It’s a strange thing. The impact he had 
on my life was rather profound—he 
taught me how to talk to people– but 
we haven’t had a real conversation in 
years. Part of  me mourns for friends 
lost (though, really, is our friendship 
lost?) and part of  me shrugs: that’s just 
how life goes. And then there’s the part 
of  me that wonders at the impact of  a 
silent face.  

*Note: Name changed. 
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I. There is static on the tv.

Your mother washes dishes 
and her knuckles are scrubbed raw and 
red
and she turns to you and says
there is static on the tv.

There has been static on the tv for a 
very long time.
Your mother smiles a smile 
that you feel in your bones.

Back before the static on the tv started
and your father still loved you both
everything was different.

But everyone gets sick of  the sound of  
static after a while,
and maybe your father left one cool 
spring day
and never quite looked back,
and maybe afterwards your mother 
rearranged 
all of  the furniture
to keep the static off her mind,

but either way this is the present:
two dishes in the drainer,
two knives, forks, spoons,
all surrounded by the static on the tv
which drones on and on
until you forget the soft silence 
that came before.

II. Here’s What You Don’t Say:

I could hate my dad, I really could, 
feeling his ghost every time I step into 
a room, the way he’s turned our home 
into a freezer, one of  those big walk-in 
ones where the meat hangs still and 
dead. Mom and I are still here but 
dead, trying to find something in all 
those empty spaces you made, Dad. 
My whole life you were never here 
to fill the spaces, but we dreamed 
in those spaces, we built a family in 
those spaces, we thought we could be 
so much more than we were. I don’t 
want to be a grown up girl with daddy 
issues. I don’t want to be a cliché, 
a write-out, a glanced-over-pass-
over. I am better than a story where 
everything ends the same. I am better 
than a story that someone else wrote 
for me, someone else read in me. Dad 
there is something dead in me and 
you put it there and you left it there to 
fester so now every day I taste it in the 
back of  my throat. 
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Mom says spineless. Mom says 
disappointing. Mom says you have got 
to get over this but I can’t tell if  she’s 
talking to herself  or me. Mom never 
talks to me, but Mom never talked to 
me in the first place and you knew 
that, you knew that and you still left 
me here. Sometimes I wish you’d just 
come home, but sometimes I wish 
I’d never see you again. Mom never 
talks to me, but at least she’s here. At 
least she didn’t walk out to go start a 
better make-believe life somewhere 
else. We look at each other like displays 
in a museum, separated by time and 
distance and all the hurts we’re not 
supposed to talk about. Mom hasn’t 
said I love you in a long time, but then 
again, neither have you. 

III. Buried

Today is a broken dish day,
where your mother tries
but cannot stand to see 
your father’s face 
inside your own.

She drops dishes
if  the light hits you wrong
and your 
 cheek
 nose
 eyes
sing his way
out of  your bones
and into the kitchen.

At school your friend’s mother
is dying of  cancer — cervical.
She tells you that you could never
understand what it’s like
to watch a body turn to dust
each day
feeling too much,
decomposing into coffins. 

You and your mother
clean up the broken glass
together, trying to pretend
that your home
is not a cemetery. 

by Natalie Landers
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It’s a cold and rainy day in New York 
in the year 1975. I look around me and 
I see people protesting homosexuality 
and disco music, holding signs saying 
things like “Gay is Good” and “Disco 
Sucks.” I can’t believe I agreed to 
meet up with him, but there was just 
something there. I couldn’t get his dark 
brown eyes out of  my head and I had 
to write down the words before I forgot 
them.  

Went walking one day on the lower East side
Met you with a girlfriend, you were so divine

“Did you see the paper?” I ask, 
walking through his front door and 
into the living room. 

“Yeah, more than 300 people were 
killed by those tornado outbreaks,” he 
says, tuning his guitar. 

“No, not that. There’s a record label 
called Private Stocks looking for new 
artists. We should audition.” He just 
shakes his head at me. 

“We aren’t ready. We only have a few 

songs.” He sighs, and I take his guitar 
from him so he can look at me. 

“That’s all we need. We are ready and 
we are going, whether you like it or not. 
We aren’t getting any younger.” He 
stares at me for a moment, then a smile 
appears. 

“When?” he asks. 

“This Friday. The doors open at 9am 
but we should get there around 6am; 
there’s going to be a line of  people.” 

--------------
 

There is always something about 
New York early in the morning. The 
streets and roads aren’t as crowded 
and the only people that are awake are 
morning joggers and those who haven’t 
realized that it’s morning yet. We are 
fifth in line. 

“I like your voice and I like your 
sound, but what makes you think 
you guys have what it takes in this 
industry?” The man at the label asks. 

BY KASEY POOLE
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We look at each other and I answer for 
us. “Our sound is not like anyone else. 
“There needs to be something different 
in this industry and that’s us.” The 
man who works at the label nods his 
head and looks down at his clipboard 
and then back up at us. Silence. 

It’s been four days, FOUR DAYS. 
Neither of  us have received any 
calls and we haven’t seen any 
announcements in the paper. I’m 
tired of  singing in the streets or at 
bars where only five people are in the 
crowd. I want this struggle to end. 
I want to share our music with the 
world.

I come home from a long day at work 
and check the mail. I throw the flyer 
of  a new Chinese buffet restaurant in 
the trash and flip through the white 
envelope of  bills and junk mail. My 
eyes stop when I read the address 
from Private Stocks Records written in 
bold, black letters. My heart begins to 
race, I’ve got butterflies in my stomach 
mixed with a feeling of  nausea, and 
my hands are shaking as I tear open 
the envelope. 

“Alright let’s take it from the top.” The 
producer says through the microphone 
in the other room. We have been 
recording non-stop for the past week 
for over six hours. When we aren’t 
recording, we are going through 
the songs we’ve already written and 
making adjustments with the music 
and lyrics. It feels like we basically live 
in the recording studio. 

It’s been months of  recording and 
finally, it’s happening. Today is the 
day. Today we release our first song 

on the radio. It was our first song 
we wrote together and the first song 
we recorded. It took more than two 
days because of  so many technical 
difficulties. I wonder what kind of  
recording technology The Beatles use 
for recording? Maybe our label needs 
upgrading? Nonetheless, I’m just glad 
we are about to make our debut to the 
world.

I’ve listened to multiple radio stations 
every day and have only heard our 
song probably four times in the past 
month. The radio has silenced our 
music and it’s like a knife in my heart. 
Is this what the meeting is about? Do 
people not like us? Do people not like 
my voice but like his music? I just don’t 
understand. I was so sure people would 
like this song. 

“Sit down,” our manager tells us as we 
walk through the door. We are sitting 
in a conference room inside the label. 
“I’m sure you guys have noticed that 
your song hasn’t been played much. 
I’ve been pushing and pushing for 
stations around here to play your song, 
but I get the same answer. They just 
don’t like it and no listeners have been 
requesting it. So, I have an idea if  you 
guys are up for it.” Our manager sips 
his coffee and raises his eyebrow. 

“Okay, we’re listening,” I say eagerly, 
because I’m willing to do whatever it 
takes. 

“Weren’t you a part of  a group before 
this? I remember you mentioning it 
to me before,” he says pointing to me 
and I nod my head. “If  they are as 
good as you two are, let’s add them 
to the group. Do they sing or play 
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instruments or both?” 

“They play instruments,” I say, and he 
grins. 

“Great, because this will make 
recording easier than adding the 
sounds in or bringing in random 
instrumentalists for the sake of  
recording.” We look at each other, and 
I thought there would be an argument. 
He surprises me by saying, “Let’s do 
it.” I look back at our manager. He 
stands up from the end of  the table. 
“Perfect, so get in contact with them 
today and all of  you guys be here 
at 6am tomorrow morning to start 
recording. We will show these people 
what you guys really have.”

Another couple months pass and we 
finally have the Long Playing record 
done. Our manager gives a copy of  
our LP. It just so happens that our 
manager has a friend that is the CEO 
of  a big radio station in the UK. 

“Well…” I say as our manager walks 
in the door to the conference room. He 
had just returned from distributing a 
copy of  our song to a few local radio 
stations. He holds a straight face for a 
moment, then his smile begins to show. 

“They all liked it. Some were hesitant, 
but I kept pushing them to listen and 
they liked it. In about 30 minutes, your 
song will be released out into New 
York, and hopefully the rest of  the 
world,” our manager says. He turns on 
the radio, sitting near the door, to one 
of  the local stations. 

“Wait, what about your friend in the 
UK?” one of  the guys asks. 

“Yeah, he is going to release it at the 
same time,” our manager says, trying 
to find a good signal on the radio by 
moving the antenna. 

“Why in 30 minutes?” I ask. 

“Because it will be on the hour.” 

The next 28 minutes are agony. I’m 
just ready for the world to hear it. 
We’ve worked so hard and have come 
so far. 

We hear the guy on the radio 
announce our song and our band and 
my stomach gets butterflies. We all sit 
in silence, taking in our song and every 
aspect of  it. We occasionally look at 
one another and smile, and then smile 
at the radio. The song ends, and for a 
quick second, the radio is silent.  

“Now what?” he says. I look into his 
eyes, and then back at our manager. 

“Now we wait. It will take them a few 
days to get the statistics back,” our 
manager says. 

I sigh. 
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Off the Grid
by Codie Harris

Friday, 9:23 am

Packed and ready to go, minus the 
iPhone. Sirius White (may he rest in 
peace) was turned off and thrown 
into a Ziploc bag, taken into custody 
by the trip overseer, Cat. Best friends 
since high school and now college 
roommates, she was the first person I 
asked to accompany me on this phone-
free camping trip, which she responded 
to with a hard no. After a bit of  
begging – and bribing – she agreed 
to come, but refused to part with her 
phone. Smart choice for a smartphone 
carrier. 

But I didn’t want to suffer alone. 
Misery loves company, and I knew 
parting with my phone would make 
my fingers itch. Every time boredom 
crept into my mind, I found myself  
reaching for my phone, wanting to 
drown myself  in cat videos. Jordan, my 
sister, was a nice second option, but 

she was in law school. Luckily for me, 
she was looking for a break and agreed 
to the plan before I fully explained it. 
Unfortunately for Jordan, her iPhone 
joined mine in the crinkled, clear 
baggie, its darkened screen seemingly 
glaring at her in betrayal.

Friday, 12:44 pm

So far, so good. I caught myself  
reaching for my phone a few times, 
and I berated myself  for constantly 
seeking its reassuring presence in my 
hand. Jordan and I sat in the back seat 
of  Cat’s car, a barrier already created 
between the phone-wielder and the 
phone-denied. She had us try and find 
our way to the camping grounds with 
a physical map, but after a few wrong 
turns and some short nerves, she 
turned her phone’s GPS on to guide us 
the rest of  the way there.
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Friday Afternoon

Who knew? Chewacla State Park had a 
Pokemon Go gym, according to other 
campers. As a level 24 player, it took all 
I had to not take my phone and claim 
the Mystic-owned gym for team Valor. 

Tent set-up took about half  an hour, 
I think. Without the car clock, I had 
no idea what time it was. The set-up 
would’ve taken longer if  Jordan hadn’t 
asked for help by other campers. Cat 
offered to look it up for us, but I told 
her it felt like cheating the system. We 
unpacked and joined the others by the 
common ground’s fire.

One camper whose name I forgot after 
a night asked why we decided to camp 
on the weekend Alabama played Ole 
Miss, since we were all UA students 
or alumni. The game had slipped 
my mind and I asked Cat to keep us 
updated tomorrow, but she refused 
because ‘it was cheating the system.’

Smartass.

The camper asked what she meant, 
and when we explained what our little 
camping trip was for, they said, and 
I quote, “Why the hell would you do 
that?”

I was beginning to wonder that myself. 

Friday, Later
 
Forgot I brought a watch since I 
wouldn’t have my phone. It’s 2:07pm. 

Friday, Even Later
 
Never mind, the battery’s dead.

Saturday Morning
 
Woke up to birds chirping for the first 
time in a while. It was nice to not wake 
up to Apple’s default alarm tone. The 
conditioned fear it generally inflicts on 
me was now smothered in one of  the 
many packs bordering the tent walls. 
 
We went swimming in the creek on 
this high of  89 day and jumped right 
in, clothes and all. My heart seized 
momentarily. Did I take my phone 
out of  my pocket? Was I really stupid 
enough to drown Sirius White? I 
was a murderer – or would it count 
as phone-slaughter? Scrambling to 
check my pocket, I found it empty. 
Codie, how many times do you need 
to be reminded that your phone is 
on lockdown, the warden currently 
finding a dry space for her camera 
pack housing all of  their electronics? 
Apparently 22 (Jordan kept count).
 
Cat pulled out a camera and took 
pictures of  the forest and creek, and 
I briefly wondered about taking pics 
to text mom or to post to Instagram. 
Submerging myself  under the water, I 
reprimanded myself  for thinking about 
wanting my phone again. 
 
Reminder number 23.

Saturday Noon
 
Found the bag with our phones in it, 
by accident of  course. Cat asked me 
to look in the green bag for lunch, 
but all of  her bags were green. Which 
green was it? Screw it, there was so 
much green in and outside of  the tent, 
I didn’t care. She wouldn’t mind me 
going through her bags, anyway.



27

A Ziploc bag was never more 
appealing. Sirius White still rested 
inside, begging me to check my 
notifications. But I’d lasted a day so 
far, and I’d be damned before some 
millennial-hating bugger tried to use 
me and my story to show how much 
my generation relies on phones. Screw 
you, random, faceless, know-it-all. 

Saturday Afternoon 
 
I swear Sirius White is haunting me. 
Suffocated in the baggie, the iPhone 
wanted vengeance. A phantom weight 
in my back pocket possessed my hand, 
fingers constantly reaching for a phone 
that wasn’t there. The soft ringing of  
a phone call made me turn my head 
in search of  the source, but only the 
lengthening shadows of  the looming 
woods appeared, ominously quiet once 
I turned my head. 
 
If  I don’t come back from this trip, 
delete my internet history on my 
phone, please.

Saturday Evening
 
Jordan abandoned me. Having 
attended and graduated UA years ago, 
she was a diehard Alabama football 
fan. I made a mistake telling her which 
bag the phones were in. She didn’t 
know Cat well enough to rummage 
through her stuff, and it was thanks 
to me that she didn’t have to. Game 
time rolled around and Jordan had 
her phone out, on, and focused on 
whatever sports app she used to watch 
the game. Traitor.

Sunday Morning-Noon
 
I’m weak. 
 
I broke under the silence – no one 
would tell me if  Alabama won or lost. 
Cheating the system or not, I needed 
to know. I used Jordan’s phone to look 
up the score, and I’m going to keep 
this a secret between you and me. Cat 
startled me coming back from the 
communal washrooms, so I sat on the 
phone to hide it. I waited until she 
turned her back to toss the phone on 
Jordan’s sleeping bag, hoping my sister 
didn’t notice it moved.
 
But iPhones are fragile devices, and 
I didn’t think about it until the black, 
caseless phone was sailing through the 
air. I watched in silent horor as the 
phone thudded on the bag, bounce, 
and dully hit the tent floor. Please don’t 
be broken, please don’t be broken, 
I chanted inwardly. Cat left as soon 
as she came and I scrambled to the 
phone. No cracks! #blessed
 
One more day, I kept telling myself. 
I didn’t reach for my phone as 
often today (12 times, if  you were 
wondering). I wasn’t sitting still often 
enough for boredom to influence me. 
Hiking and swimming took my mind 
off of  it, and when I felt like lazing 
around, I’d talk with other campers. 
They banned me from spending 
time cooking hot dogs or s’mores. I’d 
been blessed with the ability to burn 
anything I cooked. 
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Sunday Evening
 
I want to go camping again. There’s 
no school or presidential debates to 
worry about - only what you’re going 
to do next. I’ve packed up my stuff, 
ready to head out in the morning, but 
I think I’m going to miss the park and 
the people. Most of  the campers left 
earlier in the day, and there’s only a 
few stragglers like us left. It’s quiet – 
peaceful, but not boring. I should come 
back in June when the fireflies come 
out.

Monday Morning
 
To hell with camping. My phone 
founds its way into my hands as soon 
as we settled into the car. Seventeen 
unread texts, twelve emails, dozens of  
notifications spanning across my social 
media accounts – too much to catch up 

on. Most of  the texts were ritual ‘Roll 
Tide’s before game day, and the emails 
consisted of  campus and world news. 
Social media brought along new cute 
animal videos, engagement photos, 
and relatives’ craft-project updates. 
Nothing world-shaking was missed, but 
I missed the little things that kept me 
in the loop.
 
Opened Twitter immediately, wanting 
to update my 193 followers on my 
safe return to the connected world. 
My fingers hovered over the touch 
screen keyboard, trying to decide how 
to condense the weekend into 140 
characters. The shining screen warmed 
to my touch, and a few texts poured in, 
sending vibrations through my hand – 
an irregular heartbeat. The phone was 
awake and alert, keeping me up to date 
with friends, family, and the world. My 
fingers found the words.
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there was an oak tree
in the girl’s yard next door

where i used to climb the branches
and pretend i was a tree child,
a wild girl, a willow nymph.
i used to climb a thousand feet

thinking if  i climbed high enough
the wind would carry me away

just like the falling leaves.
i remember when the girl next door
fell like a leaf  and something in her

crackled like a twig,
as if  we are all made of  sticks
made supple just to be broken.
i am not a leaf  but a branch

and wind cannot carry the oaken.

When I was a child, I dreamed that if  I 
climbed high enough into the trees, 
the limbs would claim me as their own 
and I would sprout leaves as wings on 
my back.  I dreamed so desperately of  
flying.

I had a friend at the time.  She had an 
oak tree behind her house.  Beyond 
the oak tree was a meadow, beyond 
that a stream.  We used to play in the 
fields and the trees, romping through 
the flowers, letting water soak our skin 
as we pretended to be river nymphs.  
We blew out wishing flowers and knew 
they would come true.  The weeds 
tangled our clothes, burrs tore us 
apart, and we thought ourselves wild.  
We were tree children, wishing girls.  
And we thought ourselves incredible, 

by Sydney Griffin
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thinking we were untangling the secrets 
of  the earth.

One day my friend and I were 
climbing the oak tree.  We were higher 
than ever before, laughing at the 
people that still burdened the ground.  
We scaled the branches with ease, our 
little arms pulling us up into the sky. 

The leaves shook as we climbed up the 
oak.  The branches, however, stood 
strong, supporting the weight of  the 
world with ease.
 
My friend whispered to me, “One day, 
I know that we will fly.  We will be like 
all the larks that live in the willows, and 
we will fly above all of  our loved ones 
and sing them beautiful songs.”

She laughed at the secret bubbling 
out of  her mouth, and the way her 
mouth formed, she looked like a bird 
already crying out.  Her little shoulders 
jutted back as if  tensing at the wings 
sprouting out of  her.

She grinned at me and said, “One 
day.”

I remember when my friend and 
I explored the stream beyond the 
meadow.  We let the water soak our 
hair, the strands clinging to our faces 
like snakes.  We gurgled like the 
stream, and thought ourselves clever 
when we snatched up a fish.  We knew 
a wild thing did not like to be caught, 
so we always set the writhing creatures 
free.  We used to watch the fish glide 

through the water with ease, never 
stumbling or catching a rock, their 
scales reflecting all the colors of  the 
world.

My friend put her hand in the water, 
letting it run through her fingers.  She 
watched the paths that the stream 
formed around her hand, the way it 
didn’t seem to slow at the obstruction.  
She looked up at me, the river in her 
eyes.  “I would like to glide through the 
water like that fish.  Look how easily it 
moves.”

She laid down, her whole body in the 
stream.  The water pulled her hair 
back, as if  it wanted her for its own to 
drag out to sea.

“Do you think I could live in the sea?  
Wild things live in the sea.”

She tilted her head backwards until 
her eyes were completely submerged 
under the water.  Through the water 
they looked rippled and faceted, as 
if  the water had turned her eyes to 
diamonds.  She blinked and said, “I 
think I see the world more clearly 
when it appears strange.”

On days when we were feeling 
particularly adventurous, we went 
exploring in the meadow.  This 
meadow was not any ordinary 
meadow.  It was magical.  The weeds 
grew so tall, they reached high above 
our head and we would romp through 
the thistles and pretend it was a jungle.

It surely was wild in there.  In our little 
jungle, flowers tangled in the weeds 



31

and my friend always said that we 
never would know exactly how many 
untamed things were hidden in there.

“Secrets are tangled up in these 
weeds,” she said with a grin.  “Let’s 
leave all our secrets right here.  No one 
will ever find them.”

She danced through the jungle until 
she happened upon a wishing flower 
patch.  She giggled with delight as 
she plucked one from the soil.  “One 
for me and one for you,” she said 
delightfully as she handed me a 
dandelion.  “You get one wish!  Just 
one!  We have to save the wishes for 
everyone else.  Everyone in the world 
deserves a lovely wish.”

She leaned in close and whispered, 
“And you can never tell anyone, except 
for me.  And I already know what you 
are going to wish for.”

She leaned back and blew, her cheeks 
puffing out with the effort, her eyes 
closed.  The breath burst through her 
lips like a gust of  wind and destroyed 
the little fuzz-petals, sending them 
scattering on the wind.  Some caught 
in her hair and I imagined her to be 
a real-life wishing girl.  I thought that 
maybe people from all over the world 
would come to make wishes on her.

She smiled at me, “I wished for all of  
this to stay real forever.  And I know 
you.  You’re going to wish to fly, you 
bird-girl!”

And she grabbed my dandelion and 
blew my wish out too.

One day it was raining.  We hurried 
out to the yard, more zealous than ever.  
We both loved the rain.  We delighted 
in the way the raindrops made music 
on our skin, the way it soaked our hair 
and our clothes and ran down our 
faces into our mouths.  We would stick 
out our tongues and turn our faces to 
the sky, tasting the sky-water that fell 
on our lips.  We would paint our faces 
with the mud, draw patterns on our 
skin.  Sometimes we would lie down 
and just look upwards, watch the drops 
fall in curtains over us.  We thought it 
magical.

She turned to me and asked, “What 
do you think the rain is?  Sometimes I 
think that it is the clouds crying, but I 
don’t see how they could be so horribly 
sad up in the sky like that.  Other 
times I think it might be angel sweat.  
Perhaps the angels are working so hard 
that sweat drips off their beautiful skin 
and falls on the earth.”

She was quiet for a second, thinking.

“Or maybe it is the tears of  all the 
world.  Where do our tears go once 
we cry them?  They seem to just 
disappear.  Maybe they are gathered 
up into the clouds and kept there until 
the world decides to turn our sadness 
into something beautiful.”

“When have you ever been sad?” I 
asked her laughing.  “I don’t think you 
even know how to cry!” 
“I’ve been sad before.  Everyone gets 
sad.  I just keep wishing that the world 
will make something beautiful out of  
it.”
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Then she hopped back up, grinning 
again.  I looked closely at her face.  It 
was strange, but as I saw the water 
dripping down her face, I could not tell 
whether they were the world’s tears or 
her own.

When we explored the weeds again, it 
was different.  Something strange had 
happened to my friend.  She did not 
tangle herself  in the weeds and pretend 
she was a jungle child.  She didn’t pick 
up the wishing flowers, she didn’t laugh 
about all the mysteries hidden there.  
She simply laid down and stared at the 
sky.

I sat down beside her and asked what 
was the matter.

She stared at the sky for a while.  I 
thought maybe she saw something 
beautiful in the clouds.  Perhaps she 
was pretending it was raining.

I grabbed a wishing flower and shoved 
it in her face.  She stared at it for a 
second and then shook her head.  
“Those are just flowers.  They aren’t 
wishes.  That’s just make-believe.”

I was more puzzled than ever.  This 
place was magic, she said so herself.  I 
knew it myself, and she knew it, and we 
agreed to leave our secrets here for no 
one to find.

“Some secrets you don’t want to know.  
They are just too ugly to leave here,” 
she told the clouds.

“I love secrets,” I told her seriously.  
“I want to know all the secrets.  No 

matter if  they are ugly.  This place will 
turn them beautiful.”

She looked at me and said, “My father, 
he.…”

I looked back at her.

“My father…” her voice quivered like 
a leaf  on the verge of  falling.

She turned and looked back up to the 
sky.  “I don’t think that we are made to 
fly.”

That night I had a dream.

I dreamed that my friend was climbing 
the oak tree in her backyard.  I 
watched her climb up and up, faster 
and farther, scaling the limbs like 
stepping stones on a creek.  She looked 
back at me with a wild grin, and 
watched as the leaves clung to her skin 
as if  she were the tree and not a girl.  
And then I watched her back arch 
and from her back sprouted a twig 
that grew until it sprouted leaves that 
tangled together to form wings.  And 
she stood there, and I thought her to 
be a tree-angel.  She leaned forward 
and whispered wickedly, “I told you, 
one day.”

And then she leaped from the tree.

For a second I thought she was going 
to fly.  I thought that the wind would 
catch her leaf  wings, and she would 
soar high into the sky.

But then I saw her skin was made of  
bark. I watched her plummet to the 
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ground below, her branches snapping 
in two.

I quickly forgot my dream, and 
decided to take her back to the oak the 
next day.  She did not want to come.  
But I knew her, and like me, she was 
not meant to stay on the ground.

I started scaling the branches, finding 
the familiar foothold.  She stood 
watching me, her arms crossed tightly 
across her chest, hugging her body.  
From high in the tree, she seemed so 
small. 

“Come up! You’ll feel better up here; 
you’ll see again that one day we will all 
fly.  You said so yourself.”

She shook her head.  She sat down, 
her back cracking like a twig.  “I don’t 
want to play anymore.”

I wanted to show her.  So I kept 
climbing.

I climbed higher than I ever did before 
and I kept going.  I kept going until I 
could no longer see her, until I could 
see nothing but leaves above me and 
leaves below.  I kept climbing until my 
hands were sore, so many pieces of  
bark stabbing my hands I kept hoping 
that when I looked down again my 
fingers would be sprouting leaves from 
my nails.  Instead, as I climbed further, 
I saw my skin darken to purple.  I 
watched in wonder as splotches of  
color painted my body, anointing me 
the color of  the sky when the clouds 
were full of  anguish.

I yelled down to her, “Come up, come 
up!”

But there was no answer.  I sat in the 
tree, clinging to the branches and 
thought of the way something inside 
her had snapped like a twig.  I always 
thought that we were made of leaves 
and water and wildly free things, but 
now sitting in this tree, I thought 
perhaps we are all made of sticks, made 
supple just to snap when we fell.

The wind pushed through the trees.  I 
watched the leaves flutter in the wind, 
but the branches did not move.

Branches carry the weight of the earth 
in their limbs.

I wished more than ever that I could 
fly.  But everyone knows that wind 
cannot carry a wooden girl.
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The white, stark lettering on the black 
background of  the television monitor 
glared at him. Do not be alarmed – a 
demand he tried to follow, but the 
fear seized his gut the moment silence 
surrounded him.

It used to be simple. Produce a 
thought, create a sentence, launch it 
into the blank space between you and 
them, white noise until received and 
deciphered by the receiving party. No 
phone, computer, or tablet involved 
– only the pulse of  brain waves 
interacting  with MicroApple’s chip-
of-the-century. The fingernail-sized 
chip rested in the part of  your brain 
that produced speech, intercepting the 
brain’s signals for the vocal cords to 
react. Instead, it searched for images of  
the receiving body, finding a matching 
face among the millions of  profiles 
floating in some database.

Daniel had only five contacts readily 
available for communication. His 
mother was one, her daily messages 
making him absently smile as he heard 
her slight rasping whisper in the back 
of  his mind, filling him in on the juicy 
gossip floating around the nursing 
home. He’d slyly answer back, making 
his mother reprimand him at times, 
and agree at others. 

Next were his two sisters, one a 
traveling journalist and the other a 
stay-at-home mother. Yesterday, Nancy 
checked in when she landed in New 
Zealand. ‘Our summer is their winter,’ 
she said, going on and on about the 
differences she already saw. Clarice 
lived a street over, but he rarely heard 
from her. He supposed he could go and 
see them anytime he wanted, and she 
felt the same, so there was no reason to 
talk outside of  holidays. 
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The fourth was his boss, a managing 
editor who occasionally popped in to 
remind him of  due dates for the next 
chapters Daniel owed him. 

The fifth and final sat next to him, 
gripping his left hand tight enough that 
he lost feeling, akin to the numbness 
in his mind. He wanted to comfort 
her, soothe her with words. ‘I like your 
voice,’ she’d said, her soft voice filling 
the empty crevices of  his mind. ‘It’s 
rather calming. Would you mind if  we talked 
more? I’ll give you my chip number.’ That 
had been at a bar three years ago, 
when the latest update allowed you 
to know what parties were interested 
in talking and who wished to not be 
disturbed. He’d tried to talk earlier, 
only a rumbling, foreign rasp tumbling 
from his lips. She’d only looked more 
scared. With their vocal chords going 
so long without use, they had withered 
and tapered to where they could barely 
form words. They also had a language 
barrier between them, something 
that they had never heeded before 
now because of  the chips’ automatic 
translator.

He wondered what she was thinking 
for the first time. Will it always be like 
this? Will I never understand him again? 
Will he ever understand me? 

Or were these questions his own, being 
flung into the space between them and 
ricocheting off the barrier put in place 
between himself  and the world. Echoes 
of  his own voice filled his mind, a 
faint error message playing in the 
background.

Daniel turned his attention back to 
the television, their reflections barely 

visible on top of  the words. He firmly 
held their medical records in his right 
hand, his palm becoming balmy while 
his mouth dried.

The first packet clearly read: 

MODEL X, YEAR 2089, 
COMMISIONER: M.A.
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Serena beyond the ballot 

How often do you check the news? 
Most likely, you’re one of  the 80 
percent of  Americans who checks the 
news at least once a day, which means 
you probably heard a lot about politics 
the past two years. You probably heard 
allegations that Hillary Clinton may 
have blurred the lines between her job 
at the state department and her job 
helping run the Clinton Foundation. 
That  Donald Trump saying Obama 
founded ISIS, and that Michael 
Phelps and Simone Biles killed it for 
Team USA at the Olympics. And if  
you were really paying attention, you 
heard that Louisiana experienced the 
worst natural disaster since Hurricane 
Katrina. 

On August 10, Louisiana began to 
flood. Over the following week, 6.9 
trillion gallons of  water covered 
the state --enough to fill 10 million 
Olympic swimming pools. Tens of  
thousands of  people were displaced: 

60,000 homes were damaged, and 13 
people died.1  The first three stories 
got near constant news coverage while 
Louisiana was so ignored that even 
the President’s lack of  response drew 
criticism. 

At the end of  the week, the flood didn’t 
make any of  CNN’s “Five Things for 
Your New Day,” their daily wrap up of  
the news. It wouldn’t be until August 
15 that CNN’s morning newsletter 
mentioned Louisiana.2  By that point 
more than 24 inches of  rain had 
fallen in and around Baton Rouge. 
The President had issued a state of  
emergency the day before… from his 
vacation at Martha’s Vineyard.3 But 
how, with a 24 hour news cycle, did a 
natural disaster this bad get virtually 
ignored?
There’s a theory in the media business 
 1- http://www.cnn.com/2016/08/16/us/louisiana-flooding-by-the-
numbers/index.html
 2- http://www.cnn.com/2016/08/15/us/five-things-monday/
 3- http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2016/aug/18/obamas-
golf-vacation-amid-louisiana-flooding-stirs/
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Serena beyond the ballot 
known as agenda setting. It’s the 
idea that “mass media organizations 
determine what the general population 
considers newsworthy by deciding how 
much attention a news story receives.”4  
If  that’s the case, you can’t blame 
the American people for thinking 
Donald Trump was an important 
candidate. From when he announced 
his nomination to his acceptance of  
the Republican candidacy, and all 
the way up until his win on election 
night, Trump  received far more media 
attention than other candidates, both 
from his own party and his Democratic 
rival, Hillary Clinton with only a 
couple days of  exception.5  (See Fig. 1)  
So of  course Americans would think 
Donald Trump was Important™. The 
news media told them he was. 

The media prioritized the election 
over Louisiana floods, so the American 
people prioritized it as well and that 
kind of  thing can be a problem. 
Remember Flint, Michigan? In 
January 2016, the town gained 
national attention thanks to a water 
contamination crisis that state officials 
were largely ignoring. For weeks, 
the news media covered the town 
extensively - talking to residents, 
holding up bottles of  brown, lead 

contaminated water to the camera, 
and urging the government to do 
something to help the local residents. 
Now, the story is a memory. Most 
likely, it won’t be anything more than 
an upcoming blimp on a “Biggest 
Stories of  2016” article that news sites 
will run in December. For the nation, 
it’s old news. But for the residents of  
Flint, it’s still current. On October 4, 
2016, The Washington Post published 
an article called “Flint residents too 
scared of  the water to wash. That’s 
making them sick.”6  because it turns 
out that the Flint water isn’t any better. 
Even though the water supply had 
been switched, the corroded lead pipes 
still haven’t been replaced so the water 
is still contaminated and residents are 
still becoming sick. 

You probably didn’t know that because 
the news hasn’t, for the large part, 
been talking about it.  The truth is, 
there’s only so much you can fit into a 
24 hour news cycle and only so many 
 

4- http://www.communicationstudies.com/communication-
theories
5- Analysis by the GDELT Project using data from the Internet 
Archive Television News Archive. http://television.gdeltproject.
org/cgi-bin/iatv_campaign2016/iatv_campaign2016?filter_
candidate=&filter_network=NATIONAL&filter_
timespan=SINCETRUMP&filter_displayas=RAW
6- https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/
wp/2016/10/04/flint-residents-too-scared-of-the-water-to-wash-
its-making-them-sick/
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people who can report and write the 
news. So how do news outlets decide 
what to talk about?  According to the 
American Press Institute, “news is 
now consumed on social networks, on 
mobile devices, and is ‘atomized’— or 
consumed throughout the day rather 
than just in a few ‘news sessions’ at 
certain times of  day.”7  Basically, the 
news media has to tell the important 
stories of  the day and tell them often 
to maximize how many viewers and 
readers see it. So news organizations 
rely on a series of  values that 
determine newsworthiness to decide 
what to talk about- impact, timeliness, 
proximity, conflict, human interest 
and uniqueness - and apply them 
nationally. 

While Flint was a timely story with the 
human interest factor and conflict, the 
water in Flint didn’t have an impact 
on people in Alaska. The presidential 
race was certainly timely, impacted 
everyone in the United States, and it 
was full of  conflict. Also, no one can 
deny that Donald Trump is certainly 
unique and prominent. Donald Trump 
and this past election help highlight 
how the news media, an institution 
which tries to hold itself  to the highest 
standards of  impartiality and truth, 
can be just as faulty as the humans 
that make it run, and the negative 
consequences that can have. 

Let’s look at this using something 
smaller than the American election 
cycle, the 2016 Rio Olympics. On 
August 9, Gabby Douglas stood at 
attention during the national anthem 
while her teammates put their hands 
over their hearts. As Douglas later 

explained on Twitter8 , she always 
stands at attention during the national 
anthem, which is not an uncommon 
thing to do. Despite this, the 20-year-
old three time Olympic gold medal 
gymnast was attacked by the media 
as being disrespectful and unpatriotic. 
Less than two weeks later, 32 year old 
US Olympic swimmer Ryan Lochte 
was caught lying to Rio police and 
international media about being 
robbed at gunpoint to cover up the 
fact that he and some friends trashed 
a gas station restroom and fought 
with a security guard. The media’s 
response: boys will be boys.9 Except 
here’s the problem, Lochte’s not a boy, 
he’s a grown man, and Douglas was 
being respectful, just not in the most 
common way, so why the disparity? 
Douglass didn’t file a fake police report 
or destroy private property so why was 
she painted in far more negative light? 
Well because that’s the way the media 
framed it. 

“Framing” is a media theory related 
to how we interpret the media that’s 
presented to us. It’s sort of  the 
younger sibling of  the agenda setting 
theory. Since the media decides what 
we view and how, they influence 
our interpretation of  it and can, 
purposefully or not, tell us what and 
how to think about it.10  How things 
are framed is often related to social 
context, so Douglass, an African 
American woman doesn’t benefit from 
the same social privilege as Lochte, 

7- https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/
survey-research/news-habits-trust/
8- https://twitter.com/gabrielledoug/
status/763173304228249600?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
9- http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/ryan-lochte-
gabby-douglas-and-white-male-privilege-in-action_
us_57b5e76de4b034dc73262f93
10- http://www.communicationstudies.com/communication-
theories
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a straight white man. How did the 
framing concept apply to the U.S. 
election? Let’s take a look at coverage 
during the primary season, before 
Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton 
had secured their party’s nominations.  

According to a study by Harvard 
University’s Shorenstein Center, during 
the 24-week primary season,  January 
1 through June 7, the Republican 
nomination race garnered 63 percent 
of  election coverage, with Donald 
Trump receiving not only more air 
time, but also more positive coverage 
than any other candidate during this 
part of  the primary season (before 
Super Tuesday).11  The news media, 
despite later claims by Trump, talked 
favorably about him during the early 
days of  the race. 

“The traditional press was operating 
out of  news values, as they always 
do,” Thomas E. Patterson, the author 
of  the study said. “The press always 
has an appetite for the sensational, 
the outrageous. That always beats 
the ordinary. [Trump] was a colorful 
story, and the mainstream press is 
susceptible to that. That’s so ingrained 
in the model, so when he was saying 
those things, it was front-page news 
everywhere.” That helped propel 
Trump to the top of  the polls.12  In 
contrast, Hillary Clinton received 
the most negative coverage of  any 
candidate13  largely due in part to what 
the news media talked about. 

That same Harvard study found that 
where candidates stood on issues 
received the least coverage during 
the primaries, with the news favoring 
talking about poll results and the 

general election process rather than 
candidates’ policies. “Journalists 
seemed unmindful that they and 
not the electorate were Trump’s first 
audience. Trump exploited their lust 
for riveting stories,” the report said. 
“He didn’t have any other option. 
He had no constituency base and no 
claim to presidential credentials… The 
politics of  outrage was his edge, and 
the press became his dependable if  
unwitting ally.” 

No one can deny the 2016 election 
was dominated by scandals, emails, 
sexual assault, and fraud allegations, 
but you also can’t deny that the media  
ignored the issues in favor of  scandal 
and clickbait style news. Need more 
proof ? How about an outside opinion 
of  one of  the elections most talked 
about moments and people, Ken Bone. 
Per BBC News: “What’s lost in the 
coverage of  the overnight internet 
sensation Ken Bone is the question 
he asked. He surged to social media 
stardom as the unassuming guy with a 
bright red sweater during a corrosive 
second presidential debate. But the 
topic he raised.. will have lasting 
significance for the next president and 
the country.”14 

So here’s a question: what did Ken 
Bone ask and why didn’t you hear 
about it? 

11- http://shorensteincenter.org/news-coverage-2016-presidential-
primaries/
12- http://shorensteincenter.org/news-coverage-2016-presidential-
primaries/
13- http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2016/06/the-making-
of-the-campaign-2016/
14- http://www.bbc.com/news/election-us-2016-
37722140?ocid=socialflow_twitter

Cover image created at breakyourownnews.com
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Momma picked up my hand from 
where it was dangling at my side 
and slid it into hers. My toes barely 
scraped the dirt as we headed across 
the path, and the little pebbles kicked 
up from her shoes nestled themselves 
in the lacy part of  my sock, near 
my ankle. Momma looked forward 
expressionless, hunched over slightly as 
she tried to hide from the sun’s bright 
rays that peeked around the wooden 
cross on the roof. Without looking at 
me, she quickly restated her favorite 
phrase: “Remember not to say a word. 
Jesus loves children who stay quiet in 
church.” 

I flared my nostrils as we passed 
through the door. The stale, crushed 
red carpeting and the stale, wrinkled 
faces greeted us with their intertwined 
smells. Momma ambled inside, with 
her eyes shifting from face to face, 

wall to wall, until we found ourselves 
amongst the rows of  birch pews. 

The young woman sitting next to us 
whispered to her husband. She was 
nodding to all the scattered older 
women seated by themselves-- Momma 
calls them widows. Her husband 
placed his finger on his lips and told 
her to sit quietly as he bowed his head 
in prayer. His finger had a shiny black 
ring that sparkled as he brought his 
hands together on his lap. The bench 
creaked as Momma slid into her seat 
a few feet away and the man’s eyes 
opened again to glance towards us. 
He smiled and Momma said hello in 
a very formal voice. As the man’s lips 
curled back, they revealed a polished 
gold tooth. The woman with him was 
wearing a very colorful, exciting dress 
with a playful pattern on it. Compared 
to the gray clad women surrounding 

The 
Kind of 

Kids Jesus 
LikesJordan Green
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her, she beamed like a beacon. She 
constantly glanced down at her pocket 
mirror and fixed her bold, red lipstick. 
For such gaudy strangers, they didn’t 
attract much direct attention; everyone 
just filed into their seats and spoke in 
whispers to their neighbor. 

Momma picked me up by the waist 
and sat me down on her lap promptly. 
Smoothing out the tulle ruffles of  my 
skirt sharply, adjusting the bow buried 
deep in my curls with a swift tug, and 
plucking the rocks from my socks with 
her boney fingers, she busied herself  
in such a way as to keep unwanted 
visitors from greeting her. She turned 
my head to the side in order to push a 
curl back into my ponytail, and as she 
did, a glint of  light caught my eyes. 
They rested upon a small, silver cross 
nailed to the wall. I stared at it intently 
while momma shoved my hair back 
into submission. 

The pastor and his wife soon shuffled 
by our seat as the service was about 
to begin, the pastor adjusting the 
bible cradled across his chest and 
nodding down the row with a smile. 
The young boy seated in front of  me 
stood gawking at his shiny, bald head 
for a split second before he returned to 
quietly ripping pages out of  Proverbs 
when his parents weren’t looking. 
I wanted to sit closer to the boy, to 
watch what he did with the pages, but 
Momma had a firm grip on my waist. 
The pastor’s wife kept her eyes fixed 
towards the front of  the sanctuary as 
she paraded down the middle aisle. 
Her withered skin and protruding 
bones were draped in a black, crepe 
pall that shifted as she shuffled, but her 

blank expression remained glued on 
the whole way to her seat. The colorful 
lady stood up quickly and followed 
the wife until she had caught up near 
the front of  the sanctuary. She said 
something with a smile and began to 
hug her. As she reached around the 
lady’s tiny frame, the young woman’s 
eyes shifted around the church before 
quickly plucking the bejeweled pin 
right out of  the old woman’s hair. She 
shoved it into her palm, retracted her 
arms, and returned to her seat after 
saying goodbye to the unsuspecting 
lady. 
 
Momma slid me off of  her lap and 
onto the bench right next to her. She 
leaned down towards my ear and 
repeated her weekly commands: sit 
up straight, hands in your lap, and 
keep your head forward. My eyes 
strained as I tried to do everything all 
at once. I was, of  course, forbidden 
from laughing at the pastor, but it was 
pretty silly how he had to heave his 
wheezy self  up the stairs and in front 
of  the congregation. And even sillier 
when he spun around quickly to give 
the pianist a glare, which told her to 
start playing. When the music started, 
everyone slowly pulled themselves off 
the wooden planks; momma instructed 
me to rise with a quick flick of  her 
finger as she stood and began to rock 
back and forth. While she swayed, I 
watched the little boy shove all of  his 
loose bible pages into his pocket; there 
were a few corners sticking out that he 
hid with his arm as he stood. 
 
There was another little girl in the 
church too. She had hair the color 
of  a brown mouse and it was pulled 
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tightly into two pigtails on either side 
of  her small head. In the middle of  
the aisle a few rows ahead of  me, she 
was twirling, jumping, and falling onto 
the ground in quiet laughter while her 
mother sang with her hands raised 
and her eyes squished shut. The rest 
of  the church had their faces buried in 
their hymnals, singing intently. A few 
old women cleared their throats and 
began to sing louder, but I don’t think 
they saw the little girl. No one looked 
up to alert the distraction’s mother. It 
wouldn’t have worked anyway; she was 
deeply concentrated on putting on a 
holy show. 

The girl’s pale face was peppered with 
freckles that danced as she smiled, the 
ribbons in her hair looked like the ones 
wrapped around my ponytail. They 
kept slapping her in the face as she 
spun; eventually one flew right out. 
The ribbon soared through the air and 
slapped the woman directly across the 
aisle from the freckled girl. The lady 
looked about as old as Momma and 
was kneeling forward on the ground 
when the ribbon hit her square on the 
forehead. Her head jolted back and 
she stood up quickly, calling out that 
she had caught the spirit as she began 
to sing loudly and dance with her arms 
spinning wildly about her head. One 
of  her many gigantic bracelets flew 
off with all the movement. It shot to 
the back of  the church much like the 
ribbon had done a few seconds earlier; 
the man with the shiny ring casually 
reached up and grabbed the bracelet 
right out of  the air. He smiled at his 
wife and shoved it into his pocket. I 
looked up at Momma, hoping she had 
seen all that was going on in the aisles 

around us, but her eyes were fixed 
squarely on the hymn in her bible. 
When I tugged on her skirt and began 
to open my mouth, I felt a sharp sting 
on my hand. The offending palm once 
again found the back of  the bible and 
I turned back towards the preacher. I 
rested my arms on my stiff skirt and 
patted it lightly to the beat.
 
The songs ended quickly and the 
spinning girl slid quietly next to her 
mom; the little boy plopped down 
on the bench and patted his pocket. 
Momma glanced over at me and I 
snapped my shoulders back, my head 
straight forward, and I pushed my chin 
up until I really couldn’t see straight. 
She nodded and put her attention 
back on the preacher, who had begun 
to mumble loudly about something. I 
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strained my eyes by trying to scan the 
room, I didn’t move my head an inch-- 
Momma might see me.  

 For now, the other two children 
seemed to be sitting quietly and 
politely, like the kind of  kids Momma 
says Jesus likes, so I tried to look like 
that too. As I sat with my hands folded 
in my lap and my back straight as a 
needle, I started to feel a little tickle on 
the back of  my neck. The baby hairs 
that didn’t make it into my ponytail 
were swaying back and forth from the 
gusts of  an unknown wind. I quickly 
slid the glove off my hand and sneakily 
stuck my finger on my neck. Besides 
the sound of  my ruffling sleeves, there 
was a low, grumbling noise coming 
from behind me. No one in the church 
reacted; everyone sat in stiff silence, 
staring at the preacher. I tried to 
imitate them, but after a few seconds, 
I just got too curious. As slowly and 
quietly as possible, I turned my head to 
look.

Staring back at me was a gaping 
mouth of  yellow teeth and a shriveled 
tongue attached to an equally shriveled 
old lady. She had her head tilted 
against the back of  the pew, snoring 
loudly, her hot, foul breath blowing 
into my face. Suddenly, her head tilted 
forward sharply and her teeth fell 
right into the pool of  drool forming 
on her starched skirt. Still, no one said 
anything or moved even an inch, I 
remembered what Momma said about 
Jesus watching and I hoped he had 
seen that too.

As I was about to turn back around, I 
saw the young woman that had the old 
lady’s hairpin. She casually dropped 

her handkerchief  and as she picked it 
up she slid into the row behind us. Just 
a couple feet away from the old lady, 
she was hunched over with her hands 
clasped and her mouth moving rapidly 
like she was praying. Her eyes were 
wide open and she was slowly sliding 
herself  closer and closer to the sleeping 
woman. Slowly and carefully, she 
reached her hands down and opened 
the toothless creature’s purse. I saw her 
hand reach in, but I couldn’t see what 
she took because she started to look up 
at me as she looted around. I whipped 
back around innocently, slid my glove 
back on, and swore to only look 
straight ahead. The pastor droned on.

Curious about the boy’s progress with 
Proverbs, I wiggled forward slightly. 
The scraps of  scripture that he had 
been ripping earlier lay at his feet. 
Next to some of  the ripped pages 
sat a few paper swans that he had 
fashioned during the sermon, he was 
turned slightly sideways, folding away 
on the side opposite of  his mother. 
Her husband sat on her other side, 
tapping his foot impatiently. He tried 
to sneakily look at his watch but as 
he looked down to glance at the time, 
his wife angrily swatted his wrist. One 
of  his sparkly cuff links popped right 
off and rolled underneath the bench 
towards the foot of  the young stranger 
with the big ring. He quietly scooped 
up the cuff link and turned it over in 
his hand before plopping it into the 
waiting fingers of  his recently returned 
wife.

By that time, there were two men 
dressed head to toe in worn, black suits 
standing at the front of  the church 
handing an empty plate to the first 
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two rows on either side of  the aisle. 
The preacher had instructed everyone 
to bow their heads in prayer while 
the offering was passed around and 
all I could see now was a sea of  gray 
hair, balding heads, and stiff curls 
bent forward. When the plate reached 
Momma, she lifted her head and 
dropped in a few bills. She handed it 
to me to pass over to the stranger. I 
gripped the plate nervously and turned 
to give it to him. I couldn’t take my 
eyes off his gold tooth as I handed him 
the plate. He slowly brought it to his 
lap, glanced up to see everyone’s heads 
down towards the ground, and reached 
an empty hand into the plate. It came 
out clutching a wad of  cash. His wife 
quickly grabbed the plate and sweetly 
handed it to the toothless old woman-- 
now awake--in the row behind us.
 
The preacher instructed us all to rise 
after the offering plate had been passed 
around, then he mumbled through a 
blessing and dismissed us. Momma 
took a while to gather up her jacket 
and purse; we were almost the last ones 
out the door. As she was grabbing her 
things and reached for my hand, the 
smiling, colorful woman and her gold 
toothed husband came up and praised 
me for being such a quiet, respectable 
young lady. Momma blushed and 
uttered a frazzled thank you as the 
woman purposefully dropped her bible 
out of  her hand with a thud. Momma 
quickly bent down to help her pick it 
up and while she was reaching, the 
man stretched up and ripped the small, 
silver cross from the wall. He smiled 
at me and chuckled as he slid it into 
his pocket. The woman stood up soon 
after with the recovered bible safely 
under her arm. As she rose, she looked 

me in the eyes and winked. The couple 
waved goodbye and sauntered out of  
the church doors arm in arm. I never 
did say a word;
 Jesus loves the children who stay quiet 
in church.
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there are no words anymore
no feelings, no soul – if  ever 
a soul existed at all. Just things.

A ring, melded into the shape of  infinity,
so a sideways 8. With an inner loop
of  discoloration stained onto the underside. 

a purple board of  pictures,
bought in the early 2000s, left unused
until the 2010s. sectioned
by brightly-tinted photos. All old, mostly.
of  people and memories, drawings, shorn pieces 
of  wrapping paper and handwritten notes.

I told you words can only take you so far
and you listened, changed your intentions,
and wrote some more. 

by Liz Adair

R
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So the story goes like this:

Person gets hurt. Person gets depressed. Person gets hurt again. Person becomes an 
addict. Person almost gets caught. Person tries to die. Person gets help.

I know that’s pretty short, but don’t worry; I’ll tell you the whole thing.
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Person gets hurt: October 2013

I crashed the car. I closed my eyes for 
a second and crashed the car. The 
back seat wasn’t there anymore. One 
of  my friends was in the back seat but 
then she was in the front and the other 
friend was somewhere outside the car.
My chest ached and sharp pains 
jabbed at my lungs every time I tried 
breathing. My left leg and ankle 
worked just fine but when I tried to 
pull myself  out of  the car at the
request of  my friend - “Come on Vic 
just shake it off” - a pain worse than 
what I felt every time I breathed shot 
up my right side and I screamed. 
Everything was mixing together. The 
pain in my lungs and the pain in my 
hip. 
 
There were lots of  flashing lights
eventually. The paramedics, the cops, 
and a fire truck all had their lights 
on. They thought they were going to 
need the jaws of  life to get me out but 
instead four of  them grabbed me in 
different places and tried getting me 
out without hurting me. 

It didn’t work. 

Person get depressed: January 
2014

I was by myself  again. Well, not really. 
I had three roommates just a flight of  
stairs away, but my mom wasn’t here 
and I was taking care of  myself. I don’t 
know if  you would really consider what 
I was doing taking care of  myself. I 
slept for thirteen or fourteen hours a 
day and was still tired when I woke up. 
All that sleeping didn’t really leave any 
time for classes and homework.

I barely ate. I was never fat but I was 
fit and had this nice lean athletic build 
with some good muscle on me. That 
was gone. I was skin and bones. I lifted 
my shirt and all you saw was ribs. 
Shakeria coaxed me into eating.

Person gets hurt again: 
November 2014

The days leading up to your 21st 
birthday are supposed to be amazing. 
I mean I’m in college: it’s not like I 
never had a drink when I was 
underage. Quite the opposite: I got 
trashed my first night here. I let my 
roommate convince me to go to a frat 
party. First and last time I made that 
mistake. But turning 21 was still
something big. I could drink 
whenever I wanted. I didn’t have to 
worry about a fake ID getting me  
arrested. Even if  I’d always been  
drinking this was still big. And even 
if  I was still on crutches from the  
accident this was big. Big things like 
this are supposed to be happy. 

There was an arm wrapped around 
my neck. My breathing was shallower 
than it had been when I’d punctured 
my lung. I thought people were always 
being overdramatic when they  
described their vision blurring and 
things fading into dark but they 
weren’t. And through all that darkness 
there, were voices. 

“Stop Chelsie, you’ll kill her!”

Looking back on it, it’s too bad she 
didn’t actually kill me. She’d be in jail. 
I’d be dead and I wouldn’t have had to 
deal with the aftermath of  a friend and 
teammate trying to kill me. I wouldn’t 



52

have to deal with the rest of  my 
teammates not doing anything to help 
me. Not doing anything to get me 
justice. 

Person becomes an addict: 
January 2015

For a long time, there was only one 
thing that helped with the raw nerve 
endings Chelsie left me with. Copious 
amounts of  drug use. 

Dust-Off Duster. Canned air. It was a 
quick and cheap high (until it wasn’t). 
Having canned air in your house isn’t 
out of  place when you have a laptop 
and a desktop. It might be a little odd 
having it in your book bag but even 
then you could still explain it.

It was really easy to do anywhere there 
was a bathroom. Someone walking 
in and possibly hearing the rush of  
the air as it entered my mouth could 
think it was an inhaler. All it took was 
a few seconds of  holding the trigger 
and I was spinning, floating away from 
everything. It was easier to get high 
before class and go unnoticed in big 
lecture halls, where no one 
expected me to speak, but it was 
harder in my smaller classes. I’d have 
to focus through the high, form actual 
words. Having to concentrate like that 
defeated the purpose of  getting high 
but I couldn’t not do it. I couldn’t stop.

Person almost gets caught: July 
2015

My dad is yelling and I don’t think 
he knows the kind of  yelling he does, 
getting mad and running up in my face 
and screaming while I wonder if  I’ll be 

thrown into the wall behind, is abusive.
He is yelling about PTSD, depression, 
soldiers falling asleep at the wheel and 
dying and hating having to take 
medication as if  I wasn’t the same way. 
As if  I wasn’t scarred and damaged 
too. I cried and cried and I left and I 
cried some more.

No one was there to stop me from 
doing something stupid. I wanted to 
escape so I did something stupid. I got 
high in my parents’ room. They kept 
the duster there and I couldn’t wait. 
I couldn’t make it across the house to 
my own room. The straw was in my 
mouth, a long squeeze of  my finger 
and I was gone. I was gone so long he 
came home and found me. I lied, fast 
talked my way out of  it but part of  him 
didn’t believe me.

Person tries to die: November 
2015

My mom used to tell me stories about 
living near the train tracks. She’d lived 
near them as a kid and said how 
eventually you didn’t even wake up 
when you heard a train coming. That 
was a lie. I always wake up, but I 
always fall right back asleep again too.

I don’t know what time it was. I wasn’t 
sleeping, not really. My eyes were 
closed but my mind wouldn’t turn off 
so I was just lying there thinking about 
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whatever the hell it was I was thinking 
and then I heard the train. 

I don’t know where the time went in 
between me getting out of  bed and 
putting on underwear and winding 
up on the train tracks went but one 
second I was in bed and the next I 
was standing on the tracks listening to 
the train get closer and closer. I saw it 
round the bend and I was still standing 
there, dressed in a black bra and 
boxers. It had to be late at night. No 
one was around.

There wasn’t anyone going through 
my mind that I cared about enough to 
not do what I was about to do. I didn’t 
care about my teammates, I wanted 
them to suffer. I wanted them to carry 
this, carry me with them for the rest 
of  their lives. I wanted my parents to 
suffer. There was no one I cared about 
enough to stay live, as the train got 
closer and closer.

“It’s not fair to Mary and Aubrey.”
 
I moved. I moved and the train came 
chugging past me.  Ten seconds later, 
if  that thought had been ten seconds 
later.

Person gets help: November 2015

It was exactly what I pictured a 
therapist room to look like. Four walls 
filled with inspirational pictures. A 
desk with awards and degrees hanging 
behind it. A couch and a chair. A table 
full of  things to fiddle with was the 
only surprise.

“So why are you here?”

I looked up at her. She was young -
older than me but still young - and hot. 
I think the nose ring helped with that. I 
was staring too long.

“It’s okay. Take your time.”

I knew why I was here. I needed help. 
I needed help before I did something 
permanent. But I never liked talking to 
people. It was something that was easy, 
but hard when it was about my 
emotions. But I needed help. I wanted 
help.

“I’ve been dealing with a lot of  
things. Depression, addiction, suicidal 
thoughts and I just..I couldn’t be quiet 
about it anymore. I didn’t want this 
stuff to kill me.” 

- Vic Harris               
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Knowledge is a funny thing. Socrates 
said that you cannot have it and fail to 
act upon it, and even though he was 
a smart guy and all, I just don’t agree. 
Think cigarettes. Everyone knows 
they’re bad for you, it even says so right 
on the box. No one picks up a box of  
cigarettes under the impression that it 
will be good for their health. My friend 
Molly smokes. One time we were 
sitting at a bus stop and she pulled out 
one of  the little white cancer sticks 
to light up. I asked if  she knew those 
things would kill her one day and she 
just shrugged. 

“Maybe,” she said. “Then again, 
maybe not.” 

I couldn’t believe it. It seemed like the 
stupidest thing in the world to me. 
Why would anyone do anything that 
they knew was going to harm them?

“Even if  it doesn’t kill you, it’s not 
good for you. Black lung. Hole in your 
throat. Teeth falling out.” I retorted. 
In my head, the only possible reason 
she would continue to smoke was 
that she didn’t really understand the 
consequences of  her actions.

“Jesus Paige, I know ok? You can’t talk 
me into quitting.” 

I know about addiction; how hard it 
can be to stop something once you’ve 
started. I just couldn’t understand why 
anyone would start to begin with. Or 
why you wouldn’t at least try to fight it.

That was before, though. In time, I’d 
realize exactly how Molly could ignore 
all the facts, turn off all the voices, 
and do the bad thing. Just a few short 
months later I would discover my own 
personal brand of  cigarettes— his 
name was Cooper Jones.

I was at a concert with my best friend 
Sam when I met him. I didn’t know 
the band playing, just that I was a little 
tipsy and having a good time. Cooper 
was a friend of  Sam’s; someone I knew 
only peripherally. I guess we were 
dancing too closely because halfway 
through the concert Sam pulled me 
aside.

“No, Paige.” He reprimanded, holding 
me by the shoulders and looking me 
square in the eye. I smirked lazily at 
him. 

by Margaret  Olsen
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“No what?” I asked, feigning the 
innocence of  someone who hadn’t 
been shamelessly flirting all night.

“No you-know-what. Cooper has a 
girlfriend. I know her. We’re friends.” 
His tone was stern. I vaguely processed 
this information with about as much 
brain power as I would use to note the 
time, or the weather.

“Ok. That’s nice. I’m not doing 
anything.” Shrugging his hands off 
my shoulders, I returned my attention 
to the concert and Cooper. I thought 
I would never see him again after 
that night so a little casual flirtation 
wouldn’t matter anyway. Later, when 
he asked me for my number, I thought 
he was a cool guy and that maybe 
we could be friends. At 3am when he 
asked me to come over, I thought that I 
wasn’t ready to go to sleep just yet and 
maybe we could grab something to eat. 
When he kissed me and I kissed back, I 
guess I wasn’t thinking anything.

I woke up the next morning with his 
tobacco-and-Fireball taste still on my 
tongue, knowing that I should feel bad 
about it. I had two texts from Cooper, 
one told me how much fun he had with 
me and the other asked me not to tell 
anyone. Especially not Sam. I rolled 
my eyes at the second and reassured 
Cooper that I wouldn’t be touting my 
newly earned “homewrecker” title 
about town. I said it to make him feel 
bad about cheating, even though I was 
the one he did it with. As hypocritical 
as it sounds, I had as much disdain 
for cheaters as the rest of  the average 
female population. For some reason I 
just couldn’t bring myself  to hate him 
in particular. The only person I ended 

up telling about him was interestingly 
enough, Molly. She shrugged it off 
with the same cavalier attitude I had, 
assuming it was a one-time incident 
and that it couldn’t do much harm. 
In hindsight, I shouldn’t have taken 
advice about “one-time incidents” 
from someone who picked up a 
cigarette at a party once and ended up 
with a pack a week addiction.

Cooper and I didn’t stop talking. We 
didn’t stop seeing each other. Every 
time I waited for him to pick me up in 
his dirty white, beaten down Honda 
Civic, I convinced myself  that this 
time would be the last time. But every 
time I hopped out of  his car at the 
end of  the night I made him promise 
to call me soon. Meanwhile, it seemed 
like Sam had made it his purposeful 
mission to bring Cooper up as much as 
possible, maybe harboring some secret 
hope that we could all form some 
sort of  concert-going, debaucherous 
squad. He told me that Cooper and 
his girlfriend had been fighting, and 
that we should go see another show 
to cheer him up. I awkwardly tried to 
skirt around the subject, afraid that 
anything I said would raise alarm. 
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Secretly, I began to hope that all of  this 
was a sign that Cooper was going to 
break up with his girlfriend so he could 
be with me. When I told Molly she 
looked at me like I was an idiot.

“Paige. He’s been with her for two 
years. He’s known you for like two 
weeks. You need to stop.” 

“Yeah, I know,” I conceded, but I still 
couldn’t push it out of  my mind. “I 
would just be so much better for him 
than she is, y’know?” Molly was still 

looking at me as if  I had told her I 
wanted to join the circus.

“No, Paige, I don’t know. You don’t 
know. You’ve never even met her.” 

She had a point, I hadn’t met her. All I 
knew was that Cooper had been telling 
me I was prettier than her, funnier 
than her, more special than her. I had 
never even asked him if  he was going 
to break up with her. The closest I 
ever got, all I said was that it would 
be so much easier to be together if  he 
didn’t have a girlfriend, a truth that I 
thought was universally acknowledged 
and fairly obvious. We had been sitting 
in his car that was parked behind the 
abandoned bakery in town, and eating 
ice cream bought from the Dairy 

Queen drive thru because we couldn’t 
risk going in and being seen together. 
He immediately and wordlessly turned 
the key to start the car, and sped home 
with the sort of  reckless abandon only 
young male drivers can truly pull off. 
When we got to my house, I got out 
without saying anything, and we never 
spoke of  it afterward.

One night about a month after I met 
him, I was out at the movie theater 
with some friends. When I turned 
around from buying my ticket and 
looked for my friends, I saw Sam and 
Cooper pushing open the doors to 
the lobby. For an instant a smile broke 
through on my face, until I realized 
Cooper had his arm around the girl 
next to him. My stomach dropped. 
I slowly walked over to where they 
were standing, trying to make eye 
contact with Cooper. He seemed to be 
dedicated to ignoring me. 

“Paige! You remember Cooper!” Sam 
gleefully reintroduced me to his friend. 
I gave a halfhearted smile and gave up 
on eye contact.

“’Hi, Cooper. How are you?” I tried 
for conversation, but he maintained 
a stony silence. The pathetic question 
hung in the air between us for 
several seconds, the girlfriend looking 
confusedly at her boyfriend and Sam 
looking at me apologetically. 

“Well. We better get to our movie.” 
Sam finally said, beginning to drift 
away toward the popcorn. Cooper 
and his girlfriend began to move in 
the opposite direction. I don’t know 
what came over me, but I grabbed for 
his shoulder as he walked away. I just 
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wanted to talk. When my fingers came 
in contact with his shirtsleeve he jolted 
as if  he’d been electrocuted, finally 
looking at me.

“Don’t touch me.” He snarled, venom 
in his tone. I recoiled quickly and 
scurried away toward Molly, tears 
pricking my eyes. She offered me some 
popcorn and raised an eyebrow at me, 
asking the obvious question,

“Was that the infamous Cooper 
Jones?” I couldn’t talk, afraid my 
voice would crack, so I nodded in 
affirmation. “He seems really lovely, 
Paige. An absolute peach. A real shame 
he’s double off the market or I’d try to 
snatch him up myself.” The sarcasm 
stung like salt in the wound Cooper 
had already inflicted.

“He’s obviously not usually like that. 
Because Sam and his girlfriend were 
there he had to be mean.” Even as I 
was saying the words, something inside 
of  me knew they weren’t true, but I 
kept talking anyway. “We’ve talked 
about that. What would happen if  we 
all happened to be in the same place at 
the same time. I was expecting that.”
 Lies piled on top of  lies. The look on 
Molly’s face told me she didn’t believe 
a word of  it, but thankfully she let it 
drop. I spent the rest of  the night in 
distracted silence, trying to work out 
why he had acted so cruel.

Cooper apologized that night, over 
text, saying that he was afraid his 
girlfriend was going to find out and 
that he was sure I would understand. 
I privately thought it would have been 
a lot less weird of  him to treat me as a 
normal human than to pretend I didn’t 

exist, but I didn’t say anything. I just 
asked when I could see him again, and 
we made plans for two nights later.

I was supposed to see him the next day.  
I waited until he was half  an hour late 
before texting to ask where he was. I 
was just on the cusp of  asking again 
when he responded, telling me that he 
couldn’t hang out after all. In a way, 
being blown off was even more hurtful 
than seeing him in the movie theater 
where I at least thought I knew why he 
was being so mean. I asked what had 
changed since that morning when we 
had confirmed our plans. The text I 
got back made my stomach turn.

why r u being so needy? u have a life outside 
of  me right?

I turned my phone off and didn’t 
reply. I couldn’t bring myself  to tell 
Molly and risk the “I told you so.” 
I didn’t want to stop seeing him, I 
just wanted him to stop being mean 
when our relationship was suddenly 
inconvenient. I knew that he would 
probably apologize for the text within 
the next couple of  days and hoped that 
things could go back to normal. 

When he didn’t apologize, I started 
getting mad. Cooper got all the 
benefits of  a relationship with two 
people and got to kick me to the curb 
whenever he felt like it. I just didn’t 
understand how he could be so sweet 
when we were together and treat me 
like vermin in between. To keep myself  
from sending him paragraph-long 
texts full of  rage at 2 in the morning, 
I deleted his contact. In my head, I 
imagined a scenario in which he’d say 
he was sorry in couple of  days and 
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I could respond with “who’s this?” 
hoping to somehow hurt him like he 
hurt me.  

Days passed and the text never came, 
regardless of  how many times I 
checked my phone or stared at the 
pictures of  us that I could never post 
on social media. I had dreams about 
taking a baseball bat to his stupid 
dented car, and then dreams of  sitting 
in the front seat, sharing  an ice cream 
cone again. I wanted to get Sam to 
give me Cooper’s number again just 
so I could ask him why he was being a 
jackass, but ultimately I decided Sam 
could never know.

After almost two weeks passed with 
no contact, I all but gave up on the 
idea that we could ever have a real 
relationship. I didn’t like the feeling of  
being dependent on him, and I didn’t 
like that he made me feel worthless 
when he wasn’t around. I resigned 
myself  to the fact that he wasn’t who I 
thought he was and started to believe 
Molly when she told me I could do 
better. We even broke out the pints 
of  ice cream, eating straight from 

the carton and making fun of  both 
Cooper and the selection of  unrealistic 
romantic comedies she brought over. 
I was in pretty good spirits in spite of  
myself  when one sappy film started 
playing credits and Molly stepped 
onto the back porch for a smoke 
break. Suddenly, my phone made 
that familiar sound that had been 
conspicuously absent as of  late. I had 
deleted Cooper’s contact but I guess 
the custom text tone for his number 
was still saved.

hey baby : ) i’m outside

My eyes shot up to the window, and 
sure enough I could see the grimy 
headlights of  his Honda shining from 
the street. One quick glance towards 
the back door told me Molly was still 
outside, the lazy curls of  cigarette 
smoke stretching out across the yard. 
Without even thinking about it, I 
picked up my jacket and headed for 
the front door.

Explain that one to me, Socrates. 
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THE CATACOMBS
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The air is never stagnant in the 
catacombs. It whispers in your ear and 
intimately brushes against your skin, 
softly swelling in the dark tunnels and 
bending to your frame as you walk. It 
carries a chill that sweeps the space 
with a crisp, gentle kiss. 

Above the tunnels, Paris is home to 
the cramped one-bedroom apartment 
where I am to report every night. 
Above one of  the thousands of  
unnamed alleys rises a tenement which 
features a skulking man contorted into 
the relief  of  an old arm chair placed 
in front of  a squalid window on the 
fourth floor. He never moves more 
than the occasional twitch that coils 
his emaciated build for half  a second 
before snapping it back to the crooked 
form that grips him. My mother left 
him when I was a week old. Suffering 
a mental break, she fled to San 
Francisco, eventually remarrying and 
never looking back. She tells me he 
suffered a spinal injury in a nearly fatal 
car crash while they were vacationing 
abroad. Unable to bring his torn 
mass home, they settled in France for 
treatment. As his condition worsened, 
he became irrational and volatile. 
She shirked her commitment to him, 
feeling bound only through his part 
in bringing me into the world, and for 
that she was forever resentful. 

I was shipped to France when I turned 
15. With the state in which my father 
exists, I’m still not quite sure how my 
mother goaded any information out of  
him or his caretaker. I’ve yet to meet 
his nurse and have become convinced 
that my mother simply pays her to 
keep tabs rather than care for him- she 

THE CATACOMBS BY JORDAN 
GREEN
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has no interest in keeping that piece 
of  her life alive. My father  lost his 
ability to coherently speak years ago, 
and now I’m just an audience for the 
occasional, pained cries of  a ghostly 
man. They pierce the haunting stillness 
that engulfs the room. The decades of  
neglect had morphed him into a layer 
of  limp, gossamer skin that slumps over 
thin, protruding bones. 

* * * 

The clang of  the fridge’s rusty hinges 
woke him from his trance when I 
arrived for my nightly check-in. I 
assigned myself  this simple task of  
attendance in order to provide him 
company; I can provide him no more 
than what I hope is the comfort of  
another human being’s presence. Just 
as my mother had done him no favors, 
I continue to feel guilty for not getting 
him help but I have no job, no way 
to pay for his treatment, and I don’t 
want to be sent to a foster home or 
forced to go to school. I steal what I 
can from the farmer’s market across 
town and subsist off the groceries that 
occasionally show up in the fridge 
from the estranged care taker. As his 
yellowing eyes shift slightly to look up 
at me from his chair across the room, 
I offer him a small roll and sit as he 
shoves it between the few teeth that 
remain in his head. My mind drifts 
once again to my place of  refuge, the 
tunnels take me away from the grimy 
air mattress and the constant, numbing 
silence that digs its thumb into the 
back of  my skull each night.

 I spent my first three months in 
Paris ceaselessly shifting between 

the back alley streets, the farmer’s 
market, and the dingy prison of  an 
apartment. When I was almost caught 
shoving apples into the pockets of  
my sweatshirt, I slipped amongst the 
masses of  a tourist group mulling their 
way through the streets. As I searched 
for an escape from the horribly mind-
numbing lecture, the mass began to 
converge tightly into a blob and I was 
swept into the flood of  bodies pouring 
into the catacombs. As we descended 
into the tunnels, the sounds of  the 
new world surrounding me grew to 
consume my senses: the rush of  cool 
air pierced the stillness of  the gawking 
visitors, and as the hoard shifted along 
down the corridor, I remained. Stacked 
deliberately and intricately were the 
bones of  millions of  Parisians who had 
come to their final resting place within 
the walls of  the tunnels. I ran my hand 
down the contours of  the bones and 
drew a short breath. These mounds 
were tossed into the catacombs when 
there was no longer any room in the 
cemetery, brought where they could be 
out of  sight and out of  mind. 

After my introduction to the tunnels, 
I found myself  floating amongst the 
tours for about a week before the 
guides began to recognize my unkempt 
hair and stained sweatshirt amongst 
the crowd. The apartment walls have 
kept me enclosed for three weeks 
since--towering over the city streets, 
I’m in a grimy, ensnaring bubble. I’m 
trapped between a life I can’t have 
below and a life I can’t possibly survive 
within. Turning the lock on the door, 
the click causes a shudder to shoot 
through my body. It’s the first noise 
I’ve really heard since locking myself  
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in the quarantined apartment, and 
it’s one that brings with it the promise 
of  placid solitude. Closing the door 
behind me, I get one last glimpse 
of  the figure fixed at the window. 
His back tightens and his reedy arm 
reaches for the glass. Pressing the tips 
of  his ghostly fingers upon his own 
reflection, his mouth stands agape and 
I close the door on the silence escaping 
from his parted lips. 

No part of  me has ever felt a 
connection to him or my mother. Their 
tryst in Paris produced no attachment, 
the escape to California created no 
familial bliss. With every transfer, I 
have become increasingly removed 
from those I’m supposed to be closest 
to, and I have no intention of  staying 
in one place much longer. Instinctively, 
I march towards the catacombs. 
Now, close to midnight, there are 
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no tours, no guides, and no guards; 
I’m completely alone. Of  course, the 
pavilion gate is locked down tight, but 
there are other entrances that have 
long been closed to the public. 

Aside from serving as an underground 
graveyard, the tunnels twist into a 
maze of  stone walls and secrets. The 
tunnels don’t just offer a phantasmal 
silence; they’re also shrouded in a 
scandalous history buzzing with a 
fantastical attraction. Manhole covers  
offer access to sections of  the maze 
that I’ve never visited before. Rumors 
swirl within these sections, whispering 
about Nazi bunkers, rendezvous 
of  secret societies, and monarchist 
murders. The sealed tunnels are 
riddled with rubble and stone that have 
amassed into blockades, threatening to 
trap me within the rocky embrace of  
dark, damp walls. 

Descending the bowing ladder, my 
feet graze the soft dirt and kick up 
dust, filling my lungs for half  a second 
before I am greeted by the cold, dank 
air that constantly circulates around 
the channels. Tracing my fingers 
along the cold stone, I feel my way 
around in the consuming darkness. 
Even as my eyes adjust, I chide my 
shortsightedness. I had always come 
to the catacombs at an hour when 
candles were lit, when sunlight broke 
through the gateway, or when guides 
carried flashlights. Now, I stand in 
silent blindness. The dead quiet pushes 
against my ears and the darkness 
squeezes my chest. Working with my 
growing panic, it throws me against the 
rocky wall. My palms find the stone 
and I begin to push away, constantly 

reassuring myself  that this was the 
right choice.

 I wanted this. I want this solitude. 
This deafening solitude. 

 I begin to walk faster, whipping 
around the contours on the walls 
with the hope that light is waiting just 
beyond the next turn in the maze. 
As my feet shuffle, dirt again fills my 
lungs like a thick cloud of  smoke. 
Collapsing to the ground, my mind 
yanks me back to the looming brick of  
the apartment, the sickening decay of  
its resident carrion. My lungs convulse 
into a coughing fit, tears welling. As I 
drop to my knees, my shin slams into 
a rock on the ground and it pierces 
through a hole in my jeans. The pain 
reverberates through my leg and I’m 
gripped with a burning sense of  panic 
and desperation. Pressing my fingers 
into the ground I push myself  to my 
feet and lift my head. Standing before 
me, hunched and contorted into a 
menacing stance is the image of  my 
father. He shifts quickly and appears 
further along down the tunnel. His 
lips move. I strain my eyes to make out 
his words. He disappears, replaced by 
blistering guilt. I push on.

The soft hue of  the candlelight usually 
filling these tunnels can’t be more 
than a few hours away at this point. I 
fumble around to make contact with 
the bristly wood of  the ladder that 
had brought me into this frenzy but 
it seems to reside nowhere near me. 
My eyes sting with the threat of  tears 
as I push on. Walking slowly to avoid 
collision with uneven dirt, loosened 
rocks, or my own fears, I project 



65

the idea of  escape onto the walls, 
envisioning that with every turn I will 
hear the clang of  my foot against a 
ladder or catch a glimpse of  a faint 
beam of  light from the world above. 
If  I can get myself  close enough to the 
graves, I’ll find a gate out and I’ll find 
salvation. With that in mind I gingerly 
step forward, one foot in front of  the 
other, the call of  the silent dead pulling 
me towards life. 

With every few feet, the dark seems 
to become more sinister and the 
stillness becomes completely stagnant. 
I’m brought back to the apartment. 
Standing on the street, I search for 
the outline of  my father in the lines 
of  windows, but in his place stands 
another figure, a shadow pounding on 
the glass, ripping at the latch, trying to 
force it open. As I watch the struggle 
with increasing concern, I am awoken 
by a sharp sting filling my shoulder. 
Rubbing the forming bump and 
observing once again that I remain in 
the tunnels, I frantically fumble along 
the walls for an explanation of  the 
pain. The back of  my hand slams hard 
into rough wood and the clunk of  the 
impact shatters the silence that has 
long gripped the space. The liberating 
presence of  a ladder takes shape and 
I quickly ascend the steps, one hand 
extended over my head to feel for the 
manhole. As my palm makes contact, 
I push my shoulder up to remove the 
cover, but I’m met with a forceful lack 
of  give. Wobbling around for balance, 
I bring my other arm up to assist in 
the effort, but I’m met with the same 
resolute stance. It won’t budge. Praying 
that it hasn’t been sealed, I push with 
force hauled from my very core. The 
pressure under my foot releases, it 

slips into the air. Another coarse, dull 
thump fills the maze, the dirt’s rigid 
grains digging into my skin as my 
limp body meets the ground. I feel my 
head begin to swirl. My brow warms 
and I lift my fingers to prod at the 
outpouring. They come away dripping 
with a viscid mixture of  dirt, hair, and 
blood. Wiping my fingers across the 
tunnel walls, goosebumps prick my 
skin. In the numbing darkness, I hear 
the dust on the walls clump with the 
warm liquid as it drips.  The silence 
pulls itself  over my body, covering me 
in an eternal blanket of  stillness. 

I can feel the blood surging in my body 
as my pulse slows to match the torpor 
of  the dark. With each breath I feel the 
very air break into particles that fill and 
meld with my body, each inhalation 
brings me deeper into the earth and 
my amorphous presence drifts as the 
walls of  the tunnels pull closer. I close 
my eyes and the air envelops each and 
every sense, whispering softly, holding 
me, kissing me with a soft chill. 
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SCENE 1:

Say nothing.

It will hurt worse if  you say something. 
Trust me.

Yes, you’re right, you shouldn’t. But 
think about it, if  you tell her she hurt 
you, it will hurt her. She loves you. It 
pains her to hurt you. If  you tell her
she hurt you, she will be in pain  
because of  something you did. And 
you love her. Hurting her hurts you. 
So if  you say something, you’ll have 
the pain she already gave you, and the 
pain you gave yourself  by telling her 
she hurt you. Twice the pain and
nothing will have changed.

You love her, don’t you?

YOU LOVE HER, DON’T YOU?

Good. So what are you going to do?

Right. Say nothing.

 

but it hurts...

but i don’t know if  i can live like this. . . this 
constant pain in my chest. i feel like my heart 

is breaking. all the time. i can feel it getting 
harder — turning to stone. i shouldn’t have to 

feel this way.

but...

. . .

yes.

say nothing.

 but it hurts...
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SCENE 2:

I told you not to say anything.

 

You’re sorry?

. . .

 

You saw the tears?

 .

Hm.

i 

. . .

 

You love her, don’t you?

 

Yes?

But what?

 

 

 i’m sorry.

 

. . .

 

. . .

 

. . . yes.

 

i’m sorry.

 

what do you want me to say, huh? you want 
me to admit it was a bad decision? you want 

me to admit that, maybe, i almost enjoyed 
seeing her cry? the validation of  knowing 

she shared my pain? hmm? is that what you 
want?

 

yes.

 

YES! but--

. . .
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You don’t feel better, do you?

No, you don’t. Because I was right. It 
hurts to see her cry, doesn’t it? It hurts 
a lot, doesn’t it?

 

Hm.

SCENE 3:

 

Hm?

 

Hm.

 

Did it help? Did it change anything?

 

You still hurt, don’t you?

 

I told you so... I. Told. You. So.

 

That makes perfect sense.

 

 . . . 

yes.

 

 

she said sorry.

 

she said sorry.

 

. . .

 

well...

 

...yes.

 

no. . . no, you said i would have twice the pain 
to deal with. the pain she gave me, and the 

pain i gave myself. That’s...true. but it’s not...
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 she knows now...she knows how i feel...and 
yes, nothing has changed, and yes, i still hurt 

but it’s...different. i can breathe again. it’s  like 
someone lifted a six-ton stone off my chest.

 

yes...but different pain...it’s a different kind of  
hurt. if  she chooses to hurt me again, that’s on 

her. what’s past is past, and there’s nothing 
i can do about it now, but let her know how it 
made me feel. the ball’s in her court now; and 

really, choosing to dwell on it will only make it 
hurt worse.

 

. . .

 

i...i guess i’m going to let it go.

 

oh really?

 

But you’re still in pain...

So what are you going to do?

. . .

...I think there’s a name for that.

 

Yeah. Forgiveness.

Model: Jake Williams | Photos by Drake McDonald 
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