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Artist Bio

Featured Artist: 
Propitious Rheotropism

Hannah Mishin is a visual artist whose practice encompasses a variety of media. Hannah’s practice developed 
in tandem with philosophical impetus, all rooted in an investigation of how we physically perceive and process 
stimuli, and how external artifacts affect memory.  

Mishin has been a practicing artist in New York City for thirteen years. She holds a Bachelor’s of Fine 
Arts from Pratt Institute and a Masters of Professional Studies from New York University’s Interactive 
Telecommunications Program.  

Mishin is interested in how we think we perceive and how we physically achieve perception. Her work plays 
with these concepts by creating paintings, objects, installations, and interactions, which highlight these ideas and 
challenge our understanding of the physical and psychological relationship of our senses and that which stimu-
lates them.

Front/Back Cover: Iundated Metamorphoses

Hannah Mishin
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The House is an Orchard
Margaux Griffith

Our father grew into the house,
arms stretched, cuffing the rafters
to his thick hands. He shoved

his back against the den wall 
until it swallowed him. 
Sometimes we heard him, 

an echo pacing the walls. Most times 
he never moved, entrenched in the panels 
winding the house. Sometimes we wanted 

him to hear us pressed atop the floor 
					          waiting,
hoping he would let us in. 

Our mother tried to bury him. 
She piled humus up to the front door
and planted marigold after marigold

to keep pests out. She tried to flood him
and drown what he had built. Start new.
Trap him. Sink him below

			   the soil but 
she needed him to brace this house,
			   to keep him in.
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Margaux Griffith is a MFA Poetry graduate at Oklahoma State University. Margaux won the 2012 Anderbo Poetry Prize 
for her poem “Apple Galette” as well as the 2015 Blue Bonnet Poetry Prize for her poem “Routine.” She was also the 2012 
Honorable Mention for the Academy of American Poets Prize. She has publications in The Boiler Journal, The Citron Review, 
and Hot Metal Bridge.

Someone should uproot this house.
Someone should snip its branches
veining like cracked trim around windows. 

Someone should unfasten
father’s grip from the gutters and beams
			   let him dig

his way out of his house
let mother shake out this dirt
let the earth cave in. 

Aphelion
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Dracula
Fred Arroyo

There on the front porch of 85 Reed Avenue, sitting on the top step, was a man dressed in black—his boots, his 
slacks, his shirt, all a clean and rich black. He had long 70s hair down to his collar, a thick Spanish mustache, and 
on the right side of his temple, as if a stone was growing from his skull, a large knot. He sat in contemplation, 
sad, and perhaps suffering from a hangover, simply alone. A glistening bottle of Miller beer sat on the lower step 
between his legs. He looked out across the yard and avenue in the distance, at the end of the field, a cluster of 
weeping willows, his dark eyes still. I looked, too, and waited for the willows’ tendrils to stir in the wind. 

A gray pot with steam curling over the lip sat next to him. Settled inside on the bottom, below the gray, heav-
ily salted water, a dozen cherrystone clams. He took one out, pried apart the already opening shell with a knife, 
made a quick slice, and offered it to me. I lifted the shell to my mouth and let the pink meat fall on my tongue—
the feeling too slimy, the taste too salty, my mouth too full of the sea. He smiled as I grimaced, and my shoulders 
trembled as I followed the clam sliding down into the deep pocket of my stomach. 

I asked if I could push his button. Just before my finger touched the knot on the side of his head, he raised his 
hand and pressed it with his index finger. His mouth opened wide, his upper bridge dropped down against his 
bottom teeth, his mouth flashed silver and black. Dracula. For a moment his face calmed, shaped by something 
like pleasure and wonder. We both laughed.  

I don’t remember what happened to the rest of the clams, or when Dracula left the top step. It was a warm 
Saturday, and I was eight or nine years old. I walked from our rented house that was on the edge of an industrial 
park over to the monument sales office, and sat down on the granite bench next to a dark gray gravestone. The 
grass was a brilliant green, the dogwood tree full of white blossoms. The wind picked up, the fir tree behind me 
shook, and the grass in front of my feet was dappled with sun and shadows. Sitting on the bench and listening 
to the birds, I followed the wind and sun and shadows as they slowly moved without the help of a clock. It was 
a comfort. I experienced sensations—the smell of fir, the blink of a robin’s eye, the gravestones spread across the 
lawn becoming buildings in a lush green miniature city—and learned to wait for them without expectation. 

Jorge Louis Borges once said that it is in the infinite that we encounter the beautiful (what Immanuel Kant 
called the sublime). I can look back on Dracula dropping his teeth countless times, forever that boy sitting by 
his side. In his face I understood that even in the strangest, oddest moments, there is beauty. Dracula smiled 
and looked at me without judgment or anger, elegant in all that black, an unharmed man. I think his name was 
Victor, though I will never know the truth of who he was, his story, or his name. He had been in some accident 
or fight, some event he would never forget because every time he looked in the mirror, he saw the damage. And 
every time I asked him if I could press his button, he waited for just the right moment, and then lifted his tongue, 
pushed his bridge, and tasted memory. 

Fred Arroyo is the author of Western Avenue and Other Fictions, shortlisted for the 2014 William Saroyan International Prize for 
Writing, as well as the novel The Region of Lost Names (both published by the University of Arizona Press). A recipient of an Individual 
Artist Program Grant from the Indiana Arts Commission, Fred’s fiction writing is included in the Library of Congress series “Spotlight 
on U.S. Hispanic Writers.” He is currently working on Second Country: Stories in Memory. Fred is also guest-editing a portfolio of brief 
ekphrastic prose written in conjunction with the Smithsonian exhibit “Our America: The Latino Presence in American Art,” which will 
appear in Western Humanities Review. His brief nonfiction story “Blue Memory” will soon appear in Sin Fronteras/Writers Without 
Borders.



He smoked outside the mall, east of Pittsburgh, where they filmed the original Dawn of the Dead. He had an 
interview to join Undead Reanimators, a job that involved creating your own zombie character and acting in any 
undead functions: mall promotions, birthday parties, fund drives, and the like.

“Zombies don’t smoke,” some assistant to the head guy said, and so he tossed the cigarette away.
“I’m thinking they would litter,” he said to the assistant.
The assistant ignored him. Maybe being ignored was part one of the training, but he didn’t need it, had that 

part down pat.

***

Inside, he sat across from the boss man in a white room with a mirror on one side that he imagined to be two-
way. They can see you; you can’t see them. Both he and the boss man sat in grey metal folding chairs.

“Tell me,” the boss man said, “about your zombie character.” He’d had many such talks before: his mom, dad, 
teachers, principals, counselors. Tell us about your zombie character.

He explained how he’d been bitten hitchhiking, so his thumb would always be out. He said that in his pre-Zom-
bie life he’d rescued retired racing greyhounds. Did the boss man know that in a few steps greyhounds could 
reach forty miles-per-hour?

“What’s that have to do with anything?” the boss man asked. “Why the hitchhiking?”
“The greyhound ran, just took off.” Behind the window, where there were clipboards, notes, people checking 

things off. “So the greyhound could be anywhere.” 
 “Let’s see what you got.”

***

The make-up: the assistant worked the fake flesh into something resembling a bite; added a layer of zombie 
pallor to his face; some grays and greens; dark, sunken, hollow eyes; bloody black lips, with zombie blood drip-
ping here and there. And of course, the clothes in tatters. Such is the zombie’s unlife.

***

He walked with his thumb-out, and he understood why Romero chose the mall for his movie, its brightness 
casting a contrast against the undead. For his audition, he had a small square he was to haunt, no that wasn’t the 
right word. What did zombies do? Patrol? Unwatch?

He groaned different versions of “Where are you?” He looked out for the greyhounds he’d run into before the 
interview, all in need of rescuing, and he wondered what it took to be allowed to take one home. Tell us about 
your zombie character.

The people sometimes pointed back, mostly ignored him, probably used to these job interviews. Zombies ate 
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Reenactment
Randall Brown



brains because theirs had died, like vampires drinking blood because theirs ran cold. At times he walked like a 
mummy from Scooby-Doo: coin, coin, coin! 

He needed to find his character’s motivation. What was the job of a zombie? To unthink? To be driven mad 
by human flesh? To eat brains? Down the mall, near the sporting goods store, a man and his greyhound walked 
toward him. Did the zombie remember? What should he do? Stand with his thumb out? Recall, for a brief 
instance, that life before? He was the zombie. He had to remember that. What would I, the zombie, do?

***

The zombie felt the sting of the force field that kept him to this square, with the flesh and brains always just out 
of reach. The desire for brains increased with each passing person. The zombie cried out the tiniest bit louder 
each instance. The zombie could run, really run, felt that desire in his legs. So the zombie paced ever faster with 
his thumb out hitching a ride that would never come—

A man and his greyhound stopped outside the square, and the zombie stopped too. Only the zombie’s thumb 
moved, subtly, like a reflex or a twitch. (The man tried to make the greyhound sit, pushing its ass to no avail, 
and the not-zombie part of his brain figured that the zombie had become some sort of test of the greyhound’s 
temperament.) 

The zombie sat, thumb still out. The greyhound’s head tilted this way and that. The zombie’s too. The zombie 
didn’t allow it to register that he, before the bite, loved greyhounds, how they’d given his life its purpose, freed 
him from that connection to selfish desires. The zombie thought of the greyhound’s brain, what it might taste 
like, like human or something else. 

The man pushed and pushed until finally the greyhound sat.
“What a good boy,” the man said. “What a very good boy.”

***

Back into the daylight, having failed the zombie-test for being too artsy and imperceptible, he waited on the 
curb for his parents to pick him up. Did you get it? Did you get it? They would ask this the entire car ride home, 
throughout dinner, through his bedroom door. How unfathomable it would be that he didn’t. But you were per-
fect for it, they would say. Absolutely perfect.
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Randall Brown has been published and anthologized widely, both online and in print. He received his MFA from Vermont College and 
teaches in Rosemont College’s MFA in Creative Writing Program.



Thigmotaxis
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It started off so innocuously—it was just a tweet, after all, a fifty-nine character joke he’d typed before getting 
on the plane in Miami: “On my way to the USVI, hope I don’t get Ebola, JK I’m white”—but by the time he 
landed several hours later, refreshed from a scotch-induced nap, he’d already received six voicemails from his 
sister, the last one stating ominously, “I am so sorry this is happening to you.”

The airport in St. Thomas was unlike any Harry’d been to before. The plane touched down, idled the runway, 
then parked upon the tarmac, and he and the other passengers deboarded and stretched under the piercing 

The Motion of Bodies
Noah Milligan
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sunlight. Airline employees greeted them with their luggage and a complimentary bushwhacker, a sweet drink 
light on the rum, and as Harry drank it he wondered what exactly his sister had meant. She’d made it quite 
known she didn’t approve of his wanting to adopt a child, a single man, a solitary man, a man, she feared, who 
might be gay. Her disapproval had hurt, he couldn’t lie to himself that it didn’t, but it hardly mattered. For the 
longest time he’d felt he wasn’t in control of his life, at the whim of some unnamed cosmological force, like a par-
ticle accelerated at near light speed, destined to collide with countless other particles in a barrage of energy equal 
to a million atomic bombs, but now all that would change—he would be a father, the one thing he wholly desired 
before anything else. He would love and care for and mold a beautiful little girl, and he could take solace in that 
fact: he will have affected her, whatever that was worth, good or bad. 

But, he thought as he waved down a taxi, that couldn’t be it. Sadie had eventually come around, at least out 
loud she did, and she congratulated him, in fact, taking him out as if they were in college again, just searching for 
an excuse to get drunk enough to sing Don McLean at the top of their lungs, declaring to the world that some-
thing touched them deep inside, the day the music died, and so he tried to discard it and enjoy the moment. It 
was a beautiful island, despite the recent hurricane. It wasn’t so much the white beaches and blue skies, but it 
was the dichotomy of it all. There were boarded up shacks next to a Bvlgari shopping center, a villa next to a man 
with a goat, selling mangos and pineapple on the roadside. Condominiums without roofs and boarded win-
dows sprawled up the mountainside. Trees had been uprooted, dirt and debris piled aside the highway, victims 
picking through what remained. The rich, however, didn’t seem as affected. Their property was already under 
repair, heavy machinery parked next to towering mansions and high-end retail centers. There didn’t seem to be a 
middle class here, only the super rich and the dirt poor, and this, for some reason Harry couldn’t quite articulate, 
intrigued him—it was like witnessing particles and anti-particles in a quantum element, at once quintessential to 
the others’ survival, but forever repelling each other with their unlike charges.

“I know you,” the cabby said, pointing up at the rear-view mirror, his finger bobbing up and down like he was 
scolding Harry. 

“You ever been to Oklahoma City?” Harry asked, sure the man had not. Harry just had that type of face—
roundish, cheery, pink-cheeked—so that he was often stopped on the street, his interrogator wondering from 
where she knew him. 

“No, no,” the man said. “I saw you on the news, my man. Picture blown up everywhere.” The man had a thick 
Caribbean accent, and so Harry had trouble understanding him, but he thought the man said he was a news 
anchor.

“No,” Harry said, waiving his open palms in front of him, “I’m not famous or anything. Just a lowly physics 
professor. I teach classical mechanics to community college students.”

“No, no. You are famous. You are. But where did I see you?” The man stroked his goatee as he pulled into 
the resort where Harry would be staying. It was a nice place, sprawling rather than vertical, plastered in multi- 
colored stucco. It resembled a child’s toy in that regard—bright pink and lime green—and everywhere guests 
meandered about with drinks in their hands, all of them smiling, smiling, smiling, and Harry thought: yes. This 
is exactly what I need.

The man parked. When Harry turned around to square up the fee with him, though, the man had lost his 
smile. For a moment, Harry was confused—why did the cabbie look so angry?—but he didn’t have time to 
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consider the man’s outrage. He simply punched Harry right in the nose, and before everything went black, Harry 
could’ve sworn he heard the bone snap in two.

***
The hospital, it turned out, was nice. It was clean and bright and smelled of chemicals, just like any hospital 

stateside. Before his trip it wasn’t like Harry had considered what a hospital in the USVI would be like; however, 
he found himself surprised that this was so—for some reason he’d just figured the facilities he took for granted 
back home—hospitals, city streets, metro bus terminals—would be dated and dingy, like visiting a third world 
country. He scolded himself for this impulse, finding it, well, racist, but it was still there, nagging at him like a 
canker sore, unable to keep from flicking it with his tongue.

 His doctor was a young man, early thirties Harry guessed, and it was he who finally broke the news to Harry. 
“450,000 retweets between taking off until landing. 1,000,000 more during your cab ride and here at the hospital. 
You’ve been on CNN, MSNBC, Fox News. You name it. That is the very definition of going viral.” 

“That wasn’t my intent,” Harry said. “It really wasn’t. I’m not racist.”
The doctor flattened his lips. He was trying to remain neutral, neither affirming nor denying Harry’s statement. 

How very diplomatic of him, Harry thought.
“I’m sure it’ll pass,” the doctor said as he tilted Harry’s face up by placing two fingers underneath his chin. 

“You’re just the flavor of the week. Everyone will be distracted by some other outrage by next Tuesday. You’ll see.”
Harry wasn’t comforted by the doctor’s assertions. The nurses and orderlies and doctors all leered at him, 

hesitant to engage lest they couldn’t control their outbursts. Harry could tell by the way they held their shoulders 
perched up near their jawline, like if they got too close, they wouldn’t be able to stop from placing their hands on 
Harry’s neck, pressing their thumbs into that soft spot above the sternum until they heard it pop. Despite this, 
though, Harry hoped the doctor was right. It was a joke, after all, and there were so many more important things 
going on in the world besides his ill-advised humor, but all hope dissipated when Harry made it back to his hotel 
room. He was hesitant to log back onto Twitter, but he did, slowly opening his laptop and typing out his pass-
word with only his pointer fingers. 

“I hope you get raped”
“You bigoted, Nazi scum”
“Better watch your back, motherfucker” 
“We are going to ruin your life.”
The response went on and on and on, tens upon tens of thousands of them. Harry scrolled downward, think-

ing he would see an end to the vitriol, but there wasn’t, the little blue bar barely having moved on the side of his 
monitor, the words now flashing by illegibly. It was overwhelming, and Harry couldn’t help but feel dizzy, plead-
ing silently to no one in particular, to everyone all at once, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. You have to believe me. I 
really, really didn’t.

***
    
Harry wanted to stay in bed. He didn’t wish to watch television, or turn on his phone, or go online. He only 

wanted to order room service, direct the concierge to leave the food outside his room, and to charge the bill 
to his credit card. Lock himself up until his credit line was maxed out, or management kicked him out, one or 
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the other. He’d become comfortable in his new life here. He could see the beach from his window, and he’d read 
mystery novels and meditate. He’d never have to return home, never have to face another person again—the 
judgment from strangers, their all-too-human sneer that would cut through Harry like nuclear fission.

But he couldn’t. He’d come here to adopt his child, and he couldn’t hide from her like he had his problems 
his entire life, until they ebbed away on their own, or at least until enough people had forgotten so he could 
reemerge without the shame he’d felt for his mistakes, for drinking too much or for offensive comments, for 
inappropriate touching and desires and fantasies of taken men, and so he, despite the pain and fear and anxiety 
he thought might cripple him, left the resort to go to the adoption agency, to see his daughter, whom he had for 
so many nights dreamt. 

He still had a bandage over his nose, a piece of plaster and gauze strategically placed to hold the bones in place 
as they healed, and, because of the discomfort, the light as he exited the resort was unbearable. Pain shot through 
his corneas to his cerebral cortex so that he had to shut his eyes and hold his palms against his forehead, but 
it soon subsided enough for him to make it to the beach. It was calm there, the melodious surf the only noise. 
Harry dipped his toes into the water and welcomed the sunshine against his neck and bare arms. For the first 
time since landing, Harry felt relaxed, his worries and anxieties and fears seeping out of him through his out-
stretched fingertips. 

It was then Harry decided he could re-attach himself to the world. He pulled out his iPhone, the screen illu-
minating in that familiar, comforting way, and loaded up Twitter. At first, he only noticed his timeline, updates 
from Politico and NASA and The Wall Street Journal, but at the bottom of his screen was a little pop-up alerting 
him to his 1,349,735 notifications, and counting. He checked Facebook. The same there—countless messages 
threatening his safety, his life, the wellbeing of the one’s he loved. He had voicemails, dozens upon dozens, from 
his parents in Phoenix and his boss back in Oklahoma City, from friends, both current and lost, even some he 
hadn’t seen since his 20-year high school reunion. He ignored them all and pulled up Google Maps, entering the 
address for the adoption agency. It wasn’t far, and so Harry decided he would rather walk than take a cab. He 
needed the endorphins, a rush of blood and serotonin to make him feel better. 

The topography of the island was much different than back home. Instead of red clay and Indian grass 
plains stretching out in every direction, Harry’s line of sight was constantly changing. To the east churned the 
Caribbean Sea, deep and crystalline blue, capped by white waves pushed to shore by the seasonal trade winds. 
Directly in front of him was a winding and rolling highway, and to the west grew a dense tropical forest, elevat-
ing against a graphite-colored mountainside, interspersed with brilliant orange and yellow and green flowers. 
The fauna blended into the landscape, camouflaged by eons of evolution, but when he looked closely, he found 
an iguana baking in the equatorial sun, and in the tree line Harry could’ve sworn he spotted a white tail deer, but 
that couldn’t be right. Could it?

After an hour trek, he made it to the adoption agency, a wooden shack nestled into the mountain far from any 
tourist destination. Chickens roamed around an open dumpster, pecking at bits of refuse that had fallen shy of its 
destination. By the time he made it, Harry was exhausted, drenched in sweat, ankle swollen and likely sprained. 
His nose ached, shooting pain through his cheekbones and sinuses and forehead so that it felt as if his brain 
might explode. He tried to compose himself the best he could, but he knew he looked like he’d been in a car acci-
dent, a homeless man, a desperate man.    

Well, he thought. If the shoe fits.
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He walked through the entrance, and it wasn’t at all what he’d expected. After the hurricane had hit, orphan-
ing so many children, he’d expected the state agencies to be overwhelmed with need, resources spread thin and 
conditions unbearable. Images came to him of Katrina years before, news reports of riots in the Big Easy, police 
sniping looters from the roof of Target Superstores. This place, however, was clean and well managed. He entered 
a large room that seemed to double as a welcoming lobby and arts-and-crafts center. Adults showed dozens of 
children how to make macaroni necklaces as a woman behind a desk eyed him suspiciously.

“Can I help you, mister?” she asked, the “i” pronounced long and like an “e,” pulling the word out like 
meeeester. The accent, as much as Harry didn’t want to admit it, sounded like the whine of a spoiled toddler.

“Name is Harry Humboldt,” he said. “I’m supposed to meet my daughter today.”
Her eyes alighted with recognition, and alarm, and she reached for her phone. She dialed four numbers, a 

colleague’s direct extension, and whispered into the receiver, and as she did so, Harry’s stomach filled with dread, 
acid and bile brewing in his lower intestine so that he felt nauseated and dense. 

“Ms. Alex will be with you in one meeenute,” the woman said as she pretended to busy herself with files. 
Ms. Alex showed in less than one minute. She was a heavyset woman, pear-shaped and bulldog cheeked. Right 

away Harry didn’t like her, and it wasn’t so much the bureaucratic way she ushered him into her office, shooing 
him from contact with impressionable children, but it was more just a gut feeling—this woman hated him. With 
every fiber of her being, she loathed everything that was Harry Humboldt.

Her office was small but organized, everything color-coded and in its place. She bid Harry sit with a flick of her 
wrist, as if she was used to dutiful obedience without even uttering a word.

“I have First Amendment rights,” Harry said, preempting how he was sure this conversation was to go. “It was a 
stupid Tweet. It was. It was an even worse joke, but I do have rights.”

“Of course you do,” Ms. Alex said. “But we don’t see this as a First Amendment issue.”
“Sure it is. I tweeted something offensive. It’s gone viral, and now—”
“This is a safety issue, Mr. Humboldt. We have legitimate concerns about Gloria’s safety.”
“That is insane,” Harry said. “I would never hurt Gloria. I love her. I have wanted nothing more than to be a 

father.”
Ms. Alex turned to her computer and put on reading glasses. “’I will slit your throat in your sleep.’ ‘I will set 

your house on fire.’ ‘Your children will be murdered as you watch.’ ‘You’re dead, you racist demon.’ ‘Everyone you 
love is going to be killed.’ ‘These are just a very small portion of what we found online.”

Harry swallowed, or tried to. His saliva had all dried up. 
“These sound like very real threats of violence,” Ms. Alex said. 
“They’re internet trolls. It’ll pass. Surely, it’ll all die down.”
She pointed at Harry’s face. “But for now,” she said, “it’s manifesting itself quite literally.”
“Oh this,” Harry said, trying to come up with an excuse that sounded legitimate, “this is nothing. I—uh—well, 

it’s sort of embarrassing.”
Ms. Alex stared.
“It was an accident, is all,” Harry said. “I fell while getting out of the plane. Face full of cement.”
“That’s the story you’re going with?”
“It’s what happened.”
“Sure,” she said, her tone indicating she remained unconvinced. “It still doesn’t change the reality of the matter.”
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“Which is?”
“I decide if Gloria goes home with you. And I can’t, in good conscience, allow that to happen.”
To Harry, time sped up. He hardly remembered leaving the adoption agency, the moment blurred together into 

an endless barrage of snapshots, like a drunk trying to piece together memories of the night before: Harry stand-
ing, something guttural building inside of him, fuming from his central core; him yelling at Ms. Alex, at no one 
in particular; a big, muscular man placing him in a chokehold, his arm bent backward, pulled to an impossible 
angle so that he feared it would break. But it didn’t. He was lifted and carried and thrown outside, and he remem-
bered getting up. And he remembered walking, but it wasn’t until many hours later he came back to, his face 
and lips and neck and arms sunburnt, his throat cracked and his head thumping from dehydration. He couldn’t 
speak. He could hardly move. He was just in pain. Every single inch of him ached.

And he knew—he just needed one thing: a drink.
So he made his way to the beach bar. He slathered on SPF 100 and put on a hat and sunglasses and linen pants 

and went to drown himself in tequila. He ordered a margarita, drank that, drank another, and followed that up 
with a shot. He sucked lime juice until his mouth puckered and his eyes burned, and the entire time he couldn’t 
help but think that it was a beautiful island. It was, and he should, he decided, enjoy himself.

There was a man there. He was alone and he was balding and he drank a piña colada like he didn’t drink all 
that often, small sips out of a colorful straw. He stared at the ocean and pretended to read a three-week-old Wall 
Street Journal. He looked like a banker. He had the seriousness around the eyes, beady and pointed and hot like 
an oven, and it wasn’t long before Harry started to feel that familiar tingle down in his groin, his inhibitions low-
ering, like air released from a tire. He would do something stupid, and he didn’t want to stop it.

He ordered the man a drink, another piña colada, double rum, and took a seat next to him.
“Alone?” Harry asked.
The man eyed him. He made quick judgments. Intentions. Threats. Inventoried his exits and options. Harry 

could tell by the way he didn’t blink, just took him all in, head to toes to knees. And he liked what he saw. He did. 
He had this look in his eyes, this glint, like a toddler eyeing cake for the very first time. The man wasn’t gay, or at 
least that’s what he said.

“Just got divorced. Came down here to unwind. Let loose. Hell, who knows? Even meet someone new.”
But it was repressed. After two piña coladas, three, twirling the pink umbrella between thumb and forefinger, 

the man, Tom was his name, began to laugh and tilt his head back and graze his fingers against Harry’s forearm. 
It wasn’t long until they had a nightcap back in Harry’s room, a sunset, a dip in the hot tub turned into them 
naked and Harry scooting in behind him, both sweating and sweating and groaning and wincing and saying 
slow, slow, please, just a little slower, I’ve never done anything like this before. 

But Harry didn’t slow.
He sped up.
He pounded.
Harder.
Faster.
Harder.
Until the man screamed. Then there was blood. There was blood and screaming and the man pushed him 

away, told Harry not to touch him, that he would kill him if he ever told anyone what had happened, and Harry 



15

collapsed in the corner. There was blood and shit all over him and he couldn’t catch his breath. No matter how 
hard he tried he couldn’t. He just gasped and gasped and fought for just a little bit of air, and he knew, down to a 
cellular level he knew, nothing would ever make any of this right.

***
    
Harry decided to stay. He had nothing back home, really. One of the several hundred voicemails he’d received 

was from his boss, telling him not to return, that he would ship Harry’s personal belongings to the address they 
had on file, that it would be safer for everyone involved. His friends wouldn’t return his calls, treating him as a 
pariah, their association with Harry deemed bad business, even deleting him on Facebook and Twitter, his total 
number of friends and followers dwindling from the thousands to the hundreds to the dozens. His sister would 
take his calls, the only one, but she just seemed to pity him, “Oh, Harry,” she’d say, “Oh, honey. Oh sweetie. I am 
so, so sorry.” 

And so he stayed. He rented a bungalow on the beach, no a/c, no running water, just a floor and a roof and 
four walls, and he took a job as a bartender serving overpriced rum punches to lawyers on vacation, their fore-
heads blistered from wearing too little sunscreen. He grew a beard and wore a straw hat so people wouldn’t 
recognize him. He went swimming most days, paddling as far as he could, until his shoulders gave out and his 
legs cramped up, and he’d turn on his back and let the surf push him back to shore. If he made it, great—he just 
collected his things and went home and stared at the wall of his hut—but, if one day he didn’t, that would be 
okay, too, he supposed. 

Every week Harry hiked to the adoption agency to see Gloria grow up. And she did quickly. From crawling to 
walking to talking to wearing bright orange glasses the color of road construction signs. She played outside in 
the mornings, oftentimes without direct adult supervision. They would be inside someplace, watching the babies 
chew ancient action figures, while Harry meanwhile plotted their routines. The younger of the two attendants 
was named Kary and she waddled and ate Peppermint York Patties and used British slang such as bollocks, and 
the older was named Beatrice and she snorted every time Kary said something. 

“I need to go to the loo,” Kary’d say, and Beatrice would snort, then return to reading a magazine. 
Sometimes, when Kary was away for a while, Beatrice would sneak around the corner to smoke a cigarette. It 

was against the law to smoke on government property, and so she’d hide behind some bushes, and Harry knew 
this would be his chance. It would be these few minutes he could grab Gloria and make a run for it. And so he 
planned, and he saved. He bought a beat down Toyota for $800 and two plane tickets to Croatia, which, Harry 
considered, fit nicely in that sweet spot between too poor to be safe and too expensive to live. It was 1.2 miles 
from the adoption agency to the airport, which didn’t seem too far, but in island traffic that 1.2 miles could take 
half an hour to traverse. He’d have to pick a day when a cruise ship wasn’t scheduled to dock, and he could avoid 
the dozens of taxis that herded sunburnt tourists up to Mountaintop or Magen’s Bay. He got his chance one 
Thursday morning when the sun wasn’t shining and it rained in a way that reminded him of playing under a 
sprinkler as a child. 

He lay across the road in the underbrush, wearing a tool belt equipped with wire cutters, and watched Kary 
and Beatrice supervise the children. About a dozen or so kids played under the awning, fatherless and mother-
less kids, kids who had been orphaned long before they knew what the word meant, sucking on their fingers and 
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eating insects and just happy because they knew no different. It wasn’t a bad life, Harry supposed. It wasn’t great, 
but it could be worse. 

Gloria was near the fence closest to Harry, and she played with another little girl. They each had a toy plastic 
truck and smashed them into each other, mimicking a car crash. Harry could see their mouths move, forming 
into wide O’s, cheeks ballooned out to make exploding noises, but Harry couldn’t hear them over the rain. It was 
almost deafening, splashing against elephant leaves and pavement, and, for a moment there, Harry found himself 
daydreaming, imagining it might be best if he gave up this stupid endeavor, slink back to the mainland, go about 
his business as quietly as possible, take a job as a janitor somewhere, as a mail courier, or a barista, someone who 
just blended into the background, a man without a face or a name, just a product or service, he was the coffee 
guy or the mail guy or the cleaning guy, not the guy who had become a symbol of white privilege and systemic, 
twenty-first century entitlement, of the ongoing disease of institutionalized racism, and he might find a sem-
blance of contentment in anonymity, but this thought soon passed when both Beatrice and Kary disappeared.

Harry pulled the hood over his head and hurried. He walked with purpose across the highway and stopped by 
the fence. Gloria and the other little girl peered up at him, and he put a finger against his lips. They didn’t make a 
sound. They just held onto their toy cars and peered up at him with eyes like marbles. 

“Hi,” Harry said, and stuck his fingers through the chain-linked fence. Gloria looked at him as if in deep con-
centration, wondering just what to make of these fingers reaching out toward her. 

“Step back, okay? This will only take a second.”
Harry clipped the chain-linked fence with his wire cutters. He’d thought it would be difficult to shear through 

the metal, but his cutters were sharp and it only took him about a minute to cut a hole large enough for Gloria 
to scurry through, and as he worked, the two little girls kept staring at him, completely unafraid, not crying, 
not fleeing this stranger who was coming through the fence that had kept them safe and secure and inside 
for the entirety of their lives, and Harry couldn’t help but be a little worried about this. Their fight-or-flight 
instinct hardwired out of them, millions of years of evolution stigmatized as if it was the inevitable result of a life 
orphaned. 

“Would you like to come with me?” Harry asked Gloria, and again she simply blinked at him. 
But then he heard rustling; it was Beatrice. She must’ve been done with her smoke, so Harry grabbed Gloria. 

He picked her up and held her so close he could feel her heartbeat quicken right before she burst into a torren-
tial, ear-piercing cry. It was so loud and so sudden it startled Harry. She’d been calm just a second ago, but now 
she wailed. For a second there, Harry thought he should put her down. Maybe hold her. Do something just to let 
her know that everything, if she gave it a try, would be okay. 

But he didn’t have time. Beatrice barreled out from behind the tree and spotted him. And so he did the only 
thing that occurred to him—he ran. He ran back across the street and into the jungle. He ran past trees and liz-
ards, and branches scratched at his face, or maybe it was Gloria, he couldn’t tell, but he ran and ran and ran until 
a side-splitting pain threatened to tear him apart and he burst into a clearing where his little Toyota waited for 
him, idling.

In the distance, he heard police sirens getting louder, and Gloria continued to wail, now with tiny red scratches 
covering her cheeks and foliage stuck in her hair. But she was okay. She’d live, and so he placed Gloria in the car 
seat, careful to buckle her in properly, the latch up near her armpits, the straps secure and tight. He then put the 
car into gear and drove off as inconspicuously as possible, five miles below the speed limit, always, always using 
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his turn signal. He only got around one turn, however, when he noticed the police cruisers. There were six of 
them, and they blocked the road. They faced east and Harry west, toward the airport where his plane was waiting 
for him, flying to Miami to New York to Croatia, and in the back sat Gloria, crying. 

He put the car in park and placed his hands on the wheel so they could be seen through the windshield. Several 
cops exited their cruisers, took shelter behind their open doors, and aimed their firearms. They wouldn’t shoot, 
though. Not with Gloria in the backseat. Harry was certain of that. And so he stayed in the car. Gloria cried. The 
cops pointed their weapons at him. And Harry put the car into first gear and started to inch forward. The speed-
ometer needle crawled upward. Three miles-per-hour. Five. Ten. And he coasted toward them, slowly picking 
up speed. The police warned him to stop. Over a megaphone, a voice ordered him to stop the car, to exit with his 
hands raised, and to lie face down on the ground. But, Harry knew, he wouldn’t. He let off the gas pedal, took his 
hands off the wheel, and the car careened down the mountain now, the foliage speeding past in a green blur as 
he gave in to his own intrinsic inertia. It was freeing in a sense—he was a frictionless ball of mass, no longer at 
the whim of forces beyond his control—and, for a moment there, he felt at peace. He knew, no matter what, he’d 
never be able to stop.
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Publishing in October 2016. His short fiction has appeared in Storyscape Literary Journal, MAKE Literary Magazine, Empty Sink Publishing, 
Santa Clara Review, Glint, and elsewhere. A graduate of the MFA program at the University of Central Oklahoma, he lives in Edmond, 
OK, with his wife and two children. Connect with him at www.noahmilligan.com. 
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with apologies to Maxine Kumin

First I believed in baby Jesus, the cross-eyed bear
named Gladly, a Holy Ghost  and the un-holy 
Boogeyman. I believed what the voices said about 
sins and communion, contagious as diseases 

from touching, like warts that blind, or bats
that fatten your belly with child; about forgiveness
for the speedy and the dead; in the suffering
under a pilot named Pontius, whose plane

must have crashed to cheers of Zieg Heil,
but rose to fly again and sitteth in the sky
on Godthefatheralmighty’s right hand
whence He shall come to judge, for peace
 
on earth, if we just follow the light, ‘cause
Santa Claus comes tonight.  I believed them all,
and wanted to please, so learned to obey, trust
and obey, for there’s no other way. My tongue

barely schooled for speech, not at all for kissing,
yet fully alive to pain when I believed the brother 
and licked the bottom of the frozen ice
tray.  It stuck, and stuck.  I couldn’t unstick it,

get free of it.  Imagine the weight of it, pulling, 
like ripping muscle from bone, tearing sinew. 
Now I am wiser, expect the odd county clerk
and back-peddling pope.  

                                          I trust only root, 
water, and sun. On the good days.

Janet Joyner’s poems have appeared in numerous journals including American Athenaeum, Broad River Review, Emrys Journal, Heron 
Tree, Main Street Rag, Pembroke Magazine, The Cincinnati Review, The Comstock Review, The Journal of Kentucky Studies, Flying South 
2014, and 2015, MayDay Magazine, The North Carolina Literary Review, the North Carolina volume of The Southern Poetry Anthology, 
Cahaba River Literary Journal, and Prime Number Magazine. Her first collection of poems, Waterborne, is the winner of the 2014 Holland 
Prize and will be published by Logan House Press this fall.



When my mom answered the phone I calmly told her, “Mom, don’t worry.” This, of course, had the exact  
opposite effect, but I really had no time for niceties. A choked up “What’s going on?” came back through the line 
as I nervously sped through busy intersections, intermittently eyeing the rearview mirror to memorize the license 
plate of the car tailing me, while careening around vehicles as if I was playing Pole Position. 

Despite my clammy palms and the blood rushing to my head, I asked in the most zen-like tone I could        
muster, “Mom, grab a pen and paper...I’m driving through Avenida de los Bosques…en route to Ahuehuetes…I’m 
driving to your house. A white guarro car, the kind driven by bodyguards, has been following me since I left the 
university, even through off roads I took trying to shake it off. Write this license plate down because if I’m not 
home in under ten minutes or if for any reason we get disconnected, you need to call the police and report my 
kidnapping.” 

Getting on a cell phone when you’re being followed is Basic Safety 101. In the best case scenario, they assume 
you’re reporting them and making an ID of their car and faces, so they may move on to the next target and     
pretend they weren’t after you. If you fail to lose them with the mere sight of the phone, you need to call someone 
you know to inform them of the attempt and have them relay the details to the authorities. It is always better to 
call a friend or family member rather than directly calling the authorities because a loved one is less likely to put 
you on hold with the theme of The Sting annoyingly looped as you’re being pursued, caught, tied up, and thrown 
into the trunk of your own car. 

When you report a kidnapping attempt on the spot with a description of the cars involved and the location, 
there’s a slight chance a patrolling officer might find you. Another good idea, when it is imminent that you’re 
about to get caught, is to crash into another car (preferably a police car if you can find one) on a very busy       
avenue, because the last thing the kidnappers want is a crowd gathering around and the authorities involved. The 
car crash, no matter how serious, will always be less expensive and less harmful than the ugly alternative. You 
could be gone for days, weeks, months…nobody knows. You could disappear into a parallel dimension where 
nobody will find you, from which not many people return. Some parts do come back though, or, one part does,           
consistently. Your family receives an ear that used to be attached to you in an envelope with the ransom request. 
At that point it really doesn’t matter if your family can actually afford to pay. Like I said, not many people come 
back. 

I remember when crime slowly started rising. I remember hearing stories, the stuff of urban legends, where 
something happened to a friend of a friend. I remember receiving public service announcement emails instruct-
ing people on basic safety for this new lifestyle: avoid this intersection, hide your jewelry, keep your windows 
up, don’t linger in parking lots, don’t stop for anyone...I used to think they were surely as useless as the chain 
letters that promised a piano will fall on your head if you don’t forward it to seven people in under a minute. 
Then, gradually the urban legends started to hit closer to home. The local supermarket, where I took my baby       
daughter shopping, warned of child abductions—babies and toddlers were being snatched from the carts while 
their mothers picked groceries. Friends started telling horrible stories in the first person. And then they hit 
home. My sister and mother were robbed at gunpoint in a mall stairway while Christmas shopping. My car was 
broken into six times, once while I was actually in it, I was waiting for a red light to turn green. My purse was 
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stolen three times in public places. I started paying attention to the mass emails. 
I adopted many of the suggestions and changed my habits: Always have your keys in your hand, never fish for 

them absent-mindedly. Unlock your car just in time to reach the door handle and lock it immediately after getting 
in. Start it up and leave, don’t linger in the seat fixing your hair or adjusting the music, like all women do. You’re 
an easy target if you’re adjusting your makeup, fishing for a ticket in your bag, chatting on the cell. Hide your purse 
under the seat and keep the mace on your lap. Beware of the children, gum vendors, fire-eaters, clowns or panhan-
dlers at a stoplight coming to your window for money. They’re casing you. If they see your purse at arm’s length or if 
you’re wearing expensive jewelry, they will mark your car so gang members at the next stoplight know to break your 
window. Don’t open your garage door until it’s within your view and you’re sure there is no one around. They walk 
into your garage when you open it, hide until you go to bed, and strike.

The emails ranged from the very obvious for general situations to the very specific for a particular crime, 
especially for kidnappings. Oh yes, there’s more than one kind of kidnapping. The more frequent ones happen to 
middle and low-income families. The kidnapping, the ransom request, and the resolution all happen within an 
hour or so. These are commonly called secuestros express. They abduct someone—typically in a taxi, but it can 
happen anywhere—and they demand a reasonable amount of money to be given in cash, say, ten thousand pesos 
(about a thousand dollars). Although this isn’t pocket money, least of all for low-income families, kidnappers 
find that it’s the kind of money people in distress can muster up fairly quickly in exchange for a loved one. 

However, when it comes to kidnappings at a higher level on the socioeconomic ladder, things turn much grim-
mer. These occurrences are less random and more organized. They case you; they study your home, your office, 
your routine, your loved ones, your bank statements, and even recruit your maid, driver, or bodyguard for a cut. 
They might abduct you on your way to school or work, or from the comfort of your own home. They may abduct 
only you, or they might hold your entire family hostage and ask you to give them more than you own as they 
rape your wife, mutilate your kids, and make you watch. 

Not all high-end kidnappings are that convoluted or violent, though. There’s a kind of “express” kidnapping 
among the well-to-do, too. These typically happen to teenagers in shopping malls and movie theaters. They’ll be 
approached by a fake modeling or casting agent and given a form to fill in with their height, weight, measure-
ments, name, phone number, address, and parents’ names. The kids will then enter the movie theater and turn 
off their cell phones for about two hours, the length of a film. The kidnappers call the families. They address the 
parents by their names and tell them they know where they live. They demand a hefty reward or their child dies 
in two hours. They have a perfect description of the child, down to their hairstyle and what they’re wearing. The 
family cannot reach their child and agrees. By the time the kids get home, oblivious of what’s transpired while 
Tom Cruise was in a car chase, their families have already grieved them for two long hours, and were robbed of 
both the price set on their child’s life and their sense of security.

Kidnappings infuriate me. The physical pain and emotional suffering someone will cause a fellow human being 
for a bit of money is brutal. I vowed never to fall victim to one of these criminals. As I glanced at the rearview 
mirror, certain I was being followed, I almost felt high. I was getting a second chance at outsmarting a gang of 
lowlifes and I was savoring their humiliation. Mexican men don’t like losing to a woman. And they didn’t know 
that this one is a maniac behind the wheel. The one trait my mother said would kill me as I was growing up is, 
ironically, the one trait that has consistently saved me and gotten me out of harm’s way. 

As I was quietly smirking at their bad driving and how easily I was getting off this time, hopelessly tangling 
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them up in a high-traffic roundabout I happened to master, I thought back on the previous kidnapping attempt a 
few months earlier in the same neighborhood. I wasn’t smiling then. 

They had been following me since I left home. I wasn’t sure if it was a private security guard car or not. It was 
past midnight and I was driving to my best friend’s house to pick her up to go clubbing. She used to sneak out at 
midnight and meet me at the curb. I remember minding my speed and my driving to not give them an excuse 
to pull me over because I was already late. I was alone and I didn’t have my cell phone on me. Just as I reached 
my friend’s street, I got pulled over. It was an unmarked white car, the kind guarros and federales typically use. 
Bodyguards and federal ex-cops are the ones you should be terrified of. They have serious guns, have friends on 
the inside, operate on the outside, are trained to torture, and can get away with murder. So, they do. 

They drove up to my side, motioned for me to roll down my window, and hollered their claim to be cops pull-
ing me over for speeding. They asked me to get out of the car. My blood boiled immediately. They never stepped 
out of their car, showed an ID, or asked for my license or registration. This was dangerous and I knew it. While I 
nodded in agreement, I was also quietly scanning them for badges or anything else distinctive that would prove 
whether they were real cops or the rogue kind. Police usually patrol in pairs, but this car had three [officers]. 
They slowly parked their car diagonally in front of mine to block the road, their store-bought strobe light flash-
ing round and round like a pulsar, a quiet metronome adding to my anxiety with every pass. I was hypnotized 
with every blinding flash. That’s when the guy in the back seat cocked his gun. Click-clack. A cold shiver ran 
down my spine and I choked up. I was going to die. 

If I’m dead anyway, I thought, why not go down making them work for it? I shifted to reverse and floored the 
gas. I was terrified I’d be shot across the windshield. I imagined I would crash in reverse and they would walk 
over to me, laughing, to finish the job undaunted. I don’t think I breathed while driving all the way to the end of 
the road backwards; my body tense and heavy against the seat, my neck strained from locking my head over my 
shoulder, trying to see into the night. I remember bumping against the sidewalk, and the car’s rear crept halfway 
up against a barren lot, throwing my head in a painful backlash, my body stopped by a yank of the seatbelt. I 
stepped on the clutch and the brake, shifted to first with an audible grinding, and floored the gas to bring my car 
down and speed down the dark avenue. 

Each beat of my pounding heart was painful, forceful against my aching chest. I could hear my blood rushing 
through my head and the adrenaline pumping. I kept checking the rearview mirror, certain they had rushed 
back into their car to chase me now that I had seen their faces and the gun, but so far they hadn’t caught up with 
me yet. I had a bitter aftertaste of fear, of bile, of regret and anger and helplessness and cowardice and bravery. I 
wanted to live. I was striving to keep calm and focused to get out of there unharmed, but I wanted to pass out. 
Focus. Patches of blackness engulfed me and I had to blink them away. Focus! Blank out… Focus! 

I noticed a light coming from a building with a security guard booth halfway up a side street. In my frantic 
eagerness I drove up the side street to yell at the guard to help me, but it was empty. I was in the middle of a tiny 
dead-end street, the only car with lights in a vacuum of darkness and emptiness. The kidnappers would drive by, 
spot me, and block my only way out. I couldn’t chance driving back down to the avenue. They had to be seconds 
from the corner and I wasn’t sure I could out-drive a bullet if they fired at me. I parallel parked in one move-
ment, right next to the empty security booth and immediately turned off my lights. I turned off the engine and 
slid to the floor, instantly smelling the burnt tires and brakes, realizing this was a mistake. What if they come up 
the street and smell my brakes? Did they see me turn right? I was a sitting duck now. 
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Shuddering overtook the tension of my muscles. I was hugging myself in the fetal position trying to suppress 
the uncontrollable shaking. Tears streamed down my eyes without even a sob or a cry. Maybe they would drive 
through, thinking my car was one of the many that had been parked for hours? I could hear my heartbeat inside 
my brain, deafening like the noise you hear after hours spent in a nightclub. It was so loud I couldn’t hear the 
noise outside… did they drive by? 

Fighting the fear and dreading that I might surface only to see one of them holding a gun to my head, I slowly 
crawled up against my seat, just high enough to reach the window and see the side mirror. They were driving 
slowly on the avenue, peering into the side street… and then they disappeared. After a few minutes, they lei-
surely drove back again, like tigers, certain they had picked up on a scent worth sticking with. They continued 
to pace, driving back and forth, slowing down at every pass of my tiny side street… and then after a while, they 
didn’t drive by anymore. My friend wanted to kill me when I finally showed up at her place.

“Where are you now?” demanded my mother over the phone, pulling me back to this chase. “I have your dad 
on the other line, and he has the police on the speaker.” I smirked when I saw the results of my speeding and 
weaving in the rearview mirror. “Mom, don’t worry,” I calmly told her for the second time.  “I already lost them 
in a roundabout they couldn’t get out of.” My breath slowed. “I’m safe. I’m coming home.”
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Black crayon on a white wall, scissors
to hair, to clothes, to skin, poisonous
everyday animals, objects that lodge
in the throat. A mother, I learned quickly, 
must be able to take things away. We must 
have much taken from ourselves (our own 
bodies), and in life we take small things from small
hands. Whatever could cause injury or a mess. 

Perhaps this is also for my own good. We do 
a lot of injury to ourselves when curious. 
Was I just curious, husband, to let you have me? 
and then the children that came afterward, and went. 

I feel that no one is watching me now, safe as I am, 
everything removed from my hands. 

I pick up the scissors, bring blades close to the scalp, 
let the long, loose strands fall to the ground like so many 
unanswered prayers wisp softly into every evening 
from my lips mourning my dead.

Naomi Plays with Scissors
Renee Emerson
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Stick and Poke
Christopher Cioc

You changed your name. 
we called you ‘licious 
and once we all sat in a circle started a fire 
with your shirt—

it was warm and we passed 
the pipe. Later you told me your name 
your actual name, 
slept body sharp.

Like a knife, you were born 
to grate against 
everything.

You turned your body from the fire 
I could see the Egyptian eye tattoo
and Bad Brains in grainy ink on your bare shoulder.

Like all the others he had gypsy eyes
hair like dried roots and telegraphing 
hands that punched 
the air. 

He stabbed and bit 
his tongue between his teeth 
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We rented Kill Bill and as Budd 
got his face bit up by the Black Mamba 
all swollen and sweating with venom, 
all the while he was jabbing  
his fingers 
forward and backward 
like a blood wet fang
at nothing.

He even did it in his sleep.
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We waited until everyone was asleep then we drove all night to Chicago. My mom wouldn’t know her van had 
disappeared until she woke up at seven to get my sis ready for summer school. That first day, I worried about 
my sis making it to class on time, but Jenny said, “The world will go on without us.” I figured she was right. I 
would’ve liked to keep going. Arizona, I guess. Maybe California. But we didn’t have the money for gas, and I 
figured it best to let Jenny do the planning. She was the reason we went. I thought making the decisions might 
brighten her up. I never would have gone without her, but it’s true I didn’t like it when my mom said, “You’re 
spending too much time with Jenny,” or “I don’t like the way you look at her.” Sometimes she said nothing. When 
she looked at me, I got the feeling that, at fifteen, I was getting a little too big for her house.   

The first few days, Jenny and I stayed close to the van. Moved it from spot to spot. When we were out, we kept 
walking, trying to blend in. When we saw nobody paid attention to us, or anyone else, we relaxed. We neared 
the lake and sat on the beach, hiked through the bird sanctuary, looked over the boats in the marina, watched 
the skateboarders do their tricks. We spent our money on bananas and bread and peanut butter from Aldi, and 
we pulled the wrapped food out of the dumpsters at the McDonalds or Sonic. Some nights we volunteered at 
the church on the corner to pass out food. That way, we got to eat too. The first time I said we should just go eat 
Jenny said we’d be less suspicious this way. She was right.

Jenny was hotter than blazes for a while, boy, we steamed up that van, though we never got where I thought we 
might. We joked and teased one other before we left it that if we ever had some real privacy, we could…

When we had the chance, it just didn’t feel right. Before long, she ran out of her perfume, and we couldn’t 
shower. She started to smell like underarms and French fries, which didn’t exactly put me in the mood, so it was 
no great sacrifice. I knew I was ahead of the game. She took long walks along the lake all the way up to where the 
big apartments came to the water.  She said she wanted to be alone, but I followed behind to keep an eye on her. 
At times, I wondered what she was thinking, but mostly I walked and kept her in view.

Some mornings while Jenny slept, I went to the soccer fields to sprint back and forth until I felt like I might 
pass out. Then I slowly weaved like I was dribbling the ball down field. I knew soccer season would start soon, 
and I wouldn’t be there. I didn’t love it that much, but when I played I forgot about everything else. I’d miss that. 
Even though I hadn’t slept, living like we were, I never got that nice, tired-out feeling that only came after a long 
practice or a game—when I felt spent but refreshed. I tried on those mornings, but I never got there.  

One day, Jenny said she wanted to go to church. Not to eat, but to go inside and pray. We’d never done this 
before, and I said I wasn’t expecting much but okay. As we walked over, Jenny wouldn’t look at me, and she 
mumbled to herself. I thought she was warming up for how to pray and what to ask for. It didn’t matter though, 
because we heard gunshots when we were a block away from the church. Then we saw a car speed past us. 
Figuring that it was the shooters, I ducked to hide, but Jenny kept walking. When I caught up to her at the 
corner, we stood and saw four bodies bleeding and groaning on the church steps. We smelled the powder from 
the guns. It took a couple minutes for the sirens to follow. We’d seen guys around the neighborhood before who 
looked like they might be in gangs, but we had never seen any guns or shooting. We turned around and walked 
back to the van. We tried talking about it a few times, but never got anywhere.  

On the weekends big Mexican families grilled in the park and played terrible volleyball games on saggy nets in 
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the dirt. They didn’t care they were bad, and they were happy to be playing. We went through and took in all the 
smells from the barbeques, saw the meats smoking on the grills, and heard the sounds of the pop cans opening. 
It was kind of a mix between torture and satisfaction. Torture when we walked through, but afterwards, it was 
almost like, “hey, that was pretty good.”

Jenny spent some afternoons sitting under trees, while she scribbled down poems that she wouldn’t let me 
read. Then we went to the marina, and she threw them in the water. She smiled, so I didn’t care. A few nights, it 
got so hot we took a blanket and slept out in the hollows of the golf course. It was nice to wake up with the cool 
dewy grass, to see the sun coming up, and to hear the birds.  

They found us after about a month. A guy walked past our van. He headed towards Starbucks and recognized 
us from the news. I read in the paper afterwards that he had seen the Michigan plates, and that Jenny’s parents 
and my mom had been on the news asking about us. I hadn’t figured they would go on television, because they 
wouldn’t have known where we were. We could’ve been in Canada, Cleveland, or anywhere a tank of gas and a 
couple hundred bucks could get us. But I didn’t mind. The police in Chicago were nice enough, and they gave us 
pizza and Cokes. I knew we couldn’t be in too much trouble, because we were both under sixteen and hadn’t hurt 
anybody. I asked them about the shooting at the church, but they wouldn’t tell me what happened except to say 
no one had died. 

The police from Michigan picked us up, and Jenny and I got to sit together in the back seat all the way home. 
My mom hugged me, and I told her I was sorry if she was scared. She said she was but knew I’d be okay. Jenny’s 
parents were crying when we got there. They seemed like tears of joy. Her dad came over to me, and he looked 
like he was going to give me a friendly handshake. He squeezed it with all his might and whispered, “You’re 
going to pay for this.” And then he backed off and smiled at me again when everyone could see. I didn’t care. Like 
I said, it was all Jenny’s idea in the first place. It was actually her second idea. The first one was to kill herself, and 
when I told her it was no good, she said, “Well maybe we could just run away.” And so that’s what we did.  

Steve Nelson earned his PhD in Creative Writing from UW-Milwaukee and has had work published in a number of journals. His 
essay “Mind Wide Open” is featured in The Runner’s High: Illumination and Ecstasy in Motion. “Night at the Store” was published in 
Phantasmagoria and nominated for a Pushcart Prize.
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Three days.
My thin leather shoes slapped softly against the dirt leading away from grandmother’s cottage as I made my 

way across our stretch of farmland located at the edge of Frosthaven. With a gentle breeze tickling my skin, 
I passed through the brambles and bushes full of berries, then to the wide array of fruit-bearing trees in the 
orchards at the edge of the land. I couldn’t help but be aware of the plumes of hazy brown dust as they floated 
about my feet, wisps circling my ankles as my weight shifted the soil, leaving a trail of dusty clouds in my wake. 

I was running away. 
The weather was perfect, with the comforting smell of the cool dry air still lingering in the breeze, the wind 

pushing me forward. I stopped and watched the ribbons of dirt around my feet wither away. I took a deep breath 
and buried my face in my hands.

It was the smell of autumn, a season that any other year I’d welcome with open arms. It was still warm enough 
to explore the wilderness, venture outside into the fresh sharp air, but cold enough that few did the same, leaving 
me to my own devices, alone in the woods with the rushing freezing streams hidden beyond them. There were 
plenty of other upsides too though, in addition to the vibrant color of the forest. There was the warmth of the 
hearth in my grandmother’s kitchen on frigid evenings, and the joy of picking and tasting the final harvest before 
the Glacialis. These were the things I looked forward to the most, and I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy any of 
them. 

Not with my Inking looming.
There was no time for good-byes. I didn’t care if I was about to come of age or not. I didn’t want to be Inked. 

To have some magic tattoos telling everyone who I was, what I was, what my future would hold. I packed some 
supplies, and set off. Inside the medium-sized leather satchel, I carried a bundle of necessities for the road. Dried 
food from my grandmother’s cellar, enough dehydrated berries, jerky, and seeds to last me over a week, but not 
so much to cause trouble with the stores come the winter. Other necessities included a few tunics crammed into 
the bottom of the bag, a leather canteen, and a couple of trinkets to remind me of home.

Just because I had to go didn’t mean I wanted to leave. 
I grabbed my father’s broken pocket watch from deep within the dresser in my bedroom, the gears and springs 

resting silently inside their shimmering bronze case. I also took one of my grandmother’s scarves, a fraying, trail-
ing bit of fabric, the bright shades of berry dye long since faded into pinks and violets.

I walked to the edge of the farm, stepping over the roots of the enormous, ancient trees that jutted out of the 
earth; the woods were thick, old, and intimidating. There was no gradual rise in foliage, changing from farmland 
to small shrubs, little trees, and then to wild forest.

Instead it was as if one of the Gods had hurled thousands of million-year-old oaks at the ground from the sky, 
hammering them into the soil like thick stakes at the edges of Frosthaven. At the border, I looked up at the tall 
trees, beams of sunlight slicing through the canopy, the light glimmering through the fading leaves like ripples 
on water. Then I peered into the woods where Dreya and I spent much of our childhood, running, and exploring. 
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Would she understand? Would I ever be able to come back?
The idea of striking out on my own, venturing somewhere new, didn’t bother me all that much. But disappear-

ing without Dreya, and without saying farewell to my grandmother, that gave me pause.
I’d at least left Dreya a letter.
“Caenum!” 
I jumped back and tripped over a broken branch, then went tumbling to the ground.
Dreyalla jumped out of nowhere from within the woods, a bundle of flowers packed into a basket slung over 

her arm. Her tangle of long hair danced madly around her shoulders as she charged toward me while I did my 
best to scramble away.

“Well, well, look who was about to get lost in the woods,” Dreya said, smirking while arching an eyebrow. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked. I stood up and brushed the dirt off my pants.
“What are you doing here?” she insisted, eyes curious, hands on her hips. “Did you forget what today was?” The 

Ink tattooed on her arms reacted to her question, the petals and vines twisting upward, as if the flowers wanted 
to listen. 

Her Ink was beautiful that season, with white honeysuckle petals dripping with dew, multicolored nastur-
tiums that made their way down her forearms, all of which rustled when a breeze licked at her sun-kissed skin. 
In nature, ivy doesn’t really inspire awe as it creeps along forest floors or climbs up trees . . . but on Dreya, it 
demanded attention. The red and purple veins twisted up her arm toward the sunlight, stretching up her neck 
and tucking gracefully behind her ears. 

Even then, with Dreya standing there, looking at me curiously, her vines and ivy moving and rustling, I 
couldn’t help but wonder what flowers and greenery would bloom on her next year, or the year after that. 
Oftentimes, whatever began to bud was the best choice for her family’s greenhouse that season. 

Ink was like that. Always suggesting and nudging, always spot on.
Which is exactly why it scared me. 
I wanted to know myself first. 
And as she stood in front of me, glaring at me with that look of playful accusation, I felt the smile vanish from 

my face.
“Seriously, what is it?” she asked, taking a step toward me.
“It’s nothing,” I grumbled, “I was just heading out to get some more kindling for grandmother.”    
“Caenum, I know you,” she said, taking another step. “You can’t lie to me.”
“No really,” I said, trying my best to maintain an honest tone in my voice, whatever that might be, “it’s nothing. 

Just you know, out for a walk, clearing my thoughts . . .”
“Clearing your thoughts?” She took another step, and I moved back, almost tripping over a root growing out of 

the dirt path. “First it was getting kindling, now it’s clearing your thoughts?”
“What is this?” I asked. “Are you the Citadel Guard all of a sudden, come to interrogate me? Oh, please, 

Captain of the Guard, I don’t know anything; please don’t throw me into the fights . . .”
“Fights!” she exclaimed. “Now that—”
“Oh, please—” I started.
“Is a great . . .” she continued, her voice trailing off, hands outstretched, fingers out like claws. There was a 

look of playful menace in her eyes, one that I’d seen way too many times. The ivy on her forearms inched up her 
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wrists, eager to decorate her fingers, as if it were going to shoot out and ensnare me. 
“Dreya seriously, don’t.”
“Great idea!” 
With a roar she lunged at me. I reached out and grasped her shoulders as she leaped onto me, and we wrestled 

down onto the soft dirt road, as the dust kicked up into the air. The vines on her arms even seemed to jump in 
the battle, twisting and curling around on her skin, as if they were trying to grapple with me as well.

I made some attempts to push her off me, but there was something . . . something about having her pressed 
against me on the ground. 

“All right, that’s enough!” I said, trying to push her off me, my heart racing. Dreya pushed my hands off her 
shoulders and pressed me down to the ground, her full weight on top of me, straddling my waist. With her knees 
planted firmly into the dirt, she slid her hands to grip my forearms, pressing them to the earth. 

“Do you yield?” Dreya asked through gritted teeth, a faux anger in her voice, as if we were soldiers on the field 
of battle, each of her furious fingers a dagger or a sword. Her thick locks of hair hung over her face, and I sput-
tered to keep the thick strands out of my mouth as clouds of dirt stung my eyes.

“Never!” I said, attempting a playful snarl while thrashing about, trying to avoid her piercing amber eyes. I 
looked off to the side, toward the rolling fields and farmland, and tried to will my heart to beat slower. She let go 
of my arms and pushed down on my shoulders. 

“Do you yield, sir?” she shouted. I turned and looked up at her, and met her gaze, her dark yellow eyes looking 
intently into my dull brown ones. These kind of moments had become all too frequent. Especially lately. 

“I yield!” I yelled, breathless. I made my move and grabbed her waist, ready to throw her off me. 
And then, I stopped. 
There’s a pause, an awkward lingering between us. With her on top of me, hands pressed down against my 

shoulders, my hands on her waist . . . I could feel her breathing. Her firm muscles under her tunic. We stared at 
each other for a second, before I broke the silence. 

“I-I yield,” I stammered. 
“Good,” she says, pushing herself off me and standing up. She brushed the dirt from her clothes and took 

a deep breath, tucking a rogue strand of hair behind her ear. “Now then,” she said as I slowly stood, her arms 
crossed, the vines tightening along her forearms. “As written in the treaty of your surrender—”

“There was no—” I started.
“As written,” she pressed, and I immediately shut up. “The defeated party,” she glanced at me, “the defeated 

party being you, will be subject to the following. One: getting himself up immediately, as the victor would like to 
spend some time with him. Two: discussing, at length, his feelings regarding his upcoming Inking. And three: 
quit being the biggest whelp in the Realm starting right now.” She stopped and looked over at me. “Do you agree 
to these terms, sir?”

“That sounded like more than three terms—” I started.
She stepped toward me, hands outstretched and ready to do battle once more. 
“Do I have a choice?” I asked.
“You most certainly do not,” she said. She picked up the wicker basket full of plants off the ground, and cradled 

it under her arm.
“Now get yourself together and meet me at your house. We’re getting something special ready for you.” She 
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glanced down at her basket of flowers and herbs, and I tried to peek inside. 
“Ah-ah, I don’t think so,” she said, shielding the contents of the basket with her other arm. “You’ll ruin the sur-

prise. Finish up whatever you’re doing out here and I’ll see you inside.” And with that, she darted out up the dirt 
road toward my grandmother’s cottage, leaving me alone with a racing heart, aching ribs, and the tall trees of the 
ancient forest.

With the Glacialis approaching, Dreya spent most days out in the fields around Frosthaven, collecting all of 
fall’s final flowers and herbs, rescuing them from death by frost and ice. Her tattoos had her marked as a florist 
and herbalist, just like her mother. While the Glacialis meant a lot of different things to many different people, it 
had a particularly unique effect on Dreya, one that I had been dreading this year. As someone Inked with floral 
imagery, her tattoos reacted to the freezing wind, wilting and dying. She took it hard year one, and I was worried 
about this year. 

To our families, who relied on the farmland for our livelihood, the Glacialis meant harvesting as much as we 
could, from our farms and from the wilderness. So on days when there wasn’t much for me to do on the farm, I’d 
join Dreya, chasing after her through the tall grass, and rolling hills spreading out beyond our families’ land. 

Much to my annoyance, however, my grandmother always welcomed us back with a smug look on her face, her 
smile warm, teasing the two of us about how we were destined to be together. This was certainly a nice change 
from how Dreya’s mother and father, treated me and my grandmother. There was always this . . .  this air of dis-
approval when it came to the two of us spending time together, glances that told me that my small, broken family 
wasn’t good enough. 

But I didn’t care. Growing up as “the orphan with the mysterious past,” I’d become accustomed to those kind 
of looks, and the whispered bits of gossip, surrounding me and my grandmother, just two outcasts living on the 
outskirts of town. 

Whatever. I needed only two people: my grandmother and Dreya. According to my grandmother, Dreya was 
actually one of the first people to meet me, right after my long-gone parents.

Long gone indeed. 
I pushed forward a few steps into the woods. There, among the towering, ancient trees, sat a small pile of stone 

with a younger tree growing at its base. The small tree looked like a sapling surrounded by the thick older trunks, 
but I know it’s exactly ten years old. Some dried-out flowers are nestled among the rocks, and it’s there that I 
stopped and squatted down, running my hands over the smooth surface of the stones.

“Hi . . . ,” I started, in a whisper. Whenever I visited here, I tried my best to keep it together, but that empty pit 
in my chest always made itself known, something shouting from the hollow space inside. 

“Hi, Mother,” I finish, after exhaling and clearing my throat. 
I sat there for a moment, hidden just beyond the edge of the woods. 
I stood up, clenching my fists, looking deep into the wilderness. It was now or never. This was my life. This was 

my choice. I tried to push down all the doubt and swirling emotions rising in my chest, and took a step deeper 
into the woods. 

“Caenum!”
I turned around and between the trees I spotted my grandmother, a cauldron dangling from her garden- 

weathered hands as she peered out from the back door of our cottage. Despite feeling as though she was almost 
a league away, I could definitely spot a smile on her tanned face, her bright-white teeth impossible to miss. I 
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hurried out of the woods and waved at her, attempting a smile of my own. 
“What are you doing over there? Come on in!” my grandmother yelled, beckoning me back to the house. 

“Lunch is almost ready, and you’re not going to want to miss this!” She held up the cauldron and then walked 
back into the house. 

Trying to leave during the day had been a bad idea. I took a step back into the thick forest, bending past 
around a wide tree, back to the site of my mother’s grave. I breathed in the smell of the sweet decaying leaves on 
the forest floor. I dug out a nook in one of the small rocks, pushing leaves away, their fading texture crumbling in 
my hands. I wedged my satchel in the rocks and covered the small space with twigs and branches. 

“Watch this for me, would you?” I asked. I turned to walk out of the woods, and then back to the small tree, its 
branches stretching toward the sky, as if it were desperate to catch any glimmers of sunshine that streamed down 
through the thick, dark canopy. “Don’t be disappointed in me, please?” I asked. “I’m . . . I’m sorry.” 

I stepped out of the woods and back onto the farmland, marching my way toward the cottage. 
I could wait until nightfall.

“Are you almost ready? I’ve got a little surprise for you,” Grandmother called. She peeked through my bedroom 
door, clutching a ceramic black soup bowl in her weathered hands. I leaned over and tried to see what was inside, 
and my grandmother took a step back, grinning. 

“Nope,” she said, teasing, a smirk on her face. “Finish getting ready and meet us in the kitchen.” She disap-
peared beyond the door. 

“And hurry up!” Dreya shouted from inside the house.
I peeked out of the window, the bright autumn afternoon greeting me as I willed the sun to lower itself toward 

the horizon. Lingering would only make things worse. 
I made my way into the kitchen. My grandmother was fussing over the table setting, messing with the spoons, 

cloth napkins, and the giant pot in the middle of the table, and Dreya stared impatiently at her bowl. I bit my 
lip as I walked over, the impatient look on her face strangely attractive. I wanted to let her wait a little bit longer, 
but the smell of beef, barley, celery, onions, carrots, and . . . something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on, the 
secret spice my grandmother always used, wafted through the air and caught my attention. 

Immediately, I knew what was inside that giant pot sitting on the table, made of black ceramic, etched with 
patterns of the meadows outside. 

Grandmother had made her legendary stew. 
“There he is!” Dreya exclaimed, looking up from her soup bowl. “About time. Still sore?” She winked. 
“Please,” my grandmother said, smiling, “you’ve got to eat something.” I walked over to the table and sat down. 

Dreya made a quick move at me, her hands outstretched, and I flinched. Scowling at her, I inched my chair closer 
to my grandmother, who promptly filled up a bowl and handed it to me. The bowl was warm in my palms, and 
the soup gave off an aroma so powerful that I could already taste it in the back of my throat. My grandmother 
reached out and tucked a piece of my black hair behind my ear, and I flinched, looking between her and Dreya, 
irritated.

“Would the two of you stop grabbing at me?” I muttered. 
“Okay, okay,” my grandmother said, backing off, beaming. 
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I grabbed the wooden spoon and stirred the broth, eventually taking a slow careful sip, as it was piping hot 
from the fireplace. 

“Thanks,” I said, and sighed, staring down at the bowl, watching the steam rise slowly off it. While they were 
fussing with me, I had kicked off my shoes and started messing around with the dirt floor at my feet. 

“Caenum?” I looked up to spot my grandmother giving me her telltale stare, her head tilted, her eyebrows 
raised. 

“Sorry, I’ll stop,” I muttered, digging my toes firmly into the ground. My grandmother always kept a perfectly 
clean house, despite the dirt floor, thatched roof, and rickety, generally broken, wooden furniture. A seemingly 
impossible task, but she managed somehow.

“Caenum, look . . . ,” my grandmother started.
“Not now.” I said, looking over at Dreya, who immediately returned my look with a gaze that insisted I talk, 

her amber eyes wide and welcoming. “I don’t want to hear it. For the next three days, I just want to be left alone.” 
Never mind that I was planning on getting out of there once the sun went down. What was the point in talking 
about how I felt when I was going to be far away from it all tomorrow morning? 

“Caenum . . . ,” Dreya started.
Don’t, I thought to myself, closing my eyes tight.
“So, Grandmother, will you finally tell me your secret ingredient?” I quickly asked, eager to change the subject. 

The steam from the soup bowl rose in front of my face, my grandmother’s grin, wavy in the heat, told me she had 
no intention of revealing her recipe. Instead, she reached over and placed a hand on my shoulder. This time, I 
didn’t flinch.

“I was scared too when the time came for my Inking,” she said, her face warm and kind. 
I looked at my grandmother’s hand, where dark lines extended from her fingers down to her wrist, cascading 

in swirls up her forearm and disappeared into the sleeves of her shawl. The lines were raised, like tracks one 
might sow while planting seeds in a garden or on a farm. She shook her arm a little, tightening her hand on my     
shoulder, which caused small Inked grains to tumble onto her unmarked skin, creating tiny, blackened freckles.

In the spring, the tattooed tracks of earth on her arm would start to show bits of green, which would grow into 
thicker, vibrant lines in shades of sage and hunter. And as the days turned to weeks, the weeks into months, the 
green lines would blossom and burst with other Inked flowers, fruits, and vegetables. She even had an enormous 
apple tree on her back that bloomed white at the base of her neck.

It was one of the few pieces she had that didn’t change seasonally, as the orchards regularly produced apples.
If I stayed until it was time for my Inking, would I too end up a farmer like my grandmother? Or like my     

parents, also bound to the land?
“What,” I began, stumbling to find the words, “what if I don’t like what I get?”
“Oh, sweetheart,” Grandmother said, smiling warmly. “Everyone worries about that. I know I did. But in the 

end, the Ink knew exactly what was best for me.” She looked down at her tattoos and ran her hand over one of 
her arms. 

“You always wanted to work with plants? With food?” I asked, swirling the wooden spoon around in the bowl. 
“In a way, yes,” she said, tracing the lines on her arm. “It was something I always had a knack for. You should 

have seen your father and me . . .” She paused while mentioning him, and looked out the foggy glass window and 
toward the meadows. As if he were going to be out in the fields someplace, sweat dripping down his brow as he 
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tilled the land. I glanced over at Dreya, who squirmed uncomfortably. Her vines tightened up around her arms, 
the flowers closing. 

My father was a touchy subject, and I was always careful when he was brought up. But if I was truly leaving that 
night, I at least wanted a little more information about him. 

“He wanted to farm too?” 
“In a way, yes. He really didn’t have much of a choice. He was gifted.” She wasn’t smiling anymore. Inked      

pebbles and dirt scattered as she ran her fingers across the tracts of land that decorated her arms.
“But what about his Ink?” I continued to prod. 
“That’s a story for another time, Caenum.”
“But what if . . . ,” I started to stammer. I felt the panic rising in my voice. “I don’t even know what I want to do 

with my life. How are the Scribes supposed to know? They don’t know me!”
“Caenum—”
The urge to get up and run out of the room, out of the house, across the farms, through the meadows and into 

the ancient woods, far away from Frosthaven, was suddenly more than I could bear. I looked from Dreya to my 
grandmother, my breath grew short and my chest grew heavy. There it was, the panic I had been trying to avoid. 

“I don’t even know me!”
My grandmother touched my chin, turning my face so I was forced to look at her again. Tears welled up in my 

eyes and my chest constricted as I fought to keep it all buried down, not wanting Dreya to see me cry. My grand-
mother spoke, stressing every single word as she did so.

“Your Ink isn’t who you are,” my grandmother said. “Remember that.” 
Bong!
The sound of the large brass bell in the town square was loud and clear, reverberating all the way to our small 

house on the outskirts of Frosthaven.
Bong.
A second bell. Two more and it would be an emergency. It’d been a while since the last major incident, when 

several horses trampled a family on a narrow path leading into the village. Anticipating the worst, I closed my 
eyes and felt Dreya’s soft hand wedge itself into my closed fist. I looked at her soft eyes staring back at me, awash 
in concern, filled with a promise that everything would be all right.

And for a moment, I believed her.
Bong!
Three bells.
I knew what the third bell meant. Three bells signaled their arrival.
I tightened my grip on Dreya’s hand, and for the first time, I wished for tragedy. I couldn’t help myself. Let that 

fourth bell sound, let it welcome in a tornado, a monsoon, a plague, or even a dragon to descend upon the land. 
I just wanted to hear the sweet sound of that fourth bell, welcoming in the destruction of the world. Any disaster 
would be better than letting the third bell echo in my mind.

Please ring. Please ring. Please ring. I could feel my lips moving as I repeated the chant in my head. The third 
bell continued to resonate with a seemingly endless tone, and my chest constricted tightly. As it faded Dreya nod-
ded her head at me, squeezing my hand. We were left alone, frozen in the kitchen as the soft din of the bell faded 
away, quickly overwhelmed by the sounds of the crackling fire and the breeze rushing through the window.
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I glanced down at the vines and flowers on her arms, all of which were wilting, mirroring our mutual 
disappointment.

“Caenum, it’s time to get ready,” Dreya said, squeezing my hand tight.
“They’re here.”
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Hello Eric! Thanks for speaking with us. Your first novel, Inked, is Young Adult fiction. What prompted 
you to write YA?

My pleasure! Well, a few years ago I was working on the online marketing for Miss Peregrine’s Home for 
Peculiar Children by Ransom Riggs. In order to do my job well, I wanted to understand the community read-
ing YA novels. So, I read. And read. And read. Soon I have piled up a huge stack of YA books, and couldn’t get 
enough. And I knew. I should be writing this. I loved it all so much, and had been struggling to figure out what 
to write.

Do you think you’ll try your hand at other genres in the future, or have you found your niche?
I’d like to. My agent currently has a secret book of mine that’s a YA alternate history novel...but there are a little 

bit of fantasy elements peppered in it... so yeah. I suppose Young Adult fantasy it is, at least until the right story 
strikes me.

What inspired Inked? I can’t help but to think of Bradbury’s “The Illustrated Man,” which is one of my 
favorite short stories. Was Bradbury (or another author) part of your stimulus?

Oh, I love Bradbury so, so much. Two things really inspired it. One, I had a friend here in Philadelphia who 
made a comment about being heavily tattooed, and how he’d be a tattoo artist his whole life. Jokingly, of course. 
There’s a stigma with tattoos that really needs to go away. Anyhow, it got me thinking about tattoos and the idea 
of them setting you in a place your whole life. The other thing that inspired it was a theme that’s constant in 
video games like Final Fantasy. RPGs, and the like. That the government is messing around with magic in ways 
that they shouldn’t, compromising the world and its people. Mash those two ideas together, and you’ve got Inked.

The sequel to Inked, Rise of the Unprinted, will be out in May 2016. Is there anything in particular you’d 
like to share with us about the book, and are you writing a series?

Yes! I’m so excited. I loved working with the Bloomsbury team on that first book. Meredith Rich is an amazing, 
wonderful, patient editor. The second Inked book picks up a few years after the first one, with the teens from the 
first book thrust into this position where they are really running the show for their people... and they don’t want 
to. I always found it interesting in YA fantasy when characters were huge leaders making giant decisions, but 
really, just kids. What if those kids don’t want that responsibility? The book explores that, and how it affects their 
relationships with one another...while preparing for even bigger conflicts.

I’d like it to be a series. I have a third book kicking around, but we’ll see where the second book goes in editing.
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Your first book, The Geek’s Guide to Dating, was published by Quirk Books in 2013. What role does humor 
play in your other works?

A big part and probably to a fault. My wife is constantly encouraging me to explore serious themes while being 
serious, but I get uncomfortable and need to laugh. Maybe one day I’ll be comfortable writing a little bit more 
seriously, but for now jokes are my defense. 

Talk to us about your writing process. Do you use prompts or have a particular routine that you stick to?
I have a routine, and I really shouldn’t have one. Cory Doctorow once told me that writers should be able to 

write whenever they are uncomfortable. In any situation. But me? I like my coffee shops. I can’t be at home, or 
I’ll play video games or take a million pictures of my dog (which I do anyway). Or I’ll crack open a book on my 
massive to-be-read pile. So when I have a writing day, I generally hit a Starbucks like a giant cliché. 

In terms of prompts, not really. I do a bit of outlining, but I’m a “pantser” as my friends like to say. Little outlin-
ing. Lots of just-sit-down-and-write-and-not-think-about-it. 

You are very multi-faceted in that you are an author, blogger, and literary agent. You are also well versed in 
the world of online editorial, social media, and digital marketing. Plus you used to work in book publishing 
at Quirk Books. How do you think working in all sides of the business has informed your perspective as an 
author? 

I do like to hustle! I think it’s helped with a lot of things. For one the importance of expectations. Not every 
book you see on the shelves of your local indie bookstore is a bestseller, and not every author is going to get the 
same amount of attention at their respective publisher. I’ve been lucky. I’ve had great people on my team. Some 
folks aren’t as lucky. 

On that end, it has taught me the importance of giving back to the writing community. If you blog (like I do), 
support smaller books, authors that aren’t getting as much as attention as you think they should. Remember how 
important reviews are on sites like Amazon, Goodreads, Barnes & Noble, and the like. They inform booksellers 
and librarians. They inform the publicity and sales team. Those little stars can make a difference. 

Any words for aspiring novelists, YA or otherwise?
Sure. Write more, talk about writing less. I know plenty of people who gush about the books they want to write, 

or that book in progress that they’ve been promising they’d finish for years. Instead of talking about it, go tackle 
those pages. You can do it. It’s all about showing up. 
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