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About Elegant Literature
Magazine & Contest

Elegant Literature is a magazine focused on publishing new writers. At its inception, there were few publications—if any—that only
accepted work from aspiring talent and also paid professional rates.
We aimed to change that.
As far as we know, Elegant Literature is the only short fiction magazine willing to turn down work from famous authors. No Stephen
King’s or George Martin’s here. This policy gives unpublished authors a significantly less competitive market to submit work to, increasing their chances of publication.
Our goal is to help discover new voices in fiction, and publish talented beginners from around the globe.
Elegant Literature publishes work from all genres, and readers can
always find a free copy of every issue on our website.
Each issue of the magazine also corresponds to our monthly contest. One of the stories in the following pages has won the grand
prize. But we don’t reveal who it is in the table of contents. It wouldn’t
be fair for readers to skip over the other works.
We encourage you to read and enjoy each piece in the order presented. They have been curated intentionally. Please, discover the
winner naturally.
The list of honourable mentions relates directly to the contest.
If you read something you like, please consider connecting with
and supporting the author.
Click here for more information about submitting to the magazine.
Click here for more information about entering the contest.
Happy reading!
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Content Warning
Work published in Elegant Literature
varies widely. Some stories may deal
with mature and uncomfortable topics.
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Issue Prompt:

Killer Instinct
Write a story involving killer instinct, and a shadow.
Do you feel safe? Do you believe doors and locks will protect you?
They won’t, but lies are necessary to distract us from the terrifying
truth – killers are everywhere.
Life is full of danger. The wilds are home to fearsome predators.
Sharks smell blood, and other territorial animals will rend you with
tooth and claw for the misfortune of crossing their path. But urban
spaces might just kill you quicker. Humans have the propensity to
kill one another six times higher than the average mammal. Born
killers and those brought to it by chance and fate, the true predators
of the world wear familiar faces. Sharp teeth lurk behind kind smiles
and watchful eyes. History is full of atrocities and bloodshed, and
stories of our future suggest more to come. Even good people suffer intrusive thoughts, visualizing horrendous acts for a split second
before recoiling. Beware strangers, but keep a closer eye on friends.
This contest invites you to explore the killer instinct, whatever that
means to you. Fantasy, contemporary, romance, crime. All genres
are welcome.
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Victim
Tanja Harley
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T

HEY CALL ME A VICTIM. A shadow of my
former self. It’s not what I see. And not what
he sees when he looks at me. I can hear his
thoughts about me. Claim. Own. Demand. Love. Become one.
My life is enough. People want the moon and the stars these
days. The whole sky. They want to shove the wind in a bag to hear
it whistle just for them. It’s important to be content. We have a
nice home. Ours. Fusion. Blur the lines. Be one. Some things are
mine. I have a favorite tea set. White, with splashes of red. Like
fresh blood. One of the cups is cracked. If I think about it long
enough, yes, it makes me sad. Am I like that? Cracked? I don’t
think I am. A few bruises here and there don’t make you a victim.
When I hear the key turning in the lock in the evenings, I’m happy.
I don’t want to be alone. The fear nipping at me is a stupid, automatic reaction. Though I shouldn’t say that. He doesn’t like it when
I use bad words. I want to please him. Love. Claim. Own. Consume. Worship. But sometimes I make mistakes. I provoke him. It’s
my fault. It’s my fault when I hear the sound of the belt buckle or
the crack of my ribs under his boot. I shouldn’t try to crawl away.
We are one and his thoughts are mine. To have and to hold. To
caress and absorb. Crackling under my skin, writhing in my bloodstream, I know them. I know what he thinks when his fist lands on
my mouth like a kiss and the blood trickles down my face. That I’m
beautiful. Hold. Crush. Swallow whole.
The wind isn’t mine but I can hear it lamenting
outside
sometimes,
like
a
wailing
widow.
“Shut up,” I say. “It’s a small bruise, nothing to whine about.”
Black tinged with blue means I belong to him.
He likes his steaks rare. I understand why he gets upset if they’re
not cooked to perfection. There’s something intimate about consuming meat. Like chewing on a soul caught between life and
death. Take. Inhale. Absorb. Fusion. We tend to eat in silence. We
listen to the dogs barking outside and the wind and the humming
of the refrigerator from the kitchen and the clinking of the cut11

lery. He always lights a cigarette after dinner. Yesterday, he put it
out on the back of my hand. It was my fault. Again. I deserved it.
This morning, I did my best to get out of bed before sunrise. Without making a sound. He hates it when I wake him up. I hate it too. He
works hard, I should let him rest. I tiptoed out of the bedroom and
made coffee as quietly as possible. Focusing on the pain, the cuts, the
burns, and bruises. They have no business calling me a victim. Pain
is private, intimate, special. I sipped my coffee in silence. The wind
was talking to me again, the rain was crying for me. I ignored them.
I set out to prepare the perfect dinner. It took all day. Something
like this requires dedication. Love. Soak up. Worship. Devour.
I even went out without permission to buy a bottle of wine and a
candle, thinking I’d ask for forgiveness later. The crisp, white tablecloth felt like sin between my fingers. I took out the good plates
and cutlery and the crystal glasses. They’d never been used before.
Yes, there’s something exceptional about a perfectly cooked steak.
Especially when it’s rare. It makes you think about life. And death.
Sacrifice. Fusion. When you love someone, you become one with
them. There’s no way around it.
I have many names now. Murderer. Black Widow. Butcher. I used
to be pitied by a few. Now I’m hated by the many. Killer. Criminal. Monster. They didn’t know him like I did, they don’t understand our love. Cannibal. Love should be all-consuming. Cannibal.
Like pouring water into an empty glass, it should fill you up until
there’s no space left for “I.” It should always be “we.” I don’t miss
him because he’s not gone. He’s inside me, permeating every fiber
of my being. Cannibal. They say I didn’t show any remorse. It’s
because I didn’t do anything wrong. He’s still here. I can feel him,
inhale him, sense him, smell him, taste him. His taste is forever ingrained in my tongue. Our souls are inextricably linked. And isn’t
that what love is all about? I’m grateful. Content. My life is enough.
They don’t call me a victim anymore.
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Tanja Harley

30 year old software developer from Romania who is attempting
to get a first novel published. I write fantasy, sci-fi, and horror, and
love exploring darkness in its many forms. My characters are not
safe with me.
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Never Too Late for Murder
A.H. Creed
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OLD WOMEN HAVE A SUPERPOWER—IT’S invisibility.
I flip open the tartan lid of my shopping trolley. After every mission I bleach the insides; a good airing and generous wipe over with
home-made dilution of lemon oil, and we’re ready to restock.
Into the specially stitched compartments go: crossbow with optional red-dot rifle scope, hand-gun crossbow with self-cocking mechanism essential for arthritic hands, padded-pencil-case of spare steel
bolts, and new burner phone. On top of the concealment panel goes
clip board and glasses, if I can find my glasses.
While being invisible is annoying when gasping for a drink in a
busy pub, as long as you live a quiet life, no one looks at you. Certainly not police who see world through paperwork mountains, and
only have eye for the usual suspects.
Glasses not hiding behind mother, father, or little brother’s ashes
on the fireplace.
Glasses not in pocket of either coat hanging about the hallway setting sober example to drunken colours of Victorian-tiled floor.
‘Where are they?’ I ask Tiger. She shivers her amber-striped body.
A surprisingly effective answer. Glasses are on kitchen worktop between cat food and e-book reader.
The target’s house is a short bus ride away. Yes, I know buses have
CCTV these days, but old women have headscarves and big glasses.
All part of the superpower.
Bus is clammy with condensation. Phantoms of deep-fried potato
reveal badly-kept secret of concealed bag of chips.
I seldom go out at night, except to the meetings. At the end, we
recite our mantra: We hunt but don’t confront, and Tanya—with
so-useful girly voice—waves us off from her community-housing
one-bed starter home. As others jump in their cars, I zip donations
that fund strictly-legal activities into handbag. Group’s accounts
are pitifully simplistic undertaking for retired forensic accountant.
Fred—football shirt stretched over beer belly of failed-police-career
resentment—always offers me a lift in his taxi. I always decline. I
use my meeting-night bus home to review the new evidence, because
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what’s a hunt without a kill.
On tonight’s toward-target bus, I pretend fascination in raindrops
on glass to hide unfocused eyes of hunter reviewing strategy.
Ping, goes bus bell. Wet coats and folded umbrellas drip past and
I keep my head down. Across the aisle, green cotton hospital scrubs
peak below long coat. See this a lot lately. Too shattered by shortstaffed shifts to get changed.
Ping. I disembark outside Extra shop where four fridges of chilled
booze mug passers-by of their better intentions.
Easily find the end-terrace house even though purple-headed weeds
have jungled garden since street was Google-mapped. Clipboard in
hand, I bang the rusty knocker.
Eventually, slouch-jointed, stubble-jawed, man begrudges door
open and rests sloth-like eyes on my right ear.
‘If you could spare five minutes?’ I jam closing door with clipboard.
Between title: Marketing Survey (answers are anonymous) and fifty-pound voucher, are five biscuit-related questions.
‘Ten pounds a tick box,’ I confirm to flickers of life beneath heavy
lids.
Old women always need to rest feet. We don’t, but having used excuse to get inside, I’m forced to sit on sticky sofa with snot bats roosting underside of velour armrest. Paused video game fills gloomy
room with muted sound and loud colours. Crushed cider cans retch
alcoholic sweetness over undertones of mould. I pull trolley in close
and give him the questionnaire.
He chews pen, undecided over milk or dark chocolate coatings.
I slide my hand under tartan flap and ease hand-gun crossbow out
of its holder.
He sniffs, and passes back clipboard. With it on top of the trolley, I
remove voucher to reveal block of print. ‘Read, and sign.’
Musty-clothes smell comes closer. He leans in. No glasses. Undefended eyeball won’t have time to blink. I edge tip of crossbow over
lip of trolley, finger on trigger.
Bang, bang.
But not crossbow. Crossbow shushes like soothing mother when
16

she kills.
He looks toward hallway and sniffs. ‘One sec.’
Mumbled conversation takes place at front door. Bulky man and
silent child scuttle along hallway. His grip tight on her wrist, a tug
whacks her shins into the bottom stair. She doesn’t cry.
When Sniffer re-enters the room, I make dithery-old-woman show
of checking watch. ‘One more survey and I can finish for the night. I
don’t suppose your friend…’
‘Don’t think so.’
‘Voucher is valid for local supermarket.’
He sniffs. ‘I’ll go ask ‘im.’
Ten minutes later, I leave Sniffer and his foul friend—meaty lips
strung with syrupy spittle, and eyes that lock you in a basement—
laughing over unexplained joke about bourbon biscuits.
‘‘I’ll just park my trolley in the hall.’ I shut living-room door, grab
crossbows, bolts, and burner, and creep up the stairs.
Front bedroom is arranged as studio, lights and camera directed at bed. Middle room is dirty-protest of a bathroom. Child is
in purple-painted pit of back bedroom. Eyes cried out and crying
out, gagged, chained by metal collar to double-bed frame. She’s as
gut-wrenchingly young as glimpse of short socks and patent shoes
suggested.
I throw back curtains only to sag at sight of bars. I check chain for
weak link it doesn’t have. I haven’t the heart to wrench myself from
child’s clutches, so fumble burner phone open one handed. No signal.
Where has no F-ing signal these days?
Thud, thud and ‘Oi lady’ warn Sniffer and Foul are about to discover empty downstairs toilet.
My wardrobe carrying days are long gone, but fate, God bless her,
has supplied a chair of doorhandle-wedging height.
I sit, larger crossbow in lap, and try to be as heavy as elephant
thinking leaden thoughts. Footsteps rampage stairs. Child gulps too
much terror and passes out.
‘Wake up!’
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Tongue is dried to roof of mouth. Must have forgotten to put on
chin-strap contraption before bed.
‘Wake up,’ nags voice that is not Tiger’s miaow.
Head pounds as if next-door students are having party inside skull.
Child whimpers, and I force myself out of quick-sand sleep.
Pain turns up with its heated pokers to tell me how much arthritic
spine hates hard floor. I wince into semi-upright position.
‘Ask me in,’ urges voice on cool breeze.
Dark man, made darker by back-lit glow of exterior security light,
clings to bars on outside of open window.
Why man at window? How man at second-floor window?
Footsteps thud on stairs to tune of Coming to get you.
‘Ask me in,’ begs broad-shouldered eclipse.
I glare meaningfully at bars.
‘Repeat after me,’ he says as if Linguaphone lesson, ‘c-o-m-e in.’
Footsteps outside door. Key turns.
‘Come in,’ I say to the knuckles clenched around the bars. Metal
groans. I know how it feels.
Foul and Sniffer ooze into room like smell of decomposition. Sniffer has bandaged ear from only shot I got off before Foul knocked me
out.
Sniffer grips my ankles. My head slides down supportive wall and
whacks floor.
‘Careful,’ Foul shouts.
He squats nauseatingly close. His maggot breath slithers over my
face. ‘We needs her awake to scream.’
‘Men like you make me glad I’m old and ugly.’
‘Stupid cow,’ he leers. ‘There’s a market for wrinkly tits.’ He tries
to rip open my shirt, but double-stitched buttons don’t surrender so
easily.
I would tell him he is to human race what oil spill is to environment, but he’s busy unfolding a knife. He slices a curve from my eye
to my nose. A caress motion mapped by searing pain. To my everlasting shame, I cry out.
When Foul speaks, sticky strands of saliva stretch between his
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teeth like scaffolding. ‘Gonna strip your skin and sell it to fans of
your snuff movie.’
This is important life-threatening stuff I should give my full attention, but I’m distracted by dark man emerging from purple-tinged
blackness in the corner of the room.
No sound betrays his approach. He rises behind Sniffer like the demonic shadow of Sniffer’s soul. When he grabs Sniffer’s head, jabs a
thumb into his eye, and twists, there’s a Squelch. Not as fast as a twohundred-and-twenty feet per second crossbow bolt, because Sniffer
has time to scream.
Still crouched, Foul spins around and his blade slashes Ask-me-in’s
thigh.
Red seeps into green scrubs. Ask-me-in stumbles and drops Sniffer’s body. Lethal mistake. Body was excellent shield against knife.
Foul pulls back for fatal thrust.
Damn cable tie. Damn obstructive support band of leak-proof
knickers. Damn arthritic fingers which almost dropped gun.
Click. Shush.
Never thought to beat sublime beauty of steel bolt shooting into
paedophile’s eye. But bolt shafts through Foul’s testicles and hits pubic bone with a thunk more uplifting than Vivaldi’s Four Seasons.
I grab the dropped knife while Foul is using both hands for more
pressing matter, hold knife in mouth to saw through cable tie, and
throw knife out of the window. No B-movie comebacks for this bad
guy.
Angina is stealing my breath and turning my legs to those foam
noodles used at aqua aerobics.
I wobble toward Ask-me-in who has fallen across the door. It’s going to take more than an overnight soak in milk to get so much blood
out of his tunic, and there’ll still be the holes. An ash-coating of
paleness inches up his arms and appears on his neck. His eyes swivel
toward my movement and fix on my cut cheek. He licks his lips. I
stop out of his reach.
He twitches a trembling finger at Sniffer’s body. ‘Bring it.’
I’m both amazed and not surprised when I drag the body within
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reach and Ask-me-in hugs it to him like long-lost lover and clamps
his mouth to its jugular.
I crawl to the bed and reach up to the child. The chain clinks.
Child’s tears run down my neck and blood runs down Sniffer’s. After
a minute, the vampire looks at Sniffer same way I peer into empty
crisp packets, and turns glowing eyes to Foul.
Foul glubs-up his sobs like snake swallowing rat, scrambles under
bottom of the bed, and keeps the crawling vampire at bay with series
of kicks.
Dracula’s better-looking cousin comes round my side of the bed,
and I raise crossbow. He sighs, and gestures get out of the way. With
bed against wall, this is only way to get at Foul.
I hesitate. I could check Sniffer’s pockets while vampire feeds on
Foul, but what if Sniffer doesn’t have keys to child’s collar? Sniffer’s
blood brought Ask-me-in back from finger-nail grip on cliff of death.
How strong will another glutinous meal make him?
I aim crossbow between fires blazing in bloodsucker’s eyes. ‘Promise, whatever happens, you won’t hurt child.’
‘Sure.’ He laughs and blood speckles the floorboards. ‘And then I’ll
drive her to hospital and clean up the crime scene.’
A month later, I flip open the tartan lid of the trolley and load the
crossbows. After Tiger and I hunt for my glasses, which are on my
head, I put on my new coat. It’s plain brown, as befits old-woman
invisibility.
At soft tap on front-door’s brass knocker, I open door to the night
and cotton-fresh scent of the vampire. His cool gaze goes immediately to my cheek.
He exudes a dangerous calm not unlike, I imagine, seeping death
of hypothermia.
I cough my voice into action. ‘For a mortuary attendant, you stitch
like a plastic surgeon. Looks like just another wrinkle.’
‘So I see.’
He does see. Sees me as I really am. Did so from the night he
passed me in the street and smelled the pheromones of killer instinct.
20

‘You ready?’
‘I’ll get the trolley.’ With my back to him I check my new coat’s
handy inside pocket, run my finger over five silver tipped bolts. He
says he only drinks blood of evil, but, better safe than exsanguinated.

21

A.H. Creed

A.H. Creed is a best-sulking author currently working on a debut
novel described as: what you’d get if James Herriot and Eleanor Oliphant had a baby.
Twitter: @MurderReader
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The Ballerina
William Bosco
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M

ARION WAS FLYING. THE MOTION of her ascent
from the stage and down to land her final jump en pointe
filled her with weightless exaltation. It was a triumph of
muscular effort, a worthy reward for her precarious faith in herself.
She turned to face the audience, who were already rising to their
feet, and gave a bow. The elegance of her dipped arm concealed the
defiance of a thrown gauntlet.
Do you see me now?
The next day in rehearsal, the same jump shattered her knee. The
next week went in waves: X-rays, MRIs, LEDs, things that beeped
and whirred, and meaningless words like “cruciate” and “ligament,”
which all confirmed what the pain had already told her. She would
never fly again. Eventually, the professionals fed enough data to their
tablets and left her to mourn in peace. Once home, she threw down
her crutches and slumped into an armchair, soon drifting off to sleep
in a sea of painkillers and bad TV.
When she awoke, her first sensation was of the air around her. It
was not cool or warm, dry or wet. There was no breeze, only perfect
stasis. A compound word detached itself from a memory of a History
Channel episode and floated across her frontal lobe– climate-controlled.
I must have fallen asleep in front of the TV, she thought. But she was
not sitting; she was upright. Stranger still, her feet were not touching
the ground. All at once, it came to her with a rush of melancholy. She
was dreaming of ballet. She could feel the familiar snugness of her
leotard, the ribbon wrappings of her pointe shoes. She could sense
the tightness of her muscles forming an aerial spectacle. Instinctually, she braced for a landing, but none came. She was floating, not
falling. With growing unease, she realized she was completely paralyzed, trapped in mid-leap. A thought crept in: if I’m dreaming, why
am I aware that my eyes are closed? And another: open them. She
raised her heavy eyelids halfway, then snapped them wide open to
reveal a nightmare so strange, yet so lucid, that it could only be real.
Marion was looking at herself. The entire length of her body was
reflected in a floor-to-ceiling mirror that spanned the wall in front of
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her. She was frozen in a graceful contortion at the peak of a performance jump, clothed in full show dress, her lavender leotard dusted
with a silver galaxy. Her makeup was exquisite– a light blush, glittered brow, and painted feathers that plumed gray from the outer
corners of her eyes. Her form was lit only by the clinical whiteness of
a ceiling lamp anchored above. Her pointe shoes hovered six inches
above the floor, where her shadow pooled amid a web of dark lines.
She was not floating; she was hanging– suspended from a harness
that bound her waist to an array of steel cables running up to industrial beams above. Her wrists were cuffed and hung elegantly from
carbon strings.
She noticed a figure in the mirror, a man, standing close behind
her. He was working on something unseen, hidden behind an opaque
plastic curtain. He talked to himself as he worked, his contented
baritone sounding in a steady rhythm between the chink of metal on
stone.
“Among a sea of stone faces
yours is but one of many
and I would be a fool
to think the way the sun hits
the particular polish of your eyes
makes you worthy of flesh
yet if I think myself an artist
one possessed by an artist’s instinct
then I have no choice
but to pluck you from the riverbed,
turn your hard countenance over
and over in my hands,
set you across from me, and humbly
ask you for a chisel.”
She mustered the strength to speak.
“Please…”
Abruptly, the man stopped working. He removed his rumpled
apron, folded it deftly, and set it on a high table that protruded from
the curtain. Approaching to stand behind her, he came into focus
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in the mirror—a scholarly-looking man, squarely built and balding,
his flannel shirt rolled to the elbows and tucked into dusty workman’s pants. After a contemplative pause, he walked briskly from
behind her in a semicircle until they were face-to-face. He gazed at
her through round spectacles, but the lenses were mirrored such that
she was not looking into his eyes but still upon the reflection of her
own bondage—a chill shot from her neck to her fingers.
I can feel my fingers.
“You’re awake.” He sounded surprised.
“Please...” She croaked through dry lips.
She felt like she was back in the hospital, immobile, sterile, at the
mercy of a faceless professional.
“Let me… go.”
“Soon enough,” he mused.
He considered her, his face impassive, then pushed his spectacles
farther up his nose and marched back to his workstation behind her.
She glimpsed him only briefly in the mirror before he plucked the
apron off the table and disappeared behind the curtain. She focused
on the shadow of his shoes shifting beneath the plastic hem. The only
control she had depended on keeping him within view and buying
time.
“I live with my sister. She’ll be worried. She’ll be looking for me.”
His voice from behind the curtain, now unburdened of a body, was
casually commanding.
“You live at eighteen eighty-five Azure Lane, and you live alone.
No one is looking for you. That is by design.”
A bead of sweat trickled from between her shoulder blades, tracing
a tingling path down her spine. With newfound strength, she looked
up to her right wrist and began slowly twisting it against the cuff.
“People will be looking for me. Lots of people know me. I’m
known. I don’t think you know who I am.”
“You are Marion Claudel, former premier ballerina at Hayden Opera House. Of course I know you. How else could I go about freeing
you? Trust me. This is by design.”
“Freeing me? Is that what you think this is? This insane shit you’ve
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done, putting me up here? Kidnapping me? Dressing me up?
No response from the curtain.
“I’m not a dancer anymore,” she admitted, a pang of grief briefly
overwhelming her. “I… I’ve accepted that. I don’t need your help.
Whatever this is, it isn’t helpful,” her grief turned to anger, “it’s just
sick, you’re sick!”
With the strength of this exclamation, she yanked her right arm
downwards, and her hand quietly slipped free of the cuff. YES. She
reached across and scrabbled at her left wrist. He spoke again, louder
now but still behind the curtain.
“What I am to you is of no consequence. You are nothing. No one.
You have fallen at my feet, a swan with a broken wing. It is only by
my hand that you are mended.”
His tone was righteous and male, but the certainty of his words
cut into her. Marion watched in the mirror as he reached out from
the curtain and returned the neatly folded apron to the table. She
pried frantically at the remaining cuff, her eyes welling with panicked tears. TIME.
“I guess I should be grateful to you then,” she appealed, barely
keeping the tremor from her voice. “Thank you for… trying to fix
me. I know you won’t hurt me. I know… I want to believe you’re a
good person.”
“Good?” He spat the word. “No. But yes, you should thank me,” he
said and quickly strode out from the curtain. She froze in vain. He
looked up at her loose arm with amusement.
“You are strong.” He smiled a smile that could have been loving,
though she could not tell if
it reached his eyes. “I see now why your form was resistant, but
eventually, you yielded to me. And the result! Well, see for yourself.”
With a flourish, he drew back the curtain. Marion looked in the
mirror and saw herself. Standing beside the man was a sparkling
marble ballerina, suspended in time, reified at the peak of her jump.
The detail of the sculpture was startling. It pulsed with such vitality,
such motion, that she was overcome with a shiver of uncanniness,
unheimlichkeit. The dancing girl appeared strange to her yet also so
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utterly familiar that for a moment, Marion felt torn between two bodies, thrown from her three dimensions into those of her pearlescent
shadow. Tears spilled down her face.
I’m beautiful.
But one part of the ballerina was devoid of life. The eyes, glazed
white, stared at her numbly, dragging Marion back to her self and
her terror.
The man moved closer behind her, something glinting in his hand.
A syringe. She twisted wildly, writhing like a trapped insect. Quickly he was upon her. She flailed her fist backward, but he caught her
wrist in one hand and, with the other, sank the needle into her neck.
A chilling paralysis ran through her body. Her head began to droop,
but he reached out and gently held it upright. Through her last moments, he kept her gaze on the twin ballerinas in the mirror and
spoke into her ear with soft excitement.
“Look! Look, my dear, and rejoice! Don’t you see? Now you are
nimble; now you fly, now a god dances within you!”
The next morning, on a bright and restless Monday, the Hayden
Museum of Art opened its doors. The museum curator, as was his
custom since encountering cholesterol, walked the vast length of
the East wing. Like a baron touring his lands, he wove imperiously through the usual bustle of elderly tour groups, chain-links of
children, wandering lovers, and wannabe intellectuals until finally,
he reached the rotunda. The museum’s central hub was roofed by a
vaulted dome and lit entirely by the sun, which poured in through a
massive central skylight. Directly below this rose a small, circular
garden bed of spider ivy and moss.
The curator was about to turn right towards his office in the South
wing but was stopped short by some commotion. A crowd had gathered around the central garden, murmuring and snapping nervous
photos. The curator made his way through their ranks, clearing his
throat to scold the herd against flash photography. But, upon pushing
through to the front, he halted, his words washed away by what he
saw. There, in the center of the garden’s sun-kissed plateau, danced
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a ballerina of brilliant white stone. She leaped with her head thrown
back, soaring with all the grace of muscle and sinew, held to earth
only by the tip of one satin slipper.
Someone was approaching in the curator’s periphery, a balding
man wearing dusty pants. The curator turned to him and, for a split
second, was taken by his own image, reflected double and miniature
in the man’s lenses. Why does he always wear those damned glasses?
Straightening his jacket and regaining himself, the curator cleared
his throat to address the man.
“Adrian.”
“Sir.” The man nodded politely.
“Adrian, is this your work? One of your restorations?”
“Yes, sir. She’s on loan from Paris on the condition that we fix her
up.”
“Who’s the artist?” The curator inquired eagerly, turning back to
stare at the sculpture.
“Unknown, sir. Although the French, of course, insist she belongs
to Rodin.”
“Rodin,” the curator exhaled. “Yes, perhaps. Few besides him
could produce such a work.”
“Indeed, sir. Very few.”
“Well, she’s… astonishing, simply astonishing. And, may I say,
brilliantly restored. I don’t see any cracks, not even a seam where
you applied the composite. Made well and truly whole.” The curator
nodded appreciatively, surveying the crowd of onlookers. “From the
looks of it, the people have already fallen in love with her.”
“Yes, sir.” Adrian smiled. “That is by design.”
The two men turned back to the ballerina in silence. Her marble
eyes sparkled in the noon sun yet remained cold, mournful, imbued
with something lost. She cast no shadow.

29

William Bosco

William is a senior at George Washington University, Washington
D.C., but he writes best from his home in Vermont. He is passionate
about philosophy and hopes some readers will discern elements of
German existentialism and Greek mythos in his writing.
https://issuu.com/foggymedium

30

Miracle Cure
Ryn Faust

31

THERE WAS A VOICE INSIDE my head.
Not always… but sometimes. I knew, logically, it was paranoia. An
overzealous imagination mixed with stress. Nothing to fret over.
“And how is recovery going?”
Nothing at all.
I looked up at the doctor hovering above me, her fingers lightly
pressing against the tender stitches at the base of my scalp. I responded with a tentative smile—trying and failing to remember all my
various symptoms and concerns.
“Great,” I said, coming up blank. The doctor beamed at me. Shelly?
Shannon? Shelia? I had never been good with names, but since the
surgery, it felt like my memory had only gotten worse.
“Wonderful! Keep this up, and we can expand the trial.” Somehow,
the encouragement made the antiseptic smell in the room stronger.
As if the words alone would summon another dying cancer patient
to take my place. “We’ll do another scan, but looking at your tests…
you’re healing.” She tugged off her gloves with a snap. I tried to smile.
My family said I was the same. I liked the same food, told the same
jokes, and made the same disconcerted faces during scary movies.
I was the same person… but something about having part of your
brain removed left you uncertain. I felt like a guinea pig. Like all
these doctors cared more about my body surviving rather than me
surviving. When they first presented me with this miracle procedure—this new life-saving cure—I had hesitated.
“You want to replace my brain… with a dead person’s?” I had
asked. The man nodded. A different doctor back then—they all
blurred together.
“Not your whole brain. Just a piece. It’s no different from a heart or
lung transplant.”
I remember looking at the scans—seeing the bulging tumor and
swallowing.
“But… I mean, it’s my brain. Isn’t that… you know. Me?” I asked,
unable to articulate my concern any better than that. The doctor
pursed his lips, fingers folding together as he mulled over that question for several minutes.
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“We don’t understand how consciousness works. I can’t tell you if
your brain makes you who you are or if it’s something else—but you
don’t have to do this, Layla. We can try chemo again.”
As if the endless rounds I had already endured hadn’t been enough.
It felt like the drugs would melt my brain altogether.
So I agreed… and now I was here, with some stranger’s brain attached to mine. I swung my legs on the examination table, watching
my shadow mirror the movement as my new doctor wrote something
else.
“Alright,” she said after more scribbling. “We’ll see you again in a
few weeks.”
The light above us flickered as I stood up—the thank you barely
leaving my lips when a sudden shift in vision caught me off-guard.
While having always been small, my stature had only gotten thinner
and weaker since getting sick… but now, the shadow beside me was
twice in size, towering against the wall.
I blinked once, and it was gone.
“Layla?”
I glanced back at Shelby (or maybe Shauna?) and smiled.
“I’ll see you then,” I agreed and walked out of the room.
That night, I had a dream. Perhaps not so much a dream… but a vision? A memory? A something. All I knew was that voice was back.
I couldn’t hear any words, but it was there all the same. An ache went
down from the bottom of my head to my neck. I twisted beneath the
covers, feeling something sticky and damp against my hands.
A shrill scream echoed in the back of my mind, the sound leaving
me choking on something sweet. Again and again and—
I jerked up, gasping and covered in sweat. Nothing. No voice. Nothing on my hands. Only the warmth of my bed and smell of lavender.
“You okay?”
My heart faltered for a moment, adrenaline rushing through me
before remembering I hadn’t fallen asleep alone. My mother glanced
up from her book, curled in a chair beside the bed. Ever since the
operation, she hovered nearby, as if my brain might fall out of the
hole they cut. I gave her a weak smile, collapsing against the bed. In
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the dim lamplight, I caught sight of my shadow again. It still seemed
too big. Too bulky. I waved my hand in front of the light just to be
sure it was mine.
I cleared my throat and said, “Sorry. Nightmare.”
I shouldn’t say anything about the voice. Especially if the voice
wasn’t saying anything. It was hard to explain… and I knew it wasn’t
real. Just a figment of stress and fear from being a medical experiment. Rubbing my forehead, I threw my legs over the side of the bed.
My mother didn’t comment, eyes watching carefully as I made my
journey out towards the kitchen.
“Do you want anything?” I called to her, pouring myself a glass of
water. From the living room, I could see the soft glow of the television. My mother gave a noncommittal hum, and so I took my glass,
moving to turn the TV off. A slasher film played—the gore grotesque
and uncomfortable as the killer dragged off the teenager it had been
after with a hacksaw. I changed the channel. A pig showed up onscreen, accompanied by a man trying to explain the butchering process while keeping the animal still as it squealed.
I sat down. My aversion to blood had lessened over the years, probably numbed after all the blood draws and transfusions. Still, I had
never liked it. I watched now as the butcher finally pinned the thing
down. A thunk followed, and the squealing stopped. I took a sip of
my water… staring.
The next morning, a letter came. I was making breakfast, avoiding
the never-ending pile of bills, when something handwritten caught
my eye. Putting my eggs to the side, I ripped the paper open, staring
down at the scrawled words coupled with an adjoining form. I flipped
it over.
This correspondence is conducted through the Donor Connection Program. No personal information about the patient was given.
If you would like to respond, please fill out the form below. If you
would like to cease communication, call the number at the bottom
of the letter.
Huh. I assumed my donor was dead. Perhaps it was a family member? I put some salt on my food before picking up the handwritten
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note. It was an old woman. Apparently, her grandson was my donor.
My heart hurt a little, reading how happy she was for me to have a
piece of him alive.
Johnny was a good boy, she wrote in loopy cursive. I know what
they say about him. It isn’t true. He was good despite what the news
says. You, of all people, know that now.
I faltered. The news? I checked the letter, but there wasn’t a last
name listed on the form. There was only a photo of a large man,
grinning wildly at the camera. I paused. I didn’t know the man, but
something about him felt… familiar. I touched the back of my head.
Blonde hair. Blue eyes. He looked nothing like me, but a weird pull
made me almost expect to see his face when I caught my reflection
in the stainless steel of the fridge.
“Oh, Layla,” my mother frowned as she entered the kitchen. “Why
do you have that? As if we don’t see his face enough.”
I glanced up. Then back down at the photo.
“….you know him?” I asked. My mother raised an eyebrow.
Three hours later, I was back inside the doctor’s office.
“You put a serial killer into my head?” I demanded, voice shaking
as I slammed my hand on the desk between us. Sandra or Sandy grimaced, putting down the letter I had shoved in her face.
“Layla—” she began and cut herself off. I waited. “It was a difficult
procedure,” she decided. “We needed a healthy brain that matched
yours as closely as possible—”
“And he was the closest match?”
“Well, no, but he was a match, and the timing worked out.” Timing?
What timing? My confusion must have shown because she sighed.
“His execution was the same day as your operation. Given this was
such a delicate procedure, we needed the transfer to be quick—before the blood stopped flowing to his brain.”
My stomach churned. I remembered my operation day vaguely.
The world was blurry and filled with anesthetics as I was rolled on
a stretcher next to a blob that smiled at me—wrists chained to the
railings.
Looks like we’re about to be very close, he had said to me. In that
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voice. My voice. The one in my head. My knees buckled, and I fell
into the cushioned chair behind me.
He hadn’t donated anything. He’d been harvested.
As for why I felt bad about that remained unclear. I read every
article I could find on my way home. My mind consumed graphic
photos and devoured intense testimonies of screaming and begging,
and torture.
And killing. So much killing.
I wanted to gag at it, but it only melted into morbid fascination.
I glanced at my shadow. A hulking six feet compared to my small
frame.
I once heard transplant recipients occasionally picked up traits
from their donors. A love for their favorite sport, a taste for their
best home-cooked meal. My fingers touched my stitches. The words
killer instinct played in my head.
Surely this was all in my head, right? A result of me now knowing
what monster resided in my mind—quite literally.
That night, I took a long breath, falling back into my bed. Thinking. Dreaming. Feeling. I turned over, watching my mother read. I
could suddenly picture her head ripped off her neck. I could picture a
lot of things, actually. Her arms cut off. Her feet chopped into pieces.
Her torso—
“Hey.” I blinked and caught my mother looking at me curiously.
“What are you thinking about over there?”
I rolled onto my back once more. Breathe, I reminded myself.
“Just how happy I am to be alive.”
Her face softened, and for the first time in days… I could actually
sleep.
When I saw my doctor a few weeks later, she brought me some
flowers. I tilted my head, grasping a lily with a curious look.
“I wanted to apologize,” she began, sitting in her rolling chair. I
was back in the examination room, my shadow practically engulfing hers. “We should have explained this all earlier.” I offered her a
feigned smile. “For what it’s worth, this is working, Layla. I think
you have a good chance of staying in remission.”
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I ran my thumb over the stem of the lily.
“It doesn’t bother you?” I asked, setting it to the side. “That part
of… him is still alive?” I leaned forward so there were only inches
between us. Sara or Stella frowned but didn’t back away. The light
above us flickered—and part of me could have sworn my shadow
moved despite staying still.
“I want you to be alive.” Hm. I just looked at her. “Now. Tell me
how you’re feeling. Any issues? Feelings of wanting to hurt yourself?
Still interested in your hobbies?”
I thought back to my apartment. The broken furniture and shattered mirror I had left behind.
“Actually, I’ve picked up some new hobbies,” I said absently, pulling at a loose strand of hair. Sophie or Sadie wrote something down.
“Sometimes,” I added softly, “I hear a voice.” She stopped writing.
Her mouth opened, concern already fluttering across her features,
but I waved it away, laughing as I picked up a lily and put it behind
my ear. “Don’t worry.” My fingers curled around the knife tucked in
the back of my jeans. “I think it’s mine.”
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HEN LUCAS STEPPED OFF THE bus into the town
of Paulie, Georgia, there was nobody there to greet him.
There were no loved ones, no journalists, and no unruly
mobs. There was only the heavy heat of summer, and the wind rustling between the leaves.
The house was full of dust when he entered. Old pictures of mom
and pop were filmed in it. Mom had taken down all the ones with
Lucas in them. They were in the basement maybe, or burnt. He was
just grateful she left him the keys. She had been a decent woman.
The first few nights, he tried sleeping in the old room. It had been
redecorated as a guest room for lodgers. He didn’t mind. He only
minded the size of it. The bed was much bigger than what he’d gotten
used to. In those early nights, he’d wake up in the dark, positive he
was hearing stones being thrown at the window. Yet when he went
out to check, it was only the wind catching the branch of the hickory
tree, smacking it lightly against the glass.
He caught sight of Ms. Baumann the first week back. He’d been out
grocery shopping, trying out the big new stores which had sprung up
in his absence. There she was, slowly pulling down a can of tomato
soup from a shelf with her cane. She was a lot older than he remembered, though she was still much too young for a cane.
She saw him staring at her. He turned away, as fast as he could.
His hands turned slick with sweat as he gripped the buggy, and his
breath came hard and heavy. He studied the shelves until she moved
on to another aisle.
When he woke up that night, he punched his thighs until they
bruised.
A month after he had arrived, Lucas went to a house he had been
meaning to visit. It was a nice family home. A wide porch, wind
chimes tinkling in the breeze. There was a ramp out front, which was
new, but Chuck the Garden Gnome was still standing at attention.
40

The ornament soothed his nerves as he knocked at the door.
It was open by an aged man, his face worn, his hair thinning.
“Lucas?” he asked in disbelief. “Lucas, what the hell are you doing
here?”
Lucas paled, but recovered quickly. “Hey Jeff. I thought it was only
your folks here.”
“Uh, it’s only Mom now. I’m helping her out for a couple weeks.
She broke her hip.”
“Oh. That’s a shame. Well… I was hoping to ask them where you’d
gotten to.”
“I see,” Jeff sucked his gums. “You’d better come in then, hadn’t
you?”
As Jeff stood aside, he asked, “You want a beer?”
“Sure.” Lucas smiled. “I’d take one. Thank you.”
The house was much the same as Lucas remembered it. There was
the antique clock, ticking away with the same stolid weight. There
was the dining room with the old table, where he and Jeff once painted models for Dungeons & Dragons, now laden with a fancy laptop
and a bunch of papers spread out around it.
“Push that stuff aside,” said Jeff, as he came around with two bottles. “Just some work crap. My wife would kill me if she knew I was
working on the weekend.”
“You got married? That’s great. Glad to hear it.”
“Thanks.” Jeff cracked opened the beers. “It’s been good.”
“What line of work are you in these days?”
“Logistics. I move fish around.”
“Hard work?”
“It can be.”
“You were always a sharp cookie. Sharper than me, anyhow.”
Lucas smiled a little too broadly. Jeff’s face flushed red.
“I suppose.”
“You know, I move fish around too. They got me as a kitchen porter.”
“Oh, is that so?” Jeff said, taking a large swig of beer. “Sounds like
honest work.”
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“It is.” Lucas sipped his bottle, and ran his tongue over his lips in
contemplation.
“You know, this is the first taste of beer I’ve ever had. I can see the
appeal.”
For a moment, there was only the ticking of the clock.
“Yeah,” Jeff said. “It’s a good brewery.”
On the first day, this was as close as they got to speaking about the
past.
Another day came. Jeff and Lucas were outside, on the porch. They
were drinking sweet tea, and there was the scent of a barbecue in the
air.
“Thanks for letting me be here, Jeff.”
“It’s no problem.”
“The sun sure is beautiful when it sets.”
“Can’t argue there,” Jeff replied. “Hey, can I ask you something?”
“Sure. Fire away.”
“Are you angry with me? For backing out at the last second?”
“No,” Lucas sounded grave. “You did the right thing.”
“The right thing would’ve been stopping you, not abandoning you.”
“Stop. No more of that nonsense, you hear?”
Only a moment later, Jeff’s mother came wheeling down the sidewalk. She halted in front of the driveway. Her face, lined with wrinkles, framed with wisps of thin white hair, contorted into a ferocious,
angry grimace.
“Lucas Rodes!” she called out, and he shot up, knocking over his
drink.
“What the heck do you think you’re doing on my property? Did
thirty years teach you nothing?”
Jeff rushed down to placate his mother, “Hey. Leave him be. He’s
done his time.”
“That don’t matter,” she snapped. “They should’ve given him the
injection. And you, God love you, you oughta know better. He nearly
got you locked up with him. ”
“Mom, please.” Jeff looked back to apologize to Lucas, but the man
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was already tramping down the sidewalk, and did not look back. He
had learned to remain completely impassive whenever people slung
insults at him.
“That’s right,” the old woman yelled. “Get on outta here. You think
I’ll forget what you did? It should be you dead, not that Cherry boy.”
When Lucas returned to his house, his body began to quake and
spasm. A strange croaking sound forced its way out. It was laughter,
deep and uncontrollable, coming from a place he did not understand.
A week later, the two of them pulled up outside Ruger High School.
It was late in the afternoon, when everyone had gone home.
“This place has changed,” Lucas remarked. “All these fancy colonnades and glass walls. Real modern-looking.”
“Yeah. They needed the new façades.”
“Oh,” Lucas bit his lip. “I guess they would.”
“I’d ask if you want to go in, but it’s probably a bad idea to tour the
place.”
“That’s okay.”
As he surveyed the campus, Lucas’s eyes misted over. Jeff wordlessly gave him a tissue.
“I didn’t expect to see the place again. Most who do what I did
never get out.”
“It could have been a lot worse, as these things go. People got out
quick.”
“Sure. I’ve lost most of my life, and will be on parole for the remainder, but at least I only murdered Evan. At least I only crippled
Ms. Baumann.”
“Sorry. My bad.”
“Don’t you dare apologize.”
Jeff nodded. “Can you believe they blamed it on video games?”
“They still do.”
“It’s messed up. They build schools like shooter levels now too.
They’ll put small walls in the halls for kids to take cover, they’ll put
bulletproof glass in the classrooms, and they’ll get armed police on
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patrol. They’ll talk about sight lines and train teachers how to disarm people. It’s like schools are places where shooting’s supposed to
happen.”
Lucas shrugged. “It’s inevitable, right? They called me a superpredator in the trial. You’d want all that when dealing with superpredators.”
“Superpredators aren’t real. They debunked the idea.”
“That so?” Lucas mused. “Then why the fuck did I shoot up a
school?”
Lucas knelt down, and placed the bouquet of roses down on Evan’s
grave. Jeff illuminated the headstone with the flashlight. They came
by night. Lucas didn’t want anyone to see him.
“You know, I had a nickname when I was inside,” he said. “They
used to call me the Virgin.”
“Why? You said you were innocent?”
“No. Because I popped someone else’s Cherry.”
“Jesus,” Jeff blinked. “Lucas. Why in God’s name did you tell me
that?”
“I don’t know.”
Lucas crossed himself, said a prayer, and then stood up.
“Funny,” Jeff said. “I remember when you hated God.”
“Hah. That’s right. I pray every day now though. Asking for forgiveness. Asking for guidance. God knows I need someone keeping
me in line. I reckon that’s what God’s for. I didn’t have Him when I
was young.”
“What, you think a preacher might have kept you from it?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. I don’t think God is something you can give
to someone else. You can only find Him in your own time.”
Jeff paused. “There are people in this town who can forgive you
too, you know.”
Lucas was silent then. He remained silent all through the drive
back to his place, until Jeff parked the car.
“I saw Ms. Baumann a few weeks back.”
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“Yeah?”
“I don’t know if she still goes by that name. Probably not. But she
saw me, and when she looked at me, she looked right through me.
No recognition.”
“Did you want to talk to her?”
“No, I’m not gonna cause her trouble. It’s just… She has the limp
still, and she didn’t know me.”
“It’s been thirty years. Long time.”
“Is it though? When I came back, I was ready for people to harass
me in the street. I was ready for people to roll my house, put shit in
my mailbox, whatever, but there’s been nothing. Everyone seems to
have forgotten me. How could anyone forget what I did? Maybe folks
have moved on, but forgetting is not the same thing as forgiving, is
it?”
“No, it isn’t,” said Jeff. “You talked to the Cherries since you got
out?”
“What? No. They’ve suffered plenty.”
“I thought so.” Jeff clenched his jaw. “You asked earlier why you
shot up a school. You wanna know what I think, as someone who
nearly followed you?”
“Sure.”
“When we were young, we were lost, because we reckoned we
were special. The world treated us like crap, but we thought it gave
us some special insight. Sharper instincts. And we figured the only
way to show we were special was to be darker, more serious. Show
we understood how messed up everything is. We had to martyr ourselves. Our souls and our bodies. But it was bullshit, wasn’t it? Our
pain didn’t matter, it was just pain.”
“Yeah. Yeah, I agree.”
“Thing is though, I think you’re still stuck in that same shadow.
You don’t want to be forgiven. You’re afraid of forgiveness. If you’re
forgiven, then you got to have a normal life, which means you got to
figure out what normal is. It’s easier for you to be irredeemable, and
punish yourself forever, then it is to atone. But you aren’t a special
kind of evil Lucas, and if you want to atone, you need to do it out
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here, in the world, with the rest of us. I’ve been trying to help you, but
if you won’t try yourself, then you haven’t really changed.”
Three evenings later, Lucas stood by the phone in the hallway. It
was off the receiver. The tone permeated the house, like pain in a
body. On the table beside the phone was a scrap of paper. It had a
number written on it. His fingernail tapped the number, over and over
and over, until he rang it.
“Hello?”
“Hi, Ms. Baumann? It’s, uh, it’s Lucas Rodes.”
“Oh. Oh my goodness. Lucas?”
“Yes. Sorry. I’m bothering you. I shouldn’t have called. I’m sorry.
I’m so sorry.”
“Wait just a—”
Lucas slammed the phone back down. He crumpled up the paper,
and his head collapsed into his arms. He began to sob, and wondered
if this feeling was the vengeance of God.
There Lucas remained, in the dark, until the phone rang again.
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Dear Tomáš,
We haven’t much time. When they come for you, I’ll tuck this letter into your waistcoat, right by your heart. And when they tear you
from me, I’ll pray these words are enough to explain.
Your great-grandmother Hana called it a curse, this shadow that’s
followed our family. And now, it’s found us again.
That drizzling day on the crowded docks in Liverpool, you asked
me why we were running.
“An adventure, my little miláček,” I said. A lie. “Look there—see
that big ship?”
Your eyes were bright as you nodded.
“It will carry us across the sea, won’t that be grand?”
“But Prague isn’t across the ocean…” There was a worried furrow
in your brow, and it tugged my heart like a marionette string. Cause
and effect, my father’s voice snapped in my head like a chisel to brittle wood. Animation through manipulation must be learned!
“Clever boy,” I smiled. “No, New York is across the ocean.”
A fresh start for us both.
Three days into the voyage the sun broke free of the clouds and
we took to the deck for fresh air. You stood at the bow and a spray
of seawater kissed your face, making you giggle. You looked at me
then, as if asking permission for your joy.
As the setting sun cast your dimpled cheeks in bronze, I knew at
last that you were different. That the curse hadn’t marred you.
I joined you at the bow and together we laughed as the water baptized us. Prague at our backs and the world before us.
I leaned down to drop a kiss atop your wild hair.
“Snesl bych ti modré z nebe,” I said. I would bring you the blue
from the sky.
You looked up at me, your smile as wide as the sea.
It was then that I thought we were free.
In New York, I found work easily. The man at the toyshop in the
Bowery said as a rule he never hired women or foreigners, but then
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you showed him the little monkey I’d carved you on the boat. An
intricate thing, its interior tail joint connected to its legs so that one
moved the other in a jolly little dance.
The shop owner broke both his rules that day, and we celebrated
with sweets from the shop on the corner.
The weeks passed. Me in the workshop and you upstairs in our
small room, drawing pictures of snow-capped mountains on parchment with sharpened bits of coal.
I knew how it frustrated you, being locked away like that in a bedsit far from everything you’d ever known. Trapped behind stained
walls and a filthy, opaque window.
“The streets mustn’t be that dangerous,” you announced upon my
return one evening, “because just today I heard children playing
down below.”
“And who’s to say those children weren’t goblins in disguise?” I
wiggled my brow at you, attempting to lure a smile as I scrubbed
cherry stain from beneath my nails in the basin.
“I miss my friends, máma,” you said softly.
I went to you then, pulled you close. My chest fizzed when you
relaxed in my arms, melting into me like warm honey.
“By the time I was ten,” I said with a sigh, because your discontent
felt a heavy burden, “my fingers had calluses impervious to even the
sharpest of tools.”
Your eyes flicked to mine. I’d never spoken of my past before.
“As a girl, every morning when the Orloj tolled seven o’clock, I
would hear children on their way to school. Oh, how I envied them.”
You were listening with rapt attention, and I drew my finger down
the perfect swoop of your pale nose.
“You envied them?”
I nodded. “I’d already been awake for hours by then, learning the
precise angle for chipping a cheekbone with a skew and mallet. The
exact pressure to apply when smoothing a torso with a plane and
wincing at the inevitable smack from my father whenever uneven
wood shavings betrayed my inexactness.”
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“Your father was cruel?”
Genius and madness are connected by a string, I wanted to say.
Tug one side, wake the other.
“Sometimes,” I said instead.
When I was twelve, he tied strings to my wrists. To every finger. To
my ears and to my ankles.
The other ends he tied to the rafters, as if it were an ordinary thing.
“Duality!” He yanked on the string tied to my right ear and my
head jerked to the side. “Every puppet maker must know this.”
All day I stood that way, fingers going purple and numb, watching
as my father whispered to the head taking shape beneath his knife.
“Such a beautiful girl,” he said. “A ballerina, I think.”
I asked him once who my mother was. If he’d loved her. His answer
was that he’d named me Bára, stranger, because he’d felt nothing
when he first saw me. He said this while painting cupid’s bow lips
onto a golden-haired puppet—one of a trio he’d made that week. He’d
named them Adela, Radka and Lucina. Noble. Joy. Light.
I never asked about my mother again.
For all my faults, I was always honest with you about such things:
your father was a lawyer from Geneva who came to Prague on business. He was well-educated and soft-spoken. Gentle and kind. You
have his hair, Tomáš, black and wild.
New York was covered in snow the day everything changed.
The toyshop closed early—the city’s children were far too busy
playing in the gathering dust. I knew you’d hear their gleeful shrieks
from our window, and my heart stuttered for your loneliness.
I thought to bring some vepřová knedlík. A taste of home for my
homesick boy. On my way back from the dumpling stand I saw you,
grinning as you launched a snowball at a boy running past.
“Tomáš?” I could barely believe it.
The boy retaliated, and you laughed from your belly the way you’d
done as a baby when I nibbled your toes.
“Máma, this is Jack,” you said, “he lives—”
I couldn’t hear another word. I grabbed your hand, ice-cold from
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being gloveless in the snow, and pulled you all the way back to our
bedsit.
As I padlocked the door I felt your eyes carving into my back like
a gouge to a block of soft limewood.
When I turned, I saw a flash of him in your sneer. Not your father,
but mine. My stomach twisted.
“I want to go home.” Your voice was a lion, barely restrained.
I fixed you a plate of dumplings before answering. “Prague isn’t
our ho—”
“I don’t mean Prague.”
I looked at you then, searching. Trying to understand your cruelty.
Our room smelled of steamed cabbage and spiced pork that night,
but the dumplings went untouched.
I was your age when I learned of the curse.
That September the Vltava had flooded, washing half of Prague
away. When the river finally receded, it left an offering of bodies behind, bloated and shining like wet pebbles on the banks of an ebbing
tide.
The reek of death was everywhere—clinging to the cobblestones,
lurking in the shadows cast by the city’s great spires. Woven into the
very fabric of our threadbare coats.
It started with the beeswax peddler. He came by, mere days after
the floodwaters retreated, wearing his burgundy overcoat and plaid
scarf.
An eccentric man, father always said, but a fair one.
Except that day he was charging nearly double. He blamed the
flood—he’d lost his horse and cart in the waters. My father called
him a crook. They argued. My father slammed the door.
“We’ll get our wax elsewhere, my little beruška.” He cupped my
chin as he passed, and softly pinched my dimple. He was kindest to
me when he was furious with someone else.
That night a strange noise drew me from my bed and lured me
down the crooked stairway. There was a soft glow coming from the
workshop in back. A candle. I pressed my cheek to the warm slice of
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light, peering into the room with one eye.
I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing—it was the man, the
wax peddler, asleep on my father’s workbench in his underclothes,
with an old, moth-eaten quilt spread beneath him.
Carving knife in hand, my father was hard at work disconnecting
the man’s arms from his shoulders, then moving on to his legs, setting the limbs in their bins accordingly, just like the puppet boxes. It
seemed the man had an ocean of blood inside of him and the quilt
was quickly overwhelmed.
The only sounds in the world were the candle’s soft flutter and the
steady drip, drip, drip of the quilt, leaking onto the floor.
And all the while, my father whispered to the man, like he did his
puppets.
A strong jaw, wonderful bone structure. A handsome figure, indeed.
He turned and caught me watching. I nearly vomited. I was sure it
was my end, too.
But he just chuckled and said, “Like my own father, eh? One hand
creates, the other destroys.”
For two years our puppets wore plaid trousers and aprons of burgundy.
When you were born, I thought you’d broken the curse. You had
such light in you. Such goodness. And that is why we ran.
But the darkness followed.
One hand creates, the other destroys. You breathed life into me
the day you were born, and now you’ve stomped all the air from my
chest.
I found the letter, Tomáš. The baker doesn’t have your talent for
deception.
When I saw that it was posted from Geneva I was enraged, of
course. It was as if you’d taken a chisel to my sternum and cracked
me wide open.
A great many people have been looking for you, Tomáš, the let53

ter said, since the day she took you from your school. You’ve done
the right thing, and I’m already on my way. I’ll reach New York
within a fortnight. Listen to me, Tomáš—you must run. Go to the
first policeman you find in the street and tell him you are Tomáš
Wagner, and that all of Switzerland is searching for you. You were
clever to post the first letter from the bakery next door. I’ve sent
this one to the same address. Run, my sweet boy, and do not worry
for your mother—we will see she gets the care she needs.
My tears were hot and furious, blurring the words below. I wanted
to scream. Weep. Tear out my hair. How could you?
But then it occurred to me. The answer had been there all along.
I could take the curse from within you, and still keep all that was
good.   
I took great care, sharpening the toyshop’s tools on the spin-stone
first—you, my beautiful boy, deserve precision. I wore my apron as
I held you, hushed you, quieted you with the pillow. Your cot served
nicely as a workbench, and I was gentle as I cleaned you with rags
and soap.
It took most of the night to carve you. To reconnect your joints with
the pegs I’d whittled from wood scrap.
The candle was in puddles and the curious sun was peering over
the horizon when I finally sewed on your strings.
I let you rest as I mopped the horrid mess from the floor, then I
polished your still limbs with beeswax, the old way.
When it was done, I propped you in the corner and pressed a kiss
to your cool forehead. There was a faint curl at the edge of your lined
lip. A smile, even still. I wept with rabid joy at the sight. Your happiness is all I’ve ever wanted.
“I would do anything for you, Tomáš,” I whispered in your ear,
careful not to smudge your paint with my tears.
Snesl bych ti modré z nebe. I would bring you the blue from the
sky.
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I have degrees in Creative Writing and Anthropology. Still hoping
they’ll come in handy one day.
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Dear reader,
If you are reading this letter, then I am dead.
With this information in mind, I advise you, out of a deep-seated
concern for your psychological well-being and personal happiness,
to return this letter to wherever you found it and go back to doing
whatever it is you were doing before this. However, in the event that
you decide to ignore common human decency and continue reading
this HIGHLY PERSONAL and CONFIDENTIAL letter, I won’t stop
you, since—well, since I’ll be dead.
But don’t say I didn’t warn you.
04/23/2022
Dearest R,
I’m not entirely sure why I’m even doing this, but I suspect it has
something to do with the voice of that little writer in me—the one
I left behind when I traded in my pen for a cubicle and a lifetime
of crunching meaningless numbers—itching to churn out one last
piece. Maybe that’s what’s filling me with this manic creativity even
as you, the love of my life, lay beside me, choking on your own vomit
and looking at me with wet betrayal leaking from your eyes. I promise this will all make sense soon. I’m doing this for us. For our love.
I’ll start from the beginning, because it starts long, long before you
think it does.
I was what people called a “stalker”. People make it sound like
a crime to love someone enough to want to shadow them through
every moment of their private lives, but I think it’s romantic. There’s
nothing more flattering than someone fancying you enough to steal
your jacket to memorize your scent, keep the gum wads you stick
beneath your desk so they can run their fingers along the indentations
left by your teeth, or dispose of the girls who come up to you with
their big gumball eyes and plastic smiles, looking for a bite.
It wasn’t stalking right off the bat. In middle school, it had been
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innocent, idle infatuation. With your hair. Your lips. Your straight,
pearly lines of teeth. Unproblematic and ignorable. But as time
passed, I would glance up as you walked by and a terrifying lightness would infiltrate my chest—the feeling akin to stumbling into a
vivid dream—a brief, stolen moment of color-vision before life once
again dimmed to gray. Your presence alone would attract my gaze
with an insatiable gravity. I felt like a flower craning its neck so that
its leaves could bask in the sun.
But the most salient of all your features (and perhaps the very thing
that triggered my spiraling obsession in the first place) were your
golden-brown eyes, which were so intensely bright that they burnt
their afterimages into my retinas; wherever I looked, they followed,
and I would shiver under their governing glint, resenting the suffocating monopoly they imposed over my vision. My own eyes, which
seemed too dull and too weak to resist, couldn’t help but be drawn
to the depth of your anomalous light, and even my words failed to
capture your colorizing effect.
I became impatient. It was constant torture, braving the bleak mundane in search of the rays of your summer. Even to this day, when
you’re near, my winter thaws; snowmelt sluices from the ground and
flows freely into the now-running river, shoots of wild grass awoken
by the promise of warmth and life poke through the snow slurry,
and the heavy layer of indifference evaporates from my frost-bitten
skin. Your gentle glow warms my face, which becomes light and
flexible—I’m free to emote, free to smile. My world comes alive at
your touch.
But every time your season of salvation brought light and color and
warmth to the world, its ensuing departure sent an insidious chill
throughout my Earth. I realized that, without you, I couldn’t run my
hands through a brook and feel its curious current nibble my fingertips, wildflowers couldn’t paint the world with laughing yellows and
furious maroons and pensive blues, and chirping cicadas and birds
would never get to sing their mournful parts. Soon, I could no longer stand the frigid winters between the returns of your light. Hours
without you were devoid of warmth—days, unbearable. You were
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my sole luminary. My sun. I needed you to keep my world alive and
exciting. I needed you to keep the barren winterland at bay, or my
new and wonderful world would shrivel up and die.
In high school, my obsession grew into an all-consuming and unstoppable addiction. For years, I imbibed on your bright, bold laughs
like they were the finest wines I’d ever tasted and gobbled up your
words like they were candied gospel, rolling them over in my mouth,
tasting their contents with the tip of my tongue and trying to soak up
their sweet meaning. And yet I remained a complete bystander, irrelevant and alien to your life, even though I yearned for an in.
And then one day, I found it.
If it wasn’t already obvious, our “first meeting” wasn’t the happy
accident I had you believe it was (as if I would sit around waiting for
a wind as fickle as fate to blow my way). After five years of watching from the sidelines, I applied for a part-time job at the convenience store you worked at, negotiated shifts, and finally, finally got
to “meet” you. I could tell you didn’t recognize me because we’ve
attended the same school since sixth grade and yet when I introduced
myself there wasn’t a single spark of familiarity in your eyes. To be
fair, I looked like a completely different person: face done up with a
small fortune of makeup, wardrobe stuffed with the outfits of every
girl whose posts you’d liked on Instagram, BMI whittled down to
19.5, and a knack for acting like I was immune to the effects of your
lopsided, dimpled grin. Sometimes I wonder if you would have even
noticed me if I hadn’t woken up an hour early each day to curl my
hair, or filed my teeth down so that they stood even and pearly like
yours. When that happens, I go and buy myself some nice face oils,
heat-protectant sprays, and newer, brighter makeup.
From then on, winning you over was child’s play. Listening to your
favorite band’s music on max volume through only one earphone.
Coincidentally moving into your apartment complex—which took
seven months of waiting for a vacancy before having to rent at a premium—or comforting you when your dog got “hit by a car”. It was
all an elaborate story crafted by yours truly, a scripted romance with
me as the protagonist, even if I had to weave the very red thread of
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our fate into an invisible web of deceit.
Everything was perfect. We started dating. Moved in with each
other. Got engaged. Everything was perfect, until talks of having
children ensued, angry and insistent like waves of stormy, foreboding waters. A child would steal your time, your attention, and your
heart from me. I didn’t want one. But you did, and so we fought.
And then I slept with my boss.
And it ruined everything.
In all the years we’ve been together, I’ve only cheated on you this
one stupid time. But the reason why it gnawed so caustically at my
chest was so simple and yet so terrible: you never found out. You
welcomed me back with a hug and a kiss when I came home, either
not noticing how my hair was mussed and my shirt was wrinkled in
places where it hadn’t been when I left or thinking too well of me
to suspect anything. And then you apologized. Why did you have
to apologize? I would have been better off if you’d screamed at me,
ripped my heart to shreds, and set fire to the remains. It would be less
painful than having to swallow this rancid, bilious guilt down with a
smile and pretend like I, who had spent half a lifetime knitting you
into my life with lie after lie after lie, hadn’t just cheated on you, because that was ludicrous and impossible, even if it wasn’t.
Then, as if things weren’t already dire, I came upon the painful
realization that if I had strayed, it was only a matter of time before
you would too. From that day on, everything you said sounded like
an admission of guilt, every small kindness seemed more and more
like an apology for unfaithfulness, and every tired smile was a sign
I was losing you. You were hurt by my aloofness—I could see it in
your eyes—but I was too distraught to care, desperately trying to
restore the rotted vestiges of the fairytale veneer I had painted over
a decade’s worth of lies and mulling over methods to wrench back
authorship of this narrative that had taken a life of its own.
But I was at a loss. I felt like I did that time I won a goldfish in one
of those flimsy plastic bags they give out at the fair. Not a minute
later, the bottom had burst and I could do nothing but watch as angry
ropes of water collapsed to the ground, and as the little yellow gold60

fish I never even got to name was swept along with them. The puddle
dried within seconds in the hungry heat, but the little fish’s mouth
kept puckering open and closed even after death, gasping for air in a
sea full of it. Dead, but inexplicably alive.
And that’s when it hit me.
Why fight for a love doomed to end when life does, when we could
have something much more permanent? Something that transcended
life itself? Something that was the perfect ending for our story because this time you wouldn’t just be mine in this transient, human
timeline—you’d be mine in eternal death as well.
So last night, holding back the strangest urge to laugh and cry at
the same time, I lined the rim of your favorite mug with powdered
nightshade.
Your morning coffee must have hidden the bitterness well enough;
you’ll reach death in, oh, two minutes from now, give or take. And I
have my kitchen knife ready (a bit messier than poison, but I wanted
to use the whole vial on you just in case half wasn’t enough) for when
you do because I want our lives to end at precisely the same moment.
Romantic, don’t you think?
I’m glad I decided to write this letter. Picking up a pen again has
reacquainted me with the visceral euphoria of creativity gushing unfettered onto paper, even if for the last time. Part of me yearns to stay
alive and keep writing, to keep breathing truths so seamlessly into
fiction that it becomes impossible to tell the difference between the
two, and maybe if I’d listened to that part of me earlier, none of this
would be happening right now. But it’s too late to get hung up on the
past. I’m out of time.
I have no last words, except that this is not the end. This is the
beginning.
This is where our story starts.
Sincerely yours,
J
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scribbling out stories or binging fantasy novels and has a cat named
Pretz who has a taste for fingers (beware).
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GRANT THAT I NOT KILL overmany frogs. Releasing the motor’s
handle, I clasped my hands and mouthed the prayer that had come
to me. My hands stank of motor oil from clumsy repairs earlier in
the day. As I prayed, I was bothered by sunshine and invisible gnats.
Then, sighing, I pulled the cord, the engine sputtered to life, and I
mowed on, trying not to look too closely at the little frogs clambering
away from the oncoming blades.
My shadow and the mower’s were cast long down the lawn,
stretched out like the afternoon minutes that slowly trickled away.
A lawn mower makes for a painful death, I thought, as I reduced a
pine cone to powder with a terrible crunch. Why do we mow lawns,
anyway? Why don’t we let the grass grow and the frogs flourish? My
legs itched. Ticks. Ticks, I supposed, were one explanation.
Ticks. Why do we care about killing frogs, and not about killing
ticks? Because bugs are mechanical, and killing a thousand ticks
is like destroying so many pernicious little alarm clocks. Frogs are
too alive—those square pupils, that wide gloat. Their bellies. Pale,
soft, so easily pulled apart. I paused, the mower still running, to let
a frog hop away.
Grant that I not kill overmany frogs. My temples throbbed underneath my sunhat; keeping time, the prayer pulsed through my mind
until the lawn was shorn and I was done.
That night, I awoke to the sensation of unfinished business. Grasping at memories but finding nothing, I looked out the window. In
the moonlight, my shadow—indisputably mine, it wore my hat—was
pushing a shadow mower back and forth, trimming the silvery shadows of the grass.
Somehow (the trip down the stairs and out of my house have slipped
my memory) I was barefoot on the lawn in my pajamas, watching my
shadow at work. I stood in its way. It passed over my feet and mowed
on.
“Hey.”
No answer.
“We’re done for the day. Get some sleep.”
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Silence.
“You can stop mowing.”
A hand fell on my shoulder—looking at it, I saw that it had no flesh
on it, but was made of old clean bones, polished like ivory. The hand
belonged to a cloaked figure standing beside me, face hidden by a
long hood.
“He can’t hear you.” The stranger’s voice was a low hum, as if he
were speaking into a tin can.
“I thought so,” I said. “Who are you?”
“Is this yours?” The stranger produced a slip of yellowed paper. I
took it. On it was scrawled, Grant that I not kill overmany frogs.
“Yes, that’s mine. How—”
The stranger snatched the paper away. “You can’t send out irresponsible prayers like that. Good thing we intercepted it on its way
up. Imprecise. ‘Overmany’ isn’t even a word.”
“I thought it sounded prayerful.”
The stranger snorted. “Maybe. But you don’t really mean it.”
“Yes, I do.”
“You don’t. You never did.”
I nodded emphatically. “As much as I’m sure of anything, I know I
didn’t want to kill any frogs.”
“Beneath that wish lies another one, which is to be of no consequence. To not be,” the stranger said. “Like your shadow over there,
performing shadow actions in unreality. No one really wants that.”
I imagined a world of shadows fading past each other into twilight.
“I’m not sure. There’s something peaceful about it.”
The stranger snorted again. “Humans. At night, they get all dreamy
about moonlight and fading away like cherry blossoms. Next day,
they’re having a crisis of meaning, demanding to know their actions
have value. Tell me,” he fixed me with an ivory finger, “have you ever
had a crisis of meaning?”
“Well—”
“You’re the sort of person who prays for frogs while mowing the
lawn. Of course you have. It goes like this: your human starts by demanding meaning in life, to know human actions have consequenc65

es. Fine, says the universe, look around. The human sees that every
action’s consequence is suffering, great or small—there are always
frogs, so to speak, in the way of the mower—and then the human
demands to not matter at all. The pendulum swings back the other
way, and ‘to be or not to be’ is the question all over again.”
All this made sense in an odd way, but the stranger hadn’t answered
my first question. “Who are you?” I asked again.
“Put it together, will you?” The stranger showed me his hands
again. “Bones sticking out of a cloak. Who do you think I am?”
“A ghost?”
“Please.”
“Death.”
“Thank you. The Grim Reaper. The Final Consequence.”
“You don’t have your scythe.”
“I traded it in for a riding mower.” He gestured by my garage, where
in the shadows I saw the machine looming, jet-black and powerful.
“Ah.” I envisioned the Grim Reaper riding out to the mowing, and
wondered if there were any frogs in that field of souls. “Why are you
here?”
“To encourage you to reconsider.” Death waved the paper in front
of my face. “I can’t stop this going through if you want it to, but you
should know there are alternatives.”
“Alternatives?”
“Ways out of your consequential conundrum. An answer to ‘to be
or not to be.’” Death produced two glass phials. “Now, you saw what
it looks like to not be, to cause no consequences at all. That’s your
shadow over there. Hardworking, but not altogether real. You don’t
want to be like him. Here,” he said, waving the left phial, “is one
practical option. Become of as little consequence as actually possible. This other one,” waving the right phial, “is my personal favorite.
You learn to enjoy being of consequence.”
“I don’t know what you mean by that.”
“I mean our loathings are the flip sides of our delights.” There was
a gloat hiding in that empty hood. “Give it a try.”
I uncorked the right phial. The liquid inside tasted like motor oil.
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Something exploded inside me.
“A warning,” said Death, as my innards were ripped apart. “Each
of these drinks will drive you a little more... mad.”
I am and I devour and am metal as the roar spills from inside me
what throbbing heart shakes my chassis and are those the hands of
very Death that rest on my handle and direct me in the way I go –
cut short, grass-blades leak chlorophyll ichor but the vegetable tang
cannot satisfy what’s this soft morsel of amphibian flesh and again
how good it is to feel soft resistance overcome in blade-whirl and the
juices spray another one hopping away, mine and mine consumed in
gasoline and I—
I rolled over on the ground, feeling like I had just been released
from being compressed into an unnatural shape. My lawn mower
was beside me. Death still rested his hands on its handle.
I was sweating, my arms and legs covered in grass. “I was the
mower.”
“Did you enjoy it?”
No, my lips were about to say, but a part of my brain drenched in
motor oil and darkness said Yes. I licked my parched lips, and dislodged something small in the corner of my mouth. I spat it out. It
was a frog leg, dark like a torn twig.
“Are you done?” Death asked as I retched again and again on the
ground. Every inch of my mouth felt covered in filmy scum. I retched
harder, trying to drown out the part of me that wanted to find another
frog and grind it between my teeth, to feel it burst and give way like
an overripe grape.
“What’s the other option?” I asked.
“It’ll cost you even more sanity. But,” Death said. “If you want—
here you go.”
I uncorked the phial and drank it down.
in impossible balance the blades sustain me as i leap from one to
the other and catch small flies. the lawn lives at this height, thrives
with gnats and worms and ticks and moisture-pearls. i catch a gnat,
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and then hear the roar.
same grass that formed pliable footholds now forms hedge against
me as i stumble over it, how fast can i move against death-driven
machine already i see others like me stumbling mad over the same
blades one of us must perish if not all and there are three of us in this
patch when the mower catches us and i drop down onto the earth
as does another cowering in a pool of my own water but the third
is caught up and his body is shredded and falls around us in pieces
I fell forward onto my face in the grass, and closed my eyes in
the cool moisture until I stopped shuddering, until my arms and
legs stopped twitching. “Why?” I demanded, kneeling on the grass.
“Why a frog?”
“It’s your other option. To be of very little consequence.”
“God, why a frog? Why not a tick, or something?”
“Ticks are too consequential. Lyme disease. Frogs don’t do much.”
I stood up, still trembling. “Those are my two options. The mower
or the frog.”
Death shrugged. “Personally, I prefer the mower.”
“You would.” I was angry now, and stomped forward. “Oh, you
would. You get the most out of both options, don’t you? You’re pushing the mower in both cases, you—”
“It’s a living. Or a dying.” Death stepped back as I advanced, and
somehow tripped over my shadow, who was passing by. As he stumbled, I heard a crystalline clink from inside his cloak—the sound of
several more phials jostling one another.
“You’ve got more of those,” I said. “I’ve got more options.”
Death raised his hands defensively. “Hey, those aren’t—”
Perhaps I had lost some of my sanity through the two transformations, for at this point I charged forward and tackled the Grim
Reaper. He was surprisingly insubstantial—all cloak and bones—
and when I had knocked him down, his hood slipped back to reveal
the enormous gloating head of a frog.
“Listen,” said the frog’s head as I searched the cloak for the other
phials. “Be careful what you’re doing there, you—” The square-pupiled eyes went wide. “Not that one! Whatever you do, not that one!”
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This phial glistened an evil black. I shrugged and knocked it back.
Mix equal parts motor oil and vodka. Set on fire. Drink straight.
I am not mad now, simply powerful. Death’s own mower, alive
in the way one can only be when one is the agent of consequence,
whose spinning blades are karma and fate and the end of life.
We cut not the leaves of grass but the threads of soul and body
The former owner was right, I do enjoy it—this task, of reaping
those whose time has come. I am mechanical now, and keep time by
instinct.
Every tick must have its tock, and every hour its o’clock
And I see that now all that was “organic” in time fades away into
mere mechanism. Every frog, in my eyes, becomes a tick. That is
not my concern. My concern is for that loathsome frog’s head upon
a skeletal body, old Death whom I still pursue endlessly through this
world of shadow.
To be or not to be
Who would have thought that the Grim Reaper would trade in his
scythe for a riding mower? And who, of all the lawn owners in the
world, would expect his riding mower to turn upon him—that Death
could be divided against itself, that Death too must die?
And in that sleep of death what ticks may come, when we have
shuffled off this motor oil…
Must give us pause.
Grant that I not kill overmany frogs. Just the one will do.
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IT’S THE MEAN KIND OF summer where the spirit rolls and
sinks with clouds of dust. Grass dies, ground cracks. Rain clouds
don’t even look our way. Crows eat the garden, popping yellow tomatoes in their black beaks. They don’t bother turning when I yell.
After all, what am I? Just a trash kid, not five feet yet. I’m dark like
the crows. Not to look at, but underneath, all glossy shine and purple
shadow. I’m like the corn the year Dad left, when we peeled the gold
husk away and found it rotted black inside. Ear after ear devoured by
something small and hungry.
My ma’s that husk. The way she moves, so beautiful people say
she might blow away from here. Then they say “what a shame” since
she’s so pretty. Like it don’t matter if ugly people shoot their lives
away, but a pretty one, it’s sad to see. Draining herself drip by drip
into a syringe.
These summer-oven afternoons, I disappear into the sticky green
shadow of the willow, but I hear her inside, cussing with no one there.
Making calls. I used to dream that she’d get worried when I hid, wonder if some pervert took me and think she shoulda kept a better eye
on me. The cops would come, sirens wailing for everyone to hear.
Neighbors would pull up, trucks kicking up dust, and say “what can
we do?” with their hands out, tears in their eyes. That’s when I’d
come out through the willow branches, like a magician at the end
of a trick, a little smile. They’d all clap. She’d be so happy to see me
she’d wrap her arms around me and, just once, forget to be mad.
Instead, it’s about noon when she knocks into the doorframe, yells,
“Micah.” The crows caw and clatter off.
Sometimes, by the time I turn, she forgets what she wanted. But
this time she clings to the doorframe, like she needs something bad
enough to remember. She looks like that sharp-faced gray bird that
pecked the others, back when Ma bothered with the feeder. She wears
the same stretched out ‘choose kindness’ shirt she wore yesterday at
the store, when she smacked my head for putting hotdogs in the cart.
I peer through the willow whips. “What?” Sometimes her face tells
me if I need to run.
“Get outta here. Company’s coming.” Her face in the sun’s so deli72

cate and mean I swear she’s made of broken glass.
“Take the keys. I might not be here later.” She turns. The door
thwaks closed behind her.
I let a minute pass and then go in, drift from the glaring white sun
to the night-time dim inside. It’s like traveling to a different planet.
Something deep in the sink stinks. Flies weave and buzz between the
curtain and the window. I see the check still on the counter and think
of food. I wonder if you can really eat crow or if it’s just something
people say.
Sometimes the guy doesn’t take the check. Instead, he just stays for
hours, even all night. The two of them as noisy as coyotes.
Those nights, I sleep outside, in my willow room. I keep a blanket
out there. I see fireflies, fat coons scuttling from the weeds. Owls
swoop. Once, a fox bounced her bent-leg trot across the yard, carrying her baby in her mouth. The kit dangled soft and limp, trusting
its Ma. I’m one of them, an animal. My family. I just might live out
there.
Other times he takes the check.
Inside, I eye the bread and Coke, but she’s leaning on the counter.
I’d have to walk right past her, and my shoulder still aches from last
time I crossed her wrong. Today she’s scratching her arm till little
dots of blood spring through. She’s got that prickly look she has when
she tells me her skin doesn’t fit. Tells me someone put it on too tight
or twisted it wrong and there’s no way to fix it. Well, one way.
I grab the key and leave. She doesn’t say a word.
I walk through the corn. There’s nothing else.
Jay from down the road spends weekends at his dad’s, and he’s older than me anyway. He calls me dickwad. Kicking weeds, I dream of
when I’m bigger and will shut his mouth. Only other neighbor is T.L.
He’s old and his dog bites.
No rain, the corn this year stayed short like me, but I can disappear
in it. Three ears jut out from every stalk, a fuzz of yellow silk at the
ends. Three, like we used to be. I break one off and husk it. The baby
kernels shine nobby and white, but it tastes sweet. It’s okay to steal
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a little to survive, my brother said once. I walk and eat, trailing my
fingers along the long corn leaves on every stalk I pass. My steps
follow the furrow of the ground. I know the rows lead to the woods
and the woods to the creek. But before I get there, I find something.
At the edge of the field, where the stalks part, the corn plants grow
spaced out and puny. She lies there—a doe on her side, her neck
stretched out like she’s reaching for something. She looks like she’s
still running, hooves pulled in underbelly mid-stride. But she’s stiff
and still. Flies crawl on her nose. She kept her eyes open, at least the
one I can see. It shines like a black marble edged with white. I think
she died scared. My brother shut his eyes to die, like he was tired.
Like he didn’t want me to see inside his head. Like he knew it was
the last thing he had to do. I picture him. All the time. Slumped, still
tied off with the needle hanging in his arm. Almost a month ago. The
sink already stunk back then. The TV blared commercials. Clothes
and cans everywhere. His dirty white sneakers beside the door—one
sitting up, one on its side.
I shoulda kept the place neater. But she shouldn’t have let him have
that shit.
I look at the deer and wish my brother coulda died somewhere better. Like the edge of this field by the cool woods, still running.
When I get home, lights shine in the windows, but the door is
locked. I set my key on the outside sill. The guy is gone. He dropped
something in the dry grass by the steps. I pick it up—a metal lighter
with a flag on it. I’ve seen him spin in his hands before. It feels cool in
mine. I flip the cap like he does, practice drawing a flame. It wavers,
dances against the shadows.
I do this till my fingers burn.
Then I go around to the side of the house where I can see in, move
the broken mower from the window so I can get closer. A baby snake
slithers out from under, the sound through the tall grass so soft, I’m
not sure I even hear it, but I’m sorry if I scared it. Inside, I can see
her, lit up by the lamp and slouched on the couch. That face tilts
back, so pretty it’s confusing because you can’t explain why—if it’s
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her nose, her cheeks, her lips—but you just want to keep looking.
Want her to look back, see you, and smile. Just see you. Even with
her green eyes closed, she makes me wanna cry. It’s better with her
eyes closed, cause I can look all I want and she can’t yell.
The needle sits on her lap, and the belt coils beside her, where I
used to sit. On the counter, the check is gone. All of a sudden, I’m
tired, like a monster ripped me open and sucked the life right out of
my chest. My fingernails dig into my palm, and my eyes burn. I open
and close my fingers. Studying my balled hand, I fold my thumb
across my knuckles. The last thing my brother taught me was how
to make a fist.
My foot knocks into the gas can beside the broken mower. The
metal can tings and rocks, but Ma doesn’t react. The can’s dented
where she kicked it and broke her toe. I watch her sleep. Her mouth
curves, and I wish she’d stay asleep. She looks almost happy, that little smile like fresh rain. When I nudge the gas can, liquid sloshes. I
lift it to test its weight, to test my strength. It’s heavy, but I can handle
it. I’m old and grown as T.L. down the road, as mean as his dog. I
wonder if, maybe, he bites because he’s sad.
Standing at the window, I keep the gas can in my hands, even
though the bulk drags at my arms. My shoulder aches, but I hold
onto it, liking the feel of the dusty rust on the handle, the smell of the
gasoline. I like the weight of the guy’s lighter in my shorts pocket,
ready to ignite at my say.
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HE LAST ONE FELL WITH an arrow to the heart.
Despite the blinding blizzard, Yavanna’s aim was true,
and the animal crashed into the driven snow with an ashwood shaft upon its chest. Its cry was primal as the howling storm
around her. Haunting. Helpless. But a second later, it went quiet.
Yavanna leapt from her oaken perch, silent as snowfall, and stalked
to where her prey laid waiting. Through the twilit glade, its eyes
danced to the coming of death, searching the evergreen canopy of
dark firs and bare beeches until its doe gaze fixed upon hers. How
pitiful, Yavanna thought. It had shed its furs as it fled, revealing sickly pale skin that cracked and bled where the frosty winds had bitten.
Do you shiver from the cold, or from the nightshade that laced my
arrowhead?
Still, it was alive. Raging against the hushed finality of the hunt
with hollow, harrowed breaths. Such stubborn creatures. It stared
at Yavanna, an unbeliever before a goddess, as she plucked the
swan-feathered arrow from its body with the sweet sound of shredded flesh. It was wet and scarlet where she knelt.
“Sleep now,” Yavanna whispered, petting its coarse brown coat.
“The trees are thankful for your sacrifice.”
She slid the silver-tipped arrow through its skeletal throat and
twisted. Lifeblood gurgled from its neck and into the snow like a
babbling brook from the mountains. Yavanna wiped its tears until
the last of its warmth escaped its lips, and it was gone. An arrow
for one, and never one more. This herd was already on the brink of
death, judging by the thin, worn wools hiding their famished bodies.
No matter. That kill was the last of these—
Her head snapped up.
There. A rustling by a thicket of hawthorns. The trace of a shadow
swept away by the snow. Fear. Sharp and acidic upon her tongue. The
lingering song of a hammering pulse.
The hunt was not over.
The white noise of the woods slowed to a standstill as Yavanna
turned to the northern air for her target’s scent. It led to a trail of footprints, light and sprinting, until she came upon a wooden den. The
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burrow drooped in abandon, and when Yavanna forced its entrance
wide, snow and moonlight spilled before her, dispelling the darkness
within. She was not alone.
“Mama?” a voice bleated. “Is that you?”
The youngling peered from a pile of pelts, cowering underneath
it. She heard its heart race like a fawn bounding for the forest cover.
Panicked, yet filled with vitality. Ripening within its ribcage.
Yavanna smiled. Eclipsed by the light outside, her amaranth skin
faded into the color of tallow. Her hair, which flowed like quicksilver,
shifted to waves of yellow straw. So when Yavanna emerged from
the shadows, her face was no longer hers, but of the creature in the
woods.
The one she had just killed.
“Hush, dear child. Shouldn’t you be asleep?” Yavanna’s voice was
music, humming with the night. But the little lamb kept to its mountain of hay and wool as if it were a deathbed. It must have been freezing. Yavanna knelt and picked a snowflake from its mud-brown hair.
“I—I’m sorry mother, I shouldn’t have gone into the woods. I was
just—”
“Now, now,” Yavanna whispered. “Mother has come home.”
Despite Yavanna’s illusion, the lamb kept crying. Sniffling so heavily that it had no breath to speak. How ugly, Yavanna thought. Its eyes
were red-rimmed and stupid, and it smelled of rancid milk. From the
way it pressed its fists into its face, the lamb was only seven years
old. And it racked its lungs for such a long time, Yavanna feared it
would not stop.
I need it calm. I need the heart unburdened.
“How about a story, then? To help put you to bed?”
The lamb merely nodded and swiped at its slimy snout.
“Very well,” Yavanna sidled closer and drew a musty blanket over
its chin.
“Once upon a time,” she said, “when the world was new and green,
there lived a people born of the trees.”
“I haven’t heard this one before,” said the lamb, whimpering.
“Oh, poor child,” Yavanna tucked a stray hair behind its ear. “No
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one has.”
The lamb stayed silent, and so Yavanna continued. “They were
called elves, and they lived in the First of the Forests, which they
tended with love and care. They weaved the seasons with graceful
hands and sang to the birth of seeds and wildlife. When the buds of
rot wormed its way to the forest they so protected, they banished it
with ancient music only they could speak. To them, all life was sacred, such were their elven ways.
“Day and night, these elves looked after the forest’s growth. But
like every creature then, the toll of time tormented their mortal
forms. The True Trees saw this great burden, and so they granted
the elves gifts from upon their silver boughs: There hanged fruits
so heavenly, it granted those who partook of it eternal life. And for
thousands of years, the realm knew peace.”
The lamb’s sobs grew softer as it listened, hiccupping here and
there.
“Then the men of dirt and stardust were born,” Yavanna said.
“The people of the forest, though they lived in secrecy, welcomed
these strange men with kindness. They were wild, fleeting things—
these animal men—for their lifespans were mere seconds in elven
eyes. Where their hair grew white and brittle, the elves shone like
gold. Where their skin sagged and wrinkled, the elves stayed taut
and supple. So, the men asked them in wonder, ‘Oh, great elves of the
forest, how doth thy kind keep fair?’ The elves, so trusting, replied,
‘‘Tis the gift of the trees, young mortals, from beyond the woods you
know. But alas! We cannot have you share in it, for the sacrifice of
deathlessness is such cruelty indeed.’”
“What did they sacrifice?” asked the lamb on Yavanna’s lap.
“Well,” said Yavanna, “the elves never aged. That much was true.
But they had also ruled the past millennia with deep loneliness. For
ever since they took the fruits, not another elven child was born. Such
was the price of immortality.”
“What happened next?”
“Though they bred like rats, the humans perished as quickly as
they came. So, one day they had enough, and said, ‘Must we live and
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die whilst the elves reigned forever?’ Rallying to the beat of their
selfish hearts, the animal men came to split the forest in two, chopping every tree until they reached the heart of the forest. What these
men lacked in wit and cunning, they made up in numbers, and soon
the elves were overwhelmed.”
“Oh no,” the lamb said.
“But the forest knew of their treachery, for human hearts were
wicked indeed. No sooner had the fruits touched their tongues did
it disintegrate into wormy dust, the men’s bellies filling with nothing but corrupted seeds. Enraged, the beasts burned the forest down,
killing everyone in sight. The elves, their hands now forced, were
loath to take any life. But they grew to see the humans as nothing
more than animals now. Callous. Unthinking. Lambs to be slaughtered. And by the light of the moon and with silver bows they shot
the trespassers dead. The forest they had sworn to protect withering
before them.”
“Where are the elves now?” the lamb asked.
“Why here, of course,” Yavanna said. “Searching for the fruit of
their beloved trees.”
“Well, I hope they’re happy now.”
The lamb yawned slowly, Yavanna’s story cocooning it like a spider’s web. She retrieved a glass vial filled with purple liquid and
said, “Here, little sweetling. Take this.” The innocent animal took the
drink unquestioningly, looking at Yavanna with such trust, she could
have felt sorry for it. Let the nightshade be my mercy.
“Sleep now,” Yavanna whispered, petting its soft down fur. “Come
springtime, you will awaken with the dandelions and the cottonwoods, and the entire forest will be your home.”
When it finally slept, Yavanna carried the youngling out of the
hut as if it was a bird with broken wings. Sometimes, she wondered
whether these creatures deserved the swift relief she granted. Would
you have done the same for me, if my people had left you to wander
the world alone?
The huntress walked until the sun broke through the horizon like a
sprout unfurling from the soil. She walked through plains that were
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once forests and through snow that fell like ash. “It was like this
when they burned the trees,” Yavanna spoke out loud. She was hidden away when they came, with only her voice for company. It was
said the elves sang to the birth of seeds and wildlife. But on that day,
her melody echoed to the death of her people. “Do you wish to hear
it, little lamb?” Yavanna recalled the words, and the woods listened
to her longing.
“Look how they come, those little men,
That I did so adore,
With tooth and claw, and steel in hand,
They knocked upon our doors.”
Yavanna placed the dreaming child upon the flat of a great stump
like an offering at an altar. The animal sighed, Yavanna’s wistful
lullaby lighting a smile upon its face, as her arrow pierced into its
chest. Blood trickled from its skin and around the stump’s grooved
rings like red sap. Her hand remained perfectly still as she drew a
shallow slit along the length of its torso, skinning it as she did the
thousand others that drank her arrows. Deeper and deeper until steel
kissed bone.
“Look how they run, those little men,
That I did so adore,
Down by the river and up by the hills,
Where trees had stood before.”
Yavanna unsheathed a rune-carved dagger and sang as she worked
at the lamb’s body. She tore the opening wide, ripping towards the
sternum, and there she finally saw it. Pulsating weakly underneath a
cage of bones. She traced her blade between the ribs and sliced. Back
and forth like sawing through frozen meat. Grating against gristle,
marrow, and crack!
She reached inside the steaming carcass, still warm against the
winter, and carefully severed the membranes that clung to the organ like scarlet ivy—until the little lamb’s raw heart was beating in
her palm. Pump, pump, pump, it went. In tune with the pulse of the
world. Breathing the air that the True Trees once gave, and untainted
by greed or malice.
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Yavanna found, a few hundred years ago, that their children’s hearts
were purest.
“Look how they fall, those little men,
That I did so adore,
An arrow for one, and never one more,
Through skin and bone, it tore.”
In her wet, stained hands, the heart burst open like a chrysanthemum in bloom. Where Yavanna held flesh and sinew only a second
before, there sat a single seed. Carefully, Yavanna planted the heartseed back into the lamb’s gaping chest cavity, where vines and veins
enwreathed it.
“Look how they fall, those little men,
That I did so adore,”
Yavanna watched as the lamb’s remains melted into the stump, as
its limbs twisted into wooden roots and its ribcage cracked open like
a butterfly in flight—and a magnificent tree blossomed from its body
in a shower of petals and gore. The smell of moist earth and fresh
blood filled the air, and for a moment, it was spring.
Yavanna looked up. Crimson dew dripped from the tree’s red
leaves, and among them, a heart-shaped fruit that throbbed with
life. She pressed her hand upon the newborn tree. A boy’s face was
carved upon its smooth, skin-like bark. Yavanna wiped his tears.
One by one, she would restore her homeland. One by one, she would
hunt them down. But for now, she would stay in the heart of the forest, singing where the children laid.
“An arrow for one, and never one more,
Their skin and bone,
I tore.”
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From the moment I began reading it, I knew there was a clear winner, despite the incredible talent from all the stories who made it
through to the final round. Our Story Starts Here was told from the
first person—always a plus point as far as I’m concerned because I
enjoy being directly inside the minds of the characters and seeing the
world from their often warped perspective.
This short story takes the reader directly into the mind of a stalker whose life was ultimately turned upside down by thoughts that
dominated several decades, starting innocently when the two were at
school, eventually turning reality into something really rather ugly
as her thoughts and actions progressed. She didn’t even believe she
was a stalker, actually romantising her actions and feelings as something she felt other’s should ideally understand. This was perfectly
executed and even when things were going well and the pair finally,
beyond logic and assumption, got together and began a relationship,
the entire thing has been built on lies. The concept never leaves the
stalker’s mind that, one day, something will happen to take his attention away from her, her needs and desires.
In the end, the stalker is prepared to end it all, to kill them both in
order to save their relationship from total separation, believing that in
death, nothing will come between them. It will be the ultimate sacrifice. In a world where stalkers are seen far more on social media than
ever before, it was fitting that the writer was able to delve deep into
the private justifications that these types of people tell themselves
in order to confirm their behaviour and pattern of often unforgiving
events.
Immediately the quality of the writing was evident, and I was
drawn deeply into the main character’s world. Because I also write
from the viewpoint of mental illness myself, I completely understood
the complex mannerisms of the strong emotions that shone through
every word. I enjoyed the fact that we get a taste of a much bigger
plotline, wrapped into a few well-crafted pages.
Good writing should be direct, yet have the ability to hold the reader’s attention with intricate sentence structure and valid choice of
words, and Our Story Starts Here has that in spades. By the end I
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was left wishing the story had been longer, wanting to delve deeper
and learn more about the main character and the focus of her obsessive desires.
This author has an incredible writing future ahead and is well deserving of the winning prize. Congratulations well justified indeed.
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