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Editor’s Note

Anelise Farris 

 Three years ago when I moved to Idaho, I had only a 
loose concept of what a literary magazine entails. I had a 
superficial understanding, knowing it to be merely a collection 
of literature from a variety of authors. That quickly changed 
when I was presented with the opportunity to serve as prose 
editor for Black Rock & Sage in 2016. From there I went on 
to serve as poetry editor in 2017, and now here I am as editor-
in-chief. While I started my venture with Black Rock & Sage 
with nothing but a passion for creative writing and the arts, 
through my experience, I began to fall in love with something 
else about literary magazines: the community. Literary 
magazines bring together diverse voices into a cohesive whole, 
and witnessing the way the material exists in conversation with 
each other is immensely rewarding. And the range of voices 
included in this year’s magazine—from folk artists to horror 
writers—demonstrate that there is more that connects us than 
separates us.
 This year’s prose prize winner, “Gremlin” by Steph 
Bachman, is a fantastic story set in Atomic Town—where 
Martie is the new car racer on the block and mannequins litter 
the post-apocalyptic landscape. Another story featured here 
by Bachman, “Beyond the Pale,” is a semi-frozen contagion 
narrative. Did I mention there’s rum-scented snow? Other 
stories, such as “Wampa Attacks and Burials” by Hailie Pease, 
involve conspiracy theories, enough pop culture references 
to please a geeky soul like myself, and an insightful look at 
gender and growing up. 
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Anelise Farris

 The poetry selected for this year’s issue is equally diverse, 
ranging from William Hamerlynck’s “Through-Line,” a 
well-constructed sestina about a murder, to “Tuna Melt With 
Cheddar,” an ars poetica by Richard Thornell. In addition to 
demonstrating skill with various forms, the poetry here is rich 
in language and sound. In reading Madeleine Coles’s “The 
Addict,” one encounters banana peel stains gracing fingertips 
and the punchy taste of blueberry beer. The Ford Swetnam 
Poetry Prize winner this year is Karley Morgan for her piece 
“Church is for Sinners.” Our judge, former editor-in-chief 
Dr. Jeffrey Howard, was impressed by Morgan’s use of concise 
imagery to question the performativity of religion. 
 In addition to the community of contributors, a huge 
aspect of a successful literary journal is a strong community 
of editors. My first year as editor-in-chief has been thoroughly 
enjoyable, and I owe that to my fellow senior editors, Kathryn 
Damron and Christopher Swensen, our faculty supervisor, Dr. 
Susan Goslee, and our enthusiastic assistant editors. Similarly, 
I am deeply grateful for our talented contributors who have 
chosen to publish with us, for our skilled design intern 
Brandon Ohmie, for our knowledgeable consultants in the 
Music, Art, and English Departments, and for the generous 
support from local businesses. I am honored to be a part of 
Black Rock & Sage, a journal that is committed to showcasing 
the talented artistic students here at ISU. 
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BR&S Musical Performances

1. “When Lights Fade Green” by Kylle Strunk
Kylle Strunk, marimba, vibes, percussion 
Jake Knievel, marimba, percussion
Audio Engineers: Curtis Dey, TaraLyn Cluff

2. “Violin Concerto in D minor, Op.47” by Jean Sibelius
Rumeng Liao, violin 
Alexis Walker, piano

3. “Blue Wolf” by Brad Edwards
Conor O’Farrell, trombone
Audio Engineer: Professor Jonathan Armstrong

4. “Lost Cosmonaut” by Gabriel Lowman
ELA Trio
Gabriel Lowman, keyboard
Professor Jonathan Armstrong, double bass
Joseph Emmanuel, drum set
Audio Engineer: Kylle Strunk

5. “Sophomore Rag” by Gates Bennett
Gates Bennett, piano

6. “Concerto No. 2 in D minor, Op. 22: II - Romance” by
 Henryk Wieniawski
Madison Folkman, violin
Natalia Lauk, piano
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7. “O mio babbino caro” from the opera Gianni Schicchi by
 Giacomo Puccini 
TaraLyn Cluff, soprano 
Alexis McBroom, piano
Audio Engineers: Curtis Dey and Nicholas Cravens

8. “Poem” by Arno Babadjanian
Alyssa Gardner, piano

9. “Yeah, She’s Pretty Though” by Owen Lee Flannagan
Jamie’s Party
Owen Lee Flannagan, tenor saxophone
Jamie Burtosky, electric bass
Jesse Malloy, electric guitar
Dallas McCrea, trombone
Gabriel Lowman, piano
Thaddeus Ferrin, drum set
Audio Engineers---: Terryn Hardy and Chris Rhoades 
 
10. “Listen Here” by Eddie Harris 
Funk:30 pm

Curtis Dey, baritone saxophone
Joseph Emmanuel, drum set 
Jesse Malloy, electric guitar 
Doug Withrow, alto saxophone 
Cameron Dey, sousaphone
Audio Engineers: Nicholas Cravens and Jake Kneivel 

11. “Capriccio No. 1, Op. 76” by Johannes Brahms
Sawyer Disselkoen, piano 
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12. “Sirene, unaccompanied” by Edward Yadzinski
Brandon VanOrden, clarinet

13. “Duo for Violin and Cello, Op. 39” by Reinhold Gliere
Jerrel Martin, cello 
Rumeng Liao, violin
Audio Engineer/Producer: Gabriel Lowman

14. “Apotheosis: A Divine Comedy: I. Inferno!” by Adam
 Merrill
Adam Merrill, piano

15. “Water No Get Enemy” by Fela Kuti
Jamie’s Party
Owen Lee Flannagan, tenor saxophone
Jamie Burtosky, electric bass
Jesse Malloy, electric guitar
Dallas McCrea, trombone
Gabriel Lowman, piano
Thaddeus Ferrin, drum set
Audio Engineers: Terryn Hardy and Chris Rhoades 

Musical Performances



Malt liquor is steel wool-infused Brasso
steeped inside hubcaps. 24 oz can singles
sold to convenience store-types who mingle
around parking lots somewhere in Reno,
NV, supposedly. I hear beer goes 
for a buck and three quarters. Our nuptial
vows, paid by the Silver State, we’ll gamble. 
Take advantage of the “Loose Slots” bingo! 

Johnny’s good for counting cards. Let him win
the bulk of what we’ll then spend on darlings. 
Suppose we keep a stash for bail to serve 
as insurance. No telling if or when 
trouble will come. Cheap motels or sleeping
bags? First, what can we spare for Steel Reserve? 

8.10% ABV Only

Richard Thornell
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Richard Thornell

Never mind the blots across
their great American novel,

fragments of ammo links
fused beneath esprit de corps.

“He stoops beside the treeline
as the U.S. convoy drones

out the warbling birds.”
The platen stops rolling,

halting the coming fusillade.
They wince for their lost page

of reverie, beers with midday
snooze, to return unwrinkled.

Stacks of clean, bone white 
pages, squared along the

table’s edge, wait in repose.
The manic writer deploys  

a sheet. Acrid cordite unspools 
the ribbon, pinning their lapels.

Typewriter Ribbon
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 As a biologist I have a different perspective on bars than 
the rest of the mammals that traverse this ecosystem. If 
you are a female, you might see the other girls prostrating 
themselves among the dance floor as bitches. I see them 
as your competition. Therein lies my discomfort. If birds 
display their colorful plumage amidst the leaves of the forest, 
then what is a strobe light but the moon filtering through 
the branches? What do you think a dance floor is? There is 
purpose behind the music. The beat is our hearts when we 
mate.

 I love the bars filled with the older middle class. The ones 
that gave rise to my generation. Fucked up, missing the bars 
on the karaoke screen. It’s too imperfect and it gives me hope 
because they love it and I love their enthusiasm. There was 
an old man who couldn’t walk, but he could drink. To ease my 
mind, he told me there wasn’t pussy in the stars. I laughed too 
hard. Is it alcohol that makes us forget our hardwood floors 
and toaster ovens? I believe the primal incentive has been 
there all along. Not bubbling under the surface but out in 
the open. It does not hide in the back of our minds or crouch 
under our beds like the bogeyman. It sits in the doorway of our 
personalities. It creeps its way into every conversation.  

 I love the broken things. The twisted rhymes. I’m the 
bitter drought in all their cups. Lift me up so I can taste your 
lips. What is there left but the monotony? I think sitting at a 

Cody Campbell

Karaoke Night
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desk brings out the nature in us. To be honest, I’ve forgotten 
the rest of what I wanted to tell you. There was a point I’m 
sure. But the drinks have eased my mind and now it has 
missed me. My fingers have only closed around the floating 
smoke. Slipped through my glass. So I’ll leave you with what 
we always have. The almost there. Cheers. 

Cody Campbell



 “We want to get in shape this summer so we’re gonna start 
riding bikes like we used to,” Peter, Rachel’s older brother, 
announced. 
 Rachel and her younger cousin, Wes, looked away from 
The Twilight Zone episode they were watching. Leave it to 
Peter to come in right at the best part. After watching the 
whole episode and hearing about the woman’s numerous 
attempts at surgeries to be beautiful, they didn’t even get to 
see her run screaming through the halls after her final surgery 
is a failure. Rachel was always very unsettled by the revelation 
that the world in the episode actually found pig faces beautiful, 
and people who were considered beautiful in the real world 
were deemed horrendously disfigured. 
 “Rachel and I don’t need to get in shape,” Wes said. He 
pulled up his shirt to show his lean torso and glanced over at 
Rachel. She shrugged and lifted her shirt just a little to show 
her belly button. Rachel started to add that they hadn’t ridden 
bikes since she was in fifth grade eight years ago, but Wes’s 
older brother interrupted her.
 “Hey, asshats, some of us have man boobs we want to get 
rid of, and you’re going to join us for cardio,” Connor said. 
Connor was only four months older than Rachel, but he was 
two years older than Wes, two years younger than Peter, and 
had the foulest mouth of anyone in their family. His insult fell 
a little flat though because he was still in his Shopko uniform 
from when he got home from work about twenty minutes 
earlier.

Hailie Pease

Wampa Attacks and Burials
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 “I kind of like your man boobs. They suit you,” Wes said. 
 “You bastard.” Connor kicked his brother’s legs off the 
coffee table.
 “So, what do you say, Rach?” Peter asked, completely 
ignoring their cousins. She looked back at the T.V. to watch 
as the “disfigured” woman was escorted away by an equally 
“disfigured” man. “It’ll be fun. Something to make this 
summer memorable before you flee the country.”
 “Study abroad,” she corrected, but didn’t argue.
 So, they pedaled their way through the neighborhoods 
every Sunday night after it got dark, the air finally cool enough 
for them to actually do anything without drowning in sweat. 
Rachel and Peter would meet their cousins in the church 
parking lot on the corner. The four of them would then ride 
off with no destination in mind, often riding until well after 
midnight and splitting ways in the same place but miles later.
 Her bike was light blue, and she hadn’t ridden it since 
her dad had taken it out of the shed to surprise her on her 
birthday in the fifth grade. She only looked a little funny riding 
it now at nineteen. Peter’s bike was a yellow Huffy from the 
eighties, and the chain slipped every fourth time he pushed 
down on the left pedal. Her cousins had the nicer bikes out of 
the four of them, but Wes’s light was held onto the handlebars 
with a particularly tenacious piece of Juicy Fruit, and Connor’s 
bike sounded like it had square wheels.
 Rachel called the little posse a biker gang because that’s 
what they were. They were a literal biker gang. Well, in the 
biking aspect. They weren’t very gang-like. The worst they did 
was yell back and forth at each other later than it was probably 
acceptable to be yelling. They’d also sing the Star Wars score 
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extra loud and off-key as each of them tried to make the sound 
of every instrument with their mouths. 
 Sometimes Wes would do tricks on his bike. They’d all be 
riding along, Wes would say something to get their attention, 
and they’d look over to see him with his shirt off, standing 
on the seat of his bike, bent over holding onto the handlebars 
with one leg extended behind him. It was during one of his 
tricks that he kicked his light off his handlebars, and they 
had to circle back around to pick it up from the middle of the 
street. They spent the rest of that night trying to reattach 
it using the same piece of gum he’d used before. He had 
replaced it with Hubba Bubba by the next week. Nobody ever 
asked him why he never figured out a different way to attach 
his light.
 Peter supplied most of the conversation topics. He always 
had some new idea to talk about from a documentary he had 
just watched or a conspiracy theory he read about or heard 
about from one of the regulars at their dad’s pizza parlor 
where he worked. His favorite topics were the documentaries 
that detailed conspiracy theories. He was still fully convinced 
that Courtney Love hired people to kill Kurt Cobain and that 
Paul McCartney actually died in 1966.
 “No, seriously, look it up. Paul McCartney, like the real 
Paul McCartney, was in a car accident and died while in 
surgery. Because The Beatles didn’t want to break up yet, 
they replaced him with a look-alike. Eventually they felt guilty 
so they started leaving clues to tell their fans that Paul had 
actually died. You can hear John Lennon say ‘I buried Paul’ in 
one of their songs,” Peter said when the rest of the gang met 
his theory with skepticism.

Hailie Pease
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 “But how could they find someone who looked so much 
like him that nobody would notice?” Wes asked.
 “People did notice. You can look at pictures side by side 
of Paul before the crash and ‘Paul,’” Peter said, using air 
quotes, “after the crash and see that there are various facial 
differences, like major things too, not just little differences.”
 Connor made a sound of disbelief.
 “That’s bullshit and you know it. It’s normal for 
someone’s face to look different after they’ve been in a serious 
accident. Just look at Mark Hamill and the differences in 
his face between A New Hope and The Empire Strikes Back. 
Remember? That’s why they had the Wampa attack Luke at 
the beginning of the movie. His accident didn’t even sound 
as bad as what you’re saying Paul McCartney was involved in, 
and he had to have his whole nose and cheek reconstructed,” 
Connor said. Rachel wanted to add that even the information 
surrounding Luke Skywalker’s accident was shrouded in 
mystery, but the boys were already arguing. And so it usually 
went. Peter would propose a conspiracy. Wes would ask the 
questions. Connor would provide the argument against it, and 
Peter would always have an answer.  
 Rachel rarely contributed with words. She’d pedal along 
with the boys, laugh at their stupid jokes, and sing her own 
parts in whatever music they were trying to create, but she 
didn’t offer anything new. She was also the only one leaving 
at the end of summer to start her sophomore year of college 
studying abroad in Paris. It was a great opportunity…it 
really was…she’d remind herself every day. She had never 
experienced living anywhere else. Even going to college she 
had chosen to just go to the university in town and live at 

Hailie Pease
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home. Going to Paris was going to be the experience of a 
lifetime…
 “Hey Rach, take a right at the corner,” Peter called out to 
her from his spot at the back of the group. 
 “Right, right, right,” Connor shouted as he sped past her 
and zoomed around the corner. They all followed, but Rachel 
recognized the house on the corner and hoped she was wrong 
about where they were. 
 “Take a left,” Peter yelled to Connor. They all went left, 
and Rachel was the first to come to a stop. The road in front 
of them had a large sandstone marker in the middle of it, 
signifying the beginning of a new neighborhood. The rock said 
“Brenda Estates.” 
 They had found themselves in Brenda Estates on one 
of their first rides that summer and had quickly deemed it a 
place they never wanted to go again. It wasn’t that it was a bad 
neighborhood, not like they feared they’d be jumped or shot or 
anything like that. Actually, Brenda Estates looked like a very 
nice upper-middle class neighborhood.
 It was a single street with multiple smaller streets 
branching off of it. The houses that lined the street were all 
two stories tall, and the lawns seemed strangely green and 
had been that way all summer. They had ridden through a 
couple times on accident after that first time, and nothing had 
changed. Now, at the end of the summer, all the lawns were 
still exactly the same. They were all freshly cut with no wheel 
marks or patterns left from a lawn mower. In the dim light of 
the streetlights, they still looked unnaturally perfect.
 “It’s like that episode of The Twilight Zone,” Peter 
whispered. 

Hailie Pease
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 “Which one?” Connor asked.
 Rachel thought she knew which episode Peter was talking 
about. It was in season five and was basically a glorified 
“don’t drink and drive or something bad will happen to you” 
message. After a night of partying, a couple wakes up in a 
strange town that has no inhabitants, just fake trees, animals, 
and houses; and no sound except for a little girl’s giggle. 
They try to leave the town on a train; but the train just goes 
in a circle, and they end up back in the quiet town, unable to 
escape. 
 “The one with the couple in Centerville?” Rachel asked. 
Peter tapped his nose as if they were playing charades. 
 “Do you think if I go touch that tree it’ll fall over?” Wes 
said, pointing to a nearby tree. “Or maybe there’s a stuffed 
squirrel that I can pet and then be horrified that it’s actually 
dead.” 
 Rachel grinned at Wes’s references, remembering the 
over-dramatized reactions of the actors in the episode.
 “All it’s missing is the creepy little girl laughter,” Peter 
said.
 “Oh come on! We were not captured by aliens and put in 
a model town. That was the stupidest episode ever,” Connor 
said, his voice rising above everyone else’s. Wes, Peter, and 
Rachel turned and glared at him. 
 Brenda Estates was quiet, and it felt wrong to talk above 
a whisper if you even had the nerve to talk at all. Sure, the 
rest of the neighborhoods were quiet because it was late, but 
there was always noise in the neighborhoods: sprinklers, dogs, 
cars driving by on the main roads. Always some sort of noise. 
Not in Brenda Estates. It seemed like every time they found 
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themselves there, all the noise in the world was sucked into a 
vacuum, and all Rachel could hear was her own breathing and 
the sound of her tires on the asphalt.
 “Whatever. Are we going in?” Connor asked, shaking off 
the glares. Rachel looked at him like he was crazy, and then 
she looked at Peter. He looked just as uneasy as she felt.
 “No, man. I feel like if we were in a movie, we’d be 
destined to die here. We better turn around,” Peter said. Since 
he was the oldest, he was allowed to make the final call. He 
turned around, and Wes did the same. Connor looked down 
the street as if he was going to go ahead anyway, but finally 
turned and pushed hard on his pedals to propel him past Peter 
and back through the neighborhood they had been riding 
through before. 
 Rachel still stood there straddling her bike. She looked 
down the street to where the first off street started and saw 
the little white bench. It wasn’t anything menacing, just a little 
white metal bench set up next to a pot of dark purple flowers, 
waiting. As she stared at it, her chest seemed to get tight and 
her fingers went numb. She got that prickling feeling on her 
skin that comes around whenever it feels like someone is 
watching, but there was nobody else around.
 “Rach, let’s go. Wes and Connor are leaving us,” Peter 
called to her. Rachel slowly turned her bike around, hesitant 
to turn her back on Brenda Estates, just like she’d always 
been hesitant to turn her back on the bathtub with the shower 
curtain pulled closed when she was a little girl.
 Peter and Rachel rode together in silence, following the 
whoops of their cousins up ahead. 
 “Do you think something’s really off with Brenda Estates 
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or is it just our imagination?” Rachel asked finally. Peter’s bike 
chain slipped, and he grunted, “You okay?”
 “Yeah, I’m fine. This bike’s just a piece of crap,” he 
muttered. “There’s definitely something strange about that 
neighborhood, but you are talking to someone who will get 
behind any conspiracy theory he can because that makes life 
more interesting.”
 “That’s true,” Rachel conceded. They were silent again, 
and Rachel could see their cousins. They rode past a house 
with the garage door open and a man leaning against the 
house with a can of soda or beer in his hand. He looked away 
from the car parked in the driveway with its hood popped and 
watched as they rode by. Peter waved to him.
 “You know what I’m wondering about Brenda Estates?” 
Peter asked. Rachel looked at him. “Why don’t we ever see 
anyone?”
 “It’s late,” Rachel offered.
 “Yeah, but we still see people like that guy in these other 
neighborhoods. It’s summer. People are out and about until 
all hours of the night. Where is everyone that lives in Brenda 
Estates?”
 “There isn’t a person or thing alive in this town, and yet, 
we’re still being watched,” Rachel muttered, quoting the 
woman from the episode. Peter looked at her questioningly. 
“Nevermind. Why do you think we keep ending up there?”
 “Because we keep taking the same damn turns,” Connor 
said as he circled around from his place in front and rode 
between them. 
 “No, I’m with Peter. I think we’re gonna die there,” 
Wes said. Rachel wobbled a little on her bike, as Connor 
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accidentally got too close to her. Wes’s comment threw them 
all off. He was usually the skeptical one that asked all the 
questions. Why was he agreeing with Peter so fast? Wes was 
busy trying to follow the cracks in the asphalt with his front 
tire, so he didn’t notice everyone looking at him until the 
silence made him uneasy. “What? Did you guys not see that 
creepy Uncle Sam decoration on the front porch of the second 
house? It’s August. Put your horrific Fourth of July decorations 
away. The thing had no eyes.”
 “That’s hardly an argument for believing we’re destined to 
die there,” Connor said.
 “And I said that if we were in a movie—a movie, Wes, not 
real life—then we’d die there,” Peter said. 
 “How do you know we’re not in a movie?” Wes asked.
 “We’d be better looking if we were,” Rachel muttered to 
herself.
 Wes rode ahead of them a little bit, raising his hands in 
surrender. “All I’m saying is that we seem to end up there a 
lot no matter how hard we try to avoid it, and there are a lot 
of scary movies where inanimate objects come to life and kill 
people.” 
 “Whatever. I want to ride through there sometime,” 
Connor said. 
 Peter rode through the middle of their group humming 
the first few notes of the cantina song from A New Hope, and 
it was only a matter of time before the rest of them joined in, 
and all talk of Brenda Estates was forgotten for the night. 

•••
 That night, as Rachel was brushing her teeth, she felt her 
skin prickling again and she couldn’t help glancing over at the 
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shower curtain pulled shut, hiding the bathtub from her view. 
Out of habit, she reached over and yanked it open, the metal 
rings screeching against the curtain rod. Of course, there 
wasn’t anything there. There never was. 
 Her fears originated years and years and years ago, and 
the rest of her family thought they had gone away a long time 
ago. Her dad had been watching a black and white movie one 
night, but she only saw one part of it before he ushered her 
out of the living room and back to her bed. She remembered 
the shadowy figure appearing through the translucent 
shower curtain, the screams and the screeching music. She 
remembered the knife and the darker liquid running down the 
drain with the water. Years later when she got her first period 
and saw the blood mixing with the water, she thought of that 
movie and hurried through the rest of her shower, her heart 
racing and skin prickling with the sensation of imaginary eyes 
watching her. It didn’t help that a couple years later she saw 
an episode of a T.V. show where people were running around 
a house during a storm and popping out at each other in pig 
masks, one of those places being the bathtub with the shower 
curtain closed.
 Needless to say, bathtubs and pigs, especially together, 
were not high on her list of things she was okay with. She 
could not see why those people in that episode of Twilight 
Zone she loved so much thought the pig faces were beautiful, 
but why were there so many scary things that used shower 
curtains and pig faces?
 Did they have scary bathtubs and pigs in Paris? She’d have 
to Google it.
 “You’re still up?” 
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 Rachel jumped, jabbing her toothbrush into the roof of her 
mouth at the sound of Peter’s voice. 
 “Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said. Rachel spit 
and rinsed her mouth.
 “Ouch.”
 “Too busy thinking about all the fun you’re going to have 
in Europe in a couple weeks?” Peter asked. Rachel watched as 
he closed the shower curtain.
 “Something like that.” She felt the urge to yank it open 
again, convinced something had appeared in there when Peter 
had closed it. 
 “I can’t believe you’re going so far away and leaving us all 
behind,” he said. Rachel’s chest tightened. “Don’t forget to 
write us. Or you know, Skype, email, phone call, even a text. 
Not like you’ll even have time to care, but we’re all going to 
miss you, and you know Mom and Dad would go out of their 
minds with worry if they didn’t hear from you.” 
 He started brushing his teeth and Rachel stood there, 
trying to breathe. She looked at the closed shower curtain 
again.
 “You’re gonna be so wrapped up in life over there I 
wouldn’t be surprised if you forgot Wes’s birthday next 
month.” Toothpaste foamed out of Peter’s mouth and dropped 
into the sink as he tried to talk. “So what do you think you’ll do 
first when you—”
 “I was just going to bed. Goodnight.”

•••
 “Wait, so who did we have for Jane again?” Connor asked. 
They were discussing their recasting of Tarzan for the 
eightieth time as they took a break during their bike ride the 
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week before Rachel was supposed to leave. Connor, Peter, and 
Rachel would recast each role, and Wes would say a couple 
lines from that character using voice impressions of whichever 
actor they had recast in that role. It really was an impressive 
game of memory and skill on Wes’s part.
 A car passed them, the lyrics of “Here Comes the Sun” 
pouring out the open windows. Rachel raised her bike seat 
again. It had started continually sliding down the past couple 
weeks, and she was constantly readjusting it. She checked her 
tires to make sure they were still holding air and then they 
started riding again.
 “I think we said Jon Hamm,” Peter supplied. 
 “Oh yeah, and we had Billy Dee Williams as her dad,” 
Rachel said, trying to hold back her laughter. They all looked 
at Wes and he laughed before clearing his throat. 
 “His eyes were intense… and focused, and…I’ve never 
seen eyes like those before,” Wes said in his solid Jon Hamm 
voice before switching to his perfect Billy Dee Williams to 
say the professor’s line. “Shall I leave you and the chalkboard 
alone?”
 “Who knew Lando Calrissian was such a supportive 
father?” Connor asked.
 They all burst out laughing, but as they turned the corner, 
the weight of immense silence cut them short. Peter’s bike 
skidded to a halt, sending gravel everywhere. Rachel and Wes 
pulled up next to him while Connor stopped just a foot short 
of the Brenda Estates rock. 
 “What the hell? Why are we here? I was deliberately taking 
us in the other direction,” Peter said. 
 “We’re supposed to go through,” Connor called back to 
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them. Rachel looked at Wes and Peter. Wes had gone white and 
was violently shaking his head. 
 “Oh no, it’s calling to me. Must. Resist. The call.” Connor 
inched his bike closer while dramatically leaning his body away 
from the neighborhood.
 “Don’t even joke about that,” Peter said. Connor started 
laughing.
 “Stop being such a pussy,” Connor yelled. Peter started to 
get off his bike, and Rachel rolled her bike in between Peter 
and Connor.
 “Stop it, you two. It’s easy to get turned around in these 
neighborhoods,” she said looking at Peter. She shot a pointed 
look at Connor, “and nobody is being a—God, I hate this 
word—a pussy.” She looked between the three boys. “Maybe 
we should just go through.” 
 Peter and Wes stared at her, shocked. Connor made a noise 
of triumph.
 “Yes! I’ve got Mom on my side,” he said. 
 “Rach, we can’t go through. You know that. It’s a dead end. 
We’ve gone down there before, and we all freaked out. This 
time won’t be any different,” Peter said.
 “Yeah, but what if there’s a way through that we didn’t 
see? What if we need to go through in order to stop coming 
back here?” 
 “No, don’t make me go. That thing is staring at us,” Wes 
said. He pointed to the Uncle Sam statue on the front porch of 
the second house in. Rachel stared at it and had to admit that 
it was quite scary. It was a life-size man wearing a patriotic 
suit and top hat holding a fake sparkler. He had a wide smile 
plastered across his plastic face and two dark pits where his 
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eyes should have been. 
 “That’s just an old decoration. Maybe they forgot to put it 
away. Let’s go!” Connor yelled at them. 
 “No, I’m not dying tonight,” Peter said. He turned his 
bike around. “Come on, Rachel.” Wes followed his lead, and 
Connor just stared at them for a moment. Connor looked 
down the street and then back at them. He screwed up his 
face. He looked at Rachel.
 “Rach, come on, let’s go. Let’s just go to the end and then 
catch up with them. This is our last chance this summer,” 
Connor pleaded with her. 
 “She’s not going, Connor. Drop it. I’m not letting my 
sister ride off somewhere out of my sight at night,” Peter 
said from where he had stopped several feet in the opposite 
direction. Connor pedaled over to him.
 “Why are you so scared of a stupid neighborhood? It’s 
just a bunch of houses and a stupid bench and a stupid 
decoration,” Connor said. “And why are you so worried about 
Rachel and me going down there? She’s gonna be gone next 
week—out of the country if you don’t remember. What, are 
you gonna go with her and keep her in your sight every minute 
of every day?” Rachel didn’t move. She hadn’t even turned her 
bike around. She could hear their voices behind her.
 “She’s my little sister. I’m supposed to keep her safe,” 
Peter said. His voice was rising in anger. “It’s my job.”
 “What the hell does that mean? I thought we were just 
trying to get in shape this summer and here you are going off 
about being in charge of Rachel. She’s a grown-ass woman. 
Why are you so concerned now?” Connor asked.
 “Guys, calm down.” Wes tried to intervene. Rachel looked 
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down the street at the bench. Waiting. Peter and Connor’s 
voices grew in volume, something else about her going to 
Paris. Something about Peter’s gap year turning into two 
shitty unadventurous years and ending in a dead end job at the 
family business. Something else about keeping Rachel safe. 
Something else about Brenda Estates.
 “Have you ever even seen Taken?” Peter said.
 “That shitty movie with Liam Neeson in it? What the 
hell does that have to do with anything? This has nothing to 
do with Brenda Estates!” Connor interrupted. Rachel looked 
over her shoulder and saw Connor and Peter red-faced, Wes 
looking panicked.
 “I don’t know. Never mind,” Peter said. “We’re not riding 
down there and that’s final.”
 Rachel looked away, clenched her jaw, and pushed off, 
pedaling furiously in the opposite direction, toward the rock, 
toward the silence. Her tires began to whir against the asphalt.
 “Rachel!” Wes yelled. Connor and Peter stopped shouting 
and she could imagine them watching her ride away.
 “Yeah! Go, Rach, go!” Connor shouted. She heard his tires 
coming after her, but she wanted to be first. First to reach the 
end. She was the first to leave the country, the first to face the 
unknown. She’d be damned if she let anyone…
 She zoomed past Uncle Sam and was rapidly approaching 
the white bench. Her skin felt eyes watching her, but she 
didn’t know where they were. She half expected someone in 
a pig mask to be waiting for her, but when she reached the 
corner with the bench, it was still empty.
 The first to move somewhere new, to live on her own, away 
from everything she knew. She looked around her as she sped 
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down the street. The houses seemed closer, the street smaller, 
her chest grew tighter the farther she went. Her legs burned 
with how hard she was pedaling, but she wouldn’t stop until 
the end. She couldn’t hear Connor following her anymore, and 
Peter was no longer calling her name. 
 The first to have to decide who she was going to be, how 
she was going to introduce herself, how she was going to fit 
in with new people. The houses around her seemed to be 
growing one moment and shrinking the next, their proportions 
all wrong. The lampposts were too big. The houses were too 
small. The street was too narrow. Brenda Estates was closing 
in on her like a box. 
 She couldn’t breathe.
 A flash of movement crossed her path and she jerked her 
handlebars to the right, swerving too fast, her tires losing 
traction and sliding out to the side. She yelped as the road 
raced to meet her. Brenda Estates went dark and then she 
rolled and it slowly came back, looming over her. Pieces of 
asphalt jabbed into her bare arms and her raw face as she 
turned her head to the side and saw a black cat running off 
between two houses.
 “Damn cat,” she murmured. She could feel wetness all 
over her face, but she couldn’t tell if it was tears or blood. 
Just pain. She tried to kick her bike away, but her leg was still 
under it and hurt with the movement.
 “Rachel!”
 “Rach!”
 “Is she bleeding?”
 Peter, Connor, and Wes all skidded to a halt around her 
and threw their bikes to the side. Rachel tried to sit up, but 
Brenda Estates started spinning. Peter knelt down next to her 
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and pushed her back down. Someone else pulled her bike off 
her. 
 “Whoa, hold up. Lay still.”
 She tried to push his hands away, to say she was fine; she 
could do it on her own. Her words couldn’t come though, and 
her head was throbbing. Peter easily pushed her hands away 
and held her down.
 “Hey! What’s going on out here?” Doors opened and 
slammed. Footsteps. 
 “My sister—”
 “Oh my gosh, is she okay?” More doors, more footsteps.
 “What happened?”
 “Honey, call someone.”
 “Who should I call?”
 “Why aren’t you guys wearing helmets?”
 “Screw you. We’re adults. Give us a break.”
 “Poor thing.”
 “Hey, what was all that yelling about? Was that you guys?”
 “You’ll be okay.”
 “Rach, look at me. It’ll be okay.”
 “You guys have been disturbing this neighborhood all  
summer.”
 “Peter, your mom’s on her way.”
 “Rachel, why did you do that?”
 “Are you the kids that have been riding through here all 
summer?”
 “Trying not to.”
 “Wes, give me your shirt. I want to clean up some of this 
blood.”
 Brenda Estates was no longer quiet, but all Rachel could 
think about was Paul McCartney and Mark Hamill.
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My breathing slows as my eyes move along his body, traveling
 across well-studied lines.
Two circling his shoulders. One weaving along the underside
 of his ribcage. Another cuts
across the jugular. Above me, an incandescent bulb hums. It
 turns the room beige with light
that presses down heavily. The plastic spread on the floor
 glimmers as I smooth down a fold,
sealing the carpet underneath. It would be costly to replace
 should anything get through.
I turn my back on my friend. Now his clothes sit patiently in
 front of me, neatly arranged.

His purple flannel shirt is the sole exception: unbuttoned,
 unwashed, and in disarray.
The top-most button had proven uncooperative. It didn’t fit in.
 Now the other buttons lie
with it. Guilt by association. The tarp crinkles as I go to tidy
 the offending garment. Through
a window, I see mountains blanketed in darkness. Then the
 wind picks up and moonlight cuts
across the landscape. Violet splotches line my friend’s pale
 neck. His shirt, meanwhile, folds
 easily. It finds its place to the left of the other clothes; I’ve 
organized them darkest to lightest.

William Hamerlynck
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Last July, my friend borrowed my box fan without asking. I
 wasn’t upset; it was a minor slight,
at least to me. Incense was burning in his room when I asked
 him. He had prayer flags arranged
in a makeshift shrine around his plastic Buddha statue and
 discarded vape pen. Science in the Soul
by Richard Dawkins, left open to page 32, mused on the
 adaptive benefit of religion. The fan lay
beside his feet. What was he supposed to do, call me? Get
 written permission? Apparently we can’t
share anymore. I apologized for my pushiness. Later, as I 
counted cracks in the ceiling, the thought

hit me that we had another fan in the closet. As the leaves
 turned orange, dishes piled up throughout
the season. My friend had a job at the help desk and a 101
 class about creativity to worry about. Might
make more sense for me to do it, maybe? Leaves began to
 flood the stairwell, attempting to cut
off access. My room’s closest, I should clean it. Overnight, a
 stain appeared in the kitchen by the range.
He shrugged when asked as to its origins. The landlady visited
 the next day; her forehead lined
with skepticism as I insisted that no one was to blame. She 
crossed her arms. That’s not what she was told.

I take a breath. My friend can’t stay here like this. But I can’t
 move him. My pocket knife unfolds
in answer, and once again my eyes are drawn to the invisible
 lines around his body. Although,
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I should open up the duffel bag before I do anything else. It’s
 supposed to have waterproof lining.
All I smell is dust and plastic. My friend awaits my next move.
 Outside, a bluebird takes flight.
I exhale. He, obviously, does not. I laugh once under my breath
 before pressing the blade onto the ridge
of his collarbone. I inhale. My knuckles gradually turn white.
 All that’s left is to make the first cut.

Outside, the wind slows to a crawl. Bitter cold cuts
through the air. Clouds move to cover the moon in folds
of luminescent gray. Without light, the world is erased.
All that remains is a room and the need to follow through.
I look up and shift my weight forward, staring at the light
bulb above me. As I look back down, my vision is filled with
 lines.

Police today have shed light on the murder on 5th Street. A
 single folding knife was found
on the scene. The perpetrator reportedly arranged the victim’s
 clothes based on color, except for
one badly cut shirt. Police have yet to ascertain a through-line
 that explains this behavior.

William Hamerlynck
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you were my first lust,
my first heated “what if,”
my first “I know I shouldn’t”
but
your love smelled like marijuana in a tinfoil pipe
and sounded like “if you tell anyone I’ll kill”
you
were liquor-soaked fruit at the peak of June
and cold leather car seats in the dead of
winter
was always your favorite season
I think because you knew I hated
it’s
funny how I don’t miss you,
just what you used to
B
you were the first time I realized pleasure and pain were the
same
shit over and over
expecting different results like I’d never heard of
Albert Einstein and his definition of
insanity
was what kept us together.
Between that and the booze, we didn’t know any
better
days, you said, are ahead

Madeleine Coles
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just wait and
C
you were the first person to make me feel like a body
without a soul,
a vagina that just happened to be attached to a human
being
with you was like knowing I had a crown on my head
but still
“kneeling
a lot lately?” crowed your teammates
from the other side of the street.

They all wanted
a piece
of me shattered.
I hated that I cared so much
when you were just a
D
you were my first “come on it’ll feel so good”
and “don’t be such a tease.”
You called me beautiful every
days
went by in science classes, locker changes,
and Sunday school lessons telling me to be
pure
lust in your eyes
when you pushed your hand down my pants
pure anger when I started
crying
gets you nowhere my mother said once
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I’m sorry
for getting you so hard
when I was supposed to be
eas
E
you were the first time I realized
I couldn’t hold my liquor as well as I
thoughts
drifted across my mind lazily.
I remembered you asking
if I wanted to see the view
I remember being pushed against the window
pain
is muffled by the raspberry-vodka cotton in my head.
You say it’s okay that it hurts
it always does the first
time
passes and I can hardly keep up
a different day
a different night
a different party
a different hand

a different letter
all the way down to
Z
the first time I learned what a back seat was for
and that I was the type of girl who belonged in
them,
they didn’t have to worry
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about looking too pretty
about drinking too much
about saying the wrong
words
shouldn’t hurt more than fists.
They’re just a different arrangement of
26 ways to say slut.

Madeleine Coles
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Tirazheh Eslami

Khorshid Khanom at the Bar



52 Oil paint on watercolor paper

William Bybee

Twilight
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Aifegha Stephen

Happiness

Watercolor on canvas



54 Colored pencil on mat board

Milo Bossler

Bad Dreams in Infinite Space
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Thomas Stephens

Udder Nonsense

Acrylics
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Chenango Shores

Potato Farmer
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Rachael Mayer 

Entropy

Hand-dyed eco-felt, thread, polyfill



58 Graphite

Danielle Snook

Daisy
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Sarah Zuck 

Lemon Eyes

Ink, watercolor paint, graphite pencils
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Umbrella frame with handmade mitsumata, kozo, and bleached 

kozo paper that is collaged with tinted pulp, yarn, and embroidery 

thread

Shannon Claver

Rejuvenation



 His twin always wanted just two things: white-green lichen 
scraped from the tundra (it made a tangy soup) and a necklace 
hand-crafted with beads that would catch the aurora borealis 
and look as though she was wearing miniature supernovas.
 That morning, she added one more to the list: a flare gun.
 “How will you pay?” Kav asked, swinging his ax.
 It split the log in two as Alasie shifted her weight to one 
foot. Beneath her snow goggles and pleated mouth mask, she 
looked like a strange creature conjured out of the snow caves. 
She hovered beside him, tapping her fingers on her leg. When 
she did that, he knew she was uncomfortable because she 
knew she was going to say something that would make him 
uncomfortable.
 “Mama left a few things behind,” she said. “One of them 
was her bracelet.”
 He knew the one. It was made of sea-glass and pearls, 
gifted to her by an admiring traveler when she was of 
marriageable age. 
 “It could still be infected,” he mentioned, readjusting his 
snow goggles.
 “You know it’s not. Besides, she wanted me to have it.”
 He didn’t reply right away. The sonorous dirge of 
Seamus Connolly’s bagpipes announced it was morning. One 
peculiarly warm summer when Alasie and Kav were four, a 
sliver of a sad, little ship beached on their then-unthawed 
village docks with the Scotsman perched on it like a bird in 
flight. He’d declared their wooden village a second home after 
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only one week of loitering the streets and hadn’t left since.
 Ten years later they still had yet to talk to him, although 
Seamus made Alasie laugh when he wore his green and blue 
tartan kilt over his furs during what he deemed were holidays 
of Auld Reekie.
 The bagpipe’s off-key tune didn’t reach far; the thick 
snowfall cushioned its noise, but a howling chorus of the 
ubiquitous town huskies rose alongside it. On some days, the 
conjoined noise sounded like a foghorn—distant, deep, and 
disconnected from time and space.
 “What does Pa say about bartering the bracelet?” Kav 
asked, splitting a second log.
 Alasie tapped her leg harder. “He says Ma’s soul doesn’t 
sit in the bracelet. He says it floats above us.”
 “You spoke to him when he was drunk,” Kav grumbled. 
Their Pa drank like how the snow fell on the village: 
incessantly. The only upside—though they often debated if it 
was a downside—was that the bottled spirits threw a ladder 
down inside him and allowed his poetic alter-ego to climb out.
 Alasie said he got his syntactical harmonies from 
deep within his aortic valve. Kav said it was these kinds of 
statements that drove Pa to spout vague poetries to bottles of 
rum and tonic. Both knew the actual reason.
 “I spoke to him when he was sober, too.” She tossed back 
her long, black braids. “He says that come four years, I’ll have 
a bracelet or two of my own, given to me by sled mushers.”
 “That’s a bucket of rotten cod.” He set down his ax. A few 
huskies had bounded up to him, demanding the finger-sized 
minnows he’d caught and de-boned for the very purpose of 
winning them over. 
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 Beneath her mask, he saw her grin. She knew that he knew 
she’d won. 
 “You’ll shoot your fingers off.” He walked away.
 Pa was at the ice wall. He must’ve snagged a few minutes 
away from chores. A few others were there: Miki, with her 
fur-lined goggles that gave her one giant unibrow, half-blind 
Leonard, a couple of Pa’s drinking buddies, and Muskox.
 Muskox was a burly young man, three years older than Kav, 
nicknamed after that stinky northern animal due to smelling 
like a combination of rotten seal blubber, decaying fish, and 
husky piss. While villagers joked that he routinely rolled in the 
last one, just a day ago Kav saw him purposely stick his hands 
in a barrel of rotten fish guts, so perhaps it was more of the 
truth.
 Kav didn’t particularly like him—no one did. Particularly 
since Muskox had declared that one day he would marry Alasie 
and that Kav would be his brother-in-law, so they should rub 
shoulders together for practice. 
 Muskox often wandered the wall, so Kav tried his best 
to avoid it. But the wall drew most of the villagers to it, 
sometimes three times a day. It was a ritual. During the late 
morning, they’d bury the wall with columns of snow. Each 
night, they’d slop slush on top that. The watery mixture 
hardened during the blistering dark hours, and the next day 
the wall was half a foot wider, half a foot taller.
 Currently, Pa and the others were working on their “Anti-
Excavation, Tower of Bubbly” section. It was nothing but a 
twenty-foot high sheet of rum-scented ice and snow. At the 
end of the day, they’d cheer their last quarter of spirits and 
dump it over the ice.
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 “Gives it a nice shine,” Pa always said, raising the green 
bottle up in the air as if clinking glasses with the sky.
 This had been going on for years.
 Kav stepped off his sled and walked to the front, where his 
favorite husky, Nuka, led. Her auburn-and-marshmallow coat 
beamed beneath the white sky. She nudged her damp snout 
into his palm.
 “Kav,” Pa grinned, “glad you’re here. Thanks for taking 
the body up there. You know I like to slap snow when it’s 
sunny.”
 Muskox raised his head. “Are you going to the shed?”
 Kav didn’t respond, but Pa—relaxed and calm from his 
drink—nodded animatedly. “Have another body to sink.”
 Muskox trailed behind them to the isolated hut, which 
was a triangle-shaped shed with no floor except for the soft 
cushioning of upturned snow. It reeked in here, more than 
Muskox reeked, and Nuka refused to get near it, instead 
backing as far away as her harness allowed. Her bristled back 
hair stood like a jagged mountain range.
 On the floor was a bundled body. Kav slipped his mask 
back on. Pa breathed through his mouth. Muskox gazed at it, 
no goggles, no mask, no self-preservation.
 “Let’s move her.”
 Kav gratefully held the door open as they carried her like a 
sack and dropped her onto the sleigh. 
 “You need us up there?” Pa asked. 
 “No—” 
 “’Course he does,” Muskox’s voice boomed. “How else 
will he carry it?”
 Kav frowned. The last thing he wanted was to be alone 
with Muskox. Especially out there. “I can manage.”
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 “I’ll hook up a team and meet up with you.” Muskox 
jaunted off.
 Pa gave him a long look. “Need me there?”
 Kav shook his head; he was angry at him, for telling Alasie 
she could sell the bracelet, for dumping the body of old Miska 
onto his handmade sled as though she were just another lump 
of snow. He sullenly lowered his goggles over his eyes and 
stared along the wall. 
 One of Pa’s buddies, Togo, was flattening snow against it 
with his chipped iron shovel. “Keep that bastard tribe over on 
the other side,” he muttered. “We’re the ones who have the 
seas. Those seas will be our saving grace.”
 Kav was the only village boy under the age of twenty who 
owned his own team, so when Muskox slid up with a fresh 
team, Kav knew he must’ve leapt on one of the elder’s teams 
that was already harnessed for a morning jaunt. 
 “You ready?” Muskox grinned, goggles sitting atop his 
head like squat antlers. His dog team was yapping, growling. 
Kav suspected it was because of Muskox’s weight. He yipped 
at his team. They jostled into a trot.
 They followed the wall, passing the village at a steady 
speed. It was a cluster of sturdy cabins and huts that sat 
wedged between the glacial-specked sea and the ice wall. 
The only direction the village could grow was north, where 
the massive spruce trees bubbled together in powdered 
clusters and snow curled on the branches like white coral. 
The wall then joined a mountain that was almost impossible 
to climb, those adventurous enough to walk to the end said. 
On the water side, the wall stretched as far as it could into the 
crackled, hazardous sheet of ice that froze over the sea. No 
one on that side could ooze through, Pa would say.
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 Kav glanced back at Muskox. The young man blinked 
erratically against the cold breeze. Kav didn’t understand 
why he wouldn’t wear his goggles. Often, they didn’t get the 
sun. They got a sky full of one bright light, as if the sun had 
stretched itself like taffy from horizon to horizon. With all that 
white, it was enough to blind people temporarily.
 But when they did get the sun, it was enough to blind 
them permanently.
 The wall expanded to a thick, jagged column out here, and 
snow gathered like foam at the edge of the sea’s blue ice. Kav 
stopped his team. Next to them, the wall spiked, blotting out 
the sky. Often, Kav had dreams it would collapse on him. Nuka 
glanced back, red tongue airing out. 
 He bent over Miska’s body, unlatching the neon orange 
bungees. Muskox stepped beside him. His scent added to the 
already wretched waft of decay. 
 “Whoa. She’s sure lost quite a bit of poundage already, 
hasn’t she?” Muskox whistled.
 “Where’s your mask?” Kav asked, looking at him. “Put it 
on.”
 Muskox ignored him; his face was ice-white from the 
breeze. 
 Kav nearly threw up his arms. Instead, he said, “Grab her 
legs.” 
 Together, they carried her to the ice, her body swaying like 
a rope. 
 “Wait, wait,” Muskox asked. “Where is it?”
 Kav remembered each time. “There,” he said, nudging his 
chin in the direction of the crate. It sat wedged in a mix of ice 
and snow. The lid croaked when Kav opened it and pulled out 
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the pick and mallet, the latter of which Muskox snatched.
  “Haven’t seen this in over six months!” He swung it in a 
circle.
 Kav ignored him and slammed the pick into a pockmarked, 
black and white patch of ice. Once the ground was chipped 
and fractured enough, he turned to Muskox. “Swing at it.”
 Muskox obeyed. The ice fragmented into honeycomb 
pieces. Mercury-silver seawater licked up from the deep hole. 
“You know, Kav,” Muskox swung again, “you sure don’t talk 
much. I don’t like that.”
 Kav gripped his ice pick. He scanned the lowest part of the 
wall, coming in at fourteen-feet and seven-inches tall and an 
estimated eight-feet thick. Alasie called it the Chipped Tooth. 
 “But Alasie,” Muskox kept swinging, “she has a lot to say. I 
do like that.”
 How did Muskox know how much Alasie spoke? Kav was 
fairly certain she said fewer than five words a week to Muskox. 
Irritated, Kav kicked the ice shards away and said, “She’s 
ready.”
 Muskox rested the mallet at his feet and turned towards 
Miska’s body. Her goggles had been left on her face, as had the 
white face mask. She didn’t look human right then, more like a 
puckered, stinking bug with soggy gray fur. 
 Kav tried to angle her rigid arm closer to her chest. He 
was afraid it’d crack. “Say,” Muskox muttered quietly. Kav 
looked up at him. “Why don’t we get a look at her?”
 Kav came to his feet, glaring. “No. We don’t touch her. She 
could still be infected.”
 “It’s been a few days,” Muskox replied. “Don’t you wonder 
what a dead face looks like?” 
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 “I don’t wonder that.” Kav bit his tongue. “Now help me 
sink her.”
 “Let’s just take a quick look,” Muskox bent down and 
began pulling away her goggles. Kav didn’t think. His boot 
connected hard with Muskox’s rib, and the young man hit the 
ground with a solid thud. 
 Muskox’s face grew patchy red. Kav swallowed.
 “What the hell is wrong with you?” Muskox staggered up, 
nearly tripping over Miska’s body.
 “Don’t look at her.” Kav studied the large, jagged circle of 
exposed seawater.
 “She was a cranky old bat who had no one left to mourn 
her when she took up the frog death,” Muskox growled. “You 
really think she deserves respect?”
 Kav shrugged, eyes still on the ground. He had many 
things he wanted to tell Muskox, but frankly, he was afraid of 
him. His muscles had grown along with his odd habits and 
temper.
 “That’s what I thought.” Muskox called him a foul word 
and squatted back at Miska’s body. Kav turned his back on 
both of them, his breath coming out in heavy, rapid puffs. 
Nuka and the other huskies watched cautiously.
 “All right,” Muskox muttered, “let’s dump her.”
 Kav turned and hoisted Miska’s legs up, eyes fastened on 
her boot straps. He suspected Muskox had left the goggles up. 
 When they were finished, Muskox meandered to his sled, 
silent. He didn’t speak the rest of the way back. The last thing 
Kav saw of him that morning was his face, bone-white and 
more sober than Kav’s own.
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 “I’ve got it!” Alasie bounded up to Kav that night. He was 
churning through a bowl of seasoned haddock in their kitchen, 
his feet shoved as close to the hearth as possible without 
burning his socks. Pa had cooked that night, so the haddock 
was somewhat raw and rubbery. 
 Kav sat back. “What?”
 “The flare gun.” Her dark eyes reflected the coals in the 
hearth. “Are you going to come with me?”
 Kav pushed the tin bowl away. “The traders took the 
bracelet?”
 Her expression grew somewhat shy. “They did,” she said 
quietly. “It’s a good thing, Kav. We’re going to finally find out.”
 Curiosity beat out his irritation, and he rose to find his 
boots. He didn’t know what was on the other side of the wall. 
Pa said it was a tribe they’d warred with for the past eighty 
years now. Togo cursed the tribe; Miki claimed it wasn’t a tribe 
but a wick-thin figure who stalked the terrain, always hungry, 
always thirsty. Half-blind Leonard said it was like the Berlin 
wall—the Russians owned the other half and shot at anyone 
who tried to climb over. Even Seamus chipped in, muttering 
that the ice wall was like the foolishness of the Hadrian Wall. 
“Makes no difference,” he’d said, clutching his bagpipe like 
his long-lost child. “If you got an ice pick, you can top the wall. 
I vouch nothing’s on the other side but more snow.”
 Alasie and Kav had spent hours making up theories. 
They’d even tried climbing over the top when they were much 
younger. Most of the village children did. All were rewarded 
with slaps and the adults muttering how it was dangerous 
venturing into unknown lands. And now…
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 “What if it doesn’t work?” Kav laced his boots and reached 
for his mask. They didn’t need goggles at night. 
 Alasie shrugged. “Then we’ve lost nothing.”
 No, Kav thought, we already have.
 It took a few minutes to round up the dogs and harness 
them. Nuka, as always, was in Kav’s line-of-sight, and when 
she saw his musher’s hat she trotted over to him, tongue 
lolling. He smiled, patted her head, and slipped her into the 
lead spot. 
 Alasie stuffed her hat on and climbed into the sled. “To 
the Chipped Tooth!” 
 As the dogs bounded through the snow, eager for a night 
jaunt, the twins passed a group of villagers slapping snow onto 
the “Tower of Bubbly” section. Pa was halfway on it, chiseling 
away. He’d jammed a bottle into his tool belt. “Rum is the shoe 
polish of this wall,” he’d claimed.
 Yutu, a massive person, was manning two shovels at 
once, piling hordes of snow against the wall. His wife, a 
tiny, blue-eyed woman named Henrietta, tenderly patted an 
irregular lump, smoothing the wall down. Houdini and Mako 
hurled snowballs at one another, slipping on their own sheer 
drunkenness. Everything they did they did with obsessed 
vigor, eyes glazed with something akin to infatuation, a sort of 
intrigue in the unproductiveness of clumping snowflakes to 
snowflakes.
 Pa raised a hand as their team passed by. Kav was 
surprised. Usually, he was so consumed in the bottom of his 
bottle or whether his shovel could hold one more pound of 
snow that he never noticed their nightly expeditions. Alasie 
raised her hand back, and Pa kept swinging his arm.
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 Kav urged the dogs on. 
 If he was lucky, they could get there at peak time.
 Alasie flattened out on the sled, tugging her hat below 
her eyes. The night air nipped their cheeks harshly where it 
might otherwise just sting in the daylight. Though the sky was 
mostly clear, the horizon’s edge hoarded gray clouds. 
 Kav slowed the dogs near the wall of the Chipped Tooth. It 
was composed almost entirely of ice, no snow, and as such, it 
was the best place to watch the sky. That was when Kav stared 
at the wall: to watch the light.
 When it wasn’t snowing, the dark, shining ice acted like a 
mirror and reflected back dusk, dawn, or aurora light. The ice 
looked as though it were mined from the sky: watery ribbons 
of orange; pulsing, electrical streaks of purple; smears of inky 
cold green; red so harsh it hurt to look at. 
 He tipped his head back, gaping at the green threads 
swiveling on the ice. That was the one beautiful thing about 
the wall. At these times it seemed to have a purpose.
 Alasie stood beside him, reflecting the lights in her eyes. 
Kav thought how much she looked like Mama with those dark, 
dark eyes that showed the world what it looked like, what it 
was doing, what it was made of.
 Up until she contracted the frog death, Mama’s eyes 
reflected every hearth fire, every matchstick flame, every sliver 
of sunlight glinting off the ice.
 He put a hand on Alasie’s shoulder. Why did it matter that 
she sold Mama’s bracelet? Pa had said Mama’s spirit wasn’t 
with it. “Did you want to shoot it?” he asked, gently.
 Alasie grinned. She fumbled with her pocket and drew out 
the flare gun, a plastic-looking neon-orange device. Together, 
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they stood below the irregular chip in the wall. She fussed with 
the gun for a moment, pointed the short, squat barrel at the 
sky, and squeezed the trigger.
 A burdened snap echoed off the wall. Light speared into 
the sky, a slim rocket of golden sparks and puffy red smoke. 
The orb of light spiraled up and up, and then down and down, 
falling so slowly it seemed made of cloud.
 It drifted to the other side of the wall where, Kav 
suspected, it fizzled out.
 “Now,” Alasie said, “we wait.”
 Kav turned towards his dogs, intending on waiting near 
Nuka so he could run his fingers through her soft fur, when he 
raised his eyes and stopped. 
 A figure was moving over the terrain. It disappeared 
behind a slight, rolling hill. Kav reached out for Alasie but 
stopped. What if it was nothing?
 “What if we were right about the idea that the other side is 
full of cannibals?” Alasie mused, thrill tinging her voice. She 
was still facing the wall. 
 “Let’s hope we were wrong about that one,” Kav 
swallowed, and let his eyes fall on the crate, where the ice pick 
and mallet sat. 
 But maybe she wasn’t. A figure was approaching. Beneath 
the green auroras, however, it was difficult to tell who.
 It could be Togo, Kav suggested to himself. Or a village 
man. A man who wore no hat. No gloves. No coat.
 Kav quietly wandered to the crate. Opened the lid. Tugged 
out the ice pick. It chinked against the mallet, a pretty metallic 
noise. It’s nothing, he said to himself. 
 Nuka and the other dogs had noticed the figure by now. 

Steph Bachman



73

They shuffled, uneasily. 
 What if it was someone from the other side of the wall?
 “Alasie,” he said, forcing his voice to remain level, “let’s 
go.”
 “But no one has come yet—” 
 “Someone is here,” Kav said, readjusting his gloves, 
setting the ice pick behind the sled. 
 “Who?”
 Someone with no self-preservation skills, he thought. And 
then it struck him who that figure was.
 Alasie squinted. No light appeared through her eyes now. 
“Is that Muskox?”
 It was. The young man sauntered through the snow 
they’d tracked up earlier that day. He was hatless. Gloveless. 
Coatless. Kav suspected that he might even be shoeless, and 
the thought put a spindle of fear in his chest, although he 
didn’t know why.
 Kav knew he should speak first, not let Alasie shoulder 
the burden alone. But when he saw the young man’s face, any 
words dried up in his mouth.
 Muskox’s button-up shirt hung open like an unhinged 
jaw. The sleeves were stiff; the buttons’ pebbly black eyes 
unraveling from their sockets. Frost clung to his black hair 
in clumps, turning his hair white-gray. His skin—which was 
a great deal more exposed than it should have been—was 
milk-white and a blue tint that Kav doubted was from the sky’s 
light.
 Alasie’s voice—Kav ached to hear it—was quiet, kind, 
“Muskox, where is your coat?”
 “Left it back a mile,” he said in a reedy tone at odds with 
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his usual deep laugh. Something about that odorous, rotting 
scent of his told Kav that he may have left his coat back even 
further, and that it wouldn’t have mattered if he still had it.
 It was a blatant lie when Kav found his voice. “What are 
you doing out here?”
 Muskox shrugged stiffly. His muscles jerked. A fish-blue 
tint sat beneath the nails of his hands and feet. It was then that 
Kav’s eyes were drawn to his throat, so commonly thick due to 
the young man’s muscles. But his neck didn’t twitch when the 
rest of his body did. Kav took a wide step back, throwing his 
hand out in Alasie’s direction, as if he could reach her.
 “He’s sick,” Kav’s breath leapt out, silver knives of fog. 
The gray horizon had delivered; hefty clouds of black heaved, 
collapsing the blue-green auroras and replacing the speckling 
of stars for the speckling of crystallized snow.
 Kav had seen this before, two days leading up to Mama’s 
death. Her neck enlarged, coils of swollen skin, and her voice 
squelched like a croaking toad’s. People in the village said it 
took sensations away. The ability to feel warmth. The breath 
on your face. It numbed you, and, when you were numb and 
uncaring, it took you.
 Muskox looked at Alasie. 
 “The last few hours, Kav,” Pa had said, pulling him from 
Mama’s room, “that is when the illness is most contagious, 
when the sickness is at its worst.”
 “Alasie,” Muskox said. Nothing seemed to reflect from his 
eyes. “Do you remember the last thing you told me?”
 Alasie went still. The dogs fussed. Muskox ignored their 
growls. Kav wished he’d listened to them earlier. 
 “I asked if you wanted to go fishin’ with me,” Muskox 
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shook his head, half laughing. A ring of blue spanned the skin 
around his eyes. “And you told me, I already went today with 
Kav. Did you know that was the last time I could’ve done 
anything with you?”
 Alasie still didn’t move. Snow dusted the top of her hat. 
One dog whined.
 Muskox twitched again, stepping closer, his feet twisting 
as he stepped. He looked like a puppet fumbling on its strings.
 “Muskox,” Kav said, his breath stuck in his chest, “let’s 
take you back to the village. Get you warm.”
 The young man’s neck jerked. His body was a muscle 
spasm. “You care now? No. I thought it would be a nice thing 
to come out here of my own accord. I carry a lot of weight, why 
make your precious dogs haul me here? And on my way out, I 
see you two sledding here, and I called you both, but neither of 
you heard.”
 Alasie still held the lowered flare gun. Kav remembered 
Alasie’s hat covering her eyes, remembered himself squinting 
in the blearing cold. Remembered Pa’s flash of an excited arm. 
Perhaps he’d seen Muskox walking out, still in coat and boots, 
wanting to know more but not caring enough to put down the 
shovel and find out.
 “You want to know what’s behind that wall?” Muskox 
pointed his hand at the flare gun. His voice was too ratted, too 
hoarse, too reedy. He staggered closer, until Kav could see his 
gums. They were purple. “Everyone has their theories, but I 
know. You want to know what’s on the other side of the ice?”
 Alasie started towards the sled, “Let’s go, Kav,” she said, 
and Kav knew she was frightened, knew she was right. But the 
memory of Muskox’s sobered face after they’d sunk Miska’s 
body stopped him. 
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 “Come back to the village,” Kav said, gripping the ice pick. 
“Don’t sit out here like this. Not like this.”
 “Kav,” Alasie urged.
 Muskox’s frame shook. He watched Alasie. His lips were 
plush, purple, veiny. Kav didn’t know if he was laughing or 
crying, but icy tears slid from the corners of the young man’s 
eyes. “Come, Kav.” His hoarse voice, louder streaked into the 
wall, rebounded off it. “I’ll show you what’s on the other side 
of the ice.”
 “Kav,” Alasie repeated. 
 Kav started towards the sled, ice pick in hand, when 
Muskox moved. Despite his jerky limbs, he was quick. His 
hands, pulpy and waxy, clamped down on Nuka. He held her 
skull in his hands. Kav thought of a berry being crushed.
 Alasie shrieked. 
 The dog squirmed. Kav swung back the ice pick with no 
clear plan, but a single goal—get him away from Nuka—and 
swung the pick deep into Muskox’s upper bicep. 
 The young man reeled back without a cry. The pick 
clattered to the snow. Muskox and Kav stared at the thumb-
sized cut in his arm, blood blossoming on his shirt. This close, 
his rotten stench mingled with the iron-y scent of blood. Kav’s 
mouth puckered and he staggered back, trying to reach the 
sled when Muskox rammed into him, hard.
 They tumbled to the snow. Muskox laughed, came up on 
top, and slammed a fist against Kav’s mouth. Again. Again. 
Again.
 Alasie was screaming. Dogs were howling. Kav was being 
dragged along the sea ice, his vision a blurry swirl of white, a 
dizzying sheet of black-blue.
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 A sweet, unsettling smell of marrow breathed against 
Kav’s face. “You didn’t want to see Miska’s face before, did 
you?” he asked. “What about now?”
 Kav realized he was facing the hole where they’d dumped 
Miska. Ice as thin as skin lay flattened over the water. 
Memories of Mama rushed to him. White, bloated flesh. 
Apricot-sized eyes bulging. Broken blue nailbeds. Crackled 
lips with chips in them like the ice wall had. Black hair coming 
out in clumps. 
 “It comes on fast,” Pa had whispered, clutching a bottle 
in the late hours of the night. “Once 48 hours hits, their body 
goes, their mind goes.”
 Kav started screaming, flailing. He was staring at the black 
sky. No. That wasn’t right. “A piece of the sky is only puddle,” 
Pa told him. 
 Muskox thrust him into the hole. The ice broke easily. 
Water flooded up. He expected it—the shock of cold, knew 
that he needed to keep the gasp inside his chest so he didn’t 
swallow water. But at that moment his mind shot thoughts at 
him—a white tangle of arms stretching up from the bottom 
like seaweed; a grotto of bones glistening like icicles; fish-
like eyes catching the light of the sky—blue and purple and 
green and pink—blinking up at him, bubbles rising; he took a 
breath.
 We don’t bury our dead, Kav thought. We sink them. Put 
chunks of metal in their pockets to weight them down, tie them 
off, and drop them in.  
 Mama had sunk. He was sinking. No. He raised his arms 
up, kicked his legs. He knew how to get out of this. They 
taught everyone in the village. 
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 He surfaced, spewed up water. His chest stung. He made 
a T with his arms and body and kicked his legs sideways in 
frantic pumps. I will not die like this. His teeth chattered.
 He flopped onto the ice, half-sobbing, half-coughing. 
 Ahead of him, Alasie was on the ground, her braids 
brushing the ice. Blood frosted her mittens. He stretched out 
to reach her, but her attention was on Muskox.
 The young man lay flat in the snow, his rubbery bare 
feet pointing towards the sky. The ice pick sat hitched in his 
chest, a metallic tombstone. Somewhere in the distance, like a 
collection of miniature foghorns, a lilting dirge echoed off the 
wall. Whatever was on the other side of the ice, Kav thought 
blankly, Muskox was there now. 
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Banana peel stains on her fingertips
tap
tapping nervous beats
to the pace of a coffee-quick heartbeat
and ember-filled exhales.
Her fermented tongue tingles,
a mixed sensation
of skull-and-bones pills and
the bitter bite of scraping teeth.
One eye closed in a purple haze,
an explosion
of capillaries beneath soft flesh,
detonated
by the spark of his lips
which taste of blueberry beer.
She reaches for the coffin nail in her pocket.
She misses the hit.

Madeleine Coles

The Addict
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“I want a tuna melt with cheddar.”
The chef dollops refrigerated tuna with
an ice cream scoop, smearing the clot
of fish across wheat bread loafing atop
deli wrap paper. The recipe, taken from
the sandwich canon, is made of sacrificial
fish for non-foodies. Tuna melts for palates
ruined by chips with a side of pickle. The
takeout—strips of charred gristle, ravels of
cartilage swelling inside hog casings—cooks
the hand of the non-foodie, who strolls to a
picnic table, unwraps the deli wrapper,
thumbs through sausages and fillets, cursing,
“Poetasters of chefs, this isn’t tuna melt!”

Richard Thornell

Tuna Melt with Cheddar (ars poetica)
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 Ridge felt, rather than heard, the collective groan that 
went through the room as he entered. He was the only one on 
the council who disagreed to the plan the others had come 
up with. There were very few humans left after the Ziekte, a 
large unknown sickness that had spread like wildfire over the 
earth, killing everyone it touched. No one knew why the Ziekte 
happened or if it would come again. That was why the council 
had been created, to find a way for everyone to “live in safety.” 
And the council’s solution? To destroy life as they knew it, 
hoping that somehow it would solve the problem.
 “Create a place where everything will be controlled, no 
sunshine, no forests, no, no NOTHING!” Ridge roared.
 Zane flinched, “There’s no need for you to raise your 
voice, Ridge,” he said exasperatedly. “We can all hear you just 
fine.”
 “Along with everyone else in the vicinity,” muttered a 
different council member, earning a few chuckles from the 
others. Ridge sighed, he hadn’t meant to lose his temper, 
but he couldn’t see himself living in the place the others had 
described.
 He decided he would try one more time, “Is cutting 
ourselves off rea—”
 “It isn’t up for discussion, Ridge, we’re doing it. You’ve 
been overruled,” Zane interrupted, calmly but firmly. 
 Ridge stood up, “I refuse to let myself be locked up 
because of fear! I will never participate in this heinous plan!” 
His anger was rising again and he knew it, but he did not stop.
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 “Locking yourselves and everyone else away will do 
nothing but kill things of beauty and wonder that we’ve lived 
with all our lives! If you are willing to go this far, who knows 
what you will do next. Please don’t do this.” He looked around 
the room and saw all of them shaking their heads, and he knew 
they would never see his point of view.
 “Fine,” he turned to walk away.
 “Where are you going?” Zane called after his retreating 
back.
 Ridge paused, “If none of you will stand behind me, I’m 
leaving, and I won’t be coming back.”

•••
 The train station platform was deserted, save for one lone 
figure sitting in the gloom. At age fifteen, Zip was tall with 
black hair that was styled longer than usual in Peponi. He had 
dark blue eyes and a mouth that seemed set in a permanent 
line, as many were in Mirror. As he looked down the tracks 
and waited for the train that would take him away, he smiled 
to himself. He had waited so long just to escape, to run where 
no one would stop him. His parents died in an accident when 
he was only a baby, and he had been in orphanages all his life. 
Waiting for the day when someone would take him away to 
a better life, but knowing, deep inside, that day would never 
come.
 He knew he was probably the only one in Mirror going to 
Solo; this was because no one who had ever gone into Solo had 
ever come back. The train was run by a programed computer, 
so even it could say nothing of what happened beyond the wall. 
Also, strange stories were told of Solo, stories of monsters, 
stories of a black abyss you would never find your way out of, 
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stories of nightmares. The ghost of a smile haunted his face 
for a moment, and he decided he must be truly desperate if 
even a place like that sounded better than where he was. He 
looked up as he heard the screech of metal on metal. His train 
had arrived.
 Zip sat in the very back compartment. Going to Solo 
was strongly prohibited, and if anyone else decided to take a 
very early morning train ride, he wanted to be seen as little 
as possible. As he gazed out the window and into the gloom 
beyond, he reflected on the moments in his life that had led up 
to this point.
 He had lived in many different orphanages over his life, 
normally only staying in each for about one year at a time. It 
seemed as if every time he settled down, they went and moved 
him yet again. This pattern had been broken five years ago 
when he had come to Leaf Orphanage at ten years old. A few 
years later he found out why they had kept him moving around. 
His small and wiry build made him a prime target for the 
larger, meaner boys. A key example of this was Hero, a large 
muscular boy who enjoyed making the lives of those smaller 
than him miserable. Zip was his favorite target. The first move 
he had made was to make fun of Zip’s name in an exchange 
that went something like this:
 Zip groaned inwardly as he watched Hero approach. 
The larger boy had been making Zip’s stay here at Leaf a 
nightmare.
 “Well, well, well, if it isn’t little Zero,” Hero said with a 
small smile on his lips.
 Zip stood for a moment speechless, and then he recovered 
his senses, “What did you call me, ’Ro?”
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 “That’s Hero to you, Zero,” he replied superiorly, “and 
you’ve been called that all your life. You’re Zip, Zilch, Nothing, 
ZERO.”
 Zip’s face burned, but he stood and did nothing, nothing but 
plot his escape dream of running away, of people who thought 
he was something.
 Zip snapped out of his reverie. He tried to think what had 
made his senses suddenly flare up. Then he heard it, voices. 
He cursed silently, how could he have been so stupid? He 
hadn’t realized that time had passed so quickly. The train 
had already arrived at Stricken, the last stop before Solo. The 
Threa always checked the train here because no one who goes 
into Solo ever comes out.
 He searched frantically for a hiding place, knowing full 
well that if he failed the Threa would find him and make sure 
he got off the train. And if he resisted? Well, let’s just say 
things could get a bit more complicated.
 Then he found it, a small leather tab underneath his 
seat. He pulled up on it, and it gave way to open a small 
compartment whose top blended perfectly with the floor. He 
quickly climbed inside it and shut the lid as best he could. He 
hoped that the shadows created by the seats above would mask 
any sign that it existed. It was a tight fit but might be his only 
option if he wished to arrive at his destination.
 “Where is the boy?!” Zip barely restrained a jump. The 
Threa’s voice sounded extremely close to his hiding place. 
He fought to keep his heart rate steady and wondered how on 
earth they knew that he had run away. Then it hit him, Hero! 
Zip had heard him laughing to his “followers” about how 
he was going to play some nasty tricks on some of the other 
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orphans in Leaf. Zip should have known he would be one of 
the targets. Hero must have found him missing and told the 
head matron that he was gone. Zip cursed Hero’s name for not 
the first time in his life, but was brought back to the present 
as the Threa spoke again.
 “Find him you insolent fools! We cannot let another 
sniveling orphan get into Solo!”
 Another one spoke up, “But sir, this is the last 
compartment to be checked, and there is no sign of him 
anywhere!”
 The leader, which he so clearly was, let out a string of 
curses, some of which even Zip had not heard before. “Augh! 
He must have slipped off when you weren’t watching. WELL?! 
Go after him, you idiots!” he bellowed at his men. 
 As they left, Zip let go of a breath he had not realized he’d 
been holding, but he did not dare move until the train started 
again, and even then he did not come up out of his cramped 
hiding place until they were well on their way. When he finally 
did come out though, he found himself racing along in an 
unfamiliar countryside far away from any “home” he had ever 
known. Then he saw something in the distance that took his 
breath away: the wall. There is a wall that surrounds all of 
Mirror. In some places the cities are built right up next to it, 
but here, so close to Solo, they are kept far away from it. It 
seemed like in no time at all, he was through it and into Solo.

•••
 Zip gasped. The light was blinding, especially compared 
to the darkness of the tunnel he had just passed through. He 
was suddenly very grateful he was sitting down and blinked 
as he tried to get used to the brightness that now surrounded 
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him. When he was finally able to see a little better, he stepped 
out of the train car and instantly wished he hadn’t. A volcano 
of noise erupted around him as people he had not noticed 
before realized that someone new had come to their town. 
He was instantly surrounded by a large number of happy, 
bubbly people, and found himself wishing to be back in Leaf 
Orphanage just to be away from this. Thankfully, someone 
came to his aid.
 “Alright, alright,” a gruff voice called. “Let the boy breathe 
for Pete’s sake!” The tight throng Zip had been caught in 
loosened considerably, and he breathed a sigh of relief.
 “There we are,” the same voice said, in a slightly softer 
tone. And Zip was finally able to give it a face. The man had a 
short beard of silver-black hair and an expression to match the 
gruffness in his voice. He reached his hand out now to shake 
Zip’s.
 “Phoenix’s the name,” he said. “And who might you be?”

•••
 Zip sat in Phoenix’s kitchen and looked across the table 
at the older man. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Why is it 
so bright here? How are your lights so powerful?” Phoenix 
sighed, “Our light here isn’t generated by electricity, not all 
of it anyway. The bright light outside is created by something 
much more powerful, called the Sun. It is a large star way 
up in space that provides the natural light and heat for this 
planet.”
 “Stars?” Zip interrupted. “What are stars, and space, and a 
planet?!”
 Phoenix rolled his eyes to heaven, “It’s not just a planet, 
but that’s a bit more information than I feel like telling at the 
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moment. For now, I want you to come look at this.” He stood 
up and walked to the backdoor and out onto his porch. Zip 
came to stand next to him. Phoenix pointed at something in 
the distance and Zip gasped.
 “What on earth is that?!” He cried as he stared at what 
appeared to be a giant dark gray dome.
 “That,” Phoenix replied, “is Mirror.”
 “WHAT?!” Zip gaped at the man standing next to him. 
“That used to be my home?!”
 “Yes,” Phoenix replied simply, “It did.”
 “But...what...how?”
 “Now that is something I am more than willing to tell 
you.”
 They sat in the kitchen once again, but this time Zip’s 
attention was totally focused on the older man as if he didn’t 
want to miss a single word that came out of his mouth. So, 
Phoenix began his story.
 “Many years ago there wasn’t a Solo or a Mirror, but 
there were many other places. There were wars and fights 
and other problems, but on the whole they did alright. Then, 
the Ziekte came, a terrible sickness that killed thousands of 
people. After its reign was finally over, the few humans that 
were left got together to figure out what to do. Soon after 
that, they decided to elect a select few to form a council that 
would find a solution for them. My great-great- great- great-
grandfather, Ridge, was one of the council members. He was 
a strong, stubborn man; and when all of the other council 
members decided to lock everyone away in that cage you saw 
earlier, with no inkling of their past life, he wanted nothing 
to do with it. As they were building the wall, some joined 
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Ridge as he built his own little town farther away from what 
was to be Mirror. Others looked down on them and thought 
of them as deserters. Throughout it all, he would not budge 
and refused to join with the rest of the council. Many of them 
were disappointed at this and when they built the train tracks 
that would connect one city to another in Mirror, they made 
it run through the small village Ridge and his followers had 
created in case he ever changed his mind. Once they put the 
glass dome up and shut out the light of the Sun, there was 
no chance of that. Eventually, this story was forgotten inside 
because to tell it they would have to explain that there was life 
outside the walls, and then people might wish to explore it. 
The leaders of that city live in fear, while out here we actually 
enjoy our lives. Well, that’s it,” Phoenix concluded firmly. 
“Now I suggest we find a place for you to live.”
 Zip jumped to his feet. “Why has nobody tried to help 
them?” he asked.
 Phoenix sighed again, “Because even though earlier I 
mocked those inside for living in fear, out here there is also 
fear, but it is a fear of being found out and forced to live a life 
of darkness inside the wall.”
 Zip looked out at Mirror again, “Then I will.”
 “What?” the other man asked.
 “I will help the people in Mirror be free again.”



 This year’s poetry contest judge is Dr. Jeffrey Howard, 
who holds a PhD in English and the Teaching of English from 
Idaho State University. He is a former editor at Black Rock & 
Sage, and his own writing deals primarily with rural life in the 
Northwest. He lives in Pocatello with his wife, Amy, and their 
sons, Maxwell and Jackson.

 He writes this about the winning selection—
The greatest strength in “Church is for Sinners” comes 
from its concise use of images to explore ideas about religion 
as a performance and the construct of sin. In line two, the 
narrator refers to the image of the virgin in the church’s 
stained glass window, the internalized ideal against which the 
narrator contrasts herself. While the stained glass embodies 
a religious ideal, the eyes of the hypocritical parishioners, as 
a kind of glass, reflect the image of how she perceives herself 
in the aftermath of her choices. Her visible tears, brought 
on by shame, display an authenticity about human fragility 
in a context where appearance holds more cachet than real 
spirituality. In the final stanza, the narrator compares her tears 
striking the ground to the droplets of holy water, summoning 
comparisons to baptism and anointing. The conflation of guilt 
and ecclesiastical ceremony is especially interesting because 
it gestures toward the co-dependence of the two concepts; 
neither the sin without the ordinance, nor the ordinance 
without the sin.
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She sat on the final pew,
her face like the window’s virgin,

framed by two panes of glass.
Her sobs were stifled

so as not to disturb the other souls,
as demons curved her spine in shame.

They whispered her complicity
and the eyes of the parishioners seemed to agree.

Those same sinners stood upright
with their backs to that leper,
and fanned out their offering

so god and Man
could count their holy generosity.

They sang the hymn with saintly reverence
as if their own sins could not be seen

if their fellow Men
thought that they were clean.

Her tears grew heavier,
weighed down by guilt,

and shattered on the floor,
like holy water off the father’s fingertips.

Karley Morgan
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 It wasn’t the bodies dumped unceremoniously over living 
room couches that stirred the residents of Atomic Town 
from their domestic business. It wasn’t the body of a man 
strung half-in, half-out of a window. It wasn’t the detached 
limbs severed across the yard, or the children’s overalls fitted 
haphazardly to a lone torso.
 Those bodies were only mannequins after all, and they 
were a safe distance away from Atomic Town itself—a solid 
nine or so miles away from what they dubbed “Doom Town.”
 No. It was the drag racers that materialized from plumes 
of upturned dust every spring that called the residents to their 
shifty-wood porches, and eventually to the deceptively endless 
highway those cars raced on.
 It was what made Martie dash towards the dirt parking lot 
of Nellie’s Diner where they parked every spring. 
 “They won’t remember you,” Cold Kasper’s gravelly voice 
said beside her. He flicked his cigar ashes to the ground and 
squinted at the explosion of color crackling to a stop in the lot. 
“Not a reedy, little thing like you.”
 “I don’t need them to,” Martie said. “I just want a ride.”
 He shook his head. “They won’t give you one. Not with 
that five-inch layer of dirt on your trousers.”
 “They’re denim jeans.”
 Cold Kasper shrugged. As a 6’4” con man with a large 
entourage of law men perpetually sniffing his trail, he didn’t 
care much for fashion. Martie only corrected him because she 
knew he liked the banter.
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 She turned from him to eye the cars greedily as their 
drivers began to slip out: the 1973 Cadillac Eldorado, the Stutz 
Blackhawk (a favorite of the King of Rock and Roll), a few new 
Lamborghini Countaches, a trashed-but-still-churning brown 
AMC Gremlin, and her favorite, the garishly red Pontiac 
Firebird.
 A dark-haired young man slipped out from the Firebird. 
“Been awhile hasn’t it, fellows?” he said to the others popping 
out of the cars, letting the door fall shut. He approached 
the gaggle of gathered townsfolk. He had oil-coiffed hair, a 
bomber’s jacket, and a deceptively drunk-but-not-drunk look 
in his eyes. Martie remembered his name, Raphael Fernandez, 
or, as the racers called him, Rafe.
 Pamela, the jack-of-all-dining-trades and head waitress 
at Nellie’s, murmured near Martie, “They’re gonna run my 
supplies dry before the next delivery, I know it.”
 And they did. Like actors striding down the street with the 
paparazzi tethered to their feet, the drag racers sauntered into 
Nellie’s, ordered the special—the Atomic Bomb Hamburger 
with extra fries and “ket’sup”—and broke six glasses, breaking 
the record from last year.
 Martie sat at an empty booth, kitty-corner from theirs 
while Patsy Cline serenaded “I Fall to Pieces” from the 
glowing jukebox in the corner. Twenty minutes prior she had 
stepped on Pamela’s heels twice as the waitress-and-cook 
bustled to grab sticky, laminated menus. She thought it might 
irritate the woman’s patience enough to let her help. “I’ll write 
down orders, and you can cook them up.”
 “Gracious, no,” Pamela had replied. “You’re too young.”
 So instead, she listened in on their conversations, 
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something Cold Kasper had often told her was rude.
 “You’ve killed two men with a spatula and a TV remote,” 
she had replied. “That was rude, too. And you even said you’d 
do it again if you had the chance.”
 “You wouldn’t have found that out if you hadn’t been 
spying. Rude,” he drawled, his cigar smoke wafting into the air 
like a curving eyebrow.
 “I hadn’t realized what a ghost town this was, Rafe,” one 
of the racers said. Last year Martie knew all their names. This 
one must’ve been new. “There’s nothing here but dirt and 
sand...sand and dirt.”
 “Wait until you hit the road,” someone else replied. 
“Straight for over a hundred miles, flat as my brewski,” he 
tipped his glass to his lips.
 “I bet that you run off the road by the end of the night.”
 “I bet that your carburetor will blow, and you’ll have a 150 
mile walk back to Vegas.”
 Martie pushed the half-empty salt shaker around the 
green linoleum table, staring at her jeans. They were dusty. 
She sulked against the seat, staring at the group as they 
chucked half-bitten French fries at each other’s faces. Rafe 
leaned back, resting his head. His fingers methodically tapped 
the table. For the past four years, he’d shown up twice in the 
spring, but last year he yawned the entire time. She hadn’t 
expected him to be back. She guessed he only came to show 
the newbies the highway, and she feared this was the last time. 
She glanced down at the salt shaker. It was now or never.
 She rose and bee-lined for their table. Jem, who she 
always remembered because his hair was the color of yellowed 
plaster, stopped tossing fries. “You lost, little lady?” he said.
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 She swallowed. “I’d like to ride in one of your cars.”
 One of the newbies shook his head instantly. “Not with 
dirty sneakers.”
 “I’ve got clean ones,” she replied.
 “Or dirty jeans,” Jem stretched back in his seat.
 “We’re not a taxi service,” a meaty young man with ring-
clad fingers, Big Sam, said. “Not for dust bunnies out in the 
boonies.”
 Rafe had stopped tapping the table and gave her a long 
look. Then he said, “Pull up a chair, and we’ll negotiate.”
 Martie obeyed, toying with the belt loop of her jeans. As 
she dragged over a metal chair, Big Sam said, “Negotiate? The 
kid’s got nothing to give. She probably lives in an outhouse 
and eats gophers, has radiation frying her brain…”
 She plopped into the seat and shot Big Sam a glare. The 
racers ate it up, laughing and slapping the table.
 “What’s your name?” Rafe asked.
 She turned her attention to Rafe. She’d always been 
intrigued by him. Or rather, she was intrigued by his jacket. 
Rafe had a bomber’s jacket that was stylishly black and James 
Dean-cool on the outside, but the inner lining had half-clad 
women printed in strategically risqué positions. She thought 
Rafe was a lot like his jacket—deceptively cool on the outside 
and borderline inappropriate on the inside.
 “Martie.”
 “Martie. Where is your old woman?” 
 She sat back, eyes rolling.
 “Hold on a sec, I just want to know, you know.”
 “I live with my aunt,” she replied. “She knows where I 
am.”
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 “Good,” he said. His oily hair gleamed in the light of the 
naked bulb hanging overhead. “Tell me, Martie, what do you 
guys do around here for fun?”
 Big Sam leaned back, “Alright, I’m done day-caring.”
 “Play by the canal,” she replied. And then something 
sparked in her mind. “I sometimes go to the Doom Town and 
see all the Doomies.”
 Through a mouthful of hamburger, Jem asked somewhat 
unintelligibly, “What’s Doom Town?” 
 She tried not to smile. “They left it here a while ago. It’s a 
town that has houses filled with fake people for testing atomic 
bombs. They’re still there.”
 “An abandoned town?”
 Rafe drained his glass. “I’ve heard of it. Didn’t know where 
it was or if it still existed.”
 Martie leaned forward. “I can show you. We can drive out 
there and you can see. It’s not too far.”
 “Just tell us.” Big Sam waved his hand. “Which road do we 
turn off?”
 He sounded dismissive, but she could see that he was 
curious from the curl of his mouth. Instead of answering, she 
pressed her shoulder blades against the back of the chair and 
folded her arms.
 They all stared for a long moment, and then Rafe, with a 
half-smile of crude amusement, said to Big Sam, “She’s riding 
in your car. It’s the cruddiest.”
 “Hell no.”
 “You were the ones that wanted to come back here,” Rafe 
said. “Why not go sightseeing for an hour?”
 Martie jumped up. “I’ll grab a few flashlights.”
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•••
 Martie couldn’t complain. It wasn’t the Firebird, but it 
was a car—a fast car, and one that didn’t have torn vinyl seats, 
sticky handles from soda-drenched fingertips, a miniature 
Sahara gathering on the floor, or smell of frustrated exhaust 
fumes, even if the outside paint job was a mottled mess.
 She explained, “You’ll go down that road—no, that one. 
Right here!”
 Big Sam swore. “This is a road?”
 “Yes.”
 He jerked the wheel hard. The car flung her against its 
door. “Don’t damage my vinyl,” he half-sang, half-whined. 
She settled back. The only thing she could see from the 
side mirror was the caravan of cars that rumbled behind the 
Gremlin.
 The car slowed. “Sick,” Big Sam muttered. In the orange 
haze of dusk, the flat, pockmarked landscape had the slightest 
of silhouettes protruding from the horizon. 
 She put her hands in her lap, satisfied.
 Doom Town was a small collection of what used to be 
suburb-style houses. Now they were husks full of charred 
furniture, wood planks jutting out like pale fragmented bones, 
and crawling insects with carapaces the color of sunbaked 
rocks.
 Martie always thought of snow globes when she walked 
into one, as if some giant had cupped the house in his hand, 
shook it fiercely, and let the sand drift down to the ground like 
snow. Martie wanted to live in one, but it lacked electricity and 
running water. Cold Kasper had once joked, “The one chance 
to live in a suburb, and it was blown to bits as part of the 

Steph Bachman



97Steph Bachman

government’s school experiment.”
 Despite this, Martie knew that her brother, Cristofer, and 
his girlfriend, Sandie, would often come up here. “For alone 
time,” he’d say.
 And then, of course, there were the mannequins.
 “Cripes,” Jem yelped. He’d opened one of the front doors. 
Rafe stuck his head in; his yellow light swooped around the 
living room. It fell on the face of a half-broken man.
 “The Doomies,” Martie replied from the back. 
 “Doomies?” Big Sam snickered.
 “The Doom Town mannequins,” she said. “That’s what 
my brother and me and the other kids call ’em.”
 “Right on,” Rafe mumbled, and ventured in. 
 The others followed.
 Martie shut the door behind them. The residue of the test 
bombs was evident in the upturned furniture, walls, and the 
Wilson family who lived here. The father lay in several pieces 
in the living room, his arm bent crookedly next to the smashed 
television set, as if in a perpetual state of reaching for a now 
non-existent dial. The mother craned over the kitchen sink, 
miraculously in one piece, but her face had been scraped clean 
from being slammed against the cupboards.
 The two boys, Martie knew, would be upstairs. Toy jacks 
littered the bedroom like spiked mines. The pumpkin-orange 
curtains were crusted and mobbed by moths. The boys lay 
cocooned between the wall and the twin beds. She loved it.
  “This one isn’t as far out as the others,” Martie said, 
her hands in her pockets. “In the others, the walls are falling 
down, and sofas are halfway through the wall, and the people 
are in more pieces.”
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 The racers slunk through the rooms, poking at things 
with their shoe tips. Rafe faced the living room; she saw his 
expression as a flashlight beam passed over his face. There 
was something in the shattered collage of tables, sofas, and 
pillows that seemed to stir an excited grin out of him. This 
same thrill came to Martie whenever she went down to the 
canal. 
 The canal cut through the back of Atomic Town, and 
provided Tom and Sylvester Grale, lackluster brothers, with 
just enough water to keep their lackluster farm running at 
a lackluster pace. Yet at certain times during the year—late 
February or early March, the water rose up the canal walls. 
In the spring, the water gleamed like crinkled aluminum in 
sunlight; swirls of oily lavender and streaks of watery gold and 
greasy silver-blue rippled over the slow surface.
 The kids around Martie’s age would hold sailboat races 
every week of every month while the canals were filled. They’d 
build miniature boats out of planks of wood, phonebook 
covers, stolen straws from Nellie’s, carved-out potato husks, 
and tin strips peeled from the backs of their trailer homes. 
 Martie never won, of course. The others always had 
swifter boats hand-crafted for speed, while she sculpted her 
vessel with an enormous hull, large enough that it took down 
whatever was in its path. 
 “We’re not going to walk away with radiation, are we?” Big 
Sam asked, shoving a chair out of his way. “I’m not going to 
wake up with an extra appendage, am I?”
 Jem’s flashlight streaked over Big Sam’s face. “You were 
born with two noses, right?”
 He called him a word Martie didn’t know. 
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 “Let’s take a mannequin,” Rafe said suddenly. The inner 
flap of his jacket was half-open. One of the women winked at 
Martie.
 “I’m not lugging a hundred-pound sack of plastic in my 
car, Rafe,” Jem said.
 Rafe’s eyes landed on Big Sam. 
 Big Sam exhaled, “My car is not a dump for wayward 
children and dummies.”
 “Well why not? It looks like one.” 
 Martie grinned. Once, when she, Cristofer, and Cold 
Kasper had come up here, she and Cold Kasper had wanted to 
take the Doomies and spook the occasional passersby by tying 
up the mannequins and placing them on the road. 
 “It’d be like the bad guys who tie up the pretty ladies and 
put them on train tracks,” she’d explained to Cristofer. 
 “No,” he’d said. It was like taking them from their resting 
place, he’d said. Too much like stirring up a grave. They never 
did. Cold Kasper said he respected the townsfolk too much for 
letting him stay, but she knew he itched to do it. And he still 
did. 
 The newbie and another young man appeared from out of 
the kitchen, holding and flanking the mannequin woman—
who Martie called Mrs. Wilson—like a hostage. “Let’s go, 
boss,” the newbie joked.
 Rafe clapped Big Sam on the back. “She’ll ride backseat.”

•••
 Martie peered around the back of the Gremlin’s passenger 
seat. Mrs. Wilson sat resolute, faceless, and Martie couldn’t 
tell if she was resigned to being kidnapped from her bombed 
household or silently angered that, after all she’d been 
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through, she was now being hoisted along all in the name of 
shits and giggles. Rafe had even buckled a seatbelt around her, 
chuckling as Big Sam watched in steaming silence.
 “What are we going to do with it?” Jem had asked when 
they’d loaded her up. 
 Rafe had shrugged, a lazy half-smile on his face, “We’ll 
see,” he’d said, and ducked into his Firebird. 
 Now on their way back to her town, Martie felt antsy. 
 She remembered the first time Cold Kasper had seen the 
Doom Town mannequins. In the heat wave of a dry summer 
day, he’d been cranky at Pamela as she set down his Atomic 
Bomb Burger, cranky at Cristofer as he dowsed his Chevy 
beater in soap and water, and cranky when Martie had come 
up to him for the first time and told him she knew a way to 
make him un-cranky.
 “I have a three year old trying to win my company,” he’d 
grumbled. “What’s my life come to?”
 “I’m not three.” 
 They’d driven the nine miles to the ribbed landscape 
where the test houses sat squat and dilapidated, like squashed 
milk cartons that oozed the sour stench of bad memories. 
He’d gone silent when they walked through the rooms and 
stopped to stare at a male mannequin missing a head. Martie 
climbed onto a shard of a sofa. Cold Kasper seemed unsettled 
or maybe just more awake than usual. 
 “Do you ever wonder what they were thinking?” she asked.
 “What?”
 “When they were bombing the houses,” Martie said, “Do 
you think they had fun doing that?”
 His eyes caught a dangerous gleam. “I don’t know. I would 
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have fun doing it.”
 “What about watching it?” Martie had asked.
 At last, he smiled. “That too.” 
 Half of Atomic Town had congregated near the highway 
by the time the racers returned. Cristofer had pulled out his 
faded orange cooler, a cornucopia perpetually stashed with 
red aluminum Coca-Cola cans. He sat sprawled on their 
camp chair with the broken leg, Sandie on his knee, her long, 
braided brown hair brushing her waist. The Grale brothers 
had carried out their dining room chairs and were arguing 
with the gas station owner. Pamela sat with a cluster of women 
and men who were dishing out fat, charcoal-coated hot dogs. 
The children Martie’s age kicked around a deflated volleyball. 
She didn’t see her aunt, but Cold Kasper was standing there, 
his arms crossed. She wished he could ride in the car like she 
had. She wished she could make him smile, just once.
 “They aren’t going to pitch a fit, are they?” Big Sam spoke 
to her for the first time since they got back in the car. “You 
know, with the dummy in the back?”
 Martie shrugged, “Dunno.” And she didn’t. No one had 
taken much of anything from the Doom Town. 
 “Afraid of radiation poisoning,” her aunt had once said, 
sprawled on the couch, flipping through a glossy, year-old 
magazine. Only Cold Kasper took things—the nicest couch 
he could find, which happened to be sandwiched between a 
dining chair with a crack that gullied down the center and a 
mattress infested with cockroaches.
 “Better to live a short, poisoned life than one spent 
nodding off in the dirt,” Cold Kasper had reasoned. 
 Big Sam rolled the Gremlin into Nellie’s parking lot. 
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The pale, neon green sign bled a sickly spotlight on the 
townspeople and portions of the highway. 
 “Get out,” Big Sam said.
 Martie pretended not to hear him.
 “Little girl,” he put a hand on the headrest, “get out.”
 She popped the door handle. The chilly, dry desert air 
replaced the warm vinyl scent. No one seemed to have noticed 
she was gone, nor had anyone spotted her yet. She glanced 
back at him, door still open, thinking. Then she said, “Put 
Mrs. Wilson on the side of the road.”
 “What?”
 “You heard me,” she said slowly, her eye on the Firebird as 
it rumbled to a stop beside her. “Put her at the starting line.”
 “Shut the door,” he said blandly, his eyes scanning the 
cluster of townspeople near the freeway. 
 “Put her on the road.”
 “Shut the damn door.”
 “What is it?” Rafe leaned over the Gremlin’s open door. 
His fingers tapped against the flaky brown paint. 
 “She’s—”
 “Tell him to put the Doomie at the starting line. She can 
flag your race,” Martie said, “It’ll be funny.” 
 Rafe’s fingers paused mid-tap, and a grin split across his 
face. Martie had thought right. Winning wasn’t fun for him 
anymore. Messing around was. “It’ll be funny, Sam. C’mon, 
help me move it.” 
 “Rafe, this is stupid,” Big Sam replied. “We came out here 
to race.”
 “C’mon, I’ll help.”
 As Rafe yanked the Gremlin’s passenger door open 
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to reach Mrs. Wilson, Martie walked up and slipped into 
the Firebird through the driver’s door. Cinder-colored 
leatherette seats slanted back like a chute. The distant clash 
of The Rolling Stones vibrated the head dash, which was 
a constellation of buttons, knobs, and levers. It smelled of 
menthols and stale cologne. A half-eaten Ding Dong sat in a 
cup holder. A women’s silver butterfly necklace was the lone 
decor; it hung from the rearview mirror.
 Martie curled behind the driver’s seat, making herself 
small. And then she waited.
 Minutes later Rafe slipped into the front seat in one 
smooth movement. He shoved the stick back into first. And 
then he peeled out onto the highway. 
 Martie remained quiet, shutting her eyes. Rafe yelled out 
the window at Big Sam in his Gremlin, shouting something 
unintelligible, and laughed. Then he pulled the Firebird up 
beside him.
 Martie knew that her townspeople were scattered along 
the highway corridor, waiting for the racers’ take-off and their 
return. She knew the other racers would race in pairs after 
Rafe and Big Sam returned. She knew Cristofer had downed a 
third Coke already, knew Cold Kasper was leaning against his 
Chevy beater, wanting a show, but expecting nothing.
 The rev of the engine seeped into her bones. She opened 
her eyes just as the townspeople began to cheer, just as Rafe 
slammed the lever forward, just as the car detonated into 
speeds of 30 miles—69 miles—102 miles—119 miles. 
 The world blurred; she saw incongruent colors: the red 
smear of the Coke can in Cristofer’s hand, the gritty, smoke-
colored streak of Cold Kasper’s eyes, the toxic neon green 
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light splashing the road, and a yellow handkerchief flapping in 
Mrs. Wilson’s porcelain-white hand. 
 The force thrust her hard against the seat, and she let out 
a yelp. 
 “The hell…?” Rafe jerked his head back for the briefest of 
a second. The red MPH needle dipped to 110. 
 “Keep going!” she screamed, applauding, and he must’ve 
not cared that she was there, or if he did, he cared more for 
winning because the car surged forward past the strip of Big 
Sam’s Gremlin. The car surged forward faster and faster, and 
she began screaming and then—
 And then it was over.
 Her body shook as Rafe slowed to a stop, staggered out 
into the dark, hollow desert, and hollered, “What was that?!”
 Through the Firebird’s darkly tinted windows and the 
black curtain of night, she saw Big Sam’s meaty ring-clad 
fingers clutch the car door tightly. He clenched his jaw as he 
stepped out.
 “Sonny, are you racing or having a Sunday night drive?” 
Rafe asked him, “I’ve started to believe I don’t deserve the 
money I win on these things.”
 Big Sam just shook his head; he looked angry. “I had a 
ratty start. Popped out of gear. ’Sides,” he smiled, somewhat 
grimly, “it’s the ride back in that really counts.”
 Rafe grinned. “Sure is. Let me flip this around and then 
you can see the Firebird’s ass all the way back, too.”
 Big Sam swung the Gremlin so its nose pointed back to 
town. Rafe ducked into the Firebird and did the same. He 
looked at her. 
 “Your aunt is going to go nuts when she sees you in here,” 
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he said. 
 “My aunt don’t care,” she replied. She felt as if every 
atom of her being had been torn apart, and her dust was now 
floating slowly down to add to the crust of the desert, “I just 
like going fast.”
 He just shook his head; the giddy, slightly-drunk look he 
always had to him still lingered in his dark eyes. And then he 
smiled.
 “Say,” he glanced over at the Gremlin. “Why don’t you give 
it a try?”
 In spring, when Martie sailed her boat on the canal, she 
never won. Yet neither did any of the other kids. Her boat 
wouldn’t allow it. Before they tried to break away for first 
place, Martie’s boat would lurch forward in a chaotic, hulking 
force, carving mini-ripples in the water. It rammed the other 
boats against the canal’s reedy sides, and they’d eventually 
teeter headfirst into the water and sink. 
 She knew she could build boats just like all the others did. 
She just didn’t want to.  
 She blinked, gawking at Rafe. “What?”
 “Come sit up here,” he said. “Driver’s seat.” He slipped 
outside and walked to the car’s trunk.
 Martie sat stunned for two seconds and then scrambled 
into the front. She couldn’t see past the red MPH and orange 
RPM needles. She couldn’t see out the rearview mirror. Her 
fingers skittered along the black steering wheel. Dirt from her 
pants dusted the seat. 
 He swept back into car and handed her a large pillow. 
“Fold it up and sit on it. Can your foot touch the pedal? Yes? 
Barely—well, barely’s all we need.”
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 Martie stared ahead. Beyond the hood, she could see the 
taut, flat road that lay ahead. Beside her, Rafe rattled off the 
steps for how to drive it.
 “Go on,” he said.
 Her greedy, trembling hands gripped the steering wheel. 
It vibrated in her grip, the way thunder shook her bed during 
brief, hostile storms. “I’ll man the gears; you do the pedals,” 
Rafe’s voice held barely-constrained glee. He glanced at the 
Gremlin. “Get ready…” He shoved the stick into first. “Now!”
 The Firebird lurched forward because she let the clutch 
out too fast. The Gremlin spat ahead, full of revved noise and 
Big Sam’s enthusiastic hoots. 
 Rafe screamed, “Go go go!” 
 She tried again. The car jerked like a puppet beneath the 
hand of a seizure victim. Martie growled in frustration.
 “Give it gas!” She pushed firmly down, while slowly 
releasing the clutch. The engine roared, then the car 
catapulted forward. The darkness streaked past them.
 “Faster!” 
 The force of the speed pushed her backwards. She yelled. 
The red needle shot from 76 to 101. She pushed harder.   
 Rafe was laughing. A few scattered, wild moments later 
she realized she was too. Ahead, the Gremlin’s frame came 
into view.
 “We can pass him, keep going, keep going!”
 A peculiar green light bloomed in the distance. 
 Martie remembered when Cold Kasper had first come 
into Atomic Town, the sun-tarnished hood of his faded, flame-
blue Chevy, the rubber peeling off his black boot soles, the 
wild, distrusting gleam in his eyes as he sucked in a lungful 
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of charcoal-gray cigar smoke. She’d taken an instant liking 
to him—the man who’d been chewed on and spat out by the 
desert. Who indirectly caused the death of a state senator 
by manipulating a furious, wronged man into pulling the 
trigger. Who’d taught her how to craft a boat large enough to 
purposefully wreck the other boats. Who’d taught her that this 
was inherently more interesting than a boat that dawdled over 
calm waters and safely won the race.
 Beside her, Rafe was speaking, “Slow down,” he was 
saying. “Slow down.”
 They’d reached the town. It seemed much smaller at the 
speed of 117 MPH. The green neon light looked like a bad oil 
spill. The townspeople leapt away from the road. Cold Kasper 
still stood by his car. His mouth was unhinged slightly, his eyes 
wide and unblinking.
 Mrs. Wilson stood dead center on the highway. The yellow 
handkerchief waved like a freshly-struck match flame. The 
Firebird was only neck-and-neck with the Gremlin, but that 
didn’t matter. 
 She inched the Firebird to the right and clipped the 
mannequin. Just a nick. But at 98 miles per hour, that was 
enough. 
 The force of the Firebird propelled Mrs. Wilson through 
the driver’s window of the Gremlin. In a brown blur, the car 
pivoted off the road, jerked to the right, and flipped—again, 
and again, and again, and again.
 The Firebird jolted off the other side of the road and 
careened straight-on into nothing but dirt and sand, sand and 
dirt. Eventually it stopped. 
 When it did, the only thing Martie could see from out of 
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the side mirror before she shut her eyes was Mrs. Wilson, or 
what she thought was Mrs. Wilson, in pieces. That and Cold 
Kasper, smiling at last, as if he had just won life’s greatest race 
by cheating. 

Steph Bachman
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Some people say to live, laugh, and love, but senior Steph 
Bachman says to eat, sleep, and eat some more. She hopes 
to one day publish over a hundred horror stories and run 
not quite as many marathons. She struggles with lists, 
procrastination, and.

Gates Bennett is an undergraduate pianist and composer 
studying under Dr. Kori Bond at Idaho State University. He 
has a passion for the arts and an interest in medicine, and, as 
soon as he finds the time, he’s going to figure out how to play 
guitar. 

Milo Bossler is from Meridian, Idaho. They are majoring 
in Communications, Media, and Persuasion and minoring in 
Art. They like to draw, read, collect things, and explore nature. 
Milo is nonbinary and goes by the pronouns they/them or he/
him.

For six years, Chris Brock has been a part of BR&S. He 
started as a lowly assistant editor and graduated to poetry 
editor, and for the last four years he has been a comic 
contributor. This year will be his last as he is expected to 
finally graduate. He wishes to thank BR&S for supporting 
him, and he is happy for the opportunity to share his stories. 
He also wants BR&S to know he will still continue his silly 
campaign of changing the name to Black Rock or Sage so the 
acronym could be BRoS.

Contributor Bios
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William Bybee was raised in Idaho. Bill is an abstract non-
representational color field painter that uses oil and watercolor 
paints. He also plays with the gestural quality of line work. 
He uses bright saturated colors with complementary and/
or harmonious color schemes. His work also plays with the 
texture of paint, using paint in all its different forms, whether 
thin or thick. 

Cody Campbell believes that bios are hard. What does 
he want strangers to know about him? He makes too many 
jokes at the wrong times. He does everything in excess. He’s 
incredibly annoying, but life feels empty without him.

Shannon Claver is currently pursuing a dual bachelor’s 
degree at Idaho State University in secondary education and 
the arts. She is enchanted by the alluring patterns, colors, and 
textures that abundantly appear in nature. Shannon draws 
inspiration from her life experiences as a wife, a mother, and a 
student.

TaraLyn Cluff, a senior at Idaho State University, is a soprano 
pursuing a vocal performance music major. She is studying 
with the wonderful Professor Kathleen Lane. Along with her 
love of music, she likes to go on walks, bake, and be around 
her family.

Madeleine Coles is a junior at ISU majoring in journalism 
and minoring in creative writing—because her mother 
convinced her to be practical. She writes all sorts of things 
(including a blog about goats), but she’s particularly fond of 
spoken word poetry. 
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Curtis Dey is a lover of funk and the color purple like no 
other, and once he’s on horn it’s hard to get him off. When 
he’s not playing funk music or going to school, he’s probably 
eating or spending quality time with his favorite people.

Sawyer Disselkoen has been taking lessons in piano for 
over 14 years. He is currently pursuing a Bachelor of Music 
in piano performance while studying with Mark Neiwirth. He 
was the recipient of the third-place prize at the Young Artists 
Competition for Musicians West in 2017. Sawyer currently 
works as an accompanist to other students and teaches 
through the Piano Preparatory Program.

ELA Trio is a Pocatello-based modern jazz trio that is 
dedicated to performing dynamic improvised sets of music 
that weave together jazz standards, world music, original 
compositions, and other interesting pieces.

Aysha Entrikin is the winner of the 2018 1B-4B-8B High 
School Creative Writing Contest. She is a 15-year-old 
freshman at Pocatello High School, and she’s lived in Pocatello 
all her life. Her favorite class is English, but she also enjoys 
drama and art.

Tirazheh Eslami is inspired, changed, and challenged by the 
experience of living in two different cultures. The marriage of 
these experiences is at the center of her studio work. In order 
to effectively craft this connection, she relies on hybrid identity 
theory to explore the multicultural experience. She uses the 
concept to offer a memorable contrast, and, though her work 
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resonates with both Eastern and Western ties, the emphasis is 
placed on the East so as to pay tribute to her roots.

Owen Lee Flannagan is a senior saxophone performance 
major at Idaho State University who reluctantly plays the 
clarinet sometimes. Outside of music, Owen enjoys rock 
climbing and taking advantage of the great outdoor activities 
available in southeastern Idaho.  

Madison Folkman studies music education at Idaho State 
University and has been studying violin for 18 years, the last 
year with Dr. Hyeri Choi. Madison enjoys performing and has 
a passion for teaching music, especially her middle school 
strings classes at Holy Spirit Catholic School in Pocatello.

Alyssa Gardner, a native of Pocatello, Idaho, is a junior piano 
performance major at Idaho State University. She studies with 
Dr. Kori Bond and enjoys performing a wide variety of solo 
piano music, from Baroque to modern.

William Hamerlynck is an unpublished author and 
a student attending ISU’s Pocatello campus. He writes 
frequently, both for classes and as a hobby. He plans on 
exploring writing further, potentially to the point of pursuing it 
as a career. 

Jamie’s Party is an ensemble that plays jazz and modern 
improvised music with the idea loosely in mind that Jamie 
throws good parties.
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Rumeng Liao is a violin performance major at ISU studying 
under Dr. Hyeri Choi. Originally from China, she studied with 
Dr. Keum Hwa Cha for one year. As the senior group winner 
of the Young Artist Competition, Rumeng performed a solo 
with the Idaho State Civic Symphony in November of 2016.

Gabriel Lowman is a pianist and composer studying piano 
performance at Idaho State University. He plans to pursue 
higher education so that he may one day have a career in 
music academia.

Jerrel Martin is a cellist currently studying music 
performance at Idaho State University. He has studied the 
cello since he was 11 years old, and he has performed in such 
ensembles as the Magic Valley Symphony, The Idaho State-
Civic Symphony, the Honors Performance Series Chamber 
Orchestra at Carnegie Hall, and many small chamber 
ensembles. His favorite food, and biggest weakness, is 
Mexican food.

Rachael Mayer is a graduate student in her last year of 
the MFA program in Studio Art. She makes work about 
communities, social networks, and constructed systems. She 
contextualizes community around landscape and topography.

Adam Merrill currently studies piano at Idaho State 
University, where he has studied with Dr. Kori Bond for 6 
years. In addition to his musical pursuits, Adam also enjoys 
studying astrophysics, gardening, and reading poetry.
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Karley Morgan is an undergraduate who is double majoring 
in English and sociology. Her favorite pastimes are petting 
anything fluffy, wearing dresses, and saying “fuck.” She’s 
recently found a lot of release in poetry and its ability to 
capture the human experience.

Conor O’Farrell is a passionate trombonist and musician 
in his senior year at Idaho State University. When he’s not 
practicing or deployed, you can find him spending time with 
his wife and two kids or running in the City Creek area of 
Pocatello.

Hailie Pease is a senior in the English Department who also 
dabbles in public relations because hopefully that will help 
her get a job. The first short story she ever wrote was about a 
dancing tater tot and singing ketchup. She loves cats and cries 
too easily. 

Chenango Shores retired in June 2017 after 20 years of 
NYS service in New York. He moved out to Idaho in July of 
2017 with the intention of getting a MFA in Studio Art—
specializing in painting, drawing, and print making. He has 
been an untrained artist for over 40 years, but he is quite well 
read in the field of art. He feels free to be his own person in 
Idaho, and he is happy advancing his artistic skills in a more 
liberal environment. He uses the name “Chenango Shores” 
on his paintings, and he is known in the art department as 
“CHEN.”  
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Danielle Snook is a sociology major with an emphasis in 
criminology and a minor in art. She is originally from Southern 
California and moved out to Idaho to continue her soccer 
career at ISU. Along with her faith and soccer, art has always 
been her passion.

Aifegha Stephen, who hails from Nigeria, is an 
undergraduate student at ISU, majoring in art. His work 
“Moment of Depression” was selected as the cover image for 
the 2017 issue of Black Rock & Sage. His accepted work this 
year, titled “Happiness,” aims to offer hope to everyone going 
through challenging times. His philosophy is that life is short, 
and we should always be happy.

Thomas Stephens comes from a long line of artists. He 
started his art career in the early 70s, but he had a 30-year 
beak while he supported his family as a Postal Carrier. After 
retiring, he returned to complete his education and graduated 
with a BFA in May of 2016.

Kylle Strunk is an aspiring composer and percussionist in his 
final year at Idaho State University before beginning graduate 
school in the fall of 2018. Kylle’s music has been published by 
both Tapspace Publications and C. Alan Publications.

Richard Thornell is originally from Pocatello, ID. Military 
Brat. Served active duty Army. Has a love/hate relationship 
with Las Vegas, NV. Average college student. Is not a beer 
snob, but certainly is a coffee snob. Prefers miso ramen over 
pho. Not ahsmaed ot aimdt he’s a hrorlibe selpler. Really 
wants a pet dog.
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Brandon VanOrden is a clarinetist working on his 
undergraduate degree at ISU in music performance. He is a 
full-time student who plays in a lot of ensembles, but when 
he has free time, he spends it listening to new music, playing 
video games, and reading.

Sarah Zuck was born in Richland, Washington, with a large 
variety of disabilities—one of which was muscular dystrophy. 
As Sarah spent much of her childhood in a wheelchair, she 
gained an immense appreciation for the arts—as you didn’t 
have to walk to draw. She started drawing at the age of two 
and went on to paint and animate, and she is now pursuing a 
degree in animation.
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THE ELWEN COTTAGE 
334 N MAIN POCATELLO 
DIXIE BELLE PAINT 
VINTAGE REPURPOSED 
FURNITURE HOME DECOR 
ONE OF A KIND ITEMS 
HOW TO CLASSES 
208-380-5561 
OPEN 10-6 MON/FRI 
SAT 10-4

CLASSIC SHABBY 
840 E ALAMEDA 
POCATELL IDAHO 
LOCAL ARTIST 
DIXIE BELLE PAINT 
CUSTOM ITEMS 
HOME DECOR 
HOW TO CLASSES 
208-406-0036 
OPEN 10-6 MON/FRI.        
 10-4 SAT.
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