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Letter From the Editor 

“Sometimes the very best of all summer books is a blank notebook. Get one big enough, and you can 
practice sketching the lemon slice in your drink or the hot lifeguard on the beach or the vista down the 
hill from your cabin.” - Michael Dirda 
 
When I was in high school, the thing to do on the weekends during the summer was to go to the beach for 
a bonfire. You would get there early in the afternoon to get a fire pit, or you'd miss out. Once the tide 
started to rise, and the sun started to set, all the firepits would have a group of people huddled against the 
cool ocean breeze, enjoying themselves. 
 
Sitting out in the sun all day, you would take shifts with friends to man the fort. These bonfires were your 
typical high school party. 21-year-olds would be on standby to grab some cheap beer for us, which we 
would then tip them for their help. Smores weren't exactly a staple here. There was an awesome pizza 
place that offered New York style by the slice or if you wanted to venture a bit further was my favorite 
burrito joint. 
 
When I went off to college up in the Rockies, the bonfire became a campfire, and even more stereotypical 
than before. They called it "Camptacular," and the organizers went as far as selling t-shirts, beer cozies, 
and sweatshirts with beer cozies in the front pocket. The shenanigans were outrageous and I'll never 
forget the most memorable moments. Sadly, everyone officially grew up by getting married and having 
kids. 
 
What I liked best about going to these campfires are the stories people would tell. These weren't your 
typical campfires. No, these stories were more like... well, how a friend of a friend got caught with his 
pants down (no, literally caught with his pants down) as he left a house party back when he was in school.  
 
This month I wanted to hear some of your stories that you told during your summertime fun. Whether 
they were fictional or true, they were all fantastic. Thanks to everyone who contributed this month! 
 

  



My Lucky Lanyard 

Lindsay Benster 
 
My mom’s obsessed with lanyards. Not obsessed in a can’t-stop-thinking-about-it way, obsessed 
in a need-them-with-me-at-all-times-and-will-panic-if-I-can’t-find-them- 
and-probably-going-to-keep-10-back-up-pairs-just-in-case way. Like most obsessions, it 
spawned from a practical, feasible use that maybe became a bit… eccentric. It started with 
carpool to various sports. In her defense, all the parents had them. Stu, Crevin, Heidi, Melinda. 
They all whipped them out and spun them around their hands until their index fingers became 
fully enveloped like a python preparing its prey. Then they’d fling them back around the other 
way, alternating directions. It was a sign we youngins learned to mean basketball practice is over 
or the game is about to begin. 
 
Our parents were perhaps overly-involved, as they drove carpool like it was their job and 
attended every tournament, every game, every scrimmage, cheering like it was the NBA 
play-offs and we were all league MVPs. The moms specialized in providing perfect post-practice 
snacks, while the dads had the whole fathers-of-athletic-daughters on lockdown. Crevin, 
Karina’s dad, held the title of Head Coach. Stu, Sarah’s dad, worked the scoreboard. And my 
Dad was Eastside Basketball Academy’s number 1 fan. We lost more games than we won, which 
is my generous way of saying I don’t think we ever did win. But we had all the elements that 
truly mattered working in our favor: we had the snacks, we had the fans, and technically we had 
the power of the scoreboard in our hands. 
 
In the summer of 2007, my mom was responsible for driving Sarah, Karina and me down to 
Point Guard College in Oregon- a preeminent basketball camp designed to develop both sport 
and life skills. Crevin unexpectedly and tragically passed a few months prior. He had been our 
coach that season. He taught us a new zone defense, he showed us the secret to a quick 
cross-over, he instilled the importance of team chemistry and above all else he taught us to love 
the game. “The key to winning is a good defense,” he’d always tell us. His death was shocking, 
incomprehensible. 
 
Attending point guard college was the last plan he had organized for Karina, so my parents, Stu 
and Sarah’s mom, Heidi, made it their mission on earth to ensure Karina attended that camp, 
signing Sarah and I up in the process. 
 
The first day of camp quickly revealed the existence of muscles we hadn’t become acquainted 
with quite yet, as the introductory strength work left the three of us straight-legged, unable to 



bend our knees, hobbling everywhere we went. The third day of camp we were cry-laughing 
through every movement, and the fourth day we essentially lost the ability to do anything but sit. 
 
“Karina! Karina! Karina!” I desperately called out. She whipped around the corner, as fast as her 
unnaturally sore legs would let her. 
 
“Are you okay?” She asked, barreling through the bathroom door. 
 
“I need help,” I said, half-smiling because I never anticipated requiring assistance on such a task 
at this point in my young-life and half-smiling because I knew this was a moment she’d never let 
me forget. 
 
“You do need help child,” Karina laughed, as she limped over and lifted me off the toilet. 
 
Either our bodies’ numbed or we adjusted to this new norm of pain, as by the end of camp 
basketball was fun, friends were fun, camp was fun, life was lightless and carefree and Sarah, 
Karina and I laughed endlessly at the great toilet rescue.  
 
The last night of camp held the “Tournament of Champions.” An all-night, 3-on-3 tournament in 
which small children already possessing a surplus of energy hyped up extra on red bull and 
5-hour energies and played until the following morning. At the end of the night, or beginning of 
the morning (hard to say) the camp traditionally held a candlelight vigil. Counselors passed 
around white candlesticks topped with a small protective cone to prevent wax from dripping 
down our fingers. Alongside the candle, they dispersed the token camp lanyard. We each held 
our candlestick and reflected on our time at camp, on the lessons we learned, on the new skills 
and friends. I glanced over at Karina. Strong, sarcastic, always-had-her-face-on Karina, and I 
watched as a few rogue tears slid down her cheeks. I leaned over and embraced her, carefully 
maneuvering the candle away. Sarah joined in, and the three of us held each other up as our dads 
had coached us to do. 
 
Ten years later Sarah’s Dad would pass as well. His death not unexpected but tragic and 
heartbreaking nonetheless. And we held candles for him too. I, to this day, carry my point guard 
college lanyard with me. I wouldn’t say I’m obsessed with lanyards, but I don’t dare to part from 
it. I don’t have any kids to drive around carpool, I don’t play basketball anymore and I live 
farther than I’d like from Karina and Sarah. But I think of quick cross-overs and scoreboards and 
loving Dads and loyal friends who will lift you off the toilet in your time of need with every spin 
of the lanyard around my finger. And I don’t think of loss, I think of wins. I think of the key to 
winning every time I unlock my car. I think of how the winning team doesn’t always have a 
winning scoreboard.  



As Local Legend Has It 
By Rex Caleval 

 
It was a dark and stormy night. I know how that sounds. Contests are devoted to mocking it. 
Snoopy got good mileage out of it in the comics. But that night actually was dark and stormy, 
and what’s more, it mattered. If it hadn’t been dark, I wouldn’t have been lost. And if it hadn’t 
been stormy, I wouldn’t have been found. 
 
My family had been out at the lake for a week, and my dad had sent me for more fishing line 
after he’d lost most of his to a big one that got away. It took his favorite lure, too. He was so mad 
he chucked his rod in the water, and my brother and I had to go diving to get it back. It was still 
afternoon, but the sky was already getting dark with towering black clouds that promised a big 
storm coming. Our cabin wasn’t with most of the others, so you had to cut through a good stretch 
of woods to get to the store. It was a gas station, bait shop, restaurant, convenience store and post 
office all rolled into one. You know the kind; every lake town has one. Dad said to take the quad 
to beat the storm, but I decided to hike. I’ve always liked storms. 
 
That one was a doozy. I’d gotten maybe halfway back when it hit. The wind was so strong and 
gusty that the rain pelting down never came from the same direction twice, and it always seemed 
to be in my eyes. It was very dark except for blinding flashes of lightning, and the thunder 
seemed to have physical force, like when you’re too close to a big amp at a concert. Imagine 
running an obstacle course in the dark through a gauntlet of cannons while getting blasted with a 
fire hose and a strobe light. I’d been through those woods plenty of times, but it didn’t take long 
before I couldn’t tell what direction I was going or see well enough to spot anything familiar. 
 
I decided to wait it out, so as the lightning flashed I started looking for a spot. After a few tries I 
saw a spreading oak tree on a small hill. Looking back, I realize going to the highest point might 
not have been the smartest move in the middle of a thunderstorm, but it seemed like a good idea 
then. I wanted someplace solid to hunker down, and there was so much rain that I started to get 
worried about being caught in a low spot. I tried to move toward where I’d seen the oak in the 
last flash. 
 
It felt like I was climbing, so I figured I was headed in the right direction. The sky lit up briefly 
and I saw the tree close in front of me. Then every hair on my head stood on end, and the 
brightest light and the loudest sound there could ever be blasted all my senses away. 
 
I couldn’t see anything, just brightness so white that it was almost blue. I couldn’t feel anything 
except a weird floating sensation, like falling off a ladder if the fall went on forever. My hearing 



was overwhelmed by a wildly changing noise that went from high-pitched squeal to low-toned 
rumbling and everything in between. When it was lower, I thought I heard screaming from 
somewhere nearby. I wondered idly if it was me doing it, but I couldn’t focus on anything long 
enough to figure it out. 
 
Some unknown time later I snapped out of it enough to start feeling again, and immediately 
wished I hadn’t. Everything hurt. I had bright flares in my vision, like the afterimage from a 
camera flash, but worse. I smelled something burning and tasted blood in my mouth, and my ears 
were still ringing like crazy. My feet were cold, and I realized that my hiking boots were on the 
ground a few feet away. Smoke was rising from them. 
 
As my brain started working again, I realized that I must have been hit by lightning. I tried to 
figure out how bad it was. It hurt to move, but amazingly I didn’t seem to be burned. I could 
smell smoke, though, and as I looked around I saw the oak tree smoldering. Rain was still 
coming down, but enough embers were still flickering to see by. The lightning had hit the tree, 
not me. That must be why I survived, despite getting blasted right out of my boots. 
 
I didn’t remember any hill or tree like that one from any of my other trips through the woods. I 
was totally lost, it was too dark to see, and I could hardly move. I started to wonder how I was 
ever going to find my way out of there. Then I felt a touch on my leg as something found me 
instead. 
 
If I hadn’t been having so much trouble moving, I’d have jumped out of my skin. Looking back 
frantically to see what had grabbed me I saw a girl, her arm still stretched out toward me, crying 
out incoherently. I thought the lightning had gotten her, too, so I crawled over to see if I could 
help. In the dim light coming from the smoldering oak tree, she looked like no other girl I’d seen. 
She was small, but when she looked up at me her eyes were large, almost too big for her face. 
They were so green that they glowed. She had wide cheekbones, but a narrow, almost pointed 
jaw. Her skin was a deep brown and looked roughly textured. Her hair seemed to be both red and 
green at the same time. She was so covered in dirt and leaves that I couldn’t tell what kind of 
clothes she wore. 
 
As I leaned down to ask if she was all right, a gust of wind made the embers in the oak tree flare 
up, and as they did, the girl screamed and reached for her back. It was the same scream I’d heard 
earlier. I hadn’t been hearing myself, after all. It had been her. I started to look at her back, to see 
how bad it was, but she grabbed my arm. She didn’t say anything, but her large eyes looked right 
into mine as she pointed to the oak tree. I glanced over at it, but it looked the same. She realized 
that I wasn’t getting what she was trying to tell me. Sobbing, she pointed at the tree, then herself, 
then the tree again. As I glanced over at the tree once more, I heard a loud crack and saw one of 



the branches near where the lightning had struck splinter away from the trunk. When it did, the 
girl screamed again, grabbing at her arm. It sounded like she was in agony. 
 
It was almost like she was hurt when something happened to the tree. A crazy idea, for sure, but 
that’s how it seemed. She somehow realized what I’d thought, because she gasped and grabbed 
my arm again, looking up at me and nodding. Then she pointed to herself and to the tree once 
more. It was really strange, but I didn’t know what else to do, so I nodded to her and reached 
down to pick her up. She put her arms around my neck to help, and I felt her hands on my skin. 
She was cool to the touch, and her skin was rough. It felt like tree bark. 
 
Getting to my feet took an effort, but I managed it. The girl felt light in my arms, which helped 
since I didn’t have much strength back yet. She was even smaller than I’d thought. Slowly, I 
made my way over to the tree and set her down against it. As soon as she touched the trunk she 
gave a great sigh of relief. She looked up at me and bowed her head. It looked like she was doing 
better, but then the branch that had splintered earlier pulled further away from the trunk and I 
heard her cry out again. 
 
I stepped over to the branch and lifted it back into place. The girl stopped crying, but as I looked 
down her eyes were glazed and her head sagged forward. The ordeal was taking a toll. I tried to 
come up with something I could do. I couldn’t stand there holding the branch up forever, but if I 
let it go, it seemed like it would hurt her again. 
 
The spool of fishing line! It was still in my pocket. I could use it to bind the branch in place. It 
was strong line, and I thought it would hold. It was worth a try. Shifting to get the branch onto 
my shoulder, I fumbled in my pocket for the line. I had a heck of a time finding the loose end to 
get started, but once I did, I looped the whole spool around the split in the branch. I ran it under 
and over itself repeatedly since I wasn’t sure how well I could tie it off at the end. 
 
When I’d used up the whole spool, I slowly let the weight off my shoulder to see if my 
patchwork job would hold. It did, but only just. Looking around I saw a lot of branches that had 
come down in the wind, so I grabbed the biggest one and used it as a brace to help hold the 
splintered branch up. I got it set as well as I could, then turned back to check on the girl. 
 
She looked tired, but her eyes seemed clear again. I could barely see her. The glow from the 
embers on the tree was almost gone. I patted the last of them out, then sank down against the 
trunk beside the girl. I was done in. The last thing I remember was the rain slowing as the 
branches of the tree seemed to reach out and shelter me. 
 



When I woke, it was light and calm. The storm had passed. There was no sign of the girl. I felt 
pretty bad, but still better than I had. As I tried to figure out where I was, I saw that the brace I’d 
put up had fallen, but it didn’t matter. The splintered branch had recovered almost magically. I 
could still see that it had come away at some point, but it looked like that had been long ago and 
the tree had recovered. It was the same with the lightning burn. Since it wasn’t needed anymore, 
I removed the fishing line so it wouldn’t cause problems as the tree grew. 
 
There was a rustling sound, even though there wasn’t any wind, and as I looked over at the noise 
I saw a canopy of branches above where I’d been asleep. They made an almost perfect arbor, like 
mom has in the backyard garden at home, but there was no framework for it to grow on. It had 
just formed that way naturally. It was a beautiful spot, with a sense of peace and serenity. I laid a 
hand on the oak’s trunk in farewell, then turned to find my way back to the cabin. A bit later I 
ran into my dad and brother as they came looking for me. 
 
I never told anyone about the encounter. It sounded crazy, and maybe it was just the result of my 
brain getting scrambled by the lightning. The funny thing is, though, after that people around the 
lake started talking about a forest spirit that would appear as a small girl and help people lost in 
the woods to find their way. Everyone acted like it was an old local legend, even my family. But 
we’d been going to that lake for years, and I’d never heard that story before, from them or 
anyone else. 
 
  



Kindred 
By Katherine DeGilio 

 
1994, Room 302, 12:20 AM 
 
Evin’s knuckles turned white as she clenched the curtain closed. The curtain was a bright autumn 
color, but the weather had fallen far below the neutrality of autumn’s temperature. Rain 
ransacked the gutters outside, creating an ambiguous thump with every drop that fell down onto 
the metal framed roof. The wolf in the wind started to howl, and before long it began to bite, its 
teeth the unforgiving hail that would leave its scars on the Hotel’s exterior for years to come.  
 
Evin closed her eyes, shook her head, and opened them again. She turned to look at the clock.  
 
12:20, she thought and looked at the picture of her father, which laid on her nightstand. He 
should have been back by now.  
 
Evin looked back at the window, took a deep breath, and released her grip on the curtains. The 
blood rushed back to her hands and straight to her heart. Evin held onto her chest. It pounded 
with such ferocity, she wasn’t sure it would stay in inside her if she moved her hand.  
 
The trees in front of her window swayed in the guttered wind. Evin blinked hoping they would 
stay as they were, but she knew better. The longer she looked at the trees, the more the trees 
looked back. Their branches came forward, and stuck out like hands, beckoning her. They 
seemed to say, ‘Please, open the window. Let me in.’  
 
Evin shut the curtain again. The trees tapped on the glass, and Evin covered her ears. She did her 
best to tune it out, but with every tap, the sound grew louder until it became a loud, ominous 
thump. 
 
“Leave me alone,” Evin whimpered, but the thumping continued.  
She closed her eyes and stuck her fingers in her ears, waiting for it to go away. To her surprise, 
within a minute, she found silence. She gradually opened her eyes and turned back to the clock.  
 
12:22.  
 
She didn’t bother opening the curtain again, but still, something pulled her. She tried to look 
away but found herself staring at the bottom of the window.  
 



It’s all in your head. 
 
Evin bit her lip and listened as the rain pattered down.  
 
It’s over.  
 
She leaned back, closed her eyes, and strained to sleep. She was halfway there, when the patter 
turned into a slide, and a click, that flew her eyes open with the window. Evin sat up and 
watched in horror as the window opened, and a dark violet shadow slinked its way into her room 
and under her bed.  
 
Evin pulled the covers over her head.  
 
“Please,” she said. “Go away.” She tried to sound strong, but her voice failed her, refusing to go 
above a whisper.  
 
The shadow didn’t speak but slithered out from under her bed and squinted at her. Evin cried. It 
tilted its head and poked her. She pulled herself deeper into the blanket, making sure there wasn’t 
an open crack. The shadow whispered nothings into her ear, and Evin clenched her jaw. It was 
teasing her. Evin gulped. It poked her once more, and she jumped out of bed.  
 
Evin ran down two different hallways before stopping. She turned back to make sure the shadow 
wasn’t following her and let out a sigh of relief when she realized she was alone. Evin looked at 
the hallway clock.  
 
12:23. 
 
Where is he?  
 
Evin took a step back and slid down to the floor. She wrapped her arms around her knees and 
cried. She didn’t look up until she heard another suite’s door open. She watched her father 
stepped out of the room. She opened her mouth to call to him, but before she could speak, a 
woman in a red robe, stepped forward. The woman ran her hand down his arm and kissed him. 
Evin felt she had been kissed by death.  
 
She stood up and ran back down the hall to her room. She put in her keycard and slammed the 
door behind her. The shadow came out from under her bed. Evin ignored it. It poked her, and she 
stomped over to the nightstand. She picked up the picture of her father and threw the frame on 
the ground.  



 
When it didn’t immediately shatter, she felt a caged rage break free from her chest. Evin squatted 
down, picked up the frame, and took the picture from it. She stood in front of the nightstand and 
shredded the picture piece by piece.  
 
When she was done, she kicked the pieces under her bed and looked back at the nightstand, 
where she kept the picture of her late mother. The shadow poked her again, but Evin swatted it 
away. She turned to the closet, where she had hung tomorrow’s black dress.  The shadow 
growled behind her. She whipped around and growled louder.  
 
# 
 
Evin’s father snuck back into the hotel room. He looked up at the clock as he walked in.  
 
12:25. 
 
He ran his hand down his face.  
 
“Evin,” he called quietly towards the second bedroom. She didn’t answer. He rubbed the nape of 
his neck, poured himself a glass of whiskey, and headed down to the room to check on her. He 
opened the door and dropped his glass.  
 
Evin didn’t wake. She laid there sleeping peacefully, holding hands with a violet shadow.   



Marooned 
By Oliver Fox 

 
The man runs, stumbles, trips, falls through the underbrush away from the roar of the shore 
toward the roar of camp, his chest heaving with every catching breath. He dare not believe what 
he’s hearing, what he’s seeing. 
 
He’s not met a human soul in weeks. 
 
When he arrives he finds silhouetted figures-- men and women and children-- standing around 
his fire in a crescent moon. A low drone emanates from them. He draws closer to the crescent’s 
mouth, the firelight dyeing the crowd a sickly orange the color of spoiled meat. 
 
He is about to speak but stops short. 
 
They are all naked, hairless, without genitalia, glistening with sweat. They stand still as 
mannequins.  
 
His heart thrums. 
 
They turn in unison to face him. All staring. Staring through him. Their faces are expressionless. 
In fact, once his eyes adjust to the light, he sees they have no faces, only blank slabs of pulsing 
pasty skin where their faces should be. 
 
As he backs away, the one nearest him, a tall, spindly-limbed male, takes a stiff, clumsy step 
toward him, and reaches out with spider-leg fingers. The clammy hand enfolds his face, muffling 
his scream. 
 
He awakens to the oppressive heat of the morning sun, face down next to the smoldering embers 
of his fire. 
 
Had he been dreaming?  
 
There are no signs of the visitors from last night. He is once again alone.  
 
It is only once he staggers to his feet that he notices the footprints. Seven pairs of elongated 
impressions, scorched into the earth. All point at him.  
 



He gasps, only it makes no sound. Slowly, hand quivering, he touches the place where his mouth 

should be, and feels nothing but cold flesh as his eyes, too, swell shut.  



A Fist Full of Ice Cream 
By Brionadh Hassett 

 
The sun had begun to slide down towards the horizon. The frantic call of seagulls subsided. 
Marco shifted on his bike seat. Easy there, Thunder. He patted the handlebars. Thunder tossed 
her black mane and stamped her hoof against the dry Mexican desert. He turned, squinting in 
silent question to Steph. She simply tipped the front of her hat further over her eyes. She was the 
most dangerous assassin in all the New World, and she had agreed to come out with him for her 
final ride. Her appaloosa pony stood stone still. Nothing moved except the wind lifting its 
forelocks gently revealing her calm brown eyes. Pete the Kid would be in position by now. It was 
time to ride! He gave Thunder a gentle nudge, leaning forward over his stock whip.  
 
The bikes pushed off down the hill. Hooves crashed over the prairie before them. The bitumen 
stuck to their wheels and was ripped up again. Yeehaa! They howled as they whirled passed the 
fish and chip shop, the news agents and the Vietnamese bakery. Skidding to a halt, Marco 
slammed his left leg down on the footpath and twisted his body, and bike to face the caravan 
park entry. Thunder reared up and Marco stayed on like the expert horseman he was. Cool as a 
cucumber. Steph’s horse pranced around the corner and the two were off again. They had to be 
fast or they’d be stopped at the gate and the whole show would be over. They peddled as fast as 
they could, bike chains buzzing, they had to duck under the boom gate without Sam the ticket 
man noticing. A high stone wall stood ahead of them, if they were to get past the sentries, they 
would have to jump clean over it. The came to the boom gate, ducked and waited for wood to 
graze their spines. Thunder lead the way nostrils snorting, head tossing, he had waited months to 
steeplechase again. They sailed over the wall. The boom gate missed them by an inch. They 
were through! 
 
Now it was an open stretch over grey cement to the end of the boulevard. Pete would be hiding 
with Annie somewhere in the agapanthus awaiting the signal. Steph reached into her holster and 
drew out her Smith & Wesson and fired three sharp shots into the air. The cap gun was good and 
loud! Pete’s wiry frame flew out of the bushes and his bare feet patted across the concrete to the 
prize. The Stagecoach lay resting at the end of the lane. Left unattended while the driver ate his 
last civilized meal before setting out across 200 miles of Indian country. Marco looked at his 
Micky Mouse watch, they had five minutes before Dave got back from smoko behind the toilets. 
Annie’s shaggy head popped up behind the steering wheel, she was the best at sneaking. Macro 
and Steph were almost there, he could feel Thunder’s heart racing along with his own. The locals 
had noticed the commotion, they were running out of their homes waving guns, pickaxes and 
kitchen knives. Steph spun around so she was sitting backwards on her horse and drew her 
second pistol. She started shooting with both hands in every direction, leaving bloodied bodies in 



her wake. Nerf gun pellets bounced off heads and stung arms, kids cried out in pain and sulked 
away. Marco sped ahead and now he was almost at the Mr. Whippy van. Pete had joined Annie 
and both beckoned to them out the van window.  
 
An angry voice broke through the mayhem. Dave was back early! 
 
Chico Malo, the terror of Mexico emerged from behind the cantina. His black poncho barely 
hiding his gun belt. His spurs chimed spitefully as he walked. We have to get to them before he 
does!  
 
Quick! Steph howled, and lifted from her seat for maximum peddling power. They whirred down 
the street, not caring how many kids had to leap out of their path. Dave ran in slow grown-up 
steps behind them, his belly wobbling from left to right under his pink work shirt.  
 
Start the engine you doinks!  
 
The two little faces vanished from the window and the next moment, the engine was purring.  
 
Annie leaped up onto the stagecoach roof and kicked the unsuspecting horse boy off the driving 
bench. Gripping the reins with one hand she lowered the other to help Pete the Kid up beside 
her. He pulled his gun from his waistcoat and fired it into the air. The startled horses lunged 
forward! 
 
They hurtled through the town, locals running after them, the money for the new Church was on 
board. But the banditos were too fierce. Even Chico Malo was too slow for the galloping horses. 
The carriage lurched from left to right under Annie’s unpractised hands. Clipping the edge of a 
mudbrick wall on the way past.  
 
The van rolled towards a street sign, but Annie managed to avoid most of it at the last minute.  
 
Break! She squealed. Pete slammed his palm on the break. Accelerator! Pete switched to the 
other pedal. This was like dodgem cars! 
 
The van rolled down the street at the speed of a runaway shopping trolley and with the same zig 
zags. Dave and a pack of angry children raced after it. Steph and Marco swooped in the middle, 
dispersing them like scared chickens. But Dave wasn’t so easily scared; he reached an enormous 
hand out to grab Steph’s bike. She saw him coming and leaped over the handlebars and ran 
ahead leaving him clutching an empty bike. Steph could feel Chico Malo’s frantic fingers brush 
the fringe of her coat. It was now or never, she stood up on the saddle and took a deep breath 



before vaulting herself at the carriage. Her body slammed against the wood panelling; her 
figures found purchase on the top railing. She hoisted herself up. She straightened and looked 
around just in time to see Chico Malo’s rifle pointed straight at her.  
 
A gunshot split the air.  
 
She was a meter behind the van and about to jump on when Dave appeared at her shoulder, on 
her bike! She dodged and weaved but it wouldn’t last long. Suddenly, Dave’s expression 
changed from fierce determination to confused panic. Her heart missed a beat and then Chico 
Malo fell sideways off his horse. Marco’s gun smoked as he put it back in its holster.  
 
The bike stopped, and he went flying face first over the front wheel. Steph just had time to see 
Marco drop the tree branch he’d stuck in the bike spokes and zoom to the front of the van.  
 
Steph smiled and jumped. Her hands grabbing the bars at the back of the van before she hoisted 
herself onto the roof.  
 
Balancing lightly, she shuffled toward the front of the stagecoach. Her friends were waiting for 
her with shining eyes. They had almost done it. They had almost pulled off the heist of the 
century! Almost. Seeing them all safely seated, Annie urged the horses on! They were out of town 
now and headed for the wild horizon where they could camp safely in the wilderness. 
 
Annie! Watch out for the road! The van rolled out of the caravan park on onto Beach Road! 
Annie! Annie! Stop it! They roared, but Annie’s face remained fixed. They’d come this far, they 
had to make it the rest of the way, after school traffic or no! A baleful chorus of horns honked at 
them.  
 
The seagulls perched on the sea wall near the beach watched the whole scene with calm 
curiosity. Four small humans making a racket to raise hell from an ice cream van. They rolled at 
walking pace across the street and landed with a soft bump on the sand.  
 
Without a moment to lose, Annie pulled the hand break and leaped into the back of the van. 
Steph and Marco looked at each other in panic and then followed suit. Pete hauled himself off 
the floor and scrambled back in search of the sprinkles.  
 
When Ice-cream-man-Dave and plays-fortnight-policeman-Harry reached the van a few minutes 
later, there was silence within. Plays-fortnight-policeman-Harry reached forward and grasped the 
roller door latch. He thought he could hear munching. He lifted the roller blind. Dave started to 
cry. There was ice-cream everywhere, blue, orange, chocolate, pistachio, every flavour of the 



rainbow was splattered and streaked over the inside of the van. All the tubs lay open and most of 
them had fingerprints in them.  
 
Pete was lying on the icy-pole freezer with a swollen belly and Cornetto wrappers scattered like 
confetti around him. Annie was sitting legs splayed with a 4-litre tub of double choc chip that 
was all but empty. Her hands, arms, neck and face were covered in sludgy brown mess. She 
looked up the police officer and ice-cream-man as she licked a fistful of ice cream from between 
her fingers. Steph and Marco had tackled the soft-serve machine, Steph was having her turn, 
lying on the floor underneath the machine while Marco chomped on a flake and pumped the 
oozing vanilla treat straight into his sister’s open mouth.  
 
They all had sprinkles in their hair.  

  



Skeletons Stacked in the Closet 
By Nikki H. Rose 

 
My heart started pounding and my breathing lessened to a hum the moment I realized what I was 
facing. Since moving here five years ago, I had tried to maneuver my way past the locked door to 
our unfinished basement that my dad never failed to latch and bolt shut. I had always wondered 
what was behind that door. Why was it so important to keep it locked up? Why had my father 
gone to such lengths to move it here to our house in Georgia from our old house in Kansas – and 
before that Nevada – separate from the rest of our belongings each time. I always tried to finagle 
my way into the basement, or get answers out of him directly, but he never budged. But this was 
the last thing I expected to find. The bolt was supposed to be latched, but for the first time it 
wasn’t. My dad had been in a rush all morning after getting a call for some important interview, 
causing him to forget to close the door completely. All those years of wondering, questioning, 
missing out – she couldn’t believe it; the room was full of dust, hard-packed sludge, and boxes. 
 
As I walked further into the cave-like basement, glimpses of the pictures that were scattered 
across the ground caught my eye. Ralphy. I hadn’t thought about Ralphy in years, but his face 
always jogged the same memory: endless games of Candyland. I never won, except for once. It’s 
the last memory I have of him. 
 
I sat down on the cold, dirt floor in the collection of dust and tried to remember my brother using 
the pictures that surrounded me. He had been my best friend. There isn’t a picture of me without 
him by my side. We were only one year apart in age, and my last memory with him was at age 
four, but he was five. It was the only time I won a game of Candyland against him. And he had 
cheered me on. I faintly heard Ralphy’s far away chants: Go Clara! 
 
It had all been right under my feet the entire time. Everything from before; everything from my 
past; everything from the first four years of my life. Dad told me there were no secrets between 
us, but even that was a lie.  
 
The panoramic view of my early childhood surrounded me in that moment. That locked door 
held all the secrets of my life. It’s been thirteen years since I’ve seen Ralphy. Thirteen years of 
lies and deceit and all of the answers were through a two-inch, nineteenth-century wooden door 
for the past five years and locked up elsewhere before that. How could he have done this to me? 
How could my father lie to me like this? 
 
Thirteen years ago, everything in my life changed without me even knowing. My mother and 
older brother had gone out one day and never returned. As far as my father told me, there had 



been a car accident and they hadn’t survived. I forgot about that. I had managed to forget most of 
those details. Until today when the most dramatic and painful memories penetrated my forgotten 
past that had been blocked for years, thanks to my father. 
 
I turned my focus back to my surroundings, trying to forget the “memories” that were no longer 
blatantly true. Parts of my life that I didn’t even remember were relieving themselves right 
before me. I don’t understand. What am I even looking at anymore? My heart raced, beating in 
disbelief, unsure of what to do next. My father lied to me. About all of it. I looked around and I 
knew that I couldn’t stay there and dig through the past – my forgotten past – for long, but after 
thirteen years of secrets, I didn’t have the willpower to turn away. 
 
Footsteps overhead seemed to get closer. Did I close the door behind me? My heart throbbed as I 
waited. I sat there and debated whether or not I was willing to get caught or if it was worth it to 
discover more of this underground chamber – this extension of my mother and brother. 
Everything around me resembled them. Everything around me was them. The footsteps above 
me passed over the entrance and began to fade off into the distance. My heart went back to its 
new pace – a fluttering that had become constant upon discovering the slightly ajar door.  
 
Stumbling in the dust to get up, I finally began to walk around. I ran my hands along the decrepit 
tables that weren’t far from collapsing beneath the stacks of boxes that rested on them. I took a 
deep breath and decided to open one of the worn-out boxes. It was resting on the corner of the 
table closest to the entrance and the flaps of the old box weren’t completely folded closed. 
Billowing with years of neglect, the box popped open revealing pictures that were stuck to one 
another, grimy and discolored. I worked through the piles of faded memories slowly and 
attempted not to ruin them as I pulled them apart and gave them each a glance over. Stuck to the 
side of the box there was a letter. Opening its crusty creases, it read: 
 
Dear Clara, 
 
If you’re reading this, that means you now know. I guess you now understand why I kept the door 
locked all this time. Also, if you’re reading this, I’m sure I’m gone by now … I’ve been very 
protective of this room and have done my best to keep you from finding it while I was around. I 
wish I could protect you from the truth forever, but you deserve to know what really happened 
after all of these years, I guess I won’t ever be able to explain that to you completely, but I hope 
you don’t blame me. 
 
I’m sorry I kept the truth from you. I’m sorry I kept Gineene and Ralphy from you – the 
memories of them. I never intended to hurt you, but I couldn’t let you discover the truth, Clara. 
There was never a car accident – and I’m sorry I could never be a good enough father to you to 



tell you this to your face: Your mother did not hit that truck as the papers led you to believe…as I 
led you to believe. I’m sorry I can’t bring myself to tell you the complete truth even in writing, 
but I can show you. 
 
Inside the envelope where you found this letter, there is a key. I’m sure you’ll figure out what it 
is for.  
 
I’ve always loved you, Clara, and I’m sorry I couldn’t be the father you needed and deserved. I 
hope one day you’ll understand. 
 
Try to forgive me, 
Dad 
 
Rivers of water trickled down my cheeks as I tried to understand what his letter meant: How 
could they have not been in a car accident? What else happened to them? Where are they? Why 
hide everything if he had just wanted me to find it when he died anyway? Is it that difficult to 
face? 
 
I realized I hadn’t found the letter in an envelope. Looking back in the box, I noticed a small 
crevice in the corner. I gave the box a shake and the key popped out. The key was too small to be 
for a door and it resembled the one I used to use for my jewelry box when I was younger. The 
key being hidden instead of placed in the envelope as he had said it would be, was typical of my 
father. He had raised me to look for the unexpected and to earn knowledge just as he had done 
throughout his life as a reporter. 
 
Placing the key in the shirt pocket that rested lightly against the left side of my chest, I put the 
slightly damp letter in my jeans’ back pocket and continued to look through the boxes. They 
were stacked three or four high all across the room. Some were titled “Home Videos,” while 
others were labeled, “Pictures.” Without a VCR available, there wasn’t much I could do with the 
videos, but upon opening the box, I realized they were all dated from before I was four-years-old 
– before the so-called “accident.” I closed the boxes and put them back where I found them, 
before I turned to the photographs. There were pictures of Ralphy – pictures I had spent years 
searching for and wished I had found years ago, were now right in front of me. Photographs of 
me hugging my older brother, being held by my mother, holding onto my dad’s pant leg, never 
wanting to let go. All of these memories flooded my vision. My father told me everything had 
been destroyed and that he couldn’t handle looking at their faces every day after the accident. 
There was only one picture he kept: a professionally taken photograph of the four of them that 
hung on the wall in the hallway upstairs. He told me he destroyed the rest of the memories lessen 
the pain; for coping reasons. But why lie about that? Why hide all of the memories?  



 
Footsteps overhead sounded again, except this time doors slammed and things fell. My heart 
began to race when I realized that it was getting late and I hadn’t checked in with my dad since 
that morning when I had left for school. I heard every door in their condo-sized house open with 
a gust and slam with anxiety. After five minutes of the consistent slamming, the footsteps died 
down and I knew I was safe downstairs for now. Pulling out my silver phone, I saw three missed 
calls from my dad and the phone shimmered, telling me it was 9:42 P.M. – practically three 
hours late for dinner. I slid the phone open and found my dad’s number in the contact list and 
dialed. 
 
I waited through the ringing while staring at the earth-packed ceiling of the secret vault. 
“Hello?” 
“Hey, Dad.” 
“CLARA! I’ve been worried sick. Where are you? Are you okay?” 
“Yeah, Dad, I’m fine. I’m sorry I never called you... I got distracted. I’m at Sasha’s 
house. Can I stay the night?” 
“I don’t know Clara... I haven’t seen you all day. Are you sure you’re alright?” 
“Yes, Dad. I’m fine. Please? We’re... we’re working on a project for school. It’d help our grade 
if I could stay longer...” 
“I guess...” 
“Thanks, Dad! I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Night.” 
 
I hung up with a click and took a deep breath, thankful that my part of the lying was over for 
now. I hated lying to her dad – as ironic as that may seem now. He has always been there for me 
– or so I thought. It wasn’t such a horrible thing to fib a little bit this time. After all, I was 
supposed to be at Sasha’s; I just never went. 
 
Pocketing my phone, I remembered the key in my shirt pocket. What truth could this thing show 
me? I closed the box of photographs of Ralphy and took a few steps forward, maneuvering my 
way through the maze of boxes and tables, until a gleaming piece of metal in the corner caught 
my eye. Lodged between two dusty stacks of boxes was a briefcase. I brushed my fingers 
through the inches of dust that caked the outside of the briefcase and let out an exasperated, 
choking cough after yanking it out of its hidden nook. Turning the briefcase over, I noticed it 
was locked shut. The rusty piece of metal had begun to feel at home in my shirt pocket, but I 
pulled it out and placed it in the reddish-brown keyhole that had begun to chip away 
from age. With a sharp twist, the buckles released and a gap manifested between the top and the 
bottom of the briefcase. I slipped my calloused fingers into the gap and pried the briefcase open 
with a ruthless tug. 
 



Newspaper clippings fluttered to the floor. Ones that I had never seen before. They were all 
about my mom and Ralphy. Reaching for one specific, dog-eared article that was still on regular 
printer paper, I read: 
 
KINGSBURY, NEVADA – MARCH 1998: Local family faces death. Mother and wife, Gineene 
Fitzpatrick, 29, was driving with her son, Ralph Fitzpatrick, 5, on Tuesday, March 17th towards 
the local petting zoo when an oncoming truck strayed into the lane, hitting the 1995 Subaru in a 
head-on collision. Gineene Fitzpatrick was killed instantly upon impact. Ralph Fitzpatrick was 
declared dead at Barton Memorial Hospital, due to severe trauma to the head. Father and 
husband, Roger Fitzpatrick, remains in his Kingsbury home with daughter, Clara. 
 
Fitzpatrick? But our last name is Fitzgerald… It didn’t make sense. The byline was my father’s 
name, but as Roger Fitzpatrick. The heading was directed towards the Kings Journal as a 
submission for publication. But this doesn’t make sense. He wrote in the letter that there had 
been no accident. If that was true, then why would he have written this article? Fidgeting through 
the other papers, different headlines filled my sight: “The Truth Exposed!”, “On the Run”, and 
“Truth Is Out! Daughter Knows Nothing!” What are these? I picked up an article with the 
heading: “Father and Daughter Live In Denial” and read: 
 
KINGSBURY, NEVADA – MAY 1998: Local family exposed. Father, Roger Fitzpatrick, 
submitted an article to the Kings Journal in March describing the fatal events in his family. Upon 
further investigation, it has been discovered that the article was fabricated to conceal the truth 
from friends and family. There was no accident. Due to the inability to locate death certificates 
for the supposedly deceased family members, Gineene and Ralph Fitzpatrick, Roger Fitzpatrick 
provided the Kings Journal with reluctant commentary on the matter. 
 
“On Ralph’s birthday (5), Gineene took him out for ice cream and a trip to the zoo,” said 
Fitzpatrick. After two days had passed with no sign of Gineene and Ralph, Roger Fitzpatrick had 
immediately filed a Missing Person’s Report – a document that was found during the 
investigation. Ralph has yet to be found. “Six days after she first left, Gineene returned home, 
but she refused to explain where she had been and why she returned without Ralph. 
 
“Gineene confessed to taking an ‘extensive detour’ that day, but wouldn’t tell me where. I don’t 
know where she left my son or if he’s okay,” said Fitzpatrick. 
 
Gineene refused to disclose any information of Ralph’s whereabouts, although police have 
reason to believe he was brought out of state. Gineene has since been located and arrested. 
 



“I wrote the false story so my daughter, Clara, could grow up with no hard feelings towards her 
mother,” Roger Fitzpatrick told the Kings Journal. 
 
Mouth hanging wide open, I finished the article and let it slip between my fingers. I can’t believe 
it. The real truth was hidden in a briefcase? Flipping through other articles, I realized they were 
all the same: Mother Abandons Child – Child Still Missing. They were all consistent in what 
happened – except for one. Going back, I found the article titled, “The Truth Exposed!” and 
read: 
 
KINGSBURY, NEVADA – JULY 1998: Four months ago former reporter, Roger Fitzpatrick, 
attempted to publish a false account of the whereabouts of his wife and son. After investigation, 
Gineene Fitzpatrick faces charges of child abandonment, neglect, and child endangerment. 
Ralph Fitzpatrick remains missing. Gineene Fitzgerald faces 5-10 years in prison. 
 
How could he have done this to me? The words from his letter flashed before my eyes: “I 
couldn’t let you discover the truth Clara” … “I can show you” … “I’m sorry I couldn’t be the 
father you needed.” 
 
At the bottom of the pile of newspaper clippings was a ragged and taped piece of rustic paper. 
Smoothing out the creases, words came into focus before me. Legal documents. My name 
scrawled across it in different forms. Fitzpatrick. Fitzgerald. Attached to the back was a near 
copy, but instead of “Clara,” it read “Roger.” He legally changed our names. To hide us. To hide 
me. From knowing about it all. Tears rolled down my freckled skin. Slipping down to the grimy 
floor, I wrapped my arms around my knees and pulled my legs close to my chest as I rested my 
head in my lap. What am I supposed to do now? 
 
Moments passed. I sat on the cruddy, packed-down floor, leaning against a knobby dirt wall. 
Tears ran down my face, moistening the patches of earth that were scattered between various 
shoe imprints in the soil. I rested my head against my knee and curled up on the floor, trying to 
shake the awful lies that surrounded me. A gasp sounded from across the room. My father stood 
across from me, tears in his eyes as he looked at the pictures and articles that surrounded me on 
the ground. I just stared. 
  



Inferno 
By Robert Serb 

 
Dave and I had fought about the dishes.  As patrol leader it was his job to make up the chore list, 
so he decided who prepared what meals and who cleaned up afterwards.  Usually, he put himself 
and his buddy Mike down for “making breakfast”, which meant opening a box of cereal and a 
carton of milk.  He also favored himself for “lunch cleanup”, which meant throwing out some 
used napkins and closing up the bags of bread and lunchmeat, maybe putting the lid on a jar of 
peanut butter.  He had given me dinner cleanup, which involved washing a lot of dishes, 
including an extremely greasy frying pan. 
 
So I’d griped, and Dave, sensing the justice in my complaint, had griped back.  As usual things 
stopped just short of blows; everyone always griped, but a real fist-fight was rare.  Mr. H. gave 
us both his standard lecture about teamwork and scout spirit, after which I sullenly scrubbed the 
frying pan.  I was still sulking when we all gathered around the campfire as darkness fell.  We 
were all tired from a long hike that day, and stared at the flames as they devoured the logs. 
 
“So who knows any good stories?” Mr. H. asked cheerfully. 
 
“Hey, I know one!” Bill chirped, and launched into a disjointed story about an old miser and his 
beautiful one-armed wife.  The miser bought his wife an arm of gold, and then she died, and he 
couldn’t bear to bury the arm, so took it from her coffin before the funeral.  For years afterwards 
she haunted him, and Bill offered appropriate sound effects, shrieking and moaning in what was 
supposed to be a terrifying fashion.  The scary story was greeted by guffaws and snide comments 
instead. 
 
“Any of you heard the one about the lumberjack with the beaded moccasins?”  Mr. H. asked 
casually.  No one had, so he began telling the tale, about an independent lumberjack who ended 
up drowning because he wouldn’t cooperate with the other loggers.  
 
While he talked I stared at our own burning logs.  There’s some magical mind-numbing power in 
a fire; it’s like highway hypnosis.  If you were mad, or tired, or excited, and sat before a campfire 
on a dark night for a while, you would calm down and become completely absorbed in nothing. 
You’d just stare at the restless flames and watch the sticks slowly crumble into ash, listening to 
the faint hiss and occasional pop, noting the way the shadows flickered, not thinking of anything 
in particular, yet doing so with intensity.  I think it has something to do with the odd nature of the 
light; being children of a technical age we’re used to bright, unchanging electric lights. A 
campfire cast shadows that shook and danced even when the thing shadowed was sitting still, 



and caught your attention the way waves and ripples on a lake sometimes do.  A lakes’ ripples 
were more spread out, though; a fire gave you something to center your attention on that moved, 
yet stayed in the same place.  Fires in the daytime didn’t hold such a fascination, but at night 
you’d sit and stare at them as if there was nothing else in the world but you and the flames.  
 
Mr. H.’s story ended and we all sat looking at the fire for a few moments.  Then he began 
another one, about a fisherman and his son who fell overboard.  The fire worked its way through 
a log which fell inwards; one burning stick rolled out of the pit, and Dave hastily kicked it back 
before it could set the grass on fire.  He kicked too hard, and a shower of sparks fountained up, 
like the tail of a roman candle in reverse.  Several of us had picked up sticks from the pile of 
downed wood gathered during the day, and began to poke at the fire, rearranging the embers 
idly.  My gaze followed the sparks up, and I noticed the leaves on the trees surrounding our 
campsite.  Sometimes the fire leaped up and the maple and oak leaves stood out clearly, then the 
fire died for a second and the leaves vanished into the dark sky.  It was a peaceful scene, and my 
sullenness mellowed a bit.  
 
Eventually, Mr. H.’s story ended and Mike threw a couple more logs on.  This made the fire die 
a bit, and took away some of the dancing shadows that captivated the mind.  
 
“Hey, throw some of that paper on.” Bill suggested. 
 
“It’ll catch.” Mr. H. remonstrated gently.  But Bill was already rooting through the trash bag, 
pulling out soiled paper towels and some shopping bags that had been discarded.  He threw the 
entire stack on the fire, blanketing it. 
 
“Nice going, dipwad!” Dave commented, voicing the general disapproval. 
 
“You kiss your mother with that mouth?” Mr. H. scolded.  As scoutmaster he never swore 
himself, and was constantly trying to get us to clean up our language.  
 
Undaunted, Bill crouched down next to the firepit, puffing and blowing like the big bad wolf.  A 
moment later the edges of a shopping bag caught, and threw brilliant light back over us.  Several 
of the now-blazing papers began to float up, caught by the heat of their own combustion, and one 
scout jabbed his fire-poking stick into a paper towel that was burning and floating at head-height. 
This brought the towel back to the ground, but also fragmented it, so several burning shreds of 
paper landed among, and on, the scouts sitting by the fire.  A chorus of complaints rose. 
 
“Easy!” Mr. H. said, and picking up two more logs he carefully placed them on the ground next 
to the fire, tilting them and dropping them gently onto the burning pile.  These kept the papers 



from wafting up and onto us.  Several of us now used our sticks to hold down edges, further 
fragmenting the burning papers.  Smaller sparks and embers rose into the air, illuminating the 
treetops again.  I watched as a few spiralled up, borne by their own destruction.  In a few minutes 
the fire died down again.  
 
“Almost time to hit the sack.” Mr. H. announced.  A few nondescript grunts greeted this; no one 
wanted to leave the fire yet.  
 
“I’m going to the john.” Brian, one of the youngest scouts, announced.  Then he waited, hoping 
that he wouldn’t have to walk through the dark alone. 
 
“I’ll come, too.” Mike said, and the two rose and wandered towards the tents to get flashlights 
and toothbrushes.  I watched the fire lazily.  A minute later I noticed a sudden increase in the 
light, one of the other logs must have caught.  But the fire didn’t look any different, the flames 
remained low.  Still, it was suddenly much brighter in the camp, and I began to sleepily wonder 
why.  Perhaps someone had turned on a flashlight?  Or the moon had come up?  It was hard to 
think in that no-mind state induced by staring at the flames. 
 
“JESUS CHRIST!” Mr. H. suddenly shouted.  He leaped from the circle around the fire, as I 
jerked around to see Brian standing in front of his tent, frozen in astonishment.  The blue and 
yellow nylon, a typical scout tent, was ablaze, flames leaping from the center of the roof.  I rose 
in amazement and stood for a second, unsure what to do.  A chorus of excited cries came from 
the other scouts as they also rose and milled around indecisively.  
 
Brian had his hand on the tent’s zipper, fumbling to open it. “Get back!” Mr. H. yelled, charging 
through the camp.  The flames were rapidly moving across the roof of the tent and had reached 
the edge, right in front of Brian’s nose.  Idiotically, he began to blow on them, perhaps thinking 
he could blow the fire out.  The flame flickered, then roared back, blazing several feet up and out 
from the tent.  Brian stumbled away from the sudden heat just as Mr. H. reached him, grabbed 
him, and threw him bodily away from the inferno. 
 
“MIKE!” Mr. H. shouted, beating at the front of the tent, which was now ablaze halfway up it’s 
sides. 
 
“Right here!” Mike yelled from behind him.  Mr. H. swung around and tried to count noses.  The 
rest of us had now unfrozen and were running over to the tent.  Mr. H. saw that we were all safe 
and turned back towards the tent.  Dave had been smart enough to snatch the bucket of water that 
was kept near the firepit to douse the flames when we went to bed, and was lugging it towards 



Mr. H., who grabbed it and hurled its contents on the roof of the tent.  With a swoosh the water 
hit the roof and splattered everywhere; the flames died for an instant, then roared back. 
 
“Get the other tents down!”  Mr. H. yelled at us, and began trying to grab the poles that 
supported the blazing tent. The entire thing was engulfed now, and the heat forced him back.  
 
In approved scout fashion the tents had been set up at least 6 feet apart, and a bucket of water 
had been placed between every other tent.  Of course, the buckets had only been filled halfway, 
since that made them easier to carry from the pump, and they’d never really be needed anyway. 
Dave, Mike and I ran around to the other four tents, hastily knocking down the poles that held 
them up, dropping them, occasionally running into other scouts who were clustering near the 
flames and yelling in excitement.  Dave then carried another bucket half filled with water over to 
Mr. H.  About twenty seconds had passed, and the tent was now ablaze from top to bottom.  The 
flames shot up at least five feet, illuminating the whole campsite, while a loud sizzling and 
bubbling noise could be plainly heard. 
 
Mr. H. had torn off his windbreaker, wrapped it around his hands, and succeeded in grabbing one 
of the poles, jerking it down.  The tent now tilted crazily, but remained standing, supported by 
two other poles.  The flames were a typical orange-yellow, but an odd greenish color at the base, 
from some of the chemicals in the tent fabric.  Mr. H.’s windbreaker, itself made of nylon, stuck 
to the hot tent pole and he dropped it.  Then he grabbed another pole I was still holding in my 
hands and hacked at the other side of the burning tent.  A sheet of flame shot out and tried to 
burn him; he dropped to a crouch and swung repeatedly with his makeshift club.  The poles 
supporting the blazing tent suddenly collapsed, but the fabric remained upright, bouyed by the 
heat inside.  The blazing tent was now a somewhat lopsided balloon of billowing fabric, held to 
the ground by the stakes at its corners. 
 
Mr. H. grabbed the bucket from Dave, but paused, studying the fire and deciding how to 
proceed.  He carefully set the bucket down, grabbed the discarded aluminum pole and, using it as 
a spear, tried to poke holes into the balloon of fire.  The nylon resisted for a second, then 
abruptly caved in.  A huge mouth appeared in the fire, showing the inside of the tent, and I could 
see the opposite side, covered with a swarm of tiny yellow-green flames.  The nylon edges of the 
hole flickered out, snapping and waving like tongues, and Mr. H. backpedalled to get away.  The 
balloon of fire shivered as the fabric stirred this way and that.  Mr. H. ran around to the rear of 
the tent and tossed the pole onto the top; weighed down, the balloon started to collapse.  Then the 
hot gases trapped in the tent roiled the top, and the pole rolled off the roof, which rebounded. 
More hisses and bubbling noises emerged, and as the burning fabric flapped hot droplets of wax 
and melted nylon were scattered around.  Several of us got spattered and backed hastily away. 



Shouts were now echoing over the whole campground, and dozens of scouts and scoutmasters 
from other troops were running our way.  
 
“Grab some of the firewood!  And keep everyone back!” Mr. H. shouted.  Dave, frightened and 
exultant at the same time, bodily shoved several of the younger scouts away from the flames, 
drawing complaints for this rough treatment.  Mike grabbed several logs and carried them to Mr. 
H. at a run.  He seized the first log and tossed it onto the tent roof; the heavier weight dropped 
the burning fabric to the ground, while flames and spitting wax shot out from the sides, and the 
tongues of flaming cloth licked out from the hole in the front.  Mr. H. tossed a second log onto 
the tent, then grabbed the water bucket.  Mindful of the first bucket, which he’d used in one 
quick shot that hadn’t put out the fire, he cupped his hand, filled it with water, and dashed it at 
the flames.  The result was a hiss and a puff of steam, and a small part of the fire disappeared. 
He began to rapidly flick handfuls of water over the blaze.  Whether from his efforts or because 
the nylon tent was largely burnt up, the fire quickly died, and sudden darkness fell as Mr. H. 
rapidly doused any remaining flames. 
 
Less than a minute had passed, and the neighboring scouts now began to arrive, yelling and 
waving their flashlights.  Several of us approached the tent, but Mr. H. barked at us to keep back, 
stay together, and go keep an eye on the fire.  We retreated to the firepit, but stood watching and 
chattering excitedly.  Brian was now moaning that his flashlight and all his gear were lost in the 
fire.  Mr. H. and two scoutmasters from another troop examined the scene of the conflagration; 
the charred remains still hissing and steaming as the melted nylon ran together and hardened. 
For the first time I noticed the stench that hovered over everything, similar to burned plastic or 
styrofoam.  Finally, Mr. H. came over to us, while the other scoutmasters began to shoo their 
scouts back to their own camps. 
 
“Fill up the water buckets again.” Mr. H. instructed us tersely.  “And put that fire out.” 
 
“My flashlight…my sleeping bag….” Brian complained. 
 
“Don’t worry about it…and don’t go poking around that tent.  Leave it ‘til the morning. Who 
else was in that tent?”  
 
“Me.” Mike said. 
 
“Well, you guys will have to crowd into another tent tonight, and we’ll dig up some spare 
blankets.  I want all the other tents moved to this side.” and Mr. H. indicated the opposite side of 
the firepit. “And go get the water, huh?  Am I talking to myself here?”  
 



A bunch of us grabbed buckets and started for the well.  All of the buckets were filled to the top, 
this time.   
 
 
 
 
  



Interview with Author Douglas Cole  

Conducted by Carol Smallwood  
 
Smallwood: What gave you the desire, impetus, to write your latest collection of poems 
which you divided into such sections as Ascent to the Gallows? 
 
Well, it’s definitely different from the collections that came before. Looking back, I can see that 
Interstate is inspired by driving, the road, and the landscape of the Pacific Northwest. It’s a kind 
of travelogue, both external and internal. Then, Western Dream came about as a sort of comedy 
set on the West Coast. I wanted humor to be a strong part of the personality of that collection. 
The Dice Throwers is a mythologized autobiography, and Bali Poems is a dreamy collection I 
wrote on a trip to the island of Bali. The Gold Tooth in the Crooked Smile of God is a set of 
snapshots over five years, made up outcasts, misfits and characters on the fringes of society, with 
a strong Alki flavor. In contrast, The Blue Island is theatrical, cinematic, the way “Ascent to the 
Gallows,” is a kind of movie. I was glad the folks I asked to read it for blurbs caught on to that. 
Not that I’m attached to readers seeing the same way I do, but The Blue Island is a 
quadruple-feature. I’ve always wanted to make films, studied film in college, thought and 
dreamed in technicolor. So, among the other books, The Blue Island comes most specifically 
from the desire to make a movie…. 
 
Smallwood: Has being a resident of the state of Washington influenced this collection? 
 
At first, I thought, no. But that’s only true in regard to the “Ascent to the Gallows” section, 
which is largely set in Paris, France. However, that’s only because that section is a movie within 
a movie based on the Louise Malle film as I dreamed it (without watching it), based solely on 
listening to, riffing on, and extrapolating from the Miles Davis Soundtrack. But when I look 
again, think again, I see details that come straight out of the Northwest landscape. The other 
sections, too, have definite details, locations and images that are specifically Northwest. I have to 
admit it, the landscape of the Northwest is all over my writing. 
 
Smallwood: You’ve published other poetry collections such as The Gold Tooth in the 
Crooked Smile of God. When did you begin writing poetry and have you had other genres 
published? 
 
I began writing poetry right off the bat. Always. I love it, love the freedom of it. But I also write 
and have published fiction and non-fiction. 
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Smallwood: What work won the Best of the Net Award? Nominations for a Pushcart and 
other awards? 
 
A poem called “Trunyan,” from Bali Poems, was nominated for a best of the net. A poem called 
“Rattlesnake,” from Interstate, was nominated for a Pushcart. And a story called “Flight,” which 
is an excerpt from a forthcoming novel, was nominated for a Best of the net and a Pushcart. 
 
Smallwood: How would you describe your writing style? 
 
It starts as a stream of consciousness, a mind movie. When I decide to make it public, I think I go 
through a process of making anything like style transparent, so that you just read and get lost in 
the dream. If you wake up and think, oh, that was beautifully written, that’s my ego getting in the 
way. 
 
Smallwood: What are 5 magazines in which you appear among so many? 
Well, five journals I’ve published in that stand out because they’re pretty well known (at least to 
publishing writers) are Midwest Quarterly, Mid-American Poetry Review, The Chicago 
Quarterly Review, Chiron, and Bitter Oleander. Those were journals I wanted very much to be in 
and sent a lot of stuff to over the years. But there’s another five that stand out for me even more 
because they were the first to publish anything of mine when I didn’t have any publishing 
credits: Raven Chronicles (now closed) published a poem of mine I submitted when I started 
sending work out thinking that a few publications might help me get into graduate school; that 
journal was just starting out and was located in Seattle. I felt very proud to be in that journal. 
Then there was Slipstream, which was the first glossy, perfect bound journal I was in, and then 
Jeopardy, Louisiana Literature, and a journal (I don’t think it’s around anymore) called the 
Mandrake Poetry Review, which was published somewhere out of Prague…I think it was? I 
can’t remember, but they took seven poems of mine, and I just felt like a superstar. That was a 
fun moment. 
 
Smallwood: How does being a writing teacher relate to being a writer, as I can see it being 
both good and bad. 
 
I’ve only experienced it as a positive relationship. If I say something as a writing teacher, like, 
for example, ‘you should be ruthless in revision,’ I apply it to myself. It’s good to practice what 
you teach. 
 
Smallwood: Do you have social media to share? 
 



You can follow me on Facebook and Instagram. I also have these publications for sale available 
on Amazon. Please visit https://douglastcole.com for more information about my publications 
and to see further reviews of my works. 
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Outer Order, Inner Calm by Gretchen Rubin 
Reviewed by Aaron Sommers 

 
You probably know that person. 
 
The one who’s always late and forgetful. The one who loses things never throws stuff out, or— 
worse yet—throws out the wrong stuff. The one who’s all over the place. The one that’s, more 
often than not, a hot mess. Sound familiar? Author Gretchen Rubin knows the type, and in Outer 
Order, Inner Calm, she makes the case that a disorganized, cluttered house, work area, even car, 
invites the same kind of messiness in our moods and overall health. A lot of us need to clean up 
our act, Rubin testifies, and it starts by accepting the fact we live with too much stuff. 
 
The author of the enormously popular Happiness Project eschews any philosophical or 
quasi-spiritual digressions here. Instead, Outer Order reads as a practical how-to guide for those 
who seek to simplify. It’s no easy task, and Rubin acknowledges the challenges her readers face 
when squaring off with possessions that likely hold sentimental value, but also take up essential 
space. In doing so, she maintains, we confront the reasons why we’ve held onto the stuff for so 
long in the first place. 
 
The more value we place on products, a cynical Karl Marx once opined, the less we’ll place on 
people. In a consumer-driven culture, the need to spend can reach a pathological level, explains 
Rubin, and only by stepping back and taking inventory of what should stay and what should go 
can we live a fulfilling and healthy life. Perfection isn’t the goal, it is an improvement. Outer 
Order aims to help the reader create a livable, comfortable space, and that can be a lengthy 
process. 
 
Rubin concludes that we’ve all been that person—the one who’s a veritable train-wreck of 
disorder— and it’s nothing to feel anguished nor guilty about. But if you want to see what really 
matters in your life, you’ll have to clear away all the detritus in front of you. 
  



 

Patterns: Moments in Time by Carol Smallwood 
Reviewed by Alex Phuong 

 
One of the most interesting features of life is patterns that exist all around the world. Clever 
designs prepend artistic merit to an otherwise mundane life. After all, life without vivacity is 
oftentimes monotonous. Patterns help people connect with one another because of the universal 
and fundamental fact that everything is interconnected because of the diversity that defines the 
world and its inhabitants. Therefore, Carol Smallwood's newest poetry collection, entitled, 
Patterns: Moments in Time, once again explores the sublime nature of reality that reveals how 
life can be truly extraordinary. 
 
Smallwood organizes her poetic masterpieces with a prologue, three sections, and an epilogue 
that create a gestalt-like collection that proves that the entirety of her collection as a whole 
greater than the sum of its parts. Within the prologue, Smallwood addresses how “Driving Into 
Town” offers the idea of embarking on the mystical journey known as life itself. Life has been 
compared to traveling on a road that can be a bumpy ride metaphorically, but Smallwood 
suggests that reality can be like a cabaret, or as she puts it, “a cocktail party” (4). The classiness 
of an elegant party compares life to an experience that must be felt to enjoy what life can offer 
any given person. Therefore, Smallwood immediately establishes her assertion that “moments in 
time” must be enjoyed since time is limited. 
 
Smallwood reiterates the importance of time by acknowledging the cyclical nature of life. Her 
poem entitled, “A Dawn Trio” reveals how life operates like clockwork. Specifically, she 
capitalizes the phrases, “Dawn Comes” (1), “My Hands” (5), and “Every Morning” (17). The 
structure of this poem is similar to the doctrine of the Trinity because devout Christian believers 
believe that the purpose of life is serving with humility. Even though the “Dawn Comes” (1) 
daily, human hands must perform good work to add significance to otherwise bland existence. 
The phrase “Every Morning” (17) emphasizes the fact that people who enjoy life will be able to 
“recall home” (24) since Earth itself is the only home. This “Dawn Trio” figuratively creates the 
daily circadian lifestyle that defines human existence and emphasizes how there is beauty in 
every day even though all people encounter bad days. Therefore, this powerful poem with a 
structured pattern suggests that life itself is beautiful no matter how bad life may seem.  
 
"It made the ground we walked unreliable/following question marks of increasing girth / the 
change was just undeniable.” 
 



The second part of this poetry collection, entitled, “In the Observing” demonstrates how people 
could observe patterns in both the natural world and their daily lives by simply looking around 
with their eyes. Patterns do exist in the world, and sometimes these patterns exist just because 
they exist. Specifically, the poem entitled “Carl Sagan Called Our Planet” openly exhibits one of 
the most puzzling questions about existence, which is, “what makes water blue?” (4). Smallwood 
then attempts to answer that question by reminding readers that young children might also ask, 
“why the sky's blue?” (6). This reply suggests that some patterns in the world might exist so that 
there is no need for an explanation. Maybe patterns exist just because they do, and all of the 
patterns in the world help create decorative elegance within an otherwise harsh and painful 
existence. Life can definitely be challenging, but big questions oftentimes have no easy answers, 
and should instead just be accepted for what it is (just like knowing life and loving life for what 
it is). 
 
The third section and epilogue of Patterns: Moments in Time emphasize the eponymous phrase 
through symbolic poetry. The third part is called, “Connections” and it contains poems that 
beautifully explore how patterns reveal the aestheticism within everything in the world and in 
life. Specifically, the poem “Select Moments” is actually similar to another poetry collection by 
Smallwood, which is called A Matter of Selection. This beautiful poem contains the stanza 
"Surely if I stood tall as possible / Long enough, tried hard enough / there'd come some hints, 
some pattern? (18-20). The rhetorical question that concludes this poem directly relates to the 
importance of demonstrating a sincere effort to live a meaningful life. 
 
Life itself is a matter of choices, as explored in A Matter of Selection, but Smallwood uses this 
stanza to reveal how people would sometimes pursue their dreams while also confronting the 
anxiety associated with what the future holds. Sometimes choices lead to unintentional 
consequences, but that just shows how life is a process. People might make poor choices 
sometimes, but Smallwood suggests that there is no need to fret over making mistakes because of 
patterns that result from cause and effect. Therefore, causes and effects are essentially patterns 
that form from human behavior. Such an insightful examination of the way people act within 
moments in time ultimately create the patterns that exist all around them as they make choices 
based on their own matters of selection. 
 
Smallwood is truly a profound poet. Her previous poetry collections delve deep into what it 
means to be alive, which is what most writers hope to achieve when they create their own 
original works of written art. Smallwood's poetry offers insight into the connections that people 
in have along with their relationships with the world around them, and ultimately the entire 
universe itself. In Hubble's Shadow explores how people are compared to the unfathomable 
universe, and A Matter of Selection reveals how choices, both good and bad, really do determine 
the future. Once again, Smallwood examines how human behavior establishes patterns based on 



decisions they make within moments in time. Therefore, she has achieved fame as one of the 
most gifted and prolific authors in contemporary writing. Through simplicity and profundity, 
Smallwood's poetry examines what it means to be alive with audacity. Life itself is short 
anyway, so why not treasure moments in time? Smallwood once again writes poetry that will 
hopefully inspire readers to re-examine what truly is beautiful in the world.  



Home Remedies by Xuan Juliana Wang 
Reviewed by Chengyuan Bian 

 
As one of the Chinese millennial generation, we are always blamed to be selfish, crazy, 
irresponsible by elder Chinese. We are also expected to attend good universities and then find 
great jobs in big cities, for the benefit of the next generation, for the glory of the ancestors, and 
for the contribution to the motherland, but they don’t necessarily think about our own happiness. 
Also, they don’t realize how hard it is to set up a family far away from home, they don’t 
understand there can be love apart from money and marriage, and it’s hard for them to imagine 
the infinite possibilities the new world has offered us. The newly-published short story collection 
Home Remedies, written by a China-born author Xuan Juliana Wang, captures the dilemma that 
most Chinese young people face nowadays. After graduating from a Chinese university, I’m now 
studying at the United States, and this book has become one of my home remedies, relieving my 
unsettled homesickness, the anxiety about the future, and the uncertainty when thinking about 
who I meant to be. 
 
This book captures realistically about the lifestyle of young Chinese living both in China and 
outside. When it comes to love, the daughter of an immigrant family living in a cramped 
apartment on Mott Street describes her parents’ love like this: “Theirs was a Chinese love. It was 
not about making each other happy. It was about sacrifice. It was a love devoted to suffering for 
the beloved” (11). When it comes to dreaming, the ambitious young people, floating and 
suffering in big cities without decent work or house, comfort themselves by thinking “we are not 
our parents, with their loveless marriages and party-assigned jobs, and we are out to prove it” 
(22). When it comes to a family issue, the second-generation spoiled rich live with the belief that 
their parents can fix any trouble they make. Their stories are so real like the gossips I hear from 
my neighbors and friends in China. From the real life of an Internet celebrity to the struggle of a 
homosexual diving athlete, the young people are trying to figure out a sense of belonging in the 
varied and inclusive world. 
 
In addition to the distinctive stories, this collection also succeeds in the plot structure. The twelve 
stories are divided into three parts – “Family,” “Love,” and “Time and Space” – which gives 
readers a clear expectation of the topic in each story. The title story, Home Remedies for 
Non-Life-Threatening Ailments appears in the middle of the collection. Unlike the other stories, 
this one has no characters and storylines, instead, it consists of twenty-six symptoms such as 
Boredom, Self-Doubt, and Humiliation that emerge in specific situations with concrete solutions. 
It seems like a summary of the mental problems encountered by other characters in the book. 
Almost every story has a two-lane structure, whether the alternation of the past and the present or 
the alternation of two characters that finally meet, and there is always a seed buried in the 



storyline which will sprout somewhere and affect the plot development. The most enjoyable 
experience while reading the book is that curiosity will drive you through a whole story in one 
sitting. 
 
Equally successful is the presentation style with rich details. Chinese writers are often criticized 
for the lack of detail in their work; the same criticism will never be applied to this collection. The 
carefully crafted details make it easy for readers to form a picture in mind as in the departure 
scene in “For Our Children and for Ourselves” that takes place at the countryside: 

 
On the day of his departure, neighbors gathered outside the front yard to watch him drag out his 

two meager suitcases. His dog barked, running from one corner to the other, the dirt swirling 
around his feet. Liang gave him a bottle of good baijiu he’d been hiding for years. His sister 

handed him her baby, whose dirty butt poked through his split-crotched pants and rested on the 
forearm of Xiao Gang’s new coat. Vivian’s big black sedan swept right through the alleys into 

his front yard; neighborhood children ran after it with sticks, screaming with glee (71). 
 
It’s typical that in a small village in China, each family has a close relationship with all the other 
families. They help each other build the house, sow the seeds and harvest the wheat. Every single 
piece of news about each person in the village is spread quickly. When someone from the city 
comes in a sedan, nearly all the villagers would come out to watch until there is no trace of the 
unusual visit. Children are especially excited because of the car, the city, and the outside world 
are so far away from them. This departure scene vividly depicts the status of a poor village in 
China. 
 
Another interesting aspect of this collection is the use of Chinese Bopomofo with English 
explanation rather than translated meaning. It has largely preserved the original appearance of 
the Chinese language and gives readers a local flavor, such as Bei Piao, Yuan Fen, and Fuerdai. 
“Bei Piao – a term coined to describe the twentysomethings who drift aimlessly to the northern 
capital, a phenomenal tumble of new faces to Beijing” (22). “The term yuan means the fateful 
meeting of two people, with the possibility – the shared hope – of becoming love. Fen was the 
responsibility of fulfilling that unspoken promise. Yuan and fen make love stories possible” (59). 
“Some people think being called a fuerdai – second-generation rich – is an insult, but I don’t 
care. The emphasis is on the fu, as in rich” (78). 
 
In this remarkable debut collection of short stories, Home Remedies, Xuan Juliana Wang has 
crafted twelve stories about the new generation of Chinese youth, full of Chinese features, with 
fancy structures and rich details. As a Chinese youth, those stories strike a strong chord with my 
life. For readers who are not Chinese, those stories will give you an insight into modern China 
and its young people. 
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