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continued from cover
I lie in bed condemned to her weary monologue for
two hours straight. After she leaves I unplug
Limpdick’s phone and call the Trevor Project, the
LGBTQ Crisis Resistance. They are the only people
in the world, other than Jess, willing to talk to me. If I
call the Psych Resistance they tell me to go to hell
and hang up.
“Trevor Project, can I get your name?”
“You can call me Sam.”
“What’s going on with you today, Sam?”
I’m absolutely ungassable. Every time I’m
gassed the Sonderkommando find me alive beneath
the pyramid of bodies. Ordered by the guards, they
take me back to Dr. Joe.
Why hasn’t it died?
“Thank you for calling the Trevor Project.”
A sheet of ice covers the inside of the
window. A thick icicle, running flush along the pane,
terminates in a frozen triangle on the windowsill.
Limpdick still sleeps, so I walk to the post office. The
Department of Homeland Identification has asked me
to mail them, among other things, ten more pages of
documentation proving that I am, in fact, the person I
claim to be. The first time they called me in I tried not
to laugh. My lips twisted when the agent asked me to
repeat her words with an upheld hand:
“I swear upon Our Great Father, who I bend
beneath… Great… Greatest… this photo represents
an accurate likeness of me.”
“Well,” the agent added, “It’s out of my hands
now, but if they find out your gender is wrong…”
After mailing my documents, I walk to the
commissary to thaw out, and… I take my time
wandering up and down the aisles. Face lightening
creams. Tapenade. What can I do to taste tapenade
again? Sliced mushrooms in jars. What could I
possibly do to eat sliced mushrooms from a can? I
spend extra time in front of the Kosher section. There,

hanging out with the matzo balls: plastic tubs full of
Jordan Almonds. So outrageously beyond me. So
absurd. I walk to the candy aisle to see if any live
with the boxes of candy once sold at movie theaters.
None. Finally I move to the velvet rope perimeter of
the officer’s area to wait with the others. I spot
Matthias from the Staatspolizei right away. His ruddy
skin, sandy hair, and blue eyes are branded on my
body. I may stand waiting fifteen minutes. Maybe an
hour. Or more. Matthias turns and smiles when he
sees me, his eyes shining. He stares right into the
empty places that fill me like so many gaping caverns
funneling into infinity. He finishes his whiskey.
“Today? You want to know what I have for
you today? Something special,” he says softly.
Before I know it he has me facedown on the
tiles of the utility closet. He begins with his studded
belt. His miasma of sweat, alcohol, and leather
smother me. After, after I hear the door click shut, I
turn over to see what he’s thrown me. Not black
bread. Half of a French baguette. I pass the next rat on
my way out.
I wander to the soccer field, now occupied by
a couple of Cat dozers, mounds of fresh earth, and a
new pit. I squeeze myself fetal next to a black
dumpster, its Resistance graffiti blocked out by
rectangular patches of crimson red, and gently situate
myself in the dirt. The welts and bruises ring out,
deafening my senses. Did the studs break the skin this
time? Of course the blows creep incrementally
towards… serious injury? Murder? At least they
muzzle their dicks under penalty of drug resistant
STDs. I pull the bread out of my pants. I break it open
and tear out the fleshy innards with shaking fingers. I
quickly separate them from the shell, careful not to
mash them. The chunks of shell first. I save the
innards for last. It barely registers. A few fleeting
moments—all I have dreamed of. Gone. I glance up
to see Jess drifting towards me with her slouching tilt.
She lowers herself beside me, steadying herself
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against the dumpster.
“You’ll never guess what I scored today,” I
grin.
“Staatspol?”
“French bread,” I say nodding.
“I went to the com, but the cops chased me
off. Too many rats.”
“I went early. Six. Soup?”
“Boiled potatoes,” she nods.
“How many chunks?”
“Seven. Good sized.”
“Not bad,” I smile, thinking of the times in the
beginning when I used to go to the soup kitchen.
Before I discovered the queue in the com and
decided… It didn’t take long to decide. The potatoes
Jess had eaten were ladled out into one’s bowl along
with their boiling water.
Jess starts reminiscing about German potato
salad. She slips her left arm around my back and
tucks her hand into the heat of my armpit.
“…I mean, yeah, I’ve cooked it before. The
recipe had way too much pepper in it. Mostly I just
ate it out of the can. What was that brand? Reads?
Mine was way hot. Theirs, sweet.”
I remember the abundant, gooey sauce. The
potatoes were carefully shaped by machines into a
uniform range of coin-like cylinders. Floating in the
stew were tiny bits of bacon that looked more like
ham. They make me think of newborn mice. I
imagine baby mice skewered and roasted over an
open fire, their diaphanous skin glazed and crisped.
Surely newborn mice taste even more delicious than
the specks of bacon in Reads potato salad. Or Jordan
Almonds.
“We should try,” Jess mumbles.
“Maybe we should gather supplies first?”
“What supplies? No supplies,” she states the
obvious, then adds, “I have my knife.”
“Yes, we should try. Today. Now.” I answer.
“Maybe we’ll just get away.”
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The room appears with its uncracked pane of
glass and cinderblock walls without fissure. The wool
blanket. If only we could bring the blanket along with
Jess’s knife. I think of Limpdick’s phone. If I can’t
call the Crisis Resistance our stories will remain
untold. The reports to the Allies… How will anyone
know to come? The white Jordan Almonds always
seem slightly dirty. The washed out sky reminds me
of them, and in turn the sky reminds me of my hopes.
Where are the Sukhoi jets? An unknown force pulls at
the cords of anticipation inside me. Each night their
absence grows louder. The pale lavender Jordan
Almonds. Frost yellow. Milky celadon. Cracking the
coating as the sweetness races to my brain. The
mashing of the almond with the crust making my jaw
ache. Bloody Christ.
“Jordan Almonds,” I whisper.
“What?”
“Jordan Almonds.”
“We’ll catch prairie dogs,” Jess waves her arm
in a sweeping motion towards the south.
“Aren’t prairie dogs extinct? Yeah. They were
poisoned out. What would you do anyway? Sneak up
and stab them?”
Jess kicks a clod of dirt with her toe. It bursts
open. She shrugs.
Thoughts of the wool blanket, the phone, jets,
the existence or nonexistence of prairie dogs…
Promises we will be resettled in a place all our own.
Rumors of an impenetrable wall with coils of razor
wire. How the Staatspol will track us down and hang
us long before we reach it. All random pointlessness
tumbling around with no place to settle. Just the
biding of time until our next gesture towards survival.
“Hey,” I call out, “Prickly pears.” Although I
can’t remember the last time I saw one.
“Prickly pears!” Jess pulls her knife from her
ankle and hoists it into the air.
“You look like the fuckin’ Statue of Liberty,” I grin.
The Staatpol’s pictures show the statue submerged up

to her waist in the Atlantic, surrounded by broken
towers gleaming less each day. Perhaps these photos
show the true Manhattan.
Turning our backs on the playing field, with
its gaping pit, we rise and stamp our ice block feet.
We march silently through the brittle weeds and
across barren patches, aiming for New Mexico. I keep
my eyes down most of the time, tracking our steps as
they fall in time with one another, only to break apart,
out of sync again. I continually block out the fear of
approaching Staatspol by focusing my attention on
the ebb and flow of this synchronicity of our walk.
This drives me as Jess and I propel each other
southward at a paced clip. Although I refuse to look
back, my mind keeps returning to images of the
Staatspol bearing down on us from behind. I picture
Matthias among this hunting party. I smell his
pungent odors. The echo of his belt upon my body
creeps throughout me and once again I am pinned
motionless beneath him. I force my thoughts back to
the swinging of our footfall, the reverberation of each
step clashing with their numbness.
Odd, solitary boulders mark the emptiness of
the terrain. Comparable in shape and size to a Lexus,
the rock formations never occur within sight of one
another. By them alone we realize the progress of our
flight across the otherwise flayed landscape, and at
each sighting we are struck with wonder. What
dictates their placement? They seem to have fallen
and lodged in the earth like unexploded bombs.
After nightfall, a sudden warm wind begins
blowing. An alien feeling of elation fills my plasma.
It may as well be a night in July. I unwind my arm
from Jess’s and brush my fingertips across the surface
of one of the boulders. Bitter cold. Unlike the air
rushing around us. I shall not touch the next.
“Can you feel the wind?” I ask Jess, unsure if
I’m hallucinating.
“Yeah. It’s like summer.”
“Is it real?”

“I don’t know.”
I turn to the pocked face of the moon. Our
surroundings seem nearly as void as her surface.
Would that I could void all things human from this
planet. Save Jess and myself. I see Matthias’s corpse
buried, along with the rest of the Reich and all those
who have turned on or away from my kind. I
immobilize cars and planes as I kill. Jordan Almonds
and cans of Reeds potato salad vanish too. Goodbye
copper lady. No more will you stand, arm raised,
among glittering towers meant only for the few.
Machinery and electronics of all kinds, seized by the
Reich with their eyes of ice, I build your coffin. I
drown you in the dreamless waters where my parents
rot. Ice-eyed masters—join my kind. Join those gone
before me, and those soon to go. There are so few of
us left. If those remaining are surely doomed, spare
Jess and me. Just spare us.
Together we will usher in a new age reclaimed
by Nature. Within her world we will suffer freely,
joyously announcing the end of mankind. Yes,
Nature, we shall die by your hand, the end of our line.
Our exposed bodies, lying on the desert floor, will
gladly nourish you. I turn to the pocked face of the
moon, where she is like a sun complimenting the
temperature of the wind. For her I lay down all
unanswerable prayers; all that I have spoken. Will she
exchange them for one answerable? I turn to Jess, the
only creature left alive with blue eyes. I bring her cold
wedding finger to my lips, and kiss her there.
Maybe we’ll just get away.
S.E. Smolinski spends his time breaking out of
hermetically sealed lead coffins wrapped in
padlocked chains.
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Our Fine Local Statuary
by Les Bohem
The Smythe family was just a little bit
different. It started, George Smythe liked to say, with
the “y” and the “e.” He liked that line. Liked it a lot.
Nancy and the kids had heard him use it five times
now in the last six days, on his cell while Nancy did
the night driving, making that evening’s reservation at
the upcoming Courtyard by Marriott.
The “Check Hybrid System” light had come
on at around 11,000 ft., on the I-70 west of Denver, its
arrival accompanied by a benign little beep, like the
one that gave the first warning of an unbuckled
seatbelt. George asked Little George, in the back seat,
to get off of Facebook, please, for one minute.
“I am looking out the window,” Little George
said, automatically.
“I want you to look online for the nearest
Toyota dealer,” George said.
“In a minute,” George Jr. said.
“No, stupid, now,” his sister, Katie, said.
“’Cause the car’s about the blow up.”
The nearest dealership was in Grand Junction.
It was late Saturday afternoon and the service
department was already closed. If they could make it
to Grand Junction, they were going to have to stay
there, at least through Monday.
“S…M…Y…TH…E,” Nancy said, making
the reservation. She did not say anything about the
“y” or the “e” or fact that they were just a little bit
different. If George noticed, he didn’t say anything.
Instead, he told the kids about the car trips of his
youth, when you didn’t have phones or a GPS and a
breakdown was a real cause for alarm. “You had to
man up in those days,” he said.
The Smythe Family World Tour, as the special
Facebook album George was making to
commemorate the trip was called, had started six days
earlier in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, where the
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Smythes lived. “A Norman Rockwell family in
Norman’s hometown,” George had posted under the
first photo in the Facebook album. It was a picture,
taken by their housekeeper Consuelo, of the four of
them in their doorway, wearing their trip shorts and
bucket hats and squinting into the morning sun.
Early June, the perfect time for a car trip. Still
temperate, and with many children around the country
still in school, a chance to see some sites without the
exhausted, sweaty crowds of July and August. The
plan was to drive to San Diego, where Nancy’s sister
lived. They would take their time, see the St. Louis
Arch (which, sadly, had been closed for repairs)
maybe a National Park or two in Utah, perhaps a date
night in Las Vegas for George and Nancy. They
planned to stay in San Diego for a week, then drive
up the coast to see San Francisco – then back across
the country by an upper route, maybe the I-90 and a
glimpse of Mount Rushmore.

“Just a little bit of difference,
that’s what makes the world
go ’round, doesn’t it?”
With George Jr. about to start middle school
and Katie the fifth grade, the timing was perfect. The
kids were old enough so that they’d remember the trip
and still young enough to allow the Smythes to
function as a family unit. So far, with the exception of
the inevitable, endless argument about the kids
putting down their phones, and the Gateway Arch
being closed, the trip had been everything George
could have wanted. Just take a look at the “World
Tour” album. Four smiling, happy Americans, the
ideal family, seeing their country, spending quality
time with each other. This, George would tell you,
was the good life. G O O O O D, Good.
Even this hybrid problem might prove to be a
blessing in disguise. Things happened for a reason,

George liked to say, and maybe after six days on the
road, they needed a day or two to stop and recharge.
The hotel had a pool for the kids, and the little strip of
Main Street looked to have a couple of nice
restaurants and shops. Nancy had seemed a little on
edge the last few days. Maybe she could treat herself
to a massage at the local day spa. “Take that old edge
off,” as George liked to say.
They noticed the sculptures almost
immediately. There was one right outside their hotel.
Three prairie dogs, at attention, caught in a moment
of looking for an oncoming predator. A bit further up
the street, a bronze cowboy reared his bronze horse
eternally up on two rear legs.
As they walked the few blocks from 3rd street
to 7th, they saw that the sculptures were everywhere.
They were really quite amazing, Nancy
thought. There was one of Dalton Trumbo, the
blacklisted screenwriter, writing in his bathtub. He
had been born in Grand Junction. Had cut his teeth as
a reporter here for the local paper, it said on the
plaque below. There was another of Chester “Chet”
and Vernie Enstrom–the couple whose legendary
almond toffee (George had “splurged” on a four-pack
at the hotel and they had all had to agree that it was
the best darned toffee they’re ever tasted) was made
here in Grand Junction.
And there were other sculptures as well. A
couple caught in an ecstatic kiss, a mother with her
baby, a father tossing his son up in the air. It was
these, the sculptures of unidentified strangers, to
which Nancy was the most drawn. There was
something poignant and real about them that she
responded to in a visceral, personal way.
Last fall, over George’s objection that she did
not need to work, Nancy had taken a part time job as
a docent at the Rockwell Museum. You live in
Stockbridge, Rockwell is an unavoidable part of your
daily life. There’s no getting away from him,
honestly. And she appreciated his work, she really

did. But that fall there was a traveling exhibit of
Edward Hopper. The flip side, the dark side, of the
Rockwell coin, they spoke to her of broken promises,
arguments, loneliness. She had tried to tell George
about it.
“The guy painted those people sitting at the
diner counter?” he’d said. “I don’t see it. I don’t see it
at all.” And she believed him. Truly. After fourteen
years of marriage, she knew full well the kinds of
things that George didn’t see it at all.
These sculptures, here on the main street of
this tired little sprawl of a town, spoke to her in much
the same way as Hopper had. She loved them, and she
was glad that the car had acted up here, and not near
one of those horrid, faux-Alpine ski towns they’d
passed on the drive from Denver.
The dealership was about five miles from the
hotel. George got up bright and early Monday
morning, helped himself to the free hotel breakfast,
and was the first at the dealership when they opened.
“Smythe,” he said to the assistant manager as
he left his car. “With a ‘y’ and an ‘e.’ Just a little bit
of difference, that’s what makes the world go ’round,
doesn’t it?”
“I’m pretty backed up today, Mr. Smith,” the
assistant manager told him. “But I’ll do my best to get
a technician to take a look at her today.”
George took the shuttle back from the
dealership to the hotel. The driver made a stop to pick
up a woman from a Chevy dealership up the highway.
The woman was an outdoorsy thirty, with a sort of
disjointed air to her.
“I guess,” George thought, “this is that
alternative type, like why marijuana’s legal here and
all that.”
“I don’t smoke weed,” the woman said, as if
reading his mind. “Just so you know. It muddies my
juices. You been downtown yet?” She didn’t wait for
an answer. “Those sculptures, the ones of the families
and such, the ones that blew your mind…those are
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mine.”
“It’s very nice work,” George said, a little
stiff.
“‘Enjoy our fine local statuary,’” the woman
said with a smile. “That’s what it says on the tourist
brochures. ‘The essence of small town life, captured
forever in bronze.’ I’m Kay, pleased to meet you.
Your car’s broke down? That’s how they get you. Try
the burger at Joe’s on Main. It’s a classic, frozen in
time.”
When George called late that afternoon, the
car was still not ready. Randy, the assistant manager,
promised to give him an “update call” in the morning.
There was a nice-looking French restaurant a
block from the hotel, but the kids wanted pizza and
George didn’t want to splurge and so they wound up
at the pizza place. There were a few other families
there and a few locals drinking at the bar. One of
them was Kay, the sculptor.
“Hey, friend,” she shouted to George as they
walked in.
“You know people in this place?” Katie said.
“Aren’t they all like loser rednecks?”
“Katie,” Nancy said. “That’s not fair.”
“It may not be fair, but it might be true,” the
little girl said with the ugly smile of a mean old
woman.
“Nailed it!” George Jr. said. The high five he
gave his sister had a clap of cruelty to it, Nancy
thought.
Her children, both of them, they could be,
well, awful. Spoiled, opinionated, hateful. “Kids are
sponges,” she thought, “and George is one big, toxic
sweat ball. ‘Smythe Family World Tour,’ and we’re
not even leaving the country.”
“That’s the woman,” George said now, “who
made all those statue things you see on the street.”
“Whatever,” George Jr. said, turning down to
his phone. But Nancy was looking at the woman with
a new interest. Kay seemed to sense that. She caught
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Nancy’s eye and raised her Coors in a confidential
toast.
George got up early again on Tuesday
morning, helped himself again to the hotel breakfast,
having bacon and a cheese omelet today instead of the
sausage and scrambled he’d had yesterday. “Just a
little bit different,” he thought to himself with a smile.
He called the dealership right after breakfast.
He got Randy, the assistant manager’s voice mail.
“I’m sorry,” Recorded Randy said, “but I’m real, real
busy now. Leave a number. I’ll get back.”
But Randy didn’t get back. The kids spent the
day in the room, the air conditioning blasting,
watching a Futurama marathon. He told Nancy about
his idea that she should treat herself to a massage and
try to relax, “take that old edge off.” She had seemed
unenthusiastic, but now she said that she might just
take him up on that, seeing as they were here.
“They have a half-day spa treatment,” she
said. “I think I’ll go for that. Do you mind taking the
kids out for lunch without me?”
“Anything to get my little dingie bingie back
on the good foot.”
She managed, somehow, to return his smile.
Around one, George got the kids away from
the TV and herded them down the street to a burger
place on Main. It was only after they sat down that he
realized this was Joe’s, the place that Kay had told
him try. They sat outside. The kids were both on their
phones, but when Nancy wasn’t there, George let that
one slide. He sat back, and found himself face to face
with one of Kay’s sculptures. This one was of a man,
about George’s age, his mouth frozen open in the
middle of a shout, his eyes wide with something,
either anger or fear, or maybe of mixture of the two.
George didn’t care about art. He did like to brag about
being from Norman Rockwell’s hometown, but that
was as far as his appreciation went. But this guy,
frozen as he was, perfectly, in a moment of his life,
there was something in this bronze man that rattled

wheel. “She must have gotten her truck back out of
the shop,” George thought. Next to her, smiling and
laughing with a freedom George hadn’t seen on her
face in years, was Nancy.
“Does this burger taste kind of funny?”
George Jr. asked then. “I tastes weird to me.”
If you’re ever driving from Denver west on
the I-70, I really recommend a stop in Grand Junction.
There are some lovely dining options and the
sculptures downtown are truly quite extraordinary.
There is one of the writer, Dalton Trumbo, in his
bathtub, that I really like, and the one of the Chet and
Vernie Enstrom is wonderful. Both these works have
been out for years. But my favorite, by far, is a newer
one. There are works of art that seem almost narrative
in their ability to tell a story and this statue is one of
those. Life-size, it shows a man, approaching middle
age, and his two children, a boy of twelve and a girl
of ten. The kids are both looking at their cell phones.
The man is looking off into a distance that you can
tell is not friendly. But the true genius of the work,
like so many great works, lies in its composition. For
everything in this sculpture leads the viewer to expect
a fourth member of the family, to want to fill in the
empty space on the other side of those children. It’s
quite astonishing. Read the plaque. The work has an
unusual name. It’s called “Y and E,” though no one
whom I’ve talked to about this has been able to say
exactly why.

Les Bohem has written a lot of movies and TV
shows including Dante’s Peak, The Alamo, and
the mini-series Taken, for which he won an
Emmy. He's had songs recorded by Emmylou
Harris, Johnette Napolitano (of Concrete
Blonde), and Alvin (of the Chipmunks). His novel
Flight 505 was published last year.
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special
feature:

Oliver the Great
STATS:

Former Prince of Persia
Lineage includes Breezy
of House Sanchez and
Jana of House Everett
World Record Holder for
Most Yawns in 24 Hours
with 937
In his leisure time, Oliver loves watching RuPaul's Drag Race, gazing out over
his backyard domain, and lying in front of the fan, watching his hair flutter
like Beyoncé in a music video. He owns the most elaborate fountain this side
of the Mississippi (suck it, Bellagio).

Photos of Oliver courtesy of Breezy Sanchez and Jana Everett.
Want to get your cat featured? Email us at cherrymagazinelovesyou@gmail.com.

The Council of Elders
by Brandy Joiner
“There is no right way to grieve, Zikr. If you
need time, you need just ask,” said Drishti.
We stood to the side of the large wood-carved
doors and spoke in hushed tones. Drishti had been
good friends with me since our Induction ceremony,
when we found out we were to be Elders together.
There was no higher position for a Jinn, and none
quite so demanding. I pressed my lips together, for
fear of saying the wrong thing, and nodded at her.
“Is Astor alright?” She asked, “I know she
must be having a hard time.”
“She’s been keeping busy with her friends. I
think she prefers to stay away from the house, for
now.”
My voice was stiff, but Drishti didn’t seem to notice.
She pressed on with questions about my daughter.
Truth be told, I couldn’t see past my own emotions.
Astor was taking the worst of it, and though I knew
she was innocent, I couldn’t look at her any longer.
She looked just like her mother. Bright red curls and
aqua-colored eyes that could capture anyone’s
attention.
“Do you know the verdict yet?” I asked,
interrupting Drishti’s comment about going on a
vacation. I didn’t need time away. I needed justice.
“Well, um…” She muttered, flustered. Her
eyes darted towards the doors, towards the small
group entering. “I don’t think we should mention
anything here.”
Her comment annoyed me, as did a meeting
for the council. Jinn could live thousands of years,
and usually death came as a welcomed friend. But it
wasn’t often that they were murdered.
“Then if you’ll excuse me, I believe it’s almost time
for the council to start.” I straightened my back and
strode through the doors. Drishti had no choice but to
follow behind.

The coliseum was more space than the
Council of Elders needed. Large walls were elegantly
painted as the backdrop. I walked across the marble
floor into the middle of the room, where one black
chair sat. The chair was surrounded by a circle of
thirteen other seats, where eleven other Elders sat.
Most looked at me with calm expressions, but the few
who knew me well looked away quickly. I tried not to
take that as any type of confirmation.
“Zikr, Drishti, sit please. Let us begin.” Orson,

“Where am I?” the man
asked, but no one paid him
any attention.
a tall brown-haired man, spoke. Drishti climbed the
small set of steps and took her place among the
others. I glanced at the last empty chair, my chair,
then took the seat in the middle of the circle.
“For the record, let us state, we are
congregating without our thirteenth member due to
the circumstances of this meeting.” Ezra spoke. She
was the oldest Elder, perhaps the oldest Jinn still
alive. Her dark leathery skin contrasted deeply with
her long white hair. She looked down to me. “Are you
sure you want to continue?”
I cleared my throat. “Yes.”
“Then we shall proceed,” Ezra said. “This
meeting is being held for Zikr, who stands to accuse
Finn Harrison, and seeks other means of retribution.”
There was a buzz of whispers between the
Elders but Ezra cleared her throat loudly. They fell
silent immediately, and Ezra flicked her wrist to the
left of me. A cage large enough to fit a full-grown
man appeared several feet away.
“What’s the meaning of this?” I asked, staring
at the cage. Inside was a man dressed in an orange
jumpsuit with his knees pressed against his chest. He
had messy hair, a sunken face, and his lips were
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stretched thin. His eyes seemed too big for his body
and he looked like he hadn’t eaten or sleep in at least
a week.
“Where am I?” the man asked, but no one paid
him any attention.
“This is Finn Harrison—”
“I know who he is!” I jumped out of my chair
and waved my hand wildly in his direction. I glared at
the Elders one at a time, happy that some of them had
the decency to look away. Ezra stared back.
She was calm as she continued. “This is Finn
Harrison, and I brought him here so he could give his
own defense.”
Rage bubbled inside me, but I knew I had to
play this meeting right or Finn would walk free. I
took a breath and sat back down in the chair. Ezra
watched me carefully but after a moment she looked
to Finn.
“Mr. Harrison, you are here to attest and
restate the accounts that happened the night of May
eighth regarding the Jinn Novalie. Do you
understand?”
The man in the cage looked at Ezra, then at
me. He pointed in my direction and wobbled into a
standing position, leaning his whole body against the
bars. The skin on his face was already pulled so
tightly that it slid past the bars. “Do I know you?”
I regarded him with disgust, then turned to the
Elders. “We will get nowhere when he is clearly
under some kind of influence. Can we not move past
this?”
Some of them nodded, but Ezra flicked her
wrist towards Finn. The man straightened up, away
from the aid of the bars, and looked down at himself
before taking in the room. His eyebrows rose but he
remained quiet.
“I have removed any evidence of any sort of
influence over him, and given a few minutes of
clarity,” said Ezra. “Mr. Harrison, do you remember
my question?”
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He nodded at her and then kept his gaze at the
ground.
“Mr. Harrison, can you tell us what
happened?” Orson was the one to ask this time.
“I… I was on drugs. I can’t remember which
kinds. There were a few, but I remember I was
walking back home that night and I was still tripping.
There was this woman.” As Finn spoke he shifted his
weight from foot to foot, never looking up. His words
were like razor blades under my fingernails. All I
wanted him to do was shut up, but he pressed on.
“I’m not sure who she was but she had bright
red hair. She was talking to these college kids. I
caught the word magic and in my mind, I thought,
more drugs. So I stopped and hid behind this car to
see what she was giving them; to see if I could snatch
them away but what I saw…”
“Go on,” Ezra urged him kindly. I shot
daggers in her direction but she wasn’t paying
attention to me. I knew what was next. Novalie had a
kind soul and we were out in the human realm doing
our rounds. She saw a couple of kids and couldn’t
resist.
“I dunno what I saw.” Finn said, shaking his
head. “They were standing there huddled together one
moment, and the next it was just her. The others were
gone, and in my head, she did it. She killed them or
something.”
“They were college kids who wanted to travel
for their anniversary,” I said, interjecting. “She didn’t
kill anyone.”
Finn looked up and his dead eyes met mine.
They were close, too close to hers in the last
moments. Hollow and echoing. I could feel my eyes
prickle, and I blinked.
“But they just disappeared! What was I
supposed to think? I had a knife. I carry it in case
junkies try to get fresh with me and steal my stash.
Or dealers try and be rough. They can be pretty—”
“Mr. Harrison,” Ezra interrupted. “Focus. We

need to know what happened.”
Finn rubbed his hands together and bit his lip.
His eyes shot back to the floor. “I wasn’t right in the
head. I…I ran at her and my knife…well, it was in her
side. She didn’t move or jump out of the way. She
just looked kinda shocked. There was blood and I
didn’t know what to do. Then this guy,” he said,
jerking his thumb in my direction. “He was there and
he was asking what I did. I panicked and I ran.”
“She was a Jinn. She can do magic and
wanted to help those kids. She did something you
didn’t understand and you killed her.” My voice
cracked and I closed my eyes.
“Magic? Magic isn’t real, man. I just…”
Finn’s eyebrows knit together and he slumped down
to the cage floor. He faced me with his dull eyes
again.
“What’s going on?” He asked, his words
slurring a little.
“Thank you, Mr. Harrison. That will be all.”
Ezra flicked her wrist once again and the cage
disappeared.
I stared at the spot where it vanished. Trying
to forget the way his eyes, her eyes, bore into my
soul. Almost peaceful as the light faded from those
striking sapphire eyes.
“Zikr, I know that must have been hard, but
we will need your accounts,” Ezra spoke softly.
My gaze met hers, and I told my side of the
events. My voice sounded robotic even to me. “We
were doing rounds and she saw the couple laughing
and holding hands. Novalie always loved to help
people so she went over while I finished up, and
talked to them. I didn’t see Finn until he was next to
her. I was by her side in an instant and I asked him
what happened. Then I saw the blood, and the knife
was still in her side. I was yelling by that point but
Finn ran. I yelled for help but it was late and no one
was around. I told her to hold on and she was trying
to smile. She said, ‘Their anniversary…they wished

for Paris.”
I put my head in my hands. My voice was
thick but I continued, “I wanted to heal her but when I
went for the knife she told me no. She didn’t want me
to turn. I watched her take her last breath.”
I wiped my eyes and looked back to the
Elders. Drishti was brushing her eyes with a tissue
along with some of the others. Ezra’s eyes shone but
she remained still.
“Thank you, Zikr.” she said. I nodded. She
folded her hands in front of her and eyed the others.
“We voted before we convened, and our sentence for
Finn Harrison remains the same.”
Some of the Elders shook their heads, and
others had ashamed expressions. But my eyes stayed
on Ezra. “You voted before? Then why ask for
recounts? Why parade me and Finn around like
animals?”
The fury was bubbling over but I didn’t care
anymore. Ezra’s calm demeanor only made matters
worse.
“You were vexed,” Ezra sighed, “And we
hoped Mr. Harrison’s testimony would appease you.”
“You gathered to appease me? Is Novalie
nothing? I am an Elder, as well, and I should think
that when we are wronged by humans that we do
something about it.”
“He was captured and put in a human prison.
Why is that not enough for you?” Ezra asked.
“He murdered my wife!” I yelled. “My
daughter will never know her mother. We can live a
hundred thousand years and it is a heavy matter when
a Jinn dies. But to be murdered? To die at the hands
of a human?”
“We are no better than them, Zikr,” Ezra said
calmly. “Novalie was one of a kind. She sacrificed
herself so you would not turn. She was treasured and
she will be missed. However, the Elders do not
interfere with the outcome of human lives. What
would you have us do? Kill him? You are an Elder.
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You know our laws, and you know our hands are
tied.”
“We make the laws! We should be able to
change them.”
Drishti gave an audible gasp but Ezra didn’t
seem to hear her. She gave me a small smile. “For the
greater good, not for convenience.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but closed it. As
one of the oldest living Jinn, Ezra had more pull than
I did. She had been an Elder for thousands of years. I
could see the faces among the twelve that wanted to
side with me but feared speaking up. I had no choice
but to take matters into my own hands. I pressed my
lips together and took a breath to steady myself.
“I understand the council’s decision. I request
a leave of absence from Elder duties. I think it best
for Astor and I to take some time.”
At this statement, the entire council
brightened. Drishti bounced in her chair and Orson
spoke, “Of course. We wait to welcome you back
with open arms.”
I faked a smile as best I could and bowed. I
met Ezra’s eyes and thought I saw them flash. But
then I turned and left the coliseum quickly. As I made
my way down the steps, I thought how nice it would
be to visit a prison in the human realm.
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The Necklace
by J. M. Partin
"I want you to take a deep breath and walk me
through what happened," she said.
With a long sigh, I gathered my thoughts. I
hadn't told anyone the story yet, not in full. I didn't
know what to expect when it finally came out.
"It was late summer, nights were still warm. I
wasn't planning to go out that night, but my roommate
insisted, and I owed her a favor. It was a new bar,
grand opening or some such nonsense. She spent
about three hours getting ready. I forgot to shave my
beard."
I chuckled dryly for a moment. "Turns out I
look pretty good with a week worth of stubble." I
sighed again and shook my head. "I remember being
annoyed that we ended up running late. And then
being annoyed at myself for being annoyed because I
didn't want to go in the first place. By the time we got
there the place was packed. Turns out it was the grand
opening party. It took me almost ten minutes to
weave through the crowd to get to the bar. My
roommate split off with some of her friends and left
me to my introverted panic. The bartenders were fast
but overwhelmed. It was while I was looking for the
beer list that I first saw her. She was around the
opposite side of the bar, also futilely trying to get a
drink. I'll admit I stared at her for a few moments
before I realized what I was doing. She caught me
just before I caught myself. She smiled, and I tried to
look at anything else in the room. We stood there for
a while. My eyes kept coming back to her. She would
make this adorable disappointed face whenever one of
the bartenders walked past her. Of course, they
noticed her first, made some sort of neon colored
cocktail for her. After she paid she pointed me out to
the bartender. My first thought was that she was
telling them about the creep who kept staring at her.
And sure enough the grumpy, muscle-bound man
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walked directly over to me and asked...What I wanted
to drink. A little taken aback, I ordered a beer and as
he retrieved it I looked back to the cute brunette
across the bar. She was now very pointedly smiling at
me. I could feel about a few dozen butterflies snap in
existence in my stomach. I rather self-consciously
checked around me to see if she was looking at
someone else. She stifled a laugh before tapping two
fingers against her lips and motioning to the door for
the balcony. The butterflies in my stomach turned into
sparrows and nodded without thinking. It took almost
as long to get to the door as it had to get a drink. And
when I stepped out I realized that she had already
vanished into the crowd."
I paused at this point in the story to shake my
head, trying to focus on how that first night went.
That hopeful tension, and flirtatious energy. Before
everything changed. Composing myself, I continued.
"What followed was an hour and a half of cat
and mouse. I would catch a glimpse of her through
the sea of people but the tide would shift and she
would vanish again before I could reach her. At least
twice she waved to me through a break in the crowd,
before someone would drunkenly stumble between us
and I'd lose sight again. I finally gave up and
wandered to the edge of the balcony. The view was
impressive, even at night. The mountains towering
there like colossal shadows. I'm not sure how long I
stood there staring into the night, listening to a pop
song that was about as catchy as the flu, but when I
turned around she was there. Greeting me with a
smile and another drink. I swear I almost fell off the
balcony when I finally got a good look at her. She
didn't look like she came to get attention, wearing
torn up jeans and an old tee shirt, but when I looked
in to her blue eyes I couldn't pay attention to anything
else. She had to stand on her tip toes to say her name
in my ear when she finally introduced herself.
Layla."
Again, I stopped my retelling. This time to

feel the word reverberating in my head. I hadn't said it
aloud in weeks and it felt almost alien to me now. I
took the therapists raised eyebrow as a sign to
continue.
"We spent the rest of the night in our little
corner, shouting to be heard over the crowd. We
drained our drinks but never went back for more.
Hours passed and the crowd thinned. We talked until
our voices were hoarse and the bartenders started to
kick people out. The damned butterflies never went
away. My roommate of course managed to get herself
so drunk the bouncer made me carry her out to the
taxi. As I set her down Layla gave me a kiss on the
cheek and slipped her number in my pocket. I'm not
sure why I noticed it then but as she turned I saw the
necklace for the first time."

“I was too happy to care
about her having a few
secrets.”
At this comment the therapist's eyebrow raised
again.
"I texted her the following day. We got coffee
and things took off from there. Best three months of
my life. She was brilliant. We could speak for hours
and she would never run out of things to say, and I
could listen to her talk all night, and several times I
did. The only thing that bothered me was the
necklace. It was cool at first, pretty cage of silver with
sapphire in the center. But she never took it off, not
for sex, not to shower, never. I asked about it and she
said she it was a gift from a mentor figure and very
special to her. She would not elaborate beyond that. I
eventually started noticing that she did some other
strange things. She would never spend time with me
on Thursdays, had a girls-only book club that she
couldn't miss, and she would also run out on me at the
drop of a hat when she got a text with a certain ring.

Said it was an uncle with health problems. Never
specified what kind, but I never pressed either. I was
too happy to care about her having a few secrets.
Around Halloween things really got weird. I made a
comment about her dressing as a witch and she made
a face I hadn't seen before. She vanished for a few
days, didn't answer her phone. I was worried sick,
must have left her forty messages. Three days later,
on a Thursday, she showed up at my door
unannounced, said she needed to show me something.
She took me to what she had been calling her book
club. The first thing I noticed was that it was not
exactly women-only. Second, the books were all
leather-bound and written in languages I couldn't
identify. She told me to wait in the corner and watch
without speaking. What followed..."
I cut off here trying, to find the words. The
therapist was watching intently. No judgement on her
face, at least not yet.
"They joined hands around one of the books
and started chanting. As they went their voices grew
deeper until I couldn't make out any of the words, or
an individual voice. As the chant became a primal
rumble, the air in the room started to move. I thought
at first that a window had blown open, but the wind
circled the table, forming a dust devil around the
chanters. Papers and trash flew around the room.
Things only got weirder from there. They all bowed
their heads and everything stopped. I don't mean the
wind stopped, I mean when they stopped chanting the
debris around them froze in midair. They raised their
heads again, eyes closed. For a moment all I heard
was a heartbeat, I think it was mine but I'm not really
sure anymore. They opened their eyes and there was a
burst of light and wind, the dust and trash flew out of
the room and my chair slid six inches back and nearly
tipped over. When I recovered my balance, I saw all
their eyes were glowing blue, bright enough to hurt to
look at. In the center of the ring something was
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floating. It was a figure, made of silvery dust. It was
sort of human-shaped but didn't have legs and the
arms were way too long. I'm not really sure if it had a
face or if it just had its back to me the whole time. It
hung there in midair, surrounded by a dozen or so
people with glowing eyes and my dumb ass hiding in
the corner. The next part is hard to describe. I had an
image pop into my head that I know I didn't come up
with. It was a sword, very fancy and very old. The
next thing I heard was words in my head, like
somebody else’s thoughts. Something about ‘show
us.’ Next was the image of some guy around my age
with blond hair who was pulling the same sword from
before out of a pile of clothes under a bed. A spilt
second later the dust creature scattered and the group
closed their eyes again. When they opened them, the
weirdness stopped. More or less."
To the therapist's credit, she was still
maintaining a straight face, which was a little
concerning.
"Layla took me back to her place and made me
tea, which helped me stop shaking. She explained that
she was something akin to a witch and that she and
her coven, who I had met earlier, were trained by a
man named Morganstern to help keep less savory
forces under control. Most of what they did was look
for things like they did that night, but sometimes she
had to act more directly. I didn't ask what that was
like at the time but a few days later I saw it firsthand.
On Halloween night, or Samhain I think she called it,
we went to another meeting of her coven. I got more
of their names but I don't remember any of them now.
It started calmly enough, with them reading and
chanting in groups of two or three rather than the full
thirteen of them. She gave me an introduction to how
her magic worked. It was one of the most confusing
conversations I've ever had. Only thing I remember is
that some people have a talent for magic and that I'm
not one of them. She was so sweet, and tried for a
while to explain it in a way that made any sense."
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I paused a moment to take another deep
breath. I wasn't looking forward to this part of the
story. And the therapist still sat, staring intently. I
wondered for a moment how long it had been since
she blinked. After the short pause, I continued.
"She was making an analogy about a river
when it happened. There was a screeching noise
followed by an explosion. One of the walls of the
small house flew across the room and two of the
witches went with it. Four...things...charged into the
room. They were mostly shaped like people but over
seven feet tall and about twice as wide at the shoulder
as I am. They grabbed the closest people and...just
crushed them. I found out what sound a person's head
makes when it pops like a grape. Some of the coven
started fighting back with blasts of fire and blue
energy, but these things just walked through all of it. I
don't know why, but when one of them turned for
Layla I threw my glass at its misshapen face. Enough
of the glass got in its eyes and I charged. I had a
wooden sword with me as part of my costume, and I
shattered it where the thing’s liver should have been.
It swung at me, I ducked under its arm and stabbed
the broken stick into its lidless eye. That seemed to
distract it long enough for one of the other mages to
blast it with some sort of black mist that knocked it
over. On the other side of the room a girl collapsed
the floor beneath the monsters, but one of them caught
her arm on the way down. The next thing I saw was a
pale blue light that started behind me and quickly
obscured my vision. When it faded, we weren't in the
house anymore. We were up in a camping spot pretty
far into the mountains. Layla had teleported everyone
still alive to safety. There were 14 people in that
house counting me. Only five made it out, one was the
girl who caved the floor in, minus an arm. She bled to
death before they could save her."
I stopped again here. It took me a minute to
stop shaking. Sniveling, I dried my eyes. The therapist
offered no comment, only silent patience. Something

felt very wrong about that.
"After the attack Layla and the other survivors
resolved to find help from others like them, before the
creatures, which even they couldn't identify, found
them again. She teleported me back to my apartment
and we spent one last night together. In the morning
she gave me three things. The first was a wad of
hundred dollar bills, she told me to use it to get out of
town. Run as far as I could so they wouldn't hurt me
to get to her. The second was her necklace."
The therapist's eyes lit up at this. Her behavior
had now passed beyond suspicious, but I had already
paid for the full hour.
"It was the first time I saw her take it off. She
told me it was a powerful charm that would protect
the one who wears it. She told me to never take it off
or show it to anyone. The last thing she gave me was
a last kiss goodbye."
"Do you still carry the necklace?" The
therapist inquired, her dark eyes fixed upon me. The
glare reminded me of how a tiger looks at a deer.
"No," I lied. "It was getting in the way of
moving on so I hid it somewhere in case she ever
comes back for it."
I waited for her to question me further. When
she didn’t, I continued.
"I moved out here a week later. I did
everything I could to tell her where I was going, but
she’d disappeared. Her phone was disconnected and
her apartment cleared out. When I got here and found
a new job, I started learning everything I could about
the occult. Which is not easy. Most of what's out there
is just fairy tales or shit people made up to sell books.
I managed to find one library with anything that
seemed real. One of the librarians took notice of my
interests and confronted me about it. As it turns out
most people with an interest in magic aren't interested
in using it for good. After a long interrogation, he
gave a me a business card, told me it was for a man
who had watched too many noir movies who could

probably help me. I saw what he meant when I
walked in to the guy's office. He was sitting behind a
cluttered desk and a pile of cigarette butts, and wore a
long coat over his suit. He went by his last name,
Able. He was nice enough to warn me that I wasn't
the first one talking about the necklace. Apparently,
someone unsavory recognized what I was researching
and started spreading word to the underbelly of the
city. Which I would soon discover is a lot bigger and
stranger than where I'm from."
This was clearly no surprise to the therapist.
"Able told me to avoid being alone as much as
possible since the things that wanted what I had
typically didn't like crowds. He also said to be armed
as often as I could. Unfortunately, he couldn't identify
the necklace right away but was able to tell me Layla
was right about it being magical. I told him that wasn't
what I wanted to hire him for. Sorry, hang on."
With a hard swallow I paused to answer a text,
it was a quick message, just an address and a fourletter word.
"Sorry about that, as I was saying. I told Able
I wanted him to find Layla. I gave him all the
information I could. Turns out he had heard of
Morganstern before. The guy is very rich and has a
habit of pissing off secret societies. It also turns out
the guy spends very little time in North America and
it's damn near impossible to find his associates. But I
guess I'm either an optimist or an idiot, because I still
paid this wannabe private eye his exorbitant fee to get
me whatever he could.
“That was about a month ago, and since then I
have learned a great deal. Nothing about Layla, but
lots about what the creeps in the city will do for some
magic jewelry. I have learned that ghouls both eat
corpses and smell like them and are very flammable. I
learned that some trolls can make themselves seem
human and are also flammable. I learned that
warlocks have glass jaws, and leave themselves open
for right hooks while casting spells. I have had a
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preacher try to bribe me, and somehow believe me
when I told him I only speak Austrian. And a man in
a nice suit told me my father was being held for
ransom. He was disappointed to learn that I had never
met the man, and didn't care what they did with
him."
I would have expected the obvious daddyissue remark, but still she remained unnervingly
stoic.
"That last one was actually on my way here.
This has all happened in less than a year. I have no
friends in this city and my job is awful. Which brings
me here."
"I see," the therapist said, finally breaking her
silence. "I would like to start with the necklace. It
certainly seems to be a big source of stress for you,
big enough to lie to me about having it with you."
I gave my best look of mock surprise while I
reached for the knife on the small of my back. "And
what do you think I should do about that?"
"If you give it to me I think you will feel a lot
better." She paused for a moment before smiling,
inch-long fangs now shining from her grin. "And
you'll be able to leave here alive!"
She lunged for me, teeth and talons first. I
pushed backwards, tipping the chair over. I used our
momentum to throw her into the wall behind me.
Rolling to my feet, knife in hand, I readied for the
next attack. She was back on her feet faster than I
would have expected. She smiled and hissed.
Vampire. Turns out that's a thing too. Go figure.
She struck again, slashing at my throat with
her clawed hands. She was fast, almost too fast to
avoid. I darted backwards and slashed at her other
hand as it flew forward. I cut into her wrist but she
didn't seem to notice and tore into my arm in return. I
pulled away and kicked her in the chest. It pushed her
back but the cruel smile never left her face. I was
quickly starting to miss her unmoving gaze from
before. She quickly closed in. Trying to catch her
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neck, I lashed out as she advanced. With a wet
crunch, I buried the blade to the hilt into her clavicle.
It didn't slow her down. She grabbed my wrists and
started to overpower me. I had about a hundred
pounds on this rail-thin creature, but that clearly didn't
matter. She pulled me closer and closer to her eagerly
waiting fangs.
With a grunt and a twist, I spun away and
flipped her over my shoulder. She landed hard on the
wooden table, shattering it. I staggered backwards,
now bleeding from both forearms. She stood up
slowly, and faced me. Her smile was lot more
unsettling with a five-inch blade sticking out of her.
She licked blood off her fingertip and hurled the knife
back at me before I even saw her pull it out. It barely
missed my head. She seemed surprised for a moment
and I took my chance. I flung myself at her feet first.
She slammed into the wall and I landed on the floor. I
grabbed the closest piece of wood and charged
forward, hoping that at least one part of the movies
was based on fact. I feigned a tackle and drove my
makeshift stake into her ribcage. Bones crunched and
drywall creaked as I nailed her to the wall. She let out
a piercing scream, which quickly subsided into
labored gasping. Feebly she grabbed the table leg and
struggled to remove it. Much to my delight it didn't
budge.

I buried the blade
to the hilt in her clavicle.
It didn’t slow her down.
"Now what do I do with you?" I asked the
suddenly far-more-vulnerable vampire. She was
clearly still alive, or undead as the case maybe, but
either didn't or couldn't answer. As I contemplated my
next move, the smell of smoke caught my attention.
Behind me, black smoke poured quickly around the
closed door. It would be my luck that the building

would ignite with me inside. Before I could figure out
how to explain to firefighters why only half the blood
I was covered in was mine, the smoke changed.
Coalescing in the center of the room the dark fog
formed a human shape. An instant later Able stood in
the center of the room, cheap suit and all.
"Huh."
"I got your text," he said. On the glowing
screen of his phone was the address of the therapist’s
office and the word 'HELP.' "Seems you have things
handled here."
"My mother was special forces," I replied,
retrieving my knife from the opposite wall. "You pick
things up."
"Clearly." Able reached into his jacket and
drew a large handgun. "A stake through the heart
doesn't kill them, it was only ever supposed to pin
them to the ground. This, however."
He pressed the barrel of his gun against her
forehead and pulled the trigger. With another scream
the vampire ignited. In a matter of seconds the
creature was reduced to a pile of ashes and scorch
marks.
"Has special bullets, normally the easiest way
to kill them is by decapitation."
I was starting to feel like I needed to carry a
sword, and a lighter. "I'll try to remember that."
"You may not have to," Able responded,
holstering his weapon and motioning for the door.
"The things you've been running into before are
mostly scavengers. Vampires, even young ones, are
higher on the food chain. I'll spread word around that
you killed her, and people will realize the necklace
isn't worth the effort."
"Thank you?" I wasn't sure how I felt about
him blaming the death of someone he shot on me, but
I guess I had done most of the work for him.
"Don't mention it. Also, I have something for
you," he pulled a large envelope from his pocket and
handed it to me. "It's what I've found about your

situation, short answer is that the necklace is called
The Archangel's Tear. Relatively simple protective
powers, the specifics of which I have included in the
envelope."
"And Layla?" I asked, trying not to get my
hopes up.
"Morganstern was recently spotted near
Stockholm. In his company was a young woman
matching the description of Layla Carmichael. It
would seem she is safe, at least as of a week ago, and
that she found who she was looking for."
Sweden. She sent me across the country and
left the continent.
"It's unlikely she will be showing up again
anytime soon," Able continued. "But when
Morganstern enters the country again, I will inform
you."
I thanked Able for his help, and impeccable
timing. That was the last I saw of him for a few
months. He was right about me getting bothered less,
but that didn't exactly comfort me as I spent the rest
of the day getting stitches and giving half-baked
excuses about why I was so torn up. I'm getting used
to my new life. I still wear the damn necklace,
though.

J.M.Partin has been writing for longer than he can
remember, and has a flair for blending horror and
dry humor into all his works.
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Reunion
by Jen Kolic
She’s been flying more than half her life, and
though air travel usually makes me queasy tonight
I’m so tired I sleep through most of it. The radio
wakes me only minutes before we land on a small
airstrip on the Cape. There is no moon and she’s
arranged a car for us, a polished black SUV. My
sister, she thinks of everything.
It’s just after midnight, and barring traffic or a
roadblock, the drive should be a little under three
hours. I offer to drive; she’s done so much for me
already. Coming for me like that. She assesses me
steadily, tying her long blond hair back as the ground
crew loads my one lonely duffel in the trunk.
“But you look like you haven’t had a good
sleep in weeks. I’ll drive.”
She keeps the radio on the news out of
caution, but turns it low in case I doze off again. The
night is dark, the ocean darker, the stars swallowed up
by the void below the horizon. I don’t fully relax until
the mainland opens out ahead of us.
“She’ll be waiting up for us, you know.”
My eyes well and I quickly wipe it away, but
the image stays with me. Our mother in her floralpapered kitchen, unchanged all these years. Still
waiting up for her girls with a cup of tea, her hair
unmussed by sleep.
After about an hour, my sister stops for coffee
at an all-night convenience store off the Interstate. I
wait in the unlit parking lot, a mounting sense of
foreboding in my throat.
Another car pulls in alongside us, and a man
gets out. Through the tinted windows I can see his
hair is neatly combed, his posture sure. He enters the
store with one hand in the pocket of his windbreaker.
I hold my breath until I see his back slam against the
plate glass. My sister gets back in the car with no
apparent hurry and glances over at me.
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“Change of plans, love.” She speaks softly as
she puts her coffee in a cupholder and gets the car in
gear. “Not to worry, I’ve got a backup.”
As we weave through back roads she turns the
news up a bit louder, but her hands on the wheel are
steady. I can see the soft edges of her face in the glow
of the dashboard, unmarked by worry lines. I don’t
ask if the man will be following us, and she seems to
have forgotten him. Winding through the woods, my
sister pilots us to safety in the dark night.

Jen Kolic is the founder of Rotten Girl Press and the
publisher of Cherry Magazine. She lives in Denver
with her partner and two cats.
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