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COLORBLIND 
BY RC HANCOCK 

 
 

Walking up the stairs backward was harder than it looked. Luke didn’t normally take the stairs the 

wrong way, but with his light hand hidden in his pocket, the only way to keep the wood from 
creaking was to use his dark hand on the railing. 
 Almost there. If Grandpa kept the medical bag in his bedroom, the cast could be done 
before his mother knew he was home. 
 Luke backed into something soft, smelling of window cleaner. 
 “Are you bored? Because I have plenty of chores you could be doing.” 
 Luke spun around and adopted what he hoped was a neutral expression. “Hi Mom, I needed 
to tell Grandpa something.” 
 "Perfect." She thrust a roll of paper towels and a bottle of blue liquid at his chest. 
“Grandpa’s is the last room left to do.” 
 Luke clutched at the spray bottle with his free hand and attempted to balance the towels on 
top. 
 “Will you quit playing around and take-” Mrs. Zinnershine pulled Luke's hand out of his 
pocket and screamed. The cleaning supplies clattered down the stairs in a bouncing race to the 
bottom. 
 “What were you thinking? You’re Turquoise!” 
 Luke stared at his glowing hand in mock surprise.  
 His mother wasn’t fooled. “I’ve told you a hundred times to keep your hands to yourself.” 
 “What’s the big deal?” 
 “You’re graduating in two days! Couldn’t you at least have waited until after Classifications?” 
 “It’s just a little greenish tint--you barely notice it.” 
 Mrs. Zinnershine began to cry. Luke hated it when she cried. Her nose got red and snotty 
and she refused to wipe it, as if determined to make herself as pitiful as possible and instill the 
maximum amount of guilt in her offender. 
 “I’d always hoped you’d be a surgeon like your grandfather. With that color you’ll be lucky 
to get classified as a politician.”  
 She held up her hand, exposing the pale blue circle in her own palm. “Do you know how 
hard we’ve worked for this? Why would you throw away your future?” 
 Luke took a breath. “On my way to school I saw a little Cyan boy trying to dig out his fire 
with the sharp end of a ruler.”  
 Mrs. Zinnershine covered her mouth.  
 Luke shuddered at the memory. “I guess a Green bully had just tricked him into reacting 
with him.” 
 “Well, he'll learn to protect himself in the future. It has nothing to do with us.” 
 “Apparently it wasn't the first time, either," Luke said. "His dad told him if he reacted again 
he’d send him to live in Red Town.” 
 “That’s ridiculous.” 
 “That’s what I told him. But you know how little kids are. He wouldn’t stop digging until I 
promised to react with him. He figured since he was Teal to begin with, a Blue would balance the 
Green and he’d be more or less back to normal.” 
 Mrs. Zinnershine shook her head in disgust. “And they let you into Blue Class like that?”  
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 Luke touched his turquoise palm. “For a couple hours, until the reaction completed. Then 
they kicked me out. Said I’d have to finish the semester in the Mixed Academy.” 
 Mrs. Zinnershine once again burst into sobs and Luke quickly went to retrieve the glass 
cleaner. He’d wash windows all day if it meant he didn’t have to watch any more snot streams. 
 

# 
 

Mixed Academy wasn't as bad as Luke expected. In general, students seemed less concerned 
with colors and it was nice to see the occasional violet and yellow instead of the same old blue. The 
whole school consisted of forty-five students of various ages who met together.  
 At lunch the second day, Luke spotted the bloody-ruler boy.  
 “I see your fire tempered nicely,” Luke said as he set down his tray of undercooked fish 
sticks.  
 The boy looked up, his startled expression relaxing when he saw Luke. “Do I ever owe you,” 
he said. “How much trouble did you get in?” 
 Luke shrugged as if he reacted all the time. “What about you. Your dad notice?” 
 “He gave me a funny look when he saw it at dinner--I think because it’s brighter than 
before--but he didn’t say anything.” 
 Luke bit into a soggy fish stick and spit it back onto his plate. 
 The boy made a face at Luke’s regurgitation. “I’m Kellan by the way.” 
 “Are you going to eat that?” 
Kellan and Luke turned to see a tiny girl with black hair staring at them. Her palm glowed orange. 
 “You can have it,” Luke said, pushing his tray over. “Didn’t you get lunch?” 
 The girl crammed three fish sticks into her mouth and shook her head. “Too much.” 
 Luke stared at her. “A dollar fifty?” 
 “We get the blue discount,” Kellan whispered. “Red and Green mixes pay more. They 
probably charge her five bucks with that much Red.” 
 Luke flinched as the girl ate the piece he’d spit out. He knew the grocers favored Blues, but 
he had no idea the school discriminated too. 
 About that time Luke got a crazy idea and his heart began thumping against his ribs. “Hey,” 
he hissed, “you want to react?” 
 The girl’s mouth dropped. Luke extended his right arm.  
 After looking around to see who was watching, the girl slowly brought her fire toward him. 
They clasped hands. Luke felt the silent hum of her fire next to his. The next instant his hand felt as 
if it had expanded to several times its normal size. Luke’s arm jerked back instinctively, but his 
fingers had frozen in place just as they had with Kellan. It was as if all his joints had fused together 
and would be forever intertwined with the other hand. Both their fires flared, sending a tingling 
sensation up his arm. All around them, students cried out in surprise. 
 When Luke was able to move his hand again, he pried it free and hid it under his sweatshirt.  
 “Awesome,” said Kellan. 
 Several observing teachers weren’t quite as impressed. Luke and the girl spent the rest of the 
afternoon in the principal’s office being lectured about how reacting was serious business that 
should only be done with parental permission. 
 “Have you two forgotten the Kings Requirement?” the principal asked. 
 They shook their heads, but he recited it anyway. “If the throne thou dost desire, temper 
white your inner fire. Make the Crystal Scepter shine, then the kingdom will be thine.” 
 Luke tried to appear interested. It wasn’t easy. The director had something in his mustache 
that looked suspiciously like a piece of soggy fish stick. 
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 “This mandate was given fifty years ago by our last king, just before he died. So far our 
current Steward has come closest to achieving a pure white light through discipline and forbearance. 
Of course none of us will ever be king, but we still have a responsibility-” 
 Mercifully, the final bell sounded. 
 “Thanks, Luke,” the girl said as they escaped into the hall. “See you at Classifications.” 
 A pang of panic hit as Luke remembered the ceremony. Had he really ruined his future? 
Why had he been so impulsive? 
 The girl turned back once more and waved. At that moment, Luke realized just how selfish 
he was being. There were people out there going hungry because they weren’t the right color, and he 
was worried his job might not be important enough? 
 Not anymore. 
 Luke didn’t go home to get ready for Classifications. Instead he walked to the park and 
reacted with an entire family of Greens so the kids could get into a better college.  
 By early evening Luke’s greenish-blue fire burned so brightly it seemed his entire hand was 
aflame.  
 Classification was only a few hours away. He’d have to hurry. 
For the first time in his life, Luke walked across the bridge into Red Town. As he passed a row of 
run-down apartments, he couldn’t tell if people stared because of his color or because his fire lit a 
two foot perimeter around him.  
 An uneasy feeling crept over him at the sight of a dead, bloated goat lying in the street, but 
he kept walking. If he’d already ruined his future he might as well help as many people as possible. 
He ignored the impulse to retreat. Instead he moved deeper into the slums, earning stares from half-
naked kids on street corners and filthy women hanging laundry to dry on chicken-wire fences.   
 Finally he came to the area he was looking for. The houses were little more than shacks and 
the children playing among the weeds looked like miniature skeletons. 
 Luke stopped in the middle of the street but before he could announce his intention, a 
toothless old man came at him with half a baseball bat. “You get out of here!”  
 Luke took a step back. The man was moving slowly, but if the rest of the neighborhood 
decided to join in, Luke would be in trouble. 
 “I’m here to help you,” Luke said with a huge smile. 
 The man shuffled toward him with a look of determined fury. 
 From a window, a woman with sunken eyes yelled, “Whatever you’re selling we don’t want 
it.” 
 Luke’s smile disappeared. “I just thought someone might want to react with me.” 
 “Well, you thought wrong. We don’t need your Blue charity.” 
 Luke stepped to the side as the old man made a feeble swing. Without a word, Luke pushed 
his light hand into his pocket and started back toward the river. 
 He was a fool. Of course the Reds would be suspicious. No Blue in his right mind would 
cross the river, let alone offer to swap colors. 
Maybe he should’ve kept his hands to himself in the first place. 
 “Excuse me, sir?” 
 A Red boy with long black hair stood at the entrance to an alley. From the budding facial 
hair, he looked to be in his early teens. The boy held the hand of a much younger dark-haired girl. 
“Will you react with my sister?”  
 He made no move to come out of the alley. Did he expect Luke to leave the relative safety 
of the street just because he asked? It felt suspiciously like a trap. 
 “Please,” the young man said. “If you’re serious about helping. I want her to have a chance.” 
 Luke cleared his throat. He’d always wanted a younger sibling but the doctor told his mother 



5 

 

she’d probably die if she got pregnant again. Seeing the Red’s protective stance over his sister made 
Luke sad and happy at the same time. Sad because he would never have the duties of an older 
brother, but happy because maybe he could help this boy fulfill his. 
 Luke crossed over into the alley and crouched in front of the girl. “What’s your name?” 
 She looked up at her brother, then whispered, “Véronique.” 
 “I'm Luke and I think your Red fire is very pretty." He pulled his hand out of his pocket and 
showed Véronique. “Would you like your hand to have some Blue in it?” 
 She shrugged. 
 “It’s okay,” the boy told her. “Give him your fire.” 
 Véronique extended her tiny arm. Luke took her hand and held it until there was a flash.  
 “See, that didn’t hurt,” Luke said. “In a few hours your color will be a little different. But still 
pretty.” He straightened and held his hand out to the brother, who seemed surprised but grateful. 
 After they had reacted, the young man nodded his thanks and pulled his sister into an hug. 
 Luke felt as if he were the one being embraced. “Take care of her.” 
 Apparently others had been watching. When Luke came out of the alley several Reds 
approached, their fires outstretched. 
 Luke reacted with eight more and then sprinted home to find his Grandpa. 
 

# 
 

Three hours later Luke stood in the school auditorium, his fire hidden in a cast behind his 
back. He watched aspiring bakers be presented with spoons, future architects given slide rulers. 
Finally, they got around to the Z’s. Luke was used to being last, but with the entire school watching, 
he was having second thoughts about his plan.  
 “Step up, boy," the Steward said. "Don’t dawdle." He was an old man with ears that seemed 
to slide off his head and down his neck. His fire, while unusually faint, was the palest blue Luke had 
ever seen. 
 “Your fire age?” 
 Luke hesitated. “Twenty-two.” 
 A collective murmur went up from the audience. The old man clucked his tongue in 
disapproval.  
 “Do you see this?” he said, displaying a withered palm. “This has come from a lifetime of 
self-discipline and solitude. I am a zero.” 
 Zero? Luke had never heard of anyone lower than two.  
  His confusion must've shown in his face because the Steward chuckled. “My parents died 
shortly after my birth and the parental bonding laws don’t apply to non-relative caretakers. Even my 
wife and I were always careful never to join our light hands in order to temper our fires as pure as 
you see now.”  
 The man lowered his arm and peered at Luke over crooked spectacles. “All right then, let’s 
take a look at your fire.” 
 “Actually, I had an accident,” Luke said, revealing the cast. “So you can’t really see it. But at 
my last evaluation I was a medium shade Cerulean.” 
 The Steward glanced down at some papers. “Yes, but last month you were also a two.” He 
produced a pair of hedge shears. “You aren’t the first to try something like this,” he said with a 
chuckle. “A few years ago a Lime girl got creative with a glove and some superglue. Unfortunately 
we do have to take a look." 
 Luke slowly extended his hand and the Steward got to work with apparent relish. "Fitting," 
the old man said, "that as a gardener, you’ll be using the same tool that uncovered your shame.” 
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 Gardening didn’t sound bad. At least he’d be outside. 
 But as the Steward clipped away at the cast, Luke’s insides gnawed at his bones. The parents 
and future employers sat captivated, waiting to see what a twenty-two looked like. Was he the first 
ever to be so reckless with his fire? What color did Blue, Green and Red make? Luke envisioned a 
Brownish Black muck. He’d have to wear gloves his whole life. Good thing he was going into a 
manual labor field. 
 The Steward cut through the last bit of cast and cracked it open. Cries of astonishment filled 
the auditorium. Luke’s hand, which prior to the casting had been a yellowish-purple, was now a 
shining white fireball.  
 Although Luke's eyes burned from looking at it, he couldn’t tear away his gaze. How was so 
much light coming from his hand? And it was so pure--not even a hint of any other color. 
 The Steward stumbled back and dropped the shears. Slowly he reached into his navy cloak 
and brought out the Crystal Scepter.  
 Four feet tall and topped with an enormous diamond, it was the most beautiful thing Luke 
had ever seen. A soft bluish glow emanated along the staff a few inches on either side of the 
Steward’s grip. The crowd erupted into loud chatter.  
 The old man hesitated, then shakily held the scepter out to Luke. The room fell silent.  
 As if watching himself from far away, Luke reached out his fiery hand and clutched the rod.  
 The effect was instantaneous. Blinding white light filled the scepter and shot out the top. A 
thousand sparkling colors danced around the room, across disbelieving faces, and illuminated Luke’s 
clothing. 
 The Steward glanced at the other officials as if he didn’t know what to do. Finally with a 
look of resignation, he struggled to one knee and bowed his frail body toward Luke.  
 “Long live the King.” 
 One by one, as they overcame their shock, members of the audience lowered their heads and 
began chanting the Steward’s words. “Long live the King. Long live the king.” 
 Luke noticed his parents on the third row. His mother was crying, as usual. 
 “Go, Luke!” Kellan cheered from somewhere in the crowd. “Youngest king ever!” 
 Luke realized he didn’t know the first thing about ruling a country. He’d certainly need a lot 
of help. But maybe if he did a good job, they’d still let him do some gardening on the side. 
 
Notes about light mixing: Unlike paint, the primary colors of light are Red, Blue, and Green. While any color can be 
derived from these, mixing the three together results in pure white light.  
 
 

 

This original short story was the impetus for RC Hancock's full 
length novel- An Uncommon Blue, published Dec '14 by Cedar Fort. 
RC lives with his wife and four kids near Philadelphia. 
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WHATEVER HELPS YOU SLEEP AT NIGHT 

BY BARBARA PIETRON
 
 

Tyler filled his lungs with crisp air and launched himself from the top of the hill. The chatter of 

kids, crunch of snow and scrape of thermoplastic on metal faded as he focused on the jump. Muscle 
memory brought him further into a crouch and then he tucked his knees up, twisting slightly to land 
the snowboard perpendicularly on the metal rail. The six-foot ride was over in seconds but the rush 
of adrenaline remained as he soared into the air, pivoted and landed smoothly. He turned, carving 
the snow with the board's nose, then leaned forward, lifting the tail slightly until he came to a stop. 

A chartreuse blur caught Tyler’s eye and he watched his buddy, Cameron, hit the rail, skim 
the surface and land successfully. Without warning, floodlights along the hill blazed to life. Tyler's 
spirits sank as he turned to scan the horizon, confirming what he already knew—the sun had nearly 
disappeared behind the tree line. "Crap," he muttered, removing a glove so he could reach inside his 
jacket and check the time on his phone.  

Cameron skidded to a stop nearby. "Wanna hit the half-pipe next and catch some air?" 
"Yeah," Tyler grumbled. "But I can't. I gotta be home for dinner. My aunt and uncle are 

coming from Michigan... " His words trailed off as they watched another boy rotate while riding the 
rail. 

"Bustin' a one!" Cameron exclaimed. "Lucky Luke is tearin' it up today." 
Tyler nodded, but his shoulders slumped as he sighed. "Later, dude." 
His friend lifted a hand and then shoved off to follow Luke to the rope tow. Tyler turned 

away and cruised to the bottom of the hill. He was tempted to stay, but his mom had a special way 
of letting on that she was disappointed without coming right out and saying so. If he'd learned 
anything in his sixteen years, it was that punishment, while aggravating, was temporary. Guilt 
however, lingered, making it far worse.  

Maybe after dinner he could sneak away and come back. 
Using that thought to assuage his reluctance to leave, he released the bindings and stepped 

off the snowboard. Poking the toe of his boot on the tail edge to lever the nose upward, he grasped 
the board and headed for the parking lot. Passing the lodge, he slowed slightly to catch a glimpse of 
the concession area and the brunette who was currently sliding a cup toward a customer.  

Raina. The corners of his mouth curved upward. He'd put his proven strategy for scoring a 
date into motion about a week and a half ago. He used her name (by noting her name tag) and direct 
eye contact when she waited on him. While donning his gear, he made sure she "caught" him 
glancing her way and when she did, he'd smile and look away. Just last night, he'd noticed her 
watching him, smiling with flushed cheeks.  

Raina's smile amped him up more than an energy drink, but he was playing it cool and 
sticking to his reliable method. 

He sank into the front seat of his car to kick off his boots and wriggle out of his snow pants. 
Shoving his feet into cold sneakers, he rounded to the trunk and dumped his gear inside. A gust of 
icy wind changed his mind about shrugging out of his jacket, and once the car was started he 
cranked on the heat.  

As the snow-covered hill shrank in his rear view mirror, Tyler's mind was already on his next 
visit. Pine Ridge was closed tomorrow for Thanksgiving, but it would be open on Friday. The hill 
would be nuts with all the kids out of school and he wanted to join the melee—surely he wouldn't 
be expected to spend the entire holiday weekend with relatives. Plus, Raina would likely be working 
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that day, since they'd be extra busy. He spent the rest of his ten minute trip home turning possible 
things to say to her over in his mind, because the next step of his plan was friendly small talk. 

Their company hadn't arrived yet—apparently held up by traffic near Chicago—so Tyler got 
in the shower. He emerged from the steamy room to voices in the kitchen. Rubbing his shaggy hair 
with a towel, he paused for a moment just outside the doorway, tuning in to his cousin, Jeni, 
describing... a dance? A wad of tension began to form behind his right eye as he tried in vain to 
listen as quickly as she spoke. Even his mom seemed to be struggling to keep up, bravely interjecting 
an occasional question. 

Pulling in a breath, he entered the room. "Hey," he said as all eyes turned his way. 
"Hi, Tyler." Aunt Becca came forward to give him a hug. "Dang, you're tall." She smiled, 

stepping back as his uncle reached forward to shake his hand. 
Jeni eyeballed him warily and he raised an eyebrow at her, noticing that her mom's comment 

was also true about her own daughter. Jeni was nearly as tall as Aunt Becca and she was only... what? 
Eleven? Twelve? She'd lost the childish roundness to her face and although she wasn't wearing 
make-up, her honey-colored hair was pulled into a pony tail with a hair band like the tweens on TV 
and her jeans and t-shirt were similar to what the girls at his high school wore.  

As he mounted the stairs to the second floor his mom called after him, "Dinner's ready, Ty."  
Pulling a button-up over his clean t-shirt, Tyler detected the clunk of shoes on the back 

porch followed by more voices downstairs. His brother Jake, and his very pregnant wife, Josie, had 
just arrived. Congratulations and inevitable baby related questions floated up the stairwell. 

To his relief, Jeni's rapid-fire chatter was subdued by the amount of people at the dinner 
table. The conversation revolved around the usual subjects—jobs, school, health—and then 
migrated to other family.  

"They've already moved Grandma to an assisted living place and now they're getting ready to 
sell the house." Tyler's mom passed a plate of bratwurst to the other end of the table. "If there's 
anything left that you want, I'd put your name on it while you're here. Aunt Mary and Grace will be 
there Friday bagging stuff up." 

Aunt Becca frowned. "We're planning to go into the city Friday." She glanced to her 
husband then asked, "Any chance we could go over tonight?" 

Tyler's mom nodded. "Sure. I have a key." 
Having had his fill of moving furniture and boxes at his great-grandma's house, Tyler hoped 

to change the subject. His brother and uncle were talking about cars, but before he was able to draw 
others into their conversation, he heard his name mentioned.  

Pressing his lips together and working to keep his expression impassive, he turned to his 
mom. 

"You weren’t planning to go anywhere tonight, where you?" she asked. 
 So much for sneaking out to Pine Ridge later. "Why?"  

"So Jeni can just stay here."  
He opened his mouth to protest, but Jeni spoke up first. "No, it's okay. I don’t mind going." 
"Honestly, honey, you'd just be bored. The house is half-empty already and Grandma's 

television went with her." 
Tyler was about to offer to carry stuff—it was preferable to babysitting his cousin—but the 

conversation moved on as if the matter were settled. He looked at Jake and Josie. Maybe they'd stick 
around a while. Josie might even play with Jeni or something. That hope was immediately squelched 
however, when they got up to leave before everyone had finished dessert. 

"Josie is exhausted by this time of night," Jake explained. 
An hour later, Tyler sat on the couch, fuming, as his parents and aunt and uncle left the 

house. His mom had directed Jeni to their movie cabinet and she was perusing the selection. Some 
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were kids' movies, although none featured Disney princesses, thank God. Jake and Tyler didn't have 
any sisters.  

An idea struck him and Tyler rose, opening the cabinet door his mom had intentionally left 
closed to exclude the more adult movies. "There are more movies over here too," he offered, 
injecting a note of innocent nonchalance to his tone. He scanned the titles thinking he might be able 
to guide Jeni toward a particular selection, rejecting the horror flicks, figuring he wouldn't be doing 
himself any favors. But the next thing he knew, Jeni was pulling a box open and inserting a disk into 
the player. 

He looked at the cover: Shrek. 
 Returning to the couch, he sighed. It could be worse.  
As Jeni began setting up some kind of girly toys on the hearth, Tyler drew his phone from 

his pocket, even though he knew it would be tortuous to see his friends' snowboarding pictures.  
"Cut it out." 
Tyler glanced up to see if Jeni's dolls were arguing over clothes, but his cousin had her back 

to him, hunched over while she set up a small table and chairs on the stone. Rolling his eyes, he 
went back to his phone. 

"Tyler!" Her voice was louder, and aggravated. "Cut. It. Out." 
Lowering his phone, he met his cousin's over-the-shoulder glare. "What's your problem?" 
"What's your problem?" she retorted. "Stop knocking my stuff down." 
"I'm across the room, dummy. I can't even reach your stuff from here." 
"Well, you're blowing it down or something." Jeni returned to her methodical process of 

righting the fallen furniture. 
"Maybe you're just breathing too heavy." Sarcasm tinged his words. Dammit. His friends 

were having a great time shreddin' the gnar while he was stuck here babysitting and getting grief for 
something he wasn't doing. Complete bullcrap. 

At the clatter of plastic on stone, Jeni twisted to face him, her eyes narrowed and her jaw 
tensed as she clenched her teeth. 

"I'm not doing anything!" Tyler protested, plunking his phone on the coffee table. He stood 
and moved to the fireplace. "Maybe the damper was left open," he grumbled. But as he kneeled next 
to Jeni, he could see that her toppled furniture had fallen toward the fireplace. Frowning, he took 
the key and checked the flue anyway, unsurprised to find it closed. 

Instead of returning to the couch behind his cousin, he sat in the chair to her left. "Here. I'll 
sit where you can see me. There must be a draft coming from somewhere." 

Jeni pressed her lips into a straight line and studied him skeptically, then moved from her 
knees to sit cross-legged. He noticed she'd also rotated slightly in his direction. 

Crossing his arms over his stomach, Tyler directed his attention to the television screen, but 
his gaze soon wandered to the fireplace wall, scanning it corner to corner. The house was closed up 
tight for winter. How could there be a draft? 

Suddenly Jeni looked up. "Just because you don't like them doesn't make them stupid." 
Taken by surprise, Tyler just blinked at her. 
"And you sound like an idiot using that baby voice." 
Tyler's mouth fell open. "I didn't say anything!" Ignoring the prickle of hairs standing up on 

the back of his neck, he concentrated instead on his exasperation. 
"Yes, you did. You said they were stupid girl toys." 
Although conscious thought insisted that his cousin was wacky, Tyler's heartbeat thrummed 

in his ears and his muscles tensed. It was all he could do to remain seated in the chair. As Jeni 
returned her attention to her dolls, he admonished himself for being a wuss. 
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"Do you want some chips or something?" The words were out before he'd consciously 
thought about asking the question.  

Jeni shook her head without looking up. "I'm still full from dinner." 
Unable to sit any longer, Tyler rose. He'd get a glass of water. Maybe just moving around 

would shake off the creeps. Then an idea struck him. "Wanna see one of my toys?" 
"I've seen your snowboard." 
"That's not what I'm talking about. Come on." He motioned with his hand. "I'll show you." 
Suspicion clouded her gaze. "I'm not a little girl anymore, Tyler. I'm not falling for your 

tricks." 
He nearly laughed at that—because she was still a little girl. Instead he lifted his eyebrows 

slightly and met her skeptical green eyes with an unwavering stare. "It's not a trick. And it's not 
something I'd show a little girl." 

His ploy worked like a charm. Once she saw the airsoft gun, she forgot about her dolls. 
Turned out her dad had one at home that he'd taught Jeni how to shoot. Even though the 
uninsulated closed-in porch was chilly, she willingly donned her coat to shoot the gun. They were 
still plucking away at targets when their parents returned. 

 

 
 
The next morning, the rich aroma of roasting turkey roused Tyler. He remained still for a 

moment, content to take in the thump of cupboard doors, clatter of pans and murmur of voices 
coming from the kitchen. His room was bright with mid-morning light leaking from the edges of his 
curtains and he mentally berated himself for his irrational behavior the night before.  

Then he put the incident out of mind until Jeni brought it up at breakfast when he harassed 
her for taking forever to butter her toast. "At least I don't entertain myself by knocking over other 
people's stuff." 

He laughed. She wasn't very good with comebacks, which made teasing her even more fun. 
But his mom interjected. "Really?" She tilted her chin down and regarded him with raised eyebrows. 
"I leave you in charge and you act like a six-year-old?" 

"I didn't do it. I swear! I was on the couch across the room." 
"Did you know when he was little, Tyler used to blame things on his imaginary friend?" his 

mom said to Jeni, shooting a flippant glance in his direction. 
Jeni giggled and Tyler shook his head. "Gee. Thanks, Mom." With an indifferent shrug, he 

stalked off to retrieve folding chairs from the basement. Sifting through childhood memories, he 
discovered he had no real recollection of his imaginary friend, only the stories his parents told. 

 Soon the house was full of relatives and the starchy smell of potatoes, along with sage and 
brown onions, mingled with the turkey. Multiple conversations and stories pushed the odd 
occurrence with Jeni from his mind.  

Friday, Tyler met his buddies at Pine Ridge, and after a couple hours of riding, managed a 
brief conversation with Raina. The pink spots on her cheeks told him his plan was on track. Next 
time he saw her he'd ask her out. 

On Saturday, he took the inevitable trip with his parents and Jeni's family to his great-
grandma's house. Bored while the adults yammered on about who was going to take what, Tyler 
found a rubber band and zinged it at Jeni, hitting her in the knee. When she looked up with a 
venomous glare, he expected her to run to her mom, but instead she retrieved the rubber band and 
returned fire. As the battle ensued, more rubber bands were added to their arsenal and after Aunt 
Becca got caught in the crossfire their parents told them to knock it off. Eventually, they packed 
some things into the car for the ride back to Michigan the next day. 
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That night, everyone had trickled off to bed leaving Tyler's mom in the kitchen with Aunt 
Becca. Watching TV in bed, Tyler decided to run downstairs to the bathroom before he fell asleep. 
The women's voices floated up the stairwell and he paused in the hallway when he heard his mom 
say "this book of ghost stories." 

"...our street but it didn't mention the house number. I remembered how Tyler used to chat 
to his invisible friend and then I had to know. I already knew the original house that was here had 
burned down, leaving only the stone fireplace. But I didn't know if anyone died in the fire, so I went 
to the library to look up the story."  

Tyler heard the rustle of paper and then Aunt Becca's sharp intake of breath. "Holy cow. Do 
you think Tyler was talking to the ghost of this little boy?" 

"I don't know. But they say kids are more likely to see ghosts." 
"I've heard that too. Because they're still open-minded. They haven't been told there's no 

such thing." 
"Not only that, but I did a little more research and found out that kids physically see a lower 

spectrum of light—like the UV range where ghost hunters say the ghosts hang out." 
"Okay, that's creepy!" Aunt Becca said in a low voice."I'm glad I'm not sleeping alone 

tonight." 
"Don't worry, you're too old to see ghosts anyway," Tyler's mom teased. 
Aunt Becca laughed. "Gee thanks. That's comforting." The scrape of wood on linoleum 

evidenced that the women were getting up from their chairs.  
Tyler took a step backward as his mom said, "I think I'll be asleep before my head hits the 

pillow." 
Their conversation turned to plans for breakfast in the morning and the departure time for 

the Michiganders. Not wanting to get caught eavesdropping, Tyler retreated to his room. He heard 
the toilet flush, a hushed "good-night" and then the creak of the stairs. He waited a few minutes and 
then crept downstairs. 

Curious, he flipped on the light in the kitchen and scanned the countertops for the book of 
ghost stories. Not finding it, he continued to the bathroom, but just outside the kitchen door he 
spotted his mom's laptop perched on a stack of papers on the small desk. Sure enough, the book 
was under the computer. Thinking he'd take it to his room to flip through, he picked the book up 
and a few folded pages fluttered to the floor. 

Retrieving them, he went to the kitchen and flattened the pages on the counter. His mom 
had copied an old newspaper article. HOUSE FIRE CLAIMS ONE, the headline read. In the grainy 
black and white photo, Tyler hardly recognized the house next door, but the text clearly stated the 
address of the pile of charred rubble—his address. Standing stubbornly in the midst of the debris 
was the stone fireplace.  

Scanning the article, Tyler learned that an eight-year-old boy had, indeed, perished in the fire. 
He was found with his favorite toy truck clutched in his hands. His mother was sure he'd been 
playing outside when the fire started and authorities speculated that the boy might have gone inside 
to retrieve the truck.  

A small picture inserted near the end of the article sent a shiver down Tyler's spine. The little 
boy looked vaguely familiar. 

Uncomfortable, and wishing he wouldn't have snooped around, Tyler folded the page only 
to reveal another article about children and ghosts. Unsure if it would make things better or worse, 
he began reading. Included were the same basic theories his mom and Aunt Becca had mentioned 
along with other explanations and variations of physic and spiritual abilities. 
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What Tyler got out of the article was that, as a toddler, his invisible friend might have been a 
ghost (might being the key word). But as his brain matured and he rejected the idea, he no longer saw 
his "friend." 

Back in bed, Tyler stared at the TV screen, his thoughts on the incident with Jeni a few days 
ago. Assuming his invisible friend was the ghost of this little boy—and Tyler was far from accepting 
that theory—could it have been the same ghost messing with his cousin? She'd mentioned a childish 
voice and a disdain for girl's toys. Yet obviously she didn't see anything or she wouldn't have blamed 
everything on Tyler. And according to the article, she was too old to see the spiritual UV spectrum.  

Of course the experts also maintained that some people never lost their ability to connect 
with the spirit world. Maybe Jeni was freaky like that. He snorted, thinking about how those psychic 
specialists would love to study his cousin.  

Tired, he rolled over, leaving the TV on.  
He razzed Jeni all the time. She expected it. She'd probably manifested a self-fulfilling 

prophecy, knocking down her own stuff and thinking she heard voices. But even as Tyler's brain 
tried to rationalize an explanation, his gut rejected it.  

He rolled to his other side. Whatever. Jeni wasn't his problem. 
The bottom line was that his early childhood experiences were behind him. As long as he 

continued to mentally deny any existence of paranormal entities, they would stay out of his 
cognizance.  

He'd believe and accept only his current plane of existence.  
With that thought firmly in place, he closed his eyes and drifted to sleep. 
 

 

 

The characters in this story are from Barbara Pietron's urban 
fantasy novel, Thunderstone, Book One of the Legacy in Legend 
series. A prequel to Thunderstone, Heart of Ice, is available in e-book 
format and Book Two of the Legacy in Legend series is slated for 
fall of 2016. Look for Barbara's newest novel, Soulshifter, in 
November 2015. You can visit Barbara's website at 
www.barbarapietron.com and follow her on Facebook and 
Instagram. 

 
  

http://www.barbarapietron.com/
http://www.facebook.com/barbara.pietron.19
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PACIFIC 
BY GREG HICKEY 

 
 

The sun rose behind a bank of receding storm clouds over the beach at Brisbane, now littered with 

palm fronds and driftwood. As the early tide rolled in, I noticed something floating upon the 
rippling waves, and when it had drifted to my feet, I recognized it as a long green bottle stopped 
with a cork. I removed the cork and wormed my finger down the neck to pull out a roll of slightly 
dampened papers. The heading at the top of the first page read, “Herein lies the complete and 
truthful account of John William Charles, Director of the London Merchant Company, written 
aboard the H.M.S. Ascension and describing the events following the shipwreck of the H.M.S. 
Bonaventure.” There were five handwritten pages altogether, and I turned my attention to the first and 
began to read: 

 
“The tiny island was little more than a large sand dune, pushed up from the vast depths of 

the ocean and as yet unconquered by erosion and the slow passage of time. It was scarcely forty feet 
in diameter, and there was no fresh water and no beast that could be made food—though as I lacked 
any tool with which to hunt, this fact was somewhat less disheartening. There was no vegetation, not 
even a single solitary palm tree, and I had no provisions of my own, nor could I spot any sign of the 
Bonaventure’s wreckage casting about from which I might gather some supplies. There was nothing 
but sand, and I could not help but imagine myself trapped in some immense hourglass as I saw my 
prospects for survival slowly dying away.  
 “The regal blue waters spread out at my fingertips, extending in all directions as far as my 
eye could see, not cut off at the horizon but stretching parallel to the milky sky in an infinite race to 
the edge of the world. I do not say the ‘edge of the Earth,’ for at that moment I could not truly say 
whether I gazed upon the Pacific Ocean or some unearthly sea, so great was my isolation. I might 
have been standing in a painting, for the sounds of the sea—the screeching gulls, swirling winds, 
even the softly rolling waves—were conspicuously absent. The tide lapped upon the tiny shore with 
no more noise than a kitten sipping cream from a saucer, and even my own wildly feverish screams 
were drowned out by that supreme desolation so that not a whisper of an echo returned to me. I 
was prepared to cast myself down into the dust and wait out the rest of my days in tortured sleep, 
when I spotted what seemed a low cloud upon the far distant horizon. Straining my eyes against the 
fierce sunlight, I glimpsed a thin band of muted green between the two blues of the sea and the sky 
and prayed that I was seeing more than a mirage or a reflection. 
 “From the embers of my dying will there burst a small flame of hope, which faded quickly as 
the realization of my immense distance from that verdant landscape overtook me. I slumped to the 
sand and sat hugging my knees to my chest and staring at the lush, faraway greenery. It was a cruel 
twist of fate that I should see my escape but know that I could never reach it. A choice was now 
presented to me: to sit upon my own sea-bound heap of sand and watch that distant emerald 
temptress slowly fade away before my darkening eyes, or to strike out on an impossible journey, 
during which I would surely perish from hunger, thirst or exhaustion. Seized by a bitter defiance, I 
tore my drenched and shredded garments from my body and plunged headlong into the cool waters, 
my strokes tearing at the sea with a ferocity born of fruitless desperation and angry resignation to my 
final fate. 
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 “It had been my lifelong dream to become a sailor. When I was fifteen, I left my home and 
my family—my father was a banker, my mother an heiress—and enrolled at the Royal Merchant 
Naval Academy in Dover. Following two years of academic instruction in all manners of seafaring 
knowledge, I trained for another two years aboard the ships of the Academy, during which time I 
enjoyed a freedom greater than any I could have imagined possible for a mere human. I watched the 
sun rise and set over the shimmering sea every day, felt the wind in my face as the ship skimmed 
across the water with her sails full, and tasted the cool salty spray of the ocean. I sailed across the 
Seven Seas, from the Far East to the Americas, seeing with my own eyes the wondrous lands I had 
once only dreamed of. It is impossible to accurately describe my feelings during this time to one 
who has never experienced the joy of ocean-faring life, other than to simply say that I was being, 
that I was going, that in the crisp breeze and salt air and bluest blue water was life itself, a great 
cerulean cloak of finest silk that I had only to peel away to glimpse the whole wondrous mystery of 
everything. 

“My mother and father reluctantly attended my graduation from the Academy—the first 
time I had seen them in four years—and when the brief ceremony was complete, my father inquired 
as to what I now planned to do with myself. I replied that I had decided to join the crew of the 
merchant vessel H.M.S. Gilwell, bound ten days hence for the West Indies. This greatly enraged my 
father. ‘No son of mine will ever become a worthless pirate,’ he told me, and the following morning 
I received a letter from the captain of the Gilwell informing me that my services were no longer 
required. Apparently, my father had paid the man to refuse the position which he himself had 
promised me only days earlier. Instead, my father sent me away to business school in London, where 
I would earn ‘a title more worthy of a man of my upbringing.’ I remained at the school for three 
years under the watchful eye of my father’s influence, and the sweet smell of the sea faded from my 
memory, until there was only a shadow of a dream hidden somewhere in the depths of my mind. 
Yet perhaps it was this long-lost fantasy that stirred me to accept a position as a clerk for the 
London Merchant Company upon my graduation. 

“I soon worked my way up the ranks of the Company. In two years I was an accountant. 
Five years later I became Assistant Director. Soon I would become Director of the Company. With 
each new promotion I felt the fleeting triumph of another goal accomplished, another challenge 
met, but at each turn this momentary elation soon evaporated into a great chasm of emptiness. 
Often, I felt as though lost within an immense, dark forest, and though I strove to discover the 
nameless light I sensed lay beyond the dense foliage, I seemed to find myself walking in circles. Each 
tree was identical to all the others, and like rows upon rows of great prison bars, the forest appeared 
to stretch on forever. Yet always I felt the faint presence of that shadowy beacon of a hope or a 
dream or a power, though over time I came more and more to believe I was surrounded only by the 
trees and nothing more. 

 
“When the sun drifted below the horizon, I rested, floating on my back. It had been many 

years since I had seen the stars so clearly, for England is constantly enshrouded in a heavy cloak of 
fog, a great suffocating presence that leans with a damp heaviness upon the people and the land. But 
out here the stars were strewn brilliantly across the night sky, diamond seeds growing in the empty, 
black field of the heavens. The waves murmured softly and rhythmically about my head. Theirs was 
the only sound I could hear, and the relative silence was at once enchanting and hollow.  

“There is something both empowering and humbling about the night sea. At first it fills a 
man with awe for the immense and mysterious beauty of Nature, and he feels that splendor coursing 
through his body with a surge of lightening that makes him reach out his arms as far as he can, 
believing wholeheartedly in that moment that he can touch the stars. Yet on that night, the 
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boundless sky and wide ocean made me feel small. For as far as I could stretch my arms, I could not 
touch the distant shore I so desperately longed to reach, nor could I find a single shred of hope. 

 
“Soon the old Director was nearing retirement and was expected to name his successor. As 

Assistant Director, I was poised to accept this position, but there was a growing rumor of another 
man named Jameson, a merchant who directed the Company’s trade in the Americas. Certainly this 
Jameson had the advantage of experience—he was twelve years my elder and had held positions 
with the Company in many ports across the seas—but I doubted whether he could match my 
business sensibilities or my firm hold on the ear of the Director. Thus, I was fairly confident of a 
final and culminating promotion. 
 “When I was informed I would not be appointed to the position, I was filled with a terrible 
and murderous rage. I scarcely managed to hold my senses long enough to drag myself from the 
office and find the nearest tavern, whereupon I attempted to drown years of frustration and grief 
with several pints of ale. The cruel irony of this injustice was nearly unbearable, for I perceived 
through my inebriated haze the mocking laughter of my failure, a failure exacerbated by the 
knowledge that I had been unsuccessful at a pursuit I had never desired, yet one which had 
nonetheless consumed my entire life. Now I was left with nothing, not a career, not a future, not 
even a dream, and my utter despair was further compounded by the knowledge that these 
revelations of drunken clarity would be gone when I awoke the next morning, and I would again be 
left with that inexplicable hollowness. 
 “It was all I could do the next morning to stumble out of my bed and into the office, drawn 
by a vague compulsion I could not grasp. The Company was in complete disarray. People milled 
about in total confusion, the office simmering with frantic and anxious talk of some recent tragedy. I 
managed to grab a secretary and shake from her the gloriously grim news of the new Director’s 
death during the previous night. ‘Mr. Jameson has been murdered!’ she sobbed. ‘Or so the police 
believe. Can you imagine? And just after he had been promoted to Director.’ Apparently the fellow 
had arrived in London in anticipation of his promotion and had been stabbed to death the previous 
night by a drunken criminal looking to rob him in the darkened streets.  

“Of course, I was soon named the next Director of the Company, and my initial elation was 
greater than any I had experienced before, as I had naturally forgotten my thoughts of the previous 
night. Within a month the old Director had retired, and I accepted my new position at the top of the 
Company and the pinnacle of my dreamless life. Perhaps it was my old boyhood memories or a hazy 
recollection of my confused revelations on the night of Jameson’s demise, or perhaps a fear of 
facing the inevitable void of emotion I was certain would follow close on the heels of my fleeting 
exhilaration, which drove me to my first action as Director. I decided to leave the office for the first 
extended period in many years in order to inspect the Company’s holdings overseas, and soon I 
found myself aboard the H.M.S. Bonaventure en route to the Company’s outpost in New Zealand. 
 
 “The sun rose on my left on the morning of the second day of my laborious trek, the long 
beams of light dancing in the gentle waves. As the night’s shadows lifted, I looked with absolute 
horror on the distant shoreline. I was certain I had swum the entire night in perfect alignment with 
my destination, for I kept the North Star ever at my back, but I now realized that the island before 
me was either a treacherous mirage or nearly twice the distance I had estimated, as it seemed no 
closer now than it had at sunset. It dawned on me that I was destined to play the role of Sisyphus 
for all eternity, paddling feebly in that infinite sea until I sunk into the depths from utter exhaustion 
of body and spirit. With that insight, I was overcome by fatigue and I felt myself drawn, not against 
my will, into sapphire darkness. The sun shimmered above the waves, a hazy white orb that was not 
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a light but a phantom. My lungs burned as my body drifted downward, and I relaxed my lips and 
drew in a last breath of the salty water.  
 “The sensation of that cold liquid against my warm throat and lungs was a shock to my 
system, and I was jolted into sudden and painful awareness as if by a blow to the face. I began to 
flail desperately against my heavy restraints, coughing and retching even before I reached the 
surface. When the film broke against my crown, I bathed in the glorious warmth of sunlight, and 
with that healing hand against my chest, the vile liquid was exorcised from my innards. I floated on 
my back for some time, my body and my soul as empty as my surroundings. I lay there helpless, 
unable to live and unable to die, and let the tides carry me at their will. 
 “I could not find the courage to drown myself then, and I knew instinctively that I would 
never find it. Yet I did not wish to drift listlessly upon the waves either, to feel my skin scorched 
under the harsh sun, the fluids drawn from my body and the walls of my stomach sucked together, 
until at long last I mercifully expired. Knowing the complete futility of any action, I turned over and 
swam. For the first time in my life, I pressed on. My strokes were slow and weary, and I could 
scarcely make out the form of my never-to-be-reached final destination through eyes half-blinded by 
salt and sun, but I continued to pull myself through the great waters of the Pacific. Soon the sun was 
setting on my right. I swam on through the dusk, beyond the pains of hunger and thirst and 
exhaustion—all of which had faded into a general numbness—beyond joy and fear and dream and 
doubt. Clouds rolled in and covered the moon and the stars so that I could not see the distant land 
any longer. I did not expect to survive the night, but I was beyond that concern as well. I swam on 
in a world of darkness and I realized at long last that my struggle was enough.” 
 
 There was nothing more. As I raised my head from the papers, the winds rushed in across 
the lonesome beach and stung my bare skin with sand. The tide crashed against the shoreline in a 
violent mass of white foam that surged across the sand like a wild barbarian horde, then stopped and 
receded and flowed back out to sea, leaving only a dark stain upon the beach to tell of its passing. 
 
 

 

Greg Hickey is the author of the dystopian fiction novel Our Dried 
Voices, a Finalist for the 2014 INDIEFAB Science Fiction Book of 
the Year, and writer of the award-winning screenplay Vita. His 
second novel, The Friar’s Lantern is forthcoming. He lives in 
Chicago with his wife, Lindsay. To read more of his work and 
receive his bimonthly newsletter, visit his website 
www.greghickeywrites.com. 
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RIGHT HAND TO THE RIGHT WALL 
BY MOLLEEN ZWIKER 

 
 

The skinniest of the hipbone girls tilts her bag of pretzels towards me.  "Feed a lecture, starve a 

test," she says around a mouthful.  She's quoting the Church Lady from Caro, who'd made that quip 
after the professor suggested fasting as a means to improve our collectively miserable test grades.  
I shake my head at Hipbone Girl, lifting the bag of raw almonds I've brought for the first two 
breaks.  For the last break I've brought an apple, as usual.  She'd commented on that in lab last 
week.  "You must be an apple-a-day kind of girl," she'd said.  "Yeah," I'd told her, "raw fruits, raw 
vegetables, nuts and seeds and all the chocolate I can cram in.  Chocolate does boost the immune 
system, ya know."  She'd laughed, as I meant her to, but I was only partly kidding.  I've never seen 
such a hungry class. 

At any given moment someone is munching something but it is most likely to be one of the 
hipbone girls and of them it is most likely to be the skinniest one, who is also the friendliest.  There 
are three of them, in varying degrees of apparent starvation.  One day, returning on break from a 
trip to the toilet, I came across the three of them comparing hipbone extension.  They've been the 
hipbone girls ever since.  Even though this is, like the hungriest, the friendliest class I've ever taken, 
it is a superficial kind of friendliness and I've only learned one name- Sally-the woman I carpool 
with.  Tina I knew before, from Tutoring Writing last fall. 

When I registered for this last straggly class, I was embarrassed to be taking a freshman 
biology class and a little ashamed to have delayed it so long.  But taking it during a compressed five-
and-a-half week summer term would, I figured, at least get it over with quickly.  It was a relief to 
find myself with fourteen other people who had also put it off until last, or nearly last, and who 
dreaded it as much as I. 

Tina, working on a bag of Fritos from the vending machine, joins us in the hall.  She tilts the 
bag briefly towards us but we, mouths full, shake our heads and lift our respective snacks as 
explanation.  Between bites she says to me, "I'm impressed.  You said science was your weakest 
subject next to math, but you knew all that stuff." 

All that stuff was the word coleus, for the foliage plant that has colorful leaves and the word 
curare, for a poison that is plant-based.  But I've already forgotten the professor's point about the 
curare, what it does that makes it work.  I hope it is in my notes, hope part of my brain was 
functioning even as I daydreamed. 

"Coleus is a plant I've managed to kill many times, without even trying, and curare was on a 
test I took a long time ago," I tell her. But I don't tell her the test was one I took at ten or eleven.  
My brothers and I watched every scary movie we could tune in: Shock Theatre, Twilight Zone, all 
the coffiny, cobwebby, skeletony television shows that came on late on Saturday nights.  Every so 
often my older brother would test us on our acquired knowledge of exotic weapons, rare poisons 
and arcane rites.  We had to know the distinguishing characteristics of the various monsters as well 
as the respective methods of destroying them, if any.  This sudden memory, in the middle of a 
lecture on the plant kingdom, brings with it two related insights, neither of which, I am sure, will be 
on the exam Monday morning. 

From the moment he walked into our first lecture, I have struggled against an antipathy 
toward the professor that seemed completely without reason.  But now I see how much he 
resembles my older brother if my older brother lost 75 pounds and got the psychiatric help he still 
needs.  Even the professor's habit of lifting his glasses off his nose as if to defog them and his 
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repetitive "you see" during lectures are Bill-like.  His knowledge of odd facts-like how a planaria, 
taught to do tricks like finding its way through a maze, then chopped up and fed to other planarias 
somehow imparts those learned tricks to its feeders- all remind me of my older brother, the brother 
of my nightmares and my rage. 

Remembering those early tests, written in frog's blood with a fountain pen, make me realize 
that somewhere there lurk childhood memories without pain or fear or anger.  Before my breasts 
developed, before my periods began, I was just his little sister and the horror he taught was 
objective, was about zombies and kisses and curare, not about jamming a chair under my doorknob 
at night and keeping carefully out of his arm's reach during the day.  I am so surprised to have a 
memory of Bill without revulsion that I forget to make notes about the branching off between 
protostomes and deuterostomes, but write in the margin the prof's melodramatic intonation "The 
Fate of the Blastopore" along with my own comment "neat title."  Sudden laughter and faces turned 
toward me inform me I must have said this aloud.  His next comment is muted by inner static as my 
voices laugh or scold or egg me on.  Only one, the one I call Sam, is truly disapproving.  She wants 
me to stop with the jokes I hide behind, to pay attention, to be taken seriously.  The professor is still 
talking about the fate of the blastopore, something about the determination of a mouth or an anus. 
Risking Sam's wrath I smart-ass, "Some of us have never learned the difference."  The professor 
laughs along with the rest of the class and I reach for the bag of shelled pistachios that I keep in my 
book bag as he continues, "It's about digestion." 

In the margin of my notebook I print "proto=first, deutero=second, stome=mouth."  This 
is the secret I don't tell Tina, how I sometimes know words the professor asks about.  It is the only 
way I know to grasp a concept that is alien to me: take the word apart, identify its component parts 
and then put the parts back together.  Unfortunately this is not the way the tests are constructed, but 
without this technique I could not even hope for that solid passing grade of C that I'm carrying in 
here which I need to graduate or risk having to repeat this class.  I don't need notes to remind me of 
neat stuff like the planarias, or how turtles breathe through cloacal gills located on their anuses 
which distend during hibernation in the mud at the bottoms of ponds, or that most amphibians and 
reptiles have three-chambered hearts but crocodiles and probably dinosaurs had four-chambered 
hearts like birds and mammals.  Sometimes I ask the professor the etymology of a word; sometimes 
he knows, sometimes he tells me to find out and report back.  When I do this, I write it on the 
board complete with slash marks.  I'm hoping my trick will help other students survive this class and 
also that the prof will see that I am truly interested, am engaged, despite test grades that seem to say 
otherwise.  I do read the text assignments, twice, but the things that fascinate me do not match his 
teaching agenda.   

From the tree in our back yard, I bring in a leaf covered with disfigurations like deep, hollow 
warts, and he identifies it: a hackberry tree, this fungus affects only this particular tree; it will not 
spread, will not kill the tree, and the hackberries themselves are edible.  I tell him that when the 
leaves fall in autumn and cover the driveway, driving over them sounds like driving over sheets of 
packing poppers.  This won't be on the test, I know, but I spend a lot of class time wondering how 
to get the courage to try a hackberry. 

Bill would. Bill would try anything. He made sassafras tea in the woods over a campfire and 
made us drink it.  I was sure it was poison, that it would kill us but preferred that to defying Bill.  It 
was good, and we didn't get sick or even die.  Bill knew stuff that was interesting, if useless, like how 
your foot is as long as you forearm, wrist to elbow, and if you lay your thumb flat against your 
forefinger with your fingers held straight out, the remaining distance to the tip of your forefinger is 
the length of your nose, and that your height is equal to the distance between middle fingers with 
your arms outstretched, and the way not to get lost in a maze is to keep your right hand to the right 
wall.  I never knew if he was telling us the truth, never trusted his truths, but keep the right hand 
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thing in mind when in unfamiliar territory. 
The Church Lady from Caro methodically sucks the chocolate off a Milky Way, handling the 

remainder with genteel upraised fingers as she discusses graduate school options with Baja and the 
Cobra. Although I'm dying in the heat in shorts and T-shirt, Baja always wears one of those coarsely 
woven shirt-jackets he must have a dozen of, and the Cobra wears her hair in an elaborately 
constructed hood around her face.   

"I have to go to Central, or to State," says the Church Lady, "I have five kids at home and 
can't possibly move." 

"I'm going home to Arizona," says Baja, "I can't stand this cold." 
"I've picked out three in California that I'm applying to," says the Cobra. 
Baja says, "Aren't you worried about earthquakes?" 
"Hell no," says Cobra, "I've been married three times; I ain't afraid of no earthquake." 
Eavesdropping is another interest of mine, closely related to my minor in communication, 

and I think this is the end of their conversation, begin to tune in one on my left when Church Lady 
lowers her voice, so I change my mind and refocus on them. 

"I'm going through a divorce.  My husband decided he just didn't want to be married 
anymore.  That's what he told everyone, anyway.  There's more to it, but I've never told anyone at 
the church.  Everyone there blames me because they don't know the whole story.  They wouldn't 
want to know anyway, believe me, wouldn't want to know that about their pastor.  He left and I 
stayed, but it's me they blame." 

For the rest of the class session, I invent secrets for her ex: he's pilfered from the offering 
plates for years and left her to save the family from humiliation when the elders discover the theft; 
he has been doing the organist in the choir loft and now she's pregnant, so he's leaving his wife and 
five other kids to do right by her by abandoning the others; he's gay and tired of preaching on 
Sunday against what he sneaks out for on Saturday nights; he's just discovered his Jewish roots and 
is converting.  And I miss the stuff on counting chipmunks in a specified area to estimate chipmunk 
populations in general.  There was something about a problem with the testing method but all I've 
written in my notes is that some chipmunks are trap-shy and some are trap-happy. 

On the way home, I ask Sally for copies of her notes.  This is carpooling in the sense that we 
drive together, but we use only her van because she has air and she won't accept any money for gas. 
I tried leaving a five tucked into the seat once, but it turned up in my textbook.  Sally is also 35 had 
has put off college until now, so we have that in common, as well as a twisted upbringing and a 
determination to survive our families of origin.  One day early into the term, as she drove east along 
M81, she blurted out that in 35 years she has never seen her mother sober and that the kindest name 
she's ever been called is "worthless."  

So we began our ritual of disclosure, with unspoken but mutually understood rules.  Neither 
of us speaks of anything more personal than homework for the first ten minutes of our ride but then 
a door clicks open and one or the other begins.  Her mother cannot see anything right; my father 
cannot see anything wrong.  

Last time he called, he waxed nostalgic about photographs of us kids when small.  "Oh, Sis, 
Honey, I wish you could see these three shining happy little faces," he said.  "These are from 
Christmas at your grandmother's.  On Southern Avenue, remember?  Before your grandfather died." 
And I went, "Uh huh."  I've seen those pictures, have copies of them, but what's the point of saying 
that what he sees as happiness I see as the grin of an idiot who is destined for dipsomania, the 
grimace of a demon-in-training who has just been inspired to yet another form of entertainment 
involving an eight-week-old kitten and a straightened-out coathanger, and a lost child who is 
dutifully smiling because she has been told to. 

"It was such a long time ago," is what my stepmother says, "Why don't you just forget about 
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it?"  As if I haven't tried.  And tried.  And tried.  But as soon as I think I have succeeded, then it all 
remembers me.  It hunts me down in the middle of the night and wakes me up screaming when only 
the cat has opened my bedroom door, has settled beside me.  It springs on me all intact whenever 
anything startles me, leaps out at me or moves suddenly at the periphery of my vision. 

"I wish they could do psychic surgery on me, cut it out like a cyst." I tell Sally as we pull into 
my driveway.  "I'm sick of being afraid, of hating, sick of resentment.  I'm sick of being sick of being 
sick."  I glance at her sideways but she looks straight ahead, her jaw set like mine is most of the time.   

"I know, she says," I know.  But we're going to win.  Somehow.  Somehow."  She hands me 
my mini-rice cakes and I get out of her van, sure she is wrong.   

My brother is why I kept my married name after the divorce.  If Bill ever does go up the bell 
tower or onto the overpass with one or another of his weapons, he won't take me down with him by 
association.  I'm not even listed although I have rehearsed what I will say if the media finds me 
anyway.  None of that cowardly "No comment" stuff for me or the lies about "Never imagined he 
could do such a thing."  I'll look their damn cameras right in the lens and say, "This was inevitable; 
I'm surprised only it took him so long to snap." 

Tonight I have to research Lesch-Nahan syndrome, a chromosomal disorder.  I am the only 
one that the professor tells to do these things but I know it is because I am the only one who asks.  I 
ask about something that I want to know more about, then he tells me to look it up and report back.  
I should have negotiated for extra credit. God knows I need it, but I do it anyway because it 
interests me, like the words I break down on the board.  Lesch-Nahan syndrome is exhibited by 
mental retardation and compulsive self-mutilation.  And I look up the Greek prefixes of each phase 
of mitosis: pro=before, meta=between, ana=apart or separate, telo=final. 

As I close my books, the phone rings. My stepmom says, "We're coming up just to, um, 
supervise pulling the boat off the water and, um, having it trailered down here.  Your father thinks it 
will sell better down here and, um, if it doesn't sell right away we have someone to captain it for 
charters, so, um, we'll see you in two days if you can put us up for a night or so and we want to see 
my cousins, too, and by the way -- 
yourbrotherishereshoweduplastnightdidn'texpecthimbutyouknowwe. Can't. 
Leave.Him.Here.Alone.In.Our.House. So we'll see you Wednesday. Bye now." 

And I make silent gapes at the phone, like a fish, like a two-chamber-hearted ichtyosaur.  
There is nothing for me to say that anyone can hear because I am, again, mute, voiceless.  My 
feelings don't count and my thoughts don't count.  I am not visible.  And I am not able to call them 
back and say NO.  This is not a good time.  I don't need this right now.  I am finishing my 
Bachelor's and starting a new job and have the dowager empress of all ear infections which no 
antibiotic can touch. Pseudomonis, the doctor calls it, as in fake moan, I guess, and I may be 
flunking this class, may have to do it all over, Nat Sci 120, over and over and over and I'm 
splintering again.  Sam swears in my head, a full-blown all-inclusive blasphemy, but Sis calmly hangs 
up the phone and goes upstairs to put fresh sheets in the guest room. And to dust. 

Kassie is the lab assistant.  I like her, think she is cool, and she chuckles at my wisecracks, 
but none of this helps my lab grade.  Although Tina and I, as lab partners, were the first to 
reconstruct our chromosome puzzle, and Tina with her background in sports medicine, has a slight 
advantage over the other students, my lab grade is no better than my test grades.  The first time I 
used a microscope to view the cross-section of an elodia leaf, I was so stunned by its complex 
beauty I cried and had to leave the room.  Although deeply moved, I could only envision it as an 
exquisite painting or full-color print enlarged and hung on a wall of pure white painted brick, 
without a clue what I was supposed to be looking at. Tina and I had paramecium races and looked at 
scrapings of my ear infection encrustations instead of the assigned substances.  We pilfered 
formaldehyde-soaked starfish out of the trash as souvenirs.  We dissected chocolate-covered raisins 
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and balanced Skittles on glass rods used for stirring experiments.  We hurried through our 
assignments so we could play with the larger-than-life models of the human eye, of skin bristling 
with thick vinyl 'hair'.  Kassie had promised us an open lab on the day before our finals so we can 
review whatever sections of the course need reinforcing.  There is only one thing I want to do.  
Kassie lets me into the solarium with her key, then goes back to the lab to explain the mating habits 
of echinoderms to the hipbone girls and Mr. Fig Newton who seems to subsist on nothing else and 
offers them to others as eagerly as an addict craving company. 

My grade is shot and there is no point in trying now to save it, so I spend an hour and a half 
in the solarium, pruning dead leaves and stems from the neglected plants, rearranging them for more 
beneficial light and sweeping up the debris.  Some of the plants are like ones I have at home, others 
I have never met, but I talk to them like old friends as I work, at peace in the glass and brick 
incubator as if I were part of the process of photosynthesis.  While I work, my grades, my job, my 
ruined grade point average, my impending family reunion all dissipate.  My hands, my scissors are 
alone with my ear infection which is probably the cause of the "Waiting For Answers" theme from 
Jeopardy which runs over and over through my head. 

"The folks will be back tomorrow," says Bill, "they left me here so we can visit."  He has 
prepared a mountain of lunchmeat sandwiches on hot dog buns.  There are little dishes of relish, 
chopped onion, sauerkraut, mustard and catsup and barbecue sauce and mayonnaise.  There is a 
huge bowl of potato chips, the crinkled ones I don't like.  There is a bowl of chip dip, upended in a 
bowl and maintaining its shape.  It is all on the table, arranged as for company.  But I am not 
company.  He is company. My company.  He prepared food for me like it is his house and I am his 
guest.  Sis sits me down across the table from him and answers his polite questions with 
monosyllables.  All my other voices are silent; no one else is home.  Funny Girl cannot entertain us, 
the Princess is not here to graciously charm, Sulky has gone to her room and slammed the door 
shut.  Even Sam, my vindicator, my spine, my fist, is not home, gone to the gym to work out no 
doubt.  I am not here at all. I am erased.  Sis says, No thank, you, one is enough. Sis says, Yes, 
please.  Sis says thank you.  Sis dabs my mouth with her napkin and I stare at the mustard stain on 
the paper in her hand. 

After Bill eats his sixth or seventh sandwich he says, "Come here, Sis, I want to show you 
something."  He reaches into his knapsack and I know what it is going to be.  The only thing besides 
food that interests Bill is guns.  It will be another gun, the newest of his collection.  Something ugly 
and threatening, something dangerous.  And I know he feeds like planaria on the chopped-up 
revulsion I can't help but show every time he displays another gun.  All the threats, all the revenges 
he has sworn on girls who will not date him, on employers who will not hire him, on friends who do 
not come to the feasts he prepares, on teachers, on doctors, on neighbors, all the mumbled curses 
he spews out, all his life, all his aborted attempts at being human, all his lashings out at them, at us, 
his cruelties, his petty tyrannies, his viciousness, the corrosive nastiness of him, all his unhealthy 
appetites are brought up like battery acid vomit.  For the hundredth, thousandth time he thrusts a 
gun at me, this time butt forward. 

This time, I do not recoil, my right hand reaches for this dull blue-black solidity.  I test its 
weight, its balance, I stroke it appreciatively with my left hand.  I nod.  I put both hands together on 
the gun butt, cradle it there like an unnested baby bird, but a heavy one.  He has forgotten and I 
have forgotten until this moment that we both learned to shoot, we were both taught how to load, 
aim, fire.  Both learned to clean a gun, break it down and reassemble it.  It was our father's idea of 
family time and he never saw the gleam in my brother's eyes, the gleam of newly-hatched obsession. 

"Yes," I breathe, like a prayer, pure reverence, "Yes.  This is beautiful."  Slowly I raise the 
gun, right forefinger on the trigger. 

Arms extended, but elbows bent slightly, I aim first at the refrigerator over his left shoulder, 
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then slowly, so slowly, I move my aim left.  "Yes.  I could use one of these.  I surely could use one 
of these."  My head is lowered, all I see is the sight, the refrigerator over his shoulder, then his ear.  
My finger twitches, a corner of my mouth turns up in a quarter of a smile, just a quarter.  Then my 
hands move again, slowly.  I see his face now.  Bloated and white and terrified. He knows. Now he 
knows.  I know he has seen Sam in my face; it is Sam who holds this gun. He may think it is me, and 
I will never tell him otherwise.  He jumps up, knocking over his chair.  My chair.  He is in my 
kitchen. These are my chairs. 

"Jesus Christ," he says, "don't do that.  Don't point that at me.  What if it were loaded?" 
"Is it?" Sam asks, so innocently, so calmly, with deadly playfulness and using my voice.  So 

clever of her. 
"What do you think?" Bill whines, really it is like a whine, like a whimper.  "Do you think I 

would go around with a loaded gun?  Jesus Christ, Sis, do you think I am crazy?" 
But he doesn't reach for the gun, he just stands there wiping his hands on his pants pockets, 

clenching the fabric. 
"Give me the gun, Sis." 
But I don't, and neither does Sam, not until we look deeply into his eyes and see that it is 

over, all over.  Decades of intimidation.  Sam laughs carelessly and flips the gun to him through the 
air.  He catches it with both hands and sighs. Quickly he grabs his knapsack and scuttles up the stairs 
to the guest room, taking the Lord's name in vain the whole way. 

Sam pats Sis on the back and together they clear the table, scooping condiments back into 
their jars, doing the dishes.  I hear them talking about how arthro means jointed and pod means 
foot.  I am peering out from behind the bathroom door. 

The final exam is no worse nor better than the others.  Spiracles I know because when we 
were kids my brother Bill showed me you could kill insects with hairspray or talcum powder because 
it plugs up the holes in their backs, their trachea through which they breathe.  But the story 
problems on chromosomes simply throw me.  I am one of the first ones finished because I just 
calculate the probabilities on the multiple choice section.  Dropping my answer sheet on the 
professor's desk, I offer him one of my last two granola bars.  He accepts it and whispers, "Thanks, 
Word Woman.  Survive." 

Looking at my reflection in his glasses, I smile and unwrap my granola. 
*** 
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