
1

The Romance Issue

In this Issue:
Letter from the Editor………………………… 2  
Meet the staff…………………………………. 3  
Review of From Where I am Sitting………….. 4 
Review of Reluctant Guardian……………….. 5 
Review of Sessions with a Demon……………. 6 
Ask Ani……………………………………….. 7 
What Good Are Endings, Anyway?……………8  
Setting Boundaries to Remove Writing Blocks..9 

Romance by Another Name Smells as Sweet……10 
Purdy and Dork…………………………………..11 
“Bard of Barnsley” by Peter Nuckley……………12 
“In the Freezer” by Leo Otherland……………….15 
“The Ride Home” by Alloriana Matsourani…….. 24 
“Tern-U U-Turn” by Virginia Hayes……………. 32 
“Waterbound” by K.T. Seto………………………40

Vol. 1 | Issue 4



2

Letter from the Editor

I wanted to talk to you guys 
about something near and dear 
to my heart this issue. That is, 
mental health and writing.  

As creatives, I think we are 
especially susceptible to mental 
illness. Creativity seems to go 
hand in hand with mental 
illness. That being said, it’s 
super important to put your 
mental health first, before even 
your art. 

Sometimes our art can be an 
escape, a coping skill for dealing 
with whatever issues we are 
dealing with. Other times, it can 
be a burden, something we put 
too many expectations on. This 
can make it more of an 
obligation than a coping skill.  

The key here is to make sure 
your art isn’t impacting your 
mental health in a negative way. 
If you have unrealistic 
expectations, such as writing 
every day when you already 
hold a super busy schedule and 
have lots of other obligations 
such as school, work, parenting, 
caregiving, or other 
engagements, then your art can 
become a burden. You start 
beating yourself up when you 
don’t work on it, which makes 

your mental health 
worse.  

Keep your art fun 
and helpful. Take a 
break if you need to, no 
matter how long that 
break is. You will come 
back to it eventually and 
it will still be there, 
waiting.  

Stay healthy, keep 
working on your art 
when you can, and know 
that it’s okay to take a 
break if you need it. You 
are an artist whether you 
are making money from your 
art or not.  

There are some very 
exciting things happening 
behind the scenes at Write of 
Passion. 

For one thing, we are 
moving from just a literary 
journal to a full-blown 
publishing house sometime in 
the future. The team and I are 
still ironing out the details at the 
time of this being written, so the 
next issue should have a little 
more information.  

We are also planning to 
feature authors outside of the 

Creative Central Facebook group, so 
if you would like to be interviewed 
for one of our features, please email 
amber@writeofpassion.com for 
more information.  

I can’t wait to share this journey 
with you from literary journal to 
publishing company. Thanks for all 
of your support! 

As normal, you can find me 
under my pen name, Hayley Green, 
on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram 
at HayleyGAuthor and at 
hayleygauthor.com.  

You can also follow Write of 
Passion on Facebook and Twitter at 
writeofpassion1 and on Instagram at 
writeofpassion.  

See you next issue! 

By Allison Hinkle

http://www.facebook.com/hayleygauthor/
http://www.apple.com
http://www.instagram.com/HayleyGAuthor
http://hayleygauthor.com
http://www.apple.com
http://twitter.com/writeofpassion1
http://www.instagram.com/writeofpassion
http://www.facebook.com/hayleygauthor/
http://www.apple.com
http://www.instagram.com/HayleyGAuthor
http://hayleygauthor.com
http://www.apple.com
http://twitter.com/writeofpassion1
http://www.instagram.com/writeofpassion
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Meet the Staff 

Ashley Wong is a published author who writes YA fantasy from 
her home in Florida. She runs a blog called Clever & WTF with her 
sister, where they both share their fantasy and speculative fiction 
stories. When she is not writing, she spends time with her husband and 
her rescue dog, Amy. Ashley is a coffee addict with a fondness for 
cupcakes. While she uses her passion for justice as a victim advocate, 
she also enjoys writing daring female characters who fight against 
injustice in their own world. Be sure to connect with her on Facebook 
at www.facebook.com/ashleykaywong and check out her blog at 
cleverandwtf.wordpress.com. 

Avery was born in Portland, OR, and practically grew up 
reading. At seven she stumbled on a Stephen King novel, Pet 
Cemetery, and was hooked. After that, she consumed sometimes 
two or more novels a week in all sorts of genres. At nine, Avery 
knew she wanted to write for a living. Life got in the way—as it 
tends to do—and though many bumps in the road derailed her, she 
is back to working towards her dreams. Working with the 
wonderful people of Creative Central, Balance of Seven, and Write 
of Passion is a big part of that. She strives now, to light the same 

creative fire in others 
that saw her through 
so much darkness.

Nikki Prince is a single mother of two teens, always had a 
dream to be a published author in the romance genre. Her passions 
lie in raising her children, gaming, reading, and writing. Nikki is a 
lover of K-pop, anime, cartoons, comics, role playing, music in all 
genres, movies, animals, and different kinds of food.

She’s a multi-published international bestselling author in 
romance genre who has two master’s degrees. One is in English 
and the other is in Creative Writing and English concentration in 
fiction. Nikki is working on a third master’s in marketing and 
social media. Nikki is a member of Romance Writers of America.

http://www.facebook.com/ashleykaywong
http://cleverandwtf.wordpress.com
http://www.facebook.com/ashleykaywong
http://cleverandwtf.wordpress.com
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A Review of From 
Where I am Sitting by 

Tish MacWebber 

Genre: Memoir 
From Where I Am Sitting is a 

charming tribute to a friend of the 
author’s.  Tish MacWebber 
decided to write this book for 
NaNoWriMo after the death of 
her friend.  It is a series of short 
stories told from the points of 
view of a number of cats in her 
life, as well as that of her friend’s.   

Although the book is not 
polished, it makes up for that in 
character.  MacWebber excels at 
establishing the personality of 
each cat in their respective 
chapter.  Her narration of the 
events experienced by the humans 
in the book through the eyes of 
the cats is sometimes humorous, 
and sometimes poignant.  The 
cats are not at all 
anthropomorphized, remaining 
feline through and through. 

The imagery surrounding the 

cats while they wait for their 
human companions over the 
Rainbow Bridge could be 
saccharine in another writer’s 
hands, but not in MacWebber’s.  
The cats enjoy reuniting with 
one another, and are not 
melancholy or forlorn while 
they are waiting.   

The book falters a little in 
the later chapters, where some 
of the storytelling gets a little 
confusing. But that might 
only be because instead of 
cats telling the story the 
narrator is canine. Everyone 
knows that dogs are just not 
quite as smart as cats (please 
do not take offense; this 
reviewer is a dog person 
through and through)! 

MacWebber’s love for her 
friend and for her cat and dog 
companions shines through in 

this book, and it’s a tribute that would make 
anyone proud.  The afterword helps a lot 
with any confusion in those later chapters, 
which could be helped by a little editing, 
but the love that went into the writing of 
this book really shines through. 

Recommended for fans of T.S. Eliot’s 
Book of Practical Cats, or any cat lover. 

Verdict: four out of five whisker 
twitches 

Get it here. 

By Carrollee Hevener

https://smile.amazon.com/Where-Sitting-Collection-Cat-Tales-ebook/dp/B07J3ZXJ3T
https://smile.amazon.com/Where-Sitting-Collection-Cat-Tales-ebook/dp/B07J3ZXJ3T
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A Review of Reluctant 
Guardian by Elisha Bugg

Genre: Urban Fantasy, Paranormal 
Romance.  

Thane is a Guardian, who is 
sworn to protect all supernatural 
creatures.  He is also a wolf shifter.  
He detests humans, due to tragic 
encounters with them in his past.   

Anya is human, but something 
more.  She and Thane are attracted 
to one another from their first 
meeting, despite their potentially 
irreconcilable differences.  As 
Anya becomes more involved in 
the world of the shifters and the 
hunters, her own life is at risk.  
She may or may not uncover the 

mysteries of her own past 
before she runs out of time. 

Anya and Thane meet at a 
fraternity party, and the author 
perfectly captured that setting.  
It was almost like being back at 
college, the descriptions were 
so vivid.  This book was a real 
page turner, one of those books 
that you’ll stay up to finish 
reading.   

The developing attraction 
between the two main 
characters was very well done, 
and the sexual tension that built 
up was realistic despite the 
conflict felt by Thane.  His 
shifting between human and 
wolf to hide his emotions was 
sometimes exasperating, but to 
a wolf lover, was also charming.   

While Thane and Anya are 
trying to work out their 
relationship, they have also 
been tasked with uncovering the 

plans of the hunters, who are 
interested in more than just killing 
shifters and other supernatural 
entities.   

Even the supporting characters 
in the book are well-developed, and 
the plot twists during the climax of 
the book are clever and unexpected.  
Reluctant Guardian is a strong 
introduction to the world Thane and 
Anya inhabit.   

Reluctant Guardian is a good 
entry into the urban fantasy realm, 
and would appeal to fans of Kelley 
Armstrong’s Women of the 
Otherworld series, Charlaine 
Harris’s Sookie Stackhouse books, 
and Laurell K. Hamilton’s Anita 
Blake series (pre-Obsidian 
Butterfly). 

Verdict: four out of five howls 
at the moon. 

Get it here. 

By Carrollee Hevener

https://smile.amazon.com/Reluctant-Guardian-Otherworld-Guardians-Book-ebook/dp/B07XCD7FBL
https://smile.amazon.com/Reluctant-Guardian-Otherworld-Guardians-Book-ebook/dp/B07XCD7FBL
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A Review of Sessions 
with a Demon by Finn 

O’Malley

Genre: Urban Fantasy 
Sessions with a Demon is a 

novella-length offering from 
Finn O’Malley.  Ren, the 
Synergy Demon, has been 
sentenced to weekly therapy 
sessions with a demon therapist 
after showing favor to his 
assignments.  He has a new 
assignment, Karen, and his 
therapist offers him suggestions 
on how to ruin her life.  

While Ren struggles with 
his ambivalence towards 
therapy and his job, a human 

spots him on the street, which is 
never supposed to happen.  Now he 
has yet another problem to deal with, 
one which he must hide from his 
therapist.  He is slowly learning that 
all is not as it seems with Dr. Lilith 
Madson.  He was not fond of her to 
begin with, but as he becomes 
better acquainted with the human, 
Ash, he learns that the good doctor 
is breaking all sorts of rules.   

Sessions with a Demon was 
entertaining and exciting, and a 
quick read.  Perhaps a bit too 
quick.  Ren and Ash were 

especially engaging, but it would have 
been nice to have spent more time 
getting to know them, especially Ren.  
The book moves along rapidly and could 
benefit from more exposition.  Lilith’s 
motives are clear, as are Ash’s, but 
learning more about Ren, Karen, 

Augustine, and other 
supporting characters would 
have been fun. 
Hopefully O’Malley will write 
more books featuring Ren and 
Ash.  Fans of Richard 
Kadrey’s Sandman Slim series 
will enjoy Sessions with a 
Demon.   

Verdict: More out of five 
demons!!! 

Get it here.  

By Carrollee Hevener

https://smile.amazon.com/Sessions-Demon-Finn-OMalley-ebook/dp/B07YQFQJRR
https://smile.amazon.com/Sessions-Demon-Finn-OMalley-ebook/dp/B07YQFQJRR
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Ask Ani 

Q: 
How can I get past feeling like I’m 

not a real writer? I often feel like I’m not 
as good as other writers and that I 
shouldn’t even try anymore. 
A: 

 First, it is important to know what this 
feeling is. It is called imposter syndrome. It 
is a common thing across any field where 
the individual feels like their ability or 
success is undeserved and that it hasn’t 
come from their own skills, efforts, or hard 
work. Our world is competitive, and it isn’t 
unheard of to believe that others have an 
innate talent that exists within them, and if 
we don’t have it, we will never actually be 
good at what we are doing, despite the 
proof we see from our own work. 

 We hear people say “I wish I could 
draw…. dance…. write… act…. You’re so 
lucky.”  The truth is that when our parents 
tell us we can be anything we want to be as 
we grow up, they mean that we CAN be 
anything we want to be. Did you know that 

everyone can sing unless they 
are legitimately tone deaf and 
that the amount of people 
who are actually tone deaf is 
really low? Everything takes 
practice, effort, and habits. 
My choir teacher always told 
us, “Practice makes 
permanent.”  

 Now that we have an 
understanding of what we are 
feeling, we can try to get past 
it. There are numerous blogs 
on ways to overcome 
imposter syndrome and when 
I went through them, the 
advice felt more like it came 
from their own feelings. I 
want to tell you how I handle 
this when I start to doubt 
myself. 

 I grew up struggling 
because of my dyslexia. I 
didn’t even finish reading a 
book cover to cover until the 
end of high school. I went for 
my undergrad as an IT major 
and when I went back for 
grad school, it was only 
because I wanted to learn 
how to write. I had a journal 
full of ideas but didn’t know 
how to get them down on 
paper. Well, when this is 

being read, I will be done with my 
degree.  

 I was terrified to have anyone 
read my work because there were 
still many things I lacked in terms 
of grammar and sentence structure 
– even now, I feel like I make more 
mistakes than others do.   When I 
have these moments, though, I 
remind myself of the times where 
others brought my strengths to my 
attention. I had a professor rave 
over a story I plotted for class and 
told me I had to write it and get it 
published. I have also had 
classmates tell me how enthralling 
my stories were. Even now, writing 
this and thinking about how others 
might judge it is scary. I recently 
learned, though, that one form of 
anxiety occurs simply because you 
are experiencing something you 
either haven’t done before or 
haven’t done often. Don’t let 
yourself be afraid to enjoy the 
compliments, and when you do 
receive feedback, take it as a 
chance to improve your craft and 
remember that your disbelief in 
your ability or someone else’s 
feedback does not determine 
whether or not you are a writer. If 
you write, you are a writer.

By Ani Cox 
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By Amber G. Meade

What Good Are 
Endings, Anyway?

Everything in life must 
eventually come to an end. In 
storytelling, that ending is often one 
of the most vital parts. As both 
readers and writers, we journey with 
the characters through all the things 
that stand between them and what 
they ultimately need. Sometimes, 
what they need is what they wanted; 
usually it isn’t.  When we get to the 
end, what we want most is to see 
that our characters have gotten their 
happily ever after. 

In modern romance, this is 
especially true. We want the kiss in 
the stadium in front of a thousand 
cheering onlookers, we want the 
wedding bells and fireworks, we 
want the quiet moment of 
reconciliation in front of the fire. We 
want the 

characters to end up together and 
happy like Elizabeth Bennet and 
Mr. Darcy. Barring that, we want 
them both dead. 

 What happens when we 
don’t get that?  Often, 
disappointment. Sometimes? 
Magic. 

While the generally accepted 
formula for romance requires a 
happy ending, I do believe it is 
possible to honor the spirit of a 
romance novel while providing a 
non-traditional ending. In this 
issue, we explored the idea of 
love from beginning to end, 
including what comes after. Not 
every story has a happily-ever-
after, but every single one ends 
the way that it should.   

When we look beyond the 
obvious resolution, when we dig 
down deep into the journey we’ve 
been on, sometimes we’ll find a 
unicorn instead. We’ll find a truly 
satisfying ending.  These are the 
conclusions that test our limits, 
break our hearts, and show us 
something so beautiful we can’t 
even breathe right. We might not 
get the grand romantic gesture, or 
the quiet fireside declaration. 
Instead, we see humanity in all of 
its glorious, beautiful brilliance. 
We find endurance and courage. 
We see a way forward, and that’s 
what every single one of us needs. 
Hopefully, it’s also what we want.  
After all, endings are never really 
endings; they’re just the beginning 
of something new. 
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By Amy Fenster

Setting Boundaries to 
Remove Writing Blocks

It’s late Sunday night. The new 
work-week looms ahead. You 
thought you had the entire weekend 
to finish the latest chapter in your 
novel, but every time you face the 
empty page, nothing happens. 
We’re all familiar with the 
symptoms of writer’s block, but 
sometimes blocks to our creativity 
can come from surprising sources. 
One such surprising reason for a 
block can be a lack of clear 
boundaries. 

People talk a lot about 
boundaries, but how often do we 
really evaluate them? I know, in my 
own life, boundaries are something 
I thought I had, but had never 
actually intentionally set. Setting 
boundaries is important for our 
relationships, but also for our 
creative flow, as well. Not guarding 
our boundaries can have a negative 
effect on creativity and energy 
levels in general. When we allow 
other people to violate our 
boundaries, or we don’t set and 
hold clear boundaries for ourselves, 
our creativity can suffer. When we 
put our energy into things that do 
not move us forward, we take that 

energy from our creative well. We 
put out the idea that our own work 
is less important and blocks 
appear. This is why establishing 
boundaries is so important. 

From my own experience, 
when I set clear boundaries and 
guard them, I have seen writer’s 
block melt away, plot holes 
practically fill themselves in and 
new characters wander into my 
brain, fully formed and ready to 
talk. It is like the universe delivers 
when you act like your projects 
and needs are important.  

So, how do we set these all-
important boundaries? 
Unfortunately, we often aren’t 
aware of what boundaries we need 
to set until they’ve been crossed a 
few times. I have a habit of saying 
yes, because I want to help, but 
when I say yes to other people, it’s 
usually at the expense of 
something I need to do that now 
will not get done. So, when I say 
yes to others, I am telling myself 
no. This does not mean we 
shouldn’t ever help other people. 
It just can’t be a regular thing that 

comes at the expense of your own 
goals and plans. 

Clearly, the first step in setting 
boundaries is to know what 
boundaries need to be set. For 
example, refusing to take on 
anything extra when you are nearing 
a deadline. Make ‘no’ a regular part 
of your vocabulary. Make a 
schedule and stick to it. Choosing 
whether you want to inform people 
of your boundaries is up to you. It’s 
okay to know your boundaries for 
your own sake and simply say no 
when people ask you for things that 
will violate your them. It’s generally 
not necessary to explain why we 
can’t do something. That is often no 
one’s business but our own.  

Boundary setting is an 
affordable form of self-care that will 
help your creativity flow. Holding 
boundaries tells your brain that you 
take yourself seriously and that your 
projects are important. Holding 
boundaries can act as another form 
of filling and maintaining your 
creative well, and it just might 
enhance your relationships, as well. 
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By Mary O’Donnell

Romance by Another 
Name Smells as Sweet

People have adored love stories 
ever since the days people were 
telling tales of King Arthur and his 
knights, and courtly love. Romance 
stories and the drama they create stir 
the imagination. Jane Austen is still 
renowned today for her novels about 
love that transcends societal and 
economic barriers. As a society, we 
thrive on stories of love’s power to 
transform lives. Not always for the 
better (let’s not forget Romeo and 
Juliet by William Shakespeare.) 
However, even tragic love stories 
remind us there is more to life than 
work and drudgery. The genre of 
romance has changed along with 
society, and has changed society in 
the most beautiful of ways. 

  The genre of romance has 
blossomed into many forms over 
the years. Romance novels are 
not only the stereotypical 
hallmark movie plots of a 
woman who is swept off her feet 
by a good-looking man. There is 
nothing wrong with those 
stories; they are lovely. 
However, the romance genre  
now includes so much more. 
Romance novels are now found 
in young adult, epic fantasy, and 
science fiction. There are now 
love stories that are about the 
LGTBQ community and other 
minorities. Romance has grown 
into a beautifully inclusive 
space, even if there is still a long 

way to go. 
  The characters are more rich 

and diverse, thanks to the inclusion 
of these communities and authors. 
In the science-fiction romance 
genre, there is Susan K Quinn and 
Jen Wells who have created strong 
female protagonists who are 
important to the science of their 
world, but who also find love in 
unexpected places. These changes 
in how people are represented in the 
stories are more important than 
ever, and our romance stories have 
thrived on a diet of diversity like 
never before. 

I would like to think Jane 
Austen and Shakespeare would be 
proud of how far we’ve come with 

the different types of stories 
we tell. However, I look 
forward to a future where we 
no longer have to advertise the 
fact that a book or author is 
inclusive, it will just be the 
norm. This Valentine’s day, 
don’t be afraid to love, and 
ask to be loved the way you 
deserve. Love belongs to us 
all, and I hope you embrace it. 
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By Ani Cox

Purdy and Dork

February 1, 2020 
Only a month into the new 

decade, and life couldn’t be crazier.  
First, I got in a fight with my pen 
pal from the past.  He accused me 
of lying all this time and making 
things up, which really annoyed 
me.  I couldn’t believe he’d think I 
would lie about the internet or who 
our president is just to lead him to 
believe we don’t exist in the same 
time.  I would gain nothing from 
that. 

Well, I told him about one of 
my ancestors alive in his time.  
Long story short, I think that I may 
have been talking to my great-
great-great-great grandfather this 
whole time because he has a date 
with my great-great-great-great 
grandmother next week and he has 
the same name as her husband.  
This is crazy; could I have been the 
reason I exist? Like, would they 
have met if he and I hadn’t 
connected?  This hurts my brain. 

Anyway, after my fight with 
grandpa, I had this huge ordeal with 
an alien named Chester.  Chester 
crashed here and couldn’t get his 

ship going.  After the Area 51 
stuff, I knew we needed to be 
careful.  Chester doesn’t talk 
much or show the emotions we’d 
see from a human.  He is kind, 
though.  Despite how advanced 
his tech is, he never treated me 
like I was less than him.  He did 
have this weird habit of patting 
my head. Quirky dude.  We came 
across a bit of trouble when some 
government officials finally 
caught up to us.  Chester was too 
quick for them, but they did get 
ahold of me.   

I was taken in for 
interrogation to find out more 
about Chester.  I tried to explain 
that I didn’t know much more 
than them, but apparently, that 
wasn’t good enough.  They kept 
me in that room for days.  They 
limited my food and water.  I 
guess they were trying to 
humanely torture me? So, I think 
it was like the 3rd or 4th day, and I 
hear the door opening.  I was so 
surprised to see Chester!  He 
broke into the place that was 
trying to find him just to save me.  

He got me out of there, and when 
we got to a safe distance, Purdy 
was there. 

Boy, did she curse me out.  She 
was so mad that I didn’t get her as 
soon as I found Chester.  I tried to 
explain how quickly it all 
happened, but she didn’t accept that 
as a reason to not include her.  
When I said, “I’m so sorry for 
excluding you from life and death 
torture,” she hit me.  Apparently, 
she didn’t enjoy my sarcasm.  The 
best part was when she asked about 
him patting me on the head.  I told 
her I just figured it was an alien 
thing. She responded with, ”I think 
he has adopted you as a pet.”  So 
now I have no idea what our 
relationship is because we don’t 
have a way to communicate that 
idea to him.  I may be a pet. 

So Chester, Purdy, and I were 
on the run for the last month.  
When I got home, my mom 
grounded me, but she said as long 
as Chester goes to school, he can 
stay with us for now, so we are 
posing him as a person to hide him 
until we can fix his ship! 

Like I said, crazy year so far. 
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By Peter Nuckley

Bard of Barnsley

In a run-down bar was a run-down man 
Everybody called the Bard. 
With a familiar sway and stumble 
He would fall in from the yard. 
The barman would sigh, 
Eyes asking why, 
But the Bard just whispered, "Please." 
 
"Don't serve him!" I cried from across the room. 
"He's gone and had enough." 
The Bard creaked his aching joints 
"Son, come stop me if you're so tough." 
He stood up tall 
With drink and all 
Held up by worn-out knees. 
 
I asked him what's his story, 
"Oh, son, I've lived a life. 
From boy to man I grew strong, 
You see, I was loved by my wife."                  
He talked of days 
In wistful haze 
Spent in a town he'd never left.               
 
"You see, I see that you don't agree. 
You think that life is out there. 
But find someone who can save or kill 
With a word, a laugh, a stare." 
His tearful eyes 
Raised to the skies, 
His heart stood still, bereft. 
 
"Son, I remember before you were born 
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I spent a life down the pit. 
Bruised and broke, with little hope, 
They crushed us bit by bit. 
But every night,  
I was all right 
Because she held me near. 
 
She made me safe, I learnt to feel 
And through her courage, I took a stance. 
The boys walked out, and they were scared 
But she, she made them dance. 
They charged us down 
For God and Crown 
But my wife stood without fear." 
 
I pushed another drink his way. 
"Then what?" I replied. 
"Ah son, the next part is not for you. 
You see I've been falling since she died. 
She fought so long 
God, she was strong, 
But one day she just let go. 
 
For 20 years I've stood right here, 
With drink after drink in hand. 
And kids like you will talk to me 
And think you understand. 
The fights and booze, 
Some I won, some lose 
Nothing matters now, I know. 
 
She wouldn't want this life for me, 
But too, I've struggled on this far. 
So if you pass by this way again 
Be sure I'll be standing at this bar. 
Maybe she waits 
At some pearly gates 
And I should be on my way." 
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He went quiet as he looked for her 
At the bottom of his drink 
And time to time he crosses my mind 
When I'm at a loss and just can't think. 
I wish him peace 
His pain to cease 
And that he'll see her again one day 
 
******************************************************************************* 
 
 Peter Nuckley is a prolific writer whose work has appeared in several poetry journals. Pete 
writes children's books, novels, short stories and song lyrics (for a band he was 'asked' to leave) 
but poetry is his first love. 

Originally from Liverpool, Peter has lived in South Yorkshire for the last 10 years and enjoys 
the perspective that being an 'outsider' gives. 



15

By Leo Otherland

In the Freezer

Don’t ask me what I am 
because I can’t tell you that.

I don’t have all the answers. 
And who and what I am, are 
things I don’t know. I… simply 
was one day, as if I materialized 
out of the mist. Not there, then 
slowly formed by the gathering 
of the cold, clouded air. I 
suppose I never questioned it at 
first, and then, by the time I 
wanted to know the answers, 
what memories I had of those 
early days had faded out to 
whiteness. Like the puffing of 
hot breath in the cold.

Let me explain a little.
In a nondescript little town, 

there’s a tiny grocery store 
called Harrow Street Market. I 
came into being in the store’s 
walk-in freezer. Born of the 
cold. Or… something. No one 
knew I was there, no one saw 
me be born, but I was there. I 
lived in that the freezer for a 
long time, I think. One thing is 
for sure, I drifted around in the 
confines of my small world for 
years. Outlasting owners and 
their employees, watching 
product change and the passing 

of time, marked by the shift of 
seasonal goods. Perfectly 
content.

That is, until something 
stirred me, woke me. Made me 
wonder. Made me want. Now 
wanting is a powerful thing. It 
can slay or it can invite life. 
Wanting is what we make of it.

My wanting was a person. 
And he came to me as they all 
did.

But that is getting a little 
ahead of things. Let’s start with 
the freezer because it is the first 
thing I remember clearly.

The freezer of Harrow 
Street Market, my freezer, was 
a small, modest place. It was a 
little rough around the edges 
after so many years, but 
altogether, I thought it homey 
before I started wanting things. 
As you walked in the wide 
door, the meat department’s 
overstock was arranged on 
shelves along the left wall. 
Bakery overstock occupied the 
right-hand wall, as well as the 
small section of wall adjoining 
the door. Ice cream and other 
frozen grocery foods were lined 

up on skids against the wall 
opposite the door. Large metal 
squares, some of which buckled 
up at the edges, covered the 
floor, and six lights gave the 
freezer what I thought was a 
pleasant, ambient lighting. 
Especially when one of those 
lights burned out, dimming the 
space. This happened often, and 
I enjoyed it.

But my favorite part of the 
freezer was the condenser 
above the bakery shelves. The 
condenser was a nice place to 
sleep and a great place to hide 
whenever anyone came to visit 
my domain. Lying lightly in the 
metal box, I could watch my 
visitors from behind one of the 
six fans without them seeing 
me. Before he came into my 
life, watching those who visited 
my freezer was my chief 
pastime and enjoyment. My 
only pastime and enjoyment.

And, that was how I had my 
first sight of him. Through the 
fan blades. The boy was 
following one of the bakery 
clerks, so I knew he must be 
the replacement-in-training for 
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the clerk who had recently quit and 
exited my range of knowing. One 
look, and I took an immediate 
interest in the new one. I don’t 
even know why. Something in him 
touched me.

He was wearing the standard 
black pants, white shirt, and black 
apron bakery uniform, as well as a 
black hat to keep his short hair in 
line. The uniforms made him and 
his trainer look like a pair of 
penguins, despite the bright red 
jackets and gloves they wore to 
ward off the cold. Other than the 
resemblance to a penguin, the new 
one was fairly average. There was 
nothing flashy about him, nothing 
that should have caught my 
interest the way he did. In the end, 
he was simple. A little too pale, 
like someone who didn’t get out in 
the sun much. Dark eyes, dark hair 
caught up in a ponytail because it 
was a little too long. Just… a 
person.

His eyes flickered over the 
freezer. Restless. As if a nervous 
tension hid behind those dark orbs. 
As though he were seeing the 
freezer as a giant he had to 
conquer, before it conquered him.

Maybe it was that restlessness, 
that sense he didn’t belong, that 
first pulled me to attention. 
Whatever it was, I found myself 
inching a little closer to the fan 
blades, to see him better.

I watched as the new one’s 
trainer explained the store stock to 
him, shifting through boxes, as 
she did so, to get the necessary 
product. And I watched the 
confusion grow behind the new 
one’s eyes, hid behind a careful, 
schooled, blank face. He must 
have worked hard and long on 
that face, to give it just the right 
touches of indifference and 
unlined serenity.

My captivation lasted all the 
while my guests remained in my 
freezer. All too soon for my taste, 
they were gone though, slamming 
the heavy door behind them and 
flicking off the lights. I didn’t 
mind the dark; my eyes saw right 
through it. I slipped out of my 
hiding place, and swung to the 
floor, light, like a mist.

Contemplating.
I had a new person to watch. 

And, for the first time, I was sorry 
he had left me alone.

✎ 

The new one and his trainer 
came back periodically during the 
rest of that first day, to get little 
things they needed, but they only 
stayed longer than a few minutes 
when they came for the products 
they needed to pan up for the next 
day. After that, they were gone for 
the night. I still had a few visitors 
before the store closed, but 

mostly, after the bakery clerks 
vacated the store for the night, 
I was left to myself and my 
own whims.

The next day was a load 
day, when pallets of product 
came in from various suppliers, 
so I had early visitors to my 
freezer. Delivery men and the 
frozen/dairy clerks and 
managers coming and going…. 
It was always crowded on load 
days, what with the pallets, the 
people bringing them in, and, 
later, the people coming to 
break them down and distribute 
the product to the store. I didn’t 
like it. Too much noise. Too 
much warm air leaking in, until 
I felt weak and faint and lay 
listless behind the condenser’s 
fans.

But the bakery clerks also 
came to my freezer more often 
on those days. A strangely 
bright spot in an otherwise 
painful day. They worked 
around the pallets to get what 
they needed, but they also 
broke parts of the loads down 
to get their product. Visit and 
depart, visit and depart, as they 
loaded boxes of product into 
shopping carts to be pushed to 
the bakery, repackaged, and 
returned to my freezer again.

On one visit, the new one’s 
trainer cut into the shrink wrap 
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around the stacked product on a 
pallet and started pulling off 
boxes, while I watched the new 
one appraise the stack. So 
uncertain. Just like his attitude 
throughout the rest of the day. 
With every motion, he 
maintained a careful distance 
between himself and his trainer 
and avoided the men breaking 
down the loads, as though they 
had the plague. Only on the 
rarest of occasions making eye 
contact with anyone.

By day’s end, I was seriously 
wondering if the new one would 
stay long if he interacted with 
people that way all the time. I’d 
seen so many nervous 
individuals leave so quickly…. 
But as the days went on, he did 
stay.

The first day he came alone 
to my freezer, he floundered 
around for a good twenty 
minutes trying to find what he’d 
come for, and when he finally 
left, I thought his eyes were 
misty. But, despite it, he kept 
coming back. Day after day, 
week after week. A singular 
show of determination. One 
which paid off.

As time passed, the new one 
got better with my freezer. Soon, 
he knew the bakery’s products as 
well as I did. When this 
happened, I noticed a change in 

his behavior. Alone in my 
freezer, where he thought no 
one could see him, the new one 
let that blank expression of his 
fall to the side. He let his 
feelings show on his face and 
stopped playing at serenity.

There were times he cried in 
frustration, the silent tears 
freezing to his face, while he 
shifted through boxes. Other 
times, a smiled pulled at this 
lips and laugh lines appeared at 
the sides of his eyes. At those 
moments, he occasionally broke 
into a type of almost dance. He 
was oddly graceful, his lithe 
body acting out smooth 
motions.

Lying in the condenser, 
watching the new one, I began 
to want to be closer to him. To 
wonder what it would be like to 
feel the heat coming off his 
skin. An uncomfortable feeling. 
One which affected me even 
when he was not there. At those 
moments, I found myself 
drifting into apathy wishing he 
would come back. I had never 
wished for anything before and 
it worried at me.

This shift in my feelings 
unsettled me. Until then, I’d 
drifted through life only 
casually interested in existing, 
and equally content to watch 
people in the light as to float 

aimlessly about, 
contemplating nothing in the 
dark. I cared for nothing and 
worried for the same. But that 
new interest stirring in me… I 
did not know where it would 
take me, and, in truth, I was 
afraid to find out.

✎ 

It was near the end of 
another day when I began to 
find out what my wanting 
would do to me.

The new one was 
gathering the products needed 
for that night’s pan ups, and I 
was watching him through one 
of the fans, the one nearest to 
him. Some voices drifted in 
through the door he’d left 
cracked open and he snapped 
his head around, startled, his 
jaw clenching before his face 
settled into his blank 
expression in preparation to 
meet other people. Only, no 
one came into the freezer. The 
new one was just bending to 
go back to work when the 
freezer door slammed closed 
and the lights flicked off.

“Shit!”
A hollow smash and the 

sound of scattering, frozen 
rolls of dough across metal 
floor accented this expletive. 
He stood and breathed a 
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moment, body stiff, hands 
curled at his sides, then felt his 
way to the door in what, to his 
eyes at least, was the pitch-
blackness. He pounded a fist 
on the thing, I suppose hoping 
his co-workers were still out 
there. Whether they were or 
not, whether the event was 
intentional or not, there was 
no response. The freezer door 
was thick. A dull thud was all 
the return for his effort the 
new one received.

He realized this fact and 
gripped the emergency latch 
with both hands. Lifting the 
metal strip, he slammed it 
home twice, paused, and then 
slammed it twice more. The 
door stayed closed.

“Shit.” The word was 
clear, and lower than the first 
time he’d said it, but covered 
with a kind of hopeless 
indifference I didn’t like.

I don’t really have an 
explanation for what I did 
next. In all my time, I’d never 
done anything like it, not on 
any of the other times 
someone had been shut up 
with me in the dark and cold. 
Quietly, I slipped out of the 
condenser and drifted to the 
floor. 

“Let me,” I said, sliding 
between him and the door, his 

body warm along mine. 
“Sometimes that latch can be 
stubborn.”

One quick, practiced 
movement and the door cracked 
open. Satisfied, I reached out a 
graceful appendage to flick the 
lights on. Moisture sprang up on 
my hand, beading and running 
between my fingers and I 
quickly drew it back, away from 
the warm air.

It wasn’t until I turned that I 
realized he was staring at me, 
eyes wide, face blank. A look I 
recognized instantly. The new 
one was scared.

Of me.
For the first time, I wondered 

how I looked to normal people. 
Was I different in some way? I 
looked down at myself, flexed 
my hands slowly. 

“What is it? Am I blue?” 
Color had always been a rather 
abstract concept to me.

“No. You’re not blue.” This 
was distant, almost paralyzed.

“Then what is it?” I asked, 
looking up.

“You’re- How…." He 
paused. “Who are you? How did 
you get in here?”

I took a step forward and he 
took a step back, bumping up 
against the shelves. “I am 
myself. I live here.”

“You live in my freezer.” He 

sounded incredulous and 
alarmed all at once.

I smiled at him, striving for 
reassurance. “No. You visit my 
freezer.”

Maybe the smile helped; 
maybe the new one was just an 
expert at guarding himself. 
Whatever he felt, the careful 
neutrality stole back over his 
face, and he edged away from 
me and the shelves he was 
pressed up against. 

“You don’t mind that do 
you, my visiting?”

“Not at all. I think I 
wouldn’t like it if you stopped 
coming.”

He paused in the act of 
collecting the scattered dough, 
fingers trembling in his gloves. 
Then he hurried to pick up the 
last of it. “I have to go.”

“Of course. I’ll see you 
when you come back.”

He stiffened but nodded 
before departing. And, standing 
there alone, I realized I’d liked 
watching his face when he 
looked at me. I’d never been 
looked at before.

✎ 

I talked to him again the 
next day. And the next. As time 
went on, he began to accept my 
presence as a given, like the 
cold. I would help him with 
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whatever he had come to do, 
and he would talk to me.

“I didn’t tell anyone about 
you,” he informed me one 
day, looking at me sidelong.

“Oh?” I said.
The fact he could tell the 

world about me had never 
crossed my mind. It didn’t 
really seem to matter. What 
could anyone do with the 
fact? It wasn’t as if they could 
make me leave. It might even 
be amusing to have them try. 
After seeing my disinterest, 
the subject didn’t come up 
again.

Mostly, what we talked 
about was each other. I 
wanted to know about his 
family, an alien thing to me, 
his life, and the world he 
lived in. And, for some 
inexplicable reason, he 
wanted to know about me.

“How did you get here?” 
he asked once.

I frowned and shrugged 
my thin shoulders. “I don’t 
know. I suppose, I’ve always 
been here.” I paused, thinking 
back. “Or, at least, I’ve been 
here a very long time. Likely 
as long as the freezer’s been 
here.”

“But before that,” he 
prompted, “your life must 
have started some time.”

I merely shrugged again 
and handed him a box.

 “I don’t remember.” 
It was an easy way to 

force the line of questioning to 
a close, as I was unwilling to 
admit it bothered me, the not 
remembering. It was the first 
time I had considered where 
I’d come from. Before, I’d 
thought the fact I existed was 
enough, but the new one 
seemed to think my origin was 
important and my not 
knowing was wrong, and it 
bothered me that my memory 
was fragmented.

Pushing away from these 
unwanted emotions, I turned 
on him, pressing on matters he 
rarely spoke of and flushing 
out of him the admission that, 
for him, living was a tangle of 
anxiety and fear.

“There’s so much I will 
never do because it’s just too 
hard for me. I hate myself for 
that. But I… can’t-”

What I hated was myself 
for causing the angry sheen of 
tears in his eyes, but I had 
little experience comforting 
people.

“You weren’t afraid of me 
for long,” I offered in anxious 
guilt.

He laughed, hiding his 
face in his gloveless hands. 

The normal protective clothing 
thrown aside, so he could wipe 
away his hardening tears. 
“That’s because I thought you 
were a part of my overactive 
imagination. I’m a writer, and 
sometimes my imaginary world 
spills over into the real world.”

“Writer?” I queried.
“I create stories.”
This fascinated me. The 

concept of story so utterly 
beyond my range. And what 
kinds of things did the new one 
create? 

“I’d like to read some of 
your work.”

He looked away, eyes 
distant. “I haven’t finished 
anything.”

I pressed him, but he used 
my own tactic against me in 
turn, asking me something, 
which stopped me cold. 

“What’s your name? We’ve 
been talking all this time, and 
you never told me.”

“I don’t have a name,” I 
said, fists knotting.

“Everyone has a name.”
I grinned to hide the chill in 

my frozen, unbeating heart. 
“Not me.”

He seemed to find my 
having no name as wrong as me 
not knowing where I came 
from, so, at last, I said, “Why 
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don’t you pick a name for 
me? Then I’ll have one.”

“Whatever you say, Jack 
Frost,” he returned.

Something in his tone 
made me ask, “What’s so 
funny?”

He flushed, looking away. 
The pink color in his cheeks 
was alluring and I found 
myself drifting closer, 
wishing to reach out and 
touch that warmth.

“Really, why are you 
acting this way?”

“Some of the deli people 
joke about me. They say I 
come back here so often 
because I’m secretly hiding a 
man. A man named Jack 
Frost.”

Why this should make 
him flush such a color, I 
didn’t know.

✎ 

But what he said made me 
think. I seldom saw the 
people who worked in the 
deli. In fact, there were many 
people in the store I seldom, 
or never, saw. For so long, 
seeing the people who came 
to my freezer was enough for 
me, but suddenly I wanted 
more. I wanted to know what 
was outside my freezer.

And he could tell me.
It was then our 

conversation shifted. I still 
endlessly asked him about 
himself, but I also asked about 
what lay outside the freezer’s 
door, and outside the store, as 
well. He told me. He told me 
in bright words that painted 
pictures of things I would 
never see. Words that spiraled 
around in my head, even after 
he left me alone in my cold. 
The new one was a craftsman 
with words, and each word he 
gave me left me wanting 
more.

The people were his 
favorite to describe, and he 
knew them all intimately. 
With careful details, he laid 
out for me the wonders of all 
those in his sphere of 
knowledge. Informing me of 
their beauties and 
downplaying their flaws. 
Because, to my new one, all 
others were superior to him.

“They’re all so beautiful,” 
he said with a faraway look.

“You’re so beautiful,” I 
returned.

“No, I’m not,” he shot 
back. His hands fluttered 
around himself, touching his 
face, his stomach, his thighs, 
as if indicating each of the 
imperfections he felt he 
possessed without speaking 
them aloud. As if he were on 
the brink of hot tears. I caught 

one of the errant hands with one 
of my own and touched my 
other to his face. The contact 
froze me. And something I’d 
never had before stirred in my 
chest.

A heartbeat.
“Yes, you are,” I said softly. 

“What if I showed you just how 
beautiful?” My fingers traced 
over his lips.

“Your hands are colder than 
ice,” he murmured. But he 
didn’t pull away.

So, I leaned in and brushed 
my lips across his. Light, like a 
mist. He sighed into the kiss, his 
lips opening mine and his warm 
breath filling my mouth. I 
inhaled and the warmth spread 
to my chest, awakening another 
new thing.

The need for air.
We lingered this way, joined, 

for a little time. But I backed 
away far sooner than I would 
have liked, afraid I might give 
him frost bite.

When I moved back, I 
watched him. Waiting for his 
reaction. Afraid of this, as well. 
He only swallowed, whispering, 
“Your breath’s leaving a mist in 
the air.”

I put a hand to my mouth. 
“Yes, I suppose it is.”

✎
Something changed the day 

I kissed him, and it wasn’t just 
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that my heart was beating, 
and I was breathing out of 
more than habit. He looked at 
me differently, talked to me 
differently. One day, he 
brought me some pages he’d 
written.

“I finished something,” 
was his only comment.

I read what he brought 
me slowly, savoring the first 
written word I had read, not 
printed on a box. When I 
finished, I asked him if he 
intended to try for 
publication, a thing he had 
spoken of with longing more 
than once.

He shook his head. 
“That’s only a dream. It’s not 
going to happen. I—”

“What if you stopped 
talking now?” I asked, 
suddenly near him, cutting 
off his further words with my 
fingers under his chin and my 
lips on his softly parted lips. 
His hands tightened on my 
shoulders and he pulled me 
closer against him. Hungry.

It surprised me but didn’t 
displease me. Any more than 
his continued enthusiasm for 
my affections displeased me. 
As time went on and we stole 
ever more heated kisses in 
my cold domain— kisses that 
left him panting against the 
shelves— I came to realize 
this was the best time I had 

ever existed. Had ever lived.
But change had begun and 

it would not stop for me.
We could not exhaust talk 

of the world, and I could never 
get enough. 

“Tell me more about the 
stars,” I urged him once.

“Haven’t you ever seen 
them?” he returned, running a 
finger down my jaw. I had 
kissed him, and he held onto 
me, legs all entangled with 
mine as we stood there. “You 
can see them out the windows 
at the front of the store after 
closing.”

I stayed silent, looking 
away from him.

“Haven’t you ever been 
outside this freezer?” he asked, 
shifting under me.

“No. Never.”
“Are you afraid you’ll 

melt?” his tone was teasing, but 
there was something in his eyes 
I did not recognize.

“Yes. I am.” My tone was 
teasing as well, but without 
mirth. I did not know what I 
was any more than I knew what 
would happen if I stepped out 
of my freezer. I did not want to 
know.

“I see,” he said, looking 
away. Eyes going distant.

Shortly after this talk, his 
schedule changed in a way 
which cut our time together in 
half. I missed him, it felt… 

hard to be in the freezer alone, 
knowing he was out there 
somewhere. Unreachable. 
While I craved the touch of his 
lips.

I tried to make the most of 
what time we had, but there 
were other, subtler, changes 
happening I did not understand. 
Looking back at it, it was plain 
what he was trying to do. But, 
in the moment, I had never 
found someone before, and I 
did not know what it was like 
when they were beginning to 
say good-bye.

He stopped asking me 
questions and his answers to 
my presses for knowledge of 
the outside world became 
shorter. Detached. Until I could 
no longer see through his eyes. 
But what was hardest to bear 
was how he no longer stayed 
with me or worked to stretch 
out the minutes we had 
together.

One day I near begged, 
“Can you just stay a little while 
longer?”

“No,” he returned, “I need 
to get back.” But he paused, 
hand on the latch. “I’m going 
out with someone, Jack. You 
deserve to know that.”

“Thank you for telling me,” 
was all I could manage.

He went out, slamming the 
door behind him. Yet, the lights 
lingered on a moment before 
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flicking off, as if he was 
reluctant to leave me in the 
dark. It did not matter. My 
eyes saw everything as if it 
were day under the sun I had 
never seen. I remained 
standing in the center of the 
floor, staring at nothing. 
Wondering if my new one 
kissed his man as he used to 
kiss me.

I did not know how to fix 
it. I did not ask him about the 
one he saw, and he did not 
tell me. We existed along 
side each other, but we drew 
away from each other.

A month passed, maybe 
two. One day he looked over 
at me and said, “Two of my 
stories are going to be 
published.”

“Really?!” I exalted. 
“That’s wonderful!” A spike 
of warmth hit me and surged 
through my blood. Without 
thinking, I came close to him 
and, smilingly, leaned in to 
kiss him. I knew my mistake 
in an instant.

He stepped back from 
me, and I dropped the hand I 
had raised to touch his face.

“I’m leaving, Jack.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” 

I said, listlessly.
“No. You won’t,” he 

returned. “I’m not coming 
back. I’m going to college 
out of state.”

I stilled, looking at him. 

“You’re… leaving for good.”
“This was my last day,” 

he affirmed. “I’m sorry, Jack. 
But you can’t leave, and I 
can’t stay.”

We were both silent then, 
watching each other.

“I see,” I said at last. 
“Good-bye then.”

He looked like I had stung 
him, or maybe hit him. 
“Good-bye, Jack.”

Then he was gone, 
leaving me standing alone in 
front of the freezer door.

✎

I stood there for a time 
that seemed long. Things 
would have to go back to the 
way they were before he 
came. I had been content 
before, and I would have to 
be again. I had existed before, 
and it had been enough, it 
would have to be again. I 
knew it. But I continued 
standing there.

The store closed and the 
employees abandoned it to 
me, and still I did not move 
from the spot where he had 
left me. Because things could 
not go back to the way they 
had been before he came. I 
had changed.

I pressed my hand to my 
chest, feeling the change 
under my fingertips. The 
beating of a heart. I did not 
exist any longer; I lived. And 

I wanted to live; I wanted to 
live with him…. But if I 
stepped outside my small 
world, there were no 
guarantees. Death might be 
waiting for me on the other 
side of the door, just like the 
clinging warmth.

But he was on the other 
side of the door, as well, so I 
continued standing there.

✎

In the end, it came down to 
what I wanted more. Him. Or 
time. I could have an endless 
amount of time, or I could take 
a risk.

Him.
I decided I would rather 

have him than all the time there 
was, or ever would be.

So, I opened the door.

✎

The warmth outside the 
freezer was like a smothering 
blanket wrapping my limbs. It 
reached down into the core of 
me, as though it were trying to 
snuff out my new, fragile heart. 
Rivulets of water began to run 
off me and pool on the ground. 
I wrapped my arms around 
myself, to hold myself 
together, as I began to shiver, 
but I walked away from the 
freezer, all the same.

And the store.
Following the way to his 

home the new one had 
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described to me so often at 
my insistence, I passed 
everything I’d wanted to see 
in the outside world without 
pausing, without sparing a 
glance. Though I feared 
there would not be another 
chance to see this world, 
there was only one sight I 
wished for.

My shivering had turned 
to wracking shakes—which 
at times bent me double— 
by the time I reached his 
apartment complex with the 
rising sun. It was a small 
brick thing, sitting alone 
alongside several near-
identical white-sided 
houses. Somehow, though it 
looked forlorn in the 
morning light, it was still 
the most beautiful thing I 
had ever seen. Because he 
was there….

I ran, tripping on my 
stumbling feet to the 
building, skidding to a halt 
in front of the security-
locked, outside door. I stood 
there, in front of yet another 
door. Trembling.

What if he didn’t want 
me? What had happened to 
the person he was going out 
with, after all? There were 
so many possibilities…. All 
of it could be for nothing….

The door opened, 
freezing me.

“Jack?” One of his arms 
was wrapped around a box 
packed with books, and his hair 
was loose.

I stood silent, my arms 
wrapped around my chest to 
still my tremors.

“Jack!” He flew at me, 
dropping the box and scattering 
books. His hands touched my 
face, my arms. “Jack you’re 
melting! You’re so warm!”

“I am?” I said. In truth, I 
did not notice any longer.

He took my face between 
his hands and shook it a little. 
“What do I do?”

“I don’t know,” I returned.
“Come with me,” he 

exhaled. “I’ll put you in the 
refrigerator!”

He pulled at me, but I 
stayed where I was. “There’s 
something I want more than the 
feeling of cool air.” 

I touched his face and 
leaned in to kiss him. He sighed 
into my mouth, as he had the 
first time our lips met, and, for 
the first time, my heart beat 
warmth through my blood, 
drying the streams of water 
coming off me.

“It’s all fine,” I said, after a 
moment, pushing a lock of hair 
behind his ear. “This is 
everything I wanted. I couldn’t 
ask for more than this.”

He studied me, bit his lip as 
tears broke in his eyes. “I don’t 

want you to go. Stay with me.”
“If you want me to,” I 

murmured, closing my eyes.
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By Alloriana Matsourani

The Ride Home 

“Raeanne, hurry up!”
Trish’s voice rang out as she 

shouted to me from the bus 
window. I tore myself away from 
the rack of t-shirts on the 
sidewalk and dashed to the 
cashier to pay. It was 9 p.m. on 
the last day of August, and we 
were leaving Ocean City. Time 
to head back to Linthicum. I 
crammed the purchase into my 
beach bag and ran to board the 
Camp Meade Christian Church’s 
old red school bus parked in the 
lot at the south end of the 
boardwalk. 

The day trip to the beach 
marked the close of summer. It 
was our last hurrah before school 
started. And now my friends and 
I would be facing life as 
incoming sophomores at Shipley 
High School. We were the 
“extras,” the unremarkable, 
invisible kids. None of us were 
popular. In a world where 
popularity was everything, we 
survived on the fringes. 

Football players and 
cheerleaders were the superstars. 
If you were lucky, you could 
achieve popularity via 
connections with them. 

Popularity by association. 
Otherwise, you were SOL—
politely speaking, “simply outta 
luck.” I belonged in the SOL 
category. 

By the time I climbed aboard 
the bus, my friends were already 
paired on the two-person bench 
seats. Trish sat with Jack, and 
Bill was next to Anita. They 
weren’t couples per se. But when 
the lights were switched off, 
they’d share a kiss or two. I was 
the group’s fifth wheel. 

“Louis wants to go out with 
you,” Anita once confided to me. 
She had worthy intentions. But I 
wasn’t interested. Louis wore 
braces. Bits of food perpetually 
filled the metal brads glued to his 
teeth. I didn’t want a kiss that 
ended with a mouth full of 
broccoli particles and orange 
pulp.

With my beach bag in tow, I 
shuffled along the narrow aisle of 
the bus and hunted for an empty 
seat. The chaperones occupied 
most of the front. Mrs. Jarvis had 
a vacant spot next to her, but I 
plowed past it. Perched beside 
the rotund 70-year-old church 
secretary for the three-hour ride 

home would be torturous. 
I spotted Louis, who sat alone in 

the last seat on the left, across the 
aisle from Bill and Anita. Louis 
waved at me. I pretended not to see 
him. But I was running out of 
seating options. I shot a frown at 
Anita then, with a sigh, continued 
toward Louis.

“You can sit here.”
The voice startled me. I paused 

and recognized Dennis Everly on 
my left, across the aisle from Jack 
and Trish. He nodded toward the 
empty spot next to him. 

“Me?” I asked. I am a skeptic.
“Yeah.”
“Uh, you sure?” My mouth 

blurted out the words before my 
brain could halt it.  

He smiled. “Uh, yeah.” 
My cheeks flamed as I slid onto 

the bench. 
“Thanks,” I muttered, 

concentrating on my feet as I 
stuffed my bag under the seat in 
front of me. I was relieved and 
grateful that I averted a crisis with 
Louis. But I faced a new crisis. I 
would be sitting next to Dennis 
Everly for the next three hours. 

Dennis Everly, a senior, was my 
secret crush. He played quarterback 
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on the school’s football team 
and was one of the superstars at 
Shipley. Since his father was the 
church pastor, Dennis attended 
most of the church’s youth 
events. He always asked me to 
skate when the group went to 
the Derby Hall roller rink in 
Hampstead. At the church 
bonfires, he often sat next to me 
while we toasted 
marshmallows. He even asked 
me to dance at the church 
socials. Before each outing, I 
imagined his father said, “Now 
Dennis, be attentive to the 
homely girls so everyone has a 
lovely time. Don’t forget 
Raeanne Thompson, poor 
thing.” 

Yes, I was one of the 
homely girls. My hair was a 
nondescript shade of brunette. 
Worse, my straight and lifeless 
locks wilted no matter how 
much hairspray I used. Freckles 
dotted my face, along with a 
smattering of zits. To my 
dismay, the environment at the 
beach exacerbated these 
problems. The sun singed my 
nose and cheeks, so the freckles 
on my face resembled brown 
gravel against bright pink 
plastic. The seawater and sand 
formed a gritty film in my hair. 
In desperation, I had yanked it 
into a haphazard ponytail. I was 
certain, too, that I reeked of 
sunscreen.

When the bus driver shut off 

the interior lights and steered onto 
Baltimore Avenue toward Route 
50, I exhaled and relaxed. My 
flaws were less observable in the 
darkness. Around me, loud 
conversations softened to a quiet 
hum. Being careful not to bump 
Dennis, I shifted in my seat to find 
a comfortable position. He scooted 
his body nearer to the window.

“Raeanne, you have enough 
room?” he whispered.

He knew my name. That 
astounded me. 

“Yeah, thanks.”
“You were in the water today 

with your friends,” he continued.
“Oh.” Surprised that he noticed 

me, I was at a loss about what to 
say. An awkward silence 
descended around us. Then Dennis 
spoke again.

“You were riding boogie 
boards.” 

“Yeah. They’re awesome.”  
Normally I talked nonstop. Trish 
claimed my thoughts flowed out of 
me like water. Now, since I was 
nervous because of my seat 
partner, I only managed to utter 
two- or three-word sentences.

“The waves were fabulous. Not 
too rough. Undertow wasn’t 
strong. No sea nettles either.” I 
closed my eyes, thankful that I 
didn’t mention that I nearly lost 
my bikini bottom twice as the 
waves dragged me along the 
shoreline; a known hazard when 
riding boogie boards in the 
Atlantic Ocean. 

“You guys had fun?” 
I opened my eyes and peeked 

sideways at him. He was watching 
me, so I nodded and spoke again. 

“What’d you do today?”  I 
asked.

“I rode a boogie board too. 
And body surfed. Then sunned on 
the beach and walked the 
boardwalk. Got on the rides. You 
know, the usual stuff.”

“Did you see the sand 
sculpture?” I asked. Trish and I 
had taken a break from the water 
and watched the old man create 
sand art by the boardwalk near 1st 
Street. For as long as I could 
remember, he made exquisite sand 
sculptures on the beach. They were 
always something Biblical. I 
concluded it was his way of 
spreading the “Word.”

“The giant face of Jesus? Yeah, 
it rocked,” Dennis said. “But I 
prefer the ones he does of Jesus on 
the cross. They’re more intricate.” 

We sat in silence after that. I 
wondered if Dennis, being a 
preacher’s kid, was a religious 
person. Religion wasn’t my idée 
fixe. I didn’t obsess over the 
teachings of Jesus, my sins, or the 
sins of others. I used church as a 
social outlet. 

“It’s a wonderful way to meet 
people your age,” my mom 
asserted. To me, it provided a 
perfect opportunity to go on 
parent-approved outings sans 
parents. How else could I, a 
sixteen-year-old girl, spend the day 
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at the beach without them? I 
wasn’t alone in my reasoning. My 
friends used the same tactic.

The bus proceeded west along 
Route 50 toward Salisbury. We 
were still on Maryland’s Eastern 
Shore, surrounded by farmland. 
Traffic at night was thin, and 
darkness cloaked the rural route.

Still, there was enough light to 
see Dennis’s face. With my 
peripheral vision, I could tell he 
kept glancing my way. It made me 
uncomfortable, though. I supposed 
he wanted me to keep up a 
conversation. To make matters 
worse, my stomach growled. I 
hadn’t eaten, and I was hungry. I 
crossed my arms over my belly, 
trying to muffle the noise. But no 
luck. The rumble came from the 
pit of my gut and sounded as 
though feral cats were fighting.

“Raeanne? Was that you?”
I cringed. He heard it, of 

course.
“Yeah,” I mumbled.
“Didn’t you eat?”
“I meant to get a slice of pizza 

on the boardwalk, but I got 
distracted.” I’d spent every cent I 
had on a t-shirt and boardwalk 
rides.

The mention of food started 
another round of stomach 
growling. I turned toward the 
aisle, hoping to mask the sound. It 
didn’t work. Dennis reached into 
his backpack, lifted out a tub of 
caramel popcorn, and thrust it in 

front of my face.
“Want some?” He raised his 

eyebrows in a smirk. “No one can 
resist it.”

He was right. I wanted to rip 
the container out of his hand and 
devour everything inside of it.

“Only if you do,” I answered, 
desperate for willpower.

He opened the lid and grabbed 
a handful. I did, too. 

“Thanks,” I said while 
munching. “I’ve loved this ever 
since I was a kid.” 

“That so?” He passed the tub 
back, and I reached in for more. “I 
saw you on the roller coaster,” he 
continued. “The Serpent. With that 
guy with the dark hair.” 

“Oh yeah. That’s Jack. Trish 
won’t ride it. It’s not her thing. 
But I love it. As the car inches up 
the incline, and you get closer and 
closer to the top, you know what’s 
coming. Then you drop. Your 
heart feels as though it’s flying out 
of your chest and into your throat. 
On the next loop, you’re positive 
you’ll sail off the edge…over the 
pier and into the water. But you 
don’t. And then suddenly, the 
ride’s over.” The words rushed out 
of me.

“You make it sound great,” he 
said as he passed the popcorn to 
me. “What else do you like?” 

“About the beach?” I took 
another cluster of caramel corn. 
Without thinking, I answered with 
a deluge of images. “I like 

everything. That roaring sound 
the waves make when they roll 
over and crash onto the shore. 
The sound of the gulls flying 
overhead mixed with people’s 
voices. The scent of suntan 
lotion and the salty air. Getting 
out of the cold water and air 
drying in the sun. Warm sand 
that conforms to my body like a 
custom-made lounge chair. And 
saltwater. It plucks at my skin as 
it evaporates. Makes me feel 
tingly.”   

“You make it sound 
amazing.” 

I blushed. “It is. Don’t you 
think so? I mean, the sand and 
the water are the best things 
about going to the ocean…
besides getting on the rides.” 

I popped the caramel cluster 
in my mouth and studied him. 
Although the shadows obscured 
his features, I saw his brows had 
drawn together in concentration. 
His eyes were blue or hazel, I 
couldn’t tell which, and they 
focused somewhere beyond my 
face. Disheveled blond hair, cut 
short on the sides and longer on 
top, tumbled over his forehead. I 
could make out a small mole on 
his left cheek a quarter of an 
inch from the bridge of his nose. 
His lower lip was full and his 
jawline square. Most girls I 
knew said he was drop-dead 
gorgeous. I thought so, too. 
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Then he returned his attention 
to me. “I enjoy the beach. But you, 
roller coaster girl… you have the 
soul of a beach bum.” He glanced 
at my beach bag. The t-shirt from 
the souvenir shop was poking out 
of the top. He yanked it out and 
held it up. I had selected a design 
with a crab sunning under a palm 
tree, with the message, “Wish I 
Were at the Beach.” He laughed.

“See what I mean?” 
My cheeks ignited again. I 

snatched the shirt out of his hand 
and jammed it back into my bag.

“Is that good or bad?” I 
inquired, trying to conceal my 
embarrassment.

At that instant, the bus veered 
right. Still hunched over my beach 
bag, I couldn’t catch myself as I 
slid along the bench seat. My body 
smacked into Dennis and pushed 
him into the window.

“Oh my God,” I stammered, 
horror-struck. “I am so sorry. I 
didn’t mean to do that.” I 
straightened up and tried to scooch 
back to my spot, but he slid his 
arm around my left shoulder and 
drew me to his chest.

“Um…it’s good,” he replied, 
chuckling. 

I froze. Why did Dennis 
Everly put his arm around me? I 
assumed his type gravitated 
toward cheerleaders. I was a 
nobody—a nameless girl in the 
pack of teenagers that flooded the 
school’s halls like a slow-moving 

lava flow. The heat in my face 
burned hotter. Under my t-shirt, 
dampness from nervous 
perspiration spread from my 
armpits. I shivered. In 
response, Dennis pulled me 
even closer to him. So close 
that I sensed the warmth of his 
body and smelled the ocean on 
his skin. 

“You cold?” he asked.
As I shook my head and 

started to say “no,” my body 
trembled. An anxious reaction 
that was beyond my control. 

“Let me get my sweatshirt,” 
he said. Before I could protest, 
he let go of me and rummaged 
through his backpack. He 
removed a black hoodie 
imprinted with the red Shipley 
High School crest. I slipped it 
on.  

“Better?” he asked as he 
wrapped his arms around me 
and cradled my body against 
his once more. I nodded. 
Hesitantly I nestled into the 
little nook underneath his arm 
and rested my head on his 
chest. I closed my eyes as the 
bus drove on. I could hear the 
drone of the engine and the soft 
buzz of conversations around 
us. As the tires rolled over the 
road’s rough asphalt, the sway 
of the chassis lulled me to the 
cusp of sleep. I had almost 
fallen over the edge when 
Dennis whispered.

“Raeanne.”
“Yeah?” I murmured into his 

chest, eyes still closed. 
“I’ve wanted to do this for a 

long time.”
“Do what? Go to Ocean City? 

Me, too.” I kept talking, 
something I do when I’m tired 
and my defense mechanisms are 
unplugged. As usual, my thoughts 
rolled off my tongue before my 
brain could censor them. “I 
waited all summer for this. And it 
was the best beach day I’ve ever 
had. Well, maybe not ever, but it 
ranks up there.”

“Raeanne—”
“I shouldn’t have spent my 

dinner money on a t-shirt. I have 
too many. My mom calls me a t-
shirt hoarder.” I took a breath and 
continued. “But they’re 
souvenirs. Each shirt reminds me 
of something special. And when I 
wear one, it brings back 
memories. The shirt I bought on 
this trip will remind me of….” 

I raised up abruptly and the 
top of my head collided with 
Dennis’s jaw. I didn’t want to 
finish that sentence. I couldn’t 
admit that the shirt would make 
me think of him.

Dennis rubbed his chin where 
my head bumped it. “That’s not 
what I meant,” he said.

Wide awake now, I twisted 
my face up toward his. “Oh. Well, 
what did you mean?”
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He lowered his head until his 
nose met mine. “I’ve wanted to 
spend time with you,” he 
whispered. “I really admire you. I 
have for a while.”

His words flabbergasted me. 
Shocked me. I swung away to 
scrutinize his expression.

“Me?”
“Yes, you. You’re different 

from other girls. You aren’t afraid 
to do things. You’ll get on the 
roller coasters and ride the waves. 
You skate…and dance.” He 
chuckled. “And you start mini fires 
when you toast marshmallows.”

“Oh, those,” I muttered, 
remembering how I burned every 
marshmallow on my stick at the 
last church bonfire.

“Today, when you were riding 
the Serpent…I wanted to be the 
one sitting next to you.”

My mind reeled. Dennis 
Everly wanted to spend time with 
me. Ride the roller coaster with 
me! Surely that was above and 
beyond being courteous to the 
homely girl. Didn’t he realize that 
I wasn’t one of the popular kids at 
Shipley High? We lived in 
different worlds at school. I joined 
the church’s youth group because I 
needed a place to fit in, a place 
where I wasn’t so invisible. He 
was a football star. Very visible. 
Would we have anything in 
common?  I wasn’t much of a 
sports fan, which I promptly 
confessed. 

“I’m clueless when it comes to 
football.” 

“Football?” He laughed and 
tightened his arms around me. “I 
don’t need to know about football. 
I want to know about you, roller 
coaster girl.” 

He paused for a moment, 
creasing his brows into a frown as 
though he forgot something, then 
said, “Oh, wait. Let me see your 
cell phone.”

I wiggled out of his arms and 
dug in my beach bag until I found 
it. 

“Here,” I replied, handing it 
over. “What’s wrong, you forget 
yours?”

He grinned as he took it from 
me. “No. I need to send a text.” 

“Oh.” 
Who was he texting? And why 

use my phone? I assumed it was a 
girlfriend and felt invisible again. 
He tapped on my phone for 
several minutes then handed it 
back to me. Without examining it, 
I stowed the phone in my bag, sat 
up straight in my seat, and stared 
at the seatback in front of me. 
Dennis’s arms were at his sides, 
no longer embracing me. The 
spell was broken. His virtuous 
deed for the day—be kind to 
homely Raeanne Thompson—was 
complete.

We rode in silence for several 
minutes. Out of the corner of my 
eye, I could see him watching me. 
I whirled around and our eyes 
met. He held my gaze. I wanted to 
look elsewhere, but I couldn’t. 

“Yes?” The word, short and 

clipped, tumbled out of my 
mouth without restraint. I 
imagined it sounded snooty and 
my entire face grew hot. I 
redirected my attention to the 
seatback. 

He reached over and playfully 
jostled my arm. “Talk to me, 
Raeanne. Tell me about you.” 

“Such as?” I said, hesitating.
“How old you are,” he 

answered.
“I turned sixteen last month. 

How old are you?”
“I’m seventeen now, but I’ll 

be eighteen in April.”
“That makes sense,” I 

responded. “You’re a senior.”  
“Would your parents let you 

date a senior?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never 

asked them. Would yours let 
you?” 

“Probably,” he laughed. 
“But…I’m not interested in 
dating a senior.”

I shivered again, speechless. 
He slipped his arms around me 
and I reclaimed my position 
against his chest. My heart 
pounded so hard I was convinced 
he could sense it through the 
sweatshirt. This was uncharted 
territory for me. Was Dennis 
Everly going to ask me on a date? 
Or did he just want someone to 
kiss, and I was here. 

The idea of kissing Dennis 
made my heart thump even 
harder. I imagined his mouth 
tasted like the caramel popcorn 
we shared. Sweet, and a tad salty. 
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If I raised my face, would he 
graze my lips with his? I chewed 
my lower lip, craving a 
connection between his mouth 
and mine. 

With a racing pulse, I took a 
chance. Closing my eyes, I raised 
my face and willed Dennis to 
lean over and kiss me. Instead, 
he lifted me onto his lap. I curled 
up against him. He stroked the 
top of my hair with his left hand. 
Then he slid his fingers across 
my cheek and gently traced the 
outline of my lips. 

“Raeanne,” he whispered.
“Uh-huh?” I said 

breathlessly. 
“I’m so glad you sat next to 

me.” 
My senses were in turmoil. 

Dennis, kiss me. Now. I’m ready. 
I don’t care if you just want to 
make out on the bus ride home 
from the beach. I’ll understand if 
you never talk to me again. I 
want to savor your lips. Please 
don’t wait any longer.

As if reading my mind, he 
steadied my chin with his hand 
and pressed his nose against 
mine. I felt his breath, warm and 
moist, on my cheek. My chest 
settled against his and a rapid 
heartbeat resonated within me. 
Was it mine or his? Were our 
hearts palpitating in a frenzied, 
synchronized rhythm? I wasn’t 
sure. 

Then his lips, soft and 
delicate, brushed against mine 

and nipped at my lower lip. The 
contact sent an electric jolt 
through my stomach that traveled 
up my chest and into my brain. I 
had the sensation of floating—my 
face was untethered from my 
body and buoyed by the sensation 
of his mouth caressing mine. I 
ceased breathing, afraid that if I 
exhaled, I’d tumble back to earth. 

Dennis sighed, and the weight 
of his touch intensified. He 
explored my mouth with an 
earnestness that invited a response 
from me. I put my arms around 
his neck and snuggled in. Then I 
pressed my lips firmly into his. 
The tang of seawater flavored his 
mouth. When I inhaled, I detected 
the faint scent of caramel corn. 

We were mid-kiss when the 
bus started to shake. It jolted my 
body out of his lap. Then, without 
warning, Dennis and I flew 
against his side of the bus. His 
shoulder impacted the bus’s metal 
shell just below the window. 
Immediately afterward, we 
ricocheted back toward the aisle. I 
felt his arms tighten around me as 
the momentum tugged my body 
away from his. A second later we 
were airborne—our bodies sailed 
upward as though we were rag 
dolls. I heard the sharp, loud bang 
of metal scraping against 
something solid. And then we fell.

Dennis landed hard against the 
window. As I smashed into him, I 
heard the low-pitched, brittle 
tinkle of shattering glass. My right 

shoulder jammed into his chest. 
Someone struck my left side. 
Trish. Her head slammed into 
my left shoulder, pushing me 
harder into Dennis. The top of 
my head collided with his chin. 
Then the motion of the bus 
changed. Trish’s body pressed 
down on me, pushing me further 
into Dennis’s chest. The air was 
knocked out of my lungs and I 
struggled for breath. As the bus 
moved forward, it shuddered and 
bounced. Each jerk threw her 
head into my shoulder and my 
head into Dennis’s chin. I heard 
someone scream. Was it me?

Finally, the bus stopped. I 
opened my eyes, disoriented. 
Everything was black. When my 
eyes adjusted to the darkness, I 
could make out shapes. My head 
was near the floor and my legs 
pointed upward. My feet were in 
the air. Empty seats hung above 
my head. Windows were also 
overhead. They framed the night 
sky, which was littered with tiny 
white pinpricks. Stars? I tried to 
concentrate. My head was on 
Dennis’s chest, wedged under his 
chin. Trish pinned me to him. 
Slowly, I lifted my head and 
caught sight of her. The three of 
us were sandwiched between the 
seats. Her head had settled 
against my chest and her legs 
jutted upward with mine. Then I 
understood. The bus was on its 
side.
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My head throbbed, as though a 
hammer inside my skull was 
continuously striking my forehead. 
I extracted my arms from beneath 
Trish’s body and maneuvered 
myself so I could crouch on the 
side wall of the bus, which was flat 
against the ground. A seatback 
provided a handhold for support. 

Dennis’s face was next to my 
feet. The window underneath his 
head was a web of cracks. Dirt, 
twigs, and clumps of grass 
protruded from the spaces where 
shards of glass were missing. In 
the dimness, I could see a trail of 
dark liquid running down his 
forehead. His eyes were closed. 
Trish lay prone against his 
stomach. She groaned and lifted 
her head.

“Trish!” My voice cracked. 
“Are you hurt?” I inhaled so I 
wouldn’t cry.

“Raeanne?” 
“Let me help you.” I leaned 

over Dennis and took her hand as 
she clambered to the metal strip 
above the windows. “Watch out 
for the broken glass,” I cautioned.

She squatted by my side and 
threw her arms around me. “Thank 
God you’re okay. What 
happened?”

I took a deep breath but 
couldn’t repress my tears.

 “I think…the bus flipped.” I 
sputtered while attempting to 
swallow a sob. “I was sitting with 
Dennis Everly. He kept me from 
hitting the window. He’s injured…
maybe badly. He’s bleeding…have 

to help him.”
I extricated myself from Trish’s 

hug and searched for my beach bag. 
It was next to me, lodged against 
the seatback. I retrieved my new t-
shirt and used it to wipe the blood 
off Dennis’s face. He stirred. 

“What’s going on?” he croaked; 
his eyes still closed.

“The bus had an accident.” I 
took another breath as I spoke and 
willed myself to sound calm. 
“You’re bleeding, but you’ll be all 
right.”

I studied his face. A new trickle 
of blood slid down his forehead. I 
tracked the rivulet to a long gash on 
the top of his head. To hinder the 
flow, I tied the t-shirt around his 
head as a makeshift bandage. 
Dennis opened his eyes and glanced 
at me, as though to reassure himself 
I was there. Then they fluttered shut.

“Call for help,” he whispered.
I sifted through my bag until I 

found my phone, and prayed for a 
signal. When the display screen 
showed several filled-in service 
bars, I couldn’t control the hot tears 
that rolled onto my cheeks. I wiped 
them away with the bottom of his 
black sweatshirt, then opened the 
phone’s GPS map. The pulsating 
blue dot marked our location. We 
were on Route 50 near Vienna, 
about fifteen miles east of 
Cambridge. It was a two-hour drive 
from Linthicum. My fingers shook 
as I called 911 and explained to the 
operator what happened and where 
we were. She assured me that help 
would arrive shortly. 

I surveyed the bus. Other 
passengers were unraveling 
themselves from the massive 
tangle of arms and legs. Jack 
crawled over and joined Trish. 
Anita and Bill huddled next to 
them. 

“You guys cool?” I asked. 
Anita responded. “We’re fine. 

Probably bruised a bit.” She 
hesitated, then added, “Raeanne, 
how are you?”

I told her I was good. But I 
wasn’t. Dennis was wounded, and 
I didn’t how badly. I focused my 
attention back on him. A small bit 
of red seeped through the t-shirt 
tied around his head. The bleeding 
had slowed. I watched his chest 
rise and fall with a steady rhythm. 
He was breathing. But his eyes 
remained closed. 

Those who weren’t badly 
injured climbed out the emergency 
exit at the back. My friends stayed 
with me as I sat in the overturned 
bus and worried over Dennis. 
While waiting for emergency 
medical services, I called my 
parents. Ten minutes later, a fire 
truck, police car, and three 
ambulances arrived. Two 
paramedics carried Dennis off the 
bus. I followed them with his 
backpack. They strapped him onto 
a stretcher and loaded it into an 
ambulance. His eyes were still 
closed, and he hadn’t spoken. I 
wasn’t certain if he was asleep or 
unconscious. A chaperone, Mr. 
Humner, rode with him to the 
emergency room in Cambridge. 
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We learned from Mrs. Jarvis 
that the bus’s front tire blew out 
and the driver lost control. 
Several people were taken to the 
hospital. The ER doctors 
expected them to be discharged 
within a day or two, if not sooner.

My dad arrived at the crash 
scene two hours later. It was 
several minutes past midnight. 
Anita, Bill, Jack, Trish, and I 
piled into his SUV for the trip 
home. We didn’t say much in the 
car. My friends soon drifted off 
to sleep, but I couldn’t. Dennis 
consumed my thoughts. I 
gathered his black hoodie to my 
cheek and nuzzled into its 
softness. The scent of caramel 
popcorn and sea air permeated 
the fabric. More than anything, I 
wanted to finish the bus ride 
home with him, experience his 
arms around me, and see where it 
led us. 

School would start on 
Tuesday. I’d go back to my 
world, and Dennis to his. I 
believed he’d acknowledge me if 
I passed him in the hallway. But, 
surprisingly, I realized I would be 
fine if he didn’t. Sharing a seat 
with Dennis helped me 
appreciate my worth. I might be 
Raeanne Thompson, the homely 
girl. But I was also Raeanne 
Thompson, the girl who rode on 
roller coasters and braved the 
waves. I was not afraid to do 
things. Dennis Everly noticed 
me. He wanted to spend time 
with me. I wasn’t invisible. I was 

admired.
As our SUV crossed the 

Chesapeake Bay Bridge into 
Anne Arundel County, my 
phone pinged. I had a text. 
When I checked the message 
notification, it read “Dennis 
Everly.” I hadn’t put him in my 
address book. Perplexed, I 
opened the message and two 
text bubbles appeared on the 
screen. The first was sent to 
him from my phone earlier that 
evening. 

Hi Dennis, I really like you. 
Roller Coaster Girl

The message dumbfounded 
me. I hadn’t sent that note. 
Then I understood. He texted 
himself when he borrowed my 
phone. He wasn’t messaging 
another girl. He was capturing 
my phone number! My whole 
body felt lighter, as though a 
weight was lifted off my chest. 
Elated, I read the second text.

Hi Roller Coaster Girl, I 
really like you too. I woke up in 
the hospital and you weren’t 
here. I miss you. My dad said 
your father came and got you 
and that you’re okay. Me too. A 
bit scraped and bruised, with a 
big cut on my head and a 
couple of stitches, but nothing 
is broken. Please ask your 
parents if you can date a senior. 
Don’t forget! P.S. I owe you a t-
shirt. Dennis

He answered his own text 
message, which made me 
snicker. He wasn’t too badly 

banged up, which was a relief. But, 
more importantly, he wanted to 
continue what we started on the bus. 
I was ecstatic. Without hesitating, I 
typed out a message back to him.

Hi Dennis. I’ll ask them. I 
promise. P.S. I miss you too. Roller 
Coaster Girl
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By Virginia Elizabeth Hayes

Tern-U U-Turn

Wednesday, May 3rd, 1989 
11:51p.m. 

I stood on the western dock of 
the tiny Alaskan island of Tern 
Union Isle. I could see the lights of 
Homer much further down 
Kachemak Bay. I looked at the 
deputy sheriff, the registered EMT, 
the hunting/fishing guide, and the 
tour-boat/water taxi-driver. 

They were all the same person. 
On an island with 37 year-round 
residents, people wore many hats 
and they met at strange times of day. 

“Okay, class,” the tall, muscular 
man with black hair, bronze eyes and 
golden skin asked in a bored tone, 
“what are the things you’re not 
going to do?”  

Everyone called him Lark. I 
didn’t know if that was a first or last 
name. 

I sighed. The ‘class’ he spoke to 
was comprised of me and an empty 
dock. He’d been talking in a flat, 
bored tone for twenty minutes, 
listing the many and varied ways 
stupid people could and would die in 
Alaska. 

“Speak up, Luella,” he said, still 
staring at the silver, midnight sky. 

“My name is Leo. Leontine, if 
you must.” I paused, realizing I’d 
been baited. He knew my name. 
We’d met three days earlier, when 
he taxied me from in from Homer 
to Tern-U, as the locals call it. “Do 
you want the entire list?” 

“The top few will do.” 
“Well. Don’t get into the bay.” 

I pointed past the bobbing boats 
tethered to the dock, toward the 
ferociously full bay branching off 
from Cook Inlet. The water 
splashed about ten rungs down on 
the dock ladder, approximately a 
mid-point between insane tidal 
swings. In seven or eight hours, 
everything but the top rung would 
be swallowed by the voracious, 
cold water. 

Lark raised a brow. 
“Because?” 

I wish I knew what I’d done to 
earn such contempt. That first 
minute or so when we met, he was 
fine. He smiled. But then, I 
blinked. It had been charmless 
indolence from him and everyone 
ever since. “Because everything 
about it can kill you.” 

“Specifically.” 

“It’s the second highest tide 
fluctuation in North America, the 
current is strong. You can be swept 
out, resulting in: death. It’s silty. If 
you submerge below a foot, you’re 
invisible. No one can see you without 
a vest, so you drown, resulting in: 
death. With a vest, the water’s 41 
degrees Fahrenheit. Hypothermia 
sets in at 45 seconds, resulting in: 
death. At low tide, the mud looks 
solid, but it’s mud. If you walk on it, 
you’ll sink and get stuck. When that 
water comes back like a freight train 
and you’re still there, it results in, oh 
hey: death.” 

Lark moved his eyes, but not his 
head. “What about the tarballs? 
Where are they from? Who are they 
provided by?” 

The only topic of conversation 
I’d heard since my arrival from 
Nebraska last week centered on a 
single-hulled tanker and its negligent, 
drunken captain. “The Exxon Valdez 
grounded in Prince William Sound 
on March 24th. Oil spewed from its 
single hull ever since. It’s radiating 
out with every tide. I haven’t seen 
the report for today, too busy with 
laundry and pies, but it looks like the 
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currents are going to bring more and 
more tarballs every day.” 

He shot me a hard glance. “You 
know that’s who’s running VECO, 
don’t you?” 

I wondered what the clean-up 
company hastily designated to 
recover the beaches in Prince 
William Sound had to do with my 
passing the ‘Tern-U Safety Quiz.’ All 
seasonal employees needed to pass it 
in order to work. The weird, tiny 
island had never lost a ‘seazie’ due to 
fatality and wrote the quiz into their 
by-laws. 

“I know who VECO is.” I rubbed 
my eyes, then glanced at my watch. 
12:03 a.m. “May I get my safety 
certificate? I need to get up early, 
well, today.” 

“Not yet, Lana. What about 
bears?” 

“Leo.” I flopped my hands. 
“Tern-U doesn’t have bears. Kodiak 
is 50 miles of cold sea away. They 
grow them in extra-large quantities 
there. Not here.” 

“The day’s still young, and this is 
Alaska. Anything can happen. What 
would you never do when confronted 
by a bear?” 

I shouldn’t have, but I let my 
sarcasm surface. “Tickle it. Play a 
little chase-me, chase-me. Then 
invite it over for bacon.” 

“Uh, yeah.” He rolled his eyes. 
“What about the Union Tern?” 

“It doesn’t exist.” I pointed at 
a photomural above the bird-
watching shop, next to the Tea 
Room Inn. My boss and her 
husband owned both. 

The mural showed a bird 
standing on a rock with a splotch 
on his head. Every time I saw it, 
a fracture of a song or a poem or 
a something ran into my head. 
Before I could identify what it 
was or who wrote it, it ran out 
again. All I had so far was: 

… perches on the soul….  
I sighed, wishing I could ask 

my Mom about it. She would 
know. 

I pointed at the mural. 
“Somebody in 1932 thought he 
saw a tern with a brown and red 
dapple on his head, took a picture 
and then failed to see him again. 
But he named the island in the 
hopes that it would migrate back 
and bring all of his nesting 
friends. Annually, this time of 
year, birdwatchers from all over 
the world fly in, to see if the 
magic bird has returned. There is 
a festival this Friday for the 
imaginary bird, called the Tern-U 
U-Turn.” 

“What’s it about?” 
“Tourist dollars.” 
“No,” Lark said, glaring at 

me like I’d just spit on his shoes. 
“That’s not what Tern-U’s 

migration fest is about.” 
I looked away from his anger 

and stared out at the bay and 
watched the dangerous beauty of 
the water. 

“Hey,” his voice pitched 
upward, like he just thought of 
something. “Why do you have to 
get up early? Did Gert’s first group 
still not cancel?” 

Ever since the Exxon Valdez 
cracked open, the world changed. 
Seasonal workers fled from their 
usual summer jobs to wipe rocks 
while collecting a small fortune per 
hour. Potential tourists, watching 
the televised oil spill destroy the 
most pristine landscape on earth, 
picked up the phone to cancel their 
trips. 

Since word of the quick money 
spread, I was the only seazie to stay 
more than a day on Tern-U. 

I closed one eye. “As far as I 
know the seven cookie-eating, pie-
addicted Australian birders are still 
on. I’m scheduled to meet their 
float plane.” I looked at my watch 
again. “Today.” 

He held out his hand. “Let’s see 
the three items.” 

I reached to my fanny pack, 
unzipping it. I reached in and came 
up with a haul of alleged life-saving 
equipment. A Zippo lighter. A 
Swiss Army knife. An Acme 
Metropolitan Police whistle. 
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Lark pointed at his own whistle 
which hung from a choker around his 
neck. “You need to wear that high and 
tight.” He bent his head, touched the 
whistle with his lips and made a light 
trill. He looked back at me. “So you 
can reach it in emergencies.” 

Unable to imagine what 
emergency I would encounter that 
would require woodwinds to save me, 
I nodded. I’d seen all the island 
residents wearing them in such a way. 
I put the gear back. “I’ll do that when 
I get up, in, oh, five hours. Before I 
start four people’s worth of work.” 

“See that you do.” 
“While we’re at show-and-tell, 

have you seen the package my mom 
sent?” 

It was the third time in as many 
days I’d asked him. 

“What’s the urgency? Does it have 
chocolate?” 

“No.” I waited for a yes or no on 
the package. When I got nothing I 
shrugged. 

Lark smirked a little. Quite 
annoyingly, it made him look more 
appealing. More like he did when I 
met him, when he thought it was okay 
to smile at me. “This is the frontier, 
Lorraine. It takes a while for things to 
show up.” 

I blinked away from his handsome 
face, then pivoted, walking away from 
him and toward my narrow bunk. 

“Do you,” he shouted to my 
receding back, “have a tetanus shot?” 

“Yes.” I kept walking and lifted 

my arm to give him a thumbs-up. 
Well, it was one of my fingers, 
anyway. 

Five and a half hours later, after 
I’d beaten my alarm clock into 
submission, washed my face, and 
gotten dressed, I walked out of the 
Tea Room Inn. My watch said 5:44 
a.m., but the crazy silver sky 
seemed too bright to be real. 

I paused, touching my whistle 
lanyard. It felt like I’d tied it too 
tight. I sighed, deciding I would get 
used to it, and left it alone. I stared 
at the mural of the perky little bird 
that was never spotted again here or 
any place else. The fractional 
phrase, perches on the soul, popped 
into my head again. I waited, 
hoping it would stay long enough to 
be identified. 

I blinked and it vanished. Nope, 
I thought. I still don’t know what 
that is. 

I headed down the dock to greet 
the first set of guests brave enough 
to come to Tern-U to wait for a 
migration that might not arrive. 

The humans who spilled all the 
oil weren’t the only species 
disrupted by what happened when 
all that oil actually spilled. The 
poisoned water, the toxic smoke 
from the burn-off, the destroyed 
shoreline were just a few 
components missing from what a 
flock of migratory birds needed to 
migrate. Not everyone on the radio 
could agree as to why it was 

happening, but only that 
something was. The huge flocks 
of migratory birds weren’t in the 
place they should be. That place 
was Kachemak Bay. 

Since no one told me not to, I 
kept moving forward like it was 
worthwhile. 

I followed the dock towards 
the fire-station, also known as the 
medical-hub, the water-taxi 
headquarters, and Lark’s house. I 
zigged west and went toward the 
open spot where the floatplanes 
stopped. 

I glanced around as I walked, 
not seeing any other human up at 
this ridiculous hour. Just me and 
the ravenous incoming tide. 

Somewhere near my feet, I 
heard a strange, creaking, 
squeaking sound. I stopped 
walking. The sound repeated. I 
walked to the edge and looked 
down. 

I saw a sad, oil slick tern. 
He’d somehow tucked into the 
corner of the fourth rung from 
the top of the ladder. Oil dripped 
from his wings and most of his 
body, but except for a brown 
smear on the top of his head, his 
face, eyes and beak were clean. 
As long as he didn’t fall off that 
ladder, or stay there until the tide 
covered him again. 

“Okay, cutie,” I said, in what 
I hoped was a soothing tone. I lay 
down on the boards and reached 
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for him with an eye on the water 
that had already swallowed all of 
the sixth and part of the fifth 
rung. My fingers were about 
three feet too short to reach the 
exhausted bird. 

“I am Leo, and I am pretty 
much the only person on this 
island who doesn’t know 
anything about your kind of bird. 
Do you peck?” 

The bird said nothing. He 
shivered a bit, there on his soon 
to be underwater rung. 

I turned my head. The safety 
quiz covered none of this. 

I stared at him for a good five 
seconds wondering how he got to 
that rung, but a stinging swat of 
seawater sprayed into my eyes, 
telling me how close the tide was. 

Wiping my eyes, I glanced 
down at the Tea Room and the 
Fire Station. I didn’t have time to 
run down, wake everybody up 
and explain the situation. The tide 
would be on him in minutes. 

It was me or nobody to save 
him. 

“I’ll make you a deal, bud,” I 
grabbed the side rail of the 
ladder. It felt cold and splintery, 
but not coated with a slime of oil. 
Dropping my legs down so my 
feet would straddle the side rail, I 
kept my hands close together, 
gripping the rail until I felt my 
feet touched on a rung. I looked 
down. It was the fifth rung and it 

was wet but barely. I had maybe a 
minute or two before it submerged 
enough to have a current. 

Locking my feet, I bent my 
knees and moved both hands to the 
second rung. It felt a little slippery, 
but not too bad, I thought. I looked 
at the bird as I let go with my right 
hand, reaching for him.  

“If you don’t attack me, I’ll get 
us both out of here.” 

The poor, wet, oily bird looked 
like he really wanted to peck my 
eyeballs out, but he was too tired 
and smelled too much like tar. 
Maybe he’d get to it tomorrow. He 
blinked sadly at me. 

I reached forward, and scooped 
my hand under his oily tail 
feathers. I folded my arm as quick 
as I could, so if he fought, he’d fall 
onto me rather than into the bay. 
He wriggled a bit and swung his 
beak some, but mostly he shivered 
and tried to breathe. I held him in 
the crook of my arm. 

I looked down at all the frigid 
water rushing in under me, 
swallowing the ladder and seeping 
into the toes of my sneakers. 

Well, I thought, that’s the easy 
half. I looked up at the dock above 
me and all those empty rungs 
which I now had to take with one 
hand, instead of two. Genius, I 
thought. I am a genius. 

I squeezed the rung as hard as I 
could, then lifted my right foot, set 
it on the fourth rung where the bird 

had previously perched. I eased my 
weight forward and up. I rose to the 
fourth rung, then shifted my weight to 
bring up my left foot. If I got both feet 
up, I reasoned, I could change rungs 
with my hand. 

I lifted my left foot. A tidal surge hit 
the ladder, making it shimmy. 

My left foot slipped, skidding off the 
rung. I fell forward, banging my face 
against the rail. Stars burst in my eyes, I 
heard a crunch in my nose and warm 
liquid flooded down my mouth and chin. 
The momentum of my face bouncing off 
the rail made my right foot slip, too. 

Both dangled into the icy murk of 
the thunderous tide. 

My grip on the rung held. I blinked a 
few times, waiting for the blinding stars 
to stop, then I looked down at the greasy 
little guy in the crook of my arm. 

He made a little sound. A cry, 
maybe. I couldn’t blame him. Another 
scrap of that elusive verse popped into 
my head. And sings the tune without the 
words. 

I still didn’t know what that was 
from. How annoying. 

The icy rush of tide pushed my feet 
and ankles, hard. I swung my legs 
around the ladder, hooking my feet 
under a rung. Feeling my handgrip 
loosen, I did the only thing I had left. I 
dipped my head down, caught my 
whistle with my lips and blew bursts of 
shrill sound. Three longs, three shorts, 
three longs. I rested for a beat, feeling 
my feet go numb. I told them to stay 
hooked. 
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I couldn’t hear anything over the 
roar of the water. The dock over my 
head acted like an amplifier. I 
thought I heard the buzz of a float 
plane, but it could have been a 
generator, or the pulse in my ears. I 
counted backwards from ten and 
repeated my whistling. S. O. S. 

A weird drumbeat vibrated into 
the pylon against my cheek. Feet, I 
thought. Those are feet pounding on 
the dock. A high, thin chorus of 
whistles keened toward me. 

I looked down at the sad, tired 
bird. “Hang on,” I whispered. “Hang 
on.” 

A heavy weight thumped onto 
the dock directly above me. A male 
voice yelled. “Hey!” 

I looked up into the handsome, 
but uncharacteristically frightened, 
face of Lark. He extended both 
hands, gripping onto my wrist. 

“Unhook your feet.” He met my 
eyes. “Please, Leo.” 

Maybe it was the concussion. 
Maybe it was hypothermia setting in, 
but I looked into his beautiful face, 
and felt something close to an 
apology. I rolled my hips until I saw 
my legs move with the current, and 
with them, my feet. 

I heard shouting and saw a few 
more blurry faces appear above me. 
Three more hands grabbed onto my 
arm. Everybody pulled us up. 

I curled and rolled so my ribs 
met the planking, instead of my oily 
bird friend. Although a valiant 

thought, it wasn’t a smart one. 
The hit brought stars to my eyes 
again and shoved all the air from 
my lungs. The dragging 
continued for another five feet, 
then everybody let go at once. 

Still trying to breathe, I 
flopped onto my back. 

Then everybody gasped. 
For a second, I thought 

someone on this island was 
showing me compassion. 

“It’s a Union Tern!!” Seven 
voices shouted at once, and most 
of them had Australian accents. 

Right, I thought. Of course. 
Priorities. 

I blinked heavily at all the 
new faces, realizing that I had 
heard a float plane. This was the 
birding group I was supposed to 
meet. I looked down at the poor 
little guy in my arms. He gave 
me an exhausted look. I slowly 
sat up, looking at the crowd who 
continued to gasp. I heard the 
frantic click of camera shutters. 
Someone shouted again. “It’s a 
Union Tern!” 

“No,” I said with chattering 
teeth. “I think that’s tar on his 
head. And my nosebleed.” 

“You can’t be too sure,” said 
one of the faces behind the 
cameras. “I’m documenting 
this.” 

Both I and the beleaguered 
bird turned our heads toward 
Gert as she strode down the dock 

holding an army-green wool blanket 
open. Her face was half accusatory 
and half proud. 

“Hey,” she said, a little too loud 
as she passed by the crowd. “Does 
anyone want to advise on the 
cleaning and rehabilitation of this 
historic fellah? I know the basics, but
—” 

Whatever she said was lost in a 
chorus of enthusiastic shouts and 
raised hands. 

Lark reached out, grabbing the 
blanket and swaddling my shoulders 
with it.  

“Great. Take the bird. Leo needs 
assessment. We’re going to the Fire 
Station.” 

Gert took the exhausted, slippery 
bird from my shaking hands. Without 
a word of warning, Lark picked me 
up, held me in his arms, and marched 
up the dock. 

I closed my eyes. 
“Don’t,” he said, bouncing a 

little, “go to sleep.” 
“I’m not. I have oil, salt spray 

and blood in my eyes.” 
“Great. Who’s the President?” 
“George Herbert Walker Bush. 

Why do you ask?” 
“I’m checking for concussion. 

What state are we in?” 
“Annoyance.” I opened one eye. 

He looked blurry and unamused. 
“Alaska.” 

“Great.” He opened the door to 
his house, carried me to a 
professional looking gurney, and set 
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me down. He turned toward a big 
cabinet on the other side of the 
room. My eyes followed him until 
they saw his desk and what sat on 
top of it, right next to the 
shortwave radio. 

Half blind or not, I’d recognize 
the handwriting anywhere. I 
pointed. “The package from 
Mom!” 

He opened the cabinet. His 
hands took hold of a big red case 
marked: EMERGENCY.  

“Yeah,” he said, in almost a 
sheepish tone as he came back 
toward me. “It arrived the day 

before you got here.”  
“Why didn’t you give it to 

me?” 
He opened the case and put on 

surgical gloves. “Because I 
couldn’t tell if you would stay 
without it. I still can’t.” He turned, 
reaching for my face. He put his 
fingers on my cheekbones. “Look 
up. I need to see those eyes.” 

I did what I was told but 
continued to ask questions. “Why 
would you think I would leave 
because Mom sent an old camera?” 

He picked up a white bottle 
marked: saline. “But it’s a 
Hasselblad.” 

He said it in a hushed, reverent 
tone, like I should know what that 
meant. I didn’t.  

“Did you open the box?” 
“Look up while I rinse your 

eyes. Keep them open.” He 

squirted the cool water into my 
open eyes. It wasn’t quite as 
sensuous as it sounds.  

“The insurance letter is stuck 
to the side. Anyone could read 
how valuable it is. I put the box 
here for safekeeping. It’s such a 
good make of camera, they took 
one to the moon.” 

When he’d squirted the bottle 
dry, he started tapping the bridge 
of my nose. 

I fought the urge to cry. “Mom 
sent it when she thought she could 
come. Then, all of a sudden, she 
couldn’t. So I wanted to make sure 
it was safe.” 

The phrase: and never stops at 
all, came into my head. I didn’t 
know what it meant or who said it, 
but it clutched at my throat. The 
fight fled from me. All the tears 
that I had staunchly refused to cry 
in the last two weeks all arrived at 
once.  

“Mom probably won’t be able 
to come here. Maybe never.” 

Lark looked surprised and 
confused. “Wait. Your mom was 
Gert’s third seazie who 
cancelled?” 

I sobbed so hard I almost fell 
off the gurney. “She didn’t cancel. 
Her cardiologist did it for her. She 
flunked her physical. If she flies in 
an airplane, she could throw a 
blood-clot. So she’s on new 
medicine. She made me come here 
without her because: ‘A lady meets 

her obligations, one way or 
another.’ Now give me Mom’s 
camera before I call the cops.” 

He gaped. “That’s her camera?” 
I wished I could tell him to stop 

repeating stuff, but I was crying too 
much. After a minute or two, I 
wiped my face.  

“We’d planned this. This 
adventure was going to be ours. We 
saved. We trained. She mailed stuff 
to herself three days before she 
went to the doctor. She resigned as 
president of the NTGG and from 
secretary of her DAR chapter. I quit 
my stupid mall job so I could spend 
one last summer with Mom.” 

He stilled. “Last?” 
“Maybe.” I choked once and 

tears flew horizontally from my 
eyes. “I mean. I didn’t know she 
was sick. But she’s not young. I 
showed up so late in her life. And at 
some point, I’m going to have to do 
something responsible. So, we 
planned this. But she couldn’t 
come. I had to go here where 
everybody here is mean to me.” 

“You did everything I told you 
not to.” He opened an antiseptic 
packet and wiped my upper lip with 
it. It burned and smelled like a 
hospital. 

“No.” I shot him a glance 
between shivers. “I didn’t tickle a 
bear.” 

He snorted. “The day’s still 
young and this is Alaska. Anything 
can happen.” 
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“Then tell me why everybody’s 
been mean since I set foot on Tern-
U. Are they punishing me for being 
the only one who showed up? Leo 
isn’t a long name. Couldn’t you 
learn it?” 

He looked at the contents of 
the case. “Sorry. When we met, 
you were so nice and pretty and so, 
so smart. I let myself like you. 
Then I realized no one on Tern-U 
can pay VECO money. So, I 
started playing hard-to-get. I 
thought if I acted like I didn’t care, 
it wouldn’t matter when you left. I 
guess everyone else thought you’d 
run out, too.” 

“You could have asked, instead 
of keeping my mom’s stuff.” 

“I thought if you had it, you’d 
bolt like the other seazies. You’d 
go to the Sound. Take pictures. Sell 
them to papers. That’s big money, 
too.” 

“I don’t want money that 
smells like tar. I want my mom to 
be here. I want people to not be so 
awful to me for stuff I didn’t do.” 

“I’m going to check your 
pupils. Look up.” Pulling out a 
penlight, he flicked the light in my 
eyes. “What do you mean: ‘didn’t 
do?’” 

I looked up into his absurdly 
handsome face. “I didn’t wreck the 
tanker. I didn’t break my word. I 
didn’t scare wildlife with oil, fire 
and smoke. I didn’t fail to show up 
to work. Why doesn’t that count 

for anything?” 
He sighed. “Everybody is 

scared and frustrated and you 
were the only one here to take it 
out on.” Lark exhaled, pointing at 
my feet and legs. “You didn’t 
break your nose. Your pupils look 
pretty good. So, let’s warm you 
up. Take off your shoes and 
pants.” 

I simply stared at him. 
It took him four seconds to 

catch it, then he shook his head 
and stepped away, walking with 
his hand over his eyes. “Oh. 
Right. I’ll toss some spare sweats 
over to you. Without looking. 
You’ll tell me when you’re 
dressed.” Then he ran like a 
rabbit. 

I picked up the giant sweats 
Lark tossed to me, before he ran 
to the radio and kept his back 

pointedly turned. Feeling 

exhausted, I undressed. Trying to 
undo my wet, matted shoelaces 
with shaking hands and blurred 
focus felt almost impossible. By 
the time I took them and 
everything else off, gravity 
changed, pressing me down.  

The fatigue of either shock or 
hypothermia made his grey 
sweats feel like they weighed half 
a ton. I struggled into them, as if I 
were swimming through tar. 

The radio crackled from the 
desk. I caught some words but let 
them go. I staggered back to the 

gurney, flopping down, completely 
worn out. “You can turn around if 
you like.” 

“Good.” He looked over his 
shoulder. “Just got word that Fish 
and Game is on their way with a 
vet to help the little guy you saved. 
All the birders are out of film 
already, documenting the possible 
historic return of the legendary 
Union Tern.” 

“There is,” I said, shivering, 
“no such thing.” 

“There is now.” Lark turned, 
holding a blanket, a wool cap and 
wool socks. He pointed his chin to 
the far end of the gurney, or maybe 
the space heater beside it. “With or 
without clean feathers, that tough 
little bird was determined show up 
for our party when nobody else 
would. That will forever make him 
a Union Tern. Even if it’s 
honorary.” He stepped up, pushed 
the wool cap onto my head, handed 
me the socks, then put his hands on 
my hips. 

Whatever sassy comment I had 
in my head evaporated when I felt 
his warm hands touch my body. He 
lifted me, set me on the gurney, 
unfurled the second wool blanket 
and wrapped it unevenly around 
me. Ducking down, he turned the 
knob on the space heater until it 
started to rattle lightly and the inner 
coils began to glow. 

Lark hopped up onto the gurney 
beside me. Lifting one edge of the 
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blanket, he scooted next to me, 
pressing his side against mine. “You 
didn’t fully submerge, so we don’t 
have to do this naked.” 

Because I couldn’t tell if he 
were relieved or complaining, I 
stayed silent. 

He nudged me gently with his 
elbow. “What does: NTGG mean?” 

I blinked at the non sequitur. “It 
means: Nebraska Territory 
Gardener’s Guild. It’s a really old 
organization in Omaha. Why do you 
ask?” 

His laugh lines crinkled and his 
eyes brightened. “There are three 
members flying in to work here for 
the next two weeks, to help meet a 
sick member’s obligation. Then, 
they’ll be replaced by another three. 
And so on, all season, or until she 
can make it here herself.” 

I’d heard his words, I just didn’t 
understand them. “What? Mom’s 
gardening club is coming up here?” 

“Yeah. They kept telling Gert: A 
lady meets her obligations, one way 
or another. Apparently, it’s in the 
by-laws.” 

“Yes, it is.” Tears filled my eyes 
again. Thank you, I thought. Thank 
you, Mom. 

The radio kept crackling. I 
zoned in and out, but then heard a 
familiar name. I looked at Lark. 
“Did I just hear: Omaha Chapter of 
the DAR?” 

“Yup. They’re sending us 
groups of three, too. Looks like they 

won’t be outdone.” 
“They never like to be, no. It 

looks like you’ll have some more 
seazies for your quizzing pleasure. 
And for the party.” 

“That,” Lark said, pointing at 
the radio, “is what the U-Turn is all 
about.” 

He’d lost me. “Tourist dollars?” 
“No. Hope.” 
“Hope?” 
“Tourist dollars are nice. But 

the U-Turn is built out of hope. 
Migrations run on hope. Tiny 
islands in the middle of a roaring 
bay are made entirely from hope.” 

True, I thought. I looked out the 
window into the silver daylight and 
watched blurred flashes of wings 
and beaks flying past. More birds 
were coming. 

Hope is the thing with feathers, 
I thought. 

The realization came to me. 
That was the poem that kept 
dropping phrases into my head. 
‘Hope’ is the thing with feathers, 
by Emily Dickinson. 

It followed me to the chillest 
land, on the strangest sea. 
Triumphant that I finally 
remembered, I smiled. 

No doubt thinking all that joy 
was for him, Lark squeezed my 
hand and smiled back. 

I let him keep his illusion. 
“Does this mean I passed my safety 
quiz?” 

His smile vanished. “Oh hell 

no.” 
“The day is still young. And 

this is Alaska. Anything can 
happen.” 

“Not that.” Lark patted my 
hand. His mouth softened. “I’ll 
make you a deal, Miss Leontine. 
Because of your heroism, you’re 
on: probationary parole. You can 
work, but you’re getting a quiz a 
week, every week, all season. 
Personally supervised by me.” 

Feeling the warmth radiating 
out of his body into mine, I 
decided I could do much worse. 
“Does said quiz come with 
dinner?” 

“Of course.” 
I squeezed his hand in return. 

We sat together in the silver 
daylight and listened to the sounds 
of approaching hope. 

**************************** 
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By K.T. Seto

Waterbound

Folks always say falling in 
love is easy. It isn’t really. It 
requires a suspension of 
disbelief, a release of self that 
comes with forgetting to think 
and just feel. Most people can’t 
do that for long. Life interferes 
and distracts you with a million 
little things until you’re not 
really focusing on who you’re 
with at all, really. You’re just 
moving from moment to 
moment, action to action in an 
oddly choreographed pas de 
deux performed by drunken 
marionettes. Blinded by life and 
cares and grasping awkwardly in 
your partner’s direction while 
the winds of fate toss obstacles 
in your path. But then life is like 
that, a tidal wave of emotions 
calling and pulling at you while 
at the same time pushing you 
away.  

Kind of like the sea. 
The sea is equal parts 

wondrous and terrifying, an apt 
analogy if ever there was one. It 
gives, even as it takes, in an 
endless ebb and flow of the 
waves with wonders hiding in its 
depths. I have always loved the 

sea and read everything about its 
inhabitants. Living so close to it, 
this fascination was only natural. 
The beauty of it, the mystery, the 
romance, and the magic. It gives 
me so much joy and sometimes it 
gives me pain. I learned that early 
too, but I still loved it. Like I love 
him. But I’m rambling. You find 
that as you age, the telling of 
things isn’t as simple as when you 
are young. You ask me to tell you 
about love, and I am talking about 
the sea, but then the sea is where 
we met, so it makes sense. 

The first time I saw him, he 
was standing in the water. Knee 
deep and motionless with the 
waves pulling at him as he stared at 
the beach. Just stared. I was ten. 
He looked to be about my age and 
his shorts looked odd, almost the 
color of the water, but thin. So thin 
I could almost see through them. 
His skin was so pale it seemed to 
shine in the early morning light, 
and his hair was short and dark, a 
closely cropped pelt that covered 
his head down to the base of his 
neck. 

I was collecting shells, 
comparing them to the pictures in 

my book, trying to tell which species of 
mollusk they came from. Yes, I was that 
kind of girl. When he saw me 
approaching— not really paying 
attention to anything but the sand— he 
made a sound, almost like a hum. It 
startled me, so I stopped walking, 
stopped looking for shells and just 
stared. Like he was staring. After a little 
while he smiled and something in my 
chest seemed to open. Like he’d found a 
spot to occupy and would always live 
there. I smiled back and walked to where 
he stood. And just like that we were 
friends. 

I didn’t realize we never spoke aloud 
until the day my mother met him. We 
were sitting in the water, our feet and 
legs covered but not far enough out that 
the tide would sweep us away. We were 
talking about coral; I went through about 
six months where I was obsessed. He 
always seemed to find the best pieces for 
my collection, and I knew he swam 
every day. Even on days when my mom 
said the water was too rough for me to 
go near it.  

We’d been friends for two years at 
that point. Living in a coastal town, I 
knew everyone, but no one else seemed 
to know his family. He’d told me his 
grandpa home schooled him and his 
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father worked in deep water. I’d 
asked my mom what that meant, 
and she figured his father was on 
an oil rig somewhere out in the 
ocean. 

Anyway, we were talking 
about coral and my mom came up 
to us. She’d been calling me, but 
I’d been so engrossed in our 
conversation I hadn’t noticed. I 
was wearing my new swimsuit. It 
was a two piece and he’d looked 
at me a long time when I’d first 
walked up. So long my face 
started to get hot with 
embarrassment and I’d wondered 
if he didn’t like it. 

He had. 
He’d given me a smile and 

reached for my hand, holding it 
for a long moment before 
motioning for me to sit next to 
him and let the water cover our 
legs.  

My mom looked at us sitting 
in the water and shook her head, 
asking why I hadn’t answered 
when she called. I turned and 
looked at her and smiled. I 
introduced her to him. I think I 
said, Mom, this is my friend Quiv, 
and he smiled and said hi. But she 
just looked at us. Asked me why 
we were just smiling at her and 
staring instead of answering. Then 
he shook his head and looked like 
he was going to cry. I grabbed his 
hand under the water, and he said, 
“She can’t hear me; only you,” 

and in that moment I realized his 
mouth never moved when we 
spoke. I sat there with my mouth 
open for a full minute while he 
jumped up and gave a little bow to 
my mom and ran away.   

I didn’t see him for a full month 
after that. And the place in my chest 
where he’d lived for two years hurt. 
Missing him was a physical thing. 
When he finally returned, he 
explained that what we did— what 
we had—was special. That my 
mother would never be able to hear 
his voice because she didn’t belong 
to him as I do. I thought he’d meant 
she wasn’t his friend and didn’t give 
it another thought. After all, we 
were children then. Things are 
always simpler when you’re young. 
You accept things as they are and do 
not learn that there is more lurking 
beneath the surface— nor do you 
care. I suppose I should have had a 
clue, loving the sea as I did, 
knowing it held secrets. Yet I never 
gave it a thought, nor did he. What 
we had simply was. And that was 
enough.  

 As we aged, his absences 
became longer. I would go for 
months without seeing him, 
endlessly running down to the water 
after school, after my activities, 
after work. Days and weeks would 
pass without a word or the sight of 
him. Then he would be there, 
waiting just at the water’s edge and 
it would be like he’d never left. I 

started to treat it like an illness, this 
longing. Back then it made me 
unpredictable—angry or weepy in 
turns— always wanting what I 
couldn’t have because he wasn’t 
there. Missing him and storing up 
everything to tell him when he came 
again. My best friend. My truest 
friend. The one who lived in my 
heart. 

Of course, it didn’t stay innocent. 
He gave me my first kiss there at the 
edge of the ocean. A mutually clumsy 
attempt full of all the love and lust 
we’d felt growing as the years passed. 
We shared secrets, but he kept the 
most important one until I turned 
nineteen.  I ran to his arms and he 
pulled me down and kissed me over 
and over there where the world ended 
and the water washed over us in 
shimmering waves of ecstasy until I 
was dying to have anything and 
everything and give him my all.   

I offered.  
Peeling the clothes from my body 

and lying there in the moonlight with 
him next to me, staring. His eyes, 
midnight pools of longing and 
something deeper. Something I had 
never seen before and couldn’t put 
words to. He stopped touching me. 
Left me lying there as if he were 
trying to figure out what to do, or 
what to say. The silence went so long 
I felt embarrassed. I began to pull my 
clothes back on, my fingers trembling 
with the pain of rejection. He reached 
out and stilled my hands, stopped me 
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from dressing and pulled me into his 
arms again.   

Then he told me. He pulled off his 
shorts, the thin silky material that he 
always wore while swimming. The 
waves rose up behind him as if 
fighting his movements, threatening 
to pull them away or pull him under. 
The garment transformed in his hands 
as I watched in wonder, becoming a 
sleek grey black fur that I hesitated to 
touch. 

And I understood. 
He offered it to me. Offering me 

his love and a life together. Offering 
to stay, promising not to seek it out, to 
resist the call of his blood and 
become like me for a time. I saw it 
then, the sadness. Like me, he had a 
hole, a place where I lived inside his 
heart that belonged to me. When we 
were together it filled to overflowing 
and drowned out the sweet serenade 
of the sea.  

How long I asked, but I knew. 
Not forever, and once found the 

place where he lived would never be 
filled again. A choice, a sacrifice. I 
loved him too much force it. I needed 
him to choose to come back to me for 
as long as he could, not make him 
stay and hope he’d forget his other 
life. Living always in fear of the 
moment my love wasn’t enough. So, I 
folded the garment carefully and took 
him into my arms. Then when we 
finished, I helped him don it again 
and kissed him goodbye. 

 I didn’t care then. 

 Don’t care now, even after all 
these years, all the loneliness. 
Because there are some things 
that cannot change. Some things 
that cannot be overcome. Had I to 
do it again, I would.  

I love him. 
I could have made a life 

without him. Gone to him when 
he could visit and kept our love 
innocent and unconsummated. 
Instead I chose not to. I chose 
him then and I would choose him 
again, today, fifty years later. 
After all, who would believe me 
if I told the truth? Better to tell 
half-truths and say my husband 
lives and works on the water. So 
many people in my small town 
depend on the sea for their 
livelihood. It doesn’t really raise 
any alarms that no one ever meets 
him. Was I any different than the 
others whose spouses spend long 
months away on some oil rig or 
deep-sea boat or serving in the 
military? Should I turn away 
from the yearnings of my heart 
because of this one thing that 
makes us different? Try to fit 
myself into someone else’s 
definition of what love should 
be? 

 I chose this as my way. I 
chose this kind of love and raised 
my daughters openly and alone 
and kissed my son goodbye at the 
moment of his birth— knowing 
he would never know me, never 

see his mother. Ran my hands over 
his tiny fur covered body and oddly 
shaped limbs, memorizing their 
shape and color. Allowing my tears 
to mix with the blood and fluids of 
his birth there in the waters where he 
was conceived. 

 My son was both blessing and a 
curse, yet I knew Quiv cherished 
him. As I did our daughters. Even 
when they reached the age of reason 
and could no longer hear his voice. 
They still came when he visited, and 
didn’t cry, even though I knew his 
touch now caused them pain. 

 Each time he returns, he sings to 
me that sweet humming song, that 
fills the space he made inside me 
with his love for me. Each time he 
goes, I die a little inside and the 
longing returns, my constant 
companion. Because even when he 
is here the knowledge that he can 
never ever stay remains perched 
atop his spot. Waiting to fill the void 
and remind me that, while I am 
loved, I am not whole. 

That is what love is. A place you 
make inside of you, whose contents 
spill forth and fill you, or recede and 
leave you feeling bereft. Like the 
waves of the sea. 

I wouldn’t have it any other way.  
A selkie’s bride is poorly wed, 

her husband cannot share her bed. 
His fate is tied fast to the sea. So, 
love him not, for he will leave. 

***************************** 
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