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Peyton Kyle Minnick

The Seas of Aquarius

First Place • Fiction

Omnium, the largest space colonization company in

while staring at the planet. I then jolted back as something

the Terra Empire, has given me a job to survey a planet

tapped my shoulder. I turned around and a well-dressed,

covered in water for a new mining operation. I look out

short elderly man came into view. “Excuse me, lad, but you

of the window on the small cramped transport spaceship

appear terribly ill. A bad case of travel sickness, I presume?”

towards the planet and its moon. After six months of seeing

the old man said. “No no, I’m fine. I’m just nervous about

nothing but the black void of space and the few dim stars

my job.” I quickly stammered out. The man stared at my

that illuminated it, I was delighted to see the brilliant blue

luggage and pondered before saying, “Ah, I see. I believe you

marble in the distance with the pale white hue of its moon

are the rookie surveyor that was supposed to arrive today.

accompanying it. The ship made the entrance into the

Enjoy the six month long trip?” He chuckled to himself

moon’s gravity. I could see the glass domes protruding from

before stopping and saying, “Look, lad if I give you the

the moon’s surface, as the ship slowly reduced its speed to

mission details, it’ll probably calm you down. Let’s head to

dock. If the information I was told was correct, then this is

my office. Don’t worry about your bags, son. I’ll just get the

currently Omnium’s main base of operations for their

tin can to carry them.” He snapped his fingers at a passing

mining project on the planet. I began to pick the few cases

android before pointing at my metal cases on the ground.

of equipment I brought with me. Passengers rushed by me,

The android bowed to him before picking up the cases and

as they were anxious to get off after a six month long trip.

began following him with me treading behind the two.

I felt the same way, but I still had the common decency to
not trample over each other to get to the airlock doors.

The old man approached a pair of sliding doors and
scanned a key card he had in his pocket. The halls were

I picked up the two metal cases of equipment, and made

dimly lit, and they did not give off a sense of opulence that

my way toward the exit.

the main docking area gave off. The old man broke the

Once I left the airlock, I was taken aback by the sight

silence and said, “My name is Viceroy Gladstone, and this

in front of me. Through the glass dome, stood the planet

piece of scrap metal following us is called… well its name

I was supposed to survey, a large blue sphere coated with

doesn’t matter; it's just a robot, but anyway, I want you to step

an entire array of different shades of blue. I gazed around

into this lab door here, kid.” The door led into a short hall

the dome, and I was fascinated with how its layout reminded

with a door at the end marked as his office, but that was not

me of an airport back on Earth. Among the scrambling

what caught my eye. A window ran down the entire right side

staff, scientists and engineers laid out plans on empty tables.

of the short hall, and it provided a view into a lab researching

Human-like androids followed behind them like ducklings

the planet’s fauna. My eye was fixated on one thing in that

while carrying stacks of papers and electronics. I had never

lab, a nearly six foot long, black serpentine-like fish. The tail

left Earth before, but Omnium funded my college education

almost looked like an eel’s, but the head had a jaw about as

and gave me the unique opportunity to earn my education

big as half its body length. The head had two sets of pale

through participating in the construction of a human colony

white eyes and a set of jagged almost knife- like teeth. One

on the moon of Aquarius, the blue planet that sat beyond the

foot long whiskers ran from its lower jaw. “Something caught

glass dome.

your sight, boy? Ah, I see. Appreciating the freaks that we’ve

My mind began to race as it fully set in that I would soon

dragged out of Aquarius? I can’t remember what exactly the

be on that blue planet. Under hundreds of meters of water,

lab monkeys decided to call that one. I think they called it a

I would be surveying the future site of the mining operation,

floater.” My own skin seemed to grow as pale as the beast’s

but I was not fixated on the mining. Though my excitement

eyes. The Viceroy seemed to notice my discomfort and

covered it temporarily, my subconscious fears of diving down

assured me by saying, “Don’t worry, kid. That one is just

into the depths of that planet began to rise, but I would be

a corpse; it can’t eat you, or at least, I don’t think it can.”

accompanied by a professional team. I started getting pale

I responded by asking if those creatures were present in the
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area I was going to be surveying. “Yes, they will be in the

trained in naval combat and not to brag too much, but I am

area, but all they do is float in a straight path until something

a highly decorated veteran of the Martian Succession Wars.”

touches their whiskers. They seem to be opportunists that

He continued to talk about the “good old days” when he

only eat things that swim by them, so as long as you don’t do

was a soldier while we walked through the airlock towards

anything stupid, you should be fine.” His words were full of

his spaceship. “I might just be the greatest diver Omnium

confidence, but that sense of sureness did not carry over to

has ever seen,” he casually told me while being oblivious

me. He then leaned over towards me before saying, “Besides,

to his own narcissism, but he still continued his stories even

it’s not the predators we’ve caught, you should be afraid of.

though I had long since stopped listening, “While we’re flying

It’s the ones we haven’t caught that you should be scared

towards Aquarius, I’ll tell you the story of how I fought off a

about.” He finished his sentence with a hardy chuckle. He

Martian blood-sucking squid while arming a death charge on

clearly meant his words in a joking manner, but the thought

a United Martian State battleship.”

of unaccounted predators shook me to my core. We stepped

As I entered the ship, I immediately took notice of its

into the office, and the Viceroy took his seat at his desk. The

antiqueness. The old age of the ship was the least surprising

Viceroy cleared his throat before ordering the android to take

thing about it, because upon the wall of the ship, there was

my luggage to the room that the Omnium Corporation had

a rack of medals for military service. I had found myself

prepared for me. The Viceroy turned his attention to me

completely bewildered that there might have been some

and began to speak, “I know you are a newbie, so I’m going

semblance of truth in this old war veteran’s stories. He leaned

to have to dip you into the water, so you don’t drown. And I

next to me and proudly said, “Looks like you got a real eye

ain’t lettin’ anyone drown on my watch.” The old man leaned

for greatness. Someday rookie, if you work as hard as me,

into his chair before shuffling around the contents of his desk.

you might get a couple of these trinkets for yourself. Also the

“I want you to go back to the docking area. I’ll have one of

name’s ‘Pike’. The Viceroy also told me you might be a bit

the more experienced members of the surveying group you’re

scared of some fish out there. I am here to tell you that a man

assigned to take you on a test dive to get you used to the

with this many military awards is not dying to a fish anytime

waters. Once that is done, I’ll give you the rest of the day

soon, so fret not, rookie. I will make chop suey out of any.” I

off to settle in.”

managed to finally get a word into the conversation when I

The door to the Viceroy’s office shut with a large crash

interrupted him by saying, “Your name is ‘Pike’? You were

of noise as I made my way down the hall towards the docking

named after a fish?” I realized I had committed a cardinal

area. The pale eyes of that preserved “floater” corpse still

sin by giving this man more to talk about. Pike chuckled

stared at me from that lab. The thought of other predators

and continued on his ego- filled nostalgia trips. I quietly

being in those waters while I surveyed was frightening to say

butted into his prideful ramblings with a reminder of what

the least. I made my way to the docking area and saw an

we were supposed to be doing. “Huh? Oh yes, the mission.”

older man in what I believe was his fifties. He was slumped

He adjusted into his seat and started to prepare the ship for

on a bench, and it clicked that this was the veteran that was

take-off, but much to my dismay, he started to speak again.

waiting for me. The lobby was devoid of life at this hour, so

“Now where was I? Ah yes, how I got the name ‘Pike’... Back

he was the only person that it possibly could have been. I

in my military days, we were sinking every ship in the whole

sheepishly approached the man, but before I could say a

Martius Ocean. Battleship, cruiser, civilian fishing ship, we

word, he jumped off the bench. “There you are! I’m guessing

sunk them all to take down those red rebels…” His ramblings

you’re the rookie I have to babysit.” I simply nodded, as I

slowly faded away, as I began to tune out his war time ravings.

didn’t want to immediately start an argument. “My ship is

I was completely fixated on the beauty of the Aquarius. The

ready. I have all the diving equipment on board. You won’t

mix of blues was awe-inspiring, but the thought of what

need your surveying junk now, so you don’t need to bring

lurked in that natural painting diminished the beauty.

any of it.” He rubbed his nose and continued his lecture,
“Man, you are so lucky the Viceroy stuck you with me. I am

2

The spacecraft landed on a natural stone plateau sticking
out of the ever expansive blue ocean. Even though the ship
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had landed, Pike seemed oblivious to this, as he made no

catwalks and illuminated the ocean which would have been

effort to stop his ramblings, “... you would have not believed

pitch black without them. We continued on the catwalks,

the shock on my face when that woman told me she was

and then I saw them. A pack of those horrifying floaters

actually a robot. Of course our romance could not continue.

started to drift towards us. The radio buzzed again in my ear,

I blamed her, but then again I probably should have known.

“Don’t move, rookie. Those things will only take a bite out of

I don’t know many humans with the name ‘01000001

you if you move while touching their whiskers. They aren’t

01101101 01111001’ after all.” “Sir, I believe we’ve arrived.”

too dangerous though.” He then asked me an odd question,

I said slightly annoyed now that I was no longer able to tune

“Hey rookie, want a knife?” I was taken aback by the question,

out his rants. He proceeded to rise from his seat and began

so the only thing I could say was, “Sure?” He pulled out a

with another lecture, but to my surprise, he actually started

rock he had taken from the plateau and tossed it at a floater

saying useful information. He told me where the diving

that was about a dozen feet away. As soon as the rock made

equipment was in the ship, and we put on the hulking metal

contact with the creature’s whiskers, it quickly snapped up

diving suits. Upon stepping outside the ship, the scent of sea

the rock into its massive jaws and thrashed around in the

water and the sight of the still, unending ocean filled my view.

water. The creature seemed to eventually realize the rock

There was not much to be seen on the plateau. There was a

wasn’t food and discarded it. The rock fell to the surface of

crudely marked landing zone and equipment thrown about

the catwalk along with one of the floater’s teeth. Even though

the plateau. There were some unused flood lights, tables, and

I couldn’t see Pike’s face, I knew he was bubbling with pride.

the beginnings of what looked like infrastructure. There were

He picked up the nearly three inch long, jagged tooth and

some railings and some metal platforms built on seemingly

handed it to me. “There, all you need now is the handle.”

random locations on the rock. Pike interjected my thoughts

We descended down the catwalks, as I continued to look at

by saying, “This site may not seem like much. I’ve seen better

the floater tooth. Its shape was strikingly like a knife’s. The

sites put together by Martian militia men, but it’s not the

creature couldn’t have possibly been able to close its jaws with

surface of the site that matters. All of the real construction

layers of teeth like this. I pondered what kind of prey would

is down there. Come on put on your suit and we’ll go down

need this much overkill for the creature to eat it?

that elevator to the ocean.” Behind me, I noticed the elevator.

We approached the dig site and Pike began to tell me

It was like a large metal tube that descended all the way into

about it, “Now, you may be wondering to yourself, ‘what

the depths below. I was surprised I didn’t notice it while

kind of metal is so valuable that we would be willing to dive

observing the plateau.
I watched as our elevator slowly dipped beneath the

into the depths and deal with nightmarish fish to mine?’
Well copper of course! Omnium’s gotta find cheap metals

surface of the water. The blue waters slowly entrapped us

for smartphones somewhere, but anyway, the big suits and ties

while I finally put on my diving helmet. The elevator rested

do actually think there are a lot more valuable metals hiding

at the bottom of its route and pressurized the room at what

about this water-covered rock. They really do think Aquarius’

I thought was a snail’s pace. Eventually, a click was heard

moon could make a good place for a human settlement too.

and the doors slid upon. Water rushed into the elevator, and

I don’t think they’re wrong on that assessment, but I still...”

my fears of drowning set in again. Before I could lose myself

Before he could finish his sentence, something interrupted

to this overwhelming fear, an all too familiar voice began to

him and it wasn’t me this time. A loud thunk could be heard

talk over my thoughts, “Test one, two, three. These suits have

echoing through the waters. The flood lights turned off one

built-in radios. Pretty neat, huh? Alright, so I’m going to take

by one, and I started to hyperventilate and turn pale. My

you around the site. It isn’t as dangerous as anything I’ve

radio buzzed again, “Hey rookie, don’t worry. We just need

encountered on Mars if that makes you feel better.”

to follow the catwalks back while holding onto the support

I was in awe at the sites around me. Natural stone spires rose

rails. I bet one of those stupid floaters bit an electronic wire.

from the black depths. Metal catwalks twisted and turned

It’s really nothing to worry about. Well, speaking off the

around these spires. Flood lights attached to the spires and

devil… stand still, rookie. It’s a floater.” I could see what he
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was talking about. In the distance, a dimly glowing eye could

onto the catwalk. Everything went dark, as the yellow eye

be seen drifting towards us, but that wasn’t a floater. Floaters

faded from sight. I couldn’t hold to my consciousness any

have two sets of pale, solid, white eyes. Whatever this was,

longer. The last thing I heard was the buzzing of my radio

however, had one solid yellow eye. It seemed to be picking

with Pike desperately trying to say something to me. The

up in pace as it got closer. I started to speak over the radio,

catwalk started to creak and crack, and then I felt it give way

“Pike, that’s not a floater. We need to move, now.” I still found

underneath me. The last thing I saw was Pike falling with me

myself unable to move. Fear had glued me to that catwalk, as

along with what remained of the catwalk. I knew that when

a voice in the back of my head tried to reason that it might

I woke up, I would have to fight my way back to the surface

be a floater. “I’m just overreacting.” I thought. “What else

against the uncharted horrors below, but even with all my

could it be besides a floater?” I sat still, as the yellow eye

thoughts of self-doubt, I knew there was a possibility that I

approached us, but it didn’t seem to be simply swimming past.

would make it back.

It rammed into me at breakneck speed, and I fell backwards

4
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Kaitlyn Reynolds

Dark Waters Crossing

Second Place • Fiction

Sometimes at dusk when the air started to chill and the

spending all my hours in the woods with no good excuse;

world started to settle, I would see him come out from the

I wasn't the most organized. That was all the reason anyone

hidden interior of the island. I didn't exactly know who he

needed to be suspicious. I wasn't like the other children and

was or where he came from, but then again, no one really

young teenagers. I didn't like to play games in the open fields.

knew anyone in this world anymore. Ever since the war had

I liked to read and write and learn what I could about the

begun fifteen years ago, everything that remained was in

past. No one read anymore, or learned, or studied. All they

shambles. Hollow city buildings stood like tall, rusty skeletons

did was work, and when they didn't work, they would sleep,

with fragmented and twisted metal fingers, and the once busy

and that was life. To me, that life was boring. I shouldn't have

streets grew quiet and still. The world had cast away its noisy

been shocked when I went by my tree one day, only to find

shell, and all was quiet. I want to say how horrible things

everything gone. I frantically searched the area wondering

were because of it. I want to weave you a tale of struggle

if they had fallen out, but everywhere turned up empty.

and success, triumph and defeat, gain and loss. But the truth?
I think it has been good for the world.
The judgment once tucked so tightly on people’s faces

“Looking for these?” A voice called out behind me.
“Zeidan, what are you doing out here?” My best friend
was always sticking his nose where it absolutely did not belong,

had relaxed into a sense of brotherhood and peace. The

which in turn was mostly my business. He grinned at me in a

nations were no longer divided, and people were all one,

way that suggested something no good was on his mind.

equal. As the old, tattered paper books say, “those who do
not learn from history are bound to repeat it.” It seemed we

“I could ask you the same.” He lifted the open notebook.
“What are all these? Are you watching someone? Can I help?”

had found ourselves in the repeating process. Unfortunately,

So many questions, and no time to argue. Before I could

I was the only one who read the books; no one found

protest further he pulled out the sheet I had been hoping he

knowledge important anymore. Instead of advancement

wouldn't see, lifting his eyebrow.

or even recession, the world had almost stopped entirely,
standing still just the way it was. But to the man in the shaded
island grove in his secluded little world, were things different?
From what I could tell he was an older man, and from that I
concluded he had lived to see the time before war, the time
things weren't...boring, the time everyone refused to talk
about; it was for this reason and these theories I wanted to

“Are you trying to trap him?” he asked.
“No!” I retaliated. “But, he has to be at least fifty, maybe
more. Maybe he knows about the before times.”
Zeidan glanced back up at me. “That's a dangerous thing
to look into, Devlin.”
I wanted to roll my eyes; I didn't care what anyone else
thought. This was my discovery and my life. I was going to

meet him. The problem being I was stuck as to how. The

do exactly what I wanted, and no one was going to get in

waters that lead to the island were deep, but not very wide.

my way. “Look, you can either get out of here or help me,”

Things would have been in my favor if I could swim. My

I spoke, sarcasm and annoyance thick in my voice.

secondary, and only other current plan was even more
ridiculous. I thought I could lure him out with something,
for I had witnessed him use a boat once before to fish.

He looked at me with a smile. I knew I was going to
regret saying that. “So, when do we get started?”
Days turned into weeks, and then months. The more

My meager research was a small leather-back journal full

we studied him, the more we hypothesized, the more we

of notes and sketches of him. Some days I liked to imagine

concluded. Among all this, something was still missing;

I was studying a new species; other days I considered his

he had no name. We tried several neutral things. ‘Subject’

food sources and if he was alone. No one knew of my

seemed impersonal and ‘Guy’ seemed vague; nothing was

research, and so I kept the endeavor secret. Until one day.
So maybe I did get a little careless, leaving my notes
and drawings in the hollowed-out portion of an oak tree,
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right about it. And thus, our curiosity and commitment grew.
The plans slowly falling into place, the ideas suddenly clear as
day in our heads. Now all we needed were the supplies, the

5

hardest part of it all. Zeidan collected his half slowly over the

speak; all I could do was stare at the rustling branches and

course of the weeks, and I was soon to follow. It was simple

wait for my demise. Suddenly, Zeidan crashed through

to our naive minds, seemingly so flawless. It seemed fortune

the bushes, causing me to scream, as he dropped his pile

had been so kind as to provide everything we would need to

of firewood.

carefully construct our plan, but how foolish were we; fortune
did not favor.
No one would miss us for the trip. My family worked
from early in the morning until late in the evening, as did
Zeidan’s and most everyone’s. And so, in our makeshift

“Goodness, man! You scared me half to death!” I
exclaimed, the cold fear slowly seeping out of me and leaving
an empty feeling in its place. He gave me a goofy smile before
kneeling to pick up the wood.
“Complain all you want; I got us tonight's fire.”

boat, we pushed off towards the grove. Everything went as

I let go of a sigh, dropping the anger in my voice, and

smoothly as I believed it would, and when we bumped into

reluctantly began helping him pick up the mess. Between

the sandy shore, I was shocked at how close the island really

the two of us, we were able to construct a fire, settling in for

was to the mainland. The environment was far different

the night. I laid down to sleep, not once noticing anything

than I had ever imagined it would be. Humid air encircled

unusual around us.

both of us as we tugged the ship onto land and swatted at

I woke up that morning the way any normal person

bugs. I glanced around the thickly grown area, squinting in

would, surrounded by people I did not know. Shock is a word

the sunlight.

not to be used lightly here. In those few groggy moments of

“Look, there's some sort of path,” Zeidan said pointing

waking up I didn't know what to feel. I wanted to raise my

to an area not far from us, a sharp tone of uncertainty in

hands in a non-threatening way, only to find them very tightly

his voice.

tied behind my back. My eyes finally adjusted to the light as I

We timidly headed into the shady under grove of the

assessed my predicament. I was no longer in the thick jungle

trees, pushing shrubbery and branches out of our way. The

canopy, but instead in a large clearing. Though the crowd

further we walked, the darker it got, the thicker the leaves

around me was thick and full of tall, muttering people, I

grew, and the taller the grass seemed. Soon the path we

could make out buildings around us. The one thing I dwelled

followed became narrow and confusing, and we regretfully

on was that they didn't seem to be made from mud or wood.

decided we may be lost. I was the first to suggest that we hold

My companion was nowhere to be seen from where I was,

out for the night, although both of us had failed to bring a

and my mind raced straight into panic. What if these people

tent. I went to work clearing an area, while my companion

had harmful intent, or had taken Zeidan. My mind blanked

voyaged out to find firewood. Soon after, the sun was almost

out as I continued looking around frantically. All at once the

completely gone, and the sound of the birds began to

crowd's demeanor changed. Someone approached, and with

drastically decrease. I sat down against a tree, waiting for him

absolute respect they parted to let him through. I let out an

to return. In my subconscious mind the fear began to creep

involuntary gasp as the man I had watched for so long stood

around the clearing’s dark corners, infecting my rationality

before me. His long white hair swayed slightly in the humid

and thoughts. The shadows began to warp into figures, and

breeze as his ripened eyes examined me. If I hadn't been

every small rustle or sound made me more alert. I thought

sitting, I would have fallen to the ground in shock. He stood

about grabbing a weapon, but that belonged on the list of

tall over me for a second before a smirk spread to the corner

things I had failed to bring. Suddenly, a loud rustling caused

of his aged mouth. He made a hand motion to the others

me to jump. I stood fast, throwing my back against the tall

who promptly darted forward for me. They cut the ropes that

tree, my heart jumping into my throat.

held my hands in place, pulling me to my feet.

Through the quiet night came a distant rustling and the
crackling of branches. I could hardly see the stars and moon
above me for the thick trees. I strained my eyes against the

“Well then,'' he spoke, his voice rich and low. “We have
some talking to do.”
I was right when I said the buildings were not made of

night in an effort to face whatever came for me. It got closer

wood and dirt. As I followed the man with the crowd sharp

still, creeping along, drawing out the anticipation. I couldn't

on my heels, I couldn't help but take notice of them. Their
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smooth surfaced and sharply defined textures baffled me as

“Chaos became the custom in everyday life back then,

I tried to make sense of what I was seeing. I was led into a

always new stories of war and strife, poverty, struggle...”

building at which the crowd stopped following us, muttering

He trailed off, looking down as the smile still lined his face.

to themselves as they dispersed. The man turned to face me

“We were fools to think it would ever last with the way we

as he sat down, motioning for me to do the same. The chairs

mistreated each other and our world.” He took a long drink

were odd to me, incredibly comfortable and covered in some

as I thought.

soft material. I almost enjoyed myself before remembering
where I was. He poured a glass of something and offered me
a cup, of which I was too terrified to decline.
“Now,” he said, settling back in the chair and looking at
me. “What, might I ask, is your name?”
“Devlin,” I managed to say, my heart beating in my chest.
He kept that consistent smile on his face.

“What was different?” I asked.
“The real question is, what wasn't? We purged the land
and each other for status, wealth, power, anything to put
ourselves on top.”
I considered this before speaking again, choosing my
next question carefully. “What started the war then?”
Again, he answered me with a riddle. “What didn't?” He

“Devlin,” he repeated thoughtfully.

stood, and for a moment I feared our time was over before he

Very timidly, I opened my mouth and asked, “what is

calmly walked to the table, pouring more into his cup, aged

your name?”
“Ernest Franklin,” he said.
I mauled over the words in my head, finally having
a name to fit him, and did it fit well.
“Now, what do you really want to know?” The question

grace in every small movement. “I always knew the world
couldn't last the way it was. instead of tearing each other
down, we should have risen together, built each other up.”
He ceased to move, standing stiffly as he thought. “What's a
man and his wealth if he is rich alone. What's power without

pulled me back to reality, as I was caught off guard by its

purpose? Though we were too stubborn to admit it, we

meaning.

needed each other.”

“What do you mean, sir?” I tried to keep my voice steady,
feeling the words shake as they rolled from my lips. He leaned
forward a bit for a better look into my eyes.
“You don't just watch someone from a distance for that
long and have nothing to say, my dear child.”
The cup nearly slipped from my hand as I swallowed hard.
He must have noticed my tone shift and let out a chuckle.
“My apologies. I'm sure you have questions for me as
much as I have for you. Please ask away.” He sat back in his
chair sipping from the cup.
I glanced down at the strange liquid and took a sip, its

“But did you know?” I asked.
He stopped and turned, looking at me with a
questionable sparkle in those ancient eyes.
“Know what?”
I swallowed the lump in my throat, forcing the question
out. “Did you know that the world would come to this?”
He just smiled, sitting back in his chair. “You're asking
if I knew that this would happen? Well my child, I knew as
much as I did that the rains would fall and the sun would rise,
and that the birds would sing their songs in the morning, and
that the waters would flow in every river that the world would

sweetness greeting my lips. I set down the glass and took a

change, but what I did not realize back then in my blinded

deep breath.

youth, was that the world would change for the better.”

“Do you know about the times before the war?” I asked.
He stopped for a moment as if to think, tugging at his
white beard. “I do indeed, for I lived through it.”
My heart raced in anticipation, the excited look on my
face hinting for him to continue the story.
“The world has changed in these fifteen years, and yet I
seem to forget about the time before more and more each day.”
I sat forward on my chair, my ears trained on his every
word. He stopped, smiling to himself before looking up at me.
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I sat back, unsure of what to say next. Looking down at
my cup, he walked over to me and knelt down to eye level.
“Change is in our nature. We can build our walls with
stone and brick; we can dig trenches and shoot fire at one
another until all that remains are bones and whispers on the
wind. We can climb mountains and cross oceans, but we can
never escape ourselves.”
I stared back at him, nodding silently. He smiled as he
had done from the moment I met him.

7

“Your friend Zeidan asked me some of the same

We swore to never speak of where we got them to

questions. I hope you will both use this information wisely.”

anyone, and to abide by the words of the man we had spent

He handed me a small leather bag, and told me not to open

so long observing. The small kids on the island soon became

its contents until I had left the island. I promised him this.

interested in our treasures, and so we began to read the

“You are a bright boy, Devlin. I bid you farewell, and
safe travels.”
We were escorted back to the bank from which we came,

stories to them, and show off the maps, and slowly we began
to know the world as it was.
After the visit, the man stopped appearing from the island,

a surprisingly easy path that took no more than a quarter

almost as if he had never been there at all. Although I never

day’s cycle. Neither of us spoke the whole way, yet once we

went back to that shaded grove, I often thought of the words

were in the boat and out to water, chatter flew. Each of us

I was told and the things I saw, the same messages I passed

spilled our experience and had a matching set of leather bags,

on to the young kids, the lessons I never forgot. And I think

which we tore open like presents. Mine contained books with

somewhere in me I always knew the answers. Even still I have

the word “History” printed across each of them, all of them

questions and doubts. I wonder if I should truly follow the

different sizes and textures. Ziedan's was full of maps and

guidance, but still I believe what I have been told: the world

charts, and a small machine with “compass” printed onto the

has changed for the better.

bottom. Each of them contained the same copy of a note. It
read: “Use your knowledge for good and leave an imprint on
those who also wish to learn.”
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Rebekah Saulsbury

A Visit

Third Place • Fiction

Maya was suddenly aware of how much her hands were

“Coffee?” she asked, nervously twisting her hands.

sweating. It was the first sign of nerves getting to her. Twenty-

Maya nodded. “Yes, please.”

three years. She had spent twenty-three years in anticipation
of this moment. Now that it was here, she wanted nothing

Maya’s mother stood up and walked briskly to the
machine, returning with two mugs. Maya accepted one with

more than to run back to her Jeep and drive as far away from

a grateful smile. She examined the mug, an olive green one

this house as she could. However, she knew she was expected.

with pink tulips snaking around the handle. She reached for

Anticipated. Surely the resident of the house was just as

the cream at the same time as her mother. Both pulled back,

nervous as Maya was. She wiped her hands on her khakis,

telling the other to go first. Maya’s mother won out, and

took a deep breath that didn’t calm her in the slightest, and

Maya poured the cream in her mug, watching as the clouds

rang the doorbell. The sound echoed, and the five seconds

cascaded over the coffee. Maya’s mother poured the cream

Maya waited felt like five years. Finally, the door swung open.

afterwards and turned to her daughter.

The woman that opened it shared almost nothing in common

“You take sugar?’

with Maya. Except for the eyes. Maya tried to control her

Maya shook her head. Her mother smiled. “Me neither.”

facial expressions as she saw the woman. Her mother. The

The silence returned, with no coffee machine’s feeble

woman who she’d never even met. The woman who had

attempts to stop it. Maya sipped her coffee. It was too hot.

carried Maya in her body for nine months. The woman

She drank it anyway.

who’d never been there. That woman had Maya’s eyes. Her
deep, dark blue eyes, swirled with emerald and grey, a small
brown ring encircling the pupil. Maya swallowed. The
woman seemed to remember something.
“Come in,” she said, smiling in that uncomfortable way
strangers smile.
Maya entered the house awkwardly, not knowing what to
do with her arms. She looked around the house. It was small,
decorated the way she’d expected it to be. A plaid couch,
a TV, coffee table, and pictures hanging on the walls of
people Maya had never met. The air smelled like pumpkin.
Turning to the kitchen, Maya identified a coffee machine as

“So,” Maya’s mother said, twisting her hands, “what
do you do for a living?”
“I work in a bakery,” Maya answered feeling oddly
self-conscious.
“Oh!” Maya’s mother exclaimed, with far too much
enthusiasm after being told someone worked in a bakery.
“So, you enjoy baking?”
Maya shrugged. “It’s a good job. Baking isn’t my passion,
but I’m good at it. What do you do?”
Maya’s mother shrugged. “Cashier at Walmart. It pays
the bills.”
The silence returned. It was one of those unbearable

the source of the aroma. The machine bubbled happily, the

silences that can’t be gotten rid of. Maya sighed. There was

golden-brown liquid dripping into the pot. Drip. Drip. Drip.

an elephant in the room. No, not just one elephant. More

Maya’s mother awkwardly motioned to the couch. Maya

like a whole zoo. This visit would be pointless unless some

sat down; legs crossed, leaning forward as if ready to bolt

of those elephants were cleared away.

any second. Drip. Drip. Drip. Maya’s mother examined her

“So, why?” she asked.

bracelet, avoiding eye contact. Drip. Drip. Drip. The coffee

“Why what?”

maker’s noises filled the den, amplifying the silence between

“Why weren’t you there? Why did you not raise me?”

the women. Drip. Drip. Drip. Maya began to think this

Maya’s mother let loose a twenty-three your old sigh.

whole ordeal was a mistake. Drip. Drip. Drip. Maya’s mother
remained fixated on the bracelet. Drip. Drip. Drip. The
coffee maker finished its symphony with a sucking sound.
Maya’s mother looked up as if her savior had entered

“I was seventeen. I wasn’t ready to become a mom.”
Maya felt her fist tighten over the tulip covered handle.
Maya’s mother continued. “I wasn’t ready to become a
mom alone”

the room.
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Maya tried to control herself before she shattered the
mug. “I take it my-my dad wasn’t around?”
Maya’s mother’s face contorted. “Actually, he kind of

“Have you been happy?” Camilla asked.
Maya thought back on her life. Foster home after foster
home. Rejection after rejection. Not knowing who her

was. When I told him I was pregnant, he didn’t react the

parents were. Crying herself to sleep. But then she thought

way you’d expect an eighteen-year-old boy to react.” Maya’s

of Chris. She thought of his smile, spreading across all her

mother smiled softly. “Thankfully, he didn’t leave. I think he

crevices, filling her broken heart. She thought of her first

wanted to be a dad.”

guitar, the way her fingers adapted and hardened to the steel

Maya leaned forward. “So, what happened? Why isn’t
he here?”
Maya’s mother stared into her coffee. “Car crash. I was
eight months pregnant.”
It was Maya’s turn to stare into her coffee. She couldn’t
make eye contact with the woman sitting across from her. She
couldn’t decide if it was worse or better to know her father’s
fate. Maya couldn’t help but feel that it didn’t excuse her
mother’s actions. The urge to drive away was rekindled. But

strings. She thought of Ms. Richmond at church, sending her
letters every week.
“Yeah, I have. Not somedays. Not every day. But, yeah
I have.”
Camilla moved closer to Maya.
“I’m sorry. For everything.”
Maya shook her head. “I’m not saying it wasn’t hard.
But at least we get to meet now.”
Camilla and Maya talked into the afternoon. Not about

one elephant was gone: her father. Surely the rest could be

elephants; just about life. They talked about plans for

cleared away too.

Christmas, about politics, about the best thing to order at

“What should I call you?” The question was a small

Starbucks. At 5:00 p.m. exactly, Maya stood up, knowing she

elephant but an elephant, nonetheless. “Mom” sounded

still had the drive home ahead of her. Camilla showed her

wrong. Too familiar. Too warm. Maya’s mother seemed to

to the door. They hugged goodbye. It was the kind of hug

sense this.

that could lead to more. Someday. Maya walked to her Jeep,

“I guess you can just call me Camilla”
“Camilla.” Maya tried out the word, satisfied with the way

trying to process the day’s events. This was a start. There
was still resentment in her heart, buried deep beneath pain.

it sounded. She had known her mother’s name, had needed

There were still elephants that needed clearing. Still, this was

to in order to find her; still she wasn’t used to using it to

a start all the same.

address her.
Camilla was twisting her hands again. Maya could sense
a massive elephant was about to emerge.
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Hannah Saulsbury

Scary in the Dark

Honorable Mention • Fiction

What I am about to tell you is a real story. The only

will happen to them. Once, a couple of semesters ago, I

reason I am telling you this story is so that if you ever

brought my study guide for Comp 1 into the kitchen, and

encounter the monsters, you will know what to do. It had

I spilled orange juice on it. It was completely ruined, and

been a long day, and I was getting home from a 10-hour shift

after that it has been a strict rule of no notes in the kitchen.

at Burger Place. It was a day where nothing goes right. Every

I looked, but there was no one in the house, and nothing

customer was angry and impatient; my coworkers wouldn’t

had been taken. Why would someone break in just to throw

do their jobs. I got to my apartment around 1:30 A.M. The

my notes on the floor? That’s when I heard it again. A faint

light grey walls greeted me as they always do. I went to do

breathing. I tried to follow the sound as best I could. It led to

the first thing I do every night, feed my goldfish. Her name

my desk, but the breathing was louder than the first time.

is Miss Lemon. She was a birthday present from my nephew
Mason. He is only 4 years old and thinks that a goldfish is the
ideal gift. It’s the thought, right? Anyway, I finished feeding

“Who’s there?!” I shouted to the mysterious breathing.
“Come out now!” The breathing stopped. Everything was
silent; it was too quiet. It was the kind of quiet that comes

Miss Lemon and walked over to my ebony desk. It is an

in a horror movie just before the villain jumps out, but this

unusual desk; I found it at a flea market a few months ago.

time nothing jumped out. Eventually, I convinced myself it

There is a golden swirling pattern on the top, but I’d never

was nothing. I said this to Miss Lemon. I told her, “There is

seen a pattern quite like it. I guess I left a couple notebooks

nothing to worry about. Nothing is in here and nothing is

out on the desk earlier; I don’t remember leaving them there.

going to come in here. It is just our overactive imaginations.”

I have a notebook for each class to help me stay organized,

With that in mind, I went to check and see if my quiz was

a helpful tip from my advisor, Amy. There were a few small

open. It would only open for 4 hours thanks to my music

essays I needed to complete before the end of the week, but

professor forgetting to open it. I had been thinking about

they could wait. I logged onto my computer to check my

it all day at Burger Place. As I went about the quiz, I tried

email before I went to sleep. I saw an email from my Calculus

to forget about the incident. But it started to happen more

2 professor saying he had accidentally deleted the grades

often. Papers, notes, worksheets would disappear then show

from our last test, and he was reopening it for 12 hours.

up days later in an obscure spot. The breathing was constant.

He wanted it done by 7:00 A.M. Well, so much for getting

The other few days after that incident, I woke up and they

any sleep tonight. That’s when I first heard it. It was so faint

were whispering. I couldn’t understand what they were

I thought I had imagined it at first, but I listened and heard it

saying, but I could hear them. They knew I could hear them

again. It was the sound of breathing.

because they started laughing. Their evil little giggles filling

“Hello?” I called. In hindsight, this was not a smart thing
to do. What if it had been a burglar? Regardless, I searched

the apartment with a sound like cat claws on a chalkboard.
Although, in hindsight it was more annoying giggling than

the apartment, but no one was there. I was just tired and was

evil. “It’s nothing; it’s nothing; it’s nothing…” I repeated this

imagining things. I needed to take my test and go to sleep,

to myself the whole night, even after they stop laughing. The

right? It’s nothing. That’s what I told myself, and for a while

silence was even worse. I could feel them moving all around

it stopped.

me, creeping along without a care in the world, as if they

I continued working at Burger Place in the day
and doing school at nights. After a couple days, I hardly

didn’t even notice me.
Finally, about two weeks ago I saw them. After so long

remembered the breathing. Then, two weeks after I first

of hiding, I finally saw the monstrosities that have been

heard it, strange things started happening. One day I came

metaphorically destroying my life. I came home early from

home and found my Anatomy and Physiology notes out of

work one day. It had been a good day, and the crew and I

their notebook and strewn all over the floor of the kitchen. I

had managed to finish up early. That’s how I saw them.

never bring my notes into the kitchen for fear that something

I walked in and noticed the light in the bedroom was on;
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I could hear them talking. Their voices creaked and groaned

At first, the one I caught I kept in a cage made of

as they plotted their devious little schemes. Immediately, I

notebooks and duct tape. It probably could have escaped

went to attack them, but I wasn’t prepared for what they

if it really wanted to, but for some reason it stayed. After

would look like. They were long creatures shaped like

a while, I began talking to it. It doesn’t look as feral as it

humans, but completely inhuman. They were each 6 feet

did, and its voice isn’t as frightening as it sounds in the

tall with arms that dragged the floor. Where skin should be

dark. It can’t talk properly, but we are working on its

was nothing but paper. Then it dawned on me; they were my

communication skills. I have named him Larry for now,

papers. I saw it. The very words I had written were etched

but I don’t think he knows that’s his name. He communicates

along the numerous papers crisscrossing each other. They

through sign language. He has become like a strange paper

were all the tests, essays, quizzes come to life! As soon as they

friend at this point. I took apart his cage, and he is allowed

saw me, they disappeared, but I knew they weren’t gone.

to roam the apartment freely. Sometimes he will bring his

How these beings came to be is a mystery. I sat there for

friends out of their hiding spots. It was weird the first time

hours that night thinking about them and asking myself how

I came home and found them all watching The Office

was this possible? Was it something in the paper or pen? Was

together on my couch. There are about 5 of them in all.

it like in that movie where they come to life because I gave

It can be difficult to tell them apart, but I have gotten better

them the power to? They went into hiding after that, because

at distinguishing them.

they knew I was ready for them. A week after the incident,

My brother asked if he could stop by the other day.

I managed to grab one. I pretended to leave for work, but

I wasn’t sure what to say or how I would explain my new

I really hid inside a cabinet in the kitchen and waited. It

roommates. As soon as he got there though, they vanished and

was a terrible struggle that resulted in many paper cuts, but

didn’t come out for hours. It was good to see my brother again.

eventually I managed to catch one. There was a terrible

I had been so busy with things, and I had missed him terribly.

screaming noise, and I could hear the weeping of its friends.

Now that I have told my story, I want you to remember

I didn’t mean to upset the creatures, but I need to know what

it. You may never encounter one of these creatures, but if

they are. If I really created them, they are my responsibility.

you should don’t be worried. They are very gentle creatures

I have tried talking with them, and I have even tried to catch

if you are kind to them. They may seem intimidating at first,

more of them. Every time I get close, they slip through my

but remember they aren’t as scary as they seem in the dark.

fingers. They have become more cautious. They know I am
hunting them now. I have gotten so close a few times, but they
always manage to escape.
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Meghan Lewis

Home Bird

First Place • Nonfiction

September 28th, 2020
We rescue animals a lot.
My mother is a veterinarian, so it’s only natural that I see lots of cases. Our house is
basically infested with cats: there’s Udon, whose back legs are paralyzed; Storm, who was
found with her tail broken in three different places; and thirty-something other disabled
cats who now live with us.
It’s unbelievable, I know. I hear it all the time. People always ask me, “how do you live and
care for so many animals?”
The answer is, it’s become a regular part of my life now. That’s why I didn’t think much
of it when I overheard the words “rescue” and “I’ll be right there” on one of my mother’s
many phone calls.
“Another cat?” I asked my mother as she grabbed her car keys off the hanger by the door.
I already had a name ready.
“Bird, actually. If your siblings are still awake, tell them I’m at the clinic.”
A bird. Huh? That was new.
September 29th, 2020
He’s here. The bird, I mean. He’s a forty-year-old blue and gold macaw whom we had just
rescued from an abusive home. He’s in pretty good shape, considering the conditions he’s
been in; still, there’s work to be done. His feathers are matted and sticking out every which
way and his beak and talons need trimming.
His name? It’s absolutely ridiculous. It’s Honker.
I was currently standing in the kitchen, waiting for my mother to finish setting up her
equipment. Being a newly rescued abuse case, Honker would be extra sensitive. To ensure
that we won’t give him a heart attack, he’ll be lightly sedated during the toenail and beak
trimming process. Yes, it has to be done lightly. Birds are fragile, and sedating them too
much all too often ends in them never waking up. It’s tragic, but they’re finicky like that.
It is at the utmost importance that this process is done correctly.
“Almost done. Would you mind bringing Honker’s carrier over here?”
October 1st, 2020
It’s the third day, and Honker’s already looking better. He has a proper diet now. Before
we took him in, he ate mostly human food; fast food scraps are not fit for a parrot. He was
a bit wary of the new foods at first: nutri-berries, pellets, and an assortment of fruits and
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vegetables. He’s warmed up to it now, though, and he’s eating like a macaw should. You
can already see a difference; healthy feathers are already replacing the old, frail ones.
He’s still in bird quarantine right now. This process is important for a few reasons; first,
it prevents the spread of illness. We have three other birds, and we don’t want Honker to
accidentally pass on a disease to one of them. Secondly, it’ll alleviate his stress. Birds can
be easily overwhelmed by new surroundings, especially Honker, who is a rescue. I go see
him, though. He’s a bit timid but is still excited when I come to say hi.
Honker’s a special one. I think we’ll become good friends.
October 5th, 2020
Well, what would you know? Honker talks.
I went down to his room today, as per usual. He did his little happy head-bobbing dance,
hopped to the perch closer to the door, and then: “Hi!”
I froze.
“Honker, did you just talk?”
Honker turned his head to the side so one eye was looking at me.
“C’mere!”
I couldn’t believe that he’d been living with us for less than a week and he was already

talking. He must be adjusting well.
I looked back at the bird to find he was staring at me, clearly expecting a reply.
“Sorry about that buddy,” I said apologetically. “How are you doing? Are you having a
good afternoon?”
Honker bobbed his head again.
“Woo!”
He’s fitting in so well already. I can tell that he’s found a home with us.
October 7th, 2020
It turns out that Honker knows a number of phrases. Over the past few days, he’s shown
off a variety of words. “Hello,” “pretty bird,” “Honker,” “how are you,” and “ha ha ha!”
are among some of the many phrases Honker says to accompany his morning headbobbing dance.
Not all of his words are fun and lighthearted, though. At certain noises, he’ll reply with
“tantrum” or “bad bird.” His previous owner must have yelled at Honker both harshly and
frequently for him to respond like that. The poor guy’s traumatized.
I always reassure him when he says negative things about himself. I tell him that it’s going
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to be okay, that he doesn’t need to apologize, and that I’m not going to punish him. I don’t
speak bird, but I know that it makes Honker feel better.
His plumage is healing wonderfully. The back of his wings are a beautiful shade of aqua
blue, his (growing) flight feathers and underbelly are a dandelion yellow, and the top of
his head is coming out to be a forest green. New feathers are still coming in, of course;
his head especially is littered in pin feathers.
I’m really proud of Honker, even if his “c’mere!” still sounds like “blerp!” We’ll work
on that eventually.
October 11th, 2020
I woke up in the early morning to Honker screaming. If you’ve never heard a parrot
scream, believe me when I say that you are not missing out. The volume of a macaw’s
scream measures out at a little over 100 dB, which is about as loud as a motorcycle.
There’s a plethora of reasons a macaw might scream: jealousy, fear, loneliness, and
boredom.
Birds don’t always scream for negative reasons, though. They can scream out of excitement
or just to welcome a new day. The latter is Honker’s situation at the moment; however, his
happy attitude doesn’t change the fact that the sound is unbearable.
I reached over to get my headphones on my nightstand (I use them a lot, so I always have
them easily accessible) and slipped on some socks to accompany me to Honker’s garage.
A few stair flights and a trip to the kitchen later, I was opening the door to Honker’s
scream lair.
“Hey, Honk!” I had to practically yell to hear myself over Honker’s relentless noise.
“Hello!” Honker put his screeching to a halt for a greeting. “How are ya?”
“I’m doing good,” I said, approaching the cage. Honker climbed to the side of the cage
and bobbed his head up and down excitedly, and I giggled as I opened the small door to
replace his food bowl. “How are you doing, buddy?”
“Pretty bird!” Honker said, still standing on the perch expectantly. “C’mere!”
I guessed he was looking for a conversation. “Well, good morning to you, too, Honker.”
October 15th, 2020
I’ve officially been assigned the role of Honker’s caretaker. Yesterday, when I was in class
and my mother went to go feed him, he tried to bite her. Birds tend to bond to one person.
It turns out that after all the time I’ve spent with him, Honker has bonded to me.
A macaw’s beak is no joke; those birds shred wooden blocks for fun. He probably wouldn’t
bite my mother’s finger off, but we’re not about to put that to the test. After class, I went
down to Honker’s cage with a refill of pellets and some cut-up berries. “Hey Honk,” I said,
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opening the food door to switch out the dish.
Honker had already climbed onto the side of the cage. “How are ya?”
“I heard that you tried to bite Mom today, hm?” I asked, closing the small door. “What’s
that all about?”
Honker clambered over to the side of the cage where I was standing. “Hello!”
“You didn’t answer my question, bud.”
He turned to me and, with as much sarcasm a bird could give, laughed “ha ha ha!”
He’s improved a lot in many ways since we took him in, but he clearly could still use some
more work on manners.
October 20th, 2020
Honker’s going to be let out of the cage for the first time today. He won’t be able to fly; his
wings were clipped when we got him, and his flight feathers haven’t quite grown back yet.
That means that he’ll only be able to wander on top of his cage and on my arm. Mom will
be in the room in case of an emergency. Other than that, this is all on me. Even though he
can’t fly, I cautiously covered any sharp objects that could get Honker into trouble. I have
paper towels on the ready in case he decides to poop on my arm. I’m also wearing long
sleeves; macaw talons are sharp.
“Are you ready?” my mother called.
“Yeah!” I yelled back. My heart was beating out of its chest as I heard my mother walk
down the stairs. As excited as I was for Honker, I couldn’t help but feel nervous. This is a
huge step, after all.
I was snapped out of my thoughts when she reached the bottom of the steps. That was my
cue to open the door.
The moment the door to the garage opened, I heard a clambering in the cage as Honker
came to greet me. “Hello!” he said, enunciating the beginning of the word like he always
did.
“Hey, Honk.” I made sure Mom was in the room with me and then shut the door. I walked
up to his cage. “How are ya?” Honker had his face pressed up against the cage now,
bobbing his head. “I’m doing good.” I reached for the latch to open the cage door. “I’m
gonna let you out of the cage, buddy. Does that sound good?”
“C’mere!”
Honker saw my hand and hopped down to the middle perch, where the door was centered.
I took a deep breath, opened the door, and put my arm inside for Honker to hop on.
Honker wasted no time jumping onto my arm. He let out an excited “hi!” and bobbed his
head up and down.
“I know you’re excited, buddy, but please don’t hit your head on the cage door.” I carefully
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moved my arm, and Honker, through the door and outside of the cage. He didn’t make
any effort to move away from me; he just moved his head around curiously.
“Here.” I moved my arm up so it was level with the top of the cage, allowing Honker to
easily hop over. He obliged.
“So? How is it?”
Honker turned his head to the side and bobbed it up and down. “Hello! Pretty bird!”
“I assume you like it then, huh?” I quickly looked back to give my mom a thumbs up, which
she returned.
“Okay, I think that’s enough for one day,” I said, putting up my arm. Honker backed away
from it.
“Honker,” I said. “I told you it’s time to go back in the cage.”
Honker, now at the very back, turned one eye to look at me. “Ha ha ha!”

October 24th, 2020
We have four birds in our house in total.
Lemony is the smallest. He’s a yellow budgie who resides in a ceiling cage in the corner
of the living room. He’s probably the calmest of the four; he sings sometimes, but doesn’t
make much noise overall.
Ash is my brother’s cockatiel, and he lives in his room. I don’t see him a lot and, therefore,
can’t tell you much about him, but I’m pretty certain he’s named him after Ash from

Pokemon because he looks like Pikachu. His body is grey, but his head is yellow with red
cheek sacs that resemble the Pokemon.
We have Honker, of course. He’s undoubtedly both the biggest and the loudest in our small
bird family. He’s recently been moved to the music room, which is definitely a step up from
the garage. I can see him more often now.
Finally, we have Rainbow. Rainbow’s a Red-Crowned Amazon parrot; he has a dark
green body with a small red section on the top of his head. Someone ran into our clinic
two years ago holding Rainbow and claiming that he had fallen out of the sky. We were
working on rehabilitating him, but it turns out he has fatty liver disease. He’ll be staying
with us because he can’t fly.
He’s the reason I learned that Amazons live in California. He’s also the bird that Honker’s
going to be meeting today. They won’t be out of the cage together, of course. We’re just
going to move Rainbow’s cage near Honker’s so they can talk to each other through the
bars. Honker’s only been out of the cage a few times and is typically hesitant to go back
inside, not to mention that his flight feathers are coming back in quite quickly. Even if
these factors weren’t a concern, it wouldn’t be wise to let them out of the cage together
during their first meeting. It’s essential to be careful with any animal. There’s always a
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chance of an accident happening.
Unlike last time, Mom isn’t going to be in there to watch. Other than helping me wheel in
Rainbow’s cage, this is all on me. Honker will be most comfortable that way, since I’m the
one he’s most comfortable with.
Upon hearing the slight sound of cage bars rattling and Rainbow’s squeak, I knew that
it was about time. I opened the door a bit wider and snuck a quick peek at Honker. He
seemed quite enthusiastic; he had one eye turned to the side looking through, similar to the
way he acts when I enter the room.
Mom left once she wheeled Rainbow in, and Honker immediately began talking. It took
Rainbow a few minutes to adjust to the surroundings - and Honker - but it wasn’t very long
before he let out a few squawk-like noises of his own. He was a little bit shier than Honker,
but this was overall a successful mission.
“Hey Honk, Rainbow,” I said as I walked over to the middle of the two cages. I noted that
Honker was as close as possible to Rainbow’s cage, and Rainbow was getting pretty close
to the edge of his cage, too.
“Hello!” Rainbow said, a bit shy.
“Hello!” Honker mimicked back, bobbing his head up and down excitedly.
At this rate, Rainbow will be moving into the music room permanently very soon.

October 29th, 2020
I found something...interesting today. It’s a note from Honker’s original owner. I found it in
the car yesterday, while I was retrieving my jacket I had left in the backseat.
The note starts out revealing that his hatchday is in 1981, meaning that he’s a year younger
than we thought he was. There’s a list of phrases, which isn’t even half of what he knows
now (he’s a smart bird) and there’s a list of his “favourite foods.” The list includes human
foods like taquitos and cheese. It’s no wonder he was so frail; I’m astounded that he isn’t
completely naked.
I made sure to tell Honker I was proud of him when I went to visit. I earned an
enthusiastic “pretty bird” and a “woo!”
Rainbow also contributed with a “hello!”
Yes, Rainbow and Honker live in the same room now. They’re practically best friends
already. Soon they’ll be ready to hang out together outside of the cage.
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November 4th, 2020
Today’s a big day. For Rainbow, he’ll be out of his cage with Honker. The same applies
for Honker, too, of course; but he’s got something even more exciting in store. Today,
Honker’s going to fly.
I’ve bird-proofed the room three times and I have a roll of paper towels on the ready.
Honker probably hasn’t flown in years, so this won’t be a graceful, movie-like scene. That
doesn’t make this moment any less special, though.
Honker has recovered so well. His plumage is gorgeous; it’s a bright assortment of yellows,
blues, and greens. It’s soft to the touch, too, unlike the matted, unhealthy feathers that he
had when we first took him in. He’s eating properly, playing properly, and is overall living
properly. He has truly found a home with us.
“Pretty bird! Pretty bird! Hello!” Honker’s at the very edge of his cage, doing the signature
happy head-bob dance, Rainbow excitedly squawking back. They’re just as excited as I am.
“You ready?” I walked over to Rainbow’s cage and opened the door. “I’ll let you out next,
Honk. Just be patient.”
Once Rainbow was out, perching on top of his cage, I moved over to Honker. I didn’t have
to coax him out at all; once the cage door was open, he was climbing out. He jumped over to
Rainbow’s cage - well, kinda. He misjudged the distance and ended up landing on the side.
“Honk!” I scurried over, giving him my arm to perch on.
Honker responded with a squawk, hoisting himself up onto my arm with his beak. While
the trip to Rainbow’s cage definitely didn’t go as planned, it sparked an idea in my mind.
“How about we take a little flight, buddy?”
“C’mere!”
I took Honker a few steps away, until my back was to the door. It wasn’t very far from the
cage, so it’s a perfect starting point for a new flier.
“Are you ready?”
I held out my arm. Honker let out a squawk before finally spreading his wings and flying.
It wasn’t very graceful—he landed on the side again—but in my eyes, it was perfect.
“You did it, Honk!” I said, swelling with pride. “Congratulations!”
Honker gives an excited squawk before climbing up and moving toward Rainbow. Our
frail, nervous rescue has become a strong confident, parrot.
Seeing him grow has been so fulfilling; you can say flying is a work in progress, but, hey.
You have to spread your wings before you can fly.
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Tanner Ezzell

Subtle Markings

Second Place • Nonfiction

The lights were dim lit bulbs, the cheap kind you get for

parents’ thoughts and opinions on the matter. I was wary, but

pennies on the dollar. The TV was always just a bit too loud,

I believed myself to be safe from their beliefs online.

and the mood of the room was set with anxiety—depression

To think they couldn’t see my profile where they weren’t

colored as normal, everyday stress. Dry chicken and instant

technologically inclined was a foul mistake. Suddenly the TV

mashed potatoes for dinner, or was it fries?

went quiet. It was an eerie, menacing silence. My house was

It was always an argument over something petty.

already loud and obnoxious: a consistent thumping or water

“Who didn’t do the dishes?”

rushing from outside, cars driving by, or the daily argument. I

“Who didn’t take out the trash?”

caught a strange feeling so I walked down the slender alley of

Eventually, I had given up and genuinely believed they

the trailer we lived in and I was in shock, frozen in fear as my

enjoyed arguing. Before my stepfather came into my and

stepdad arched his back leaning in to look at the computer

my sister’s lives, we never knew what drinking was. We had

screen. I had been exposed, betrayed by my mother who let

a faint glimpse of it from TV or movies, but no more; he

him “be the man of the house.” The screen was left on or I

changed that. About 6’0 - 6’1 tall with a shaved head, no

failed to exit out properly. Either way, they found my profile.

growing up in the mountains, he proudly called himself a

Sexual Preference: Male or Female
Option chosen: Both

redneck and hated anything different from his own thoughts

“TANNERRRRRRRRRRR! GET THE FUCK IN

facial hair, and a personality that could only emerge from

and actions, even if he “didn’t remember screaming in your
face and falling asleep outside on the porch.”
As a child, I always looked up to my mother, Joye.
She showed us how hard it was, yet possible, to raise three
children at once, all close in age. She used to be so goaloriented, so driven and open minded, but something

HERE! WHAT THE FUCK IS THIS?!?”
I enter the room, doe eyed and my hands shaking.
“W-What’s wrong?”
“What is this?! What the fuck is this?! I won’t live with a
fucking faggot in my house!”
“What are you talking about?”

changed. At a solid, 5’7, she had periodically different

“Don’t be a dumbass! Just tell the truth. JUST TELL

colored hair. Often, it was a back and forth of reddish

THE TRUTH. What’s this shit? Sexual preference? What?

browns and dark brown. I used to think she was average in

What does tha .... I’LL BE GOD DAMNNED IF MY BOY

size for someone in her forties, but, in reality, she was slightly

TURNS OUT TO BE A QUEER!”

overweight. Usually stressed from her job and never being
able to voice her true thoughts, she turned her frustration
towards us. One day I would remind her of my father too
much. The next day I was too mouthy or opinionated.
Always an issue with what we were doing wrong, but

“I-I-I-I don’t know what you mean! It must’ve been a
mistake! It’s probably a glitch or something.”
My mother stood there and said nothing while he berated
me with hate and homophobia.
This is what I was greeted with and how they chose

never why we did the things they were mad about or what

to react as “rational mature adults.” Every piece of me

caused it to come to fruition. Regret and anger filled them

shattered. All I needed was a friend, an open ear to listen,

from toe to snout from giving up aspirations while becoming

someone to relate to. Instead, I was presented with hate,

complacent. They made certain we felt that.
I was either 12 or 13 years old when I made an account

resentment, denial, and dismissiveness. It was overwhelming.
I felt hated and disowned. Nothing I did seemed to be good

on the social media dating app “MyYearbook” to try to talk

enough; it was always a question whether I was gay or bi-

to other people. I was still a kid, barely even a teen, and I

sexual to the point I had to blatantly lie to their faces about

was confused with what attracted me. I was curious, wanted

it and either I got good at lying or they got better at ignoring

to explore myself, and who I was as a person. I knew my

the obvious. I told them it was a mis-click. I told them it
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must’ve been a computer glitch - anything to escape this
barrage of questions, assumptions, and accusations.
It’s hard to remember certain aspects of your life when

My face was blood red while my ears rung. I collapsed.
I saw blood and I cried. I wasn’t scared of the blood or
dying. I feared my parents. My options were limited and I

you so desperately try to black them out of your memory

wanted to be discreet. I needed something that I could use

and consciousness. Years filled with substance abuse and

that they wouldn’t look for. My nails were the only thing

neglect of ones-self leaves empty traces where memories

I could think of, so I fashioned one into a point. It wasn’t

once resided. To be accurate is not without fail: a boy, maybe

sharp enough to slit but just enough to cut and thick enough

12 or 13 years of age? I will not tell you this was the first time.

to maintain durability. My toes curled as I asserted pressure

Rest assured it wouldn’t be the last either. Although I violently

into my arm. Feeling the bumps of my tendons while pulling

wished for this chaos and confusion to cease, this was a spark

across, I grimaced. Scraping my jagged nail across the inside

to a fire in an abundance of fuel.

of my wrist from left to right, I only made a long streak of

As the arguing came to a conclusion for the moment,

red swollen skin. At the time it seemed the only thing to help

I vacated to my room where I wouldn't be bothered as much

me. My mother and stepfather didn’t even like me; they liked

and they could “cool-off” because they “didn’t want to see

whom they wanted me to be.

my face right then.” I was pissed off, depressed, and wanted

My actions weren’t always well thought out or even safe.

to scream so long a vocal chord would rupture but didn’t

However, anything I did was done with a full heart and good

have the luxury of doing so, worried that the ramifications

intentions. I was young, confused, and curious. The irony

of having feelings and emotions meant more punishment

was I was just confused at the time, so their malicious hatred

and disappointment. I gave it an hour or so before I knew

was unwarranted and irrational. I knew there had to be a

they would be preoccupied enough to leave me alone for just

better alternative, but I didn’t care. I was feeling again. I was

enough time to finish what I had planned.

in control.

I headed towards the bathroom: a small latrine, a sink

Without this pain and mental stress for years, I wouldn’t

made at the height expected for a child, and a bland manilla-

be so understanding, unbiased, and compassionate. Having

flushed wall. The curtain was blue and spotted with shells,

this happen, accompanied by traumatic memories and feeling

and a beach aesthetic set the room. A wet towel by the door

like I had no one to turn to, made me independent. It made

muffled any sounds that escaped. Water ran to drown out any

me hate to ask for help, but admire helping others while

option of getting caught. All I could do was scream. With a

being self-sufficient and strong willed.

towel wedged into my face, a muted scream escaped my lips.
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Julia Leann Collins

The Little Blue House

Third Place • Nonfiction

for my brother

I was back at that little blue house up on the hill that was

Walking in, I saw the beautiful wine decor that my mother

once so beautiful. It held all my childhood memories. I was

had themed into it. The green and red grapes covered the

back home.

walls with the wine glasses hanging in the wooden holder

As I walked up on the porch, I could still see life through

beside the antique hutch. It was like something you would see

the window that once lived inside. I could feel the heaviness

in Homes and Gardens. She always had the talent for decorating.

in my steps as each stair creaked. The musty damp air made

I walked around the edges of the room, picturing the round

the house feel cold from the outside. I pulled my jacket up

brown table that lay directly in the center of the room. I could

tighter to keep the sense of comfort near. I felt like a stranger

smell the home-cooked meals as my mother brought them

opening the screen door, like a little girl selling Girl Scout

to the table. The sounds of laughter struck me as we would

cookies. I wanted to be on the other side again. As I entered

gather around for dinner. I wanted so badly to reach out my

through the doorway, I could already feel the emotions

hand and glide my fingers across the table as if it were still

running through my veins. It was like stepping back into my

there and this was all just a bad dream. It was a much happier

mind with file cabinets stacked upon one another, each one

time that I so longed to come back.

containing a piece of my childhood.
The living room held the most important ones of all. I

My feet moved towards the kitchen where the old cabinets
set, the wood splintering and the paint chipping. The space of

could still picture the life that the house held so much of, as

the room made me feel small, almost like a sense of comfort

if it was its own little secret. I could see my family piled up

and claustrophobia at the same time. It was not a big kitchen,

on the couch watching movies. The sweet scent of popcorn

but it was enough for us as a family. I saw the soap foaming

filled the air as the opening credits rolled across the screen.

out of the sink as I tried to do the dishes, feeling the cold water

My mother was in the kitchen getting snacks as my brother

touch my shirt and soak through to my skin. I could still hear

was gathering blankets. I felt the warmth as the people who

my mother laughing as she watched me try to learn how to

mattered most were in my reach.

wash dishes from my older brother. He just could never teach

The whiff of dust whipped me back to reality as the
flashback faded. All that was left was the empty room and

me like she could.
As I snapped back to the present, I felt the cold air in the

the sound of silence. Encrusted in the walls were the holes of

room. I guess I had forgotten how long I had been there. I

all the picture frames that once held up the photos of those

did not mind, though. I had nowhere else to be.

memories. I chased my hands across the wall searching for

As I made my way back to the front of the house, I knew

each hole. The carpet contained the mud tracked in from the

I could not make it to the exit without passing by your room.

shoes of a child who played outside. As I continued making

Maybe I should just take the back way, avoid the horror as

my way through the living room, the light tan couch that

passing by it earlier was enough for one day. I wanted so badly

once brought the family together was no more. The room

to go back in time and not have walked through the threshold

was just as bare as I had felt.

in the first place. Deep down, I knew the house was a part of

As I passed by your room, I could still smell the aroma
of your burnt wax candle smogging up in front of the door.

me; there was no point in denying it. It would always be with
me, stuck in the back of my mind like a kid who got his truck

It was as if it were laughing in my face, knowing the cruel

stuck in the mud. The only way to get it out was to call

horror it brought to me. Without a second to pass, I turned

a friend who had a four-wheel drive. It would take time and

away quickly looking towards the dining room that might

I would need help with it, but I was alright with that.

bring me back to a happier memory.

Stepping back through the dining room, I did not see
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the beauty that the room held. It was gone. Why? Where did

for the door. I ran out the front door, the screen banging

it go? I was not sure if I wanted the answer. Sometimes it

behind me. Tears ran down my face, leaving the outside

was best to leave it be. Deep down, I knew it bothered me,

world a blur. I could hear the ambulance in the distance

though. How could something like that not give me a sense

growing louder as it approached. This can’t be. He can’t die.
I need him. My thoughts were running so fast I caught the

of happiness anymore?
Shrugging it off, I continued making my way towards

railing in front of me as I fell forward. I heard the ear-

the arch in the doorway that separated the dining room and

piercing siren as the ambulance pulled up. I lifted my head

the living room. As I walked through it, I got the feeling of

to see a stout, heavy man step out of the vehicle, his blue

sadness because I did not know when I would ever walk

uniform tracing all the way down to his black shoes. In my

through it again.
There it sat, the living room once again, a dreadful place

head, I was begging this man to pick up his pace. Maybe it
was me. I felt as if the world that had come to a halt now

as I now knew why my good memories were no more. How

moved at the speed of light. I rushed into the house to let

could I not have known? I should have never come back here.

everyone know that everything would be okay. Help had

I was instantly sucked back into the memory that I tried
so hard to push back. There I stood in the living room

finally arrived and it would all be back to normal.
Without a thought I ran through your doorway, not

when it happened. I stood at the back of the light tan couch,

thinking about what I was about to witness. I fell to the floor,

clenching it in my hands.

the blood-stained blanket finding my fingertips as I clenched

“We need eggs, milk, and bread,” my mother repeated as
she wrote the words down on a little scrap piece of paper.
“And gummies, too,” I added as I scrambled to get my
shoes on the correct feet.
I always enjoyed going to the store with my mother. I was
her mini human who idolized her. Of course, we had our
differences, but I still tugged at her heart strings, bringing us
closer together.
My stepdad added his wants to the list as I anxiously

it for dear life. I looked up to my mother on the other side of
you, applying as much pressure as she could to the wound.
The red color seeped through within a few seconds only to be
replaced with another washcloth or towel. I traced my eyes
down to your blood-filled nose pouring out as it had nowhere
else to go.
I reached for your arm as I could feel that this would be it.
I held your hand, begging for your eyes to open. Please be okay.
It was a lie I kept telling myself. I needed a sense of comfort. I

waited behind her, watching as the pen smoothly made its

rubbed the tops of your hands, the warmth leaving your body

way across the paper. I was on my way to ask you what you

as I kept watching for any sign of movement. Tears poured

wanted, too. I did not make it in time.

from my eyes, each one falling, adding to the already blood-

The piercing sound left us all dead in our tracks. My
heart sank into my shoes as we all fled to the door trying to

soaked shirt.
I jolted back as I heard the EMS worker rushing through

cram through it all at once. I was the smallest and youngest,

the doorway behind me. I froze as I watched everyone try to

so I was pushed to the back. The screaming sound of my

pry my mother from your side. I joined in, pushing her back.

mother’s voice forced me to the phone where all I could hear

If anyone needed to hold her right now, it was me. If she

was the dial of 911 as I ran and handed the phone off to my

couldn’t hold him, then I knew holding me would at least give

stepdad. I was pacing back and forth through the living room

her the chance to breathe. I had finally got her to the couch,

looking at one grey wall to the next. I caught a glimpse of the

letting her body sink into it. I sank, too, as I was mentally

room before me.
The first sight of blood sent me stepping back and racing
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exhausted from what just happened. I felt her arms wrap
around me as we both cried together. I needed her more than
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anything, and at that moment, we needed each other.
The door to your room swung open with two EMS
workers standing side by side, both looking pale as if they
had just seen a ghost. A man walked out and stood in the
center of the living room. The words that left his lips didn’t
seem real. My gaze swung to the right as I watched my
mother collapse into her own despair. I darted straight for
her, wrapping my arms around her like she did for me. I kept

I instantly opened my eyes and was shot back into the
empty house as my friend was walking through the front door.
I must have caught myself in my own gaze for quite some
time that I forgot she stayed in the car. As I pushed myself up
the wall, I took one last look around at the house that I once
called home. It held so many memories as did my current
home. The only difference was that it held the only ones I will
ever have of you.

wondering if it gave her the same feeling of comfort as it had
given me.
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Kyrie Nielsen

Staring Contest
I didn’t know it yet, but I was in love with her.
The air was oppressively hot and humid that Maryland

Honorable Mention • Nonfiction
I glanced back at Elizabeth; she had detached from the
group standing near the kitchen, making her way easily

day. It was late June, so it could’ve been worse, but for a

through the crowd, the type of tired that made a person

group of a few hundred girls camping in tents, many of them

relaxed instead of irritable. It was to her, mainly, that I was

in the sun, it wasn’t ideal. It was a personal kind of heat, one

pulled. I could’ve walked away from the other girls easily

that you didn’t hear about on the weather channel, one that

enough and not felt too bad about it, but walking away from

seemed specifically intended to make your day miserable.

Elizabeth? Unimaginable.

The rolled up sleeves of my t-shirt kept falling down, and a

She took the seat to my left, angling the chair to face me,

few thousand times a day I’d wave the poorly-chosen dark

and set her plate down on the scuffed plastic table, all warm

fabric, trying to conjure up some sort of breeze against my

colors and high school sports teams and evening beaches. She

damp skin. It worked sometimes.

was brilliant and sociable and confident, and I was used to

We were crowded into the arena, a large, dark, enclosed

watching her from across rooms and stalking her Instagram

space with a dirt floor used for riding horses during inclement

page and being left speechless from her compliments. Having

weather, and I couldn’t help but think about the danger

her attention all to myself wasn’t something I was used to,

of this space to Elizabeth, allergic to all types of animal

and it rarely happened, but she always had mine.

hair. My eyes quickly located her by the wall, standing in
brightly patterned shorts, arms folded, laughing at something.
Perfectly fine. I sank further into my seat and shifted my gaze,
out towards the empty gravel drive. The sky was gradually
darkening outside the barn doors, the night a welcome respite
from the sun. If only I was out there instead of in here.
I had collapsed into a plastic folding chair at the head
of one of the tables set up for that night, my dinner prep
assignments completed. All around me, girls filled the space,

And now here we were, chatting about something I
wouldn’t care about tomorrow, and everything was normal.

“Have you tried this yet?”
“Me, being brave? What an idea.”
I couldn’t quite shake off my residual awkwardness, but
I was comfortable enough sitting there with her. We were
friends, and I was glad.
Bored while waiting for everyone else to finish up, she
abruptly leaned forward across the table corner, silent, eyes

unfolding additional chairs, adding finishing touches to their

aimed at my own. An unspoken invitation to a staring contest.

entries to the upcoming dessert competition, or filling their

It might as easily have been a command, though, because

plates with food from the table, buffet-style. They were loud

what could I do? I stared back.

and happy and friendly, calling to each other, filling their

In that moment, everything else stopped mattering.

friends in on the latest happenings from the day’s activities

The rest of the room blurred around us, unworthy of my

and singing songs they somehow hadn’t gotten tired of yet.

attention. It was just Elizabeth, sitting in a glass sphere with

Tomorrow, this space would be empty once again, all the
campers having gone back to their air-conditioned homes. It
was the last night, and I was ready for camp to be over.
It wasn’t that I wasn’t happy and friendly, but I wasn’t
loud. Generally, my practice was to stand by the wall, on the

me, staring. Just Elizabeth, her fairytale-golden hair in thick,
frizzy waves from the humidity, her lips set in a determined
line, her tanned, sunburned face resting on slim hands. She
was beautiful, and she was intense, and I was captivated.
I had been drawn to her before, but that was worlds

outskirts of the crowd, anywhere I could blend in and escape

away from what I was feeling now. It was like nothing and

notice. A wallflower. It was in stark contrast to the group I

everything all at once. It was forgetting about the placement

tended to run with, but maybe it was why I stuck with them.

of my hands and the sweat on my back and the tick of my

Opposites. Magnets. It wasn’t an even pull, though. I was

watch, reality swallowed up like a boat in a storm. The sea

the one that got moved, ever trailing in the wake of powerful

has always thrilled and terrified people, and when I looked

forces, not quite belonging but kindly invited.

at her eyes, more blue than any ocean or lake I’d ever seen,
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I understood. They were blue like a hurricane, blue like an

I wasn’t embarrassed, I wasn’t cursing myself for not

August sky, blue like a gem dug out of the earth, blue like my

being able to keep eye contact with her. My own relieved

hidden, treasured dreams.

smile was echoing back. But the minute of staring came with

Staring at someone is the most freeing thing you can do,
but it’s also the most vulnerable. To look at someone, and for

a cost. It changed me, although I didn’t know then that I
wouldn’t be able to get her eyes out of my mind or her laugh

her to look at you, both aware that you’re being seen, that

from my ears or her name from my tongue. Frustratingly

every odd freckle and remembered scar and fallen eyelash

incessant: Elizabeth, Elizabeth, Elizabeth, less a girl and more

is known. It’s a tender thing among lovers, an inside joke

and more an idea, a feeling, a muse to two albums’ worth

between close friends, but for us, all I could feel was tension

of songs. I didn’t know I would lie awake at night, in agony

building while I fought not to look away.
I broke first. It was just a second’s lull, and when I looked

over the ways I betrayed her trust and fumbled conversations
and didn’t catch on quick enough. I didn’t know one day I’d

back she was grinning, triumphant. Every other time she

be sitting in the backseat of her car trying not to let my eyes

smiled flooded my mind. Covert smirks from behind the

linger too long at her hand on the back of her boyfriend’s

teacher’s back, filtered pictures from parties I wasn’t invited

head, fully aware and miserable of the fact that I was a year

to, wild laughs and narrowed eyes and sing something for us,

too late.

Kyrie, and I like your voice better than anyone else’s.
Except this time, that smile was at my expense.
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I looked away every time I should’ve kept staring at her. I
just didn’t know it yet.
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Mikayla Tipton

The Thorn That Killed My Rose

Honorable Mention • Nonfiction

I can still see it: the pretzel-shaped steel, the scuff marks on

The doctor came in about an hour after Amy and I

the paint, the headlights shining on a pair of cowboy boots.

had arrived at the hospital and gave us the news, news that

I can still hear it: the sound of breaking glass, the ringing in

nobody ever wants to hear. Justin was brain dead. He had

my ears of the tires squealing as they tried to run through the

fifty-five pounds of ever-increasing pressure on his brain.

mud. I can still smell it: the smoke, the airbags, the black-

People came and went. Five days passed and the weight

ice scented air freshener hanging from what was left of the

of reality grew just as the pressure on Little Rose’s brain did.

rearview. I mainly just see the sixteen-year-old, brown hair,

The ventilator was the only reason he still had a heartbeat.

brown-eyed boy so full of life that had been ejected out of the

“Cowboy up,” he used to say. No matter what life threw

seat, flipped over the steering wheel, and busted through the

his way, Justin was known for throwing his cowboy hat and

windshield headfirst before completing the gymnastic trick

boots on and doing the right thing, even when it was hard.

that landed with his head face-down on the steering wheel

Amy knew it, too. We all knew it. On February 8, 2017, at

and his body across the hood of the car. It was February 3,

12:19 p.m., Amy signed the papers for the doctors to harvest

2017. He missed the stop sign, a simple, red, octagonal piece

Justin’s organs and let him go. She cowboyed up, just like her

of metal with four white letters on the top of that blind hill in

son would have wanted.

Fall Branch, Tennessee. He missed it, and I can still see it.
911 was called. I have never seen so many ambulances

Still to this day, it is the hardest thing I have ever gone
through. Seeing his beautiful brown eyes closed, his arms

and cop cars. The fire trucks showed up to make the engine

lain down by his side, his brown hair swept a little further to

stop smoking. Justin Rose, the handsome brown-eyed boy

the side to cover up where part of it had been ripped out,

who had always been there for me, was treated by the

and his favorite pair of boots back on his pale, embalmed

paramedics as the cops found his phone in the back right

feet is something I have not gotten over. It is tragic and

pocket of his Levi’s and called his mom, Amy. They would

heartbreaking and fuzzy like the quality of the first cartoon

not let me go with him in the ambulance. You see, I was just

to be played on a television. Yet in some ironic way, it is all so

the one who found him. I was the one who just happened to

clear, so clear that I can still see it.

take the long way home. He had been like an older brother
to me. He had been talking to me a few hours earlier about
what his cattle brand would have looked like and how he
wanted to put a Cheetah muffler system on that big, jackedup truck of his that was now in pieces all over the bank. I
could not bear the thought of losing my best friend. I could
not believe he was dead.
I made it to the Johnson City Medical Center, and Amy
was there in her white Ford Escape with the “boy mom”
sticker in the back. It was nearly eleven o’clock at night
and darker than usual. They hooked him up to a ventilator
because he was an organ donor. Amy called family and
friends, and soon, there were hundreds of people there to see
the boy we all called “Little Rose.” They lined the halls and
stood outside with candles and flowers and all of his favorite
snacks, hoping something they brought would override the
harsh reality that we all faced.
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Preston Gaussart

My Covid-19 Story

Honorable Mention • Nonfiction

During this time of separation and social distancing,

Days passed by, but Covid-19 regulations persevered,

it can be challenging to stay positive. Millions of families

and everything remained the same. I continued promoting a

are experiencing fear, uncertainty, anxiety, social isolation,

positive, upbeat atmosphere; and finally, after a couple weeks

disrupted work and family routines, cabin fever, and

of dedication and consistent optimism, the phrase “Good

economic instability. It’s no wonder that many people are

Morning” ignited like a wildfire throughout the hospital. I am

left feeling stressed and powerless. Despite the fear and

overjoyed by the response I received from the VA community;

uncertainty caused by this pandemic, a silver lining has

it was priceless, and it felt good to brighten the day of those

emerged: all over the world, kindness is spreading.

essential workers who put their lives on the line to help others.

Like almost all frontline workers during these challenging

Covid-19 allowed me to recognize the value of serving others.

times, I felt that it was my duty to remain dependable to

Everyone sincerely wanted to support the Mountain Home

my community, reporting to my job site and risking my

VA community, and how wonderful that it helps bring us

personal health to keep the economy in motion. I work in

together in the process!

the Mountain Home VA Healthcare System in Johnson City,

We are seeing with our own eyes that in a time of crisis,

Tennessee. My role as a frontline worker is to make certain

people naturally want to help and serve. The primary focus

that each person who walks into my section of the hospital

in these dark times should be to spread hope while redirecting

is wearing a mask and proper protection. To responsibly

energy and resources to serve the community. It all comes

safeguard my work environment, I come into work before

back to what can we do to get through this TOGETHER.

the bulk of other personnel. I’m privileged to have the
opportunity to greet all the veterans and staff who come
into the building. When the “COVID defense” started, we
experienced tedious working conditions, resulting in long,
unpleasant days. Also, I was disheartened to see so many
uneasy faces entering the hospital. Challenge accepted.
I decide to launch an initiative to serve those who’d
served us all by promoting a positive and upbeat atmosphere;
but could I make a difference on my own? I didn’t have any
resources except for myself. With an ounce of creativity, I
imagined there might be one thing I could offer to help
our community to stay hopeful. By simply saying “Good
Morning” to everyone that walked by, I expressed my
gratitude at a time when we were all looking for light at
the end of the tunnel, and it was also comforting to hear a
friendly voice. I focused on the importance of sustaining
hope for front-line workers during the pandemic.
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Christine Smuniewski

Something About Tennessee

First Place • Poetry

Tennessee,
There’s something about you I can’t quite explain.
Often—I’d find myself writing your name on my random notebook covers and on blue-lined pieces of paper, ever so randomly
So why do you always come out looking as if I designed you for a special keepsake?
The way your signature is stamped on anything for instance your licenses plates that decorate the highways—it resembles
to me a Surprise! Congratulations! or Happy Birthday banner hanging high,
flowing free. Like a clean slate, or a special badge.
Designed exclusively.
Paired together with double N’s, double S’s, and double E’s,
Like for emphasis, for reinforcement, and surety.
You could have gone with single letters and still sound the same but something tells me it
wouldn’t feel the same.
You hold a vibration.
I see music notes, churches, fields of green, purple, orange, and pink pansies rising up from your every letter.
You emanate a frequency.
Wind chimes... birds' chirping... The echoing of a sweet old lady calling out a 2-syllable name repeatedly I can hardly
make out off in distance.... All I can think of is that for some reason unknown to me, it feels like nostalgia.
The sound of lawn mowers being started, dogs barking and the sound of children—laughing
and play fighting, basking in their innocence.
Then it comes to a halt as the sun goes down and a quiet stillness falls like clockwork. My neighbors are inside their homes
with lights out probably sound asleep by now. But not me.
My sneakers make a screeching sound as I almost take a fall walking towards the restroom which is located at the back of
the store. It may have appeared like in a drunken stupor but I was just tired - A job that had me on the road till 3AM...
Sometimes you just have to stop to use the bathroom and splash cold water on your face as you look at yourself in the
mirror and speak:
´stay awake, you got this.
The lighting inside is brighter than my eyes can handle and the music is blaring like at a rave. Then it caught my eye as
I was making my way towards the front of the store to leave.
Hanging on a shelf hook next to a bunch of other travel stop gifts next to Tennessee shot glasses, tee-shirts, magnets,
and post cards.
A medium sized ruby red heart stuck to a gold chain.
Tennessee stamped in white capital letters
across it, speckled with shimmer throughout. It was in essence, beautiful.
I picked it up and held it for a minute and a smile began to spread across my face. I would really like this.
Maybe, if I bought a few of them it could help explain that something about you I can’t seem to.
But I was sold on you - long before you were packaged in plastic and shipped off in a box.
For I was sold on you before I saw you as merchandise.
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Ella Brianne Clifton

For SDR

Second Place • Poetry

I waited for a day he would have loved;
one with children piled onto the jungle gym across the bank,
reveling in the newly-turned summertime
and ducks gathered around the swinging bridge
waiting to gobble hunks of visitors’ bread.
I waded out knee-deep into the water
securing my toes in the mucky sediment of the river’s floor.
On my hip I held the heavy ashes of his bones like an infant,
an undeniable role-reversal
as he had once held me.
All that remained of the strong ship I once knew
was now coarse grey sand
washed from my fingers
As I released him with cupped palms.
I watched as the vessel that carried my father sixty-four years hovered briefly
like flour on the surface
Then succumbed to the river’s current
traveling to countless resting places
into peace he would finally know.
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Kaylee Stinson

from the morgue with love

Third Place • Poetry

there is a blue in the world that you will never know until you see
it
a shade that has no name
a tangible color
you can reach out and grab
let it soak into your fingertips as you watch
let it run through your bloodstream
until it reaches your heart
you will find this color on every face
every soul
that you touch
if you look long enough
and it will shake your core
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Cody Alan Dishner

My Bleak Garden

Honorable Mention • Poetry

Break me in two
Or perhaps three or four
As far as I can stretch

A piece for every want
A splinter for every need
And seeds to garden my desire

Too many roots
Growing too far away
And me with no water and care

If only I were more
Or there more of me
Could I find room to breathe
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Brandi Harshman

Losing Time

Honorable Mention • Poetry

My hands and face tingle from the numbing dread.
Did I do it again? Lose time?
The quiet gaps are getting longer.
They feel like a blissful pool.
But oh, how tragic it is to be snatched out.
I panic like a fish deprived of oxygen.
My ears ring from the aftershock of the bomb.
Why did you turn away from me last night?
The paint is dry, but the smell burns my eyes.
Another good excuse for my crying.
The hourglass is broken on the floor.
Sand and glass spread out like a minefield.
Your mother is dying in the kitchen, you know.
Her hair litters the floor and dances with the dust.
The keyboard is jammed. The internets out.
The canvas is blank and barking dogs echo in the hall.
My shoulders search for my helium head.
Its forgotten how to exhale.
I blink blink blink.
Jaw clenched. Blood pumping.
My aching teeth. So much for those fillings.
Where is the clock? The clock on the wall.
The ticking ticking ticking.
Or was that just my imagination?
There are too many things.
Too many things to do.
Too many things to say.
But there is no time.
Time? Where did that time go again?
I must of missed it while I was swimming.
Swimming in this dissociative pool.
By the motel my brain checked out of.
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Cody Alan Dishner

Edna

Honorable Mention • Poetry

Edna was old and feeble
Yet she continued to thrive alone
Day by day her life faded to a dream
Kind whispering strangers
And ghosts tracing unfamiliar halls
Treated her as she once treated company
Until one day the whispering stopped
And the ghosts came more often
She began to slowly float
Higher and higher she went each day
Crashing down only to meet reality
Haze parted into a wet cold twilight
Life’s burdens strewn around her
She wept in pain, happiness, and contempt
As her coil parted into the ground itself
And She remembered everything
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Hannah Saulsbury

Labors of the Day

Finalist • Poetry

The golden-cream colored walls shine brightly,
I lean on the frigid stone counter,
I feel happy telling you my stories,
About all the adventures I’ve had today.
My feet shuffle across the hard floor,
I grab a refreshing cucumber slice from the bowl on the
island,
It is watery and slightly bitter,
A soft clang of dishes is the background music.
There is a beeping from the oven,
A burst of hot air accompanied by a delicious smell,
Sunlight streams in from the window above the sink,
The bright little plants sit in the sill,
They reach their tiny leaves up towards the warmth.
There is laughing,
It surrounds this place,
In the background, I can hear the faint sound of music,
I can hear carefree children playing,
I listen and daydream as I slice a slick and slimy okra.
When I am finished, I wash my hands,
Glad to have the vibrant vegetable off my hands,
I place the cut green vegetable in a blue pottery bowl,
I put it in the cool silver refrigerator,
This task finished, I leave to labor elsewhere.
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Kayla Hubbard

The Farm

Finalist • Poetry

The wind blows the hay from right to left on this warm sunny day.
The smell of corn feed and freshly mowed alfalfa fills the air.
Gravel rumbling beneath my feet as I walk to the barn.
The tall doors slide open on rolling pins,
and behind it sits a tall John Deere cab tractor.
On the above loft there is an abundance of hay awaiting to be fed or sold. I pick up a bail,
The twine is rough and bright green.
The dust trickles into my nose as I feel a sneeze approaching.
I walk towards the back gate,
The dirt beneath my boots is like walking on a cushion.
The smell of manure now surrounds the area and
there are twenty-eight pairs of eyes staring through me.
The cows are balling,
thinking that I am there to feed them.
Their heads are all different colors,
With all different expressions.
Some new, and some old
I love this farm in its entirety
And this is my life, total bliss.

36

Echoes & Images | Northeast State Community College

Kaylee Rose

A Winter Snowfall

Finalist • Poetry

All is silent,
Except for the occasional critter wandering about.
The squirrels enjoy each other’s company,
Dancing around with glee
As if they were trying to miss every snowflake that fell.
The cows with their striking ebony coats
Stand out against snow,
Crossing the winding creek towards the shelter that the woods offer
From the bitter cold winter winds
And the snow that falls.
The frosted, ivory stars drift down
One, by one, by one,
Blanketing the ground in a sheer quilt of glittering white.
Each flake melting into the other.
Lives pieced together.
Jack Frost whirls them around

Each one that lands is unique and different,

With a crisp burst of wind,

Special even.

Bringing them closer to me.

But their lives are fleeting.

If one would only truly take notice,

In this world for a moment

They would see what I see—

Only to slowly be melted away.
Gone forever.
Taken into the ground.
But while they are here, they work together
To make the world a brighter place.
They never know where they may land.
Some, so full of potential,
Are destined for great things.
Turned into incredible snowmen or formed into pure angels.
Yet others go unnoticed.
Only to be trampled over by the world.
Or washed away by the current, vanishing into the waters beneath.
But one thing is for sure.
Each and every one is beautiful and unique and here for a reason
And will be missed by those closest—
Family, friends, and me.
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Kyrie Nielsen

Letter to the Past

Finalist • Poetry

Dear 12-year-old me,
Normally I’d start a letter with “I hope you’re doing well,” but I know you’re not, and I’m here to say
that it’s alright. You can feel like screaming in your head all the time, and you can fend people away with
tooth and claw, but one day you’re going to wake up and you’re going to be viciously, spitefully happy.
Don’t get me wrong, it won’t be easy. There’s still people to hurt and be hurt by, words you wish you
could take back and words you wish you’d been brave enough to let go, days spent in bed and days briefly
lived outside of your head.
You’re going to go farther than you ever thought you would, and it’s not going to be out of strength. But
happiness is coming.
It’s coming just as surely as the fireflies in June. It’s coming in thunderstorm beach days and snow-muffled
laughter and middle of the night phone calls, in hellos and gotchas and goodbyes.
You may not recognize it at first, because it doesn’t introduce itself as happiness. It’s called “you were in
my dream last night,” and “Walmart is open 24 hours,” and “I was so alone and afraid, but now I don’t
even remember what it felt like.”
On the days when apologies are spilling out your mouth, when you’re weeping that hope is a lost cause
and your skin is pleading for injury, when you feel like not even an act of heaven could fix this, I promise.
Happiness is coming.
So let it come. When a group of acquaintances invites you to sit with them, don’t say you’re fine at the
table alone. When your parents ask if you want to join a card game, put away your book or your phone.
When all you want is to stay in bed all afternoon, make yourself inhabit other parts of the home. Tell
your friends you love them, and mean it. You’ll miss them for a lot longer.
I know you’re fragile, I know you’re too tired to breathe. So am I. And I spent too long ripping you
apart behind your back, flinching when I remembered the past. But I love you. I ache when I think of
everything life’s going to serve you, presenting mistakes on golden platters and concealing the poison
inside. It’s not going to be easy. It’s going to be very, very hard.
But I made it here. And so will you
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Mike Byrd

Lights

Finalist • Poetry

Two lovers dance in a circle of colored orbs
The lights dance with them
Blue green red purple blue
Over and over they twirl in one another’s arms
Eyes locked as much as bodies
Her indigo dress billowing about her knees
Children run through the green grass around them
Glowing lights mark the flying machines that send into the air with rubber bands
Glowing lights show them fall again
They land with soft thumps
The lights play with them
Blue green red purple blue
Nearby a man sits smoking, a red eye burning in the dark
His cigarette releases smoke which curls, snakes its way into the black sky
Bent, silver quarter in hand
His yellow hair hanging over his forehead
He works away the gray foil hiding his next fortune
The lights glow with him
Blue green red purple blue
A young man skates his way around the cement circle
The wheels of his wooden board clattering as the pass from one stone to the next
Their rattle adds a music to the changing lights
The lights continue with him
Blue green red purple blue
With a burst of light the streetlamps erupt
The colors retreat
Blue green red purple
Forced to retreat in the rush of white
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Mike Byrd

Music of the Streets

Finalist • Poetry

The creaking as a coffin opens sounds down the street
Commanded by a young man in an athletic shirt, Alexa obeys
His face glows with excitement as the King of Pop begins his thrilling song
Fire and Rain come down two streets away
As a man croons
Accompanied by guitars
The wedding venue next door erupts in a tide of voices
As the congregation sing of beauty and beast
Tap shoes clatter an echoing chorus
As the troupe marches through the alley
Their metallic clips ringing off brick and asphalt
Country Roads rises through the air from an unknown source
Bringing weary travelers together in one united chorus
Another block away
Electric generators meet the tinkle of bells
Creating a new melody
Artists dance to the tune with paint in hand to the urban orchestra’s rhythms
As their rattling cans tap out their newest mural
The latest hits of rap and county, hip hop and rock
Spill from passing cars
A blend of beats and rhythms
To match the mixture of people
Still a few streets more
As the city lies behind us
The only music left to play
Is the cricket, the cicada, the rustle of leaves

40

Echoes & Images | Northeast State Community College

Raegan Cheyanne Poland

Shopping in 2020

Finalist • Poetry

As I walk into the front door of the store,
People greeting one by one.
“Wear your mask,” they say.
Grabbing a shopping cart and cleaning it carefully.
Keeping distance from passing shoppers,
All wearing masks of different color.
No one saying hello, because they are all scared.
Walking down all the isles looking for what I need,
Making sure I travel the right way.
Children in the carts watching paw patrol,
Parents filling the cart with many food items.
Walking down the dog toy isle,
In search of new toys for my dogs.
Many to choose from, which one he will like,
People watch as I look for a toy,
Talking to each other about what they need.
They pick up a dog bowl,
They must have gotten a new animal.
I walk down a different isle and hear a sound,
A sound of a child screaming wanting a candy.
The mother hands him a candy to stop them from crying,
The store is becoming bare due to this year,
Toilet paper, soap, and cleaning supplies are missing.
People are lining up to check out,
Keep the distance of six feet.
Workers are cleaning everything spotless,
They work nonstop to keep the store clean.
This is what shopping has come too,
Thanks to Covid nineteen.
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Raegan Cheyanne Poland

The Night

Finalist • Poetry

The sky is pitch black,
The moon as bright as the sun.
The stars twinkle in the night sky,
Cicadas sounding closer than ever.
The grass is wet from the cool air,
Only the smell of the fresh cold air exists.
Hearing the little creek in the front yard flow,
The crickets talking to one another.
The air is icy as fall comes around the corner,
The leaves shake in the trees when the wind blows.
Deer in the field eating the fallen apples,
Not caring about what is around them.
The porch light reaching as far as it can,
Moths and insects gathering from all around.
Flying by my face flying toward the light,
All different colors, brown, green, blue and grey.
Its peaceful and quiet at this time,
Nice time to get lost in thought.
Sitting on a blanket in the grass admiring the sky,
Allowing my dogs to wander the yard.
Chasing the bugs in the sky,
They roll around in the grass and play.
What a better way to spend to spend this beautiful night.
The night is a beautiful thing.
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Skyler Wyatt

Smoke

Finalist • Poetry

Oh the filthy habit I can’t quit
With everyone it takes me back
The times were not always good
But every drag helped a bit
Out in the desert sun so hot
The sand and smoke
Filled air wasn’t enough
For we needed something more
Oh the helicopters come in stirring the dust
But we didn’t stop filling our lungs
Not one, not two but the whole pack
Just in the short amount of a days time
It gave us ease as the rockets came in
We were able to laugh and grin
With these sticks in our hands
We were Gods amongst men
“That will kill you one day” they said
We will see which gets us first
These cancerous sticks
Or the environment we’re in
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Amanda Anderson

Spinning Crow
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First Place • Digital Media
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Amy Patrick

Beautiful Diversity
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Second Place • Mixed Media on Canvas
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Joseph B. McCracken

Bison Parade
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Third Place • Photography

Echoes & Images | Northeast State Community College

Sophie Kooy

Trojan Horse
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Honorable Mention • Mixed Media Sculpture
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Traci B.Ward

Descent
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Honorable Mention • Mixed Media
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Amanda Anderson

Forbearance

Rubber Block Print and Ink on Paper
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Brandi Harshman

Conjoined

50

Charcoal and Graphite on Paper

Echoes & Images | Northeast State Community College

Chloe Smith

Tiger
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Dry and Oil Pastels on Paper
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Jessica Gregg

Be Still

52

Acrylic on Panel
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Riley Owen

Self-Portrait
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Pencil on Paper
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Rachel M. Evans

Free for Everyone: 1st of June Triptych

54

Photography
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Sarah Kirk

Sandpiper
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Ink and Pencil on Paper
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Judges
Tamara Baxter, this year’s nonfiction judge, stated that her life upon the Nolichucky River
is the place from which she draws memory for writing. From a review by Shane Toombs,
“Nestled in the Great Smoky Mountains is a talent as remarkable as the landscape that
surrounds it. Tamara Baxter, author of Rock Big and Sing Loud, resides in the Northeastern
corner of Tennessee. She is a retired professor of English from Northeast State Community
College. Though she taught literature, creative writing was her forte. Baxter was born and
raised in the same Appalachian environment in which her characters reside… she attended
East Tennessee State University and completed a collection of short stories for her master’s
thesis, Pennies Kill the Fishes, and Other Stories. Rock Big and Sing Loud has been praised for its
original coupling of doleful situations with good-natured wit. The result is humor that is
dark, yet at the same time heartwarming—pure Southern Gothic. The collection of sixteen
short stories garnered Baxter several awards such as the Morehead State and Jesse Stuart
Foundation’s First Author’s Award for Fiction. Baxter has accumulated several other awards
for writing including the Harriette Arnow Award, a Leslie Garrett Award, the Sherwood
Anderson Award, and the National Rose Post Award for creative nonfiction.”
This year’s fiction judge is Dr. Louis Gallo. Dr. Gallo is an English Professor at Radford
University in Radford Virginia. His teaching interests include creative writing and modern and
contemporary literature. Four volumes of Louis Gallo’s poetry, Archaeology, Scherzo Furiant, Crash
and Clearing the Attic, are now available. Two forthcoming volumes, Why is there Something Rather
than Nothing? and Leeway & Advent, will be published in the near future. His work will appear
in Best Short Fiction 2020 forthcoming. A novella, “The Art Deco Lung,” will be published in
Storylandia. Chapbooks include The Truth Changes, The Abomination of Fascination, Status Updates
and The Ten Most Important Questions. He is the founding editor of the now defunct Books: A New
Orleans Review. His work has been nominated for the Pushcart Prize several times. He is the
recipient of an NEA grant for fiction. . His stories, poems and essays have appeared in journals
such as Rattle, Glimmer Train, Litro, North of Oxford, Fictive Bream, Mash Stories, Pennsylvania Literary
Review, Offcourse Literary Journal, Virginia English Journal, Glimmer Train, Greensboro Review, Missouri
Review, New Orleans Review, Loyola Review, Berkeley Fiction Review, Baltimore Review, The MacGuffin,
Modern Poetry Studies, American Literary Review, Critique, Mississippi Review, Thema, Green Hills Review,
Italian Americana, Louisiana Literature, The Southern Quarterly, Flash, Oregon Literary Review, BartlebySnopes, Raving Dove, Segue, Contemporary American Voices, Poetrymagazine, Tampa Review, Babel Fruit,
Mused, Skyline Review, Portland Review, Thema, Houston Literary Review, Paradigm, The Vocabulary
Review, Tipton Poetry Review, Poetry Midwest and many others. Dr. Gallo has won first prize for
fiction entries in Greensboro Review and Italian Americana; one of his stories was reprinted
in an anthology of southern literature from LSU Press in 2005. The Greensboro Review story
was reprinted in The Bench Press anthology. Dr. Gallo is former editor of The Barataria Review, a
literary magazine that published some of the earliest work Julia Alvarez and Ellen Gilchrist; a
former editor of Books: A New Orleans Review; and a contributing editor of The Pushcart Press. Dr.
Gallo's personal interviews with William Burroughs, Walker Percy, James Purdy, Susan Sontag,
Miller Williams and others have been published in varied newspapers.
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He has read his fiction and poetry at Spoleto, Stephens College, University of Missouri, New
Orleans University, Barnes & Noble, Radford University, Northeast Missouri State University
(now Truman University), McNeese State University and many others. He founded the Mardi
Gras Poetry Readings in New Orleans, which still thrive now as The Maple Leaf Readings.
He has served as an editorial consultant for Houghton-Mifflin, Longman and Prentice-Hall.
He has served on academic panels at the MLA, the AWP Writer's Conference, the Winthrop
College Writers Conference and others. Dr. Gallo received his BA from Tulane University, his
MA from Louisiana State University and Ph.D. from the University of Missouri
This year’s Poetry judge, Dr. Sandy Hiortdahl, is a recipient of the Sophie Kerr Prize, The
Ghost Mountain Award, an Individual Artist Award for Excellence from the Maryland State
Arts Council, fellowships to the Key West Literary Seminar, and several distinctions from
Pen2Paper (Grand Prize, 2014, Poetry Prize 2016). Her work has appeared in THEMA, The
Summerset Review, Punchnel’s, Barely South Review, and others. Her poetry collection, Hanging Five
Aboard the Stella Irene, has been accepted for publication by b-d studios NYC. She has a Ph.D.
in Literature from The Catholic University of America, where her dissertation passed "With
Honors and Distinction." She keeps company with a red heeler and dreams of palm trees,
even as the snow continues to fall.
Greg Howser, this year’s Art judge, resides in Bluff City, Tennessee. He has a Master of
Fine Arts in Printmaking and Bachelor of Fine Arts in Painting from East Tennessee State
University in Johnson City, Tennessee. Greg teaches at Virginia Highlands Community
College in Abingdon, Virginia. He is a member of the Art Depot of Abingdon and the Chair
of their installation committee. He has exhibited throughout the United States and has art
work in private, public, and international collections. Greg is attracted to the exquisiteness of
creatures. His work serves as surrogates created from experiences growing up as a Southerner.
He creates Märchen narratives about people, places, and legends based on local, regional, and
personal lore. The subjects are anthropomorphic animals or the human form layered with
symbolically-rich objects, such as roses, candles, and stars, commonly found in fairytales.
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Contributors
Amanda Anderson is majoring in physics and runs the teen program for a public library.
She enjoys making art involving flora, fauna, and fantasy elements.
Mike Byrd finished his last semester at Northeast State in the Fall of 2020, and he plans to go
on to get his degree in business. He is looking forward to a happy life.
Brianne Clifton is a student majoring in Medical Lab Technology. A writer since childhood,
her work shows consistent themes of nature, humanity, and raw emotion. Her poetry is also
published in Jimson Weed by the University of Virginia. She was selected as First Runner Up
in the Poetry Society of Tennessee’s Appalachian Fair contest, August 2019.
Julia Leann Collins was born and raised in East Tennessee. She is in her second year at
Northeast State and is pursuing a degree in electrical engineering. She says, “I hope to succeed
in my degree plans where I will eventually pursue my dream job.”
Cody Alan Dishner is a returned Peace Corps Volunteer from Eswatini and is currently
working at the Kingsport Public Library. He says that he is not artistically talented in the
classical way but that writing poetry has been a great outlet for him to catalog his thoughts and
feelings. He says that his poetry can be a bit grim sometimes, which counters his typical upbeat
attitude. Robert Frost, Edgar Allen Poe and Edward Arlington Robinson are his inspirations, so
maybe that explains a part of it. He says, “Thank you for taking the time to read my poem!”
Rachel M. Evans is from Knoxville, Tennessee. She is a history major and is planning to
pursue museum studies and conservation at the graduate level.
Tanner Ezzell is 27 years old. He has a 6-year-old son, Hayden, who's his pride and joy.
Tanner says, “I've had an interesting life as most do in their own perspective. I'm here to share
a moment of mine.”
Preston Gaussart is a highly motivated, disciplined professional with a proven record of
responsibility, integrity, and consistency. He demonstrates exceptional communication skills,
making prompt, critical decisions during challenges. Preston is an honors student seeking
to work in the cutting-edge sector that blends big data technology with analytical online
marketing.
Jessica Gregg is 30 years old and currently pursuing an RN degree. She has 2 sons who are
3 and 10 years old and has been a CNA for 8 years. She states, “All my life, I have always loved
to draw and paint. It is like an escape and calms my anxiety.”
Brandi Harshman is 29 years old and a new college student. She is majoring in psychology
and art and hopes to be an Art Therapist one day.
Kayla Hubbard is 19 and currently attending Northeast State to earn her Associates Degree
in General Studies. She works at Phil's Dream Pit throughout the week. She appreciates those
who take the time to read her poetry.
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Sarah Kirk is a freshman and is studying business. She is a self-taught artist and has been
drawing and painting for twenty years. She explains that her visual art submission Sandpiper was
done during a stay on Sea Island in Georgia. She states, “The model was quite temperamental,
very fidgety and due to excessive movement during our session, I decided not to recall him for
a second portrait.”
Sophie Kooy is a 17-year-old sophomore at Northeast State. She is planning to pursue a
career in ballet and physical therapy.
Meghan Lewis is a freshman at Northeast State. She really enjoys writing, playing games,
and has a love for birds.
Joseph B. McCraken is semi-retired and enjoys working with his son in his electrical business.
Joseph is in the Construction Electrical program at NESCC. He states, “I love wildlife and
nature photography, and get out with my cameras every chance I get!”
Peyton Minnick, a first year student at Northeast State, has always been interested in
writing, but until this year has never sat down long enough to write a short story of this length.
His passions and hobbies are numerous and include but are not limited to: painting, history,
politics, anthropology, and linguistics. He also enjoys reading about his favorite topics
Kyrie Nielsen is a self-proclaimed Ghost Rights Advocate. She considers writing to be her
true passion and calling and so naturally plans on going to school for something completely
different. She believes deeply in drivers correctly using their turn signal, hibernation, and
guacamole chips.
Riley Owen is a 16-year-old dual enrollment student. Riley states, “I have been drawing ever
since I can remember. However, I have never really been super serious about visual art until
2017 when I started hiking the Appalachian Trail. The trail opened my eyes to a lot of the
natural beauty of the world and I have been highly interested in art ever since.”
Amy Patrick is a local self-taught artist, mother, wife, educator and adventurist. She explains
that her piece Beautiful Diversity was created as a reflection of the struggles we as humans face
in today’s society. Each character in the painting has a texturized piece to draw viewers to an
emotional connection.
Raegan Cheyanne Poland is a twenty-year-old digital graphics major. She is attending
Northeast State Community College, and then she is planning on transferring to ETSU to
finish her degree. Raegan enjoys drawing and having a great time with her family and friends.
She is also a huge animal lover.
Kaitlyn Reynolds is an English Major in my first year at Northeast State. She enjoys writing,
theatrical makeup, and caring for her animals. She hopes to one day be able to use her skills to
better those around her.
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Kaylee Rose is a Rehabilitative Health Science major and is graduating from Northeast State
in December of 2020. She plans to finish her degree at ETSU, and then apply to their SpeechLanguage Pathology program. In her free time, she enjoys reading and playing music.
Hannah Saulsbury is currently a sophomore majoring in Accounting, Business
Administration, Economics, and Finance. Next fall, she will be transferring to ETSU
where she will continue to pursue an Accounting degree. She enjoys all things math, pasta,
and superheroes.
Rebekah Saulsbury has always been interested in English but this past year she has become
even more enthralled by it. This is her first year at Northeast, and although it isn't going quite
how she planned it, the experience has been wonderful so far. She is very thankful to her
parents for encouraging her writing every step of the way. In her spare time she can be found
reading, writing, playing the piano, drinking unhealthy amounts of coffee, and obsessing over
Broadway musicals.
Chloe Smith is 18 years old and is from Savannah, GA. She is majoring in cardio-pulmonary
science. She states that she is passionate about art and music
Christine Smuniewski is 28 years old and enjoys painting pictures with words through
creative writing and original spoken-word poetry because writing has always been a positive
outlet and a form of self-expression for her throughout life.
Kaylee Stinson is a local rising author and young entrepreneur who enjoys writing and
reading in her free time, as well as spending time with her daughter.
Mikayla Tipton is an eighteen-year-old honors student majoring in Early Childhood
Education. She says, “I wrote this as my personal narrative for my English Comp class and my
amazing instructor, Mrs. Darden, thought this would be a great story for this competition!”
Traci B. Ward is a non-traditional student majoring in Social Work. She began painting to
combat the boredom and anxiety of lockdown during Covid-19. She lives in Elizabethton with
her husband of 26 years and rescue dog, Paisley.
Skyler Wyatt is a Criminal Justice major with some crazy life experiences. He started
Northeast State after his Army career and a year of overseas contracting. He says he has
always struggled with writing and had low confidence in what he did write. That is until last
semester in his English Comp II class when his professor was impressed with his poems and
short stories and thought he should share them. He hopes his poetry takes the reader to the
place of his stories and helps them to see things through his eyes.
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Echoes & Images 32
Echoes and Images, Northeast State’s student literary magazine, invites submissions
of fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and visual art.
Prizes will be awarded in each category:
First Place:

$100.00

Second Place:

$75.00

Third Place:

$50.00

The competition is open to current students at Northeast State.
All entries must be original and previously unpublished, and contributors agree
that the submitted work may be published by Northeast State in Echoes and Images
or other college publications, in print, or online.
Students may enter in all four categories.
The contest is held in the fall semester, and the results are announced in
the spring semester.
Poetry, Fiction, and Nonfiction must be submitted online through the Echoes
and Images website. An online entry form must accompany each submission.
For Visual Art, students must submit their original works to the Humanities Division
Office, H129, and each entry must be accompanied by a fully completed entry form
obtained from the Echoes and Images website.
Visual art entries must be picked up by the end of the spring semester in Room L303C.
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