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THE LANTERN 2020-2021 
 

Letter From The Editor 
 
 
 
 A few thank you’s are in order before this book can finally get 
underway. First, a hearty thanks to Dr. Jon Volkmer, who has been a 
mentor and friend to me for the past four years. I don’t often know 
what I’m doing, so your help with all of this was invaluable, Jon. This 
year’s book is big, and I couldn’t have done it all myself - so to my 
section editors and staff, your work was all marvelous and much 
appreciated. I know working on the Lantern this year was strange, to 
say the least, (and I’m sorry that my WiFi connection was so bad 
during all the meetings), but I think we pulled it off quite nicely 
together. I’d also like to personally thank Sam Ernst, who was the best 
production editor I could ask for, as well as a real champ about me 
messaging him incessantly at all hours of the day. Many additional 
thanks to those students and faculty in the English department who 
lent a hand or an email throughout the process as well – no publication 
is an island, after all. And last but not least, thanks to Nicole Kosar, 
editor of last year’s Lantern, for egging me onto to apply for the job in 
the first place. 
 I chose this year’s Lantern to be represented by a lighthouse, 
which is an unconventional light source for our book’s tradition, but 
one that I feels captures our spirit perfectly. On those foggy mornings 
on the coast, ships wouldn’t know which cliffs or reefs to avoid if it 
wasn’t for that beam of light piercing the gloom. I have found that 
writing, my own and others, has become my beacon during uncertain 
times, fostering hope, strength, comfort, and many other neat tricks 
featured within the pages of this Lantern. With this, I’m giving it up – 
all of it is yours now. 

To the reader, I hope that you find much to love further in, and 
some light to steer you through the waters of our lives. 

 
Adam C. Mlodzinski 
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Dysmorphia III 
 
 
“Dysmorphia III is a sculptural piece I did in 2020, it is comprised of 
plaster, canvas, plywood, ink, acrylic, and plaster casts of different 
parts of my body. The process focused heavily on the act of layering 
various mediums on top of one another. This piece was a bit of a slow 
burn as it took multiple weeks to complete. This all came about as I 
was using the act of sculpture and plaster to investigate my 
disillusionment and disconnection with my own body.” 
 

Kelsey Gavin 
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PROSE PRIZE WINNER – Aurora McKee 
 

One Thousand And One Is Never Enough 
 
 
McKee's story is inspired by, but does not ape, classics that clearly 
have made a strong impression on her. The story is rooted in these, 
while reaching further and evolving various story elements to 
modernize and keep the reader engaged. The writing is mature. McKee 
uses vivid visual imagery but avoids the urge to over explain. The pace 
is just right, allowing for some character development, anticipation, 
and satisfaction as the tale unfolds. It was a joy to read, and I can 
imagine more great things from this talented writer. 
 
 
Runner Up - Sarah Fales  
“Politeness and Pattern Recognition” 
 
Fales writes about a situation basically unimaginable to most of us in a 
way that allows the reader to feel the discomfort and anxiety that the 
condition produces. The writing is strong, evoking the sensation of not 
recognizing friends and even family members' faces. 
 

 
Jennifer Adele Zwilling graduated from 
Ursinus College in 1999 with a major in 
History, and minors in Art History and 
Spanish. Zwilling earned her MA in Art 
History at Tyler School of Art, went on 
to work at the Philadelphia Museum of 
Art and eventually became the 
Assistant Curator of American 
Decorative Arts and Contemporary 
Craft. Zwilling is now the Curator of 
Artistic Programs at The Clay Studio in 
Philadelphia, where she administers the 
Exhibitions, Collection, Resident, and 
Guest Artist Programs. 
 

 
Read Aurora’s story on Page 12! 
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POETRY PRIZE WINNER – Aviva Schuch 
 

Strawberry Girl (Raw Sugar, Shattered 
Glass) 
 
 
A relatable poem for anyone fallen victim to the trappings of regret 
and fond, possibly idealized recollection, this piece is as haunting as it 
is beautiful. 
 
 
Runner Up – Colleen Murphy 
“The Morning After Saturday” 
 
This poem begins quietly, but offers an unsettling, profound, and, at 
times, touching experience that gains power in its relevancy. 
 
 
 
Pete Lipsi (’10) was most fortunate to 
study abroad in Florence, Italy, and 
see a few pieces of his own in The 
Lantern during his time at Ursinus. A 
resident of nearby Norristown, PA, 
with his girlfriend and fiendish cat, 
he currently works as a Senior 
Compliance Administrator at The 
Vanguard Group to fund his ongoing 
travels. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Read Aviva’s poem on Page 142!  
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CREAGER PRIZE WINNER – Samuel Ernst 
 

Douglas Adams’ Guide to Florida 
 
 
Pure nostalgia and Americana! Ernst shares this relatable excursion to 
Florida so generously with the reader, not only through the utilization 
of regional description but also through the character's revelations, 
juxtaposing his experience on vacation with his family with that of 
the Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy novels. The "home sweet home" 
ending feels appropriate and significant considering the world we are 
currently living in. I felt I was there with the Adams family in the 
swampy humidity of the sunshine state; Ernst is wildly successful in 
the telling. 
 
 
Runner Up – Leo Cox 
“Introduction” 
 
This poem is extremely relevant and powerful in its 
vulnerability. Riddled with provoking imagery, (the only rainbows I 
touched/ frothed strange magic/ in gas station puddles), we are 
provided snapshots of the subject's journey to self-acceptance. 
 
 
Sarah Schwolsky (’12) is a textile 
industry professional, specializing in 
the design and production of handmade 
rugs. Her expertise in the field has 
enabled her to work in amazing 
countries such as Australia and India. 
She holds a bachelor’s degree in 
English and Studio Art with a minor in 
Creative Writing and was Editor of the 
Lantern her senior year. She currently 
lives in Manhattan and is studying 
interior design at Parsons School of 
Design. 
 
 

Read Sam’s Story on Page 162!  
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AURORA MCKEE – Prose Prize Winner 
 

One Thousand And One Is Never Enough 
 
 
 
 
Note: Schehezerade is one of the main characters from One Thousand 
And One Arabian Nights. The last story she tells the sultan is inspired 
by 'The Masque of the Red Death' by Edgar Allen Poe, and her 
creative use of an ordinary lamp is inspired by Aladdin. Nnedi is 
loosely based on one of the Twelve Dancing Princesses, even though 
the other eleven had a very minor role in this story. Her name is 
inspired by Afrofuturist fiction author Nnedi Okorafor. 
  

From a distance, Nnedi's feet are a soft, smooth inky 
black. Up close, they're tough and callused from a near decade of 
painfully enforced lessons and grueling dance recitals. She's 
recently discovered that she can fracture a man's ribs with a well-
aimed kick, or run for miles, barefoot, with her beloved in her 
arms. 

Nnedi was nine when she came to the sultan's palace, still 
clutching a bloody lock of hair that she'd pulled from her twin 
sister's head as the slavers yanked them apart. That lock of hair 
would remain tucked in her pocket or wrapped around her wrist 
every day for the rest of her life. 

At the palace she was introduced to her eleven new 
'sisters,' a collection of girls drawn from across the globe 
amassed to perform for the sultan's entertainment. Or, more 
specifically, at his weddings. His many, many weddings to 
beautiful girls who never lasted the next day. 

By the time she was seventeen, Nnedi had grown used to 
tracking blood across the floor after a painfully hard and fast 
recitation. She’d grown used to the brutal beatings, the enforced 
hunger for lazy dancers, the ever-present guilt that came from 
being alive when so many of the sultan’s brides were not. 

She'd resigned herself to the fact that eventually her body 
wouldn't be able to bear the strain of dancing anymore, and she’d 
be trucked off to a brothel, like so many of her older 'sisters' 
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already had been. Her parents were gone, her village was in 
ashes, and she didn't have a hope in hell of ever seeing her sister 
again. What did she have to fight for? 

And then she saw Scheherazade. 
At first, the other girl was just another future corpse 

politely watching the wedding dance at her husband's side, 
wrapped up tight in opulent finery as if already prepared for the 
grave. She was attractive enough, but she wasn't a heart stopping 
beauty the way that some of the others had been. Nnedi had 
trained herself not to look closely at the sultan's brides; this one 
shouldn't have been a blip on her radar. 

But there she didn't look at Nnedi's dark skin and inky 
dreadlocks with contempt or disinterest, the way so many people 
in the palace did. Her eyes were fixed on the dance like it was the 
most interesting thing she'd ever seen, even more interesting than 
the bejeweled predator at her side. 

(Scheherazade had later told Nnedi that she had been 
making up stories about the dancers and where they might have 
come from. From her noble profile and the grace of her 
movements, she'd thought Nnedi was the captured daughter of a 
king.) 

It had only taken a few brief glances of those eyes to 
throw Nnedi off a step, earning her a few smacks of the rod later 
on. She didn't begrudge the king's new wife, though. In fact, she 
actually found herself a little sad that that the new princess would 
be strangled by dawn tomorrow, her corpse discreetly hauled out 
of the royal bedchamber and disposed of by some unlucky 
servants. So, imagine her surprise when Nnedi found 
Schehezerade kneeling besides one of the palace's many 
fountains the next morning, frantically gulping water as she 
shook with a mix of shock and exhaustion. She glanced up at 
Nnedi, eyes wild, and stammered something. It sounded like "I 
couldn't stay in there any longer," but her voice was so hoarse 
that Nnedi couldn't be certain. 

Schehezerade tried to stand up too fast, only to fall 
backward with a groan. Nnedi leapt forward and grabbed her 
right before her head hit the ground; the other girl was 
shockingly light, and her ribcage vibrated like a hummingbird's.  
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"Easy," Nnedi muttered, helping Schehezerade to a nearby 
bench and trying to ignore how her own heart pounded. 

She laid Schehezerade down and tried to make her as 
comfortable as possible, casting glances over her shoulder to see 
if there were any guards coming. A few of the wives had tried to 
escape their fate, but none of them had made it very far, and she 
couldn't image any of them stopping for water. 

Nnedi looked down at Schehezerade, still conscious, but 
barely. The wisest course of action would be to go fetch help, but 
she couldn't make herself stand up. The king's wife just looked so 
small and battered, so painfully familiar in her vulnerability. 

Schehezerade made the decision for her when she latched 
on to Nnedi's wrist with an iron hand, eyes still closed. "Don't 
leave," she murmured. "Please" 

Nnedi didn't. She stayed there long after Schehezerade fell 
asleep, until it was time for her daily dance rehearsal. When she 
came back, Schehezerade was gone, and Nnedi wondered if she'd 
ever really been there, or if she'd been helping a ghost. 
  

When she came back the next day, Nnedi found 
Schehezerade kneeling at the fountain again, and they repeated 
the same routine. But this time, when she came back later, she 
found the other girl sitting daintily on the bench, hidden behind a 
veil. No guards or servants in sight, and why would there be? 
The protocols for looking after a royal wife after the wedding 
night had been neglected for so long, they were practically 
forgotten. 

Schehezerade looked up, those dark eyes flashing with 
welcome. "Come, sit." Her voice was still a little hoarse, but 
better than it had been this morning. She patted the bench next to 
her with a smile. Nnedi hesitated: they may both be prisoners, but 
the dusky-skinned girl was still technically her superior. 

"You've seen me drool and drink water straight from the 
fountain by this point. If anyone should be nervous, it's me." 
Schehezerade pointed out, raising a delicate eyebrow. She was 
right, so Nnedi sat down, although she still feels uncomfortably 
bare in her thin, sweaty dancing skirt. 
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They sat in silence for a few moments, before 
Schehezerade spoke again. "Go on. Ask." 

Protocol was probably in ashes at this point, so Nnedi did. 
"How are you not dead?" 

She was sure what she was expected to hear, but it wasn't 
what Schehezerade said: "Stories." 

"Seriously?" Nnedi couldn't stop herself from barking out 
a laugh, only to shoot a nervous look at Schehezerade for fear of 
offending her. 

But the king's wife's voice was full of humor as she 
replied, "Exactly. I used to make up stories for myself and my 
sisters, and I thought it'd be a wasted opportunity to not pass one 
on to His Exaltedness before..." her breath catches, but she forges 
on. "And then he couldn't stop listening, and I didn't dare stop 
talking. When morning came, I was in the middle of a story, so 
he said he'd let me live another night, and then...I did the same 
thing last night." 

Nnedi wanted to ask about the stories Schehezerade had 
told, but she remembered how exhausted the other girl had 
looked this morning and the last. Telling tales all night long must 
be exhausting as an endless cycle of performances. 

"Well, you've really thrown everyone for a loop," she said 
instead. "There aren't any weddings planned for the near future, 
and the instructors are at a loss–that's all we're here for, really, to 
perform. The other girls have all been whispering about the 
exotic sex or magic spells you've been doing to keep the sultan 
happy. Adeela thinks you made a deal with a jiin, and Olga 
thinks you're some kind of demon in disguise." 

Schehezerade laughed, and although men will one day tell 
tales about her speaking voice it's her laugh that Nnedi really 
loves, because it's so rare and fierce. "A demon! That's nice. I 
would love to be a demon." She blinked, studying Nnedi. "What's 
your name?" 

Nnedi told her, and they spent another hour sitting there 
together, just talking about meaningless things. The next day, 
Nnedi came out to the fountain and sat with Scheherazade again, 
helping her drink. The day after that, she was already there when 
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Schehezerade came stumbling out. And the next day, and the 
next. 

Nnedi doesn't remember when her conversations with 
Schehezerade stopped being a means of whiling away the hours 
with someone whose very survival was a curiosity and became 
something more intimate. She only knew that when she traded 
Schehezerade lengthy named for the more familiar Ade, it felt 
natural. It felt natural when they started comparing stories about 
each other's childhood: Nnedi spoke about her life in the village, 
and Ade revealed that her father was a small-time merchant 
who'd sought to increase his status by selling her to the king. And 
when they broke down in each other's arms, sobbing about the 
loved ones they'd lost and the people who'd hurt them in waves 
of pure fury and rage, it felt equally natural. 

Dances resumed, although the exhausting wedding 
performances had been traded for simpler, less frequent evening 
entertainments. When Nnedi danced, she danced not for the 
sultan, but for the beautiful woman at his side, and she moved 
with a grace and joy she had never associated with dancing 
before. 

She was beaten or starved a few times for being late to 
lessons, and every time was worth it. Her adopted sisters teased 
her for her disappearances, joking that she had fallen for a 
eunuch, but no one tattled on her or seriously tried to ferret out 
the truth, and for that she was grateful. A few of the others of 
troupe had had affairs with palace servants or slaves, although 
Nnedi doubted that anyone was venturing into territory as 
dangerous as she. 

It wasn't an affair, of course. Not until the day that Nnedi 
saw Ade holding back tears, trying not to wonder if her mother 
and sisters knew that she was alive, and suddenly wanted to stop 
those tears by any means possible. When she leaned forward, the 
lips she met were sweet and acquiescing, and Nnedi finally 
understood why so many courtiers thrived off of sappy love 
poetry. 

Even more special than the kiss was the day that Ade gave 
her a story: special because it hadn't been wrenched from her 
through or hastily added on to in the spur of the moment. It was 
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the story of a young mother searching for her lost son, only to 
end up navigating a dreamlike world above the clouds in a boat 
made of living color. There were jokes that made Nnedi giggle, 
sexual language to make her blush, and plenty of curses that Ade 
had heard used by her family's servants. It was the kind of story 
the sultan would never hear. 

The triumphant ending made Nnedi happy, until she 
realized that Ade hadn't been able to push the tale to its full 
potential; her focus had to be on keeping straight the stories she 
would give the sultan tonight. More chilling was the possibility 
that she had keep the story confined to a single afternoon, 
because she might not be alive tomorrow to tell it. 

It's hard, falling for with a girl whose head is perpetually 
on the chopping block. It's even harder to be the girl on that 
block, because as Nnedi's lot in life was getting a little easier, 
Ade's was growing worse. She'd confessed to Nnedi that she'd 
first started leaving the king's bedchamber after he left for his 
daily activities because she could feel the ghosts of all his wives 
pressing down on her, suffocating her. As time passed, those 
ghosts would follow her outside, haunting her dreams and 
robbing her of precious sleep. 

This wasn't good; talking nonstop throughout the night 
was already putting a bad strain on Ade's health. She was finding 
it harder to string sentences together, harder to make the story 
interesting... harder to come with new ideas. They both knew that 
Ade would only have so many stories to tell at this rate, and 
then... 

"He loves me," Ade said once, thoughtfully stroking 
Nnedi's hair as the dancer's head lay in her lap. "He says he's 
fallen for me, that he wants me to have his child." She sighed, 
glancing up a passing bird. "And I can never bring myself to ask, 
what happens when you have an heir? Will you still love me 
then, when I'm fat and tired and sick of being locked up with the 
souls of your other victims?" 

Nnedi didn't say anything, because there was nothing to be 
said. All it took was one stretch of boredom, one burst of 
paranoia. The sultan might discover Ade's affair with Nnedi, or 
(more likely, considering his possessive nature and the betrayal 
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of his first wife) convince himself that she had a male lover. Ade 
was living on a ticking clock, and so was Nnedi, because their 
hearts were bound together with an unbreakable cord. 

She started having nightmares about arriving at the 
fountain and finding no one there, even after she waited for 
hours. The third time she woke up, sweating and shaking, Nnedi 
started to think seriously about running away. 

It was stupid, of course. Even if they escaped, the world 
outside the palace would no doubt tear them to pieces. Defying 
the sultan was suicide, and her sisters might all pay the price for 
her disobedience. Nnedi's life could be hard, but it wasn't in 
danger like Ade's was. The smart thing to do would to be walk 
away while she still could. 

Except...except death was already an old friend of hers, 
ever since the slavers had come to their village. Except that being 
a slave meant dying a million small deaths before the last one. 
Except that with every day she felt lonelier and lonelier around 
her sisters, because as good-hearted as some of them were none 
of them were Ade. Except that Ade had skin like velvet, and a 
mind that buzzed like lightning. 

Except that the idea of being a heroine in her own, real-
life adventure story was the most terrifying and intoxicating thing 
Nnedi could imagine. 

Ade didn't mind when Nnedi proposed flight. It was 
probably doomed to fail, but she'd much prefer to die fighting on 
her feet than strangled on her knees by her husband's men. 

They started caching supplies in one of their secret 
meeting places; Ade stole food from dinner and wheedled water 
skins from her husband, claiming it's better tasting than wine and 
more convenient than the fountain. They went through plans, 
mixing Nnedi's practical sense of choreography with Ade's 
desperate imagination to create something that just might work. 
Nnedi steeled herself to start flirting with a particular stable boy 
in her spare time, leaving Ade quivering with simultaneous 
anxiety and jealousy. 

They rode out intense waves of fear and self-doubt in each 
other's arms. They talked about where they might go after they 
leave, discussing both logical and fantastical options. When she 
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dreamt of the dead, silent girls who'd preceded her in the sultan's 
bed, Ade asked for their blessing. 

One day, a fertility doctor rubbed special oils on Ade's 
skin and had her kneel for hours of prayer for sons. The 
experience was a wakeup call for her. Her womb was still empty, 
but it was only a matter of time before the sultan either gave her 
a baby, complicating their escape beyond belief, or simply got 
tired of waiting for her to get pregnant. They couldn't hold off 
any longer. 

The night of their escape, Ade told the sultan a story about 
a king in a distant, snowy land. His people were wracked by 
plague, so he and his court secreted themselves in his castle for 
months of dancing and feasting. The sultan listened raptly; he'd 
always liked hearing about other people's flaws, as long as they 
didn't seem like metaphors for his own. 

"One night, during a masquerade, a beautiful lady seemed 
to show up out of nowhere," Ade told the sultan. "She dressed 
like a court woman–better than a court woman, really, in all the 
finest silks and jewels. No one had seen her before, but no one 
could imagine how she could have forgotten through the locked 
doors. She made her way through the ballroom, inscrutable 
behind her mask, passing from partner to partner. There was 
something intoxicating and terrible about her, that no one could 
look away from. 

"When it came time to unmask, she was dancing with the 
king. He reached out to her mask–a beautiful mask, all sculpted 
silver and gold–and pulled it off with trembling fingers." She 
paused, drawing out the suspense and giving her voice a brief 
rest. 

The sultan waited, eyes glittering with the fierce need of 
an addict. "What did he see?" he asked breathlessly. 

Ade looked at him: this sad, broken, vicious little boy who 
chewed up women like candy. She wondered if there was ever a 
point in his life when he could have been saved, or if the evil had 
been planted in him from the beginning. She would probably 
never know. 

"He saw Death," she said, and stabbed the sultan in the 
neck. "And She was beautiful." She dragged her knife across the 
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sultan's throat, holding her hand over his mouth to smother his 
last gasps for air. The air around them crackled with ghosts as the 
dead wives stuck invisible fingers through his skin and ripped out 
pieces of his soul. He collapsed in a tangle of bright red and pale 
flesh, the smell of shit filling the air. 

And just like that, she stepped out of her cage. It was as 
easy as taking her first breath after a lifetime underwater. 

She wiped off her knife off on the sultan's blankets and 
dressed herself in his simplest set of shirt and trousers. She'd 
placed a bag under the mattress last night, along with her 
weapon, and she stuffed it with all the jewels and coins she could 
find. There was a ceremonial axe on the wall, which she used to 
dispose of the two guards conveniently keeping their backs to the 
bedroom door. Her skin buzzed with adrenaline, the rush of a 
story come to life in all of its fierce and bloody glory. 

There was a fine bronze lamp in that room, a lamp that 
looked a lot like the one in a story about a jinn that she had told 
the sultan. Ade took this lamp to a room a few corridors away 
from the sultan's chamber and splashed its oil all over the floor. 
She used the remaining oil to soak a long curtain tassel, which 
she then laid on the floor. Finally, she took a candle and lit the 
end of the tassel, before dashing away as fire flickered slowly 
down its length. 

Nnedi was waiting for her at their assigned meeting place, 
arms full of supplies, and lead her to the stables. The unlucky 
stable boy lay tied up and unconscious in a corner, bleeding from 
a slight wound in his head. "He fought harder than I expected," 
Nnedi said as Ade offered her one of the guard's weapons. Her 
hands shook slightly and there was a bruise on her cheek from 
wrestling with the boy. 

She didn’t need to ask if the sultan was dead. Ade knew 
that the haunted look in her own eyes, the blood she hadn’t 
managed to completely scrub off her hands, her very presence, 
was explanation enough. 

"The sultan’s spirit will suffer for this," she murmured, 
bowing her head. Ade nodded, hating the forces that had pushed 
them to this, made them sacrifice a bit of their souls to survive. 
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But they both knew there was no turning back now, so when 
Nnedi looked up again her eyes were bright and clear. "Let's go," 
she said, her voice rock steady. 

They loaded up one of the camels before Ade climbed on, 
clinging with sweaty fingers. Nnedi had spent her childhood 
alongside horses and cows, so it wasn't that big a leap to 
carefully guide the beast through the palace grounds, talking 
softly in its ear. 

By the time they reached the gate, all of the guards were 
already sprinting back into the palace, attracted by the shouts of 
fire. Hopefully, Ade's prepared inferno was far enough from the 
sultan's chambers that people wouldn't stumble upon the bodies 
while rushing to put out the blaze. She glanced over her shoulder 
and saw her homemade jinns winking at her from a window, 
twinkling merrily as it covered their escape. 

After they passed the gate, Nnedi climbed up in front of 
Ade and nudged the camel into motion. They vanished into the 
night unnoticed, quick as the wind and quiet as the dead. Ade 
wrapped her arms around Nnedi's muscled back, feeling the other 
girl's pulse vibrate through their ribcage. 

She already knew that the way ahead would be hard. They 
would have to fight and bleed, steal and lie, be driven to 
snapping at each from the stress and fear. The camel would be 
traded for bare feet, for a horse, for a stolen boat or carriage. 
They would know fear, hunger, and thirst in abundance. They 
would be pushed to their limits and discover things about 
themselves that they never imagined possible. 

It would all be worth it, because they had each other. 
Because they were free. 
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JESSICA SCHNUR 
 

House on Hazel Ave. 
 
 
 
 

The low rumble of tires over gravel hummed beneath my 
music. I slowly removed an earbud, beholding the house before 
me. Its eye-sore red shingles that clung to dirty white paneling 
gleamed at me in the distance, sinking me further down into the 
passenger seat. 

“How long?” I asked. 
“It’ll only be fifteen. Twenty minutes, maybe, tops.” 
“I don’t understand why I even need to be here.” I 

slouched my shoulders forward, bringing my hood up to nestle 
around my neck. “I don’t want to see him.” 

“Your father misses you.” Mom put the car in park. 
“Besides, you know I can’t carry all of these heavy boxes by 
myself.” 

“If he misses me so bad, he could have just brought the 
boxes to the apartment and just saw me there before I left. I’d 
rather be with Melissa and hang out at the mall right now. Why 
do I have to make her wait and help you move stupid boxes?” 

She shot me a look. Mom’s famous look that could slice 
through glass. The one where she barely turns to face me, but her 
eyes always manage to sideways slash at me. “Sara–” 

 “Fine, fine, fine.” I shut up real quick. I wasn’t ready to 
argue with her again. “I know, I know.” I threw the hood over 
my head, trying to stifle her gaze from my face. I deliberately 
popped the earbud back in, trying to drown her out. She didn’t 
notice, with great relief, or it’d be the fourth scolding this week. 
If I had to hear the old Sara-Elizabeth-you’re-fifteen-now-you-
need-to-start-pulling-your-own-weight-in-this-house-and-act-
like-it one more goddamn time I’d probably lose it and run away 
to join the circus or something. Her eyes were fixated on her 
purse, her hand rummaging through every nook and cranny of 
that bottomless pit. Her wig tilted forward, falling into her eyes. 
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Silent curses fumbled from her mouth as she shoved it back into 
place, the hair intertwining with her worn fingers. 

“You run ahead,” she told me, not taking her eyes away 
from the conglomerate of assorted lip sticks and balms and 
crumpled shopping lists that stowed away for months on end. “I 
can’t find my wallet. This might take a while.” 

I released a small sigh as I pushed myself out of the car, 
extra careful not to slam the car door shut behind me. Before me, 
the lawn was littered with papers, fluttering every which way as 
the wind gently kicked up in the bitter autumn air. My converse 
squeaked with every step, grinding gravel and pavement beneath 
my soles. Papers were stuffed under the door and haphazardly 
decorated the mantle, greeting me. They rested on peeling paint, 
lazily clinging to worn scotch tape. I knocked. No answer. Of 
course. I shuffled my playlist, filling my eardrums with the 
angriest, loudest, meanest music I could illegally download onto 
my iPod Shuffle. I knocked again, channeling my aggression 
through heavy metal drums that beat in time with my knuckle. 

The door opened, funneling out thin veils of stale cigarette 
smoke and the dim light from the television on the opposite side 
of the living room. There he was: dad, clad in only pajamas and 
donning a red pen in his left hand, looked down at me from the 
stoop. His lower eyelids were lined with dark circles from what I 
could only guess were endless days of job searching and booze-
filled nights. 

“Princess,” he exhaled. “It’s so good to see you.” 
“Yeah, hi, Dad.” I pushed past him into the house, laying 

myself beside the Leaning Tower of Newspapers that 
accompanied me on the couch. The music roared in my ears, 
drowning out his How have you been?’s and How are your 
mother and your brother?’s. He closed the door, his mouth 
forming the words of sentences I was too fed up to hear. I clicked 
off my music in my pocket. 

“What?” 
“Your mother,” he said. “How’s the new location been 

treating her?” 
“Fine.” I crammed my fists into my pockets as I relaxed 

my back against the rigid pillows. “Mummum and Poppop have 
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been staying over for the past two weeks. They’ve made 
spaghetti and meatballs at least four times now.” 

He nodded. “Good, good.” His hands slid into his pockets. 
“How’s the job search?” I shot him a side glance. 
That seemed to take him by surprise. “Good, good,” he 

repeated, much, much quieter. The front door opened once more, 
Mom wielding her keys in one hand and her wallet in the other as 
she stepped into the dim room. 

“Frank,” she sighed, “the collector just ran into me in the 
driveway. Have you given the papers to him yet?” 

“No, not yet” he said. “I’m getting to it.” 
“You’re on borrowed time, Frank,” she said, “staying in a 

borrowed house.” He looked down at his slippers. Mom grunted 
under her breath, heading for the kitchen with my father trailing 
behind her. 

“Sara,” she called behind her, “wait right there. We have 
some papers to fill before you come in here and help us.” 

“Yeah,” I responded. I looked around the room. The 
botched spackle job on the parallel wall found me, right beside 
the picture frame of the old family dog. Two paint cans rested 
against the drywall, accompanied by spackle and tools scattered 
among the floorboards. It’s weird to think that a man whose 
hands twist pasta noodles all day at the Kraft Factory in Philly 
for a living could make such a big hole. That was almost a month 
ago, too. I remember that look in his eyes as his pink-slipped fist 
sailed into the drywall. He couldn’t even bother to fix it in a 
month’s time, let alone find a new job. 

“Piece of shit,” I grumbled to myself, thumbing the iPod 
in my pocket. A whole lot of work for “splitting up”, as mom 
called it. We’re not getting a divorce, she told me. We’re only 
splitting up for a bit. For a bit. Bullshit. He’ll be back by the end 
of the month. He has nowhere else to go unless he wants to sleep 
in the county jail for trespassing on the bank’s private property. I 
looked to the doorway, listening to Mom go into detail of how 
the new treatment at the new place was going. 

“It’s definitely an upgrade,” she said. “At least this place 
knows how to discern cancer from a cyst.” 
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The new place with little waterfalls and secretaries who 
leave candy out in a bowl. But such luxuries come with a price, 
and the toll here was our house, and my dad’s sanity. All I see 
behind his dull grey eyes now is the way he screamed at her that 
night, the way he spat those words that singed her so bad she fled 
with me and my baby brother, cowering in our new apartment. 
We’re done, she had said. Yet here we are again. 

I forced myself up from my resting spot and went into the 
kitchen. An abnormally large pile of laundry spilled out from the 
basket that laid beside the even larger mass of boxes; an amount 
of laundry so large that no one person should physically be able 
to go through in only a week. 

“The damn washing machine again,” he continued to her 
under his breath and he stooped over the paperwork, his hand 
vigorously signing dotted line after dotted line. “I can’t get the 
damn thing to work right.” 

“Have you been putting the detergent in the right slot?” 
she asked him. 

“Yes.” 
“Or how about making sure it’s not set to delicates? It’s 

not going to use as much water as long as it’s set—” 
“God dammit; yes of course I fucking did that.” 
“You know,” I said, “maybe if you hadn’t been such an 

asshole to mom you could come back and live with us again, and 
she could do your laundry and do everything for you again like 
she always used to.” 

He slowly turned to me. 
“Sara,” my mother hissed. The stern anger that rested in 

her face was laced with fear as her eyes darted between the two 
of us. Dad slammed the pen down onto the table. He abruptly 
fumbled a cigarette out of his shirt pocket, white knuckling the 
worn lighter between his fingers with his other hand. He brought 
the stick to his mouth, dragging it deep into his lungs before 
releasing the dark smoke between pursed lips. 

“Don’t fucking talk to me like that,” he said. The smoke 
rose around his head. I had always loved the smell of cigarettes 
from when he would sit a much, much smaller me on his lap, 
Mickey Mouse dashing across the television screen as the smoke 
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would swirl around the dim living room. I’d watch him, 
mimicking how his hands wrapped around the cig, carefully 
copying him with my lollipop stick. But right now, the smell 
made me sick. My mom covered her nose with a cupped hand, 
backing away from the dark fog that filled the warm kitchen air 
around her. He flicked off an ash, and I watched it flutter to the 
pale tiles below. 

I swallowed back what I was about to say next, along with 
the tears that burned the back of my throat. In the silence, he only 
grew angrier. With a sigh, he picked up the pen and began to 
once again sign, his hand trembling more and more and his grip 
tighten around the pen, his knuckles flushed to white. 

“Fuck!” he yelled out, before throwing the pen and papers 
to the side. They fluttered down like snowflakes, kissing the 
ground softly as they scattered along the tiles. He was shouting, 
now. Shouting slurs and swears, biting the cigarette in half with 
clenched teeth. 

“You motherfucker,” he continued. His shouts echoed 
through the halls, ringing through the rickety old infrastructure of 
the entire building. “I can’t fucking take this anymore.” He went 
on a tangent, cursing anyone and everything: the bank, the 
government, God, my mom; you name it, and he cursed it. 

His hand slid along the pale wood butcherblock, until it 
met with the World’s Best Dad mug we had gotten him for 
Father’s Day last year. His fingers slid around the cool ceramic, 
clenching around the handle. It looked so small in his fist, I 
thought he could crush it in his bare hands. It wasn’t long until 
the cup met the air, flying across the room until it connected with 
the tacky floral wallpaper that hid drywall beneath it. The shatter 
rang out, stinging my ears until silence filled them in its wake. 
The shards gathered in semicircles against the pale linoleum, 
swirling dust and bits in between, lining the crevices of grout that 
etched against the tiles.  

Everything froze. I couldn’t form my thoughts, and 
dumbfoundedly, I stared at the jagged edges that piled onto the 
kitchen floor. My father stood there, unmoving, unbreathing. It 
was as if he was in a pile of his own shards. There he was, the 
world’s best dad: shattered, like the mug. 
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I felt my mom’s hand on my shoulder, and I snapped back 
to where I was. Her hand felt so small, just barely able to grip my 
arm. She wouldn’t even look at him, as his eyes pleaded for her 
forgiveness; clutching his gaze to the way her artificial hair clung 
to her face. He fucked up, and he knew that, but part of me still 
knows that he isn’t a fuck up. 

 “Bring the boxes tomorrow around eleven,” she said 
quietly. She led me through the door, leaving Dad to fade in the 
distance as the car slowly pulled out of the driveway. I didn’t put 
my earbuds back in, leaving them to lay there tangled against my 
coat pocket, letting the silence fill the space between us. The 
apartment looked much smaller as the car approached, which 
seemed almost impossible considering it was as stuffy as a coffin 
with only two bedrooms and one toilet. I felt the dread settle in 
my stomach, weighing down a pit that made me feel sick. My 
mom put the car in park. 

“Sara,” she said quietly. She turned to me. She looked 
exhausted, the way the shadows clung to the harsh edges of her 
features, worn away by stress and chemicals. I thought she would 
cry, or scream, or anything that would show me how she really 
felt. 

“Yeah, mom?” 
“I love you.” She got out of the car and started inside. I sat 

there, watching the wind blow the flags and windchimes of 
neighbor’s porches. A sign clung to a rusty nail below the faded 
205. It knocked against the front door, swinging back and forth, 
flashing the words “God Bless this House” in the pale sunlight. I 
got out of the car and went into the apartment, slowly shutting 
the door behind me. 
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GRIFFIN BANKS 
 

Crooked Men at Crooked Alley 
 
 
 
 

The Barton Brothers were done in by a letter. Well, it was 
really a series of letters. Nonetheless, it was ink and paper, not 
bullets and gunpowder, that doomed the three poor brothers. US 
Marshall Dorian Bitters had written his old friend Sheriff 
Hargrove for one of their long winded “talks.” Just like that, their 
goose was cooked. Hargrove and Bitters were rebels once, as 
wild as they were young. Now, though, in their twilight years 
they were lawmen. Now they lined their pockets with American 
dollars, growing fat and growing old all the while. The two 
talked about, well, what they usually talked about. They talked 
about Bull Run. They talked about the way Virginia moonshine 
made them feel, and of course, about how much of a damn fool 
that bastard Lee was. They talked about old wars, yes, and the 
new wars, too. They cursed those damn Indians, what little 
Indians there were left to curse. They lampooned and maligned 
yankee politicians who couldn’t seem to put their peckers away 
and stop pissing on their grand, dead dream. They damned every 
owl hoot and mercenary gunhand in the West, which is how their 
correspondence came to the Barton Brothers.  

The Barton Brothers were a terrible, thunderous trio of 
trouble. The Barton boys, for their numerous crimes, schemes, 
and deceptions, were wanted dead or alive in the Wyoming and 
Dakota Territories and just plain dead in California. They had 
come to the attention of Dorian Bitters for the “River Boat Raid 
of Flat Falls,” a particularly gruesome heist which left twelve 
guards and a pit boss dead, and a poor old woman with her nose 
smashed in. Bitters described in great details the features of the 
three scoundrel brothers that emblazoned wanted posters in many 
podunk, cowtowns of the West. The descriptions, even to the tin 
ears of Sheriff Hargrove, sounded suspiciously like the Milner 
brothers who had moseyed into Crooked Arrow not but a few 
short weeks ago. These brothers had come to town to sell furs 
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and other such animal skins. They were trappers, or so they told 
it. They had purchased a plot of land up in Tall Tree hills from 
Old Man Marsdale, a quaint little log cabin tucked and covered 
in all manner of brush and foliage. They didn’t cause trouble, 
they didn’t do much of anything, not yet at least.  

It wasn’t long till the realization set in, till all the dots 
were connected. A posse was formed. Bitters brought in ex-
Calvary men. They were principled and mean, adept killers each 
one. Their faces still bore the scars of Indian tomahawks and 
Indian arrows. Hargrove’s men were unschooled but eager. They 
were mostly townsfolk, who loved their town enough to kill for 
it. Farmers and shopkeepers dusted off old hunting rifles. Boys 
who weren’t quite boys and not quite men saw their chance to 
prove themselves through steel and iron. Even Indians, those that 
had accepted the laws of God and the laws of men, joined the 
massing force. In the end, all those who were willing and able 
were deputized.  

They came for the Barton brothers at supper. The brothers 
were posted up at the Snakes’ Song Saloon. As sheriffs, deputies, 
and government men encircled the saloon, the brothers ate fat 
steaks and runny eggs, guzzling down cold beers. Bitters, ever 
the sportsman, announced himself and made his intentions plain. 
He pledged mercy in exchange for civility. The Barton Brothers, 
being low, down, and dirty sons of bitches, declined with the roar 
of revolvers. The Barton Brothers took hostages. Cyrus pressed 
the barrel of his gun into the back of Hanz Schmidt, the German 
pianist with fat, Irish fingers. Ian put Elliot Farnsworth, the 
foppish, mustachioed bartender, in a chokehold. Malcolm put his 
palm over the mouth of poor Shelly McTiernan, a rancher’s 
daughter polishing glassware for a couple extra bucks. It was like 
that for a while. Guns were gripped tightly in trembling hands. A 
dreadful, uneasy silence set in sour like. Cyrus was the one to 
make a move. He shimmied, pianist in toe, to a lantern above the 
bar and knocked it with one wild shot. It shattered, letting loose a 
fire. The fire caught easy, quickly making itself an inferno. As 
the posse moved in, the brothers headed out the back. They 
hogtied their hapless captives, mounted white horses, and made a 
run. It wasn’t clean, the law was on them. As they went they 
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threw the hostages from their horses, left bound and squirming in 
the dirt and grass. They retreated back to their cabin, back to 
their house on the hill. It was then and there that the standoff at 
Crooked Arrow began. It was there that the Barton Brothers 
fought the world.  

It took nine days, nine days of bullets and blood. On the 
final day, amid the ever-growing crowd, stood Father Loeb. For 
while the lawmen of Crooked Arrow stood vigilant over the 
brothers’ bodies, it was Father Loeb who watched over their 
souls. Loeb was God’s favorite sort of mad man. He had been all 
over, saving heathens and reading from his black leather book. 
He had been down in the jungles of South America, teaching 
tribesman with many gods the decent word of his one. Loeb 
travelled all across the coast of Africa, preaching to those that 
could hardly understand his foreign tongue. Loeb had been many 
places, delivered many men and savages, yet still there were 
souls to save. He was old now, though. Loeb was no longer fit to 
journey, that was the preoccupation of younger, more foolish 
men. Now Loeb preached in a small, creaky church in Crooked 
Arrow. Now he lived for Sundays. Now he listened to the 
confessions of cowboys. He heard, day in and day out, of their 
many infidelities and misdeeds. It had been a long while since 
Loeb braved bows and spears, disease and beasts, just to share 
what was in him. Now Loeb was old and tired. Loeb wasn’t 
exactly waiting to die, but he was ready for it. He made his peace 
with God, and spent every day trying to share just a tiny sliver of 
that peace with everyone else. He stood on that hill, hands 
clasped and head bowed. He whispered prayers softly. His words 
were lost amid the chatter and the taunts of the crowd. This day, 
perhaps not even God could hear him.  

“What’ve we got, Cyrus?”  
“Not much.”  
“Well shit, that’s plain to see, Cy. I’m asking 

specifically.”  
“Alright, then...we’ve got ‘round twenty shells left for the 

Winchester. About thirty for the Colts I think. Running real low 
for the shotgun, lower than the others. I’d say maybe five, ten. 
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Beans are almost gone, maybe half a day’s. Water’s okay, we’ve 
got a couple gulps left each if we’re fair about it.”  

“Speaking of...give that here.”  
“Aw shit, I ain’t giving you no damn water. You already 

drank all the whiskey!”  
“I was thirsty!”  
“Yeah, well now I can’t get drunk. I’m gonna die sober 

because of you!”  
“Will you both just quit your fucking whining? Give him 

the water, Ian. And Malcolm, I swear to god if you take more 
than a tiny damn sip, I’ll shoot you next.”  

“I won’t! No fooling!”  
Ian put the canteen to his brother’s quivering lips. 

Malcolm took a slow, labored sip, letting out a sputtering cough 
when he was through. Water and spit trickled down his chin. He 
wiped it away with his right hand, his left gripped tightly around 
his belly. His grip was steel and iron. His fingers were strained 
from the effort. His knuckles were ghost white from the strain. 
He was holding back his guts. Y’see, Malcolm Barton had been 
shot in the belly. 

Every man, woman, and child in Crooked Arrow filled the 
hills just outside of town. It was said, on that ninth and final day, 
you could hear the fluttering of a fly’s wings back in town. Yes, 
every man, woman, and child waited with bated breath to see the 
Barton Brothers breathe their last. Except, of course, Mr. 
Harrington. Harrington was the town carpenter. While everyone 
was up on that hill, Harrington toiled away. He was hammering 
and sawing till his fingers and hands ached something fierce. 
Harrington was preparing three pine boxes.  

Everyone in town had something to say and everyone in 
town said something. Lonnie Carr, the town barber, looked on in 
astonishment at that old log cabin. Lonnie was bald, which made 
his chosen profession quite queer. His head was smooth and 
shiny, and beet red that fateful day thanks to the scornful summer 
sun. Lonnie didn’t have any hair, but he sure could cut it. That 
man was an artist with a straight razor, a sculptor with a jar of 
pomade. Lonnie had a way of making rough men look soft, or 
well, softer at least. “Gee willikers! I...I can’t hardly believe it. 
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Just the other day, just the other damn day, I gave that boy a 
shave. I...I...I think it was the oldest one, Cyrus they said his 
name was? Although to tell you the truth, he ain’t anywhere near 
old himself. The boy barely had peach fuzz! It might very well 
have been the easiest shave I ever done did!” 

Cyrus was quiet. The quietest of the Barton brothers 
surely. Ian was smart, but silver tongued. Malcolm was stupid 
and loud, an ox in spurred boots. Cyrus was always quiet though, 
he had to be. Cyrus was the oldest, which meant he had taken the 
most lickings. Hell, even when Cyrus didn’t do nothing, he got a 
licking. When Ian left his jacks scattered across the kitchen floor, 
and Pa Barton went in to get his midnight snack, it was Cyrus 
dragged out of bed by his collar. When Malcolm acted up, which 
was often, it was Cyrus who came out looking purple and blue on 
account of “setting a bad example.” Pa Barton was trying to 
make him a man. He succeeded, in many ways. It was because of 
his father, because of his tyranny, that Cyrus learned the ways of 
the sneak and the cheat. Cyrus got real good at seemingly doing 
nothing while doing everything. Cyrus stole from his father 
because he was just gonna spend it on booze anyway. Just like 
that, he got good at stealing. Cyrus fired his father’s guns 
because that old man’s war was over, and he lost. What do you 
know, just like that, Cyrus became quite the gunslinger. Cyrus 
damned his father because his father had damned him. Cyrus 
didn’t listen to his father, he didn’t like him. Cyrus never met a 
lawman as cruel as his father. Cyrus never met a gun he feared 
more than his father’s belt. Cyrus was born to wear the black hat. 
He’d probably even be buried in it.  

The working girls from Trixie’s Tavern were there, too. 
They wore their Sunday dresses, a far cry from the scandalous 
accoutrements of their moonlight escapades. They gathered 
together in a big circle, whispering and pointing from afar. Ruth 
Pupkin stood smack dab in the middle of those girls and 
swooned. “He came in not long ago, the middle one. I didn’t 
think anything of ‘em then. I didn’t figure on him being no 
outlaw. He had a funny way of talking, a nice way, a 
sophisticated sort of way. He was so thin, boney. I reckon’d he 
must have been riding for days, hard and fast. He was sweet. 
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Above all else, I remember that, him being so sweet and all. He 
held me all night. He whispered poetry into my ear, sweet words, 
until I fell asleep. When the sun rose, before he put on his boots, 
he kissed me softly on the head. He may know his way around a 
gun, but he knows his way around a woman, too.”  

Ian always had a book in his hand. Ever since he was a 
youngin’, Ma Barton had grand designs for the boy. She didn’t 
want him to be like Cyrus, a loving, but wild boy. She most 
certainly didn’t want him to be like her husband, Pa Barton, a 
man with too much mean and too much stupid. No, she wanted 
better for her second son. She wanted him to be better. With this 
in mind, every time she went into town Ma Barton brought back 
a book for Ian. Some he liked, the ones with knights and dragons. 
Some he loathed, the long ones about stuffy men that talked 
funny. She would sit with him, in the early hours of the morning, 
while Cyrus and Pa Barton tended to the farm, nudging him 
along. They’d sit there all day, till the sun fell again. Ma Barton 
was not a patient teacher, not patient at all. She would cuss at 
him when he read the words wrong, when he stumbled or 
stuttered. She would smack him about the back of his head when 
he’d whine, when he’d want nothing more than to stop and shut 
his eyes to the words and the world.  

When Ma passed, Cyrus and Malcolm had nothing. They 
had nothing but memories and pain. Ian, though, Ian had his 
books. He read them all the time, now even without Ma’s cussing 
ringing in his ears. He read them till they fell apart. When he had 
to part with them, when the law was on them and they had to 
leave everything behind, Ian cried. He wept as softly as he could 
as his brothers slept around the campfire. Cyrus and Malcolm 
always used to joke that all that book reading made Ian such a 
good shot. It was “cause he could read all that fine print,” they’d 
say. While Cyrus coveted opportunity, and Malcolm coveted fine 
bourbon, Ian coveted books. To Ian, books were better than a pile 
of treasury notes or a mountain of gold bars. It is an undisputed 
fact that Ian Barton had stolen more books than any outlaw of the 
West, however meager or strange such an accomplishment may 
be. Some of his grifts garnered a reasonable bit of attention, 
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particularly the caper the press dubbed “The Great Literary 
Larceny of Cheyenne, Wyoming.”  

“Hey, Ian?”  
“Yes, Malcolm.”  
“Whatcha readin’?” 
“Our obituaries.”  
“Aw quit foolin’!”  
“Y’know they’re actually surprisingly well written. The 

words “bastards” and “fiends” are used very sparingly.”  
“Aw hell, I’m being serious. I wanna know!”  
“Why do you wanna know what I’m reading? It’s not like 

you’re looking for a recommendation. You can barely read those 
kiddie little dime novels you love so damn much. 

“Might as well, tell him Ian. He’ll just keep jabbering on 
like that till you give in.  

“He’s right, I...I will!”  
“Alright, alright...I’m reading “Journey to the Center of 

the Earth.” 
“What’s it about?”  
“Aw sam hill, now I gotta read ya a bedtime story, too?”  
“Ian quit being such a smart ass. The man’s got a hole in 

his belly, the least you could do is tell him what your 
cockamamie book is about!”  

“Jesus, I can’t get any fucking reading done with you two 
hens clucking. Fine...It’s about these three guys, okay. These 
three they, well, find this doorway, or it’s really more like a 
tunnel. So they find this tunnel, these three guys, and they go into 
it on an expedition. Sorta like Christopher Columbus...you do 
know who Christopher Columbus is right, Malcolm?” 

“Of course I know who Christopher Columbus is, smart 
ass! Y’all remember last Columbus Day when I shot that cock 
eyed Injun cause he was looking at me funny! Damn, wasn’t that 
a hoot?”  

“Right...well these three guys go through this tunnel, and 
well this ain’t no ordinary tunnel, it leads deep, deep 
underground, right smack dab to the heart of the world.”  

“Whoa...ain’t that something? What kinda stuff they find 
down there? Like rocks and such?”  


