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to whom it may concernEditorial

Dear reader,
now that summer is finally 
over let us get started. Gone 

are the endless days and weeks of 
heat and sweat. Time to usher in the 
phase of reading by the lamplight 
and of serious studying. Ahem. Wel-
come to the new blank issue. 

What has happened in the liter-
ary world? Well, the “Swedish thing” 
(Nobel Prize for Literature), suppos-
edly the highest honor in the liter-
ary sphere and jackpot for many a 
publisher, was not awarded this year. 
Not because the Nobel committee 
decided that there simply is no point 
in going on, now, that Philip Roth 
passed away. Farewell. They were 
thrown off balance by accusations of 
sexual harassment and rape against 
the husband of one of its permanent 
committee members, who was then 
sentenced to two years of jail (for 
rape i.e.). It was the first time since 
WWII that it had not been awarded. 
No speculation and bewilderment 
or joy over the laureate decisions 
this year. Another heavyweight who 
sailed away to distant shores is the 

poet Derek Walcott, author of the 
epic poem Omeros. Fair winds to 
you.

Literature is a realm of its own, 
things you read in a novel will not 
affect you with the same impact as in 
the text. Maybe it is for that reason 
that literature has always been drawn 
to violence, including sexually moti-
vated violence or transgression, and 
often times done what a quiet acqui-
escent public refused to do. Renego-
tiating the circumstances and values 
that lead to violence. Asking, what 
defines violence? When is an act a 
transgression of individual rights? 
Which actions will go unpunished 
for lack of investigation or public 
interest? And how do action and 
communication work together in the 
crafting of a narrative about violence 
that will either inform or distract 
(but always entertain) its readers. 

One thinks for example of the 
novel The Milkman by Anna Burns 
of Northern Ireland, which won the 
Man-Booker Prize for 2018. It tells 
the story of an 18-year-old young 
woman and the man that used his 

power to coerce and harass her. Con-
nections to the other big prize might 
be incidental and part of the realm of 
intertextuality.

And one thinks of the present 
case of the Saudi journalist Jamal 
Ahmad Khashoggi who was butch-
ered (or fist-punched to death?) in 
the Saudi-Arabian consulate in Is-
tanbul. This prompts two questions: 
where does reality end and literature 
begin? And, why is there less out-
rage about exports of German tanks, 
trucks, ships, and guns to Saudi-Ara-
bia, than about the proposal of a veg-
etarian Friday? 

So there it is: bright and neat, 
the new BLANK. For ten years now 
BLANK is continuously devoted to 
the poetry, prose, non-fiction, and 
visual arts of students at the Univer-
sity of Kassel. Ten years old and none 
the wiser. The new issue of BLANK 
offers a vibrant mixture of poetry, 
songs and short fiction by various 
writers. Victoria Koberstein and 
Jan Rölleke are starting off the show 
with three memorable songs before 
Saguaro Duda, Jan Rölleke and our 

Enjoy the issue,
Christian Weiß

novice contributor Julia Ohse then 
carry on with their vivid pictori-
al poetry. Then we have a short yet 
charming comic strip by Melanie 
Mendetzki. The last section is devot-
ed to short stories. In “The Man in 
the Emerald Cufflinks” Julia Ohse 
takes you on a Poesque trip through 
the byways of consciousness. Next, 
Elisa Haas continues her spellbind-
ing tale “The Powers That Be” about 
three youngsters stumbling upon 
magical powers. In “Nobody Else 
Will Be There” Daniel Krooß unrav-
els in narrative collage what seems 
to develop into a much longer piece 
about youth and young manhood, 
companionship, and the pitfalls 
along the way.

Lastly, I want to look back on 
the literary highlight of March, the 
Evening with BLANK at the Meyer-
beer Coffee, when a number of writ-
ers from the BLANK team joined 
forces with graffiti-artist Marcel de 
Medeiros to perform an entertain-
ing and challenging selection of 
poems, songs, and stories to a full 
house while Marcel worked hard to 

fuse all the individual pieces into 
one coherent painting. You can see 
the result on the cover of this issue. 
The video from that evening is avail-
able on YouTube (“An Evening With 
Blank 23.03.18“). For the time being, 
we want to say thank you to every-
one who helped make this evening 
possible and special and draw your 
attention, dear reader, to the next 
cultural monument on Friday, No-
vember 30, 7 pm, at the Meyerbeer 
Coffee (Obere Königsstraße 30): 
Whole Latte Love.
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by Victoria Koberstein

Be with me still

lyrics

Verse 1

C                    D11
If the day ever comes 
       C                                   Em (hold)
that I don’t wake up next to you
C                                    D11
I’ll smoke and fill up my lungs
       C     Bm (hold) Em (hold)
the way you always do.

       G            D/F#                 Em (hold)
And if it ever comes to the point
 C           D11                  Em (hold)
that we decide to live apart
G                 D/F#         Em (hold)
we’ll surely roll a few joints
Bm                                    Em (hold)
knowing how broken we are.

C                          D11
If I’ll ever see the day
   C                                 Em (hold)
I don’t fall asleep in your arms
C                                    D11
I’ll drink it up the same way
                  C Bm (hold)      Em (hold)
you always say does no harm.

       G                       D/F#       Em (hold)
And if that moment ever comes our way
C                                  D11         Em (hold)
I’m kept from looking in your eyes
G                       D/F#            Em (hold)
I’ll hope and I’ll cry and I’ll pray 
              Bm                           Em (hold)
that our love, our love’s still alive.

Refrain 1 (plucked)

Em 
But what’s the likelihood 
    Bm                             Em
of crawling and falling apart
           Am                 Bm         Em
of the urge and the need to depart
    Bm                                  Em
of swallowed and spit-out hearts

G                      D/F#          Em
when our love feels this good
Bm                                  Em
tell me, what’s the likelihood 

Em                                Bm               Em
But we’ve been there, we’ve done that
Am       Bm       Em
all efforts redundant. 
            G                     D/F#    Em
So my guess on what life is about
        G                D/F#              Em
is to love and if you’re left without
             G        D/F#       Em
to keep loving till your love runs out
             G               D/F#     C             D11
I’ll keep loving you till my love runs out.

Verse 2
 
C                                    D11
If there ever comes the day
           C                            Em (hold)
I can’t see your beautiful face
     C                                 D11
I’ll bawl and blow up the way
        C         Bm (hold)        Em 
(hold)
you do when you lose all your grace. 

       G                       D/F#          Em (hold)
And if the day gets closer and sets
       C                       D11             Em (hold)
that I’m held from inhaling your smell
      G              D/F#           Em (hold)
I’ll take every drug I can get
             Bm                               Em (hold)
just like you in the stories you tell.

C                                 D11
If there ever comes a time
           C               Em (hold)  
I can’t hear you breathe next to me 
C                                   D11
wherever I sit down to write
       C      Bm (hold)         Em 
(hold)
will be the last place I’ll ever see.

       G                      D/F#             Em (hold)
And if the moment ever breaks through
C                      D11           Em (hold)
one too many doubts to dispel 
     
 G         D/F#        Em (hold)
the love I feel for you
                  Bm                            Em (hold)
will be the strongest that I ever felt.

⁴/₄ - 82bpm

Strumming pattern:     1 and 2 and 3 and 4 and
   D       D        D U  D  D

D = Downstrum

U = Upstrum

Refrain 2 (plucked)

Em
But what’s the likelihood 
     Bm                           Em
of crawling and falling apart
           Am                Bm         Em
of the urge and the need to depart
     Bm                                 Em
of swallowed and spit-out hearts
G                      D/F#         Em
when our love feels this good
Bm                                     Em
tell me, what’s the likelihood.

Em                                Bm               Em
But we’ve been there, we’ve done that
Am    Bm     Em
all worries redundant. 
            G                      D/F#    Em
So my guess on what life is about
        G               D/F#               Em
is to love and if you’re left without
             G        D/F#       Em
to keep loving till your love runs out
              G               D/F#    Em           C        D11
I’ll keep loving you till my love runs out. 

Verse 3

C                                 D11
If there’ll ever come a day
        Bm                              Em (hold)
that we decide it’s for the better
C                                D11
I’ll see the bottom anyway
     C      Bm (hold) Em (hold)
of every glass I shatter. 

       G                D/F#       Em (hold)
And if the time comes around
 C                D11        Em (hold)
that we go different ways
     G                    D/F#            Em (hold)
I’ll seek for your voice, your sound
               Bm                        Em (hold)
and how plainly it took me away.

G                D/F#   Em (hold)
If that day really comes
       C         D11          Em (hold)
and I don’t know if it will
G      D/F#              Em (hold)
I will beg you, my love
    Bm (hold)      Em (hold)
to be with me still.
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by Victoria Koberstein

Swollen Lips
⁴/₄ - 70bpm

Verse 1 (2x)

Future    Cm7
old
Feels gone   Gm7/Bb
cold      
Don’t you know our time  Aº
has sold
Left on    Ab
hold
Written in   Gsus4
bold     Cm7
(Written in
bold)

Chorus 1

Fm                                       Cm
Swollen lips and swollen souls 
Fm                                            Cm 
Drunken minds and broken bones
Dº                                      Db7
Guess we’ve never really been
Cm    
alone
            Abmaj7
with ourselves
       G
and I
Db7                            Cm7
sometimes wish we cared

Verse 2 (2x)

Chasing    Cm7
death
Breaking    Gm7/Bb
steps
We should be climbing   Aº
crests
Taking     Ab
breaths 
Faking    Gsus4
less     Cm7
(and less
and less) 

Chorus 2

Fm                                   Cm
Swollen lips and swollen souls
Fm                                        Cm
Drunken minds and broken bones
Dº                                Db7
Guess we never really stood
Cm
alone
            Abmaj7
on our own
       G
and I
Db7                           Cm7
sometimes hope we won’t 

lyrics

Verse 3 (2x)

Striving    Cm7
sky
Feeling    Gm7/Bb
right
You think I’m thinking so                Aº
bright 
Getting high   Ab
on my own   Gsus4
all the time   Cm7

Chorus 3

Fm                                Cm
Swollen lips and swollen souls
Fm                                       Cm
Drunken minds and broken bones
Dº                                Db7
Guess we never really felt
Cm
alone 
           Abmaj7
right inside

and maybe
G        Db7     Cm7
I don’t even mind

You can find a demo version of this song played by the band Kamanko on Soundcloud:
https://soundcloud.com/kamankowithk/demo-swollen-lips

lyrics
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by Jan Rölleke

Great N.Y.C
A Song in Open-D

Sitting on a bucket, playing a three-stringed guitar
He’s riding the Metro from dusk until dawn
Got three teeth in his mouth,
Three coins in his pocket
But he can still sing
All the golden old classics

She’s got no future, got nowhere to live
The place she calls home lies beneath Brooklyn Bridge
But she’s sure she’ll make it
In the city of dreams
Just one more year
And she’ll be on the screens

And above all, three letters
In shining white lights
There for the whole world to see
They tell you their story
Of the land of the free
Here in the great N.Y.C

Winter is coming and it’s coming fast
This time he knows, it might be his last
All he’s got fits into a shopping cart,
As he’s making his way down from Central Park

And below all these neon ads,
He’s taking his sleeping bag
And he doesn’t know if he’ll survive
And he doesn’t know if he’ll survive
the night

The boys of the NYPD Choir
are still singing “Galway Bay”
as he’s slowly closing his eyes

And above all, three letters
In shining white lights
There for the whole world to see
They tell you their story
Of the land of the free
Here in the great N.Y.C

And above all, three letters
In shining white lights
There for the whole world to see
They tell you their story
Of the land of the free
Here in the great N.Y.C

All these lives
Below all those blinding lights
So small but so significant
Empire state of mind
Empire state of mind
Empire state of mind

lyrics poetry

by Seguaro Duda

P(R)O(BL)EMS

Poems are like problems,
they don’t go away
if you ignore them
They’re there 
for you to return to
And it’s the small ones
that have a way
of causing the most trouble
in just a couple lines.

Poems are unlike problems,
as they are not there to be solved;
poems are like problems,
as the best ones 
never will be.
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by Seguaro Duda

(

After a waning crescent moon
appears like a lonesome parenthesis

over our heads:
The quiet of the new moon—

a shadow swallowed
by the universe,

hidden from light 
by our earth 

)
until the closing parenthesis appears 

so as to resume a run-on sentence 
that began with the Word, so that 

it can shine in the darkness; 
and the darkness 

comprehends it not.

poetry

by Jan Rölleke

Poems

IV.
6.3. N.Y.-D.C.
On the southbound bus, the skyline fading behind me,
with almost physical pain I am slowly torn from the city.
Kicking and screaming I try to keep hold
of the last threads binding me to it, though eventually,
all that remains is an empty hole
in my chest that even the thrill
of approaching reunion with old friends cannot fill.
Energetic brooks along the highway try to console me,
having only just freed themselves from the winter’s ice.
Graciously showing her face today, the sun
dispels all clouds from its turquoise realm.
High in the wide blue sky,
airplanes, the white doves of freedom,
waggle their wings to wave me farewell.

VII.
9.3. Smithsonians
Busy streets and busy lives
filled with strangers rushing by,
in between the monuments
and places to preserve
what rests on pedestals, resisting the curse
of time and precipitous existence.       
The exhibits of our history,
seeking to explain the mystery
of our transient earthly empire.
Elderly eyes, veiled in remembrance,
beside their marveling descendants,
passing on the fire,
that likewise, they may hasten through the ages
and onto them bequeath their traces.

XIII.
14.3. FAIRFAX/ARLINGTON
That thing which binds us,
like the strongest of forces the atoms, together
and guides the direction of our paths,
never too far from one another.
Though years may pass and we may change
we’ll never grow apart,
for it will eternally retain
each other in our hearts.
That thing attunes the frequencies
of the hum inside our souls  

And through the highs and lows,
our melody, it will maintain
it’s strength until we meet again.

XIV.
27. 3. FRA-HOME
What comes next I ask myself,
while this adventure’s final grains
slip through the hourglasses’ neck,
which I reluctantly put on the shelf,
where next to other artifacts
quickly it morphs into a globe filled with snow,
buzzing with memories, settling down slow.
Outside the train’s windows there’s a rush of scenery,
the earth a blur of green, the sky a somber gray.
The world is turning slower now - it seems to me -
Sounds and noises of days past die away
and my steps and thoughts wander aimlessly,
as the images fade from memory
like a dream.

poetry   
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by Julia Ohse

Black Hole Calling

Black hole calling -
Night and day.
Black hole calling -
You away.

Stars are falling -
No more sun.
Stars are falling -
Light all gone.

All is ending -
No more fight.
All is ending -
Call the night.

It didn’t end -
The morning came.
It didn’t end -
You woke in shame.

Gray sun blazing -
Close your eyes.
Gray sun blazing -
Ashen skies.

Black hole calling -
Still somehow.
Black hole calling -
Softer now.

poetry 17comicTelescope   by Melanie Mendetzki
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by Julia Ohse

The Man in the Emerald Cufflinks

This is the story of how I ended up in this place 
– out of all places. This is the story of how my fri-
ends died. This is the story of the man in the eme-

rald cufflinks and his snakeskin suitcase – but mostly, it 
is my story.

My name doesn’t matter. I’ve shed it like a snake 
sheds its skin. Whenever it started to itch, to feel stiff and 
dry and even painful, I’ve wormed my way out of it to be 
reborn once more.

The first of these rebirths took place when I ran away 
from home. Aged fifteen, nothing to lose but a foster 
family that seemed to hate every fibre of my being and 
every decision I made. I ran and ran, and with every shed 
name, I left another city behind. Another circle of fri-
ends. The second they came too close to what you could 
call “a family”, I felt it was time to leave. 

I was twenty-two when I ended up in Berlin. Given 
that I was a punk and grew up in London, it’s strange 
I ran away from this Mecca of punk rock. But strange 
things do happen from time to time. And in my life, they 
happened at a higher frequency than what you would call 
normal. I went to Berlin, even though my German was 
hardly anything beyond “Scheiße”. Which was enough, 
apparently. Everyone loves a foreigner whose thick ac-
cent gives the word “Scheiße” a funny ring to it. And 
everyone I met said “Fuck” when something happened 
that was – by all means – “Scheiße”.

Twenty-two was a good age to get settled, I supposed. 
Twenty-two had overcome the panic of fifteen and the 
restlessness of eighteen and therefore I decided to stay 
a little while longer. To stay long enough to have people 
grow on me. To have what you could call a family. They 
were outcasts like me, they were snakes like me – their 
pasts were dried out shells of skin they left along the way. 
They were snakes – ‘cause unlike butterflies, they reemer-
ged even uglier than before. Meth was a thing. Crack was 

a thing. And one of them was enough of a vintage freak 
to take H. Me? Well, call me a prude but I was more of the 
vodka-loving kind. I got enough of the old shaking when 
I had to go some time without alcohol, I didn’t need even 
more of that. And someone had to stay half-way able to 
take care of this sad bunch of tripping losers who I called 
my friends.

I don’t think I can bear to tell you their names. 
Because it breaks my black little heart to mention them.

There were seven of us. Three guys, three girls and 
me. One guy and one girl were a couple - and they died 
holding hands. One guy was on heroin and had a job be-
fore he ended up with us. The last one stuttered. One girl 
would do it for drug money. The last one was my lover.

We were outsiders – even among the others. The 
other rat packs. Maybe because they knew we were sna-
kes. We kept to ourselves. We had each other’s backs. And 
we had no patience to make new friends. Our addictions 
kept us running. Our tiny refuge needed to be defended. 
Our highs were short, our lows were deep and countless.

I wasn’t one to sell my ass. Never wanted to fit the 
“runaway girl” stereotype in that regard. I had other 
ways to get my fix. I didn’t like to resort to beggary either 
because I was fucking tired of the “but don’t buy alcohol”s 
and the “please buy a meal”s. Once, a social worker tried 
to make me sell copies of a magazine – but I hated having 
my freedom limited. What else was left but finding peo-
ple who had money and taking it from them? Nothing, I 
figured. I had nimble fingers and nothing to lose. Did I 
get arrested for pick-pocketing? Yes. But they never ma-
naged to keep me off the streets for long.

I felt like a modern-day Robin Hood, stealing from 
the rich – the tourists – and giving to the poor – my dys-
functional family. At least a little. Not much. Vodka was 
expensive. And I’d rather die than resort to wine.

I usually brought home some food - mostly for my 
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girl. She had the most beautiful smile on her face when I 
brought those little cones with nougat cream – almost as 
serene as the one she had during her highs. It was one of 
those tiny things that made my grey world brighter.

I never regretted stealing – with one single exception. 

The first thing I noticed about the man was his suitca-
se. I have seen many suitcases. More than anyone would 
ever care to see. But this one felt special. It had a certain 
kind of magnetic pull to it that attracted my pupils as if 
they had an iron core. The magnetic pull was so strong I 
couldn’t even describe the man who carried the suitcase. 
He was nothing but a dark backdrop to that outstanding 
suitcase – a suitcase that looked like it contained enough 
cash to buy a big, big house. In my memory, he is but a 
blank spot, carrying a suitcase made of ochre snakeskin. 
His hands were covered in leather gloves and right above 
them – just at the edge of my field of vision - gleamed the 
emerald cufflinks. These things – irritatingly huge and 
flashy – gave off the air of someone who chose the façade 
of an eccentric to hide the fact he had something to hide. 
My eyes followed his every step. Because that kind of ec-
centricity meant cash.

The man did not walk fast. He did not walk slow eit-
her. He walked just right. It was an easy feat to follow 
him. I was just one of many hooded creatures at a cram-
med station – I felt safe in the rush hour crowd. Just one 
of the less lucky apes in this urban jungle. Just one of 
many snakes in the garden. I can’t remember the exact 
moment I got my hands on the suitcase. But I remember 
how it fit my hand just right. How it was neither too light 
nor too heavy. It was just right. All the way back home, 
I imagined what I would find inside. Part of me thought 
of diamonds, another part was sure to find pure crack 
cocaine. A different, yet very tired part of me was angry 
I didn’t go for his purse, but I told that part to shut the 
hell up.

When I arrived at the flat we had occupied, my girl 
was lazing around on the old mattress. Grey daylight 
flooded in, caught by the splintered bits of glass still left 
in the broken windows. The vintage freak was there as 
well, and he didn’t look too high. At least he was curi-
ous enough to sit down with us and hold his breath as I 
opened the clasps. I don’t know what he expected but the 
noise he made spoke of disappointment. And given that 
the suitcase contained neither diamonds nor crack cocai-
ne, I should have been disappointed as well.

The suitcase was filled with objects that seemed just 
as eccentric as its owner: There were old books, some on 
the brink of falling apart, there were silver candleholders 

and tiny figurines carved from stone. And then there was 
an object wrapped in brocade. My fingers were shaking 
when I unwrapped it. 

“What a bunch of useless rubbish…,” commented 
the vintage freak, while my girl held one of the books and 
read: “Die unaussprechlichen Kulte – something about 
unspeakable cults. Wow… you stole some gothic kid’s 
toybox!”

I didn’t pay much attention. My gaze was fixed upon 
the dagger I had just unwrapped. The magnetic pull was 
back. 

While the blade seemed to be of folded steel, the 
handle was made from a material I had never seen befo-
re. Not that I was an expert on stones or something but 
this – this felt weird. It felt smooth and hard and warm to 
the touch. The design was intricate – it seemed to depict 
a snake or a dragon, but it didn’t look like the stuff you’d 
see in a ninja-movie. Not even like the stuff they had in 
a museum or an Asian restaurant. Something about the 
edges was odd and I don’t know how else I could put it. 

“You plan to sell this?” asked my girl and I shrugged.
“Probably.” I didn’t. At least not the dagger. Becau-

se it was all kinds of strange and strange things felt like 
home to me.

“If this is real silver, you might get a good price.” 
Long story short: I tried to sell it. Except for the dag-

ger. I even tried to sell the stupid books. But I wasn’t lu-
cky. The antiquary dude even yelled at me and told me 
never to come back. Fucking twat. I took it as a sign those 
books were props – some fake stuff for rich adults who 
liked to dress up as vampires or some shit.

At the end of the day, I only managed to get 15 me-
agre euros for the six candle holders. Not even Mahmoud 
wanted the ugly tabletop figures of doom I got. At least I 
could use the suitcase to keep my stuff in it. It had grown 
on me, even though our resident couple made fun of me 
for it. Not that I cared too much for their opinion.

I dreamt of a cave that night. A cave filled with red 
light and people that were just as tall and pale as me. It 
wasn’t one of my usual nightmares. Actually, it felt like 
home. A real home. A place where I was at peace. 

“Get up!” Someone was shaking me, and I woke 
startled and with a sense of panic. Were the cops here? 
Did someone come to steal our shit? 

It turned out to be the first death. The working girl. 
She hadn’t returned in the morning, the vintage freak 
said, and I briefly wondered how goddamn long I had 
been sleeping. My girl was clinging to me, appearing even 
younger than she was as we hurried down to the tracks. 

fiction   The Man in the Emerald Cufflinks fiction   

An old hobo had found her. One of those bearded 
guys that always wore wool caps, no matter the weather. 
He wasn’t even shocked but his eyes had a strange touch 
of compassion to them. I guessed that was the most emo-
tion anything would get out of him. Living out here … It 
just took parts of your humanity. “Over here…”, he mut-
tered.

We had called her “Biene”. I don’t even know why. I 
often claimed it was short for “been there – done that” 
and she would try and hit me for that. But Biene wouldn’t 
hit anyone anymore. Her eyes were opened wide, large 
unseeing orbs rimmed with thick lashes that were so 
plastered with mascara they looked like a spider’s legs. 
I wasn’t sure whether it was lipstick or blood discoloring 
her teeth. But there was dried blood right under her nose 
and tiny red pinpricks all over her face and her neck was 
covered in bruises. It looked like someone had strangled 
her.

I should have been more shocked but when you lived 
on the streets and sold your ass, this was to be expected. 
And I do not mean that in a judgmental kind of way. I 
mean it in a “the world is a dark place” kind of way. What 
really got me was that she was lying there in her dress and 
tights and boots, all in immaculate condition– as if she 
had decided to just sleep in the undergrowth. Because 
that’s unusual. I expected her to be naked, to be halfway 
dressed or for her dress to be in tatters. She wasn’t. She 
was just like the last time I saw her. But still and cold and 
dead. 

The stutterer arrived as well and so did the couple. 
They were all crying. We loved Biene. She was one of us. 
When it was time to say goodbye, I poured her one and 
we left her. All alone. Sleeping in the undergrowth, with 
bruises around her neck. The lump in my throat felt like 
it was choking me. The couple made an anonymous call, 
so the police would come pick her up. There would be no 
funeral and we would never know who killed her. That 
was life out here. That was the kind of shit no one told 
you about when you planned to run away. Freedom came 
at the price of a short lifespan and a lonely funeral.

It was a bad day. Not just her death but also regar-
ding money. I didn’t get enough for a bottle of vodka and 
damn it if that didn’t upset me. I know, it’s kind of low to 
put this in the same category as the death of a friend – 
but addictions are powerful. They have the power to turn 
you into that kind of person. A bad person having a bad 
day. And bad just turned to creepy when the inevitable 
happened: I ran into the man in the emerald cufflinks. In 
a city swarming with people it just had to be him.

“You have taken from us.”

Dammit. I pushed past him. 
“Hand over the suitcase. It belongs to the order.”
I whirled around, defense up, ready to strike the se-

cond he would try and lay hand on me. “I have no idea 
who the fuck you are! Leave me alone!”

It was only when I spoke English that I noticed he 
had addressed me in English as well. As if he knew I’d 
understand him better that way.

“We need the suitcase. Give it back before it is too 
late!”

I don’t like to admit it but the way he said those 
things… it scared the living shit out of me.

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about”, I 
hissed and turned around.

“You will regret it! You will regret this! The order 
does not forget!”

I almost ran half the way back home. Constantly loo-
king over my shoulder, constantly trying to figure out if 
someone was following me. I went around the block four 
times before actually sneaking into our house.

I didn’t tell anybody about the incident. Everyone 
was busy with the whole grieving thing anyways and I 
couldn’t bring myself to upset them even more. A candle 
was burning in the spot where Biene used to sleep but the 
stutterer had already claimed her sleeping bag. I hated 
him for it.

Falling asleep was hard without the alcohol. I had too 
much time to think and only when the first rays of sun-
light came crawling in, my eyes fell shut.

I dreamt of the cave again. The red cave, the beautiful 
red cave – and the people inhabiting it. This time, they 
could see me and they greeted me like an old friend. Like 
I was their kin. And the feeling of belonging washed over 
me like a warm wave. They were all heading somewhere 
and asked me to come with them. But before I could ask 
where we were going, I woke up.

It should be the day the couple died. But we didn’t 
discover them that day. They were just missing and since 
they usually went places without telling us, we were not 
worried. At least my girl, the vintage freak and the stutte-
rer. They were still mourning for Biene and/or high. Me? 
I couldn’t shake the feeling of dread. It had coiled up in 
my belly like a beast, like … like a serpent. The words of 
the man in the emerald cufflinks didn’t want to leave my 
head. They never left my head and they certainly didn’t 
make it to my tongue. How could I have told them what 
a part of me already knew? They would have called me 
crazy.

The fear and the headache – the empty stomach and 
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the shaking…. In any other situation they would have 
paralyzed me but not today. Today, they made me rest-
less, made me run on fight or flight, made me strike so 
fast my victims didn’t see it coming. I stole four purses. 
I had enough money for the rest of the week. I bought 
three bottles of vodka and I bought food. I even bought 
warm food and more candles. We had the finest dinner 
in months and somehow, we were rather happy we didn’t 
have to share with the couple. We ate until our stomachs 
hurt. We drank until we almost keeled over. We decided 
to go clubbing and came home in the morning.

The cave was there. The people were there. I was dre-
aming, and in my dream I saw the people from the cave. 
I saw their faces and I saw their features and their noses 
were so small, almost non-existent. Their eyes were huge 
and golden, and they smiled at me as we went down, 
down the stairs. The feeling of safety was dissolving, was 
twisting, was turning to something else. I only knew I 
desperately didn’t want to go there.

The next day we discovered the bodies. They were in 
the basement, in our own basement. We hardly ever went 
there because the basement was creepy as hell. Usually 
we just threw old stuff in there and let it rot. That made 
it worse. Because someone had thrown our friends away.

We had called them “Sasha” and “Sheena”. Sasha the 
tramp and Sheena the punk rocker. Like in the song from 
The Ramones, you know? Whatever … The two of them 
died holding hands. Or someone arranged them like this. 
We had to hold up our candles to see them. It seemed 
like they had died of strangulation, just like Biene. Both 
wearing a necklace of bruises. Both sleeping and cold and 
gone. Knowing we would never hear their laughter again.

“We can’t stay here…,” I muttered. “We have to lea-
ve.”

“And where do you want us to go!?” my girl yelled at 
me through thick and heavy tears. 

Sheena had been her best friend.
“I don’t know … but we can’t live in a place crawling 

with cops.”
What I really meant was, “He knows where we live”. 

I had no doubts that this was his doing. The man in the 
emerald cufflinks was hunting us.

We packed our shit under tears. The stutterer didn’t 
stop talking to himself until I told him to shut the hell 
up. We left and never came back. We didn’t even bother 
to call the cops – the idea that the police could protect 
us from whoever did this to our friends didn’t cross our 
minds one single time. They’d rather arrest us. I held on 
to the suitcase I had stolen that now contained half of 

the things I owned. And still, my tongue was feeble in 
speaking the truth. In warning them. In letting them in 
on the dreadful plague that had descended upon us. How 
could I have told them that I had brought a curse upon 
our family?

We didn’t find a place to sleep that night, so we just 
stayed awake and took shifts sleeping in the next day’s 
light. I held my girl tight, clutched to my chest, as she 
wept and wept and finally fell asleep. Me? I didn’t sleep 
at all. I was too damn afraid to see the cave again. I had 
already lost one place that made me feel like I belong. I 
didn’t feel like losing another one. 

Losing our friends was tough. Losing our home? 
That was an even harder blow. And I wasn’t sure whether 
we’d make it. It was hard to find a good place in this city – 
especially if your forcibly bisected clique didn’t get along 
with others. Plus, we were all heartbroken. And none of 
us were good at the whole coping thing. I’m still not sure 
whether the vintage freak was killed by our murderer or 
by overdose.

We had called him “V” which was probably short for 
“Vincent” but also for “vintage freak” and he died with a 
needle stuck in his neck. Right next to the bruises.

So, maybe it was an overdose. But honestly? Not one 
of us believed it. At that point we were on the run. We 
were paranoid. We didn’t trust anyone. Our sleeplessness 
didn’t improve the situation. Go one night without sleep? 
You’re tired. Go four nights without sleep? You’re starting 
to see mice and the asphalt seems to live. I was feverish. 
I was afraid. I had moments of nodding off when we fi-
nally resorted to beggary and in these moments, I saw 
the cave. I saw the stairs. I felt the push to follow it down 
and I heard muttered words that made no sense. “N’Kai,” 
they whispered and “Tsathoggua” – and I didn’t want to 
see what was beneath the cave. I couldn’t. Because it was 
wrong. The undertow was there, pulling me in. The mas-
ses of my people were pushing – down, down, into the 
darkness. “N’kai,” I whispered, semi-somnolent.

I bought meth and I snorted it off a tiny mirror like 
the rookie I was at hard drugs. But I couldn’t afford to 
sleep. I had to protect my knot of snakes. I had to stay 
away from the dark N’kai in my dreams. And I had to 
do what was necessary.  I had told the other two about 
the man. The man in the emerald cufflinks. And now we 
were on a frantic search for this man. We didn’t have the 
candleholders anymore, I left the books at our old place 
– but we wanted to give him the suitcase and the dagger. 
Anything to save our lives. We were all scared, we were 
all paranoid - but I was the only one who started seeing 
things. I passed people by and saw they were pale and 
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their eyes were yellow – like in my dreams. I watched 
over my sleeping friends at night and I heard the calling 
of a bell, sounding unreal, blasphemous… calling. I loo-
ked up at the stars and saw Aldebaran’s taunting shine. 
We walked past an old busker and the wild play of his 
violin sounded like an elder creature’s voice calling from 
beyond the void. Berlin was turning into a pandemoni-
um.

In the middle of a city that was turning into so-
mething ghoulish, we were searching for the man in the 
emerald cufflinks, crying with frustration when we did 
not find him. Then, someone told us a man with emerald 
cufflinks was looking for us and we just lost it and ran 
away. It only showed we were completely unable to hand-
le the situation. Our nerves were worn thin. We passed by 
an art gallery and the depictions of man-eating creatures 
haunted me. I saw colors I’ve never seen before. I stumb-
led over a bottle and the idea that the vintage freak’s soul 
was pouring out of it wouldn’t leave me. I was terrified of 
water and tall buildings. I was going insane. 

When the stutterer was dead, I was shaking with 
laughter, until I cried. And then I just cried. 

We didn’t have a name for the stutterer. We just cal-
led him “Stutterer”. And now he didn’t stutter anymore.

I had been awake for over a week at that point and 
fear for my girl was the only thing that kept me going. I 
hadn’t eaten in days. I felt almost too weak to sit upright. 
I couldn’t feel my face anymore and the walls seemed to 
move. My ears were ringing with the calls of unnamable 
creatures. The subway tunnels were filled with the stench 
of the blasphemous beings living beneath it. The veil bet-
ween what others called the real world and what lay be-
neath it had grown thin for me and if I refused to sleep 
just one more day … I just knew I had to give in. I was 
defeated.

I dreamt of the cave again. I dreamt of the march of 
my people. The serpent men. I did not want to go with 
them. I knew it was wrong. I knew we couldn’t go to 
N’kai, I knew it was blasphemy. I knew it was madness 
and I was trying to stop them, I was begging them not 
to do this, not to commit this atrocity, not to… - but it 
was too late and they pushed me, pushed on, took me 
with them into another cave, a lightless black cave where 
the unspeakable lingered, where the Sleeper of N’kai, the 
great Tsathoggua was waiting. And as I saw him, I star-
ted to scream, so loud, so horribly loud my lungs should 
burst and my eardrums with them. So loud, my scream 
carried over to the waking world.

I woke, facing the man in the emerald cufflinks. I 
knew it was him because his hands were on my wrists. 

My hands were around his neck and the feeling of so-
meone’s pulse dying down beneath them was familiar. He 
was gasping for air and that was familiar as well. It was 
almost as if he wanted to tell me something but I wouldn’t 
let him, I didn’t want to hear it. I had to do this. I had to 
end it. It was the will of Yig. And his will was my calling, 
for I had not abandoned him. No, unlike this scum, this 
maggot, this blasphemer, I would never sell my soul to 
the toad king Tsathoggua. For Yig was with me and Yig 
was my protector and whoever stood between my service 
to Yig and I would have to perish. Even if it were my fri-
ends. Even if it was my family. Because they had grown 
on me and because it was time for molting.

My girl was shaking, she was terrified. But Yig looked 
upon her with benevolence. And my heart was filled with 
joy at the promise of having her by my side as I shed my 
skin once more to follow my destiny and be born anew.

This was the story of how I ended up in this place 
– out of all places. This was the story of how my friends 
died. This was the story of the man in the emerald cuff-
links and the snakeskin suitcase. This was my story. 

I am done writing, I lay down my pen. I adjust my 
emerald cufflinks. The order is calling.

Julia Ohse
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VI Bad or Good/ God Only Knows

The next day came just as it had to. Jonah woke up 
where he last remembered being before it went 
black - on the floor. His head ached so much he 

was sure it would fall off his shoulders any minute. Th-
rough the blur he could make out the remains of the be-
dpost next to him and faintly felt a pain in the palm of 
his hand. There was only little blood caked on the skin. It 
had turned nearly black as it dried. He took a deep breath 
as if he had just woken up from a nightmare. At least he 
wished it was just a nightmare. His throat was an asphalt 
street baking in the sun. He lifted himself up. First with 
one elbow, then with the other. He rested this way for 
a few seconds with his head hung low until the deafen-
ing pain subsided again. Slowly but surely, he managed 
to take staggering steps toward the bathroom. The figure 
that met him in the mirror over the sink looked deceased 
and rotten, more zombie than boy.

The warm water over his sore fingers was a blessing 
and made pulling out the splinters an easy task. One by 
one they came off, and the blood that came out of the 
wounds dyed the water pink. Before he used up all of the 
hot water, he decided to run a bath for himself. If he were 
to face his father upstairs, he needed to clean up a bit. The 
tub was soon filled to the brim and Jonah, now comple-
tely undressed, assessed the damage of the past day. The 
cut on his leg from the nail, his hands, several bruises all 
over, dirt caked in odd places and spaces. The water spil-
led over when first one leg, then the injured one descen-
ded into it. But he didn’t care. More soapy water flooded 
the tiles as he sat down and pulled his knees to his chest 
only to stare at the wall until his fingertips were wrinkled. 
Every now and then a drop of water would drip down 
from the tap and fall on his knee. Splat… splink.

When he stepped out he put on some of the clothes 

that were lying around in his room, never mind the smell 
of teenage sweat on them. They clung to his body un-
comfortably, but he figured both the clothes and his hair 
would dry soon enough. He hoisted himself onto the he-
ater under the window, swept away the shards with his 
sleeve, then opened it and crawled through like he had 
countless times before this day. He was certain that the-
re would not be any real food besides beer in the fridge 
anyway, yet there would surely be a welcoming feast at 
the Nelson’s house. If Jill accepted him into her home af-
ter whatever had happened the night before last, that is. 
Although the memory would not come to him, he was 
sure that he had said some nasty things to her the whole 
day that they spent in the woods. Nonetheless, he knew 
somehow that she would not mind having him with her, 
just the two of them. He felt the butterflies in his stomach 
when he thought about her. She was beautiful after all. 
But he did not fully understand the feelings he had for 
her quite yet. He had them for someone else, too. He pus-
hed the thought away.

Through backyards and hidden paths, he jogged the 
two and a half miles to Jill’s house. Not knowing why, he 
avoided being seen at any cost. By the time he got there, 
he couldn’t tell if he was still wet from the bath or the 
sweat. “Great way to have her see you, fool,” he murmu-
red to himself and waited a few minutes to air out while 
he stood next to the wooden fence that enclosed the en-
tire house. The neighborhood was nice and Jonah felt a 
little sting of jealousy that Jill got to live here while he had 
to stay in a moldy hut, in comparison. Another, fainter 
thought crossed his mind and he felt guilty for letting it 
into his head, but he hated it even more that she got to 
have a place this upscale even though everyone knew that 
her mother was a queer. Everyone knew, yet they could 
afford shit like this. “It ain’t right,” his father would say. At 
the thought of his old man, he cringed and looked around 
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in case anyone had seen him here before he was ready 
to be seen. With enough courage mustered up, he snuck 
around the bend and walked up the patio to ring the bell. 
The window to the kitchen was on his left and cracked 
open to let out a daunting smell of apple pies being baked 
inside. It was almost too good to be true. He pressed his 
hand on his growling stomach to quiet it down.

No one answered the door, so he pushed the little 
silver button again, more forcefully this time. It cracked 
under the pressure and he realized that he had pushed so 
hard it caved in, leaving a dent in the wall that was several 
inches deep. His eyes grew bigger, just as the door opened 
and Jill’s mom appeared in a flowery apron and one oven 
mitt. Her face made it obvious that he had disturbed her 
during something very important, ritualistic almost.

“Who are ye and why are ye here?” she demanded, 
her nose turned slightly upwards.

“I’m a friend… uh … is Jill ho-,” he stammered, with 
one hand covering the hole where the bell used to be and 
the other propped up on his hip. He looked from the dent 
to Ms. Nelson and back again, praying that she wouldn’t 
step outside onto the porch and see the damage. All of a 
sudden, he was sure that she could read his mind and he 
tried his best to think of nothing at all. The silence bet-
ween them was unbearable. The woman herself seemed 
to enjoy seeing him squirm and didn’t break a sweat. In-
stead, she crossed her arms and locked her gaze on him.

Just in time to save him, Jill appeared behind her 
mom and gently shoved her out of the way.

“That’s Jonah, Ma. He’s a friend. A very rude friend,” 
she said, shooting him a glaring look.

“That’s right ma’am,” he said, nodding at the woman. 
Her shoulders relaxed a bit and she stepped back to let 
him into the house. Jill grabbed his arm and he felt a bur-
ning sensation where her fingers touched his bare skin, 
but he didn’t protest and let her pull him up the stairs. 
Her mother was watching them with one eyebrow pulled 
up so high it might get stuck in her hairline. Jill didn’t let 
go of him until they disappeared into her room and the 
door was shut. He looked around in awe, never having 
been in her room.

He expected sweet floral wallpaper and drapes with a 
meticulously matching comforter on the bed. Lots of fake 
flowers on the window sills and on little wooden stools, 
perhaps Elvis and Sinatra posters on the door (a few 
more hidden on the inside of her closet). But instead he 
was met with a maroon carpet and tan walls that peaked 
through behind an impressive collage of rock’s most wan-
ted. A few dozen John Lennons looked down at him and 
in one of the pictures, Ringo had his arm up in a waving 

motion but the way she had glued the Stones next to it, 
it looked as if he was high-fiving Keith Richards. Johnny 
Cash watched this scene disapprovingly.

She stood in front of him, her back leaning against 
the door, cheeks flaming red in either shame or rage, he 
wasn’t sure which. He noticed her changing silhouette, 
the way her breasts pushed the white shirt forward. Her 
signature brown corduroy pants that she had worn for 
years before her hips began to widen, struggled to cont-
ain them. Jonah’s cheeks blushed as well, though his were 
glowing with shame.

“I…,” he breathed and the rest of his words were cho-
ked down by a sudden dryness in his throat. He swallo-
wed hard.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded 
through gritted teeth before he could try again.

“I had a fight with my dad and I, uhm…didn’t know 
where to go.”

“So you came here?” She sounded surprised.
“Yeah, I mean, we’re buds right?” a sly smile spread 

across his face.
Jill rolled her eyes so hard it was almost audible. “Best 

buds,” she said and began gathering vinyls off the floor.
“Are you hungry? I haven’t eaten yet.”
“Starving.” She shoved the discs into their sleeves 

and threw the pile on her bed.
“Let’s go then.” She grabbed his arm again, gentle this 

time and led him downstairs.
“Will he be joining us for breakfast?” Jill’s other mom 

asked. She was studying her newspaper intently. Quiet 
Jazz music floated over from the living room.

“Yes,” Jill said uncomfortably. They both sat down 
at the table and Jill scooted her chair as far away from 
Jonah as possible. She wanted to avoid any questions 
from her moms about the existence or non-existence of 
a relationship. Jonah was acting extremely strangely and 
nicer than usual for some reason. Sharon gave Gertrud a 
knowing look over her shoulder as she shut the oven and 
stood up to take her apron off. Jill noticed none of this.

“You have a very nice home Ms…. and Ms. Nelson.” 
Jonah broke the silence and Jill promptly choked on the 
milk she was drinking.

Sharon chuckled, “Thank you… uh…”
“Jonah,” Jill interrupted.
“Right. We just moved in,” she replied matter-of-fac-

tly.
Both the kids didn’t know what to say after that, so 

they stuffed their mouths with eggs and bacon. Jonah 
chugged the last of the milk and wiped his mouth with 
a slice of toast. Jill kicked his shin under the table, right 
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where his wound was. He bit his tongue and tried his best 
not to scream. A piping sound escaped through his clo-
sed lips.

“Well, I’m stuffed. Thanks Mom,” Jill quickly said 
and tapped Jonah hard on the shoulder. “We’ll go play 
upstairs,” she finished.

“Right, have fun and leave the door-” they already 
stormed away “- at least cracked open,” Gertrud said.

Jill pretended not to have heard this and instead clo-
sed and locked the door behind them.

“We need to talk,” he started.
“I know. You look like crap,” she added.
“Ugh, so do you.” He walked over to her bed and sat 

down on the end of it.
Jill ignored the jab. She was used to them and it ac-

tually relaxed her a lot to hear him talk like that again.
“What happened in the woods?”
“Don’t remember a thing. Only that we woke up in 

Jer’s bed, but I have no clue how we got there. Yesterday 
too, slept right through it.”

“That explains it.”
“Explains what?”
“I called your house and… your dad was really rude. 

He... said you were grounded and that I should not call 
there again because…uh. I don’t think he likes me.” She 
didn’t mention the insults he spat at her through the pho-
ne. She felt dirty when she finally hung up.

“I’m sorry about that.”
“It’s fine. I’m used to that. But why are you groun-

ded?”
“Why aren’t you grounded? We stayed out an entire 

night. I’m surprised your parents didn’t report you mis-
sing. Even stranger that my dad noticed I was gone. He 
didn’t look for me  though. At least I don’t think 
so. Just assumed I was with you.”

“What?”
“Technically he was right. But the way he spoke was 

bizarre. Went on and on about how worried my mother 
had been.”

“But… she’s…”
“I know! He must have been high out of his mind. 

Pretty sure I have a concussion too.” He rubbed his temp-
le carefully.

“Damn.” She looked him up and down again, now 
noticing that he looked somehow broken. Definitely bru-
ised, and he smelled like teenage garbage. As if he had 
slept two days in a pool of his own vomit. “Do you have 
the stone with you?” she asked after taking a deep breath.

“No! I thought you might have it.”
“Wha-? No, at least I could swear that I had a piece 

of it yesterday and it burned my hand.” She held her 
palm up and a fresh circular scab marked the center of it. 
“Then it was just gone. Poof.”

“Same here. Damn thing left a hole in my window.”
“Just like that you mean? Got up and left on its little 

stone legs? I mean, come on.”
“Swear to God. Did you find any holes after it disap-

peared?” he looked around, not finding any.
“No. My window was open. It must have left through 

there.”
“This is so fucked up.”
“Jonah!”
“Sorry.”
“Something else is weird. Hand me that candle.” She 

pointed at the stump of a slim red candle on her bed-
side table. He reached for it and passed it over. “Watch 
this.” As she stood in front of him, crystal candle holder 
in the palm of her left hand, she held up the injured hand, 
thumb and index finger closing around the blackened 
wick. She twisted it once and when her hand let go, a tiny 
flame began to dance on it. Carefully she blew it out again 
and set it down on her lap. Jonah didn’t move. Whatever 
he had expected, it wasn’t this. But he was not as terrified 
as he imagined anyone else might be.

“I need to show you something, too,” he croaked 
and grabbed her by the wrist. They snuck downstairs. 
Jill stopped halfway down to peek through the railing to 
get a clear view of the kitchen table. Deserted. They kept 
going and vanished through the front door. Jill turned 
around one last time to see if her mom was watching her 
through the kitchen window but instead she noticed a 
hole in the wall where the bell used to be.

“What the…” she began.
“Never mind that.” He led her around the house into 

the backyard and headed straight for the little tool shed at 
the back corner of it. They went inside and Jonah looked 
around for something sturdy out of metal. Something he 
could break. His eyes got caught on a hammer. It looked 
old and dusty, like it hadn’t been used in a long time, like 
it wouldn’t be missed. He grabbed it, sensing Jill’s con-
fusion. “Watch this. Let your mind be blown,” he said, 
holding the hammer up horizontally. Jill’s jaw dropped 
when he began bending and then snapping it in half like 
it was a mere chicken wing.

“You broke our bell!” she yelled, not missing a beat.
“Yah, sorry about that. But look! I have powers too.”
“I can tell.”
They looked at each other, suddenly realizing so-

mething.
“Jeremiah!”
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VII Come Together

The two of them managed to walk over to Jeremi-
ah’s house before noon that day, but instead of rin-
ging the front door, they snuck around the house, 

crouching down to stay underneath any windows. They 
had learned their lesson a few weeks ago when they had 
come to pick up their friend. His father was not amused, 
to put it one way. Nowadays, they went around and threw 
one perfectly aimed pebble up at his bedroom. Today ho-
wever, they didn’t need to. Jeremiah was in the yard al-
ready. Before they looked around the corner to see if it 
was safe to go on, they saw him squatting with his back 
to them, petting something. Struggling screeches and 
meows reached their ears, but they didn’t immediately 
make sense of that. Never mind their powers, we should 
come back later, he thought, feeling uncomfortable. Be-
fore he could voice his concern, Jill had already left their 
voyeur’s nest and approached Jeremiah.

“Ahem.”
Jeremiah stood up and whirled around so fast Jonah 

was afraid he would Loony-Toons-drill -himself into the 
ground. The needle that he had pushed into the cat’s ear 
lobe using only his mind soared through the air and into 
his hand but Jill and Jonah merely saw a brief glimmer in 
the air as the sun hit it. The cat gave Jeremiah the death 
stare and zoomed off and over the high fence. He didn’t 
know why he tortured the poor thing like that but as soon 
as he heard Jill’s voice, he broke out of his trance.

“What are you doing in my backyard?” he deman-
ded.

“Is that how you talk to a woman, boy?” she asked 
in her best Jane Russel voice, then raised her brows si-
milar to the way her mother did. “We need to show you 
something. Can you leave the house?” she asked care-
fully, knowing full well that Jeremiah’s father sometimes 
grounded his son for no reason. If that was the worst of 
it. She turned around on her heels and checked if they 
were being watched from inside the house. Chills like 
a thousand little spiders ran down her spine. She could 
feel a vicious aura coming from Jeremiah’s father when 
she thought of him. The way he smiled at her sometimes, 
asked her “how things were at home”. “Better than here, 
asshole,” she always thought.

“They’re not here. Went to their friends’ house down 
the street,” he said as if he had read her mind, cocking his 
head in the direction of said friends’ house. “How come 
you’re allowed out?” he asked Jonah.

“Old man is probably drunk enough to think I’m in 

school.”
“It’s Sunday,” Jeremiah retorted.
“Forget about it, I’ll be fine,” Jonah assured.
“Ok lads, let’s go to the hut,” Jill interrupted them im-

patiently.
“Do you remember what happened last time we went 

there?” he asked, his eyes wide.
“Not everything, you?”
“Well, no but....” He was once again stumped by her 

quick answers.
Jonah only shook his head and proceeded to lead the 

way out of town and into the woods. When they arrived 
an hour later, he held the door of the hut open for Jeremi-
ah and Jill, then went in last.

“Should we start a fire to keep warm?” He winked 
at Jill.

“What are you talking about, it’s ninety degrees at 
least.” Jeremiah interjected.

“Trust me.”
Jill nodded and gathered a few twigs from the 

ground. Jeremiah only watched her quietly, brows furro-
wed. She assembled them in the center of the hut in a 
rough tipi shape and then hesitantly held her palm out 
above it. Nothing happened.

“Uh, do you want some matches, crazypants?” Jere-
miah asked and laughed uneasily, as if his friends had lost 
their minds since the day he had last seen them.

“What’s wrong, Jello? You did it earlier.”
“The most I managed to light was a candle.”
“Focus, think warm thoughts or something.”
“Very helpful.”
“You’re welcome.”
Jill tried a variety of hand movements she could 

come up with, inspired by magicians and the sort. Snap-
ping fingers, waving it side to side, up and down. Then 
she gently flicked one of the twigs. A tiny spark flew from 
the tip of her finger, finally. But it disappeared in the air.

“Fucking do it already.” Jonah snapped.
“Shut up!” she screamed, all at once filled to the brim 

with burning rage. Meanwhile she held a piece of wood 
up between her palms and it was engulfed in flames. They 
were hungrily licking her fingers. She dropped it, fearing 
getting burned again, but it felt more like laying your 
hand on a warm radiator.

“Holy mother....” Jeremiah screamed and stumbled 
backwards. His eyes were wide but the others weren’t re-
ciprocating the horror he felt. Instead, they were smiling 
ear to ear and hugging and jumping around.

“Fucking miracle,” Jonah marveled and tapped the 
burning pile of sticks with his shoe.
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“I did it. Ha!” Jill whispered more to herself than to 
anyone else. Yet the rage that blew over her like a tsunami 
only ebbed away slowly. ‘Set something else on fire,’ she 
thought. ‘All of it.’ She shook her head and hastily stepped 
out the flame before the tent caught fire.

“You okay, Jer?” Jonah went over and grabbed him 
under the arms to pick him up. Their eyes met halfway.

“Yeah,” he breathed. “I have something to show you, 
too. Hold this, here.” He pulled out a silver dollar and 
handed it to Jonah then had him walk to the other end 
of the tent. About 5 feet away. “Hold it up and try not to 
let go.”

Jonah scoffed.
“Just do as I say.” Jeremiah dismissed. Then he stret-

ched one of his arms out at his sides, palms facing Jonah 
and closed his eyes.

“Don’t strain yourself.” Jill joked. Little by little she 
regained power over her mind.

“Shhh-” the boys both said in unison. After two 
or three moments of nerve-splitting anticipation, so-
mething incredible happened. Even though Jonah’s fin-
gers where white from applying so much pressure on 
the coin in order to lock it in his grip, it soared through 
the air and with a loud pop it smacked against Jeremiah’s 
right palm and was stuck there.

“Wow! Look at that, man. You’re a damn magnet!” 
Jonah exclaimed.

Jill laughed and clapped her hands frantically as if 
she were at a magic show.

“I’ve been… practicing. Now you,” Jeremiah said in 
a calm voice, looking at Jonah, who shuddered at his fri-
ends strange voice.

“How do you know I can do something, magnet 
boy?” he asked with a crooked smile. Jeremiah didn’t 
answer. He merely looked at Jonah without blinking even 
once.

“Fine.” Jonah began to look around for something 
to break. Besides a few musty chairs and a wooden crate 
which they had repurposed as a table, there wasn’t much 
around. Jonah left the hut and the others followed. The 
silence was only disturbed by the incessant screech of 
this year’s cicada batch. He approached a very sturdy loo-
king tree stump at the edge of the clearing that housed 
their hideout. Jonah put his fingers in the ridges of its 
bark as if they were handles, bent his knees and closed 
his eyes. The other two didn’t dare to breathe as Jonah 
began to pull at the stump. A thick vein protruded from 
his forehead. Jill looked around, panicking, trying to find 
something easier to show his powers with than this. She 
was sure that he wasn’t ready for something like this. 

Especially because he had no muscle mass to speak of 
before this whole stone ordeal two days ago and it didn’t 
look like he had gained any, even though he had snapped 
the hammer before her own two eyes as if it were a tooth-
pick. But what if he couldn’t do much more than that yet?

Despite her doubts, one green root after the other 
gave way and lost its grip of the ground one after the 
other. Pop snap pop snap. Jonah turned around, tri-
umphantly holding the thing up over his head with the 
proudest smile on his face. Meanwhile, chunks of loose 
dirt and moss rained down on him and got caught in his 
still-wet hair.

A giant weight fell off Jill’s shoulders, since she 
wouldn’t have to carry Jonah to the emergency room af-
ter all.

“Don’t mess with me, ha!” he yelled and the stump 
went soaring through the air to the other end of the mos-
sy clearing. It clattered back and forth between two age-
old giants until it lay resting slanted to one side.

“Great, now we know we’re all superhuman, who has 
my piece of the stone?” Jeremiah inquired. The other two 
were stunned. “It disappeared after you two left,” he ad-
ded.

“Mine is gone too. None of us has theirs,” her voice 
quivered. She didn’t want to admit it, but he scared her a 
little. In the green light of the clearing, his face looked a 
lot older and she could feel a strange aura of danger pul-
sating from him that she couldn’t explain.

“I don’t even want to imagine the chaos that would 
ensue if the wrong people get a hold of those mother-tru-
ckers.” Jeremiah also thought they weren’t necessarily the 
right people to have it, but he didn’t say it out loud. Ever 
since he had felt the surge of his magnetic powers come 
over him, he was intrigued and wanted to test its limits 
in any way he could, but it also scared him when it asked 
him to hurt, asked to prick, poke, slice, whack. There was 
no foreign voice in his head, but a clammering hold on 
every inch of his body and mind that nudged him in a 
certain direction. There was no way he was headstrong 
enough to push it away, but he sensed that the only direc-
tion it, the power, pushed him was sure to be some sort 
of an abyss. The others nodded and he sensed they were 
thinking similar things they were too afraid to share.

“As long as I get to keep my powers, I honestly don’t 
give a damn who finds those damn pebbles. What is so 
terrible about all this, really?” Jonah scoffed and turned 
away from them, trying his best to mask his fears. He 
hoped that they hadn’t heard his voice crack just now.

“Jonah, this is serious. What if someone finds mine 
and sets someone on fire?” A new thought invaded Jill’s 
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mind. What if she set someone on fire?
“Exactly, we need to get them back before some fool 

finds them, so what’s the plan?” Jill crossed her arms in 
front of her chest and stared at Jonah, expecting a solu-
tion to something none of them could even really wrap 
their minds around. Their leader stayed silent for a few 
minutes. The air around them seemed to tense up so 
much Jill imagined she could cut it into pieces with a 
knife. A crow flew by overhead, letting out a harsh caw.

“Let’s go home and look for it again. What if- what if 
we just missed it, you know. Like you sometimes do when 
you look for something and then you find it at the last 
place you look.” Jonah laughed nervously. His hand went 
up to the back of his head.

“And if we don’t find it?” Jeremiah asked. He had 
turned his room upside down twice since he had noticed 
it was gone. He just couldn’t believe it. He knew it was ir-
rational to think that one of his friends had taken it, since 
he had held it in his hand after they both left the house. 
It had just disappeared into thin air when he wasn’t loo-
king.

“Then we meet after school and look for it.”
“Can you risk it, Jonah?” Jill interjected.
“I’ll risk a mean beating if I miss curfew if that’s what 

you mean. Lately he’s-” He didn’t finish, and Jill tried 
hard not to stare at the egg-sized bump on the back of his 
head and the bruise on one side of his jaw. She couldn’t 
identify with his abuse but she knew that he would talk 
about it when he was ready.

“If I can just get home before he comes back from 
the mine…”

“It’s settled then,” Jeremiah said quickly. He was it-
ching to get back home. Not because he missed his folks, 
but because he was afraid of what was going to happen if 
they started missing him. Besides, he needed to get back 
to his collection of items. After a mere day of practice, he 
could move more than just metal, though it worked best 
with steel and iron, he found.

“Let’s meet at the library steps after sixth period and 
start from there.”

“Start where exactly? They could be anywhere,” Jill 
asked.

“You don’t think I already have a plan?” Jonah smiled 
his handsome half-smile, trying to mask his nervousness.

“It’s getting dark soon,” Jeremiah said shortly and 
turned to leave without another word, before Jonah could 
see how jealous he was of Jill.

She looked up at the sky. It couldn’t be later than four in 
the afternoon judging by where the sun was hanging. She 
furrowed her brows and looked at Jonah for affirmation. 

Jeremiah disappeared between the trees.
“Shall we?” she asked Jonah. For a quarter of a se-

cond, she desperately hoped for him to say no and em-
brace her. But he didn’t. He broke his trance only after she 
audibly cleared her throat two or three times.

“Right, let’s go,” he finally said and shook off whate-
ver possessed him. They walked into town silently. This 
time they took the short way home and avoided any dist-
raction. For a couple of teenagers, they had gotten them-
selves into enough trouble already. Possibly even more 
than they could handle.

VIII I Got My Mojo Working

Jonah woke up feeling way better than he had the day 
before. Nay, he was feeling like a million bucks! The 
swelling on the back of his head had reduced to the 

size of a walnut and when he opened his mouth to check 
if his jaw still cracked, he was pleasantly surprised to le-
arn that it did not. He swung both legs over the edge of 
the bed and jumped to his feet. Before his father had even 
opened one eye, the boy was dressed in his best uniform 
and strutting down the sidewalks. He jumped over cracks 
and holes in the sidewalk, clapping his feet together high 
in the air so the school bag which he held in his right 
hand would slap his knees as he came down. Housewives 
who kissed their children goodbye on porches and front 
lawns frowned at the sight of this boy and his peculiar 
dance. Some recognized the tune he was whistling and 
were appalled that a ‘white mid-western boy’ like him 
would take a liking to the music of ‘those people’. Jonah 
didn’t see any of this, and if someone had taken him aside 
and told him off that day, he wouldn’t have cared.

“Everyday we’re gonna rock and roll-,” he belted just 
after he cut the corner and entered the seedy downtown 
area of Frankfort, which lay on the way to school. He 
cut through odd alleys and pathways, whipped out his 
air guitar when nobody was watching and didn’t have a 
worry in the world.

“Every day we’re gonna go, go, go-”. Before he knew 
it, he had reached the main school building of St. Ed-
wards and joined the stream of students pouring through 
the wide-open double door entrance up front. Jill and 
Jeremiah spotted him just as he reached the top step lea-
ding up to the entrance and ran over, one on each of his 
sides. They had English class in one of the classrooms all 
the way in the back of the building.

“What are you so happy about?” Jill murmured into 
his ear.
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“Why, is there a reason I shouldn’t be?”
“Buddy, do you have anne-eesher?” Jer asked.
“What the hell is that?” Jill added a few inches of spa-

ce between her and Jonah in fear of contracting whatever 
Jeremiah had diagnosed him with.

“It’s when you get hit over the head real hard and for-
get who you are. My cousin Luis had it when he fell out 
of the apple tree in our backyard,” Jeremiah explained.

“I assure you both, I have no such thing. I’m simply 
celebrating the fact that I can out-bench-press Bill in P.E. 
later.”

“Really. You think so? I mean he’s sixteen.” Jill whispe-
red the last part as if it was another disease or as if his age 
meant he was somehow equal to Godzilla.

“Do you have anne-eesher?” Jonah taunted her.
“Very funny. Unfortunately not.” She held up her left 

arm and showed the two a hole in the cuff of her blouse 
that was framed with a dark brown circle.

“Really, Jello you oughta get detention for destroying 
your uniform like that.”

“Well, yes, it seems I can’t control you-know-what as 
well as I would like to. Don’t act so holy yourself, though. 
My ma grilled me for hours about who broke the door-
bell.”

“Eek- yes, sorry about that, again.”
“Be sorry all you want. She took all my savings. Had 

almost four bucks in my coin sock.”
“I’ll pay you back. Don’t worry.”
“I’ve heard that tune before. Never mind.”
Jeremiah only rolled his eyes at their childish banter.
“I still don’t understand why you’re walking through 

school like James Dean. We don’t know if these powers 
won’t turn bad. We don’t know where they came from, 
you get me?”

“Shhhh-” Jonah threw a light punch at his guts. “If 
you keep talking like that they’re gonna put you in a stra-
ightjacket.” He was serious but looked at him, smiling his 
handsome crooked smile. In a way, he did look like James 
Dean.

“Go on now, everyone inside the classroom.” Miz 
Dunball beckoned the last stragglers inside and closed 
the door behind her.

IX Roadrunner

“What now, Sherlock?” Jeremiah seriously 
doubted that they would be able to track 
the stones down. They met right after the 

bell signaled the end of school just as they had promised, 

even though Jeremiah had toyed with the idea of ghos-
ting them. Still, he dragged himself to the library buil-
ding which lay off to the edge of St. Edwards.

“Boy, we met here for a reason.” Jonah was dange-
rously confident he knew just where to start looking. “I 
know exactly which way the damn thing went. Blew a 
hole straight through my basement window. Like a bul-
let, I tell you. And bullets generally don’t change directi-
on, right?”

“Right.” Jeremiah answered, humoring his friend.
“So, if it shot up out of the window and didn’t rico-

chet off of anything, maybe turned a bird into Swiss chee-
se, we can trace which way it went.”

“On a map?” 
“I like the way you think, Jer.”
Jill went a little pale. “My window was open when it 

disappeared.” Just then a few of their classmates strolled 
past them, and four pairs of eyes were glued to the trio. 

“Let’s continue this inside.” Jonah pushed them for-
ward, toward the library door. They timidly walked up 
to the librarian’s counter. The large black woman adjus-
ted her large square glasses with one finger and looked 
at them as if they were three cockroaches that crawled 
inside through the crack underneath the door.

“Whataya want?” she demanded.
“We were wondering if, uh-,” Jill began. Her voice 

grew quieter with every word until she finally just cut off.
“Ma’am, we were thinking you might help us find a 

map of this one beautiful city of ours.” Jonah saved her. 
The three of them nodded eagerly.

“And what do y’all want with that?”
“It’s for a project, you see. We need to trace the main 

roads and-”
The librarian got out of her chair before Jonah finis-

hed. Quite frankly, it was a little small for her buttocks 
anyway, he thought. She walked around the counter and 
took three long strides in the direction of the floor-to-
ceiling bookshelves.

“Are y’all comin’ or what?” she hissed over her shoul-
der. The three had trouble keeping up with her pace 
and briefly lost her as she cut the corner and disappea-
red into a room labeled ‘Staff Only - STUDENTS KEEP 
OUT’. They found her just as the door slammed shut. 
Like penned-in race horses, they stepped around on the 
spot awaiting her return. Jonah was starting to think she 
was taunting them, while Jill was sure she had simply 
forgotten all about them and had just gone into the staff 
room to smoke. Just as they were about to reach for the 
knob and investigate, the woman ripped the door open 
and handed them a square book, bound in brown le-
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ather. By the musty smell that was emanating from it, the 
kids could tell this was probably not the latest version of 
Frankfort’s layout. Jeremiah held out both arms and she 
dropped the book into them. His knees buckled and he 
struggled to hold on. It must have weighed several dozen 
pounds. If it wasn’t for Jonah who grabbed it from him 
easily, they would have been reprimanded for destroying 
school property.

“Thanks!” Jonah yelled at her and turned to run to-
wards the row of unoccupied tables at the center of the 
library.

“Shhhhh-” None of them payed her any attention. Jo-
nah set the thing down and examined their haul. ‘City of 
Frankfort, Indiana: 1830-1950’ was printed in dull silver 
letters on the front. A black and white picture of the Old 
Stoney High School graced the front as well. The school 
had burned down in 1922 and was now used as City Hall. 
Jonah flipped straight to the back of the book, to the 
part where several versions of the city where depicted on 
maps in chronological order. He found the most recent 
one from 1949 and folded it out four ways. Jill handed 
him a pencil and they watched him as he stood towering 
over the map, scanning it. Finally, he brought the pencil 
down hard on a spot of the map that was located in the 
outskirts. The tip of the pencil nearly pierced the page.

“There. That’s my house,” he whispered even though 
they were alone in the building apart from the librarian. 
All the other students had already rushed home or to do-
zens of other meeting spots around town. “If I look out 
of my window, I’m facing downtown.” He drew a circle 
in the air right above the part that was labelled ‘DOWN-
TOWN’. “Now, if the stone flew out in this direction…” 
He drew a faint line on the map that connected his house 
with downtown.

Jill drew in a sharp breath. “You can’t just-”
“Do you really think anyone will check this thing out 

anytime soon?”
As if on cue, Jeremiah sneezed from the lint flying 

around them.
“Carry on,” she said.
“This is your house, Jill.” He went to mark the spot, 

but she grabbed the pencil out of his hand and drew a 
tiny circle on the paper as if to prove that she could be 
deviant, too.

“My bedroom window faces this way.” She traced a 
line starting in the opposite part of the city. If she had 
lived a little more north-east, her line would just be a 
continuation of Jonah’s, but instead it met his at a slight 
angle from the left.

Now Jeremiah took the pencil out of her hand. “How 

do you know in which angle it flew out? To be honest, it 
could have gone anywhere in this area.” He drew a second 
line from Jill’s house that went a little more toward the left 
and created a slim triangle shape with Jill’s first line. Simi-
lar to the way a flashlight that shone out of her window 
would look like. Then he found his house, which was in 
the south-west suburbs of the city. “Mine must have gone 
out the open window too, but I can’t be sure which way 
exactly.” He drew two lines originating in the spot where 
his house stood. The triangle met Jonah’s line and Jill’s 
triangle in the center. “If we suppose that each part of 
the stone is in a separate part of town, then they could be 
anywhere inside these lines,” he explained, “But I have a 
theory.”

“Which is?” Jonah asked.
“You know how magnets attract each other?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, my stone was kinda wiggling around in my 

hand after you left. As if it was trying to go somewhere. 
But it wasn’t able to decide which way to go.”

“Because Jill and I went in opposite directions.”
“It was gone when I took my eyes off of it. So, what if 

it flew through my window…”
“Just as the both of us got home and ours disappe-

ared.”
“So, if they all got away at the same time and wanted 

to meet each other…,” Jill said.
“They would have done so somewhere in this area.” 

Jeremiah drew a circle.
“Right, so what’s there?” Jill asked. They looked at the 

spot where all three lines met and found a tiny cross al-
most in the center of it. A church.

“X marks the spot, am I right?” Jonah couldn’t belie-
ve it. Even better, he had visited this church many times 
in the last few years after his mother had died. Next to it, 
yet technically not attached to the churchyard, was Park 
Cemetery. Both locations were only separated by a nar-
row creek.

“What are we waiting for?” Jill shut the book with 
a loud bang and they heard another “Shhhh-” coming 
from the librarian’s desk.

The church was fairly close to St. Edward’s, and all 
three of them were giddy at the prospect of reuniting 
with their stones.
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X Tombstone Blues

By the time they reached the church, all three of 
their stomachs were growling viciously, since they 
had all skipped lunch to investigate the wherea-

bouts of their stones. Its modest bell tower barely stood 
taller than the surrounding buildings. They crossed the 
churchyard and managed to remain undetected, especi-
ally careful to avoid the groundskeeper. In order to enter 
the cemetery that lay behind the church building, they 
had to jump over a ram-shackled wooden fence and the 
little stream of water that cut the church’s property in 
half. Jonah swung his body over the fence effortlessly. 
But Jeremiah’s pant leg got caught on a straggling piece 
of wood that stuck out on top. Jill climbed in between 
the two horizontal planks instead, since she preferred not 
to flash the panties she wore underneath her skirt. One 
after the other they took a run-up to the creek, which was 
about five feet wide, and jumped over it. Jill was surpri-
sed that she didn’t come down on the ground too early 
and submerged her precious school shoes in the mud-
dy banks. Instead, Jeremiah suffered this very fate. As he 
tried to pull himself out, he lost his balance and took a 
knee instead.

“Oi, Ralph Boston, not quite the long jump champi-
on that we usually are, huh?” Jonah slid back down the 
slanted banks to help his friend out.

“Yeah, yeah…been a rough time after the last Olym-
pics.” Jeremiah rolled his eyes. Jill watched as they clam-
bered up the small grassy hill and held out her hand to 
Jonah as he got close and pulled them the last few inches.

“Why couldn’t we go around again?”
“Because it’s almost three already and I oughta be 

home soon.” Jonah pointed at the giant clock on the bell 
tower and turned to walk towards the first tombstones 
that were scattered around the edge of the cemetery. 
“Watch out for anything out of the ordinary,” he urged 
the others.

They were lucky. So far, there hadn’t been any grieving 
widows crouched near the graves and the groundskeeper 
hadn’t walked around the corner of a mausoleum, either. 
The kids split up and each wandered in another directi-
on to cover more ground, yet none of them knew what 
exactly they should be looking for. A crater maybe, like 
a comet crashed somewhere here. A dead pet that stood 
in the way of three jagged little rocks. Some of the tomb-
stones were a bit slanted or began to sink into the soft 
ground altogether. As far as Jonah knew, this boneyard 
had been here since the very beginning of the city. He 
asked himself if this meant something. If the rocks had 

purposefully chosen this place to reunite, or had cho-
sen… them?

Jeremiah followed his gut and walked towards the 
back end of the cemetery where the bigger mausoleums 
stood. Possibly, he was driven by the same purpose as the 
stones. One of the little stone temples was adorned with 
circular windows and intricate stained-glass designs. He 
was fascinated by the way the light came through the 
window of the mausoleum labeled ‘Morrison’. It seemed 
to call his name. To make sure that the others were fee-
ling this as well, he looked right and left to his friends, 
but they were walking around the grounds aimlessly. He 
figured it couldn’t hurt to check it out now. There were no 
holes in the smooth stone walls as far as he could tell, so 
he went around. Nothing out of the ordinary on this side. 
But as he got closer to the back, he felt a familiar warmth 
spread in his chest. It turned out that his heart was not 
quite right. The glass on the back side was also intact.

But the warmth wouldn’t fade. This was it. If it didn’t 
go through here, it must have crashed through the ceiling. 
He put his thumb and index finger into his mouth and let 
out a whistle that would have been insanely impressive if 
they weren’t sneaking across this cemetery, trying to stay 
undetected. After all, it was a little difficult for Jill and 
Jeremiah to explain what they were doing here. Regard-
less, Jeremiah needed them to come over and lift him up 
so that he could climb on top of the mausoleum. Jonah 
reached him first.

“Shhhh- are you insane?”
“I just have a hunch. Help me up.” He waited for 

them to bend their knees and hold out two sets of cup-
ped hands for him to step on, but instead they looked at 
him with big eyes and open mouths. “Quick!” he urged.

Jill couldn’t believe this was actually what he asked 
them to do. It must be a sacrilege to climb on top of one 
of these, right? Nevertheless, they did as he asked and 
gave him a boost. He pulled himself up and rolled over 
the edge of the roof. Droplets of mud rained down on 
Jill’s face. Unfortunately, she wasn’t able to close her eyes 
in time.

“Ahh, fuck me.” She turned away and tried to blink 
away the dirt.

“You ok?” Jonah asked her, but evidently, he wasn’t 
too concerned with her. His attention was bound to 
the mausoleum. Any second now, he anticipated a tri-
umphant Jeremiah to hold the lost stones up like a trophy.

Indeed, Jeremiah did see something out of the ordi-
nary after he had stood up and brushed some pebbles off 
of his pants. Toward the opposite edge of the building, 
there was a crater. A small one, but the concrete had a 
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dent in it that was a few inches deep and spread outwards 
as if a tiny meteorite had crashed here. Pieces of the roof 
were scattered around. He approached it while taking off 
his suit jacket and wrapping it around his hand. Just some 
preliminary measures to make sure he didn’t black out 
again as they had the last time they touched the stone 
when it was in one piece. If it was in one piece now. But 
he felt it had to be. Somehow he knew it would be one 
again, as if nothing had ever happened to it. Sooner than 
later, he towered over the crater. It wasn’t quite a hole 
that went all the way through the roof, but he thought 
it almost did. Making sure none of the skin on his hand 
would be exposed, he crouched down and flicked away 
the rubble to expose, well, it. Just as he expected, it was 
there in its whole, triangular glory, just resting there for 
the birds to see. It had the same grey color as before. If it 
wasn’t so smooth, you could mistake it for a piece of the 
mausoleum. He swept it into his coat and went to jump 
down before somebody caught sight of him up there.

“Did you find something?” Jill yelled.
“Yeah man, what’s going on up there?”
Jeremiah had jumped down the side opposite from 

where he went up, just in case he fell over, which he didn’t 
want Jonah to see. Instead, he could now walk around the 
building and hold the rock up like a trophy. The others 
rushed over to him and gave him a brief but firm hug.

“I can’t believe this really worked!” Jill held her palm 
up and Jonah high-fived it so hard her skin instantly 
turned pink. Then she turned back to Jeremiah, now se-
rious.

“Can I hold it?” She didn’t know why, but she felt like 
he wouldn’t want to give it away now that he had found it. 
He hesitated, didn’t know what to say, so instead of spe-
aking he simply opened his mouth and closed it again.

“Jello, do you remember what happened the last time 
we fought over who gets to have it?”

“And what happened when we touched it with bare 
hands?”

She scoffed. “Yes of course! I’m not that dim, boys. 
Just wanted to hold it, geez.”

“Why don’t I just hold on to it for now? Until we 
know what the hell to do with this thing.”

“Just let me have it for a second. Nothing’s gonna 
happen. Here-” She pulled the sleeve of her blouse over 
her hand and held it out. Jeremiah looked at Jonah, un-
sure of what to do.

“Fine, give it to her. Christ.”
Jeremiah moved in slow motion. For every inch that 

his coat-wrapped hand came closer to her stretched out 
hand, her eyes were glowing brighter and brighter. A 

haunting smile distorted her expression. Their surroun-
dings became eerily quiet. Until Jeremiah dropped the 
rock into her hand. Just then, she let go of the cuff and 
her sleeve zoomed back up her wrist, exposing her bare 
hand. Jonah reached out but it was too late. The surface 
of the stone had made contact with Jill’s hand and sud-
denly they heard a loud pop, like a gunshot. Then she was 
thrown backwards. Jeremiah threw his arms up and du-
cked, as he anticipated more bullets to come flying.

Jill lay on the ground and didn’t move. She was un-
conscious before the back of her head hit the headstone, 
which was sticking out of the ground a good seven feet 
away. The wound started to bleed profusely and the dark 
liquid drenched the grass around. Her grotesque expres-
sion never left her face even as she lay there, waxy and 
completely still, next to the headstone. Jonah stood there, 
numb, unable to move. A ghoulish smear of blood accen-
ted the grooves atop the front of the marble. The grooves 
that spelled his mother’s name.

To Be Continued

Elisa Haas
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His exhausted, dead eyes flickered almost in sync 
with the dreadfully cheerful beats that hamme-
red into his ears - like a pressing reminder that 

he did not belong in such a place at an hour like this.
Max gave a tired nod to the waitress as she put down 

the beer in front of him and leaned back to sink into the 
soft couch, sighing. He lit a cigarette and tried to rub the 
weariness from his eyes - the scarcely lit room that was 
supposed to set a mood of some sort, filled by the voices 
of overly excited teenagers apparently trying to scream 
over the music, resulting in a cacophony that’d put the 
heroes of his own youthful rebellion to shame. He looked 
disgusted at the crowd, shook his head, and took a sip 
from his beer.

“Drinking again, mh?”
Max shook his head.
“It’s just one beer...” The broad grin of his brother fli-

ckered through his mind.
“Let me put it like this then,” his brother said, “When 

was the last time you went without a drink?”
“Get out of my head, Phil!” He angrily put out his ci-

garette and immediately lit another one.
Another random hostel bar in another random city, 

the perks of a dead-end job that served no greater mea-
ning whatsoever but to simply give him something to do. 
He took his phone from the pocket and the bright colors 
of the screen illuminated his face.

‘I might as well be reading a book now,’ he thought 
as he opened his mails. ‘But somewhere along the road, I 
started to lose interest in almost everything.’

Feeling dumber by the second, he swiped through 
his mails and stared blankly at the still unread two-week-
old message from his parents with the subject: “Invite: 
Ruby Wedding”.

“Let’s do shots then!” 
“I told you! No shots for me today!”
“Vodka then! Vodka doesn’t count!”
He looked at the group of teenagers sitting two tables 

from his and chuckled.

“Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”
Confused, the two brothers observed the adults sta-

ring with open mouths at the television.
Sitting with their action figures on the living room 

floor, the younger of the two tugged his brother’s arm. 
“What’s going on, Phil?” The older brother shrugged 

his shoulders and gestured at him to follow him out of 
the room.

“Do you think it’s the Soviets?” the younger sibling 
asked as they entered their room.

“Worse...”
The eyes of the young boy widened.
“Like what?”
“The Nazis!”
“Oh Boy...” He had never quite understood who the 

Nazis were and where they lived, but he had heard the 
stories and knew that they were not people to mess with.

“Man,” he said looking at the figure in his hand, “I 
wish I had superpowers like Spiderman.”

His brother shook his head.
“Dude, your farts are their own kind of superpower.”
“Yo mama’s farts are their own kind of superpower!”
“We share a mother, you idiot!”
“Oh right...” The siblings snickered.
“Why was the president there? Do the Nazis keep 

him captive?”
“No. I think he’s trying to free them.”
“Why would he do that?!”
“I’m not sure...”
They sat down on the floor, a grand Lego castle ta-

king up most of the room.
“And here comes a T-Rex!” the older sibling exclai-

med. “Attacking Spiderman as the town people hide in 
their castle. Raw!”

The younger sibling sighed.
“What is it, Max?”
“I don’t know. I’m just not in the mood.”
Phil lay an arm around Max, and looked thoughtful-

ly at the Spiderman figure in his brother’s hands. He had 
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just turned ten, his first real anniversary of sorts, and just 
as the action figure in his brother’s hand was the sworn 
protector of New York City, he had always sworn to pro-
tect his brother.

“We’ll be fine, Max,” he said.
“How can you know that?” Max asked shaking his 

head.
“Because I’ll never leave your side. No matter if it’s 

the Soviets, the Nazis or the Green Goblin! You’ve got to 
be as bold and brave as Spiderman. In the end the good 
guys always win!”

“You’ve got to stop being the good guy if you want to 
get anywhere in life!”

Max pulled the No More Mr. Nice Guy! Twelve Steps 
to Becoming a Successful Investment Banker audiobook 
from his stereo and tossed it out of the car window. He 
was sure that somewhere in the middle of nowhere his 
ex-wife was rolling her eyes. He lit a cigarette as he took 
the exit to the small Ohio town he had once called his 
home.

As he parked his car in the driveway, he could alrea-
dy see the crowd of long forgotten relatives gathering in 
the garden.

“Let’s get it over with,” he said to himself looking at 
the empty seat beside him.

“Hello Max!” The husky voice of an old man greeted 
him as he stepped outside his car. The slight figure welco-
med him with a hug and Max shivered as the cold cheeks 
touched his.

“I was so sorry to hear about the divorce,” the man 
said, and Max was instantly reminded why he had always 
avoided these kinds of reunions.

“You know what? That was seven years ago, Uncle 
Frank. I’m fine.”

The pale lips of Uncle Phil formed a smile.
“You hang in there!”
“I’m fine...” Max repeated as he made his way into 

the garden.
He looked around and noticed that he didn’t recog-

nize half of the people that had gathered for the occasion. 
As he found his mother standing by the porch, he greeted 
her with a coy smile. She fell around his arms and pressed 
him tightly against her chest.

“Glad you could make it!”
“Yeah, me too,” he said half-heartedly. “Is Dad inside?” 

“He’s in the kitchen,” she said and kissed her son on the 
cheek. “Go say hello, he is dying to see you.” He nodded 
and went inside. The house looked almost exactly the 
way it had when he had moved out nearly twenty years 
ago. The same tacky interior design, and the couch had 
already gone out of style when they had bought it over 
thirty years ago. Even the weird odor that he had never 

quite been able to relate to anything other than home still 
pervaded the place.

When he found his father in the kitchen, he was 
shocked how frail and small the man smiling at him had 
become.

“I knew you’d make it!” his father said. Max smiled, 
hugging his father.

“Of course,” he said. “Wouldn’t miss it!”
“How have you been?”
“Well you know. Same old.”
“Still a different city any other week, eh?”
Max shrugged.
“How are you guys doing?”
His father chuckled, handing him a coffee.
“Well you know, what can a man my age really comp-

lain about? Still married to the woman that I love.”
Max felt like throwing up a little, and drowned the 

feeling with a sip of his coffee.
“Is Phil coming, too?”
The smile faded from his father’s lips.
“You didn’t hear?” he asked. “Your brother is in pri-

son again.”
“Oh,” Max said, disappointed that he’d have to get 

through this weekend alone. “What is it this time?” he 
asked.

“He robbed a bank.”
“What?!” he said, spilling his coffee. “When was 

anyone planning on telling me that?!”
His father shrugged.
“You know how he is. How he’s always been...”

“Phil! You don’t have to do this!”  Max yelled as his 
brother jostled his classmate to the ground.

“You NEVER accuse my brother of stealing!” Phil 
shouted and punched his opponent in the face, who 
immediately started to bleed from his nose. The crowd 
cheering around him, Max was already fearing what was 
expecting them at home.

An instant later, the fight was already stopped, and two 
teachers who could barely keep hold of the still agitated 
Phil dragged him from the school grounds.

As Phil left the school hours later, red faced and his 
body shaking, his brother was waiting for him outside. 
He fell into his brother’s arms, crying.

“I’m so sorry, Phil,” he said. But Phil didn’t respond 
to his brother’s show of affection and sat down on the 
school stairs.

“Did you do it?” he asked. “Did you steal that milk 
money?”

Max said nothing.
“Did you do it?” Phil asked again, more firmly.
Max nodded.
“What did I tell you?” 
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Max sighed.
“What did I tell you?” he repeated.
“We’re the good guys,” Max whispered.
“What?”
“We’re the good guys,” Max said, clearer now.
“We’re the good guys!” Phil yelled, his body trem-

bling.
“I’m sorry,” Max said, looking into the disappointed 

face of his brother.
“I wanted to buy you a birthday present. A good one. 

And father wouldn’t give me any money.”
Phil shook his head, burying his face in his hands.
“Please say something,” Max said, sitting down besi-

des Phil and grabbing his arm.
“It’s alright,” Phil said. “You little idiot.” He smiled.
As the two brothers entered their home, their pa-

rents sat with serious faces at the dinner table, waiting. 
An almost tangible silence fell over the room and Max’s 
mind wandered off, imagining himself to be a cowboy, 
his brother by his side, in an epic shootout against the 
mean, corrupt sheriff and his cowardly deputy. Their 
father shot first.

“You’re late! You want to tell me what this is about?”
“I’m sorry,” Phil spoke. “We were just-”
“Don’t even think about lying to me!”
“Honey, let them talk,” their mother tried to dissem-

ble the situation.
“Don’t interrupt me!” She flinched.
“You are aware that your principle called, aren’t 

you?” Max swallowed.
“When you already know the answer, why do you 

even bother to ask?” Phil asked, annoyed.
“Don’t talk back to me you little shitface!”
“Honey!”
“I said don’t interrupt me!” their father yelled. The 

two boy’s eyes widened as their father’s flat hand hit their 
mother’s face, the loud slapping sound echoing through 
the room. 

“You asshole!” Phil shouted. He took the nearest 
thing he could find, settling for the vase on the phone 
table and threw it at his father.

His father dodged. Frozen to the ground, Max peed 
his pants.

‘Oh no,’ he thought, tears swelling his eyes.
Their father took a deep breath and rolled up his 

sleeves and stood up. Phil stood trembling beside his 
younger brother. His father grabbed him by the neck and 
pulled him out of the room.

“No, please!” Max yelled, clinging around his bro-
ther’s waist. But his father loosened the grip and pushed 
the boy aside. Then, the door was closed.

Max looked sadly at the Spiderman figure in his 
hand as he sat alone in his room, waiting for his brother’s 

return. It was already pitch dark outside and the cold 
winter breeze whistled through the open window, the 
freezing boy sitting with his blanket around his shoulders 
in the middle of the room, fixating on one thought and 
one thought only:

“Please, not the attic,” he whispered. “Don’t lock him 
in the attic again.”

He shook his head. As he noticed the tears on his 
action figure, he decided that it was time to be brave. He 
got to his feet, throwing the blanket on the floor and wal-
ked with cat-like steps towards the door. He took a deep 
breath and carefully turned the doorknob. Relieved, he 
noticed that the lights in the hallway were already off.

“As I report to you, air attacks are underway against 
military targets in Iraq!”

The snoring sound from the living room revealed to 
Max that his father had fallen asleep drunk in front of 
the television again. The lights from the TV flickered th-
rough the door as he snuck past it and went upstairs. His 
heart pounding heavily in his chest, Max held on to his 
Spiderman figure so tightly it almost hurt his hands. But 
he was determined. Phil would do the same for him. And 
even though he saw nothing, he knew the house by heart. 
The stairs cracked under his bare feet as he made his way 
up, taking one step at a time and holding on carefully to 
the stair-rail. Reaching the second floor he took another 
deep breath. He stood still, trying to make out any sound 
from his parents’ bedroom. 

“I ask only that all of you stop what you were doing 
and say a prayer for all the coalition forces and especially 
for our men and women in uniform, who at this very mo-
ment are risking their lives for their country, and for all 
of us…” Max stepped slowly towards the door, and tried 
to make out sounds that didn’t come from the television 
downstairs. Hearing nothing, he decided that it was safe 
to go on. Passing the bathroom, he became very aware of 
his own breathing. He bit into the collar of his nightgown 
and tried to divert his thoughts to something else.

“You’re almost there!” he whispered, sweating. Not 
able to walk on, he sat down on the stairs and pushed 
himself up one step at a time.

‘As bold and brave as Spiderman!’ he thought. ‘You 
can do it!’

As he reached the door to the attic, he sat down in 
front of it and pressed his head tightly against it. He could 
hear his brother’s sobbing.

“Phil,” he whispered. The sobbing stopped. “Phil, it’s 
me!”

“Max?” the voice from the other side asked. “Is that 
you?”

“Yes!”
“Are you crazy? What if Dad catches you? Go back 

downstairs.”
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But Max didn’t care.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “This never would have hap-

pened if it wasn’t for me.” 
“Don’t be stupid, Max. I’m lucky to have you.”
“Yeah, I am lucky to have you, too.”
“You know, one day you and I, we are getting out of 

here and we will never return. Nobody else will be there, 
Max. Just the two of us.”

“Can I bring Spiderman?”
Phil chuckled.
“You can bring whatever you want! Sounds great?”
“Yeah,” Max said, smiling. He closed his eyes.
“Phil?”
“Yeah?”
“I...”
“Yeah, me too Max. Me, too.”

“Of course, sometimes love is not enough,” father 
Harold said. “But when you look at these two, celebrating 
their forty years of being committed to each other, you 
simply gotta believe that people can make it work.”

Max’s mind slipped into vertigo as his eyes blankly 
witnessed the charade in front of him. While he hadn’t 
seen his brother in years and much of the reason was 
of his own choosing, he would never have thought that 
his brother would one day end up in this much trouble. 
It was complicated to say the least, which was of course 
more a statement of resignation than anything else. There 
had always been a closeness between the two brothers, 
and Max was sure that it would always be there, and still, 
the idea of seeing him again frightened him. 

“I can’t believe how lucky I am to have such a won-
derful wife and a loving son...”

“Can you believe that guy?” Phil’s voice ran through 
his head. “Well fuck you, too, Dad!”

“But I thank God every day to have found you...”
“Oh, and yeah, fuck your God!”
“I cannot even remember the day I met you,” his 

father said holding his mother’s hand, “but I do remem-
ber the day I first knew that I’d always love you!”

“Ah come on!”

“Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” Phil yelled, 
handing his brother the bottle of vodka.

“Don’t you think this is going a bit too far?” Iva said 
annoyed sat at the steering wheel. “Let alone taking him 
to a Nine Inch Nails concert. The kid is only fourteen, 
Phil! This is totally inappropriate!”

Phil shook his head.
“Never tell my brother that he’s too young for 

anything that he wants to do!”
As his brother started to argue with his girlfriend, 

Max sighed, becoming one with the backseat of the car. 

What kept these two together was beyond his understan-
ding. He could see that his brother found beauty in her, 
but as a person, Max was certain that Phil could do much 
better. It wasn’t just that Iva always used to talk down to 
him. Max could live with that. She was a ticking time 
bomb and Phil never seemed to relax around her, never 
sure of when it was going to hit him. And while Phil al-
ways held up his promise of being the older brother, Max 
really started to worry about him.

He took the bottle from his brother’s hand without 
him noticing and took a large sip. His gag reflex setting 
in, he started to cough. Phil laughed manically from the 
front seat.

“This is not going to end well,” Iva said, rolling her 
eyes.

A car ride later, a fourteen-year-old Max stood hyp-
notized in an audience full of goth people, the supporting 
act called Marilyn Manson hitting the stage and frigh-
tening the boy to his core. Drunk for the first time, ever-
ything around him seemed to draw a little closer, every 
emotion a little more intense, while the masses around 
him seemed to disappear and all that remained was the 
odd, forbidden world of the strange man on stage, who 
sang of a murdering and lying God shaking every belief 
of the young confused teenager raised in a strict Christi-
an household. 

“Here you are,” Phil said, two beers in his hands. Max 
looked at the offering and snickered intoxicated.

“What’s up? You’re drunk?”
Max looked at his brother with an impish smile.
“You need to throw up first? That’s okay. I can wait.”
Max laughed and staggered dangerously, the crowd 

around him keeping him on his feet.
“You’re seriously bringing him more alcohol?” Iva 

yelled and tried to rip the beers from Phil’s hands, who 
did an elegant move to avoid her, causing him to spill half 
the beers over his body.

“Let him decide! He’s old enough!”
“No he’s not!”
Once again they started arguing and Max turned 

around awkwardly, feeling himself hating Iva a little 
more.

The supporting act ended his show and the lights 
turned on again. Max, for the first time, noticed that he 
was seriously drunk.

“Aren’t you a cute one?” someone asked, grabbing his 
arm.

Max stared at the weirdest figure he had ever seen. 
He had never met a transvestite, neither was he sure he 
had yet completely grasped the concept. Still, he couldn’t 
help but blush. He smiled coyly.

“Thank you sir – norita!” He felt his entire head tur-
ning red.

Daniel Krooß
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The transvestite laughed.
“It’s alright. I consider myself to be a woman.”
“Okay,” Max said, unsure of what to do with that in-

formation.
“So, what brings you to a show of such complex ar-

tists?”
“Complex? I thought the guy was just angry...”
“Anger is the most complex of emotions.”
“Not for my dad.” She smiled benignly.
“Especially for your dad.”
Max didn’t reply.
“Is that your brother?” she asked.
Max nodded.
“He’s looking out for you. I like that!”
“Yeah!” Max replied.
“Probably should get rid of that cheap tramp though. 

She’s only holding him back.”
Max tried to speak but suddenly felt the alcohol 

catching up to his throat.
“You alright there, sweetheart?”
“Yeah,” he said, swallowing a bit of vomit. “It’s just 

that… My words exactly!”
She laughed.
“You’re a bit drunk?”
Feeling caught, Max smiled, holding his trembling 

thumb and forefinger apart just to prove how drunk he 
really was. She began to laugh louder than Max had ever 
heard anyone laugh before.

“First time?” she asked.
He nodded.
“Well, there is a first time for everything,” she said, 

winking.
The lights went on again.
“There you are!” Phil said grabbing his arm. “Where 

were you?”
Max smiled his drunken smile.
“Toilet,” he said.
“Throwing up?”
“Yeah, that too.”
Phil snickered.
“You feeling good, man?”
“Yeah, really good,” he said, falling into his brother’s 

arm. Phil laughed.
“Man! You’re fun when you’re drunk!”
Suddenly Max noticed the open wound on his bro-

ther’s forehead.
“What happened?” he asked.
“What do you mean?” Max wiped his brother’s head 

and showed his bloody hand.
“Oh, don’t worry. Come on, let’s enjoy the concert!”
“Where’s Iva?”
“Come on! Show is about to start!”
“Phil, what did she do?”

“I am the voice inside your head!”
“AND I CONTROL YOU!”

“To have control over his own life is one’s true duty.”
“Dad, what the hell are you talking about?” His 

father shook his head.
“I’m just saying, Phil had every path laid out for him, 

and he took the one that got him exactly where he be-
longs.”

Max rolled his eyes.
“Dad, let’s not do this right now. Come on, it’s your 

wedding day!”
“Well you gotta admit that this is all his own doing.”
Max shrugged his shoulder.
“Sure,” he said, shaking his head. 
“You see, sometimes your old man is right, too.”
Max said nothing and lit a cigarette.
“You’re still missing your Sylvia?”
Max shook his head.
“Dad I told you before, I don’t think I ever really 

loved her!”
His dad rolled his eyes.
“What do you kids know about love!”
“I’m thirty-six, Dad!”
“…everything is so complicated with you kids no-

wadays. In my day, you just found a wife and then you 
just learned to love her!”

Max buried his face deeply in the palm of his hand.
“You want another beer?” his father asked, swaying. 

“I bought that European one that you like...”

‘How come I always end up in an Irish pub?’ Max 
thought as the bartender placed the pint of Guinness in 
front of him.

He’d been a bit overwhelmed with his first day of his 
trip to the south of Spain, simply because he had found it 
so very difficult to communicate.

Neither his English nor his French got him anywhere 
around here and he had felt like an infant trying to order 
things just by pointing at words that had no meaning to 
him whatsoever, just to get him the necessities of food, 
drink and cigarettes. So instead of discovering the gre-
at wine culture he was sure this country offered, he had 
once more ended up at a place that delivered just what it 
promised – not matter where you were, no matter where 
you were from. He took a large sip from his beer when he 
noticed the lone woman sitting across the bar.

“Wow. You really like the curly type, don’t you?” Phil 
asked.

“I don’t really have a type,” Max said, shaking his 
head.

“Wasn’t the transvestite you made out with curly, too?”
“That was an accident!”
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“Don’t get all self-defensive! I told you then, and I told 
you many times – you can love whoever you want! Who 
am I to judge really?”

“Yeah right,” Max said and chuckled.
“What is that supposed to mean?!”
Max looked sadly into his beer.
“I wish I didn’t miss you...” he whispered.
“So, you’re going to talk to her?” Phil asked, laying his 

arm around his brother’s shoulders.
“Come on. Confident and brave! Like Spiderman! 

You’re good?”
Max nodded.
“Got an opening line?”
Again, Max nodded. He shook himself and got up off 

his chair. He took his glass and walked over to the lone 
stranger. He took the seat beside her and smiled.

“Beer?” Max asked. 
“That’s what you came up with?!” Phil yelled.
She smiled.
“Wow, that’s subtle!”
Max shook his head.
“I’m sorry… I’m terrible at this.”
“I figured!” she said and started to laugh. Enchanted 

by her laughter, Max relaxed a little.
“Well, I’m glad to hear some English for a change,” 

she said and ordered a round of beers. “I’m so tired of 
pretending I speak Spanish.”

“God! Tell me about it!”
They smiled.
“You’re traveling alone, too?” he asked
“Yep!”
“So where are you from?” 
“Australia.”
“Ah great. I’m from the US.”
“Yeah, I kind of figured that out.”
“What gave me away?”
“The accent mainly.”
“Damn...” he said. She snickered.
“Well you know,” he said. “I’m just doing the whole 

traveling through Europe during college thing. An Ame-
rican cliché really.”

“Yeah, you know what? Me, too, actually!” 
Relieved that the conversation was going well, Max 

felt the weight from his shoulders slowly vanishing.
“So how are you liking it?” he asked.
“Well, it’s interesting…” she said, shaking her head as 

if not entirely pleased with her response. “But you know 
what? Sometimes it just feels outright strange, too! I 
mean I feel like a complete outsider wherever I go, which 
is part of the deal I guess, but sometimes I just grow so 
tired of feeling so alone all the time.”

Max smiled.

“Story of my life really,” he said and drank from his 
beer. She giggled.

Taken by reflex he said:
“Hey, here’s a crazy idea! You want to take one for the 

road and just walk through this odd city and discover it 
together?”

“Wow, everything really just looks the same around 
here,” he said as they walked through a narrow alley that 
they may or may not have passed before.

“Isn’t that part of the American dream?” she asked. 
Max, feeling more and more confident with the effects of 
the alcohol setting in, raised his beer in a toast.

“Touché!” he said, laughing. “So, what do you want 
to do when you grow up?”

“When I grow up? Aren’t we grown up already?”
“Do you really feel like it?”
She thought about it for a moment.
“Neh… Not so much!” She laughed. She drank from 

her beer and shook the bottle to see how much of it was 
left.

“Well, I’m guessing I’m studying to become a doc-
tor now, but whether or not that is really what I want to 
do for the rest of my life...” She shrugged her shoulders. 
“Who knows really? What about you?”

“Well… I’m studying sociology...” He swallowed the 
burp running up his throat.

“Hating it?”
“Yap!”
“… so think about it, how many Einsteins, Edisons, 

Shakespeares and so on could we have if we just gave 
everyone in our society the basic needs so that they could 
have more time to simply follow their passions?” 

“Hold on, hold on!” Max said as he lit a cigarette. 
“So, basically what you’re saying is that someone like 
Edison, for example, came up with the theory of gravity 
simply because he had the luxury of being bored out of 
his mind?” He took a sip from his beer...

“Bored out of his fucking mind!” she proclaimed.
… and spilled it as he laughed, coughing.
“You alright there?”
“Yeah! No worries.” He shook his head. “Oh man! 

Okay, I can see that. If you don’t spend all this time cha-
sing after a career or working in a dead-end job, or both 
for that matter, you’d actually have more time to follow 
what is really dear to you, which may not pay the rent-”

“Which isn’t a problem in our hypothetical society!”
“...which isn’t a problem in our hypothetical society! 

Yeah, you might actually be able to become the person 
that you really want to become.”

“But who can really say that about themselves?” she 
asked, sadly.

Max shook his head.
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“I know, no one,” he said. They sat in silence for a 
while.

“Come to think of it,” Max said. “I actually think it 
goes a little further than that.”

“How so?”
“Well it’s not only the lack of time for finding or ful-

filling your passion, it is also the lack of time for trial and 
error. Think about it, if you’re reading a bad book, for 
example, you’re not only angry that you have read that 
book, you’re also angry because you feel like someone 
has just robbed you of your time. It just puts a lot of pres-
sure on those moments that you’re able to spend doing 
what is dear to you, because you feel the need to make 
every second of it worthwhile.”

She nodded.
“Puts a lot of pressure on relationships, too...” she 

said.
“Yeah, everything, really.” 
They stared thoughtfully at the partying crowd pas-

sing by.
“You know what? It doesn’t really matter, does it? 

Because after all, no matter how much of a dreamer you 
are, money really does matter. At least up to some point, 
you know? Because the complete lack of it can depress 
you just as much as not being able fulfill your dreams. 
And that is the saddest thought we’re going to have to-
night.”

She took one of his cigarettes and put it between her 
lips. Max lit it.

“So, you want to get another one?” he asked.
“Finally something good came out of your mouth!”
“Cerveza por favor! Two! Duo!” she said, holding up 

two fingers.
The bartender looked amused at the young woman 

leaning over the bar.
“You want to drink with us, pretty?” a man asked sit-

ting with a couple of friends at the bar.
“No thank you! You seem like a terrible person!” The 

group laughed.
The bartender held six fingers up.
“Gracias!” she said, as she put the money on the tab-

le. The bartender nodded.
As she stood there with two beers in her hands smi-

ling, Max, for the first time, felt himself falling in love 
with her.

“… I don’t know,” Max said as they walked down the 
beautifully lit boulevard to the beach. “I just don’t want to 
waste my time with a person that doesn’t make me crazy, 
you know? I don’t want to be with someone just for the 
purpose of not being alone! I accept that some people 
need that, but it’s just not for me.”

“Yeah, I see that,” she said. “You know I was stuck in 
a relationship for over four years before I realized that I 

needed to be with someone else. All this time wasted.”
Max nodded.
“… been there,” he lied.
They sat down in the still warm sand.
“Want to buy some weed?” a scarcely visible figure 

asked them.
“No thank you. We’re good!” Max said.
She snickered.
“Well, what a pleasant surprise this evening turned 

out to be!”
“All the same!” Max said smiling.
“Be brave!” the words of his brother sank into his 

chest. He swallowed.
“What are you waiting for?!”
As she leaned into him, Max took all his guts to-

gether and kissed her.
She drew away.
“Max...” she said.
“Oh God! I’m sorry!”
“No it’s alright. It’s just that...”
“I thought that the moment was just...”
“I’m gay.”

His mother shook her head in disgust.
“What has become of this world?” she mumbled. 

“These people are ruining Christianity!”
“Mom, relax! It’s just a parking ticket...”
“I never did harm to anyone in my life!”
“You parked in a handicap spot, Mom!”
“Give me a break, Max – my son is in prison!”
“What’s going on here?” his father asked, coming 

into the kitchen after his afternoon nap.
“Mom got a parking ticket.”
“What?!” he shouted, more appalled than he should 

have been. “Was it that Korean slit eye?”
“Dad!”
“… if those Koreans think that they can just attack us 

with their atom bombs they have another thing coming!”
“Mr. Yeaoung is from the other Korea, Dad...”
“China?! Don’t even get me started on the Chinese!”
‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ Max thought, burying his 

face in his hands.
“It was Ms Robinson,” his mother said agitated.
“The lesbian?!”
“Dad! Get your act together!” Max yelled.
“What? I can’t say lesbian anymore? What do they 

want to be called now?”
“Why does it matter whether she’s a lesbian, Chinese 

or who knows what? She was only doing her job. Her race 
or sexuality has nothing to do with the fact that...”

“Ah, you really know it all, don’t you?!”

As a twenty-two-year-old Max stood in the middle 
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of nowhere staring at the flat tire of his car, he realized 
that he knew nothing about the world.

Lighting a cigarette, he rubbed his eyes.
“Don’t just stand there!” Sylvia shouted. “Get the 

spare tire out of the trunk!”
Hesitantly, he did as he was told. 
The cigarette pressed between his lips, he hea-

ved the tire out of the car, rolling it to the front wheel. 
Puzzled, he stared at the car.

“Wrench and jack, please.”
“What…?”
“Oh for God’s sake, Max! Just what kind of man are 

you?”
The voice of his brother chuckled in his mind.
“Got a good one there!” Phil said.
“Yeah right, you’re one to talk.”
”She’s asking a good question though. Ever wondered 

about that?”
”What kind of man I am?”
“Yeah.”
“Every day. I’m just not sure how to even begin to ans-

wer that.”
“You know what? I think she might just be doing that 

for you.” Max rolled his eyes.
In a procedure which to Max felt entirely like witch-

craft, he watched Sylvia change the tire, cursing through 
the whole thing about her completely incompetent boy-
friend.

“I told you this trip was a mistake, but no!”
“What does the flat tire really have to do with 

anything. This could have happened any time.”
“Ah shut up! You know, one of these days you have 

got to listen to me! And all for that useless excuse of a 
brother of yours!”

Angrily, Max put out his cigarette.
“OH! Cheap shot!”
“He’s not-”
“Don’t even try to defend that asshole! He hit a wo-

man!”
“You don’t know the whole story!”
“There is no excuse!” Max sighed, knowing that this 

was an argument he couldn’t possibly win. The news of 
his brother in prison had shaken him, the voice of his 
father in a late-night call still playing in his mind.

“I always knew the day was coming,” the drunk man 
had said.

“What are you talking about? What is going on?”
“That sweet Christian girl never deserved this, no 

one does. Today I’ve lost a son.”
“Dad, what is going on?”
When his mother finally came to the phone and ex-

plained that his brother had been arrested, Max only half 

listened and already made plans to go and see Phil. He 
would leave first thing in the morning and started to pack 
his things right away.

As Sylvia stood with crossed arms in the doorway 
witnessing an agitated Max frantically going from one 
side of the room to the other, Max knew right away that 
Sylvia was quite aware who this was about. There was 
only one person in the world who could affect Max that 
way, and Sylvia had always resented the relationship of 
the two brothers.

“He’s not good for you!” she always said.
“Do you love me?” Sylvia asked as they sat back 

down in the car.
Max took a deep breath and turned the engine on.
“Of course I do, why are you asking?”
“I don’t know, sometimes I feel like you don’t think 

I’m good enough for you. You’ll never love me as much as 
your brother, that’s for sure!”

“Sylvia, come on-” He tried to kiss her, but she drew 
away, leaning with crossed arms against the window. 
They drove on in silence, an empty road in front of them, 
a confused Max at the steering wheel while his first love 
snored in the passenger seat.

Sometimes Sylvia terrified him. They had been da-
ting for two years now and Max couldn’t even tell how 
this had started. He’d been drawn into this relationship 
pretty much by accident, at a party a Phil’s. A one-night 
stand that had never left. A week after their first encoun-
ter, Sylvia had already claimed that he was the love of her 
life. He felt flattered that such a sweet woman, or any wo-
man really, even showed a remote interest in a guy like 
him, but soon he felt he simply dated her, because that’s 
what you do.

She had a grip on him that he couldn’t quite explain 
to anyone, not even himself, and he was horrified about 
the idea of not pleasing her because he never knew how 
to stand up to her.

When Max parked the car in front of the Arkansan 
prison, he felt completely numb. He was sure that there 
was another side to the story, he knew his brother insi-
de out and he had witnessed Iva on countless occasions 
and was very much aware of what she was capable of. But 
deep inside of him, there lay a fear that this wasn’t just 
another Phil story.

“Go get it over with,” Sylvia said, apparently still up-
set. “I will pick you up later.”

“You don’t want to come inside?” Max asked, but felt 
relieved.

“No. I don’t want to get involved in this.”
As he stepped inside the surreal scenery and walked 

his way through the inspections and into the visitors’ 
room, Max couldn’t help but cry. How could this have 
gone so far? Why hadn’t he been able to help him?
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Moments later, he looked into the frail smile of his 
brother. Max gasped. He had never seen his brother this 
way, and wished to immediatelyerase the image from 
his memory.

“You came,” Phil said with the phone in one hand, 
pressing his other one flat and tight against the glass.

“Of course...” Max said.
“Hey, what’s that? You’ve been crying?”
Max shook his head with a sigh.
“Cut the big brother crap! What the hell happened?”
Phil chuckled.
“I don’t really want to talk about it, Max. It was just 

a stupid accident.”
“That is exactly the kind of BS some asshole who hits 

women would say. I know that’s not you. Tell me!”
Phil leaned his head against the glass.
“You were always the keen observer in the family,” 

Phil said. “I know you know. You have seen her and you 
have seen me. The bruises, the black eyes and bloody 
head wounds. It all happened so quickly, Max. That day, 
enough was enough.”

Max swallowed.
“Tell me everything,” he said.

“You would tell me, if you didn’t feel well, wouldn’t 
you?” his mother asked.

Max looked into his coffee mug, tired.
“Yeah, sure,” he said.
“Don’t lie to me, Max,” she said. He looked up and 

into his mother’s eyes. There was something in there that 
Max hadn’t seen in a long while. A real spark of a mo-
ther’s concern.

“I’m not,” Max said, and in that instant he thought 
he really meant it, even though he couldn’t recall ever ha-
ving had an honest conversation with his mother.

“It’s just that… You’ve been alone for so long now… 
I’m really starting to worry about you.”

“That’s what this is about?” Max asked surprised.
His mother shrugged.
“Look, I’m fine,” he said. “I’m better off on my own.”
“Don’t say that! What if the right one comes along 

and you don’t even give her a chance?”
Max sighed.
“Well if she does, I’m sure we’ll figure it out.” His 

mother shook his head, obviously not satisfied with his 
response.

“How are you doing, Ma?” Max asked.
“I’m alright,” she said. “What do I really have to com-

plain about?” Max bit his tongue. He finished his luke-
warm coffee, stood up and put the mug in the sink. Stan-
ding right beside her now he asked:

“And…how is he?”

“Who? Your father? He’s fine! You saw how happy he 
was there in the chapel yesterday!”

“That’s not what I meant,” Max said, laying an arm 
around her in a pose that felt much more awkward than 
it should.

“How is he to you?”
His mother escaped his grip and started to pour wa-

ter into the sink.
“I don’t think I follow you, Max,” she said without 

looking up.
Angrily, Max closed the tap.
“Didn’t you just plead for honesty?”
His mother smiled.
“I have nothing to talk about!” Frustrated, Max grab-

bed his car keys from the kitchen table.
“No one in this family ever seems to anymore,” he 

said. “Hell, what am I saying? When did we ever have an 
honest conversation to begin with?”

“Some things are better left unsaid,” she said. “What’s 
the point?”

For a moment none of them spoke, a silence that 
felt all too familiar lying over the room, like a giant car-
pet that was once again lifted, to sweep those gruesome 
thoughts underneath it and hide them where they could 
do no harm to anyone.

“Look, relationships are difficult, Max,” his mother 
said. “You of all people should know that.”

On what was supposed to be the greatest day of his 
life, Max lay wide awake in terror beside his newlywed 
wife. Looking at Sylvia sleeping soundly, Max, for the 
first time, became completely aware that he would never 
be able to love this woman.

Unsure of what else to do in a state of absurd tor-
ment, he lit a cigarette and opened a beer. He finished 
about half of it in one large sip and went out onto the 
balcony without looking back.

He thought about calling Phil, but the image of his 
brother dancing with Iva at his wedding was still fresh, 
and he wasn’t quite sure of how to talk to him. As long 
as Max could remember, Phil had always sworn to pro-
tect him even when at his worst, but seeing him with his 
arms wrapped around the woman that had caused him 
so much pain made Max realize that his brother was just 
as trapped as he felt right now. He swallowed the thought 
with the rest of his beer and opened another one. 

Through the curtains he glanced at his wife. How 
had they even ended up here? He had never really set any 
goals for their relationship, Sylvia had always done that 
for the two of them. Marrying seemed like the next logi-
cal step, something that you just do.

“You’re nervous, Sir?” the minister had asked him as 
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he stood waiting at the altar.
“Sir...” Max said and chuckled as he poured the beer 

down his throat. To the twenty-seven-year-old Max, that 
still felt like the inappropriate way to address him. Some 
tension rose from his shoulders as he opened his third. 

They had met at party at his brother’s flat about 
five years ago. He stood alone in the living room with a 
comforting safety weight in his hand, when Sylvia had 
come over to say hello. He smiled. Max had always liked 
the mingling aspect of a drink, though he hated pretty 
much everyone and drank mostly alone. When they left 
together that night, Max felt mostly flattered and didn’t 
even spend a single thought about what would happen 
next.

Max decided to put on some music and shuffled un-
decidedly through his mp3 player. He just wasn’t sure 
what was fitting for his mood. Heck, he wasn’t even sure 
what sort of mood he was in!

‘Wine! I need wine!’ he thought. He found a fan-
cy-looking bottle of red on the present table, grabbed a 
coffee mug and went back onto the balcony.

“Each of these things is slowly killing me,” he said to 
himself as he inhaled the smoke of another cigarette. He 
found comfort in the thought and poured himself a mug 
of wine.

He thought back to the day when he picked up Phil 
from prison, two beers in his hands and dying of antici-
pation after two long years of waiting. Phil greeted him 
with his familiar smile and Max was sure that things 
would all go uphill from now. 

The memory made him happy and he finished the 
mug with one large gulp. He poured himself another one.

But things didn’t go as Max had thought. He didn’t 
see Phil as much as he had hoped and it wasn’t just that 
Sylvia tried to make sure of it. Whenever Max tried to call 
his brother, Phil seemed short of time. The closer he tried 
to get to him, the further Phil seemed to draw away. It 
frustrated him and Max, a madly happy fiancé at his side, 
felt more alone than he ever had in his life. And now Iva...

Max was feeling devastated, so he poured himself the 
rest of the wine.

Listening to Nine Inch Nail’s The Downward Spiral, 
his mind wandered back to that fateful night at a concert 
so long ago, one of the fondest memories he held of his 
brother. Of a time where everything felt so confusing yet 
hopeful. A time before all that was left was confusion.

He was about to open another beer when he noticed 
Sylvia standing in the balcony door.

“What the hell are you doing?” she asked. Piss drunk, 
Max didn’t respond.

Two years later, Max stood alone in his new apart-
ment, staring at the unopened boxes on the floor.

He felt nothing as he opened a beer.

“I’m so glad you could come,” his father said as Max 
placed his luggage at the door. “Promise me you’ll call us 
every once in a while. We just want to know what you’re 
up to!”

“Sure,” Max said, not looking at his father but hug-
ging his mother instead.

“Take care of yourself,” he whispered into her ears. 
She pressed him tightly against him, before she released 
the hug and stood beside her husband.

“And as for your brother,” he said. “You stop worrying 
about him! Cutting Phil off was the best thing you ever 
did. I’m proud of you, Max!” 

Max forced himself to a smile. As he looked at his 
father he was overcome by a deeply rooted anger that fro-
ze him to the ground. He thought about slamming the 
door shut again and confronting his father with all the 
thoughts that had haunted him since he was a child. How 
the man had ruined their lives, and the way he and Phil 
would always look at the world through the eyes of chil-
dren from a broken home.

“Yeah,” he said, shaking his head. “Sure, Dad. I 
know.” Disappointed with himself, he sighed. He would 
never find the guts to stand up to his father, as little as he 
did to Sylvia, as little as he did to himself.

“So,” his father said, shaking his hand. “Where are 
you heading next?”

“I really don’t know...” Max mumbled.

“How could you possibly not know?” Phil yelled as 
he steered the car out of the driveway. “You’ve been ma-
king a complete ass of yourself the whole evening!”

With trembling fingers Max buckled his seatbelt.
“What the hell did I do? Tell me!”
Phil shook his head.
“Well for starters, you yelled at my wife and told her 

to go fuck herself!”
Max rolled his eyes.
“Well…”
“Well, what?”
“I was just caught up in the moment.”
“No you weren’t! You were short with her all night! 

She was really trying to make an effort in case you didn’t 
notice! You offended her cooking, you showed no reac-
tion to her jokes whatsoever, and what about that weird 
laugh of yours whenever she was saying something nice? 
Was that you trying to be sarcastic?”

“I was being sarcastic!”
“Why?”
“Because she’s a horrible person that only does you 

harm. She does not deserve you, Phil, and neither do you 
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deserve to live with the pain that she has brought to your 
life. She’s not good for you.”

“You know what, Max? Who is good for me or not 
is only for me to decide. There is no excuse for telling 
someone to go fuck themselves just because you’re losing 
a round of Pictionary.”  

Max sighed.
“I’m sorry, I guess I am a bit tipsy...” 
Phil smirked.
“Are you kidding me? You are always a bit tipsy! And 

you always seem to have that weird headache in the mor-
ning that Mum has been begging you to go check out. 
Well, you may fool the old woman, but you can’t fool me! 
Do you realize that your breath actually reeks of alco-
hol?”

“What are you getting at?”
“That you have a problem, Max!”
“I’ve got it under control.”
“You’re the one I’m worried about. Before you come 

confronting me about my relationships you better get 
your own life in order!”

“I have it under control! Come on! I’m allowed to 
have a drink on your birthday!”

“There is a difference between having a drink and 
getting piss drunk. Why do you do it? Why do you always 
drink until you lose control?!”

Max turned up the car stereo and lit a cigarette. Phil 
turned the stereo off.

“Don’t run away from me!” he said.
“Well, I don’t know! It’s like all these years ago so-

meone told me: ‘Man! You’re fun when you’re drunk!’ 
So I guess that is just what I became. I just left all those 
worries and anxieties at the doorstep and became the fun 
drunk at the party!”

Biting his lips, Phil took the cigarette from his bro-
ther’s hands and took a deep drag.

“You obviously know that you have a problem,” he 
said, turning his head to his brother. “Why don’t you just 
stop?”

Max welled up.
“Because I have no reason not to...” he said.
Phil swallowed. Looking sadly at the road in front of 

them he said calmly:
“Ever wondered if you’re turning into Dad?”
Max’s heart pounded heavily in his chest as they 

drove on in silence. Of course, the thought had occurred 
to him. It wasn’t like he never realized that there might be 
something odd about his drinking behavior, but rather 
that he didn’t know how to stop. As closely as he held his 
brother in his heart, there was no one in his everyday life 
that he actually had to face. He was as anonymous in his 
job as he was when he was alone in his apartment. There 

was no one that would confront him over his hangovers, 
let alone his drunken mishaps. Only himself. And when 
those feelings came up, he simply deadened them with a 
drink.

“Shit...” his brother mumbled.
Max was drawn out of his thoughts and for the first 

time noticed the sirens of the police car behind them. He 
rubbed his eyes.

“You’re going to be fine. You didn’t do anything 
wrong!”

But his brother didn’t listen.
“Shit!” he said again, as he parked the car at the side 

of the road and rolled down his window.
“Evening, officer,” Max said, his brother sitting si-

lently in the driver’s seat.
“Sir. Would you step out of the car please?”
“Did we do anything wrong?” Max asked
“This vehicle has been reported stolen.”
“This has got to be some kind of mistake! Phil, tell 

him!” But Phil said nothing, unbuckling his seat belt. 
Smiling, he held a hand out to his brother.

“Promise me you’re going to get better!” he said.

Max gave a tired nod to the waitress as she put down 
the plate of scrambled eggs in front of him. Taking a sip 
from his coffee, he dialed the number on his phone.

“Yeah hey,” he said. “I’m going to need a couple more 
days off. I have some family business I have to take care 
of.”

300 miles away, Phil lay in his prison cell, his arms 
crossed under his head.

“So, you’re up!” his bunk mate said. “Tell me what 
you’re in for!”

“You want the long story or the really long story?”
“Don’t know about you but I have plenty of spare 

time on my hands.”
Phil chuckled.
“Sure. No one is going to come.”
“I’m crying already here! Come on! Get it over with!”
Phil nodded.
“Alright...” he said. “I’ll tell you everything….”

To be continued.
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