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“What are you doing?”

The boy looks up from the tree and smiles. “Scratching.”

The girl runs forward across the grass. “You can’t scratch on the tree. You’re hurting it.”

The boy completely ignores her.

The girl looks around at the grassy meadow. “This is my tree. My own tree. No one ever comes to this tree. It’s mine, and you’re hurting my tree.” She marches right up to him and shoves him hard on the shoulder.

The boy barely moves and laughs at her little attempt to stop him. “Ha. Right. I found the tree first.”

“No, you didn’t.” Her hands fall on her hips. “I come here all the time. I have since I was six.”

“And how old are you now?”

“Eight.”

The boy smirks. “Well, I’m nine. Technically, I have seniority.”

The smirk turns into a big toothy grin. He enjoys watching her temper raise. 

The girl huffs. “Are you teasing me?”

“I might be.”

“Who are you?”

“Who are you? Queen of the Tree?”

“Protector, thank you.” She squares her jaw, sending her ponytail swinging around her shoulder.

The boy’s eyes narrow as he looks her over. “Well, do you have a name?”

“I’m Adrianna.”

“Adri-awna . . .” he drawls. 

“Stop it. It’s Adri. Don’t call me that.”

“Okay. Adri Paydrey. Adri Paydrey.” He sings and returns to scratching. “Adri, who’s eighty.”

“Stop!” She swipes at his hand. The boy laughs. “I’m not eighty. I’ll be nine in July.”

“I’m already nine. My birthday’s in May You lose.”

“Fine. You’ll always be older. You’ll be forty and I’ll still be thirty-nine. So, nyah.” The girl sticks out her tongue. “Okay, spill it. Who are you?”

The boy takes his stick away from the tree and flips it around his hand. “Not tellin’.”

The girl reaches for his stick and he swings it behind his back. 

“Gimme it.”

He smiles, dodging her every effort. He starts to run. 

The girl chases him around the meadow attempting to grab the stick. She stops mid-stride and stares. “Simon?”

The boy smiles. “You like that?”

She runs to the tree evaluating the damage. “You carved your name on the tree?”

“Yep. Now it’s mine.” He laughs harder than before. “Doesn’t have your name on it.”

“Trees feel pain.”

“No, they don’t.”

The girl presses her palm on the sad scratched name. “I’m not leaving this tree. It’s my favorite. It’s where I come when I imagine.”

“Well, you’ll have company.” The boy swings the stick toward the grass, nipping the tops.

“You won’t be back. This is my dream.”

The boy laughs. “Is it?”
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Portland, OR


Simon





“Done.” I hammered the enter key on my keyboard, sending the last round of apology emails. I stared blankly at the absence of numbers in my inbox before putting my head on my desk. I rolled my head to look at the time visible on the corner of the computer screen. It was two hours past my time. I sighed deeply. “I’m logging off.” I slowly raised my head and went back to the keyboard to sign off. I stretched out my cramped arms as the screens went to sleep. “Do you think we could ask for double the pay next time the server crashes?” 

“Yeah, right, Sy. Not super likely.” Adam took another handful of chips, wiped the collective salt from his fingers onto his pants and continued typing away. 

The small corner room lay strung with collected gadgets and parts, where old keyboards and mismatched circuitry came to die. My co-worker Adam had a good set-up, four monitors; three displaying different system operations, the fourth one had a paused co-op game he hadn’t touched in a few hours.

My own set up was not as cluttered—modest with only two screens—but the papers and drawings from my idea notebook fell loose-leaf from the pile. My monster sketch stared right in my eyes, taunting me. 

I glanced once again at the clock, gaging the next train coming. “If I leave now, I can catch the Green. You cool if I head?”

Adam’s fast fingers kept typing. “Yeah, not much more we can do tonight.” His hand went in for another chip. “I may have to work some hours tomorrow. Make sure it’s still running.”

“I hope not.” I quickly straightened my pile and shoved it back into my backpack, along with my phone, charger, water bottle, and all the other things I had randomly pulled out during the day. “These late nights are killing me. I’m beat.”

“Know what you mean.” Adam didn’t look up from his screen, continuing to type. “Lisa is sick of me coming home late. The kids are already in bed. Think they’re forgetting what I look like.”

“Doubt it.” I threw on my jacket one sleeve at a time. “They all look just like you.”

Adam coughed a laugh. “Yep. No need for a DNA test there.” He swiveled in his chair and held out his fist. I gave him a well-deserved fist bump. “Later, dude. I’m gonna look at the server one more time and make sure everything’s working. Don’t get mugged on the train.”

“Got it.” I flipped out my collar and prepared for the rain. “Good luck with On Call this weekend.”

Adam waved his fingers shooing me out the door. “Yeah, yeah. See ya Monday.”

I pushed out of our little office, down the scarce hallway, and out of the building into the rain.

Rain. I needed the rain. The smell of the wet sidewalk renewed my steps and fueled my energy. I felt the air return to my lungs. The week had been long and miserable, soul-sucking to the very end, and now I needed this rain. The smell in my nostrils, the soaking splatter cooling my temper. It tapped the ground lighter than I wished, but it was enough. Not many things are as miraculous a healer as rain. 

The train wasn’t far from my building, but I still needed to skidder around the puddles in order to catch the right one. I usually enjoyed the walk-through downtown Portland, but I wasn’t in the mood. I could hop on the Green line rather quickly and wanted, or more needed home, a bed, everything better than sitting in a poorly circulating office space crammed with sweat and frustration. I ached to close my eyes and dream. 

I ran up the platform and scanned my pass. The door opened and I plopped comfortably into my usually spot, the quiet corner near the back. I unzipped my bag and pulled open my laptop, the story still eating at me. The half-dragon creature still needed a name—Albert wouldn’t work anymore.

A few more people came in. I briefly raised my head at the noise. A woman came with her hood held up. I caught the slight auburn color escaping her braid from under her jacket. A sudden jolt tightened my chest and my breath halted. The hood hovered like a Final Fantasy character, in a perfect mold keeping the face hidden and mysterious. I searched for more information as she took a seat. 

“Well, hello, Simon.” 

I didn’t register the voice at first, still somehow willing the girl to take down her hood. Simon. Someone said my name. I glanced over to see a pair of wise brown eyes staring at me. “Oh. Margaret. Hey.” 

The older lady had two filled sacks of groceries. We often rode the same train to our own particular destination. She stopped at Holgate Blvd and walked out of my life, until the next ride home. She laughed heartily at my startled response. “What? See a ghost?”

My eyes roved back to the hooded girl and let my heart quiet at the lack of a button nose. “Feels like it sometimes. This train is a little late for you.”

“Well, I stopped to get somethings on the way home.” Margaret sat on the bench a corner away, pressing the sacks gently by her feet. She eyed my laptop propped on my knees. “Writing your story again? Did you get much farther? You said you’d write into the night.”

“Yeah, about that.” I ran my hand through my slightly damp hair, drying it a bit. “Didn’t happen, unfortunately. Life, you know.”

“Life,” she smiled back. “Keeps us from our dreams sometimes.”

I sighed, deeper than I intended. “Yeah.” I couldn’t keep the exhaustion from my voice. Dreaming felt like the only thing I was any good at. Adulting sucked every moment of creativity dry. Even when my roommate wasn’t around, I still had to face the reality of him being with my ex-girlfriend. The contract on my lease didn’t harbor much comfort. June needed to be here, still two months away. The rain pelted the train distracting me from counting the days.

“To be honest, Margaret,” I returned to her original response. The woman sidled back from her wandering. “Dreaming is all I do to stay sane. If I didn’t have dreams, I would’ve lost all hope.” The girl in the black hood distracted me as she pressed her head to the glass like a child. An endearing gesture I recognized. “Dreams are keeping me going.”

“Ah.” Margaret’s gentle laugh mixed with the rumble on the tracks. “You’re soundin’ like my daughter, always with her head in the clouds.”

“My head’s firmly planted. I promise.” I sat forward, closer to her. “But here I am, you know, adulting. I have my degree. I have a job that pays fine. I’m living exactly what was expected of me to do. This is the dream life I figured out back in high school. I am the guy they told me to become.” I sat back in my thoughts. “My teachers never told me it was joyless. My job completely infuriates me daily and makes me more miserable than it should. They never mentioned the cage I’d live in outside of college. I’m finding out I’m not that guy. I didn’t find out who I wanted to be until after.”

“You probably didn’t know yourself.” Margaret grabbed the rail as the train slowed for the next stop, holding steady. “Not many people do.”

“I mean, I knew I was good with computers, and it felt like an obvious choice.”

“What it sounds like, it was the easiest choice.”

My shoulders sagged at her words. “Uh, yeah. Probably right.” I sat back in my seat, considering. 

“Listen, kid.” Margaret’s face took a turn. “I’ve bounced from job to job trying to find myself and didn’t find nothin’ until I had purpose. What you need is purpose. I mean, I didn’t expect raising a daughter by myself, but I had no choice. And the decisions came at me, because it mattered now to someone else.” She stared hard at me. I felt the sadness crack under her always calm face. “What I see for you is opportunity. That’s something I didn’t have until later.”

“Opportunity?” I nearly scoffed but composed myself. 

A few passengers came on the train but chose not to sit by us. The hooded girl still sat pressed near the window, now looking at her phone. 

“I’d give anything to have the freedom you have.” Margaret reached to secure her bag when the train jolted forward again. “Don’t waste your dreams on doing what’s expected. Life is the mechanics to keep dreams alive.”

The words hang around and rolled in my head, but I wasn’t sold. “I don’t think I get it.”

“I think you do,” Margaret winked. “If you had your dreams, you wouldn’t be on this train with me. You wouldn’t be clutching your laptop right there.” She leaned forward. “Or staring at someone on the train.”

I straightened, knowing Margaret caught me. “Yes, but having my dreams would be nice. It would make me happy.”

“Would it?” Margaret laughed again. It was hearty and made those around us nervous. “Happiness is not handed to us when we reach our dreams. There is always a morning after.” She leaned forward. “Have you ever been kissed?”

“What?” I fidgeted a little. “Of course I have.”

Margaret leaned back in some kind of memory. “Before I was ever kissed, I dreamed when our lips touched, I would forget myself and would be whisked away to a dream-state fairyland. Right?” She pointed a finger at me. “You see what I mean? When you kiss, your brain still works. It’s actually working fast, preparing for what’s next.”

I looked around. Some overhearing young girl was blushing. The hooded girl was looking out the window. “I think I’m missing the analogy.”

“When you reach your dream, you still need your brain. That’s what I mean. We still need to eat and sleep and breathe in and out. And then we go out and reach for another dream.”

“One dream is all I need right now. One win, you know? I’ll worry about my brain afterward.”

Her bright toothy grin lit up the dark night. “One will do.” She laughed again. “For now.”

My laptop screen went dark. I wiped the track pad with my finger and my manuscript returned. The cursor blinked again and again on the last sentence I wrote, each blink regulating my heartrate. I closed the laptop, not having any desire to write, and placed it back in my backpack. 

The train slowed again for Holgate Boulevard. Margaret carefully snatched up her sacks again getting ready for her stop. “Dreaming is a good thing, Simon. Dreams can bring us happiness, sure they can, but try to find happiness where you are, in something real.”

“Something real.” I sighed and grinned back at her. “I’ll try.”

“Take care of yourself.” The doors opened and Margaret walked out onto the wet platform and back into wherever her life led. 

The “fifteen-minute wisdom from Margaret” sessions I usually smiled away, this one though, this one needled me. She poked an already deep soreness I was grappling with. She wouldn’t have known anything about my struggles with writing, my daylight dreaming, or my never-ending fight with what’s real and what’s not. 

“Something real.” I leaned my head against the glass, watching the rain pelt the window. I closed my eyes quick. 

A face flashed through my mind and I opened my eyes again. The hooded girl was gone. 

A dream was all I wanted. 
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Chicago, IL


Adri





My mind numbed as I stared at the screen, the stupid ellipsis glaring at me like it shouldn’t be there. I read the whole sentence again. Fine. I clicked and dragged over the sentence and hit delete. Looked again and panicked. I found the back arrow and returned the sentence. 

“This is the lamest thing I’ve ever . . . argh.” My hand went to my face as I exhaled in complete frustration.

“Adri!” 

My own name startled me and I shot up. Pauline leaned on the doorframe to my bedroom with an exasperated sigh.

“Girl, you told me you’d be dressed a half hour ago.”

“I did.” Shoot. I muted the music still playing on my computer. “Sorry. I thought if I just finished this sentence—”

“You’re still on that sentence?” Pauline came and sat next to me on my bed, tapping her nails disapprovingly. Her bouncy dark hair tickled my arm as she leaned over looking at the screen. “Emily gazed deep into Joshua’s eyes, knowing how dangerously close he stood to her, how tempted she was to reach once more and do something she shouldn’t . . .” Pauline glared back at me. “The sentence is fine,” she stated, snapping my laptop together.

“Wait! I haven’t saved it.”

“It’s fine.” She dismissed, yanking on my arm. “Come on. The party started an hour ago and you promised to come.”

Pauline pulled me upright off my bed. I quickly got a glimpse of my current state in the full-length mirror. My black frame glasses were smudged on the corners, turning the whole world fuzzy around the edges. My hair sat wound in the make-shift bun I had stuffed it into after my shower. I could only fix it now, being too kinked to do anything down. 

Pauline darted over to the closet and rifled through my things. “Seriously. We need to get you shopping. You only own two decent dresses.”

I shrugged, still contemplating my hair. “I have a bunch of skirts.”

“Something fun,” Pauline snapped back. “Not boring librarian clothes.”

I knew what she meant. I liked looking smart, like scholarly smart. I didn’t owe leggy dresses that would show me off at some party in Andersonville. Pauline disapproved of everything I owned. She hated my completely adorable thrift shop finds. Chicago had many niche shops. When I found something unique and interesting, something with history and a story to tell, it breathed life into the clothes, someone else’s life and making it my own. I’d go with Pauline to H & M if she liked, but it lacked the personality I liked in my clothes. 

Pauline threw the green dress on my bed, still on the hanger. I eyed the skimpy, skin-tight creation with a sour taste in my mouth. “Not this dress.”

Pauline flicked her head from my cluster of shoes. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Well, nothing.” I picked it up and turned it around viewing the plunging back. “I’d only bought it with the idea of looking completely stunning in front of Miah.” Of course, it was beautiful, but I wasn’t interested in wearing the dress I wore to my ex’s wedding. It was an impulse buy, something I regretted. Miah married Lydia anyway. It had been a good six months since the ceremony, and a year and change when we split. “Fine,” I said and stripped off my yoga pants and tee. I slipped the dress off the hanger and pulled it over my head.

“Wait, uh-oh.” Pauline waggled her finger at me. “You can’t wear that bra.” She snapped my boring white, very sensible bra strap. 

“Stop.” I peeked helplessly through the top. “Now I have to change my underwear?”

“The dress demands it.” Pauline went back to my closet. “It’s a crime to wear cotton with that dress. And besides, nothing feels better than beautiful, sexy underwear.”

“That ride up,” I said under my breath. I pulled the dress from around my shoulders. “No one’s going to see it.”

Pauline stuck her head up from my shoes. “You shouldn’t plan your evening around what panties you’re wearing. You never know.”

“Cotton makes me safe.”

“And dull.” She stuck a shoe out at me. “But it’s not about showing them off. It’s about making you feel good. Sexy panties make you feel good.” 

“Ugh. Fine.” I grunted and went to the top drawer of my dresser. Inside were all sorts of lacey creations I was too timid to wear. I ran my finger across a set I bought not too long ago on a vulnerable impulsive shopping trip. 

I stepped behind my dresser and changed my underthings, letting the black lace hug what little curves I had. I walked back to the bed and grabbed the crumbled dress.

“See how much sexier you feel?” Pauline reappeared with strappy black heels, another impulse buy, and placed them right on top of my closed laptop, like a dagger into my manuscript. “We’ll have fun.”

“You said that last time,” I grunted, struggling with the zipper in the back.

Pauline stepped in and helped. “Not my fault you got wasted.”

“I had no idea what I was drinking.” I grabbed the heels and sighed. “I’ll kill myself in these.”

“It’ll be worth it.” Pauline smirked. The grin on her face was something to admire, making her dark eyes big and shiny. “I’ll text Danny and tell him we’re on our way.” 

Pauline nearly skipped out of my room leaving me to evaluate myself in the full-length mirror. It was true, the strappy heels made my legs look awesome, but it wasn’t like me to wear heels, even if I wanted to look taller. The dress—a creamy, dark green chiffon—would look rather stunning on anyone else, but memories were trapped in the fabric, and I resented still having it.

I pulled my hair out from the bun and shook it loose, combing it through with my fingers. The lump rose in the back and pushed my hair out like a mushroom. I shook it again like a dog, making it poof out more. “Fine,” I conceded and carefully re-twisted it back into a neater bun, pinning some of the random stray strands into place like I had always meant for them to be there. Not half bad, I thought. A little make-up and mascara and I felt rather decent. 

“Not your glasses.” Pauline stared from the door. “Where are your contacts?”

I picked up my cat-eye frames. “I like my glasses.”

“It doesn’t match.” Pauline rummaged through my make-up bag. “You look too smart with those things on.”

“Too smart?”

“Yeah, it’s intimidating. Guys won’t talk to you if you’re too smart.”

“How absurd,” I retorted, placing my glasses back on my face. “Guys like smart girls.”

A bubbling laugh stuck in Pauline’s throat. She cleared it and handed me a pack of the disposable lens. “You’ll intimidate Dan’s friends with the glasses. They’re lively and funny, but they tend to date the superficial, big-boobed type.”

I glanced down at what little God gave me. “Why am I going again?”

Pauline came behind me and considered my lack of enthusiasm in the mirror. I looked like a pasty ghost next to her beautiful dark skin. “You promised me, that’s why. And you need to get out of the house. Meet people.” She fluffed up my bun trying to tame it. “Let Joshua and Emily figure out their problems. You need to get away from your computer sometimes.”

Pauline pulled me up straight and checked me up and down. She grabbed a bottle and I assumed the position. She quickly sprayed me with her fancy pink mist which smelled like cotton candy and handed over some chapstick. “Now, get in those contacts. Oh, and don’t forget a jacket.”

“I don’t have a jacket that matches this.” I complained. 

“My tan one is in the closet,” Pauline yelled from the other room. 

After fumbling with my contacts so much I wished I could redo my eye make-up, I glamorously left with my roommate to catch the Brown Line. 
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Adri brushes her hand down the bright, red rail. Her nail chips the exposed paint and flicks it in the air. She feels a bump in her hip, which pushes her sideways. Adri whips around to wild, dark hair. “Hey, Simon!” She shoves him playfully. 

Simon starts laughing, walking in stride next to her. “Not my fault you’re a featherweight.”

Adri readjusts and slugs him in the arm. “Where are we?”

“Six Flags.” Simon responds. “I went with my buddies on Saturday. I guess my subconscious is still living here.”

“I’m not much for roller coasters. Even Cedar Point couldn’t hold my interest.”

Simon turns his head away from the double-looped dragon ride with sadness and focuses again on her. “Well,

what do you like?”

“I never dream about flying. I’m always being catapulted or flipped like a pancake.” Adri looks at the twirling swings near the small duck pond. “I like those things—the swings.”

“The Tilt-A-Whirl?” Simon grabs her hand. “Wanna go?”

Adri blushes at the touch. “Well, yeah!” 

Simon laughs. “Come on, then.”

They run forward. 

Adri’s hand slips from his as they reach a railing before 

the ride. She laughs. 

“What?” Simon replies, bouncing on his heals as he grips the rail. 

Adri runs her fingers threw her lose ponytail. “I’m glad I’m here. That’s all.”

“Yeah. Me too.” 

“This is fun. Not like the last dream where we met.”

Simon grimaces. “I know. School dreams are the worst.” He extends his palms in front of her in a ‘you gotta believe me’ manner. “I was wearing pants, though. Lucky that I’ve always worn pants when you visit.”

Adri giggles. “You have pantsless dreams?”

“Of course.” Simon waves his hands. “I mean, I’m usually in my boxers or something. My anxiety, I guess.” 

Adri lifts her head back to hear the echoes of excited squeals coming from the riders. “Do you ever think about big 

stuff?”

Simon sends her a side glance. “Big stuff? Like the size 

of the universe?”

Adri starts walking forward toward the entrance. “No, not like that. Like jobs, life, who you marry? Big life stuff?”

“What? No.” Simon skips ahead of her and turns around. “You’ve already asked me this.”

“Maybe it’s something worth thinking about.”

“We’re teenagers.” Simon holds his hands in the air as he approaches the turnstile. “Why do you keep asking?” He waits for her to reach it and lets her go first. 

Adri enters and gets in line behind a few others. “My older sister is getting married. It’s on my mind.” She gestures toward the sky. “And she’s marrying this really stupid guy.”

Simon smirks. “Is he really stupid or does he just look stupid?” He bumps her side again. “Or maybe he’s stupid because he’s changing the way things are.”

“Well, I don’t know.” Adri rubs her hands together, awkwardly. “Maybe I don’t like him because he’s stealing away my sister.”

Simon makes a low whistle. “Sisters are overrated.”

Adri cocks her head. “Don’t you have a sister?”

Simon places his hands in his pockets and continues whistling without answering. 

Adri waits, but he stays silent. She wraps her arms around herself. “So, there isn’t a girl?”

“A girl? Like my sister?”

Adri gives an eyeroll. “A girl you like at school or something.”

Simon scoffs. “Why? Jealous?”

Adri feels heat in her cheeks. “No. Of course not.”

“You are.” Simon’s eyes brighten.

The line starts to move forward. Adri walks past and up the stairs. “And why in the world would I be jealous? I only see you in my imagination, in theme parks like this. You’re not even real.” She reaches the top where all the swings lay quietly dangling. She starts to dodge through them.

Simon feels her energy and sneaks to chase her around. 

“You always say I’m not real, but I think you’re the one who’s not real.” 

Adri laughs until she finds a red swing and sits, buckling herself in. A painted tree rests at the base of the ride, discolored and flaking from years of weather. 

Simon buckles next to her. “No one gets under my skin like you. You have a plethora of opinions—” 

“A plethora?”

“Yes. I plethora. And a ton of things to say about life. All stuff I don’t know, or ever remember hearing.”

Adri grabs onto the chains. “Well, I like to talk.”

Simon finishes buckling. “And I like to tease.”

Adri finds herself blushing again. “So, truth.” Adri inches toward him before the Tilt-A-Whirl begins. “There isn’t 

another girl?”

Simon twists her chair. “No. Not in dreams or at any different tree that I carved my name on. What about you? 

Ignoring your own question? Is there a guy out there, not 

imaginary, that you like? You’re the one who’s always carrying on about these things.”

They both feel the jolt as the ride begins to lift. 

Adri looks over. “Not really.”

“Not really?” Simon returns.

Adri’s side of her mouth turns up. “Not anyone not imaginary.”

Simon narrows his gaze. “Not imaginary?”

Adri laughs and looks forward, feeling the rush of air as the Tilt-A-Whirl begins to spin. She lifts her arms and begins to fly.
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Andersonville, IL


Adri





My ankle wobbled as my heel found a crack in the sidewalk.  

“Why did I let you talk me into these shoes?” 

Pauline didn’t answer. She just kept dragging me onward, never mentioning once how far the house was from the train. My ankles were killing me. The shoes bunched up my toes and made me walk differently than usual, like a model sauntering back and forth. I was not used to wearing heals. I didn’t have the muscle strength to pull it off. 

The house sat in the middle of Catalpa. I knew the area somewhat because it wasn’t far from the bookstore, but never had any reason to venture farther. It was nice to see the quaint, older houses stacked close together. I got distracted by the little neighborhood library nailed to a post outside one of the houses. I stopped to look at what rested in there. 

“Come on.” Pauline yanked on my sleeve.

“Little Women,” I said before she dragged me away. “I love that book.”

“It will still be there when we leave.” Pauline started to skip. “Come on. We are so late.”

I let her haul me forward. 

Did it matter where I was going and what I was doing? I was following Pauline to her boyfriend’s friend’s party. I wouldn’t know anyone anyway. 

The house was a brick dream, classic old red and fading white trim. I liked the divided subletted charm Andersonville offered, though too pricey for what I could afford. 

Pauline pushed me through the door, and I immediately encountered the gentle smell of crisp, old house. Our apartment sat below a foodie brunch house, where the smell of garlic and brie permeated everything. This house smelled fresh and clean of old Chicago. Appreciation bubbled inside me, like it did when handling an old, well-worn book. I had expected loud booming music like in a 90s rom-com, but the sweet hum of chatter covered the unidentifiable music in the background. 

I shed my borrowed jacket, letting my bare shoulders say hello to all the house strangers, and hung it next to Pauline’s black knit sweater on the coat rack.

“Come on.” Pauline pinched my arm pulling me across the room and into the kitchen.

“Oh, hey. There you are.” Danny stepped over and kissed Pauline on the cheek before wrapping her in a sweet bear hug. I liked Danny. He was a little goofy for Pauline, but he made her happy. His tiny, light brown curls stuck tight to his head like spicy ramen noodles. Tonight, it had a slight part on the side and stuck up in certain places, but he never cared much about what other people thought—another part of his charm. “Pleasure to see you, Adri. Looking great. How did Pauline talk you into those heels?”

“Ha ha,” I joked. “The same way she talked me into coming. Being scary and demanding.”

Pauline reached up and kissed Danny again. “I know how to get what I want.”

“This is my buddy Greg’s place.” Danny turned his head around. “I’ll try and find him. Get a drink, will ya?”

He and Pauline headed out of the kitchen, and I was left with a bunch of different bottles in front of me. The last time I had worn the green chiffon, I got, as Pauline put it, “wasted” on whatever was available at Miah’s wedding. The dress had a history I was not about to repeat. I grabbed a glass of what looked like lemonade and went back to the living room. 

I hoped I might know someone here, but I scoped through the hipster socialites and didn’t know a soul. 

Perfect. 

An old couch lined a corner wall, covered with long legs and teasing smiles. Corners crowded with college grads fairly entertained with each other. The chatter was a cool addition to a background music I didn’t recognize. Watching people was fascinating. I pressed myself to the back wall and tried as hard as I could to disappear. 

I took a gentle sip of the drink and felt the quick burn down my throat. Definitely not only lemonade. 

“Hey.” Someone was talking to me. I turned to find a guy leaning on the wall. He seemed slightly familiar, but a lot of people looked familiar to me in the city. 

“Do I know you?” I buttoned my lip. “Sorry. That came out way ruder than I intended. I should have said, ‘Do we know each other?’ or something friendlier.”

The man couldn’t tell if I was joking or not. “Don’t think I know you,” he stated halfway yawning. “Name’s Lincoln.”

I raised my eyebrow. “Like the president?”

“Sure. But more like the city.”

“Okay.” I took another sip, not because I wanted more, but to keep my mouth busy. “Oh. Can I call you Link? You know, like the video game?”

Lincoln squinted his eyes at me. I took the gesture as a no. “And your name?”

I choked a little before I spoke, trying to hide the burn in my throat. “I’m Adri.”

“Adri? Not a common name.”

“Short for Adrianna.” I smoothed out the condensation left from my lips on the glass.

“Adrianna.” He rolled my name out like an expert. “So, how do you know Greg?”

“I don’t. I’m here with a friend.”

“Oh.” He shifted a little. “Who’s your friend?”

“Uh . . .” I thought of lying, but there was no point to it. “Pauline Williams.”

Lincoln perked up. “Dan’s girl? She’s fantastic. I’m surprised I’ve never met you.”

I laughed. “Don’t be surprised. Pauline’s my roommate. She likes dressing me up and forcing me out of the house. I don’t come to parties often.”

“Well, what do you do?”

The conversation had turned from small talk to getting to know someone. We had surpassed the general, awkward air fillers. He was changing the atmosphere and if I ignored it, he would know I was deliberately avoiding getting to know him. I wasn’t in the mood to talk, but I didn’t have an inner bitch to scare him away. I angled toward this stranger. 

Lincoln had dark, fuzzy hair haloed by the living room lamp light. The sharpness of his nose amused me, like Jack Frost, set before eyes so dark I couldn’t see a color. There was a geek charm to him, the kind I tended to be attracted to, but I felt too out-of-place to comfortably feel anything.

I cocked my head. “I work in a bookstore.”

I could tell Lincoln was thinking of how to respond. “Okay, cool. But, I meant if you don’t go to parties, what do you do instead? Just work?”

“I read.”

His head went back to nodding, and I went back to pretending to sip. 

I figured Lincoln was catching on how boring I was, but he started up again.

“I never have time to read.” Lincoln’s head rested on the wall, his weird curls flattening on the surface. “I read mostly science books anyway, science journals. No fiction or anything.”

My heart snapped a little. “You don’t read fiction?”

“Nah.” He twisted again facing forward. “It doesn’t interest me. Especially fantasy. I don’t know why people like it.”

Any attraction I had felt for Lincoln vanished as quick as it came. I forced myself away from the wall. “I love fiction. I’m a writer as well. I’ve written a few things. Last summer, I published a short story on Zagmag.”

“Oh.” Lincoln was taken aback by my sudden urge to share. “That’s cool. It takes a lot to publish something, right?”

“Yeah, sure.” An awkward silence came between us. Luckily, at the same moment, the door opened. A couple came hand-in-hand through the door. 

“Hey, Lydia! Miah!” Lincoln hailed the people and walked forward. 

My head shot up as I took in the figures. 

There, standing no more than ten feet away from me, stood my ex-boyfriend Miah and his striking new bride. 

I downed the drink in one huge gulp. 
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Portland, OR


Simon





The rain beat fast on my hood as I stepped from the train. The zipper on my backpack kept getting caught in the fabric, but I tugged it closed. It was still a hike to my apartment, and I didn’t want my laptop getting ruined.  

I liked rain, speaking in its pounding rhythm, numbing every feeling and emotion I had. I liked wearing a jacket and pulling the hood up around my head, like an RPG character. It was one of the only things I liked about living in Portland. Rain provided the perfect environment for a would-be writer with the dark, brooding doldrums an overcast sky can provide. I took the job here because of the seasons. It didn’t rain much in Colorado, and I supposed with how boring the job sounded, I could get more writing in. The tired ache in my chest from such a horrible week told me otherwise. I lifted my head and felt the rain drip on my face. 

I didn’t, however, like the hike to my apartment. 

The rain pelted from the east, slashing my face and limiting my vision. I tucked my chin down, staring at my shoes. I nearly missed the sight of the little red beetle parked on the street. A pang ripped in my chest, the same pang I felt every time I glimpsed the bright paint job. 

Jessica. 

The swear formed in my mouth. The wound named ‘Jessica’ hadn’t healed properly, since she was at my apartment all the time. I seriously saw her all the time. Why did they have to hang out at my place instead of her place? She had a great apartment, bigger and nicer than mine. I considered maybe she was deliberately torturing me, but in truth, I think she just didn’t care. 

I wasn’t even mad, honestly. I wasn’t ever in love with her. I didn’t like how everything ended, though. 

I briefly contemplated kicking the bumper of the little red car, or maybe cracking her window letting the rain got everything inside wet, but I sighed and climbed the stairs to my apartment. 
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