

  [image: Cover]




Josie Miller

Begin


Spring Day Series book 1





  

  Copyright © 2021 by Josie Miller


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Josie Miller asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Dedication
        
      

    
      	
        .— …. .- - .. .— .. … …. - …. . -.— -.- -. . .—
        
      

    
      	
        Intro: Wanderers
        
      

    
      	
        Riley
        
      

    
      	
        Noah
        
      

    
      	
        Sidney
        
      

    
      	
        Alex
        
      

    
      	
        Poppy
        
      

    
      	
        Alwin
        
      

    
      	
        Jordan
        
      

    
      	
        I. SINGULARITY
        
      

    
      	
        1. The Truth Untold
        
      

    
      	
        2. Never Mind
        
      

    
      	
        3. Big Brother
        
      

    
      	
        4. Sea
        
      

    
      	
        5. Desert
        
      

    
      	
        6. Borders
        
      

    
      	
        7. Smeraldo
        
      

    
      	
        8. Tear
        
      

    
      	
        9. Scenery
        
      

    
      	
        10. Run
        
      

    
      	
        11. A Walking Promise
        
      

    
      	
        12. Happier (Dionysus)
        
      

    
      	
        13. The Illustrated Man
        
      

    
      	
        14. Hold On
        
      

    
      	
        15. Seesaw
        
      

    
      	
        16. Pause
        
      

    
      	
        17. Stay
        
      

    
      	
        18. Dragon Song
        
      

    
      	
        19. Crying Over You
        
      

    
      	
        20. Save Me
        
      

    
      	
        21. Make It Right
        
      

    
      	
        II. INTRINSIC
        
      

    
      	
        22. A Team
        
      

    
      	
        23. Compass
        
      

    
      	
        24. One’s Place
        
      

    
      	
        25. Loved
        
      

    
      	
        26. Broke
        
      

    
      	
        27. Lovely
        
      

    
      	
        28. Sad Forever
        
      

    
      	
        29. Alone Together
        
      

    
      	
        30. Wanderers
        
      

    
      	
        31. Euphoria (Serendipity)
        
      

    
      	
        32. Eclipse
        
      

    
      	
        33. Heartbeat
        
      

    
      	
        III. CALAMITY
        
      

    
      	
        34. Lights (Light and Dark)
        
      

    
      	
        35. Dying in the City
        
      

    
      	
        36. Dancing Like Butterfly Wings
        
      

    
      	
        37. Magic Shop
        
      

    
      	
        38. Dream Glow
        
      

    
      	
        39. We’re In The Rain
        
      

    
      	
        40. Missing You
        
      

    
      	
        41. Winter Bear
        
      

    
      	
        42. Our Summer
        
      

    
      	
        43. The Hunt
        
      

    
      	
        44. Home
        
      

    
      	
        45. White Noise
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        Acknowledgments
        
      

    
      	
        Connect with the Author
        
      

    
    


  




  Dedication



To those who wander

And to BTS, who inspired me to make this happen. 




Let’s fly together with our beautiful wings in 2021.







  .— …. .- - .. .— .. … …. - …. . -.— -.- -. . .—



“If there is really hope in the future, then there is power in the present.”


-Dabo Swinney (2018)







  Intro: Wanderers



I remember how when I look out my window

And Polaris waves back at me

From his doorstep I always see

In a universe of endless patterns and repetition

Of copy and paste and copy again

The ones who wander
Jupiter’s glassy red eye winks 

And Mars’ barren surface laughs

As Neptune lazily meanders by

And Mercury yells with each lap it makes

With Pluto sulking in the distance

and Uranus stuck in a never-ending cartwheel

How crazy they all must seem

So close and yet so far away

And somehow, 

at the end of the day

what method is there to such madness

besides a lack of understanding?
Again, my faithful guide and I 

Watch them roam their celestial playground

Free of the rules that chain the rest

Once again Polaris whispers

“Bless the ones who wander”







  Riley



The ball rolls ever so slowly towards a bush on the other side of the field. Exploring every bump along the way, it gently rolls towards a seemingly endless maze of twigs and fragile leaves. Without a care in the world, it rests in the rough embrace of twig-like arms stretching outward protectively. Far behind, ratty sneakers follow.  

A figure not that different from a scarecrow approaches, leaving a trail of musty straw behind with every step. Wearing an old scratchy flannel and ragged jeans to match, she wanders closer to the ball in the bush. Shoelaces dragging reluctantly, they sigh with relief as she bends down and picks the ball up. Brushing the dirt off of it gently as a mother might caress her child’s face, she begins to turn around and walk back to the field where the others wait patiently. 

However, she stops just short of her destination. Screams echo and bounce off of the once peaceful fields nearby. The ball falls from her hands and appears to shatter on the hard earth. Men in black pour out of the cracks in this seemingly perfect day, an image on their shoulders burning a hole in the peaceful afternoon. Gunfire rings through the air as one man turns towards her. 

He begins to walk closer, not even bothering to run. Just like he’s taking a leisurely stroll, he knows there’s no need to rush. One calculated move and it’ll be over. Just when he’s about to reach toward her body that’s frozen with fear, a yell breaks the air from behind the man, “Hey! Over here, you ass! Run, Riley!” 

It’s her father. The outstretched hand pauses for a moment, just long enough for her to turn and escape. Sprinting towards the cluster of buildings she calls home, she watches as her mom slams the door closed and runs to the back of the house. Riley reaches the front porch as the door swings open again. Her mother holds a book with a simple leather cover and black hand stitched border. A memory of their messy library floats to the surface, this simple book lying on the shelf, forbidden to be touched. It is thrown to the side as her mother bends down, delicately placing it in Riley’s shaking hands. 

“Take this,” she mutters into Riley’s ear, “and go.”

Her mother hugs her briefly, the smell of her hair and the warmth of her touch sticking in her mind. She turns to leave and buy Riley time. Riley stands still, watching her mother walk away. The sun burns her eyes and forces her to look away, the moment passing as the distance between them increases. 

Riley runs through many alleys in the town as fast as her legs can go until she is cornered in an old abandoned alley, far from the protection of her mother and the safety of home. She races past the town store, where the owner is being held at gunpoint. She can see the faces of other children, her friends, looking at her through the store window. They scream as a bang rings through the air, the owner falling to the ground lifeless. Men step over his body as they enter the store, gunfire stabbing her ears. She stands helplessly as her friends join the fallen. Finally, she forces herself to tear her eyes away from the scene before her and keep running. She sprints past the home of her best friend, the image of her lifeless face flashing in her mind. 

“I’m sorry,” She whispers, pausing for a moment. 

A tear traces her cheek as the turns her back on the house and keeps going. She keeps running until there is nowhere else to go. She passes the town hall, bodies lining the stone steps. She goes by the mechanic’s shop where her father works and by the church where she met her best friend. Flames lick at the church’s wooden structure as a cross falls into the fire, sending sparks shooting through the air. She keeps running through town, memories racing through her mind. Stumbling on a rock, she falls near the end of an alley. Standing up, she stops to catch her breath when she looks up. 

Whimpering, she cowers as a shadow soldier approaches. His gait is slow, merciless. His clothes are such a dark black that light seems to drown in pools. Glasses cover his eyes, the skin of his face barely showing. It’s almost like he is not human, but something else entirely. As if he’s made his choice, he reaches for his weapon without hesitation. 

The muzzle of the gun winks in the summer sun as he points it at her. She sees a patch on his shoulder, a red power icon in a black circle with a white border. A muffled poof and a prick in her neck is the last thing she feels as the world spins and goes black. 

* * *

Riley wakes up to a quiet beeping sound. She looks down to see wires going every which way from her body to a complicated machine of some sort in the corner of the room. A red line matches the beeping, going up and down in a simple rhythmic pattern. Immediately, Riley starts to panic and try and rip the wires out of her. The beeping on the machine quickens accordingly.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Says a strange voice coming from a place she couldn’t quite identify.

“Where am I? Who are you?” Riley yells, still clawing at the wires.

“That’s of no importance, though if you do not stop messing with your equipment I will have to punish you.” the voice replies, almost daring her to disobey.

She reluctantly stops, beeping slowing, and asks “How long have I been here?”

“Look outside and see for yourself.”

As if on cue, the curtains automatically pull back, revealing snowflakes dancing outside of her window. It was summer when she left, wasn’t it? Even remembering simple facts, like what season it was when she was taken, was difficult for Riley. 

“Just give me a straight answer!” She yells, eyes searching the room.

“Memory test passed.” The voice says, a certain sadness tinging its almost expressionless voice. Had it been wishing for her to fail?

A door opens on her left and a man walks through. She makes sure this time that it is a human and not some kind of metal witchcraft like before.

“What are you doing with that? That’s mine!” She says, pointing at the book in his hands, rage pooling in her face. 

“We’ll answer all of your questions in time. For now, I want you to tell me about this.”

The man begins flipping the book’s pages with a sort of violence like he wanted to tear them out and rip them to shreds until nothing was left. Something immediately made her want to not trust him, but in her current state, she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

“What are you going to do with it?”

He leaned forward ever so slightly that no one would normally notice, but in the stillness of the room, it was the only thing to really pay attention to. “That all depends on how this conversation goes.”

His fingers dug into the leather cover as Riley tried to form a sentence or two. He was dangerous. From the way his fox eyes studied your every move to the near-silent tap of his shoe on the floor, he was someone not to be crossed.

“My mom made it,” Riley answered reluctantly, though not entirely sure how she knew that. “I’ve never read it, so there’s not much more I could tell you about it.”

“LIES!” The man screams and chucks the book against the wall next to the machine. He leans over her, so close that she can smell the garlic on his breath. “Do you know what I do with people who lie to me? DO YOU?!” He stands up and walks over to her machine. “I pull the plug, so to speak,” he mutters as he caresses the metal surface like a mother might caress her child.

Bending over, he picks up the book and puts it in the inside pocket of his suit. In his current position, Riley noticed the same power sign symbol on his shoulder as well, this one gold instead of red.

“Choose your words wisely.” He says, turning his face towards her one last time before he leaves, the door hissing closed behind him. 

* * *

Riley sits, looking at the falling snow. Sighing, she looks down at her hands only to find that they have been scrubbed clean. The dirt that is customarily underneath her nails is gone. How’d she know there used to be dirt there? Thinking back, most things were cloudy. All that came back was dirt. No memory of anything else, besides the little snippet about the book. Why does she feel like something is missing? The door opens, this time calmly. Warm air brushes her face as a woman enters, obviously a nurse of some kind.

“How are you doing?” She asks, no friendliness in her tone but no hostility either.

“What is going on?” Riley murmurs, not sure if she should trust this new figure.

“I figured you would be troubled. Most savages are in the early days of their rehabilitation here.”

Desperate for answers, she pushes herself to ask why.

“Because they have a problem letting go of the past, of what once was. I take it you are adjusting?”

“To what?” That empty hole in Riley’s mind seemed to twitch at this, waking ever so slightly.

“Being normal.” The woman answers as she checks the machine, stiff formality in her tone. The woman walks back over, passing the bed towards a cabinet on the side. Taking a needle out, she crosses back over to the bed.

“What is that?” Scrunching up in the bed, a part of her arm starts to throb.

“Your monitor. All savages must have one until we are sure that they are safe again.”

“Who’s we?”

“You’ll see.”

Before Riley could react, the nurse grabbed her arm and jabs the needle in deep. Something the size of a pill slithers under her skin. It somehow finds its way through her veins and past her heart. She can see it move underneath her skin, almost like it’s alive. She scratches at it, desperately trying to get it out. “What is this? What the hell?” She yells, making the side of her arm and chest bleed slightly. In an effort to remove the object, she reaches for the nurse’s needle. She manages to snatch it and starts trying to use the tip of the needle to cut the skin above the moving lump. She misses multiple times, her left side of her chest now covered in small cuts. Throughout all of this, the “pill” continues to move unbothered, until it reaches its destination at the back of her neck. 

“There. That wasn’t so bad, now was it?” The woman coos ever so slightly as she puts away the supplies. “There’s nothing to fear here,” She remarks as she slides the door closed with a click. 

* * *

The door opens once again, a small figure walking through. Melting navy eyes search the room, red hair flickering in the light. Her gaze falls on Riley. 

“Oh my god! You must be the new student! I can’t believe you’ve been assigned to me.”

Riley replies with, “What are you talking about?”

“Oh, that’s right. Sorry, I’ve never done this before.” The girl starts to giggle, practically floating above the floor in excitement, her whole body vibrating.

“Done what?”

“You see, here everyone goes to a school called Discite, even the new kids. Now that you’re okay, you get to learn along with the rest of us! Discite is pretty fun once you get used to it, and until then I will be your faithful guide!” She leans close to Riley’s ear and whispers, “Though I would like to be your guide for longer than that.”

“Guide?” Riley asks, confused as the stranger backs away. She’s smaller than most, a few inches shorter than Riley. Clearly younger, her energy seems to fill up the room.

“Yeah, to help you out as you begin to adjust to proper society. You might know it as the term friend, but here friends aren’t really a thing.” She begins to walk towards the door, feet skipping along the worn down carpet. “You coming?”

* * *

The girl pushes open Riley’s door and motions for her to follow. She looks back at Riley once before grabbing her hand and practically dragging her out of the room. 

“What’s your problem? Do you not want to leave?” She asks as they walk through the blank white halls, devoid of emotion. 

“Yeah, duh. I have no idea where I am, who you are, or what’s happening. Of course I don’t want to leave. How is that even a question?” Riley yells, ripping her hand from the girl’s grasp. 

“Shhhhhh. Calm down. Please.” The girl pleads, looking around them. 

“Why should I calm down? You calm down!” Riley yells, ready to try and run away. She starts to run, but the girl grabs her arm. 

“Because they’ll put you back into conditioning again, because you’ll get hurt. Just stop and try to act normal.”

They both stare at each other for a second before Riley replies, “What normal? Yours or mine? Because none of this is normal to me.”

“You can remember what happened before?” The girl asks, her eyes wide. 

“Only bits and pieces. Why?”

“It’s not safe here. Come on.” 

Without saying another word, she starts running through the halls. Riley follows, bewildered. 

“What do you mean it’s not safe?” She asks, but the girl doesn’t reply. She just keeps sprinting past random machines, slowing down only when someone is nearby. She speed walks past people in white uniforms, a green sign on their shoulders. Two of them stop Riley, one armed with a syringe. 

“What is your ID?” The one with the syringe asks. 

“My what?” Riley replies, confused. She looks for the other girl desperately, not knowing what an “ID” is or what it is for. 

“She hasn’t been registered yet,” The girl says, hands on her hips. “That’s where I’m taking her.”

“And you are?” The other man says. 

“My name is Poppy.” 

“Your ID.” The man impatiently asks as Riley shifts her weight from one foot to the other. 

“P113015.” Poppy replies, grabbing Riley’s arm. She turns to address the two men, “Can we go now?”

“Yes, go.” One says while the other looks at his watch and says, “We’re late.” 

Poppy keeps walking through the hall on a breakneck pace, her shoes slapping the simple, clean, white tiles. There isn’t a speck of dirt in the whole place, the stark white walls lacking any emotion or feeling. The lamps from above seem to bathe the place in a sickly yellow, even tinting the windows. 

“What was that about? What’s going on?” Riley asks as they approach a door at the far end of the hall. 

Wandering through a seemingly endless maze of hallways, they soon exit the hospital and go into the outside world. There are people everywhere, none of them ever making eye contact with one another. Stray noise from headphones fills the void usually occupied by polite conversation.

“You were in a place called Videre. It’s where the young savages go. It helps you forget the past so you can move on and become like us- except for you, apparently.” The girl says as she walks the streets, hand in hand with Riley to make sure she doesn’t get lost in the sea of people.

“Why are you calling me that? And what’s wrong with me?” Riley says as she awkwardly removes her hand from Poppy’s grasp for the second time in a day. 

“What, savage? It’s a term for well, outsiders. People we save from themselves really. I’ve never liked the term, but it is the proper word and I am nothing but proper. And you,” Poppy pauses and leans in close to Riley’s ear, “you can remember. No one is supposed to remember.”







  Noah



The smell of pancakes and sausage floats up the hallway. Sunlight lazily pushes against the curtains. It pauses against a poster on the opposite wall. Then, ever so slowly, it drips down until it fills the room in a pool of light. Soaking his face, it slides through his messy brown hair and along his elf-like ears until it reaches his jaw. Slipping downward, it runs along his small shoulders and past his soft chest. Flowing still, it rushes past knobby knees and bitten nails. It finally rests along his stubbed toes and scratchy sheets. 

The man blinks for a moment and groans. Rolling over, he buries his face into his pillow until the smell of a delicious breakfast appears to grab him by the chin and lift his face. Muttering about a dream lost to reality, he sits up. Glancing down at a floor covered in scratches, he grins, remembering something from long ago. 

It was when roller blades were a thing, and every kid had to have a pair. No matter how much he had asked, his parents refused to buy one for him but instead made him work for it. It’s how he got his job as a paperboy in the first place. To this day, he remembers collecting nickels and dimes for months, just to get a pair. 

He used to dream about them and how they’d look. Neon colors were cool and all, but the striped ones would do. Besides, the color of them didn’t matter. No, it was the feeling. The feeling of the wind on his face as he raced around. The feeling of being the fastest and beating his sister to school every day. The feeling of almost having wings, as if he could fly into the distance and leave this place behind. Yes, he got it for the same thrill all the other kids did, but there was something more to it. 

He couldn’t wait when the day finally came. He had earned enough money. Months of working, rain, snow or shine, had paid off after all. He could finally get his precious skates. He ran home the day they came and held the box in his hands for hours. The packaging, the images, the colors, he wanted to keep it all. Eventually, he opened the box with the precision of a surgeon, feeling the weight of the skates in his hands. The way the wheels moved effortlessly, the way the simple, single stripe seemed to have a million things to say. How clean they were then. 

He carefully put them on his feet, sitting there for a moment or two. So this is what success felt like. Standing up, he fell down again almost instantly. Clumsily making his way around the house, it was one of the happiest days of his life. Doing laps around the kitchen table had never been more fun. The way his mom ran after him with a spoon when he refused to stop was even better.  

And yet, once they were on his feet the next day, all the magical feelings faded. He couldn’t fly and he didn’t get to school that much faster. He was still last as always and still behind his sister. Something about the magic of having a dream, having something to work towards, was better than the end result. 







  Sidney



He stares at the screen and it blankly stares back at him. A silent competition ensues among the rows of desks and people quietly typing. 

“You know I need to get this done,” he mutters quietly to himself, “So let’s just get it over with.”

It seems to wink back at him as he begins to type. The keys dance around his fingers in a game of tag while yelling, “Can’t catch me! Too slow!” 

“I didn’t sign up for this,” Sidney says as he looks outside longingly. 

Snowflakes bounce off one another in an elegant and reckless dance. Similar to Quidditch, they dash back and forth, passing sunlight to one another like the golden snitch. Their laughter bounces off his frosty window pane and echoes. It echoes past houses buried in the bodies of their fallen brethren, past streets slick with ice and lamps flickering dimly. It flies past the tall buildings where many people labor each day, head down and hearts closed. Going through the allies and the gutters and along the cracked bricks from another age, this laughter echoes through the hollow rib cage of their society.  

Sidney turns back to his work only to find one sentence written. 

“Spring will come again.” 







  Alex



A boy sits on a bench. His breath lazily floats away in the cold winter air. Shaking, he huddles against the scratchy embrace of his jacket. A butterfly with snow-dusted wings and crumpled antennae struggles against the breeze. Slowly, ever so painfully slowly, it falls to the ground among the skeletons of spring flowers and summer leaves. 

The boy stands and races over, a trail of kicked up snow forming behind him. With outstretched hands, he reaches for the shivering creature. It whimpers and whines against the warmth of his hand, curling up like paper under a flame. Its breath floats away like fine smoke, drifting amongst the falling snow.  

Carefully, he holds the butterfly closer to his chest. Panting, his breath floats away and mingles with the soggy afternoon. 

“My name’s Alex. You’re going to be okay,” He mutters, “Just hang on and I’ll get you somewhere warm.” 

Out of the corner of his eye, he watches another boy around his age approach. Thinking he wants to help the suffering insect, Alex holds out his hands. The ripped jeans and torn winter jacket say otherwise as the boy grabs the insect from him and begins to tear it apart, all the while yelling, “Poor, poor thing. Someone should put you out of your misery.”

Years of rage come out all at once as Alex lunges forward. Tackling the boy to the ground, the butterfly falls feebly onto the snow. Barely twitching, it watches the boy yell and squirm. Alex ignores his cries, screaming, “How could you? It had a chance! It could’ve made it! How could you decide its fate? HOW COULD YOU?” 

Tears draw lines along his face as he continues to shake the kid around. 

“Calm down. It’s just a stupid bug,” the boy mutters as he shoves Alex off and brushes the snow off of his pants, “you idiot.” 

Alex sits on his knees in the snow, staring as the butterfly finally becomes still. Holding the lifeless carcass in his hands, he whispers quietly, “You could’ve made it.” 







  Poppy



The melted snow makes pools in the road as a girl wanders back to school, stuck in an endless cycle of copy and paste. Her bright red hair hisses at the touch of sunlight, flickering like a dim flame. Simple knit sweaters and simple patched up jeans make her who she is. A hodgepodge of old and new, of black and white, of scratchy and smooth. 

A bell rings in the distance as people flock to a broken down brick building like ants to an anthill. Heads weighed down by the packs on their shoulders, they trudge their way up concrete stairs. She follows them, a salmon spawning upstream once again. Her fate already set, she knows it’s only a matter of time. Her navy blue eyes stay glued to the floor as she wanders through the locker-lined hallways. Grimy floors wave back nonchalantly. She walks through a maze of old, scratched desks. 

Finding hers, she sits as names are called. The sound of the teacher’s voice bounces off of the painted cinder block walls and tiled ceiling. Grumbles of “here” and “present” are the only response. Two kids sit in the back with their heads on their desks, completely oblivious to the world around them. Each day the teacher calls their names, and each day they answer with a grunt if they even bother to answer at all. 

There are the kids in the middle, torn between sleep and paying attention. Not in the front of the room and not in the back, they tend to wander. Poppy sits among them, watching a boy doodle and two girls pass notes back and forth. They never reply to her questions or attempts at starting a conversation, instead choosing to remain lost in their own worlds. 

The people in the front are different. They strive to be the best, and a moment never goes by without the dull roar of pens on paper. Eyes up, brains ready, they understand things faster than most. 

“These are the kids with true potential,” their teacher would always say. “Be like them.”

“What about us?” One kid dared to ask, a rare glimpse of courage. “What will happen to us?”

“Well, if you’re lucky, you might get to serve them. But don’t worry, you’re not worthless. In fact, without you, these kids wouldn’t be able to do their jobs. We need people like you to do the work that they won’t. Besides, getting dirty and doing chores and odd jobs like that are for people who don’t know better, not those that do.”







  Alwin



A man sits at a desk. Everything is in its place. The curtains let just the right amount of sunlight in as each pencil waits patiently in its holder. Plants ponder pointlessly in the corner, letting out a low hum of pleasure. Papers rest in neat stacks underneath paperweights put perfectly in the center. Not too far to the left, not too far to the right, just right in the middle. The man’s tie is straight, his shirt ironed and collar just right. Each hair on his head is in its place and everything is as it should be. It’s perfect. 

In front of the man sits another stack of papers. This one is marked with red ink, so much so that it seems to bleed and stain the wooden surface of the desk. Words like “important” and “past due” dirty its clean, white surface. He fingers a pencil for a moment before touching its tip to the page. Just as the words start to flow from him, a voice shatters the silence.

From outside his window, it floats up through the cracks of the curtains. An old woman stands far below, hanging her laundry out to dry. Dressed in ripped and dirty clothes, she hums a tune as she pins up shirts and pants. They move like flags in the wind as she dances, snapping her fingers. A smile is carved into her face as she continues to sing, now moving on to socks and bras. 

“Beware those who wander. Beware those who don’t walk straight. Beware the odd ones and those who don’t know their place.” She sings, starting to clap her hands. “Watch for those who are lost. Watch for those who can’t be found. Watch for the broken and those who spend their time tending the ground.”

Alwin stands up, his inspiration gone. 

“Damn it, be quiet! Some of us are actually trying to get work done!” He yells, slamming the window shut. 

He sits down at his desk once again, everything in its place. He picks up a pen and tries to write, but can’t seem to find the words. He looks up at the book that lies alone on his bookshelf, its simple leather cover glaring at him. He picks it up and opens it to the first page. There, written in simple ink, it says, “To my Riley, wherever you wander.”

“I’m sorry, kid,” Alwin whispers, going to his window. 

Far below him, the woman is still singing. She belts out one last lyric before she goes inside, singing, “Look for those who fall. Look for those who are broken. Look for the lost ones and what they’ve taken.” 







  Jordan



A girl stands in front of a landfill. Dressed in patched up jeans and a torn shirt, she wanders through mazes of trash. Rats and other vermin scurry this way and that, searching for a bite to eat. She doesn’t pause when one accidentally runs over her foot, but instead keeps walking, barely noticing the rats’ presence. A bag is slung over her shoulder, clearly overused and abused. The straps are hanging on by a thread and there’s several patched holes near the bottom of the bag. 

“What can I sell?” Jordan asks herself as she stares at the mountains of trash. A lamp near the top of one pile catches her eye. Her father taught her to recognize things of value and showed her how to fix them up and give them a new life. He had made his living this way and she follows in his footsteps, perhaps more literally than she knows. 

Slowly, she works her way up the pile. Doing her best to not knock anything down, she pauses next to a broken refrigerator. Etched into its plain white surface, she reads the words, ‘what’s gone isn’t always forgotten.’

“What kind of weirdo writes that on a fridge?” She says loudly, kicking its door closed. Cans above her rattle as they roll down, knocking other things out of place. Soon, an entire avalanche of trash forms and roars down, the pile now having a significant dent in its face. 

Finally, when everything slows and stops moving, Jordan can see the lamp resting sideways at the top. She stands up, muttering various curses under her breath as she once again begins to climb the pile of trash. After what feels like ages, she manages to crawl her way to the top. 

“Woah,” She says breathless, looking out at the rest of the dump. How can something viewed as ugly and worthless look so beautiful? These piles, this trash, this is her world. At the edges of the horizon, she can see the city limits. What’s past that, no one really knows. Jordan stares for a moment, wondering what could be out there, before she picks up the lamp.

Carefully, she brushes the dust off of the lamp’s base. A simple design of a butterfly reveals itself. The simple red and white design catches her eye, and she slowly trails her finger over the edges of its wings. The basic idea of it was still there, though pieces were missing. Sighing, she puts it into her bag. 

“No one buys butterflies these days,” she says as she works her way down the pile of trash. Near the bottom, she can see a squished paint can. “But maybe now, they won’t have too.”

She grabs the can and races back to her “house.” It was more accurately a shack or perhaps even a trailer, its wheels broken off years ago. It rests on cinder blocks, its cracked windows winking at her as she approaches. The rickety door complains as she flings it open, desperately searching for a paintbrush. Finally, she finds it, hiding underneath her couch-bed combo. 

She forces the can open with a hammer, pleasantly surprised to find a little bit of paint left. Mixing it together with an old wooden spoon from her makeshift kitchen, she begins to smear paint over the butterfly. She doesn’t stop until the entire base of the lamp is the same color, a plain, silent gray. 

“There…” she says, examining her work, “maybe someone will love you now.”






I

Singularity


I live in constant singularity

My loneliness is my clarity

I try to ignore this painful reality

But not everything is easy

I walk alone until finally

Someone’s path joins mine

I wish they would find me

Because I can’t see

The center of my own black hole

I stumble along in the darkness

Feeling my way through the emptiness

Inside myself, I can’t escape it

Trapped in my own prison of thoughts

I wish I wasn’t this lost

I can’t seem to let go

Caught up in my own singularity

Will anyone come save me?
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After a long day of work, Jordan begins her journey home. She takes the same path every day, going past the broken down shop on the corner and through the edge of the dump. The moon lights her way, its light fingering the rough road she walks on. The sound of her breathing mixes with the repeated slap of sneakers on dirt. Music is pumped into her ears through an old set of earbuds, the song cutting in and out. When the battery in her radio dies, she starts to sing, carrying the melody on her own. 

Images of broken promises and buried secrets fill the air. Sandcastles washed away by the oceans of time fade into gardens filled with thorns. 

As the song ends, she opens the door and throws her bag to the ground. The lamp hits the floor, a crack forming on its base. 

“Shit, shit, shit. I didn’t mean to do that.” Jordan mutters as she examines the lamp. The crack goes through the center of where the butterfly was, dividing it into two even halves. After a while, Jordan puts the lamp down, writing a note to fix it later. 

Across from her bed is an old TV, its screen cracked. She sits down, turning one of the two knobs on its face. Suddenly, in a burst of light, the screen flashes and starts to work. Sound comes out of dusty old speakers as the screen shows images of beaches and mountains. 

“Come on and join the fun with our new experience! Travel the world from your couch! See everything you need to see all in the comfort of your own home…” The voice from the TV drones on. Slowly, Jordan begins to daydream, blocking out the monotone voice and its fake promises. 

“I remember when my mom would go through the house looking for old clothes. Just the look on her face when she found something she could use would make my day. She always knew how to make something out of nothing, like magic. Somehow, she could take the most useless things, like strips of old fabric, and turn it into something amazing. I still remember when she made me a doll out of old shirts and socks for my birthday. 

“God, what was its name? Maybe it was Cora? Coco? Either way, I still have it somewhere around here. I just can’t forget the way she spent hours sewing strips of old fabric together just for me, trying to make up for our lack of money. I wish I told her that money didn’t matter to me, not as long as she was there. You know, maybe that’s why I’m so handy. I’m never as good as her though, she ruled my world. If anything was ever broken, she managed to fix it and make it whole again. No, not just whole. She made it even better than before, like it was meant to be this way. Like whatever broke it didn’t make it worse but instead made it better. God, I miss her…”

Jordan snaps out of her daydream just in time for her show to start, the monotone voice now gone. Her eyes are drawn to an old bowl, its cracks filled with fake gold. She stands up and grabs it, caressing its face. 

“Why did you have to go? Why did you have to leave me? I miss you. I need you. Why won’t you come home? What really happened to make you go? Mom, please… What didn’t you tell me?”
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An alarm clock goes off in the corner of the trailer. Jordan falls out of bed immediately, hitting her face on the floor. 

“God, it’s too early in the morning for this,” She grumbles as she stumbles through her trailer. She trips on a chair and falls on the floor for the second time in a few minutes. “It’s going to be one of those days, isn’t it?”

She gets up again, slapping the button on her alarm. Grinning in satisfaction, she looks through her closet, or what remains of a closet. It used to be the pantry for the kitchen, but it’s been filled with various knick-knacks and clothes since then. She looks at her only pair of shoes, a lightly used pair of sneakers she found in the dump a few years ago. A few shelves up are her pants, which consisted of a few pairs of jeans and a lot of sweatpants. 

“Too bad sweatpants aren’t in style anymore,” She mutters and then laughs, “then again, I never worry about being in style. Think of me what you will, I’ll still kick your ass any day.” 

Jordan decides on a simple red shirt with a pair of old jeans and gets changed. After all, no one wants to be late to school. If you’re late by more than ten minutes, the police come by your house. If you aren’t there, well, you generally aren’t heard from again. 

“You know,” She thinks aloud, “I’ll never get why going to school is so important. I already know everything I need to know. I don’t need to be told what I should think and what I should believe.” 

She stops suddenly and looks around as if she had just realized that she was speaking aloud. 

“God, the last thing I need is to get in trouble for insubordination.” She mutters as she walks back into the kitchen, preparing herself a meager breakfast. Empty cabinets stare back at her until she finds the last scrap of food in the trailer, a box of old saltine crackers. “These will have to do.”

Stuffing a few into her mouth, she closes the cabinet door and writes a note for herself that reads, “Get some more food at the market… ASAP. Otherwise, you won’t have breakfast tomorrow.” Jordan always likes to add some motivation for her notes, otherwise, she’d never get anything done.

She grabs her busted-up Walkman and her coat, and then leaves the trailer. She puts in both earbuds as she makes her way towards the school, called Discite. Walking in beat with the music, she makes her way through town. Passing an old shop, she stops for a moment. The shop’s door creaks open as a kid walks out. Keeping his head down, he pushes his way past Jordan. She continues to stare for a moment, studying his dirty backpack and doodle-covered jeans. 

“Who draws on their jeans? What a waste.” She mutters, skipping ahead a track on her Walkman. She keeps walking, accidentally following him as they both make their way to school.  The song begins with a rough beat and angry lyrics. Raging complaints about never being enough float through her ears. Eventually, the song arrives at its conclusion: “If that’s what you think about me, never mind.” Jordan nods along, mindlessly walking the same route she did every day. 

“Hey! What are you doing?” The kid yells, turning around suddenly. The rage in his eyes startles Jordan as she jumps back, almost falling over. “You following me?”

“No, I’m just…” Jordan stops, only now realizing how she has been following him. 

“You’re just what?” The kid replies, his hands shaking. For a moment, Jordan doesn’t answer, too busy wondering why it looks like he is about to cry. 

“Just walking to school. Same as you.” 

“Whatever. Just leave me alone, creep.”

Jordan shrugs it off and watches him walk away, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. As she puts her earbud back into her ear, she sees a single tear fall and hit the dry pavement. 

“Never mind, never mind. No matter how thorny the road gets. Never mind, never mind. I’ll keep running until I’m the best.” 

A few minutes later, Jordan stands in front of her school. Discite is written in big, bold letters on the face of the building as if someone didn’t know where they were. It’s impossible to be that lost these days, with phones and the internet telling you where to go in seconds. 

Jordan snaps out of her train of thought as she walks up the stairs, the person in front of her falling. Instinctively, Jordan’s hands shoot out and catch the person. She looks down to find that it’s a young girl, clearly not from around here. Her slightly darker skin stands out, along with her gray eyes. They seem to shimmer and change color in different lights, but before Jordan can think about it any further, the girl pushes herself out of her arms. 

“Thanks, comrade,” She says, not missing a beat as she continues up the stairs. 

“Yeah…” Jordan murmurs, “No problem.” Before she can ponder the incident any further, the bell rings. “Shit, I’m late.”

Racing through the building at breakneck speed, she pushes through the last few people in the halls. Some classroom doors are already shut and locked as the hallway monitor picks up those stuck outside. It pays to be on time. Jordan races around a corner, slipping on the slick tile floor. She falls, just outside of her classroom door. She sees the same girl from earlier on the other side, key in hand, ready to lock the door. The girl pauses for a moment, just long enough for Jordan to get up and get inside. 

“Riley! What are you doing?” The teacher yells, referring to the young girl, “Letting these.. these… savages in here! You should know better, but considering you were once one yourself, I’ll let it slide this time. Don’t let it happen again.” 

“I won’t,” the girl murmurs, sitting in one of the middle rows. 

“No, you sit up here! I need to keep an eye on you!”

The teacher gestures towards an empty desk in the front row. Everyone knows that being sent to the front row is like a death sentence, only much longer and a lot more painful. 

“Please don’t,” Jordan says, surprised that she’s sticking up for a stranger. “She only meant to help.”

“Only meant to help,” The teacher mocks, “well, maybe you didn’t deserve help! Detention after school!”

“But-” Riley starts.

“No buts! Just for that, both of you, detention! I’ll let the superintendent figure out how long.” The teacher then laughs, clearly enjoying herself. “Being in power is so much fun, you should try it sometime. Oh, wait, you can’t.” She laughs at her own joke for a minute before returning to the lesson about Romans. 

For a while, the teacher drones on about how the rich members of Roman society were mistreated and stole from by the poor. Eventually, she stops talking about how bad the rich had it, but instead how good the poor had it. 

“If only they knew what true suffering was, the burden of privilege. Then they’d understand.” The teacher concludes, satisfied with her lecture.

“That’s not even how it happened,” Jordan mutters under her breath, remembering something she read in a book she found. 

“Excuse me?” The teacher yells, marker in hand. 

“Nothing,” Jordan says, already realizing the consequences of her mistake. You just don’t challenge what they teach you, everyone knows that. 

“Oh, please, do go on.” 

“This is a trap, I’m not going on because I have nothing to go on.” Jordan replies, trying to weasel her way out of what was coming. 

“Exactly! Don’t act like you know what you’re talking about when you clearly don’t. It’s my job to teach, not you. Is that clear?” 

“Yes,” Jordan answers, glancing at the clock. What time is class over again?

“Since you’re so eager to get out of here,” The teacher comments, her laughter echoing off of the old cinder block walls, “I’ll be sure to include this in your reason for detention.”

“That’s not right! She was only asking a question.” Riley pipes up from her seat in the middle row. 

“That goes for you too! You should know better.” 

With that, the bell rings. Chairs scratch against the tiles and backpacks are put on as people shuffle to their next class. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Jordan asks, noticing Riley following her. 

“Nothing. Just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

“Not that, I meant, what do you think you’re doing in class? Everyone knows that you keep your head down and just get out as fast as you can. Why are you defending me? What did I do to deserve that?”

“I don’t know. Doesn’t everyone deserve a little kindness?”

“No. What are you, some kind of hippie?”

Riley doesn’t respond at first and then asks, “What’s a hippie?”

Jordan laughs and continues down the hallway. “You, stupid.” 

Jordan continues down the hallway and enters her next class. Right above the door, there’s a sign that says, “Keep calm and continue testing.” A drawing of a camera is above it, seeming to follow Jordan no matter where she is. Sighing, she walks into the classroom and lets the door close behind her, the sign glaring at her back. 
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Jordan sits down, lost in thought.  

“I can’t help but wonder… why would Riley stick her neck out for me by holding the door open? Everyone knows that if you’re late, that’s your problem. You just don’t do that.”

The clock ticks slowly, each second seeming to drag its feet. 

“Was it because I caught her on the stairs? Does she feel like she owes me something?” 

Voices drone on in the background like locusts, constantly buzzing. 

“But even so, the consequences of what she’s done… did she know what was going to happen? Surely she knew that this could throw a “savage” like her back into reconditioning. I knew something was off about her, having dark skin like that.”

The heater kicks on, its monotone groan filling the classroom. 

“No, you shouldn’t think about someone like that. I swear… this place… it gets into your head.”

Chairs shuffle slightly as people twitch nervously in their seats. 

“She’s still different though, not like everyone else. In fact, half of the people here barely know their own name. They speak whatever words are fed to them like bittersweet candy, but not her. No, she stands there and says whatever she wants, and wherever her mind leads her, she follows. I wish I could be like that.”

“It’s almost like she’s been untouched by… this… all of this. Somehow, throughout everything they’ve pushed into her head, she managed to keep a piece of herself. Maybe she will always have that.”
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