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      I have been lucky enough to be relied on and confided in by many of my loved ones, friends who share heartbreaking stories of trauma and abuse, and those stories run through me again and again. So often, the root of these stories was a twisting destruction of love, from partners who pursued someone in bad faith in an attempt to control them, to parents who refused to accept their children for who they were. For those who confuse obsession and control with love and who thought unyielding persistence meant loyal devotion, the ancient Greeks said those souls went to the Mourning Fields, a place where they could spend eternity confronting their choices.

      After seeing Naomi Iizuka’s “Polaroid Stories” for the first time, seeing how she transplanted Greek myths into a contemporary setting, something clicked. I took the personal spiraling around the pain and trauma that I spent so much time processing for myself and others and began transforming it into modern myths. Not all the stories ahead follow themes of tragic toxicity, but many do.

      There is a list of content warnings paired with the publishing history if you’d like to review it before reading. I’ve tried to write these stories from my own experience and my own witnessing of so many of these patterns, exploring how we would view the actions of ancient myths without the trappings of godlike power.

      I hope that you enjoy these strange little tales. That you look at the decisions made here and something resonates with you, and that resonance helps you find catharsis with your own dark stories.

      – David
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        ‘Charon’s Crossing’: partner abuse – Printed in The Writers Corner 

        ‘Medusa’: Police violence and family abuse – Printed in Hamlit

        ‘Orpheus’: Printed in Whatcom Writes

        ‘The Mourning Fields’: sex

        ‘Sisyphus Café’: Printed in The Writers Corner

        ‘Theseus, Asterius’: Printed in The Writers Corner

        ‘Just Say Yes’: sexual assault

        ‘The White Pine’: sexual assault and partner abuse

        ‘The College Experience’: sexual assault

        ‘Siren’: Printed in Hamlit

        ‘Hera’: Printed in Whatcom Writes

        ‘Kalanchoe’: family abuse, homophobia, sexual assault
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      Every red car that passes makes me shiver as I wait the half an hour it takes for someone to pick me up. A big semi with a shiny black cab and a charcoal-dusted tractor dragging behind it stops. Old cargo, new rig, I guess. 

      “Where you headed?” the woman in the cab calls over the engine’s rumble. She has dreads poking out from the trucker cap and tumbling down the back of her flannel. 

      “Anywhere south.” Living this far north in the Pacific Northwest, this would be easy. “Seattle for Starters.”

      “I’m headed all the way through California down to New Mexico. That far enough?”

      I shrug. It sounds like it might be enough. Getting lost is the first step to not being found. “I don’t have much money.” Just the ten grand stolen from Ronny. “I don’t know how far you’d want⁠—”

      “Company is plenty if it’s good. Nothing to worry about, hon.”

      I let out a breath, but my body refuses to relax. I clamber up into the cab, uncertain of the distance between the ground and the seat. Maybe I’ll be more at ease once we’ve put some miles between Ronny and me. 

      She puts the truck in gear and the world outside becomes a rush of green. Spring has crawled in from winter, when I had barely registered autumn’s end. The driver glances at me after a few minutes of quiet travel, sizing me up. Her face lights when she sees I’m doing the same.

      “Name’s Sharon,” she says, offering a hand. Her grip is firm, her skin is soft. 

      “Dani,” I say. “Dani Teal.” It tastes like freedom to give my last name, not his.

      “Pleasure to meet you Dani, what brings you to making the big trip down?”

      “Huh?”

      She chuckles. “Why do you want to go south so bad you don’t care where you’re going?”

      I turn to the window. Outside is a permanent evergreen that looks like home. I tighten my arms around my stomach. Home is just a name for a place they won’t let you leave. “It’s a long story.” 

      “I love long stories, though I can tell when one isn’t ready to be told.” She pauses to focus on the road as a car cuts us off. She lets the silence stretch out between us. “I’m sorry, hon,” she says. 

      “For what?” I ask automatically. Ronny always apologized when there wasn’t a reason to, and if I didn’t respond right…

      “Nothing.” She moves into the fast lane. “Not a thing.” She waves at the glovebox. “You get motion sick?”

      “Not really, no.” I open it and pull out a bent paperback. 

      “Mind reading to me?”

      It sounds better than trying to keep up a conversation or watching to see if Ronny’s car zooms down the road. I’m so high up, that if I lean in, I’m not even visible from up here. There’s no bookmark. “Got a page you’d like me to start from?”

      “Might as well go from the beginning.”

      I lick my lips and start. 

      

      
        
        Burger King is a shitty place for a first date. Maybe not at sixteen, but I’m nineteen and finally ready to go to college now that Dad’s in remission. No more working two jobs to pay for the family’s rent and bills. I’m moving up in the world. 

        “Why did you think this would be a good place for a first date?”

        Alfie is clueless. If he wasn’t so damn fine, I would have bailed the second I realized where we were going. “It’s my favorite place.” His shrug sends a ripple of whipcord muscle shivering through his body. “Always tastes the same.” 

        If he feels any shame at my eye roll, I don’t see it. Boys can’t seem to learn to be adults anymore. Socialized out of responsibility and consequence, they never really understand manhood. If it hadn’t been so long since my last lay, maybe I’d know that reinforcing the paradigm is the wrong choice. But later, the shitty date is all worth it. His fingers are magic, and Lord, he knows how to take his time until the sheets are sweat slick. I can barely smell the cheap fries on his breath. It feels that good.

      

      

      

      I stop reading. “Is this some sort of porno book?” I flip the book over. The blurb just says: This book could be your life.

      I try not to think about my own first date with Ronny. Sex with him was always lackluster. We went to a crappy fast food joint too, no clue which one. I’m usually so good at the little details, which pharmacy I got the test from, the doctor’s face when I went in to confirm the results, Ronny’s reaction…

      A mist floats over the memory. All I know is that I need to get away. As far as possible. 

      My body begs to be stretched, and I realize I must have zoned out. The sun has moved low to the other side of the road, and my mouth feels so dry. I start coughing, laying the book down. 

      The book we’re now over half-way through reading?

      “If you need a break, you can stop.” Sharon reaches behind her and hands me a bottle of water. “Here.” From the same cubby she extracts a pillow. “Rest up. I’ll wake you when we cross the border.”

      I don’t even remember passing through Seattle. The dark twilight water snaking out the window must be the Columbia. Before I can protest that I’m not tired, a yawn cracks my mouth. The pillow smells clean like fresh cloves and the rocking truck lulls me to sleep. 

      When Sharon’s hand brushes my arm I jolt upright, heart fit to beat out of my chest at whatever danger my mind perceived moments earlier. I never remember my dreams. When I’m asleep, I can float in emptiness where nothing touches me.

      Awake and recovering from whatever forgotten terrors plagued me, I don’t linger on the look of pity Sharon gives me. I almost miss that she’s talking to me. 

      “I’m not supposed to pick up hitchhikers per se, and I’ll need to check in at the next weigh station.” She looks nervous. “If anything looks weird, don’t be afraid to run. I’ll come and find you.”

      I blearily try to bring my brain back into the now. We should probably be in Portland now, but no familiar landmarks are visible in the dark. We’re by a gas station. 

      “Do you understand? I’ll come back for you after getting weighed,” Sharon says. 

      Finally awake, I’m pretty sure I caught all the important bits. I grab my pack and hop out of the cab. 

      “Keep your eyes about you. This isn’t the safest neighborhood.”

      I never thought of Portland as a dangerous city, but seeing the way Sharon bites her lip before driving away makes me wonder what I don’t know. There’s pepper spray somewhere in my bag, but it’d be too much work to unload that all over the street, not to mention how vulnerable having my life spread out like that. I go into the gas station, realizing I still have Sharon’s book in my hand. 

      My stomach groans. When did I eat last? The hunger boils up until I either need beef jerky or to kill someone. The fluorescent blue inside here shines over three men, including the cashier. I let my huge pack slouch to one shoulder, which is uncomfortable, but I can swing it if need be. I grab the essential jerky, and, after rejecting all the sandwiches as toxic, a carb loaded snack mix with a soda. 

      The two men shopping let their eyes slide over my ass as the third one rings me up. In the depressing grunge of the cafeteria, I angle my table next to a door where I can watch everyone in the station. The men still have the decency to pretend they’re more interested in shopping. 

      One man buys one of those sandwiches that promise food poisoning. Mr. Sandwich sets himself in front of me, moving his chair so that if I look straight ahead, he’ll be directly in my line of sight. My throat is already dry from alternating between the salty snack and jerky, while the soda only helps with its sticky sweetness. I stand up and move my chair and table closer to the exit, putting a little more distance between us. 

      “No moving the tables,” calls the cashier.

      My instinct is to avoid confrontation, put the table back. But screw that. Instead, I open Sharon’s book and ignore them. 

      The narrator, Joanna, finds out she’s pregnant a few weeks after Alfie and her stop hooking up. So much for college, right? Things turn around though when she talks with her fam, and, while they aren’t happy about it, they agree she can’t afford a kid, even with help. 

      It’s stupid to ask Alfie for money to help with the abortion. Even I can see that someone that dumb should never be expected to help. When Joanne brings up the idea, not mentioning she’s in a family way, his initial reaction makes her blow up. She misses all the warning signs.

      First, his blather cuts off. Never trust a quiet white man. If they aren’t talking, you can bet your ass they aren’t listening. When his hands tighten into fists and he starts yelling, I skip ahead. 

      “You shouldn’t read ahead,” says Mr. Sandwich.

      It pulls me out of the book, but I pretend it doesn’t. 

      “What are you reading?” he pushes.

      I sigh, wishing he would take the hint. “Just something I borrowed.” I show him the cover.

      “Never heard of it.”

      I shrug and pretend I can dive right back in. That I can’t feel his stare. 

      “What’s it about?”

      “I’d rather just read in quiet, if that’s okay.”

      “Geeze, maybe people would be nicer to you if you weren’t such a bitch.”

      I frown and glance at the other men there. Maybe the cashier will say something. 

      The man behind the register has the coldest pale blue eyes. “He asked you a question, Miss.” 

      I take a moment to look at them all, to really see them. They all have the same face, the same eyes, vague blonde stubble and thick skin that looks like it’s been wrapped around rusted rebar. Each mouth hangs slightly agape, breath sucking past each row of teeth in rasps. 

      “I asked you a question.”

      “He asked you a question.”

      “Answer the question,” the third one finally speaks. 

      I stand up, book clenched in one hand and my monster backpack ready to be used as a weapon. “You all better fuck off right now.”

      “Or what?”

      “You’ll stop being nice to us?”

      Six pale eyes bore into me from all sides. Their limbs jerk forward in unison. I don’t wait for them and bolt through the side door. The men snarl and tear after me. I slam the glass door and drag a heavy newspaper bin in front of it. The men press themselves against the glass, eyes rolling back in their heads, rebar bone pressed forward as their mess of flesh and saliva is flattened. 

      The door holds. 

      The men howl and run toward the main exit. 

      I start to sprint. I don’t take time to drop my bag. I just run. I know I’m screaming because of the rawness in my throat. Shouts follow me. Animal braying of men hunting me into darkness. There’s a heat worse than breath that surrounds me as I run further and further until a pair of headlights and a blaring horn shut out all other senses. 

      The truck stops and Sharon gets out with a shotgun in her hands. I look behind me, stumbling with relief toward her. Three hungry faces back away. A sob catches itself in my stomach and I scramble inside the passenger door. Sharon follows my lead, never once taking her eyes off the men who have stopped at what they must have deemed a safe distance. Sharon’s wearing a white robe like some sort of saint. We drive away, and the men don’t follow.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” she says. “I’m sorry I had to go. I thought it would be safe.”

      “What are you talking about? Did you know that might happen?”

      She shakes her head. “Get some sleep. I’ll tell you what I know in the morning.”

      I want to complain that I could never sleep, but my eyes shut like guillotines, and I rest. 

      The sun is rising as my eyes open. Vibrations from the truck are already the most relaxing thing I can imagine waking up to. We’re idling on the side of a road I don’t recognize, though I can see the sign that leads back to the freeway from here.

      “What happened?” I ask. “Who are you?”

      “I’m moving on, sweetheart.” She puts a gentle hand on mine, the sleeve of her white robe whispering against my wrist. “You need to move on, until you find your own calling. I’ve done my bit. The truck is yours now.” Her hand is soft on mine. She points to the knobs and dials for the truck and explains them. “The book holds your story now, too. Thank you for reading a bit of me and mine.” Her smile doesn’t quite reach the sadness in her eyes. “Sometimes it helps to hear someone else lay everything out.” She gives my hand a final squeeze. 

      Somehow I don’t wonder when she steps out and disappears in a flash of light. The book is still in the front window, and her trucker hat sits on the dashboard. I open the book and flip through the pages, which are about me now. I see the page where Ronny asks me to move and close it, not wanting to follow that memory. Not yet. So I put the book in the glovebox, slide into the driver’s seat, and try on the hat. It doesn’t really fit my style, so I toss it in the back and then maneuver the truck out into traffic toward the freeway. 

      A young person is standing near the onramp, and I pull over. As she gets in the cab, I can see bruises on her face fade and cuts vanish like food dye being washed away. 

      “You headed south?” she asks.

      “Sure am,” I say. And why not. “Name’s Sharon. What’s yours?”
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        Police Report

        Case No: B3-700540Date: 2/18/2019

        Reporting Officer: Phillip Dion

        Prepared by: Phillip Dion

      

        

      
        Incident

        —

        Detail of Event:

        MELODY ANGERS [an-jurs] (white female, 34, 165 lbs., black wavy hair, brown eyes, bruised around the face and neck) was found in her home on 700 W. Helena, Apt 480 on 2/17/2019 at 9:20pm. She was unconscious and brought in for medical care. Choice was made to isolate her based on finding the bodies of her brother PETER ANGERS (white male, 28, 185 lbs., short dark hair, brown eyes), and the super, ZEKE OWEN (latino male, 49, 210 lbs., short dark hair, hazel eyes) who called in the incident saying he heard fighting. Both Mr. Angers and Mr. Owen were found with advanced cases of rigor mortis and skin hard to the touch. Weights are estimated to be three times that reported on their driver’s licenses (recorded above). Mr. Angers had a knife in his hand that could only be removed once three of his fingers were chiseled away. Physical contact not recommended with Ms. Angers. Subject is expected to be ready to answer questions in the morning.

      

        

      
        Actions Taken:

        Officers on scene have been quarantined. Whatever compound killed Mr. Angers and Mr. Owen seemed to have dissipated when the officers arrived, but observation is still recommended for forty-eight hours. Preliminary blood tests show both men died from exposure to a mutagenic gene that latched onto the SRY gene (located on the Y-chromosome), which triggered a hardening of the dermal layer. Ms. Angers has tested positive as a carrier for the mutagenic gene. Inhabiting factors are being researched. Until then, all contact must be limited to those who have been tested for chromosomal markings, regardless of gender identity.

      

      

      

      “And that’s why you’re up for this, Rookie,” Phillip says once Allison looks up from his report.

      “Detective Hanover has more experience, and this is an unusual circumstance.” She glances into the interrogation room where Melody Angers sits, her hazmat suit put aside in a neat pile.

      “Tested her, and it turns out she’s XXY. All this genetic crap makes my head spin. I needed two techs to walk me through it for the report. You’re the first one we’ve had come back as XX genuine female.”

      Allison rolls her eyes at his tone.

      “No lie girl!” He grins. “And we need to know what she knows. Best case scenario, this a freak mutation. At the worst though, this is the beginning of a terrorist attack that will destroy half the population. Homeland Security and the CDC will be coming in on this one before you know it.”

      “And I’m not going to get his weird virus?” she asks.

      “Not according to the tech goons. They think she picked it up from her brother since they shared genetic markers, but it shouldn’t pass to anyone with an XX chromosome set.”

      The idea of going into that room and getting some weird mutation virus made her skin crawl, but she joined the Visitation to help people. So into the decontamination room she goes, followed by the locking one hermetic seal behind her and a second one unlocking in front. Her hair only needs to be patted down a little after the blast of ionization that should kill any foreign compounds. She enters, dossier in hand, and sits across from Melody.

      “Hello Ms. Angers. I’m Agent Allison Theed. I’d like to ask you a few questions about your brother and what you remember from last night.”

      The bruise on Melody’s face already shaded toward blue, a contrast from the angry red blush in the photos from Dion’s report.

      “It’s only been one ay since it all happened?”

      Allison nods. “What do you recall?”

      “Am I in trouble? I’ve hardly seen anyone.”

      “No, Melody, we just need to know…” she hesitated. Glances at the report. Dion has written that Angers has brown eyes, but this woman has granite gray, hardly a trace of color, only shading. “We’re just trying to get a sense of what happened.”

      “Peter called. He and Anna were fighting—that’s his girlfriend,” she adds, seeing Allison’s look. “Things have been tough for him since he lost his job.”

      “The warehouse on 37th?” Allison asks, checking a note.

      “Right. Something about not filling orders fast enough. I don’t think it was his fault, but he took it so hard. It meant he couldn’t get her anything for Valentine’s Day, and things were already going so poorly for them. He was crying, and I knew that they must have broken up.”

      “What’s Anna’s last name and phone number?”

      Melody gives them to her.

      “Alright, he calls, and then?”

      “He came over, and he was hurt. Scratches up and down his face. I asked him what happened, and he starts talking about what a good boyfriend he always was, how much e always respects women. He told me how much he loved me, and that he never meant…” she breaks off. “Where is Peter?”

      “Melody, what did he never mean?”

      “Did Peter call you to help me?’

      “Just tell me what happened.”

      “I need to know if Peter is here first. What has he said—have you found Anna?”

      “Mr. Agers, please, if you’d⁠—”

      “Either you answer my question, or I want a lawyer.”

      “You haven’t been charged with anything.”

      “Lawyer or answers.”

      Allison glances at the window and sighs. This shouldn’t be happening like this. Melody Angers looks like a woman in the wrong place at the wrong time, knocked out by a potential terrorist attack. She gathers up her dossier and heads out the door, which unseals with quick and quiet efficiency. The ionization of decon blows over her, and then she’s on the other side.

      “That could have gone better,” a man says. He’s standing next to Phillip who looks rumpled next to that crisp suit. “Special Agent Seth Perseus, Homeland Security.”

      Phillip shoots her an ‘I-told-you-so’ look with his eyebrows.

      “Are you here to take over the interrogation?”

      Seth folds his arms. “No, you’re still the only one who can talk face to face with her without any risk. I’m here to assess if she needs to be—” he smacks his lips “—moved to a more secure facility.”

      Phillip draws a hand across his throat behind the agent’s back.

      “In that case we need to find out more information about Peter Anger’s girlfriend, Anna.”

      “Already sent someone there,” Seth says.

      Allison fumbles the document she’s holding. “That says a lot about the priority of this case.”

      The special agent’s expression doesn’t reveal anything, but he holds out a black phone for her to look at. “ID found on scene confirms with is Anna.” Pictured is a young woman. Dead. “CoD multiple stab wounds. DNA test on skin found her nails is underway. No sign of forced entry, so it looks like she knew her attacker.

      “So Peter kills his girlfriend in a crime of passion. Then how does the super virus come in? Did Anna have any foreign connections?”

      “Not that we can tell. Best bet is that Melody Angers is the missing piece.” Seth taps the unlock sequence. “Get back to it, Agent.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      It’s through the first door, decontamination, and the second door all over again.

      “Look.” Melody is standing now, hands on her hips, those strange gray eyes cutting through the air. “If you have to run out every time a make a request to talk with your supervisor, I would really rather just⁠—”

      “Anna is dead.”

      The woman’s shoulders fall as if Allison hit her in the stomach. “No, I had hoped. I thought maybe…”

      “What happened last night, Melody?”

      Allison sits down in her chair, and, after a moment of deliberation, Melody sits down across the table.

      “Peter came over, like I said, and he was babbling. He kept talking about how it wasn’t his fault. His arms and hands were covered in blood. He told me that he thought he killed Anna. He said she started shouting at him, that he was pathetic and couldn’t hold down a job, that if his job could replace him with a robot, then she could do the same. She---she could be cruel, but that doesn’t justify…” She takes a deep breath and pushes her curly hair back. “I told him we had to call an ambulance, that there was a chance we could still save her. That he needed to turn himself in. He started screaming that I was just like her, that I wanted him to fail, too. That I thought he was pathetic. Everything happened so fast. I heard someone pounding at the door. It must have been Zeke.

      “When I looked away, Peter grabbed a knife from my kitchen and came after me. I ran. It was surreal to run from him like that. I’m his older sister and he’s never… Anyway, he caught me up against the wall and was ready—he—then something strange happened.” She stops, gray eyes gazing off toward her reflection in the mirror. Her hands reach up toward her face.

      “Melody?” Allison prompts.

      “He started seizing. I think Zeke must have got in and tasered him. Petter fell on me, and he felt like he weighed a thousand pound. I must have hit my head because the next thing I remember is waking up here.” She pauses again. “Did Zeke… Is Peter… Are they both okay?”

      Allison considers the woman across from her. “They’re both dead.” She watches and waits.

      “What?” Melody blinks several times. “Who did it?”

      “I hoped you could tell me.”

      “I don’t remember anyone else there. Peter had the knife, and suddenly it was like I could see past him being my little brother. It was like I always knew that he was rotten, dark all the way through, and that he would always turn to abuse in the end. It was inevitable. If I had seen it sooner, I could have stopped him.” Her fists clenched. “I could have…”

      She lapses into silence for several minutes.

      Allison’s voice is soft when she speaks. “Do you need anything?”

      Melody sighs as if her body is coming back from being stone. “Some hot tea would be nice.”

      To the door, wait, through the next.

      When Allison comes out, Special Agent Perseus is dressed in a full hazmat suit with Phillip Dion handing him a gun.

      “What’s this?” she asks.

      “Word came in from up top. Ms. Angers is to be removed to a secure location,” he says as Phillip helps him secure a helmet.

      “What? Like hell! She’s going to disappear into one of the government’s black sites and end up dead three months later? What happened to protecting people?”

      “We protect the general populace, Agent Theed. Ms. Angers is there could wipe out half the world with the mutagenic gene she carries.”

      “You don’t know that there won’t be a cure!”

      “You don’t know that there will be. We believe this isn’t a terrorist plot, but rather she’s patient zero for a new disease that triggered when she was threatened by her brother.”

      “You mean it activated and protected her.”

      “Killing Zeke Owen in the process. Or did you forget?”

      She thinks back to the dossier pictures, the apartment super lying rigid in the door of Melody’s apartment, hand outstretched, mouth gaped open in horror.

      Special Agent Perseus shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Theed.” He opens the first hermetic door.

      “C’mon, Allison. You did your job. We should go.” Phillip puts a hand on her arm and tries to lead her away.

      “You go.” She doesn’t look to see him walk away as she marches into the interrogation view room.

      Melody sits at the table, head in her hands, peering out between her fingers. Those gray eyes stare directly at Allison. No, she’s looking at herself, at her own eyes. Phillip said the eyes were brown, not ray. The second door begins to make the soft noise of unlocking, and Melody glances up to see Perseus raise his gun.

      Allison clicks off the light to the interrogation room.

      A bang flashes. A shout. The sound of cracking glass. Silence.

      Allison turns on the light.

      Melody stands over the agent’s rigid body, his gun in her hand, pointing right at Allison. It’ll take some time to earn her trust, but Allison will get this woman to safety.
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      Simple items adorn the reflection in front of Jack. Most obviously, his own naked form, easel balanced in his right hand, the worn mahogany chair holding him. A white sheet fills the background, with a splash of white petals in a tipped over vase spreading a damp darkness, nearly invisible, right where the canvas will end. The mirror holds it all. Paint drips in fingers down his leg, matching his flesh tone as he considers his next brush. 

      Jack never glances at himself. He can’t meet his own eyes as he paints and draws them in sidelong glances. He wants so badly to paint love and grief deep into every strand of hair, every inch of skin before him, but doesn’t know if he’s succeeding. The white sheet feels like the numbness pushing through every ounce of himself, numbing everything but this flash of color that somehow represents him and nothing else. 

      He considers adding purples and blues. Maybe dead wounds. 

      A heavy knocking that rises to an insistent banging pushes into his sensory perception. 

      “Jack, are you ready?”

      He puts the easel down. His head tilts and fingers almost brush the two-dimensional twin in front of him. He touches the wet for a moment, and he wants to hold onto that smear forever. 

      “It’s time,” the voice persists. 

      He wanders out of the mirror’s frame, leaving his double frozen in time, trapped watching, but he still won’t look at it directly. He dresses methodically. Underwear. Slacks. Charcoal button up. Black tie. Charcoal suit jacket. 

      He opens the door. 

      “Finally.” They come in. “Are you okay? Is everything…” they falter, looking at the painting. Is that Isaac?” 

      Jack lets the question hang in the air. As he walks through the door, he passes in front of the mirror again. His appearance startles him, not really looking like he is who he is. His clothes once had a beautiful shine, but now dull and worn to his eyes. Only the world inside of the painting felt real. He wished so badly he could go inside it and live there. 
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