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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the dim hours before dawn, with the taste of black coffee lingering and the smoke of her last cigarette curling toward the mountain peaks, my mother would lean in and whisper fragments of her untold stories. Tales of a life scraped raw by hardship. Dreams deferred like letters never sent. Those mornings bound us. Her words, a fragile bridge across the miles I later crossed, leaving behind the job, the home, the familiar ache of what was, for a meager existence in a new land where the lakes whisper secrets at three a.m. This book, Primitive Beauty, emerges from that crossing, a hybrid of our shared silences and the stories I carried away, evolving as I sifted through her journals, realizing her voice could only live through mine, imperfect and alive.

      Every artist harbors a hidden sketchbook, a trove of half-formed ideas that strike in unlikely moments. On a train rumbling through shadowed lands, or beside a frozen Ottawa shore, where the cold sharpens the mind’s feverish whirl. Writers compose ceaselessly in the quiet chambers of their heads, birthing narratives that may never see light. Short bursts of poetry or prose, riddles wrapped in everyday dread. Imagine the weight of those unseen words. The potential locked away, much like my mother’s writings: a lifetime of raw hope, gathered but never shaped into the book she dreamed of sharing, not for acclaim, but to kindle resilience in others facing their own unrelenting storms.

      I set out to weave her biography, to honor the best friend who knew my hidden fractures as I knew hers, but the truth unraveled differently. Her story, filtered through my lens, became ours—a memoir laced with the menace of loss, the subtext of reinvention, where quitting everything propelled me toward this raw craft. Primitive Beauty is no polished manual for artistry; it invites you into the writer’s shadowed mind, to witness how imperfection forges timeless beauty amid a world that demands machine-like flawlessness. Tara, my wife of twenty-five years, often says she wishes she could glimpse the storms brewing inside me; here, I open that door, urging fellow creators to embrace their own turbulent dreams with unyielding courage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Primitive

      Adjective

      

      
        
          	
        (Literary) The base material of the universe; the fundamental substance or essence from which all things originate.
      

      

      

      

      Beauty

      Noun

      
        
          	
        (Literary) Things that are unspoiled by modern influence, characterized by ruggedness, honesty, and a direct connection to nature or early human expression.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART I


          

          
            PHANTOMS AND DOORWAYS
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            FRIDAY, JULY  26—RESTLESS NIGHT
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          SHATTERED THOUGHTS

        

      

    

    
      What if today was the turning point?

      

      Loss is venomous.

      
        
        —The agony of silence⁠—

      

      

      

      I remember the smell of white diamonds. Gone now.

      I can still hear Patsy Cline’s rich, achy tone singing somewhere in the house.

      

      The wind rattles broken glass. I count each sharp edge

      Why do we survive?

      

      What if the detective is the last person alive? Who does he interrogate—himself?

      

      Then I see

      The white fox returns, nose to ground. I envy its certainty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHISPERS
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        Patsy Cline kept haunting my Spotify—three times today, her songs played without me ever adding them. That rich, aching voice, the kind that knows hurt intimately, belonged to both. Same hurt, different decades. Patsy died at thirty. My mother, at sixty-eight.

        Tara swears the kitchen light flickers every time I walk in. I’m so lost inside my head these days, I never notice the signs—never realize when mom visits.

      

      

      
        
        Sea of Souls

      

      

      She felt the weight of those eyes bearing down on her—relentless, like ocean waves rolling in before her. They swept over her. Then receded, only to surge again. The ocean was so damn clamorous it rang her ears, the roar echoing long after the waves had pulled back. The weight of salty water tickled the back of her throat. Even the smell of seaweed lingered longer than she had hoped, the stench of rotting fish never far behind. Everything the sea brought these days washed up onto the smooth, shale-pebbled shore and turned to rot.

      Her heart pounded, echoing the chaos that battered her ears. What puzzled her most was the sharp itch of barnacles stinging her nose—a sensation she could never quite get used to. But that was life. That was her life. The ocean’s waves always brought things to her—mostly unwanted desires. Yet she could always count on the tide to take those unwanted things back, sweeping them far, far away, beyond the horizon, past the blinding shimmer of sunlight on water. Still, she knew someday they’d return, when she least expected them. Most likely when she was at her lowest. She could picture it now, her weary self, struggling to tackle, or at least face, those unwanted things.

      But she’d make do, she tells herself. She always will. She always does. Not a day goes by without her managing the chaos of the ocean tide.

      The ocean was faithful—punishing. Yet, without those barnacles stinging her nose daily, where would she be? More importantly, who would she be? The alternative frightened her most, that she’d be useless, even nothing, without that torturous ocean lying in wait. At least the waves gave her something, despite the headaches, the heartaches, and whatever else they decided to deliver each day. Still, she wondered, Why, oh why, does life have to be this damn hard? This damn cruel? Then she thinks, if it was good enough for mother, then it must be good enough for me. Her mother was her world. Then she, too, got swept away into that shimmering horizon. Someday, when it’s her time, she’ll meet the same fate. They all do, eventually. And when that day comes, she’ll welcome the eyes of what comes after.

      

      
        
        —The Whisper⁠—

      

      

      

      She felt those eyes on her—unyielding, relentless—as if the weight of the ocean itself pressed down, wave after wave. Each surge swept over her, then retreated, only to return with renewed force. The sea’s clamor echoed in her ears, so loud it nearly drowned out her thoughts. Salt stung the back of her throat. The sharp, briny scent of seaweed and fish clung to her skin, the odor of decay always lurking at the edge of the wind. Everything the tide delivered these days—memories, regrets, unwanted desires—washed up on the smooth, shale-pebbled shore and turned to rot.

      Her heart pounded in her chest, its rhythm matching the ocean’s unending assault. Sometimes, the sting of barnacles in her nose caught her off guard, a reminder of how the sea could wound as well as sustain. But this was her life, a constant negotiation with the tide, never knowing what it would bring or take away. She had learned to expect the unexpected, to brace herself for the return of things she wished would stay gone. She could already picture it, her weary self, facing those old burdens when she was at her lowest.

      Still, she managed. She always did. Not a day passed without her wrestling the chaos the ocean hurled her way.

      The sea was punishing, but faithful. Without the daily sting of barnacles, the relentless roar, she wondered who she would be. The thought unsettled her, that without struggle, she might become nothing at all. At least the ocean gave her something to fight against, even if it was only headaches, heartaches, and whatever else it chose to toss ashore. Sometimes she asked herself why life had to be so hard, so merciless. But then she remembered, if her mother could endure it, so could she. Her mother had been her anchor until the tide claimed her, too, sweeping her beyond the shimmering horizon. One day, she knew she would follow, and when that day came, she would welcome her mother’s gaze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART II


          

          
            LIZZIE
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            MARCH 19— A STORM OF DOUBT ERUPTS ON THE EVE OF LIZZIE’S (STARDUST ANGEL) RELEASE
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        I devoted myself completely to creating this list, driven by a deep need to honor Lizzie’s story. Throughout it all, I felt my mom’s presence beside me, even though she crossed the Lion’s Gate last year.

        Lizzie’s decision to give the Polaroid camera to the other girl could be rooted in a complex mix of grief, guilt, hope, and a desperate need for closure.

      

      

      

      
        
        —Here’s a compelling reason for her actions⁠—

      

      

      

      Lizzie had been haunted by the image of her sister ever since her tragic death. The Polaroid camera became both a torment and a lifeline. An object that tethered Lizzie to her sister’s memory but also amplified her pain. Every time she saw her sister’s face in its lens, it was as though the camera was whispering that she could never truly let go.

      But then, one day, Lizzie saw something impossible: her sister standing beside another girl, not through the camera, but with her own eyes. It wasn’t just an apparition, it felt real, tangible even. The way her sister looked at the girl was different, calm, almost protective. For the first time since her death, Lizzie didn’t see sadness or regret in her sister’s expression. Instead, she saw purpose.

      Lizzie interpreted this as a sign that the camera wasn’t meant for her anymore. Perhaps it had been a bridge between their worlds, but now it was time for someone else to carry it forward. The girl must need it more than Lizzie did—maybe to find answers of her own or to connect with something lost, just as Lizzie once had. In giving the camera away, Lizzie wasn’t abandoning her sister’s memory, she was trusting that this mysterious connection had a greater meaning.

      It wasn’t an easy decision. Letting go never is. But for the first time in a long while, Lizzie felt lighter. Her sister had found peace, and maybe now she could too.

      This explanation ties Lizzie’s action to themes of grief and healing while leaving room for mystery and interpretation about the camera’s true purpose.
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        * * *

      

      Lizzie, in her imaginative musings, envisions each juror speaking in their unique voice, shaped by their personalities and motivations. Here’s how she might imagine their statements:

      
        
          	
        Juror 1 (The Foreman): “Let’s keep this orderly. Everyone gets a turn to speak. We need to reach a decision, but we must do it properly.”
      

      	
        Juror 2 (The Meek Observer): “I’m not sure… but maybe we should consider that point again? I don’t want to miss anything important.”
      

      	
        Juror 3 (The Biased Father): “She’s guilty! You can’t tell me otherwise. These kids today have no respect; they’re all the same!”
      

      	
        Juror 4 (The Rational Analyst): “Let’s focus on the facts. Emotions have no place here. What does the evidence actually prove?”
      

      	
        Juror 5 (The Empathetic Witness): “I grew up in a neighborhood like hers. I know what it’s like. Maybe there’s more to her story than we see.”
      

      	
        Juror 6 (The Honest Supporter): “I just want justice to be served right. If someone has doubts, we should hear them out.”
      

      	
        Juror 7 (The Impatient Salesman): “Can we wrap this up? I’ve got tickets to the game tonight. This is dragging on too long.”
      

      	
        Juror 8 (The Logical Advocate): “We owe it to her to discuss this thoroughly. A life is at stake, and doubt means we cannot convict.”
      

      	
        Juror 9 (The Wise Elder): “Sometimes, standing alone is the only way to do what’s right. I see something worth reconsidering here.”
      

      	
        Juror 10 (The Prejudiced Cynic): “You people are soft! She’s one of them. They’re all criminals—it’s just how they are.”
      

      	
        Juror 11 (The Idealistic Immigrant): “This jury is a privilege. We must respect the process and ensure fairness for all.”
      

      	
        Juror 12 (The Vacillating Executive): “I don’t know… maybe she’s guilty? Or not? Let’s just decide already.”
      

      

      

      

      Lizzie imagines these voices clashing and converging in a confined room, each one representing a fragment of human nature (bias, logic, empathy, and apathy), all trapped within the weight of deciding another’s fate.
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            SPLINTERS OF THE LOST
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            COSMIC D TRAIN—DENVER 2025
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        During those train rides to work from March through April, I poured my restless spirit into pages of raw, urgent writing and poetry. Each line forged in the clatter and sway of the rails. Every verse a testament to longing and transformation.

      

      

      

      Bruno’s shaving mirror might seem extravagant, but it’s not actually the world’s most expensive. That title belongs to a Russian masterpiece by Fabergé—crafted from solid gold and adorned with intricate enamel work.

      

      Geopolitical tensions (72) hours (Critical period) after a crisis

      

      Volatile global landscapes.

      

      Interconnected threats

      

      Cyber attacks

      

      Climate change

      Disease outbreak

      72 hours survival kits

      

      Non-perishables that last twenty-five years (Everything Spontaneous).

      

      EU Advisory?!

      

      Stringy road for sure.

      

      Writing is an act of artistry. Any institution that claims otherwise aligns itself with the forces of authoritarianism. I write with unflinching courage, not to defy rules for the sake of rebellion, but because my imagination roams the cosmos, far beyond the confines of convention. To demand that I contain it within boundaries is to demand my extinction.

      

      I kiss you like I’m pouring my soul into you.

      

      Fire Bender

      

      I can’t help it. My soul pours into you when I kiss you.

      

      My soul pours into every kiss I give you, and I can’t help it.

      

      Your love is that strong for me to be unhappy being with…

      

      
        
        —Archaeology of Words⁠—

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Your love gave me the universe. It was happy and sad and angry and melancholy. It was everything. We poured our universe into each other. It was a real love. Not perfect. But real.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Every day I fall in love with new words. Sometimes just one. Sometimes a cascade of nine at once. I can capture almost everything I experience in language, except for you. Each attempt to describe you ends in failure. Trying to define love feels as impossible as describing faith. Still, I’ll spend my life trying, from this night onward, as your breath rises and falls beside me, your warmth seeping into my skin. I’ll gather every word I cherish to express my love for you. Even after twenty-five years and countless new words, nothing compares to you.

      I’m endlessly grateful you walked into Walgreens on a whim, because without that moment, I’d never have known real love or true happiness. No matter what life brings, I wouldn’t trade a single day or share your heart with anyone else. That’s what love means to me, devoting my life to finding the perfect sentence to capture what I feel. My only fear is that I might die before I find those words. Not out of pride or a need for recognition, but out of a longing to show you my whole heart. No, more than that. To invite you inside it. That’s the only gift worth giving.

      

      Level east

      Resemble

      Ludicrous

      

      What a wild ride

      The Knuckle Duster

      

      Radio silence

      Commodities

      Open heart

      

      A hint of lavender

      

      “This salad is hot.”

      “Hot? What do you mean?”

      “The onions are hot.”

      “Oh, you mean like spicy?”

      “No, I mean temperature wise.”

      

      Stories that shape water

      

      Page turning opening lines in fiction:

      

      Lip balm offerings: for smooth lips in the afterlife.

      

      The brain plays our behaviors like a goddamn music box

      

      I could see her cold breath swim in dewy light.

      

      Cherry spot

      

      Tree of souls

      

      Stain the world / spoil the world

      So devout

      To liberate

      

      A little blue still shone through the crust.

      

      “The right way?”

      

      “How would you know if that was the right way?”

      

      Look-see

      

      I will show this world a thing or two.

      

      You got me all fucked up

      Share secret knowledge and wisdom

      Femininity

      Erupted

      Guineafowl

      Lorikeet

      Crowned

      Waxwing

      Spotted frosty moth

      Cheetah

      Spotted snow moth

      Parasite

      Assassin bees /mites

      Dragon hoppers

      Hoverflies

      Big-eyed bug

      Praying bugs

      Viper

      Boom flier

      Banded

      Sea/river/swamp/marsh/pond

      Cooper/coral/ green

      Leatherback darter

      Raspberry darter

      Baba-dawn

      Braying cheetah mule

      Copperhead newt

      Vampire skippers

      

      Hornless cat fawn

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WALK HOT COALS
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          IN REVERSE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When I return to the same book again and again, it feels, in a way, like that book is my life. Or at least, it was. There’s a message in those pages that keeps drawing me back. I’m not sure if it’s a message of pain, redemption, or simply a way of putting things to rest. In my mind’s eye, I hope it’s the latter. But who can say? Maybe the reason I keep revisiting those same pages is a kind of self-deprecation—a sign that I can’t let go of my past, my present, or maybe even my future.

      

      

      

      Witches of Fortune

      Her mind, her thoughts infested by evil thoughts of revenge.

      

      Pure Latin stock

      Hurtling dead things toward an invisible god in the sky.

      

      Ghost forest

      Things were finally looking up.

      Akin

      That murderous light

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE UNIVERSE GIVES
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          PEACE AT A TIME

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The trees were gnarled and twisted, reaching toward the heavens like giant hands, as if crying out to God, “Why must we endure this pain every year on earth?” Their limbs stretched upward into a grayish, bluish nightmare. One only the sun could deliver them from.

      

      

      

      The veins in the smooth stone seemed eager to soak up all the blood scattered about, as if determined to grant Tetchy a second life.

      

      Down to a science / perfected the process

      

      Chrysalis—words that seem impossible to speak, but sound beautiful. / ˈkrisələs /

      Omnipotent

      Primeval

      Satiety—/ sə tiədē /

      

      Trees of barren

      Single rarest thing

      Deceased heart.

      Death has lost all meaning.

      I can’t take my eyes off you.

      I can’t take my mind off you.

      There is no hope in his eyes.

      Hedonism.

      Virile.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        His skin has the texture of ancient scrolls. Tissue paper. Parchment. Crepe.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        His eyes were nothing but a film of milkiness, with traces of blue still visible, though bleached and eerie.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      A bony little face.

      Ribs working overtime.

      Benign.

      A fine, warm, delicate face.

      Silence swallowing her whole.

      Deadness.

      A flashlight seemed to live behind the pupil.

      Ephemera.

      

      
        
        Not well-to-do by any measure, in any country, but carefree when it came to acquiring useless luxuries.

      

      

      

      A sacred act of death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SKELETAL

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        A brutal cold snap stripped the trees of their golden color, leaving them naked and transforming the landscape into a prison of skeletal forms. Creatures rising from the frozen earth, a cemetery of the undead waiting to reanimate come spring.

      

      

      

      

      Moon face.

      

      He would just melt into this adorable little creature—but beware.

      Clouds of dander drifted in the morning light.

      

      Let me carry your tears

      

      I cannot be touched—ever. Not by the gentleness of a hand, not even by the tickle of a feather. When the wind brushes against my face on a breezy day, it feels as if my skin is on fire. I cannot be touched because my condition won’t allow it. For five years, I have daydreamed about what it would feel like to be kissed.

      

      
        
        True bliss is often found within the confines of poverty. When the world is yours, nothing holds value; but when you have nothing, you treasure every small thing within your reach. Only through humility can you truly love.

      

      

      

      The heart is in constant conflict with the mind. The heart is biological; the mind is not.

      

      “Send in the rats, they’ll detect those land mines.”

      

      A porcelain-like bird trapped inside a glob of hand-blown glass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JILL

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          UNDONE

        

      

    

    
      Jill woke with a plan. It was Thursday, nothing notable about the day except the overcast sky. When she opened the bathroom window, cool, moist air funneled through the screen and whistled softly.

      She sat, staring at the metallic shower tile. Scum had clouded the glass barrier, making it look almost like sudsy waves, sweeping in and out.

      Her latest social media post had crushed whatever was left in her. Her phone kept flashing on the counter. The harsh strobe bouncing off the golden snake wallpaper. She resisted the urge to pick it up.

      She dumped the remaining pills into a lowball. Next to it sat another glass, filled with tap water. Bubbles crawled to the rim, the water was slightly cloudy. Calcium from the shower seemed to have infected the drinking glass, or maybe the apartment was plagued by hard water deposits.

      She readied herself to down the pills when her cell phone rang. She set the glass down on the granite counter and waited for the ringing to stop. It never did.

      She sighed and answered. “Hello.” Even now, her voice retained that inviting, friendly tone.

      She waited. Without a word, the caller hung up. Jill set the phone down, wondering who it could have been. It was an unknown number. Was it Racheal, calling to rub it in? Perhaps Ethan had a change of heart.

      She stared at the phone, debating whether to call back.

      As silence settled in, she lifted the glass of pills to her lips. Her phone chimed with a text.

      She set the glass down, now aggravated, and picked up the phone to read:

      My name is Jack. I accidentally dialed your number. When I realized my mistake, I was too embarrassed to speak. I apologize for any inconvenience. If it means anything, you seem like a really nice person. May you have a blessed day.

      She immediately sent a thumbs-up emoji.

      Jack replied with a sorry emoji.

      Ok.

      He sent nothing back.

      She flushed the pills down the toilet, then peered at her phone.

      She didn’t recognize the number, but Jack had the same area code. She texted: Do you want to get coffee sometime?

      I’m a stranger.

      Ok, never mind.

      Wait!

      What?

      How about today? It would be nice to talk to a kind person.

      Me too.

      How about Market Café on Larimer. Have you been?

      Are you free now?

      Yes.

      OK.

      Wait!

      Yes?

      How will I know it’s you?

      I’ll text.

      Ok.

      

      
        
        We all must greet the grave. Our eyes turn the soil, digging down until we reach rock bottom. Our toes skirt the edge, fearful of the fall—even when our time has not yet come. We hover over death while reaching for life, our hearts plunging into the unthinkable. We remain here. But do we?

      

      

      

      Pity will not sit at my table. I will swallow the pain. The pain is delicious—it nourishes me more than judgment ever could.

      

      Facia

      

      This icy evening, I sat next to a man who was sleeping. Other passengers avoided him. He awoke from a dream as I took the seat beside him. I caught the scent of carbon monoxide drifting from him. Not from cigarettes, but from relentless exposure to traffic. A hint of sweltering asphalt began to settle in.

      We both gazed out the window into the pitch-black night, as if our minds occupied the same place in life. Our stares mirrored each other. But there was a difference: his eyes were not those of a lost man—mine were. There was certainty in his look. In that moment, I realized he was freer than I was. He had freed himself from the weight of the world, while I cracked beneath it.

      It saddened me when he abruptly got off at the next stop. I desperately wanted to follow. To go wherever he was headed. But that’s life, not enough courage to unlock the chains that bind.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        The monogram on the tracks was visible only under certain light. I saw “1975” inscribed there. Then I realized—the tracks are as old as I am.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      The sky split into two worlds through the train window. On one side, a spotless blue afternoon stretched endlessly. On the other, snow-capped mountains rose, crowned with a halo of drifting clouds. The mountains lined up perfectly with the glass, holding my gaze captive, refusing to let me look away.

      For a moment, the world felt turned upside down—or maybe, for the first time, right side up. I couldn’t tell which.

      

      Desolation collided with beauty.

      

      Industrial carnage pressed against tranquil splendor.

      

      Dogs roamed the business district—an empire built of concrete and glass.

      

      The moon crawled behind thin lip clouds to hide. Its ambient light spilled wondrous and would not erase. From where I stand, the earth is now a well. I’m on the bottom. The moon, my only way out. If I try to climb out.

      

      Today I saw a doctor walk out of a medical building, carrying a metal suitcase. He still wore his lab coat, stethoscope draped around his neck—glasses, the works. It made me think, doesn’t James Bond carry a metal briefcase? I suppose doctors are heroes outside the office, too.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        A cross on the side of the foothills at night levitates and glows as though it’s God’s Lite Brite

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
        —Second Sight⁠—

      

      

      The levitating cross in darkness marks a summit indifferent to binaries of light or shadow—a symbol suspended between celestial aspiration and earthly denial. Below, a city discards its gods into neon-lit oblivion, where skyscrapers claw at smog-choked skies. Eight green doors glow like emerald portals on a monolithic building, while streets blur in dissonant velocities: cars, trains, and planes fracturing time.

      

      
        
        The neon car wash sign had the word “car” burned out—or scrubbed away until it reached death. Does that mean anything can be washed to death?

      

      

      

      The night feels ominous as the light rail speeds past apartments and industrial lots. Parking lots lie in darkness all hollowed out, though the streetlights cast a faint glow. The pavement appears like inky glass. Smooth, white lines frame death. As it always does. The mood warns: don’t walk late at night—not in this neighborhood.

      

      
        
        Need a house call? Dr. Fix-It fixes it all. If only such a creature truly existed. That’s what the sign promised. Still, “God of Fix-It” has a nice ring to it—I’d dial that number in lickety-split.

      

      

      

      Winter had scorched the land, laying waste to everything it touched.

      

      
        
        Concrete tubes and boxes were strewn across the landscape like Goliath’s forgotten building blocks.

      

      

      

      Sterile, stainless silos pierced the afternoon sky, almost erasing the heavens above.

      

      
        
        Rails lay abandoned, weeds spidering over the tracks. The banks were overgrown—long past due for a haircut.

      

      

      

      A stately bridge leads—where? Perhaps not to nowhere, but simply to the other side of the tracks. Then I think: Is nowhere everywhere. And if everywhere is nowhere, then where do I go next?

      

      
        
        A pile of bird feathers lay on the asphalt, covering the double yellow line. The feathers were bleached and frayed, but the yellow lines remained sharp and clean, lending the feathers an odd vitality. It was a strange sight—as if the bird had plunged from the sky at lightning speed and crashed onto the road.

      

      

      

      Geometric concrete tiles were arranged in a herringbone pattern beneath the bridge. Creaturelike weeds stuck out their tongues between the cracks. In the tallest corner of darkness, a twig-like arm reached out as if to say, I know you’re there—why can’t I feel your rays raining down on me? What more must I do to bathe in your light?

      
        
        BookTok— A social media execution—teenager-style.

      

      

      

      
        
        —Removed Excerpt STARDUST ANGEL⁠—

      

      

      
        
        
        I was afraid to love Nodin. Afraid that I would eventually break him. I stayed awake at night thinking, “It’s only a matter of time.” The ghosts of Andrew and Abby would avenge their deaths. Running wasn’t sustainable in the long run. The sins of the past are timeless. I am not.

      

      

      

      

      In the daylight, the train sped past dumpsters. One was spray-painted in white: “trash.” Of course, dumpsters are designed to collect garbage. Then I noticed a man pushing a shopping cart near the dumpster. It dawned on me—maybe the sign is meant to keep people from sleeping inside the dumpster. Or worse, rummaging for something to eat. I got off at the next stop and went back. I had ten dollars in my wallet, but the man had vanished before I got there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I never write dates on my work. But today is too striking to ignore—a crisp blue day in March 2025. America stands divided by a political civil war. On one side, those who worship a criminal; on the other, those who refuse. In Denver, the state capitol just raised a Canadian flag in protest, a silent rebuke against the criminal minds steering the country. But not a Mexican flag, despite our president’s tariffs on Mexico. The symbolism is selective.

      This is the world in a nutshell: the only time we come together is to hate. Denver raises a flag to spite the president; the other side raises one to spite the haters. No wonder nothing gets accomplished—we’re too busy hating each other to build anything lasting.

      True change isn’t about raising flags in defiance. A flag is just a symbol; its meaning comes after the work is done. We raised a flag on the moon after we landed. We raised flags in victory after defeating the Nazis. Raising a flag before the struggle is over only breeds more division.

      

      
        
        We live in a cushion world, insulated from the consequences of our own anger—mistaking gestures for progress, and pride for purpose. If we want to make the world better for the next generation, we need more than symbols. We need the courage to do the real work, together.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART IV


          

          
            EMPIRE OF GRANITE
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            INVISIBLE SINS
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      Every day, I watch this woman work tirelessly—hauling trash, scrubbing bathrooms. There are at least eight bathrooms in the building, maybe more, and I often see her emerging from one, toilet brush in hand, never pausing, always in motion. She seems to be everywhere at once, tending to a sprawling laboratory that must cover at least 40,000 square feet.

      No matter what she’s doing, she always greets me with a smile. I can’t tell if she’s truly content. Right now, I see her rubbing her sore neck, feet propped on a bargain chair, eyes fixed on her phone—her first real break of the day. I think it’s lunchtime. If she’s unhappy, a stranger would never know. Even those closest to her might not guess; she never lets it show.

      Most people walk past her as if she’s invisible. It’s heartbreaking to watch someone care for so many and receive so little in return. She reminds me of my mother—always giving, rarely acknowledged. Why do we take our mothers for granted? They’re here for such a short time, and once they’re gone, they’re gone. I know this pain firsthand. If I could do it over, I would.

      Perhaps we’re meant to live with this knowledge—that we could have done more. There’s a punishment for that, quietly waiting somewhere in the future.

      Next time I see her, I’m going to give her a gift card. I can’t afford much, but I’ll give what I can. Mothers deserve gratitude, even if it comes from a stranger.

      

      
        
        
        A silky veil draped the moon

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MOTHER MOUNTAIN
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          FLICKER IN THE PINES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The mountains and grief haunt me—a constant reminder of all I’ve lost and all I am forced to face. There is beauty in heartbreak and longing, a wild, aching splendor that cuts as deeply as the wind atop any summit.

        But here’s the truth: both mountains and memories refuse to let me rest. They loom, relentless and unmoving, casting their shadows over every attempt at peace. I am caught between awe and ache, knowing that neither the landscape nor the past will ever release their hold on me.

      

      

      

      At first glance, it wasn’t evident he was reading a book. His hoodie fanned out, shadowing both his face and the book in his hand. From a distance, head slumped, he appeared to be napping through the bright afternoon. Yet he’d read each word too many times—enough to curl the paperback’s spine. The pages had taken on a biblical texture, worn nearly transparent.

      He does this faithfully—reads that same book and rides the D train from north to south, while the Rockies haunt the windows like silent apparitions. The mountains linger until the train descends into an empire of concrete and glass. Every day, he boards the D train, staying until the last one stops at midnight.

      But he looks forward to the night, when the mountains sleep. As he gazes out the window and the world dissolves into a void, that’s where he sees her—and thinks about the book. The darkness outside becomes a canvas for memory and heartache. The quiet of the mountains echoing the silence within him. In that emptiness, she appears, inseparable from the story he can’t let go. Not the book. But her.

      

      
        
        The D line runs north to south, not in a circle, roaring alongside the ever-reaching Rockies that soar beyond the city. The train’s path is a straight shot between downtown Denver and Littleton, its windows offering fleeting glimpses of mountains that haunt the journey like distant guardians.

      

      

      

      Fat over lean. Thick over thin.

      
        
        We Must Purify the new world.

      

      

      

      Where white fire threads and flickers in the sun across the snowy peaks—not from heat, but from ice so pressurized and pure it glimmers like diamonds. Sunlight catches on the tiny, suspended crystals, making the mountains sparkle with a brilliance that seems almost otherworldly. This isn’t warmth, but the cold transformed: diamond dust and snow sparkle, each facet reflecting the sun’s rays, turning the high peaks into a living crown of light

      

      Seldom,

      among an empire,

      apparel

      made a pile.

      In spite—Spite of—Despite

      

      The light rail races past U-Haul. All the vegetation that surrounds it is skeletal, deflated, and dusty—like a business nestled in a void, or perhaps the Wild West. The OK Corral. A place where even a gunslinger might forgo a bounty. The sign reads: “Your Final Storage Place.” I can’t help but wonder—when did U-Haul start dealing in death?

      

      
        
        The woman in black—a true artist. I glanced at her sketchbook as she doodled, impressed by her masterful use of color and her carefully chosen subjects. Each detail was deliberate, every stroke well-crafted, revealing both skill and vision.

      

      

      

      The man screamed madly, his words indecipherable. He could no longer contain the truth clouding his mind. I wanted to help him, but then I wondered—where would I even begin? And does he truly need help? Despite the distance between our worlds, perhaps through his eyes, it is my world that appears mad. Maybe both our worlds are mad. Then, the real question becomes: has he evolved? Freed himself from these worldly chains? And I am the slave—conformed and docile. Maybe his wild speech was not madness at all, but an attempt to free me.

      

      
        
        We must plant. Harvest the crop. Then serve. But there’s a problem: our society no longer works the fields. We don’t rise in the dark cold to break our backs turning the soil. Today, we simply load flimsy plastic bags with fruits and vegetables, neatly displayed on irrigated shelves. Sometimes, while shopping, an automated sprayer mists everything—technology doing the work once done by hand.

        Now, the only finger we lift is to tap a digital screen. That’s a hard day’s work: bag, buy, repeat. Two days later, the cycle begins again. We load the bag, carry it home, only to let the food spoil because we ate out all week. The groceries are tossed away.

        The record keeps skipping in that same spot. Is it possible to smooth out worn grooves?

      

      

      

      How could we ever know the difference? Society is a machine, and we are mere cogwheels—ineffective ones, with broken teeth, oblong and misshapen, wasteful in our function. We are broken teeth on a wheel that turns without end, warped yet still compelled to spin.

      

      
        
        There’s something elemental about working with your hands—smelling and breaking the earth between your fingers, feeling the silty clay glint in the sun. The smoldering breeze dries your eyes as you look west, and you sense the creatures living below the surface calling out when you dig, plant, or simply touch the soil. Maybe it’s our ancestors, their voices woven into the land, crying at night, waiting for us to hear their call—to work the earth, to return home.

        Perhaps we do hear them. Hear the spiritual veil. I wake at 3 a.m. every day, for no reason I can name. Each time, I feel there’s something I must do, or have forgotten. I sit up, mind racing—Is the stove on? Did I forget to lock the door? But the feeling quickly slips away. I tire, and drift back to sleep.
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      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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