Out of Focus 

I picked a great day to do this, I think as I step out of my car. 
The clouds hang low in the sky, painting the world like an old photo. The sun can't break through. The waves are harsh. 

The weather finally matches my mood. I know it's cliché – 'the sky was raining for me,' 'the sun broke through right when I saw him,' yada yada ya. But I guess sometimes it's true. 

The sky's empty today, just like me. 

----- 

"What are you doing?" I asked. 

She ignored me, just threw her arms above her head and spun. 
Her yellow curls – golden under the afternoon sun – lifted off her shoulders, flying around her, spinning and spinning along with her, beckoning me to come, too. 

"Dancing!" she said, her voice like a music of its own. 

"But there's no music." 

"You don't need music to dance, Mike!" 

----- 

I'm glad I chose to do it this way. I'm so sick of the silence, but the ocean isn't quiet.
 It's an endless recording of noise. 

Waves splashing against rocks, the dock, each other, creating a foam cover. 

Gulls crying out to each other, looking for food, killing, scavenging. 

The echo of my shoes as I walk down this fucking endless dock. 

----- 

"You're crazy!" I told her as she swirled around again, but I was laughing. It was harder not to. 

"It's fun! I promise!" She reached out to grab my wrist, pull me closer. 

"Fine. But if someone laughs at me…" 

"Who's going to laugh? The trees?" 

"You." 

"I wouldn't laugh at you!" 

She pulled a little harder, her tiny hand clasped in mine, and I relented. I couldn't stand to be the one causing her to stand still when she was made to be in motion, even if there's no one around to see. 

"So what do I do?" 

----- 

I stick my hands deep into my pockets, ignoring the lint and paper clips and crumpled up post-it notes in there. 
I didn't bother stripping out of my suit, figuring it would help weigh me down. But even with my shoes, I don't think I'm heavy enough. And I don't want to come back up once I do it. 

Maybe I should have put rocks in my pockets. I heard of a lady who did that once – it sent her right to the bottom. 

I look behind me, having to squint a bit through the fog. I can't see the shore. 

I can't tell if the end of the dock's three or thirty or three hundred feet away. I tell myself that they wouldn't make a dock that long – that it's probably only a few steps away
. 

But I walk forward, convincing myself that my jacket is thick, made for Autumn
, and that my shoes are big and heavy. 

I don't think I could have made myself come back if I turned around, if I had gone to get more rocks. And I want to do this. I have to do this. 

----- 

"You're supposed to dance!" She pulled me closer, grasped both of my hands in hers. Leaned back, pulled against me, left me to do the same. We twirled around, faster and faster, both of us relying on the other to defy the gravity that was crashing down on us. 
"This isn't exactly dancing!" I yelled over the tornado we had created. 

"Is it fun?" 

She spun faster for a moment, and we both held on tightly. "I guess." 

"Then it's dancing!" Her smile was huge, lighting up her pale face. She was all I could see. The rest of the world – the bridge, the trees, the slowly setting sun – they all flashed by too quickly to be seen. But she's the constant. She's right there, right in front of me. 

----- 

It's just… it's easier this way, you know? I know it's not right, but it is easier. 

I doubt this will feel good. Actually, it will probably feel like shit, having my lungs fill up with water, my clothes weigh me down, darkness everywhere. 

But it can't be worse than not doing it. 

----- 

And then she was gone. 
I landed on the ground with a thud, and I couldn't get my head to stop swimming long enough to focus on her. 

But I heard her laughter – the music to her dance. 

"I thought you said you wouldn't laugh at me," I accused. 

"I'm not laughing at you," she replied, spinning and spinning, closer and closer to the water. She paused for a minute, leaned over, her hands on her knees, a big smile on her mouth. "I'm laughing with you!" 

The way she said it, the way she looked, it made me laugh too. She was acting just like a little child, innocent and carefree and happy. The way I used to be. The way she used to make me. 

But my head was still spinning from our dance, and though I tried to focus on her smile, I couldn't. She became part of the background, just another tree that flashed by every once in a while. 
----- 

I'm standing here staring out at the ocean, big and menacing, just waiting to eat me up, and all I can think is how much bigger
 it is than me. I mean, it's bigger than everyone, but it just feels like I'm even smaller than everyone. Like nothing will happen when I jump in – that no water will even have to move to compensate for my body. Like there's not enough of my body to matter. 

It's hungry. It's waves claw at me, splashing my legs, my arms, my face, desperately clinging to anything it can reach. Come, it's saying. Come with me – I'll keep you safe. I'll make you feel better. I'll take away all the pain. 

I believe it, because it's easier. 

----- 

"Are you going to get up?" Amber asked as she looked down at me. I shook my head, not wanting to be dragged into twirling around again, not after how dizzy the last dance made me. 
"Fine. I'll dance by myself!" She swung her arms out again, her laughter flying up into the air, her body seeming to follow. 

But then she tripped. 

She fell into the river behind her. The currents were strong, the water white. 

She struggled. I got up, ran over to her – but I couldn't run fast. I was too dizzy. 

My clothes weighed me down when I jumped in, my shirt clinging to my body. I held onto rocks, fighting my way over to her. She grasped a rock, but she wasn't moving. 

An unconscious body feels heavier than when the person is awake, but I managed to drag her to the shore. I lay her on the ground, her red-stained hair fanning out around her. My fingers shook as I dialed 911. 

When I got home from the hospital that night, her blood coated my body. 

----- 

The last thing I think of is her face with her beautiful smile flashing by, just like on the day it happened, when my head was so dizzy I couldn't see anything, just another tree that flashed by every once in a while. There, but out of reach. Visible, but out of focus. 

Then I jump, and pray that no one saves me this time. 



Jen,


This is an interesting story. Not my favorite, but I think I know why it’s not quite up to par with the rest of your writing. I don’t want to be rude in any way when I say this, but I feel that this was a bit childish. Not mature. Not the subject or anything—that’s good and all, but the voice. The man’s voice isn’t like a man at all. 


I’ve included a line-by-line review in the attachment below. I hope I can help with the editing there for a bit. 


CHARACTERS:


Your main character, Mike, is the one that I’m having problems with. As I said up there, he doesn’t sound like a real man. He sounds like a character that was whipped together in about an hour. By the way, that’s probably what you did, to hurry and enter this contest. If you are ever going to revisit this story, what I would work on is building Mike. Right now he’s this dull man that hates life. He hates that he couldn’t save his love. That right there is a cliché. Don’t you always read short stories like that? A man lost someone near and dear to his heart, and then has to solve everything by killing himself? It’s a bit overused. 


Choose someone you know personally that could be Mike. It would be easier if you actually pick a man that has the same name. Watch him. Observe him, and then BAM! you have a fully, fleshed out character. I call it the Cheater Character. Using a real life person, you can make a character realistic because the man is real. He really existed, which makes these short contest stories really effective. 


Amber. The dead lover. As I said up there, it’s cliché. We’ve heard about it over and over and over. Can’t we have something a bit different? We don’t know a whole lot about her right now. If this is the end of the story, then we’re not going to remember her at all. She’s really nothing to us. She’s not that memorable. Writers strive to have memorable characters. Conner, in your Suicide Kills Us All (I believe) is a very memorable character because he is a very fleshed out character. This is what you need to work on with both of these characters. They aren’t just stick figures. They are real, breathing people. You need to make them live. 


Let’s face it. Being a writer is playing God.


-Jared

�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��Great first sentence!





�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��I would combine these two sentences, because they are very abrupt.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��One word. What? That makes no sense. It has nothing to do with the story, and more importantly, it doesn’t fit in with his character. I would scrap this section.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��Take out the just and replace it with and.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��I’m being extremely picky right now. I would elaborate more on why the ocean isn’t quite. What do you hear at the beach? Rolling waves? Crashing waves? Caressing, fluid motions?


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��“AND each other…”


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��Authors (well, very good authors) plant descriptions in our mind that sets the mood. For instance, if you are writing about a suicide attempt, you’re not going to write about a warm, golden sun. You are going to write about a hot sun that seemed to melt away all life. More depressing, you know? That’s what you’ve done here. I like it. But I would edit it like this: Gull crying out to each other, looking for food. Killing. Scavenging. 


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��I would scrap this. It just doesn’t flow.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��Here is a good time (because you only have 4 pages to let us know everything about this character) to add characterization. Right now, the stuff in his pockets are just ordinary things. Paperclips and lint. How about something different? How about anti-depressant pills?


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��Look at the last sentence. You use the same word. Change/and/or delete one.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��No capitalization.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��Ew. That’s an ugly word. Childish. How about ‘larger’?





