Hey Sam!  Here's the first critique for winning my Side Characters Contest.  Honestly, this should be counted as four, since you sent me the new version with the whole thing in it (twenty-one freakin' pages!  But it's all right, since I love your writing so much I'd read a thousand pages XD), but I'm amazingly nice and will let it count as one.  XD  (Plus, if you don't have enough things to get critiques on, you'll be forced to write more!!!  XXD)

abkhazia, resolute.

for Father Jerry.

(a word from our sponsors)

When we were not whole

were we then peaceful?

(genshibakudan)

Hiroshima, 1945

twenty seconds ‘til. 

she was standing at the sink with the radio on, even though it was broken. it was broken like the chairs and the windows and the mirror and the heater and the sewing machine and the icebox

ten seconds ‘til.
and the automobile and the bicycle wheels and the hinges and the front door and the doorbell and the picture frames and the stove and the roof and the chimney and her daughter’s legs. 

five seconds ‘til. 

it was broken like what lay beneath her breastbone.

it occurred to her that she ought to fix something, but 

impact. 
then the sky split in two and crumbled into dark winter. 

(alice in wonderland) 

Santee Sioux Reservation, 2004

It was a parched summer; I'd actually prefer to see a comma here. so dry that the ground cracked in craters and crevasses, scribbling nonsense in the earth Earth as in the planet (capital) or earth as in the ground (lowercase)? between tufts of grass. Alice’s grandmother sat on the sofa licking her split lip and watching the television through static. She couldn’t hear it—she hadn’t heard a sound in forty years—but it was fixation on something other than drought that she thirsted for. 

Alice lay on her back. Her dress clung to her sweaty skin and she shifted until she could feel movement in the air from the fan that sat propped up in a corner of the trailer. Outside, the wind blew, and piece of brittle prairie grass split themselves in half and wafted east like arrows in flight. 

A match was lit, but neither of them could hear it. 

(four eyes)

Varanasi, 1990
It was odd to be alive in the City of the Dead. Funeral pyres had been burning for six thousand years, and the ashes of people who had been born six, seven times settled in lungs breathing through their first round. Shiva was whispering to thousands of people at the same time; so much so that there was a garbled hiss in the air where silence was supposed to be. Lakshmi knelt in the sand next to a pile of logs, an impromptu tomb for her father. 

I’m dying, Lakshmi. 

She’d pulled him seventy-five miles on an old cart that lacked a mule—she was it. Her skin grew darker and rougher as she went, and when the mud caked around her feet, they looked closer to hooves than what her sandals actually hid. They talked of gods and heaven and the good days and the bad; so much so that she tried to slow down when she saw the city on the horizon. She didn’t want him to leave. 

He closed his eyes at the city limits; his breathing slowed on the main street. By the time they reached the shore, Lakshmi knew he was gone. He’d been a good man. He would go somewhere better, be born once more as man of higher standing—not some poor farmer in a dirt hovel. 

Making herself believe that when her chest felt like it was torn in two was the difficult part. She bit her lip and cupped her hands over his ears so that Shiva would not come to him—Shiva would not take him away. 

And somehow, Shiva slipped through the gaps. 

(king darius’ children) 

Abadan, 1978
There is a KNOCK at the DOOR. 

MASSOUD: [sobbing] I’m so, so sorry. 

BEHNAZ, THE MAID: [kissing his cheeks] What is it, Massoud? Massoud? Don’t cry, Massoud, please--

MASSOUD: The cinema is burnt. 

BEHNAZ, THE MAID: What? 

MASSOUD: The cinema—it’s gone. The Shah’s men locked the doors and burned it to the ground. Blocked the street with their guns and their knives and--

BEHNAZ, THE MAID: Kian? Parsa?

MASSOUD: Ash and bone. 

BEHNAZ, THE MAID: Allah have mercy.

MASSOUD: How will you tell her? 

BEHNAZ, THE MAID: I don’t know. 

MASSOUD: Allah have mercy. 

- FADE OUT –

I don't really have enough of an idea of who Massoud is, which bothers me.  I know Behnaz, and I know Allah, but that's it.  Will you explain later?

*After reading 'zendagi migzara.'*  I get it now.
(arbeit macht frei, faulheit macht kummer) 

Auschwitz, 1944
[they call it night

they call it night 

and I know it well.]

There are ashes in the river, sir—and ashes in our mouths, ashes in our hair. Ashes mingle with the dust and we breathe them, mingle with the rain and they become our skin. 

brothers sisters mothers lovers
and what will you do for us? 

when will we become the sky? 

I also don't know who's speaking here…?  I guess it's part of the war and before the first part, before the war, but still – the voice is a little… empty.  I can't really picture anyone.

(chesapeake)

nowhere, now
The pills felt like stones in his stomach, hard and round, grinding up whatever substance lay between those pink walls. He had the windows rolled down though it was snowing, and white flakes bit at his fingers as he turned onto country roads, dragging his little car farther and farther from the city. 

Where are you going? 

To Chesapeake. 
It didn’t exist—it had never existed—but that didn’t seem to bother the foot pressed to the pedal. It didn’t matter to the hands frozen around the steering wheel or the windshield wipers that neglected to push the snowdrifts to the side. All he did was drive. The last sentence seems to be a big jump, just 'cause you were talking about things not mattering to body parts.  Maybe 'All that mattered to him was driving.'

And for once in his life, it felt apt.   

(arahitogami) 

Tokyo, 1946

“The ties between Us and Our people have always stood upon mutual trust and affection. They do not depend upon mere legends and myths. They are not predicated on the false conception that the Emperor is divine.” That last line's interesting, but confusing?  'cause who would say that – they're obviously high in power, so it sounds odd.

裕仁、裕仁、神は誰ですか

hirohito, hirohito, who is your god?
(a word from our sponsors) 

the way things are goin’ 

they’re gonna crucify me. 

                 - John Lennon 

(down the rabbit hole)

Omaha, 2004 It's the same year, same character, but… a different place?  On purpose?

Alice had a dream.

In her dream, it was dark and she was sweating. Something began to claw at her legs—softly at first, and then stronger and stronger until she began to shout and swat at it. It bit at her hands, then, too, nibbling down her arm until this transparent beast consumed her entire body. 

brightness.
and the beast was gone. She felt something cold grip her arm; something cold slid underneath her skin and coursed through her veins. When it crept up her neck, she fell. She fell so fast that everything spun, centripetal force hurling everything into a tight black spiral that pressed at her eyeballs Maybe just 'eyes' to flow a little smoother? and her toes. 

and when she woke up, her eyes were welcomed with a  place both foreign and familiar. 

(the promised land)

Jerusalem, 1948

They landed as pilgrims eight hundred miles Space needed. north of Mecca— not as refugees, but as children of God. A homecoming

The deed was ancient and crumpled in places, but everyone knew the words. Everyone carried them on their lips and in their hearts, even when

to raise arms,

and to raise hell.

met with bitter words and pistols drawn. 

this land was never yours.

what sat in their ribs was blackened and wicked. It was an invasion; an invasion of strangers, and there was nothing they could do to stem its flow but 

(schoolgirl’s zebiba)

Abadan, 1978
Dawn comes to a small Iranian city. As the minaret CALLS, a CRACKLING is heard from a vast pile of rubble in the heart of the downtown district—a theatre, though this is not apparent but for the caramel-colored twists of garbled English strewn between support beams. People stumble out of bed. The militiamen ringed around the ruins fall to their knees. Their leader points to the southwest, and they pray. A MURMUR curls itself around the city. 

In LIDA’S bedroom, there is SILENCE. She is a small girl, wrapped in a black chador in a room that, too, is wrapped in black. Everything is mourning—everything will mourn for forty days. She falls too her knees, unsteadily, though she has done this all her life. Her hands reach for her prayer mat, but they waver. They are stained with ink and make mottled stars against the carpet. 

LIDA: [softly] Allah? Allah, are you listening? Allah? 

There is no answer. *Rolls around*  I loved that last bit.  XD
- FADE OUT –

(catch me if you can)
Mobile, 1933

They was shovin’ him around a bit ‘cause he was a nigger who don’t know his place. Gingerbread Man, they called him, on account of how his skin was tainted red what with the blood they brought up with they knives. You cain’t catch me, he said, and go runnin’ down the road as I'd ditch this 'as.' fast as he can. 

But it’s always black folks who get strung up, anyhow, and they snapped his neck and strung him up on a tree. Guess he looked a bit like Jesus, hangin’ there with his arms spread wide. 

Gingerbread Man, maybe, ‘cept half-ate.  

(a postcard home)
twenty-six miles from chesapeake.

A banker, a retard, and a dyke. 
He’d been crying when he’d said it, but once he was gone, Charlotte thought her father’s description of her family was accurate. Big jump here? She and her mother licked the envelopes for invitations to the wake, though no one came. No one ever did. As her father had done, no one wanted to spend much time with a widowed banker and her problem children. 

He’d been addled, somehow, What's the point of the 'somehow?'  And I'd ditch the commas around it… when he stood in the dining room and shouted those things. Her daddy had been his daddy’s golden boy, and cleaned himself up to go to work with their grandfather during the week. On the weekends, he came home, lonely and angry, and drank himself into a stupor. Charlotte had never known anyone as sad as her father. When she was seven, she saw the Zoloft ad with the bouncing happy faces in her mother’s Wall Street Journal. Using the sticky kitchen scissors, she cut them out and taped them to her parent’s bedroom door as high as she could reach without having to get a stool. 

They were gone the next day, and the fake varnish beneath them had gone, too. 

Eight years later, after he’d had his chance to scream, Charlotte’s mother put Drew to bed with shaking arms. When she was guiding his hand to brush his teeth, she began to cry. 

Charlotte waited for her to come out of the bathroom. “He’s lying,” she insisted. “I mean, he still loves us. He does. And I don’t have a girlfriend, so I don’t count. Huh?  Oh – Suz just told me what a dyke is.  But I still don't get how she doesn't count because she doesn't have one…? He’s lying.” 

Mascara and tears slid down her mother’s face in paint-drip lines like the saliva that fell, innocently, from the corner of Drew’s mouth. 

Three days later they found him in the middle of a cornfield twenty-six miles from the city, dehydrated. Dead. His veins were plugged with painkillers and his arms were raw from where he’d scratched some invisible itch. 

And he’d left no one but a banker, a retard, and a dyke to mourn for him. 

(premier[e])

Pyŏngyang, 1994
Dear leader, why have you forsaken us? 

You have left us with your books—your knowledge, your wisdom—but our children are starving, dear leader. They’ve grown thin and their limbs are weak and cold, except for when fevers wrack their bodies and send them crawling toward the border. 

The mountain-swallow who brought us your son has been caged. The enemies threaten from the south, from the ocean, from the Great Satan—and we have no god but you, dear leader. We have always loved you. 

Why have you left us? 

(a word from our sponsors)

and if you are a deity of any sort 

please don’t go. 
- Regina Spektor 

(dia de los muertos) 

Sonoroa, 1953
No one believed in anything anymore, and so the church sat empty on Sundays, vacancy open to spooks and dust. Paint fell off the walls and onto the ground; the pews dried in the heat and split with the cold. Maybe try to keep it repetitive – use either 'with' or 'in.' The water in the baptismal font soon evaporated, and rats lapped at the wine left uncorked in the storeroom. 

Javier pressed his ear to the floor in the middle of the aisle, dust clinging to his clothes and his hair. The wood pulsed, relaying some heartbeat deep in the ground; something mystical and sacred. 

And then the voices began. 

They sang in languages he couldn’t speak and sighed in tongues he’d never heard, and when they whispered, he could not reply. He slowed his breathing to match the pulse, and prayed that someday his heart would beat the same. 

And when his heart ceased to beat, he wished to find the source. 

(for a very important date) 

Omaha, 2004 
When Alice awoke, she wished she hadn’t. 

The hospital was bright and everything was white, including the doctors. The place makes sense now. Though a steady stream of morphine flowed through her veins, she could still feel. Her skin screamed beneath bandages and itched where she knew it should hurt. 

It hurt worse when the bandages were off and it was just her legs, bright pink and raw. The ring of black had since been scraped away, and all that was left was blistered and sore. 

You were in a fire, they said. You’re lucky Extra space. you got out alive.  

Alice wasn’t so certain she was lucky in the least. She asked about her kunshi, but everyone shook their heads and looked away, leaving her alone in a cold hospital room but nothing with Is that meant to be backwards? the steady electronic beat of her heart and the twisted metal crucifix above her head. 

She stared up at the silver-cast Son of God. “You’ve got a sick sense of humor,” she said, spooning hospital Jell-o into her mouth with a plastic spoon. 

Christ stared back at her, brow frozen into a position of pain. 

Alice sighed. Kind of a weak ending.

(abkhazia, irresolute) 

Sukhumi, 1993

you are not human.

you were never human, nor can you dream of becoming one of us—you will never walk free. these shackles will weigh you down until you die, tied like a dog to this earth. Same as before – what kind of earth?

and what never was, will never be. 

where is your God? 

where is he now? 

(a whisper)
Abadan, 1978 
LIDA sits on her bed, staring blankly at the wall. She is too tired to cry, though we cannot see her face for the veil. 

ALLAH: Lida? Are you listening, Lida? Lida? 

There is no answer. Ooers!  She lost her faith!  *Thinks she gets it*
- FADE OUT – 

(good morning, vietnam!) 

Ho Chi Minh, 1967

After Sa’ang’s death, his mother fell apart at the seams—a torn rag It wants a space here but I'm not sure if it's needed. doll in make-up and a housewife's apron. She spent most of her days standing in front of the stove, pushing butter around a fry pan until it burned itself into a greasy cake. Lanh left her that way in the morning, and came back when she was still stirring, stirring, stirring. Maybe you'd get a better effect if only the last stirring was italicized?  To show that it never ends…?

She’d never sorted through Sa’ang’s things. They sat in his corner of the room, gathering dust. The bed sheet was pulled away, and his schoolbooks remained open on his desk. His alarm clock still went off at seven-thirty every morning, since no one bothered to turn it off. 

The fry pan was crackling on the stove as Lanh stepped into the bedroom and shut the door behind her. There was Sa’ang’s cot, her cot, the cot her mother shared with her father and the baby, who cried during the night. A mirror was propped up against the wall. She stood in front of it, skinny and dirty. When she pulled her hair away from her face, she looked like Sa’ang—thin and androgynous, with big black eyes and pencil-line lips. 

There was a pair of scissors in his desk. Gently, she pried open the drawer and went back to the mirror, clumping her hair in one fist. She hacked at it until she could pull away with a clump of black, her head now crowned with an uneven bowl of hair. A few more snips of the scissors, and it was short and lank. She propped open the window and tossed  it into the dirt, where some thrifty mother bird would find it for her nest. 

A rumpled shirt still poked out of the edge of his basket. She pulled her clothes off and tucked them underneath her mattress, where nothing but mice would find them. With her heart fluttering, she buttoned buttons worn by his thumbs and folded collars flattened extra space by his hands. Sa’ang appeared in the mirror, tousled and scared. 

He pulled open the bedroom door to make his homecoming. 

(misery, missouri) 
Is there a reason there's not a year and place…?

The day Charlotte was supposed to go back to school, it rained. In the usual course of events, she had forgotten her umbrella and was five minutes late, so was forced to stand—dripping and shivering—until someone bothered to unlock the front doors. She had no need to be gawked at anymore than she already was, so she sat in the OUT OF ORDER bathroom for forty-five minutes, sitting on the edge of a sink with a paper towel wrapped around her bare shoulders. 

When she was dry and standing at her locker, a group of cheerleaders decided to bring her some cheer. Their normally bared breasts were covered in zip-up hoodies zipped to their necks, either in respect for the dead or for protection against The Perv. Charlotte guessed it was the latter. 

“We heard your dad, like, died.” 

“Yes. He committed suicide.”

Collective gasp. “OhmyGod, I’m so sorry.” 

“It’s okay.” 

There was nothing more to say after that, so they turned and left, unzipping their hoodies as they went. Charlotte hugged her books to her chest and walked to second period, where, as luck would have it, the teacher had changed the seating arrangement. She now shared a table with her ex-girlfriend, Grace. 

Charlotte forced a smile, but it wavered quickly and was reduced to a mere twitch. Grace chomped her gum, a gesture of hostility. She had been a lesbian, once, but then her parents found out and sent her to homosexual rehab--Straight To Jesus, which simultaneously made her heterosexual and gave her the ability to spew Bible quotes at will. 

“Heard your dad died,” Grace said. “Jesus spits on those who die before it is their time.” 

Charlotte’s brain had been stupefied by the domino-stack of misfortune that had been sent her way. “He…needed a bath.”

Grace never replied. It was probably better that way. 

(alles geht in ordnung)
Dresden, 1945

Unser Herzen schlagen für Sie, währen unser Munds schreien für Sie—wenn sind Sie in Himmel, können sie uns nicht hören? Können sie nicht etwas tun?

Können sie nicht schreien für uns?

alles wünschten wir war damit Sie ihren Namen sagen. 

[our hearts beat for you while our mouths scream for you—if you are in Heaven, can’t you hear us? Can’t you do something? 

Can you not scream for us?

all we wished for was for you to say your name.]

(static on al-jazeera)
Baghdad, 2003 
Husayn had never worn shoes—it was either too hot or there wasn’t enough money or his older brother needed them more. It was easier that way. His feet had grown rough and callused, but he was five years old and had five dinari and five things to remember to buy. 

wahid, ithnan, thalatha, arba’a, khamsa. 

chickpeas, garlic, lentils, flour, oil. 

It was Tuesday and the man with the yellow bird would be there, sitting behind the lady who sold onions. Husayn loved to hold his finger out and let the little bird hop onto his finger. Sometimes, if he was gentle, he could raise his thumb to its chest while it closed its wrinkly eyelids and slept. 

“Husayn!” He turned around. Mrs. Nasri with the pita bread was sitting behind her cloth-covered table, a coin purse between her fingers. Men on bicycles and mopeds sped past, and a car crawled its way toward the bazaar behind him. “What does your mama want you to bring home today?” 

He smiled. “Chickpeas, garlic, lentils, flour, and oil,” he said, and Mrs. Na I looked at the original and it seems that this was supposed to be cut off?  I don't really get why… did the bomb kill them?  Still… it's odd and doesn't seem to have the effect you were looking for…?

(the hunting of the snark)
Omaha, 2004
“Get up!” 

Alice awoke to a very large, very dark woman who was standing over her with a clipboard—purple, with white patches where stickers had been peeled off. Heart pounding, she shifted to get out of bed, but muscle coordination was an unknown lexicon in the spiderweb network of nerves that buried themselves beneath her skin. 

She hadn’t left the bed in nearly two weeks. 

The skin stretched across her kneecap and down her thigh screamed and threaten to split. She bit her lip and steadied herself against a bedside computer monitor, leaving a greasy handprint-smear across the mountain range that comprised her heartbeat. Her eyes met the woman’s, briefly. “So you moving, I'd ditch this comma. or not?” 

“Not,” said Alice, her elbow threatening to lock and freeze where she leaned, suspended, over the linoleum. 

“Wrong answer.”

Alice gaped at her. “What?”

“Wrong answer. Get up. We’re going for a walk.” 

“But I––”

“If you don’t now, you never will.” 

“But––” 

“Move it!” 

Alice blinked back tears. Like a helpless child, she held out her hands. The woman held them as she moved her mummy legs and bent them, oh-so-slowly, over the edge of the bed. 

Underneath the bandages, it felt like her skin was burning all over again. 

(a boy like me)
Laramie, 1998 
High plains, winter—the earth Again – which earth? is vast and barren, monochrome lack of color Doesn't that mean the same as monochrome pretty much?  Though I guess it kind of just reinforces the point…? lined with twisted metal and speckled with cows, lethargic but breathing. Small gasps of steam pour from their noses and mingle in the air, rising in the sky as one. 

The roads are empty but for the occasional pick-up truck, I'd ditch this comma. and one cyclist. Her Saying 'her' makes me think you're talking about the cyclist… are you?  Oh – maybe you are.  XD thin wheels leave a long snake track in the frost-dusted asphalt, winding up hills and down, never braking. Slim hands hide beneath two layers of gloves. 

There is a scarecrow fallen from a fencepost, useless while everything is dead. She grips hard on the handlebars and leaves her bike propped up against the side of the ditch, scraping small scars in the layer of ice. The scarecrow’s clothes are torn and spattered with something dark. Its hand is still tied to the fence, though now it has twisted into an impossible angle, fingers purple with frostbite and jutting up like the barbs they are pressed up against. 

This is no scarecrow. 


(a word from our sponsors)

…It looks like they're saying nothing, which is good, but then you have them actually say something, so I'm thinking this was an extra line you forgot to take out?

(a word from our sponsors) 

I guess it would be nice to give my heart to a god—

but which one, which one do I choose? 
- Of Montreal

(qiyamat) 

Abadan, 1978 
LIDA is in the garden. In the privacy of its ivy-colored walls, she slips the veil from her head and runs her fingers through her hair. There is a SOUND, a sonic HISS that leaks from everywhere and nowhere, the STATIC that emanates from life itself—particle against particle, man against his enemy. It’s big; too large for a tiny girl shrunken with sadness. She folds her hands in her lap and waits. 

ALLAH: Lida? Are you listening? 

LIDA: [bewildered] Allah? Is that you? [pause] It is you, I know it’s you, I–– [biting her lip] Why are you here? In the garden? 

ALLAH: I am always with you. 

LIDA: You’re–– [She begins to sob.]  Are they with you? Pedar? Mader? Why did you take them away from me? Why did you hurt them? Why? [pause] Are you still there, Allah? 

Silence. 

- FADE OUT- 

I think these are my favorite parts.

(don’t cry for me, beijing) 

Nanking, 1937 
Her existence was a door, and that was all.

She pressed her ear up against it and listened, breathing hard. The wood scratched against her cheeks as she panted; like a dog, like something subhuman and awful. 

The sound of herself made her knees tremble. 

He was a boy, and that was all. 

His uniform had been bleached stiff, but inside it he was shaking. This would make no difference (it would never make a difference)—he would always be a boy, and nothing more. But when her eyes met his he bit his lip.

When he opened the door, she fell. 

It hurt less than to be pushed. It hurt less when he knelt beside her—one hand on her cheek, the other holding a knife—and pinned her to the ground. 

It hurt less.

He wanted to believe that. He wanted to believe that when he whispered into her ear, he meant every word. 

naku na, itoshii. naku na. 

This is definitely my favorite formatting so far.  The script is good, but this is even better.  I hope I see more of this?

(bring your a-game) 

Suburbia 

The sun was going down as Charlotte stood in the driveway, dribbling a basketball between bare feet. There were pink streaks in the sky and pink streaks on her legs, grooves made by Ringo, I'd ditch this comma. the cat. 

Her father had been a Beatles fan. They’d had four cats, once—John, Paul, George, and Ringo. Only Ringo survived, though he was old and his hair fell out in calico clumps. Let me guess; only Ringo from the Beatles survived, too?  XD  Haha, I know nothing of the Beatles, but if that's true that's awesome.

Outside, the streets were empty and the sound of her dribbling echoed against closed garage doors. She shot. The ball spun through the air, hit the rim, and hooked extra space – are you doing these on purpose? left—right into the shins of a boy walking past. 

She covered her mouth with her hands. “OhmyGod. I’m so sorry.” 

He smirked. “You could use some more height,” he said, and shot. It slipped through the hoop, its slick swoosh cutting through humid silence. It rolled to her bare feet. She picked it up, shot again. Missed. 

A flick of his wrist, and it went right in. She gaped at him. “Want me to show you how to do it?” 

“What?”

“Come here.” 

“Who are you?”

He bent his knees, ready to shoot again. “The brother you never had,” he said, and the ball sailed, a third time through the hoop. “The father you always wanted.” 

“What?” 

He sighed. “I’d tell you my name, but there are so many of them. Wouldn’t want to get caught up in the affairs down here—some nasty business going on, I swear…” 

“So you’re…”

“You’re Lutheran, so it’s God, I guess.” 

“God.” She nodded and looked at the ground. “So I’m playing basketball in my driveway with God.” 

He shrugged. “More like being beaten to a pulp. I thought the stereotype was that lesbians are athletic…?” 

She winced. “You know about that?” 

“I know everything, sweetheart.” He made another basket. 

“And you chose the cocky teenage boy guise…why?” 

“I knew it would either piss you off or make you talk.” He checked the ball and passed it to her. “There’s a lot on your mind. Any questions for me, while I’m here?” 

She dribbled once, twice. “How am I…how am I doing, I guess?” 

“Performance-wise?”

“Yeah.” She shot, and missed. He dashed out into the middle of the street after it, and slowly worked his way back up the drive. 

“You’re an amazing sister, and an even better daughter.” 

The back of her throat grew tight as he shot, and when it came down through the net, she was crying. It felt embarrassing, standing there in the heat with her eyes and nose running, but she did nothing to hide it but Another space. (Aren't I helpful?  XD) look at the ground. He tossed the ball into the grass and pulled her toward him by her hands. “I don’t make screw-ups,” he said, and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. She listened for his heartbeat, but there was none; he was neither living nor still. “That’s one thing you don’t have to worry about.” 

Charlotte didn’t have a word for what she felt.

“Why did you take my dad away?” 

“He needed some extra help,” he said. “You all needed some extra help. Drew’ll be fine. Your mom even better. And you—you, Charlotte, need to take care of yourself.” 

“I don’t want to be me.”

“You’re afraid of being you?” 

She sighed, desperate and shuddering. “I’m afraid of being me.” 

“Grace?”

“Yes, Grace. You like her better, don’t you? Because she tried. She’s not––”

“She’s just as scared as you are.” 

“So you don’t…” 

“If I spent all my time checking up on people’s sex lives, I’d be a porn director, not the Great Creator.” 

Charlotte wiped at her eyes. “You can’t be not a dude.” Odd wording, though if you know it is and it's just her, then fine.

He laughed. “I’m everything. Even a dude.” 

“If you don’t care about what we do, then why do things happen? Why does everyone hate me? Why do people like me die all the time? And why do they get away with it? And my dad? Why is he gone? He wasn’t even gay. He just left because he was stupid, and he didn’t love us, and he wanted us to––”

“Some people can handle it, some people can’t.” He laughed. “And some people I just want with me for awhile.” 

“So you’re selfish?” She pulled away. “You want people with you, so you take them away from their families? From the people who love them? What kind of sense does that make, to worship someone––”

“You don’t have to worship me, if you don’t want to. Lots of people don’t.”  

“Give me a reason.” 

“Love,” he said, shrugging. 

“Love.” 

“It’s cheesy, but whatever. Love.”

(the wolf-boy of pripyat) 

The Exclusion Zone, 1990  

He’d been called Dmitri, once, when he lived with two-feet I'd capitalize that – I thought you meant he lived with two feet, but then he lost one or something. —pale and hairless, just like him. Now he had no chores to do and no Baba to mind, no baths to take and no women in black to hit at his hands with canes. He could stay outside as long as he liked and go to bed when he wished. He preferred the nighttime, usually, but during the winter the nights grew cold, even when he wrapped himself deep in his new mother’s fur. 

It had been summers upon summers since he had seen his old mother. An alarm had sounded and everyone had lined up, orderly, to leave the city. They were in rows of two until someone screamed, and everyone began to run. She had grasped his hand, but had fallen. The people continued to stream down each side and by the time Dmitri stood up, she was gone. 

He turned back to the city.

It was empty. There were no lines for the amusement park and no bullies sitting on the slide and no lifeguards with whistles telling him he couldn’t run into the pool. He ran I don't like the repetition of 'ran.'  Maybe 'telling him he couldn't dive into the pool' to fix that? through the streets he’d been told to look both ways to cross, and climbed through apartments that weren’t his. 

He was lonely until he found his new mother—so lonely that one day he went to school, so that he could curl up in front of Lenin and cry. That portrait had always scared him before, because Lenin had always looked so angry. But when he was alone, it felt right.  He fell ill and spent the nights awake, sweating through a fever he’d caught from no one. 

She came in through the open school doors, limping. Her leg was raw and bloodied, but she sat beside Dmitri and licked her wounds as Dmitri slept through his. He ran his hand through her fur, thick and warm, and she lapped up the sweat from his forehead. When they were well again, she taught him to run and to catch his own food and to howl. 

And she would never leave him.

She would never betray him. 

(a word from our sponsors) 

How can you talk with a person if they always say the same thing?

 – Lewis Carroll 

(labyrinthine hearts) 
San Jose, 1906
For the souls of thousands, hers set itself to work, hammering in one nail after the other, building towards the sky and missing by an inch or two—close enough to touch, but never to hold. The clouds crept farther and farther away until it made her head spin to look towards the earth she was destined to crumble into. 

When the ground began to shake, she paced against its shudders, waiting for the walls to come falling in like dominoes in sets of thirteen—thirteen doors with thirteen knobs leading to thirteen rooms and thirteen stairways. Thirteen, thirteen, thirteen, as the spirit-medium in her gauzy black gown had instructed. 

Build until you die. 
There were whispers when she left the city; whispers that filled her train car until it was almost unbearable to sleep. They followed her, swimming between her ears and humming as regularly as the heart that throbbed beneath its bony cage. All it took was the pounding of workmen and the steady banging of doors—open, shut—to drown them in sound. 

In the thick smoke of the séance room, the dead who bore no numbers wailed for their maker, and they wailed for their killer. 

(which dreamed it?) 

Omaha, 2004
It was two months since the monster had gnawed at her flesh, and all she had were scars for legs. The night before she was to go back to the reservation, Andy shook her awake. “Found something you’d like to see,” she said. 

Alice stepped out of bed. Her skin was still stiff and tender, but it moved, creaking awfully for something so fluid. They were burning from the inside out; fat cells parched and burst, moisture faced with passing through a thick rind of scar tissue. 

She followed Andy down the corridor, vacant but for the sound of their breath. Alice’s feet slapped, bare, Maybe ditch this comma? against cold linoleum, all the way to the end of the hall. Andy fiddled with her keys and slipped one into a door to the emergency stairwell. Both braced for the alarm to sound, but it never did. 

Andy leaned heavily on the railing and began to climb. Alice followed her dim shadow—there were openings in the wall, covered in mesh. Outside, the city pulsed, and sent flickers of fluorescent light from the ground. There was a door at the top of the stairs that Andy pushed open, and a thick rush of cold air plunged into the stale passageway. Past it, there was nothing. “The roof,” she said, by way of explanation. Alice clung to the railing all the way to the top and stepped out, carefully. 

The lights below cast dim shadows on her legs, her arms, her cinched hospital gown. There was a ring of light around the city, down the highway—and beyond that was deep, limitless dark. 

“It’s beautiful,” Alice breathed. 

“Not something you get to see everyday, out in the middle of nowhere.” 

Alice stepped carefully up to the edge and sat down, her feet hanging out in a plane of space that nobody but birds seemed to occupy. She curled her fingers around the rough roof edge and looked out, not down. “I got a call from the social worker,” Andy said. “They have a foster family for you. Nice couple out in Scottsbluff. On a ranch. Don’t have any kids, just a shitload of cows.” 

“Oh.” 

“But there’s a room open in my craphole of an apartment, too.” 

Alice turned and looked at her. “You’d do that?”

“I’d do that.” 

She folded her hands over her stomach and looked to the sky, where Again, was this supposed to be cut off?  Hmm… can't find it in the original.  So yes – is it supposed to?  Is the comet coming?  *Is messed up with the years…*

(zendagi migzara)
Abadan, 1978

A COMET streaks through the black hanging above LIDA’s head. It is dark, and she is walking—BEHNAZ, THE MAID has no idea where she is, but LIDA supposes that since she is six, she is old enough to go alone. She has her father’s letter opener, just in case. 

The streets are empty. The protestors are tired of protesting and the proselytizers are tired of proselytizing. She walks with no one but moths up to the mosque, which is dark, but for alms candles. There is a CREAK as she opens the door, and steps inside. Moonlight streams through the windows, and though she is six, she is scared. She HUMS a little song to get rid of the silence. 

Hm… it's a script in a story, so you still need the information, but would you ever say 'she supposed that since she is six, she is old enough to go alone' in a script?  It just seems a little too… story-ish.

LIDA: [kneeling] Allah? Are you awake? [she bows to the ground] I know you don’t get many prayers at night, but…

A MOUSE scurries across the floor. LIDA recoils. 

LIDA: But I…I’m going to be all right. I’m six now. I can take care of myself. 

[she nods to herself.] 

- FADE OUT- 

(death of, in a sense)

Chesapeake Year?

It’s like when doctors say something isn’t going to hurt. It is, but they don’t want you to feel it. They don’t want You?  'cause how you have it they don't want to feel it. to feel anything—or rather, they want you to feel everything but pain, that very thing which separates us from amoeba. Pain is wrong. Pain is bad. 

Let’s say there’s a bonfire. It’s warm. You’re frozen. If you could, you’d thrust your hand right into it—without pain, you’d leave it there until your skin blistered and burst and turned your flesh into rotisserie-human-on-bone. 

What should not be a shock to most of us is a shock to all of us—a lightning strike on the shoulder, a fatal blow to the head, a slice to the Achilles tendon. That thing which we all fear Pain? is the same thing that saves us, though it might not seem that way as we lie propped up in hospital beds, waiting for the morphine drips to plunge into our bloodstreams. 

I’m frozen. Good transition to the very first person bit.
As soon as he left, I started running—I don’t really know where I was running to. All I remember is the pulse of my sneakers, left right left right left. It’s hot, and I’m sweating, but I’m frozen, standing in the middle of a field, in the grooves my father left. 

Every thing around it is dead. Everything around him was dead. I think I let him kill me—let every insult sink to my core and poison me from the inside out. And if there ever an opportunity for nails to rip through my palms, my feet, this would be it, burning in the sun of God, holy water in my sweat. 

And here I am, rotisserie human. Impaled and aching, burning on all sides. 

Everything will be all right—a stupid Potter prophecy where love conquers all, blah blah blah. 

It never occurred to me that there are times—maybe—where no one is lying. 

This one kind of confused me…

(after the bombs)

Kabul, 2001
There was Massoud, and there was Najma, and even though he’d never held her he knew that he loved her more than anything. It was winter when the bombs stopped falling from the sky, the last Talib shaved his chin and ran from the city. Massoud knelt at her basement window and rapped, Extra space. his fingers trembling. The streets were still empty, but his heart was pounding—waiting for the gunfire, the shouts, the what do you think you’re doing?, but it never came. She fiddled with the latch and it opened, laughing as he tried to wrestle his way through the frame. 

As he brushed off his clothes, they looked at each other, nervous—at his scars from the whippings and the cuts on her face from the beatings. “There was one record they didn’t burn,” she said. “I…I haven’t listened to it yet.” 

I haven’t listened to it in five years, was what she meant. 

There was a record player in the corner, the spindle dulled with dust. He watched her as she slipped an LP out of its sleeve and lined it up, clumsily—out of practice. She extra space lowered the needle to the grooves and it began to play piano and English, fading in and crackling slightly. 

It was a foreign sound; something beyond shouts and false prayers. He reached for her fingers and she lifted her eyes, shy. “I watched an American movie with my mother, once,” he said, pulling her closer and putting his hands on her waist. She wrapped her arms around his neck. “And they danced like this—but she made me close my eyes. So I don't remember how it goes.” 

She laughed, nervous. “I’ve never seen it. But this feels nice.” 

He swayed back and forth, guiding her, pulling her hips closer. She was warm, and smelled like a kitchen—rice, sweets, vegetables from the market. “It does.” The music intensified—pianos, trumpets, a chorus of horns. “Najma?” 

“Yes?” 

“I…I think I’m going to ask your father if I can…if I can marry you. Would you like that?” 

She smiled. “I think I would.” 

And outside the window, snow began to fall. I don't really get why this was a meaningful end…

(credits) 

Lyrics, “arbeit macht frei/faulheit macht kummer”: Beirut, The Gulag Orkestar 
Quotation, “arahitogami”: Ningen-Sengen, 1946 [official translation] 

Lyrics, John Lennon: “The Ballad of John and Yoko”, 1 
Lyrics, Regina Spektor: “Ne Me Quitte Pas”, Songs

Lyrics, Of Montreal: “Gronlandic Exit”,  Hissing Fauna, Are You the Destroyer?
Quotation, Lewis Carrol: Alice in Wonderland 

(translations) 

genshibakudan: atomic bomb (Japanese) 

kunshi: grandmother (Sioux) 

arbeit macht frei, faulheit mach kummer: work makes freedom, laziness makes misery (German) 

arahitogami: divine being, used to denote the Emperor of Japan 

alles geht in ordnung: everything is in order  (German) 

naku na, itoshii: don’t cry, darling  (Japanese) 

zendagi migzara: life goes on (Dari-Persian)

I'd actually add those translations at the end of pages, in the footer, so you don't have to scroll twenty-something pages just to get to them.

Overall Comments

*DIES*

It was freakin' amazing, Sam.  I'm not even kidding.  Perfect.

The only thing is, I'm still not really sure how it all ties together.   Fires?  Bombs?  But why is this ONE story?  Is it of that place you were telling me – abkhazia?  Is it just a bunch of stories from there?

It is amazing, but you did just what you said – took all your old story ideas and shoved it into this.  So I'm not really sure what to think?

IM me to prod my brain, if you'd like.

Oh, and I'll go *gold star* all four parts.

Sorry 'bout the unhelpfulness.

~JFW1415

[The driver flicks his cigarette out the window, and while it is still burning, it glows against Wyoming asphalt like the stars in the Wyoming sky. His hands are trembling, and the truck makes small jerks to the left. It doesn’t matter, it will never matter—no one travels these roads after dark. There’s nothing but infinite, terrifying black beyond the haloes of headlight. 





In the back seat, their boy is happily drunk—euphoric; more lovesick than ill. “I’ve never met someone…someone from here,” he says, his lips slack. The man sitting next to him forces a smile, though there is nothing to see. “Where are we going?” 





“You’ll see. It’s beautiful.” 





The boy laughs. His hand creeps over to the man’s knee, thumb stroking the inseam—Wranglers. It’s always Wranglers; always slightly dusty. “I’m so happy I met you,” he whispers, clumsily, sliding over the seat and into the man’s lap. It’s bitter cold, but in the rearview mirror, it looks more hideous than sensible, something disgusting and shameful. The driver’s stomach tenses. “I love you, Simon, I––”]�


I don't really see what the point of the text box was.  Maybe use it to use 'white space'?  (Haha, I learned that from JKR!)  I'll alter it and you can see if you like it.  Press Print Preview for the full effect.











�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  ��This should go with the 'everyone knew the words,' si?  It needs a bit more spacing so it comes before 'everyone carried,' though it may just be me for adding so much text…?  And sorry 'bout the weird comment – the way you formatted it wouldn't let me add it easily.  Actually, this whole section needs to be spaced better.  *Rolls eyes*  Nope, 'twas just how I altered this.  I opened the original file and you did fine.





