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“you can, you should, and if you’re brave enough to start, you will.”  
― Stephen King, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft



A Wonderful Tragedy 
by Levi Gustafson 

  The hot, heavy air devoured my lungs as I breathed in the steam-like air. The cig-
arette I chose cooling me down before takeoff.  I’m a pilot for a private airline, have been 
for seven years. I’m twenty-nine and my co-pilot is twenty-five and this is his first time tak-
ing control of  any aircraft with someone besides himself.  I could see the anxiety in his 
eyes as he sat there next to me. 

“You smoke?”  I ask as I pull my pack out.   
“No, I don’t, thank you though,” he said looking down at his shoes, almost in a trance. 
“That won’t last long,” I muttered through the filter. 
He looked puzzled, no longer in his anxious state and shifted one eyebrow up, “What 

won’t last long?” 
“You,” I replied. 
“Me?” He asked. 
“Yes, you,” I said as I blew out smoke and finished my sentence. “The whole I don’t 

smoke thing, it won’t last long, not long at all.” 
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“And why not?” He sounded angry. 
“The stress of  this job, pal,” I took another drag and exhaled the smoke as I spoke, 

“It’s a lot harder than what they tell you. There are switches for everything, you only stare 
at one thing for 1-8 hours straight and some of  the weather we fly through,” I paused 
again to inhale. “It’s just bat shit crazy!”  He studied me for a quick moment before we 
heard our radios go off.  The screeching of  static ran through our ears. 

“F82?” we heard. 
“Copy,” I responded. 
“Are you two prepped for take-off ?”  
“Yes, we’re ready,” I quickly responded. 
We climbed into the small engine, two person delivery plane and sat in the cockpit.  I 

lit another cigarette and took a sip of  coffee waiting for my co-pilot to sit down.   
“F28, you’re cleared for take-off,” the speaker crackled. 
I turned to my co-pilot who was still standing and turned away from me.  I grabbed 

his belt and yanked him down in his seat. The takeoff  was smooth and after about an 
hour of  conversing and bullshit small talk, Alex and I were getting pretty comfortable. 

“So, any idea what we’re hauling?” Alex asked. 
“I think it is something for a museum or something like artifacts and dinosaur bones, 

you know that kind of  stuff  or whatever they have in museums.  
“You ever been to a museum?” Alex asked. 
“No-sir.”	  
“Not once? Really!” 
“Yes, really!” I was beginning to get annoyed.   
I lit another cigarette when Alex turned and said, “make you a deal!” 
“OK and what deal would this be?”  I asked. 
Alex replied quickly, “If  I try a cigarette you go to a museum sometime.” 
I gave him a funny look as he took over.  “Fine,”  I said as I stood up to stretch my legs 

and he extended his left hand.  I lit my cigarette and gave him one and shook his hand.  
After my cig and after he had enjoyed his, I decided to take a little nap to rest up for my 
turn later. 

A loud crash startled me awake, followed by Alex screaming for me to help.  When I 
opened my eyes, it was too late-we were at 1300 feet and falling. The engine was stopping 
and starting, the compass was spinning like a blender and as we descended the clouds 
around us were forming a double helix, us soaring through the middle of  them.  I began 
to feel the plane’s floor leaving my feet, we were going into free-fall.  Alex and I pulled up 
as hard as we could tilting us up just enough to skip across the ocean like a stone. 
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Then….darkness. 
My head hurt, I tasted blood and….and whiskey!? 
“Whiskey?” I said as I sat up, a sharp pain flashed up my leg to my torso.  I smacked 

my lips together, tasting again the odd combination.  That’s when I realized we were on a 
beach and then. 

“We!” I shouted, then stood up and looked around quickly taking in the sights of  
sand, pieces of  plane surrounded by miles of  ocean, not another island in sight. “Alex!” I 
yelled.  “Alex!” I yelled again when I heard a faint voice whispering in the distance.  I 
limped toward the voice, but as I got closer it got more confusing. 

Alex was laying by a coconut tree.  He had a gash on his head and his clothing was 
ripped and burned.  His wrist was black and blue. He saw me and in seconds was up on 
his feet, hugging me. 

“We’re alive! We’re alive!” He shouted.  His enthusiasm was a little bit contagious, I 
began to smile.  Then he stopped, looked at me and said, “Did you see the plane?” 

I took a step back, “the plane?” I paused and pondered the thought for a brief  mo-
ment, “well from that height, the plane should be a pile of  twisted metal, I’m surprised we 
survived!” 

Alex looked at me, still with his smile, “well, of  course we lived, only like five bottles 
broke.” 

“Bottles? What the hell are you talking about? Are you absolutely mad?” 
“Oh my God!” Alex said, shocked. “You don’t even know yet.” 
“Know what? What’s going on?” 
“The plane we were flying, the cargo…” Alex said. 
“Yes, but what does that have to do with bottles exactly? We were transporting ancient 

artifacts!” I said. 
“No!” He shouted. 
“No! What do you mean no?” I shouted, not in the mood for a guessing game. 
Around this time we reached the plane and as I saw it myself, he said, “We were 

transporting something ancient but it was ancient bottles going to the Museum of  the 
American Cocktail in LA to be used in a new exhibit” That’s when I saw them-bottles, all 
very old, all of  them glimmering in the sunlight. 

My mouth was stuck open in awe until I took the first sip of   Scotch from a broken 
1906 bottle.  It brought tears to my eyes.  It reminded me of  the liquor that I stole from 
my father’s flask and cabinet as a teenager.  It brought back sweet memories of  summer 
and fishing at the lake with friends. 
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Suddenly I was snapped back to reality.  I stood and stared at the bottle. Alex put his 
hand on my shoulder and I turned around.  Both of  us now with huge smiles across our 
faces.  We almost started jumping for joy over our tragic circumstance, yet wonderful find. 

It was well past noon and it began to cool down, the hot moist air started to seek a 
more comfortable temperature.  Alex and I were very busy building a shelter out of  what 
scrap metal we could find.  Our chairs from the cockpit were still mostly in one piece and 
that gave us a lot of  happiness, though it was a small thing, the liquor made them golden 
thrones to watch the sunset as the stars illustrated old memories of  childhood. 

“You know something, Alex? This ain’t so bad, now is it? We have liquor, a house 
(Alex snickered), our own island and chairs!  What else could we want?” 

“Well for starters, food, water and a cigarette.” 
“Now you’re talking, man!”  I slapped his back and pulled out my pack of  which we 

both retrieved a cigarette and lit it from a stick we pulled from the fire, which we made 
with what we found on the beach and my lighter. 

“You know you’re right,” Alex said.  “It’s almost like a vacation.” 
“Yes! Just like a vacation, now you’ve got the spirit!”  I took a drag and slowly exhaled, 

feeling the smoke ascend up my face through my hair. “Except for one thing,” I said as a I 
peered jokingly with one eye.  

“What would that be?”  
“Women!” I shouted. We both sat there and laughed for awhile and then poured some 

more whiskey in our glass. 
I’m awake, I know I am.  the red orange-yellowish glow shined through my closed eye-

lids.  The smell of  the fresh ocean creeped into my nostrils.  My head pounding and my 
stomach empty, but wanting to react like an active volcano. My eyes fluttered open.  I sat 
up and looked around, I had fallen from my throne in my sleep.  Alex was still asleep in 
his with the empty whiskey bottle in his hand.  I tried waking Alex up, but he couldn’t 
make a sentence quite yet.  So I decided I would explore some of  the island myself.  I 
walked from our shelter to the mysterious jungle shaded from the sun.  

“Whoa,” I paused, “I’m going to bring some things first.”  I have no idea why I began 
talking to myself.  I had no reason to, was I losing my mind?  But that aside, I grabbed a 
couple broken whiskey and gin bottles and a broken knife like piece of  metal from the 
wreck to protect myself  and hunt.  Maybe I could finally put something in my stomach 
other than sauce.  But right as I turned away and began walking back toward the jungle, 
Alex woke up. 

“Hey, get up, we are gonna go get breakfast.” I said laughing and helping him up. 
“Ugh.” 
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“Rough night?” 
“Screw you,” he said with a smile, I knew he was joking. 
“Why don’t I go hunt and you can build more onto the shelter?” Alex suggested. 
“Yeah, ok, what should I add? Any requests?”  
“An in-home bar and a fan, its damn hot on this island,”  he said walking away. 
After I finished using the engine pieces and the plane propellor to make a fan.  I 

flipped a couple wires, hit a switch and it turned on.  It was nice, the breeze cooling me 
off  and after a while, nearly tearing the skin off  my face.  Alex came back with our food.  
It was already cooked and smelled delicious.  I dropped what I was doing and ran over to 
him.  

“Where did you get that?”  It was a perfectly roasted pig. 
“I found it.” 
“Where did you find this, I haven’t seen one goddamn apple tree on this island and 

this pig has a fresh juicy one in it’s mouth.”  
“At the resort bar,” Alex said, now eating pieces of  the pig. 
“Resort? You better be joking!” 
“Nope, right over there, about half  a mile.” 
“When did you find this resort?  My anger was building. 
“About 30 minutes after the crash when a couple people came to see if  we were al-

right.” 
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Pressure 
by Sofia Gallus 

There are different types of  pressure. 

There’s the pressure that Boyle talks about, that Avogadro speaks of, 

the one that Queen and Bowie sang about, 

the one you apply to an open wound. 

The one that no one talks about is the one 

that squeezes on your lungs, crushing them in its hands 

it pushes you to your knees, gasping for breath 

for safety 

for this to be over. 
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On Mental Health Stigma    
by Sofia Gallus 

When I was younger, 
I heard someone say, 
“Every one out of  four.” 
Since then, I had always wondered;  
which one out of  four? 
No one had ever spoken up,  
so I kept my mouth shut. 
Most of  them suffer in silence. 

Is it the boy in theater, 
who feels the stage light  
cast a shadow over every one of  his edges? 
So what if  he skips a meal  
every now and then, 
so what if  you can  
see his ribcage protrude through his skin, 
so what if  he can barely stand, 
so what? 

The girl had to practice  
saying “here” in her head for roll call, 
her hands shaking nervously in her lap. 
The boy feels an itch on his wrist, 
but he doesn’t want to scratch  
open the scars. 
Same old, same old.  

What measures a person’s problems? 
Who’s to say that the second person  
is any less sad than the first, 
that the third person doesn’t feel ostra-
cized by all the people 
who are seemingly fine?  
That one person  
who has a visible illness is more sick 
than someone who can barely bring them-
selves to leave their bed? 

Society tells us that mental illnesses are 
imaginary 
that they are “all in our head,”  
which they are, but they aren’t. 
Just because it isn’t always as noticeable  
as a broken ankle 
or a bruised knee 
doesn’t mean it’s not there. 

And if  you take medicine  
for a cold,  
which is a “real sickness,” 
and if  I take medicine  
for anxiety, depression, ADD, ADHD… 
What am I taking them for?  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He Said She Said  
Chapter Two 
by Sofia Gallus 

Little did Lenora and Bianca know, Noah wouldn’t show up for lunch. He thought 
about this as he called his mother in the middle of  his next class to pick him up. 

It wasn’t one of  his better days. In the months since the doctor’s office, he had had 
good days and bad days. His good days were filled with relaxing hours painting in his 
room. They were filled with days spent on the couch with his mother, looking at photo 
albums from when he was a baby. They were filled with making fried rice in the wok. 

 His bad days were filled with almost-memories and  facts that taunted his brain, even 
though he didn’t know how they came to be facts. 
Weeks ago, he had decided that the hardest part about ret-
rograde amnesia wasn’t forgetting everything: it was mere-
ly forgetting who he had been when he experienced the 
everything. 
Today was a bad day. He hadn’t been able to sleep well 
the previous night, which the doctor’s would have liked to 
attribute to his condition, but he had decided that it was 
because of  his nerves. Apparently, this about him had not 
changed: he had always been nervous on the first day of  
school. Or so he had been told. 
Even if  he had gotten more sleep, he knew he wouldn’t be 
able to make it through the day. This school was a good 
school, he had noted, and it was filled with people who 
knew exactly what they were and exactly where they were 
going. 

Noah knew he could not say the same for himself. If  he didn’t even know where he’d 
come from, how did he know where he’d go? 

Over the past few weeks (it was about a month since he’d been diagnosed) his mother 
had been telling him everything she could. He knew that his father was gone: that much 
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was evident. He knew that he was sixteen-years-old. He knew that he had moved from 
North Dakota to the small town about a week ago. He knew that his favorite food was 
fried rice, and that he liked painting, and that he hated when people bit their nails. 

He knew other things, too, basic things, like how to speak correctly and use everyday 
objects. That he had not forgotten, and from what the doctor had told him, it rarely was 
in cases like his.  

He knew he had forgotten things, too. Obviously. But some of  them were things that 
he didn’t think he would forget, for some reason. He always felt as if  maybe, the person 
he was before the accident was so loyal to himself  that he’d never allow himself  to forget 
some things. 

He guessed not. 
The most irritating of  the things he’d forgotten how to do, though, was how to drive a 

car. 
This provided a few more problems for him, considering he’d have to ask his mother 

to drive him around until he remembered, or in worst-case scenario, relearned how to 
drive. 

His mother agreed to pick him up from school, of  course. He couldn’t help but notice 
the pitiful glances his mother always seemed to grant him. It was as if  she were worried to 
leave him on his own. He didn’t know why, though, and quite frankly he would have pre-
ferred some alone time. Yes, it didn’t disturb him that his mother was always around, al-
ways wary of  him, so much as the fact that it seemed like she was trying to distract him. 

Again, he didn’t know why. Although the baby photo albums showed that he and his 
parents -- yes, parents, plural -- were close, he felt no connection to them whatsoever. It 
was as if  he needed to learn how to make connections to people again. He sighed. This 
task seemed like a tiring one. 

On the ride home, his mother asked how his first few classes were. He said they were 
fine. She asked if  he liked the school. He said it was fine. Fine, fine, fine. He thought. It’s 
all fine. 

Then, she surprised him. “I called an old family friend of  ours, Mrs. Cox. Do you re-
member her?” 

Noah shook his head. No, he did not remember Mrs. Cox. 
“You used to be friends with her daughter, Lenora. Do you remember Lenora?” 
Noah shook his head again. He did not remember Lenora. 
“She goes to your high school, you know.” 
Noah nodded. Yes, he did know that. “She talked to me today.” 
“Did she?” his mother smiled at him, feigning excitement.  
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“She invited me to lunch. She said she thought she knew me.” 
“Do you want me to drive you back for lunch? Did you remember anything?” 
He shook his head. No to both. He didn’t want to go back, and, like usual, he hadn’t 

remembered anything. 
“Well, anyways, I called Mrs. Cox,” his mother focused on the road again. “And she 

invited us over to dinner.” She paused, glancing at him warily. “I think we should go.” 
He shrugged and leaned his head against the window. “Okay. Do you think they might 

help me?” 
His mother reached over and patted his hand. He felt the cold weight of  her wedding 

ring touch his skin. “Maybe, Noah. Maybe.” 
	 	 	 	 	 ~~~ 
Later that night, he sat at the dinner table with Lenora Cox. 
The Cox family consisted of  three members: Lenora, her mother, and her father. As 

far as Noah could tell, they were as happy as any normal family. Her mother seemed qui-
et, yet strangely opinionated. Her father was quiet as well, but more content to leave 
things as they were. 

“So Noah, I’m sorry to hear about the car accident. What is it you have again? Amne-
sia?” Mrs. Cox said, trying to make conversation. 

“Retrograde amnesia,” Lenora and Noah said at the same time. They exchanged 
glances, and Lenora was the first to break the stare. She stabbed violently at her salad 
with her fork. 

“Tell me about that. What’s it like?” Mrs. Cox asked. Noah made a mental note that 
she sounded a bit too fascinated. It was like she was asking someone how their vacation 
was. 

“Well,” Noah said, avoiding her eyes. He found this to be a habit of  his: he could 
rarely keep eye contact for more than a minute or two. “It’s kind of  like… you forgot a lot 
of  experiences, but not how to do things, you know? My doctors said I was really lucky 
that I didn’t lose my ability to speak, though. They said that can happen.” 

“So you can’t remember anything before the car accident?” 
“Well, not really.” He took a deep breath. “I can remember… some things. Like, just 

images, sometimes. I don’t know where they fit in; sometimes I don’t even know if  they’re 
memories or just things I thought up. The doctors said I’m more likely to remember 
things that were farther away from the accident that caused the trauma than I am to re-
member things around that time. But right now, I don’t remember anything, except for 
the basics. And, of  course, what I’ve been told.” He paused, then glanced at Lenora. 
“Can you, um…” he looked back down at his plate, yet again unable to hold eye contact. 
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He was very aware of  every pair of  eyes in the room watching him. “Do you think you 
could help me remember?” 

Lenora blinked. “What do you mean?” 
He glanced around the room, then back at Lenora. He lowered his voice, wishing it 

was truly a private conversation. “The doctors told me, um… the doctors told me that 
nothing can bring back the memories immediately. They might even be gone forever. But 
you said you were a childhood friend, and um… they said that old things can speed up 
the process, you know?” 

Lenora shifted in her seat. “How can I help?” 
Noah sighed. He knew it was awkward and strange. He was suddenly very frustrated 

with himself: how could he ask someone to feed him memories? If  what Lenora had said 
earlier was true, that they hadn’t spoken for a while, how was she going to be any help at 
all? He didn’t take back his question, though. 

“Well… I don’t know. Tell me about myself. If  the offer is still on the table, I could, 
uh… I could eat lunch with you guys. At school.” 

“Sure. Sounds good.” 
The two teenagers finished the rest of  their dinner in silence, while the adults made 

awkward small talk. Noah fantasized about what it would be like to have his memory 
back: he thought of  the glorious moment when it all returned to him. He thought maybe 
it would be like a flash of  light, a brilliant burst of  memories. 

Lenora, on the other hand, was wondering how she’d break the news to him. 
	 	 	 	 	 ~~~ 
After dinner, Noah waited in the car for his mother. The air was already starting to 

cool in the night and early morning. He breathed onto the car window, and through the 
glass he watched his mother saying goodbye to Lenora and her mother. He couldn’t hear 
what they were saying, but he watched his mother take Lenora aside to speak to her. 

He watched their faces. It was hard to be sure, but he could have sworn Lenora looked 
indignant as his mother said something to her. Lenora snapped back at her, rising up a 
bit. Noah made a move to open the passenger door and get out of  the car, but he stopped 
when he saw his mother sigh. She seemed to sink, placing her hand on her forehead in 
defeat. She said one more thing, and Lenora seemed to put her weapons to stun as well. 
His mother laid a hand on Lenora’s shoulder, and Lenora in turn flinched. Then Noah’s 
mother bid her goodnight and walked towards the car. Noah pretended he hadn’t been 
watching. 

On the way home, Noah asked what she’d been telling Lenora. 
“Oh, nothing, we were just catching up.” 
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“She looked angry.” So much for not watching. He thought to himself. 
“What? No, she wasn’t angry, dear. That’d be silly.” 
There were times where Noah was sure his mother was lying to him. He wondered if  

he’d had a good relationship with his mother before his accident. He had a feeling he 
hadn’t, though, which was why he’d made no effort to reconnect with her. That was why 
he made no effort to reconnect with anyone, in fact. 

He knew his mother was a physiatrist. She was a very organized person, and always 
asked how he was feeling or if  he needed anything. Sometimes she observed him while he 
was painting.  

But most of  all, she always, always looked at what he painted. 
Most of  his paintings were almost memories. Fleeting visions of  what used to be. 

None of  them really held any importance. One was of  him and someone who he as-
sumed was his father getting ice cream. He had a feeling he’d had a friend with him, but 
he couldn’t remember anything of  them except that they’d gotten a vanilla ice cream 
cone. Another was a fishing trip, or rather a millisecond of  what he assumed was a fishing 
trip, where he had been squirming about after he’d caught a fish. Whether it was his first 
fish, he didn’t know. He didn’t even remember if  he’d enjoyed fishing. Was it a family tra-
dition? Did he and his father take fishing trips often? 

He sighed, closing his eyes tightly. Frustration clouded his brain as he strained to re-
member something. Anything. 

This straining feeling continued on through the night. Even as he was drifting off  to 
sleep, he wondered how someone who might have no recollection of  his childhood would 
help him. How would you ask what you’ve forgotten when you don’t have any memories 
in the first place? 
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