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      Chelsea was comfortable with silence. A talent that always made her stand apart. Stand alone. Stand naked with potential.

      Stand as a potential target.

      To forget past and present dangers, she shifted her gaze from the outer world. Eyes turned inward, into the black space behind her eyelids, searching for a deeper solitude, a personal meaning—the soul’s purpose—until the black filled with the intricate network of thin, crisscrossing tubes, each one red or purple. Blood, running cold, turning gold, turning the system of vessels into shades of blue and amber as she came undone, shunning her outer self, unpeeling everything that others found appealing, shedding what observers mistook as substance, to find the real her.

      Chelsea was comfortable with silence. She willed it as she stood before the mob, a potentially dangerous rabble. All eyes on her . . .

      She was losing the battle to those who would make of her whatever they wished.

      True, the crowd’s raucousness had faded away in her ears. But one voice cut through, as sure and straight as a sewing needle.

      “Smile, Chelsea baby. Smile.”

      There was no escaping, so she forced it. Did as she was told. Coercing a toothy grin and wide-open eyes, taking in not only the smirking, goateed photographer but the leering goons lined up behind him.

      That’s it.

      Taking in their grins (while she ground her teeth).

      Taking in the light when the big camera flashed . . .

      Her eyes were bowls filled with holes, allowing her brain to be saturated.

      The fetid light sullied her thoughts, stained her sight, so that what she saw before her were potential suitors, wannabe lovers who’d ravish, rip her apart.

      A mob of twenty people seeming to her like twenty times that number, even when her vision cleared and her thoughts cleaned themselves up (for the most part).

      From damn near the moment she won the competition, she’d regretted entering it. Open mic freestyle poetry reading contest at a toy fair. What was she think⁠—?

      No—she knew what she’d been thinking. She’d wanted revenge. Ever since the flower show. When she should’ve won. When she really needed to win.

      Well, she had done it now. And this time around the best rhyme won fame (local, limited, listless), a publishing contract for two books (with a small, private publisher that had questionable means of distributing its publications), and a date (the cherry on top). Not just a date with anyone, but with a critic. The older, brilliant literary critic. A man of some renown.

      But said critic had been quietly fired from the online periodical that employed him, unknown to Chelsea. And the online periodical itself had ceased to exist, also unknown to Chelsea. All the unknowns had been revealed to her after the competition but before they’d announced the winners. So she’d be stuck having coffee with a replacement. Lucky her.

      Of course it wasn’t really designed to be a date; more like an interview. But she’d expected more, had wanted it to turn into so much more. An interview that went both ways, to begin with.

      “Hey there! Chelsea girl! Over here!”

      Another voice from the mob. Another needle. Poking her. Taunting. Threatening to sew up and repair any part of the fleshy façade she wanted to unravel, to tear, to rip off and toss away.

      This insolent grinner had his phone raised high—likely recording.

      “Recite another rhyme!” he insisted after Chelsea made the briefest of eye contact.

      “Bust a rhyme, girl! Freer style!”

      She’d like to be free to go run and grab the nearest toy sword and bust the man in his skull.

      But: Charisma for the cameras. Charming words for the men and women wielding theirs, aimed at her. Harmless and unthreatening—just like her rhyme, which had come up to the line, the outer edge, just enough to make the audience fall in love, to dazzle them while allowing them to remain comfortable in their seats. Here she stood, up until the point where the event’s chief organizer approached to shake her hand and lead her away from it all.

      So funny, all the congratulations. At the peak, what had the gatherers numbered? Four or five hundred total? A total that included participants, organizers, and audience members. All of them crammed into an out-of-the-way section of the enormous convention center, a section partitioned off from the greater, wider toy fair around them. The unfair fair: a fun-and-business event that hosted thousands of bodies and greater joy, more engaged attentions and more productive exchanges of words—more, so much more, than any contest of poetry could promise.

      As the organizer led her by the hand to a back corner of the stage, Chelsea glanced over her shoulder to see the folding chairs greatly outnumbering the living-and-breathing that remained. The twenty or so people that had stood behind the professional photographer dispersed, heading out to find greater entertainment beyond the makeshift walls. The event’s official photographer lingered but focused entirely on his equipment—bulky full-frame camera, tripod, and the rest—checking everything over prior to packing it up. The others, all in matching blue shirts and lanyards, tidied up, picking up debris and regathering left-behind handouts.

      Such novel occasions were these, held amid more popular events whose interested crowds seemed to have little interest in the modern literary arts. At least, few among them harbored such an interest or even curiosity on the days when a toy fair was taking place, or a classic car show, or a gun show. The competition’s organizer had the idea that poets would bring beauty and order to an ugly, industrial, or diverting chaos. The poets would (or should) be inspired to craft their freestyle bits based off what was going on in the greater auditorium or field around them and create art—relevant, worthwhile art, destined to outlast what would eventually break down, rust, crumble, decompose.

      It was an idea only a professor of the arts could devise, or one of their most devoted students.

      The chief organizer—who presently handed Chelsea an eco-friendly bottle of water—was a grad student at one of the local universities. A man from money. One who could afford to have a career in academics and the arts. One who could afford to organize such events to bolster his standing among peers and any who were (temporarily) above him in the field.

      He was a man who thoroughly enjoyed his life and who seemed genuinely apologetic about the recent turn of events.

      “I am so sorry we couldn’t get you a meeting with Fayssal. No one’s seen him or heard from him since he lost his editorial position at . . . well, the publication that shall not be named.”

      An odd reason to pull a disappearing act, Chelsea thought. Had he sunk into depression? Why should being dropped from an online publication be so devastating? He could easily get a job with another. Or start his own literary blog for paying readers. Or a video blog. Or all of the above.

      “Anyway, I reached out to my contact at another publication and Ms. Davies graciously agreed to substitute. She couldn’t make it out today—I would’ve loved to introduce the two of you—but, if you’re free, she can meet you tomorrow. Maybe early afternoon? I’ll email you the address once I hear from her.”

      Chelsea nodded her thanks, then offered a few words to emphasize she was truly appreciative.

      “And of course the publisher will be reaching out about the book deal. You must be so excited!”

      She wasn’t, but she was certain her expression and verbal response gave a different impression. She was after all an almost-master of words—making them count, making them convince, making them matter. When she made the most of her words, she could make them construct something from nothing—almost.

      In one ear, out the other. A fading in existence, and then oblivion. Like smoke. Or mist filled with tiny tears.

      With her half-empty water bottle in hand and backpack slung over one shoulder, she left the partitioned area and wove her way through the fair, taking a different route than the one she’d taken hours earlier on her way to the competition. It was late in the afternoon. In another hour or two, they’d be shutting down for the day, opening up again first thing in the morning.

      But the cacophonous mix of excitement and delight, the gushing and fawning over soon-to-be-released products, and the boisterous promises of more wondrous things to come were joys no more muted nor less energetic than they had been earlier in the day.

      She floated through a colorful, cloud city of plushies—fabric-skinned animals and other stuffed objects of various shapes and sizes, all betraying (many perhaps deceptively) an almost overwhelming softness and pliability. Some were more inviting than others; some were designed to be more interactive than others. Chelsea paid more than a glance at the sophisticated wearable costumes for all ages.

      From softies to dolls and action figures, and then on to robots, many of them ironically appearing as lifelike animals—canines and felines, birds and dinosaurs—creatures humankind either had domesticated or had fantasized about doing so. The overwhelmingness of it all couldn’t help but snag and tug her away from the here and now, couldn’t help but make her nostalgic, couldn’t help but give her the urge to want to go back all the way—and push back, rebel from the very beginning.

      Chelsea girl. Chelsea baby.

      In her pre-adolescent years, she would play. Play with whatever her mother had bought her. Stuffed animals at first, then dolls. Then she lost interest, well before the age she was supposed to. She’d taken a liking to puzzles—jigsaw and other varieties—but most of her playing was of music. Playing the radio. Streaming. Listening intently through earphones. Letting the melodies and rhythms move her, envelop her, whisk her away to another place and time than where her physical body was actually located, all while she concentrated on the lyrics, how the words worked, singly and together, to convey certain meanings, to tell stories, to paint pictures—artistic results possibly beyond the singers’ and songwriters’ intentions.

      Chelsea couldn’t play any musical instruments. That is, she never had actually tried. Never had any interest. Not in conventional instruments.

      But in her early days of attempting to put pen to paper, fingers to keyboard—to craft something highly original, all her own—she turned to the sounds of nature for guidance. Birdsong in wooded areas. The barking and humans’ indistinct chatter in dog-friendly parks. The hum and buzz of insects in meadows and gardens.

      Initially, that was the music to which she tried to create lyrics. Rhyming and nonrhyming words that flowed with the music or conveyed how it made her feel. As she grew in confidence and got better at concentrating, she ingested the music—swaying, grooving, dancing—trying to make it a part of her as she considered it at a deeper level, picking up on patterns. In a digestive trance, she played with the natural sounds, made the music her own, making of it what her instincts desired she make of it, sprinkling and spicing it, intermixing the sounds with words reflexively conjured and then more purposefully expanded upon as she disgorged, an aggressive yet beautiful vocal flow, irrepressible, and savory to the ears and minds of those within earshot.

      That was the intent. To feed those who were psychologically starving but were unaware of the extent. They would hear and feel what she was hearing and feeling. And they’d understand. Understand her joys, and her pains. Gain a greater understanding of their own. And with a chain of understanding established, a greater sense of empathy would develop, eventually
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