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The Writing on the Wall 

1754 – Susquehanna Valley in present-day Pennsylvania 

 When the crack of the gunshot pierced the heart of the muddy, swirling sky, she ran. 

 The thin branches protruding from the darkness scraped at her cheeks as she whizzed by, 

painting her warrior cheekbones with reticent trickles of hot blood. Blazing blood – her 

entrails boiled hotter than the sun and she felt furiously alive in spite of her people’s waning 

numbers. 

 Confusion, fear, and sheer rage seared holes in many areas of her brain.  She remembered 

the winter day when the phantom men had arrived in their camp riding the strangest type of 

deer. Their beady eyes reflected the light of the sky and shrouded the manetuwak beneath, 

flitting from face to face as they gnashed their teeth and gestured wildly to communicate with 

the shaman – the only one who could slightly comprehend the aberrant tones of their tongue. 

At supper, she sat next to a man with flaky skin and hair the color of autumn, and the flakes 

from his skin descended like snow onto the salpon that she had kneaded with her mother.  

 A few weeks after their arrival, one of the phantom men fell ill with dysentery. Despite 

his status as an outsider, the tribe herbalist and his wife took him into their home and nursed 

him back to health using the finest cattail heads from the river to eradicate the manetuwak in 

his stomach. Obtaining cattail heads is a process – one must leave a small offering for the 

spirit of the plant to compensate for removing a piece of its body. The herbalist followed all 

of the ceremonial rites to properly obtain the medicine and cure the sick man who plaintively 

moaned and shivered on his floor. Yet even though the swelling soon subsided, the blood 
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eventually stopped flowing, and the fever at last relinquished its grip from his hollow cheeks, 

the manetuwak remained – not in the phantom’s stomach, but in his heart.  

 Now this same man who once nibbled salpon from the generous hands of strangers 

now turned his weapon upon them. This same man, who had reaped the rewards of the great 

spirit Kishelemukong and had become strong again from the earth, now slashed the maize in 

their gardens and sawed down mighty trees and stepped on the buds of spring. This same 

man was now angry at her, the girl who had prepared his meals for months, for refusing to 

believe that there was any higher power other than Kishelemukong; for standing up and 

cocking her chin back when he stepped on her toes and commanded her to kneel in the name 

of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  

 When the crack of the gunshot pierced the delicate candlestick in her back, she toppled 

to the earth, praying that with her next step she would begin to ascend Ane – the winding star 

staircase to the heavens above.  

• • • 

1862 – Hardin County, Tennessee 

 When the slam of the back door resounded out into the fields, he ran.  

 Scrambling over the fence, he slipped into the shelter of the trees – darkness 

enveloping him and cool mist settling on his leathered skin. Sweat soon mixed with dew as 

the night solemnly kissed the raw blisters on his back from the time that he had been too slow 

to bring in the last satchel to the ‘gin. It had been a hot day, then, and his eyes had fried like 

yolks from squinting into the sun when the driver called his name. He remembered how the 
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heat made it seem as though the world was made of molasses, and the only thing that sliced 

through the sludge was the sizzling sting of the switch. 

 He had been hearin’ talk, though - excited whispers that floated through the night air 

with the crickets’ song and curled up in the back of his brain. “There was a way,” they said. 

“If you could find the right star, you could make it,” they said – burst out of the thicket into 

the Promised Land where eyes are wide and backs are smooth and nobody screams at you 

when you can no longer get up off the ground. These thoughts are infectious; they gnaw at 

your insides until one morning you wake up and that’s all you are. You don’t have a choice 

anymore. 

 He looked up at the glowing moon under the shrouded embrace of the trees and 

wondered what it looked like from the other side. It couldn’t look the same from where his 

mama was standing, or his sister. Maybe they saw it from above. He swallowed heavily and 

looked down at his feet. Bruised, dirtied, and roaring in pain, he determined that his feet were 

the most precious gift from God. They would take him to Grand Central in a bright place 

called Indiana – Mistah Levi Coffin was going to help him. Mistah Levi Coffin with the 

white house and the hope in his eyes.  

 Suddenly, he was roused from his thoughts by the slightest reverberation deep in his 

eardrum. He froze, and the soft exhale of a breath that was not his floated by his ear. 

Whipping around, he only glanced at the grey uniform and fuzzy face before he bolted, 

stumbling over protruding roots and outstretched branches in the frenzied blackness. Pearly 

beads leaked from the corners of his eyes, and every twig he stepped on echoed like the 
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backs of his ancestors in his ears. He would make it to Grand Central. Stumble. Moses said 

he would. Stumble. Just follow the star. Stumble. 

 He didn’t know what hit him, but he knew that overwhelming peace spread through 

his brain like venom, and when he fell, his neck twisted upward so that his glassy eyes could 

see if the side of the moon had changed yet. 

• • • 

2072 – Los Angeles County, California 

 When the flash came, she couldn’t run.  

 Her legs became Jell-O and her brain turned off. She couldn’t remember when the 

unconsciousness faded, but she woke up on another planet. A pipe protruded from the ground 

next to her and feebly spurted water in the air. She began coughing up black muck that 

looked like something she would scrape from the fireplace or the belly of a beast.  

 Everything was pale. The ash settled like a second layer of skin on the crumbling ruins 

and transformed the once-bustling suburb into a gray ghost town. The world was a skeleton 

now, and so was she, desperately clinging to the assumption that she could have done 

something if somebody had asked her about it. 

 Her life had disintegrated. She had been arguing with her daughter over the young 

girl’s assertion that “crusts are gross.” After slapping jelly on a slice of bread, she had been 

listing off the nutritional benefits of crust when a white-hot burst took her whole life away. 

She was not sure why she continued to float about in a world that was completely foreign to 

her. She was not sure of anything, really, except the throbbing headache that pounded behind 
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her forehead. Instead of a mother and a wife and a citizen, she was nothing but skin stitched 

together by dull, pulsating pain. 

 Time seemed to have frozen as she approached a highway underpass that used to be 

familiar. Half of this structure – what had once been a magnificent representation of the 

power of humanity, collapsed like the blocks of a careless child. She shuffled slowly under 

the archways as the graffiti that decorated the cement bricks danced before her eyes.  

 When she had slid into the poll booth, noting on the ballot asked her about the nuclear 

arms program. Nothing mentioned the ominous truth that all of the major nations had been 

compiling nuclear weapons and would eradicate countless innocent lives over a trade 

disagreement, over a military skirmish, over a piece of paper. To think that her baby with 

twinkly eyes and ribbons in her hair amounted to nothing more than a piece of paper in the 

eyes of her government began to penetrate the numbness that had washed over her mind. Her 

knees buckled under her and she succumbed to the great weight, slumping to the ground in a 

heap of knotted hair and jutting bones. 

 Her mouth was dry as her eyes soaked in the writing on the wall, and the cyclical 

nature of it all made her head spin. We step on people, and the cries of the faces under the 

boot never reach our ears. We build walls only to knock them down, crashing into continents 

with hungry eyes and hands curled into fists. The highest towers fall down the hardest, and 

everything was shattered now. As she surveyed choice obscenities left by those before her, 

her dusty lips relinquished four ancient words: 

 Mene, mene, tekel, parsin.  

 We are unworthy of the kingdom we have received. 


