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What We’re About
Shadows of Birds is an online magazine which aims to give the students of Penn State Berks a unique op-

portunity for on-campus publication. Its editors seek to create a lively, active, and accessible outlet for writers 
of varying levels of experience, and to increase awareness of and participation in writing-based activities.

As an online publication, Shadows of Birds is accessible to anyone with an Internet connection. This pub-
lication method is also free, letting students access the work of their peers from any place at any time for no 
cost.

Submissions and Questions
Penn State Berks students interested in submitting their work should read our guidelines listed online here. 

Questions should be directed toward our list of student editors found online here or to ShadowsofBirds@gmail.
com.

http://shadowsofbirds.wordpress.com/submissions/
http://shadowsofbirds.wordpress.com/contact-us/
mailto:shadowsofbirds%40gmail.com?subject=Question%20Regarding%20Shadows%20of%20Birds%20Magazine
mailto:shadowsofbirds%40gmail.com?subject=Question%20Regarding%20Shadows%20of%20Birds%20Magazine
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Pritchard
by Scott Hughes

I wonder, John Pritchard thought as he stared at 
the burned-out ruin of what had been a charming 
house, if the bastards think they’re doing us a favor.

There had been no less than three cases of 
arson over the past few weeks.  Each burned-out 
hulk the nutters left behind was another danger-
ous wreck he and his crew had to break down 
– and unlike whole houses, the danger of decon-
structing them was significant. Without supreme 
care the crispy husks were liable to collapse at a 
feather’s touch, making a worse mess to clean up.  
It was hard to even plan such projects, as getting a 
look at the building’s innards now exposed you to 
the danger of a sudden collapse.

Not that these punks give a damn about that, 
Pritchard thought viciously.  Anarchists, local 
rabble-rousers, drunks – it made little difference 
to Pritchard’s team who was behind the arsons 
because they were left to clean up the mess.  The 
project to turn the town of Blue Marsh into a res-
ervoir lake had already suffered significant delays 
thanks to the sudden crime spree.  At this point, 
the only thing Pritchard could be thankful for was 
that the idiot responsible for his current dilemma 
hadn’t managed to burn down an occupied house.

The thought alone gave him the shivers, and 
not just because he hated the thought of someone 
burning to death.  While the local police force 
wasn’t inclined to care much about abandoned 
buildings burning down – especially ones already 
scheduled to be demolished – they would care 
VERY much about any sort of murder case land-
ing on their doorstop.  The resulting investigations 
could delay their project for a solid month, and 
Pritchard’s bosses were prickly about timetables.

A gravelly voice chimed in behind Pritchard.  
“I wonder if the higher-ups realize that the delay 
in getting us the permits we need to, you know, 

actually do our jobs might help cut down on shit 
like this.”

Pritchard turned to face his subordinate, one 
David Tankersly.  The man was blunt as usual, 
but he certainly had a point.  If the guys running 
this circus had gotten Pritchard his permits, he 
wouldn’t be stuck here twiddling his thumbs.  The 
ashen husk next to him would have been taken 
care of two weeks ago, and he wouldn’t have to get 
ANOTHER permit to remove it. But it wouldn’t 
do to let Tankersly see his frustration.

“Being fair to the higher-ups, they didn’t ex-
actly expect a bunch of peaceful rural folk to 
take to arson,” he said evenly. “Though, I suppose 
they might have bothered to remember that we 
ARE kicking them out of their homes to make a 
lakebed.  I wouldn’t exactly be happy in their posi-
tion, either.”

“John, do you really think that it’s the locals?” 
said Tankersly incredulously. “I’m more inclined 
to believe in the rumors of biker gangs, myself.”

“Don’t ignore how ugly things have gotten 
out here, David.  There’s a lot of memories out 
here, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the locals had 
taken to burning down their houses out of spite 
– just to slow us down.”  Pritchard turned back 
to the wreck and sighed.  “I suppose you’re right, 
though.  Doesn’t really make much sense when 
it comes down to it.  Abandoned buildings have 
always been targets for idiots with too much time 
on their hands.”

Tankersly grunted in agreement.  The two had 
worked together on enough jobs over the years 
to realize that any sort of abandoned structure 
quickly became a magnet for seedy dealings – or, 
as was the case in Blue Marsh, a way to show how 
pissed you were at the world.

“That said boss, I kind of wish that our friends 
out there had stuck with graffiti.  Would certainly 
make things easier on us.” Tankersly said wistfully.

“Hmph.” Pritchard wished that Tankersly were 
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wrong about that, but wishing wasn’t going to do 
anything for him right here and now.  House #24 
was on the edge of where Blue Marsh Lake would 
end, and it wouldn’t do to have what was left of 
the place sticking out of the lake.  And since the 
stone parts of the house were still left standing, his 
crew faced several hours of extremely unpleasant 
work.

As Pritchard looked at what was left of the 
house, he felt a pang of regret.  It had been a 
proud home once, and it was far older than 
Pritchard would ever be.  Yet it was in the way of 
what was to come, and it had to go.

I just wish this place didn’t end like this, he 
thought, and a strange emotion came over him.  
Pritchard had never really felt like this before – 
he’d been tearing down buildings for a third of his 
life, and he’d never had reason to doubt what he 
was doing.  But this burned-down wreck, which 
was never going to be used again and was now 
certainly dangerous – the perfect excuse for a 
demolitions job if he’d ever seen one – made him 
feel… not regret, but something close enough to it 
to give him pause.

“Boss?” asked Tankersly, a touch of concern 
coloring his voice, and Pritchard started.

“Sorry about that, David,” Pritchard replied 
with a forced smile.  “I was just woolgathering a 
bit.  Wondering how we’re going to get this one 
started, you know?”

Tankersly raised an eyebrow slightly, but didn’t 
question his boss about the odd expression he’d 
had on his face.  Pritchard was a good man, and 
an excellent co-worker. For that alone, Tankersly 
was willing to allow Pritchard the odd wandering 
thought.

“Well boss,” Tankersly replied cheerfully, “if 
you’re done with that, we should probably go give 
Thurston an update on how screwed his schedule 
is.”

Pritchard grimaced.  Thurston, his superior 
in the USACE, was prone to micromanagement, 

and this job had only made him ten times worse.  
It was clear that the local government was step-
ping on Thurston to get the project done quickly, 
and that the man was dealing with it by stepping 
on Pritchard. As the old phrase goes, Pritchard 
thought with a fake cheer, shit flows downhill.

“True.  I wonder if he’ll bother getting the cops 
to patrol out here if we tell him how far this lat-
est firebug has put us back.”  Pritchard grinned.  
“Hell, maybe he’ll even get some military pukes to 
do it if he’s desperate.  Even those crazy bikers will 
have second thoughts about screwing around in 
an area patrolled by the Army, right?”

Tankersly frowned. “Think he’d go that far?  I 
mean, it’s not just time he’s worried about: there’s 
also the cost. And sticking uniforms out here in 
the boonies is going to cost big time, boss.”

Pritchard nodded firmly. “True.  But these 
arsons are costing us too, and Thurston’s got to be 
feeling pretty nervous right about now.  He might 
decide that the salaries of a few grunts are worth it 
to keep us on schedule.” Pritchard grinned slyly. “I 
sort of hope that the arsons don’t stop, to be hon-
est – they might be a bit of a pain in the ass for us, 
but if they cause Thurston’s ass to be nailed to the 
wall, well...”

“Boss, if that happens, I wouldn’t mind the 
extra work.”

“Amen.” said Pritchard, with a fervor he hadn’t 
felt in years. ■
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All for You
by Brittany Sheedy

You had no pain nor sickness.
You said you were invincible.
You’re supposed to be here.

Then the Reaper’s blissful beauty
kidnapped you. He tricked you
into closing your bright blue eyes.

If only we saw him coming.
You would have had an army,
a strong army to fight with you.

Now all that’s left are empty shells,
waiting to fall asleep so they can
follow their tear stained cheeks,

to see you again…
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Sometimes
by Seth Harkins

Sometimes, no means yes.

Sometimes, we close our eyes because we want them open,
Or we sleep because we want to wake,
Or we let pieces of us die a little because we want to live
a certain way

Sometimes, we let winter fill our veins, silver cold, because we want summer pulsing 
through,
warm and golden and wild.

Sometimes, the smile fades because it wants to be there.
Sometimes, the chest sinks because it wants to be proud but doesn’t know how.

Sometimes, we do stupid things, and our excuses become our habits, and what was 
glad is gone and what was proud is poor and what was warm is cold and what was liv-
ing is dead.

Sometimes, no means yes.
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Early Morning Peeper
by Delphyne Gorgon

There was a tiny man staring at me in the bath-
room. At first, I didn’t realize he was there. I saw 
him from the corner of my eye. He was horrify-
ing. I won’t ever forget him or how he made me 
feel.

He stood on the windowsill on dreary, rainy 
morning. The sky was gray, but there was halo of 
bright light around his body, as if he was trans-
ported to the windowsill from another point in 
time and space. A small gasp escaped me when I 
caught sight of him. I whipped my head around 
and stared, open-mouthed and wide-eyed.

As I stood there all sound ceased to exist. I 
couldn’t hear the water running in the toilet or 
the distant bark of dogs outside. I was only aware 
of my own thumping heart as it pounded in my 
chest. 

The man stood about three inches tall and 
perched atop a small chair. It was no regular chair; 
it was modelled after a throne, with curved wood-
en arms and a red velvet back. But around the 
sides of the chair were hundreds of tiny eyeballs, 
smashed and clustered together and somehow 
stuck to the frame. On the back of the chair was 
a spine, vertebrae after vertebrae, running up the 
red splat. 

When I mustered the strength to look at the 
man himself, my stomach tightened from fear or 
revulsion. Maybe both. I can’t be sure if calling 
the figure a man is even correct, seeing how it was 
more goblin-like than human. The skin on his face 
was a disgusting yellow mixed with green patches, 
as if his skin were torn in areas and the green 
showed through. In other areas, like his hands, the 
yellow was so transparent I could see green tint 
through it.

The man’s nose was huge and hooked and made 
the sneer on his face even more menacing. The 

sneer was mixed with a smile, showing his ugly 
teeth, a gold tooth right in front. As disturbing as 
the man’s smile was, his eyes were worse. The right 
eye was not normal. It had no pupil or iris, just a 
hypnotizing spiral of black.

The collar of his jacket was large and flipped 
up around his neck. The jacket was some sort of 
dark blue trench coat that went down to his feet. 
He held the right side of the jacket open with his 
right, which had only two fingers. Inside the coat, 
I could see a hatchet, knife, and syringe hang-
ing from three loops sewn inside. His shoes were 
black and painted with skulls. His pants were red, 
like the bow tie he wore. In the center of the bow-
tie was a very tiny skull.

Below the bowtie was a vest, colored like hu-
man flesh. I squinted and leaned closer as nau-
seating thoughts crossed my mind. There, in the 
vest, I could see a face and ear because the vest 
was fashioned with human skin, stitched haphaz-
ardly in red. Too sickening to look at, I glanced 
back up toward his face and saw atop his head a 
large gold Wellington-style hat. Stuck inside the 
red hatband was an ace of spades, the death card.

He was so horrible to look at, but I couldn’t 
stop myself from staring. I stood, unable to move 
my feet an inch. My hand reached out to grip 
the edge of the cold porcelain vanity. Suddenly, I 
became aware of my bare feet freezing on the tile 
floor. 

Once aware of the cold floor beneath me, I fell 
out of my stupefied trance. All at once, I could 
hear the everyday noise. My heartbeat returned 
to normal as I moved away from the man and 
walked out of the bathroom, headed back to bed. 
Later that morning, I asked my friends why they 
kept a creepy Mad Hatter figurine in the guest 
bathroom. ■
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September Night
by Brittany Sheedy

I had to go home,
it was 1 in the morning,
so you offered to walk me.

Down on 4th Avenue, 
at the corner of Walnut,
Where I stand frozen
on the sidewalk.

Hoping you’d get caught,
since we were out in the open.
I wanted to scream.
The September air hurt my throat,
made it hard to breathe.

You grabbed my wrists,
and twisted them tight
As you said, “It’s okay.”
and whispered, “It’s all right.”
I don’t want to, please let go.

I’d see you in the high school
hallways. Remembering your tongue down my throat,
and the taste of onions and
stale cigarettes..

When our friends asked why,
the words you said made me vomit.
“It was dark,
so what the hell.”

Several years later,
I still have the hoodie
that you tore the pocket from.
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Smart Girls
by Elizabeth Cairnie

They called her a smart girl;
no carriages of pumpkins,
castles made of clouds,
or a notebook of love poems,
hidden deep in her pocket.
Naught but studies and ambitions
to fill her mind and her words;
there’s no room for dandies.

Yes, what a smart girl!
Took to her books with no worry for looks!
And she filled expectations
when she travelled a trip
over the pond and throughout all Europe;
“Broadening her mind,” they said at home,
and they nodded their heads as though they knew.

But the girl ran off and never returned
till a William finally brought her back,
married and pretty -- whatever happened?
And they forbid all trips to Europe now,
for fear of what happens to smart girls.
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TRANSFORM BEAUTY: A found poem
by Jessica Condon

PITY THE PRETTY:
THOSE WITH THE MIDAS TOUCH.

SOME ARE SURGEON—DESIGNED TO MESMERIZE,
—DESIGNED TO BE BRILLIANT,—DESIGNED TO BE NOTICED.

GUARANTEED.

BEWARE THE EXPERTS OF GORGEOUS,
THE FEMININE FAVORITES

WITH INSTANT ACCESS,
ATTENTION GRABBING SWAGGER,

AND THE LIFE GOALS OF PLAYING HOUSEWIVES.

WELCOME TO FABULOUS.
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39 Queen Songs
by Erin Bradley

Author’s Note: My favorite band in the whole entire world is Queen. They have so many 
songs that inspire me and relate to my life. So, in honor of their many hits, I decided to 
compile some of their song titles into one creative piece. In the piece, I specifically used 39 
song titles. Brian May, the guitarist, wrote a song for the band titled “39.” It’s one of my 
favorites, so I wanted to incorporate it in my piece, I’m not quite sure what to label the 
piece as; it’s not exactly a poem nor is it a story. To me, it sounds like an advertisement to 
promote the band. Either way, it is a tribute to one of my favorite bands.

These are the days of our lives when we will rock you. 
Whether you’re my best friend, somebody to love, 
a killer queen, a fat-bottomed girl or just a
good old-fashioned loverboy
The show must go on because you know
we are the champions.
If you are under pressure from all this 
radio ga ga and want to say
“save me,” “I want to break free,” or 
“I’m going slightly mad,” let me entertain you
 with our kind of magical bohemian rhapsody.
We will help you breakthru your melancholy blues. 
We warn you: don’t try suicide. We will help you
keep yourself alive. Now I’m here; I’ve traveled the
seven seas of Rhye to bring you this one vision. 
Don’t stop me now or another one bites the dust 
because I want it all and this is the love of my life.
I know how to play the game. In only seven days, 
we will show you our crazy little thing called love.
So get ready to tie your mother down because 
we are going to help you spread your wings
as we take you rushing headlong on a bicycle race. 
We will make you ask “Who wants to live forever?”
We’ll make you feel like you were 
made in heaven, in the lap of the gods,
because we know this could be heaven for everyone.



Shadows of Birds Student Writing Magazine Volume 2, Issue 1

13

Numb
by Brittany Sheedy

My voice was never tamed—
just all dried out:
lips cracked and bleeding
while the neighbors sleep
and crickets hum.
I need to scream;
I must kill the quiet.
The silence threatens my mind.
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Writing Prompts
Part of the mission of Shadows of Birds Student Writing Magazine is to encourage student writing here at 

Penn State Berks. Congress of Ravens (“CORE”) is our joyful commitment to regularly bring students and 
faculty together to share their words, share their thoughts, and--not least importantly--share their passion.

In the pages that follow, you will find student reactions to on-the-spot writing prompts given at several of 
the four CORE meetings we’ve had since the fall semester of 2013 began. While they may sometimes seem 
a little silly, or may not get the attention longer works do, we feel that they are an integral part of the writing 
experience at Penn State Berks.

We encourage our peers and friends at CORE to share their creativity in the magazine. Questions and 
prompt submissions should be directed toward our list of student editors found online here or to Shadowsof-
Birds@gmail.com.

For more information about Congress of Ravens Events (“CORE”), please visit our website at shadowsof-
birds.wordpress.com.

http://shadowsofbirds.wordpress.com/contact-us/
mailto:shadowsofbirds%40gmail.com?subject=Question%20Regarding%20Shadows%20of%20Birds%20Magazine
mailto:shadowsofbirds%40gmail.com?subject=Question%20Regarding%20Shadows%20of%20Birds%20Magazine
http://shadowsofbirds.wordpress.com/core/
http://shadowsofbirds.wordpress.com/core/
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Prompt Response: Goodbye, Summer
by Kimberly Grinberg

Goodbye, Summer.
Let the image of you cease,
as it has time and time again.
It’s been real—the finite time we did enjoy,
which, in it’s limitation, 
gave birth to a plethora of memories,
so substantial in their weight 
and numerous in compiliation
that, in essence, they were the 
exact opposite of who you were.
Oh, how I wish to find 
comfort in seeing you again.
You were the best sex I ever had,
yielding yet wanton, and for that I thank you,
for I will miss the heated pillow talk 
and warm embrace.
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Prompt Response: Where I’m From
by Jessica Condon

I am from a broken home.
A meaningless vow and a scarlet letter.
A tear-filled night to a terrible morning.
(An aching dry throat, puffy eyes,
and the realization that it wasn’t a dream.)
I’m from every other weekend visits (plus holidays).
Christmas brought a lot of presents, but what were they worth?

I am from a moving box and a Sharpie marker
My entire life stuffed into brown cardboard packaging;
Is there anything else as depressing to a ten-year-old?
On moving day, our house was empty of both furniture and feeling
Silence is a scary sound in a house with four kids.
My new house is bigger, but it never feels like home.

Awkward meals now replace weekend visits.
What am I supposed to say? Is there anything to say?
This is where I am from.
It is not where I am going.
I hope.
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Prompt Response: Where I’m From
by Brittany Sheedy

I’m from a small house on Walnut St.
where beer can fill the fridge and
money buys happiness.

Where neighbors hear the
screams of a scraped knee, and
a wife’s cry for something.

Where a little curly-haired girl
is thrown into a giant’s fight, but
a sister’s touch makes it all right.

I’m from a home that broken,
but duct-taped together with
promises and kisses.
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Prompt Response: Combination
By Ed Burns

The president gripped the lectern solemnly. “Water can-
not continue its acts of terror. We will hunt down H2O, 
find it, and bring it to dry justice.”
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Prompt Response: Vacation Spot in Winter
by Seth Harkins

Log cabin.
A place of memory:
Rednecks, fried turkey,
Gun-talk and RV’s.

My extended family tastes like propaganda.

But the place,
The cabin--
Warmth and womb,
Mold and must and mildew,
Yellowed lamp shades, yellowed incandescent lightbulbs--
In here is warmth.

Even when Uncle passes,
Even when the country music fades,
Even as Appalachia exchanges its spinach green for grey and black and white--

Yes, even then, in January,
Even looking out the frosted windows
Listening to the wind,
Watching a northen snow flatten summer fields--

Even as it fall fades, fades away...

Even then,
Inside, the cabin’s warm.
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Shadows of Birds proudly welcomes Penn State Berks 
professor Jayne Brown in a faculty spotlight. This poem 
originally appeared in Alligator Juniper.

Palinode to Weather-Talk
by Jayne Relaford Brown

You hold the cordless as you circumnavigate
the driveway, watering the geraniums
you don’t recall you watered yesterday.
That’s what you call it—circumnavigate—
a word you’re pleased to put your tongue around.

You’re like our old cat who used to piss us off
by sneaking up and drinking from our water cups.
The one who, now she’s dying, has a special glass
we keep topped up.

                                  All your life,
we finished sentences for you, we rushed you,
a wife and daughters talking in circles over you,
or let the real talk stop when you walked in:
“Hello There.” “Is it hot yet?” “Did you take your insu-
lin?”

Now that every sentence hides a dozen snares,
each phrase a maze or thicket to get lost inside,
we wait in silence as you fumble toward the end.

Once I scorned our weather-talk, thought of it
like naugahyde, formica—fake,
a sign of everything we’d circumnavigate
to keep things safe. Now that past and future 
have abandoned you, and nouns, tell me
morning fog and sun as long as we have left.

Let our little dialogues repeat themselves so faithfully
they wear a path for you to find your way along,
a route as clear as the two black lines
that mark you night-time shuffling track
from bedroom to the bathroom door and back.



Shadows of Birds Student Writing Magazine Vol. 2, No. 1

21

From the Editors
The editors of Shadows of Birds would like to thank each of you for making this issue possible. This issue is 

the first one compiled in a single document, contains many more submissions than ever before, and required 
an immense amount of coordination to produce.

Thank you guest editor Brittany Sheedy for devoting hours of free time to helping us select and edit submis-
sions. Thank you Professor Jayne Brown for your invaluable ethical advise, your wisdom, and simply being 
there for us when we needed to “get it all out.” Thank you Dr. Christian Weisser for supporting our CORE 
meetings, without which this issue would be five (five!) submissions shorter.

And thank you readers. Just by opening this file, you have made a decision to support creativity, communi-
cation, and writing here at Penn State Berks. These are our voices and this is our time. Let’s make it count.

Sincerely,

The “SoB” Team
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