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Evan Heil

Life on the Bluffs 

“I remember it being prettier,” Samantha says. She is standing near 
the edge, overlooking the river. Her long brown hair flows from 

underneath a white beanie that separates her from the black sky. 
She keeps looking around uneasily, as if she is desperate to find the 
beauty of this cliff. It keeps her preoccupied. I’ve never seen her act 
this strange. I’m not preoccupied.

I do not see any beauty. There is nothing but grass, trees, a 
bench, a river far below, and hundreds of gravestones far behind us. 
We are alone atop the bluffs. It is impossible to feel safe here. My 
sanctuary is an incredibly lonely prison. There are deadly images, 
moments, sounds that I can’t keep out of my head: the screams of my 
mom, my stepdad’s dead body.  

My brain goes moment to moment, separated by bright flashes 
between my blinking eyes. Authors write that you hear heartbeats 
the rest of your life. Playwrights also write that all you see is red. 
None of that is true; they are merely grand metaphors that signify 
guilt. The truth is that everything looks the same as before. Night 
has fallen just as it has every day of our lives. Darkness hasn’t stalked 
us either; we drove into it. We chose to.

Samantha finally sits down, but she remains restless. She looks 
at me, and I can see the fear in her eyes. I reply with my eyes, every-
thing will be alright, but they lie. I cannot form the words to say this 
aloud, however.

“During the day the river appears like it can go on forever,” Sa-
mantha says. Guilt must not have penetrated her thoughts yet.

It’s so dark tonight that you can hardly even see the river below. 
It looks like a bottomless drop, but you know that at the end, you 
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will reach water. The river does seem to flow forever; like guilt, it 
never ceases.

I sit and I stare into water that is reflecting frantic red and blue 
lights. It’s only a matter of time until the cops find us, I think. Sa-
mantha hasn’t yet noticed them; she is preoccupied. The sound must 
have gotten lost in the bluffs. The silence is so harsh that my brain 
creates a ringing sensation that doesn’t exist.

  
My eyes shut; it’s an involuntary action by my brain that forces 
me into my past. 

The bright light behind my eyelids transitions to a deep red. “So, 
Samantha, what is wrong with you that you are dating this piece 
of shit?” my stepdad asks. His whiskey-filled, repulsive breath 
fills the room. My mom laughs from the other side of the room, 
cigarette in hand, as if to say it was a valid question.

My mom used to be beautiful before my father died. Her smile 
could comfort me through anything. Now that smile has been 
ruined from the trenched lines on her face. In fact, you          
could say that once my father died, my mother never found love 
again. My stepdad was never beautiful, never capable of loving 
anyone.
 

There is a pounding in my head and I jolt up. The red fades as the 
darkness of the world comes back. Oh shit, I can hear them! Sirens 
are coming closer. My eyes search frantically for the sound while 
my brain begs them not to. I hear the pounding of a heartbeat in my 
head. Its thunderous sound beats me.

 
My eyes shut.

The white flash of light makes my brain feel like it is exploding. 
Then red flies at my closed eyes looking like a Rorschach test: a 
knife, my stepdad on top of a pool of blood, my mom charred 
and burnt all over, and Samantha crying in my arms.

There it is again! It’s growing louder too. The stars’ reflection off the 
river makes the black seem even emptier. The rocks and the grass on 
the bluffs are beginning to have frost on them, and the already brown 
leaves from the trees are falling at an alarming rate. Samantha is ly-
ing on the bench.
       “My parents scratched their names into this bench,” she says. 
“They used to talk of living their whole lives up here. They talked 
about how simple it is, how perfect, how beautiful: a life on the bluffs. 
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I haven’t been here since they died.” She etches our names into the 
bench while talking.

She must need beauty as much as I need love, but can they exist 
without each other?

“We were all up here when my mom told us she had cancer. It is 
interesting how one pained cell can spread that much. Do thoughts 
do that?” I don’t know how to answer, so I don’t. She leaves the bench 
and begins pacing. She doesn’t normally act this way. “I love you, 
Kyle” is etched by Samantha next to our names.

 
My eyes shut.

 
Samantha’s red dress flows gorgeously away from my parents’ 
presence. “Kyle is a faithful man. He must get that from his first 
father,” Samantha says. “You don’t talk to me that way in my 
house,” my stepdad says, throwing his bottle of liquor at Saman-
tha who ducks away. My mother screams in fear just before the 
bottle hits her in the head and knocks her unconscious.
 

Samantha is falling asleep on the bench. The stars, glowing brighter 
and brighter, reflect off of the black river below. They remind me of 
Samantha’s eyes, and of the fear they contain. But despite that fear, 
her eyes comfort me. They are truly beautiful; pure as the first snow-
fall, warm as a fire on a cold winter night, and comforting like my 
mother’s smile used to be.
       Right now I want to hide inside her eyes; they are the only thing 
that I feel can save me. She is my only safe haven. I look over to her 
and I can see her desperately working out a stain in her dress; her 
thumbs are rubbing intensely on the dress, and all the while she 
sleeps. Her stained mind refuses to be clean.

 
My eyes shut.

         
My mom’s bloody face stains her dress. “You are nothing, you 
will amount to nothing, and someday you will die and be noth-
ing,” my stepdad says to me. “Love still exists within nothing,” 
Samantha says. “He cannot be nothing because he has love, he 
cannot amount to nothing because love will prosper, and when 
he dies, his love will continue.”

My stepdad pulls a knife out from the kitchen drawer and runs 
towards Samantha. “You disrespectful little bitch!” my stepdad 
says, stampeding his way into the living room. He jumps towards 
Samantha. I pull her away from him and shield our eyes. When 
we  open them, he is dead. He must have slipped on his spilled 
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liquor. He landed on his knife, which dug right into his throat. 
Not even a second goes by before we see that my mom’s lit ciga-
rette has ignited her liquor-soaked shirt. Her screams are deafen-
ing, but I just watch. My stepdad is bleeding out, but I just watch.

I just watch.
  

Samantha has awakened. Her black jacket reflects the red and blue 
lights as the police get closer. She appears almost entranced and con-
tinually mutters about cleansing herself. “This river seems to go on 
forever,” she says. She stands up and kisses me on the cheek; her eyes 
gleam like the canvas of stars behind her. She is looking deeply into 
my eyes. Finally, she smiles that beautiful smile I’ve come to know.

Then she turns to look out over the cliff. She says, “I’ve found 
the beauty, Kyle.” The sun is beginning to peek over the trees on the 
other bank and onto the river, merging light and dark. A new day is 
coming. She is walking to get a closer view. I just watch. The wind is 
blowing her hair from halfway down her head, leading her towards 
the edge. Her white beanie separates her from the darkness as if she 
were an angel. “It’s all here. The brilliant green grass, the autumn 
leaves, the river that travels forever. I used to think someone could 
see the whole world if they jumped high enough,” she says. I finally 
realize what is happening. The cancerous guilt is spreading. So I 
stand and begin running. I found it. I found love.

“Don’t you want to be clean again, Kyle? Don’t you want to see 
the whole world with me?” I run with all of my might and say, “I love 
you, Samantha!”

She takes my hand.
My eyes shut. And I can feel the wind come up the bluff, caress-

ing my chilled cheek.
My eyes open. And I stare into her eyes.
We jump. She’s right. You can see the whole world from up here. 

It’s beautiful.
I close my eyes and feel nothing.
Love still exists within nothing. 
Isn’t that comforting?


