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From the Editor:
D e a r

R e a d e r,

Four years ago, I decided to apply for a position on a small magazine with a strange
name.
As a freshman, the concept of filling out an in-depth application and interviewing for
this type of position was nerve-wracking. I walked nervously into the interview room,
notes in hand.
My interview was conducted by three people. As it turns out, that was the entire Happy
Captive Magazine staff. They were kind and welcoming. Before I was even accepted as
staff, I could feel the formation of my new Miami home.
Flash forward to senior year, and I now have the privilege of being Editor-in-Chief of
the magazine (a position that I’ve shared with two brilliant individuals, Celia Monroe
and Shannon Dolley). Over these four years, I’ve read hundreds of submissions from
students across the Miami community. Beautiful poetry, deeply personal creative nonfiction, witty and thought-provoking fiction… this community’s talents have made my
job fulfilling for years.
This year is no exception. From the short-yet-twisting opener “Creep” to the provocative collage “In Between” to the darkly humorous and biting closer “A Funeral for
Friends,” Happy Captive Magazine’s fifth volume is jam-packed with fantastic creations.
From the entire staff, thank you to everyone who shared their works of art with us.
And thank you to everyone who picks this up and reads it. We can’t take the credit
for the creations inside this volume, but we hope you like what we’ve put together.
From me, thank you for a journey of creative fulfillment. For the readings and release
parties. For countless hours of consuming and debating over submissions. It’s taken up
a lot of my time, but I can truly say that I’ve been a happy captive.
Sam Keeling, Editor-in-Chief
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Creep

D e i r d r e

S p e r r y

“Is that Hemingway?” With the bus motor rumbling and the baby crying behind me,
I can pretend I don’t hear him. I do.
“I said, is that Hemingway?” He takes my silence as permission to slide into the
empty seat beside me and raises his eyebrows expectantly.
Digging for every ounce of courtesy my mother tried to instill in me, I set the book
in my lap.
“Capote, actually.”
“Oh.” He nods, and his wire-framed glasses slip to the end of his nose. “I thought
you looked like a Breakfast at Tiffany’s sort of girl.” Impressed with himself, he tries
for a grin.
“Actually, no.” His forehead furrows, and he glances at the cover of the book for
the first time.
“In Cold Blood? Haven’t heard of that one.” The brakes of the bus squeal as the
driver stops short of hitting a squirrel.
“Tell me about it.” He leans back casually in the plastic bus seat and crosses his
foot over his knee. He is wearing Birkenstocks. With socks.
“It’s about a family that was murdered. The father’s throat was slit and then he was
shot. The others were shot in the head. The murderers were hanged.” He stares a
moment before speaking.
“That sounds awful. Why would you read a book like that?”
“Studying.”
“For what?”
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Creep
“I like to see where others went wrong so I can do better. I’ve done pretty well so
far. Want to see pictures?” I reach into my pocket and wrap my hand around an
old receipt from Starbucks. I begin to take it out. The man shoots out of his seat.
I smooth down the pages of my book and start to read again.
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p o e t r y :

college rejection letter
Vi e n g s a m a i

F e t t e r s

Attention Valued Customer:
We cannot honor your debit card due to insufficient funds in your bank 		
account.
Consider taking out another student loan.
Thank you for shopping at Kroger.

Oxford Kroger Self-Checkout Register #5

7

p o e t r y :

Growing Pains
D a r a h

M o r g a n

I remember the day that my brittle bones shifted into flower stems
My toes became roots, wiggling as I tapped my feet
My muscles weaved like leaves
My skin became petals, fragrant and dewy-fragile
I remember tiptoeing, careful not to rip my petals
My stems aching with the change
I asked my mother why my leaves were stricken with tenderness
She mumbled something about growing pains
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s h o r t

s t o r y :

Ky l i e

Ly n c h

Fighting Fire with Fireball
I remember the day I found out that my grandmother was an alcoholic. I was in the
minivan and we were almost to exit 51A. My mom turned around from her place in
the passenger seat. We were coming back from a play. I think it was the Lion King,
but it could’ve been Pinocchio. I was wearing my brown velvet dress with the ruching
at the top and the pleats at the bottom. It was snowing. A little. Not a lot.
I remember my mom telling me and my younger sister that we wouldn’t be able to
see my grandmother anymore. Grandma was very sick and she used alcohol to try
to cure herself, which was dangerous. My sister asked if my mom meant rubbing alcohol for cuts because doctors use that all the time and it works sometimes. Maybe
grandma’s was expired and that’s why she was so sick, she said.
It wouldn’t make sense for another two years. At the time, I think I was 12, and the
memories that filled the silence in the car were only interrupted by the blinker as we
turned onto our street. The snow had piled up by then. The ice on the road mingling
with the minivan-grade tires made my head involuntarily nod. Acceptance comes at
inconvenient times.
I remember when I learned that mood swings were not a characteristic of the average grandmother. I was at dinner at Kayla’s house. Her grandma was visiting from
Connecticut. She smelled like floral perfume and a Hallmark store. I thought of my
grandmother in the same pajamas she’d been wearing for five days with rollers that
had been in her hair for two.
I remember how I passed off the tiny bottles I found under my bed at grandma’s
house as empty bottles of Cracker Barrel maple syrup. And so, I too began to collect
them.
I remember her calling “hello” throughout her house when I was standing right in
front of her.
I remember the cabinet hidden behind the bathroom mirror that held all of “grandma’s special medicine.” One time I asked if I could keep my Cinderella toothbrush in
it. She said no, but when she went to the kitchen, I snuck it in there behind a bottle
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Fighting Fire with Fireball
with “Jean Rothschild” almost completely rubbed off. When I took out my toothbrush
the next time I visited, it smelled funny.
I remember the beer bottles and the fear and confusion over why I wasn’t allowed
to open the wrapping paper cabinet. It made wrapping Hanukkah presents difficult. I
wrapped her gift in a plastic CVS bag one year. But I drew blue polka dots on it with
Sharpie, so it didn’t look bad.
I remember allergic reactions and droopy Benadryl-laced eyelids.
I remember when we’d stay over, she’d give us a Juicy Juice in the morning and
turn on Spongebob. The volume would always be obnoxiously high to drown out any
dubiety that we may have had as to what she poured in her coffee cup.
I remember how I got called down to the counseling office in the middle of seventh
grade health class. We were learning about alcoholism. My counselor looked at me
with sorry eyes. My mom was on the phone. My grandmother had died. She drank
herself to death. I went back to class and put my head down until the bell rang.
I do not remember the last time I saw her.
I remember writing emails to her email account about things I remembered us doing
together, like coloring her hair with a green crayon. Sometimes I would write about
how much I hated her because I knew she could never answer me.
I remember that I didn’t cry at the funeral. My dress was grey and had black lace all
over it. I thought it was a beautiful dress.
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p o e t r y

c o l l e c t i o n :

From a Fortune Cookie
K . H .

Wo l f e

“Good luck will come in the springtime”
I take the first flowers of the season
and I press them
between the pages
of books I want to read
because it’s a little bit of spring
saved for a rainy day.
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From a Fortune Cookie
“Luck will visit you the next new moon”
She waxes and wanes, in phase.
New beginnings,
New starts—
I watch her as she changes
And she is still as beautiful
As she was; an old moon.
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From a Fortune Cookie
“You will find luck when you go home”
			Home is cradled in sarcasm
				and rose cologne.
			

Home is a dialogue

				steeped in melancholy.
			

Home is a blue moon

				

with other places to be.
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s h o r t

s t o r y :

The Kill

H e n r y

R o a c h

The night it happened, Will was sitting in my basement watching us play Pac-Man on
my brother’s busted machine, the one the arcade didn’t want anymore ’cause it took
your quarters to some fifth dimension unknown to man.
He was basically our sidekick; that’s what everyone said, anyway. If you’d asked me
then, I would have said that I let him hang out with us because he was funny, that I
let him hang out with us because he would do whatever we asked him. That was all
true, but the real reason was that it was nice having someone around who looked at
us the way he did, like he was a three-year-old looking at his mom.
He’d showed up that night with his plaid shirt tucked in, wearing quite possibly the
ugliest, dumbest shoes I’d ever seen—lime green and purple high-tops. He kept
looking at them and then back at me, as if he wanted me to say something. Since I
usually didn’t insult Will to his face, I kept silent.
There was the biggest smile on his face as I let him in the house; he looked like a
kid on Christmas. It was the first time he’d ever been over. ’Til then, he’d just been
someone we sat with occasionally at lunch. I had no earthly idea what he did when
we told him to get lost, when we told him that the table was full. I can only assume
that he ate alone, but I never gave it much thought. As he looked around the house,
occasionally exclaiming stuff like “Wow! You have a BB gun?” James and I looked
at each other and laughed. This kid. He was like a kid from an Eastern Bloc country
stepping into an American toy store for the first time.
I went over to his house just once, because he promised that he’d order us a pizza.
When we’d gotten there, his parents were standing there to greet us, which had
been an unwelcome surprise seeing that we’d gotten high beforehand. It was like
they’d been waiting right behind the door. His dad was wearing a sweater vest over
a shirt and tie, even though it was 6 p.m., and his mother was wearing a ruffly
Nancy Reagan-style shirt. They’d been “just so overjoyed to see Will’s friends,” and
honestly I think they’d just been happy to have proof that he hadn’t been making
us up the whole time.
The only reason he was over at my house that night was that he’d seen us walking
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The Kill
home and asked us where we were going. I’d been ready to cook up some lie, to
say anything just to keep him out of my house, but James had cut in and told him
the truth.
“You want to come?” I’d asked, because what else was I going to do? I was forever
trying to skirt the line between expressing my contempt for him and leaving off
enough that he’d stick around. We always had to leave the option open that maybe,
just maybe, deep down we liked him.
“Can I take a turn?” Will asked.
That was a surprise. I’d figured he would be fine just watching us forever. Will was
the kind of guy you could punch in the face without any fear of retaliation, the kind
of guy you could steal lunch from and he wouldn’t complain. I knew ’cause I’d done
both.
James glanced at me, with a look on his face like you’re not seriously going to say
no, are you? I sighed. “Yeah, Will, sure.” I thought for a minute. “You can play as
many times as you want, if you can go down to the treehouse and get my backpack.
Don’t come back ’til you’ve found it.”
“Uh,” he swallowed. “Tonight?”
I had never seen a human being look as scared as Will did just then, not in real life,
and all I could think was that it was the funniest shit I’d ever seen.
The thing you’ve gotta understand is that the treehouse wasn’t in my backyard or
anything; it was deep in the woods. We all lived in fear of those woods, and, more
specifically, we lived in fear of the Kill. Fishkill Ravine was what our town was known
for. It occasionally got on News 12 whenever the police were pulling a body out. It
was fifty feet deep and stretched across the forest for more than a mile; people had
been falling in for hundreds of years. And it wasn’t just that it was dangerous. We’d
all grown up hearing about the White Lady and the Priest and all the other ghosts.
I’d grown out of that kind of thing, but I knew Will hadn’t.
I looked at him hard, trying to convey with my eyes that if he said no he was getting
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The Kill
kicked straight out of my house. “Yeah, tonight.”
See, Will was never that brave of a guy. He never spoke in class and he never walked
home alone because his mom was apparently very into the whole ‘stranger danger’
thing with the kids on the milk cartons. He’d also managed to get to be 15 without
ever kissing a girl.
But the thing is, when we asked him to do something, no matter how dumb or how
dangerous, he did it. He got punched in the face last summer because I bet him ten
bucks he wouldn’t call Steve Johnson a bitch. One winter, he got his tongue stuck
to a flagpole for two and a half hours ‘cause I said if he did it, I’d let him sit next
to me on the next field trip.
And if we asked him to trek through two miles of dark, empty forest, he would do it.
It didn’t matter that three people had died in those woods in the past forty years.
It didn’t matter that everyone said they were haunted.
He whispered something.
“I’m sorry, what?”
“I said I’ll do it.” He frowned and looked at the ground. “Just, um, if I’m not back
by midnight, you know,” he gestured inarticulately.
“We’ll do a full search and rescue, buddy, don’t worry about it.”
“I’m not worried,” he said too quickly.
I escorted him out of the basement because I felt like it was the right thing to do.
That’s something, right? Something to redeem me, just a little bit? It doesn’t matter.
Sometimes I tell myself that it’s ok, that teenagers are some of the cruelest people
on earth. But that doesn’t cover it, not really, because beyond being a teen, I was
a real bastard.
My backpack never was in that treehouse.
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The Kill
He probably thought he was doing a good job pretending he wasn’t scared. With a
sickly grin, he made some stupid, unfunny joke that I forget, and he left.
The thing is, the really damned funny thing is, I didn’t even look as he left. I just
slammed the door in his face and laughed my ass off. I didn’t know what that
moment meant; you can’t tell what you’re going to remember in a few years. But
the sight of him standing in my doorway, that stupid smile on his face, wearing those
green and purple shoes that he probably thought would impress us—that’s the kind
of thing you can’t ever get out of your head, not ever, as long as you live.
I went back down to the basement and James was sitting there on the couch
flipping through the channels. I could tell he was pissed at me, so I went right on
the offensive. I told him that Will wasn’t in any real danger, that I hadn’t forced him
to do it, that it’d take him like an hour at most, and who hadn’t gone out into the
woods at night?
I didn’t believe a word of it, but I lied to him anyway because the truth was that I
just didn’t care. Will wasn’t even a person to me, though I didn’t realize it at the
time. He was just a punching bag with some stupid shoes as far as I was concerned.
He didn’t have a personality, didn’t have an inner life, didn’t exist in any capacity
other than as that tag-along nobody really wanted around.
James argued back and forth with me for a little while, but, in the end, I don’t think
that he cared about Will enough to be mad at me. So, for a while, we just forgot
about him and watched TV.
It was well past midnight when we realized that Will had been gone for three hours.
When I looked at the clock, I broke out in a cold sweat. Oh god, I thought. I’m going
to be in so much trouble. That’s what got me out the door, really, that fear of what
my parents would do if Will got lost on my watch.
So we headed out into the woods, our flashlights illuminating basically nothing, hoping
to god that Will would come right out of the woods with that smile on his face. If
he could only do that, I’d let him play Pac-Man forever.
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The Kill
That was the first time I’d ever been there at night, but we’d been there a million
times during the day because, unlike Will, our parents didn’t care all that much where
we went.
So, unlike Will, we knew where the ravine was.
I think the official story that went out was that he’d been out hiking, that he fell in
accidentally. None of the kids at school believed that though. And from the wave of
self-help pamphlets and the new emphasis on the school therapist, I don’t think the
administration believed it either. It was the perfect fucking crime. No one even for a
moment questioned why he was wandering around the woods at night.
We never went to the funeral, never saw them lower him into the ground, never saw
his parents bawling their eyes out over their dead son. I don’t think a single kid from
school showed up. I wonder if they noticed that James and I weren’t there, that his
best friends couldn’t be bothered to make it.
Sometimes I think that I was inconsequential to his parents, that I was nothing next
to the mangled body of the kid they’d taught how to ride a bike. But I think us being
at that funeral would have made it a little bit better. We could have told them what
a great kid they’d had, that it wasn’t their fault and he hadn’t killed himself. I could
have told them that he was dead because of me.
I wonder what they would have done.
The forest was oddly silent that night; it felt like the world was holding its breath,
waiting. There was no breeze to stir the leaves, no birds to sing. Just us, trudging
through fallen leaves, beaming our flashlights out into the darkness. It was getting
chilly, and I remember thinking that before long winter would be here. I wondered if
Will was cold.
We came up on the treehouse, and told Will that it’d been a funny joke, that we’d
learned our lesson. We told him to come out, and when he didn’t, I climbed up to
see for myself that it was empty. James asked me if the backpack was there. I think
that was when I realized what had happened, when I realized how Will had spent his
last minutes. I wonder if he died knowing I’d lied to him, or if he never even made
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The Kill
it this far. I wonder how long he’d spent wandering the forest before the end came.
When we came to the Kill, we walked up slow, like it was some animal we didn’t want
to startle. It was pretty obvious when you crept up on it like that, but if you were
a scared 15-year-old running through the dark, you probably wouldn’t even know
why you were falling. I hoped to hear some kind of whimpering or crying from down
in it, because him being alive and broken seemed the best thing I could hope for at
that point. I wanted him to hear us, to scream out for us, to make some sound. But
there was just us, trudging through fallen leaves, accompanied by the thundering of
our hearts.
I said before that a lot of times, you don’t know you’re gonna remember a moment
forever when you’re in it. That’s true. But when I shone my flashlight down to the
bottom of the ravine and saw those purple and green hi-tops, I knew.
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p o e t r y :

pleasure in the new age
Ju l i a

D e m a g a l l

ring a ding
before the door closes shut, race to the aisle
aisle 6,
right before the milk
on the middle shelf. grab a bottle of pleasure
take yourself two, in case you run out before feeling like coming back
get the name brand
then, hang a left to get to the aisle with the feeling of confidence
sneak it into your backpack for a rainy day
you can’t pay for it, you have to buy two bottles of pleasure already
the cash register will take four dollars for each, or just
a sense of joy for both, a two-for-one deal, if you will
cha ching
that, in modern terms, is equivalent to one juicy sunset,
the searing cold of nighttime mashes against the colors of life.
cough it up.
swallow
gulp one per every four hours or,
as you see fit
over-the-counter is over the head
over-the-heart so
over-estimate its effect and trust me it will work
swirl the small blue pill in your hand.
steal a look in the mirror
wonder
why is a dose of pleasure so small?
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s h o r t

s t o r y :

J a r e d

B r u e t t

The Day Sam Whittaker
Lost His Eyes
It was a warm summer’s day when little Sam Whittaker lost his eyes. He certainly
hadn’t intended to, so proud his mom was of the dark brown marbles in his skull. He
had been chasing a particularly evasive red butterfly when he tumbled down a grassy
hill, thrown head over heels by the indifferent neglect of gravity. Even after pulling
himself upright, it took little Sam a moment to puzzle out why the world had gone
dark. For a minute, he thought perhaps someone had extinguished the sun itself. It
wasn’t until he reached up to his face and realized, to his horror, that his eyes had
popped right out of their sockets!
Thankfully Joan Whittaker, with all the mothering instincts that a careless child
inspires, was thoroughly eager to yank back her son from any and all adversity. She
was entirely prepared to leap into action even before her now blind son rounded the
corner and slammed into a fencepost. He made a sound not unlike a dimwitted cow,
inspiring Joan to leap from her porch, hoping to silence his cries before the neighbors
took notice.
“Oh sweetie, it’s ok, it’s alright, do tell mother what happened,” she cooed gently
into his ear, until he lapsed into blissful silence.
Then, Sam uncovered his face and Joan Whittaker screamed loudly enough to disturb
even the most hard-of-hearing neighbors. It was now Sam’s turn to comfort his
mother, which he did by patting her knee with one hand and staring up at her with
his newly-exposed eye sockets. It took some time for Joan to calm herself, but when
she did, it was quickly decided that this state of affairs would simply not do.
“I will not allow my son to go blind while he has two perfectly good eyes just laying
around in the countryside! Imagine how filthy they’ll get! Rolling around in the grass
and dirt!” she remarked, shuddering at the thought.
So, the two of them returned to the hill, Joan leading her son by the hand as he
struggled to keep pace. When they finally arrived, however, the task was not as easy
as she had imagined. They spent hours at the base of the hill, Joan using her finetoothed comb to part the grass, and Sam rolling around in dirt, growing accustomed
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The Day Sam Whittaker
Lost His Eyes

to life without eyes. Soon enough it was nearly sunset, and Joan found herself
wondering if perhaps she could raise an eyeless child after all, watching as he tripped
on a rock and fell face first into the earth. She was cleaning the dirt out of Sam’s
eye socket with a bent Q-tip when she noticed a cave just a short distance away.
Joan, having just about exhausted all her energy, mustered the strength for one last
search attempt. They walked into the cave together, Joan clutching her son’s hand
ever tighter, afraid of the dark. Sam, having no way to distinguish between light and
dark, of course, suddenly broke away, skipping further into the cave.
“Sam! Wait for mother!” she called, but to no avail. Joan stamped after him in a huff.
“You’d think the boy’s ears had fallen off as well!” Wandering further, she heard the
sounds of Sam laughing and another sound, almost like a pig’s grunt. At the end of
the cave, Joan found her son giggling at an angry little goblin, who clutched in his
hands two small, marble-shaped objects.
“Listen here you little brat! I want you out of my home right now!”
“Don’t talk to him like that you brute!” Joan peered through the dark, seeing a flash
of brown in the goblin’s hand. “You’re the one who took my son’s eyes, aren’t you?
I demand you give them back at once!” She clenched her hands into tight fists,
frustration and exhaustion manifesting as fiery anger.
The little green goblin became enraged, sputtering and kicking up rocks. Sam guffawed
at the sounds of the angry, little figure.
“I found these eyes fair and square lady! I’m going to do whatever I damn well please
with them, and if you don’t like it, then you can jus–”
His sentence was cut off by the force of Joan’s fist smashing into his face. For a
minute, the sound of flesh slapping against flesh delighted Sam, who clapped and
giggled as his mother beat the little goblin to death.
Joan finished the unpleasant task, then kneeled down and let out a long sigh. The
physical effort of killing another being, even something as small and weak as the
goblin, had absolutely tuckered her out, and she needed a minute to regain her
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composure before picking Sam’s eye up off the cave floor. To her dismay, she
discovered the other eye had been crushed, perhaps by the goblin during his fit of
rage, or by herself in her retaliation, which Joan felt was also, in many ways, the
goblin’s own fault. The thought gave her an idea, and in a brief flash of genius, she
reached over and plucked out one of the goblin’s eyes. It was just about the same
size as Sam’s but with a shimmering green iris. It was only fair that she take it, as
reparation for the careless destruction of what was rightfully theirs.
Joan pulled Sam out of the cave by his hand, leading him away from the ugly lump
that had once been the goblin. Once they were outside, she kneeled down in front of
him with the eyes. She wondered briefly which eye should go in which socket before
determining that it probably didn’t matter. Slowly and delicately, she popped each
eye into place. Sam blinked, going cross-eyed for a moment while his vision returned,
and then smiled politely up at Joan.
“Now Sam, what do you say when someone helps you?” she crooned.
“Thank you, mom,” he responded in a sickly-sweet mimicry of gratitude.
Joan smiled at him, proud of her son’s exquisite manners. She took his hand, and
together they walked home, back to safety and normalcy, and far away from any
caves, goblins, and unpleasantness.
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(a witch)

Vi e n g s a m a i
even with my eyes
shut, i can smell it—
that godless incense of
hair, skin, flesh
set alight;

(embodied blasphemy)
fire
lapping
at her
skirt, her
calves, her
thighs.

(unrepentant heretic)
a silent scream contorts
her face, she writhes as her
pyre
illuminates her
from below.

(harlot, unfurled)
flames fan her
hair up, out: a halo.
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my name is not excuse me; nor
is it baby girl
H a n n a h

M e i b e r s

i am not the quiet hum between songs
nor unbuttoned lace
i am not the silence after you invade my body
					
the one two breath that hinders as
you ask why i’m crying
i am not a pound of flesh that walks
in heels & silky bras
i am not a way of entry
into bars & after hours
i am not the fluff of pillows
when your girlfriend can’t be bothered
i am not a call at two a.m.
when i’m resting deep in bed
my name is not excuse me;
nor is it baby girl
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Four-Sided Triangle
H a n n a h

A l t

It was day 523 of the second manned mission beyond the solar system, and Lena
hoped for the 523rd time that it wasn’t already too late.
All it took was the end of the fucking world for everyone back home to get their
asses in gear and come together to find a solution—the problem being the dying
earth they were trapped aboard, like rats on a sinking ship. Although, she couldn’t
blame them for not being too eager to send out another manned mission. Not after
what had happened to the first one years ago.
It seemed, however, that fate had smiled upon them—if you believed in that sort of
thing. Long-range scans and telescopes had detected a planetoid body passing by
the outskirts of the solar system, just skirting the Kuiper Belt, with the potential to
be habitable by humans.
It had taken nine years to get this far, and though the majority of that time
(excepting the last 523 days) had been spent in hypersleep to conserve resources
for the human crew, it was a long damn time. And now that they were finally here,
able to see the object up close on sensors for the first time, it was unlike anything
they expected.
“What have you got for me, Sybelle?” Lena asked without looking up from her
tablet, scrolling through readouts she wasn’t really looking at. Her gaze was fixated
instead on the little polaroid pictures tacked to the edge of her workstation, featuring
two young women looking like doubles of one another in their matching flight suits.
Lora’s smile, like looking into a mirror, was haunting even after 10 years.
The AI could hear her from anywhere on the ship. It had taken some time to get
accustomed to having her questions answered even when she wasn’t actually talking
to Sybelle.
“Nothing new, really,” said Sybelle. Her humanoid sheath was perched in a carefully
natural way next to the monitors that showed information readouts in real time from
the ship’s sensors. “I have been observing the object from a distance, but the data
is inconclusive.”
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Even if her eyes weren’t directly on Lena, she could tell that Sybelle was looking
at her. She wondered what Sybelle was thinking, if she ever compared Lena to her
sister. It was, after all, Lora who had trained with Sybelle for three years back on
Earth, before the first Voyager mission.
“Well, summarize it for me,” Lena said.
Sybelle went still for a moment, eyes unfocused, compiling nine years of data in her
supercomputer brain. Out here, the processing times, even for a Class Three like
Sybelle, were extended. Something to do with the amount of interfering radiation in
deep space, Lena remembered. The distance from here to Sybelle’s base unit, housed
in the ship’s secure inner ring, was like a winding path through the woods rather than
a straight shot like it was back home.
“The object is not a planet, nor a planetary body,” Sybelle explained, and with a
wave of her synthflesh hand projected the data onto a nearby monitor, showing what
scans had constructed as the object’s general shape and composition. “However,
it is both organic and metallic in nature. The byproducts and ionic emissions from
the object are indicative of continued electromagnetic as well as chemical processes
from within.”
Lena frowned. “You mean this thing is alive?”
“In a sense,” said Sybelle. “It appears to undergo biological processes that mimic
life, but there are also life signs on board.”
Lena froze with the cup of coffee halfway to her lips. “…Sybelle, I thought you
didn’t have a humor setting.”
“I was indeed programmed with the ability to use humor, but I am not using it now,”
Sybelle said, though Lena thought she could hear just a hint of amusement in the AI’s
tone. “There is life on board the object, and readings are consistent with humanoid
homeostatic processes.”
Lena felt her heart rate pick up. She knew that Sybelle probably felt it, too; the AI
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was more observant than any human could ever hope to be.
Lena had to consult with the rest of the crew before making any decisions. Her three
companions aboard the ship—Monty the engineer, Anya the physicist, and Donovan
the biologist—were just as gobsmacked to hear of the presence of life aboard the
object (they weren’t yet calling it a ship). But if there were humans aboard, they
weren’t answering any hails from the Voyager II.
Each agreed that they had to know why. So Lena and Donovan suited up, leaving
Monty and Anya to man the ship in their absence. Sybelle was coming, too, since her
sheath could withstand the vacuum of space as well as any adverse environmental
conditions they might find aboard the object.
They were close enough to observe the object with the naked eye now, and its
hulking mass was like a gray-green skein of yarn, textured like malachite, like many
small tendrils shot through with green and black wrapped tightly together to make
one amorphous mass.
“It’s not her. It’s not Voyager I,” Anya said to Lena, not unkindly, as they were
checking the seals on each other’s spacesuits. “It can’t be.”
“I know,” Lena said after a moment, a familiar hollow ache yawning somewhere
within her. She tapped on Anya’s helmet to ensure the seal was proper, then nodded.
If Voyager I was out here, it was in pieces of debris floating among the Kuiper Belt.
Originally, Voyager II had been sent out to meet them at the edge of the solar
system, to bring supplies and to relay data back to Earth with the new tech they
had poured the last of their grants into funding before hyperinflation collapsed the
economy once again in Europe.
Voyager II was supposed to be just the beginning. Now, it was a last-ditch effort.
It was a straight shot from Voyager II’s docking port to the object. They couldn’t
take the shuttle, not without wasting precious fuel, so they would have to make
the jump in their suits. Sybelle had done the calculations—trajectory, velocity, all of
it—and it was possible. Not without risk, of course, but the whole mission came with
a set of risks they had long accepted even before leaving Earth.
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It was different, seeing the object with her own eyes, Lena thought. Perhaps it was
the distortion from the way light bent in empty space, but she couldn’t quite get
the object to focus properly in her field of view. Its edges rippled and bent in ways
that shouldn’t have been possible from the materials it was theoretically composed
of. She didn’t have time to dwell on it, though, as they approached the hulking,
writhing mass at a speed that seemed much too fast.
“Collision imminent,” said Sybelle’s calm voice over the comm system in her
helmet, just before they were subsumed by the green-black surface, like waves in
an ocean of mercury.
Lena briefly wondered if they were dead.
“Voyager II, we have made contact with the object,” Sybelle’s cool voice reported
over the comm, and it reminded Lena to open her eyes.
They were inside the thing, and there was no doubt now that it was indeed a ship,
but like no ship Lena had ever seen. It felt more like a cave, warm and damp, with
diffuse lighting that had a strange blue-greenish tint to it, like walking under the
surface of a lake.
The ship’s pathways were winding and organic, hexagonal corridors branching off
into dizzying twists and turns. The walls were lined with patterns like PCB boards,
reminiscent of circuitry, with traces and pads that connected a dizzying array of
nodes.
Sybelle’s hand traced one of the paths along the wall, and bluish light pulsed
from within. “It’s a machine,” she said, almost wondrously. “Made of organic
components, but a machine nonetheless. Its data transmission speeds are unlike
anything in my memory banks.” Perhaps it was like her, neither fully mechanical nor
organic, but something more.
“I’ve never seen a machine that looks like this,” said Donovan. His eyes were wide,
his helmet starting to fog up in the unexpected warm, humid atmosphere. “This
place is… alive. It’s respirating.”
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Lena watched the blue-green light pulse faintly under her feet, moving down the
hexagonal corridor as though urging her onwards. “It knows we’re here.”
Sybelle pointed down the corridor where the muted lights were gently pulsing. “Life
signs are that way.”
They followed Sybelle’s readout, tracing the signal deeper inside the strange depths
of the organometallic maze. Lena watched the walls, unable to shake the sensation
that there was something familiar about them. When they came to the massive
door, crawling with iridescent traces and pads like circuit board designs, with the
words VOYAGER I still visible beneath, she knew why.
They didn’t have to figure out the door. It simply opened to admit them, the
barrier curling back into the walls like a muscle contracted by tensile force. The
room was identical to the bridge back on Voyager II, but taken over with metallic
growths, punctuated with four chambers filled with blue-green liquid that seemed
to respire all on their own. The bodies within pulsed with the same faint bluish light
found throughout the ship, like a fetal heartbeat. Like the rest of the ship, they
were neither fully organic nor fully metallic, but somehow a smooth integration of
the two—metallic fibers woven into smooth grey-blue skin, nanites flowing through
warm blood in blue veins.
Lora’s serene face, a mirror image of Lena’s own, was visible within the swollen
womb that held her unfinished body, limbs still coalescing from bubbling amniotic
fluid, eyes closed like she was merely sleeping. Lena imagined their hearts were
beating in tandem, and the hollow ache that had lived behind her ribs for the last
10 years was sharp and sweet.
“Is it her?” Lena asked in a whisper. She had to know.
“I don’t know who else it could be,” Donovan said quietly. He looked both
awestruck and afraid, unsure what to make of something both human and not.
“This is indeed Voyager I,” said Sybelle as she stood beside the gnarls and twists
of metallic fibers that anchored each chamber to the walls of the ship. “My
material analysis of the components confirms it. And the biological signatures
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match those on file for the crew, in some respects.”
“Maybe it’s the same materials, but they’ve been… put back together somehow.
The parts are the same, but…” Donovan trailed off, unsure of how to finish. The
destruction of Voyager I 10 years ago meant that none of this should even exist,
but someone had put the pieces back together—though not quite correctly.
Sybelle placed a hand on Lena’s shoulder, a touch that should have seemed
performative from a machine, but Lena thought it felt genuine. If anyone could
understand, she supposed, it was Sybelle. If you were broken down and rebuilt
from the same parts, was it still you? Did it even matter?
“It’s like a four-sided triangle,” Donovan said finally, having thought for a moment.
Lena looked at him. “I don’t understand,” she said. “There’s no such thing.”
“No. Not in the way we traditionally look at things,” Donovan acquiesced. He
pulled up an image of a triangle on his tablet with a few taps. “But if we add in a
new dimension…” He flicked his wrist to make the image into a three-dimensional
one, and the tablet projected a tetrahedron—a four-sided triangle. “…then it
becomes possible.”
Lena looked again at the thing that wore her sister’s face, wondering if it was truly
Lora rebodied anew.
“Body does not make being, Lena,” said Sybelle.
“Then what is she now?”
Silence.
Lena’s gloved hand touched the membranous surface of the fluid-filled container
that held Lora suspended in amniotic sleep. She had grieved her sister 10 years
ago, and thought she had put that pain to rest, but had the wound ever truly
healed?
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“She has been given a gift, in human terms,” Sybelle mused, and her cool voice
was almost gentle. “Now, piece by piece, she can become anything she wants.”
From within her alien womb, Lora’s blue eyes fluttered open, and the smile that
had haunted Lena for 10 years stared out at her.
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repression
A n o n y m o u s

sometimes i just want to scream
empty my lungs into the sky
feel the flames lick my throat
bask in the dissonance—
what if someone hears me?
i close my mouth
and swallow.
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icarus

Vi e n g s a m a i

F e t t e r s

Airplanes smell stale, like Lysol and old food.

The air creaks the way joints do.
There’s a reason people can’t fly.
we’re in a metal bird full of people. like the trojan horse. no wonder they’re so
worried about terrorists. flying is scary.

We weren’t meant to.
i wonder how the trojans peed in the horse. was it more or less gross than peeing
on a plane? / The only smell in an airplane that’s worse than airline food is airplane
toilets. They’re flying outhouses.

Daedalus spent days on days painstakingly gluing feathers onto his masterpieces.
we’ve been on this plane for six hours and dad says we have five more. jesus
christ. / Planes seem so normal when the lights are down and your seatbelt is off
and everyone around you is asleep.

And it was all undone so fast.
what was that noise? / That was strange. It’s probably nothing.

It’s funny how airports are full of all different kinds of people.
How airplanes are full of all the same.
There’s another white woman with a fake service dog. They always have to have
everything, don’t they? / babies don’t have a vendetta against you, karen. leave
that poor mom alone. maybe keep an eye on your yorkie instead.

Everyone’s a little afraid.
As we should be, I think.
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Icarus
THIS IS YOUR CAPTAIN SPEAKING. WE ARE EXPERIENCING SOME TECHNICAL
DIFFICULTIES. PLEASE REMAIN CALM AND — AND DO NOT PANIC. REMAIN CALM.
Daedalus’s wings worked perfectly.
my seat is rumbling. / Smoke is not something you want to smell on an airplane. /
the walls are shaking. / FUCK.

But Icarus fell.

35

p o e t r y :

the little yellow notebook
L a u r a

D u d o n e s

			sits
on the shelf with
all my other books and journals but
it is not neatly stacked alongside the others.
it sits on
the crowded books of
the bottom shelf.
it is covered in stickers

&

writings from the minds
of 10- or 11-year-olds

&

the inside is detailed with
the hopes of a little me
they were meant to be songs, mostly
but i can’t write music
so instead they’re just poems.
i reach for this notebook the most.
i think maybe it’s because
it’s the only one i have from
before it happened and
the poems are
silly and
happy and
hopeful and
light-hearted
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Sunday School Piano
C o l l e n

Yo u n g

She stood before me, as grand as the building she lived in.
Tall and imposing, her ivory keys aged and worn,
ancient and abandoned, I stood before her,
wondering whether she could still sing at her age.
A short melody proved her voice had begun to fade,
but was still dynamic, powerful, and above all, warm.
She had always sung for children, and taught them lessons of faith,
but now, remaining in her dusty home, the lessons had been learned,
and she was left alone, with no one remaining to teach.
Stumbling through one of the scarce few pieces I remembered,
the grand in the sanctuary would have laughed at me, as it often had.
It would turn away at simple melodies, as a beginner like myself could only create,
but her soft voice forgave my mistakes, and warmly sang out the notes faithfully.
My love for her lessons outlived the staunch beliefs she had taught,
but this disagreement had her pass no judgement;
the old instrument was still doing what she always had,
her lessons merely changed, and her class shrank down to one.
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Brink

L a u r e n
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Overtime

D e i r d r e

S p e r r y

Somewhere in the city, an old clock strikes six and I jolt awake. My sight is blurry,
and it takes me a moment to adjust to the darkness. I rub away the crust that has
collected on the corners of my eyes and shift my legs to the edge of the mattress.
The gurney groans beneath me as I stand. Trudging to the side of the room, I turn on
the light switch. It takes the fluorescent bulbs a moment to respond, but eventually
they flicker on with a low buzz, casting a sterile, unnatural glow.
Across the room there is another gurney, but its occupant does not stir beneath the
white sheet. Whoever she was hasn’t moved for a while. I was supposed to bring
her downstairs but, as usual, they were too full. I had wheeled her in here to wait
and fallen asleep listening to the drone of the government radio broadcast reminding
me to “Report symptoms of chills” and “Turn in bodies for cremation.” I check my
watch. That was two hours ago. The call never came or I missed it. Either way, I’m
here six hours later than the official end of my shift, and it’s time to go home.
I step out of the room and straight into Dr. Montgomery. He gives a startled shout
and nearly backs into a crash cart. I move to help him, but he motions me away and
collects himself, adjusting his lab coat and straightening his tie. It doesn’t help his
appearance. Premature wrinkles line his forehead and his mouth is still pulled to the
right in a permanent frown. Or a scowl. I can never tell.
“Frankie, you’re still here. I thought your shift was over…” he trails off as he looks
in through the open door behind me. He sighs and runs his hands through his hair.
“Somebody needs to wait around until that’s taken care of.” He attempts a smile,
his eyes asking me to volunteer for the job. I don’t respond and continue to stare at
him. There is a smear of blood on his temple where he accidentally brushed it while
working with a patient. Eventually I win the waiting game, and his face drops back to
its usual expression of displeasure. With a small wave, he steps aside to let me go.
As I walk away he calls after me.
“Oh, Frankie? Be safe out there.” I shrug and head towards the staff exit. There
is no such thing as “safe.” Not anymore. Pushing open the door, I take in a deep
breath of air that is remarkably fresh and cool. The air in the hospital is thick with
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the artificial scents of latex and alcohol mixed with the sweat and fluids from our
patients. It’s suffocating.
I turn right to start home and nearly trip over a man sitting on the sidewalk. His
shoulders shake, and his hands cover his face. I see a gold ring on his left finger. In
front of him sits a white sheet of paper I recognize as a death certificate. I begin
walking again. There’s nothing I can do.
*

*

*

*

I am not sure when the sun finally falls beneath the horizon or when the whispers
of the wind become shouts, but I continue walking. They say that it isn’t smart for
a woman to be out alone at night. I don’t think it’s smart for anyone to be walking
alone at night. Especially now and in this city. But it couldn’t be helped. The hospital
was overwhelmed, as it always is, and they needed me to stay late to help clean up
the mess. Restock the supplies. Move out the bodies. We never expected influenza
to reduce us to this.
The news says the disease is slowing down, running out of viable victims. It’s hard
to believe that when they come pouring into the hospital each day. Mothers with
crying children. Weeping spouses like the one I nearly trampled on my way home. All
of those who thought they were safe because they had lasted this long. All of those
who still hold on to the naive hope that modern medicine has anything left to offer
them. The doctors just shake their heads and walk away. It’s nurses like me who
have to pick up the broken people left behind. Unless my shift is over. They don’t
pay us for overtime anymore.
The nondescript buildings around me loom, dark and lifeless. At the intersection
ahead, the stoplight turns green for cars that aren’t there. A bitter gust of wind
finds its way through my wool sweater and I shiver. It wasn’t always like this. The
skyscrapers stood tall as stunning mosaics of light complimented by the bright street
lamps below. Wide-eyed couples strolled between hustling office workers. Cars and
taxis motored past, their horns yelling out when another vehicle was moving too fast
or too slow. There were noises. There was life.
My foot brushes against a dented soda can, and I kick it ahead of me. It creates a
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metallic beat as it bounces, harshly breaking the silence before falling quiet again. My
sister and I used to play this game when I was younger. When I reach where it has
landed on the sidewalk, I kick the can again, harder this time, and it sails through the
air. I stop walking, waiting for the clang to tell me where it has fallen. It lands and I
am about to move forward when I hear what sounds like soft taps on the concrete
behind me. They could be anything. Could be footsteps.
I slowly turn around. The sounds continue, louder and closer and definitely footsteps.
They are accompanied now by heavy breaths and quiet mutterings. In the dark, I can
barely make out the shape of a figure, broad-shouldered and tall. Probably a man.
Stepping to the right of the sidewalk, I reach out my hand until I feel the rough stone
wall of a building. I press myself against it, taking small quiet breaths and praying
that I am invisible. The man continues shuffling forward until he is directly in front
of me. He stops.
“They never make it, do they?” His voice is rough and catches at the end of his
question, as if it hasn’t been used in a while. He continues facing forward though,
and for a moment I hope that he is talking to himself. But then he holds up his left
hand and it is clenched around a piece of paper. The light from the street lamp glints
off his ring.
“Why did I think this time would be any different?” He turns towards me now, and I
can see his face is split into a wide and unnatural grin. His cheeks are thin and bony,
covered in a sparse, graying beard. But his eyes. Something is wrong with his eyes.
They are dark and slightly unfocused, and yet his stare is so intense that I wonder if
he can see my insides. I watch as his gaze wanders down towards my chest, lingering
on the plastic hospital badge I forgot to take off. This nudges something in me, and
I finally find my voice.
“I need you to get away from me.” He doesn’t move, his eyes locked on the crummy
ID photograph that was taken my first day at the hospital. I hate that photo.
“Now. I need you to get away now.” My voice is stronger than I expect, and he
pulls his gaze to meet my eyes. A pit forms in my stomach and begins eating away
at my confidence.
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“Did you do it?” I don’t respond, unsure what he is referring to. He has yet to take
a step away.
“I said, did you do it? Did you kill her?” He waits for a reply and his cheeks begin
to burn red. I shake my head and open my mouth to speak, but he cuts me off.
“She’s dead and she shouldn’t be and the last time I saw her she was with you so I
know you did it. I knew it!” He laughs, but there is no humor. I tell myself to move,
to get away and get home. Before I can move, he starts again, his voice becoming
harsher with every word.
“I knew it! They told us it was from the birds, but I said to her, I said, they’re trying
to kill us. They want us to die! They got us all sick and if they get the chance they’ll
finish off the job. How did you do it? Was it the water supply, because I know it
was the water supply and now she’s gone but I’m still here and I just want to know
WHY!” He slams both hands on the wall on either side of me. He is yelling now,
cursing me and the doctors and the hospital and the disease and the whole damn
world, and he keeps getting closer to my face, close enough that I can feel the heat
of his breath and see the tears in his eyes, and when his hands move from the wall
to my shoulders as if he is going to shake me, I shove him away.
It’s harder than I expect, a stronger push than I knew I had in me. He stumbles
backwards and into the street. And at that moment there are headlights from a car,
the only car I have seen the entire night, that screams by at a speed that is way
too fast.
And then the man falls into its path.
My hand flies to my mouth. The car screeches to a stop too late.
Silence again. I stare at the car, and I imagine the driver staring at me. Then the
engine rumbles to life, and the car roars away again, leaving a twisted mess of body
worse than I’ve ever seen in the hospital. I step forward, almost reach down to search
for a pulse on what’s left of his neck. But I stop. There’s nothing I can do.
And they don’t pay us for overtime.
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The Unnamed Fire
J a c o b

L a u n i u s

The flames hissed and clicked like a kettle of popcorn. The familiar smell of sitting
around and toasting marshmallows at a childhood campfire had long ago been
replaced with the knowledge of what a true fire was. Axes hacked against the brush
as limbs and branches crumbled into ash. Shovels tore through the blackened earth
in trenches, separating the forces that be in an effort to slow the process.
“Keep fighting it, guys, she’s only starting!” yelled Lorens.
“Chief, I don’t know how long we’ll be able to hold this!” yelled Stans.
“We’ll be out of here in no time. This is nothing compared to ’99.”

Ninety-nine was just another teenage fuck-up when one idiot decided to light a
cigarette too close to the brush, Stans thought. He wiped the debris from his mask
and looked into the sky. The sun peeked through the clouds of ash, a yellow dot
shining through the orange hue of the flames below.
“Gomez, move!” yelled Stans.
Gomez leapt out of the way as a white-tailed doe sprinted through the trees,
following her stag with his antlers ablaze.
“You’ve gotta be more alert than that, rookie! We all know how getting your cherry
popped on your first fight feels, but it’s not the time or place to dream about it!”
Gomez moved as quickly as he froze.

You’ve got this. No time for staring into the headlights, Gomez thought to himself.
He bent down and picked up his hoe as he went back to the rhythmic process of
cutting away the brush. What once was a home to animals the likes of a fairytale,
filled with life and air, was now a painting of Hell on Earth as the flames engulfed the
canopies of the forest. Trees stood as skeletons, blackened reminders of what used
to be.
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▵

The leaves rustled like an orchestra in tune. Birds chirped as twigs cracked under
the walking feet.
“Come on, kids, it’s time to go!” said Father.
“But look at the squirrel we found! He’s only a baby!” said Daughter.
“His mom and dad are probably just getting him some food, he’ll be fine.”
Daughter pouted as she walked to the car and climbed into the backseat. Mother
smiled and passed back a granola bar. Son lay asleep in his car seat, dreaming of the
eight s’mores he had the night before.
“You poured another bucket on the fire just to make sure, right?” asked Mother.
Father sighed and climbed out of the car. He walked over to the stone circle and
held his hand above the remains.

Slightly warm, but not enough to start again, thought Father. Might as well take care
of this and kill two birds with one stone.
Father stood and unzipped his pants, letting out a steady stream onto the gray logs.
They wheezed silently and simmered under the pressure.
“That should do it.”
Father walked back to the car and drove away with the windows rolled down, hand
out, breathing in the pine-filled air.
The ember rustled under the dog pile of wood that covered it. The wind continued,
slowly revealing an ember. As each gust took, the ember shone brighter and brighter,
willing its body to escape the grave it had dug for itself. Finally, the dust gave way
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and the glowing speck rose to the sky in a dance unwelcomed by the world around it.

▵

The sun had left the sky to shine on other beauties of the world. While such a source
of heat and light had disappeared, the effects were replaced by the fire below. The
company, legs stiff from the weight of the tanks on their backs for the last 16 hours,
continued to battle against the blaze. Sweat dripped and ran down the men’s cheeks,
revealing the true colors of their skin that the ash had hidden for so long. Stans set
down his axe and took another swig from his canteen, followed by a short gulp from
the flask. Breathing heavily, he removed his mask to wipe away the stinging sensation
left from the smoke in his eyes. Suddenly, it erupted. The flames had found a new
catalyst to feed their unquenchable hunger as they leapt up from the ground and
rained down from the trees above.
“Move, move, move!” yelled Lorens.
The all too familiar crack of a trunk rang out in the air as the tree fell towards the
company below. As the wooden carcass hit the ground, sparks and embers scattered
into the melody of the fire. The blaze grew and surrounded the men.
“Make a run for the…”
The flames, as powerful as the waves of the sea, jolted, engulfing Lorens before he
could utter another word. What they had trained for no longer mattered. The men
ran in different directions, hearts no longer set on containing the disaster, but instead
on their own survival. They thought of those they left at home and whether they
would see them again. Gomez, wide-eyed with terror, stood in the center of it all like
a statue. Suddenly, a gloved hand snatched his collar and pulled.
“Follow me, now!” yelled Stans.
“What about the truck?” yelled Gomez.
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“It’s miles back! We don’t have enough time to reach it!”
The two ran through the cluster and didn’t stop until the heat on the back of their
necks began to drift away.
“Look over there!” yelled Stans.
In the middle of the clearing stood a lone cabin. Stones interlaced with each other
held the walls and roof together in a last stand against the inferno.
“Where did everyone go?” asked Gomez.
“We’ll radio once we’re safe, let’s just set up camp and hold out until we can get
a chopper,” said Stans.
The two ran towards the entrance and dropped their bags.
“We have to make a fire line. It’s the only way we can slow this puppy down until
we figure out what to do next,” said Stans.
Each retrieved their shovel and began to dig a circle around the cabin. The top layer
of solidified ash crackled and shifted. Embers rained down on their helmets and burnt
the revealed skin between their gloves and sleeves as they continued to plow away.
“That should do,” said Stans.

▵

With no success, Gomez wrestled with the knob on the front door. Stans pushed
him aside and with a fluid movement kicked open the entrance, spraying splintered
wood in every direction. With a grunt, Stans limped into the entryway and set down
his bag and tools.
“Look around for anything that could help us out for the time being. We’re gonna
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be here for a while,” said Stans.
Gomez wandered through the corridors, glancing at bookshelves filled with family
pictures and travel souvenirs.
“Looks like a regular vacation house. No signs of anyone here,” said Gomez.
“Look for food and water. We don’t have time for show and tell right now,” said
Stans.
Gomez opened the door to the pantry to find only a few cans of pinto beans and a
box of saltine crackers.
“Looks like we found some dinner.”
Gomez wandered back into the living room and saw Stans on the couch with his leg
elevated.
“Door did some damage to ya?” he asked.
“Wear and tear from over the years. Last year did it in and busting in doors like that
only makes it worse. Didn’t you learn how in the academy?” Stans asked.
“You forget the simple things,” Gomez replied. “So what’s the deal with your leg?”
“I’m surprised your paps didn’t tell you. He was there the whole time.”
“We don’t talk much these days. Not exactly going down the path he set out for
me,” said Gomez.

“I found a body!” yelled Gomez.

▵
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Stans ran towards the flattened house as the chirp of lost firefighters filled the air.
A gloved hand, outstretched from the rubble, twisted and reached for the rope that
wasn’t there. Gomez and Stans lifted the concrete slab off the firefighter and pulled
him from the debris. The letters, their only purpose to signify a name on his back,
were too torn and battered to resemble anything.
“You’re going to be ok,” said Gomez.
The two hoisted the man up and placed his arms around their shoulders. Valiantly,
they began to trudge towards the base. Then the ground began to shake. Pebbles
danced on the cracked wooden floor of the house as slabs began to shift.
“We’ve gotta move now!” yelled Gomez.
The two struggled with the extra weight of the man and began to descend down
the hill, debris following them all the while. Suddenly, boulders started to race in an
effort to see which could make it to the bottom the fastest. Stans glanced behind as
a familiar gray shape tumbled towards the group. With the last of his energy, Stans
pushed the other two out of the way. A scream erupted from his body, travelling all
the way from his leg into his throat and out into the air. The boulder pinned Stans’s
leg between the rubble as more came down. Gomez dropped the firefighter and ran
towards Stans.
“Get him down first I’ll be fine!” said Stans.
Gomez pulled his crowbar from his bag and edged it between the boulder and his leg.
“You’ve been through worse than this. You’re not letting a piece of rock put you out
this easily,” Gomez said with a grin.
Soon enough the boulder dislodged and Gomez lifted Stans over his shoulder. He ran
with the weight on his back towards the firefighter, grabbed his wrist, and dragged
both bodies towards the base of the hill.
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▵

“I’ve given 25 years of my life to this job. Twenty-five years of being put through
the wringer. It’s time for me to lie down on a white sand beach and put this all
behind me.” Stans winced as he reached into his side pouch, retrieved his flask, and
took a swig.
“You really think this is the best time for that?” asked Gomez.
“At this age you’ve gotta take what you can get and hope the pain comes to pass.”
Stans placed the flask on the coffee table and closed his eyes.
“I can’t believe he never told me about that,” said Gomez.
“After seeing everything that comes with the job, talking about it is sometimes the
hardest part. You’ll feel the same way eventually.”
“Even still, it just hasn’t been the same since I started at the station.”
“It’s understandable. I would never want my own daughters having to go through
what we’ve seen. There’s a kind of innocence that everyone has in the world. Once
you step past the line and see what lies on the other side, there’s no going back.
This job is a weight on your shoulders that’ll only drag you deeper into the dirt
through the years,” Stans said.
“But how can he expect me not to follow him down the same road he walked? When
you grow up around a man like that, hearing the stories of saving lives, why wouldn’t
I want to do the same? It’s better than sitting behind a desk, sending out aimless
memos, and waiting for the clock to hit five.”
Gomez stood and looked out the window. The fire lit up the interior of the house
with a yellow hue. It had reached the line and was slowly creeping towards the walls
of the cabin, embers licking the window panes.
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“You saw what happened to Lorens. He’s just going to be a number in a headline
to the world. Sure, he was doing what he loved for a great cause, but to his family,
that’s a loss that they’ll never get back. Every time your father went out on a call,
you and your mother were always in the back of his mind. He never wanted you to
have to deal with that pain. He sure as hell didn’t want one of us returning from a
call only to pull out the letter from his locker apologizing to your family,” said Stans.
“Lorens was the first chief I had,” said Gomez.
“He knew what he was getting himself into. The chief always puts themself forward,
regardless of what stands on the other side.”
“They’re coming for us right?” asked Gomez.
“I radioed half an hour ago. Nothing back except blasted frequency. Give it another
15 or we’re gonna have to make a run for it.”
With a painful sigh and clenched teeth, Stans pulled himself from the couch.
“I’ll be right back, haven’t taken a shit since yesterday.”

▵

The eyes stared back at his, green as emeralds and intense with worry. Stans took
another swig from his flask and coughed, painting a few flea-sized dots of red in his
reflection. He reached into his pocket to retrieve the radio with its broken antenna.
The only message on the screen read: “ALERT.” Judging by the distance they’d run,
he knew exactly where they were. The mountains that had already been ravaged by a
wall of fire hours ago stood to the west, and the forest of falling bombs to the east.

If they were coming, they would’ve been here an hour ago, Stans thought to himself.
The ash is too thick for any chopper to get this low and trucks would have no chance
of getting through this terrain.
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Stans pulled the letter from his pocket and wrapped it in the flame-retardant tent
fabric he had torn from the fire shelter earlier.

It’s not going to save me now, but at least there’ll be a chance of passing this to
them later, he thought.
Stans placed the gift-wrapped letter in a Ziploc bag and shoved it in the tank of the
toilet to his left.

▵

Gomez left the room and walked to the bedroom. He untied his suspenders and laid
on the old, dusty quilt. He pulled the rolled-up book from his trousers. The Summit
of the Years by John Burroughs. Feeling the sting of the smoke with every blink, he
wiped the salty tears from his eyes.

Which page was it again? Gomez thought to himself.
He breathed deeply even though it pained him to do so as he flipped through the
pages, searching for the small annotation in the margin. Soon enough the faint
penciled words “This is the one, son” appeared to the right of the lines.

“I am in love with this world...I have tilled its soil, I have gathered its harvest, I have
waited upon its seasons, and always have I reaped what I have sown. I have climbed
its mountains, roamed its forests, sailed its waters, crossed its deserts, felt the sting
of its frosts, the oppression of its heats, the drench of its rains, the fury of its winds,
and always have beauty and joy waited upon my goings and comings.”
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Empty Nest
C o l l e n

Yo u n g

Mom was preparing dinner when she called out for Nobody.
Nobody came down the stairs,
Nobody sat at the table, and Nobody said grace.
Nobody ate the meal that mom had prepared, her kindness for Nobody was limitless.
Nobody talked about their day,
Nobody laughed, told jokes, and grew closer.
Nobody saw the age growing in mom’s eyes, weary eyes, and
Nobody reassured her that she was aging gracefully.
Nobody spent the rest of the evening with Mom, telling stories and playing games.
It was an altogether wonderful evening,
for nobody.
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Headlights
T.

M e s n i c k

Her boyfriend smelled like gasoline. This wasn’t normal—he usually smelled like warm
bread, and it was the most attractive thing about him—but in this moment she tried
to breathe shallowly to avoid the bitter stinging of the odor in her throat as she
rested her head on his shoulder.
“What time is it?” she murmured. His housemates were playing a video game she
didn’t recognize. A monster jumped over some flames, then devoured a smaller,
weaker monster.
His shoulders shifted as he turned to look at her. “What did you say?” he asked. His
eyes, inexplicably, were full of pity.
“What time is it?” She wanted to snap at him, but didn’t. He always did this, treated
her like some porcelain doll or shriveled plant. Every time she spoke he acted like the
world was falling down around them and he was the only one who could save her,
or something like that.

I’m not actually a complete weakling, she always wanted to say, but never did, I
can take care of myself. It had only been a few weeks since that first night they’d
spent together, breath caught in their chests, skin hot as if with sunburn, but she
was already sure she was in love with him. Each time she’d shifted to get more
comfortable in her thin dorm-room bed, he had kissed her forehead. The gesture was
so tender, so laden with care, that it caught her off guard at first. He had never
seemed the tender type to her before that night.
Now, that care was almost oppressive, like the care from a parent to a child. It was
her fault, she knew, for presenting herself as breakable during the first weeks of their
relationship. Even the way he held her during sex was tentative, as if her skin might
splinter under his touch. It was irritating, knowing how he viewed her, but undeniably
sexy, too. Just the thought of his gentle fingers on her neck made her bite her lip.
“It’s getting late,” he said, glancing at his watch. “It’s after 10.”

55

Headlights
“I should head back,” she said, pretending to yawn. “I have class tomorrow.”
“Will you be okay getting back on your own?” That awful concern was back in
his eyes, and she smiled despite her annoyance. This had to be love, right? To be
valued that much by someone? To be prized?
“I’ll be fine,” she said, “we’re right by the bus stop, and—”
“I’ll at least walk you to the stop,” he interrupted. She nodded mechanically. That
first night together, she had confessed to him that she was afraid of the dark. This
was true, but she wasn’t sure why she felt the need to tell him. Did she want him
to pity her? Poor girl, scared of the dark, so sad, so strong. She had mistaken pity
for love and craved it. He’d tightened his arm around her shoulders and said, “I
won’t let anything happen to you.” Her heart had swelled at this, even though it
stank of gender roles. She already knew nothing would happen to her, of course:
she went to sleep every night alone in the dark and not once had any monster
mauled and eaten her or slit her throat and left her to bleed out. (These were only
some of the scenarios she had imagined.) But she loved that he felt responsible for
her—she felt the same about him. When he had reluctantly confessed his own fear
of the dark, she had echoed his sentiments: I won’t let anything happen to you,
either. He’d chuckled. “You’re so cute.”
It was raining, and he wrapped his arm around her shoulders under the umbrella.
She leaned into him, although this made it harder to walk. They moved without
speaking. Their feet sloshed through the dark water on the sidewalk. She felt small
next to him.
As the headlights of the bus cut through the rain, she stood on her tiptoes to kiss
him on the cheek. He pulled her closer with a hand on the small of her back, water
splattering from the umbrella, and kissed her mouth for a long time, until the bus
came to a stop in front of them. He tasted pungent, like the gasoline smell on his
clothes. She climbed the steps of the bus and swallowed the words I love you.
“Text me when you get home,” she heard him call after her.
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There were only two other people on the bus, skinny men wearing button-downs and
messenger bags. She tried not to stare at them—not because they were remarkable,
but because it was her nature to examine people on public transportation—and
fixated on her wet shoes instead. They got off at an early stop, and no one replaced
them. This made her nervous: there was nothing save flimsy law to stop the bus
driver from turning the wrong way and dumping her body in the river. She knew this
was paranoid and thought it anyway. The yellow and red lights of the college town
blurred through the wetness on the windows.
The silence seemed to smear like the dark. Her eyes felt as if they were elongating,
falling out of her head, rolling across the scuffed floor. She remembered a different
bus ride, before she had known how it felt to love him, and how his thigh had rubbed
against her own. Everything besides that point of contact, softened by their jeans,
had turned a yellowish gray.
The bus turned into a parking lot. She knew from previous journeys that this was
where they would sit for 10 minutes or so, waiting for students who would not come.
If the bus driver was going to murder her, she mused, now would be the time.
As she examined the vacant bus stop in the yellow headlights of the bus, she
considered her relationship. He was the only straight person she had ever dated. She
had been with one man in the past—a boy, really, they’d been 16—and he’d been bi.
He was angular and had frizzy brown hair and freckles, like her. People often mistook
them for siblings. The three women she had been with in the past were all queer,
obviously. Her past relationships had felt balanced, flat. She didn’t mind this change,
she didn’t think—she loved him. But it was certainly an adjustment. Never before had
the labels “man” and “woman” seemed to apply within a relationship.
There was a mechanical whirl as the bus restarted and then lurched forward. There
was a thump, then a crack. She flinched.
“Shit!” the bus driver said. He yanked the emergency brake into place and stood.
“Oh, no.”
“What happened?” she asked. Her voice was low for someone of her small stature,
but it seemed to hang in a small cloud in the tense air. She tried to peer out of the
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windshield but all she could see was rain and streetlights.
“I think I just hit a deer,” replied the driver. He rubbed his face with both hands.
“Oh,” she said, her voice even thinner now. She thought about a hike she’d taken
a few weeks ago, and how she’d turned a corner in the path to find herself facing
a doe. The creature hadn’t run, didn’t even seem afraid. Instead it had stared into
her eyes with some ancient, awkward wisdom. The only sound was the soft friction
of leaves rubbing against each other. “Thank you,” she’d said aloud, feeling strange
and whole and needing to express gratitude.
Later, she learned that deer were said to signify new beginnings or adventures. She
wondered, then, what it would mean to kill one.
It was difficult to see through the rain and night, but as she climbed out of the bus
she was able to make out the outline of a stiff, round form on the ground. The deer’s
leg was trapped under the tire and the animal shook, eyes wide and blue. It did not
struggle or cry out. It stared up at her with a profoundly human fear.
She began to cry. The bus driver was on the phone with the cops, his words fast and
frustrated. Her umbrella lay unopened at her feet and her hair dripped rivulets onto
her shoulders, but she felt too queasy to notice. The bus driver was shouting into
the phone now, and the deer swiveled its head back and forth to identify the noise.
In that moment, she realized she had never watched someone die. She shuddered,
then vomited onto her umbrella. Thin bile mixed with rainwater.
The bus driver had stopped speaking, and the only sound for the moment was the
rain. She could swear she heard the life seeping out of the creature in front of her.
It sounded like a soft hissing, bitter and glue-smelling. She realized that was just the
sound of the bus. She felt a hand on her shoulder.
“Are you alright?” asked the bus driver. He was a short man, but still five or six
inches taller than her. He wore a baseball cap and a graying beard.
“Yeah,” she croaked, then cleared her throat. “I’m fine.” She shrugged her shoulder
away from him.
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The deer shook its head.
“What if that’s her?” She didn’t realize she had said this aloud until the bus driver
said, “What?”
“Oh, sorry,” she said, but she was thinking about the doe in the woods and the spirit
that had flowed between them like water.
“The cops are on their way,” said the driver. “It won’t have to suffer for long.” She
nodded and closed her eyes. When she opened them, the driver had sat down on the
bench in front of the bus stop.
“Isn’t that awfully wet?” she said, because there was nothing else to do.
He shrugged. The only light in the parking lot was from the headlights and the distant
streetlamps. Shadows shifted around his face as he moved.
“I’m Scott,” he spoke into the tension.
“Hi, Scott,” she said. She looked everywhere except at the dying deer: the silhouetted
trees, the black puddles, the pink skin exposed beneath Scott’s thin mustache.
Each second seemed distended, fat. Her clothes were soaked by now, so she figured
the bench couldn’t make it much worse. She kicked away her umbrella and sat down
across from Scott, careful not to get too close.
“I’ve been driving that bus for two years now and this is the first deer I’ve hit,” he
said. She wished he’d stop trying to speak. The silence between them was not going
to soften. She replied anyway, because politeness seemed to demand it.
“I’m sorry.”
Scott shrugged. “I just wish the police would get here. Look at the poor thing.”
She wanted to do anything but that, yet she found herself gazing at the deer. It had

59

Headlights
laid its head on the wet ground and was still, except for an occasional twitch. She
wondered if she would handle the same fate as well as this wild animal was. Definitely
not, she knew, but she wanted to think she could.
“It’s still beautiful,” she found herself saying. That was the effect that deer had,
she’d noticed: Even the most reticent felt the need to comment on their beauty.
Deer often gathered in her grandmother’s backyard to stare into the house, and
human guests would gather to stare back. Beautiful, beautiful, they’d murmur, and
rub their noses.
“It is,” Scott replied. The bloated moments stilled. How long had it been since Scott
had called the police? How long had the deer lay dying? According to her watch, it
had only been seven minutes.
Without considering it, she stood and knelt next to the deer. She hesitated, then
stroked its flank with a shaking hand. “What are you doing?” Scott said. She ignored
him. Her breath was caught in her chest. The deer seemed to look at her with that
same mix of pity and responsibility as her boyfriend always did. She wondered if she
was going crazy. Its short fur was smooth, softer than that of a horse, and wet.
Eventually the headlights of the cop car—whiter than the bus lights—illuminated the
parking lot. The cops and the bus driver had a short, tense conversation that she
did not listen to. Wet fur clumped beneath her hands, which rose and fell with the
shallow breath of the deer. She felt a hand on her shoulder again.
“Excuse me,” said a policewoman. There was a gunshot, louder than she would have
expected. It was still raining.
The bus was undamaged, but Scott was still talking to the other cops about some
bureaucratic something or other, so the policewoman drove her home. They sat in
silence, for which she was thankful.
She shivered as she walked into the dry air conditioning of the dorm. There were
five missed texts from her boyfriend, which she swiped away. She didn’t feel like
recounting what had happened, and she suddenly didn’t care that much if he worried.
Then her phone rang; it was him.
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“Why didn’t you text me?” he said when she picked up. “I was worried.”
“Sorry,” she said, “I…I forgot.”
“You can’t just do that.” His voice was tense, just short of angry. “I told you to
text me when you got home.”
“I already said sorry,” she told him. “Listen, it’s late. We can talk about this later.”
“Sure,” he said, “unless you forget.” She had heard this mocking tone of his before,
but never directed at her. She sighed.
“Goodnight,” she told him, and before she changed her mind, “Love you.”
There was static on the other end. Then he said, “Yeah. Yeah, okay. You too.” Later,
remembering his hesitation, she’d feel a knife of anger between her eyes.
It was late when they hung up. It wasn’t until then that she realized she had left her
umbrella at the bus stop. The probability of taking a trip to buy a new one seemed
miles away, in a distant future she couldn’t at this moment imagine. She shrugged
off her jacket, sighed, and went to sleep with the lights on.
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Inimicus

M a d i s o n

H o e h n

Let us pretend for a while
That you, with your teeth twisting in the shadows,
Did not smile at an innocent girl
From across the room
While unclasping those silver chains
Intended to lay upon her wrists.
For this one moment
Let us view you to be the victim,
You who were so wounded
That the only remedy for your whispering pains
Was to draw another
Into the pulsing canyons of cut flesh
So they too could drown
In the abyss you carved.
There was no option, of course,
But to smother the life
That threatened you so.
Let us pretend for a while
That you were not
Inimicus.
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The First of February’s March
(1, 2, 3)
L a u r e n

Wr i g h t

Interlacing Doric columns, passing under Tudor arches
The snow is dislodged from its path during the morning marches
Hands clumsily seduce coat pockets to deadened landscape
Pedestrians search for warmth in a passing stranger’s face
Jim, eighty-seven, veteran, he recalls six-two-five
Echoes in the snow condemn us unscathed, young, alive
I keep Jim confined to a frame that sits beside my bed
He thinks of men—I think of pennants—to the color red
From rotary to mobile, we’ve played telephone with war
Receiving only static, that we’ve nothing to fight for
By the venerable rotundas and the weathered belvederes
The marching carries on, impelled by modern dreams and fears
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The Last Good People
M . P.

“Bunny!” Papa’s staccato voice bounces off the dented tin sheets lining the basement
walls of our headquarters. I get up from my small workbench in the corner of the
lab and place my goggles on the worktop. The name “headquarters” has been a
long running joke between members since even before the Divine Revolution forced
us all into exile. It has served as our cafeteria, hospital ward, research facility, and
temporary home at one point or another. Papa insisted that we live in what was once
the ski cabin’s attic so that he could be close to the labs, only two short flights of
rickety wooden stairs between his work and his cot.
“Bunny!” he shouts again, this time from the top of the stairs. He must’ve been
walking by the door to the lab, otherwise he would’ve used the intercom. No one
else looks up, remaining absorbed in their work.
“Code 7 on the coast of Rhode Island: the size of golf balls and supposedly three
times as dense. Mark it.”
I hear his heavy boots retreat from the top of the stairs and head towards the
surveillance room, where news cycles from all over the world broadcast 24 hours a
day on the dozens of monitors covering three of the room’s four walls. It’s a rule
that at least two members be watching the screens at all times, on the lookout
for new reports of the plagues or any mention of us. Once in a while there might
be a story, some amateur reporter chasing planted leads or asking people on the
street their opinion of us—the “blasphemous and ironically named cult of so-called
scientists” still referring to themselves as the Good People.
I swiftly make my way to the massive schoolhouse chalkboard on the far wall of the
laboratory, careful not to disturb the other scientists and researchers tinkering with
the countless glass beakers and blinking machinery concealing the dark countertops.
I pick up a fresh piece of chalk and mark a big 7 in the correct square on our
homemade calendar, jotting down the additional notes Papa yelled down to me.
I turn my attention to the world map to the right of the chalkboard, grab the
appropriate pin, and firmly press it into the thin edge of tiny Rhode Island. I step back
so I can have a better view of all the data, absentmindedly peeling off my chipped
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gray nail polish as I begin to focus. My eyes flicker from the calendar to the map and
back again, and I make a mental note of the corresponding dates and locations for
when I’ll eventually jot it down in the official log at the end of the month.
The recent Code 7 in Rhode Island marks the third major hailstorm in the Northeast
in the past few days. Two towns in Florida and Nebraska are marked with 4s; both
reported massive swarms of flies last Thursday at nearly the same time. Almost
every country in Europe has been stuck with a number 9 pin this month, as though
taking turns deciding which nation will be the next to spend three days in complete
darkness. The entire continent of South America is littered with Code 2 pins—
nowhere else in the world has yet to be blitzed by the frogs.
In the past year or so, there have been several reports of fake Code 10s. It all
started in Belgium, when some doped-up junkie managed to manipulate his way into
his local hospital’s postnatal ward. He fatally poisoned two baby boys with a glass
dropper of arsenic before he fled. The Divine media got ahold of the tragedy before
the security tapes had even been checked, triggering severe panic among current and
soon-to-be mothers everywhere before the sicko was eventually caught. They ended
up burying their own story. One of the younger scientists told me that when the
guy got caught, he told the police he was Jesus. Luckily for us, no one was equally
crazy enough to believe that the real Jesus Christ would impersonate a doctor and
enthusiastically kill a young couple’s first-born son, an innocent baby boy, with rat
poison. The Killer Mess-High-A, as he was branded in the media, got the electric chair.
*

*

*

*

I reach out my hand and gently trace an invisible path between the pins. My
finger travels across the world and back again before lingering on the Code 9 pins
concentrated in Europe.
The original Good People project, the one Papa and the other elders worked on when
I was a baby, was the cause of the first wave of natural disasters. The crop famines
and livestock disease were from the trial batch of genetically modified grain, and the
first storms were due to the first attempts at manipulating the pressure systems in
the atmosphere. When the devastation began to more closely resemble the plagues
in the Old Testament, the Good People continued to provide the world with a rational
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explanation, based in scientific fact.
I lower my hand from the map but remain fixated on the pincushion that is Europe,
unable to control the intrusive thoughts swirling around in my head. Code 9 is the
one I still have so many questions about; the only one that Papa’s explanation has
been unable to sufficiently answer for.
Some nights, if I repeat Papa’s explanation to myself under my breath enough times, I
can almost fall asleep believing it: a side effect of ending global warming. The NobelPrize-winning solution to repairing holes in the ozone layer and saving the polar bears
had actually worked a little too well. Continuing well beyond just filling the holes,
these areas grew thicker than the rest of the ozone, eventually becoming so dense
that the sun’s UV rays were unable to pass through.
But most nights, if I repeat Papa’s explanation to myself enough times, I will lie
awake for hours scrutinizing every detail, poring over every conceivable discrepancy.
No matter how hard I try, no matter how desperately I want to accept Papa’s words
as fact, I have never been able to. There is something about it; some numbers that
just don’t quite add up to explain what I’ve seen.
I think about how every news report I’ve seen about a Code 9 looks wrong, composed
of video clips of people on their morning commute in what looks like the middle of
the night.
I think about two years ago when that first, now infamous, photo of a darkened
London dominated the news cycle. I assumed it must have been fake—a still from an
obscure movie no one would immediately recognize, taken out of context and falsely
marketed to the smaller news outlets for a quick buck.
I was wrong.
I think about the harsh white glare of portable studio lights illuminating a different
field reporter on every channel, their pale faces glowing eerily out of the pitch-black
emptiness that had replaced England’s capital.
I think about Exodus 10:21. “Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Stretch out your hand

66

The Last Good People
toward the sky so that darkness will spread over Egypt—darkness that can be felt.’”
I think about whether the born-again suckers might actually know more than we give
them credit for.
			 *

*

*

*

The sudden glaring red blink of the alarm system brings me back to reality, the light
from the crimson bulb pulsing silently around the room, like it’s waiting to tell me
something. The elders decided a long time ago that a sound alarm had the potential
to reveal our location to a nearby hiker or whatnot, so we make do with just the
red light. The other scientists working in the lab look up from their work towards
the alarm almost simultaneously, as though programmed to do so. For a moment
I do the same; all of us silent, struck frozen in time by an unforeseen force within
the red light. Unlike the Divine Reborn and the rest of the outside world, the Good
People are silent in a crisis.
It remains quiet as we gather our bearings and prepare to exit the lab, many taking
care to safely and discreetly stow away their experiments in case a Divine militia
raids us. Are we going to be raided? The murmurs and whispers create a slight hum
in the air, like electricity.
I’m the first one up the stairs and on the main floor of headquarters, narrowly
avoiding running into Papa and the other four elders, all still wearing their lab coats
and on their way to the surveillance room. Before I can utter a sound, Papa grabs
my arm and steers me in the opposite direction, taking several paces before stopping
to look at me.
For a charged moment we stare at each other without speaking, and for the first
time in my 19 years on this earth, I see a fear in his eyes that rattles me to my
core. He tugs at his beard, the gray and sandy brown hairs shining eerily in the red
light of the alarm beacon.
“Bunny,” he says gruffly, his eyes boring into mine. “There’s been a Code 1.”
“The river up a mile north…” he grapples for the right words, any words that will
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tell me how our primary source of drinking water could have possibly turned into
blood since this morning.
“Hutchinson,” he takes a deep breath. “Hutchinson was up there an hour ago and
just alerted us. He was smart enough to get a sample.”
“It’s… it’s not an algae bloom. Like we always thought. We always thought it was
from the algae turning red when they die, the burgundy blood phenomenon, you
remember Bunny.”
Papa is over-explaining. He and I both know that I’ve studied burgundy blood, have
memorized the algae’s scientific name, Planktothrix rubescens. I’ve known this by
heart since I was 10 years old. It’s a part of the Good People’s core beliefs, knowing
and understanding and believing the natural explanations for all 10 plagues. An algae
bloom is the natural explanation for the first plague. I remember.
Papa blunders through his next sentence, stumbling over his words like they’re
cobblestones and he’s walking home drunk.
“Not algae, Bunny. Blood. I don’t know if it’s AB positive or HIV positive or whatever
the hell, but it’s real, Bunny. It’s blood. An entire fucking river of it.”
“Go upstairs and stay out of the way right now, okay? We’re running more tests
but I need you upstairs, I need you safe. Because it’s about to be chaos down here,
okay? Can you do that for me?”
I nod blankly. My head feels heavier than it did just a minute ago, like I’m wearing a
hat made of iron. Or maybe a hat made of tin foil would be more appropriate.
A commotion in the surveillance room makes us snap our heads toward it simultaneously.
I hear shouting, voices raised in panic—not silent in a crisis.
Papa kisses my forehead, his whiskers scratching my skin before they’re gone. His
broad-shouldered lab coat billows out behind him as he jogs towards the source of
the noise, yelling over his shoulder for me to get upstairs.
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The moment he’s out of sight, I start to run. I run through headquarters and out the
back door, still running when I reach the trees. I don’t stop, even when I spot my
tree through the brush, a lone paper birch with a clumsily carved “B” scarring the
white bark from when I claimed it as my own so many years ago. I reach the tree
and immediately collapse. I taste the dirt in my mouth as I gasp for air, breathing in
the forest floor. Everything is spinning. I can feel the earth turning on its axis, but
it’s going too fast, much too fast. Before I know what’s happening, I’m on my hands
and knees, vomiting this morning’s eggs into the cold dirt.
Once there is nothing left in my stomach to get rid of, I wipe my face on my sleeve
and crawl closer to the birch tree, my birch tree. I sit back on my heels and lean
my forehead against the smooth bark, willing everything around me to stop spinning.
I don’t know if I’ve been here for minutes or hours before I remember the box. I
begin to dig at the base of my tree, the cold dirt slipping through my fingers. I don’t
have to dig long before I feel cool metal under my fingertips. I keep digging, finally
freeing the box from its shallow grave. I place it on my lap, gingerly brushing off the
remaining dirt before prying off the lid with my fingernails.
I stole my copy from headquarters’s library, which is essentially just an empty room
where all of the members decided to store their books, so it’s not like anyone would
notice it was missing. It’s worn, from time spent in that musty room or constant use
in a previous life, I don’t know. What I do know is that Papa would be furious if he
saw it, which is why I chose to hide my stolen Bible—ironic, isn’t it—beneath my tree
rather than somewhere poorly concealed in our shared attic bedroom. I don’t know
why I took it in the first place. I rarely think about it.
Maybe, somehow, I’d knowingly saved it for this exact moment, the moment I am
no longer able to carry the weight of what I’ve spent my entire life being taught to
believe about the world—that it’s afflicted by something man-made, synthetic, an
experiment gone wrong. That these afflictions, these disasters are what Papa and our
200 other members have dedicated the past 20 years to fixing, the cause of such
immense guilt that still haunts Papa in his dreams, the upheaval and chaos he feels
responsible for creating. The Divine Reborn have known the truth all along.
I’m torn between the overwhelming urge to throw the Bible as far away from me as
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possible and the urge to clutch it to my chest, to ask it to forgive me. All I can do is
stare at the peeling gold script, its faded red cover. The red reminds me of the blood.
The longer I look down at the book, the clearer I hear it. At first, it’s faint. It could
be the wind rustling the leaves or the soft chirp of insects. The same chant keeps
repeating in my head, imperceptibly growing louder and louder each time until it’s
thundering inside my brain. The Book of Exodus 7:14–24. The first Plague of Egypt,
water turning into blood. “By this you will know I am the LORD.”
I put my head in my hands and I pray.
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Spring

S a r a h

H o l t z

You show me light dancing down on soft, warm breeze,
Shining silent, vibrant sheen, through pink boughtops of trees,
Where chirplings bleat with outstretched beaks,
Tiny tufts of golden fluff, full of tumbling, fumbling glee.
You show me tulip shoots, blushed pink and gold,
Blooming in chocolate soil, damp and cool,
Warm rays seeping through petals’ fold,
Swathing, in golden tinge, their sunlit jewels.
You show me candlelight eyes of a soft, brown fawn,
Trying legs with all its might in light of dawn;
And smooth, blue eggs in shallow nest,
Where robin rests her weary legs.
You show me bright, yellow light, shadowed on tall grass,
Bathing blades in blended shades of rustling green and amber;
Pale blue butterfly flutters by on a breeze,
And honey bees in morning, purring softest timbre.
You show me soft, sleepy moss in shaded afternoon,
And cool, clear raindrops on a cherry bud bloom.
Crickets sweetly chirruping in static heat of dusk,
As flowering magnolias steal the attention of the moon.
Then, in the peace of my own ease,
At the pace of my own gaze,
I see the bark of every oak, greened and mossed,
Soaked in sultry fumes of smoke until sight, in the night, is lost.
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Dance

Ky l i e

Ly n c h

Her thoughts pirouette through her mind,
they intertwine themselves into her every move,
every lift of the arm, a silent amen.
Her insecurities are en pointe,
they tiptoe into her heart,
settle in the small of her back,
where her posture mingles with past perplexities.
Her veins flow red with rhythme,
it makes her own blood feel foreign,
		
the change in key habitually syncopates to the beat of her heart.
Her lips perform un pas de deux,
			
as they quiver,
looking for a voice to speak the words only her limbs can.
Her breath foxtrots up her throat,
she is resilient,
		
for each time she stumbles,
			
it is a choreographed coincidence—
				une marche lente with movement and motive.
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No Place to Go
E l i s e

G i l l e s p i e

I was walking home alone with cheap pizza in my hand, slightly drunk, but sober
enough to notice. I was startled when I heard hushed voices behind a massive bush
that rested against a building, so I slowed my pace to stop and investigate. Through
the thin intertwining of branches, there were two bodies connected in the dark.

Get a room, I thought to myself. I took a step forward to continue on my walk, and
then, in the dark, I saw his big, pale thighs exposed to the November air.
I didn’t know much, but I could understand the cold senselessness behind his
thrusting, the blank stare behind her receiving. They were having sex like two
animals. Carelessly, unashamed. As if they didn’t even want it or need it, like some
cell in their brain was robotically triggered and off they went into the bushes. It
seemed like desperation from both ends. Her hands were up against the brick wall
of the academic building, her face unemotional and lifeless, but pathetic words of
encouragement were slurring from her lips.
“Yes, Jack,” she said.
He was behind her, focused, drunk, trying to finish as fast as he could. He had a
blonde beard that matched his sandy head with its receding hairline. He was dressed
like he worked in an office, his shiny black loafers trying to keep him steady on the
ground. His grey button down shirt rubbing against the branches behind him, probably
going to cause a rip in the fabric. He didn’t notice. She lost her balance for a moment
and reached for the dirt at her feet to hold herself steady.
“I’m almost there, sweetheart,” he managed.
I wanted to shout, but my throat felt locked. I wanted to scream, “Is she okay?”
But then I heard her start to laugh. The laugh melted into the air like cheap lipstick
left in a hot car. And then he started to laugh. Like something was funny, like they
realized they were in the bushes on campus property outside of a building that the
student body attends lectures in.
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He breathed heavily and ran a hand through her ponytail, as if to say “Good job.”
She straightened up from being bent over and brushed her small hands off. She pulled
the pink thong around her ankles back up under her black dress and waited for him
to fix his belt. They stumbled out from behind the plants and headed off towards
uptown. She took his hand.
“You ever do that with your wife when she was in school?”
“Nuh-uh, Ruth was a prude,” he said.
They took no notice of the freshman standing just feet away from them. They didn’t
have a care in the world.
“You gonna be okay getting back to your dorm?” He asked, drumming his fingers
around the hand he was holding. She nodded as she adjusted the disheveled straps
of her dress, the elastic snapping on her shoulders.
“I thought you were going to stay the night.”
“Ah, now, don’t be like that,” he whispered, grabbing her with two arms so she’d
stop walking. “You know I had to see you. And sometimes when I’m done seeing you,
you know I have a house I gotta go back to.”
“A house with a wife,” she mumbled.
He chuckled at this. “If I had met you first, you know how today would look, darlin’.”
“I would have had to been born 10 years earlier, Jack.”
“That’s where the fun of this comes in.”
He put his hand around her waist and lingered on the lower half of her dress. This
offered her ample comfort. She rubbed his cheek and rolled her eyes. He kissed her
fast, and they walked off in opposite directions.
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After a few seconds, he shouted after her, “Samantha!”
She whipped her head towards the direction of where his voice came from, maybe
surprised he had said her name so loud in public. You could hear the smile in her
voice.
“What, Jack?”
“Same time tomorrow night?”
I threw my pizza away in the nearest trash can.
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Offerous

L a u r e n

Wr i g h t

Positioned there, in a tableau: three septuagenarians
(All sopranos)
To the dwarfing ceiling, their voices effervesce
Radiance! Joyful feeling! Pharyngeally oppressed
To some fatal threshold
Exposing in a feathery choke their old age
Benediction does not extend to the woods,
To neighbors, friends
All gold is hoarded
Regifted, rewarded to those within the square pulpit
Lanceted lectern adjacent to stained glass,
Crystallizing slow the morning light
As offering is passed
There is no money in my purse,
The nickels fall to the crosswalk alone
And yet I dig plaintively
As a dog for some long-forgotten bone
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A comparison to a seed
M i c h a e l a
There was this afternoon:
The river birch looked like me.
Not in the way of a face
or a body, but
a soft something.
Something that breathes
despite the peeling,
pulled apart by
wind. Maybe
just DNA.
The tree was smooth
beneath the bent
and broken shells of
bark. Like my skin
when I dry
after washing.
Who planted you?
The wind or water
of our Mother?
I believe she birthed me,
too.
Perhaps,
that is why I have come.
Perhaps,
to learn of my family
here
in this unfamiliar place.
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Cigarettes

C a r o l i n e

F o r r e y

The wild impulse catches you around nine. You’ve been watching them roll cigarettes
right there at the table. The little papers spread out, the dark crumbled leaves
sprinkled on, the rolling and the licking to keep them firm. It’s like a little factory
there between the glasses full of beer. And they’re smoking store bought ones out
on the pavement, and your santa-hat-clad head is muddled with alcohol.
The Christmas music keeps playing and you think thoughts you haven’t had since you
were small. Back when you used to press your nose into cigar boxes and watched old
black and white movies from the floor. When you wanted to be big so bad.
Now, you know it to be a sham, being grown up, but you can’t help yourself. So you
step outside to where everyone is blowing out big clouds with every breath, and the
air is so cold that you can’t tell if they’re breathing smoke or steam. Maybe both,
like dragons. And you ask.
You pull a cig into your mouth and let someone else light it because your hand slips
on the lighter and no flame will come out. You swirl the smoke round and round
in your mouth, feel the hot end at the tips of your fingers and warm all the way
through. You stick two in your mouth and breathe smoke and grin like an idiot.
Then you’re staggering back inside to buy a pack from the bartender even though
everyone insists they’re bad, the cheap kind. The kind that crumble in your fist when
you’re dancing on the table or in your back pocket when you sit down and play what
you still call “BS”. You go through three or four, talking too loud as you shiver,
about places like Romania and Spain while, on the next corner, men smoke and talk
soccer in Portuguese.
You feel like a bonfire, a chimney stack all on your own. It’s strange and nice, to be
fire, even in the cold. You think about the time you all stood together and chanted
the fight song off-key and you pretended to know the words. You never felt so like
a part of something. Not even when the president complimented your stolen hat.
Now you’re telling your life story, and the guy with the beard is saying you have to
put up your pinky when holding the cigarette if you’re going to be all Coastal Elite-y.
Eventually, you have to go back inside because the winter wind is winding into your
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bones and they’re playing your song anyway. You hand out the rest of the pack
to anyone who will take it because you don’t want to finish it. You take a shot of
tequila. You down a shot of absinthe that’s burning green. You stagger across the
street to the train and laugh while a girl a whole head shorter than you tries to do
pull-ups.
The world looks more like a POV shot in a film than the real world. You can’t feel the
legs that carry you up the dark stairs or the hands that brush and floss your teeth
as you watch your slack face in the mirror. Your face is flushed and your eyes blaze
with such color that it feels like someone else is staring back at you. You stumble
back down the hall and collapse in the big bed that isn’t your own.
Everything is fine. Everything is fun. Until you wake up in the morning as the sun spills
in past the shutters you forgot to close, and you realize you still have class to go to.
There’s just enough time to shower because you smell like booze and cigarettes and
you can just imagine your mother’s disapproving face. Her standing on the other side
of your blue and white bedroom instead of this yellow one. The sound of the birds in
the trees outside instead of the trains rolling past every hour. The warm breeze of
summer instead of the hard edge of coming winter. But you realize that these days,
this place is just as much your home as there. And you feel rootless.
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Morning Faces
M . P.

The vinyl seats were always sticky with maple-syrup-covered
fingers, the dull metallic clang of forks slipping
from small hands.
The bitter smell of coffee made us crinkle our noses
choosing to drink our OJ from the mugs instead and pretend
to be grown-ups.
Breakfast was served with whipped cream eyes and chocolate chip smiles,
mirroring our own faces as we raced to fill our bellies,
chipping away at the pancake’s saccharine grin
until it resembled a grimace.
Now my day begins with little time to spare before
that once secret code of numbers only grown-ups know,
“nine two five” orders the rest of it for me.
I ask for plain black coffee and flash an artificial smile
to the waitress before I bury my nose in the same
menu I’ve examined a thousand times before.
And when I see that happy face no longer meant for me
whisked past to someone else’s table,
I’m reminded of the bellyache.
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Sunflower
Ky l i e

Ly n c h

If sunshine had a smell, it would be her perfume.
She walks into a room, and light is spilled everywhere.
The paintings on the walls straighten themselves.
You see, she annotates the Bible in her free time,
Filling her walls with scriptures and pictures, and
She goes on mission trips,
because God’s love spreads to Bermuda and beyond.
Says it’s her duty to educate children through the power of Broadway song and
dance.
She goes on and on about the change she is making, and everyone seems to listen.
She goes to concerts and the musicians stare right at her.
They strum their guitars to the rhythm of her heart.
You see, I go to concerts,
But, I stand in the corner,
near the bathrooms,
where the light flickers.
People trip over my muddied shoes on their way to the bar.
You see, if unsteady ambition and rainwater had a smell, it would be my perfume.
I walk into a room knowing that it took 10 minutes to find the courage to do so.
I think the people sigh.
You see, I annotate poems in my free time,
Filling my mind with iambic tetrameter and rhymes.
The type of poems that tear down the very God she worships.
You see, she is the human version of a sunflower.
She stands tall and she is beautiful and she is present,
And she is so bright,
I am a dandelion in her presence.
One gust of wind makes me scatter.
I grow between the sidewalk cracks of shattered hearts,
And it’s no wonder that he left me for her.
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For I could never compare to the grace she carries around in her fingertips.
For her sunflower seed had already sprouted in his ribcage.
The roots were already entangled with his fingers when she held his hand for the first
time.
He must have felt the warmth of her incandescent sunshine.
So, I stood powerless to the pollen of the past,
And I held my breath for a long time,
Until my seeds stood steadfast amongst the breeze of goodbyes.
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A Funeral for Friends
L e a h

Ku n t z

The four of them met in the parking lot for the calling hours of their not-quite-undead
best friend. The Body had been wheeled inside already, much to its chagrin. It had
imparted one final, pleading look before submitting to the coffin again.
“So what are we going to do?”
It had been the question of the hour. Unfortunately, their resident idea generator had
sort of just kicked the bucket. Blair, Miles, Rita, and Peter were left all alone, or as
alone as they could be among themselves.
Miles clutched his flask to his chest and blinked back silent tears. He’d been emotionally unstable since the first announcement of the bad news. He appeared sickly
thin beneath his black overcoat, like a living skeleton, which was not to be confused
with a living corpse.
“Whiskey?” Blair asked.
Miles shook his head. “No. Holy water.”
Rita rolled her eyes behind big, dark sunglasses. She pulled a pack of Marlboros from
her suit jacket and lit one up. “Pull yourself together. Leave the crying to the idiots.”
Peter frowned. New wrinkles had formed over the past 48 hours, bunching at his
forehead and around his eyes. “Christ, Rita, what are you wearing? It’s a funeral, not
New York Fashion Week.”
She brushed her hands down the front of her well-tailored suit. Smoke curled from
the edges of her mouth, slipped down past her red lips. “That’s why I wore Gucci.”
“If you don’t stop smoking like a chimney, you’re going to croak too,” Peter hissed.
She blew a large puff in his direction, punctuated with a sickly sweet smile.
“And if you don’t crawl out of my ass, you might get permanently lodged there.”
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There was no one to keep the peace anymore except the dead.
“Please you guys, we need to think of what to do,” Blair said.
Rita took one final puff then extinguished the cig beneath the pointed toe of her
shoe. “What the fuck are you supposed to do when the corpse of your best friend
asks for help?”
*

*

*

*

According to the National Safety Council, there is a 1 in 88 chance of dying in a
motor vehicle accident.
*

*

*

*

Blair could never have imagined a time when she would have to flirt with an undertaker. Someone had to distract him, however, and Blair had been voted the most
harmless looking. She stood, batting her lashes at a 60-year-old mortician with severe
eczema, wondering how she’d ever gotten into this situation in the first place.
The Body had shown up on Blair’s doorstep hours before. Everyone had been
gathered around, stunned by the sudden death. All of them still wore the hospital
wristlets, binding them together like friendship bracelets they hadn’t chosen to wear.
They were lucky to be alive and they knew it, so they’d joined together in one Last
Supper. There were pizzas laid out in front of them on the coffee table, untouched,
grease congealing in the valleys of cheese. Nearly 13 episodes of Friends had played
without a word passed between them. They sat on the couches, on the floor, on the
loveseat, waiting for the old magic to click and for the conversation to start flowing,
just as it always had. But they didn’t move, didn’t speak.
Blair cracked first. “You guys want to play cards?”
Miles blinked at her with red-rimmed eyes. “How could you be thinking of Uno at a
time like this?”
Blair shifted on the couch, one ass cheek to the other. “I just thought it might make
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us feel a little better. That’s all.”
“I think that’s a great idea,” Peter said. “It’ll be a distraction.”
Rita reclined farther in the loveseat. Crossed her legs, then uncrossed them. “A great
idea? Just like the pizza and the TV?”
The talking ceased once more, leaving only the awkward exchange of glances between familiar strangers.
Then the doorbell rang, the cheery ding-dong echoing in the suffocating silence.
No one moved for several punctuated breaths. Finally, Blair rose on shaky legs to
answer the door. The last person she had expected to see standing there was The
Body, blinking at her with bruised eye sockets and a broken neck. She jumped back
and rubbed her eyes not once, but several times. Then she broke down in sobs and
threw her arms around it.
That was how they ended up piled into Rita’s Fiat, crowded shoulder to shoulder
with a rotting corpse, on their way to the funeral home The Body had escaped from.
At first, driving had been dismissed; if they got in a car altogether once more, who
knew who’d die next. Peter was not, as it was immediately decided, allowed to drive
them ever again. Rita, however, had the smallest and least terrifying looking vehicle
and had never been pulled over.
“I won’t drive over 30 and we’ll all wear seatbelts,” Rita said. She didn’t look convinced. Neither did The Body. “I’ll look out for black ice.”
Peter sighed in indignation. “Black ice is, you know, black. You can’t see it. That’s
why it’s so dangerous.”
“You can never be completely safe in a car,” Miles said. “It’s statistically impossible.”
The Body wheeled around and tried to dash back into the house, but Blair caught
hold of its arm.
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“We’ll be safe this time,” Blair said. She held its cold, rotting hand. “I promise.”
The Body clutched onto the backs of the seats, and buckled itself in with violently
shaking hands and terror in its eyes. Blair couldn’t blame it for its newfound fear of
motor vehicles. They all followed suit, and the seatbelts clicked home one by one.
The Body checked to make sure they were all secure by tugging on each belt in turn.
Only then could they drive away.
Blair had not asked how it had accomplished the jailbreak, but had asked how they
could help it avoid being embalmed. The Body had always been better at making
plans, whether it was Christmas or Halloween or surprise birthday parties or impromptu ice cream. It was no surprise at all it had sprung itself from an icy lockbox for the
dead after the threat of embalming fluid. This was where the mortician had come in.
Blair didn’t like lying. It rubbed her the wrong way, like when you pet the fur of a
cat in the opposite direction and then it looks all wonky and disheveled. Dishonesty
wasn’t in her moral code, but helping out a friend in need most certainly was, despite
how dead or undead they were.
“Excuse me miss, but I’m very busy right now and—”
Blair blocked his path. “Are car crashes the worst to deal with?”
The undertaker scratched at his flaking skin. A large piece peeled off and slowly
drifted down to land on Blair’s arm. Her composure nearly broke.
“Homicide is usually the worst of it,” he said. He hacked, and Blair could hear mucus
rattling in his lungs. “All the stab wounds, or the bullet holes.”
They had to sneak The Body inside again before its absence was noticed. If it just
walked in and hopped on the table, there’d be trouble. Blair only wished she was still
with The Body to walk it inside.
“Ah, I see,” she said. “But what about the car crash bodies?”
The undertaker pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and coughed up a thick wad of
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slime. It jiggled green and horrible on the white cloth before disappearing back into
the folds of his clothes.
“I actually have to get back to work on one right now. Really young one, too.”
Blair smiled wide. “Yeah, about that…”
She held out $50. The undertaker’s scratching hand paused midway to his temple,
where there was a particularly aggravated patch of skin.
“What’s this?”
Blair shrugged. “Forget about the car accident body.”
He gave an unsatisfied grunt. “Why would I do that?”
Blair pulled out another $50. Her mother had given her the cash to buy her sister
something nice for Christmas, but it looked like Big Sis was getting a hug and air for
the holidays. She’d understand, but Ulysses S. Grant looked up at her from the bill
disapprovingly.
“Because I asked nicely?”
The undertaker’s eyes narrowed.
She forked over another $20. Guess Mom was also getting nada as a present.
He raised one grizzled eyebrow.
After another $30, Blair’s used chapstick, a free pizza voucher to Papa John’s, and
a pack of gum, the undertaker finally relented. He would skip sewing the eyes and
mouth shut. He’d dress it nice, roll it in for viewing, and not say a word about any
mysterious movement it may have made during the process. Blair hoped it would be
good enough.
“You’re safe. We’re all going to be safe.”
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There is a 1 in 114,195 chance, according to the National Safety Council, of being
struck by lightning.
*

*

*

*

The year they met, many years previous, there were no chances of dying in car
crashes, or dying at all. They were too young to understand the finality, and the inevitability, of death. There were water slides and buckets of pretzels, awkward pizza
men and cheap video games, illegally-large bonfires and stolen kisses in the hot tub,
burnt barbeque and itchy sunburns. Endless summer. The last day of summer, the
very last day, was when the bolt came crackling down from the sky and reached out
its electric hands.
Miles’s house had a huge pool in the backyard, out in the country where no one
minded if a group of punk kids made too much noise on a weekday night. It was a
Tuesday, and despite the fact that Peter had climbed out the front window of the
house and jumped naked into the pool off the roof while screaming at the top of his
lungs, none of the neighbors had called the cops. They remained tucked into their
homes and watched through the curtains as the night unfolded. Miles was glad for
that. The neighbors made him nervous. The police made him nervous, too.
Rita and Blair sipped on sodas, feet tucked neatly into the hot tub. Miles was at
the grill, of course, producing nothing entirely edible by adult standards. And The
Body wasn’t a body, but full of life, drifting on a pool float and laughing in all its
not-rotting glory.
“Shit Petey, you’re going to give me a heart attack,” Miles grumbled. The charring
meat gave a punctuated sizzle. “Climbing on the roof is dangerous.”
Peter wiped the chlorine from his eyes, rubbed so hard he saw stars. “I’m not afraid
of the fucking roof.”
It was true, he wasn’t afraid of clambering around on top of the house, or of climbing
trees, or of much at all. Miles was pretty sure that he was afraid of Rita though, but
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Miles couldn’t quite put his finger on why. Her sunglasses matched her bathing suit
matched her toe nail polish. Too much color at once. That was pretty scary to Miles.
“Just don’t get up there and get yourself killed on my watch, okay?”
“You don’t own any watches.”
No, Miles did not own any watches. The ticking noise, the incessant ticking, drove
him mad.
The Body got out of the pool and accepted one of Miles’s grizzled hamburgers,
smiled even as the blackened beef crunched between its teeth. The Body always ate
what Miles served up as long as there were also Cool Ranch Doritos, and Miles made
sure there was a constant supply. It was the silent acceptance, the no-questionsasked attitude The Body carried with it like an invisible backpack that made Miles
feel less nervous in his skin. The Body could silently accomplish what two years of
therapy was only scratching the surface of.
When the first roll of thunder rumbled, they should have gathered inside, wrapped in
towels, to watch TV. Miles’s dad wasn’t ever around, but he’d have a fit if he found
out they’d been swimming in a thunderstorm. It’s a downright way to get killed. You
don’t go against the wrath of God, he’d tell Miles. You never go against God.
There were several rows of DVDs to choose from, or Netflix, or shit, even Hulu. It
wouldn’t be the first time they spent the night watching dumb stuff, talking through
everything.
“Did you hear that?” Blair asked. “Maybe we should go in…”
“One last jump!” Peter insisted. Despite the protests, he was already scrambling out
of the water. “It may be the last time I get to cannonball for a long time!”
They watched as he disappeared around the side of the house. Miles could hear him
scrambling up the steps inside, then the audible squeal of the window opening, then
Peter’s nails scratching at the shingles of the roof.
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Miles felt the wrongness of it in his gut. He had an innate sense like that. You don’t
steal from the 7/11, you aren’t rude to the old biddies in the third row at church,
you wait until marriage, you don’t go against God.
The impossible struck. The static buzz in the air made everyone’s hair stand on end.
It curled on their forearms, stood straight as a board on the backs of their necks.
There was a great splash, and Miles was sure the wrath had smote them all, The
Second Coming of the Great Flood.
But it was only Peter collapsing into the water. When the shock settled, and The
Body had hauled him from the pool, the thick spider web burns became visible on
Peter’s back.
Miles had cried in alarm, and then cried for real. Big, blubbery, baby tears.
“Is he dead? Oh my God, is he dead?”
Peter was hot to the touch and he scalded Miles’s palms when he shook him.
“Call an ambulance,” Rita said.
“Call a priest!” Miles shouted.
“Call my mom,” Peter moaned. His voice sounded a bit sizzle-y to Miles, but he was
alive. Smote, but breathing.
They spent the final day of summer crowded into a hospital waiting room, and while
Miles thought his heart would burst from his chest in panic, Peter was fine. Peter
bore the physical scars, but Miles would never forget. They all lived to laugh about it
for the days to come, and he smiled with the rest of them, but Miles never forgot.
He remembered it clearest when he himself was in a hospital, hooked up with more
wires and alarms than his PlayStation. He was getting stitches and being kept overnight just to be safe; Peter was walking around with no more than a cut on his eyebrow. The angel of Death was laughing at them. Miles would never forget.
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Accidents, or unintentional injuries, are by far the leading causes of death in children,
teens, and young adults.
*

*

*

*

Tons of people were queued up to bid their final goodbyes, which, of course, gave
The Body stage fright. The line wrapped halfway around the building, and at the
sight, The Body shook its head so hard they were afraid it would fall right off. It
took a stern talking to, several glasses of rosé, and two bags of Cool Ranch Doritos
to coax it back into the coffin. Open casket was enough to give anyone anxiety, but
the unwitting, grieving mother insisted she get one last look at her baby. Peter only
hoped The Body would have the good sense to keep its eyes closed and its mouth
shut. He couldn’t imagine what The Body’s parents would do if they found the corpse
of their child had crumbly chip dust on its decaying fingers.
They skipped the line, of course. The father wouldn’t hear of them waiting in line;
they were part of the family. Peter couldn’t believe the father would look him in the
eyes. Didn’t he know this was all Peter’s fault? Yet he still allowed Peter to stand
next to the coffin of the child he’d accidentally slaughtered. Unfortunately, this
meant they had to accept the sympathies of everyone who passed by. The wave of
condolences was as relentless as the crash of the sea, but no one was sorry.
“I’m sorry.”
“So sorry for your loss.”
“Wasn’t wearing a seatbelt, huh?”
“This must be so hard for you.”
“Slid on ice and into oncoming traffic, I heard.”
“If you need anything, just let me know.”
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“I’m here for you.”
“Rolled right off the road.”
Miles took another pull from his flask of holy water. Blair rubbed slow circles into his
back and muttered softly. Rita crossed her arms and switched from foot to foot on
her Louboutin heels. She stood at the front of the group, singled out, and accepted
the mourners with as much positivity as she could. All she could say to the constant
barrage was a few meager phrases, like ‘thanks’ and something about ‘a better
place.’ It made Peter feel a little sick. He wondered if she would be acting like this if
he had been the one to die, if it was him lying 10 toes up in a box.
Every so often he’d feel himself slipping out of reality and into the driver’s side of
his car. The unseen black ice yawned before them, and the wheel was unruly beneath
his hands. It was like he could feel a phantom of The Body, the living and breathing
version, the one full of smiles and comfort, sitting at his side in the passenger seat,
no seat belt. Over and over, he watched The Body slam through the windshield, the
world spinning too fast.
Peter remained gruffly aloof, but his glasses were fogged up with tears. He had to
keep taking them off and wiping them on his button-up. It was hard to bury the
sound of screeching tires and wrenching metal that was throbbing in his brain, and
Peter had never been good with funerals. He’d cried himself sick at his grandma’s
funeral, puking all over his patent leather loafers, and he hadn’t even known the old
bitch.
The Body’s father was afflicted with deep, heaving sobs. He stood off to the side,
white knuckling the side of the coffin. His hand kept dipping inside to grip The Body’s
folded ones, and Peter wondered if he could tell the flesh wasn’t quite stiff enough.
Or perhaps it was stiff, rigid with death and embalming fluid, and he’d dreamt the
whole thing up. The guilt had finally eaten up his brain.
Peter had had to show it how to lie, how to place its limbs in the perfect image of
stillness. He’d been Romeo once in a high school performance, so he’d played dead
before. It seemed like it would be easy. He’d briefly clambered inside the coffin himself, but then clambered right back out.
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Rita had laughed. “What’s wrong, Dracula? Not ready for eternal sleep?”
He’d shaken his head. “Don’t like how warm it is in there.”
The Body had been wracked with laughter, or at least it was until it broke a finger
off in its mirth, and then the laughter had switched to tears. They streaked down its
face and pulled at the increasingly bluish skin beneath its eyes. Peter just wanted it
to stop crying, so he had stuck the digit back on with Gorilla glue stolen from the
lounge.
Could he have imagined this? Were they mutilating the corpse in some sick, perverted
group hallucination? He’d heard of that before, where two Denver guys had nabbed
a body and driven it around the city, taking it into clubs and buying drinks with its
ATM card. One last party.
He just had to stay grounded in the present.
“Miles,” Peter said. “Stop praying out loud. It’s disingenuous.”
Miles whimpered, sniffled, blew his nose into a Kleenex. “Stop trying to be manly.
It’s disingenuous.”
They glared at one another.
The Body creaked open one eye to stare at them in panic as its father wept openly
onto its chest. No, Peter had most certainly not dreamt the whole thing up.
*

*

*

*

A person buried alive in an average coffin will die within about 60 minutes from a
lack of oxygen.
*

*

*

*

The worst part of the night had come; they had to dig The Body back up. Like
thieves in the night, they stole into the cemetery armed with shovels and gloves,
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and for Rita, a healthy sense of panic.
The burial had been horrid. Rita had watched with increasing nausea as they’d lowered the coffin down, tossed roses on top, said their final goodbyes, and then filled
the pit with earth, knowing the whole time that she was going to have to undo it all.
It was enough to bring real tears to her eyes.
She had sweat off her Dior perfume long ago, and she was beginning to worry she’d
smell like death, like something rotten. She couldn’t shake the feeling that what was
happening was wrong, so very wrong. Digging was a lot harder than Rita had previously anticipated. Each shovelful was supposed to be a heroic act, the rescue of their
friend, but dirt was heavy. Morals were heavier.
“This is really fucked up,” Rita huffed. She wiped sweat out of her hairline, dreaming
fondly of her hot shower at home. She imagined giving The Body a bubble bath when
they were done. Rose petals, a face mask, the works. Then she imagined drinking
herself under the table instead. “Like, so fucked up.”
“We can’t just leave it down there,” Peter hissed. “It’s counting on us.”
Peter was really starting to tap dance on Rita’s last damn nerve, and she was seconds away from shoving him into his own grave. He’d taken his shirt off and tossed
it aside, leaving his zigzagging scars on full, gruesome display, reminding her of that
day he’d evaded death. It had been several years since that electrifying summer
night, but the scars were still angry and red, as if he’d been struck again and again.
Every so often Peter would reach back and run his fingers along the raised flesh.
Perhaps he could feel her gaze on him. She could picture him down there, festering
in the dirt with all the worms and bugs and maggots, his scars being eaten away by
Lord Death Himself.
“Listen,” Rita said. “Maybe we should think about this.”
“Keep digging.”
She dropped her shovel and put her hands on her hips, huffing in protest.
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“Don’t tell me what to do,” she said. It’s not what she wanted to say, but what she
wanted to say was so much worse than sounding childish. The words danced in the
back of her mouth, just dying to roll off her tongue. “I’m just saying this is a very
fucked up thing to be doing. Digging up a body.”
“Shut up and shovel.”
Blair looked at her sympathetically. There was also a silent plea in her gaze. Rita
didn’t want to pick up the shovel again, but she did. Her manicure was already
chipped, she noted. They were so close to the bottom, probably close enough for
The Body to hear their voices.
Rita took a deep breath. “Wouldn’t it be better to just… leave it down there?”
The steady thrum of Peter’s shoveling ceased. His eyes glinted in the dark like a wild
dog’s. “We are not leaving our friend to suffocate and die down there.”
“It is dead,” Rita said. “Or it should be.”
Peter gaped at her. “What did you just say?”
“You heard me,” Rita said. She clenched her hands around the handle of the shovel.
“It. Should. Be. Dead.”
Blair shook her head, put her hands to her eyes to avoid looking. “Don’t say that…”
Rita tossed her hands up in surrender. “All I’m saying is that we were in an accident,
and when accidents happen, sometimes people die. Our best friend died.”
Peter turned away from her and took up shoveling again. From over his shoulder, he
muttered: “Well I’m not going to let that thing, whatever the hell it is, die again.
I’ve already killed it once.”
The four of them grew very still. The silence was interrupted when Miles nervously
burst into another bout of tears, falling to his knees. He was pawing at the ground
with his hands, right near Rita’s feet, muttering incoherently. He was pushing loose
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dirt back into the pit, Rita noted. He kept saying something over, and over, and over,
and over…
“Miles, cut that shit out,” Peter said. Miles continued as if he had not heard, muttering all the while. “You don’t want to kill someone, do you?”
Miles froze. The whites of his eyes were as huge as the full moon.
“You can’t kill what’s already dead,” Rita insisted. Miles glanced between the two of
them. Dirt was squished in his grubby fists, spilling out from between his fingers. In
his right hand, Rita could see a wriggling worm struggling to get free.
“It isn’t dead,” Peter said. He ground his teeth, clacking them together audibly. “I’m
not dead either.”
“We lived,” Rita said. “It didn’t.”
Peter threw down his shovel, clenching and unclenching filthy fists. “Are you saying
I should be dead?”
“Yes,” Rita said. She pulled at her hair, tore at the knots that had formed inside and
outside her head. “No. Maybe. I don’t know.”
Blair shook her head in disbelief. She went to Peter’s side, and under her breath but
still loud enough to hear, whispered to him.
“She’s just saying that…”
“It shouldn’t have happened like this!” Rita cried. “This was not how anything was
supposed to happen. We should be in the pool or at Steak n’ Shake or some shit!
But we’re digging up a corpse!”
Peter jabbed a finger at her. “Don’t make this about you.”
“This isn’t about me,” she said. “This is about us.”
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“There is no us anymore.”
Rita screamed. Before she knew it, she was on top of him, tearing at his face with
her nails. He struggled, punched back. Smacks rained down on the sides of her head,
her ears. She tore harder.
Someone tried to pull her off. Assumingly, Blair. It was only another set of hands
pulling at her hair, her face, her skin, her Tiffany earrings. Rita landed a solid scratch
at Peter’s jaw. Saw blood. Redder than her I’m Not a Waitress OPI red polish. It slid
down his jaw to his throat, pooled there in the hollow.
She could hear Miles, his voice raising in intensity, calling out to them like a vengeful
wraith: “You don’t go against God!”
Blair pulled harder, sending Rita tumbling backwards into her, both of them landing
flat on their asses on top of the brand new grave marker. Rest in Peace.
Peter pushed himself to his knees. A mocking prayer. Then, even more formidably,
he rose with the shovel in hand. It was blade side up, poised and ready to strike.
“We’re not dead. Yet.”
Miles tackled him, and together, they went hurtling into the grave. Rita heard the
sickening crack of wood: the coffin. The smell hit her in a rush, made her cry out for
her mother with all of her broken little heart. Something rotten.
She peered over the side before falling to her knees and retching.
Peter and Miles were in a tangle with The Body, coughing against the stench. The
coffin had broken open like a puss-filled cyst, exposing the wretched contents. Miles
scrambled backwards immediately and tried to clamber up out of the grave. Rita
would have offered him a hand, but the vomit wouldn’t stop pushing its way out of
her throat. In the back of her mouth, she swore she could taste Cool Ranch Doritos.
Peter, through his gagging, spoke. “Hey, we’re here now. It’s all going to be alright.”
Rita couldn’t drag her gaze from them, even as acid scorched its way up her esoph-
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agus. He took ahold of its arm, tried to pull it to a standing position. Except The
Body didn’t move. It contorted like a plastic baby doll, glassy eyes staring up into
the black sky.
“No,” Peter said. “No, no, no. Get up! Please get up!”
Blair sat back on her heels in horror. “Oh my god…”
Peter tugged harder. He tried to lift it, but to no avail. He only succeeded in ripping
off its arm with a crunch. His screams pierced the night, matched only by The Body’s
now permanent silence.
When the police car pulled up, sirens screeching, the officers found the four of them
sitting down in an open grave. The Body, if possible, seemed to smile.
*

*

*

*

The five stages of grief are as follows: denial, anger, bargaining, depression,
and acceptance. They compose the emotional states we experience to cope with
what we are feeling. They are not progressive stops on a linear timeline; they are
humanity’s attempt at putting the indescribable into words.
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