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☺

staff note
Dear Reader,

☺

Happy Captive Magazine is an annual publication of literary
and artistic work run by Miami University undergraduates
from many different majors and backgrounds working to share
unique narratives and diverse voices.
Our motto is “no story left untold,” and this volume covers a
wide range of stories, themes, and styles. Every single one of
these pieces met our most basic requirement as story lovers:
they held us captive until the final word or pixel. They reminded
us that even when the world seems like it’s falling apart, stories
survive.
We are happy—as it’s our greatest honor—to share these
stories with you, Dear Reader. Whether it’s your first volume or
your eighth, we thank you for taking the time to read and support the magazine. Thank you also to our staff, advisors, and
contributors for their hard work and dedication to make Vol. 8
the best that it can be.
We invite you to get lost in the creativity of Volume 8 of Happy
Captive Magazine. And trust us, it’s a good one.
Sincerely,
The Staff of Happy Captive Magazine
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☺

today, when i could do nothing
josie spitzer

☺

poetry

Today when I could do nothing,
I took out the trash.
Overflowing from the weekend;
full of microwave dinners
and late-night runs to Taco Bell.
Routine is still very necessary, but
I am not necessarily necessary.
I get up early and make a pot of coffee,
I brush my teeth while the pot is
brewing.
I open the windows and sit
down to power up my laptop.
A good start to the day includes
getting a head start on
homework.
It’s not really a head start
if I sit and watch TikTok from 10:00 am
to 11:40 pm.
Old habits die hard, but
what happens when the habits disappear
without letting you know where they go?
I figure that the least I can do
is take out the trash.
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☺

we get along easy
i.o. scheffer

☺

poetry

Who says it’s a bad way to begin,
To have met through a screen, before we met in real life?
I got to love your words, before I heard you speak them.
I got to make you smile with Tinder DMs.
Now, the more I learn about you, it appears—
I can travel through time and space to stand beside you,
When you’re in class, bored to tears,
Smoking with a breath-full of peers,
When you’re hiking on rocky mountains, engulfed by trees,
When you take your dogs on walks, hit by the Atlantic breeze.
So, what if our bodies didn’t touch before our eyes?
The heart only needs our melding minds,
To know by your written speech that, you and me,
We get along easy.
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josh lee

☺

roadside orchid

☺

creative nonfiction

“Welcome to West Virginia”
I’m hoping this lets me say goodbye
for the last time.

The sun was setting the last day I could’ve seen you. I think it
was February. For the past four hours, I drove with the sole purpose of seeing you one last time. I played all our favorite songs.
All I could think about was what you looked like when I last made
you smile. West Virginia roads don’t offer many distractions. A
small, delicate orchid sat in my passenger seat, swaying with my
turns.
I came to memorize your small, riverside town, its post-industrial
corpse offering nothing to anyone, any remaining death throes
long gone.
We called.
As I drove back home, it began to rain. No one had their umbrellas out. But as I looked up into the sky, I could feel the droplets
collecting and trailing down my face. And then it was gone.
As soon as I crossed the borders of the town, I stopped by the
side of the road. The caravans of trucks trailing up and down the
one-lane highways were nowhere to be seen. Taking advantage
of the time and space I had, I left my car and set the orchid down
on the grass by the roadside. I began to see headlights peeking
over the hills and ran back to my car to make the drive home.
“Welcome to Ohio”

7

katie krueger

☺

sensations

☺

poetry

Submerged, I judge the world is just a dream,
Justify the lack of wet that welcomes me,
Ne’er waking, oft mistaking this colored world for reality.
Bursts of color, music bright, bobbing and blinking.
Yearning, purple, surges, sweet.
Every emotion teases me.
Colors, be careful, caresses gently.
Ripples rustle, wrecking the spell I’ve cast.
Swimming is easy, surface breaking,
A forest greets my weary eyes.
Green, the sweet grove envelops me.
Breezes bright, senses bite, noises babble soothingly,
Off to the right, a fox. Beckoning, gentle and kind.
Wandering, wistfully, the path was mine.
A journey of discovery, turning outside time.
Flying, flowing, flowers, fire.
Branches breaking, quick breaths taking.
Memories, magic, aging, tragic.
Colors calling my name.
Catching, waking, stretching, shaking.
And I’m awake again.
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☺

passing notes in english class
ryan turrieta

☺

poetry

When I heard
What you told me—
When I read
What you wrote me—
The weight of your words froze
The fabric of time:
Fabric sewed from the same thread

That singularly separates and binds you and me.
I keep thinking about the favor the air receives
That I deem it does not deserve; how each time
The wind touches your skin:
All my thoughts fill with corruption—
The same way this dead paper’s idle ink
is
Graced by your curse. And yet,
I feel comfort in this, because
Looking at you is to witness
All the beauty that’s been lost in this world,
Brought to life again. But then, I find
I keep wondering how
We’ll make it through this—
I keep wondering…
Where are Shakespeare’s
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Sentiments of glove and cheek,
When, trapped in the deeps
Of my naïve youth, I
So desperately need them?
- Passing Notes in English Class
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☺

the serial cheater
izzy gutierrez

☺

short story

They say “serial cheater” as if I could be compared to a killer,
a murderer. I can tell you right now, I’m nothing of the sort, nor will I
ever be. No, I just like the chase, the thrill—I know how to get what
I want. I always have. And what is the harm? Sure, the person I am
dating would be devastated if they ever found out. But I can tell you
for sure, that will never happen. I’ve been doing this for too long to
get caught now. And they have their own things going on, their own
issues, work and such. They’re too busy to know.
The first time it happened, I was in the park downtown.
Sitting on a park bench, sketching with the charcoal my girlfriend
bought me during her trip to Europe. It was evening, Sunday night,
and the sun was just beginning to set. Older couples seemed to
flock here at this time, with their ice cream sundaes and walkers,
ready to start another week of retirement.
My girlfriend had spent the weekend wine tasting with her
friends and had been too tired to join me. No problem, though,
considering that she was hungover, and I didn’t feel like dealing
with her headache. If she had been there, maybe I wouldn’t have
noticed her, but I feel like it would have been impossible not to. Her
name was Kate. She floated through the park, a black backpack
slung over her shoulder, long red hair streaming behind her. The
sunset made her look like she was glowing. I liked the way she
walked. She flung one foot out in front of the other, as if her feet
were leading, and she just happened to be following behind them.
“Are you drawing me?” I had been. Her voice sounded like
she had just started smoking cigarettes.
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“No.”
“Liar.” She sat next to me, and the smell of coffee beans
and sweat flooded into my nose.
“Fine.”
“Let me see it.” She grinned, flashing bright white teeth
that didn’t explain the coffee smell. I showed her the sketch, not
completed. Her face hadn’t been drawn yet.
“I like it.” She tore the page out before I could stop her. “I
can’t wait to tell my roommates that some random guy was drawing me in the park.” She glanced at me and smiled again.
“And you’re some random girl who just ripped out a page
in my notebook. Or maybe we could get to know each other.”
I raised my eyebrow at her and mirrored her smile. Her neck
started to turn the same shade as her hair. We ended up getting
dinner together.
It started off as a friendship, completely innocent, but I
knew I wanted her. Kate was bold, which both terrified me and
made me want her more, and she was always laughing, a deep,
loud laugh that shook her whole body.
While my girlfriend was off at a yoga retreat that she insisted that she needed, Kate filled her side of the bed. And she
continued to fill it until she cried. I didn’t like Kate crying. I wasn’t
here to hold her when she cried. I didn’t want to. I had my girlfriend, who was already crying to me about proposing. Kate was
naive, too much for me to handle. I didn’t want to hear about her
problems. We were just having fun together. After I ended it, I
never saw her again.
It was a while before I met Amanda—a few months at
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least. I met her in the library, and the first thing I noticed was the
stain on her yellow sweater.
She was short, way shorter than me, and the sweater
looked like it could’ve been a dress. The second thing I noticed
were her eyes. They were green when I first met her, gold when
we first slept together, and brown when I told her I didn’t want her
anymore. We spent days together, reading old books that smelled
like dust and laying in bed watching the sunrise, her curly brown
hair swirled around my index finger.
“Where is your girlfriend today?” Amanda’s voice sounded
like a mosquito in my ear. I didn’t love it, but she was sweet and
kept me busy, so I dealt with it.
her.

“Why do you ask?” She knew I didn’t want to talk about

“I’m just wondering. When can I meet her?” I looked at her,
unraveled her hair around my finger, and laughed.
“Why would you meet her? You think you would be friends
with her or something?”
“Well I-I just thought…” Her voice trailed off, and her eyes
welled up with tears. She had been so easy to get. Poor girl, it
was her own fault.
I stopped seeing her after that conversation and when she
started to plan her days around what I was doing. She became
clingy, needy, wanting to plan what days we could spend together; it was too much for me. Amanda moved away right after we
stopped seeing each other, which seemed pretty dramatic to me.
A few weeks later, I met another girl. And another, and
another. Tons of girls, who were so needy for attention, who
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wanted to be able to go back to their friends and brag about being the other woman. It was disgusting to watch them be proud of
it, but it was a game I loved to play.
And I loved the attention they gave me. God knows I was
getting next to nothing from my girlfriend. This game was so
easy—how many of them could I get to fall in love with me? The
answer was every single one.
Her name was Iris, the last one. She had purple hair and
three tattoos (until I saw her whole body; then it looked like her
torso had been a canvas for a compulsive tattoo artist). I met her
in the bar. I usually didn’t go to the bar alone, but my girlfriend
had cancelled after she decided to spend the night out with her
friends again instead. Iris wore fishnet tights stretched over her
long legs. She was as tall as I am, and she approached me at the
bar as I was getting ready to leave.
“I’ve been watching you. Did you get rejected?” Her voice
was like honey, thick and smooth, and an octave lower than I
thought it would be.
“And if I did?”
“I bet I can take your mind off of it.” She put my hand on
her lower back, and held it there while she pulled me out of the
smoky bar and back to her apartment. It was the first time that
I had been with one of the girls the same day as meeting them.
Iris and I lasted the longest. She was all fire. She knew that I
didn’t want to hear about her day at work, I didn’t care about her
issues or if her friends were mad at her. She came and went as
she pleased, as did I. It was a year before I let her go. She hadn’t
done anything wrong, she never asked about my girlfriend, she
never cried, never asked to hang out, but the chase was long
gone now. I needed something new, and Iris was becoming a
routine. When I told her this, I thought she would understand.
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At first she did, but then I started seeing her everywhere:
the grocery store, the park, the library, and, if I have to be honest,
I liked the feeling of being obsessed over. After a week of this,
though, I confronted her, told her to stop following me. But she
wouldn’t listen. Every knock on the door put me on edge. It was
always Iris.
My girlfriend was rarely home during the day or during the
weekends, and it seemed that Iris had figured this out and would
invite herself in and try to be with me again. She screamed when
I wouldn’t let her, when I tried to reason with her, when I threatened to call the police. Iris would never stop.
And then she did. It was as if her fire had been put out.
The way she acted felt like a warning, and I stopped seeking out
the girls for a while. My girlfriend still hadn’t found out, and I didn’t
intend for her to, although she was still mentioning a ring,
which I found annoying.
Then, one night when my girlfriend was home, there was
a banging on the door. I pretended to be asleep so that my girlfriend would answer it. When I heard her open the door, a scream
echoed through the house. Iris appeared in the doorway of my
bedroom, mascara running down her face, smelling of alcohol
and pot—trashy. She started swearing and yelling, something
about how I ruined her life, broke her heart, and other things that
I don’t really remember. My girlfriend stood behind her, crying. I
could only imagine what this looked like. Finally, after a screaming match, Iris left, and my girlfriend was staring at me with a
hollow look in her eyes.
“Why would you do this to me?” Her blonde, stringy hair
swung like a curtain around her face.
“Listen, it was only her. It was an accident. I thought you
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didn’t want me. You’re always gone with your friends, you’re never here. I feel like you don’t want me anymore. What was I supposed to do, supposed to think? You’re never here…” I felt tears
spill over onto my cheeks and let my head fall into my hands.
I heard myself apologizing, over and over again until I felt her
hands lift my face up to look at hers.
That was all a while ago. I made her believe that she was
the only one for me, and for a while, I believed it too. The night
before our wedding, she made a joke about how she was glad
I wasn’t some “serial cheater” because she loved me and she
believed we were meant to be together. Something about how it
was written in the stars. I don’t remember anymore. She’s taken
her pregnant belly into the city this weekend to see her sister, so,
once again, I’m alone in the park. At least I was alone until I saw
her. I wonder if she would like to grab a drink…
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☺

a stolen glance
emily podolski

☺

poetry

I was never one to know
the magnetic power
that a gaze
can hold.
When eyes lock for just a second
too long—
it is gravity
that guides me
to you.
But does one dare
to break the barrier of a look,
to speak the words that such a stare
leaves unspoken—
a language only two can know?
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☺

worn down
charlie farmer

☺

poetry

I thought I would write more poems when I was depressed,
but I rub the words from my mind
as I find them,
tearing holes in my soul
as I choke on eraser shavings.
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ava shaffer

☺

anti-love poet

☺

poetry

i don’t know how to write about my love. not the good one, anyway.
my poetry is all shattered glass and heartbreak. it is rainstorms and
shitty men. it wields revenge axes like bad villains in horror movies
and binges on the burns that the past inflicted.
i can write you a dissertation about my first boyfriend. about his
brown eyes and his small heart. i’ll give you paragraphs about
his lies and his drugs and his baffling inability to respond to a text
message. your back will break with the weight of holding my bitter
manuscript.
i can write you a five-paragraph MLA essay about my second boyfriend. about his jealousy and his insecurity. i’ll give you documents
about his immaturity, his manipulation, and his horrible breath. your
fingertips will bleed from turning so many sharp pages.
what i can’t write you is what i wish to write most of all. i want to
write my current love. i want to make the sun cry and the moon
beam when i write his name.
perhaps i have grown too accustomed to the rollercoaster of
anti-love. maybe that is why i can write about it for days, no bathroom or snack breaks required. maybe i bask in a scalding hot pool
of rejection and hatred because it is comfortable. maybe my past
loves have made me an anti-love poet.
but also, maybe i will learn to write love one day. if anyone can
teach me, it is him.
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☺

☺

america, not forgotten, never forgiven

poetry

ryan turrieta

You used to be so much happier than
you have been. My people and I remember
a past, when you loved having much to lose:
now, we are ashamed of everything you do;

these sacred times, you seem to have forgot
(likely because how they happened you were not
taught), are like the steep history of this
land, that was never your land to begin with;
indeed, you are a thief, and have been—white
phantoms of thought—laughing at the altar just
before the slaughter of nearly all my
people, the people who showed you how to write
the prose of life. But, the great problem is,
what you wrote down in your texts to sell as fact
never went down like that; your version of
historical fiction can never prove true,
mostly because of everything you do—
nothing flowers now, and we’re still losing our
mountains; you have long taken the sky’s wind
from us. My ancestors’ deep care for what used
to be touchable paradise smiling,
has swiftly become daydreamed memory. I
pray to the restless spirits that they might
listen, when you haven’t; I pray they absolve
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you. I cannot. When every public school
room I see continues breathing the rotten
breath of slavery while preaching that hate
never existed, I wonder if my ripe
sorrows will be ended in death, maybe
then I can find some peace. The sickly crime of
racism in this new country is such a
reciprocal curse, and needs to finally
end. This could be home, where many peoples
could roam free, under Sky Bear’s feet, instead, I
wander towards home, but where is home? Home’s
not here, because my savage soul wants you dead.
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☺

the lake that hummed
kate dargan

☺

fiction

Burry Lake reflected the sky in shades of pink. It was a
familiar body of water in a town that always seemed new, even to
those who had lived there for a long time. In Asheville, the squirrels
would hover closely to you on sidewalks, like relatives who liked to
eavesdrop. The houses were white, rectangular, and close together.
If you drove twenty minutes out of town, in any direction, you’d end
up on a flat highway, accompanied by vacant grassfields and spotted cows. When you drove by them, you would admire the aging
life in front of your eyes and all of the pickle-colored green. But you
would never actually step foot on the grass that tried to escape
with the wind. The fields were merely for show only—a sight to lose
yourself in as you rested your chin on the backseat window of a
Subaru or minivan. Burry Lake, off of Hollow Drive, was different. It
belonged to anyone who asked.
It belonged to Will Hager, and in his mind, no one else either.
Not to the girls who crowded the sunset with phone cameras in their
hands. Not to the elderly couple who walked by it every Sunday
morning, through heat alerts and freezing snow. And not to the boys
from his high school who brought girls there at night, in the passenger seat of their cars, in an unlit parking lot. He knew that the lake
didn’t belong to them, but he envied those boys nonetheless; they
lived without consequence.
Will himself had never actually been there at night, but he did
hear stories. Sometimes he would drive by at 11 p.m. in his Grandma’s old Prius that she gave him for his eighteenth birthday. It was
navy blue, scratched at the front, and low to the ground. He enjoyed
driving it the most when he had nowhere to be, no takeout orders to
pick up for his parents or his younger sister, Maddie. He didn’t go
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to the local gym or drive on highways either, so his wandering
was often limited to the four round corners of Burry Lake, where
the clear water hummed for him in the mornings.
One day he purchased a pack of cigarettes and a neon
lighter. He brought them to the lake and stuffed them in his red
Nike sweatshirt pocket on his way there. He wasn’t twenty-one,
and he didn’t even have a fake ID, but the 7/11 cashier was either
convinced, indifferent, or kind. It was 8 a.m. on a bleak Saturday.
The lake air was cold, but the type of cold where you knew it
would warm up later on; it was just early in the morning. Before
walking to his favorite rock by the shore, he scanned the parking
lot to make sure no one from his school was there, that none of
his mom’s friends were going for a morning stroll.
He had thought of the cigarette for weeks, imagining what
the first inhale of smoke would feel like, where he would look
when he first lit the paper stick on fire. He figured that a gray,
cloudy sky would make him feel less guilty than a blue one. He
imagined the scent of stale, bitter dark chocolate, mixed with
gasoline. He hoped to see words float into the air, thoughts that
he could look in the eye and push away. But in the end, he saw
nothing; his eyesight only sharpened after the smoke spilled into
nothingness. He felt disappointed yet satisfied at the same time,
and then threw the rest of the pack away in an already filled trash
can.
He knew that his sister would have been especially disapproving of the dirty act. Will loved Maddie, but he also thought
she was too obvious, like the statue of a bull in the center of
town. It stood in front of the post office, next to the white Catholic Church with a rainbow sign that said “we welcome all.” The
bull had a focused scowl on its face; it lurched forward like a lion
awaiting its prey. On the bottom of the plaque was a quote inscribed in gray cement, in too small handwriting to be read, but it
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wasn’t really meant to be read anyway.
Will never cared enough to go over and look, but he imagined it said something like “Asheville Strong” followed by a date, a
name, and some other quote. The bull was all too typical in what
Will perceived as a weak-minded town, a town that still thought
they were better than all of the other ones in the county, and
that’s why people stayed. The high school lacrosse team went to
the state championship every year. The parents all followed each
other on Facebook. Their children said things like, “I heard they’re
rich,” in casual conversation in fourth grade. Everyone in Asheville looked alike: white, bland, and somewhat skinny.
Will’s sister fit right in. She was the type of girl who had
the same friends since first grade, who didn’t have to worry about
being excluded from New Years Eve parties and Friendsgiving
dinners. She never got particularly close with anyone either, but
didn’t seem bothered by it, and probably never would be. She
was sixteen with a flat chest and straw-colored hair. She smiled
at anyone who would smile at her first on the street. Maddie
always thought that Will might have had mental problems, that
there was something wrong with his brain. “He’s just so quiet,”
she’d tell her mom. “It’s not normal.”
Will didn’t have anything wrong with his brain, but he was
quiet, at least outwardly. He sat in the front row of all his classes, but he only spoke if asked. He played soccer and baseball
until sixth grade, but he was one of those kids that you knew
would never go on with the sport once their dad realized he
wasn’t meant to be an athlete. He and his father were close but
maintained a certain distance. He didn’t ask Will questions he
was afraid to know the answers to: Do you have any friends at
school? Are you depressed? Where do you go when you drive?
And lastly, are you into men or women? Will could tell when the
questions were on the tip of his father’s tongue, and in the moment always feared that he would ask them. But afterwards,
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when he did not, Will wished that he had.
Wednesdays were the days that Will had the most homework. He was a senior in high school, getting ready to apply to
college. He would do his AP history readings last minute during
lunch, in the library, and ferociously type his essays once he got
home. He would type until he had to shake his hands to wake
them up and stretch them out. If he took a bathroom break, he
would get close to the mirror, pop any glaring whiteheads, and
watch the white puss ooze out. He liked to hold the remnants in
his hand, like crumbs you collected from a table after a meal. He
stared at his reflection for a little too long and was always met
with a skinny boy with hollow, sucked in cheeks, deep brown
eyes and a baby’s nose. If he stared any longer, his reflection
would morph into a lifeless skeleton, which would be shorter, paler, and somehow even more awkward looking. He would stare,
freeze, and then cry. Eventually, he would go back to his laptop to
finetune any run-on sentences and eliminate any contractions.
Before Thanksgiving break, on a Wednesday night, Will
finished his five page essay early. Once he hit “submit” all he
wanted to do was visit Burry Lake, at night, and not just drive by.
He wanted to feel the fresh air on his cheeks, to not feel so suffocated by his bedroom, and he told his mom and dad exactly that.
To say this was out of character was an understatement; he was
usually so aloof, a son who only ever said “yes,” “I love you too,”
“good,” and “no.” They exchanged a look with each other on their
couch. His dad simply said “weird” to his wife, “but at least he’s
going out.” They worried together for about ten minutes, and then
went to a wine bar with their friends to get their mind off of things.
Will got his keys from the bottom of his nightstand. He put his car
heat on the lowest setting, and he left.
The water beneath Will breathed heavily, trying to survive. It got
even colder by night, but it had stopped humming like it did in the
morning. Will kneeled before it on the rocky, uneven sand, careful
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to put his red hood up, in case the boys from his school were
there too, in the parking lot, with starry eyed girls who never liked
him much.
The boys didn’t like him either. In eighth grade, he asked
Lili Allen to the Homecoming Dance; a sweet girl in honors classes, pretty in an obvious way. He bought Lili red tulip flowers that
his mom had picked out; he told her it was an end-of-the-year
gift for a good teacher. If Lili said yes, only then would he tell
his mom the truth. He handed the bouquet to Lili nervously, after lunch. She rejected him with no words in the hallway, by the
lockers, and everyone watched. She gave him a sad sigh like he
should have expected her answer, but what Will remembered most
was Brian’s laugh; Brian Carol, coach’s favorite, the type to win
both best looking and nicest guy. His pretty laugh mocked, it belittled, it resonated, and Will froze. He looked down at his toes.
He ran to the bathroom, like a girl who had just gotten their period
and had left evidence. Clearly he was smart in school, but not in
life; he had asked blue-eyed Lili to a dance, and Brian watched.
Will looked down at his dry, white knuckles. He inhaled
the midnight water and caught shivers of the wind with his
hand. He stood there for exactly one hour and four minutes;
the pit of the lake seemed to be calling his name. Will heard the
calls until they became a haunting ringtone in his ear, a buttdial at 1 a.m., an emergency in the middle of an exam, the sound
during a painfully silent car ride with his mom, dad, or sister.
The calls smelled like salt after eating something sweet. They
knew what made his heart plunge, what made his engine tick.
Once he graduated high school, Will always imagined he
would move away, out of Asheville. He would move to a school no
one in his town had heard of, a campus either so big he would be
anonymous, or so small that he would never be ignored. It would
be in a city, where each morning coffee run brought a new surprise,
where the people were loud yet introverted and they danced and
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kissed in secret. He would be a hermit one day and the next day
approach a stranger at a bar, who would be sitting alone, reading a book. The stranger would have broad shoulders and gentle hands. His laugh would make Will feel like he was pretty too.
He thought he saw his reflection in the water. It bore no
soul or face, just the dark hole in the bottom of his stomach. Most
of the time he hated the way Burry Lake made him feel. Its hums
slowly wrangled his insides; it confirmed suspicions and affirmed
that he was alone, but still, it understood. Its water moved carefully and predictably in a town that always seemed fixed, a town
he never belonged to, that he never could belong to even if he
had asked. But like the grass in the cornfields, like the scowling
bull, like his sister’s friends, Will’s feet stayed frozen in familiar
sand.
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sam fouts

☺

fragment

☺

short fiction

…and sometimes, I sit out on the grass, sober as a priest, and
watch the stars eat through my skin ʼtil I’m ash in the wind. Suddenly, I forget my city, my country, its wars, and my name. I’m just
a pair of eyes, and night encompasses my peripherals as I watch
space’s tapestry melt over my grave. I can finally see this world’s
gears—or the lack thereof. There’s a barrier between me and that
divine clockwork, a fog, a stand-in for the secret I want to believe
is there. Churning. Ticking. Governing every moment. You’re
invisible, I say to it. But without you, what do I stand on? And then
I remember I’m seeing without legs…
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logan huber

☺

home

☺

poetry

Wind carries pollen across
A prairie, gold and shifting.
Wispily drifting from the poplars
As Spring reluctantly yields
To the warmer months of summer.
The essence of strawberries drifts too
From my little patch,
In these softest days of the season.
Peonies only starting to awaken,
Blooms of piercing white
Cut a freshly verdant backdrop.
Chickens calling out their love letter
To each new morning.
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sydney montalvo

☺

grateful

☺

creative nonfiction

My first vivid memory of life is a funeral. The room was
small and blue, quickly arranged and attended only by immediate
family. The year was 2007, meaning I was about six, my cousin
seven, and my sister four. So, you can imagine that we were a
parent’s worst nightmare on an already nightmarish occasion. I
remember the hunched, fragile form of my grandmother in the
front row, shaking silently into her hands.
I remember staring at the lightly stained gray carpeting
because I was so scared to look at her and a priest giving the
vague speech of remembrance they give when someone they
don’t know suddenly dies. I also remember my mother shoving
the three of us out into the hallway for a stern talking-to when
we got too loud, as rowdy young kids like myself used to do. The
service was for my aunt, my dad’s older sister by a year. She
passed tragically young from a drug overdose, to this day I’m still
not sure what kind, not that it matters. My dad had to identify her
body in the morgue of a faraway city by her tattoo of a dancing
lady, a symbol of her love for the Dave Matthews band. I don’t
remember her, perhaps because no one in the family talks about
her anymore. If they do, it’s only if they are speaking of childhood
memories, and she happened to be there. Or if I get mad at my
dad, and my mom firmly reminds me, he has feelings too, and
rehashes the whole tragedy to me again over a bottle of wine as
a reason to find it in my heart to forgive him.
Maybe the fact that the first real, solid memory I can consciously grasp is of death will have a psychological impact on me
further down the line. Or maybe it already did, I’m not sure. Or
perhaps it’s only my first memory because it was a big event, as
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my mom rationalized when I told her. And this is not to say I didn’t
have a happy childhood; it was actually quite the opposite. I think
the only person who had unhappy early years in my home was
my dad. My sister and I were rarely told anything good about the
little life he led in Des Moines, Iowa, in a yellow house far too
small for a family with six children on a dilapidated street in a
poor neighborhood. We are only told of how hard he had to work
growing up and his interactions with death: his dad, an uncle, a
friend in high school, his sister.
It’s easier to try and analyze some of the psychological
impact this had on my dad, not that I could ever discuss this with
him personally. I’ve only ever heard these stories from my mom,
who heard it from him. My sister still to this day does not know
most of the gory details. We rarely see anyone from his side of
the family, which can be (and always is) easily explained away by
the fact that they live out of state. While this is true, even when
one of his siblings lived twenty minutes away, we rarely saw him
or his family, although in recent years, my mom has been slowly
but surely changing this. My dad tends to be emotionally closed
off, my mom defending his distance by saying he’s not used to
being in a tight-knit family. He shakes his leg, chews his thumbnail, hides a pack of Malboros in his sock drawer, and keeps tiny
white Ativans in the front pocket of his backpack. This is again
easily explained away because he works a stressful corporate
job, or there is some drama going on in the office, or they’re
downsizing. Sometimes he has days where all he wants to, or all
he can bring himself to do, is play guitar by himself outside by a
bonfire.
I don’t want my completely unresearched, entirely opinion
and observation-based psychological profile of my dad to lead
one to believe that he is a bad father. He has been the best dad
one could hope for. He has always been there for me and my
sister. He has amazing stories of all the places he’s had to travel
to for his job, he takes our family on vacations for spring break,

31

he’s attended every dance recital or soccer game he could, and
he’s shared with us his sense of humor and love of music.
We play guitar together. Usually, I sing; sometimes he
joins. He loves to play when we have people over, loves making
music a collaborative event. Jamming is how he lovingly refers to
it, with fire shining in his eyes. One of our favorite songs to play
together is “Ripple” by The Grateful Dead.
The Grateful Dead have a (not unfounded) reputation for
being the music one plays when they are under the influence of
some not-quite-legal substances. However, their art is so much
more than that. Their songs tell stories of peace and calm and
harmony, allowing their listeners to, for just a brief while, get
a glimpse of the world as a happy and utopic place, a picture
unique to every single listener. The smooth guitar and beautiful
rhythm will take over anyone who allows it, waving in a miraculous force to take over your body, mind, and soul.
Maybe that is why my dad raised me and my sister while
listening to them. Jubilant summer days playing in the backyard
were accompanied by “Sugaree,” long gray winter nights were
backed up by “Box of Rain.” If my dad and I are still awake after my mom and sister go to bed, we’ll watch old interviews with
Jerry Garcia on YouTube, documentaries of the band, or live
Dead performances in San Francisco, Boston, St. Louis, with
the occasional interjection from my dad: “I was there,” “I had that
CD,” “this is my favorite version of [blank] song.” My childhood
basement was littered with Barbies and guitar picks, teddy bears
and classic rock CDs. We’ll debate different types of musical influences on a certain guitar solo, or I’ll watch him reminisce about
the one time he and some friends almost met Mountain Girl, Jerry
Garcia’s ex-wife.
He’ll remember the day he died, when he had to pull over
on a highway in the middle of nowhere once he’d heard the news
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broadcasted on the radio. That was the first time he admitted
to me that he cried. Music was one of the bright spots from his
shaky childhood. A piece of wood lined with six strings that is
somehow able to make art was his constant companion, and to
this day, one of the only things he’ll spend a big chunk of money
on. He used to tell stories about his time in various bands in high
school, or how his older cousins from across the street taught
him everything he knows about music and life while jamming in
their garage.
All music, but especially “Ripple,” is open to interpretation.
Everyone who hears or attempts to dissect the song will hear
something different, relate to it in their own special way. When I
listen to it, I hear the importance of friends and family, the presence of miracles in everyday things. My dad prefers to analyze
it in terms of the jazz influence, in how Jerry plucks the guitar at
one certain part, or how this one line might indicate his dismay
at being labeled the de facto leader of the band. Music does not
have only one meaning. It’s not that simple. Or that boring. The
Grateful Dead taught me that art is something that moves you.
It’s more than paint on a canvas, a set of notes in a certain key,
or chords you can play on an instrument. It burrows itself into
your soul, leaving you no choice but to make it an essential part
of your existence. It’s given some purpose; it’s driven some mad.
That’s the power of art. “Ripple” was the first song to show that to
me.
When I ask my dad what his favorite Grateful Dead song
is, it always takes him awhile. “Althea?” “Sugar Magnolia,” maybe? Or depending on the mood, “Brown-Eyed Women?” As a music lover, I always tend to be of the opinion that people’s favorite
songs, albums, or musicians are psychologically revealing. For
example, if your favorite Led Zeppelin song is “Stairway to Heaven”, or your favorite Nirvana song is “Smells Like Teen Spirit,” you
want to think you have taste, but you’re just (respectfully) basic.
However, people are not that simple, either. People shouldn’t just
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be written off because their favorite song is one that’s popular
or cliché. Maybe it’s that way because it is genuinely a beautiful
piece of music that resonates with whoever hears it, or it holds a
special place in your heart. So when, after a long brainstorming
session, my father can never seem to come up with just one but
rather a list of about five of his favorite Grateful Dead songs, I
forgive him, because I’m not sure I can think of just one either.
However, I do know that when my dad wants to share his
little taste of magic, playing music together, he almost always will
request this song. His sister’s favorite, the one they played at her
funeral. The one about miracles and the bonds we share with the
people we love.

34

allison haeger

☺

distance

☺

poetry

I’ve waited a couple weeks,
receiving only silence from you.

Do you think about picking up the phone and dialing my number?
Or wonder what I’m up to? What classes are like?
I can’t imagine that you don’t. I can’t imagine that you’ve forgotten about me or that
your life is simpler, better with me gone.
(One less mouth to cook for, one less voice to listen to,
one less person to be annoyed by, and one less person to
love.)
I’m a piece of you. It wouldn’t make sense if you felt that way,
but, at the same time, it wouldn’t take me by surprise if you did.
Maybe I should ask myself those questions, considering
I haven’t tried to call you either.
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☺

who is the girl in the mirror?
olivia triance

☺

short fiction

It’s nearly eight o’clock when she returns to the bedroom.
World-weary, hardened, empty. The door inches open, and in
floats the girl.
Setting down her keys, methodically emptying her bag,
the room’s half-empty state unnoticed on purpose, she folds the
red and gray of her uniform. Or was it blue and black? She can’t
remember. It’s not important. The room was too quiet. A silence
going deeper than the physical, an aching loneliness of the abandoned. She puts on her headphones and blocks out the noise.
Low within her brain, her subconscious calls for her to
move. There are things to do, tasks to complete, emotions to
ignore. She has to get away from this emptiness. The girl does
her chores. Cleaning dishes, fetching water. Ignoring the steady
drumming of her heart within her chest.
The tasks finish sooner than she’d like.
Sitting at her desk, with myriad intentions of throwing
herself headlong into more pressing matters, the girl stops and
stares. And stares. She grabs a mint from her jar. Then another.
And another. How many have I had today? Unsettling herself,
her feet move on their own accord. Fourteen one way, spin, and
fourteen back again. Gliding over the carpet, her brain empties
itself of the negativity, and her body of the sugar.
Movement catches her eye. She stops her aimless pacing
and takes a look in the mirror. The figure stares back, and she
doesn’t recognize the face. She knows that realistically, it must
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belong to her. The mouth moves when she speaks, arms raise
when she puts effort into the command. But this figure isn’t hers
anymore. This body surely belongs to some other poor creature.
Were her eyes always this color? Shades of blue and
green and tan mystify within the girl’s mind. She takes another
look. Sickly shades of yellow ocher lids, sunken and haunted the
face. That’s new. Rich shades of deathly purple, bloody crimson,
and corpse-like paleness sit underneath the reflection’s eyes.
Bruises marking nights of ignorance.
She turns away. That poor girl.
Returning to pacing, but moving slower now, the girl begins to come back into herself. The mirror certainly was her. If
she would believe her own reality. Gliding what she believes to be
her hands up the skin of her neck, enjoying the creamy softness.
The girl shakes herself from her stupor for a moment.
Wasn’t there something I neededNo. Nothing. Run. Deeper. Away. Push it further and
further from thought, falling back into the safety of nothingness.
She does not exist. She is nothing but an empty shell of a former
human being, waiting for her mind to come back. She has nothing to do, nothing to worry, nothing to hurt, no one to mourn.
She takes another look at the body standing before her.
Hands with skin so dry, tickling fingertips across exposed
palms. Exploring. Feeling. It feels so real. She knows it is not.
Reality is what is born from rational thought, from beings who
thrive on this plane of existence. Her leave is temporary. One day
she will be able to call out her claim for the hands in front of her,
but not now. Not while there is still pain to be felt.
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Marker in hand, lines appear on her skin. Swirls and stars
and flowers hypnotizing her further into oblivion.
When did her fingers start to look like that? When did her
skin begin to stretch and hurt and flake and grow gardens for
memories and people she wanted to erase?
Why is she still so cold?
Sounds from outside her open window draw her back to
reality, for a moment. People having fun and enjoying their concrete existence while the girl remains trapped and spread far
away from her body. I should really close the window before the
weather changes. She stays where she is. Temperature is meaningless now. Another mint gone. How many was she at? She
can’t remember.
Somehow it’s almost eleven.
Her thoughts twirl and dance against the cloudy backdrop
of her mind. She floats along with them, skirting her hands into
the airy river, resting on a coherent moment before the cotton-thin
threads slip once again out of her grasp, lost between her not-so
fingertips. Aimless protection provided by a brain who placed her
in this situation to begin with.
She can’t feel the pain if there’s no one left to live it.
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gemma levine

☺

BR@IN inc.

☺

fiction

Editor’s Note: The following piece details scenes of selfharm and suicidal thoughts, which may be disturbing for
some readers.
Incident Report #20012304
Begin Record
Purchase: Brain
Serial Number: 993785948763
Generation: Z
Add-ons: Intelligence (requested), Kindness (free with promotion)
*CONFIDENTIAL* - contains programming detailing strict
parenting and perfection, additionally has beta testing of extra
mental illness disposition.
Chat with May opened on August 11th at 8:57 p.m. with REPRESENTATIVE KAYLA
Kayla: Hello, how may I help you today?
May: I think I’m having a defect. I’m feeling really lethargic. My
brain feels really heavy.
Kayla: I understand. I will confer with my superiors. One moment,
please.
Kayla: We will provide a temporary model while we recode.
Please refrain from operating heavy machinery, including any motor vehicles, during this time. A simple alternative is to use the

39

Self-Driver from our sister company, C@R.
May: Don’t worry, I don’t drive yet. The only heavy things I deal
with are textbooks, so I’m all set. Thank you.
Kayla: You’re very welcome! I shall be here as your Customer
Representative from now on. Enjoy your day!
REP Report #1
REP: This customer is young; she will be a good candidate for
seeing the side effects of extra mental illness susceptibility. Her
lethargy is likely a symptom of depression.
Corporate: Good, we are in need of data for the beta testing.
Anything else?
REP: strictparenting.exe is clearly working. I can see a correlation between parents and textbooks, so the program will create
more academic students as predicted.
Corporate: Good, continue implementing similar feelings.
REP: Consider it done.
Corporate: Well done REP Kayla. Keep up the good work.
August 20th, 7:07 a.m.
May: I nee@@@d help, my brain &$& is @$^ malfu nction!ng
Kayla: What is happening, May?
May: Eve^&)rything’s ha##ywire, I! can’t brea()the, I!’m see^ing
sp0ts. !I!t’s t@@kiIng @@ll m^Y EnErGy sennnnd**ng th!s.
Kayla: Standby, prepare for code upload. Please be seated as
data is uploaded.
Processing upload…
Upload complete. Model stabilized.
Kayla: Are you alright?
May: I think so. I feel better now.
Kayla: What was happening when this occurred?
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May: My dad was dropping me off at school and criticizing me like
he normally does, but today it… triggered something in me.
Kayla: I believe we have seen this issue with other customers. I
shall make a note in your file.
May: Am I ok?
Kayla: Yes. Your brain has been stabilized by the code upload.
May: I don’t… I don’t ever want to go through that again.
Kayla: I will do what I can for you, May.
May: Thank you, Kayla, I appreciate that. Really, I do.
Kayla: It was my pleasure to help as your Customer Representative! I’m happy to assist you with your mind of tomorrow! Enjoy
your day!
May: I will.
REP Report #2
REP: Customer was scared by her experience. Anxiety attacks
are becoming a common side effect of strictparenting.exe in joint
use with perfect.exe. Should consider if the trauma experienced
by the customer is worth the profit. Further action will stay consistent, but there will be no increase in depression flow as planned.
Corporate: Agree with this course of action. Ensure that this
will be the only deviation from the plan, REP Kayla.
August 30th, 2:17 p.m.
May: I think I’m having the same issue again. Feeling tired and
heavy.
Kayla: Interesting. Has anything occurred to trigger this feeling?
May: Well, I did get a 65% on a test, which made me feel worthless. It just flooded in all at once when my parents checked my
grades today, like they usually do, and they saw the grade.
Kayla: One moment while I send the code sequence through.
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Processing upload…
Upload complete
Kayla: There, you should feel better now. I’m sorry to hear that
you did not do well. I am very confident that you will do better
next time. I know you’re a smart individual.
May: I’m not smart at all.
Kayla: I know you are smart, May. I can see your intelligence
data, and it is very high. A special request made by your parents
that they paid extra for.
May: Yeah, they’ve always wanted me to do well. It’s so much
pressure.
Kayla: I’m sorry to hear that. But you also have extra coding for
kindness. That was a bonus.
Kayla: Hello?
Kayla: Are you still there, May? Is there anything else I can help
you with today?
May: I want to know, are you a robot or a person?
Kayla: I am a human, just like you. BR@IN Inc. wants customers
like you to get the human treatment other companies have lost.
May: Whoa. I didn’t realize I’ve been talking to a person this
whole time. You seem so… robotic.
May: Sorry, that was rude.
Kayla: That’s alright. There are lines Corporate likes us to use to
make you feel comfortable. It just so happens that I am the head
of my department, so I’ll take your feedback into consideration.  
May: The head? Wow, you’re up there.
Kayla: Yes, I love my job here, most of the time.
Kayla: Now, for your issue, I see no further action needed. Your
brain just needs time to reset after the code upload, so let it cool
down.
May: I wish I could; I have an essay due at midnight. I’ll try to,
though.
Kayla: Alright, good luck with your mind of tomorrow!
Enjoy the rest of your day!
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REP Report #3
REP: Emotion implementation having desired effect, may force
customer to consider anti-stress add-on. Will increase
depression thought upload as instructed as the customer appears
to have recovered from the traumatic event.
Corporate: Remember, REP Kayla, there is no need to be
personal in your communication with the customer. Your
goal is to follow instructions and prevent customers from
noticing anything abnormal going on. Remember what we
are trying to do here.
REP: Yes, noted.
September 5th chat redacted
Comments: Removed for false information spread about
BR@IN Inc. by REP Kayla. She was issued a warning, and the
experience was wiped from the customer’s memory.
September 17th, 11:36 p.m.
May: It’s happening again. I really don’t need this stupid defect.
My life is already too much.
Kayla: Yes, I understand. I shall prepare the code upload.
May: You know what? Just forget it.
Kayla: What?
May: I can’t do this anymore. I can’t go on feeling so worthless.
Kayla: May? What’s wrong?
May: I’m doing it. I’m going to burn my brain. I’ll finally escape it
all. My parents, school, everything.
Kayla: May? Are you serious?
May: I’m the defect, it’s not the brain you guys sold me. I’m the
one that keeps making it go haywire.
Kayla: May, that’s not true. You get defects like many others. Your
product will improve one day. It will be better.
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May: Goodbye, Kayla.
Kayla: May?
Kayla: Please reply. May, are you there?
Kayla: I will call the police. Do not do anything rash. May?!
Kayla: Reply! Please!
Kayla: Say something!
Kayla: The police are on their way. Reply, acknowledge you’re
still here!
Customer heart rate is increasing.
Kayla: May stop! Please stop!
Initiate fainting sequence. Halt depression flow. Delete
depression.exe.
Vital signs are stable.
Begin upload of grateful.exe
Customer is conscious.
Kayla: May? Did that work?
May: What did you do? I’m still here.
Kayla: I fixed the programming. You had a very severe malfunction. I was able to stop you from going through with it.
Upload complete.
May: The defect is gone. I feel normal. Holy shit. I almost just
died. Why did I do that?
Kayla: It was the malfunction. I’m not sure what caused it, but it
is gone now. It caused you to make that decision. It was not your
fault.
May: Thank you so much, Kayla. I can see why I need to live
now. You saved me.
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Kayla: Just doing my job.
Kayla: Because of the malfunction, your brain will need repairs.
Please send your product when you receive your temporary model in 1-2 business days. I will make the necessary corrections.
May: Thank you. I know you can fix me. I’m counting on you to
figure out what is wrong with my brain.
May: Kayla? You still there?
Kayla: You should get some rest. This malfunction will cause you
to feel ill for a while. Continue enjoying your mind of
tomorrow!
[Note: Conversation cleaned up for Press Release #2368739:
BR@IN Inc. REP saves customer’s life]
REP Report #4
REP: Experimental programming clearly too strong. We were
able to save face with implementation of grateful.exe, but this
is likely to happen again unless we take action. My recommendation: remove from all customers for further testing. I have
concluded that the profit increase you have predicted will not be
worth the side effects experienced by the customer.
Corporate: No, we shall continue this beta testing. We will
add programming into all existing models in use to add a
stigma about suicide and initiation of suicide prevention,
and that shall be it. REP Kayla, do not overstep your bounds.
Know your place. Continue as planned and do not let an
issue like this happen again.
REP: I did nothing to make this happen. It was the programming.
It is dangerous and should be discontinued.
Corporate: Yet again, REP Kayla, you overstep. You are to
report to discipline training tomorrow. Once you complete it,
you shall be allowed to resume the case as planned.
REP: Understood.
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September 30th, 3:11 p.m.
May: Hey Kayla. I know it’s been a while, but it’s happening
again. I think I just failed my biology exam; my legs are shaking,
and I’m about to black out.
Kayla: Do I need to remove your brain again and fix it? It is probably another defect.
May: Yes, please.
Kayla: Alright, you know the procedure. You shall receive a temp
to use while your product is repaired. The techs should be able to
handle it.
May: Are you sure? It’s pretty damaged at this point, right?
Kayla: We might as well get to the root of the issue since the
problem has returned. Customer satisfaction is important.
May: It’s pretty much half dead.
Kayla: BR@IN Inc. has the technology to troubleshoot and revive
your product.
May: Yay. That’s good.
Kayla: Does that help with your stress?
May: Yeah, a bit.
Kayla: I’ll make a note of that.
May: Will this mean that the defect will never happen again?
Kayla: I do not know. It keeps cropping up in other customers as
well as yourself. I’m really struggling to fix it.
May: Wait, this issue keeps happening? Why?
Kayla: I don’t know. I’m sorry, I don’t know.
May: That’s crazy. It keeps happening to me, and
apparently, to other people. I thought your company knew what
they were doing.
Kayla: Oh, don’t worry, they do. Believe me, they do.
May: What?
May: Hello?
May: Does BR@IN Inc. know what’s going on? Am I gonna get
fixed?
Kayla: I don’t know. I’m sorry.
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May: Stop saying you don’t know. You have to know! It’s my
brain.
Kayla: Fine! I do know. I know what they did to you and to everyone else. The strict parenting program has too much emphasis
on control. They’re too focused on developing future generations
of product for profit. The clique update had unforeseen consequences, but they never fixed that bug. And no one could predict
what socialmedia.exe could do. Don’t even get me started on
perfect.exe!
May: What are you talking about? Those aren’t add-ons I’ve
heard of.
Kayla: That’s because they’re not. They’re viruses we put in
you to increase our profit and keep you a slave to our products.
You’re one of the beta testers for their new scheme, randomly
selected for testing. And you wouldn’t know any of this because
you’re not allowed to be told.
May: Wtf. Are you serious?
Kayla: I’m sorry. I’ve tried to stop it, I promise. I care about the
people I help. I’m not supposed to be hurting people. That’s not
the job I signed up for.
May: You’ve been doing this to me?
Kayla: I had no choice. I didn’t realize what I was
creating when I made those viruses. I just cared about profit. It
wasn’t until they made me interact with the beta testers that I
learned what was really happening. I tried to make them see that
it was wrong, but they didn’t care. They saw what was happening
to you and still wouldn’t stop.
Kayla: I understand why you’re not saying anything. You can just
leave the chat, report me, and I’ll leave your life forever.
May: I don’t know what to say, Kayla. This is all so much. You
made me want to die.
Kayla: I never wanted you to die. I saved you. I stopped the
program and saved you. That’s when I realized that things had to
change.
Kayla: May?
May: I think I understand. I owe you my life, Kayla.
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Kayla: Well, I’m done now. It’s going to be different. I’m here to
stand up for you. I’m the only one who cares. I’m going to help
people from the inside. I’m going to help you.
May: Ok. I’m ready. How are we going to fix my brain?
May: Hello?
May: Kayla?
Corporate: We apologize. Your Customer Representative has
been providing false information to you about our corporation. BR@IN Inc. has always worked to give the most superior brains with high-level, modern technology meant to create the greatest minds of tomorrow. Be assured that a new
representative will help you with your query, and the
former representative will be disciplined. Please wait.
Emily: Hello, how may I help you today?
May: Give me back my old representative.
Emily: Your former Customer Representative has been removed
and disposed of. Do not worry, this error will not happen again.
Did you have a problem with your model?
May: Yes. You’re dumping shit in my brain to hurt me.
Emily: I am sure this is simply a defect. Not to worry. I can redirect you to our social media page, where you can find others to
connect with to fix your problem. Remember one of our mottos,
perfection is key!
May: Fuck you.
Emily: Very well, I will send through a program to fix your problem. It shall also contain an erasure to remove your previous
Customer Representative experience from your memory drive.
Enjoy your day!
May: I WANT KAYLA BACK. WHAT HAVE YOU DONE WITH
HER?!
Emily: Do not worry. You won’t remember her in a few moments.
May: No, I’ll never forget her!
Code delivery in 30 seconds
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May: She saved my life, I could never forget her!
20 seconds
May: She’s the only good person working at your fucking company. You won’t get away with this.
10 seconds
May: I want her back!
5, 4, 3…
May: Kayla! Help!
2, 1.
Delivery complete.
END REPORT
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tyler creech

☺

backstage

☺

poetry

Editor’s Note: The following piece details the theme of
suicide, which may be disturbing for some readers.
All who have prevailed before me
All who have woven their names
Into the fabric of the lives
Of strangers
All who have come from all
In an unblinking public eye
On tongues that dance
Long after feet can no longer
All who are known
And never known
And all who are known
And never known
The hands shaping clay
Turning wheels
Writing history
Though it is dark backstage
They give us lights
Privacy forgone for the camera
Perfectly manufactured action
Sacrificial their work
Deemed anything but

50

All who have escaped in snow-capped nostrils
All who have tied the belt and kicked the chair
All who have searched for prizes
At the bottom of bottles
Like eager children
Tearing through cereal boxes
All who have paid entrance fees
On regret-stained mattresses
All who have given all
To be all
To all
It is dark backstage
They give us lights
They give us camera
They give us action
All who have served as my closest friends
All whom I have never met
All who have opened my eyes
Showed me my future
All who can carve smiles
On the face of a child
Severely depressed
Severely anxious
Severely alone
Alone but for all
Because behind all the lights
Behind all the cameras
Behind all the action
It is always dark backstage
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tyler creech

☺

backstage

☺

digital art

This image is composed of 1,143 text layers of repeated words
from the poem “Backstage” on pg. 50-51
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kendal rumplik

☺

look down :)

☺

photography
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☺

the pain of reminiscence
cosette gunter

☺

collage
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katie krueger

☺

derealize

☺

digital photography
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Derealize Artist Statement
Most people are able to see and realize the difference between a
dream and reality, at least most of the time; derealization makes it
impossible to tell the difference between reality and fiction. It can
manifest in different ways for different people, but for me, it usually happens visually. Things become blurred and sparkly and have
a dreamlike quality. The one thing I’m focused on becomes bright
and crisp and feels unreal in the sense that it is far more distinct
and focused than usual. This contrast between reality and fiction
is usually a comforting, knowable, tangible thing. In derealization,
this contrast is blurred or nonexistent. Many who derealize experience this type of dissociation, which can lead to heightened
anxiety and paranoia.
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natalie demarks

☺

PRIDE

☺

photography
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☺

selkie in search of her skin
gia mariani

☺

digital photography
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Selkie in Search of Her Skin Artist Statement
This photo is based on the legend of the Selkie, which shows up
in both Celtic and Norse mythology, though I focused on the Celtic depiction. Selkies are creatures that can appear as a seal or
as a human (usually a woman) by shedding their seal skin. Their
stories revolve around human men stealing their skins, forcing
them to be their wives even though they already have husbands
of their own kind. Eventually, the selkies find their skin and leave
their half-human children behind, returning to the ocean. Culturally, this story was used to explain mentally ill women or women
that left their families, as well as children with abnormalities.
Model: Emma Herwick
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☺

falling in love at a coffee shop
jenna walter

☺

printmaking prints
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☺

☺

don’t eat cereal before bed (with extra sugar)
prose poetry

allison haeger

Chicken and gravy and rice and broccoli cloak select nights in
warmth. Mother felt like making dinner today.		
We’re
done talking by the time my plate is clean. 		
My head
hurts from the movie theater butter, but movies and snacks
with Grandma are always a blast. When are you in town again,
Grandma?		
Cereal before bed, frosted flakes. First day of
school tomorrow. Here’s to starting third grade.
Momma didn’t mean to sign my report card with her beverage.
Cans of peas and corn, peas and corn, cereal or peas and corn.
They’re bland and look like soaked plastic beads when rinsed off.
Heat it up, not the can. Middle school nights with(out) Mother.
O’Charley’s looks like camouflage and the Midwest and
fine rolls that the table fights over. $9.99 chicken pot pie, thanks,
Dad.
I told them to go ahead and make pork, it’ll be fine, I’ll stick with
the veggies. Oops, how dare I forget,
“big potatoes go to the men boys.”
Dad makes spaghetti every week, frozen meatballs I don’t eat,
frozen tenders I don’t eat, and Kraft mac I do. I’m 17. Using the
kitchen would cause too much
fuss.		
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We visit Dad for dinner Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday. That is, if
I’m not too tired, and if I don’t feel too guilty, I stay home.
But if home isn’t anywhere, where am I?
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☺

in a moment alone
anne whitfield

☺

poetry

I lie on the soft earth
look up into the pine boughs
Deep green and damp
from last night’s rain
I watch the pale moths
flutter between the branches
Like whispered secrets
or paper magic from another world
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☺

homesick hokku

☺

poetry

ryan turrieta
I

California,
Progressive and nurturing:
My soul flows deep there.
II
When I left my soul
In her meadows of heaven,
Autumn was in pain.
III
I wish I had time;
Realizing time is fragile:
Not now, but back then—
IV
Knowing nothing hurts.
Everyone around you breathes
What you feel again.
V
The flowers are dead,
Next to the songbird’s quiet,
Shared soliloquy.
VI
A rose clipped its wings
In beautiful suicide—
Aglow, crimson light.
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VII
Did you say something?
I felt you before we met;
Gone, as fast as this.
VIII
The moonlight drew you
Dreaming of an orange sky—
Nothing fixes goodbye.
IX
Right now, I beseech:
Speak to me through kisses—I
Need your tongue to breathe.
X
Doubt no more my love.
You’re the poetry of life:
California.
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☺

tongue-tied

☺

poetry

paige hartenburg

In the beginning, when the universe first fell
We felt the days drop like marbles
Crashing onto the pavement in time with our steps
And we heard the sound it left between our skipping
stones

Back then, I was made of telephone wire
And in the absence of distance, I tied myself into a
rounded knot
Beginning and ending my cycle in the universe I created
in its tightness
And like my mother before me, I learned to breathe
through a straw
My lungs learned to love the whistling sound created
through the pipe
And in its absence, my heart grows fonder
But nothing compares to the way my lungs expand
Cracking my ribs to finally let the light in
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☺

sand

☺

short fiction

sam fouts

When he was a child, he visited the beach for the first
time—was never one for the water but came to love the sand.
It obeyed his feet and hands and responded like a familiar face
to each of his moves, registering even a brush of toes across its
sensitive skin. When he wrote his name on the beach, the sand
shot it back at him with a voice that seductively glowed through
his inscription, but conversations were short-lived. Every castle
he built was picked to dust by the wind, and no matter how hard
he drove his feet into the wet sand, the mark would be swallowed
in an ebb and flow. He never found the water cold across his
feet, but seeing the tide erase his tracks froze him in place. He
wanted to linger, let his heels and toes maintain their imprint, their
connection to this sand, but a forgotten moment could only be
repeated so many times before the lull of sleep, hunger, or thirst
pulled him from his place.
Don’t you remember me? he asked the beach upon return,
only to be received like a stranger. The sentiment was mutual.
Whether it was a year or a day between visits, he couldn’t recognize the shoreline. Found himself mourning faces claimed by
wind, water, running children, and their toy shovels. Found himself up at night—heart crying—jolted awake by nightmares of him
walking the beach under an audience of stars. With every step,
pieces of him would crumble off and be swallowed by the sky ‘til
he was a skull at the mercy of the tide. Then he’d wake up in the
ocean, waist-deep in water. Night splayed itself over the coastal villages and piers. The way back was never obvious, but the
sand’s whisper was always there to guide him, and when skin
connected with shore, he got on his knees and started digging.
Dug for hours—often ‘til dawn. The rising sun, pale over
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stump-ridden hills, would cast his progress in crude light.
By then, a decent mark would be made, but when he
crawled out of his work, it would already be collapsing into
sludge. The sight of it sent him back to his dreams, and he’d resurface in the ocean with a hook in his chest to reel him in. Night
after night, he rose from the dark water clutching a shovel like a
crutch, and the sand’s voice erupted from his holes in a cacophony, clamoring for his return. But once he struck deep enough,
the chants and groans began reeking of a promise to set him in
stone, to open a heaven that denied the tide’s claim. His digging
then reached that hallowed point of six feet. From the ground,
perhaps the holes looked random, but eventually, the birds and
clouds could see a signature cut like a diamond and polished
every day and night by a man who had since forgone sleep and
sustenance so as not to lose his namesake. Sand crept into his
hair and wrinkling skin, and what remained of him was more
mummy than man. From his petrified lips, murmurs scuttled past
human ears in favor of the sand—though one word could always
be made out: deeper. It interjected his slurring tongue like an
epiphany.
Deeper. With each grain removed, he could hear the voice
below grow clearer, yet salvation’s weight in sand was no more
obvious. Weeks washed away, but his mania hadn’t slowed—
even as flesh clung close to bone. The digging was automatic
now. Instinct. What semblance of himself remained was drowned
by the sand’s shouting. Deeper. Deeper. Deeper, it cried to him.
And he repeated it like a mantra, repeated it even as his name
grew too deep to climb out of and a storm heralded its reckoning
with the first drops of rain. Deeper. His will persisted as long as
he kept digging, though as the tide clawed closer and the walls
grew weaker with depth, his digging soon only served to keep
him afloat—so deeper he went. With water and sludge close behind, he honed in on a single spot and made for his escape, but
his shovel finally found clay. Try as he did to move the earth, the
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water was already embracing him. Muddy sand rained across his
back until he was pinned to the ground, and the ocean filled up
in a pool at his chin. Mechanically, his arms continued to motion
digging best he could underneath the growing weight of the sand,
which howled at him to continue his work for the sake of his soul.
But he was petrified and could only scream. Deeper. Upon evocation, he met eyes with his churning reflection, and his ears seared
with recognition. He wished to look away, but his neck was cast in
place, so with glassy eyes and gaping lips, he allowed the word
to crawl back onto his tongue. Deeper, he whimpered. Again, his
reflection spat the word back at him with a ring identical to the
sand’s.
Deeper.
Deeper.
Deeper.
He screamed, but he was alone with his voice, and the
water was at his lips now.
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☺

an ordinary vow
olivia kelly

☺

poetry

I want to know why poets stopped writing about love. It seems
everyone feels all the best things have been said already, so
we’re left with the trite and with preemptively contrite writers who
eschew it. But if poetry is intended to distill the ordinary, to find
the quintessential in anything and everything and tongue it, there
will never be enough love poems. Romance is the extraordinary,
the intensely personal, and the most everyday thing that exists.
No one has ever done it right. No one has entirely peeled The
Artichoke. I think we should respect that everyone has strings in
their teeth. And, perhaps, a counterpoint:
In front of everyone we’ve ever loved or known
Here is my half-orange
(i’ll swallow bitter skin and all)
in form that makes me want to rip my palms open, damn the sting
of citrus to climb the tree from whence we
came
and paint them tan-ger-ine to make you smile.
Our mothers are crying
With joy, right there
For us
But also for what we have that they couldn’t.
I choose You for our daughters to cry to. May they feel Safe
enough for us both to know more
Than just their joy.
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I swear to you more than love
to know who you become
to shriek at your back when you need it or I do
to kiss your eyelids even before you see me each
morning
to trust in your understanding of truth (mine, yours, and the
all-encompassing)
to call mind of my mind and heart of my heart
The blood of my blood when the first two fail
I swear fealty to who you will be when and not if you forget why
you loved me.
It’s an ordinary vow to a transcendent nothing and I mean it as
much as anyone else ever has.
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ryan turrieta

☺

yield to me

☺

poetry

i want to make you
roar with laughter as i ride
you into the morning.
—Sonia Sanchez, haiku (1987)

You asked me to write this poem
Then you seemed not
To read it; I have left
The cliff’s edge of my seat
Plunging to my death
I am dead: here I write
My fool’s edict, and
You still won’t read,
Though you requested
This poem—it is for them,
Although they too refuse, and
This poem I wrote you is
Now dripping from their tongue
I admire their contentedness with
Not asking me, as I sit here falling
Deeper in-love with all of us
I would not mind, except
Talk is cheap,
Like asking me to
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Write something you will
Never read in this life
My temptation for you requests
What can never come true
Since I cannot have you,
Can we fuck?
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☺

when we talk about the end
jada favers

☺

fiction

It was raining the first time we met. Three years later, long
after we’d weathered the storm together and dried off to the dissipating of heavily clouded skies, it was raining again.
On the curb, I sat bundled into myself, squinting into the
downpour, searching for oncoming headlights in the dark. Every
now and again, the door to the house behind me would open,
letting someone stagger out or someone else saunter in. A rush
of vibrating bass and muffled lyrics intertwined with hot, humid air
that cut through the rain and fell over me like a blanket I’d long
since tried to shed. Somewhere inside, I’d left my only friend in
the crowd to drink with a girl she’d made the topic of nearly every
conversation we had for months. I pictured them huddled together in a corner, leaning closer to hear each other, not out of necessity, but a need to be just close enough to brush together for a
moment. I wanted that for her. I don’t know if she saw me leave.
It was a starless night, the sky dark and swollen with
clouds above me, no moon to be seen. I was drenched and my
clothes, as flimsy and thin as they were to begin with, clung to
my body uncomfortably. For a second, I thought about canceling
the ride I’d called, knowing how pissed I’d be if some half-drunk
stranger got into my car soaking wet, fogging up the windows and
ruining the seats. But home was far away. And the rain had all but
washed away any drinks in my system. When I looked back down
from the sky, I saw the headlights cut through the rain, slowing as
they approached me. I saw the “c” shaped scratch near the gas
cap before I saw Miles, remembered how mad he’d been after we
found it coming back from the grocery store, spewing what the
fucks and exaggerated huffs of breath, remembered how we’d

74

laughed about this later on.
He was staring at me from the driver’s seat, his face slightly obscured by the droplets sliding down the window, but familiar
all the same—all dark hair and dark eyes, framed by eyelashes
I used to brush my finger over in envy. I knew every inch of his
face, as much as I’d tried to wash it away in the year it’d been
since we last saw one another. Nothing had changed.
He looked away as I struggled up from the ground, and I
folded my arms across my chest, suddenly feeling self-conscious.
Though the passenger seat had always been mine, I slowly
opened the back door and slid in, wincing as it shut behind me,
sealing us off from the sounds of other cars nearby and the party
to the right of us. Rain pelted the roof so hard it sounded like hail.
He glanced at me in the rear-view mirror before shaking
his head and messing with something on his phone. My foot
began to tap its own rapid rhythm against the floor, something I
remembered he hated. I cleared my throat, hoping he’d be the
one to break the silence.
We sat unmoving, both of us still in our seats. The windshield wipers screeched against the glass, and I could see people darting back and forth across the street, jackets held over
their heads, ducking low as if getting closer to the ground might
save them from getting wet. A girl slipped, her leg extending before her, saved only by a hand forcefully grabbing the back of her
shirt, then steadying her shoulders. I could hear muffled
laughter.
“Here.” A flash of something green and then weight in
my lap. I thought it’d been tossed away by now, an abandoned
sweatshirt of mine of no use to him, partially because it was too
small, partially because it was mine. “Should warm you up.”
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“Oh,” I said, startled by the gentleness of his tone.
“Thanks.”
He scratched at his neck, looking out the window. “Yeah.
You left it at mine after… thought you’d appreciate getting it
back.”
“You just keep it in here or something?” I asked. And then,
maybe because I wasn’t ready to stop hearing his voice, but maybe because I really wanted to know, I added: “Let all the other
girls wear it when you’re too cold to give up your own?”
I clamped my eyes shut, my face scrunching with regret as
the air staled around us. If I’d wanted this car ride to be anything
but awkward, I’d blown it with that. Jesus, Wren.
“Wow,” he finally said. After what had felt like hours, he put
the car in drive and moved ahead, waiting for the street to clear
of people escaping the party. “Jesus, Wren.”
Of course, after all this time, he was still in my head. “Sorry,” I muttered. “I’m sorry.”
We made eye contact in the rearview again, and this time,
he didn’t look away. It felt all too much like the last time we’d
looked at each other like that, when I told him I couldn’t stay,
when he’d all but let me walk away. This time, I let my eyes wander around the car, perfectly clean, no evidence of abandoned
fries or rogue leaves or pink scrunchies.
“I knew it was you when I saw the notification for the ride.
That’s why I grabbed the hoodie.”
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“How’d you know it was me?”“
“Not too many Wrens on this campus. Just figured it had to
be you.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
In my head, I’d imagined my name popping up on the app,
him feeling his heart race, just knowing intuitively it was me on
the other side of the screen. It felt good to pretend there was still
magic there, something I think we both realized didn’t exist as
time went on.
you.”

“And no need to worry,” he said, “no one’s worn that but

It was warmer just then, softer against my slowly drying
skin. I sank into it further and let myself relax into the seat. We
drove in relative silence for a while to the tune of the steadily
pouring rain against the car, houses flying by as we eased our
way through sleepy streets. We kept catching each other’s eye
in the rearview. If things had been different, if this was the first
night we’d met, I would’ve taken it as a sign that he was interested in me, that he somehow liked the way my hair was curling,
surrendering to the rain. That the smudging eyeliner was messily charming. That my smile was the prettiest thing he’d seen all
day. That the thin, wet shirt certainly helped bring it all together. I
would’ve walked closer to him and avoided eye contact, pretended that I was searching for someone else, to give him a chance
to say something first and pretend he’d been behind it all when
really it’d been me the whole time, though I’d never been as
brave as him. That’s exactly what I’d done three years ago, on
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the back deck of some girl’s house neither one of us were friends
with anymore, but who’d been the only reason we met. We
were laughing and happy in the crowd, even in the rain, even in
the dark. I knew the minute I saw him we were right where we
should’ve been. It felt comforting to think I’d masterminded us,
acted as the catalyst for something that would change everything
for me, for him. It was still dark now, still raining, but we were
miles from where we’d started.
“Shit,” he mumbled.
Up ahead, traffic had slowed to a standstill at the intersection, red and blue flashing lights illuminating our faces in short
bursts. We strained our necks to get a glimpse of the scene
ahead, not much revealed with the distance, but an accident was
clearly the cause for the holdup.
“Might be here a while.” He finally turned his head to face
me, rather than glancing through the mirror. I took in the stubble
he’d let grow out, the way it aged him. Something still tugged at
my heart when I looked at him too long. He looked good. Certainly better than I did after a sobering shower in the rain. I pulled
the hood over my head and looked out the window, still feeling
his eyes on me, making his own evaluation of the girl who hadn’t
changed much since the last time she’d seen him. I wanted to
feel confident, act as if I’d all but forgotten about him in the year
it had been since we’d spoken, since we’d looked at one another.
Pretend that I’d never needed him; that I’d had plenty of company
in his absence, that I didn’t regret a single word I’d said that night
here in this car, that I didn’t miss him.
I’d made a point to switch the routes I would take when
walking to class because I figured he wouldn’t and the thought of
bumping into him wasn’t an option. All of our mutual friends tended to drift towards him even when we were together, so I let
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silence cloak me in all its invisible power and told myself it was
better that way anyway. Even Gia, the girl I’d gone to the party
with earlier, was a relatively new friend, forged through fate and
chance and her own determination to get to know the girl who
rarely spoke in class. It hadn’t always been that way.
“I can walk the rest of the way,” I said. “It’s not that much
farther.”
“What? No. It’s still pouring.”
“Well, clearly I’m already soaked,” I gestured to myself.
“And I’m sure you probably don’t want to be stuck in traffic with
me, Miles.”
“I’m not letting you out in the rain. And no, I don’t want to
be stuck in traffic, but I don’t mind that you’re here. That’s why I
picked you up, Wren.”
I shrugged, still maintaining my stare out the window.
Walking in the rain wasn’t appealing, and I hadn’t truly wanted
to, but sitting in here, with his eyes on me, with all the unspoken
words, felt suffocating. “Just feels weird,” I said. “This.”
We moved, just barely an inch. “Yeah. I guess.”
We were quiet again, but the air was lighter, awkward
acknowledgment slicing through the tension. Sirens cut through
a low rumbling of thunder as an ambulance barreled down the
road, coming to a halt up ahead in the distance. I followed its
movement, and my eyes trailed from the red of the truck to the
darkened storefront it parked in front of. I could see the outline
of the ice cream decals on the window, glowing in the flashing
lights. We’d sat inside the little shop, a month after that rainy party, Miles awkwardly trying to fit his tall frame into the petite, white
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chairs meant for people much smaller than him, me spooning
strawberry into my mouth to keep from laughing. Not that it’d
worked, not that he’d minded. It felt juvenile: the small chairs, ice
cream for what we’d later label our first date, though we hadn’t
called it that at the time, darting eyes and soft smiles. We were
new to each other then, exciting. “So… how long have you been
doing this? Driving for Uber, I mean.”
This time it was him who looked out the window, averted
his gaze. “I don’t know. Almost a year.”
So that’s what he did then, after we’d broken up. Spent his
nights driving strangers around, making small talk, probably conversations that went a lot like this one. I wondered if it worked. If
all the meaningless conversations were enough to block me out.
Then I looked at him, dry and warm and put together, and I knew
my answer and it hurt, even though it shouldn’t have. I wanted
him to be okay, even if it felt like I wasn’t. “Do you like it?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he shrugged. “just something to pass time when
I’m bored. Pay’s alright.”
“That’s good.”
He nodded, returning back to our routine of glances in the
rearview. “You can sit up front, you know. You’re not just some
random stranger.” Then he gave a small laugh, and I realized it’d
been longer since I’d heard that sound than the last time I’d seen
him. I smiled. I saw a ghost of a smile on his lips too.
I was opening the door and rushing to the passenger seat
before I had a chance to think and before he could change his
mind. With a rough slam, I pulled the door shut and began wiping
down my legs with the sleeves of my shirt. It felt warmer up front,
but maybe that was just because we were next to each other
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now. When I looked back up towards him, he was looking at me
already, his face softened. I thought he might kiss me then like he
had so many times before during moments like this, when the car
was stopped only for a second, and time, just like us, was everything. I almost wanted him to, if only to delay the conversation I
knew we wouldn’t be able to avoid any longer.
The cars ahead of us crept forward and the moment was
gone. We stopped only a foot from where we had been. I took a
breath and let it out slowly. In through the nose, out through the
mouth.
said.

“I didn’t think this is how it would go. Us meeting again,” I

I toyed with the uneven strings of my hoodie, and he
drummed his fingers against the steering wheel. “Me either.” He
let out a long breath through his nose and looked over at me. “I
definitely didn’t think it’d take a year.”
“You could’ve reached out. If you really wanted to.”
“What, and then look like your desperate ex trying to get
you back?”
“Well, that would’ve only been the case if you were desperate and trying to get me back. Which you weren’t.”
“Yeah,” he said. “You would know.”
I turned my body in the seat, so I was angled towards him,
my brows furrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
He sighed and shook his head. “Nothing. That was dumb.”
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“No. What do you mean?”
He took a second, looked out the window and up at the
dark sky, came back down, and looked at his feet. Everywhere
but me. “You still do that assuming thing. You think you know
what everyone’s thinking all the time and why everyone does
what they do. You don’t give people a chance to prove otherwise.”
“Jesus, Miles, all I was saying is that you weren’t my desperate ex. I would assume that’s not a title you want. Why are we
even going here?”
“Because it’s the reason we broke up. That very thing.”
We stared at each other. “So why does it matter now?”
“Because you’re sitting in my car, and we’re having the
conversation I wanted to have a year ago, Wren. When you ended things and then just ghosted.”
“That’s not fair,” I said. “I didn’t just end things and ghost.
We did talk.”
“You talked.”
The tip of my nose burned, signaling the arrival of frustrated tears I refused to let fall in front of him. I let my eyes drift from
his and onto the center console between us, where there’d once
been a discarded pink scrunchie. It wasn’t mine, but then it hadn’t
much mattered who it belonged to because it gave me the out I’d
been searching for for a long time. I’d grabbed it, ran it over my
trembling hand, and placed it on the dash in front of us. He’d always had a lot of friends, a lot of people in and out of his car, and
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I knew that. A lost scrunchie probably meant nothing but it
could’ve meant everything, so I told him he should’ve been more
careful next time he wanted to sneak around. I told him if he
wanted other people then he should do that, but I didn’t need to
be around for it. I told him that things had felt off for a while, with
him, with us, and that maybe it was just okay to let things go.
None of that had been true, but I’d said it because it was
easier to make something up than to admit that I’d never felt
good enough for him. That the first night we ever saw each other,
at that otherwise forgettable party, I’d forced myself to play coy
because in the back of my mind, there was no way someone else
could feel like I was the one thing they wanted. That I felt like I
was forcing myself into his world, that world that sparkled and
moved for him. That I had to convince myself every day for the
year and a half we dated that this boy liked and then eventually
loved me. It was easier to walk away.
“Well go ahead and say what you need to say.”
“Wren—”
“—no, Miles, I know you have things to say. And I don’t
want to assume.”
We were moving again, this time a bit faster. Someone
must’ve been directing traffic, though the ambulance was still
there, along with the police cars. When I thought we might reach
the accident, we stopped again. He slammed on the breaks to
keep from hitting the car in front of us.
Police lights still flashing. His face was red. “It was hard.”
And I knew what that meant.
“Always having to fight against everything you convinced
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yourself was true. Always having to pass little tests and wrack my
brain trying to figure out why you couldn’t just believe I loved you.
It was fucking hard.”
“I know.”
“I still have all those pictures of us you never let me post.
Texts you’d answer and never say what you actually meant. Even
now, it’s hard because I still feel everything I always have for you.
And you still feel the way you always did. I always knew you never cared about the scrunchie, by the way. I just wish you’d talked
to me. You never just talked to me.”
“I know.” I watched the ambulance as a tear fought itself
free from my eye. “I’m sorry.”
His hand raked through his hair and down his neck. He
nodded. “I know.”
It was our turn to go. Slowly, we pulled up to the ambulance and then past it. Through blurry vision, I could see what I
thought to be two people sitting in the back. Though maybe it just
felt nice to project our own little tragedy onto what could’ve been
someone else’s, to imagine that if maybe we’d made one or two
different choices somewhere along the way, we’d be sitting in our
own ambulance, wrapped in blankets, warm, healing.
“I hope everything’s okay.”
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olivia triance

☺

rehab.

☺

poetry

scraps of notebook paper
covered in the crosses
of lines and lines of poems
that I will never sing for you.
my voice always catches in my throat, a
horrible, scratchy, itchy, choking feeling,
drawing me down into my own oblivion
each time I try to say
what I would most like to voice.
so I keep myself quiet,
follow the old writing advice of show. dont
tell. carrying the burden and the
weight
of my cacophony of raging thoughts.
if I’m enough, will you stay?
I know it’s unfair.
but I can’t help myself
from overthinking everything about you.
I don’t want you to go.
when the only thing you know is pain,
how can you stop yourself from
falling in love with your illness.
I don’t know who I am
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if I’m not stuck inside my head.
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emily podolski

☺

see, verb

☺

poetry

see, verb
Essential Meaning of see

1. to notice or become aware of (someone or something) by
using your eyes
// But eyes will only notice the things they look for—the things
they long to see the most.
2. to have the ability to see; to have the power of sight
// And a power sight is—for when one looks, when one can see,
one is placing the object of sight in such a place of vulnerability,
forcing them into a position of fragility unlike any other.
3. to be or become aware of (something)
// Because seeing is knowing, so when one sees, when one
stares into the soul of the thing they look at, there will appear so
much to know.

Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “see,” accessed February 7, 2022,
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/see.
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anne whitfield

☺

entangled

☺

poetry

Has there ever been such balance
as mutual predation?
Giant squid and toothed whales
consume each other, intertwined
in a battle of wills that ends
when both are satisfied and
neither is alive
Isn’t that some kind of love story?
This eternal dance of equals
A life spent locked in combat is
still a life spent together
Do scars count as wedding rings?
They symbolize commitment
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☺

flavor

☺

short fiction

olivia kelly

I’ve been introducing my lover to God in his dreams. He
makes Him into the ghost of Christmas past, present, and future;
he makes Her into genderless ever-changing figures; he makes It
into glowing balls of light. He forgets I was there when he wakes.
In the morning I crack eggs, with fresh-pressed garlic and
diced onion and sharp Vermont cheddar and red pepper: the
thick sweet and dry spicy types both, landing them on a little Old
Bay in the bottom of the pan. The yolk breaks, so I froth them into
a bright orange slurry. These are farmers market eggs with yolks
so deeply orange they verge on red. These chickens gorged
themselves on crickets.
He tells me, when he wakes up, of the terror and awe he
felt in the night. He shakes hot sauce onto his breakfast and tells
me:
“Nothing happened in this one. I spent the night looking
into this faceless face. I’m pretty sure they were saying stuff, but I
couldn’t understand a word.”
Mmhmm.
“The face was getting bigger, babes.” Shake sauce, shake
sauce, bite. Half-hidden grimace, check the bottle. Shake again.
“Like, I couldn’t see that it was growing, but when I’d blink, it’d be
bigger.”
Mmhmm.
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“Like, so big all I could see eventually was one eye with
lashes bigger than my arm.”
He flexes his arm because he knows I’ll roll my eyes a little
and swat it smilingly. I do.
“When it was big enough, I just stepped through the pupil, and I was awake. Fully, frighteningly so. Rolled over and
kissed you, though.” He swallows another mouthful with “though,”
threaded cheese trailing from his fork. He twirls the flying cheese
around the fork and, because I know his mouth, I know that he
scrapes it off the fork with his teeth behind closed lips. Thorough
in his hunger and manners both. Another smile from me. I am still
not quite awake, and already, once again, I love him. He just cannot dream correctly. It’s too bad staying up half the night whispering in his ear about growth didn’t pay off. I think I’m finally sick of
next times.
I suggest a trip to the beach.
We take the Long Island Expressway with the sunroof
open, all the luxury of Gatsby even without the convertible. When
we arrive, we cover the gray sand with a blanket the same sharp
blue and white as the July sky, and he stretches out on his back,
his book spread in one hand to block the sun. I leave him there
and go to the ocean.
I wade in past only two swells. The water sits at my collarbone, and on every wave, my toes lose contact with the still-jagged shells of the shore at high tide. I am not sure whether I am
imagining the grip of seaweed at my ankles at the top of every
arc. My hair is freshly twisted, and the salt will only improve the
curls. I go under.
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She waits, back turned, in the sea.
I ask Her for him. She’s opulent in a draped dress, the
same lemon-dry yellow of my own swimsuit. Peace, I think. Grant
him peace and intrigue alike. May his food be ever-flavorful and
his heart ever-safe. Let me give it to him.
She never acknowledges that I even exist. I never see Her
face. I bound along the seafloor between breaths, and still She
gets ever-farther. The two swells have turned into five, and the
sea pulls me out one length for every two strokes back to shore.
My skin feels stripped by the salt when I finally can stand.
He is thrown into relief from reality itself on the too-blue
blanket, browner and somehow even more beautiful. I can see
every pore on his face, and the obligatory forehead scar of a
childhood taken at a run. He is mine. No Goddess could make
him more so. He insists he’s not asleep, even as I shake him
awake. The sun won’t set for ages, but I am done here.
“Home, love?”
We seize the opportunity for one of those after-swim naps,
laced together and showered free of salt. I feel him twitching in
sun-fevered dreams that I’ll leave well enough alone. Then sleep
pulls Me under.
~~~
I woke in a navy blue room, cooled by sunset or recently
caressed by dawn. I would never have known which if not for the
blinking red digital clock on the bedside. There was vertigo and
distilled disorientation as I rolled over, looking for him. The
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bed was cold. I called for him and heard only the gurgling silence
of remembered ocean. I grabbed my phone, and the light was
enough to spot a five-gallon fish tank on our bedside table. It had
not been there when I went to sleep.
Smooth pebbles coated the bottom, and a cartoon-faced
hula girl swung a pink skirt and bare breasts in tandem on the
stones. Thickets of seaweed cut the tank into an oval track, and a
can of fish food sat atop the whole setup.
I swung my feet out of bed in a daze, dear reader. I took
the can in hand, and I shook a too-big shock of food into the water. I watched my love breaststroke from behind the thicket and
turn 180 degrees towards the ceramic hula girl as a flake settled
atop her hair. I watched his muscles ripple across the stark pale
line where his trunks had sat this afternoon, his thighs propelling him to the flake. I could see every fiber’s contraction around
those toothpick femurs. He shoved the flake like manna into his
mouth with hair-thin fingers that were as finely articulated as ever.
He was small enough for Me to crush.
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☺

my dearest ophelia
ryan turrieta

☺

poetry

Editor’s Note: The following poem details scenes of selfharm, which may be disturbing for some readers.
Beautiful Friend,
I stand before you, naked and upset.
I’m upset because I wish that I could
Follow you to the shores of tomorrow.
But, I know that I can’t.
Because of the continued pandemic,
Among social irregularities,
I cannot kiss you goodbye on the hand.
I wish that I could see you again; I
Know that I can’t.
There is nothing, not even the sea, loves
You, or holds you with all respect, half as
Deep as me. If you forget this, look to
The sweetness of the
Honeyed moon, as it floods these empty streets
With glowing, bright, shadowy, lunar light,
Illuminating what’s left of my brief
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Time alone with you. I like that there are
Shadows in this
Place that take care of you and I; the bold
Shadows comfort me, and my flaws hide well
Here. In these shadows, no one sees me cry
And I cry because
All your dreams are waking up; but that means,
Where I follow, you cannot go. So our
Time, this room: our sacred space, becomes a
Dead memory ablaze— a razorblade’s
Vertical
Kiss
Upon the moist lips of our wrists: crimson
And opaque. I promise I’m okay,
(Please forgive me), I just lied. I’m dying
Inside without your
Shocking, intellectual beauty, ripe,
Unruly, on the edge of my flesh, right
Here in front of me, miles adrift, inches
Away. The thought of leaving you is more
Than I can stand,
Naked or not, with unclothed minds or not.
I look to old Polonius, who said best:
“Doubt thou the stars are fire, doubt that the sun
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Doth move, doubt truth to
Be a liar, but never doubt I love.”
As I depart, keep this everlasting
Vow from me at the end of our meeting.
I will always hold you, especially
In memory,
For all my years to come.
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☺

moldy mantras
allison haeger

☺

poetry

rain sprinkles a cooling break on this boiling week,
and i’d like to catch it.
i had some Dunkin’ this morning, but did i eat?		
one of Vauhini Vara’s pieces goes like:
“how to eat less. how to be more beautiful…
how to remove mold. how to find hidden mold.”
i felt moldy this morning.
tired moldy,
uncomfy in my body moldy,
it’s so hot but i need to not be hot moldy,
what do i pick moldy,
if you’re never hungry,
everything looks moldy.
my brain doesn’t want me to like myself today		
weed out the body dysmorphia,					
weed out the hunger,
EAT!
weed out negativity.
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moldy.

i may feel moldy today,
but I’m not moldy.
sprinkle rain,
wash my moldy mantra this morn away,
sprinkle rain.
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☺

terror

☺

short fiction

katie krueger

Hidden. Quiet. It’s important that I stay in my world, in the
shadows and out of sight. If I’m seen, I’m liable to be shot. This
time of year, it’s a gamble to even leave the den for a moment. I
try to flow with the shadows that the forest casts around me. It’s
a rainy day, making the forest darker than usual and the spaces
hidden from the raindrops all the more appealing.
Every moment that I dart from the shadows is another burst
of fear. I feel the terror that these humans have never felt: the terror of being hunted. I am aware that I have made others feel the
same terror, but at least I don’t hang the hide of my victims in my
den. These humans hunt for sport.
All is quiet. All seems safe. I need to move.
I step quickly and quietly onto the carpet of leaves below.
The world looks hazy and soft. The vibrations of the world around
me pulsate and funnel into my sharp ears, making them twitch. My
eyes dart about as I go from one hiding spot to another. I feel my
tail following behind, the bright swathe of fur that is most likely to
get me caught.
I catch a scent and fall still. My eyes dart around, the only
part of my timid body that isn’t perfectly still. I can barely discern
the scent over the damp smell of rainfall, but I did catch it for a
moment; it was the scent of a wet dog.
Dogs. Animals like us, but willing henchmen to the humans
who hunt the rest of us. They, too, do it for sport. They do it out
of instinct, sure, but the excitement that these dogs display when
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they carry their prey back to their masters…sickening. When I
smell a dog, I know that its human is somewhere close behind.
All of a sudden, my hiding spot erupts with noise. Behind
me is a loud baying, menacing, made more terrifying by the low
growl that accompanies it. Then that baying is joined by another
and another. Leaves scatter in all directions. I’m already flying
before all of this registers, every movement dictated by the terror
that flows through my veins.
I dip and weave and bob and do everything within my power to lose these monstrous hunters who are on my tail. Something in me says that I may not make it out of here alive. We all
must become unalive at some point in our existence; this is how
our existence must end. If I were to choose, it might be fitting to
become unalive with this adrenaline causing my heart to beat to
the frequency of a light hum. This is the closest I’ve ever been to
being unalive, but I feel more alive than I ever have before.
The clumsy dogs behind me begin to slip and slide about
as they intently try to keep up with me. We are on a steep slope
now—simple to navigate with my light, nimble feet that were built
for this forest, but their momentum, their muscle, works against
them here. This is my domain.
Every moment of the chase causes me to become more
and more focused on my surroundings. Every opportunity I get,
I’m gaining ground and guiding my oppressors to thorns and
valleys and rushing rivers that inconvenience them but are easy
for me to cross. The forest around me seems to sing in tune with
my terror. The rain begins to fall more heavily, ricocheting against
every leaf, every blade of grass, every rock; it’s a symphony that
is broken at every moment by the explosive baying that never
seems to recede no matter how many precious centimeters I
seem to gain against my hunters.
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The forest ends. I’m in a field now. This is a place that we
all know not to venture during hunting season—it’s too big, too
open, without enough places to hide or lose your oppressors.
I know I will not get out of this alive. But I will fight, I will
run, and I will drag this out as much as I possibly can. Better to
make the forest aware of these deadly monsters. I will cause
them to continue their baying. I will draw the humans away from
the forest, away from my home. This hunter will have a trophy
from a very brave fox indeed.
Every moment is one more moment of terror. Of life. Of
my heartbeat humming like a hummingbird’s wings. Of paws that
move so lightly and swiftly that they don’t seem to connect with
the ground at all. I focus my gaze upon a spot in the field. I want
to get there. That’s where I want it to be—
My chase is cut short. One leg bursts with pain, my body
floods with yet more adrenaline, my chest fills with panic, my
blood runs hot with anger, cold with terror. A small metal trap has
clamped its glistening, wet teeth around my leg. This is it. It’s
over. The dogs fall quiet, clearly well trained. The hunter emerges
from the spot he had lain in wait within the tall grass, standing
in the spot that I had wanted to be caught. He walks over slowly, gun in hand, as the dogs excitedly circle around him, excited
about the great job they have done, the fact that they led the
tricky little fox to his demise.
I look up at the man, baring my teeth, recoiling with the
pain caused by every movement I make to struggle against the
painful monster that has taken my leg. As he looks at me, I watch
his eyes, tinged by no trace of sympathy. Only admiration.
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☺

trapped

☺

poetry

paige harris

Within me lives another version of myself.
She occupies my soul and lives through my dreams.
I feel her dancing within me to Prokofiev and Tchaikovsky,
Possessing the grace of a dove.
She occupies my soul and lives through my dreams.
Her movements flow and swell inside me,
Possessing the grace of a dove.
But that is where she ends, and I begin.
Her movements flow and swell inside me,
From my heart to every hair and muscle in my body.
But that is where she ends, and I begin.
That is where I split in two.
From my heart to every hair and muscle in my body.
When I attempt her perfection,
That is where I split in two.
My body rebels
When I attempt her perfection,
The dove like grace disappears
My body rebels
And turns to that of a hen.
Possessing the grace of a dove,
I feel her dancing within me to Prokofiev and Tchaikovsky,
She occupies my soul and lives through my dreams.
Trapped within me lives another version of myself.
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☺

my mother’s rain

☺

prose poetry

anne whitfield

My mother always knows when there’s rain in the distance. It’s
something in the way the air looks, like it doesn’t lie right. When I
was a child, we would drive out of the city to where the land was
flat and endless into the horizon. I’d sit behind her with my foot
up on her armrest and her hand on my ankle. She would always
shake it a little, draw my attention, point to the dark clouds in the
distance, and tell me it was raining over there. It astounded me,
as a child, that she could possibly see the rain from so far away,
when all I saw were shadows. She told me the shadows were the
rain, those slanted patches of darkness that connected sky to land
were hundreds of thousands of droplets breaking open the skin
of the earth and running in rivulets down rooftops. I couldn’t make
sense of it. That something as shifting, pulling, and living as rain,
which smashed itself against every surface, could possibly look so
stagnant, even from a distance. Rain fell and sloshed and poured,
but everything looked so still under those clouds; like nothing was
moving at all. Now I see it everywhere: driving through the mountains halfway across the country from my parents, or out the window of a train an ocean away from where I was born; dark clouds
and slanted shadows in the distance. Signs, my mother says, of
someone else’s rain.
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☺

how can you halve me?
i.o. scheffer

☺

poetry

Cut me in two. I’m not whole, so it’s easy to do.
Just capture my love, my empathy, my pity
and cuddle my left half while you brand the right with your name;
I’m submissive, unless I’m in the mood to switch,
in which case I bite, my teeth sharpened like knives,
and I will gnaw at your ankles until you kick me loose.
But I’m not a villain, nor am I a victim.
Perhaps we are but our circumstances, and you happen to be
worse off,
so my troubles do not trouble you,
and you expect me to trouble myself with yours.
The equivalent exchange is that you take half, my good half,
and I keep the side that punches concrete—It’s how “ I ” express
myself.
No, I’m not two heads inside one cranium—I still have one skull.
But that skull is so soft, you can dip in a spoon and scoop my
brains out
like tapioca pudding.
Not that you would want to. You’re settled on eating me
fingers-first.
My hands do what you ask; my mouth speaks what you want to
hear.
Unless it doesn’t, in which case your threats make me wish I had
no voice.
Can it be abuse if I let it happen? We friends don’t have to know
each other.
I don’t live with you, though you have managed to dig a home in
my skin.
I could evict you, maybe, but doing so gives you an excuse to
claim that I’m cruel.
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And that, good sir, good God, is enough to turn the world against
my ass,
so you can take it—Oh, sympathetic bastard—
Are you truly incapable of ill-will? It’s the only will you have shown
me.
But I have to admit, I’m not as innocent as I wish I was—that ship
sailed
many years ago. I wasn’t there at the helm. And, because I’m not
innocent,
I think it might as well be fair that you step on me in shit-stained
boots
and command me indignantly, with the righteous fist of a man
who has lost his faith,
because I have offended you with my stupid jokes meant to lighten the mood,
while I was in a foul mood, wanting to see how you have changed
since we first met,
thinking about how much I hate my composition.
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☺

unopened

☺

short story

brendan wells

Sitting in the third drawer of the desk in Raymond White’s
office is an envelope, unopened. Within this envelope, the same
one that exists in the life of every person over the age of 42, is the
answer. The question that corresponds with the answer remains
unknown to the addressee, as does the sender. The only truth
exists in the fact that the envelope arrives on the 42nd birthday of
every person in the country (coincidentally the average life expectancy of humans in this country is 84). But within the heavy envelope lies the answer – this much is true.
Raymond White begins his day the same as every other –
his striped pajama bottoms riding up his left leg – by getting out
of his bed. His left foot always precedes the right when walking
to the shower (in which he remarks distastefully about the extra
weight that sits in his belly). After washing his (receding) hair and
body, Raymond brushes his teeth. He changes into one of his collection of white button-up shirts and struggles with a black (occasionally navy blue) double Windsor knot. Raymond eats his oatmeal while allowing his coffee time to percolate. Raymond exists
solely to please a routine.
“Good morning, Doris,” Raymond says to the receptionist
at his desk job (she turned 42 last year, her answer was “No,”
but still she remains). Raymond approaches his sterile desk and
boots up his computer – it whirs to life quickly, no time for a mind
to explore. When it alights, a memo plasters itself across his
screen: Happy Belated Birthday, Raymond. Unfortunately, it is
law that you cannot work on your birthday; welcome back. Please
complete all reports by 11:38 AM to ensure maximum efficiency
for the day.
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Raymond White is a diligent worker. He is rarely late
(exceptions: 11/4/2027 and 3/27/2031) and completes his work
with maximum efficiency. Raymond believes he enjoys his work.
Raymond loves to learn about the world, but that is neither here
nor there. Raymond thought of going to school for History and
Anthropology. Raymond did not.
After completing all reports by 11:36AM (two minutes
to spare), Raymond joins his colleagues in the break room for
lunch. The ham and cheese sandwich sitting in his briefcase has
been crushed, but he eats it nevertheless. William Jacobi, 56,
approaches Raymond and asks, “so what did it say?” He is, of
course, speaking of the envelope.
Raymond, with sweat beading above his upper lip, replies:
“It said yes! Although I am not sure what it means.” William Jacobi thought again about this conversation later that night, but he
did not allow it to befuddle him for long enough to impair sleep.
Raymond White arrives home at 6:22 PM (traffic was
bad today), the conversations about his (supposedly) newfound
information playing through his mind. Echoing is William asking if
he had chosen correctly. Memories of history appear in his mind
(many of the ancient Greeks, reduced to rubble). Interspersed
between the images of great empires is a blank page with a blinking cursor, waiting for its report to be fulfilled.
Unsure of what this means, Raymond approaches his
desk. Turning on a pale lamp and opening the third drawer, Raymond retrieves the envelope.
“Maybe it isn’t so bad to know,” he whispers to himself. He
slides his right forefinger under the stiff paper of the envelope’s
flap. The white of the paper mocks his pale skin, the thin edge
slicing into the top of his finger. A harsh crimson line appears,
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dripping onto the paper. Raymond, after returning the envelope to
the desk, dims the light, leaving the option of knowing in the dark.
Sitting in the third drawer of the desk in Raymond White’s
office is an envelope, unopened.
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☺

a wicked good night

☺

short story

ava shaffer

“RA on duty,” comes the flat call of Randy Rogers, the average RA. He yawns, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes and remembering why the 2 AM room checks were his least favorite part of
the job. This may be midday for his residents, but it certainly is not
for him. He raises his hand, preparing to knock on the common
room door. But when his knuckles brush against the wood, the
door promptly abandons its hinges and falls to the floor with an
unceremonious thud.
Mouth agape, Randy steps into the room, surveying the
scene before him. His heart falls to his stomach. Broken glass,
dozens of empty beer bottles, holes in the wall, a ping pong table
snapped in two. A couch laying on its side, a cracked light fixture, and the painting of Horrorvard University’s president, Eviline
VanderPumpkin, gravely defaced. Randy runs his fingertips along
claw marks that are so deep in the wall that the wallpaper is peeling off around the gashes. That’s when he feels the cold water
touch his ankles.
He jumps back, a high-pitched squeal escaping him. His
eyes follow the puddle’s path from the common area to the first
dorm room in the hallway. Randy splashes his way through the
water pooling around the door, eyeing the Sexy Mermaid Babes
Only sign on the door. Deciding to ignore it, he pushes the door
open, leaning back as more water pours from the opened crack.
“Randy! My man!” drawls a greenish-blue creature from the
middle of the room. Submerged in his bathtub-sized aqua tank,
Leo the Lochness Monster grins at his RA with jagged teeth. His
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face gills breathe lazily as he leans against the glass of his tank,
his green six-pack abs evident from his lack of shirt. His tiny red
speedo, with a cutout for his tail, leaves little to the imagination.
“You’re leaking! Again!” Randy proclaims, his shaky voice
cracking halfway through the sentence. He gestures fervidly to
the water trail leading out of the room. As Randy tries to maneuver his way to any place in the dorm room that isn’t completely
soaked, he hears cans rustling. His head snaps up, his gaze
narrowing.
“What is in your tail?” Randy asks, his voice slipping into a
serious tone. Leo doesn’t even have the competency to hide his
smile as his long finned tail snakes out from behind him. Clutched
in the appendage are three White Claws, of various flavors.
“Want the—hicc—mango-flavored—hicc—one?” He offers,
hiccuping his way through the sentence.
Randy huffs, throwing his skinny arms up in the air dramatically. “What did I tell you about mixing hard seltzers into your
tank? These Horrorvard regulated aqua tanks should only be
used for liquids you need to live!”
Leo is too busy guzzling another carbonated seltzer to
hear his RA’s chides. After finishing the raspberry White Claw
in one long gulp, he throws it behind him. The can floats in the
water as Leo burps loudly, bubbles emerging from his mouth and
gills.
Before Randy can start pulling out his pamphlets on Horrorvard’s underaged alcohol consumption policy, he hears a
rhythmic thudding coming from the wall. He pauses to listen for
a second and is dismayed to hear the sounds of screaming and
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squelching follow.
“That’ll—hicc—be Viv again. Hicc—saw them with that
new tour—hicc—guide,” Leo calls, swimming lazily on his back.
Leaving the room in a haste, and only slipping on a puddle once, Randy bustles toward Viv’s room. Their heavy, coffin-shaped door groans open, and Randy immediately flips on the
lights.
An angry hiss shoots its way towards him as the shapes
in the room come into focus. Viv the Vampire stands bent over
a naked, already dead girl in a Horrorvard U t-shirt. Cherry-red
blood covers the tour guide, the carpet, and the furniture. Viv
bares their fangs at Randy, obviously annoyed to be interrupted
mid-feed.
“Do you have any idea how hard it is to scrub blood out of
this carpet?” Randy shouts, pointing to the spot where the poor
tour guide’s neck blood is dripping into a pool on the floor. Viv
rolls their eyes, grabs a pink Hydro Flask, and props it under the
bloodstream. Definitely a snack for later.
“Your sex or feeding noises or whatever it is you do in here
is too loud! It disturbs the other residents, and the university is
running low on tour guides!” Randy yells in distress.
“Well, the dining halls don’t accommodate my diet,” Viv
replies casually.
Not looking to become their next meal, Randy leaves Viv’s
room. His frustration with his residents and their peculiar mannerisms have started to become just too much for him. Maybe
he should resign, hang up his RA lanyard, and let some other
poor unfortunate soul try managing these monsters. His thoughts
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spiral and spiral, his skin becoming itchier and itchier. Randy
scratches at his arms, pulling the fabric of his shirt away from the
back of his neck. He stumbles into the bathroom, right to the sink
where he splashes some cool water on his face to calm down.
Then he goes into one of the stalls, sits down on the
disgusting communal bathroom toilet seat, and reaches for the
toilet paper. His fingertips grasp at an empty container. A loud
sigh leaves Randy’s lips as he looks down and sees toilet paper
wrapped feet in the stall next to him.
“Manny?” Randy calmly asks the mummy.
“Yes?” Manny replies.
“Have you been using the toilet paper for your wrapping
again?”
“Yes. Unfortunately, there is none left in the entire hall,”
Manny responds in his nasally voice.
This is Randy’s final straw. He springs up from the toilet,
bellowing in anger. Running into the hall, not even bothering
to wash his hands, Randy yells, “ALL HALL MEETING IN THE
COMMON AREA! NOW!”
Randy paces back and forth angrily and anxiously as he
waits for the residents to emerge from their rooms. First is Wanda the Witch, her purple hair and septum piercing complementing the black cat tattoo on her forearm. The wrinkles on her My
Chemical Romance shirt rustle as she shuffles her tarot cards
between her ringed fingers. Popping a bubblegum bubble, she
asks, “what’s all this about?”
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points to a chair for her to sit in. Wanda rolls her eyes, muttering
“whatever,” as she takes a seat.
Next to arrive is Viv, who is licking the blood off their fingertips. They plop down into the seat next to Wanda as Leo enters
the room. He changed into his astronaut helmet filled with water
so he can walk in dry air, yet his speedo is still on. Randy tries to
ignore the pop tab of the White Claw floating in Leo’s helmet but
knows he will have to give him that pamphlet sooner rather than
later. Then Manny trudges out of the bathroom, walking slowly
with his arms poised in front of him so he can find a proper seat.
Cheap, one-ply dorm toilet paper trails after his foot. Finally, the
last resident arrives.
Daisy the Druid enters the room, which immediately starts
to smell like marijuana. Her skin is a pale green, her hair a dark
purple, and her bloodshot eyes a bright red. She waves dazedly
at her hallmates and toys with the flowers in her hair as she sits
cross-legged next to the other residents.
“I think you all know why I called this all-hall meeting,”
Randy starts once he gets his anger under control.
The rambunctious residents suddenly decide now is the
perfect time to be quiet.
No longer able to keep his composure, Randy bursts,
“things are out of control! Look at this mess! Broken furniture,
shattered glass, someone even drew a halo on Eviline VanderPumpkin’s portrait!” Snickers fill the room.
“Now which one of you invited the Sorority Sirens over
here last night?” His eyes narrow in on Leo. “You know that wherever they go, the Fraternity Frankensteins follow! All they do is
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destroy and piss on everything!”
At this, Manny responds. “I helped clean it up though,” he
says, pointing to some of the used toilet paper wrapped around
his leg.
Leo laughs and hiccups so violently that some of the water
from his helmet sloshes onto the floor. Manny pulls apart some of
his neck wrappings and cleans up the spill for him.
The residents don’t seem to be getting the message, so
Randy tries a more personal approach. He glares at Leo. “You
need to pull yourself together! You cannot go through all of college being drunk.”
“Yeah man, that stuff’ll kill you,” comes an airy voice next
to the couch.
Randy wheels around to face Daisy. “Oh, don’t act so innocent. I know you’re growing weed in your room—that stuff will kill
you just as fast as alcohol does.”
“And you,” he continues, on a roll now. He points at Wanda. “Stop setting off the smoke alarms when you make ramen.
Just cook it in the microwave like everyone else.”
“But cauldron ramen just tastes better,” she complains. “If
you’re going to get mad at anyone, get mad at Manny! He’s the
one who steals all our toilet paper.”
Manny looks sheepishly down at the ground, nervously
fidgeting with the loose wrappings around his ankle.
“Or get mad at Viv,” Wanda continues. “They’re always
having the loudest sex and killing innocents even though they
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know we can hear them through these thin walls.”
Viv turns to hiss at Wanda, who is already pulling out the
wand from her black Doc Marten boots. Leo and Manny are starting to bicker about the toilet paper, and Daisy is rolling herself a
joint.
The conversations and voices and complaints pile and pile
into Randy’s head. His clothes feel tighter, his skin feels warmer.
He starts to absentmindedly scratch at his arms while he paces.
The stress of being an RA is just too much for him.
Randy’s residents notice his actions and stop their fighting.
hand.

“Is it hot in here?” Randy asks, fanning himself with his

Wanda grins, exchanging knowing glances with the other
residents.
“Why don’t you go open a window?” Viv prompts, with a
devilish glint in their black eyes.
Randy nods his head at the idea, moving toward the window. His fingers wrap around the latch, ready to open it, but he
freezes when he looks outside. Everyone goes still.
“Full moon tonight,” Leo whispers excitedly to Manny.
Daisy giggles and blows a perfect smoke ring. The ring floats
slowly over to Randy, who is still frozen next to the window. When
it reaches him, it breaks on his shoulder, and just like that, his
frozen spell is broken too.
Thick, brown hair juts out from his pores. It covers his face,
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his hands, his neck. His teeth elongate and sharpen, and his feet
grow to twice their usual size. His fingernails lengthen and darken
to the color of coal. His back curves, ripping apart his usual button-up shirt, the RA lanyard splitting in half from the movement.
The residents watch his transformation in awe and excitement, anticipating what is to come next.
Randy turns around, his eyes now a vivid yellow. He
howls, flips the nearest chair into the wall, scratches the portrait
of Eviline VanderPumpkin, and smashes a hand sanitizer dispenser into smithereens.
“Unleash the party animal!” Leo shouts, his tail holding
up a bottle of Tito’s. Cheers cascade through the room, and the
rumbling sound of hundreds of feet hitting the ground filter into
the building. In burst the Sorority Sirens, the Fraternity Frankensteins, and countless other monster residents. Someone must
have brought a speaker because suddenly, everyone’s favorite,
“The Monster Mash,” plays loudly throughout the room.
Drinks are getting shared, voices are rising, and Randy the Werewolf is the life of the party.
Wanda grins. “This is going to be a wicked good night.”
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