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Dear Reader,
The staff of Happy Captive Magazine is composed of Miami University
undergraduate students from a range of backgrounds and majors. We
are brought together by our love of stories and the desire to share them
with our community. And this spring, for the first time in our magazine’s
seven-year history, we parted before the first batch of our latest volume
was printed.
Much like our peers, our 2019-20 academic year started like every other.
Freshmen and sophomores applied to Happy Captive early in the fall,
went through an interview in one of the hard-to-find first-floor
classrooms of Bachelor Hall, and became our newest staff members.
Juniors returned to campus already knowing the ropes, and seniors
came back excited to work on another volume of compelling,
important, and odd stories but not ready to admit it is their last year
on staff. In the spring, we collected submissions from students until
February 14th (Valentine’s Day, the best time to share a special story
with a special someone) and then scoured our shortlist for the final
pieces that would make our magazine complete. Our hard-working
Poetry & Fiction Editors finished editing everything by March 5th, and
our design team started compiling everything into a file ready for
proofreading.
Then a series of emails announced that classes would be conducted
remotely for the remainder of the semester and most of campus would
be closing for the safety of the students and faculty during a world-wide
pandemic. This rapid series of events seemed like a work of fiction we
would publish in this volume, but the consequences have been very
real.
This year, the contributors to Happy Captive Magazine Vol. 6 will not have
the opportunity to read at our release party in Kofenya on a rainy April
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table of contents:
evening. Yet, rather than focusing on what we’ve lost, let’s look to what
we’ve accomplished. Namely, this paper-and-ink book in your hands (or
this PDF if you’re reading from our website). Thanks to the hard work of
our staff, our advisors, and many others, we were able to print a limited
press run of our sixth volume and commemorate the voices of Miami
University undergraduate students.
Hopefully, things have settled by the time you’re reading this volume
and you can safely leave your home to visit a friend or eat at your
favorite restaurant. Whether you’ve picked up this magazine because
you were drawn in by the pretty cover or because you have literally
nothing else to read and you’re so bored, we hope these stories can
take your mind on a journey and connect you with other people, real or
fictional, while you explore the following pages.
The staff of Happy Captive Magazine
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creative nonfiction:

Talented
Katie King

I used to ask myself a question: How far can I bury myself?
I asked this at night when no one was around.
I would call myself talented. Talented in the art of forgetting. I
am an illusionist, a grave digger, a great magician. I am talented, I say.
Because there is an art in forgetting.
I fell in love for the first time when I was fourteen. Though, I only
know this now. It has taken seven years to digest. Seven years to churn
in unforgiving stomach acids and half eaten sandwiches.
Natasha was from South Africa. Her mother was an artist who
hung abstract, naked paintings of women all over the house. Her father
was a troubled musician—I caught him crying a few times to opera.
Natasha and I liked to bake bread with fresh herbs from the garden. We
liked to pretend that our Troll dolls came alive in the night and that her
tree house was a fortress. She had thick curly hair that floated above
her bony collarbone and hazel eyes that mirrored the dirt and rosemary
from her backyard. She had lips like bows that tied messily in a mischievous smirk.
I remember a lipstick stain on a Heineken. A stolen Heineken
from her dad’s fridge. We passed it back and forth in the quiet of 3AM.
Purple lipstick.
I remember my parents’ heavy whispers of words like “closeness”
and “obsessed.” Close. It was a year of closeness that no one was comfortable with.
Purple lipstick. We talked about boys. There was a lot of talk
about boys as we splayed out our bodies on a worn-in couch. The beer
was bitter and underwhelming.
She had already been kissed. She talked about it, all the boys
she had kissed while I watched her mouth move. I sighed and opened
up my body more and said “I wanna be kissed.” I remember the pause.
The look I felt from her, how it burned. She passed me back the beer,
smeared with her purple lipstick.
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poetry:

Talented

Bystander
Alexander Benedict

I remember a broken window. One with a latch that squeaked
violently. We opened it slowly. Smiling as we leapt out like birds taking
flight. We flew down quiet streets dampened by an earlier rain.
I remember kisses that never happened. Just empty wishes of
space that never closed.
Our hands barely touching, I liked to imagine that she loved me.
That she and I were out walking together and if someone saw us walking
they’d really like the way she looked at me.
I remember undressing in front her for the first time. How
clothes suddenly felt like a third layer of skin and I had to peel myself
apart in front of her eyes. There was raw skin, puddles of skin on cherry
hardwood. But the pajamas went on, the ones with little purple sock
monkeys with big red lips. I felt stupid in my matching set and wished I
had brought something else.
I remember getting into bed and how her sheets smelled like
tea tree oil and lavender. There was a worn, pig stuffed animal with its
eyes missing. She called it “Peppa” and cradled it to sleep while I lay still,
admiring the cracked ceiling. I counted the blades of the fan over and
over. In the morning our bodies had formed a new shape. Her fingers
twisted in my hair and her body was coiled tightly around me and my
purple sock monkey skin.
When she moved away a few months later there was an audible
sigh of relief from my parents. Space, they rejoiced.

Watch your step
over this cracked concrete
uneven and tangled in thick,
pulsing arteries.
Someone keeps
stomping on them and
now the cracks surge
with blood: freshly squeezed heartbreak
congealing in mid-July heat.
Still, watch as the crushed
arteries expand and contract—
gently pushing apart this sidewalk; keep on walking.
You were only
a pair of shoes
in a crowd, right?

I remember words thrust into my mouth: “You guys were just great
friends.”
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short story:

Laughing Stock

Laughing Stock

Emma Scott

“Look,” says the guide from the safari bus.
It’s stuffed with sweating tourists, their gazes greedy and smothering. He clears his throat, pointing out her sharpened maw, her mottled
skin, her patched-up flesh, sprouting polka-dots and bite marks that are
still forming scabs.
The bus is open, benches rising above the brush. A baby cries
from its carriage next to the rail, and its mother drapes a careless hand
over the shade. She’s cooing, but not at her wailing child. Instead, she’s
watching me and my sister while clucking her tongue. She wants us to
look at the familiar gray box within her husband’s hands.
“Closer,” she snaps. “I didn’t suffer a sixteen hour trip to Africa
with a newborn for you to get shitty pictures.”
Her focused husband can’t respond. This is a high-stakes
situation, and the picture needs to look perfectly petrifying. Beads of
perspiration appear at his brow, and his finger trembles on the button.
The flash is startlingly white. My sister hates it, and she pulls her black
lips over those stained teeth with a low, angry snarl. The tour guide
loves it; he always does.
“Watch her,” he yells enthusiastically, as my sister stalks away.
“See those muscles? The restrained power in those hunched shoulders?
Perfect for chasing her prey. Watch, she’s going to blend into the grass...”
The crowd nods in mute acknowledgement. They obediently
watch my sister vanish; a spotted, sulking ghost into the wild.
“Perfect camouflage,” the guide says even though everyone has

already lost interest.
Now, their eyes rest upon me. I’m biting gnats from my matted
fur, much to the chagrin of the child in the third row.
“That’s gross,” he whines.
I wonder if he has seen his own reflection before. Surely, he can’t
consider himself a prime example of his species? His nose is smushed,
and his mouth is smug and crooked. I want to slash it to bits, but I won’t.
Instead, I will wait. Unlike my sister, I can control my temper. “Don’t they
ever laugh?” asks a thin, impatient voice from the front of the bus.
The tour guide claps his big hands.
“Great question!” he lies. Everyone wants to hear us laugh. “It’s
most common for them to vocalize after a kill.”
The group lets out a disappointed sigh, and the guide hurries to
fix his mistake.
“However,” he declares with a sly smile, “they have been known
to respond in a similar manner if provoked or calling for help.”
The expressions on the bus become eager, and the seats squeak
as the people shift, leaning forward in anticipation. The baby in the back
seat is still crying, and the mother still doesn’t care. She rocks the cradle
absentmindedly, but her eyes are stuck to my own. The guide winks.
“I bet we can get her sister to come back…”
The rocks never hurt. They are small because the people who
fling them are weak. Tranquilizers are far worse, as I had once nearly
drowned in the river after being struck. My legs were twitching and
numb, and I’d nearly bitten off my own tongue. It had bled into the
water.
The first stone hits the ground a few paces from me, bouncing
harmlessly on the dust. The second one hits my flank and I wince, I can’t
help it. I don’t want to give them the satisfaction of a response just yet.
“Throw harder,” hiss the voices on the bus.
“You’re welcome to try,” the guide answers with a hint of snark.
He produces a bucket of rocks, hot hands scrambling for the largest stones until suddenly everyone is throwing them.
“C’mon, girl, give us a laugh,” he mutters through gritted teeth.
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She has a perfectly carved snout, dry and blackened in the
wavering heat and round ears that everyone compares to a mouse. Her
grinning teeth are stained an ominous shade of pink, and her lips are
dark and sly against the golden grass. We look alike but my sister has a
temper. I remember how our brother made fun of her chipped ear, and
she scratched out his eye. It had hung from its socket, dangling like a
dead branch until he clawed the rest out himself, whimpering softly in
indignation.

poetry:

Laughing Stock

Do As Birds
Katie King

He wants a good review. He will get one if I sound as crazy as I
look. He retrieves a chunk of cinder block from the front bench. It whizzes in an arch through the air, and I close my eyes and bow my head. I
can control my temper and besides, the grass on the other side of the
bus is shaking, quivering, anticipating. The block strikes between my
ears, and the world temporarily disappears in a flash of light, like from
that camera. I leap to my feet, the hair on my back is rising, and I can’t
help it, I am angry.
“She’s gonna do it!” the tour guide quips excitedly.
He knew that the block was his lucky weapon. It always made a
mark; a torn snout, a chipped ear…
I start to cackle, the noises rising from somewhere deep within
the marrow of my bones. I throw my bleeding head back, the hysteria
rising into the blue sky, touching the clouds. On the bus, the tourists are
rushing to record my laughter; they want to keep it all to themselves.
The guide is leaning against the front rail, arms crossed, proud of what
he has done.
I keep laughing, but it is not out of pain or resentment or sorrow. I am laughing at their gluttonous faces, their widened eyes, their
exclamations of, “That’s so creepy!” and “It sounds so sinister, just like in
the movies!”
My laughter grows louder, it is triumphant, and it stands alone
because even the baby has gone silent. I wonder when they’ll realize
that its carriage is empty. It will be their fault. They should have known
that my sister has a temper.

go ahead,
say what you’re thinking—
take from me
draw out like poison, like a ribbon
pull it out from my pale hip
from my breasts
from deep within my throat
and let it rub raw my lips as it comes.
say what you’re thinking—
is it me? is it us? is it this
moment? i wish to be wrapped
in a flurry of birds. so that i may
lift away and do as birds do.
when you look at me,
what is it that you wish to take?
how much more do you desire—
side by side
hip to hip
flesh to flesh.
the power has gone away.
i wish to be towed under the stomach of a wave
pulled away by the force of wild occurrence
“She fell and flew
into the beautiful blue”
then maybe i could find silence,
find myself alone.
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poetry:

Not Fear.
Anne Whitfield
I don’t love you in the way they want me to
I don’t love you in roses or candles
My love for you is not a dove,
but a raptor
Sharp claws digging a cavity into my chest
A gaping hole in a rock face, the wind howls through it
And for the next thousand years the locals say it’s haunted
That scream is my love for you
Visceral and wild
A hulking beast moves through the mountain pines
A shadow silences all sounds of the forest
Not out of fear
Standing on a cliff’s edge in a storm
Barefoot, unshaken
All the power of the wild within my lungs
The scream
By morning is gone
Our love has no place in the calm sea or clear skies

short fiction:

April 16th
Silver Spring

Je vous salue Marie, pleine de grâce
Le Seigneur est avec vous,
Vous êtes bénie entre tout les femmes
Et Jésus, le fruit de vos entrailles, est béni.
Sainte Marie, Mère de Dieu,
Priez pour nous, pauvre pécheurs,
Maintenant, et à l’heure de notre mort.
Grieving voices surround me as I watch the spire of Notre Dame fall. I
feel the collective spirit of France falter, as the heart of the country is
physically devoured in flame. Parisians wonder why this is happening. Is
this how you felt, I wonder?
The third holiest site in Israel, the Al-Aqsa Mosque, is set ablaze. It burns
and no one knows it. It is not covered on the news, and we all know
why. It has nothing to do with location, nothing to do with popularity.
Some of the elders condemn it, other worshippers mourn and grieve
the ground. A part of their spirit has gone up in smoke. Is this how you
felt, I wonder?
Three predominantly black churches are set on fire by the sheriff’s white
son. He is a Trump devotee with a vision of a new world, without people
of soul within it. He is caught, but we wait with bated breath to see if he
will be charged. Will he be set free or left to burn, we do not know. We
know inside he burns with hatred. We try to forgive him; we do not want
to. Is this how you felt, I wonder?
I turn behind me in church and see an old family friend making faces
at a baby. We do not talk to him anymore. He left his wife and family in
debt, stole their money, had an affair with a coworker. He told his wife
and children he never loved them. I stood in my kitchen and watched
his children cry and hug my mother, begging for mercy, begging for
answers. I sat in a pew and tried to worship my God; yet, all I could think
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April 16th

poetry:

Au cimetière Père
Lachaise
T. Mesnick

about was setting him ablaze as he made faces at an infant. Was this
how you felt, I wonder?
Mary, Mother of God, was this how you felt when they crucified your
son?

History lives here
between the tombs
in a lil shack
made of leaves & wood
History looks us in the
eyes here forces us to
recognize to reconcile
These are the bodies
the predecessors
History
history
		 history
is homeless
Sleeps beneath the stars
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poetry:

the rapture of
adoption
Ryan Turrieta

today,
i lost my shadow
when i wept by the tragic sea
burning, it floated away by itself,
away in solitary—

the rapture of
adoption
my little one.
even if it takes me
into my next life

now, all i wish is to dream again;
for only in my dreams can i be truly free.
it seems i notice withered flowers all around me,
not the blossom:
the blossom that gave my life purpose—
purposefully.
i feel torn asunder from underneath my soul, forevermore.
		
i am not sure how to keep on living anymore.
my incomparable love knows well the still abyss of the ocean.
we are what we are, simple strange miracles. however,
in this moment i feel we are for nothing.
that first grasp
on my pinky
you held,
made such a tremble
of pure light.
somehow,
with every ounce of energy
in me
i will find you again,
my love,
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poetry:

creative nonfiction:

From a Fortune Cookie

A Still Something

K.H. Wolfe

Carrie Bantz

“You will be graced by the presence of a loved one soon.”

I never liked your car. It was tan and dull, loud and cold. The
passenger seat stuck to my thighs and the leather was stained. I never
liked your hand on the wheel. The way you gripped it hard and white,
rough and curled. Yet I still waited for you. I still watched for you out my
second story window. I still searched the streets for that car.
I still wanted you.
I remember your headlights hitting the trees, light pouring into
the yard. You would sit there waiting for me as I waited for you. You waited to see my door open as I waited for you to say something. Anything.
An anything that would give me something to believe you were right
for this moment.
Opening the door of your car, we locked eyes and I said
something. I can’t remember what. You said something back, but it
wasn’t what I wanted. The leather began to stick as you reached for me,
but all I saw were the stains.
I guess anything wasn’t what I wanted.
Something had lied to me.
You still drove down the same road. The same streets with the
same trees that still grow. Maybe sometime between the falling leaves
and rains I stopped growing. Maybe growth was what I needed in that
season, but you covered me. Maybe the rain still fell, but you stopped it
from hitting my tongue.

How oft I have longed for your concern
only for my honesty
to be reproached by your silence.
Home,
find your way back to me
out from under your bottles of poison.

My piano teacher used to make me cry. Looking down, I’d hide
my face so she wouldn’t see. My eyelids would begin to sting because
of the pressure, but my fingers still moved. She’d sit to my left with her
glasses on the edge of her nose and sharp words on the edge of her lips.
I wanted to quit. I wanted to look straight in her eyes and tell her I hated
piano and I hated the way she talked to me. But I kept my head down.
My fingers still moved as my foot hit the cold gold petal.
We finally arrived at that old stone restaurant. You took my hand
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A Still Something
and led me through the doors, down the stairs, around the corner, and
through the hallway to our favorite table. You still pulled out my chair
even though I touched the table first. You sat down across from me and
said I could have anything I wanted.
That anything still wasn’t what I wanted.
You ordered. You always did. Your dark eyes connected with the
waitress’s and I knew what she was thinking. Seeing other girls want you
didn’t usually bother me, and you didn’t seem to notice as you looked
back at me. I still smiled despite my discomfort. I didn’t want you to
think anything of it.
Your keys sat on the table. They were sharp and jagged, silver
and gold. You left the car unlocked, and I didn’t say anything. Out of all
the cars in the lot, no one would be interested enough to try the handle.
The headlights were clouded and the edges scuffed. You told me the car
used to be your grandma’s and that sometimes it still smelled like her. I
had never noticed. Maybe she loved that car. Maybe she saw something
that others didn’t.
I wanted to see it too.

A Still Something
It was frail and layered, thin and white. I was lost in its feeling
when you started talking. Your dark eyes locked mine into place and
I didn’t move. You told me I was disrespecting you and that I should
watch what I say. You told me you weren’t upset. The meat on my plate
was bleeding out, red gathering around the mashed potatoes and
getting soaked into the bread. I remember the waitress taking my food
away and the drive back to my house.
I still can’t remember what I said.

I used to sneak out my window onto the roof. I never liked
sleeping much and wasn’t very good at it, so on nights where I’d count
the stains on the ceiling three times over, I’d climb out my window.
The roof was flat, and it wasn’t a hard climb. The black shingles would
stick to my bare feet, but I didn’t mind. The stars were what I came for
because they never slept. They sat there in the sky without a word, and
people stared. People loved them. I wanted to be like them.
The food came and sat between us. A veil of thin steam separated our breath and I still looked at you despite your divided attention.
You gripped the fork as I felt the napkin on my lap. I wanted to make
sure it was still there.
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short story:

An Open Letter

An Open Letter

Liz Browning
Dear [REDACTED],
There are many ways that I’ve written and rewritten this letter in
my head. On certain days, when the memory of your blatant lie clouds
my judgement, I feel an acidic anger bubble in me to the point that my
words are dripping in the pain that you and I both caused. Other days,
after yoga has centered me, I can find it within myself to forgive you and
only hope that you don’t let someone hurt you the way that you hurt
me. Maybe today will be a mixture of my anger and my kindness and
every other emotion you evoke from me. All I know is that this is the last
I have to say regarding this issue mess.
Mistake No. 1: Games. Learning to read Mandarin would be
easier than learning how to read you. Your enigmatic and elusive aura
isn’t endearing; you’ve caused far too many hours of me lying awake in
confusion over how to interpret your compliments. It took me a year
and a half to finally fess up my feelings, so I come off as a hypocrite for
criticizing your muddy actions. But you can’t flirt with me day after day
and then wonder why I’m neck-deep in love with you. (I’m not the only
girl you’ve done that to, and you know it.)
Mistake No. 2: Beauty. My long nose, high forehead, pointed
chin, and mousy hair are all things that I’ve struggled to accept. Though
you deny it, I can’t help but notice the pattern of blonde, thin, (so incredibly conventionally attractive) girls that fit into your frame of desires.
Maybe that’s why you neglected to notice our late night conversations,
or your paragraphs of much-needed venting that I patiently read, or
our inside jokes that made your imperfect teeth break into a grin, or the
plethora of interests that you and I shared. Helpful hint: chasing solely
after her outside will only lead you to disappointment toward her inside.
Mistake No. 3: Lies. When you “let me down easy,” when you
didn’t judge me or embarrass me for the word-vomit of emotions I
texted you at 1 a.m., I gushed to my friends about what a great guy you
were, especially in comparison to the boys who’d rejected me in the
past. Two months later, your words reek of complete and utter bullshit.
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Your reason for turning me down was because you claimed that you
weren’t ready for a relationship anytime soon; how was your date with
[REDACTED] last week?
The truth is that you weren’t ready for me. I would have loved the
hell out of you.
Perhaps I already loved the hell out of my imagined image of
you. When I look at you, I see someone who’s desperate for any love
he can get, especially from someone with an attractive exterior. I don’t
see someone who would hold me when I cry, or love every inch of me. I
can’t fault you for that, it wasn’t the real you that I loved either.
I know we’ll still remain the good friends we began as, and
I know my resentment will eventually fade. Maybe I’ll even learn
something because of what you did to me.
I’m empty at this point, and my conscience wants me to end with
this: I don’t want you to get hurt, so please be more careful than I was.
The last of my love for you,
[REDACTED]
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poetry:

From the Other Side of the
Crosswalk

From the Other Side of the
Crosswalk

Jared Bruett

Saw a young boy on the corner of Maple and Hillcrest
not young enough to be lost but old enough to feel lost anyways
the cars rolled by and he flinched
knew enough to be scared but not sure of what

Take whatever turn you want
look both ways, but only twice
the stress’ll kill your heart

No place in this world for a boy that scared
walks by himself with his eyes cast down
keeps quiet in class, afraid of his voice
makes himself small, no need to be seen
Has to be perfect, can’t risk being judged

So chin up kid
the cars move faster
when you don’t watch them

Who judges a boy like that?
the bully, the teacher, the red ink of pen on paper
but mostly himself
Mistakes twist into flaws, inherent and deep
inspires a feeling he would call shame
but it’s not, is it?
more of a resentment
scorn, self-inflicted
hate for the stress-fractured hands against his chest
can’t breathe in, makes the bones cry louder
can’t breathe out, pushes the chest too far
best to find a quiet room
bathroom stall or locker
let the bitter waves rise up
swell and pulse and warm the face
rub the moisture from the eyes till they’re raw and slick
You know they can see it.
they say nothing
and the silence offers no relief
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poetry:

Strawberry Fields at Three AM
on a Tuesday
Paige Hartenburg

I fall in love with the first boy who calls me beautiful
He tells me over text when the sun is dimmer than my phone screen
and my room smells of saltine rain
My heart twists those words into fields of sweet forevers and poorly
woven promises
But your strawberry words are enough for today

Strawberry Fields at Three AM
on a Tuesday
I feel like I am stealing words meant for her
So much so, that I forgive all that you have taken from me
But I gave you my heart, so I can’t really call it stealing

You say that only I am not allowed to leave
I ask you why and you don’t respond
Saying it is not fun that way
For me to know how you feel
So I breathe in the smell of fresh fruits as the weight of our basket now
sits pleasantly heavy in my arms
You say that you rely on me
Again over text, but this time your words taste of grape juice
That my strawberry words remind you of the goodness of humanity
That my blackberry smile is enough for you to stay
And I believe that your fields are real and that your words are true
For me to pluck and take and eat all on my own
All on our own
You tell me that you still like her
But you are trying not to think about it
Trying to forget the way to her sunny patches of grassy knolls
But I can hear in your voice that you never truly left
The strawberry jam in my brain is still so sweet and I crave it so
I can’t see past my pure pink glasses
My basket is now too heavy, it forces me to stand still
Caught red-handed with the fruits of your words, now juices in my
hands as I realize I have strangled and mashed them
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creative nonfiction:

3 AM Thoughts
Anonymous

Things that keep me up at night: The wind howling against the windows. The buzzing touch of the man sleeping next to me. Climate
change. The sounds of my mother’s cries when I told her, four years
ago, that I was on a different path than she imagined. The time I slipped
in the kitchen at work. Fried ice cream. Paranormal activity. His foot
cuddling against mine. The possibility of infinity. The mac and cheese
seeping further into the pit of my stomach. A text message left on read.
Me 20 years from now.
I hate that it has to be this way. That the echoes of my boots are the only
sounds accompanying the dim street lights on the way to your house
early in the AM. That these echoes are quick and painful. So when the
heels of my boots click against the sidewalk, I hate myself for walking so
quickly.
It is November. It is freezing. It is a Friday night. At first, you are in one
place, and I am in another. I am with my friends in this place, this place
of stagnant crowds and breath that smells like rum and coke. And you
are in a different place, a place that you want to leave. So, I text you. I
hate that it has to be this way. I text you a message and you respond
quickly, the way I like. I like the way you respond because it makes me
feel wanted and it makes the walk to your house quick, purposeful.

3 AM Thoughts
intoxicated, you walk too casually to the front door to come get me. You
walk routinely and I hate that. I hate that because I walk quickly. The
heels of my boots click against the sidewalk, wind shoveling through my
hair as my cheeks redden from the cold. I walk quickly. You saunter at
the fourth, fifth knock.
You come to the place that I’m at because you love stagnant crowds and
the taste of rum and coke, especially when it comes from my mouth.
I don’t see you at first, blending in with my friends and the cigarette
smoke on the patio. But then the smoke clears up and I’m drawn to you.
I hate that it has to be this way. I hate your smirk when you see me, and
how you take the drink from my hand because you know you can.
The distant honking of a car horn. A smooth hit of nicotine. The chill
caused by the air vent looking down on me. The man dozing quietly on
my rib cage. A song I just remembered from a time I want to forget. The
permanence of death. Standardized tests. The number of likes my post
has gotten in the past seventeen minutes. The time I waved to someone
who wasn’t waving to me. Bad horoscopes.
Every weekend, sometimes twice a weekend, 2 AM. A text that reads:
“What’s up?”

The crickets chirping effortlessly in the dark. The temporary brightness
in the corner of the room, when I get a missed call I should’ve answered.
Soon to be three missed calls. World hunger. His fingers trailing circles
on my arm. The misunderstanding of the word ‘love’. Hangnails. The
time my family friend’s cousin plunged to his death. Nine hundred and
sixty-three calories.

My friends don’t trust you, and I hate that it has to be this way. That
when I walk quickly to your house, my phone buzzes through my jean
pocket as a million messages come through, asking where I am. They
know where I am, and they don’t like it. They don’t like it because the
street lights are too dim to see at this hour of the night and this hour of
the night is when the bad things happen, and you are not worth something bad happening to me at this hour of the night. You are not worth
the energy I exert to get to you.

I hate that it has to be this way. That when I walk to your house, there is
no concern. No offer to escort. Because when I get to your apartment, to
those big concrete steps that I sometimes trip over when I’m sometimes

The persistent itch at the bottom of my right ankle. The line from The
Princess Diaries that my sister impersonates so well. My checking ac-
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count balance. His eyes fluttering awake when he realizes I haven’t fallen
asleep yet. Seasonal depression. The probability of an airplane crashing.
What my best friend from preschool looks like now. Old habits and new
ones. The time a drunk streetwalker called the guy in line in front of me
a fag. Me 50 years from now.
I hate that it has to be this way. We leave together, even after my friends
urge me not to, and the echoes of my boots trail behind your dirtied sneakers. Smooth banter and short strides that loosely resemble
straight lines. You stop in front of me, grab my swaying body, and pull
me to your lips. They are more intoxicating than the rum and coke, more
urgent than my walk to your house. I hate that they make me weak. I
jerk backwards, looking at you wide-eyed before letting out a sarcastic
comment. The banter continues as if nothing happened. We don’t lock
hands, but that’s not a thing we do and I know that and you know that,
and the dim lights leading to your concrete steps are less romantic than
they are pointless at this time of the night.
We walk into your house, me leading because I know exactly where your
room is, and I hate that. I hate how I plop down on your unmade bed
without even thinking. I remove my watch and you remove your watch
and then the music plays and you know what happens next. What
happens next is a symphony of touch and taste and the murmur of a
familiar song.
His roommate’s hollow footsteps in the middle of the night. The piece
of food stuck between my molars. Kisses trailing down my neck. Bluntforce trauma. Aliens. The fire truck sirens blaring past his house. An
inside joke from years ago. The time I said the wrong thing to a boy I
liked in the twelfth grade. His cold hands on my waist. His breath on
my chest. The hot cup of herbal tea that is beginning to wear off. Headaches. Malice. Why the world spins in one direction, and I seemingly spin
in the other.
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I hate that it has to be this way. That my feet no longer hurt from the
sides of my boots rubbing against them. They are used to walking long
distances. Your grin and your floppy brown hair and your unmade bed.
I hate that you make me smile so easily, even when I am sometimes
intoxicated, and how even when I walk quickly to your house and
consciously hate the idea of walking quickly to your house, I do it anyway. Under the dim lights. Just to get to you. I hate that it has to be this
way.
We lie in bed that night, talking about how bad mainstream music
artists are and the difference between indica and sativa. I don’t snuggle
up against your side because that’s not what we do and you know that
and I know that. We lie, two separate bodies in a scrunched up bed and
I leave very early the next morning before you wake. The echoes of my
boots mix with the sounds of morning traffic. Birds chirp around me as
my arms fold deeper into my sides. I walk quickly away from your house,
comparing today’s to last week’s. I walk quickly away from your house,
knowing that next week’s will be colder.
Creaky doors and leaky pipes. How candy corn is made. Religion. Time
capsules. The time I broke my wrist. The time that he kissed me on the
way home to his house as if I was his and how we don’t talk about that
time. Toxic relationships. Psychological disorders. My next tattoo. Him
shifting in bed to face the opposite direction, leaving me cold and motionless.
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poetry:

Where I Buried Us

Where I Buried Us

Amanda Parel
I sent it to the stars
Incandescent pinwheels
shimmering with laughter
until supernova
stifles the last giggles

I stitched it in fabric
I scribbled it in stories
I kneaded it in dough
I framed it in albums
I sang it in hymns
I danced it in rhythms
I crafted it into art
hideous and precious

I left it in church pews
kneeling and begging and
apologizing and
forgiving

I starved myself and fed the memory.

I shoved it in the basement,
An underground diary
A box beneath old sweaters,
to gather dust and distance
until I read it again

Let it soak into the earth
into my pillow, my dreams
Dig so many graves for it
calluses cover my hands
so I’ll still be re-minded

I shouldn’t read it again.

buried
alive

Imprisoned in voicemails,
where I can hear clearly
words never said again
but still listened to now
I shouldn’t listen again.
Sometimes I can’t help it.
Sometimes I can’t help.
Sometimes I can’t.
Sometimes I can.
I painted it in poetry
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poetry:

Gotta Be A Good
Keeper to Keep Her

creative nonfiction:

A State of Being Fine
Katie King

Emma Todys

I was frolicking with friends down high
street Saturday night, bagel in hand, When
I heard a voice, not so discreet, Give life
advice to a friend, man-to-man.
I heard him over the crunch as I chewed. This
is all he said, no more: “No, that’s what I’m
saying, dude! Even when there’s a goalie, you
can still score.”
“Ah, they must play soccer,” I thought.
But to that, I would be mistaken. See,
they were discussing a girl who’s got A
boyfriend... I was shaken.
But here today as I tell you this, I must warn you on all things
holy: If you’re the guy whose girlfriend has been hanging out with
Chris, Prepare to be a really good goalie.

Cells, cells, beautiful cells. Sprawling out like booming suburbia
into overrun parking lots. Infected with a heavy population. Thirtyseven trillion cells. More cells than people have ever existed. Running,
morphing, blistering into a semi-functional kaleidoscope. Isn’t that
beautiful!
Someone might say.
Bodies move in different ways. He makes himself into shapes like
a cliff’s edge or the lip of a beer bottle. He becomes a broken windowsill
and a bruise.
He takes out a can of dip and looks sheepishly at me from the
corner of his eye. He stuffs it. Full bottom lip. Haven’t seen my brother in
three months, but I guess it is a new habit.
The world has a funny way of responding to your sickness and
pain. Maybe the dog curls next to him tighter, maybe his friends give
him more smoke to fill his lungs.
“So, where are we going for dinner?” I ask.
He shrugs, never much of a talker. His phone lights up with
messages.
He is the worn-in human-shaped part of a mattress.
He wanted to drive, so I let him drive. I didn’t expect him to want
to move the way he does. Erratically and without thought. He thinks less
now than he ever has. Especially about others. He does not think. He
drives. He drives while stuffing his mouth full of black tobacco dip and
does a 55 in a 35.
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A State of Being Fine
I guess I didn’t expect the right things.
Tonight we go to a Mexican restaurant that we always go to. I
play with my food.
“How is school?”
“Fine.”

A State of Being Fine
movies, I offer to get him whatever he wants, but he wants nothing, so I
get nothing too. I see black, sentient goo envelope fictitious people.
I think of all the ways I’d like nature to hold him. I’d like the trees
to bend down and scoop him in secure tendrils. I’d like the ground to be
flat and warm and steady. I’d like the sky to rain down bubbles. I worry
how he must feel. If the world has dealt him a challenge he is too young
to face. I worry if he thinks nature has betrayed him too.
Instead, I see him answering a message from a pretty girl online.

“How are your friends?”

I drive us home.

“Fine.”

“What did you think?”

“How is everything at home with Mom and Dad?”
“Fine.”

“I liked it.”
“Me too.”

He is the static of a haunted television.
My brother pulls out his phone. He ignores me.
Nothing has changed.

He smiles. I smile.
“How are you feeling?”
I had waited long enough for him to not expect this.

I sit watching. He looks thin and maybe a bit yellow. He is a waif.
Beautiful cells.
A kid behind me crouching on a stool talks loudly about how
Spider-Man is his favorite and he pretends his taco is a spaceship. I can
hear blistering cells over the Mexican music.
I ask him to go to a movie. We can sit in the quiet together.
We see Venom, something he’s been wanting to see. In the
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He is the crumbling facade of an abandoned home. He is a saliva
stain on an ashed cigarette.
He fumbles for a word. There’s a gaping breath that maybe has a
truth somewhere in the exhale. There’s a flicker right behind his eyes.
Cells, cells, beautiful cells.
“Fine,” he responds.
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He is water in my hands. Slippery. When we were little, we used
to fight. We fought all the time over anything and wrestled in the dead
grass outside till we were covered in what looked like straw. At least
then I had him. I had him in my tight grip. He was tangible, he was my
friend.
“Do you not want to talk about it?”
burst.

He shakes his head and fills his lips with more chew. He might

I look in the rearview mirror and see my face and gasp. I’m
bloated with words and questions. My mouth is swollen and my eyes
are wet and enclosing. So much so until I can’t see. Until I’m in this dark
space and reaching, I hear myself asking all these things I know he
doesn’t want to answer. I hear the little boy making raspberry sounds for
his spaceship.
I am begging him to say something. How many times can I say
I love you? But all I can feel is fine. A resounding fine that peels my
eyelids apart.
I shape myself into a tree with outstretched tendrils.
We are sitting at a stop sign by some new liquor store. He looks
over at me.

poetry:

amber alert
Ryan Turrieta
(the following lines are based on true events)
this story ends January 1996 with
blood-terror grips around a choking
throat of snow-white sorrow. all
was taken, torn asunder, asphyxiated, in
blind rage, followed by no more
tomorrows.
all the while, sitting up on the
horizon of a tree’s tire-swing,
swaying back-n-forth, frizzy french braids glided
high above the gilded backdrop greenery,
following laughter-screams dizzy-feeling. slowly floating
alone
down the slope beneath the hazel-oak,
until their sound (the giggle screams)
filled the ears of a mad
slender-man crossing the narrow street,
carrying captive aggression toward gazelle—hellbent on committing evil deeds.
means,
sometimes life is an emergency; sometimes,
a dream turns into a dream.

He is a smile made of unstitched stitches.
“Go. It’s your turn,” he points.
Cells, cells, beautiful cells.
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short story:

Resurrection Man

Resurrection Man

Patrick Howard
My shrink told me it might be good to start writing about my day
in a diary, so I guess this is me giving it a shot.
I awoke in the early evening, lying on my mattress. I don’t use
sheets anymore; I sweat too much while I’m asleep, and I don’t like doing laundry. I usually just throw away my clothes when they start smelling, then I go down to Kmart and shoplift some more.
I remember staring at the design on my ceiling for a long time.
It wasn’t really a design, at least not made by any artist. It’s a big water
stain with a crack running through the middle of it: hues of green, purple, and yellow splotching the stucco right above my head. One time,
the people upstairs were fighting and some of the ceiling crumbled off,
hitting my eyelids.
I try to roll out and sit on the side of my bed, embracing the
nausea. I’ve found it helps if you grind your teeth a little bit, and try and
breathe hard out of your nose. While I’m hunched over I notice that my
boxers are starting to tear in a few places, but they should be good for
another couple days.
I stand up and walk the three feet to my bedroom door. I can
hear TheRoommate is up, which is surprising: he sells coke, and usually
I don’t see him if I get up during the day. Last night he had a bunch of
people over, and they were still in the living room shouting at each other when I went to bed.
He’s alright though, TheRoommate. Back when I worked at the
factory, this guy Reggie introduced me to him, said he thought we
would get along well. Actually, he just gave me his number, but he said
he thought I could use it. I don’t do drugs like that, though.
The scene in the living room is horrifying. TheRoommate is
sitting on the couch, and I can tell he’s been trying to knock himself out.
He’s slack-jawed and his eyes are blinking, crusty with yellow goo. He’s
not wearing a shirt, and I can see the white power tattoos he got when
he did time. He says that he’s embarrassed by it now, and that he did
it to survive, but that’s just so he can sell to black people. When his old
buddies come through, it sounds like the Fourth Reich is being started

in our apartment.
He pours a big splash of potato vodka into a large McDonald’s
cup, absently stirring it with his finger. Once I’m a couple feet from the
couch, he notices I’m there and tries to say something, but instead, he
starts coughing and hocks up some nasty shit into an ashtray. The whole
place smells like Newports.
“AaaHHh-h-Hey,” he says.
He still possesses some linguistic capabilities.
I ignore him and sit down in my recliner to the left of his couch.
It’s all wet; he has some smack-fiend friends who tend to pee themselves. Or maybe it was an honest spill. I just sit there, and I take the last
Newport.
“Hyuuhh?”
He’s offering me his cup. I take a big sip, nod, and give it back.
He’s good about sharing things, but I want him to stop trying to get
me to do blow with him. When I first moved in, he would come into
my room and try to rub it in my mouth, ranting gibberish about how
if I gave it a chance, I could get my shit together and make some real
money. I had to beat him a couple times before he stopped, and he still
bothers me about it when we drink.
I notice there’s a skinny guy curled into a ball at the base of the
kitchen counter. He’s naked. I have to kick TheRoommate to get his attention; he looks over at the guy and snickers.
I go back into my room and pull on a t-shirt and some jeans. I forgot I had the cigarette in my mouth, and I accidentally burn a hole in my
shirt as I’m putting it on. It’s OK, this shirt only had a couple more wears
anyway.
I walk straight through the living room, through the kitchenette,
ignoring whatever TheRoommate is screaming at me as I go. I have work
I need to do. I need more money. Step one is getting an old paper from
the corner store. The delivery guy for this part of town just puts the new
papers on top of the old ones, so if you grab from the bottom of the pile
you can usually get one from a few days ago.
There’s this one homeless guy on the way who always asks me

41

42

Resurrection Man

Resurrection Man

for money. He only has one eye, and he never remembers me. I used to
give him food, but then he would curse at me and throw it, so now I just
give him the money.
I pick up my paper and walk out. I only pay when the cashier is
behind the counter, and that’s not usually the case. I don’t think this corner store orders new products except for cigarettes and lottos, because
that’s all they can sell. The food aisles have big patches of empty shelf
space, and a lot of the stuff has labels from a few years ago.
I get back to my apartment and brace myself for the smell again.
I open the door, fully expecting TheRoommate to awkwardly lunge at
me with a knife (or something along those lines—–he often forgets he
has a roommate), but he’s passed out, sitting upright. I get in my recliner
and open the paper to the Obituaries section.

“What a weird obituary,” I think.
Since when did they put in the reason someone died? I re-read
this particular obit a couple times, in shock at what I’m reading. Regardless, this guy seems like a perfect candidate. Body’s gonna be in good
shape, aside from maybe some swelling in the throat, and he’s young.
No matter who wants it, it’s always better if they’re young. Sorry Frank,
but you’re my guy tonight.
It’s basically completely dark by now, so I can get started pretty
soon. Frank got buried yesterday, which is perfect. It seems like I’m actually having a great day so far.
I go back into my room and grab my shovel; I lean it against the
wall on the right side of my bed. I lean it in the same place every time

because it makes a tiny little ring on the carpet— from the mud. Whatever I might be, I am not a slob, nor do I enjoy living in squalor. There
just aren’t a lot of options for someone in my trade.
So I take the shovel and put on my work boots. It was wet outside, so this will probably be pretty dirty tonight. Need all black clothes,
so I change out of the blue jeans and put on a black pair.
Walk out of my bedroom, through the living room, gotta get my
bag from the closet in the hallway. The bag might be the most important part; it needs to be something that would never raise any suspicions
if it had a 200-pound body-shaped object in it. Mine is a huge canvas
one that says “Dewey’s Laundry Delivery” on it; I’m pretty proud of this.
TheRoommate is still zonked out.
I go out to my car, an Oldsmobile that doesn’t run very well. I
know one of these days it’s gonna break down at the worst possible
time. I sit in the driver’s seat for a little while. I look in the rearview mirror
and see my shovel in the back seat, and I start the car, heading towards
Grace.
Once I get to the gates, I have to park and get out to open them.
I always rehearse my story on the way over: the city hired me to level
out the plots in the back, and I can’t come during the day ‘cause I work
construction. I’ve never had to use it, but I still rehearse it every time.
The gates are heavy as fuck. I used to have to bring bolt cutters
and cut the chain off, but they stopped replacing it last year. I don’t
know why no one ever looked into someone clearly breaking into a
cemetery in the middle of the night, but I suppose it’s not really a big
deal. They might’ve rationalized it as a griever having an episode, needing to see their loved one at night. That’s probably what I would assume.
I get back in the car and kill the headlights; I have this place
memorized at this point, and it’s just asking for trouble. They’ve started
putting people in the back-right recently, so I head there first to try and
find my boy Frank.
After a little while of cruising, I see the tell-tale signs: lots of flowers, some ribbons scattered on the ground, and a big, beautiful patch of
freshly-dug dirt. He wasn’t in the back-right like I expected; they actually
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Frank Newman
Frank Newman, aged 24, passed away Friday night when a friend bet him that he
couldn’t fit all eight hot wings into his mouth. He worked diligently as a sales representative for Dyson Vacuums. He will be remembered lovingly by his sister Annabeth,
mother Vicki, and father Ray. The visitation will be held at Owens Funeral Home on
Sunday the 6th, and the funeral shall take place the following Monday. He will be
interred at Grace Memorial Cemetery.

Resurrection Man
kinda put him near the really old people. I’ve thought about digging
one of them up, just for kicks, to see a skeleton. I probably never would,
though. Grace is not a big place; I still find Frank Newman pretty quick.
Park the car on the road with the back angled as close to the plot
as possible: these things are heavy as hell, and it makes it so much easier
if you get the trunk as close as possible without leaving tire prints in the
grass. I hop out and grab my shovel and bag from the backseat.
The ground is so mushy; I hate it when it’s like this. The clay sticks
to your shovel, and it takes like 30 extra minutes ‘cause you have to stop
and kick it off the blade constantly. I walk over to the grave and drop my
bag on the ground, making sure that it’s on a spot with clean grass.
I start digging. And more digging. I think they start putting them
deeper and deeper every year, which is bad news for my back. The
digging lasts ‘til you hit the casket, then it’s time to scrape all the shit off
and open her up.
I pry the lid open and look down at old Frank. He’s Asian, which
I did not expect. Doesn’t matter, all of them like all races—diversity is a
good thing in this business.
It’s always a bitch to get them out of the hole, but Frank is a
pretty small guy. I think to myself: it would be nice if the paper included
their measurements. I always grab them under their armpits and pull
hard, to dislodge them from their bed. Funeral homes do a good job really tucking them in there; some even put a tight sheet over the bottom
half for some reason.
Once I get them somewhat upright, I throw them over my
shoulder, psyching myself up for the big toss. It’s important to get them
fully out of the hole on the first throw, which shouldn’t be too hard
with Frank. One time I dug one up and he was literally morbidly obese;
I looked at him for half an hour trying to decide what to do. I had already dug the hole, so I didn’t want to just leave, but I was pretty sure
I couldn’t lift half of him. I ended up breaking his spine when I tried to
hoist him out, and it took me a while to find someone who wanted him.
I get Frank out fast. Now that he’s out, I shut the coffin, and climb
out of the hole myself. I push Frank into the bag and put him in the
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trunk.

This part is the most dangerous, because if anyone with authority shows up at this point, I’m totally screwed.
I start filling in the hole. I suppose I don’t have to do this, but I
would have to leave towns a lot more often if I didn’t. Plus, this way the
family doesn’t have to know. Filling in the hole always goes way faster,
too.
I’m finally done. I scrape off my shovel one last time, toss it in the
backseat, and put the flowers I moved earlier back by the gravestone.
Sometimes I’ll take some if they’re red roses, but these are ugly Kroger
arrangements.
I get out of the cemetery and shut the gate behind me. I go and
park behind the Home Depot a few miles away, and get my list of numbers out of the center console. I like to call the “doctors” first; they’re usually not too weird about anything. My favorite guy swears that he’s only
using them for research; he even answers the door in a white lab coat.
None of them are answering, so I gotta start calling the overt
creeps. The first one I try answers, he’s this mid-fifties guy who lives
alone in a trailer a few minutes away. Good, I don’t like driving in this
situation.
Once I pull up, I see him immediately peek out of his window and
rush out the door. He comes up to my window. I’ve only sold this guy
one before, I think, so he’s still pretty sketched out.
“Hey, um, do you need any help?”
“Nope, you got the cash? This is a good one.”
“What do you mean?”
Now he’s got a shine in his eye, and I can tell he’s excited. His…
interests…suddenly supersede the awkwardness of the exchange.
“Young Asian dude, in pretty good shape. You got the cash?”
“Oh, sorry yeah. That sounds good. Here.”
He hands me what I assume is $4000 in a plastic grocery bag.
Some guys get it wrapped at the bank and give it to me in envelopes,
and some—like this guy—are pretty broke, and I might get shorted a
couple hundred bucks. This is like their trip to Disneyland for the year.
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They save up for months before they call me and say they’re looking
again.
I get Frank out of the car and take him into the dude’s trailer, sliding him carefully out of the bag and onto a plastic folding table. I grab
my bag and get out; sometimes I like to check the place out if it’s a nice
house, but this shitty trailer feels gross.
The guy can’t make eye contact with me. He just nods and walks
by into the trailer. I get back in my car and drive home.
When I get back, TheRoommate is chopping up lines with what
appears to be the world’s oldest hooker. Still no shirt. He smiles at me
and waves, and goes back to ranting to her about whatever things they
care about.
I go into my room, and pull out my computer. I watch porn for
a little while, then I remember what Dr. Reyez said yesterday. I pull up a
Word document, and here we are.

poetry:

Loveliest Pentacle
Katie King
i drag the back of my hand
along the side of your face.
there’s a ripple of flesh
and a pulling of cheek.
our stare holds weight.
i relax in the shape of a pentacle—
five points to a star.
hands that hold and skin that cracks,
something of loveliness.
and we are lovely in this
shape. you let me draw out
ink from sternum deep
breathe blue and white
into your cavities. lean into
air earth fire water.
our skin melts like wax
we drip. we pool into a puddle
sigh loudly until it’s
music.
we pull inward together
to the spirit, our bodies
fit together like interlaced
fingers.
we rock into each other
like a lullaby, like i mean to
consume you slowly—
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visual art:

blackhole
Mady Wilson

because i do. i eat you
bite by bite. and you smile,
so i smile too. and this pleases the gods
very much.
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painting:

painting:

Piano Concerto in
G Major

Ego/Consciousness/
Sexuality

Anna Skalicki

Anna Skalicki
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pencil art:

pen and ink:

Guard Dog

Quagga

Jared Bruett

Kathryn Cupp
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drawing:

Study Companions
Grant Taylor
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photography:

Om Mani Padme Hum
Parker Slaton
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photography:

Endless
Parker Slaton
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photography:

A Man Who Traded Power
for Wisdom
Parker Slaton
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photography:

You’ve Got Mail!
Kendal Rumplik

59

photography:

Blacklight 42
Gia Mariani
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painting:

Amour
Claudia Zaunz
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spray paint and coffee on paper:

dAY OLdS anD dRIP
BREWS
Codex

62

visual art:

The Dream

poetry:

Ye Olde Archaeologist
K.H. Wolfe

Mady Wilson

Everybody has a past—
And lately, I have been
looting through them,
trying to piece together my own.
I am
recrafting
my identity
from
plagiarized
pieces
of truth.
And I am a new me,
found in a tangle of
lost dreams and old themes.
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short story:

carding wool

carding wool

Shelby Rice
it is red and soft and cabled. i’ve worn it every year since i left elementary school, because i haven’t much grown since; so i’ve had it as long as
he’s known me and it is his favorite thing i own.
it is red and soft and cabled and it is his favorite thing which i own. it is
in almost every picture of us on my phone; you can see how i’ve tried to
disguise the lurid red with a jacket thrown on or hair covering my shoulders. but still i wear it whenever possible, because it is his favorite thing i
own.
it is his favorite thing i own. it is not my favorite thing i own. but when i
put it in the washer and it comes out in halves i wonder why i’m breaking down. i wonder why i’m breaking down with yarn in my hands. that’s
a color i don’t like to wear. i wonder why i’m holding two halves of a
sweater and it seems like the world is ending. i am lady lazarus and
these my unfurling rags.

the embroidery floss stitches up the side and it’s as if the washing
machine never happened. i’ve pricked my finger over and over with the
sharp little needle that has the embroidery floss looped through it and
now it bleeds rust which spots into the red and soft and cabled. i move
along quietly and do not attend to the blood which trickles down my
fingers. he’s coming to get me and i have to put on the sweater because
it’s his favorite thing i own.
i’ve had it as long as he’s known me, since i abandoned my leather jacket and brambled hair for this red. cabled. sweater. it’s in every picture of
us on my phone, every picture which I delete one by one by one. and i
can’t unravel it, that would take too much, but i do watch it drive away
in my brother’s car on the way to Goodwill with satisfaction. it cannot be
his favorite thing i own if it is no longer mine.

i put it in the washer to make it new, but it came out seams split down
the sides. funny how things work out, my idle brain muses while my body
curls into itself lungs heaving, throat closed. after i’ve finished shaking, i primly move to the bright lit kitchen counter. i sit on the bright lit
kitchen counter and i find embroidery floss to sew it up with. the yarn is
spooling out in my lap and i guess i’ll have to work fast because there’s
nothing more i want to do than pick at this red and soft and cabled
sweater loop by loop until it’s only yarn. until i can’t tell that it was once
His Favorite Thing I Own.
i used to embroider shorts with my embroidery floss. i used to embroider wild designs on my shorts and walk to school with my legs out and
wild designs on the shorts which laid over them. but that was before i
stopped growing and they don’t fit anymore. so now my shorts are plain
and i wear a red sweater because it’s his favorite thing i own.
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poetry:

moonchild
Alexander Benedict

short story:

Till Dirt Do Us Part
Anne Whitfield
An Excerpt from the diaries of Agnes Vicar

skin pale as moonlight,
and cheeks dimpled with craters,

April 15, 1476

she’s running from the only man
she was promised she could trust.
dripping meteors
from her crescent eyelids,
ripped linen climbing
her bruised thighs,
she runs lightly on
stretched canvas feet
still warm from the sunset’s
gaping smile,
evaporating dew
and bending grass beneath
her long silver stride,
waning from exhaustion.
she hides behind
the midnight sky,
only to return as slivers
of her former self.
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It is at the breakfast table that I sit writing, alone now that the
boys have run off to prepare. It is not unusual for interactions with my
brother and our dear Morys to leave me bewildered and off guard, yet I
find this instance one of particular bemusement. I will elaborate; it has
been raining for days and for the most part, we’ve been stuck inside.
Lylle and Morys were relieving their agitated spirits by playing a game
of “Love You More” while the three of us broke our fasts together. Of
course, this sort of thing is far from unusual. In fact, it has become a
regular occurrence in the Rowlyn-Vicar household.
I’ll be sitting with Morys in the parlor, myself on the chaise
embroidering, him reading on the sofa, and Lylle will traipse in and fling
himself over the armrest and into Morys’s lap, in a fashion reminiscent of
a cat too long ignored. Once he has determined he possesses a sufficient amount of Morys’s attention, he will flail an arm about and declare
something about how his love for Morys is simply so strong he would
kill Our King himself just to prove it. Morys (though I am sometimes
given reason to hope he is at least moderately more level-headed than
my brother) will, of course, respond that he hopes Lylle is not implying
his love is the greater because if he would kill the king, Morys would
burn the entire palace to the ground. Well if Morys would burn down the
palace, Lylle would…And then it can go on like that for quite some time.
It was this particular morning when they were engaged in one
of such displays that I lost hope entirely of ever having a family member
I could consider sensible. Morys had just announced his willingness to
eat God, when Lylle said—well, Lylle said he loved Morys so much, he
would marry him. It was quiet then for a bit, the game ruined. Morys
murmured that they couldn’t, though he need not have; we all knew
well enough. I attempted to lighten the mood, although I am the first to
admit it is not a well-developed ability of mine.
“Besides,” I said, keeping my voice soft, “you do not even like
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weddings. When we attended Gybon and Amice’s a year ago you told
me you spent the entire time daydreaming a rampaging bear would
crash through the windows and rip your leg clean off, it was so boring.”
They both looked up and we exchanged weak smiles, collectively unsure if I made things better or worse. Finally, Lylle spoke, agreeing
that weddings are awful and that eating dirt would be preferable to
getting married anyway. We gave short huffs of laughter as the tension
left the room, and Morys proclaimed he would eat dirt for Lylle as well.
Lylle grinned at this, his eyes beginning to take on that mischievous
glint with which the members of this household are so well-acquainted.
“So we agree,” the grin widened then, dear god, “that we would
rather eat dirt than get married anyway.”
Morys nodded thoughtfully. “What is a wedding supposed to
prove? You might hate going, but standing around for a few hours and
kissing doesn’t sound like much of a testament.”
At this point, fear and suspicion were growing at an equal pace
within my heart. When Lylle was ridiculous that was one thing, but
when the boys agreed, there was no hope of sensibility.
“That’s it then!” Lylle exclaimed, slamming his hand down on the
table and leaping to his feet in the same motion. “We are in love, we are
willing to prove it!” In his excitement, he swept his arms around in grand
motions, and I leapt to save the teapot from his path. “Why should we
not show the world in the truest way possible? We’ll eat dirt!”
“Listen,” I pled futility, clutching the teapot to my chest, “I do
not—”
But Morys was standing then as well and nodding in a fervent
match to Lylle’s manic energy.
“We’ll have our own ceremony!”
“We can do it in the woods behind the manor—”
“Where there’s dirt!”
By then they were talking too fast for there to be any hope of
interjection. I slumped back in my chair and resigned myself to being
related to someone who had eaten dirt. Dirt! Ludicrous. At some point
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they left me, bounding through the house yelling about invitations and
wildflower chains, as I sat alone, clutching the cooling teapot and attempting to rationalize the last few minutes of my life.

April 17, 1476

The field between the manor and the wood was still muddy from
the days of rain, so everyone abandoned their shoes at the house and
resigned themselves to trudging barefoot through mud in the name of
love (and clean footwear). Despite the dreary weather, our party was
a cheerful one. Hiked-up skirts and rolled pant legs belonged to the
laughing faces above them as we imitated the sounds our feet made
in the mud, shoved leaves and flowers into each other’s hair, and gaily
teased one another in the way only true friends can.
And it was only true friends; the boys had decided to keep it to
the absolute smallest circle of acquaintance, with myself making the
fifth invitee. Gybon and Aimce Beswyk were there, of course, we had
all been in their wedding party last year, as well as the Chaumbrelayne
twins Sybil and Sigric, who had shaken off their typical air of detachment in favor of chatting happily and weaving wildflower jewelry.
It was not long before the cold mud was replaced by the soft
ground of the forest floor— still damp, though the layers of needles below and canopy above had kept it from becoming as bad as the mucky
mess of the field. We quieted when we entered the forest, our footsteps
muffled and our talk ceased. The pines were tall and full of birdsong,
but the greenwood felt as still as a chapel: I have romped down that
way more afternoons than I can count, yet today it was a sacred place.
Not far down the path lay a mossy glade, home to hours of childhood
games and—if you believe a seven-year-old Lylle (which both Morys
and I had)—wood sprites. Morys and Lylle entered first and walked to
the center arm-and-arm, the rest of us filing in to create a quarter-circle
facing them. For the sake of our clothing, we remained standing.
The boys (I should say men now, I suppose, on their “wedding
day”) crouched beside a patch of soil and dug their fingers in, scooping
up small handfuls of dirt. It struck me then, as they sifted through it for
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a moment to ensure they had not picked up any insects, how absolutely
absurd this was, but I couldn’t break the still of the forest, and would not
have said anything anyway. They lifted their hands in perfect time, and,
eyes shining, put them to their lips.
It is a rare opportunity to see an expression of such magnitude
and know that it is not in the least exaggerated. Their faces scrunched
in dramatic grimaces, as though their features were being unwillingly
dragged to their noses and fighting it desperately. It must have been
minutes they stood there, throats working as they struggled to properly
swallow the dirt. They probably need not have eaten so much, but that’s
love, I suppose. Finally they were victorious, exhales of relief shattering
the quiet air, grinning uncontrollably and laughing, and so was I, and so
was everyone. And then, because of course it’s the only part of weddings Lylle actually likes, they kissed dirt-stained kisses under a heavy
gray sky.
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poetry:

Handshake
Julia F.T. Demagall
They didn’t teach
me confidence
until my second semester junior year,
when they
bought me coffee,
shook my hand.
Not good enough,
is what
they said. They covered
my eyes with their hands.
Faker,
was what
they called me.
I still breathe in pain
when I hear
that taste
of disappointment
in their tongue,
bitter and
hard to swallow.
Taker,
they called me
by my name.
They took my sight
with aforementioned regret
when they told me to
shake my hand. I shook
as I looked down and
my hands
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were folded
in my lap.
They didn’t teach
me confidence until I
took my hands off
of my eyes

short story:

Address to M

Address to M

Henry Roach

Mary McKenna had never liked that phrase; it had always felt
more suited to cancelling someone’s AAA membership or rejecting
them from college. She didn’t know what words would be better suited
to telling a mother that her son was dead, but she was certain that they
did exist.
With every name that came in, she imagined the same boy: tall,
crew cut, big goofy smile. Team captains and paperboys, teachers’ pets
and boy scouts. Above all, children.
She got the ages, too. The most recent went like this:
KIA - Pvt. George Smith, 21, 18 Lake St., Ridgefield, CT.
Address to M - Fran Smith, 18 Lake St., Ridgefield, CT.
The kid was still living with his mom. Most did. The way the
policy worked, ‘M’ indicated mother, and ‘W’ indicated wife. They never
seemed to send them to the ‘F’s, unless they had to.
Killed in Action, Missing in Action, Ws and Ms, the letters differed
only slightly from each other; same careful apology, same impersonal,
sterilized language.
She was beginning to think she was too sensitive for this job.
Her friends took it in stride, dissociated themselves. They were two lines
of names and numbers, not people, and that was the only way to think
about it. Plus, someone had to do this, or it wouldn’t get done. All this
she’d been told, all this she’d internalized as best she could. That hadn’t
stopped her from crying in the bathroom when she got Pvt. Daniel
Robinson, 17.
For all she knew, maybe it was comforting to get a form letter
with the United States Government’s “deepest sympathies” and “regrets.”
She hoped, at least, that it meant something to them. Sometimes she
scribbled little notes into the margins, but what do you say to a woman who’s lost her son? Mary was never happy with what she ended up
writing, but she thought maybe it would help, just a little, to see that
someone actually took time for you. And so, next to those eloquent

typewritten sympathies, she’d scrawl, “I’m so sorry.”
She might have been able to deal with all of it better if they
hadn’t thought to include pictures with the letters. Consolation, you
know. With every death notice came a portrait of them in their dress
uniform, black and white shots of dead teenagers grinning in suits that
were just a little too big for them. They all reminded her of the photo
she was sent when her oldest, Tommy, got promoted to Chief Warrant
Officer.
She remembered when Susan, who worked at the desk next
to hers, got her neighbor’s son. That wasn’t supposed to happen; the
higher-ups made it a policy not to assign anyone a kid from their town.
They did screw up sometimes, though—hundreds of these came in every day. The manager had to come over because she started crying. He
eventually cleared her things, and told Mary she was taking a sabbatical,
because “apparently she babysat the kid or something.”
Mary had been at work for about ten hours that day, and she was
just grateful she only had a few letters left to go through. Older ones,
too, with wives, address to W. That made it a little easier.
Her manager came by with a stack of mail, and her heart sank.
“I’m leaving,” she said, as firmly as she could.
“Come on, Mrs. McKenna.” She assumed he was trying to look
sympathetic. “Five more?”
“No.”
“One more?” he pleaded. “We just got a ton of these things—it’s
all hands on deck. I promise it’ll take you five more minutes at most.”
“Fine. One more. And then I’m leaving.”
He picked one at random from his pile and threw it down in front
of her, leaving to go cajole someone else.
She read through the letter.
“Dear madam, I regret to inform you that your son went down with
his ship on 7 May, 1942…”
She skimmed through the rest. All the same sympathies and
regrets as always. She wouldn’t bother scribbling on the margins for this
one; she was gonna mail this and go. All she needed were those two
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you…”

They all began the same way: “Dear madam, I regret to inform

Address to M

creative nonfiction:

To Calvin, Eventually
Malena McClory

lines, and she found them stamped on the back of the letter.
KIA - CWO Thomas McKenna, 20, 32 Chadwick Rd, Bethesda, MD.
Address to M - Mary McKenna, 32 Chadwick Rd, Bethesda, MD.

I think I’m sorry. After twenty years of being your sister, I’m only
now starting to recognize that I’ve always sought more attention in our
family and what may be the cause. I regret that I can’t yet apologize
sincerely in person. I do feel that I need to; yet, it is hard to do so without
losing some pride.
There was one day in the summer at daycare when we were
eating lunch and one of our teachers scolded you for eating a sandwich
“wrong.” Because of your overbite, you formed a habit of biting into the
center of a sandwich first. The teacher, I think her name was Amanda,
had short, dark hair and a nose piercing, which younger me found edgy
and intimidating. I was about five and you were seven, and my stomach dropped when Amanda called you out for eating like that. Mom
and Dad had never made it seem weird when you did that at home. I
had a friend who laughed after you’d been yelled at. We were sitting
on the other side of the room, with the younger kids, still watching you
as Amanda and her nose ring walked away from your table. My friend
asked me why you ate that way. I said it was just what you did. When
we got home I told Mom about how a teacher was mean to you. She
seemed frustrated with Amanda, and when I asked Mom why you ate
like that, she said you were just doing what felt comfortable. Being
called out at daycare seemed like a big deal. You had been critiqued for
doing something differently, because your way made more sense to
you. I felt like I should have said something to defend you. I wasn’t even
in first grade, but I recall envisioning how I should have gone to the
teacher and told her you were allowed to eat that way, and that it didn’t
matter that you ate sandwiches differently. I think that was when mom
started cutting our pb&js in half for our packed lunches.
We moved to our house in Liberty Township when I was about
to start second grade. The new house was bigger, we got our own
bedrooms, and the backyard had trees. I remember how much we both
loved having woods in our backyard. Inspired by Bridge to Terabithia,
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we came up with a name for our woods and would adventure out there
often. Beyond the yard, at the edge of the tree line, the ground sloped
down quickly. Dad attached a rope to the biggest tree at the top of
that small cliff so you and I had something to hold while we rappelled
down. There was a creek that wound along the edge of our property,
just a little past the cliff. It was shallow in the summer, and there was
a tree that had fallen over and made a bridge we could climb on. Near
this log bridge, I remember we found a tangle of roots or some leafless,
twiggy plant that bent in on itself. We made Dad come out with us so
we could show him. We would sit on the brown criss-crossing branches
and declare that it was our throne. With Dad we wandered further down
the edge of the creek, deep in the backyards of neighbors. After a few
minutes we were at a muddy bank by your friend Jake’s house. The three
of us smeared mud under our eyes and squished around looking for
crawfish.
A few days later, I was making sandwiches with Mom when you
and Jake came back to our house after playing in the mud. You both
were covered in recently dried dirt. Mom laughed and told you to rinse
off with the garden hose while she and I finished making lunch.
In the mornings before school I would sit in my chair, cereal
eaten, coat on, backpack zipped, waiting for you to finish eating yogurt. For a while, I didn’t realize that your ADHD pill was added to one
scoop of the berry banana Trix Yoplait. I imagine you couldn’t taste the
medication, but you were often reluctant to swallow the bite that Mom
had tampered with. Wanting to impress her and Dad, I would offer to
eat that spoonful. I wasn’t typically a part of conversations surrounding
your medication or IEP or your mood. There was no reason for me to be.
I knew that you and Dad and Mom talked about it, but for so long, I had
no idea what ADHD meant or how it affected you. All it was to me was
something that prevented you from focusing. I didn’t know that you
sometimes experienced classes differently than I did, or that the yogurt
covered pill had side effects, or that some of your behavior could be at-
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tributed to “a chronic condition. ” The main thing I thought it meant was
that yogurt had to be finished in the morning before we could leave.
When I was in third grade, I don’t remember us ever interacting
at school. Dad took us to the latchkey program in the mornings. We
would listen to the Mission Impossible or Shrek soundtrack in the car on
the way there, then spend an hour playing in the cafeteria or gym with
separate friend groups before class started. I spent recess with Carolyn,
Colin, and all the third graders while you’d go out at a separate time
with the fifth graders. Did we ride the same bus? I don’t think we ever
sat near each other, and I know I’d walk home from the bus stop with
our neighbors Leah and Ashley. When Mom came home around five, we
would sit at the counter and do our homework while she made dinner.
As she waited for water to come to a boil or for the oven to preheat,
Mom would sit closest to you and look at the questions you were struggling with.
I’d look up from basic division problems and share, “I know the
answer!”
“I want Calvin to do this one, Malena.”
I’d look back down at my math and finish it on my own. I think
Mom probably looked over my page of homework before I could go
play. I’m sure she said I did a great job, and then I would leave you and
her to keep working at the counter.
I used to always overhear Dad telling you to make eye contact.
When being told instructions, given advice, or spoken to about your behavior, your gaze would sometimes wander to other things in the room.
Dad would remind you, “Eye contact, Calvin,” and explain that keeping
your eyes on the person who was talking showed them that you were
paying attention. Sometimes, you would do more than just look in
other directions. You often complained to Mom and Dad that you didn’t
need to be nagged by them. You knew you had to do your homework
or clean your room or take out the trash, and you were going to do that
in a little while. I don’t remember exactly how it would escalate, but
sometimes you would yell this at Dad. He would then get quieter and
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use your name when he responded. For a while, I felt afraid of saying
anything after you two had fought. Eventually, though, I started adding things onto Dad’s responses, emphasizing a point that he was not
making: how you were wrong, mean, and needed someone to assist you
with any task.
Looking at you from my spot behind Dad, I’d say, “Yeah. You’re
a teen now. You should be able to do all your chores without someone
reminding you.”
Mom or Dad would then tell me that I was not helping, “Malena,
he doesn’t need a third parent.”
I recognize how hearing anything from me in those moments
was not constructive. I think, somewhere, under the angst and judgment, I actually wanted to help you.

jacket every day. That was your senior year. Dad somehow had Uncle
Tom’s military surplus jacket, and it was gifted to you. You legitimately wore it every single day. Mikayla Howard was a senior on the color
guard, and it wasn’t until after she and I had been spinning together for
three seasons that she found out I had a brother. I was standing with
Sam by Mikayla and her locker while she retrieved a different textbook.
Sam told me you two had Spanish together.
Mikayla turned around quickly and asked, “You have a brother
who goes here?”
I reluctantly said your name, and when she seemed unsure if she
knew you Sam added, “The guy who always wears camo.”
I was relieved by Mikayla’s surprise, “That’s your brother?”
I nodded slowly in response. At the end of that day I met you
at the car. You probably made a comment about me needing to leave
faster. I liked to talk to my friends from band after classes; this meant
you waited in the car until I either showed up or texted you that Rachel
would give me a ride home. As we waited on traffic in the parking lot
I asked why you always wore that jacket. You just liked it. I kind of get
that now: I have a denim jacket that I wear almost every other day because layers seem smart, and it matches a lot of things. In high school I
thought it was weird, though. People do not wear the same clothes
daily. This was a point I brought up anytime Mom or Dad said that I
should invite you to hang out with my band friends after school. Not
only did you know some of my friends, but a couple of your own acquaintances were also in marching band. Mom thought we could all
hang out together. Her logic was incorrect, because my friends liked
different things than you. You were older and should have had your
own group of friends to be spending time with. My friends wouldn’t
want to talk as much if you were with us. I would have to fill you in on
inside jokes. My friends would mention the daily camouflage and laugh,
and I would have to act like I wasn’t mortified by having a brother who
seemed socially inept.

I remember drawing a dark green heart on my hand one night
when I was in seventh grade. I was starting to see the appeal of ink on
skin that made a statement, but I drew it also to remind myself to be
nicer to you. The evening that I drew it, I wrote in my journal that I wanted to be a “better sister,” and that I had been too mean to you earlier that
day. I had probably yelled at you again for chewing with your mouth
open. The sound of wet food being mashed around drove me crazy,
especially when it was you who was eating so obnoxiously. You were
in high school, and the fact that your manners were so lacking seemed
wrong. I would tell you to chew with your mouth closed and add something like,
“I hope you don’t eat like that around friends; it’s disgusting.”
You’d respond by facing me and exaggerating your chomping.
I am sure that I called you gross, immature, or something worse. Later,
when I was going to bed, I realized that I got annoyed and angry at you
too quickly. I wrote in my journal that I knew I overreacted, but I never
acknowledged that in person. Is dark green still your favorite color?
I didn’t really get any nicer after telling my journal I would. I frequently judged you internally and externally for wearing the same camo
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You and Sam had a class together, and she was also one of my
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closest friends, but you never remembered her name. Most of the time,
I would wait at the window if I had friends coming over to hang out,
but there was one time when I was in my room when Sam arrived and
knocked on the front door. You got to the door before me and opened it
while I was coming down the stairs.
“Hi, Calvin,” Sam said while waiting to be invited in.
“You must be one of Malena’s friends.”
“Oh my God, you know Sam. She’s in your Spanish class.” I turned
away from you and towards Sam, sighing, “So sorry. Come in.”
A few days later, Mom was telling me that she had hoped one of
my friends would have a crush on you by now. I think she was worried
about you being lonely.
“Wouldn’t it be nice to have Sam as a sister-in-law?” Mom asked
me.
I was stunned.
“Yeah, but Calvin can’t even remember her name.”

lived at home. I came home from babysitting one evening to you watching M*A*S*H and Mom cooking dinner. I sat down at the counter and
told Mom about my day, talking loudly over the sizzling of vegetables.
You paused the show and walked into the kitchen.
I was telling mom why the six-year-old I watched said I was mean
to her that day.
“So she was mad at me for not making us Ramen again for lunch,
and also because I ‘accidentally’ let her read for an extra half-hour when
she could have been playing.” I laughed. “She’ll forget about it by tomorrow.”
You chimed in, not quite succeeding at joking with me, “You’re
kind of a bitch to her.”
With eyebrows raised, I looked at you. “Okay, I wasn’t actually
mean about anything. Also, you do not get to call me a bitch.”
I went on to try and explain to you that “bitch” was usually gendered and that women are reclaiming the word.
“You are a bitch sometimes, though.”
“Calvin,” Mom said, as both a warning and a performance of her
tiredness with this fight.
“No, it’s fine.” I refused her help. I challenged you, “Name three
times I’ve been a bitch.”
You said something about not being able to think of three specific instances, a good move on your part, but I was already mad at the
comments. I removed myself from the kitchen and went to my bedroom.

Even though Wright State seemed lame, it was pretty cool that
you were now in college. I had the bathroom to myself, I got to drive
the car whenever I needed, and there was no chance that you and Jake
or Connor would be in the basement when my friends and I wanted to
hang out there. Also, Wright State had a Fazoli’s nearby, so even visiting you would be tolerable. Three weeks into your first semester, Mom,
Dad and I came to visit. We took you and your roommate, Courtney, to
dinner (at Fazoli’s) and even though I thought the way you ate was still
gross, it was interesting to hear how college worked. After we dropped
you and Courtney back off at your small, messy dorm, we headed home.
I made a comment about the dorm room being gross, but added that
some of the classes you talked about seemed neat. Mom told me that
she and her sisters stopped arguing as much once she was in college.
Distance makes some things better.
The summer before I started college was the last summer you
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In 2016, I went to Miami University and made friends in the
marching band. I was able to strengthen one of my relationships by
talking about you. It was November of my freshman year and I was
walking around campus with CJ. He had mentioned his brother, so I
brought you up. As we walked on a sidewalk lined with trees holding
up Christmas lights, I cried, reflecting on how poorly I treated you. I told
him about how you had grown up with more difficulties than I’d ever
acknowledged: ADHD, pressures of being an older brother, so much
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judgment from others, and at that time I had just learned you were dealing with depression. I said I had never given you compliments or support, and I realized parts of your hard situations were my fault. Thanks
for bringing him and I closer. Sorry I didn’t change more then.
Though you and I were now both in college, when we were
back at home for winter there was a moment where you had said too
many wrong things, and I hated you. Why did you still not understand
that you shouldn’t yell around Dad? That made him mad, and then the
two of you would argue while Mom and I debated if our saying something would help or hurt. How could you have such different political
views from us? You bought a gun and explained that soon you might
not be able to get one and that it was mainly for self defense. Though
it did provoke necessary conversation about active shooters, it made
me scared. Why would you think you could make a comment about my
weight? I don’t care that it was a joke; it was too mean. I can’t remember
what exactly you said to finally set me off, but I remember feeling like I
could throw up. I was enraged. I had to leave the kitchen and go up to
my room so I could sit on my bed and process. My phone shook while
I typed a text out to CJ, not worried about misspelling words or using
punctuation. I regretted ever thinking our imperfect relationship was
my fault, and I cried out of frustration. You came upstairs after a little
while and tried to apologize to me, feeling bad about making me want
to leave the conversation. How was I supposed to say it was okay? It all
felt so difficult.

To Calvin, Eventually
spring semester, but considering free book options kept me
separate from comments about enjoying Guinness. What a weird thing
to be bragging about to our grandparents. Also, how was I supposed to
contribute? I cannot legally drink alcohol, and the beer I do come by is
much cheaper. So many of the family conversations through our lives
didn’t apply to both of us. Even though once we were adults I didn’t feel
as ignored, there were still moments when I couldn’t stand being left
out.
After eating soup and sandwiches and having a surprisingly
enjoyable conversation about the way vaccinations have changed over
the years, you were going to head back to your apartment. The group
followed you in the direction of the door. You hugged Grandpa and
Grandma, saying goodbye and wishing her a happy birthday. Mom and
Dad got hugs too, and then you turned to me. Arms a little too low for
an actual embrace, but open in an offer. I felt uncomfortable. For the
past eight years I’d been calling you gross and pointing out our differences while you’d been throwing out comments about my bitchy personality in defence. Hugging was not something you and I did. Though
I felt a twinge of guilt, recognizing that you might be ready to let go of
all that, I just shook my head a little and waved before you turned to the
door and stepped outside.

A few months ago we spent time together with some of the
family for Grandma’s birthday. I was still visiting home during Miami’s
January term, so I rode over to our grandparents’ house with Mom and
Dad. You met us there, silver car pulling up behind ours and parking in
the street just a little after we had. Grandma’s embroidery decorated the
small living room. I studied the collection of books Grandpa had offered
me. As an English major, maybe I would need some of the classics for
my studies. I had no clue what I might be asked to read in the coming
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poetry:

creative nonfiction:

Cochlear Implant

i’m a valley

T. Mesnick

Laura Dudones

Blue masks peer into ear
canal; my grandma,
fearing proximity to the brain,
threatens to leave when
nurses with pursed lips
report surgeons will be longer;
“They don’t know what they’re doing”
Cochlea sprouts a rootless plant
Mother defines synechiae, otosclerosis,
strange words that blossom
on the living room couch;
mother grandma & papa
pore over the report; I think
my grandpa will be able to hear me
when I say stuff like:
hi papa
how are you
I love you,
goodbye
& I wonder if I’ll sound
like a robot
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I remember the day I went to see Janet for the first time, and you
sat next to me as she asked me questions. I knew you wouldn’t want to
hear the answers I gave, that it would hurt you deeply to hear my answer to her biggest question. And when, after getting more background
on why I was there, she asked the question I pondered how to answer. I
didn’t want to hurt you, but I knew I needed the help.
“Have you ever attempted to or thought about killing yourself?”
she asked.
After a few minutes of tears leaking slowly out of my eyes and
thoughts zooming around my head, I found a corner of the room to look
at where I couldn’t see your face.
“Yes,” I responded. “I mean, maybe I don’t exactly want to kill myself, but when I wake up in the morning, I wish I could… I wish I wasn’t
alive.”
I knew saying that must have broken your heart, and I don’t think
I’ll ever be able to say something like that in front of you again. But in
this moment, I’m glad I did.
You held my hand and you tried to remain strong, but I could feel
your heart shattering as those words came out of my mouth. It felt as if I
had picked up a hammer and slammed into a thick piece of glass directly on top of you. I saw the chunks piercing your skin, and I felt a tiny
shard stuck in my own chest, ready to slowly inch its way deeper.
You dug a pack of tissues out of the bottom of your purse, and
you handed them to me, taking only one for yourself. Then you looked
firmly back at Janet, turning your head but not your body, ready to answer the next question.
“So what comes next?” you asked, after hearing my diagnosis for
the first time.
You were ready to fight whatever battle needed to move forward. I stayed silent.
I never told you this, but I remember times when I was eight
years old, too little, too young to know that it wasn’t normal to not want
to live. Days spent coming home from school or church, sitting inside
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the notch in my closet where the hamper was supposed to be, shoe
laces and bag strings hanging down in my face, contemplating whether
I could actually keep going. I should have told you. I should have told
Janet in our sessions seven years later.
I should have admit it to myself.
I remember the days leading up to seeing Janet, and I wonder
how you could have been so kind, so patient. I woke up everyday in my
bed, drowning in a monsoon of my own tears. My bedroom was dark,
brown sheets and walls, aiding the blackout curtain that hung from my
window. I saw only the glassy bright, blue light of my alarm clock, and I
heard my sister slamming kitchen cabinets and blasting the television
downstairs. I stayed pressed against the very edge of my full-size mattress, bent over myself like someone had punched me in the gut mere
seconds ago, until you would come in. You sat by me, stroking my hair.
“What’s wrong, honey?” you’d ask, as I’d respond by crunching
more into myself, pushing empty air out of my mouth in an attempt to
respond. “It’s okay. You’re okay. You’re gonna get through this, La-la. I’ll
call the school.”
You held me until the taste of warm tears left my mouth, and all
that remained were cheeks redder than usual and eyes almost swollen
shut. I know now that you had been through this before, in some form
or another, that you could feel so deeply for me, because you had felt
these things yourself. Still, I feel the ache of your heart every time you
cared for your daughter when she was in such a dark place. I imagine
the toll it must have taken on you, you who sees others in a deep valley
and builds a ladder of fractured fragments of yourself until they can see
the peaks of the tallest mountains, and I wonder how you did it. I don’t
think I could.
I’m sorry that I keep discovering valleys.
You told me recently, as I’ve heard you say time and time again,
“We just want you to be happy, Laura. As long as you’re happy, I’m
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happy.”
I gave you a slight smile, and I nodded softly.
“I am happy, Mom,” I responded, snapping at you more than I
had intended.
I remember last winter in my dorm room, grey sunlight peeking
through the window onto the half of the room that was not mine. The
room smelled of remnants of citrus and lavender from the diffuser in the
corner of the room, opposite my bed. I stood leaning against the bed
frame, maybe six inches from where the clouded peppery sunlight
began. I was explaining my poetry portfolio to my roommate, and how
it was meant to capture these feelings that are so hard to explain on paper. So I could see it. So I could look at it and hear it and give it a name.
“This is the first time in, I don’t know, maybe five years that I feel
like I’m not depressed. I don’t feel like I’m starting from depressed and
having to work my way to normal; I’m just normal. I’m happy,” I told her.
And I meant it. I did.
But I also remember last month. When the same roommate
knocked on my door, two bowls of ice cream in hand, and a roll of toilet
paper in the other.
“I don’t know what we’re sad about, but I figured ice cream can’t
hurt.”
I chuckled as I stared at the bowl through shiny eyes. She waited
in silence for several minutes before I spoke.
“I can’t do it. The mere thought of getting out of bed in the
morning, it’s too overwhelming to bear. I don’t want to have to live. It’s
too much.”
She held me in her arms and stroked my hair the way you used
to do.
I’m sorry that I don’t let you hold me anymore.
I wonder if you ever had moments like these. Time when your
mental health controlled you, when it was the bold title page of your
life, rather than just another bullet point on the list describing who you
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are. Perhaps when you were living with Thea Lea, she knocked on your
door with homemade cookies and sat on your bed while you couldn’t
stop crying. I doubt you would spend half the time struggling to speak.
You’ve never had a hard time speaking your mind. You know how to be
vulnerable, to walk your way out of the valleys. But I guess I wouldn’t
know, because in all the time you’ve cared for me, I’ve never bothered to
ask.
“I can’t tell her. She would just worry about me, and it makes it so
much worse.” My ice cream started to taste like thick, salty water. “I know
I need help, but I can’t do this to her again.”
This is true, I can’t put you through this again. But I also know
that if you knew, you wouldn’t let it go until I was better, and I can’t live
like that. I don’t want to feel like a porcelain doll that could fragmentalize if I’m not handled the right way. And I know that you waiting for me
to get better means I have to get better. And sometimes—most of the
time—that terrifies me.
I called you a few weeks ago when I was having one of those
days, the kind that happened before I was first diagnosed. I was embarking on the 20 minute walk to class, and I needed something to keep my
feet moving. As always, you asked me how I was doing. I told half-truths
and assured you that really, I’m perfectly okay. I tried to mean it. I’m
alive, aren’t I?
“Well, is there anything else you wanted to talk about?” you
asked.
I stopped walking. I looked away from my phone as if you could
see me, and I stayed quiet for a moment.
“No, that’s all!” I responded eagerly, forcing a smile. “Stressed, but
surviving. Love you, Mom.”
You told me you loved me, and I hung up. I began walking again,
seeing blurs of buildings, of people, of cars. Smudged rectangles, triangles, and circles. Fading browns, reds, and greens. Nothing recognizable.
My music played in my headphones, but I only heard melodic, chaotic
white noise. I thought over the many things I need to tell you. I pulled

89

i’m a valley
up my messages. i miss you, I typed in the empty bubble. I deleted it,
knowing those weren’t the words I wanted to say.
What I wanted to say is that I’m sorry.
I’m sorry that I lied to you. I’m sorry that I’m so consumed in my
problems that I never ask about yours. I’m sorry that I forgot how to let
you be my mother. I’m sorry that I’m not happy, when that’s all you’ve
ever asked of me.
I’m sorry for all my valleys that I won’t let you turn into a mountain.
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poetry:

hypothermic home
Shelby Rice
mother wishes i was something
better, i think; i’m ill (but
not really i just can’t face the
freeze-out coming my way tomorrow)
my hair grows in cowlicks and my front
tooth is snaggled a little bit pockets filled with
seeds without homes sorry baby you
deserve to snuggle soft in loamy dirt but
the ground is hard and there’s a frost coming
hem of my skirt gets a tug too short for newly
sprouted legs i’m uncomfortable standing up
mouth dry breath clouding didn’t this used to be
easy

91

short story:

Origami
Silver Spring
You can’t be both. That is what I have been told my whole life.
There is no such thing as someone who can make and fold paper. You
are only attracted to one or the other, and if you say you have an affinity
for both, then something is very wrong with you.
When I first went to school, we had two days where teachers
decided if we were paper makers or paper folders. We spent the first day
pulping, drying, rolling. The next day we were given the sheets we had
made and were instructed to fold them into whatever shapes we could:
swooping cranes, geometrical stars, and streamlined airplanes. But I was
good at both, and the teachers didn’t know what to make of me. They
called my parents. It’s common for children to show an interest in both, but
it’s not natural to continue. She should really only choose one.
My parents placed me in paper making. It was the most normal
thing to do, and I was content with it as a child. There were a lot more
people producing paper than folding it. Folding was growing to be
more accepted, but there were still some others from the older generations who thought it was unnatural. Paper shouldn’t be folded into things
that are alive! Paper is for writing and that’s IT!
But I always felt a tug in me that told me I was meant to be doing
something else. My mom was a folder, and when she read me bedtime
stories, she would tear out the pages and fold them into puppet characters that flew and walked and talked about the room. My dad, a maker,
would watch from the doorway, maybe grumble that she was defacing
the book, but he would always watch with the same look of awe that I
did.
When I graduated and was sent to pursue studies at the Paper
Academy, I was introduced to courses that dealt with the specific art
forms in my field: paper making with different tree pulp, how to make
dyed paper, how to infuse your paper with perfume. I overextended
myself, signing up for everything I could, but there was one course that
stood out to me above all the others: live paper folding. From storytelling to industrial use, it was a course where your wildest dreams were
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given free reign. But it strictly said it was for folders only, so my initial
thought was no. No matter how much I wanted it, folding was off limits.
It was simply the way of the world. But then I wondered if this was the
direction my heart has always been pulling, if this was why I could never
settle to be a maker for the rest of my life. Maybe folding was the answer. I tore an info sheet from the flyer in the bathroom, falsely declared
myself a folder, and I joined.
Folding, surprisingly, came so naturally to me. Creasing the lines
sharply, bending gently so that it would fit just right. We were taught
how to channel stored energy in our muscles down into our fingertips,
until the static, tingly sensation left our skin and transferred to paper,
bringing it to life. I will never forget how my first folded tiger stood on
its haunches, baring its teeth, roaring in the palm of my hand. Even the
professor said that it was the most lifelike creation she had ever seen in
all her years as an instructor.
No one in that course could tell I was a paper maker. There was
no stark difference between the folders and I, except that I was a little
unsure inside. I started thinking radically.
“Why can’t people be both?” I asked. “Making and folding both
bring me joy. If I’m good at them, isn’t that all that should matter? Was there
anyone else who felt this way in the world?”
These questions swirled in my head as the semester breezed by.
But before finals, the professor announced we were organizing an event
for the paper folders.
“A public demonstration to showcase all our techniques!” she
grinned. “And you,” she rested a hand on my shoulder, “have been elected as our grand finale!”
My heart skipped a beat. If I stood on that stage and folded, it
wouldn’t be seen as an accident like when I was a child. I’d be exposed.
People would see me as a freak. But I didn’t have a say in the matter.
There would be no show without me, they said. I decided I would do
something simple, one of the easiest folds in the book. A quick paper
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swan I could pull out of my pocket, present to the school, run off the
stage. No one would look twice.
The day of the demonstration came along, and I stepped out
onto the gaping stage, the spotlight burning into my eyes. I pulled out
my prepared swan against the wishes of the teacher. I held it up. People
clapped, and I admit, I felt on top of the world. I wanted to do more. I
loved doing more. Maybe my secret could be kept. Courage was spilling
from somewhere inside me. I clung to it tightly.
And I folded.
I was shaking from so much nervous energy that the swan came
to life in my hands before I was finished and started to fold itself. She
grew in layers until she was the size of a car. People in the crowd gasped
when she spread her wings and took flight, trumpeting across the
auditorium. She flew circles and loop-de-loops, and the audience gave
me a standing ovation. My parents, from the first row, beamed at me. I
felt what can only be described as ecstasy.
Then I saw something move. A single figure rising to stand on
the bleachers, dark against the white horizon of light. My blood chilled.
The sweat on my spine cooled. They were going to shout, I realized.
“GLUE!” the student yelled at me.
And the cheering stopped. The smiles wiped away.
“She’s a paper maker!” they shouted. “She’s a glue!”
“Yeah, she’s in my pulping class!” someone else added a beat
later.
The crowd began murmuring, then laughing, then shouting.
“Glue!” they howled. “Glue!”
“Glue” was a popular vintage slur, a term derived from the material used to force paper together, force it to stick when it shouldn’t. It
tainted the paper in their eyes. A fitting name for someone like me. I felt
hot tears behind my eyes. I was completely terrified. Completely, utterly,
terrified.
“What was I thinking, doing this? That the world was a safe place?”
I tried to run off the stage and bolt for the exit, but the teacher
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stopped me, blocking my way. She took me by the arm and made a
public display of escorting me out of the gym. People in the crowd folded their pamphlets into airplanes so sharp that their smooth, perfect
wings sliced my skin. Paper makers avoided my gaze, awash in embarrassment. I couldn’t bear to look at my parents. My final presentation
had turned into a witch hunt.
“Sit here,” the professor said, shoving me inside the headmaster’s
office. “And by the way, you are banned from further classes.”
Then she slammed the door in my face, and I burst into tears. No
one came in those first few minutes, so I took full advantage of the decorative tissue box on the headmaster’s desk. His trash bin was overflowing with used tissues when he finally entered.
“What a day you’ve had,” he sighed, lounging back into his armchair. “Quite the display you made at finals.”
“I’m so sorry,” I said immediately, tripping over my words. “I’m so,
so sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking, it’ll never happen again—”
“Please, calm down!” he laughed. It wasn’t a nice laugh. “I understand.”
“…You do?”
“Of course. We see this from time to time in children. You were
just experimenting, you wanted attention, you wanted to learn your
limits. School is meant to put all sorts of ideas into your head. But…you
have to understand, you’re too young to make decisions like this for
yourself. My job as your mentor is to alleviate your doubt.” He leaned
towards my face. “You’re a paper maker. And there’s no such thing as
people who are both.”
“…There’s not?” I sniffled. “Not in all of history?”
“Being both is a sign of mental illness,” he narrowed his eyes. “It’s
against the law of nature. It’s paper and making, not making and folding. But if you are…insistent on being ‘both’, I can suggest you and your
parents to some therapy clinics. However, I’ve seen your grades, and
your family life is stable, so I’m sure this is just a one time thing. Isn’t that
right?”

I lowered my gaze. I opened my mouth and said, “Right.”
“This behavior won’t happen again?”
“No, it won’t.”

Back when I was young, I’d never cared how my body or my face
looked—what mattered was what it could do and how much paper it
could make and fold. But part of my new perfect act, after I left school,
was my appearance. If I wanted people to see me as a calm and collected paper maker, I had to look the part. My hair had to be just right, lying
in all the right places. If my skin was not cooperating, I bargained with
it, smoothing out all the stress lines and dark circles. I could spend a full
half hour getting the shadowing just right on my eyes, curling my eyelashes, darkening, thickening. I moisturized. I flossed. I stood up straight.
I was fine.
The world moved on. I graduated highest of my class as a paper
maker. My parents and I were all presented awards for my astounding
leaps and bounds in renewable pulp that was safe on the environment,
without breaking your wallet. And yet, instead of becoming the CEO of a
paper making company like my dad proposed, I settled away from society in a small, no-name town. I became a writer. I made my own paper in
a little shed in my backyard. It was my secret sanctuary, where I could be
myself, unguarded, to my heart’s content.
I got published in some magazines and news journals, but the
rumors that I was a “glue” never stopped following me. I found that
keeping busy kept the whispers far from my mind. I worked from the
early hours till the late afternoon, then I would spend most of the night
making new paper for the next day. Pulping, drying, rolling. I was fine.
One time my mother drove up for the weekend and visited. I took her to
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my usual haunts for muffins and coffee. We engaged in small talk, talked
about dad and the boat he planned to buy. But we fell into silence eventually.
“…Meet anyone nice lately?” she asked suddenly.
“Hm?”
“There are a lot of bachelors in this town,” she smiled suggestively. “I thought maybe since you’ve graduated and had more time on your
hands…”
“Oh.” My mind flitted back to the man who spit on me and called
me a glue the other week on the bus. “I haven’t really had a chance. I’m
busy, you know?”
“Oh, now, with that attitude—”
“Mom.” I watched her fold her napkin into a squirrel and felt a
spark of jealousy that she could do it so mindlessly. “You know me. People think I’m weird. Nobody wants to get to know me.”
“Honey, you’re not weird. Or different. Or anything of the sort.
What do I always say?”
I sighed heavily. “I’m a paper maker. I am a perfectly normal paper maker.”
“And don’t you forget it,” she winked.
And I didn’t. I tried to let my life be consumed by the identity the
world had crafted for me. I had long since learned to feel ashamed of
the quality I once thought made me special. But inevitably, on especially
bad days, I would relapse and turn to folding. Whatever I folded, I always
burned when I was done to clean up my tracks. But I could never just
drop it. On one such night, I was making paper per usual, beating the
pulp, mixing in starch, pouring it in the pans by lamplight. And while
they dried, I folded. Moths and fireflies were my only witness. And then
there was a knock on the fence.
“Who’s there?” I said loudly. “If you throw anything I’ll call the
police.”
“Why would the police help you?” the voice in my head asked, but I
ignored it.

“It’s your publisher,” a voice answered.
Tobias “Toby” “The Machine” Welch was a paper folder with an
anarchic, if not nonexistent, sense of time. He slept when he felt like
dreaming, he was awake whenever he deemed it fit to be. His clients
joked that he was a robot that ran on gasoline and copper gears.
After all, a machine had no need for mortal devices such as a circadian
rhythm. But what I always liked most about him was that we never talked about paper making or folding once. He made me feel ordinary.
I reached across my shed to the shelves. A paper butterfly was
minding its own business on its paper flower. I crushed both in my hand
and haphazardly tossed them into the ash bin.
“Come in!” I called, dropping in a lighted match.
The gate opened a moment later, and Toby’s cheerful, smiling
face appeared. “Sorry to drop in, but I knew you’d be up. I’m here for
your author’s statement.” He paused, sniffing the air. “You burnin’ something?”
“…Something like that.” I glanced at my ash bin. “But it’s always
good to see you.”
“Reckon.” Toby sat on a stack of paper at the threshold of my
shed, pulling out a notepad. “So, let’s begin. Your latest piece…it’s very
visceral.”
“Let things be visceral,” I replied, pulling the screen out of my
pulp pan, watching it drain. “Let things be felt.”
“Well…I guess that is technically a statement.” He scribbled down
my thoughts. “Moving on. The most popular question was why it didn’t
end happily. Comments?”
“Well, it’s—it’s not supposed to be a happy story. It’s a story
about discovery and—”
“Hey, looky here,” Toby interrupted. “What’s this?”
I saw him bend over out of the corner of my eye. Thought nothing of it. He plucked something from the ground, a loose flower from my
basket, I suspected. But when I turned and saw what he had picked up,
all the muscles in my shoulders tensed. My folded paper butterfly. I
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must have missed it, or it must have flown away on its own. One of its
half-burned wings flapped limply in his hands.
“Where’d you get that?” I tried to sound nonchalant.
“Found it just over here by the ash bin,” he said. “Poor little thing.
You got any glue?”
A bitter taste spread across my tongue as I passed him the jar
and brush. It took everything for me to restrain myself from snatching
it out of his hands and running into the house. We were way off script. I
couldn’t think, I couldn’t move. If I moved too quickly he would suspect
something wrong. If I didn’t do anything he would start asking questions. A strange sort of guilt began to eat me alive. I felt like I was holding my breath. Toby pinched a new scrap of paper to the wing, dabbed
on some glue, and held it there with two fingers.
“Do you like your paper making?” he asked me suddenly.
I felt my gut squeeze under my stomach. Here comes the interrogating.
“Why do you ask?”
“I don’t know,” Toby admitted. “Sometimes I just wish I could try
it.”
His words were like burning hot nails inside me. “Why?” I asked.
“Making things fly sounds fun.”
“Yeah, but…aside from that.”
“Telling stories,” I listed. “Using magic…”
“Yeah,” Toby laughed. “Magic is pretty cool.”
“Creating whatever you want?”
“Creating whatever you want is great.” He paused. “But—and this
is just hypothetical—have you ever wished you could…you know…” He
wiggled his fingers around, struggling for the words. “Switch?”
My hands froze on the rolling pin. “Switch? Why would I ever do
that?”
“We only get two options: folding and making. I feel like there
would be infinite possibilities if you could do both. And I bet there is
someone out there who can do both. That’d be a great story to tell. I

don’t know. I’m just rambling.” When Toby looked up at me again, his
brow furrowed. “Everything…okay?”
“Sorry, what?” I blinked.
“I just thought you looked…upset. Is something wrong?”
I raised my fingers to my brow and found them tightly knit. “Oh.
I’m sorry, I’m just, ah, thinking.” About being normal. About being happy. I
massaged it smooth. “I’m fine.”
“If you say so.” Toby checked on the butterfly wing, seeing if it
was dry. When he was satisfied, he raised it to the breeze, and the creature took off happily into the night, disappearing among the fireflies
and moths. Toby’s lips bore the semblance of a smile, just enough to
show that he was enjoying his thoughts, whatever they may have been.
But I couldn’t take it anymore.
I sprinted onto my lawn, ignoring Toby’s surprise as I leapt into
the air like a dog gunning for a frisbee. And just before it rose out of
reach, I snatched the butterfly out of the air.
“Hey!”
Sparks flew from between my fingers as I crushed it. Toby was on
his feet as I wordlessly returned to my ash bin, prepared to toss it in with
the smolders of my flower.
“Stop!” His hand suddenly encircled my wrist. “What are you doing? That’s someone’s art!”
“Why do you care?” I ripped my hand away. “It’s not yours.”
“It’s not yours, either!” Toby argued. “It’s alive! You can’t just burn
it—”
“Yes, I can!” My voice rose, heart pounding. Something was wriggling under my fingers. “I can do whatever I want! Because—”
“Let go of it!” he cried, trying to uncurl my white knuckled fingers. “You’re crushing it!”
“NO!” I shrieked. My pinky. My ring finger. He almost had it. “IT’S
MINE!”
A sharp pang of pain shot through my stomach. Toby must have
felt it too, since we both let go of the butterfly at the same time. I dou-
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bled over, clutching my stomach. I watched as the butterfly fell lifelessly
to the ground. My blood turned to ice.
“You…you just reversed it.” Toby’s eyes were wide. “You folded.”
“No, I—Toby, it was an accident—”
“You can do both?”
“Toby, I-I’m completely normal. Look at me. I’m just—”
“That’s why you wanted to hide it, and…oh my god. I’ve been
talking this whole time.”
“Look at me, Toby!”
“You didn’t want me to know—”
“Toby, please! I’m just the same as you, I—” I met his eyes and faltered. “T-this person you see, she isn’t the real me. The real me is d-deep
inside, just…waiting to come out!”
Toby stared at me, his eyes a kaleidoscope of emotions. I knew
what was coming, but still, I had to hear the words that would follow.
The ones that defined me, set me apart. Toby opened his mouth, and
nothing came out. He simply looked away from me and stared down at
his hands. And his silence hurt me more than any slur he could ever hurl
at me. I felt the rush of a thousand heart breaks.
This all started over a paper butterfly. No. This all started because I was different. I didn’t want to be what the world wanted, so I was
bullied and humiliated until I fell into line. And from those thoughts rose
different emotions. Anger at his change in behavior. Indiginance at my
treatment all these years. How long have I been wasting my life away
in this place? Who am I doing this for? Whose acceptance have I been
trying to earn all these years? Theirs or mine?
I could feel the glaring spotlight from so many years ago bearing
down on me. I could feel the professor’s hands curling around my arm,
the headmaster’s condescending gaze. I imagined I was on that stage
again, and everyone who had ever mattered to me was in the audience.
My parents, my friends from school, my teachers, my readers, Toby. This
time I would not be silent. This time I would not hide.
“You want to know what it’s like to be both?” I shouted, my voice

shaking. “People say I’m unnatural, I’m a freak of nature, that I’m going
to hell. They call me slurs and look down on me everywhere I go! And all
my life I’ve been begging for answers, asking what was wrong with
me! Why was I made the way I was, why I was good at two things and
not one…why it was wrong, even when I look exactly like everyone else!
And you say that’d be a ‘great story?’” The words came rushing out of me,
like water splintering through the cracks of a crumbling dam. “I
just wanted to understand! Why do I have to change if I like doing both?
I like myself the way I am! Why can’t anybody else?”
Toby’s eyes were sparkling, face aglow with the last orange rays
of sun before twilight beckoned the stars.
“What now?” I demanded. His calm made me even more furious.
“Are you going to ridicule me and spit on me? Offer a slur?” I waited as
Toby opened his mouth.
“…I…well.” His gaze falls on the butterfly between us. “I’m just…
I’m so sorry.”
“Sorry? What are you talking about?”
“I just…I-I never knew. I don’t know what to say. I can’t imagine
what it must have been like…to hide who you are all the time. To never
feel safe.”
Who you are. His words reverberated in my skull.
“But…w-when I look at you, I don’t feel anything. Or w-what I’m
trying to say is, I hope you can at least know that I don’t care if you’re
a folder or a maker or anything in between. You don’t look different. I
just…I see you. And I want you to be happy. And I hope you can feel
safe around me, and know that I…that I care about you.” Toby saw my
expression and paled. He asked nervously, “Is that bad?”
“I…” I shook my head. “No. It’s not bad. It…means a lot, actually.”
“I’m sorry I was so—oh no. Oh, please don’t.”
Tears dripped down my cheeks in big, wet drops. “I didn’t mean
to shout,” I wept. “I-I was…I was scared to lose you, lose everything all
over again—”
“No tears, no tears,” he said, slightly panicked. “There’s no need to
cry. It’s alright.”
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Origami
In my mind, I was no longer center stage, the object of mockery.
I was a little girl again, sitting in front of her headmaster. Yet instead of
dismissing me, Toby came closer than ever before, and his arms curled
around my body, uncertain, but squeezing tight. No words could
express the relief that washed over me.
“Thank you so much for trusting me,” he said into my ear. “I know
that wasn’t easy. This is…this is new. For both of us. And I can’t even
begin to imagine how you feel. But I’m not going anywhere, if you’ll let
me stay.”
I took a shaky breath. Slowly something released in me, like a
rusted lock that’s finally being pried open after years of neglect. “Okay.”
I’m okay.
We made plans to tell him my story, at my own pace, when I was
ready. It would take work, it would be hard to speak sometimes, but that
didn’t mean I shouldn’t have tried. I shouldn’t settle to be anything less
than what I am. I started to think, maybe now, I could slowly grow into
myself. That I could begin to mend and fold, and become something entirely new. Change my form and shape, yet remain the same deep down.
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