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From the Editors

As we write this, there is an unusual amount of fear surrounding us. Anxiety unlike 

anything we have ever experienced in our lives courses through the air like blood rushing 

through veins. Protesters are marching down streets, across the country and around the world, 

shouting out against police brutality and systematic oppression. Those who aren’t out in the 

streets are hunkering down at home, as they have been for the past few months, isolated from 

friends and family to prevent the spread of COVID-19. Masks have replaced our winter jackets 

and become ubiquitous. People are afraid for their wellbeing. They fear for their lives and the 

lives of their loved ones. It is deep in the middle of this chaotic and uncertain climate that we 

have compiled our first issue of Loomings.

When we first began the process of reviving and revivifying Loomings, differentiating 

it from other established journals as well as the ghost of Loomings past, we found ourselves 

observing the literary landscape and seeking a distinctive approach for this enterprise. Many 

publications today seem to be missing the voices of students, of millennials and younger 

generations. In an age where digital technology and social media have made it possible for 

voices of all kinds to be heard in as little as 140 characters, this absence of young writers 

strikes us as something of a cultural oversight on the part of the publishing industry. Loomings 

is very well suited to rectify this. As English majors of the not-so-distant past, we are fully 

aware of the power and importance of young student writers. We also recognize the 

difficulties of having one’s story taken seriously when put up against established literary 

goliaths. What we aim to do at Loomings is provide a platform for the stories and poems of 

young writers across the nation. By publishing exclusively undergraduate works, Loomings is 

excited to help cultivate the next wave of American writers. We want to give them a place to 

have their works taken seriously, and, in so doing, to provide a platform for these burgeoning 

literary voices. With the inaugural issue of the newly refurbished Loomings, we aim to nourish 

and encourage the next generation of great American writers.
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As we have worked on this issue, in the middle of disease and violence, isolation and in-

justice, it strikes us that two things are desperately needed in the world: to bring people together 

and to amplify individual voices struggling to be heard. This is what fiction does. It gives us an 

opportunity to share our stories and, in doing so, to build community. These are values that the 

Loomings staff believes in wholeheartedly, and they have been woven into the foundation of 

this magazine. Within these pages, readers will find writers from across the country with impas-

sioned, insightful, and intrepid voices. They will find humor and horror, realism and fantasy, the 

political and the deeply personal. Together these works showcase some of the issues and 

concerns preoccupying young people today. 

The issue begins with a “Student Spotlight” section that features the work of 

undergraduates who have recently graduated from Long Island University Post and who are 

currently pursuing careers in the arts. Gabrielle McAree works at a literary agency in New 

York City, and she is currently trying to publish her first novel. Chris O’Connell is an aspir-

ing filmmaker who has started his own production company. Both of them studied creative 

writing at Long Island University Post, and they began the work featured here as under-

graduates. The rest of the issue features a national sampling of undergraduate writing. We 

have woven together prose and poetry to highlight some of the themes about cultural and 

gendered identity, sexuality, loss, hope, and home. It is through this wide range of storytell-

ing that Loomings hopes to give voice not only to young writers, but also to issues that can 

help inspire and unite, mourn, and heal. That is what the world needs more of at this 

moment. That is the power of good writing. 

Anisha Rashed
Erika Van Patten

Editors-in-Chief
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Student Spotlight

Interview with Gabrielle McAree
 Thomas Fahy

Gabrielle McAree is from Fishers, Indiana. She has a BFA in Musical Theatre from Long 
Island University Post and is a graduate of the Columbia Publishing Course at Oxford Univer-

sity. She currently lives in New York City working as a literary agent assistant.

You’re from Indiana, but you decided to attend LIU Post as a theater major, which is a 
pretty big move. What brought you to LIU?

Every year there are these auditions called Unifieds in Chicago. You register for the-

ater program auditions online, but you can also audition for random schools if they have slots 

available. As I was auditioning, my dad ended up walking around Unifieds, which is in a 

hotel, and came across LIU Post. I didn’t know this at the time, but my dad actually spent two 

years in a premed program on Long Island. He loved it and encouraged me to audition there.

LIU was the one school that really talked to you. Other schools were in a hurry, which 

makes sense since thousands of people auditioned that weekend, but I really liked talking to the 

professors. They offered the Suzuki Method, a movement training, and I’ve always been 

interest-ed in the physicality of theater. I got into a few schools, but this was my only east coast 

school. I just decided to go for it. I knew no one. I didn’t know anything about New York. I had 

never been there, but it ended up being great.

Given your undergraduate focus on theater, I wonder how you see theater intersecting with 
your writing. Do you find that they both inform and inspire one another? Does your 
training in theater influence how you’re shaping a scene or developing a character?

I don’t think I would be the writer that I am right now if I hadn’t been involved in theater 

my whole life. I’ve been acting since I was five, so I’ve been around stories my entire life —

around different types of characters and plot development. Theater teaches you how stories 

work. I believe my training through theater made me want to be a writer. In my junior year of 

college, my Suzuki course required creating a narrative out of the scenes and monologues we 

used throughout the semester. I had so much fun doing that, and I realized I liked the creating 

process so much more than the performing process.

We also did so much writing in this major, which no one really realizes about 
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theater students. We write about every single scene we work on. Honestly, I didn’t real-

ize I was getting all this writing experience throughout college as a theater major. Then I 

took your intro to creative writing class, and I think that’s when it really clicked for me. I 

realized I could use everything that I’d learned in theater and craft it into fiction. People 

ask if I wish I had studied creative writing instead. At first, I thought so, but now that I’ve 

been able to really think about it, no. I wouldn’t be here, or be the writer that I’m working 

to become, without theater.

At some point, you began to see yourself as a writer as opposed to an actor. What part did 
your creative writing classes play in that process?

In the back of my mind, I had always thought it would be great to write a play, but I 

didn’t think I had the talent or knowledge for it. I didn’t know where to start. I just assumed that 

I could tell other people’s words, not my own. Going into a writing class and getting those tools 

and that confidence really helped me decide that I could do this. The writing workshops helped 

me believe I could be a writer someday. Everyone was responding so well to my work. I was 

really shocked. For the first scene assignment, I remember sitting on my couch with my room-

mate, and I didn’t know where to start. My roommate was eating a blueberry muffin, and I told 

her, “I’m just going to start with you eating a blueberry muffin.” That turned into my scene, and 

one student in class compared it to John Green. I couldn’t believe it. I thought, “Really? Me?” 

I’ve always loved YA. I wouldn’t call myself a reader up until college, but whenever I did read, 

it was always YA. I started reading every YA book I could get my hands on, and at some point, I 

thought “I could do this. I could totally do this.” 

The scariest part I think was calling home and saying, “I’m taking this intro to creative 

writing class, and I really love it and I really think, in the ninth inning, at the end of my college 

career, I want to change course and do this.” That was a hard call because I had always seen my-

self doing theater. To change course like that was pretty shocking. But if it wasn’t for that class 

and for my professor, I don’t think I would have done it. I don’t think I’d have had the confi-

dence to do it.



You’ve written two young adult novels, and you’re now being represented by the 
Metamorphosis Literary Agency, which is an incredible accomplishment. Congratulations. 
You touched on this a little bit, but I am curious as to why you are interested in young 
adult fiction in particular. You have said that was something you always gravitated 
towards as a reader, but why does this genre appeal to you as a writer?

I definitely relate more to young adult fiction. I think young adult fiction has a type of 

honesty that a lot of other fiction doesn’t. My sister is five years younger than me, so I write to 

her as my target audience. I ask myself, “What would she like to read? What stories aren’t there 

for her?” I actually loved being a teenager. I thought it was so fun. I think one of my favorite 

things is that you had freedom to be who you were and to figure out who you wanted to be and 

what you wanted to do without all of the real world pressure and responsibility weighing down 

on you. You were this mini-adult being taken care of, but you were still going through all these 

incredible things, growing and changing. I love writing about that moment. I also love the voices 

in young adult fiction. I once read an interview with John Green in which he was asked if he was 

writing anything for adults, and he replied with “no.” I thought that was awesome. I’m open to 

other genres, but right now I think about writing for my sister and writing for a younger version 

of myself.

I’m sure there are a lot of aspiring undergraduate writers who are curious about the 
process of polishing a manuscript and finding an agent. Can you talk a little about that?

It has definitely been a hard process because I didn’t know what to expect. I had to lean 

on my then professor, now mentor and great friend, for help. After polishing the manuscript and 

writing the query, I started researching different agents to find out if they represent YA and to 

learn more about the books they have represented in the past. I created a spreadsheet of all the 

agents that could potentially like and represent my book. I tailored query letters to each agency 

and submitted about forty. Some get back to you, some don’t. Metamorphosis had great things to 

say, and their feedback made me think I could really see this agent representing my book. There 

were other agents who were interested but weren’t willing to commit. It’s a fine line. The agent I 

have now is relatively new to the industry, which I think is really great because I’m a new au-

thor. I read this tweet one day that said, “New agents are so hungry and ready, they will work ten 

times as hard because they want it ten times as much.”

5



6

You’ve also been working in the publishing industry at literary agencies as well as presses. 
Has that shaped your perspective on what and how you write?

I did a lot of reading for my internship at the Nancy Yost Literary Agency. They had me 

read a ton and write edit letters. It was really interesting to see what was working and what 

wasn’t. The more I read, the more I learned. I probably learned the most from reading a lot of 

other published works and seeing what their format was, what narrative they used, what POV…

things like that. I also learned from talking to agents to understand what they’re looking for and 

why they didn’t sign something I would have. Some things that stuck with me: Pace is super 

important. First chapters are crucial. If you can’t summarize a book in one sentence, it’s not 

going to work. If you can’t highlight the main conflict, or give great examples of the relation-

ships or the pacing, it’s not going to work.

Let’s talk a bit about your books. As I mentioned earlier, you have recently completed two 
gorgeous young adult novels: The Formula for Getting By and Colors of Violet. The former 
examines the relationship between two teenagers struggling with suicides: Freya who is 
recovering from her attempted suicide and Matthew who is planning to kill himself on the 
anniversary of his brother’s death. Colors of Violet tells the story of a teenage sociopath 
through the lens of the boy who has loved her since childhood. Oliver copes with Violet’s 
eventual institutionalization by building a fantasy world to cope with this loss. I remember 
when I first published a young adult novel. My editor, who had read my first adult novel 
and wanted me to write something in a similar genre for teens, gave me only one bit of 
advice for writing YA fiction. He said, “You can do anything you want, but just remember 
that you can’t leave the audience without hope.” So given the dark subject matter for both 
books, where do we find hope? How are you ultimately able to make these stories 
affirming?

For The Formula for Getting By, suicide is something that hasn’t been talked about much 

with young people. Just last week, a thirteen-year-old girl in my hometown committed suicide. It 

breaks your heart that these young kids are dealing with this, and it is still taboo to talk about. 

Also, people don’t think that young kids are struggling with mental health. Of course, this has 

begun to change, and there is definitely less of a stigma in asking for help. I read Jennifer 

Niven’s All the Bright Places, which is my and my sister’s favorite book, and it talks about 

suicide. I thought it was a beautiful book, and it made me want to be a writer. I thought, if I read 

this and I was struggling with mental health issues, this book would have helped me so much. 

I wanted to write something that could potentially help someone by showing the trajectory of 

going through hurt, pain and grief. With my characters, I want to help the reader understand that 

they’re not alone and people go through this. 
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Regarding having hope in the books, I really try to insert that. In Formula for Getting 

By, one of Matt’s friends tries to reach out to help but doesn’t know how. I think that’s also a 

problem with bystanders — people who want to do something but don’t feel comfortable or 

don’t know how. You don’t really know what someone is going through, especially as a teenager. 

In Colors of Violet, I really wanted to pull from the sociopath stories and all these Netflix crime 

shows talking about psychopath/sociopath characters and put it in a realistic friendship. We get 

to know Violet, who is a really bright, know-it-all kind of kid, and this really dramatic event sets 

her life on a different path. She and Oliver, the boy across the street, are still best friends despite 

moving in different directions. I think what I was trying to ascertain through Violet and Oliver’s 

relationship is whether we are a product of our experiences, or just born a certain way. I have 

always been fascinated by good vs. evil, and these characters gave me a way to explore that 

dynamic. The hope in their story is when Violet is taken away and Oliver is forced to be 

something without her. Though he loves her, he must love her differently.

I’m curious as to why you largely chose to tell the story from Oliver’s point of view as 
opposed to Violet’s?

I wanted to tell this story about a sociopath through the eyes of someone who loves her. I 

thought it was a unique way to take on mental illness — someone watching a best friend go 

through it. This approach was done beautifully in Beautiful Boy. The author talks about his son’s 

battle with meth, and you get to see the perspective of him and his children and how it affected 

them, which we would have completely missed if the story had just focused on Nick. I was real-

ly inspired by how we got this completely different side of his addiction. With Oliver, there’s so 

much more going on with him. But because he has invested so much in Violet, he almost takes 

on what she’s going through.

Can you tell us a little about the excerpt? Where it is in the narrative and how is it 
representative of the story?

Each chapter is set at a different age. It starts when they’re eighteen, and Oliver is 

giving a quick insight about himself and his story. Then it jumps to when they’re eight years 

old, and they’re just two kids going on an adventure, which is a regular thing for them. Vio-

let is the captain for all these adventures, and Oliver is the sidekick. They go into the woods 

and come across a dead body. They both handle this discovery very differently. It was im-
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portant for me to have that moment early in the story because in Oliver’s eyes that’s where 

everything shifted. Young people don’t really experience death so presently, and they were 

looking at a dead body. That really catapults their story and friendship because this traumat-

ic event involves both of them. Oliver runs to get an adult, and Violet stays with the body.

Then you fast-forward into their teenage years and uncover who they grew into after all 

this happened. Oliver became a people pleaser, specifically by wanting to make his parents proud 

by being a tuba player, which he detests and thinks is the lamest instrument in the entire world. 

You get to see how this whole experience has made it difficult for him to connect with anybody 

other than Violet. He becomes friends with his tuba instructor and they talk about Violet, which 

makes it apparent that his life revolves around her. In each chapter, something happens that 

Oliver remembers from his time with Violet, especially from ages eight to sixteen. There are 

little snapshots of when Violet acted strange or abnormal, and he pieces those events together to 

find out why she is the way she is and why he is so attracted to her and can’t say no to her. His 

perspective excuses things that she does because he loves her so much.

You seem really interested in stories about lost love (often of a family member or lover) and 
the difficulty of holding onto the memory of that love in a world that throws up countless 
opportunities to forget and to move on. What is it about that idea that appeals to you as a 
writer? 

I’m very interested in loss and moving on. Regardless of what age you are, you 

experience saying goodbye to people whether it’s temporary or permanent. Everyone deals with 

it differently. I’ve watched my parents’ divorce unfold and my dad remarry and thought about 

how those experiences impacted me. I’ve always been interested in the way people come in and 

out of our lives. It is something we all deal with on a large or small scale, and there’s always a 

story there. Everyone has a story about losing or loving someone. 

Do you have any advice for other young writers who dream of writing their own books and 
publishing one day? Are there a couple of things you’ve learned that you consider essential 
for success, for making publishing a book a reality?

For starters, you should always be writing. Sometimes I’ll write a two-page intro to a 

book and realize it’s really, really bad. But that's okay. It’s a good exercise. You should 

always have something going, even if it is something you won’t do anything with. You’re 

getting ideas out. I keep a note on my phone with things people say that I find really inter-
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esting or just one-liners by my dad. When we were at a Kroger once, he said, “This is my 

favorite Kroger of all the Krogers.” I immediately thought that could be an awesome first 

line. If you’re thinking of something and an idea pops in your head, just write it down be-

cause it can turn into something. You never know. Also, always have people read your work. 

I always try to get people to read what I have. Sometimes I’ll send over five pages and say, 

“Hey, I just sent you five pages of something; when you have time I’d love to hear your 

thoughts.” Everyone has different feedback. Some may like it and some may not, but trust 

that you have a story to tell. When it comes to the industry and trying to be successful, get 

used to hearing “no.” My experiences as an actor really helped me with that. You’re going 

to hear “no” all the time, and you’re going to get denied all the time. In the theatre, you hear 

“no” more than “yes.” Sometimes all of these negatives make you wish you did something 

differently, but I think hearing “no” isn’t a bad thing. Failure is part of the process. Take 

what you can from it. Let the negative roll off your shoulders, and for every “no,” you’re 

closer to a “yes.” I think it applies to any occupation — just keep fighting if you love it. 
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Excerpt from Colors of Violet
Gabrielle McAree

Colors of Violet is a young adult, contemporary fiction manuscript. It tells the story of a 
sociopath, Violet, told through the lens of someone who fiercely loves her, Oliver. She began 

working on this novel in her Young Adult Fiction Writing class at LIU.

Age 18 - OLIVER

The way I see it, everyone is the hero and villain of their own story. And I’m not just

saying this because we covered good versus evil in AP English for an entire semester. I’m saying 

it because it’s true. Because the past eighteen years and every movie ever written makes me 

believe it’s true. Not that I’m an expert on films or have a PhD in sociology or anything, I’m 

just saying. Life is the longest story ever written full of a shit ton of protagonists and antago-

nists. Longer than Les Misérables and Moby Dick and every syllabus you’ve received since the 

fifth grade combined. No commercial breaks, no pauses, no trailers. It’s millions and millions 

of words, thousands of characters, tons of unnecessary subplots, and a bunch of dead-ends that 

feel like a colossal waste of time. But hidden among it, there’s some literary, figurative meaning 

where good and evil surrender and meet in the gray space. Life. We’re all looking for the mean-

ing, right? That one moment, that one person, to define it. To give it purpose. Life is a book you 

never read because it’s a book you never finish. There’s always new parts, new developments, 

new subplots, new characters. Things aren’t just good or bad, they’re both. They circle each 

other until you stop breathing. And then what? Does it trail off, withering into some void? Is it 

an ellipsis in the middle of a sentence because no one, and I mean no one (outside of the mov-

ies), gets an ending wrapped up in a shiny bow? What happens to our story if it doesn’t go into a 

history book? Who records it so we know it was real? 

I’m a thinker. If thinking were a sport, I’d be a first string NFL quarterback. Instead, my 

claim to fame is playing the world’s most embarrassing instrument: the tuba. And because I play 

the tuba, I’d like to believe thinking is my Avenger superpower (since I can’t lift a truck with 

my pinky finger or move at the speed of sound). My Captain America shield is constructed from 

the components swarming around my frontal lobe, and my super strength is a nod to carrying a 

thirty pound tuba up the stairs twice a day. 

When the world gets too hard and the air gets too heavy, I flick a switch in my brain. I 
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become a willing passenger through the pits and valleys of what-ifs, maybes, and I-don’t-knows, 

and somehow my brain always knows to drop me off at Destination Reality. But when every-

thing gets too big, I flee to the depths of my own mind. I escape — from everything. And for the 

past decade, I’ve become infatuated with escaping, with spending an absurd amount of time 

letting one thing consume me like an overbearing tornado:

I think of Violet.

Age 8 - OLIVER

“We’re going on the ice today, Mr. Austen,” Violet declares, securing her brown baseball 

cap. Rain, sun, snow — no matter the weather or occasion (School Picture Day included), she’s 

wearing it. I even think she wears it in the shower and when she sleeps.

Vi calls the brown cap her “ID,” spelled I-D. To me it’s what defines her, her I-D —

chemical makeup and genetics and stuff — but to her, it’s the bad guy that makes her brave when 

things get scary. It’s the voice challenging her to do the unthinkable when her ego tells her to go 

back inside and watch another episode of SpongeBob Squarepants, an eight-year-old’s version of 

Xanax. (Yeah, I know about Xanax.) If it were up to me, I would spend all my time watching the 

thirty-minute episode of underwater genius with a plate of warm chocolate chip cookies. Safe. 

Under a blanket. Without danger and responsibility.

But Violet wants adventure, so I try my best to give her one. 

“Really, Violet, today?” I whine. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. I better go ask 

my mom.”

Violet’s always saying I put the scare in scaredy-cat, but her mom isn’t the worry-wart of 

the century like mine.

“Oh come on you scaredy-cat.” (Told you!) “We’ve got to get on the ice before it melts.” 

Scientifically and logically speaking, ice melts at approximately thirty-two degrees 

Fahrenheit. (Duh.) And according to my portable thermometer, it’s twenty-six degrees outside. 

So, scientifically and logically, we should be okay out on the ice. Neither one of us, weighing 

way less than one hundred pounds, should fall through. Scientifically.

“Hold on, I really have to pee.”

I go to the bathroom a lot. It’s a side effect of being nervous. Mom says, Nervous habits 



12

for nervous people. I say, When I have to pee… I have to pee.

Nervous peeing has become a regular occurrence for me. It doesn’t matter if we’re going 

three hours or fifteen minutes, we have to stop at a gas station, and usually more than one. Mom 

used to think I had bladder problems, so they took me to bunch of kidney specialists who made 

me pee in a ton of cups. Their diagnosis: water goes through me quicker than most people. I 

think it has to do with anxiety, like before I take a spelling quiz or have to read out loud in front 

of the class. That kind of anxiety. Mom and Dad ignore it. They don’t think I have anxiety. 

I’ve Googled anxiety. I have it.

“Oh, Mr. Austen, you always have to relieve yourself at the most pestiferous times.” She 

shakes her head, nudging me. 

She’s a lot stronger than stick-skinny me who resembles more of a praying-mantis than 

an actual growing boy. Mom says the rest of my body hasn’t caught up with my arms yet, and 

the chart at the doctor’s office says they won’t for a long time. According to the nurse who gives 

me Batman stickers, my growth spurt won’t come until sixteen when I hit this magical thing 

called puberty. Google says puberty is the period during which adolescents reach s-e-x-ual 

maturity. Sounds gross. And painful. I’ll stick with Violet being taller than me for now… but, 

not forever. Apparently, I’ll be 6’1” someday, even though my dad is 6’0”. I didn’t know I was 

allowed to be taller than him. He won’t like that.

“What does pestiferous mean?” I ask. (In the equation of Vi and me, I’m always asking 

the questions.)

“It was on the news this morning. Dad told me it means inconvenient or annoying,” 

Violet blankly states as if it’s obvious and I should know the definition too. I won’t point out 

that this morning, she didn’t know what it meant either. If it wasn’t for the news using it… never 

mind.

Violet’s the smartest person I’ve ever met, including my parents and Bill Nye the Science 

Guy (who probably just reads from a script and doesn’t really get all of his information from his 

head). It’s her thing to be smart. You know, some kids’ thing is sports or chess or Monopoly or 

burping the ABCs or playing an instrument way better than a normal kid should. Violet’s thing is 

being smart. Smarter than everyone. And brave. And bold. And confident. But mostly smart.

 My thing is that out of all the places in the world, Violet Thompson lives across the 
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street from me.

“All right. You better go to the bathroom before you pee yourself. But for the love of 

Pete, make it expeditious.”

“Ugh, Violet. Who’s Pete and what does expeditious mean?” 

She rolls her eyes to the back of her head, all dramatic. I just hope they don’t get stuck 

there. Mom says that can happen sometimes.

It’s not my fault her vocabulary is way beyond the third grade. Even the teachers 

tell her to tone it down. Violet says she isn’t going to dumb it down for our idiotic class-

mates who don’t know the difference between there, their, and they’re. Teachers don’t like 

Violet very much.

“It’s the word of the day, Mr. Austen. It means speedy. Now chop-chop,” she orders. 

Violet always has a Word of the Day, one that she tries to fit into as many sentences as 

possible. Sometimes the words don’t make sense in context, but she says them so confidently 

that it’s hard to know if she’s correct or not. But I let her off the hook because she’s Violet, and 

I’m me. There’s a laundry list of all her words and definitions in a notebook I keep under my 

pillow like a mini dictionary. I’ll add expeditious to it tonight.

The logical reason why I write down all these words—in addition to impressing 

Violet—is: I take the SATs my junior year of high school. That’s only 2,548 days (seven years) 

away. If my vocabulary is as transcendent as it is now, maybe I’ll get a perfect score on the writ-

ten portion and then get into a top college… maybe even an Ivy League. I mean, what if I get to 

question number seventy-two and there’s a word I don’t know all because I was too lazy to work 

on my vocabulary right now? It’s never too early to start preparing. 

I know I should run to the bathroom all expeditiously, but instead I lose myself, staring 

at Vi: her shiny blue eyes (with specs of darker blue in them) that look like a lightning strike, and 

her campfire orange hair — not the orange where people would call her a Ginger, but a perfect 

orange that makes you want a S’more real bad. It’s beautiful enough to stop you for a second and 

interesting enough that you can't look away. Her hair is a fire, just like her — a violent fire, one 

that I’m constantly told not to go near.

But the thing is, I can’t stay away.

I won’t.
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Eight-year-olds aren’t supposed to think like this. Eight-year-olds aren’t supposed to 

worry about the SATs when they’re working on mastering timed multiplication and division 

tables. Eight-year-olds are supposed to play tag and color outside the lines. Most eight-year-olds 

don’t have Violet Thompson as a best friend. And when Violet Thompson is your best friend,  

y ou know things. You know your way around her house, almost as well as you know your own. 

You know the water cups are on the middle shelf of the third cabinet from the fridge and the 

spices are above the cooking utensils in the cabinet next to the microwave. You know the 

bathroom is the first door to the left of her dad’s study (but you don’t know why it’s called a 

study if he doesn't study). You know there’s always cookie dough in the fridge and blankets 

under the coffee table. You know the garage code and which plant the spare key is under. You 

know there’s an unlimited supply of popsicles in the bottom drawer. You know words like 

expeditious and pestiferous.

You know things.

I take approximately ten steps to the bathroom and shut the door to relieve myself 

expeditiously. I try not to hit the toilet seat, another nervous habit. 

“How expeditious was I, Violet?” I ask, running back to her. 

But she’s gone. As per usual, she started the adventure without me. I was only occupied 

for a minute, maybe two, but as per usual, she can’t wait. For anything. Or anyone.

I catch a glimpse of her orange hair making its way through the trees towards the ice. It 

looks so orange against the white lake that maybe you could see her from space, or better yet, the 

moon. (Violet says the moon is different than space.) Her hair has become my personal compass; 

where it goes, I follow. I put one foot in front of the other and count my steps, cautiously mak-

ing my way towards the ice. 

Violet puts on a show and starts sliding around like a real-life professional ice skater. 

I watch in awe, wondering how someone extraordinary could want to be friends with some-

one as ordinary as me.

“Mr. Oliver Austen. Your expedition awaits.”

I run towards her, gaining speed but remembering to proceed with caution. I could fall 

through at any second. I could get Pneumonia (which Google says is an infection that inflames 

the lungs), or cut my hand on a jagged piece of ice, or ruin my new snow pants. Mom would be
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so mad. 

When I reach Vi, she says under her breath, “Took you long enough.” She smiles.

“Welcome to Alaska. I’m Giovanna Waters, your guide for the day.”

Violet changes her name for each adventure. They’re never common names like Amy or 

Sarah or John or Oliver. They’re always extraordinary, the kind of rare names you’d find in some 

eccentric baby book. I guess being Violet Octavia Thompson isn’t enough for her. She always 

wants to be someone else.

“Hello, Giovanna.” I play along since it’s not like she gives me a choice.

She commands the air just by the look on her face. “Salutations, Mr. Francis Mont-

gomery. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Now, follow me.”

“After you…” I say in a deep voice, trying to play the role of Mr. Francis Montgomery 

correctly. Francis is an old name, so he’d have a deep, old man voice… I think.

As we walk further into the lake, we lose sight of her house, which is a big no. We aren’t 

allowed to go further than the house boundaries; that’s Mr. and Mrs. Violet’s biggest, most con-

secrated rule. I like to follow the rules. Violet on the other hand… not so much.

“Giovanna, shouldn’t we turn back now?” I ask, knowing she’ll say no. She doesn’t run 

away at danger like some eight-year-old with bladder problems.

“No.”

So we don’t. We keep going. Deeper and deeper and deeper into the woods. When we

come around the corner, we see a girl or a lady, a girl-lady, laying face down on the ice. I guess 

this is where the big adventure begins.

The girl-lady is medium sized, almost adult looking, with long blonde hair. I can't tell if 

she’s making the world’s stillest snow angel or if she’s just napping. All around her is a pool of 

thick, dark red. It looks like blood, like a murder scene. My throat tightens up, my eyes sting. 

Seeing the lady-girl face down in the ice makes me shiver. 

I turn to Violet and look to her for some kind of answer. What do you do with a girl-lady 

who’s napping in freezing water?

Violet taps her with a branch. “Excuse me, ma’am, hello, yeah, hi. My name is Giovanna 

Waters, and this here is my assistant, Mr. Francis Montgomery.” 

Violet waits for a response, but the girl-lady doesn’t move.
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She bends down and puts her head on the girl-lady’s chest like they do in CPR. I watched 

my neighbor do CPR on his cat one time.

I hold my breath.

“Mr. Montgomery, I think the subject in question is… is dead.”

“Violet!” I cry, jumping three feet back. I’ve never seen a real dead body before, only in 

the movies (and I rarely see movie corpses because Mom’s obsessed with age appropriateness). 

“Violet! Get away from her. Let’s go home!”

“That’s Giovanna Waters to you, sir,” she yells back, furious I broke character. “A good 

actor never breaks the fourth wall!” 

But I’m already running down the lake back to her house. My feet carry me without

instruction, and I move way quicker than I mean to, forgetting my pledge to be cautious. I turn 

back to plead with Violet, but she’s picking the girl-lady up and dragging her out of the ice. The 

girl-lady has to be twice Vi’s size, but she’s doing it anyway. It’s no use trying to stop her, so I 

turn back and run to tell the adults. Adults know what to do. That’s their job… to know. 

I slip and fall a few times, but I get right back up and keep going. I don’t even cry. This is 

a matter of death. The biggest matters of all the matters, besides life.

“Mr. and Mrs. Violet! Mr. and Mrs. Violet!” I yelp, trying to get their names out.

“What’s wrong, Ollie? What’s going on?” they ask, totally bombarding me (which means 

to attack someone persistently with questions).

Instead of crying, I mumble, “Follow me.”

That’s how the three of us end up in the woods, making our way to the ice, with me

desperately trying not to get lost, and her parents heavy-breathing on my tail. They reprimand 

me for being on the ice without adult supervision, even though they know it wasn’t my idea.

“Ollie. Is Violet all right? Where is she? Ollie, what’s going on? Oliver, where is she?”

Mrs. Violet squeezes my arms so tight I feel like I’m going to pop. Her already big eyes look

cartoonish with panic. “Oliver?”

“She’s fine,” I mumble. 

Mrs. Violet lets me go, and all the air in me tumbles out with it, letting me focus on the 

task at hand: finding Vi. And the dead girl-lady.

I take a few wrong turns, but I finally spot Violet covered in red. In her hair, on her
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clothes, all over her face. She’s stained blood-red. And next to her, the lady-girl lays flat, 

motionless. She looks like Sleeping Beauty on Ice. Her hands are folded, and her hair is pulled 

out of her face, tucked behind her ears. Winter flowers cover her entire body. She’s clean of her 

blood; it’s all on Violet.

Mr. Violet is the first to speak. His voice is rough and unsteady like he’s trying not to cry, 

which is funny because adults don't cry. “Oh Violet… sweetie,” he says. “My Violet.”

“Hi Dad!” she cheers. “Look the flowers are violet like my name! Isn’t that stupendous? 

Hold on, I have to do the proper burial. It’s what Carol would have wanted.”

Violet shuts the woman’s eyes and kisses her on the forehead. Which is gross because 

she’s kissing a corpse, a real, dead corpse. Can’t you get sick from doing that? I want to ask, but 

I bite my tongue instead and throw my hands in my pockets so I don’t pick at them.

“My sweet, sweet Violet,” Mr. Violet whispers, his face twisted. He walks over to her and 

puts his hand on her shoulders.

She smiles up at him, real proud of herself. “Doesn’t she look pretty, Dad?”

He nods. “Very.”

Mrs. Violet freezes. She just stands there speechless with her big-cartoon eyes, trying to 

tell Mr. Violet something without actually speaking. She’s shaking, which means she’s scared.

Violet gives a prolonged (which just means continuing for a long time or longer than

usual) goodbye to the girl-lady a.k.a. Carol, and skips over to us. Her skip turns into a run, and 

her smile turns to stone. In a light switch, she’s colder and older. I expect her to cry or scream or 

do something, but she does nothing.

She doesn’t cry. She doesn't scream. She doesn't scrub the blood off her hair and clothes 

and face. She does nothing.

I do enough crying for the both of us when I realize the shrieking sounds are coming

from inside me. I’m a fly outside my body, watching all this happen. Watching my best friend 

cover herself in death. I’m not crying because of the girl-lady. I didn’t even know her. I’m crying 

because of Violet. Her clothes are stained so bad that not even Mom’s favorite bleach could 

cleanse them. Mom says it can get any stain out, but not this. This stain is deep. I already know. 

This stain is forever.

Violet rolls her eyes, knocking me as she runs by. I watch her orange hair disappear
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through the branches, straining my eyes until I can’t see her anymore. Her parents look to me, 

then their fleeing daughter, then the corpse, and back at me, wondering what happened on the 

ice. How we got from A to B to C. None of us say anything, but we were all thinking 

something… maybe the same thing, maybe different things entirely. I don’t feel eight. I feel like 

I’m on the same clueless team as Mr. and Mrs. Violet. A team Violet left.

Age 18 – OLIVER

That’s all I remember from that day. That and the girl’s name was Jennifer Jameson 

(not Carol), a sixteen-year-old high school student. She was a good ice skater — blue-ribbon, 

Olympic-scout-watching good. Her parents said she practiced five hours a day, seven days a 

week, ice skating until her ankles bled. It’s ironic, isn’t it? What she loved killed her.

For her, it was just another day, another Monday out on the ice. She was just ice skating. 

She probably did some fancy triple flip, double x jump, fell down, and hit her head in just the 

right spot at just the right time. It was simple. She was on the ground, she jumped off the ground, 

and she landed wrong. One fall changed everything. They say she suffered no pain, but I don’t 

believe that. The newscasters didn’t see her: dead on the ice. They didn’t see her face: frozen in a 

permanent scream. They didn’t see her eyes: bugging out in fear. I did. Sometimes I still do. 

I’ll never forget the red blood seeping through the cracks, her purple lips and swollen 

hands with bumps on them — all the side effects of being in the water too long. It’s more than 

memory. It’s hell, a permanent snapshot sketched in my brain like a bad addiction. There was 

nothing pretty or great or Olympic about her. She looked sick and scared and dead. Really, com-

pletely, totally dead. Not that you can be a degree of dead, because you can’t. You’re dead or not 

dead. She was dead. 

According to the policemen, her cause of death was head trauma (which is any sort of 

injury to your brain, skull, or scalp). This can range from a mild bump or bruise to a traumatic 

brain injury. Apparently if you hit one part of your head too hard, you can die instantly. And 

that’s what happen to hopeful-Olympian Jennifer Jameson. If she would have fallen a few inches 

away from the rock or decided to skate on a different side of the lake, she’d still be alive. If she 

had gotten hungry or seen a butterfly or picked a different jump, she’d be alive, maybe even a 

gold medalist. But for some reason, she went to a specific spot where a specific rock was stick-
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ing out. She spun a specific way that made her lose her balance, and she hit the specific rock       

head-on. Tons of things had to line up in just the right way for this to happen, like a Rube 

Goldberg machine. Jennifer Jameson lost balance, Jennifer Jameson fell, Jennifer Jameson hit a 

rock — hard — and Jennifer Jameson died.

Like a light switch: one second here, one second not.

It makes me not believe in the universe. 

But also believe in it more than I ever have.

I know that doesn't make any sense, but the universe could have intervened, and the 

universe chose not to. The universe could have moved the rock or made Jennifer skate

somewhere else. The universe could have given Jennifer a cold or a physics exam. But the 

universe didn’t do anything. It sat back, kicked its hypothetical feet up, and let it happen.

Maybe the universe has everything planned out. Maybe the universe has a map with desig-

nated plans. Maybe we don’t choose anything at all. Maybe we’re all just assistants. Only the 

universe knows.

The police said she’d been lying there for hours and that there was nothing we could 

have done. They patted our backs and told us to head on home and warm up with some hot 

cocoa and marshmallows. This big fat guy in a blue uniform, who could lay off the donuts, said, 

Thank you for your service today, kids. Like we were decorated soldiers in the army. I’m awfully 

sorry you had to see this. And then he handed us each a lollipop and turned away to put up yel-

low caution tape. Another day at the office. I opened the sucker and started licking it. Mine was 

lemon flavored—not my favorite, but lickable. I looked over at Violet and saw hers was thrown 

on the ground. She stomped on it.

That was almost a decade ago. Since then, death and despair seem to follow me like a 

tyrannical shadow, mocking me at every freaking turn. I’ve lost four grandparents, three great 

aunts, a cousin, two dogs, and a partridge in a pear tree. 

I might as well have lost Violet too.

Now, she’s just a memory. A brief history. 

I could blame the universe, and most of the time, I do — but I’m the master of my 

own universe, right? Alternate or otherwise?

Violet always thought so. 
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Age 13 - OLIVER

Violet and I are the big 1-3. Thirteen. We’ve officially said goodbye to the kid years, 

which will later be known as the glory days, and entered the terrifying and inevitable teenage 

years, also known as the puberty years.

A lot has changed since that day on the ice five years ago. 

She’s been arrested twice for trespassing, once for breaking and entering, and 

three times for vandalism (just graffiti, but still). She always gets off without a scratch 

on her permanent record though, because her dad has high connections in town. He’s 

the governor. Governor Thompson. Her latest crime, just last week, is hitting a police 

officer with a sign while protesting the drinking water two towns over. Instead of juvie, 

she’s sentenced to four consecutive weekends picking up trash off the streets. I’ll go 

along and help since it’s not like I have anything better to do. Plus, community service 

looks good on college applications.

“Let’s go on an adventure, Mr. Oliver Austen,” Violet says the second we get off the bus. 

Our bus driver, Driver Randy, waits to see if she’ll cross the street to her house or not. 

I shrug my shoulders. I’m getting a little old for adventures. Plus, I have a pri-

vate with my instructor, Harold, at 6:00 pm (Vi knows that), and I’m never late (she 

knows that, too).

“I can’t today, Vi. I have a private tonight. Tuesdays are tuba days, remember?” The way 

she looks at me makes me feel like life outside of her is nothing but an inconvenience. It’s 

not my fault that I have to play the tuba. No one chooses to play the tuba. No one looks at 

all the instruments, sees the tuba, and says, Oh, that’s the one. No one chooses to carry 

around a tuba all the time. The universe does. The universe has to choose, regardless of 

what Violet thinks.

Driver Randy honks, and we walk our separate ways. 

When Driver Randy, his smile, and his school bus pass, Vi says, “Well, damn you and

your tuba-playing self.” She sticks out her tongue and runs towards her house, still mad 

when things don’t go her way… something she has yet to grow out of.

“Maybe after?” I call from my side of the street, which seems too far way.
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“I will have to audit my calendar, Mr. Austen. But I would relish in the opportunity to go 

on Adventure #685 with you.”

She smiles, exposing all her teeth. 

Violet’s immune to the torture of braces like the rest of prepubescent humanity. I’ve 

had braces for a year now (and counting). Violet doesn’t have to get them at all. Her smile is 

scientifically perfect, her pre-braces consultation x-rays prove it. She left without having to

schedule an appointment at the front desk with the old ladies who type frantically. Instead, the 

orthodontist framed her perfect x-rays and put it up in his office as a model example. That’s

how everyone’s teeth should look, Violet says, imitating Dr. O’Connelly perfectly. When he

looked at my teeth a year ago, he sighed, cringed a little, and told my mom the price. I have to

wear rubber bands and head gear at night. (Head gear. Thanks a lot, universe.)

Without waiting for me to confirm or deny her request of attending Adventure #685, she 

darts to her front door. I stand there, longer than I should, and watch. I study her just in case 

something were to happen, like a meteor shower were to strike our area code, or an earthquake 

. were to split our street in half, separating us forever. I try to remember every detail. Her hair 

Her eyes. Her face. I even study her backpack, covered in pins. Mostly scary grunge bands like 

Green Day, Paramore, Guns and Roses, Def Leppard… all these weird punk-rock-screamo 

groups. And in case those arent repellent enough, she has three skull pins that belong on a horror 

movie poster. I think she listens to the loud, angry music and watches terrifying movies to obtain 

this rebellious, bad-kid image. She even wears black lipstick when she feels extra angsty. (It 

There’s didn’t last very long though, because girls at school started wearing black lipstick too.) 

a pin on her backpack that I love, though. It’s the simplest of them all. Mom dragged us to the 

mall and said we could each pick out one thing. I got a triple scoop of chocolate ice cream in a 

waffle cone from Häagen-Dazs, and Violet got her first pin: a small white flower with one pink 

petal. The ice cream went away because I ate it. It was good, so I don’t regret it. But I don’t have 

anything to remember it by. The ice cream digested, and I probably pooped it out a couple hours 

later. Violet’s pin, well, she still has it. It reminds me of Violet before something in her shifted. 

I can’t help but think the day on the ice had something to do with it. Violet’s great shift. 

Violet’s personal meteor shower, earthquake, hurricane, tornado, and tsunami rolled into one. 

Her catastrophic natural disaster. 
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I watch her as long and as hard as I can until she slams her blue door, the door she forced 

her parents to let us paint when we were nine. She didn’t want a poop-brown door like everyone 

else on our street. She convinced her dad pretty easily —"everyone will know the governor lives 

in the house with the blue door ." A day later, they were bringing teal blue paint home from the 

hardware store. 

Watching that door shut me out is the worst. I hate it. I mean, I hate it when she closes 

that door. She doesn’t even have to slam it for me to hate it. I know it’s not the door’s fault, 

but it still upsets me. It’s like she’s going to a different world and locking me out of it. I don’t 

know how many times I’ve seen it close, but every time the same pang hits me square in the 

chest. Hard. The pang is probably because I’m doggone (which means doomed) to love her.

I do my best to ignore it, the paralyzing feeling that overcomes me when she comes into 

the room or laughs at my joke or smiles at me. I do my best to squish it like a bug because in the 

movies friends don’t become lovers. They grow further and further and further apart until one of 

them puts themselves out there only to get rejected, or, worst-case scenario, marries someone 

else. Inevitably, it ends in heartbreak. And I don’t think I could recover from a Violet-sized 

broken heart. I push it all away, burying it. I remember my role: Violet’s best friend. Violet’s 

assistant. Violet’s adventure buddy.

But it doesn’t mean loving her isn’t on my mind.

 What I wouldn’t give to know what goes on behind that door without me (I’d give a 

whole lot.) Is she the same Vi behind the blue door? Or is she something else? Sure, I’ve 

been inside her house a thousand times. Sure, I know there are seven steps from her room to 

her bathroom, but I still wonder: is she eating her blue popsicles, or lying down on the 

couch catching up on the latest episode of American Ninja Warrior? Is she writing in her 

light pink journal that she thinks no one knows she has? Is she watching some crime show 

with her parents? What does she do without me, without our adventures, when she's not 

proving to the world that she’s different than everyone else?

I’ve never had a lot of friends, so, with that being said, I have a plethora of free 

time that I have no problem devoting to Violet. Number One: I suck at being social. Num-

ber Two: I’m thirteen. Number Three: I play the tuba. Circle back to Number Two to see 

why that’s a problem. And Number Four: Violet never gives me time or a chance to make 
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friends with anyone else. 

My life pre-Violet ceases to exist. It’s like I was waiting to meet her to actually start 

breathing, like somebody was holding my place until I turned eight and she moved in down the 

street. That’s when my life began. That’s when I started existing.

We’re like a ball and chain. She's the ball, of course, and I'm the flimsy little 

chain. But I’d be lying if I said I minded being the chain. It’s all the same as long as 

she’s pulling me.

And thanks to my parent’s peculiar obsession with the tuba, once a week, I break 

away from the ball and chain scenario. And I’m left with just me. And my 29.99 pound tuba. 

(Yes. I weighed it.)

Age 13 - OLIVER

I take private tuba lessons at this grungy place called Rizzo’s Music. They, surprisingly, 

have an in-house tuba player who rents a room to give lessons. Besides being run by a bunch of 

rock’n’roll stoners who live for the illegal useage of Marijuana, it’s a pretty okay place… except 

for the fact that it smells like pot. All. The. Time. I’m not supposed to know what pot is, but I do. 

It’s dried leaves or flowers from the Cannabis sativa plant. People roll it in a joint or smoke it in a 

bong. It’s labeled as "the devil’s gateway drug", but the recreational use of Marijuana is legal in 

the state of Iowa, and the guys running Rizzo’s take full advantage. I mean  full advantage. The 

courts have yet to overturn their decision on the matter of legalized weed (also known as: pot, 

dope, grass, Mary Jane, MJ, herb, skunk, and boom), and they probably won’t. Smoking weed is 

a norm here (especially since there’s not much else to do among acres and acres of corn), which 

is why I’m shocked Mom lets me within five feet of the building, let alone inside. (The whole 

vibe is equivalent to dropping a slice of cheese pizza on a locker room floor that hasn't been 

mopped since the Stone Age… and eating it.)

The O in the sign outside has been out for years, so it looks like the place is called 

Rizz’s. The workers loved it and were too lazy to change it, so it kind of stuck. Everyone 

started calling Rizzo’s "Rizz’s"… even the owner, this big fat guy obsessed with Big Macs. 

He started calling himself Rizz.

Back in the eighties, Rizzo’s was a music bar that housed up-and-coming rock’n’roll
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stars, from guitarists and drummers, to singers and songwriters. On Saturday nights they 

would throw these crazy parties with debut performers. It became the biggest pit stop for 

rock’n’roll in the Midwest, and now it—depressingly—houses lessons for small-town kids, 

ungrateful tweens, righteous young adults, and hard-of-hearing old people, trying to push out 

the next great guitarist, pianist, drummer, or in my case, tubist. It’s sad. The same place where 

some of rock’s kings and queens were born is where my talent literally goes to die.

In the golden days of rock’n’roll, Rizzo's was covered in sticky beer, splattered paint, 

concert posters, and thousands of pages of sheet music, but professionalism and building codes 

covered it with a thick sheet of regal black paint and pristine for-sale guitars you’re not allowed 

to touch. Tubists don’t really mesh with the guitar scene, so I don’t know a lot about the guitars 

thanks to the status quo and all, but I do like the CD collection. 

There are rows and rows of CDs, probably every CD known to mankind. At my first 

lesson, the guy running the counter—super long ponytail and Dumbledore beard—said, Kid, it’s 

the junk yard of CDs. (Everyone is "kid" to him, not just me. He calls Mom "kid", so it’s fine.) 

I’m positive more than half of the CDs are collecting dust, considering people stopped using 

them the minute Steve Jobs and his band of techies produced the revolutionary iPod. CDs have 

taken a back seat to modern technology… which is why my favorite part of Rizzo’s/Rizz’s is this 

booth in the corner that they kept from the eighties. It has six different types of headphones and 

CD players and even a Walkman (a series of portable media players and some Sony Ericsson 

mobile phones manufactured by Sony). There’s a big poster that says Play Me above the booth, 

and you can put whatever you want into the player for free. You can escape. For four minutes, 

you’re a part of the song. For four minutes, you’re in a different dimension, a different time, 

among a series of notes and feelings and tempos. You can almost disappear. Almost. 

My tuba instructor is the lamest out of the Rizz’s staff, but I’m particularly fond of him. 

His name is Harold. Harold Smith. Yeah, it has to be the least sounding rock’n’roll name I’ve 

ever heard… right up there with Eugene, but I’ve never come across a Harold that doesn’t trans-

mit some form of niceness. Eugenes are uptight and rude and only complete with a stiff business 

suit, but Harolds are nice—lame, and dorky, but nice. Harolds are the guys who hold doors open, 

and wait for everyone to have their food before they even consider picking up a utensil. Harolds 

clap when the airplane lands. Harold, Tuba Harold, is nice. Not obligatory nice so he can get his 
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paycheck—which isn’t enormous since he teaches tuba for living—but regular nice. So nice that 

I don’t care what his name is, or that he’s obsessed with weird, flashy bow ties, or that his 

biggest accomplishment to date is teaching average people instruments. He doesn’t have some 

hidden agenda or alternative motive with me. He’s just nice. So what? He sticks out like a sore 

thumb with his khakis, button-up shirts, and technicolored bow ties, while the rest of the guys 

wear beat-up jeans and leather jackets. Everybody loves Harold. Nice, kind Harold.

Mom makes me take lessons here because, believe it or not, she and Dad spent all their 

time at Rizzo’s when they were teenagers. I can’t imagine them head banging to some 

rock’n’roll, drinking beer, and wearing tight leather clothes, but there are pictures to prove it. 

Dad’s face is painted like a wannabe member of Kiss, and Mom’s hair is teased taller than the 

Empire State Building. She’s even in ripped fishnets and bulky jewelry and thick eyeliner. 

(Yikes.) Since the eighties, she’s subbed leather, short skirts, and fishnets out for cross 

necklaces, baggy jeans, and turtlenecks. Rock’n’roll has been replaced by the Jeopardy! theme 

song. Lucky me. But I guess Mom sends me here so that part of her, the Rizzo part, can be alive 

somehow. Through me. Her intentions may be pure, but here’s the thing: I hate the tuba. H-a-t-e 

hate it.

I’ve tried to quit playing about a dozen times… most of the time with Harold’s blessing. 

Okay, more than a dozen times. It’s more like every hour before my lesson. I almost find the 

courage to ask Mom, but I give up every time, knowing she’d let me get my ear pieced before 

she’d let me quit the tuba. (Not that I want a needle to penetrate my earlobe anyway… seriously, 

I’m afraid of shots… but you know what I mean.) She always replies with some version of this: 

Your father played the tuba and his father played and so did his father and so on. Oliver, it’s in 

your blood. Couldn’t my great-great-great down the line have played an electric guitar instead? 

Or the drums? Or anything that didn’t automatically put me in the category of dweeb, loser, or 

freak? Mom reminds me every time I bring up quitting that our family doesn't have the quitter 

gene. When we start something, we culture it until it reaches a resolution. Example: I played an 

entire season of ice hockey just to warm the bench. I hate ice hockey. H-a-t-e hate it. The pads 

suffocated me. I couldn't figure out the velocity of it all, and I wasn’t a fan of the unnecessary 

roughness, so the coach and I struck a deal. I played one minute per game, and even that was too 

long. My team won the championship that year, and I set a new Iowa record: Least Amount of 

Time Played on the Ice in a Single Season.
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I got out of ice hockey pretty easily after showing Mom the extensive research I 

did on ice hockey injuries, and after she witnessed, first hand, Hockey Player Number One 

knock Hockey Player Number Two’s front teeth out. However, I’ve been sticking it out tuba 

style since Dad brought home a tuba for me in the third grade. No one gets hurt playing the 

tuba, Oliver. (That he knows of.) He said it would give me something to do, but I think they 

bought it so it would keep me away from Violet. Just because some of Dad’s best memories 

were with his band friends playing the tuba in some smoky studio doesn't mean they’ll be 

mine. As if kids don't already have enough reasons to make fun of me, playing the tuba is 

definitely one to add… and capitalize on. 

Honestly, I think about quitting all the time: every time I’m in the hallway waiting for 

Harold to finish up with the lesson before me, every time I’m in the car on the way to tuba, 

every time I’m told to practice, every time I lay awake at night surveying my carbon footprint. 

It’s not my fault some evil Band Puppet Master selected my distant relative to play tuba, yet 

here I am… reaping the benefits. If I could go back in time, before my birth, before the dino-

saurs, I’d go back to the day Dad’s Dad’s Dad’s Dad chose, or was chosen, to play the tuba. 

I’d banish the tuba and pick the electric guitar, or the drums, or any football position instead. 

Mom drops me off to every lesson fifteen minutes early, even though she knows Harold 

sticks to a strict schedule. He doesn’t start until 6:00 sharp, so the pupil before me can soak up 

as much knowledge as possible. Bleh. I tell her every single time that 5:58 is fine, but she drops 

me off at 5:45 anyway. It gives me time to sit there and think of all the music I practiced 

throughout the week… and how much I hate this component of my life.

When the fifteen minutes is up, Harold opens his door and ushers me into the coat closet 

turned tuba studio. He asks me the same three questions every time I walk into his music-making 

space. Number One: Have I been practicing? (Which is always no.) Number Two: When will we 

move on to a new song? (When pigs fly.) Number Three: Do I like the tuba yet? (Does Cookie 

Monster like vegetables?) Those are what I call his required questions… the questions he has to 

ask me because it’s his job. 

But Harold wasn’t born yesterday. He knows the deal: I’m brought here, against my will, 

to play this instrument, against my will, while my parents pay hundreds of dollars a month for 

me to progress — something Harold and I both know is unlikely — against my will. America
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has a better chance of manufacturing goods and shutting down factories overseas than I do at 

making any sort of progression with the tuba. Ergo, my shirt will say MADE IN AMERICA 

before I quit. Simply put: Harold knows I suck and feels bad for me. He knows that after years 

of playing the tuba, I’m still inescapably, tragically awful. I’m confident his six-year-old 

students make more progress in a single lesson than I do in a single year. One of his students, 

Keller McCoy, is a YouTube Tuba Sensation. He tours the Malls of America playing the tuba 

while riding a unicycle. Just saying.

So, because of my setbacks and utter incompetence, we spend thirty to fifty minutes 

of the lesson talking. It’s my lesson after all, and I like talking to bow tie-wearing Harold. I 

like feeling like a person capable of thinking his own thoughts and having feelings without 

Outside Forces invading. My parents, my main Outside Forces, have this preconceived 

notion as to who I am, what I’m going to do with my life, who I’m going to be, and what 

I’m eating for dinner. (I have zero say in any of it, especially the what-I’m-having-for-

dinner part.) They make the conditions and the rules, issue the manual changes, and I’m 

forced to follow diligently. It’s my one job: be their perfect son. It seems easy, like I could 

do it sleepwalking… if only they were loving, normal, supportive parents. Instead, they 

throw me in the deep end without floaties or a swim coach, forcing me to keep up with their 

expecta-tions without drowning. They refuse to see me, let alone hear me. They’re the 

stereotypical evil step-parents, except they’re my biological ones.

Harold is different. He talks to me, asks me things, and cares about my answers. He 

doesn’t already have them paved out ten feet ahead. Harold, in his weird sweater

vests—regardless of the weather—and macaroni and avocado bow ties, actually sees me.

  “Ollie…” he smirks as if I’m an old friend he hasn’t seen since his last high school 

reunion. I know I’m his favorite lesson of the day, heck, maybe the week. He’d never admit it as 

it would be a blatant act of favoritism—which is illegal, documented in excerpt twenty-nine of 

his student-teacher contract—but he loosens his bow tie and rolls up his sleeves around me. He 

takes off his glasses and rubs his face around me. He unravels because I don’t ask anything of 

him, just that he be himself. “What’s going on today?” he asks.

“I don’t know…” 

I don’t know is my go-to cop out answer. There’s always plenty going on: my over- 
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bearing mom, my absent-but-physically-present dad, my lack of popularity, my inability to be 

athletic or grasp even the simplest concept of the tuba, my lingering depression, my exponential 

anxiety, my too-long arms, my ability to overanalyze literally everything… Violet. Yet I don’t 

know sounds better… and is always safer. 

“How’s Violet?” he asks. I swear it’s his favorite question. I don’t know why he just 

doesn’t start our lessons with that question and skip the formalities.

 “Fine.”

If she were sitting here next to me in this sweaty, shoebox of a room, she’d take being 

just fine as an insult. She’s never just fine. She’s fine and a million other things undetectable by 

any human brain… Einstein and Bill Nye included.

“So do you want to just sit in silence for five minutes until you decide to spill like a 

waterfall, or should I ask the usual questions to get you going?” Harold asks. 

He smiles through his French-looking mustache, which has finally reached the curling-

at-the-ends stage. If I saw Harold on the street, a complete stranger, I’d wonder why he chose 

to be a tourist-turned-resident in Iowa of all places. He belongs in a little French cafe, sipping 

exquisite and overpriced wine with a fresh baguette, reading a romance novel, and relaxing 

before his performance for thousands of people at the local symphony house. Not smack dab 

in the middle of Nowhere, Boringsville, Iowa. But whatever, we’ve all got our demons.

We’ve gotten to this sacred place in our… what do you call it? Friendship? Teacher-

student-ship? Tuba-tubist-ship? Whatever the appurtenant title is to define this peculiar 

relationship where we say what we mean and are who we are. It’s a no B.S (slang word that 

starts with bull and ends with -it, and is frowned upon by most prim and proper members of 

society) zone. We have an agreement of candor between the two of us. A gentlemen’s 

agreement. And all it takes is a slight, tough-love push from Harold, and I open up like a book, a 

closet, a can of worms. All the marbles come tumbling out. It’s something I can only do with 

Harold. I have to conserve marbles with Violet, Mom, Dad, and even myself, but not Harold. 

Harold is the exception.

He licks his hand and slicks back what’s left of his hair, all while adjusting his 

glasses, as I begin to spill the contents that make up my life. Those minutes where I’m 

telling Harold everything, breaking down my feelings (complete with animated hand ges-

tures), are the best thirty minutes of the day, the week even. I feel completely empty and 
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100% full, until he breaks our session and says, “Okay, I guess we should turn the tables 

and do what your mom pays me to do.” 

I groan, and he pretends to be excited. We spend the next painful thirty-some-odd 

minutes on the tuba portion of our time together. It feels like way more than thirty-minutes, but 

like all things, it ends. Harold says goodbye and sends me away with Mom, who spends the car 

ride asking me questions about the tuba and where I’m at in my so-called progress. It’s funny, 

I’m always sad when lessons end, even the playing part. I dread coming, but when it’s over, I 

don’t want to leave. Number One: I don’t want to get in the car with Mom. Number Two: I have 

to wait a whole week to see Harold and his bow tie of choice. A week only goes by fast when you 

want it to go slow. And a week waiting for Harold goes about as fast as a ten-hour drive: 

painfully slow, with numerous stops for pee breaks. 

But the bright side of finishing a lesson means I’m closer to seeing Violet’s door. In the 

midst of doing things I don't want to do and trying to conform to this person my parents want me 

to be, I know there’s one person (two if you count Harold, who, though genuine, is paid to be in 

the same room as me), who likes me for me. And she lives on the other side of the blue door. And 

her name is a color.  

She waits outside on her porch (like always) when Mom pulls the Prius into the 

driveway at 7:35 pm (like always). We don’t park in the garage because that’s Dad’s 

release room (a.k.a. his glorified man-cave) where he reminisces on his high school days 

and plays the tuba or watches videos of himself playing the tuba. Sometimes, he invites 

his weird band friends over and they watch him play the tuba, or watch videos of him 

playing the tuba. And if it’s his construction friends, well, they watch ice hockey. Ice 

hockey and tuba: an outlandish combination. 

“I’m going to Violet’s!” I shut the Prius door and run down the drive without looking 

back for permission.

“Oliver!” Mom cries. It’s desperate and makes me kind of sad that this is her default way of 

saying my name. I come to a halt — because she gave birth to me — waiting to see if she’ll start 

another battle in the great war that is Mom vs. Violet. My feet cup the edge of the driveway 

awaiting her appeal. Instead, she sighs, “Be home for dinner.” She slams the garage door before I 

can even think to thank her, letting me know she isn’t happy with my mini victory.
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Age 13 - OLIVER

Violet lounges in a white-wicker lawn chair on her front porch with her legs hanging 

over the railing. It’s 7:36 pm and the sun has set for the day, but she still looks like a movie star 

trying to avoid the paparazzi in her hot pink sunglasses. She sits like she has all the time in the 

world and none of the cares. (It’s awesome, and I’m jealous.) She watches me as I approach, but 

she doesn’t move or wave or sit up. Instead, she blows the biggest bubble she can make with her 

Double Bubble bubble gum. It’s a Kodak moment: a moment that makes me wish I had devoted 

my pre-teen years to learning everything about photography. I’d even settle for a disposable 

camera — anything to remember this. 

“Salutations, Young Oliver.”

“Hi, Vi,” I say, plunging my hands into my pockets. I’m never sure what to do with my 

hands. They’re just weights, reminding me how long my arms are and how socially inept I am. 

“Ready for another endangerment?” she asks, pushing her sunglasses behind her ears, ex-

. I don’t posing her freckles. She hates her freckles and thinks they’re a defect of being a Ginger 

get it. How could she not like having hair the color of fire and a sprinkle of freckles to match?

My hand flies to the back of my neck. “Endangerment?” Great. “Vi when you put it like 

that… I uh…” I groan, trying to mask my fear. My voice cracks, which makes me want to crawl 

into a hole and not resurface until my final stages of puberty are complete.

“Fine… an adventure, an expedition, an escapade, an exploit, an episode… whatever 

you want to call it.” 

The last thing I need is to get in trouble with the law, and endangerment screams get-

ting in trouble with the law. Mom would ground me until I’m thirty and, no offense, but I don’t 

have the governor in my back pocket to shield me from the repercussions of my choices. Violet’s

choices. It’s not that I’m angry with her about it. It’s just that I don't have the same perks. My 

parents’ occupations don’t have an astronomical pull over the police or the government. Mom is 

a college professor, and Dad works construction. Both occupations, though respectful, don’t hold 

a candle to being the most loved governor in Iowa’s history. Seriously, people have his face on 

magnets and throw pillows.

“Well… why didn't you say that then?” I smile, catching her eyes. “When am I not ready 

for an adventure?” 
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She laughs one of her fake laughs and scrunches her nose, accenting the freckles she 

resents. “Just about every time I’ve asked since we were eight.”

She’s right, but being scared never stopped me from following her before. She’s just 

another person who makes decisions for me. The difference is, with her in charge, I guess I 

don’t really mind.

“So what’s the plan for today, Vi?”

“That’s Samanthi Sharks to you.” She winks, chucking her sunglasses on the grass for the 

ants. She hurls her heavy-as-a-bag-of-bricks backpack over her shoulder and runs to the back-

yard with her orange hair darting in every direction… my favorite cue to follow.

After what seems like two miles, I ask, “Vi… I mean, Samanthi… where are we going?”

“Choleric today, aren’t we?”

I roll my eyes. “I don’t know what that means, but yes I am bit impatient today.”

“It means impatient,” she schools me, stifling a laugh. I shake my head, once again

outsmarted by the girl across the street who never seems to get tired of being several steps ahead 

of me. “I need you to do something for me,” she says. 

Knowing this is probably going to get me in trouble, I take a deep breath. “Okay.”

She stops in her tracks and looks right in my eyes, all serious. I get a chill, and not 

because there’s a slight breeze. “Thanks, Ol.” 

From experience, I know that a serious Violet is a dangerous one. 

I gulp. Whatever it is, Mom is definitely not going to like it, and I’m probably not going 

to be home in time for dinner. “Anything for Samanthi Sharks.”

She smiles this billon-dollar smile, a smile I’m lucky to be on the receiving end of, a 

smile I’d quite literally sell my soul for. It makes the empty promise worth every syllable. 

“Don’t you want to know what it is?” she asks, twirling her fire hair around her finger.

Her faces gets embarrassed-red, the same red my face gets probably a hundred and one times a 

day. What could she possibly ask me that would be embarrassing? I’m the one with braces 

(head gear!), and arms too big for my body. 

“Sure.”

The silence eats us up and spits us out, letting the drama of anticipation fill me whole. 
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She clears her throat. “I want you to hit me.”

“What?” I shake my head and put at least eight feet between us.

“You said, ‘Anything for Samanthi Sharks,’ so you can’t take it back.”

“Violet. I’m not going to hit you.”

I stare at her trying to find the logic in her eyes, trying to find something to help me

understand why she thinks I, me, Oliver Austen, shorter than her by at least three inches and 

scared of spiders, would want to hurt her in any way… or is even capable of hurting her. In. Any 

Way. I’m waiting for her to say, Gotcha, or to start bursting out laughing at the look on my face. 

I’m waiting for… 

The laughter doesn't come. She doesn't say Gotcha. She's not joking. It feels like someone 

booked me a one-way to The Twilight Zone without my permission. Without asking if I like scary 

movies… which I don’t.

She looks at me, waiting for me to be the one to give in, but I don’t. I won’t. 

“Well then I guess you really didn't mean you’d do anything for me then, huh? Nobody likes a 

liar, Oliver, especially a bad one,” she spits.

I can’t believe she’s serious. I would never hit a girl. I would never hit a boy. I 

don't even step on spiders. I cup them in a paper plate and send them outside. I would 

never hit Violet. 

“If you don’t hit me…” She gives me this Oscar-worthy pause, and I still can’t believe 

this conversation is actually happening. “I’ll never speak to you again.”

An ultimatum. As bewildered and perplexed (a fancy way of saying confused, baffled, 

and very, very puzzled) as I am, I’m not surprised. This isn’t some ordinary, normal person. This 

is Violet — leader-of-adventures, captain-of-ships, her-way-or-no-way Violet.

Two hours later, Violet and I come back from the woods. 

She comes back fine. Not a scratch.

I come back with two black eyes and a scratch across my right eyebrow.

Mom almost has a heart attack when I walk in. She doesn't even scold me for missing 

dinner (which almost makes the black eyes worth it). Instead, she makes me sit at the kitchen 

table with a bag of peas on my face until the peas thaw out. Then she subs the peas out for two 

bags of corn, then bags of carrots, then bags of broccoli, then bags of green beans. She goes
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through the entire vegetable family and rotates them every half hour until I say, “I’m going to 

bed.” 

Mom dumps way too much holy water on a washcloth and hands it to me.

“What happened to you, Oliver?” she asks, looking at me like I’m some stranger, a body 

double standing in for the human formally known as her son.

I don’t tell her. Or anyone. I promised. And I keep my promises.
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“He exploded?”

The police officer scratched his temple with the point of his pen, his brow furrowed in 

confusion. Scott Vassey watched this and, in his mind, saw millions of tiny skin particles 

tumbling down through the air like disgusting snowflakes. He hoped he would not be asked to 

sign anything with that pen because he wasn’t sure he’d be able to muster the self-control to not 

lose his shit. The officer put the tip of his pen back to his notebook.

“That’s the best way I can describe it,” Scott said. “Maybe ‘popped’ is a better word.” 

“So… no bomb?”

Scott shook his head. “There wasn’t a big boom or anything. And I was right behind him 

in line. One second he was there and the next…”

“Pop?” the officer offered. He raised one eyebrow.

Scott nodded and shifted uncomfortably on the bumper. He wasn’t very tall, average to 

be sure, so his legs dangled in the air as he sat in the open back of the ambulance. For all the 

people gathered, Scott was surprised it was not louder, but the sirens were silenced and everyone 

was just looking. It’s a coffee shop. Or at least it was. It became a crime scene. Police tape criss-

crossed the front door, and the front window endlessly caught the flash of the ambulance lights. 

His own reflection looked unfamiliar.

The police officer sighed. “Okay, tell you what I’ll do. I’m going to write down

‘exploded’… and I’ll underline it. Twice. That way I know it’s important.”

Scott’s attention was elsewhere. Several places, in fact. The postcard image of a winter 

landscape made entirely of this police officer’s dandruff was burned into his mind’s eye. His 

socks were wet, and he never actually got to order his coffee, which would throw his entire day 

off. Also, he was doing his best (read: failing) to not remember the minor (read: major) panic 

attack that erupted from deep within him when the man in line in front of him popped like a wa-

ter balloon. In the immediate aftermath, Scott neglected to take in his surroundings or the reac-



35

tions of the people around him, mostly because he was screaming and covered in blood. A lot of 

blood. Like a personful of blood.

He had grabbed a fistful of thin, paper napkins and dashed into the handicapable 

bathroom in case he needed to vomit.

***

It seemed easier to just turn his phone off completely, so Scott had done just that on the 

walk home from the coffee shop. The police released him after clearing him of any wrongdoing 

in the unfortunate explosion of the man in line ahead of him, and his mother had called three 

times. Scott listened to the first voicemail, and she mentioned something about the incident being 

on the news. He didn’t feel like explaining what happened again and elected to keep his phone 

turned off for the rest of the night. An article had circulated around Facebook a few weeks prior 

about the physical and emotional benefits of turning off your phone, not just putting it away, for 

few hours each day. Evidently, this was what it took for him to do so.

His apartment was never dark. When he was younger, Scott’s mom had always taken care 

to leave one light on when they went out during the day. That way they never had to come back 

to a dark house. Scott had one lamp specifically for this purpose and changed its bulb twice as 

often as the other lamps. Maybe that was one of the things Claire didn’t like. Scott shook this 

thought off as he pushed open his front door. It was natural for his mind to go there, though. All 

her boxes were still around.

It was funny, or maybe it wasn't, that without her things strewn everywhere, the apart-

ment looked showroom ready. The counters in the kitchenette were bare, save for a Keurig and 

two boxes of cereal stacked neatly against the fridge like books on a bookshelf. The small, 

extendable table where they ate breakfast together most mornings was no longer glossy with 

papers and legal pads. Scott’s entertainment center and television stand looked the same.

He had so often politely suggested that she take time that day to tidy up her things and com-

plained to his therapist about his messy girlfriend. He scrubbed the bathroom late at night because 

the anxiety kept him up. But now, her mess was gone, and it felt empty, not clean. 

Scott dropped his keys into the small ashtray-turned-decorative-bowl next to the front 

door and wandered over to the far corner of the living room, which was technically just an ex-

tension of his kitchenette. One bedroom, one bathroom, one other room. Multi-purpose he had 
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been told. Now a storage locker. Three stacks of four boxes each, big brown boxes, sat along the 

wall, gathered there by Scott while Claire was away. She was coming for them that week, some-

time when he would be at work. It was surreal to see them here like this. To see his memories all 

packed and neatly labelled. Every fight and every shared moment. He put his hand on the closest 

one to him, hoping he would feel something important. It was just cardboard.

***

The hotel listed it as a ballroom, but really it was a carpeted auditorium with two vaguely 

offensive chandeliers at either end of the room. Also, Scott was pretty sure the two chandeliers 

were on two different lines created by the ceiling tiles and that made his chest tight. He wrung 

the pamphlet in his hand. It used to say something about “positive thinking” but had become so 

wrinkled and folded that there was no way to know for sure. Scott had no idea why he was so 

anxious: there were 300 people in the room, the clear majority of those in his immediate vicinity 

having worked at the same company as him since he started six years ago. He knew them. He 

knew why they were there and that the sheer size of the audience almost certainly guaranteed 

he would not be spoken to or asked to participate in some sort of humiliating “team-building 

exercise.” If he did, the shame would no doubt be so great Scott would never be able to return 

to work to collect his belongings and would have to use his blurred mental picture of his desk 

accoutrement to begin rebuilding at a new job and desk. Also, Claire was there.

Of course she had just as much right to be here as Scott did. They were coworkers 

after all. That was how they met. But that didn’t matter now, considering. The dull, relentless 

murmur of the room didn’t fully die down even when the keynote speaker got up to address 

the crowd. It remained like waves crashing on the beach. Soothing. It probably didn’t help 

Scott’s habit of wandering away from the present in his own head, so he didn’t catch much 

of what the speaker said. He doubted it would help anyway. No one had answers. The news 

had said the country’s top experts were working on a cure for what was surely a virus. Their 

words: surely a virus. It presented no symptoms, and they had no way to test for it. The only 

thing they were sure of was that once you contracted it — though they had no idea how it was 

transmitted — at some point in the future, be it hours or decades from now, you would 

explode.

That’s what the conference was about. All the local companies in Scott’s industry had 

come together and hired this speaker, who was indeed speaking, to address their employees and
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help them develop coping skills in the face of something like this. Whatever “this” was. The ex-

ploding, Scott assumed. What if someone exploded right then? Hopefully they would be a good 

distance away from him, and the hotel was well-equipped to handle that kind of wet-to-viscous 

impact on nylon or synthetic fibers, or whatever material this filthy, crunchy looking carpet was. 

Scott lifted his feet slightly and tried to listen.

***

He had tried so goddamn hard to avoid her, but one can only mingle so long before the 

room rotates. So that was how Scott and Claire ended up face-to-face, speaking, for the first real 

time in eight days. They were both sipping on coffee. Although he couldn’t see into her cup, he 

was sure hers would be black, even though this was that kind of provided-for-you-confer-ence-

coffee that needed milk and sugar, and lots of each.

They stood quietly for a moment. Claire scratched the back of her neck where once 

upon a time Scott had observed eczema flare up and then recede seasonally, usually in the fall. 

Her hair was that light brown color that seemed almost impossibly natural, and her eyes were 

stark and solidly deep to match. Her skin tone fluctuated from pale to slightly less pale as winter 

moved to spring and onward. He tried to put aside memory and kicked at the carpet idly. It des-

perately needed some attention.

“How are you feeling?” Claire finally said, breaking the ice.

He shrugged. “Same old, same old.”

“That’s good. I was worried about you when I heard what happened.”

Scott masked his emotion. “That’s very sweet… kind, I mean, but I’m okay. Took 

a couple dozen showers and, bam, good as new.” 

Claire laughed through her nose like she always did when she didn’t want to find some-

thing funny.

“That reminds me,” she said. “I think I left my toothbrush charger in the bathroom.”

“Oh, I grabbed it,” he said. “Put it in a box with your other delicates.”

“You didn’t have to do that. I would have come in and packed up my things myself, but 

the spare key isn’t in the flower pot anymore.”

“Weird,” Scott mused. He had taken the key and thrown it in a river. He wasn't sure why.
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 “You just pick a day,” he continued, “and I’ll leave the door unlocked in the morning so you can 

come get your stuff while I’m at work. Then I’ll leave early to clean up where the boxes were. 

Perfectly parallel, you know?”

Claire smiled from her mouth up to her eyes, and it was stunning when she did.

“A well-oiled machine. But you don’t have to be gone when I get my stuff. I’d like to 

see you. And I could use the help.”

Scott wasn’t sure how to take this but was suddenly overcome by an urge to dive into the 

river two blocks over from his apartment and retrieve her key.

***

Scott joined his sister Rachel at the massive marble island in the middle of her kitchen. It 

was so wide you could extend your arm to full reach and never be in danger of reaching the 

center. A perfect, sturdy representation of her marriage and wealth. Rachel reminded Scott of 

her house, and maybe that’s why she had been so drawn to it: unassuming yet elegant, an image 

that even upon closer inspection seemed without flaws. Her hair was dark like their father’s, 

while Scott had taken after his mother. People never assumed they were siblings, and Scott 

always thought Rachel was better off for it.

The lights were off, and they spoke softly so as not to wake the kids. Scott had put them 

to bed a few hours ago. A favor. Rachel and Jonathan were celebrating their fifteenth 

anniversary, and Scott had agreed before the explosion the other day that he would watch them 

while they went to dinner and a movie. Rachel had assured him they could find a babysitter if 

Scott wasn’t feeling up to it. Jonathan had gone up to check on the kids, leaving the siblings 

Vassey with a few minutes to themselves.

“Mom’s worried,” Rachel said softly.

“I don’t know why,” Scott said. He kept running his hands across the counter but didn’t 

find a single crumb to stir up and obsess over.

“Because you’re her son. And you’re not answering calls. First it was Claire leaving. 

Now, it’s that guy exploding. Maybe Mom thinks you just don’t want to talk to us. That there’s 

always a reason you’ll find not to.”
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“It’s hard,” Scott said. “The world is a lot sometimes. The little parts. They all start to 

pile up. You get locked in, trying to sift through everything. And you miss big things. But 

you never get to the big things because you’re stuck in the sand. It sounds dramatic, but I 

just want to take a big inhale and blow all the sand away and just look at the water. Don’t 

know how to get there though.”

Rachel stayed quiet for a moment. Then, she gently stood up from her stool across 

the island from Scott and walked around to his corner. She sat down next to him and took 

his hand in hers. Immediately his chest felt lighter, and he let out a breath that felt like it had 

been held in for a year.

“You never totally clear the way. It’s always there,” she said with a shrug, “You just learn 

to see past all the little stuff. See through them. Like trees.”

For the first time in a long time, Scott was not analyzing how his sister’s hand felt in 

his, or how clean the fridge door looked, and he begged whatever deity was listening to let it 

last a little longer.

***

Six hours later Claire pulled up in front of their apartment in a borrowed pickup truck. 

Scott was up and had made two cups of coffee in his Keurig — both in disposable cups in case 

she wanted to take hers — having fallen asleep on his couch when he got home from his sister’s. 

Together, over the course of forty-five minutes or so, they carried the twelve boxes containing 

Claire’s remaining foothold in Scott’s life and packed it into a truck. They didn’t speak much. 

They joked and made small talk occasionally, but never more than they had to. It wasn’t exactly 

pleasant, but it wasn’t the opposite either. Scott was still sad to see Claire go, but he liked when 

she was happy and everything that had happened seemed to make her happy.

When they finished loading the truck, Claire closed the door to the flatbed and walked 

around to the driver’s side door. Scott had already retreated to the front steps of the apartment, 

hoping to avoid the awkward should-they-shouldn’t-they hug goodbye. He shoved his hands in 

his pockets and kicked some twigs off the steps. He would sweep once she left. Claire smiled 

and squinted in the early morning light of the still-rising sun. She and everything around her 

burned a golden orange, almost shimmering in the light.
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“I know what you’ve been thinking about,” she called to him. Scott looked up and raised 

his eyebrows in anticipation. She continued. “You’re not a bad guy. That’s not what this was. 

Don’t think that.” 

She drove away, taking a part of his life with her. Scott watched her go until she was well 

and truly out of sight. The sun was warm on his face, and the street was asleep. It felt like the 

whole world was. Scott closed his eyes. Even though it was over, it still was. And that was 

lucky. There, on the stoop, connecting his past and future, Scott had his moment. In a flashing 

second, an explosion of an instant, things were clear to him, and he saw through the trees to the 

water on the other side. Wow. 
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To those girls who are unseen,
who, by the age of thirteen,
or maybe even earlier,
learn they are little more than a courier
for their mother’s self-loathing.

To the unseen girl who, by the age of five,
does not yet realize
the only life she can conceptualize
is one where for the next thirteen years she is to be the mother
to the children of another,
her own siblings.

To the unseen girl who, by the age of ten,
has come to learn that her value is determined by the gaze of men,
and when she looks in the mirror
it becomes clearer and clearer
that her reflection is not up to par,
not even close, but rather far from it.

To the unseen girls used as pawns on both sides of their parents’ divorce.
To the unseen girls treated more like a ball-jointed doll instead of living, dreaming flesh.
To the unseen girls treated as little more than flesh and hips and sighs.
To the unseen girls who are strangers in their own homes.
To the unseen girls used as a maid and a slave.
To the unseen girls denied an education.
To the unseen girls married too young.
To the unseen girls hated for who they love.
To the unseen girls who are told they aren’t really girls.
To the unseen girls that never told anyone, or were never believed.

I see you.

Loomings

Ode to the Unloved Daughters
Abigayle Spear



42

Where the end meets the beginning
that’s where we’re Going.

Indians on stolen land, Indians on dying land
making the best of the worst, or at least Trying.

To find a place where we belong, only to find cells,
they are nothing like a Powwow.

That cold and lonely place, losing sight of who they are,
rather be in Milwaukee.

Northern routes, blocked by borders
next it’ll be the Sky.

Moon is the next to suffer, that’s what I heard at church.
No one, nothing is safe not even our Air.

Not a place to call home, neither here nor there,
not knowing who we are. Is that even our Name?

We suffer. No one listens.
Ready to lose it all to escape that Town.

What is there really to lose?
Everything on display, to choose from a Windshield.

At the entrance, begging for entry
into unknown space, a new Country.

We rise, only to fall once again
under the rule of actions that are Suspicious.

These actions we are not to question,
hoping to stay clear of any questioning Look.

Act Like We Belong to Either Side,
whatever that may mean.

Crossing the Border x2
Alejandra Cid
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Welcome back Spalding! Remember, first impressions are everything.

Each letter on the welcome banner is another knife in my back. I’ve been to Alcmaeon a few 

times before this. I can tell this time, though, that something is off. I scan the walls.

There isn’t a door to get in.

There is just the glass slate of a skyscraper wall. The reflective surface displays my less 

than pleasurable features. I’m balding, and I can see that my face reveals wrinkles in the 

corners of my eyes. Droplets of sweat fall down my back, and the liquid makes the pastel 

yellow of my button up turn a deep mustard color. My nerves get the better of me. I turn back, 

but the void welcomes me. I have no choice here. I straighten my tie, but it crumbles like sand 

between my fingers. The pieces fall and dance away in the wind.

“Dammit!” I whisper.

My reflection waits for me in the glass. No first impression would fix what I’ve 

done. My face is covered in scratches, and blood stains the neck of my shirt. I fidget with 

my collar to breathe easier while the blood stains my fingertips. I inhale, but the air reeks 

of rot. The blood on me is mine, of course. There’s nothing wrong with a little blood, but 

the tie is a problem.

“Hey, you,” a melodic sound brushes my left ear. The voice is familiar, like a sweet

song that at one time rocked me to sleep.

“Who’s there?” I tried to find the shadow that carried the voice in the reflec-

tion. I gave up quick enough and turn to the empty space behind me when the voice 

responds sharply.

“You don’t recognize me?”

At that, my body tenses. I see visions of my apartment, and the state I left it in. A veil 

of blue covers my eyes. I see, in the reflection of the skyscraper window, a cloud of fog on my 

shoulder. Compared to the blue tint, it remains white and pure. It’s bright, but not so much that 

What We Deserve
Amanda Desens
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I need to shield my eyes. It is quite the opposite. Without thinking, I watch my reflection 

reach for the fog. As most gases do, it dissipates in my hand. I look at my shoulder. The left 

epaulet of my jacket is fraying at the seam.

I step through the doors. I always knew that my ruined clothes would be fixed the minute 

I set foot in the building. Fantastical, sure, but certainly not surprising. Not anymore. The CEO 

won’t let me walk into his building looking defeated. He has to give me hope before he tears it 

away like a piece of floral wallpaper.

Guns, glass, and blood. That’s what I see before the door reveals itself. It seems he

is ready for me. 

The only thing that appears are the handles, which make a frown of brass. The formation 

shows me that I should turn back. I have no chance of taking back control. It’s over before the 

battle begins. The countless interviews and nonsense paperwork and evaluations have all taken 

their toll on me. I should stop while I’m ahead. I almost believe what these doors whisper in my 

ears. Almost. It's taken me three years. It has been three years since I fell from grace, which I 

guess in this case means being demoted until I was practically a blue collar. One mistake, a slip, a 

weakness, a lapse in judgement and memory caused this. I couldn’t move past that mistake. I 

couldn’t lean on her.

It’s far too late for wallowing. Just keep moving forward. That’s what she told me.

A hand slams on the glass, which causes me to stumble back. My heels are peering over the 

edge of the abyss and about to give the CEO this victory. I take a deep breath and move forward. 

No one appears to be in the doorway.

The only way to go is forward.

I can’t turn back. I can’t leave things the way they are. I straighten up my wrinkled collar. 

The blood makes it harder to fix, but it doesn’t matter anyway. With doom in tow, I yank the 

frowning door open and walk in.

My clothes become more vibrant, the stains on my hands disappear, and the fray on my 

epaulet is craftily sewn shut as I cross the threshold. My collar looks like it did before my inter-

views started, but my tie is gone for good. I had a feeling he’d leave the tie. Every interview 

starts this way, but it’s never this well done. It’s final this time.
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Miss Triva, the receptionist, gives a light smile. This is the first and only genuine thing 

I’ve seen through these interviews. Her smile isn’t fake by any means, it isn’t sinister or flirty. 

It’s as if she’s happy to see me, but sorry to see me too.

Miss Triva is in her mid-twenties and beautiful in mind and body. She has a pair of red 

glasses that shape her face wonderfully, creating a heart out of her chin, temples, and hairline. 

Her makeup makes her look like porcelain. She has eyes that could pierce your soul, blue and 

icy. Sometimes I forget that I’m on her good side when she looks at me.

“You got this, Mr. Spalding,” she whispers as I pass by. She risks a lot by saying that. 

The CEO doesn’t like when his “cabinet” encourages competition. He has had five 

receptionists that have all encouraged me the same. This one, though, this one is the closest 

to —

“Thank you, Vita,” I say without realizing.

She must have seen the panic on my face. I feel faint.

“It’s okay, sir. People mess my name up all the time. Just get up there and give them 

hell.”

I put my finger to my lips in a panicked gesture. I don’t need her encouragement, not 

if it means she’ll get in trouble.

“Oh sir, I’ve been fired. I’m going to be gone after today. I know that it’s a sign. He’s 

scared of you.”

I feel my heart sink. Yeah, it’s a sign, but it isn’t a good one. I feel the sweat crystallize 

on my back. I should just leave and go back to the emptiness. I should live in the monotony that 

I’ve almost grown used to. That word gets in the way, though. Almost.

There is pressure on my back. It’s urging me forward. Just as Vita says: the only way for 

me to go is forward. There is no going back anymore.

I stick my hand in my pocket to make sure my secret weapon is still there. Most times, 

the CEO notices it and takes it away. This time I remembered to wrap it in tinfoil. Now that I’m 

inside, I don’t have to worry. I unwrap them with ease and sigh in relief. He missed one. I shaki-

ly step toward the elevator. On my way, I hear a crash. The front window I was looking through 

now lay in shattered glass on the floor — the red and blue glass, the pieces of fabric, and the 

leftover glasses of Miss Triva, tell me all I need to know.
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She’s not real.

She’s not real.

She. Is. Not. Real.

No matter how many times I see it, I can’t stop myself from hyperventilating and 

wanting to turn and see if she’s really gone. I know that she is, but maybe if I look one more 

time she’ll still be there reassuring me to move on.

I push on, because the weight of turning back and giving up is heavier than pressing the 

elevator buttons. The doors open reluctantly. My escort, Mr. Umbil, is already looking at his fan-

cy wristwatch. He has to keep an eye on me, or I’ll go to the wrong floor. It had to happen twice 

before the CEO put Mr. Umbil here.

“You’re late, Mr. Spalding.” Umbil is short and plump. If he weren’t a part of Alcmaeon, 

he might be a nice guy. He wears a toupee on his head to hide his receding hairline. He looks 

confident, but he isn’t good at hiding his incessant trembling.

“My apologies, sir. I’m quite nervous.” I don’t lie, but that’s not the only reason I am 

late. I can tell this is only the beginning of my missteps.

“That excuse won’t sit well with Odin and you know it. Lucky for you, I convinced him 

to give you some time to prepare.”

“Thank you, Mr. Umbil.”

We ride in silence as we climb the levels. I haven’t been to the top floor since Odin 

became CEO. It feels like this elevator will never reach it, but soon enough, it stops. The doors 

screech in agony as they open. 

Umbil pushes past me and opens a door to the right of the elevator.

Although I’ve ascended to the top floor, I've arrived at the gates of hell. The burnt  

orange wallpaper with faded brocade gives me a sinking feeling. The furniture is dila-

pidating. The velvet of the chairs is so worn, I almost can’t tell if it was ever velvet at all. 

The doors that line the hallway are rotting, with mold growing on the corners and rust on 

the hinges. The only thing not rotting is an archlike door that is a deep crimson red. It has 

iron reinforcements, presumably because the wood of the door is a heavy mahogany. 
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This must be the room I will be meeting the CEO in.

I relax at the sight of this waiting room. It’s decaying. While it makes me ill to see, I

can’t help but wonder if maybe Triva was right.

Odin must be very afraid.

I close my eyes for just one second. That’s all it takes. When they open again, the walls 

are made of polished marble. The furniture remains black, but it is now leather. There are coffee 

tables with water sitting in ice buckets. I almost can’t believe what I had seen the first time I 

stepped out of the elevator. Almost.

I pace the waiting room. Sitting down isn’t an option anymore. I am scared that every-

thing is superficial and the moment I sit I will be strapped down and tortured by whatever lurks 

in the conference room with the arched door. The door now looks like the entrance to a cathe-

dral. The archway has plaster engravings of angels with bows and arrows.

My unease returns immediately. I cautiously pace the room, inhaling deeply and noticing 

the dark mustard color returning to my armpits. My palms start to sweat, and I clench them. I try 

to find anything that can tell me I’m not crazy. No, I know I’m crazy.

You need help.

I inhale. I smell metal, and the rot of a corpse that has been exposed to the elements. 

That’s the thread that will keep me sane. I can hold on to that. This place isn’t what it seems. 

My eyes start to water as the scent becomes more and more rancid. I reach for my collar with my 

clenched, sweaty hands, and I begin to tug, but Vita’s voice rings in my head.

“You know you shouldn’t do that, Joseph.”

A vision of a woman kissing me on the cheek flashes before me. She holds my hand to 

keep me from pulling on my tight collar.

A loud pop rings in the room and rushing water seems to be coming from somewhere, 

but I can’t tell where. I feel water, but my clothes make no indication of being wet, other than 

the sweat that accumulates on the back of my neck. I can’t breathe. I feel like the oxygen is 

being sucked from my lungs until I hear the cathedral doors open. I hold onto my collar and 

try to do the breathing exercises Vita taught me. My fingers start to turn purple from the pres-
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sure I exert on it. The liquid from my sweat drips down my back. Mr. Umbil peers out.

“Mr. Spalding?” He jabs his thumb behind him. “They’re ready for you.”

“Okay,” I barely sputter out, “I’ll be right in.”

Umbil shakes his head and begins to shut the door. “Whenever you’re ready,” he 

challenges, “but don’t be too long. We haven’t got all day.”

I take a deep breath before straightening up and unfurling my fingers from my collar to 

grasp the doorknob. The hinges whine as the door opens.

“Good to finally see you,” a voice amplifies.

The man who spoke eyes me with disdain. The wallpaper appears to be peeling more 

from its thirty years in existence, and the wood on the black vinyl conference chairs is rotting. 

My throat tightens, and my gag reflex acts up. This room must be filled with disease.

The CEO stands at the head of the mahogany conference table. It has wet rot on 

the edges and mold growing on the legs. I walk steadily, attempting to avoid any of the rot 

and mold that surrounds me. The same velvet chairs from earlier create a circle around the 

table. There are black clouds in blue polyester suits that occupy all the seats except three: 

the one Mr. Umbil takes up, one for me, and one for Mr. Odin, who has his arm out for me 

to shake.

I am mindful to wipe my sweaty palms before shaking Odin’s hand. He’s taller than me 

and has dark brown hair. He has bright teeth and a wicked smile. His facial hair is full. I become 

woefully aware of which of us is the inferior.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Odin.”

You need help.

I have been a part of Mr. Odin’s establishment since I was eighteen. I was unaware of 

how far I’d need to come to get back to this position. Now, I’m in my forties, and I’m so close to 

getting my old life back.

“Yes, Umbil, you’re right. Let’s hear your case, Mr. Spalding,” Odin’s voice thunders. 

No one is in the seat Odin is staring at. There is no Umbil, only a pile of glass shards. In 

fact, there is no one in the room except Odin and me.

“Well… I am here because I would like my position back.” My confidence falters.

My voice cracks, and I can hear my wife shouting past all the white noise.
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Keep moving forward.

I can feel the salty droplets forming at my greasy hairline.

Odin furrows his brow and glares. “And what position is that?”

“Yours. I —” I don’t get to finish. A vein pops out of his forehead as he holds in

anger.

“You will never, ever get your position back. You hear me? Look at yourself. You’re a 

sweaty mess, and you keep your hands by your neck. Put your hands down for Christ’s sake. 

Let’s be honest: y ou’ve been here since the beginning, but the reason you’re not sitting in this 

chair anymore is because you’re weak!” Odin yells. His voice is like a megaphone directly into 

my head. He smirks at his own intensity while he rubs his beard.

Laughter. It fills this empty room. I feel the air get thinner, but the cloud appears 

again beside my chair before my vision goes dark. A familiar voice occupies my ears.

“Are you okay?”

It’s Vita. It’s my wife. I feel an immense guilt create a veil over my body. I cover my 

face with my hands. I know what I did. She shouldn’t have to look at my face. I know not what I 

do. She places her hand on my shoulder. Though she struggles in this form, she wheezes.

“Firm. You must remain firm. Calm yourself, love. You’re winning.”

I try to reach for her again. Her appearance changes as soon as I brush her skin. 

Her hair becomes like the tie I wore this morning. It falls off her head and flies away with 

the wind. Her face becomes blue, and her voice gargles. Before she vanishes, she points at 

my pocket.

Firm. Breathe. You’re winning.

I glance down at my pants. When I look up, a light fog looms over my left shoulder 

before disappearing for good.

My secret weapon. I shake as I pull a single pill out of my pocket.

“Oh, Mr. Spalding, you aren’t going to break the chain of command, are you?” 

Mr. Odin seethes. “How do you ever expect to climb the ladder if you continue to break 

our contract?” Odin stands and makes his way towards me. “Let’s make sure you’ll nev-

er attempt to climb again.”
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Before Odin can make good on his threat, I take the pill that has grown sticky in my wet 

hands. I begin to shake violently, standing from my chair. Odin has already made enough ground to 

grab me and shove me to the floor. Sounds of chatter invade my ears and fill every corner of the 

empty space. It begins to crumble as the façade vanishes. While this room looked disgusting to begin 

with, nothing compares to the way it looks now. It has red oozing down the walls, and there isn’t a 

roof. Just like outside of this building, there is only a dark abyss of nothingness.

Odin begins to choke me. His hands reach out and wrap around my neck like a snake that 

has caught its prey. There is a loud crack. Odin’s smooth, suave face has a piece missing. Black 

sludge drips from the hole like a faucet that isn’t quite turned off yet, right where his vein used 

to pop out. He has a crack that goes from his eye to his chin, lined with red and black liquid 

ready to spill out at any moment. His eyes roll back into his head; Odin is trying to take back 

control. The grip tightens.

Odin growls out one final phrase: “You don’t deserve this.”

I don’t deserve this.

I don’t deserve this.

I. Deserve. This.

I see my wife before I die. She’s having a quick conversation with me at the din-

ner table. We lived in a small apartment, but we were happy. I had problems, but Vita was 

always able to calm me down when Odin took over. She smiled, and for a moment, I thought 

I wasn’t crazy.

She told me one afternoon, “Take your pills, you need them so you don’t lose yourself, 

love. You know you need them.”

I didn’t take them that night. We got into an argument about the hospital bills, and how 

we were going to afford enough to sustain a family. She was calm. She said we would make it 

work. I screamed at her and slammed the door in her face. When I came back out, I was Odin. 

Vita dropped a vase on the floor when she realized I hadn’t taken the pills. She was setting up a 

crimson red rose that I had given her for our ten-year anniversary.

Odin presses his thumbs to my throat. I scratch his face, but the hands aren’t mine. The 
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nails are painted, and the skin is smooth. I rip off his tie, and I grab his suit collar. The scratching 

and tearing cause a fray in the left shoulder pad. I try anything to live. I recognize now that I’m 

not me. I’m Vita.

This is how I killed her. As that realization hits, Odin crumbles into millions of glass 

shards. His sharpness pierces my stomach and inches its way inside of me. The pain of the glass 

penetrating my insides causes me to lose consciousness.

I wake up in a cell, the scent of metal and dirt fill my nose. A guard stares at me, 

and the unease that I’ve grown accustomed to returns. He shakes his head and faces 

forward. A man who isn’t wearing a prison uniform looks at me with concern. He has a 

fountain pen and a white notepad that has writing halfway down the page; the word ODIN 

is circled at the bottom.

“Spalding, your scars are healing up.”

I wince. I remember where the scars came from. “That’s a shame.” I look up at the man 

and sit up. “I’m sorry, I don’t know you, do I?”

“I’m Dr. Peters. I’m doing my weekly check-up. You mentioned Odin in your sleep. 

Who’s that?”

I shrug, unwilling to answer such a complex question.

“Are you okay, Joseph?” he asks, hand already prepared to write down what I 

have to say.

“How long am I in for?”

“You have to be kidding, right?” the guard at the door says quietly. He wasn’t intending 

for me to hear him.

“You’re in for twenty years on a count of murder in the first degree. If I can convince 

them, you…” he pauses, thinking of the right word to say. “If you tell me that something 

is going on in your head, if you tell me about Odin, you don’t have to be in here. We can 

appeal your case.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me. I killed my wife. I strangled her to death. I’ll serve 

my time.” 

The doctor turns pale, as if he was expecting something else to come from my lips. He 

stammers, “Are you sure you want to spend most your life in prison? Is there nothing else you 
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want to say?”

I rest my sweaty palm on my neck, but there was no tight collar. The only thing to feel is 

my flesh and the loose, orange fabric of the prison jumpsuit. “There is nothing left to say. I got 

what I deserve."
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Message in a Bottle
J. Tristan Wiles

We had prosecco on the beach once.
Brut by label, but sweet by taste,
those floral notes still enwreathe my mind.

I heard seawater
sloshing with soft sounds
by the shoreline,

and we watched as intrepid hermit crabs,
those spiraling decapods,
shuffled their way toward the foam.

I taught you their name,
and you taught me to dance their dance — 
something between a conga line and musical chairs.

I knew, in time, we would be washed smooth
by the waves, but I underestimated the rain;
I mistook the gusts from storm clouds

for the flurries of your body. We all
scrambled for shelter, even though the crabs
had gills, and you and I were already soaked.

The crabs found shells where
you and I found strategy. I wonder
if they outgrew their selections

as quickly as we did?
That tireless tactic of move in, move out,
cyclic rush and retreat, was unsustainable.
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Raven Heart
Aysenur Zaza

The mist in her soul dripped from the corner of her eyes, and she watched the ravens. 

They were swirling restlessly around the mansion across the street, like wolves hunting for prey, 

with the scent of blood in their minds. She pressed her burning forehead against the cold win-

dow. She knew she had a fever, her mother told her several times. But this fever, she knew, came 

within her heart.

The flame of desire tickled her throat and vibrated her bosom with its breath.

She desired to be like one of those ravens — their flickering black feathers with emerald 

shades, like coal tenderly embracing the fire, and sinister glances that defy human view. She 

closed her eyes and felt the clouds stroking her skin with gentle touches. Her wings were 

shivering with the wind, but all was warm as the evening sun. Oracles, stories of ancient times, 

ringed in her ear, but she cared not. Her ancient body was slave to no angel.

“My desire,” she whispered, “my agony.”

She was surprised to see a man standing in front of the mansion’s dusty door. All the

street was asleep, restless in their sleep. The gloom was lurking in the air, and the candle cast 

shadows on her, changing her visage into different forms. She watched him for a while, but thick 

fog only revealed his silhouette. She could only distinguish his hat lying over his shoulders — 

unnatural. She smiled and made haste to greet him.

The man blended perfectly with the grotesque figure of the mansion. He was standing as 

still as an autumn leaf longing to fall. She stopped, gasping in this sight of grandeur. The ravens 

were offering their hymns. An oak burst from the heart of the mansion and pierced the sky 

boldly, trails of warm breath capsuling them in a magnetic pulse. She knew that the man noticed 

her. He clenched his hands in silent reverence, but he did not turn around or speak. She felt a new 

wave of desire pounding on her temple: to touch his fingertips once. She stood still nonetheless. 

The man walked through the door, breathing the decay of centuries into his lungs. The oak 

seemed sad, she thought, and she followed him.
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All was dusty. The dust crept through the floor and walls with its morbid claws. Ravens 

were hostile, but the man did not hesitate. The oak was shaking like a torso captured by a deliri-

um. Its rotting womb was open to touch, and the man threw his body inside the tree. The hat fell 

from his head. She ran and pressed it to her heart. She did not get a glimpse of his face — if he 

had a face, she wondered, but it was too late. He was gone. Ravens silenced the wind. The wind 

blew its rage on every piece for revenge. She screamed with the fear of being swallowed in this 

sea of extreme. She dared not open her eyes, lest she be devoured.

Then there was silence.

Her body trembled in terror. She opened her eyes. There stood just one raven, looking at 

her, tearing her horizon apart, feeding on her wounds. Its monstrous smile ran across her veins 

like an icy river. The hat fell from her hands, and she knew she lost her shield.

“I want to be a raven,” she cried. Different shades of darkness wandered in her mind.

“Follow your heart,” it said. Triumphant as the north wind, it flew away.

She did not know how to follow her heart. Sorrow consumed her slowly.
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“Dream beetle dreams,”
the starlight whispers.

Dream of green fire dancing
off of carapaces and a sky
that is only the underside of a leaf.

Dream blind so that you might hear
the whispering of the flies
that start and whiz off,
coughing cigarette smoke gossip.

Dream of sweets
brought by bumblebees
who stop their bustling to greet a friend.

Dream small, and you’ll never be without wonders.

Dream Beetle Dreams
Cassidy Ayers
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I want to be open.
A frog pinned to a table.
A computer pried wide.
Wires strewn across the room.
I want to say what I mean.
Mean what I say.
Never say anything to be mean.
Never mean to say.
And seal up prematurely.

Open
Cassidy Ayers
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A Late Encounter with the Imagination
Jack Ouligian

John Smeltzer sat on the grey veranda of Le Pesce — the Italian restaurant where he 

and his second wife had first dined together — sipping a glass of sparkling water and gazing at 

his date, Sam. Under the folded-up shaft of an umbrella, their tablecloth was topped with 

white plates, water and wine glasses, an ice-bucket with a bottle of white wine, and a bread-

basket alongside butter, olive oil, and a half-finished appetizer of calamari. Sam had poured a 

glass of wine and ripped two pieces of bread from the loaf, while he had only ordered the 

sparkling water and carefully lifted a few pieces of the calamari into his mouth. The sun was 

setting in the distance, spreading a deep orange-red glow behind the neighboring Apple Store, 

and a cool, fresh breeze occasionally passed through the gaps in John’s pink dress shirt. 

Sitting there, John momentarily dreamed of the first time he had met Christine — her long 

brown hair, her smooth skin, the shape of her body — before shaking the thought from his 

mind.

Sam was the fourth woman to have dinner with him since he had separated from 

Christine. She was the first that he had met on Tinder. On the app, he had listed his age as forty, 

though he was fifty, and he had included pictures from his late thirties and early forties. In recent 

years, he had developed more wrinkles in his cheeks and brow, and though he now dyed his hair 

brown, his eyebrows had begun to grey. When he sat down too quickly, he grimaced at a sudden, 

familiar pain in the base of his spine, and he often woke with stiff, cranky limbs. Sitting there, 

trying to avoid staring, he noted that Sam (twenty-seven, according to her profile) was cute and 

looked more or less like the pictures he had perceived through his reading glasses. Her blue eyes 

and short nose were set in the small oval of her face, and she wore a blue dress that edged her 

shoulders. Thick blonde hair coursed on either side of her face, hanging to her chest. He tried to 

avoid looking at her breasts. That, he thought, was what had ruined his last date.

“I graduated from Temple a few years ago with a degree in Art History,” she said, 

“and managed to get a curating job at the Philly Museum of Art, working with their contem-

porary art department. It’s entry-level, so it doesn’t pay much, and I don’t work with the  
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real interesting stuff, but it’s something,” she said, shrugging. Leaning back in her seat, she 

bit into a piece of oil-soaked bread and reached for her glass of wine. John took pleasure in 

the fact that she would likely want him to pay for dinner, that he would have that power over 

her. “What do you do?” she asked.

“I work as a cardiac surgeon at Jeff,” he said. There was a short pause. The chatter 

from neighboring tables filled the space between them for a moment. “My second wife was 

an artist,” he offered. “Is, I mean.” He wondered why Sam was interested in art; whether she, 

like Christine, was an artist herself. He thought about asking her. But, feeling his nerves 

jumble and tumble in his stomach, he decided to steer away from the subject of his soon-to-

be ex-wife. “I love art,” he said blandly. “I have a membership to the Philly Art Museum, 

and try to go every month. Maybe we can go together,” he said, floating his request over the 

table and watching her return a polite smile.

“No thanks,” she said, laughing. Her teeth gleamed. “I’m only going again if I get paid 

money for it. I spend way too much time in that building as it is.”

“The Barnes, then.”

“Maybe.” But judging from the way she cocked her head, he could tell that she was pondering 

something else. “I’m sorry if it’s a sore subject,” she said carefully, “but what is your wife’s 

name? Ex-wife, I mean. I might have run into her work somewhere.” She flashed another smile at 

him. “Sorry for asking,” she said. “I’m just curious.”

John twisted his mouth. “It’s okay,” he said. He had wanted to avoid talking too much 

about Christine. He had found that, after he began talking about her, he had difficulty stopping 

himself—another reason why previous dates had failed. “Her name is Christine Bergeman. She 

kept her last name when she married, and she’s holding her first show right now somewhere—I 

think at the Paradigm Gallery. Something like that.” He ran a hand through his hair, breathing 

deeply. “I haven’t seen any of her art for that. She never let me look at it.” He restrained himself 

from saying anything more negative.

Sam looked at him. Her expression had somehow changed. The skin on her face had 

tautened, and her lips were pressed tightly together. But then, in the span of a mo-ment, 

her face broke out again into a smile, and she reached for her glass of white wine. “My 

friend works there, and I went last week,” Sam said. “Is it called something like ‘A 
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Modern Mrs. Dalloway?’ ” 

At first, John nodded gratefully. “Probably. She loves that book to death.” He pictured her 

dog-eared copy, sprawled spine-up over all surfaces of the house. In the early years of their 

relationship, she had always pressed him to read it, but he never had. Then, a pang of worry 

struck him like a punch to the stomach. He hoped that Sam would soon tell him that she had not 

seen the exhibition.

“Uh-huh,” Sam said. She was looking at him again with that analytical pressing gaze, and 

he wondered if he had given himself away. But her expression reverted and he relaxed again, 

feeling the comforting breeze ruffle his hair. Glancing toward the Apple Store, he noticed that the 

red-orange sunset had faded and was replaced by a bruise-purple dusk.

“What do you think of that?” Sam said, replacing her glass with extra care. She had finished her 

wine but did not move to pour herself a new glass. “Of art, I mean,” she added.

He shrugged. “I think it’s a nice thing to do,” he said unequivocally.

“Well, I think it’s a worthy thing to do,” she said, watching him. “It’s a great gift. Nothing 

really compares to seeing some piece of art that you identify with.” She paused here. “I almost 

see it as a religious experience,” she said, smiling in a self-deprecating way.

“Well, why don’t you make some art then?” He was beginning to lose patience with this 

conversation. He had wanted to talk about his successful operation that morning.

She raised her eyebrows. “I do make art,” she said. “All kinds.”

He sighed and tried to keep his tone civil. “Art is nice. But,” he said, raising a righteous 

index finger towards the sky, “you have to be willing to work for a living, and work hard. That 

was something Christine never understood. When I was working as a resident, living with my 

wife in the Bronx, I worked eighty-hour weeks, and my wife — my first wife — worked as a 

nurse in the same hospital. She understood the realities of life. That wasn’t her problem. 

Christine, on the other hand, never did.” He paused, gathering breath. In the parking lot, the LED 

streetlights planted in the medians turned on.

“Listen,” he said, leaning over the table. “I understand what I have to do. I work as a 

cardiac surgeon. I save people’s lives. I make a lot of money,” he said. “But Christine never 

cared about any of that stuff. She never realized what she owed me, what she owed our rela-

tionship. I bought us a house. I paid for everything she needed, and after Alex was born, she 

was the one who had started to let herself go.” He felt his voice rise over the chatter of nearby 
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tables, but felt powerless to slow the current of his temper. He expressed a short, curt breath.

“It just frustrates me,” he said, speaking more slowly, “when Christine puts on some art 

show downtown, these people — who don’t know me, who don’t know our story — judge me 

and blame me like it was all my fault. And it wasn’t,” he said, emphatically delivering his 

words. “I supported her for our entire marriage, and now I’m going to be supporting her for the 

rest of her life. When she needed help with our son, who hired the nanny?” He raised both 

palms in the air. “I made sacrifice after sacrifice for our family,” he cried, feeling his palms 

become fists. He closed his eyes, momentarily remembering episodes of a past life — 

Christine’s back bent beneath his pummeling fists, Alex bunched in a corner, crying.

“I have done nothing wrong,” he cried, feeling his fists fall on either side of his plate. 

The table shook, rattling the plates and glasses. The umbrella thumped from side to side. The 

chatter on the veranda, which had already quieted, diminished into small spots of sound that 

were gradually extinguished. 

On the other side of the table, Sam regarded him with a wary expression. Her face was 

arranged neutrally, and her arms were crossed over her chest. “I don’t think that this is a good 

idea,” she said, speaking in a careful, even tone. “I’m looking for something a bit less serious.” 

Without taking her eyes off of him, she reached behind her, grasping the purse that had hung on 

the back of her chair. Glancing into it, she withdrew two crumpled twenty-dollar bills, straight-

ening and nestling them beneath her empty wine glass.

He felt insulted. “Don’t worry about that,” he said. A note of panic edged his voice. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. Just sit down. Keep talking. We’ve barely started talking.” He knew that 

the other diners were watching them, that if he stood up, there might be some sort of 

confrontation. In that moment, he hated his wife more than he ever had before. He felt like a na-

ked, impotent organism splayed over the bright light of a cover glass, her left eye pressed to the 

opposite end of the microscope.

Sam strode towards the edge of the veranda where the grey tiles became the black 

asphalt of the parking lot, and looked down at her phone. The sharp light of a nearby streetlight 

framed her figure, and the entire restaurant seemed to watch her straight, unyielding silhouette. 

A dented blue Toyota coupe appeared before her, and she slipped into its backseat. The vehicle 

grunted and groaned on its way out of the parking lot.
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John slumped in his seat, palmed his cheek, and listened to his neighbors cautiously 

continue their meals and conversations — low tones, glasses dinging against plates, knives 

and forks scraping against each other. He gazed aimlessly at the parking lot populated with 

Range Rovers and Nissans and Mercedes, and blinked. His eyes teared up at the sharp shards 

of streetlight projected into his vision by their reflective hoods and windshields. He turned his 

gaze away from the mute vehicles. Cars sped by on the right, passing the restaurant and rus-

tling the leaves of the maple trees on the sidewalk. The Apple Store, constructed almost entire-

ly of glass, displayed indistinct figures bending down over electronics or leaving the store with 

opaque white bags. On the other side of the road was a newly-paved town square, adorned 

with a towering fountain, fresh patches of turf, and multicolored lawn chairs.

Things had changed, he thought. A dozen years earlier, the main occupants of this avenue 

had been bland office buildings with wide windows and brown brick that held realtors, lawyers, 

small-business entrepreneurs, therapists, and psychiatrists that he had vaguely known from 

medical school. Antique street lights had lined the block, projecting halos about their crowns, 

and the small booth of a local ice-cream shop had stood just behind Le Pesce. The first time that 

he had sat here, he had been sitting with beautiful Christine — Christine of the thin figure and 

the luscious brown hair, grateful Christine — who had thanked him for paying for their dinner, 

who had kissed and hugged him when he later told her that he wanted her to quit her job. Those 

were their golden years, he thought, feeling an immense melancholy weigh down upon his chest. 

Even then, at that time, she had been an anomaly. How would he ever find someone like her 

again?

But all was not lost, he thought: he still had his son. Alex, seven years old, a dirty-

haired child who liked to play T-ball and run outside, who adored his father, who begged 

him for piggyback rides. Or had begged, he thought. He felt his guilt swell and return, but it 

slowly subsided, replaced with a firm conviction: he needed to see his son. The night would 

be too long otherwise, fraught with the emptiness of his sparsely furnished apartment. He 

worked his ass off all week, he thought. Ten hours in the operating room today, supporting 

Christine and Alex, and he was not even allowed a meager visit? She could call the cops, or 

file a restraining order for all that he cared. He would take Alex back to his apartment, and 

they would make a night out of it. They would watch the original Star Wars trilogy and 

scatter popcorn over the couch in his apartment. Or they would play cards, and he would let 
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Alex win again and again. He would not allow Alex to be raised without a father. He would 

raise Alex to be a man, to make something of his life and not grow up a useless artist under 

the tutelage of his mother. His son, he thought, would continue his legacy.

The house was in Haverford, on the other side of the Main Line. Turning off 

Montgomery, he accelerated in his black Mercedes through the steep, narrow lanes, curving left 

and right, descending and rising with the natural shape of the landscape, passing beneath tower-

ing oaks and cut-up rock faces. He flicked on his high beams, watching the light pierce the un-

derbrush and appear at the opposite end of a straight stretch of road. He let his thoughts wander. 

When he had first lived in this neighborhood, coming from the confined concrete of New York, 

he thought that he had discovered a place of eternal happiness. Houses here stood like kings over 

grass and asphalt thrones, built into a wide sky, rivaling the tallest trees that stood on their man-

icured properties. He had hoped to find some sort of bucolic peace in this neighborhood: he had 

imagined a weekend scene where, sitting on his outdoor patio, he would watch a flock of geese 

soar through the sky, a dog by his feet, his wife by his side, his son running through the grass 

brandishing a make-believe sword. But, he thought, passing a leafless honey locust and descend-

ing again into melancholy, that was not how things had happened.

Driving through the night, the engine a low hum beneath his loafered feet, he 

concentrated his anger upon Christine — the woman who, halfway through their marriage, had 

decided that she wanted their relationship to operate in a different way. Who had withdrawn 

from him, from their son, and retreated to her studio on the second floor. Who had treated him as 

some base and lecherous man after he had expressed concern for her health. Who had gone out 

with friends instead of spending nights with him and their child, making dinner and watching 

old movies, listening to him talk about his day. Who had even asked him to hire a nanny because 

she “needed a break” from being a mother. He knew that he had not always been a saint, and on 

his scattered Sunday voyages to church, he always asked forgiveness. But she had been the one 

who put this whole affair in motion, who still rejected his attempts to repair a damaged love life. 

He felt the weight of his resentment bear down on his chest like a bar preventing his full breath. 

If he could only remove Christine from his life, he thought, he would be free, boundless with his 

son. If he could only change the brute facts of his life, that imagined landscape might finally 

come into being.
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He thought along these lines as he guided the car thoughtlessly towards his former 

home and then he arrived, turning onto the familiar bridge through an old force of habit. The 

bright intrusive eyes of small spotlights lined both sides of the driveway. A black staff stood 

on the front lawn, spreading an orange haze over the stone path leading to the patio. John 

maneuvered his Mercedes over the narrow bridge that traversed a man-made brook border-

ing the front edge of their property. The house itself, white and tall with an acutely triangled 

roof, appeared to be entirely dark. He advanced right, following the path of the curving 

driveway. His high beams momentarily bored into the shadowed living room, revealing the 

piano, the classic movie stills hung neatly on the walls, and the arranged, antique furniture. 

He eased down the driveway and slowed before one of their three garages, turning off his 

high beams and parking the car. From the rear of the house, he perceived the door of the 

vestibule, the window to the kitchen, and the paired second-story windows of the master 

bedroom and Christine’s art studio. None of them were illuminated. For a moment he won-

dered if he had gone to the wrong house, if memory had misled him.

He approached the vestibule, climbing the long stone slabs that rose to create a 

pathway to the door. Azaleas and hydrangeas stood on either side, rising to his waist, bend-

ing back and forth in cool gusts of wind. He shivered. The temperature had dropped, and his 

dress shirt no longer seemed adequate. He needed the sport coat or leather jacket strewn 

over the floor of his apartment’s bedroom. Cursing, he tried his key on the round, golden 

doorknob, felt it jam, and watched it fall to the ground. He left it there, glittering on the 

welcome mat, and rang the doorbell. No one answered, and he rapped at the glass, listening 

to the hard sound ricochet and fade behind him. Shading his forehead, he pressed his face 

against the glass, peering in — shoes stacked on long horizontal racks, coats hung above 

them, the white rectangle of a spare refrigerator. He perceived nothing further into the 

house, and stepped back with a frustrated sigh. He was suddenly struck by his lit reflection: 

an older man in a rumpled shirt, lines around his cheeks and eyes, an old-fashioned brown 

belt ringing the waist of his khakis. He shook himself, turning away from the light, and 

checked his watch. 8:00 PM. There was no way that they were both asleep.

Making his way around the back of the house, past the thin black chairs and tables of 

the patio, he wondered whether they might have left for the weekend. Peering again into the 
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house, he saw nothing but the vague shape of a granite island and the slight shimmer of pots 

and pans suspended above the stove. Turning back from the glass, again running his hand 

through his hair, he thought about calling Christine. If she had taken Alex somewhere, he at 

least had the right to know, especially — and the thought chilled him — if there was another, 

perhaps younger, man in the picture. He fell down into one of the patio chairs, staring at the 

ground, feeling that familiar ache in the base of his spine. The dream, the imagined vision that 

had compelled him here, seemed like another unfulfilled fantasy. Confronted with the empty 

house and the bare, personless patio, his son himself seemed unreal. Taking out his phone, he 

navigated his photos until he arrived at a picture of Alex — red-cheeked and smiling beneath a 

brown baseball cap, hefting an aluminum baseball bat. The wind picked up. Sitting there, he 

felt a new, more significant emptiness open up within him. His shoulders shook, and his vision 

blurred. He sniffled, brushing tears away from his cheeks. Eventually, he lifted his head and 

leaned back in his chair, taking deep, measured breaths.

The backyard of his former home dipped into a gulley before rising toward a boundary 

fence of tall pines, occasionally dotted with the outline of a Japanese maple. Above the pines and 

the angled roof of a neighbor’s house, the moon was pasted like an illuminated wafer in the sky. 

Thin white light sparkled the dew on the newly-mown grass, and, on the right side of the yard, 

created soft shadows beneath a cluster of sweetgum trees. Lifting his hand, John examined it in 

the moonlight. It made his skin look younger, he thought. It cast a youthful sheen over the back 

of his hand, effacing the wrinkles and stretched skin of his age. Tilting his head back, he looked 

at the sky — clear and wide and littered with bright storms of stars scattered over an endless 

black canvas. The wind died and picked up again, and in the distance, as if for the first time, he 

heard the thin and primeval rustling of leaves shifting in the sweetgum trees. He felt as if he had 

been rejuvenated in a new, foreign place, and lowering his eyes, he breathed in the fresh night 

air.

Then, in the distant moonlight of the yard, two figures appeared, tramping back to-

wards the house. One was small and narrow and reached up to grasp the taller figure’s hand. 

The taller figure bent slightly, arm dangling like the branch of a willow tree. The figures 

came further into the light. Christine seemed thin again. Her jeans hugged the outline of her 

legs, and her skin reflected the moonlight as if she were composed of a still pool of water. 

Alex, his head capped with messy hair, skipped, swinging her arm back and forth as they 
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walked downhill, and she smiled at him.

“My favorite constellation is Orion!” he shouted. A few birds, startled, scattered their sil-

houettes before the moon. “The hunter!” He released her hand, ran forward into the gulley and, 

miming the pull of a bowstring, took aim at the patio where John was seated. Then he stopped, 

dropping his arms. “Mom?” he called back over his shoulder. “Who’s that?” he said, pointing.

Christine had already seen the figure on the patio. Sprinting in her bare feet, she 

stepped before her son and pushed his body behind her legs. “Who’s there?” she called. 

He heard a familiar fright edging her voice. Digging in her pocket, she withdrew an iP-

hone, turned on the flashlight, and aimed it at the intruder. “If you try anything, I’ll call 

the fucking cops.”

Blinded, John raised his hands before his eyes.

“It’s me,” he said softly.
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Love Is...
Kristyn Stallings

Love is
A blink and you’ll miss it type of thing
You’re so scared of missing it
You keep your eyes wide open
Until they’re dry and tired
Red and cracked
Old and weary
And you close them anyway
That’s why they say
Love is
Blind
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Rich Yet Weary Petrichor
Emily Mooney

One night I felt the emblazoned electricity hit the air.
It was riveting and fierce, a violation of the peace.
The fireflies dispersed as rain doused my hair.

As I smelled the petrichor, you manifested with ease.
Two of us in a coffin built for one.
And just as you had stepped ever closer,
my solo symphony came undone.
And soon the fires of your fellowship took to fester.

Had I known this fate, back then, I would not have welded mine to your hand.
I’d deny your beckon. I’d have made you understand.
This life was not for our songs; cursed to be tuneless,
with inky black blood or the rot of lifelessness.

My hand is missing pieces, and I can’t stitch the blank space together, 
because you took part of me with you as you burnt.
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Headlines
Julianna Orlassino

“In a Nation of Early Risers, Morning TV Is a Hot Market” sounds like a frontpage 

headline. Maybe it was. Maybe it was Bill Carter’s big break. The article marked his first break-

out story in the New York Times. Or maybe it was just another fluff story he secretly despised 

writing. Everything about the story made him want to be anything but an “early riser” and made 

him want to do anything but watch the morning news. If he’s writing the news, he probably 

doesn’t feel the need to keep up on it. Or maybe, because he’s a journalist, he refuses to read 

anything but non-fiction current events.

The claim that the United States is “a nation of early risers” is almost too good to be true 

(Carter, A1). Especially, when it’s backed up by the logic of work schedules and fitness 

motivation (Carter, C16). However, “morning TV [as] a hot market,” is a more believable claim; 

Carter explains that the morning news, for the most part, avoids other distractions aside from 

commercial ads, like movies and television shows (Carter, C16).

The only question left is whether Carter was trying to address the “early risers” or the 

“hot market” of commercial television. With the emphasis on branding, this article may have 

found a better audience in the market. If the “early risers” were feeling spiteful, they may have 

even tried to avoid their morning news the next day.

Instead, all the “early risers” probably woke up and followed their routine, whether

this article became a part of it or not.

I wonder if Bill Carter is an “early riser.” He sets his alarm for five a.m. and sits straight 

up when it rings, or he sets an alarm for five, five-ten, and five-fifteen so he can snooze until the 

last possible minute. He either brews himself a fresh cup of coffee with sugar and cream to enjoy 

before he leaves, or he makes sure to grab one along the way before his train at six-fifteen. He 

probably carries a suitcase and has a terrible habit of tugging at his tie. He’s got all the different 

patterns to match all the different stories he writes.

I hope Bill Carter made it to work safely that day. I hope he followed his routine. I 

hope he got his big break, but I bet this article was not it.
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That same day maybe Kate Zernike had her big break with her article, “School Dress 

Codes vs. a Sea of Bare Flesh.” Zernike must have loved the opportunity to dive back into the 

realms of high school dress codes and gender bias, of school rules verses students, and school 

rules verses parents. The trends include see-through clothes, spaghetti strap measurements, 

short skirts, short shorts, and fishnet stockings (Zernike, A1). A high school district's worst 

nightmare that starts with a slice of skin and snowballs into unrestricted teenage sexualization.

But when it comes to the school system overall, there seems to be a loss of control. 

This desire for a dress code stems from a desire for order amid what seems like chaos, as 

opposed to self-expression.

There’s no way to control what happened the day Zernike’s article was printed, but I 

hope she remembered her own teenage self-expression when she wrote it. Maybe she wore 

spaghetti straps because she felt like it, or because she was on the side of the parents, in which a 

women’s freedom in choice of clothing is just another thing on the list of desired equality. Or 

maybe Zernike was on the side of the school board, and she made sure to keep her turtlenecks 

high and her skirts low. She could have even been in between — one day frisky in fishnets, and 

another day spent in tight turtlenecks. Either way, she looks back and cringes as she dresses in 

her current work clothes. Maybe she also has all the ties for all the occasions and rises early and 

tunes in to morning television. Or maybe she doesn’t dress in work clothes. Maybe she writes 

from home. Maybe she turned on her morning television that morning, and school dress codes 

were the furthest thing from her mind.

David W. Chen found himself in a predicament with his article “Crowd Beats Truck 

Driver for Killing a 4-Year-Old.” A four-year-old boy was accidentally hit by a man driving a 

truck, and the man was then beaten by a crowd of about twenty people who witnessed it. The lit-

tle boy was black, the man was Hispanic. The police claimed the boy’s death was just a “horrible 

accident,” and the beating of the man was “not a hate crime” (Chen, A16).

There’s still underlying anger that must have prompted all this. The anger of twenty 

people is nothing compared to the anger of a million of people. Consider the twenty a “sample” 

in a “population” of a million. If twenty people have the energy to beat a man a man to death, 

what could a million people could do? This may not have been an intentional hate crime, but you 

can estimate the possibility within the “population.” 
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No one could have predicted the hate crime committed the day Chen’s article was printed.

Why should anyone even care? The morning news changes all the time. Morning 

routines generally stay the same. School dress codes are only meaningful when followed, and 

generally meaningless when you aren’t in school. Accidents happen all the time whether it’s as 

minor as a paper cut or as major as life and death. Why should anyone care about anyone in this 

life when it all leads to death? Why should anyone care about anything when we all end up the 

same — when in the end it could all mean nothing? Everything we try to give meaning to could 

really be meaningless.

You probably don’t even care. You wake up and follow a morning routine, or maybe you 

don’t. You watch morning television and promote it as a “hot market,” or maybe you don’t. You 

find expression within the boundaries of dress codes, or without any boundaries at all. You mess 

up and call it an accident, whether it’s something really big or really small. Accidents happen, 

but do you believe they happen for a reason?

In all liklihood, no one saw any of the headlines or any of the words carefully crafted 

by Carter, Zernike, and Chen.

Because by 8:46 AM on September 11, 2001, the North Tower of the New York City 

World Trade Center was hit. It collapsed at 10:28 AM. At 9:03 AM, the South Tower of the 

New York City World Trade Center was hit. It collapsed at 9:59 AM.

You already know what the headlines said next.

***



72

Carter, Bill."In a Nation of Early Risers, Morning TV Is a Hot Market." New York Times 
September 11, 2001. https://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/11/business/in-a-nation-of-early-
risers-morning-tv-is-a-hot-market.html

Chen, David W. "Crowd Beats Truck Driver for Killing a 4-Year-Old." New York Times September 11,
2001. https://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/11/us/crowd-beats-truck-driver-for-killing-a-4-
year-old.html

Zernike, Kate. "School Dress Codes vs. a Sea of Bare Flesh." New York Times September 11, 2001.
https://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/11/nyregion/school-dress-codes-vs-a-sea-of-bare-
flesh.html

References



73

Lepidoptera
Kristyn Stallings

On soft and delicate wings
the light is carried through the window, 
curtains swaying in the evening breeze. 
The moon’s gaze is unwavering.

She pulls me with arms like riptides
and a voice like palm wine.
One sip and a fire is kindled within me. 
Then I, a moth to a flame, am captured.

Through flower petal panes
the light carries hues of sand and summer. 
Blossoms bow to the true morning glory. 
The sun’s radiance is all-encompassing.

His soft eyes blaze like embers,
and his mouth moves me like the Nile.
I drink my fill at his mercy,
and I, a butterfly to nectar, am captive.
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They don’t tell you it all.
Only the downfalls.
The dips.
The drains.

They do not tell how he,
in blinding fire,
smiled so brightly he matched 
the sun around him.

His hair a wreath of
the very flames
encapsulating him
in their wounding glory.

The wax dripping from the 
heavens.
Milky teardrops of
what once was.

What once was,
it no longer was.
It was gone.

He was gone.
He was free.

So even in the burning
infernos of oblivion,
tossing and throwing him
down to the watery depths below, 
he smiled.

There is a certain beauty
to death.
As there is a certain cruelty
to freedom.

Icarus
Emily Mooney
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Don't wear flipflops while driving.
Don’t wear flipflops while driving on backroads.
Don’t drive on backroads at 2 a.m.
Don’t drive at 2 a.m. without your seatbelt.
Don’t drive without your seatbelt and take a turn too fast.

Don’t take a turn too fast, your bumper slamming into a low stone wall on the 
shoulder of the road, your momentum tossing you face-first into your steering wheel and I 
don’t remember blacking out but I think I blacked out and —

Don’t drive while wearing flipflops.
You might find yourself at 2 a.m.
in a wrecked car
on a backroad
as you peel your face off of the steering wheel.
You might get out of the car and start walking.
You might hate those flipflops more and more as you walk a mile, then two.

You might not realize that your nose is gone.

You might hitch a ride with a horrified stranger who asks you if you want to go to 
the hospital and you tell them that you’re fine, just fine, I just want to get home please just 
take me home and —

Don’t drive while wearing flipflops.
You’ll stumble home at 3 a.m. and call upstairs for your mom and dad. 
You’ll worry about what they’ll say about the car.
Your dad’s face will fall into a look of horror as he freezes halfway down the stairs. 
Your dad will yell back up to your mom, his voice high with panic.
You’ll be confused about what’s going on. 

You’ll be rushed to the hospital where your mom will stand over you and fend off anyone 
who comes near you with anything other than painkillers until the plastic surgeon arrives 
hours later, although you won’t really need the painkillers I barely felt anything, I felt 
fine and —

Don’t drive while wearing flipflops.
You might crash miles away from home.
You’ll always be able to feel the screws in the bridge of your reconstructed nose. 
My mom says she can, even after all these years.

Flip Flops
Cassidy Ayers
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I am the One Who Loves You
Tulin Ortalan

It’s the last day of school. The last day of everything.

Even now, Henrietta and I remain our two hours after school at the library. There’s no 

homework to do and no tests to study for, so we sit at the table and talk during the time we 

have left. It just would’ve felt odd to break our usual routine of waiting for the later train.

Something I’ve realized about Henrietta after knowing her for three years: she’s

really good at pretending. She acts happy and cheerful and never complains about anything. 

Even when someone is talking to her about something completely stupid or boring, she puts on a 

practiced smile and makes it look like she’s actually enjoying herself.

I don’t think she’s actually like that, though. I don’t know how to explain it, but it looks 

like she’s really straining herself when she’s around certain people. She laughs when something 

isn’t funny, she pretends to be interested in things I know she doesn’t care about, she goes to all 

these wild parties even though she’s always telling me how she likes the quiet of the library more 

than anything else. She wants to fit in.

I sometimes get to see her little act when we’re together, but not as much as I see it when 

she’s with some of her friends. When she talks to me, she complains, and she gets angry. She tells 

me if she doesn’t like something or if something bothers her, but there’s always a hint of 

something she’s holding back.

Her eyes kind of give her away. If I look closely, right at her abyssal green eyes, her 

smile doesn’t seem to reach them. I’ve always wondered why, but I didn't think it was right to 

ask her about it.

Ten-to-four comes too quickly, and before I know it, we are exiting through the doors of 

the school for the last time ever. The walk to the train station is quiet. The spring weather is 

beautiful, and the apple trees along the way are in full blossom. She admires them while I 

admire them and her. My gaze drifts to her collar bone, just barely exposed by her uniform’s 

button up. It briefly reminds me of a wishbone, demanding to be cracked in two, as if it’s pur-
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pose was to grant all my desires. A playful smile spreads across her face as she tries to catch 

some of the falling petals, making me unable to look away from the dimples on her cheeks.

A rancid pain eats away at my insides when I truly begin to realize that this is the

last time for everything: no more helping her with math homework, no more shooting paper 

airplanes into the library’s trash bin, no more getting to see her eyebrows knit together when she 

focuses, no more sharing an umbrella on rainy days during our walk to the train station, no more 

gentle puffs of air that escape from her when she takes a nap at the table.

I go back to the question that I have asked myself for a long time: Am I satisfied enough 

just to be near her?

I am, but after today, I’ll no longer have that luxury. When will I ever be able to look 

across a table again and see her sitting there with her light blue school blouse and her plaid 

skirt?

She begins talking about something. I can’t concentrate. For once, her voice sounds 

like white noise to me instead of the usual honeysuckle and rainbows. I slow my pace to look at 

the sidewalk. The cracked cement is littered with squished petals from the trees. I stop walking 

altogether. She notices my unwillingness to continue on and stops too.

“What’s the matter?” she asks, as perceptive as ever.

An impulse grabs my words and pulls them out of my mouth against my will.

“There’s something I need to tell you.”

She is surprised at first, but then nods seriously.

“The truth is…” If I don’t say this now, I’ll surely regret it for the rest of my life. “I

can’t remember a single day of high school when I wasn’t in love with you, Henrietta.”

First there’s silence. Then there’s a sad smile on her face. She shakes her head and 

looks away. “I know. I knew. I’m sorry.” I don’t respond because I don’t know how, so after 

a while of neither of us saying anything, she continues. “I remember one day, you walked 

into the library, and I just — I don’t know why, but I just knew. It was like I could see it all 

over your face.”

Ah… so this is how it all ends.

“Thank you,” she says and holds her hand out to me.

“A handshake?” I’m scared to look at her eyes, so instead I bow my head and stare at 
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my shoes. My heart is being ripped apart, and the world is being undone in front of me, 

but I still manage to laugh at her outdated gesture. “Not many people shake hands any-

more, you know.”

Despite my words, I reach out and shake her hand. I always figured she’d have cold 

hands, so I am surprised when my fingers burn as they grip around her warm skin. She

refuses to let go, and so do I. The contact is numbing, almost as if I never even had a hand in the 

first place. My skin threatens to melt off my bones.

“Thank you,” she repeats again. I lift my head so I can look at what kind of expression 

she’s making. There’s a waterfall of tears pouring from her eyes, but surprisingly, she doesn’t 

even look sad. She’s smiling, and it reaches her eyes for once. “I can’t remember the last time 

I’ve touched another person like this, with just the intention of coming palm to palm. Not out 

of politeness, not out of obligation, not for a job interview.” She’s really, really crying now. Her 

shoulders shake. Her other hand is too busy clutching the hem of her skirt to wipe away the tears 

that drip off her face.

It’s now that I realize, no matter how much I think I know her, no matter how much I 

want to know her, I will never truly have the opportunity to understand her. Who is this girl that 

cries at the touch of another person’s hand? It’s not the Henrietta I thought I knew. I’ll never 

know what has happened in her life so far to make her feel the way she feels in this moment. 

What could I have done for her? I wanted to give her everything, but I must have waited too 

long.

It’s my own fault, especially since I don’t open my world to anyone. I’ve done this to 

myself. All I’ve done these past three years is sit back and admire her all to myself without ever 

telling her how I feel. Every time I dream about her, every time I imagine us together, I am just 

separating the real her from the girl in my head. I make her into someone I can never touch, 

when she is nothing more than just a normal girl. Just like anyone else, she wants to graduate 

school, find a job, buy a house, fall in love, live a happy life. She has the same problems 

everyone else does: fights with her parents, a bad relationship, self-loathing. It doesn’t have to 

be like this between us, but because I chose to let it fester and rot in my head, I’m the one who 

made it this way. I’m to blame for the way I feel now. 
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I’m stuck in a wormhole of loving the idea of a person that exists in my head. Even 

though Henrietta is a different person than the idea of her I’ve created, I remain in punch-drunk 

love with her existence while she remains unaware.

But that’s all right. I’m glad that it’s me that’s here right now, and I’m glad that I'm

the one who gets to see her goofy, puffy face like this, as snot dribbles out of her nose and she 

laughs about how silly she looks. She and I are the only ones who will ever remember this 

moment.

Thank you, God, for this memory that I now share with her.

“Sorry," she breathes out. “I just feel so sad when I think about how many times

you’ve had to silence yourself when you were around me. Not being able to tell me how you 

felt... it must’ve been hard.”

I only shake my head and smile at the ground. Even now, she is far too gentle for her own 

good. A complacent feeling overwhelms me. I hope I never forget the way I feel right now. 

It’s way past four o’clock by the time we let go of each other’s hands.

“I think we’ve missed both of our trains by now,” I say gently. “Let’s hope the

next ones come soon.”

She nods, swiping away at the rain from her eyes that won’t seem to stop. We walk the 

few blocks left to the station in a refreshing, comfortable silence. Once we arrive, we buy our 

tickets and sit side by side on the bench that faces the tracks. Her leg touches mine. She’s still 

sniffling a little bit. The sound of an approaching train blares in the distance. Her train arrives 

first. Mine will follow soon after, I’m sure. She stands up when the doors open. I remain on the 

bench with my hands gripping to the seat as I watch her go.

“Hey,” she says after she steps through the door and turns around to face me. “I’m

glad it was you who’s been with me these past few years. I really appreciate the time you’ve 

given me.”

I smile at her for one final time before the bell rings and the doors close. She and I 

look at each other through the little glass window before the train takes its leave down the 

tracks.

“Thank you,” I exhale as she is separated from me for the last time.



80

We all stood,
and then sat,
and then stood again.
Snow kissed the windowpanes
while Our Father discussed pain, again.
In the tiny chapel across from the headmistresses’ office, 
me, along with a few dozen other girls, none older than 14, 
stood side by side in the pews.
We sat again.

There were far too many of us,
forcing us to stand shoulder to shoulder.
Our arms and legs were practically intertwining
like the gnarled crown of thorns
adorning Jesus’ head.

All of sudden, a “screech” echoed through the chapel.

I turned my head,
only to be met with a sea of blonde,
blackwatch, ponytails, and headbands
glaring back at me.
I turned to face the front like everyone else.

Again, a “screech.”

No one else seemed to hear it.
The priest continued to drone on
and the others repeated it.

And the “screech”came again.

This time it was louder.
I knew where it had come from:
The parrot in the headmistresses’ office.
We would sneak dry crackers to it
through its gilded cage’s gate
on our way to recess.

It was actually a Lilac-Breasted Roller,
but I was barely 11.
Any bird with rainbow feathers was defined as
either a parrot
or a peacock.

Screech
Georgina Cahill
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“Screech!”

The piercing scream came again,
but everyone just sat down.
I sat down too,
but I heard the bird cry to me, again.
I wanted to stand and run to it,
find out what was wrong,
stop the sound from burrowing into my ears,
but the pews were too tight for me to escape to the caged bird.
Why didn’t anyone else hear it?

“Screech! Screech! Screech!”

It wanted to be let out.
But what good would that do anyway? Its wings were already clipped. 
Those pink and blue and red wings wouldn’t do it any good.

It was getting so hot standing next to those girls,
their calves brushing against mine.
I wanted to undo my collar button,
but I left it done.
Everyone wore their collars that way.

They were all standing again. I was standing again,
and it was so hot.
And my collar was so tight.
And no one seemed to notice.

All they seemed to hear was The Father.
All I heard was that damned bird.
Its screeches entered my chest.
It made my heart beat faster against my training bra
that was more colorful than that parrot’s feathers.

I could barely breathe
with my polo done all the way up
and that bird screeching,

But I kept sitting,
and standing,
and sitting again.
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Under the moonlit stream,
a young girl follows its beam.
Tiny rose hips and daffodil buds kiss and adorn her feet.
In the distance, a mangy beast scours for a morsel to eat.

The child hops and skips through the bur
as the fairies of the night delight her.
Such an innocent creature
no one would dare think of the horrid thing drawing nearer.

The fetid stench of the morbid beast
trails behind, as it follows its feast.
Ragged paws, bloody and mangled,
drag its tremendous body through the field where young calves were often 
wrangled.

The small child’s eyes, with earnest wonder and cheer, 
spot a tempting sight as it appears.
Drupelets, red as the clay from which they had came, 
sprang from a knotted limb, dreadfully untame.

Enchanted by their skins glimmering in the light,
the child believes she’s never seen a more magnificent sight.
Outstretching a greedy hand towards an enticing berry,
she pricks a finger, brambles revealing a nightmare so wretchedly scary.

From its putrid lips erupts a cry. 
Loud enough to reach the silent heavens in the sky. 
It rattles even the stronghold of thistle and leaves,
a truly ghastly sound often heard on the peak of an adolescent eve.

The child wails, knowing nowhere is big enough for hiding.
Howling and snarling, the fiend reaches the child in one striding.
By the hand of some gnarled, wicked wicker,
the empty woods can hear the elder tree’s branches snicker 
as its roots trip her feet,
trapping her within the mud so deep.
The brute’s wet breath stings the girl with prickly heat.
Licking its lips, the savage can already taste the thing so sweet.

The bush rat and the other handsome creatures of the night, 
scurry back to their holes, fearful of such a dreaded bite. 
The woods, that mere moments before found her so dear, 
now abandoned her in her quaking fear.

The Woods
Georgina Cahill
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When she realizes she knows her monster by a name,
it being of no lesser evil than the brimstone place from where it had came, 
a shriek escapes her tiny frame: she already knows its aim. 
Scarlet eyes gleaming,
it cackles at the child’s vain screaming.

In the silence of the night, without even the comforting light of a flame, 
only one is to blame for this revolting maim. 
With a final breath, a tiny voice whispers goodbye to seemingly endless days of fun,
and with one, fatal snap, the child is done.
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Our footsteps are shared by all the women.
When life conjured female monarchs and Joan of Arc martyrs,
they are at the crossroads of slut v. prude, and they
made up these rules as men.

By their instinctual prowess and lack of a vagina,
men barely noticed The Suffragette who threw herself to
Death(s). That was what it took for women of this place to
vote like any other decent human being.

Other(s) women chose to stand back from
sudden death.

Leonardo captured the beauty of a woman, but
da Vinci and all other men since have told women to smile.
da Vinci should have seen the Mona Lisa giving him the
middle finger.

Famous Feminists Have Died So That I Could Live
Monet Polny
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Our grandma reveals still-brown hair from beneath her babushka, showing 
she can never die. Her maiden name was Laskowski — “from the forest.”

She gardens for life-long clients, lifting stones and soil
bags with calloused hands. Her scarf wicks sweat from the
summer sun,

In winter, she ties it tight under her chin. We undress our
live Christmas tree each January, tenderly lay it in the bed of our
blue

pickup and haul it deep into the woods, switching shifts
splitting frozen earth with shovels, silent beyond the chatter of
our jaws.

Grandma digs stoically, though, reminding us that trees
breathe, too. Dig shallow, but wide. Wide, like how her vines spread 
across town, or

the crown of our first fir now. Wide, because new roots choose
how deep they go. We don’t deliberate her death. Pine will mark her grave.

Wide
Nathaniel Ricketts
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It was mid-afternoon in July some years back. My lazy feet dangled out of the 

window of the passenger side, the stiff air outside doing nothing to cool them off. The haze 

of the smoldering sun steamed off of the blacktop and the stopped cars surrounding us. I 

felt the dry heat scorch my lungs with every breath, but I kept sucking water into my mouth 

every few seconds. I knew I would have to piss in a little while, but squatting in the woods 

seemed better than dehydration.

My mother droned on the phone to her co-worker about an upcoming project. I 

hummed along to the tune of an overplayed song on one of my sibling’s old mixtapes that I 

had popped into my Walkman. The traffic on I-5 hadn’t moved for almost an hour now as the 

waves of heat beat down on our car, leaking into our shaded compartment. My mother, about 

fifteen minutes into waiting, and after hearing the accident report on the radio, put the car in 

park and shut the engine off. A van to the left of us across the dotted line held an old couple 

who blasted their air conditioner, patiently waiting for traffic to move, seemingly unbothered 

by the unbearable heat and tension. Some cars in the distance honked in irritation.

Another car behind us held a happy family, the father whistling and laughing at the 

steering wheel, the mother holding her husband’s hand. The two children in the back, a young 

boy and girl, sung along to the music playing, dancing and bouncing with the rhythm, unfazed 

by the traffic. I looked at the steaming cars ahead in disgust. My brother was back east with my 

father in our childhood home. My mother and I had all of our belongings in the backseat and 

trunk, never planning on returning, heading to her weird sister’s home along the coast. Who 

knows if I’d ever see my brother and father again? Who knows if I’d ever get a life like the car 

behind us again? I turned up the volume on my Walkman.

Suddenly, a small red two-door rolled up beside our car onto the shoulder, sputtering to a 

stop a few hundred feet from the exit. The driver, a young man no older than twenty-five, rested 

his forehead onto the steering wheel in hopelessness and then smacked it in frustration. From the 

other side of the car, a young lady about the same age stepped out, her shoulders hanging low 

Traffic Jam
Sydney Vincent
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as she came to meet the enraged young man at the hood of the car. I took the headphones off my 

ears to listen to their conversation.

“I asked you one, simple favor,” the young man said as he toggled with the engine and its 

many wires. “And what do you do? Not do it.”

“I’m sorry. I just didn’t have time…”

“It was a quick oil change, Caroline! Thirty minutes max. You couldn’t find a half an 

hour to run over to Billy’s and get it changed?”

“I... I...” the young lady stumbled over her words, her voice quivering as a single tear fell 

down the side of her cheek. She was a pleasant looking girl. Her tight blonde curls shaped her 

freckled face, complimenting her bright green eyes — or were they blue? She wore an over-sized 

orange T-shirt, presumably the young man’s, tucked in, and high-waisted jean shorts, her feet 

stuffed into a pair of what used to be white Chucks. She ran a quick hand through her hair and 

leaned back on the hot car, only to jump back up from the burning metal a second later. I leaned 

in closer to hear the conversation better as my mother continued to complain about my father to 

her sister.

“Hunny, don’t eavesdrop, that’s rude. ” My mother tapped my shoulder and then 

returned back to her call. “But anyways, Roger tells me that if we can’t agree, I should just 

leave. He didn’t think I actually would!”

I ignored her and leaned closer anyway. I was sick of hearing about it all. These strangers 

at least got my mind off the mounds of boxes in the back and the utterance of my father’s name.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” The young man closed the hood and walked over to his partner, 

wiping away her tears and taking her hand. “I shouldn’t have yelled. This heat, and work, and 

everything with your dad, it’s — it’s just a lot. I know. It’s been a lot. For both of us.”

Caroline nodded at the young man standing in front of her, holding his hand.

“But, I have a question.”

She looked up at him, listening and waiting for his next words. I leaned closer again,

slower this time, waiting too.

“Who’s Daniel?”

I gasped. Who was Daniel? It sure wasn’t the young man. Why would he speak about 

himself in the third person? Was she cheating on him? 
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I was too invested to put the headphones back on now.

“Luke, he’s no— ”

“He’s been calling a lot lately, mainly leaving a message that I don’t normally listen to. I 

saw him come up on the caller ID last night at home, and this time I listened to the message he 

left. He said that you two were going to meet at the ‘regular time and place.’ What does that even 

mean? Caroline, please tell me what I’m thinking isn’t true.”

“It’s not, but— ”

“Then who is he?”

Luke’s voice was growing louder, and Caroline was struggling with her words. She 

couldn’t seem to form a sentence, and more tears began to flow down her cheeks.

“Why can’t you just tell me?” Luke pleaded. “Please, Caroline, tell me this isn’t true.” 

Caroline covered her mouth with her right hand and began to sob, her few words only coming 

out in the form of squeaks, her head continuing to shake. Luke ran a hand through his hair and 

slammed his other hand down on the hood of the car in anger.

“How long has this been going on, huh? A while now, am I right? Ever since the calls 

started? A few weeks?”

Caroline continued to cry into her hands, both now covering her nose and mouth, 

attempting to stifle her sobs.

“Why, though? Haven’t I… loved you the right way? What am I doing wrong?”

Tears began to form in Luke’s eyes as well.

“It’s not that…” Caroline finally spoke through her heaves.

“Then what is it? Does this —" Luke came towards Caroline and took her left hand, pointing at 

the ring on her finger, the diamond sparkling in the sunlight “— mean nothing to you?”

Luke pushed her hand away.

“It means everything to me,” Caroline pleaded back, her sobs subsiding and her voice 

returning. This argument was beginning to sound familiar.

I shifted in my seat, my bottom beginning to ache from the wait. My Walkman fell off 

my lap and onto the floor. The couple snapped their heads over at me, the crash interrupting the 

silence between them. I looked over and made eye contact, quickly diving down in my seat to 

retrieve my Walkman from the carpeted floor. My heart raced. I almost felt like I had been watch-
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ing a movie, unconnected with these two characters named Luke and Caroline who argued on the 

side of a highway next to their broken-down car. But the noise changed it all. Their gaze chilled 

me. This was a real problem, a real relationship, real people. Was I about to witness the unravel-

ing of an engagement? A marriage? Was it even right for me to do so?

I shoved these questions aside and put my headphones back on to make it look like 

I was consumed by the music, slipping the right ear cuff back slightly to free my ear. Their 

conversation resumed.

“Then why, Caroline? I thought you loved me.” Luke’s tears flowed just as fast as 

Caroline’s did. I could practically hear his heart breaking in his words.

“I do love you, Luke, with all of my heart.”

“Then tell me what’s going on. Please.”

Caroline paused to collect her words. Her hands rested on her stomach. She looked

like she was about to puke.

The car in front of us started its engine, as well as the others around us. My mother 

hung up her call as the tires began to roll and began clapping joyously at the movement. I took 

account of my surroundings and quickly turned to the window, trying to soak up their words.

“Daniel is an old friend of mine. He used to play baseball with my brother, and 

now he’s at Harvard Med. We’ve been meeting every few days. He’s been checking up 

on me. I trust him, and he’s been taking good care of me until I broke the news to you 

about the…”

Caroline’s hand on her stomach rubbed up and down her orange T-shirt as her tears fell 

like raindrops in a thunderstorm. The car started to roll further away, and my mother clicked the 

radio on again, the Backstreet Boys’ new single blasting through the speakers. Was she actually 

cheating? Was this guy Daniel the other man? Was the engagement, the marriage, over? I needed 

to know, but we were gaining speed.

“Roll up your window, hun, I’m turning the AC back on.” My mother turned the

dials on the dash to their coolest setting.

“But Mom,” I urged, craning my neck back towards Luke and Caroline, refusing to snap 

back to the life where I lacked a home except for my aunt’s cat-infested garden fort.
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“Have you been eavesdropping? What did I tell you? That's rude, and I did not raise a 

rude human being, do you hear me? Now roll up that window before I smack you silly.”

I rolled it up in defeat but turned to look back at the couple. The car gained speed, and the 

heat waves from the asphalt made Luke and Caroline a mere haze in the distance. They disap-

peared behind the horizon before either could move.

The car’s speed returned to normal as the sticky, warm air turned cooler on my face, my 

wisps of hair blowing as I rested into my seat and slid my headphones back in place. Billie Joe 

Armstrong’s voice sang about something unpredictable in my ears, and my mother cursed out 

someone who cut her off. My old life, along with Luke and Caroline, was left behind me, and 

that steaming mid-afternoon in July continued once again.
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Rap Shit
Nathaniel Ricketts

Chuck blows black scum from
refrigerator drains. It’s just lime scum
buildup. Not sewage or shit. Not
anything to be afraid of. He can’t
believe how much people pay for new
fridges, when it’s usually just a big wad
of black scum. Seen it a hundred times.
He can’t believe how long people sit in
football traffic to watch a team lose. See
it every Sunday. Brainwashed, he says.
He can’t believe how much people pay
for nose bleed tickets. Hundreds of
dollars. Juju’s in the news again. Big
signing bonus this time around. He
can’t believe how much these guys get
paid. He’d have to work a hundred
years. He’d rather pay double to see
live music, he says, just not any of
that rap shit.
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In poetry classes 
there was this girl who gave a speech about femininity: 
the way to do it
and the “right way” to be a woman.

She spoke against the evils of toxic
masculinity.
Noun: a concept that glorifies
dominance and also
affects mental health.

In the middle of her preaching, she reminded me
of a train car passing by my bedroom window at night, 
all noise, no substance.

The professor hardly looks up from her desk
as the girl continues on,
now insisting that we as women must
silence the patriarchy.

Any cause that calls for the silence of another
is just as corrupted and vulgar as
its enemy.

If I could tell her this I would.
It’s not about silencing any patriarchy.
Instead of focusing on bringing men down,
we should bring women together.

Give me a future
where women vote for women
where women write for women
where women educate women
where women love other women
and where women support women

Did this girl have any idea
that she was speaking of women
but acting like a girl who didn’t know better?
I say the right way to be a woman is my way.

Everlasting Confusion
Monet Polny
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“Terror made me cruel.”—Emily Bronte, Wuthering Heights

What if Ichabod Crane got it wrong?
The Headless Horseman wasn’t chasing him through the fog. 
He was lost with only a pumpkin head.

He raced through the woods, scattering leaves in his
wake, attempting to forget the hallucinations of man.

The man was not a beast — 
the pumpkin was a physical disability.
Old war scars from Iraq never healed,
plastic surgery to erase acne that had gone wrong,
and a skin cancer he had no chance of surviving.

Even his cackle, you judge.
Oh Ichabod, that cackle is a stutter,
untreated and embarrassing, you think
as he chases you, unrelenting —
you couldn’t win your woman’s heart,
so instead you imagine a monster to haunt her dreams.

I don’t thank you, Ichabod Crane,
for inventing a holiday
that makes everything that is different
be feared.

Why Did Ichabod Crane Invent Halloween?
Monet Polny
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My friend reminds
me how once,
in a storm,
we drove down
this same street,
accelerated,
and steered straight
for a puddle
in the gutter
to see just how far
we could splash,
how many pedestrians
we could drench with
the water collected
in the cracked
and patched shoulders,
which, now, are
newly resurfaced;
a black that
doesn’t match
the roads attached
at inky seams
that demarcate
what’s new,
what’s old and
paved over.

Resurfacing
Nathaniel Ricketts



95

A thousand kisses
received from my missus.
I’ve counted each one.
Some on the lips.
Some below the hips.
They’ve made our nights more fun.
Extra when I’m sad.
Extra when I’m mad.
One for each rise and fall of the sun.
They leave red marks
and hidden cuts in the dark.
My heart will forever weigh a ton.
But what do you do
when she leaves you?
Can you escape the pain and run?
And what do you do
when you say, “I love you”
but the response never comes?
What do you do
when the cuts bleed through
and her kisses go from a thousand to none?

Death by a Thousand Kisses
Kunwaar Ishan Sharma
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Blinking again I try to clear away the fog.
I squint, opening and closing my eyes,
waiting for the clouds to clear.
But it appears they are here.
The clouds have descended,
and chosen their place.
A not so nice place,
a place where when the clouds descend
chaos erupts
and the rain never ends.
A not so nice place
where the inhabitants recede into themselves,
scared and frightened by the darkness.

A not so nice place
where the creatures of the dark are awakened from their slumber
to terrorize once again
and the clouds won’t go away,
so darkness and terror overcome this place,
this not so nice place.
I open and close my eyes
waiting for the clouds to disappear,
waiting for the horrors to end,
waiting for the storm to clear.
I close my eyes in submission.

Clouds of My Eyes
Jacklyn Pereira
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“Hello?” I keep my eyes trained on the ever-winding road ahead of me.

“Mommy?” A tired voice softly asks from the other end.

“Lilly? What are you still doing awake?” I ask my daughter with a halfhearted sigh,

An Encounter
Olivia Poisson

Driving down the road at forty-five miles per hour, all I can think about is getting 

home. I try not to think about how dark the night is all around me, or about how I'm beginning to 

get bleary-eyed. I will myself to forget how much exhaustion has set in as I hunch over the steer-

ing wheel. I try not to think about how I haven’t seen another car in at least twenty minutes or so, 

or how all the trees on either side of the road are beginning to blur together, creating a dense wall 

of dark nothingness. I try not to think about all those Criminal Minds episodes I’ve seen where 

people get abducted from their cars while driving down secluded roads in the dead of night.

In the light of day, the unnerving scenery around me must be breathtaking. The tall, thick 

forests on either side of me must be incredible to explore. I picture the warmth of the sunlight 

peeking through the thick green trees. I take a deep breath. I can almost smell the scent of grass 

and fresh morning dew. Instead, my nose is bombarded by the strong scent of cotton candy from 

the tie-dyed tree shaped air freshener hanging from my rearview mirror. What comforts me is the 

sight of my engagement ring and wedding band glinting in the moonlight as my hands grasp the 

steering wheel. Only a little bit longer till I see my family.

I look to the radio at the center console to change the station. Whatever acoustic music 

the radio is playing just isn’t doing it for me anymore. I need something that will distract me, 

something I can sing along to. I need something to take me out of my head and focus on the 

road in front of me. Just as I turn the radio to something more upbeat, my phone rings.

I reach over to the passenger seat and fumble inside my briefcase for my phone. My 

hand snags on what feels like a half-empty pack of gum, then my laminated clearance pass for 

work, and a notepad before I finally find it. I press the green phone icon on the screen and put it 

on speaker before placing it in my lap. For a moment, the line is silent.
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although I’m not surprised in the slightest. I take a quick glance at the clock on my dashboard 

only to find that it is well past midnight and creeping dangerously close to one o’clock.

“Daddy said I could wait for you to come home. When are you coming home, Mommy?” 

I can tell from the strain in her voice that she is fighting to stay awake. She should have been in 

bed hours ago.

I should have known Darren was going to crumble under the power of those big blue eyes 

and rosy cheeks. My eight-year-old daughter has a way of getting just what she wants out of her 

father, and she knows it.

“I should be home in about half an hour, baby. Go to sleep. I’ll come kiss you when I get 

in, okay? Now put your dad on the phone, please.”

The line goes silent for a moment, and then the deep, soothing voice of my husband 

comes on the line. “I tried to get her to go to bed. I really did, Viv. You’re not gonna believe 

me, but I did.”

I let loose a breath of exasperation. The same thing happens every time I go on a business 

trip. “I know, babe, I know. Honestly, at this point, another half an hour isn’t really going to make 

any difference.”

“Aye, aye, captain,” he says playfully. “How are you feeling? Any anxiety?” He knows 

all too well about my aversion to driving at night, the nervousness that makes my chest ache, the 

shakiness in my hands, and the sickening nausea at the pit of my stomach—all of which I have 

been feeling in earnest for some time now.

I sigh. “I’ll be fine… listen, I should go. I wanna focus on the road. I love you, babe. 

See you soon.” Although the sound of his voice is comforting, I know that it will soon become a 

distraction that I don’t need right now.

“I love you too. Drive safe.”

The line goes dead, and the music resumes. I reach over to blast the air conditioning on 

the coldest setting. It’s a sort of ritual that I do whenever I’m on the road at night. My logic is 

that somehow the cold air blowing on my face so intensely might make me feel more awake and 

aware. It works… slightly.

I drive farther and farther down the seemingly endless winding road. The only light for 

miles is the white hue of my headlights. Even with my high beams on, I can only see a few feet 
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infront of me. I look up into the night sky. Shrouded in the cover of thick grey clouds, even the 

moon seems a little dimmer. My hands begin to tremble. If I had known that the concluding 

staff-meeting was going to go so late, I would have just booked a hotel room for an extra night. 

I look to my right to see the worn, brown leather briefcase Darren gave me for Christmas three 

years ago sitting in the passenger seat, and my anxiety quells itself slightly. The deep chest-nut-

brown leather is beginning to fade at the handles and corners, and little cracks and fissures of 

lighter brown have started to form on its surface. Despite its worn condition, I refuse to part with 

it, especially because of moments like this.

What seems like an unbearable eternity is only fifteen minutes, and unsurprisingly the 

scenery looks exactly as it did before — trees, trees, and more trees. There is a tall, unending line 

of Sycamore trees to my left and even taller ones to my right. No matter how intensely I try to 

peer into their depths, all I see is darkness. The least somebody could do is put up a few street-

lights every now and then, or open up a rest stop or something. I can’t be the only person driving 

on this remote backwoods road so late at night. However, the lack of cars around me tells me that 

I must be the only person crazy enough to drive this road at night.

As I continue on my harrowing journey, I hear a loud thud beneath me, and my car 

shakes. I swerve to the other side of the road and then swerve back into my lane in order to 

avoid the large trees beside me. Panic instantly creeps into my mind. Did I just hit something? I 

look into my rearview mirror hesitantly and notice there is a black lump lying in the middle of 

the road. I pull the car over to the side of the road and put it in park while I stare into my rear-

view mirror. Could it be an animal? My wide, bright green eyes stare back at me in the reflection 

of my mirror, and I can see the horror within them, the fear.

Everything in my being tells me to stay in the car and keep driving. I’m so close to home. 

I want to put the car back in drive and not look back, but the thought of leaving a wounded 

animal out here to die pulls me out of the car. Perhaps it’s a dog, though the chances of a dog 

being in the middle of nowhere are pretty slim. I have to do the right thing. If I hit whatever is 

out there, it’s my responsibility to make sure it’s okay. Tentatively, reluctantly, I walk closer to it. 

What if it’s rabid? But don’t rabid animals only come out during the day? Isn’t that part of what 

makes them rabid? I shakily put my phone’s flashlight on and hold it out in front of me.

My whole body starts to shiver, and my breaths become short and deep. As I draw 
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near to the large, unmoving mass, the light illuminates the lump, and I realize that it isn’t an 

animal, but a person.

“Hello?” I call out while keeping a few feet of distance between us.

Get back in the car, Vivian.

“Hello? Are you all right?” I can’t tell if it's a man or a woman, but whoever it is lets out 

a pain filled groan. The cool September air blows stray strands of my auburn hair in front of my 

eyes. I frantically push them out of my face.

“I’m going to call 9-1-1.” I dial the numbers. My hands shake uncontrollably as I wait for 

the dispatcher to pick up.

“Hello, this is 9-1-1. What is your emergency?” The calming voice of a woman 

answers the call and waits for me to respond.

“Hello? There’s someone lying in the middle of the road. I think they were hit by 

a car.”

My heart beats what feels like a thousand miles a minute. Something in my body keeps 

telling me that something is very wrong. I crouch down close to the body and tentatively reach 

out towards it.

“Where is your location, ma’am?” The woman safely on the other end of the line asks. 

Before I can eek out a response, the body before me shifts — once, twice, then it sits 

up. Although it is hunched over, I can tell from the large frame and size of the body that it is a 

man. Finally, he peers up at me through long locks of thick black hair. He’s bleeding from a large 

gash on his forehead that extends to the top of his brow. The crimson liquid begins to stream 

down the length of his face and drip into an already large pool of blood beneath him. He turns his 

neck to the left then the right. Each movement emits a popping sound, similar to that of cracking 

knuckles.

I forget all about the dispatcher as I lean in closer and shakily ask, “Are you all right?”

In an instant, the man is on his feet, merely an inch from my face. He reaches out to grab me, 

knocking my phone out of my grasp. Although I struggle, he manages to easily overpower me and 

locks his hands around my throat. As my phone falls to the ground, it flips over, and the flashlight 

illuminates his grotesque face, revealing a set of bright, blood-red eyes.

“You should’ve kept driving.” He grins, exposing a pair of pearly-white fangs.
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Disbelief and horror flood my mind. I kick and thrash, but his feet remain firmly 

planted on the ground. His hands tighten further around my throat. I feverishly try to suck in 

shallow breaths in an attempt to fill my lungs with air, but it’s no use. The corners of my 

vision are beginning to darken, and my head is swimming. I feebly reach out and weakly 

punch his chest until my arms fall to my sides. Tears stream from my eyes as garbled sobs 

emit from my lips.

In one swift motion, the man clamps his fangs deep into my throat. As he does, 

a sound similar to that of someone biting into a fresh apple resounds in my ears. Almost 

instantly, my knees begin to buckle, my fingers and toes start to tingle and eventually go 

numb. He pulls my almost-limp body against him, tightening his grasp. I attempt to use what 

little strength I have left to kick and scream until my throat is hoarse and barely a whisper 

comes out. I move to claw at him, but he wraps his massive arm around my body, pressing 

my arms to my sides. A warm liquid flows down the side of my neck and onto my shoulder. 

Whatever strength I had left is nearly gone as I slump into him, giving way to his grasp.

I think of Lilly and Darren sitting on the couch, patiently waiting for me to walk through 

the door. My blue-eyed, blonde-haired angel dressed in her sparkly purple unicorn pajamas, 

fighting the urge to close her eyes and let her father carry her to bed. My eyelids grow heavy and 

eventually shut. Please tell me this is almost over. Tell me that this immense pain will end. I feel 

as though I am able to breathe again as his arm loosens around my body. I crash to the ground 

and gravel rips into the flesh on my knees as they smack against the asphalt beneath me. Finally, 

the rest of my body falls as well; my head smacks against the ground with a thud, and a sharp 

ringing fills my ears. Warm breath fans my face. My eyes slowly open only to be met with the 

maniacal grin of my attacker, his shining fangs exposed between bloody lips. With that, he 

disappears from sight.

A desperate scream erupts from somewhere deep within me as tears stream down my face 

once more. I reach out in front of me and attempt to latch onto the gravel, but my arms are too 

weak. Somewhere nearby, I hear the voice of the woman from dispatch. That’s right, I called 9-1-

1. I lie in the middle of the road, immoble, waiting for someone, anyone, to help me. Warm tears

continue to roll down my face as strangled sobs escape my lips.
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“I want to go home.” I cry out for no one to hear.

This can’t be how my life ends. I refuse to let it end here. This can’t be how I

die. Can it?



103

Unrest 
Kunwar Ishan Sharma

Pain was inevitable,
For he was born a fighter.
Persistent punches from those trying
To cause him harm.

Punches from those he knew, and
From those that he didn’t.
But relationships didn’t matter, of course.
The intent was still the same:
To knock him flat on his face
And to have him face the failure in his fate.

But for every punch that pushed him back,
He found the courage to endure.
He fought tougher opponents, yet still prevailed, 
Allowing the scars to remain,
A reminder to focus and not fail.

He slowly won all of his battles,
Leading to an ascension towards success,
A place where the punches were less and less,
And his demons should’ve been at rest.

But permanent peace never came,
The silence caused unrest...
For the punches and pain were all he knew.
It molded him into a strong and beautiful mess.

He yearned for his bruises, vividly black and blue. 
He prayed for one more blood-filled night.
But it killed him inside when he realized a born fighter 
Had no one left to fight.
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Sparkle and Shine
Jacklyn Pereira

Because it’s is rarely a yes.
Because it’s never been me.
Because it never will be
because I am me.
I am me, and me isn’t enough.
So I am here, me and I.
I and me, we sit alone,
alone because we never seem to get it.
We don’t sparkle and shine like others do.
Our sparkle was swept away a long time ago,
swept away with the sanity and hope we so desire.
I ache for the belief in anything.
Hope is something for those with sparkle and shine.
Without it you don’t need hope,
because those who sparkle and shine receive the fortunes.
But those who’ve fallen down and have become matte,
we are the onlookers of those with hope.
We watch from afar like it is a movie.
Sometimes we forget.
We start to falsely believe in hope and for a time we forget.
We don’t shine.
We don’t sparkle.
But it’s okay
because hope knows we are matte.
So we are reminded,
we are reminded that me and I
don’t belong with those who sparkle or shine.
We are matte
and reminded of our place.
We return to the role of the onlookers,
the movie goers,
and we remain watching those who sparkle and shine,
all the while wondering what happened to my sparkle and my shine 
and how lucky they are to keep theirs.
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Time Travel
Olivia Butler

My 1982 white pickup travels along I-80 in silence. This is the time of year referred 

to as mud season, and the crusted splatter of dirt along my truck’s fenders makes it obvious 

as to why. The snow is melting all around us, uncovering a brown, damp earth. Collectively, 

the water heads downhill. The miniature streams that form during this purgatory between 

winter and spring rush alongside the highway. A silence, unique to the off-season of a small 

town, ambushes my slow moving pickup. I feel as though I’m going backwards, as if time is 

creeping to a stop. My eyes squint behind my black sunglasses as I seemingly drive closer 

to the sun. I get a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror. My face looks older than thirty-

four. I go to scratch my unruly, graying scruff with my dirty fingernails. The rough noise 

echoes throughout the truck. Ahead, the street light goes from green, to yellow, and finally 

red. This light is always red once I get there.

I let out a low, deep grunt. This is the height of conversation between my daughter 

and me. It has been a silent twenty-minute car ride. She’s staring out at the melting world 

around her, and her entire body faces the passenger side door, away from me. I can see her 

pale skin and crisp blue eyes in the reflection of her window, but I choose to ignore it. I 

gently touch the brake, my worn tires resist the slick dirt, and my pickup crawls to a stop in 

front of the dim red glow.

People in this town only know this intersection for a few things: the sports bar that I 

go to almost every night, a "Kum & Go" with jacked up prices, and a "Moe’s BBQ" with a 

smell so good I could wait at this light all day. There are two local middle schoolers killing 

time in "Moe’s" parking lot.  Just as I whipped my head back around to watch the light, 

wait-ing for it to change, the pair of kids toss the handfuls of bang-snaps they held above 

their heads to the asphalt.

 BANG.
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The thick greenery of an unfamiliar jungle suffocates me. The roar of cicadas and the 

buzz of mosquitoes are the only things anyone can hear or anyone has heard. Beyond this, 

I’m overwhelmed by my own thoughts. I wish I had less to think about.

We’re about a mile from the Cambodian border. My uniform clings to my skin, and my 

backpack weighs me down. I’m sweating with the humidity and the constant fear I’ve had for 

eleven month. There’s no breeze in the jungle. We’ve been here for a while now. If it were up 

to me, I wouldn’t allow myself to count the days — they go slower that way. Sullivan, 

however, never fails to remind me of our remaining month.

This whole country is a goddamn minefield. My heavy combat boots crush the leaves 

deeper into the forest floor as I walk in the footprints of the man ahead of me. The rapid 

pounding of my heart accompanies the snap of a branch. The captain holds his hand up, and 

the rest of my platoon stops dead in their tracks.

A branch crashes to the floor. It lands on a Viet Cong landmine. A flash of light floods 

the jungle. A wave of fear leaves me paralyzed, and I’m frozen for a second.  Bullets, land-

mines, and the screaming  aren’t things you get used to.

It’s an ambush.

I shoot my M16 into oncoming fire. I can’t see the enemy. Survival is now as fickle as 

shade and sunlight. Sunlight, you’re seen. Sunlight, you’re dead.

The platoon spreads out. Sullivan grabs me by the arm, and I fall next to him. We 

crouch beneath a cluster of bamboo.

Shots fire in every direction. Sullivan and I desperately cling to our triggers. Our 

eyes dart through the undergrowth, hoping to catch a glimpse of the enemy. We’re alert. This 

is our first ambush.

I catch sight of a good soldier, a good man, as he falls to the ground, clutching his 

mutilated elbow with all the strength in the world. Blood pours through the spaces between 

his fingers. He screams out, cursing his luck, cursing the Viet Cong, cursing the war.

Another man limps to find cover. A piece of torn cloth is wrapped around his left 

thigh. The once white cloth is unable to contain the blood. It overflows onto his pants and 

the floor of the jungle before he collapses.

I need to reload.
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I grab a magazine.

Sullivan is blown backwards. His blood splatters on my uniform, my helmet, and my face. 

Nothing else matters. The bullets whizzing past, the mosquitoes’ relentless buzz — all the 

noise is muffled. I cradle Sullivan and slap his face.

“Sull! Stay awake Sull.”

“I’m gonna go back to Iowa, Carson. I’m gonna have a farm,” Sullivan says as his 

blue eyes begin to gloss over. He’s clutching his favorite baseball card that he always car-

ries in his pocket.

I gently shake him.“Yeah Sull, you just have to stay awake Sull.”

I’m choking on my own sentence. The bullets filling this crowded jungle slow down as 

Sullivan utters his last words.

“You’re good, Car. We’re gonna get out of here.”

I have a death-like grip on the steering wheel, and tears pool in my eyes. I 

collapse.  The thunder of bang-snaps is finally over. My daughter’s eyes are locked on 

me, and I can feel their look of concern. I hear the cars rush in front of my pickup and 

the stream babbling alongside. My arms fold over the steering wheel to hide my quiet 

sobbing. I feel my daughter’s warm touch as her hand rubs my back.

“I-I could have done more, Sullie. I could have done more.”

The sun still beats in through the front windshield. It turns my fourteen-year-old 

girl into gold, and the little specks of blonde in her hair glisten. Sullie reaches toward the 

steering wheel, placing her hand on top of mine. I look toward the sun to see the street light 

change to green. I press the gas and flick the blinker to turn left.

We head east on Main Street. Another stream of melted snow forms a puddle in the 

middle of the intersection. I drive my pickup right through it, and a wave of mud as tall as 

my truck crashes into the passenger side. The dripping dirt covers the window. Sullie glanc-

es out at the beige and chuckles.

Some believe time travel isn’t possible, but we’re the exception — those who returned.
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Visiting Home
Jacklyn Pereira

A place called home.
Home is the place where that thing grows in your chest, 
that thing that is all-consuming,
that is just too much to feel,
that thing inside,
that thing you call sadness,
almost palpable the pain,
thrown back years in time,
to a time where you did not want any more time —
a time where the feeling was every day,
every day was the feeling,
feeling and feeling,
until it was too much.

The pain is familiar:
burning eyes,
sore throat,
throbbing pain in your chest —
all symptoms of my misery,
the misery that finds me here at home.
Home, the place where you go,
where you go to feel that thing in your chest,
that heavy thing that weighed you down,
that feeling that almost made time stop,
that is the feeling of
a place called home.
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