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Ten and Two

James Pollard

Ten and two.

The cracked skin of my callused
fingers grips the black leather steering wheel
of my family’s gray Ford Montana from who
knows what year. I could really care less. I
begin to look down at the dash to check my
speed but remember that the speedometer
freezes up in the winter. Rain smacks the
windshield.

“Where’s the button for the wipers?”
I think as the sound of Neil Young’s voice
greets my ears.

Outside of the confines of my car, a coul]
ple cautiously drives home in a 2015 Toyota
Avalon they bought two weeks ago, their
newborn boy strapped tightly in the backl]
seat. The man at the dealership assured them
it was the “safest set of wheels west of the
Mississippi.” An elderly woman speeds to see
her son for the first time in twenty years. She
was deported twenty years earlier and had
finally gained citizenship. Tears depart from
her eyes, sliding down her face. A wrinkled
hand brushes them aside, only to be replaced
by new tears of anxiety and joy.

In the vehicle to my left, a girl in the pas[]
senger seat returns home from her first CYC
basketball game. She did not score, yet her
eyes glisten in the light of the street lamps as
her smiling lips reveal several missing teeth.

The wheels on all of these vehicles move
to the right as a police car speeds past. The
surrounding vehicles are momentarily paint[]
ed red and blue. The cops are chasing a loyal
husband and father of three bright boys. He
dropped out of high school after sophomore
year in order to provide for his single mother,
who had recently died. But the only thing the
people watching the ten o’clock news that
night will know is that he was a dropout who
robbed a bank. Those same wrinkled fingers
of the elderly woman touch her forehead and
then fall down to her chest before tapping
both shoulders as an ambulance follows the
police car.

My eyes return from the dash back to
the road.

Theres more to the picture than meets the eye.

Hey hey, my my.
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The Violinistand the Violin

Andrew Groesch

“ Set it right there on your shoulder, nice
and gently” I always got goosebumps
when someone touches Barbra, my violin.

“Like this?” I could tell Amy already
knew, thoughlJshe’d done it before. You
see, most people have no trouble placing the
end of the violin on their left shoulder the
proper way, but none hold it there with that
shoulder lowered and relaxed. Nevertheless,
I played along, pretending to check her form
while my betraying eyes glided down her
neck before slipping barely too far.

“Perfect.” I could tell she knew where I
had been looking, but all she did was smile[]
not the creepedldutllind of smile but the
encouraging kind. “You'll need this, too.” I
offered her my bow: She held it in a bow grip
that already expressed a practiced control
that even I struggled to perfect.

“What do I do now?” She almost seemed
urgent.

“Here, let me help you.” I stood behind
her, cradling her left hand, already around
Barbra’s neck, and doing the same with her
right, which was still expertly gripping my
bow. Our hands brought the bow to the A
string and played the slightly sharp, open
tone. Amy slowly and smoothly turned her
head rightward, simultaneously closing
her beautiful green eyes and puckering her
smooth lips. My hesitation may have saved
my life, because at that exact moment, Josh
barged in.

“What are you guys doing up here?” I
always thought of Josh as a more innocent,
220lpgound version of me, making him, by de[J

fault, my best friend. Oh yeah, Josh and Amy
were currently a couple.

“Walter was just showing me how to play
his violin!” The lack of guilt she showed was
completely compensating for my own. Josh
wasn’t angry at all but grinned at me for a
while before turning to his girlfriend.

“I thought you already knew how to
play!” he yelled excitedly, not sternly.

“I'm okay, but he’s the real master.” She
winked at me, signalling that we’d continue
this later.

A thud from below jogged my memory
about something I really needed to do. I
needed to kick everyone out. 'm not talkl]
ing about Josh and Amy but the party on the
first floor that I had been ignoring. I walked
down the stairs to find on my right a sizable
group of acquaintances dancing to some
Nicki Minaj song they had just bought with
my dad’s iTunes account and on my left a cir ]
cle of thirteen friends that, for some reason,
were going around sharing what their spirit
animals were. I decided to turn right first.

“Alright guys, my parents just told me
that everyone has to leave so my dad can
get some sleep for his shift.” They bought
it, even though they should have known
my dad was a primary care doctor that had
never worked in a hospital. The meeting in
the other room ended without need of my
encouragement, and soon after, Josh shook
my hand and left to go do wholknows[hat
at Amy’s house. I turned off the Apple TV
and then all the lights, then ascended to my
room to take care of Barbra. She was sitting
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on my mattress, waiting to go to bed.

“Why can’t people be this loyal?” I
asked. Barbra just stared back, blankly. In my
tiredness, I had almost expected an answer. I
sensed that I was entering depression mode
again, so it was time to sleep it off. Bipolar
shit can be tiring.

« I I ey, Walter.” Josh was never very good
at whispering. “Walter! Wake up!” He

always transitioned into shouting.

I crawled out from under his pool table
where I have always slept when I stayed the
night and always will. My body had slowly
become quite fond of that large dog bed they
kept there. From the faint small glow in his
right hand, I figured out just how much sleep
Josh loses on texting Amy.

“Are you awake yet?”

“No. But go ahead.”

“I wanted to ask if you could play violin
at my aunt’s wedding.”

“Which aunt?” All of Josh’s aunts were
either married or nonexistent. He was lying.

“Well, she’s not exactly my aunt. But
aren’t they all the same?”

“What?”

“Weddings. Aren’t they all the same?”
After all these years, Josh still thought he was
smarter than me.

“Not this one,” I answered. “Amy’s going
to be at this one. Am I right?”

“Yeah, so? Sit down and lower your voice.
I don’t want my parents to wake up again.”

“You think that the two of you can just
manipulate any damn person you want, don’t
you?”

“Please stop shouting.”

“Why the hell should I? Is Amy here
somewhere? Haven't you already told her
how crazy I am?”

“I think I just heard someone move upl]
stairs.”

“Don’t worry. I'm done. Fuck you!” I put
my cheap leather jacket on and made my way

to the door. “Tell Amy I'll think about it.”
Then I slammed the door and began my sixL]
mile walk home in the cold.

“Q he says that you need to play something

called Ave Maria.’” Do you know what
that is?” Josh never cared about classical
music, so his sudden attention felt both
pleasant and intrusive.

“Ask her which one.” I wasn'’t in a very
comfortable position for talking at that moll
ment. In fact, I was currently replacing an
Aldtring that had started unraveling and was
about to pop. I always procrastinated when
it came to replacing strings, but eventually
the light brushing of my fingertips on a loose
wire every time I shift was enough to drive
me crazy. The hardest part was poking the
colored end of the new string through the
tiny hole of the inner peg. If I missed the
hole or screwed up the tightening process,
I could permanently damage the new string.

“Walter. She just responded.” The purl]
ple point of the string was forcefully curved
downward, and the fortyldollar masterpiece
was ruined. I missed.

“God damn it, Josh! Can’t you see I'm
busy doing something important?” The
slight shininess in his eyes was begging for
an apology. He must’ve taken that personally.
“What did she say?”

“Schubert.”

“Thank God. That other crap’s for full
nerals.”

Josh’s bedroom doorknob was slowly
turning. Amy was there, and she wanted
to surprise Josh. Or me. I guess she was atl]
tempting to be stealthy, but her clumsiness
over Josh’s loose floorboards was too dis[]
tracting to pretend not to notice.

“Amy’s here,” I whispered to Josh.

“Well, of course she is! You think I want[]
ed to hear you play?” He grabbed his phone
and car keys and started toward the door.

“Wiait, where are you going?”
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“You know I can’t stand classical music.
I’m going to Taco Bell.” Josh ate. A lot.

“I'm sure Amy would rather’]

“Stay here with you of course,” Amy cut
in. She kissed Josh before he left, all the time
attempting to make eye contact with me.
I thought that was a little messed up. Josh
walked out confidently before halting as if
he just remembered something. He turned
around and looked at me as if he had an en[]
tertaining secret.

“Secret meeting?” I offered.

“Secretm eeting.”

I joined him at the doorway and made
sure Amy was across the room by Barbra.
Josh stopped smiling and relentlessly held
onto my eye contact.

“Take care of her, okay?”

“What do you mean?” This was starting
to feel like the beginning of Pulp Fiction, but

I fell asleep watching at the beginning and
never found out how it worked out for John
Travolta later on. Shit.

“Just don’t get her pissed at me, okay?”

“Even if it stops you from getting pissed
at me?”

He put his hand on my shoulder. “You're
a good friend, Walter, but sometimes you
just don’t make any damn sense.” And with a
smirk, he left me alone with his woman.

“So, Josh tells me that you're really good.
It would be amazing if you could play some[]
thing for me. I just love the violin! Especially
Kireisler pieces. Do you know any? It would
be amazing if you could play a Kreisler piece
for me. Do you know any pretty ones?”

It was pretty amazing that she hadn’t
needed to take a breath.

“Can you play ‘Liebesleid’? Can you play
it at the wedding?”

PrINT By JAKE GOULD
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“I can, but don’t you know what ‘Liebel ]
sleid’ means?”

“What are you talking about? Oh, yeah.
Isn’t it German for ‘love’s song’?”

It pisses me off when people can’t notice
the difference between “ie” and “ei” when
they attempt to translate my favorite lan[]
guage. “That would be Liebeslied. Liebesleid
actually means ‘love’s sorrow.” So is it okay
with you if I play ‘love’s joy’ instead? ‘Liebes[]
freud’? Or maybe you agree with me that love
brings only sorrow and that joy is brought
upon by ignorance.” I realized that Amy was
either lost or hadn’t been paying attention.
“You'll see what I'm talking about. Right
now Josh is ignorant about you and me, but
when he finds out, all the joy will end.”

Amy had very selective hearing. “What
do you mean ‘you and me’?” She was blushing
now and started to tease me. “Do you find
me attractive, Walter?” I wasn’t sure if that
was supposed to be a joke, but it didn’t en[]
tertain me like one.

“Are you kidding me? Why would you
ask me that?” I put Barbra in her case and
made it to the door before she jerked back
my left arm.

“Where are you going? Aren’t you going
to play for me?”

“I’'m tired, and I’'m going home.”

“What is up with you right now? I just
wanted to hear you play. I just want to be
your friend.” I looked into her eyes, but they
were not captivating enough to prevent my
glance’s familiar slide down her body:.

“You'll hear me at the wedding.” T left
but I wasn’t going home. I needed to talk to
Josh first.

Outside Taco Bell, I searched for Josh,
whom I had expected to be starting his third
beefy taco, but instead I found him in the
corner without a tray and talking to Lily. Josh
and I had met Lily a few years back, and after
her period of awkward shyness we became
great friends. Well, at least she and Josh had.

Lily has shoulderdlbngth brown hair, eyes

that always seem wide and alert, and a fair

amount of faded freckles around her nose

and cheeks. She’d had a crush on Josh since

the night she met him, and since then Josh

had always felt better than her yet still en[]
joyed her everdeady attention.

Josh had his back turned to me, so
I almost was able to escape undetected.
But Lily’s eyes had found me and excitedly
turned to Josh. Josh turned around, trying
to hide the disappointment in my presence.
That only made me smile. Lily had no idea
about Amy, and I knew that I was most likely
meant to keep it that way. They came outl]
side. Josh didn’t look at me, leaning against
the building silently.

“Hey, Walter. How are you?” Lily said
without even hugging me, which is what
girls are supposed to do when they say hi to
friends. There was always an awkward sense
of uncertainty in Lily when I was around, all]
most as if I intimidated her. For some reason
I hadn’t seen her for a while. Since about the

PRINT By JAck MacDoONALD
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time when Josh started dating Amy.

“I just replaced all of Barbra’s strings, so
I'm feeling kind of irritable right now,” I relJ
sponded truthfully.

“What do you mean?”

“After changing a string, the new one
drops heavily flat every few seconds.” She
played cello, so she probably knew what I
was talking about. Josh stayed off to the side
so he wouldn’t embarrass himself.

“Yeah, I know what you’re talking about.
I’m not confident enough to change my own
strings, though. Once, I tried changing my
Gldtring andl] She looked up at me with a
guilty accusatory smirk. “Don’t you say it.”

“Wasn't going to say anything.” I mir]
rored her accusations. Lily was a very moral
Christian, and, after being raised in a very
moral Christian household, she never got to
crack sex jokes, so she unconsciously liked to
think them and blame them on me. That’s
just one reason she needs me in her life.
“Why didn’t you send me a birthday card or
anything?”

“Why would I? I only write cards for
rare occasions.”

“Okay, well then, how about I make
the occasion rare? Then would you consider
writing one?” That was pretty confusing in
my head, so I gave her some time.

“Fine. I'll write you a card if you let me
hold your violin.”

“Deal.”S hit.

“Okay... Well, I have to go, but it was
nice seeing you, Walter.” She started walking
to her car, awkwardly quickly.

“It always is.”

Josh’s car was parked in the other lot.
“Come on, Walter. I'll give you a ride.” Still
annoyed that I interrupted his notldating, he
tried to play it off as soulful and wise.

In the green Honda minivan handlthel]
down that Josh drove with hidden embarl]
rassment, it was I who was brave enough to
start the conversation.

“I won’t say anything to Amy.”

“What would you say, anyway? That I
was meeting a good friend for lunch?” He
forced a smile as he briefly pulled his eyes
from the road towards me. “What happened
with her? You were just supposed to play the
wedding music for her, but now you’re here
and who knows where she is now.”

“I'm sorry I let you down, but I think
Amy’s the one with the bigger problem.”

“What'’s wrong with her?” Josh was way
more offended than I had anticipated.

“She’s insane! She’s always looking at me,
even when you’re the one talking, and she
keeps trying to get me alone with her.”

“Ha, ha. Maybe she likes you.”

“I don’t know, Josh. Maybe she does. But
that doesn’t change anything. I don’t like
her.” I just had an idea. “Do you?”

“Of course I do! Have you seen that
body?” He did have a good point. An excell]
lent point. But irrelevant.

“I didn’t ask about her body. I asked if
you liked her.”

This time Josh actually made an attempt
to give an honest and intelligent answer, and
he thought about it for so long that I started
thinking about how nice it was to see Lily
again and forgot all about the question. “No,
not really”

“Huh?”

“I mean, Amy’s great and all, but it
seems like she just uses me for her own phys[]
ical pleasure and as a means to make other
people jealous.” Josh pulled into his very long
and private driveway, parking next to Amy’s
little pink Mini Cooper that was still there.
Josh turned off the engine but wasn’t getting
out of the car yet, though. “Maybe I should
break up with her.”

I thought of what would happen to Josh
if he didn’t have Amy. He would be lonely
like me. And so would Amy, at least before
she replaced Josh, but she still wouldn’t be
as happy. If Josh broke up with Amy, then I

9
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would have to worry about someone else’s
problems when I'm already having trouble
taking care of myself. Josh was about to open
his car door before I yanked his right elbow.
“You can’t.”

“What? You were just saying how crazy
she was. I thought you wanted me to break
up with her.”

“Amy is crazy” 1 was going to have to
convince him that he loved her, so I needed
to be careful here. “Not the paranoid clingy
weirdo kind of crazy, though. Amy’s fun, and
she’s also beautiful, and she’s probably smart
since she plays violin. You're lucky you have
her. You really are. You don’t actually think I
hate her, do you? You know how I just blurt
out random shit sometimes.”

“Wow. You really believe all that?” He
took his hand off the door handle. “Well,
she’s probably waiting for me in there all
pissed off and confused.”

“Well, go on in and give her a hug or
whatever you two have been doing these
days.”

“What about you? Don’t you want a
ride?” He was smiling again.

“Tllw alk.”

“Why do you always have to walk off on
your own? It’s unhealthy.”

“I'm not alone. I have Barbra.” Throughl]
out the entire six[sile journey, all I could
think about was how long it would take to
tune Barbra’s strings when I got home. And
also about how nice it had been to see Lily
again.

ou know she said you didn’t have to

wear a tux,” Josh pointed out again,
still convinced that I hadn’t heard the first
few reminders. Josh had just arrived, so I
could forgive him for not noticing the hun[]J
dred old people wearing tuxedos who shook
my hand when I was trying to set up.

“You know, she also said that it would be
a small family gathering.”

“It isn’t that big, though. Right?”

An overweight sixtylylearldld man with
a long fuzzy beard took his seat in the pen[]
ultimate row of chairs on the large, crowded
field of the winery:.

“There goes guest 146, a.k.a. bearded
guest 58,” I reported. We both watched as
the man dropped his program and struggled
to bend over just far enough to reach it.

Amy’s aunt snuck behind us and shyly
tapped my right shoulder.

“Walter? I just wanted to say thanks
again for playing. It’s really sweet of you. All
the guests have arrived, so we can start in a
few minutes.”

Weddings have always been boring to
me, and this one was no different. Every sin[]
gle action is predictable and unimpressive.
I've never seen two people pleasantly surd]
prise me with how much they care for each
other. My wedding will be different. I'll get
to make the rules.

After the thirtylfour minute ceremony, I
sat in my chair, waiting to be left alone outl]
side with all of the important guests in the
reception building next door. Josh was one
of them, and he walked right by with Amy
wrapped around him. They were laughing. I
wished I was laughing with them.

“Walter?” I knew that voice anywhere.

“Lily? What are you doing here?”

“Bill’s my uncle.”

“Bill?”

“Theg room.”

“The groom? Oh, yeah. We’re at a wed[]
ding.”

She smiled and nodded, trying to make
me feel stupid. I liked that. “Well, anyway, I
saw that both you and Barbra were here and
thought I'd better give you a birthday card.”
She held out a wedding program.

“What!]

“Turn it over.”

On the back was a whole paragraph of
personal compliments and other nice things.
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Well, at least that’s what I was assuming it
was. The whole thing was written in Spanish,
and I couldn’t read a damn word besides my
name at the top.

“You'll get the English version,” Lily
paused, “once you let me hold Barbra.”

“You assume I can’t read Spanish,” I told
her, pointing out the flaw in her clever plan.

Lily studied me and waited for me to rel]
assure her that I was lying.

“Okay. Fine. You win,” I told her. She
seemed both happy and terrified when I un[J
packed Barbra and held her out. “Be careful.
She’s worth more than I am.”

Lily struggled to get comfortable with
the instrument on her shoulder. Her chin
was not comforted by the chin rest since it
was too busy squeezing the relatively sharp
corner. Cellists look like they’re in so much
pain when they try to play this superior inl[]
strument.

“Bow,” she demanded without taking her
eyes off Barbra.

“Hang on, that wasn’t part of the deal.
And T still haven’t gotten that English verl]
sion yet, anyway.”

“I'll give it to you if you give me the
bow and teach how to play a scale first.” She
smiled at me. She enjoyed having that small
bit of powerp] ower that I have always del]
nied her.

“Okay, fine, but no more favors after
that.” I handed over my six[Hundredldollar
bow. I wondered what could possibly be
in that letter that could be worth this long
wait. Was it just a bunch of halfldssed com[]
pliments, or was it personal? I didn’t know if
she had even written a real letter in English.
She didn’t care about me. She cared about
Josh. Maybe she’d written one for him too. A
better one. Damn it.

“Okay, how do I hold it?]

“I'm sorry, but can I just read the letter?
It’s really bothering me, and I don’t think I
can think about anything else until I read it.”

She looked into my eyes, not smiling,
and had this look about her. Concerned? No,
that’s not it. Understanding. Lily had just be[
come a much more complex person to me.

“Of course.” She handed me Barbra and
my bow and then walked over to the purse
she left by a nearby chair. She came back and
handed me another wedding program. “Turn
it over.” She wasn’t smiling anymore. Actuall]
ly she looked worried and nervous, avoiding
my eye contact and blushing a little.

I turned the program over and found my
birthday card. In English. Here’s what it said:
“Dear Walter,

“Not really sure why you wanted
me to write this, but a deal’s a deal so here
I am writing this for you. I know it seems
like I haven’t talked to you for a while, but
Josh explained to me how you just needed
to be on your own with your closest friends
for a while.” That’s funny. I didn’t know Josh
thought Amy was one of my closest friends.
“He told me about the hospital and about
your mental condition.” Okay, now what the
hell was that about? Can that fucker go anyl ]
where without telling people how crazy I am?
“I'm really sorry for you but am happy now
to see that you're still the same personl] still
the same attractive violinist that all the girls
in our orchestra had a crush on, haha. Maybe
when you're ready we could hang out a little
more if that’s what you want (Josh is really
worried about you. He’s such a good friend).
Well, the real purpose of this note was to tell
you happy birthday, so happy birthday!

Lily.

That backstabbing bastard son of a bitch
piece of shit! Who knows how long Josh had
been feeding Lily all that bullshit about my
“mental condition” making me incapable of
love. I like how I am, so why shouldn’t any[]
one else? Lily liked me this whole time, and
I could have worked with that. She looked
so beautiful right now in that blue strapless
dress, and I might’ve been her date had Josh



12

(1,1) -12-final layout.indd 2/4/16 1:45 PM

PHOTOGRAPH BY BRENDAN VOIGT



(1,1) -13-final layout.indd 2/4/16 1:45 PM

not hoarded all of her attention. Lily was
staring at me now. She was probably pretty
confused since I had read her letter out loud
and then silently did all this thinking. I delJ
cided to just blurt out something and accept
it as the truth.

“That was a very welllWritten letter. You
look beautiful today. Do you want to hang
out later? Waith] efore you answer that, I'm
going to go punch Josh in his stupid face.”

“What? Don’t do that. He didn’t do anyl]
thing wrong. He’s probably in the middle of
something anyway.”

“He’sh ere.”

“Here?”

“Here. He came to the wedding.”

“Why?”

“Teresa.”

“Teresa?”

“Theb ride.”

“Is she his aunt?”

“No, he’s dating her niece. They’re probl]
ably in that building dancing with each other
right now.” She still looked confused. “He’s
not dancing with the bride. That would be
awkward. No, he’s dancing with his girll]
friend. Ha, ha. That would be awkward.”

“Josh has a girlfriend?” Lily looked like
she just heard that Josh had died in some
freak accident. Then I remembered that Lily
hadn’t known about Amy and wasn’t supl]
posed to ever know about her. Oops.

“Yeah... they’ve been dating for a couple
months. Didn’t he tell you?”

Now Lily was angrier than that time she
saw me laughing during a group prayer at our
orchestra rehearsal.

Then she looked up at me with an unfal]
miliar fire in those disturbed eyes. “I’'m going
to go punch Josh in his stupid face,” she de[J
creed. “Why are you smiling?”

I took her hand, and together we walked
into the reception hall to punch Josh in his
stupid face.

Inside, the majority of guests sat at their
tables, taking advantage of the unlimited
booze and talking loudly.

“There he is.” Lily was pointing to the
dance floor where Josh was awkwardly walk{ ]
ing in small circles with Amy wrapped all
around him.

The song they were dancing to was “I
Will Always Love You” by Whitney Housl]
ton. Whitney’s voice is far too beautiful to
punch someone to. Even if he is a backstabl]
bing[BastardldonldfldBitch piece of shit.
That wouldn't feel right. And I didn’t want to
punch Josh anymore. That would really hurt
my bow grip.

“Lily, I don’t think we should?] She
wasn't standing next to me anymore. She
must’ve gotten tired of waiting for my think{ ]
ing since she was already twolthirds of the
way to Josh and Amy: I filtered through the
crowd of tables and drunk fatties and reached
Lily just in time to stop her from confronting
Josh but too late to do so without him seeing
both of us.

“Come on, Lily. Let’s get out of here,”
I whispered into her ear, trying to sound as
soothing as possible. “He’s not worth it.”
God, I hated that cliché, but I couldn’t think
of anything else to say that applied to this
situation.

Lily nodded and I led her through a
quick route that would take us far away from
Josh. But Josh was quicker.

“Lily?” He suddenly got very happy and
excited. “What are you doing here?”

“Don’t worry, Lily. I got this,” I assured
her. “Bill’s her uncle.”

“Bill?”

“Theg room.”

“Theg room?”

“Yeah, there was a wedding, remember?”
I discreetly waved my hand at Lily, signalling
for her to escape. “I played Schubert, and
everybody cried. Except you, but then again

13
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you hate classical music, don’t you, buddy?”

“Josh, who’s she?” Amy folded her arms.
I hate it when girls do that.

“She’s Bill’s niece,” I told her.

“Bill?”

“The groom.” Lily just made it safely
outside.

“I know who the fuck my aunt’s getting
married to.” Amy was pissed. It was kind of
funny.

“Don’t yell at him like that, Amy,” Josh
cut in, then whispered a little too loudly. “We
don’t want him to cause a scene. You know,
because of his mental condition.”

“He’s right, Amy. How about you two
talk about how much you love each other and
any other lies you'd like to spread? I'll just go
and check on my mental condition outside.
Have a nice night.” I turned around and did
not look back, my adrenaline supported by
the big key change Whitney just sang.

Outside, Lily was waiting for me next to
my violin case. I had no idea how she knew
how to put Barbra away, but there wasn’t
time to worry about that. I took Barbra from
Lily and walked right past her toward the
parking lot.

“You're not planning on walking home,
are you?”

“Actually, I was hoping you could drive
me.” I grinned at her, she blushed at me, and
then we both got in her Jeep and left our
friends behind us.

t was a twoldnd[d[Balf hour walk to Lily’s

house from mine, and my feet were hurt[]
ing from the dress shoes I was wearing. My
arm was tired from carrying Barbra that

whole time. I knocked on the old wooden
front door.

A very huggable old lady answered the
door. Shit. Wrong house.

“Can I help you, young man?” She looked
at me like I was her dream come true.

“Can you point me towards Lily Retter’s
house.” I watched the woman’s shoulders
sink with disappointment before she finally
helped me. “Two houses down. She’s a lucky
woman.” She winked at me.

I knocked on the cleanly painted red
front door two houses down. This time, Lily
opened the door. I took Barbra out of her
case.

“Walter? What are you doing here? Why
are you dressed in a suit?”

I began to play. “Liebesfreud.” That’s
what I played. I didn’t look at her until I was
finished, but a few tears on her cheek with
that satisfied smile let me know how much
she enjoyed it. And that was only part one
of my plan.

“I have a letter for you,” I told her with a
solemn expression.

“Oh really? Well, I'd love to read it.”

I handed her the envelope that had been
tucked in my jacket’s breast pocket.

She tried to read my letter for about six
or seven seconds before catching on to my
revenge plan. “It’s all in German!”

“Do you want the English version?”

“What do I need to do?”

“Hmm. How about a kiss?”

She blushed and pretended to think
about it for a while. “Deal.”

Bipolar shit can be tiring, but I wasn’t
tired anymore.
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Cruel Chemistry

Suzanne Renard

15
Oxide is the name for she,
incomplete simplicity.
She’s been spinning round and wide,
for to become dioxide.

But a noble gas is he[]
runs round monatomically.
He has every electron!
Freely wandering Neon.

(Weak charge.)

She feels no reaction.
Her need for attraction
makes it blue for her.

Could it be Neon’s shyness,
or conceit at his highness?
Noble foible, who can tell?
Hides himself inside his shell.

Oxide mourns lost alliance.

Her heart eludes defined science.
He from nomad family

blames it on cruel chemistry.

She’s still lonely, he’s still free.
She loves him periodically.
Dreamers, lovers, win or lose,
risk the elemental blues.
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Affections

Anonymous

hy was it so damn cold? He was shivl]

ering, the yawns starting to rack his
body. His watch read 1r:00 pm. He'd been
lucky that his phone hadn’t died earlier,
when he was on the bus counting the num[]
ber of stops until he had to get off, crossing
off in his mind each one they passed from
the digital list on Google Maps. His parents
were going to kill him. There had been no
one at the counter when he’d walked in, but
the drivelthrough was busy. He had always
rolled his eyes at people who ate fast food
this late at night, but now here he was, setl]
tling into one of those uncomfortable plas[]
tic seats that spun just a bit from side to
side, waiting for his food.

The last time he’'d gone to a Jack in the
Box, he’d gotten a Buttery Jack, since he’d
seen the commercial and it'd looked good.
What he’d gotten was a patty @nd bun dripl]
ping with grease, soaking the thin glazed palJ
per that the sandwich was wrapped in when
you opened the box. He'd had to wash his
hands about ten times just to get the smell
out of his fingertips, and he’d associated Jack
in the Box with obnoxious heaps of grease
ever since, to the point where the thought
of it made him gag. But he’d missed lunch,
having left school for the concert hall before
he'd had a chance to order anything. And
then he'd been busy finding the bus stop that
would get him home afterwards and getting
a ticket to the concert.

Now the smell was making his empty
stomach roll into the fetal position and
moan. He'd ordered something with bacon,

he thought, but with each yawn he became
less aware of where he was and what he was
doing, and more aware of how cold he was.
He was jolted out of this daze when he heard
a girl laugh behind him, and then wet smackl]
ing noises as she and her boyfriend began to
make out. Romantic setting you picked, hub? he
thought as he looked behind him. Normally
he would try to hide the fact that he was
staring, but he was too tired to care now. He
wondered why kissing a girl right now didn’t
seem as exciting as it used to, that he wasn’t
getting that subtle stiffening in his lap that
reminded him he could use some action like
that.

The concert had been really good. The
girls were pretty, too. He'd noticed that,
which was reassuring since it reminded him
of what it was like when it was just girls he
noticed.

He heard a crinkling and looked up to
see the white paper bag on the counter. This
time, the bottom of the bag was clean, but it
still evoked those memories of last time, the
bottom of the bag stained, the butter ooz[]
ing out of it, reminding him of semen, the
white greasy substance dripping from it per]
meating his teeth and fingertips. He shook
his head to try and ward off the feelings, but
couldn’t help recalling that dripping burger.
People liked that? He couldn’t stop thinking
about the smell.

He'd hugged Greg after the show. He'd
been waiting for it since halfway through
the show; it was obligatory, and though Greg
didn’t really give hugs freely, he was always
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more likely to after a show, especially after
one where he, Jake, was the only friend who'd
come. The hug wasn’t as warm as he’d wanted
it to be, but he’d expected that, too. It was
just nice to touch him, for once. Greg wore
black dress pants, and Jake realized how
he missed the tight red pants Greg usually
wore. Then Jake shook his head again and
unwrapped the burger and took a bite. No
sauce this time, just cheese and meat. Noth[]
ing oozing or dripping out....stop it.

The couple in the back wasn’t making
out quite as forcefully as before, but they
were still going at it. Jake bit into a fry, and
stared out the window. Across the street, at
the corner where he’d stood for a while after
getting off the bus, was a windowless build[]
ing marked “Daniel’s Home Surveillance Sys[J]
tems.” Jake doubted anyone in this neighbor_|
hood could afford those types of products.
He stared at the burger for a moment and
thought of the cook that he couldn’t trust.
He hated that he couldn’t. He took another
bite and closed his eyes.

he panorama function on his iPhone

had always been disappointing. The
commercials all made it way cooler and
smoother, with the guy taking a picture of
the Grand Canyon. Most pics any normal
person took were all crooked at the edges,
showing the crappy job the camera had done
of stitching several things together. He had
only one on his phone, from the DC trip
they'd taken. When he’d met Greg. He was
lying on the bed, clad in tight gray pants, the
kind that had those white lines on the side
that made Jake shiver when you scratched
them. The picture was from sophomore
year. Jake kept going back to that picture in
his mind, revisiting that corner of the shot
with Greg curled up on the bed staring at
his phone. He’d always liked that picture,
even before he accepted that he /iked Greg.
He remembered it when he thought he was

making all of this up. Which was constantly.

Red appeared in the corner of his eye,
and he turned his head quickly to see the
bus coming into view down the road. Fingers
spread apart so as not to spread the smell
and grease from the fries and bun, he awk(]
wardly fished his wallet out of his pocket by
pinching at it with his ring and pinky finger
to get at his bus pass, at the same time trying
to maneuver his coat over his arm without
touching his fingers to it at all. He ran out of
the doors, thinking regretfully of the unfin[]
ished food as he waved at the bus to stop it
from going by

he bus jolted and he jerked awake,

disoriented. He didn’t know where he
was, peering hard into the darkness with[]
out much luck. He felt it was time to get
off, but he couldn’t tell for sure. Lifting his
glasses and rubbing his eyes, he continued
to peer out into the darkness. They came
up past one of the bus stop shelters where
two people sat, staring at their phones. As
the bus passed just beyond them, one of the
men stood and opened his mouth a bit as
the bus kept going by, expressing interest in
the bus too late. This whole experience was
so surreal, Jake realized[]his travelling late
on a school night in this half{Thcid state, not
really knowing where he was while trying to
make sense of the strangely warm feeling
that affected his crotch but also his chest
as he thought about Greg. Then the bus
rolled off a bump in the road and the seat
slammed roughly upwards into his tailbone,
which woke him up and made him squirm.
The only thing he was sure of was that he
would not be doing any homework tonight.

he next day, Jake was rushing to his next

class when he caught sight of Greg’s
face. Greg made a subtly strange face in aclJ
knowledgement, clenching his teeth togeth[]
er and sticking out his upper lip to form a
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sort of confused halfldrimace. He never said
hi in the halls, and often Jake would have to
wave him down or approach him to initiate
a conversation. If Greg had been a girl, Jake
would have probably thought he was being a
nuisance and never approached him, but for
some reason he always felt the drive to talk
to him, just to interact with the guy. This
had been since junior year, and now it was a
habit that Jake hardly ever stopped to won[J
der about, wonder if he was being too forcelJ
ful. It was Activity Period now, and Greg
was at his locker.

“Hey, Greg!”

“Heeey” He said it with that highl]
pitched, squeaky voice of his that Jake loved.

“You okay? You look tired or something.”

“No, I'm irritated.”

Jake waited for an answer for a moment,
but getting nothing, probed. “Why?”

“Improv class.”

“What happened today?”

“I was trapped in a room with four
straight white boys! It was awful.”

Jake was already cracking up as Greg said
“straight white boys.” Then he wondered
what it meant, Greg’s not seeming to associl]
ate himself as a “straight white boy.” He was
starting to get that warm feeling again.

“Then we finally were doing some real
work and we were at a frat party and I was a
girl and five minutes in someone was touchl]
ing my boobs...”

Jake gave the obligatory raised eyebrow
look, not really surprised at the audacity of
the jocks that surrounded him at school. He
liked that Greg seemed equally aware of the
misogynistic behavior surrounding him.

“Great job again on the concert last
night.”

“Thanks for coming. Hope you didn’t
vomit too hard when I came out.”

“I actually was almost dead by the end it
was so bad.”

“Aw, we should have gone longer so you'd
have died all the way.”

Jake laughed. “Where are you headed?”

“The library to do some calculus.”

“Yuck. I'll go with you. I need to be disl]
tracted from studying for psychology. I have
like an 85 in the class, but I don't really care.
And, man, I'm so behind in theology.”

“Jaaake, why are you so bad at everyl]
thing?”

“Because senioritis is the worst. And this
is coming from the guy who’s had senioritis
for at least three years now. I can’t believe
any college will accept me.”

“They probably won't.”

“Yeah, probably not.” He sighed ruefully,
wishing for something more in their conver]
sations. They were always characterized by
sarcastic banter, Jake occasionally throwing
in something he was concerned about, only to
have it discounted by Greg. He realized that
these conversations never ended up being in
the appropriate mood for serious talk, since
anything either of them said could be taken
as sarcastic. His heart started to pound, and
he touched Greg’s shoulder. “Can we talk for
a second?” Greg’s face became grave, his eyes
widening questioningly.

“Ummm...sure?”

They were right outside the chapel
doors, so Jake just backed into them. It was
dark, the only light on being the one over
the altar, an agonized crucified Christ lookl]
ing towards the circle of light that the bulb
in the white ceiling cast. Mary and the child
Jesus were shadowed, mother clutching her
son close as they witnessed the two boys sit
down in the front row, nearest the doors.
Jake remembered the last Mass in here, the
one where the sign of peace became hugging
everyone in the crowd. Greg had been sing[]
ing in the choir, standing right near where
they were sitting now. He'd tried to reach
him to give him a hug, but the priest had cut
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the whole thing off, trying to stem the migral |
tion of groups of people across the room.

“Grel] Jake’s voice cracked, and he
could hardly get another word out. He was
breathing heavily now.

“Are you...okay?” Greg was looking
very uncomfortable, looking tensed as he
clutched his books on his lap, arms clamped
against his sides. He was ready to run, Jake
thought.

“I.../tke you.” This was so grade school.
So stupid.

He looked into Greg’s wide, piercing
eyes in the darkness, his dark skin making it

hard for Jake to gauge his expression.

“IP] Gregwas having a hard time speakl]
ing now. “I...have to do calculus.”

He stood and shuffled out quickly: Jake’s
heart was pounding, and he felt sick to his
stomach as he clenched his heaving chest.
Then he looked at Christ, face contorted,
asking the light in the ceiling why, why?
Jake felt the tear that had been welling up
roll down his cheek. What was happening
to him? He clasped his trembling fingers
together and sat staring at the carpet until
the patterns on the carpet faded away into
blotchy waves of dark that filled his eyes.

PHOTOGRAPH BY BRENDAN VOIGT
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Infected
Matt Smith

First grade, I remember

the story planted in my head:
a girl with appendicitis.

She rushed to the hospital,

I, to the sink.

Spending nights in wait

for the telling cramp,

right side, left side,

I switched, I wished

that I'd just be put

under already.

Wished I was empty, clean.

Scrubbing my hairless digits
compulsively, touched air alone:
“Cleanest Kid in South St. Louis.”
My knuckles bled in the winter.

Inventing a technique
for urinating without
touching myself.

My own skin impure.

I splashed onto the bowl.

Preferring my steak charred,
dry, scraping against the knife,
grating my throat.

Better than worms.
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Reading about rabies, AIDS,

I dreaded turning to the images,
hiding behind the physician’s beak.
Feeding my fears.

Giving up on it,

tired of thinking,

my stomach ached.

I thumbed grapes off the floor.
I'm fine.

PHOTOGRAPH BY ANDREW PLUFF
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Elopement

Will Lymberopoulos

O!'NOOY

We all turned upon hearing this
roaring cry. It was Henry. His chubby brown
face was red as he tugged on his mother’s
arms. We all sat quietly, silenced by Henry’s
rage. He was only thirteen. Five minutes ago
he had been chatting happily with me about
how he was going home today. Now tears
streamed down his face as the doctors called
for security. They injected him with some
tranquilizer, and in a matter of moments it
was all over. He lay on the ground, his moth[]
er weeping over his body.

Henry wasn’t going home today:

During the afternoons we were given
time to meet the other patients, for
better or for worse. I guess it was better
than spending it with my crazed roommate
who believed Miley Cyrus was a venomous
lizard[dlien. He told me all about his theory
last night, keeping me awake till the early
hours.

I looked around and found a skinny brul]
nette sitting alone. She wore a dark red long[]
sleeve shirt and sweats. She kept tugging on
her sleeves, trapping the fabric between her
fingers and palms.

“Hey,” I exhaled as I sat down.

“Hi.” At least that’s what I think she
said. She spoke so soft I had to read her lips.

“I'm Kyle. I'm fifteen.”

“Sam. Fourteen.” I heard her this time.

“Poor Henry. Kid must really hate it
here,” I said.

She must have been off in thought or
just didn’t want to talk about Henry because

she didn’t hesitate with the question that we
all wondered about each other.

“How’d you do it?” Her voice was flat.

“Ah.” T ran my hands through my hair.
“0.D”

She raised her eyebrows as if bored.

“How about you?”

She pulled her left sleeve up past her ell]
bow. There were small scars all the way up
her arm, but at the joint was a thick, dark
pink and ragged scar across her arm.

“I managed to get the main vein,” she
said. “Woke up here. I guess I didn’t manage
to bleed out in time.”

She pulled her sleeve back down and
held it with her fingers.

“Nice meeting you.” She barely got the
words out before getting up to go back to her
room.

ive days later I was discharged from the

hospital and placed in an outpatient
program.

I surveyed the room, trying to separate
the crazies from the depressed. Always go
with the depressed when picking a place to
sit. They tend to be quieter and less danger]
ous. I spotted a girl in the back corner. She
had light blonde hair and a thin face with a
small nose and light eyebrows. Her legs were
propped up on the desk in front of her, her
hands folded across her chest. Our eyes met
for a moment before she looked away. I shuf(]
fled down the row keeping my eyes on her.
She glanced at me again as I got closer, probl]
ably wondering if I was going to sit by her.

Yep.
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I plopped down in the desk right next to
hers. She glanced over again to see if I was
looking at her.

I was. I was smiling too.

“Hellooo,” I said.

“Hi.”

“Howww’sss it going?” I said in a goofy
voice.

That got a smile.

“We’re here.” She was looking at me now.
“How do you think it’s going?” She laughed
and turned back.

“Well, I don’t know,” I said in a deep
voice as I looked around the room. “This
place doesn’t seem too bad.”

“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

“Well...” T said continuing my survey.
“We got Petey over hearing digging for gold.
Looks like a nice kid. I'm sure he’ll share if
he finds any. Julio must have already found
some.” I nodded towards a dude with four or
five gold chains. “There’s a nice T.V.” It was
wooden and dusty with antennas sprouting
out on top, and the knobs under the screen
had fallen off. “I'm sure we can catch the
next season of I Love Lucy on that thing.”
I glanced around. “And I mean, you got a
reliable air conditioner keeping us warm.”
The large, thick metal box was crookedly
attached under a window. It shuddered and
coughed and buzzed noisily. “Sounds like
Marty and the professor will come popping
out of it any minute.” I nodded. “Yup. Pretty
cozy place if you ask me.”

She laughed and shook her head.

“And, I mean, we've got each other, so
that’s something,” I said, gesturing my hand
towards her.

“You don’t even know me.”

“I know you could use a friend.” I ofl]
fered my hand. “I'm Kyle.”

She fought against her smile but forfeit[]
ed to the handshake.

“I’'m Kate.”

“Nice to meet you, Kate,” I said, smiling

at her. She blushed and turned away. That’s
when I realized her smile was actually really
cute, and so, for the next two weeks, I made
it my mission to get her to smile at least once
every day.

wo days before I was to be discharged,

I walked in to find a mother signing
papers at the front desk. Kate was standing
next to her. That’s when she looked up and
saw me.

“Kyle! Thank God you’re here!” She left
the desk, took my hand, and led me down
the hallway:.

“What’s going on?” I asked. We stopped
in the back corner of the hallway just outside
the group therapy room.

“I'm getting discharged today” She
spoke fast as she pulled some paper from her
pocket.

“What? You can’t leave,” I said, holding
onto her hand.

“I'm sorry. Here.” She bent over and
used her leg to scribble down numbers on
the slip. “Here’s my number. Call me when
you get out. I have to go.”

Her mother called her from the other
end. I took the slip and pushed it deep in my
pocket. We weren’t supposed to share conl]
tact information; if anyone found out, they'd
confiscate it. Kate squeezed my hand then
slipped away and met her mother at the far
end of the hall. Her mother spoke softly to
her and looked up at me. I stood in the cor]
ner of the hallway watching them, my hand
in my pocket. Kate shook her head at what{ ]
ever her mother asked. Her mother nodded
then put her arm around Kate, and they left.

Icalled her that night and the many nights
that followed. We talked excitedly about
how we needed to hang out sometime. Sadly,
she lived in Wentzville, nearly an hour away
from my house. We tried to meet at large
events happening around St. Louis, but tim[]
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ing and misfortune kept us apart. Neither
of us could drive, and it wasn’t like I could
ask my mom to drop me off at a house, an
hour away, of a girl I met at outpatient and
so probably shouldn’t be in contact with in
the first place. And even though we’d grown
to really like each other over the last few
days, texts and calls alone could only last so
long before the conversation went dead.

ver a year later, I found myself on my

way to pick up Rachel, my ex. We had
problems but were trying to make up and
get back together. I had pulled my car up
to her house when my phone buzzed. It
was Rachel: “b down in sec, changing.” I
turned the car off, opened Snapchat, and
was scrolling through some stories when
I saw Kate’s. I pressed on it and saw that
she was in Forest Park for Shakespeare. It
was already ten o’clock at night, but Rachel
lived in Maplewood, which put me ten min(]
utes from Forest Park.

I messaged Kate: “Ur at Forest Park?”

“Yeah! Are you??”

“That’s crazy. I'm on my way!”

“Really?”

“Meet me at Art Hill!”

That’s when I looked up at the house.

“Shit,” I said.

I messaged Rachel. “Gtg, running an erl]
rand, sorry, make it up 2 u18r.”

I pulled away from Rachel’s house,
zipped past the other houses, then hopped
onto I[44 and raced towards Forest Park.

Kate spotted me walking up while I was
still a ways off and met me halfway with a
running hug. I laughed and held her for a
long time before letting go. She looked well,
more pretty now, less cute. It was a good
thing, trust me.

“How have you been? It’s so good to see
you,” I said.

“I'm doing really well. I missed you. You
disappeared on me for awhile. What’s up

with that, man?” She smiled and pushed me.

“Well, hey, let’s catch up. You free?”

“I can’t. I'm here with my mum.” She
made a dreadful face then laughed. “I actul]
ally have to get back soon. I'm supposed to
be going to the bathroom.” She wrapped her
arms around me and pressed her face against
my chest.

“I'm gonna pick you up and take you for
a drive sometime,” I said.

She backed up still holding my hands.

“Yeah, you could use a friend.” She
looked up at me and winked with a big smile.

All T could do was smile and shake my
head.

“What?” she said, still smiling.

“Nothing, nothing.” I stared at the night
sky then looked down at her. “Sure you can’t
stay longer?”

“Wish I could.” She squeezed my hand
and then let go.

I watched her as she hurried back off tol]
wards the crowds.

“Take care of yourself.” I hollered off in
the direction she went.

I heard a faint, “you too,” and then she
was gone.

I went home after that. Rachel was
pretty upset about the whole ditching thing,
so she didn’t want to see me. But all I could
think about was Kate standing there looking
up at me with her blue eyes and big smile.

hat following week, my relatives came

up from Florida as they usually do dur]
ing the summer. They lived at a lake house
only thirty minutes away from my place.
But this time, my cousins Mike and Kevin
came two weeks early without their parents.
I called Kate up and told her to get a whole
day free. That Saturday, I drove all the way
to Wentzville, picked her up, drove all the
way back, and then to the lake.

I stepped inside the small house. Kevin
lay on the couch, passed out. I started tol]
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wards him when Mike spotted me from the
kitchen.

“Kyle!”

I turned to my left. Mike was sitting at
the table shirtless eating a bowl of cereal. He
was nineteen, very muscular, but short. Kev[]
in always called him a gorilla to annoy him.

“Mike! Hey!” I said. Kate walked up bell
hind me.

“I didn’t know you were even coming.
Who’s your friend?” He got up from the tal]
ble and walked over. He was wearing loose
gray athletic shorts with no shoes.

“Yeah, I mean, I tried texting you guys,
but neither of you answered. This is my
friend Kate.”

Mike shook Kate’s hand and introduced
himself, then hugged me.

He laughed. “Yeah, dude, we went barel]
footing on the water and I had my phone in
my pocket. And then last night Kevin and I
had a bunch of lake friends over. Kevin was
so drunk.”

Mike walked over to Kevin and smacked
his face softly. Kevin just moaned and rolled
over.

“See?”

I laughed. “He must have had a good
time. Hey, do you mind if I take the boat
out?”

“Not at all.” He went back to finish his
cereal.

I opened the back sliding door and led
Kate out on the porch. It was nice out. There
was a cool breeze to match the light blue sky
and sparkling deep blue lake. The house was
built on a steep grassy hill with a big oak tree
to the right. There was a small dock at the
bottom which a yellow speed boat was tied
to. It was only supposed to fit six to eight,
but we usually boated with thirteen on
board. Boat patrol hated us.

There were skis and wakeboards piled
towards the back of the boat. I climbed
into the boat and then helped Kate. She was

wearing a light blue bikini. She had told me
during the drive that she had never been
boating before and wasn’t really sure about
it all. She sat in the front, and I untied us
and pushed off. I plopped in the driver’s seat
and checked the large rearview mirror. God,
I love this boat, I thought.

I threw it into gear and launched us forl]
ward. Kate screamed as the bow lurched into
the air, and soon we were flying on the water.
Her fear turned into laughter as she turned
around and looked out onto the empty lake.
Her gold hair whipped in the wind and, after
growing comfortable, she threw her hands
into the air. I throttled it, and we ripped
through the water. I eventually slowed down
and began giving her a tour of the lake. We
cruised past the marina, the clubhouse, the
beach, my grandparents’ house, and the ski
show dock.

I zipped back towards our end of the
lake and then killed the engine in the middle.

“What’s going on?” Kate turned around.
She ran her hand through her hair, but it was
hopeless. The wind had turned it into a tan(]
gled golden mess.

“Your turn,” I said, smiling at her.

It took a split second until... “Oh no no
no.” She laughed. “I am not driving.”

“Oh yes,” I said laughing as I stood up.
“I'll do the throttle. You just steer.” I took
her hand and she reluctantly got up as I
pulled her towards the driver’s seat. I sat
down and then put her on my lap. She took
the wheel. “You ready?” I asked.

“Take it slow.” She gripped the wheel.

I slowly pushed the knob down, propell]
ling the boat forward. She spun the wheel
and felt the boat move under her, then put
her hand over mine and pushed the throttle
all the way forward. The boat rose and she
fell back on me laughing, her hair blowing in
my face. I couldn’t see anything. She whipped
the wheel to the right and drifted the boat
wildly around the bend, then raced back
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across our wake, sending us airborne at full
speed. I came out of the seat and wrapped
my arm around her waist and held her tight.
She let go of the throttle and gripped the
wheel with both hands again. I quickly eased
up on the gas until we were in idle. I could
feel her tense legs and hear her quick breath.
My heart was pounding. She turned around
and faced me. Her soft hair fell on my neck.
Her mouth was slightly open. Her blue eyes
met mine. Our breathing calmed, and she
came closer.

We got the boat back later that after]
noon, and Kevin and Mike joined us out on
the water. We went skiing and wakeboarding.
Kate even ventured out with Mike and Kevin
on the tube. I laughed watching the three of
them in the rearview mirror all squished on
one tube bouncing across the wake. Kate
laughed in the middle as Mike and Kevin
fought back and forth on their knees until
Mike threw Kevin completely off the tube.

Eventually the sun went down, and I
told them I had to get Kate home. They were
sad to say goodbye to their new adventurous
friend. But after the hugs they said goodbye,
and we took off.

‘ )( J e began to hang out more and more

through the summer. Her mother
worked the night shift at the hospital, so
I could come over from six to one in the
morning. I took her to concerts and taught
her to longboard, and she in return taught
me how to paint and play the ukulele.

One night we decided to stop at Dairy
Queen for some ice cream. It was a warm
night, so after we got our desserts we headed
towards the outside seating. There was one
yellow spot light illuminating the circular
picnic tables. We hopped up on the table
and put our feet on the benches. The lot was
built on a small hill on the corner of an in[]
tersection. We sat and enjoyed our custard
as we watched the lights turn from green to

yellow to red to green again.

“Isn’t it crazy?” I said, looking out at the
few passing cars.

“What?” she said, licking her spoon.

“That we’re here. That we even know
each other.”

“I guess.” She scooped another spoonful.

“No really. Like what are the odds? I
mean, I met you at a psychological rehab
place,” I said, looking at her. “And now we’re
eating ice cream.”

She laughed. “Yeah. I guess it is a little
crazy when you think of it like that.”

That’s when I realized I had no idea why
she was in there in the first place. I had been
so busy trying to make her smile and laugh
that I never even questioned why she had
tried to kill herself.

“You okay?” she asked, looking at me.

“What?” I focused on her.

“You got all quiet and look bothered,”
she said.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just was wonl]
dering why you were at outpatient.”

She turned back towards the intersecl]
tion. “Oh.”

I didn’t want to ruin the night with
the conversation, but at that point I had to
know. My mind was reeling with the worst
cases I had seen.

“So, why were you at outpatient?” I
asked weakly.

She didn’t acknowledge me or the quesl]
tion. She just put down her ice cream cup
and stared out at the passing cars. Her hair
wisped softly in the dying wind. She took a
deep breath and held it for a moment then
blew it out through her lips. Her eyes looked
heavy and glazed.

“My mom,” she said finally, taking anothl]
er deep breath as though that had knocked it
out of her. “Ever since my dad left us...”

I swallowed. It was hard to listen to her
struggle like this. Then she turned and faced
me. Her eyes were pained.
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“She’s so mean, Kyle.”

At that moment, I could see the scared
little girl who was abandoned by her father
and went running to her mother for comfort,
only to be met with bitterness, displaced an[J
ger, and abuse. I felt paralyzed with an overl]
whelming mix of anger and sadness.

“I was eventually diagnosed with PTSD,”
she said looking away again. “After that I fell
into the use of drugs: Oxy and Morphine. It
was the only way to escape. I couldn’t stand
being sober. I could hardly go to school or
have a conversation without blurting, ‘Stop
yelling at me. Why are you yelling at me?”
She said it quietly, but I saw how scarred she
really was. “Teachers began noticing that I
was flinching, so my mother got me a coun[]
selor to help with the PTSD symptoms. She
doesn’t blame herself though.”

The street was empty. The hanging inl]
tersection lights flashed from green to yellow
to red.

“I couldn’t take it anymore though. So
I got enough Oxy to kill me, but my mother
cleaned my room and found it before I could
follow through.”

My mind felt broken as I took it all in
and pieced together how lost and scared this
girl sitting next to me must have felt her
whole life.

“That’s when I met you.” She still wasn’t
looking at me. “So yeah, I agree. It is pretty
crazy that we’re here, that we know each
other. But I'm glad we crossed paths.”

She put her head on my shoulder, and I
slowly reached my arm around and held her
next to me. We sat there for a good hour or
so without saying a single word, until retiring
back to the car. I drove slowly back to her
house then parked in the driveway. It was allJ]
most midnight. She didn’t get out of the car
though. I knew she didn’t want to be alone.

“I'll come back for you,” I said turning
towards her. “I promise.”

“I know,” she said, then leaned over and
kissed me.

I watched her open the car door and
walk up towards her house. She stood in her
doorway and waved as I pulled out of her
driveway. I waved back and then started my
long drive home.

I lay in my bed that night thinking.
Summer was coming to a close. Soon, school
would be here, and seeing Kate would be a lot
harder. We only had a few weeks left. That’s
when I had a crazy idea. I was so excited that
I spent the rest of the night figuring out the
details of how to make this actually happen.

The next morning I called Kate and told
her my plan. At first she didn’t believe me,
but after I explained, she excitedly agreed.

wo days later, I woke up at 3:30 in the

morning, showered, and then hopped
in my car and chased down the full moon
on my way to Kate’s. I arrived at 4:52, eight
minutes early.

“Here!” I texted her. “Let’s go.”

I saw that she read the message, and five
minutes later her front door opened. Kate
came running towards the car.

“Goood morning,” I said as she opened
the door.

“Hey!” She smiled.

I started driving as she closed the door
behind her.

“Can we get coffee?” she asked.

I laughed. “Great minds think alike.
Starbucks opens at §:00.” I pointed to the
digital clock in my car. It was 4:59.

turned on some road trip music as we
flew down the interstate.

“So what did you tell your mom?” I
asked. We both were in great moods. The
coffee had us buzzed and the music freed our
souls.

“I said my friend was taking me to the
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lake for the whole day!” she said. “I knew she
wasn't going to check either. She’s always so
tired from working all night.”

“Oh, nice, nice,” I said. “I told my parl]
ents basically the same thing, only I was go[J
ing fishing, and we were trying to catch the
sunrise.” I laughed and looked down at the
speedometer. “Oh shit. We’re going a hun[]
dred! I didn’t even notice.”

Kate laughed. “We’re gonna make good
time.”

‘ >< Je stopped for gas and got some
snacks. I bought us both some Cokes
in glass bottles. We clinked the bottles and

cheered to making memories and then were
on our way again.

hree hours later Kate sat up in her seat
excitedly.

“Oh my God. I can see the skyline!”
There it was. Chicago. We had made it.

We both gazed upon the great skyl]

scrapers as we cruise up north shore.

We parked at Navy Pier and hopped out of
the car. We didn’t know what we were doing
or where we were going, but it didn’t matter.

“We gotta be back here by five,” I said,
looking at my watch. It was only 9:47. We rel]
ally had made good time.

“Sounds good! Let’s go!” she said, skipl]
ping towards the parking garage stairwell.

‘ >< 7 ¢ walked with a kick in our step and

grins on our faces. It was us against
the city, and right then life was really good.
We strolled on the water’s edge and looked
at the sailboats and yachts tied off in the
harbor. I bought us strawberry smoothies to
sip on as we came to Millennium Park.
“The bean!” Kate shrieked in joy.
We took countless photos of each other
doing goofy poses with the giant sculpture.
We walked into the city and stopped at Mary

Lou’s Cafe to grab another coffee.

I spun on the high chair at the bar as the
barista made our drinks.

“Who does this!” I said, swiveling my
head to look at her as I spun.

“What?” she said with a smile as she
grabbed our drinks and pushed mine in front
of me.

“I mean, who goes to Chicago for a day!”
I laughed. “This is crazy!”

She laughed. “We’re crazy. We go to Chill
cago for a day.”

We drank our coffees and then she took
out her phone and started a video.

“So Kyle,” she said, pointing the camera
at me.

“Yess.”

“Where, um, where are we?” she said,
scanning the cafe with the camera and then
pointing it outside at the busy downtown
traffic.

“Well, Kate, I think we’re in Chicago,”
I said, and she put the camera back on me.

“Chicago??” she said in disbelief.

“Yep.” I nodded my head. “We ran away
to Chicago for a day.”

This got her very excited. She got up
from her stool and hurried outside, and I foll]
lowed her with my coffee. She quickly filmed
the skyscrapers towering over us and the
honking taxis and the busy people pushing
past us. Then she looked at me with a full
smile. I thought for a moment she was going
to cry.

“We've escaped to Chicago.” She clicked
her phone off and hugged me.

‘)( Je toured downtown, investigating
all the quirky little shops and takl]

ing in all the interesting characters. We ran
through a fourldtoryltall Macy’s, laughing as
we tried on all sorts of different swimsuits,
striking poses as we came out of the chang[]
ing room.

Kate found a display of perfumes while
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we waited in the checkout line.

“Hmmm,” she said smelling one. “Ooh,
that’s nice.” Then she sprayed me with it.

“Hey!” I said.

She just laughed. “Yeah, this one’s nice
too.” She picked up another one and doused
me with it. I smiled and grabbed it from her
and sprayed her back. She bursted out in
laughter as she tried to run, but I wrapped
my arm around her and held her close and
sprayed her three or four more times. We
both laughed until I looked up. We were
at the front of the line. The checkout lady
was a gray haired old woman who had a dull,
warped frown.

“You going to buy that?” she said with
her eyelids half open.

“Umm,” I said. “No.” Then I put the bot[]
tle down and placed our suits on the table.

e made our way back to North

Shore. By the time we got there, we
were both very hot and sweaty, but we still
smelled like women’s perfume. We quickly
changed in the public bathrooms and raced
each other down to the populated beach.
The water was frigid. We ran in about knee
high then froze and ran back out.

I looked at Kate, then winked and
glanced at the freezing water.

“Kyle...” she said slowly. She knew what
I was thinking.

I started towards her and she screamed
as I scooped her off her feet and ran into cold
Lake Michigan. I got up to my waist until go[]
ing under with her in my arms. We both shot
up, gasping as the cold water shocked our
bodies.

“Ah!” she said, splashing me with a smile.
“It’s so cold!”

“We gotta stick together to stay warm.”
grabbed her hand and pulled her against me.
Her thin body tightly pressed against mine
as we hugged each other. I could feel her
goose bumps on her arms. We both laughed

and then eventually got out and lay out on
the warm sand to warm ourselves back up.

It was nearly three o’clock by the time we
changed back into our normal clothes.
We walked back towards the city and
stopped on a grassy hill just beyond the
beachfront. It perfectly overlooked the city
skyline and the lake’s harbor. A cool breeze
flowed up the hill and through my still wet
hair. Kate stood at my side. I took a deep
breath through my nose and felt the chilly
air rush into my lungs.

“Life is good,” I said.

Kate inhaled deeply, following my lead.

“I feel free,” she said.

e had one more stop to make before

leaving. We caught a cab and took it
deep into the city. I tipped the driver well,
and he blessed us and told us to have fun on
our adventure. We were walking down the
street when a short, sickly bum with frizzy
gray hair in ripped brown clothes called out
to us from the curb.

“That’s a beautiful wife you got there,”
he said in a scratchy voice. “You take care of
her now, you hear?”

Kate blushed as I dropped a fiveldollar
bill in his cup.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

The shop was only a few feet further. It
was Marc Jacobs. The female workers well]
comed us, and Kate made her way back tolJ
wards the jewelry.

“This is it,” she said, holding up a neck]
lace.

“Alright,” I said, and she put it down.

The cashier smiled at us both and
wished us a good day. Kate put it on right as
we left. It was a thin golden necklace with a
small circle on an axis at the middle. There
was some kind of foreign writing on it.

“What does it mean?” I asked her.

“I'love you,” she said as she smiled at me.
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We caught the cab back to Navy Pier
and headed home. It had been a full

day, and we were both exhausted. The sky
had turned dark as we cruised past the end[J
less cornfields.

“Well,” Kate said. “We did it. We eloped
for a day.”

I smiled. “Yeah. We did, didn’t we.”

‘ >< 7 ¢ were only an hour away when Kate

got a call. It was her mother.

“Hello?...I'm at the lake?...with Jess...”
Then she got quiet. “Okay, Mom, I’'m not
going to lie to you...” she said.

I looked at her, worried.

“I went to Chicago with my friend
Kyle...I'm sorry, I shouldn’t have lied...Yes,
we’re on our way back...I'll be home soon...
okay, bye.” She hung up.

The wind howled around our car. I
turned up the heater.

“What happened?” I asked.

Kate’s voice sounded tight. “My mom
got a call from one of my friends. They
snitched on me and told her I was in Chicago
with a random guy.”

“What? Why would anyone do that?”

Kate just shook her head and wiped
away the tears that rolled down her cheek.

hen we pulled up to her house, a pol]

liceman and her mother were waitl]
ing for us. Her mother ran out and opened
the car door.

“Oh. Kate. Thank god you’re okay!”
she said, pulling Kate out of the car before
I could say a last goodbye. Then she stared
at me with angry eyes. “I don’t want to see
you again. I don’t want you contacting my
daughter again. I'll have you arrested if you
do.” She slammed the door and pulled Kate
in the house.

I sat slumped in my seat. The officer
came to my window: I rolled it down.

“Evening. You and Kate are friends?”

A middleldged man, he seemed more tired
than upset.

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay. Well, we got a call that you were
staying the night in Chicago with Kate.”

“No, sir.”

“Yeah. Well, you got her back before
curfew at eleven. You need to just be careful.
Had you been eighteen, it could have been
charged as a kidnapping, or had you done
anything with her, you know, her mother
could press charges.”

“I understand, sir.”

“But since none of that happened, there
really isn’t any offense, so you’re free to go.”

I nodded as he walked away. I took one
more look at Kate’s house before shifting
into drive and pulling away.

he next day I felt like shit. Kate’s moth[]

er somehow got my parents’ number
and informed them of what happened. I was
grounded for the rest of summer.

I thought about Kate everyday after that,
but didn’t heard from her. Her mother must
have blocked my number on Kate’s phone,
because calls and texts didn’t go through.
Then in August, a week before school started
I got a letter in the mail. It was Kate.

Dear Kyle,

My mother blocked your number in my phone,
and has been checking my messages and calls every[]
day. 1 managed to find where you live and thats
how I'm sending this. I know you won’t be able to
reply, but 1 want you to know that this last suml[]
mer has been the best of my life. Ill never forget
you or what you did for me. I want you to know,
and 1 mean this with all my beart, I don’t regret
our day in Chicago, even if we won’t be able to see
each other anymore. 1 hope you feel the same. We
escaped for a day together. Us against the city. Us
against the world. Take care of yourself:

Lowve,
Kate
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sat there and read it over and over. I hood, I'll tell them this story. I'll recall her

knew I'd never forget Kate. When I'm  blue eyes and big smile, and how she would
old and have kids, and they ask me to tell squeeze my hand before letting go as if sayl]
them a crazy thing I did during my childlJ ing, “I'm coming back. I promise.”
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On the Value of Being a Lost Sheep

Suzanne Renard

My heart has no wish to go wand’ring,

But my mind nearly splits to explore,

Since my feet point two different directions,
And they've never been walking before.

How I wish that I could be returning,
Coming in from the lost to belong.

But how can the prodigal come home,
When she’s been in the yard all along?

Who would think that a womb could get tiring,
Or the arms of a shepherd seem tight?

Could the leaving be easier done than said?
How sudden, the way of all flight.

The grass is no lusher where I've never grazed.
Still I wonder if, tasting it, I'd be amazed.
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These Embers

Matt Loranger

These embers will fade out soon 35
Devoid of any glow or warmth

Might as well pour the water now

Clear out the smoke and hope nobody saw

I'll bury the ashes you left

Just do your part and kick away our footprints

It was a good fire, you know
Just dependent on a spark
And what is a spark

But a brief flash,

Mortal and momentary?

PHOTOGRAPH BY WILL KELLY
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Sorrow

William George

I dido’t know I had done it

until I had done it

while putting up the screens

on the first warm day of spring.
Three or four eggsl] couldn’t tell which
they were so small and cracked to
smithereensl] ay in a smear of
what might have been.

Sadness crept in

as I finished the chore that kept
wasps and bees and other pests
from swooping and bobbing
inside the porch we so enjoy

on an evening as the sun

fades over Route 66,

the aging highway near our place.

But, as I sat there admiring my work,
the mother, just smaller than my fist,
sat down on a planter hanging

just outside. Perched there,

she tilted her head left then right,
wondering how, I gathered,

to tend to the nest and to her eggs
no longer there.

After a bit she flew up and

into the screen

once, again, again,

and then she flew away.

What I felt was sorrow,

for what else could it be,

that ache, that awful ache

we know so well when life goes
wrong and we are in its path

or worse, are the path?

What she felt I do not know, but,
since I’'m just a man,

I'll call it sorrow too.
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Realization
Derek Rieke

never considered myself a momma’s

boy until my senior year of high school.
Not until then did my appreciation for my
mother reach its full potential and blossom
into something beautiful.

My mom is bipolar. While I've known
this for most of my life, the illness had never
really affected me personally. Every couple
weeks, my mom would become manic and
have to shut herself in her room for a few
days, but that was basically the extent of it.
The rest of my family, myself included, did
what most of society does in response to
mental illness: we tucked it into the dusty
closet of our memory and pretended it
wasn’t there. We lived in a gilded household;
to those around us we were a joyful and pros[J
perous family, but on the inside we lived with
my mother’s bipolarity burning in our hearts,
begging to be addressed. It never was.

With bipolar disorder, one’s mood spikes
up and down like the rise and fall of a sine
curve. Occasionally the lowest lows, coupled
with extreme anxiety, result in suicidal tenl]
dencies. On Monday, September 28, my mom
attempted to end her life.

That night she had taken a week’s worth
of Lorazepam, which caused her breathing
rate to drop dangerously low: As I was leaving
for school the next morning, my dad called
me upstairs into their room, asking for my
help, saying, “This has happened before.” He
asked me to help him carry her to the car so
that he could drive her to the hospital and
get the chemicals pumped from her body.

I grabbed her feet, he lifted her shoulders,
and together we carried her down a flight of
steps and outside to the car. Her body was
dead weight and her skin pale and lukewarm;
the only indication of life was a continual
soft snore bubbling from her nose. My dad
drove off and I went back to getting ready
for school; only this time my hands were
shaking.

Upon reldntering my parents’ bedroom
to look for socks, I noticed my mom’s journal
lying open on the ironing board in the center
of the room, a black binder in the center of a
sunlit chamber. The page had been left open
on a suicide note, addressed to me and the
rest of our family. My mom had written that
she couldn’t live with the the lack of acknowl[]
edgement of her mental health, which is why
she decided to end her life. She dedicated a
mass of text to each of us, and in my section,
she scrawled, “You're the only one who really
understands the way my brain works.” And I
do understand, despite my constant denial. I
understand how bipolar disorder works, and
I understand how my mom is often beside
herself emotionally. I understand that people
with bipolar disorder attempt suicide. I un[]
derstand it all.

But it was never real, not until that mol]
ment. I had never been confronted with the
magnitude of responsibility that comes with
being bipolar; I never thought I would carry
my mom’s nearly lifeless body or read her last
words. I now understand that these things
are a reality, not just for my mom, but for me
and the rest of my family. I can’t pretend that
these issues aren’t there, and I can’t keep liv[]
ing in denial that they don’t affect me. Now
that she’s recovered, I must embrace them
and give my mom the opportunity to truly
live her life, acknowledging her struggles
with bipolar disorder but not allowing them
to define her. I can’t, and I won'’t, let her live
as a shade of her true self.
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Concrete Saints
Frank Corley

‘What happens to all the statues of saints they sell on craigslist,
The ones no one ever buys?

Francis of Assisi, birds broken off his shoulder.

Mary, too heavy to be assumed into heaven.

Theresa, left alone with no little flowers.

What happens when Hubert has no woods to wander,
No hunters to protect?

What happens when the beautiful Virgin is left scarred,
Nose shattered, veil crumbling?

‘What happens when the Sacred Heart is broken,

Rent asunder by human neglect?

It is for us to watch over our homes,

to tend our gardens.

For us to look after the forests,

to guard our herds.

It is for us to hear the impossible causes,

to solve the hopeless cases.

It is for us to be alive for one another,

Alive for ourselves and our world:

Concrete saints.
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The Muse’s Blessing

Mazit Dorsey

Nothingness, nothingness, nothingness, and more nothingness.

The more you try to dig something out of your head, the more you have nothing to
say.

“How can anyone think of anything?” you ask in your frustration.

You don’t understand.

You're not the one coming up with things to say.

It’s Inspiration. She’s the one doing the saying. She’s been doing it since Homer.
Your job isn’t to create.

You're supposed to listen, to transcribe.

Sure, you edit, you tweak, you make things look nice and pretty.

But you’re not supposed to go in search of big ideas.

That’s how you scare ’em away.

You have to let them come to you.

The rest, that’s as easy as...

Easy as...

Darn it, how does the rest of the phrase go?
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On The Virtues of
Field Dressing

Matt Smith

he hair on the underbelly of a white[]

tailed deer is a strange thing. When
you rub your palm against it in the autumn
daylight, after gripping the rough wood and
branch and root found everywhere, the
cold steel of ladders and rifle[Barrels, noth[]
ing seems softer. But the hand betrays. You
know that the warmth lies, that the flesh
underhand even now cools, the blood bubl]
bling out so persistently from a modest
chest wound. And then this soft little creal]
ture of God transforms before your eyes
into a thing fit for butchery. “Fine revolulJ
tion,” indeed.

Initially, I didn’t believe I had shot him.
Well, no, to be fair, I didn’t even believe 1
had seen a deer in the first place. The wood
sare so maddeningly quiet sometimes that
when you hear any crinkling of leaves or
brushing of branches, you just have to twist
your neck 360 degrees like a prison yard
spotlight or else you kick yourself for miss[]
ing that one chance that might've led to glo[]
ry, action. But, after a while, you learn to sort
the sounds. The arrhythmic, ugly scuttling of
fat brown squirrels the size of my head is as
different from a deer’s steps as an innerldity
highway is from a backwoods dirt road. The
difference lies in meter, in mood. In my head,
I'd like to think that the deer stride so shyly
because they’ve wisened up to the vigilance
of sweaty men with guns and beef jerky in
the trees, but I know deep down that they've
been like that since they were first dreamed
up before it all.

Excited didn’t even begin to describe the
cocktail of emotions that flowed through me
as I saw this ghostly animal shoulder its way
through the brush. Awe, ecstasy, dreadl]

they all coursed through my brain as my
hands went on autopilot, reaching for the
rifle cradled on my knees. Sighting in on his
shoulderlBlade as my father had instructed
me dozens of times before, I mumbled a
short prayer for the deer’s life and pulled the
trigger.
AllT felt was the recoil.

D 1 y father shot me a toothy grin as we
stood over the deer’s body, his head

looking unnaturally long underneath the
blazeldrange hunting cap. Patting me on
the back with his thickly gloved hands, he
handed me his thin, maple[Bandled hunting
knife and told me to get to work.

“Field dressing” is such a strange term
when you think about it. I'm pretty sure the
deer didn’t think of me as Clara Barton as
I sawed my way through his thick, downy
belly, and I hope to God that no soldier ever
receives the treatment I gave this animal.
Shooting the deer was one thingl]exciting,
awful, classically manlyb] ut field dress[]
ing was the true test of my resolve and my
stomach. Stonelfhced, I followed my father’s
instructions as I sliced open the deer’s mid[J
section, careful not to puncture the exposed
stomach or intestines steaming hot in the
cold.

I had watched my father butcher null
merous deer before, but doing it myself
was strange. As I disemboweled the deer,
instead of fear or disgust, an odd, unspoken
gratitude came upon me for whatever had
resulted in this complex, fragile creature and
provided me with food for the night. I stood
faceltolface with the mystifying truth life’s
great craftsmanship and the difficult truth of
survival, of sustenance.

And as my father and I tugged the
dressed deer by its horns back to camp,
hands stained with blood and gristle, I felt
wholesome. The gun slung on my shoulder
didn’t make me a man. The heart did.
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Flight

Jack Wilke

“ Roll the window up. You're letting rain
in.” Dad motioned with his cigarette.

I reached for the cold metal of the win[J
dow crank and turned it. The glass slowly
rose from the door, and the sounds of the
tires riding over the dirt road and splashing
through puddles became lighter until they
were finally stifled as the window sealed us in
with a hollow thump. The only sounds now
were the raindrops against the windshield
and the soft droning of a nasally country
singer on the radio. The smell of cigarette
smoke filled the truck. My father watched
the road. I couldn’t see much of the valley

through the window anymore, so I felt for
the note in my pocket. It was still there.
Andy had slipped it to me when she'd
visited our house two days before to “pick
up her school books.” I'd found it under one
of the textbooks on my desk. She’d printed
off an article about a scientist who was givl
ing a talk about a college astrophysics proll
gram and what careers it could lead to. The
date of the talk was circled, two days from
then, and had an arrow pointing to it with a
note that said, “Let’s get out of here! You're
coming with me, freckles. No excuses this
time. Meet at the bus stop by St. Sebastian’s
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Church at 10:30. I'll drive.” Under it, she
drew a simple stick figure picture of the two
of us with her cat, Merrill, under a crescent
moon. It’s the same picture she’d drawn in
the sand by the ocean eight years ago.

ndy hadn’t dyed her hair yet back then.

We didn’t live anywhere near each
other, so my mom had driven me to her
house. We’d spent most of the time in the
tree house that was in one of the giant oaks
she had in her backyard. We were just about
finished painting our names, “Andromeda
Flight” and “Kathryn Stirling,” on the ceilll
ing when she asked me what I wanted to do
when I grow up.

“I dunno, maybe I'll be an astronaut and
go to the moon or something.” Andy smiled
and suddenly ran for the ladder, swooping up
Merrill from the blanket we’d brought up for
her. Merrill whined and jumped out of her
arms and down the tree as Andy made her
way down the ladder. “Where are you going?”
I called down the opening in the tree house’s
floor.

“Tust follow me, Freckles!” she called
back as she jumped to the ground. I thought
for a second and then climbed down after her.
By the time I had reached the ground, she’d
caught Merrill again, who was slung over her
shoulder and still meowing. She jumped the
fence and ran into the woods, her blonde
ponytail bobbing behind her. She was three
years older than me and ran a lot faster.

“Wait up!” I yelled as I climbed over
the fence after her. The sun had disappeared
from the sky, and the forest was shadowed
in shades of blue. Thin branches reached
out and scraped at my arms and cheeks as
I chased Andy. I heard animals bursting
through the trees, but I still didn’t slow down.
There wasn’t a path, so a few times I lost
sight of Andy and had only the sound of her
and Merrill crashing through the underbrush
as guidance. Each time, however, she was

always waiting for me a little further ahead.
We finally cleared the woods and emerged
onto the wet sand of a small beach. It wasn’t
like most beaches I'd been to: no beer cans or
cigarette butts anywhere. The horizon had a
hint of pink; the sun must have set only min[]J
utes before. “What is this place?” I asked.
Andy set Merrill down. Her head was craned
back and she had a wide smile.

“Look up.”

I followed where she was looking. A
hundred stars had just become visible in the
dark blue sky, and in the middle of all of them
was the bright crescent moon. I'd never seen
it from this angle before. It looked like it
was smiling down on us. I stood there with
my mouth open, and Andy took my hand.
I turned to her, and she smiled at me, then
pointed at what she'd crudely drawn in the
sand with a stick. It was the two of us, exact[]
ly as we were at that moment, with Merrill in
between us and the smiling moon above us.

“We’ll go there one day,” she said. “You
and me, we’ll go there. Together.”

hat was the last time I saw her for a

while. Mom had been hit by a drunk
driver on the way to pick me up. Mrs. Flight
drove me to the hospital. Andy wanted to
come, but her mom made her stay home.
Mom was in the hospital for five days bel]
fore she died. Dad stopped going to work. I
had to be moved to a public school. It was
six years before I saw Andy again.

She ambushed me with a hug and a
squeal while I was at the library. I didn’t even
recognize her at first. She was about a foot
taller than me and had dyed a streak of her
normally blonde hair blue. She was so loud
the librarian kicked us both out. She brought
me to a nearby bench and told me everyl]
thing that had happened over the years, her
parents splitting up, a crappy boyfriendl]a
couple crappy girlfriends, and the feature she
was most excited about, her first tattoo.
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“It honestly doesn’t hurt as bad as peol]
ple make it seem,” she said as she rolled her
jeans back down over the owl on her shin.
“So!” she looked at me expectantly. “What
about you, huh? What’s Freckles been up to
for all these years?”

I faltered. Nothing about my life had
been as interesting as hers. There was noth[]
ing I could say to make her think I was still
cool and fun.

“Not much, I guess,” I mumbled. “I
saw a debate at a university not too long
ago about Pluto no longer being a planet.” I
didn’t mention how I'd taken my dad’s car to
get there and what he did when I got back.
Andy laughed a bit.

“Oh my god! I can’t believe you're still
into all that stuft!” The way she said it wasn’t
mocking; it was more reminiscent. We talked
for a while like we hadn’t even been separat(]
ed all those years. After a bit, she stood up.

“I've gotta get goin’. Mom’s expecting
me home, but let’s stay in contact this time,
alright?” She wrote her number on a piece
of paper and handed it to me. She turned to
walk away and winked back at me over her
shoulder. I watched her as she walked away. I
hadn’t thought about it in a while, but I had
honestly missed being friends with her. I was
too afraid to ask if she had missed me as well.
I looked down at her number. She’d drawn
moons where the zeroes were supposed to

be.

ndy’s face dropped as soon as she saw

me. During the last two years, she'd
discovered what happened routinely at my
house, but I’d convinced her it wasn’t as bad
as she thought. This time, she was able to
see the marks before I could cover them up.

“What did he do?” she said as she started
walking towards me. “I swear to God, if he...”
She tried to push past me, but I held her at
the front door.

“Don’t. He’ll just get worse.” I closed the

door behind me and we stood on the porch.
It had just started to drizzle. My face still
stung a bit.

“Kathy, this is it. In the last two years,
all I've seen is him treating you like complete
shit. 'm not letting him do this to you any[]
more.”

“Nothing we do will change it,” I tried
to convince her. “Once this year’s over, I'll be
able to go to college and never see him again.
That’ll be the end of it.”

Andy snorted. “If he even lets you. He’s
been actively trying to sabotage your future
for years now.”

I heard a roll of thunder and opened the
door again. “C’mon, it’s going to storm. We
can go up to my room, justl] I breathed in,
considering my next words. “Just don’t say
anything to incite him.”

Andy frowned but didn’t say no. I led
her inside just as it began to rain harder. The
house was dark; most of the lightbulbs had
gone bad or were broken. Dad was in his
chair watching a poker game on the televill
sion and smoking.

“Hi, Mr. Stirling.” Andy made sure to
keep the anger out of her voice. He didn’t
even look at us. We climbed the steps to the
second floor and went into my room. I closed
the door behind me and let out my breath.

Andy sat herself on my bed, which was
scattered with magazines and newspaper
articles I'd cut out. “God, he’s an ass.” She
picked up one of the magazines and flipped
through it, uninterested. The sound of the
storm was flowing in through the open
screened window. I was about to close it, but
Andy looked up and said, “No, don’t. I like
the noise.” I sat in my desk chair. We didn’t
say anything for a bit and I started slowly
swiveling the chair back and forth. Then
Andy dropped the magazine and stood up.

“You know,” she began, pacing, “I've
been thinking. Even if you do go to college,
you'll still have to come back here every
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summer. No matter what, it’s still going to
be years before you can really get away from
him.” I looked up at her. We’d had conversall
tions like this before.

“What can I do? I can'’t just live somel]
where on my own.” Andy turned back to face
me. She’d been thinking on this for a while.

“No, you can’t.” She smiled. “But you
can just come live with me.” Nothing in the
room made a sound besides the storm out(]
side as she waited for a response.

I tried to say something[] that it was a
great idea, that it was crazybl ut nothing
came out.

“Seriously,” she continued, “I have a per]
manent house on campus that I can use the
whole year. You don’t have to come to the
same college, but at least you'll have somel[l
where to stay during the summers! C’'mon,
I don’t want to watch you suffer under him
anymore.” She stopped suddenly as we both
heard loud footsteps in the hallway. I stood
up quickly as Dad opened the door. He came
in, and his dead eyes settled on Andy then
turned to me. The bags under his eyes looked
even lower than usual, and his hair looked
like it hadn’t been washed in days.

“Come with me,” he ordered.

He walked out and Andy mouthed “Did
he hear us?” as I began to follow. All the
blood had drained from my face, and my lips
felt numb. I followed Dad downstairs.

When I came back, Andy was surprised
to see I wasn't filled with dread. He'd just
yelled about me being friends with “that
lesbian” again. It was nothing I hadn’t heard
before. I told her that he hadn’t heard anyl]
thing that we were talking about. We both
breathed sighs of relief.

“He does want you to leave, though,” I
said. Andy picked up the notebook she’d purl]
posefully left behind last time and began to
walk out.

“Can’t have him thinking I came here
‘cause we're friends or anything, right,

Freckles?” We both laughed a bit, and then
she tapped the top of one of my textbooks
on her way out. I heard her go downstairs,
thank Dad for letting her pick up the notelJ
book, and then leave. I watched her pull up
the hood of her jacket and walk out to her
car from my window. She looked over her
shoulder and smiled at me before she got in.
I sat at the window and followed her car as
it drove down the road and disappeared into
the rain.

Then I went to check under the text[]
book.

let go of the note in my pocket and

checked my watch. I was supposed to be
there in five minutes. Dad pulled the truck
into the drug store parking lot. He turned
off the engine and got out without even
looking at me.

“Stay here” was the last thing he said bel]
fore he slammed the door shut. I waited un[]J
til he was inside, but I didn’t move. I didn’t
know what to do; I hadn’t planned anything.
I thought of what happened last time I
snuck out. I thought of what Mom would
think. I wondered if I would regret going. I
wondered if I would regret staying. I pulled
the note out and looked at the picture Andy
had drawn next to the time of the scientist’s
talk. The memories came back to me of our
time in her tree house, running through the
woods and standing under the moon, so
close we felt like we could touch it. I looked
up at the drugstore and then back down at
the note. I remembered Andy calling for me
to follow her.

Then I opened the door and ran. I didn’t
have a jacket and would get drenched, but
that didn’t matter. I ran right through pudlJ
dles and across streets. I ran past telephone
poles and lampposts that stood hanging
over the road like trees. Some leaves were
picked up by the wind and scratched against
my cheek, but I kept going. A startled cat
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jumped off its windowsill and ran inside a
store as I flew by. I turned the corner to St.
Sebastian’s and saw the bus stop.

She was there, just like she promised.
Andy was spinning her car keys around her
finger and looking around. When she saw
me, she grinned. She wasn’t surprised; she
knew I would make it. She walked out from
beneath her cover, and I moved to meet her.
‘We met at the corner of a crossroad. Neither
of us said anything for a moment; we just let
the rain drench our clothes and hair. Then
Andy spoke up.

“You're ready?” It was only partially a
question; she knew the answer. I breathed in
the rain and petrichor, staring at my shoes

that were now soggy with water. I nodded.

“Yeah.” Andy looked at me and smiled,
then glanced at the sky.

“Ha. Hey, Freckles.” I turned to her.
“Look up.”

I followed her gaze. The rain had just be[]
gun to lighten up, and traces of the sky could
be seen through the grey clouds. In one of
the clear sections, I saw the moon. Even
though it was no longer nighttime, it was still
early enough that it hadn’t disappeared into
the sky. We both watched it, and for a second
I thought I could hear the crashing of waves
in my ears. I felt Andy’s hand take mine.

“We’re almost there,” she said. “We'll
make it. Together.”

GRAPH BY BRENDAN VOIGT
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The Run
Jack Sinay

It’s Sunday,

Which means it’s time for our weekly talk.
So I call you,

You pick up,

And we talk.

We talk about sports,

You ask about school,

I report to you the usual.

We talk about the weather,

You ask about my thoughts for college,

I tell you what schools I still need to visit.
We talk about that new TV show you like,
I ask about work,

You say it’s fine.

But then you tell me you have an interview in Hueco County:.
You applied for a job and just might get it.
You say it’s better than your current one.

49

I tell you I'm happy for you, but I secretly wonder what’ll happen if you get it.

I guess you’ll move.

But what about after that?

How long will you stay in Hueco County?

Will you stay longer than you did in Crystal City or Colorado Beach?
Where will you go when you get tired of it?

Who will go with you?

What does all of this mean?

I only watch,
Silently letting it happen, not speaking a word
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And keeping to myself.

Maybe I choose not to speak

Or maybe I know I won’t be heard,

But I nevertheless let it happen.

Only watching and observing,

Because I know what your running does.
I know the hurt it causes,

And I know to ignore it by now.

But I wonder if you know about the hurt it causes.
I wonder if you know what you're chasing after,

or why you’re even running,

Because I don'’t.

All T know is the effects of your run

And the anguish that comes with it.

It’s made me start a run of my own.

A run toward a future where I escape the anguish.
A run toward a future where I finally have a say.

A run toward a future without you.

PHOTOGRAPH BY BRENDAN VOIGT
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Shorts

Ben A. Schulte

Iactually really like the rain. It’s usually
calming. Rainy weather is great to watch
movies and eat, so she texted me at the per]
fect time. Not just because I was hungry.
Ariela texted me stating that the pizzas that
my dad had ordered were in. She was selll]
ing them as a fundraiser for her prom in the
spring. It’s late fall now and has been driz[]
zling on and off all day, quite different from
what I imagine spring will be like. I don’t
mind this weather, though. It’s comforting.
Easy to sleep in.

“Walk over so I can walk you home,”
I texted back. My black couch in my living
room was a perfect space to wait, quiet and
dark, so my body sank into the cushions. My
dad was glued to Fox News upstairs. It was
quiet except for the rain. It was loud to me.
The pelting rain bashed at my windows. I
was safe inside. In that room I was safe.

Ariela knocked on the door and, without
waiting for anyone to answer, barged in and
threw the pizzas on the couch. She leapt on
me, her legs wrapped tightly around my waist
while her arms choked my neck. Her black
coat was fluffy and warm, but she was wear( ]
ing shorts. I didn’t understand that.

“I missed you! How are you?” She slowly
crawled off of my torso. “We haven't talked
in a while.”

“I'm good. Here, I'll get my dad. He has
the money.”

I sauntered up the creaking stairs. My
dad’s room was dimly lit by the TV in the
corner. He grabbed his checkbook after I
told him the pizzas had arrived.

Ariela and I have been good friends
since preschool, so she made herself right at

home. Lying sideways on a leather chair, she
kept her phone stuck to her face.

“What’s up, Dan?” she said to my dad
without looking up from her phone.

“How are you, Ariela? Haven’t been by in
awhile, huh?”

“Nah, busy with school and all.” She gave
him a soft hug. “I miss my second family!”

“Alright, how much do I owe ya?”

“Thirty dollars even. You guys actually
bought the most out of all of my customers.”

“Did you expect anything less?”

Ariela chuckled. I watched from the
couch as my dad wrote the check.

They talked a while longer about school,
boyfriends, field hockey, and her family. I
didn’t pay much attention. The murmur of
their conversation was a good distraction
from the rain. That pelting rain.

He handed over the check. They shook
hands loosely, and she smiled. I explained to
my dad that I was walking her home, and
my dad trotted back up those creaky steps.
Those things are way too loud. We need
some carpet on them.

I proceeded to the kitchen to grab the
black rain jacket that I stole from my cousin
the week before. I was sure he wouldn’t miss
it. I put the hood up, and Ariela and I walked
out the door.

She didn’t live far, about a block or two
down the wet, leafy street. I was nervous for
her. She was wearing shorts. It was raining
and not more than forty degrees. Why would
she do that?

“I missed you. We really need to talk!”
She was tugging at my arm. “How’s school?
Your new girlfriend? When'’s lacrosse? Catch
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me up!” I think she was tugging to hide the
fact that she was shaking because of the
practically freezing weather. I just hope she
didn’t notice I was shaking too.

“It’s okay. I mean it’s senior year, so it’s
not too hard. And Amberl]she’s great. She’s
a really sweet girl. I like her a lot.”

I hated talking about me. It’s selfish. I
hated this weather even more. Those drops.
They just kept coming. They were light but
felt like mortars. Like bullets hitting the
top of my skull. My only protection was the
black hood of the jacket. I wanted to yell at
the clouds, my enemies. I wanted to curse
at them and ask how they could do this to
an innocent person. How they could try to
kill me, make me lose my sanity? My warm
tears would feel heavenly in this cold. But I
couldn’t. That would make Ariela ask why,
and I would have to answer. It would be selfl]
ish to talk about myself.

“How have you been, Ari?”

“Great! I went down to Florida State
to visit my sister last weekend. We went to
a wild frat party. College will be amazing. I
can’t wait; I need to leave this town.” She
was skipping while she said it. She just had to
make sure to step in every puddle and bounce
on every leaf. “Oh, also I got diagnosed with
some knee problem! I know that sounds bad,
but the doc said it'd be gone in like a week,
so no worries! It’s already feeling a lot better.
I have been doing these stretches that help
with the pain, so I feel normal.” She pointed
to her left knee, which you could see clearly
because her shorts were so short.

There was a silence begging to be
filleduh wusual when Ariela was around.
I had an opportunity here. I could tell her
about my diagnosis. But that would be selfl]
ish. Just like it was selfish to take my parents’
money for the weeks of testing. That boring,
incessant testing for ADD. I just wanted an
answer. Why were my grades the way they

PHOTOGRAPH BY ANDREW PLUFF
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were? I was smarter than that. My parents
knew it, and I did too. I needed an excuse.
An explanation for colleges of my “D’s.” I
replayed the the doctor telling me the disap[J
pointing results of the test in my head. The
stinging words, “Major Depression Disor ]
der,” which brought tears to my mom’s eyes.
The test that was supposed to free me with
an excuse only made me realize how trapped
I really was.

“Speaking of diagnoses, I have somel]
thing to tell you.” I was staring at the wet,
uneven sidewalk. The tan and orange pebl]
bles were all unique but brought together for
one purpose.

I felt her eyes on me, awaiting an answer.

“I got diagnosed with ‘Major Depression
Disorder’ today.” I made air quotes around
the words to try and lighten the mood, hop[!
ing to get a laugh from her. “That’s actually
why I asked you to walk over. I needed to tell
someone. I don’t know what to do,” I mut[]
tered, trying to cover up the choppiness in
my voice.

She didn’t say anything at first, but she
stopped walking. I did, too, but I was a few
steps ahead. I was isolated again. Just slightly
out of reach. A gusting wind blew the hood
off my head. I was no longer protected from
the shelling. I didn’t care now: I just envied a
response from her.

“Why?” she finally said.

The rain continued to fall on my face. It
was freezing, but some drops were warm and
tasted earthy.

“I don’t know.” That was alie. I did know.

“Now come on, I've known you for years.
You do know”

“Can I just... just tell you a story for a
second?” I muttered off.

“Of course. And I promise you I won’t
judge.”

“Okay, well...” I wasn’t sure where to
start.

I explained that Johnny and I had grown

up together, and that I had known him bel]
fore I met Ariela. We met in preschool bell
cause our mothers were friends. Everyday afl]
ter school he would walk over, and we would
do homework at my house or walk down to
the train tracks until his mom or dad got off
work. On weekends, we would accompany
our mothers to Chimichangas, a Mexican
restaurant a few neighborhoods away from
my house. We would play on our Gameboys
or draw stupid things like our future houses
or the cars we wanted or even the dream
apartment in New York that we would share
in college. We would laugh and shoot the
wrappers off of our straws while our moms
gossiped. He was a year younger but still my
best friend.

Ariela wasn’t jumping around anymore.
Even her eyes had slipped into a steady focus
on me.

It started getting rough a few years ago. I
remembered our fingers were jabbing at
his new Playstation 2 controllers when his
dad came home. We stayed in his room but
heard the whole thing. The screaming from
his mom, the wine glasses crashing against
the kitchen tile floor, his slurred curse
words. We acted like we couldn’t hear. We
kept jabbing. I asked if he wanted to play
something else. He didn’t look at me.

“No.”

It was stern, and he meant it. It was such
a mature, steady tone coming from a boy
with tears running down his face.

The fights got more frequent, so we
didn’t go over to his house anymore. We still
did homework at mine, but he wanted to stay
longer and longer. He was scared of home.
Johnny wasn’t afraid of his parents. He was
afraid of his family ending.

Ariela stayed quiet. She longed to help,
but I could see she had no answer.

And eventually it did. His mom couldn’t
take it and left his father for another man.
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Johnny lived with his dad about twenty minl]
utes away, and I saw him less and less. His
father was poor but eventually got a job at
a gas station. Johnny didn’t eat. Even if he
wanted to, he couldn’t because his dad didn’t
have enough money:.

I remember that beautiful summer day.
It was the worst day of my life. It was bright
with little puffs of clouds. He invited me
over. I hadn’t seen him in a few weeks, so I
rushed quickly over. With his bright red shirt
and pale skin, he stood out well against the
deep green grass he was sitting on. I pulled
up and he got in the car.

“What're you doing?” I asked. He never
waited for me outside.

“Let’s drive around a bit. I want to show
you something.”

I didn’t argue but followed his instrucl]
tions up the steep, freshly paved road in
his subdivision. The windows were down. I
glanced at Johnny, who was obviously enjoyl]
ing the wind in his long brown hair. It wasn’t
really long but long enough to go down past
his blue eyes when wet. His hand was waving
up and down through the air, and I could tell
he felt at peace. I smiled.

At the top of the road, he motioned at
me to pull over. Stepping out of my teal Sat(]
urn Ion, we walked across the street without
looking for cars. He was a few feet in front of
me and sat on the curb facing away from the
road. His hands patted the soft grass around
him. I sat to his left. The small clouds came
and went, some blocking out the sun for
short periods of time. The sky was light blue,
and I was happy to be with my best friend.

“Thank you,” he finally said after a few
minutes of enjoying the view.

“For what?”

“I’'m alone, man. You are the only thing
that has been constant in this life.”

I didn’t get that. I was right there. How
was he alone? I never thought of myself bel]
ing that important to him. I glanced at him

but he was still enjoying the view.

“Hey, don’t mention it. You’re my best
friend.”

We didn’t say anything the rest of the
time. The sun set and we made our way
back to his house. I shook his hand, and we
hugged. He didn’t look at me once.

“I love you, man. I'll see you later,” I
shouted when he began walking.

“We're all just trying to find the point,”
he yelled with his back turned to me.

He couldn’t find the point. That night,
Johnny hanged himself with a belt in his
bathroom.

ow, I'm here. I’'m here with Ariela.
And now I’'m trying to find the point.

I explained how this has eaten away at
me. The guilt. The shame. How I thought evl]
eryone was blaming me for it. I was blaming
myself. I could have stopped it. Why didn’t
I just invite him over? I so easily could have
prevented this all.

I told her my realization that I didn’t
deserve this. I didn’t deserve life. I didn’t
save his, so why should I have mine? I was
exhausted. I couldn’t sleep at night and I
couldn’t stay awake at school. It was torture.

There wasn’t any emotion in my words.
I was just repeating the thoughts that all]
ways repeated in my mind. I didn’t expect a
response from her. I didn’t want a response
from her.

‘ )( T ¢ kept walking. She wasn’t as happy
now but kept trying to relate. She ex[]

plained how school was tough and how she
felt when her grandparents died. She didn’t
want me to feel alone, but I honestly just
wanted her to act normal again. I longed
for her to jump around or call me a name or
just touch me. I was so distant to her even
though she was right there. I wanted to cup
her hands and blow on them to make them
warm. I wanted something.
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“I’m alone,” I told her.

“No, you aren’t. I’'m always here for you,
and so is Amber, and your parents. We all
care about you.”

She didn’t understand.

We finally arrived at the alley behind her
house. It was littered with puddles, cracks,
broken glass, and a row of dumpsters. The
drizzle could still be seen from the light of
the streetlights. My hair was wet and cold.

“We will hang out again soon, okay?”

I didn’t know if she wanted me to answer
the question, so I just stood there. Gazing at
the wet, gray ground under her still bare legs,
my mind wandered.

I felt her skinny arms around my waist.
She squeezed harder and harder. I felt
streams of tears fall down my face. I buried
my face in her shoulder. I didn’t want it out
in the open.

“It’ll be okay. I promise,” she whispered
in my ear. “I really need you.”

“Okay,” I looked to the left at a dumpl]
ster and reached for my hood. I felt a tug and
couldn’t pull it up.

“Please, look at me,” she said, on the
verge of tears.

I stood sturdy and tall, facing down the
damp alley.

She grabbed my cheeks and forced me
to look. Her deep blue eyes drew me in. One
strand of her bleach[Blonde hair fell perfect[]
ly in between her eyes. Water shimmered in
them. Her small lips were blue from the cold.
I wanted to warm them up. She wasn’t shivl]
ering anymore, but I still was. I wasn’t cold,
just nervous.

“Okay,” I said, desperately trying to esl]
cape this place that I had brought myself
into. I tried to turn, but her grip was strong.
She didn’t look away. There was no way she
didn’t see the tears now.

The blue in her eyes was so relaxing.
Now I was captured. She leaned closer.
Those cold lips touched mine. They bit like

winter but made me stop shaking. I let out a
deep breath.

I opened my eyes and stepped back, rel]
membering Amber, thinking about what I
had just done.

She was holding my hands now. Her
hands were cold like her lips. The shorts
were still covering nothing. She was shiver]
ing. I didn’t want her to stay out here for
much longer with me.

“I just wanted you to know you matter,”
she whispered.

She hugged me again, tighter this time,
but then turned and walked up the wooden
porch stairs into her house.

I turned away. The clouds were still over ]
head, but I didn’t feel the rain any longer.
The puddles reflected my image. My eyes
were red and lips blue. I pulled up the sleeves
of my jacket. My scars were visible, even in
the dark reflection. I quickly covered them
back up. I was scared of myself. I began to
feel the rain again. It mortared my soaking
wet head. I pulled up my hood and ran home.

DRAWING BY LANCER L1
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The Moaner

Seamus Mclarland

I’'m a rather boring fellow,

A freak of thought.

Just regular, wooden, dull,

Even my glass eye brings no interest.
They see me, but never know it.

AllT can do is eat, yet I have no stomach.

All that goes through my cold lips falls out the other side.
They unlock my tongue with a mindless twist,

Letting it swing off to the side.

They don’t realize what I've allowed:
A mother to a child,

A Kkiller to a victim,

A scientist to her experiment,

A general to his plans.

Everything from Death to Life.

And yet, when I am mentioned,
What do they think of me as?
“The Moaner”

“The Creaker”

“The Whiner”
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Headphones
Fd Gartner

Oh, sorry, what was that? I couldn’t hear you.

It’s an interesting feeling, isn't it,
When people ignore your voice
Till you have to scream,

Till you have no choice?

This world is full of deaf people screaming their silent words.
Sometimes it gets so loud that I drown it out,

Drown in tumbling waves of bass,

Spike my drums with snare,

Fill my ears with spite for the people with scythes,

Bullets, poniards in their breath,

Daring when I can to speak out.

It’s quite a power trip

To slip on these headphones.

I can pretend power for hours to convince myself that my life isn’t mine,
That I'm somehow stronger than humankind,

That I’'m not in trouble.

It’s an interesting feelinghl o, it isn’t[]
When you realize

You'’re screaming.

You've never had a choice.

This head is full of harsh, biting voices:
Always I'm my own worst enemy as I trap
All the crap I hear to drown the truth out.
Vicious cycles spin and spin and churn again,
And I turn up the volume to numb my mind.
Secretly I know they’ll win:

If T make myself deaf, they’ll be all that’s left.
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Frontier Music is an odd, squat little

store. Before Frontier Music existed,

the neon sign out front just read Frontier,

the name of a weird clothing store that went

under. After they cleared out, a rather mull
sical gentleman, my boss, rented the space.

Rather than take down the old sign, he sim[]
ply paid for “Music” to be added on the end

of the one that was already there. When you

look at the store’s boring concrete and glass

front, you barely notice that the newer red

plastic on the “Music” part of the sign glows

just a little brighter than the rest.

Devoid of life, the interior has almost
nothing but the merchandise giving it any

Drawbridge

Luke Kammerer

DRAWING BY JACK MACDONALD

character. No logos, no quirky mascots, no

brightly colored signs. Only the polished

wood and metal of the instruments define

the space. The gray tiled floor shines dully,

the front counter free of clutter. The fluol]
rescent lights’ harsh white glow sharply illulJ
minates the monolithic shelves that occupy

most of the building’s small interior. Even

the most interesting feature, the front coun[]
ter, holds nothing special, just an Llshaped

desk in the front corner of the store with the

cash register, opposite the wall that houses

the displays. Few would expect it, but we do

have an emergency panic button under the

counter. It doesn’t work, but it’s there.
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In the back of the store, past the percus[]
sion section and through the land of brass,
there’s a solitary steel door bearing a plaque
that reads “Employees Only.” Directly un[J
derneath it, some rogue gouged in the word
“Boneyard” in a jagged script. Past that door,
in addition to the terminal where employees
punch their cards, is the boneyard, where
all the defective or broken instruments go.
Only a few shelves hold instruments that
have fallen into disrepair. The rest remain
empty. One dusty shelf holds more obscure
instruments that few people want, like a
didgeridoo. My boss refuses to get rid of
them, hoping that someone will eventually
request the instruments so we can get them
repaired and sold. From broken steel guitars
to crooked tubas, the boneyard holds maybe
a dozen instruments. The boneyard has the
same gray tile as the rest of the store, but the
blue lights make the room feel colder.

Through the depths of the boneyard,
past the desolate stands of forgotten in[]
struments lies the final door, the back door.
When Annie and I get really bored (a rare
occurrence), we sneak out to the back.
Perched on a big hill, Frontier Music gives us
the most romantic view of a massive sprawl
of crisscrossed highways as we sit in the rick[]
ety old lawn chairs and talk about whatever
whimsy strikes us. Sure, we could do that in[]
side by the register with Annie’s chair and my
beanbag. Our manager wouldn’t mind, but it
doesn’t feel rebellious unless we sneak out
the back door. It’s actually pretty nice out
back. There’s a dumpster, but between Fron[]
tier Music and the office supply store next to
us, there’s not too much trash. Sometimes we
use the fire escape like a jungle gym. Whenl]
ever Jerry and Steve, the office supply guys,
come out back the same time as Annie and
me, we have little secret partieshtv kward
conversation and nothing else. There isn’t a
lot to Frontier Music, but it always gets its
share of excitement, one way or another.

oday I'm sitting in the back of the store

in the middle of a small aisle, absent[]
mindedly plucking at an old ukulele that
a customer knocked over and scratched
up pretty badly. Going into this job, I'd
known absolutely nothing about music. I
still don’t know why they hired me. I can’t
read sheet music or anything, but I've been
teaching myself to play that ukulele for the
past month and am starting to get the hang
of it. I love this spot where I play for its
quietness. It’s the jaw harp section of the
store, and nobody buys jaw harps anymore.
Consequently, my manager doesn’t seem to
mind me sitting here when the store isn’t
too busy, like right now. He even let me
bring a beanbag chair back here to lounge
around in, which I do whenever I have a
spare minute. It’s not like he’s around frel]
quently enough to stop me, since he’s usul]
ally on the second floor making deals with
bands and schools to sell instruments en
masse. I swear, he does more for Frontier
Music than the actual owner of the establ]
lishment.

y little nest between the shelves gives
me a clear view of the front coun[]
ter. Annie’s working the register today, and
right now she’s with a customer. I can barely
hear their conversation over the excited tit[]
ters of the ukulele, but neither party seems
happy. The scrawny customer gestures em(]
phatically as Annie struggles to hold that
forced smile she puts on when she’s mad.
Sighing, I stop playing and lever myself
out of my supple, warm seat to get involved
in what surely would be a pointless argument.
“I'm telling you that you sold me a brol]
ken guitar!” the customer whines. Ugh. His
nasal voice is gonna get annoying real quick.
Annie tries to calm him down. “Sir, I as[]
sure you that you are mistaken. We always
check any instrument we sell for defects.
You saw us run the stress test on it.” Her last
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few words contain traces of venom, and her
stance becomes increasingly hostile as her
back slowly stiffens.

“Well, then, you must have missed somel]
thing,” he insists. Arriving at the counter, I
peer over the disgruntled man’s shoulder to
see how bad the damage is. I sigh and heav(]
ily place one of my hands on the customer’s
bony shoulder. Not hard enough to threaten,
but hard enough to let him know I was there
and that I meant business.

“Sir, the neck of the guitar completely
snapped off. Are you telling us that you
bought, completely of your own free will, a
bifurcated instrument?” I sigh tiredly again
and continue, cutting the man off before he
can start up again. “If it were cracked, as I'm
sure you're going to say, we would have found
it when we ran the stress test on it and given
you a different instrument. Now, if you purl]
chased the optional warranty when you got
the guitar, then you can mail it to our busill
ness office and we can get this taken care
of. Other than that, there’s nothing we”l]
vaguely motion to both Annie and myself[]
“can do for you. “Now I won’t have you mak{_|
ing trouble around here. Unless you're going
to buy something, I’'m going to have to ask
you to leave.”

Unsurprisingly, he refuses to leave, inl[]
sisting we replace his guitar. I have to repeat

myself a few times and threaten to call the
police, the whole “angry customer refuses
to leave” schtick, before he finally clears out
with his pathetic guitar in tow. I stare after
him, glad to be rid of the annoyance. Annie
pokes me in the back.

“You didn't feel the need to tell him that
our business office is on the second floor?”
she chuckles.

I turn around with a toothy grin. “No.”
We both laugh. Annie’s been working here
far longer than I have, but we both know
my silver tongue makes me better at workl ]
ing with disgruntled customers. Thankfully
she’s never felt the need to treat me like a
rookie or some sort of inferior. “But I had to
get that guy out of the store. You looked like
you were about to rip his head off.”

Annie sighs and sits down heavily on
her swivel chair behind the counter, leaning
back and closing her vibrant green eyes. “I
don’t know. People like that just annoy me
so much. It’s like you said: there’s no way we
would have sold him a broken guitar.”

I pause for a moment, scrunching up my
face in thought. “Tell you what. You seem
tense. Turn that chair around and I'll give
you a shoulder massage.”

Without opening her eyes, Annie chuck]
les, grabs a wad of paper from the counter
and throws it at me, missing completely.
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“You're such a goofball. I banish thee to the
land of the jaw harp. Return to your homel]
land and play your ukulele.”

I hesitate for a moment, smile fading.

“Um, Annie?” She opens her eyes and sits
up again, her curious gaze holding my own.

“Why are you still here? You’re banished.
Is something wrong? What's up?”

I scratch the back of my head. “Nothing’s
wrong. I was just, uh, I was just wondering if
you wanted to catch a movie after work? We
might as well.” I put on what feels like a weak
smile. “I mean, today’s Friday. Party animals
like us gotta get around, right?”

Annie’s reply comes without hesitation.
“Sure!” She’s beaming at me.

My smile gets a bit wider and a lot more
genuine. “I thank you for allowing me a few
last words before going into banishment.
Now I shall depart for the land of the jaw
harp, never to return.” I put myself into rel]
verse and pluck a sad tune on my ukulele,
maintaining an overly stoic expression and
trying to avoid bumping into shelves as I
back away into the depths of the store.

The afternoon moved slowly after that.

Even when Ben shows up, the clock contin[]
ues to crawl. Ben’s a good kid. He’s a footl]
ball player, and really likes to talk about the
game, to the point of annoyance. Still a nice
guy. As Annie works the register, as usual,
and Ben finishes up taking inventory of his
side of the store, I, having finished my as[]
signed tasks, lounge in my beanbag chair. All
would be right with my kingdom if I weren’t
so soulldrushingly bored.

“Yo, Ben.”

“Yeah?” I hear him call.

“I'm bored.”

Ben snorts in amusement. “Well, you
could help me finish inventory over here, O
mighty Lord of the Beanbag Chair.” Ben may
look like a musclehead, but I have to give
him credit. He picked up fast on the weird,
funny and sometimes overly formal ways An[]
nie and I address people.

“Ha! Nice one! But seriously, I think I
might die unless something interesting hapl]
pens soon.”

Then the welcome bell jingles. Excitel]
ment! I hear Annie fire off her standard
greeting.

PHOTOGRAPH BY ANDREW PLUFF
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“Hello! Welcome to...Frontier Music.”
She pauses. Why did she pause? I've heard
her say that line so many times that the
slight hitch stands out like a ketchup stain
on a white shirt. Curious, I fight my way out
of the beanbag and move a bit closer to the
front, stopping just short of the end of my
aisle. I look over and see that Ben, too, has
come to the fringes of the aisles to watch
what happens on the open plains where the
register sits.

“Hello, sir,” Annie forces out. “How may
I help you?” The guy she’s talking to towers
over her but has a narrow frame. He’s got a
big, blunt nose sitting squarely on his wide,
angular face. Who even is he?

“Aw, come on, Annie. I know you're at
work, but you can still call me Reggie.” He
leans over and plants both palms on the
counter. “We never talk anymore, so I fig[]
ured I'd come see you at work, where you
can’t leave.” He laughs, but his last few words
definitely have an edge.

“We don’t talk anymore because you’re
an ass, Reggie. And for your information,
I can leave whenever I want. My manager
wouldn’t mind, especially if I tell him it’s to
avoid a creep like you.”

Hmm. He must be an ex and, as Annie
so aptly put it, a total creep at that. He’s
gotta go.

I step out of the safety of the shelves
and approach the register. Ben stays behind,
watching me nervously from a forest of guil]
tars and mouthing “stay out of it” at me.
Annie’s eyes dart to me for a moment bell
fore going back to Reggie. I stop right next
to Reggie and put one hand on the counter,
leaning toward Annie.

“Hey, Annie!” I check my watch. “It’s
6:15. Time for one of our hot makeout ses[]
sions.” I turn to Reggie, pleased by the smirk
that has worked its way onto Annie’s face,
and exclaim with mock surprise, “Oh my! I
didn’t see you there. Who might you be?”

Reggie blinks a few times in stunned
silence, probably too overwhelmed by how
incredibly suave I am to reply.

“Oh, that’s just Reggie,” Annie chuckles.
Her smile vanishes. “He was just leaving.”

Good. As long as we can keep Reggie
from getting any momentum, he probably
won't try anything stupid. “Oh really? Well,
sir, if you need help, I can show you to the
door.”

I grab Reggie’s shoulder and half lead,
half pull him to the door. Unfortunately, I
can’t get Reggie through the door before he
gathers his wits and grinds to a halt just in
front of the open portal.

“Hey!” He slaps my hand away. “I came
here to talk to Annie. Stop getting in the
way!”

Exasperated, I lean against the doorl]
frame. “Really? Because I don’t think she
wants to talk to you. She works here, plus
she’s a lady, so you should listen to her and
shove off. Ben, back me up here.” Ben opens
his mouth and halfheartedly steps out from
his aisle, but says nothing.

Reggie looms over me. “You think you're
so fuckin’ clever, don’tchya?”

I tilt my head and contemplate that for a
moment. “Yes. Yes, I do. Now leave.”

His eye twitches. He clearly wants to hit
me, but apparently he’s smart enough not to.
Instead, he slaps a trombone off the window
display and glares at me.

“A trumpet fell off the shelf. You should
pick it up.”

I examine the trombone thoughtfully,
hand stroking my thin beard. “Hmm. Upon
careful analysis, I can conclude that this
trumpet...is actually a trombone that’s been
leading a double life.” When the joke flies
completely over Reggie’s head, I contin[J
ue. “Also, it didn’t fall. You knocked it over.”

Reggie stares at me blankly for a moll
ment, then stomps on the trombone, damag[]
ing the instrument beyond repair.
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I stare at the mangled brass tubes. “Now
what did that poor trombone ever do to you?
Annie was right. You are an ass.”

Reggie’s punch comes immediately. I try
to dodge but fail, and his fist crashes into
my cheek. I stagger backward into a shelf,
almost knocking it over, and sag to the floor.

“Come on, Einstein,” Reggie taunts.
“Get up. Say something clever. You seem like
the type that always needs to have the last
word, so come on!”

I sit, stunned, unsure what to do. Words
have never failed me before. This guy is really
starting to irritate me. Eh, who am I kidding?
I'm royally pissed. I glare up at him. “You
come into my workplace, harass my supervill
sor, a very good friend of mine, you refuse
to leave, damage merchandise, and assault
an employee. What’s your problem?” I know
I should shut up, but I can’t resist throwing
in one last jab and the words tumble from
my mouth. “No wonder Annie dumped your
sorry ass.”

Reggie moves to kick me, dramatically
pulling his foot back far further than neclJ
essary, but before he can deliver the blow,
Ben, having snuck closer during our ex[]
change, tackles Reggie out the door without
any warning. Ben manages to stay upright,
but Reggies crashes down. I see Reggie unl]
steadily scramble to his feet and start sizing
Ben up. Reggie may be taller, but Ben’s bulky
frame gives him an advantage. Before anyl]
thing can start, I hear Annie call from the
register.

“Hey, Reggie! I just called the cops, so
you can hang around if you want or you can
let them find you at your house.”

Reggie’s jaw drops a bit, exposing his
bright white teeth as his eyes frantically dart
about. He relaxes his stance and stumbles to
his car, and it soon tears out of the parking
lot, tires screeching.

Ben pops back through the door, masl]
sive shoulders heaving with his adrenaline[]

induced panting. “Reggie’s gone. Ran away
like a chump.”

I muster what little energy I can to con[]
gratulate Ben from the floor. “Great work,
Ben, my boy. Go ahead and pop a squat in
my beanbag chair, if you like.”

Ben’s eyebrows rise. “Really? Last time I
sat in it you threatened to bash me with your
ukulele.”

“Ha. Well, when that happened you
hadn’t earned the right. Also, surely you
knew I was kidding about the head[Bashing.
I value my ukulele far too much to risk dam[]
aging it on your thick skull.”

As Ben disappears in the back of the
store, laughing, Annie comes out from bel]
hind the counter and crouches next to me.
She gently prods where Reggie punched me.

“Oh my,” I chuckle. “You just can’t keep
your hands off me, can you?”

“Shut up, you idiot!” Annie growls, tears
in her eyes, “Why would you provoke him
like that? The reason I broke up with that
creep is that he put some guy in the hospil]
tall”

For once, I find myself at a loss. No
puns, quips or jibes of any kind spring from
my lips as I struggle for a response.

“I’'m sorry, Annie.”

“You don’t always need to be the hero.
You know that, right?”

I don’t say anything for amoment. I want
to make her smile, but my stupid mouth rel]
fuses to get with the program. A bitter smile
spreads across my face and my eyes fall to the
floor. “Oh, I know: I prefer to be a useless
punching bag and let children do the fighting
for me. ‘Go, Ben,’ right? He’s the knight and
I'm the jester.”

Annie frowns sadly and puts her hand
on my shoulder, gently pressing her forehead
against my own.

“Please don’t be that way. Ben’s a footl]
ball player, as he lets us know pretty much
daily, and you're a talker. We don’t live in the
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middle ages, but even if we did, you wouldn’t
be a jester. You've already got your beanbag
throne, so we might as well call you a king.”
She pauses. “That would just be a title, mind
you. You can'’t levy taxes on me and Ben, or
anything like that. Really, though, I don’t
need you to fight for me. Just be your talk]
ative, flamboyant self and don’t try to handle
every problem on your own, especially ones
involving fisticuffs.”

My smile slowly returns. “Well, in that
case, hush, fair maiden. My champion has
emerged victorious. You will stay in my castle
from now on.”

Annie grins, in spite of herself. She sits
down next to me. I wrap an arm around her,
thankful that she doesn’t freeze up or push
me away.

“We'’re still on for that movie later,
right?”

“Of course, doofus.” Annie laughs as she
leans her head on my shoulder. “You certain[J
ly have your priorities in order, don’t you,
Romeo? Who is it that can’t keep their hands
off whom, again?”

I laugh. We just lean on each other and
tell bad jokes until the red and blue police
lights sweep across the storefront.
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The Void
Matt Smith

Out on my meager chamber’s porch

I stare into the winter’s ink,

chill seeping into my bare feet,

wind whipping round the rosary

that hangs around my mittened hand.
I wonder then, looking about

the candlelit cloak of the night,

how daintily the spheres they float

in patterns preordained by Him,

the One from Whom all good things flow
and where exactly He is hid

from the wide view of clergymen.

Does He in solemn silence sit
within the craters of the moon?
Or does He blaze within the sun,
brightening the celestial gloom?
On the rings of Saturn perhaps
He dances in a crazy jig,

glorying in His Creation.

And spying further from my glass,

I look towards even stranger sights
that the wise have yet to grant names,
wondering why Earth was chosen

to bear the vast host of mankind.

Were other planets just too cold,

too frigid for this skin of ours?

A thought comes into my cloaked head:
“What if Lord God has given them
already to the hands of things

too strange for men to contemplate?”
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Could Bacchus with his Maenads too

be dancing in some distant place

and Medusa’s grim locks be seen

upon some meaner people, race? 67

Shuddering, I remember them,

the grisly beasts of ancient lore

and thank Him that we repose here
and not among that awful lot.

PHOTOGRAPH BY WILL KELLY
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Slumber
Blake Johnson

He who lies in shadows of moonlit day
Caresses us all like a lifelong mate.

He anchors the lids of light’s passageway,
Entrancing Man into a static state.

Often accompanied by a soft hymn,

He provides an escape from Day’s sorrow.
He seizes control of our every limb
‘While promising a better tomorrow.

He fills our heads with bizarre delusion

And seduces us in times most unsought.

He pauses life until Night’s conclusion

And runs from Sun, yet his reign remains taut.

Unmask this spirit that gently seals eyes
And one will find Thanatos in disguise.
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The Family Heart

Luke Wilmes

y family and I loaded up in our navy

blue minil¥an, turned right onto 39th,
passed the long mural of the jungle with a
crocodile and bright colored birds across
from the Willert store, stopped at King
Louie’s Restaurant at the corner, turned left
onto Chouteau, and then took Vandeventer
to get to Interstate 64. As we merged onto
the highway, my mind zoomed forward to
our destination, Immacolata Catholic
Church in Clayton.

But instead of walking into the church,
I crossed Clayton Road and then sauntered
down Louwen Drive. I turned right at Wen[]
lou Drive, and again at Wenneker Drive.
I strolled down the street to a small house
with two small trees in the front yard, fram[]
ing the front stoop. On the left of the drivel]
way, a weathered white bench sat under a
budding cherrylBlossom tree. I rambled up
the path, caught a glimpse of the rabbit hole
under the bushes, and gazed at the daylilies
at the corners of the porch. I yanked open
the screen and knocked on the aged pink
door. The door opened, and I saw my grand[]
mother standing inside as if nothing had
changed, welcoming me into the living room.
I scampered through the dining room into
the kitchen and threw open the cookie jar
atop the small kitchen table. I saw the refrig[]
erator and looked at the hundreds of pictures
of my cousins.

I loved that refrigerator. Every time we
visited my grandparents, the refrigerator was
a treasure chest I had to open and gobble up
whatever goodies were inside. Sometimes,
it would have banana or chocolate pudding
chilling in the door. Other times, a big bowl
of red Jelll® would be jiggling on the top

shelf, waiting for me to slurp the sweet goop

through the gaps in my teeth. There was
always a halfldallon of milk on the bottom
shelf, ready for pouring in case a snack of
cookies and milk came about.

The thought of cookies brought me back
to the cookie jar. My hand was still gropl]
ing limply inside the jar. I snatched three
Keebler Cookies and ran back across the
blue and white tiles into the living room. My
grandfather’s navy armchair sat in front of
the window, the small yellow dots patterned
into the fabric reflecting the winter sun. I
sat down on the flowered sofa opposite the
chair. I could almost picture my grandfather
sitting in it for a moment, his head bowed
in prayer, his callused fingers sliding his way
through the mysteries of the Rosary, but it
was just my imagination. My eyes wandered
behind the chair, and I saw the Christmas
tree in the corner near the fireplace.

I always sat crossllegged in the living
room choked with relatives, boring my eyes
into the black trash bag bulging with pres[J
ents from Santa Claus. When it was my turn,
I tiptoed my way through the field of my
cousins’ arms and legs to climb onto Santa’s
lap. Amidst the flash of cameras, I eagerly
ripped through the Christmas wrappings,
throwing the paper to the side, trying to ex[]
cavate the new treasure underneath. When
I finally unwrapped my present, I saw a yellJ
low Pocket Gameboy with two small game
cartridges, one a Mario game and the other
Pokemon Yellow. I grinned at the cameras,
hoping that they would all go away so I could
just play with my newest treasure. Shortly afl]
ter the final present was opened, giant wads
of Christmas colors were tossed around the
room as wrapping paper brawls ensued. The
giggling of children, chuckles of my uncles,
and the chatter of my aunts were all part of
my grandparents’ house.

I walked down the hallway, past the
bathroom with the pink bathtub and green
square tiles and the wooden laundry chute.

69
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I opened the door to the chute and tried to
look inside, but my head had gotten too big.
The laundry chute was the greatest invenl]
tion I had ever witnessed in my childhood.
I could send something down the chute, and
when I went into the basement, the item
would be waiting for me in the hamper. 1
would pretend I was working in a factory
and send people messages, things to fix, or
things to put away or sort. I would send ted[]
dy bears, blocks, and dirty towels down the
chute to my workers. One time, my grandpa
had just taken a shower and had dirty clothes
that he needed to be put in the laundry. He
let me put his stinky socks down the chute.
I was so elated that I made a song about it
called “Stinky Socks” which repeated “Stinky
Socks! Down the chute!” over and over again.
I stepped into the TV room and plopped
down on the green corduroy loveseat. The
TV across from me was turned off, but I en[]
visioned seeing Dumbo, Snow White, and
Beauty and the Beast skitter around on the
screen. I leaned back in the sofa and saw the
telephone sitting on a shelf next to the picl]
ture of my grandma and her sister. The talll]
backed chair would typically be occupied by
my grandma, knitting scarves or mittens for
her numerous grandchildren. On one par]
ticular night, my twolylearldld sister Olivia,
fourlylearldld brother Matthew, and I were
zoned out watching Snowden, a snowman
that came to life to help Raggedy Ann and
Andy. Our parents had dropped us off earl]
lier that night in a rush to get to the hospill
tal. When I went home, I would have a new
brother or sister. Out of nowhere, the phone
blared throughout the house. My grandma
gave a yelp and snatched up the phone and,
barely restraining herself from screaming,
said, “Well, do you know yet? It it a boy or
a girl?” I could hear the static voice of my
father through the receiver, but I couldn’t
make out what he was saying. When my
grandmother finally whirled around to face

me, she burst out “It’s a boy!” Screaming and

hollering, “It’s a boy! It’s a boy,” I ran back

down the narrow corridor, past the laundry

chute and though the dining room, and spun

in circles until I collapsed dizzily onto the

living room carpet. My slumbering grandfal]
ther was not delighted in the least that his

sleep had been disturbed.

I departed from the TV room, walked
back down the hallway, through the dining
room, to the patio, and out the back door.
The chainllink fence barred me from Black
Creek, a small stream that ran through the
Clayton suburbs and gurgled past my grand(]
parents’ yard. Once, without my parents’ perl]
mission, I explored the creek. I looked under
rocks for crawdads and gathered sticks to
throw off the bridge down the street. After
a while, I heard someone calling my name.
“Luke?” They sounded upset, so I ran back as
fast as I could. I saw my dad in the back yard,
his hands cupped around his mouth, holler]
ing my name. Then he saw me. His hands
fell from his mouth and he scurried over. He
wrapped his arms around me and whispered,
“I thought I had lost you.” However, I still
heard him calling my name.

I awoke from my daydream to my dad
standing outside the car, demanding I climb
out. We were at Immacolata. We walked into
the back of church, and I immediately recogl]
nized my grandfather, but he wasn’t standing
up talking with relatives or kneeling in a pew.
Instead, he was lying down in a casket, sur]
rounded by his mourning friends and family.
After his funeral, the family gathered back
at my grandmother’s house. Love was inside
everyone in the house, but this love was difl]
ferent. It didn’t feel happy or sad. It was bit[]
tersweet. The house was still the same. It still
had the same rooms, the treats in the fridge,
the laundry chute, the TV and telephone,
and the creek in the back yard. In the same
way my grandfather slipped out of my world,
so would his house.
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Raspberries

William George
71

With a click of the tongue
and a silly face,

I spoon the mushy peas
into your roundest of Os.
You take them in, then
splurch them back

with twinkling eyes

to let me know you've been
taking in the nonsense

I've been feeding you
when your parents let me near.

PHOTOGRAPH BY BRENDAN VOIGT
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The Exchange
Christopher Weingart

“ ( :an you take him?”
Joe’s real motivations became clear

to me as he asked her, and I began to wade tolJ
wards a deserted corner of the room through
diminishing crowds, taking with them the
cover I needed to complete my migration
undetected. I remembered Joe telling me
about herh] ow she lived five minutes from
my housellwhen I'd asked if he was going to
the graduation party some senior was havl]
ing. I thought briefly about how interesting
it would be to meet, for the first time, some[]
one who had grown up so close to me. Then
I remembered that there was no way I was
approaching anyone unfamiliar, especially a
girl.

I pretty much stuck to myself, mainly
because melancholic musings about the nal]
ture of fate weren't particularly popular at
these sorts of social gatherings, and Joe and
some of my other friends whom I had some
claim of familiarity with were all infinitely
more confident and comfortable with peol]
ple, to the point where I couldn’t get many
words in anyway with them around.

I had come to accept my vocation as the
social outcast, often feeling like a priest dancl]
ing at a wedding reception: nobody expects
you to do it, and they stare at you strangely
because you stick out, even when you’re not
trying. Except I didn’t dance. Obviously.

I was the person people tried to conl]
vince to go to things, were surprised when
I'd show up, and then disappointed when I
didn’t do anything impulsive or uncharacter]
istic. The most impulsive thing I'd ever done
was watch A4 Nightmare on Elm Street while my
parents were still awake downstairs. It was a
heart[pounding ordeal, if you must know.

I maintained a social hermitageh] sexul]

ally ambiguous blank slate wading through
the grinding crowds of kids with three times
the confidence. It was my lot in life.

Which is why I hated meddlers like Joe
who, arms weighed down by members of
their female coterie, felt obligated to sow
them among their social inferiors. Which
is great. Go ahead, feel good about yourself
for “helping” me. Really what you’re doing is
throwing me into a situation Ill fail in, caus[]
ing countless sleepless nights of obsessing
over what I could’ve done better. But thanks,
you’re a great person.

See, me being friends with a girl would
be like a gay man trying to marry a woman
to appear straight. I'd concern myself only
with the tactical nature, more interested in
being seen with her to make my other antil
social classmates jealous, or to prove to sol]
cial superiors that they had underestimated
me. This is, of course, not a good basis for
a friendship, since instead of having meanl[]
ingful experiences I'd end up trying to stage
them where other people could see.

« ‘ )( 7 ho?” Kris said.
Off to a great start. Sitting bel]

hind the couch that faced a corner of the
busy living room, I found myself running my
hand over the pale red carpeting and realizl]
ing my hands were shaking.

“It’s Chris, he’s...” Joe was probably
looking behind him now, scanning the crowd
for a sign of me. I slid further down, in case
my head was poking out.

“He’s...hold on, sorry, he was supposed
to say hi earlier, I thought...”

That’s what you get for trying to pass me
off onto some random person who'll find out
that I can’t direct them back to my house to
save my life...

“CHRIS.”

He was standing over the couch.

I jumped, cursing mentally. Should have
hid in the bathroom.
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“Get over here!”

He was trying to mask his displeasure,
probably wondering why I was being so difl]
ficult when he was just trying to help. I was
starting to lose a lot of respect for Joe.

Then he was calling her over. Trying not
to look too pained as I sheepishly stood up,
my face burning, I hoped that this behavior
could be perceived as quirky but endearing.
I liked trying to assume the role of the ecl]
centric, since you seem to be given the ben[]
efit of the doubt that anything you do that’s
socially unacceptable is just you owning your
life and daring to be different. My burning
red cheeks probably gave me away, though.
Straining my eyes at the floor, I began to see
double as the color of the red carpet burned
into my vision. I was starting to get a bit
dizzy. Wouldn't it be interesting to fake all

“Kris, this is Chris.”

“Hi, Chris!”

I smiled briefly and launched a hand for ]
ward in an attempt at a half[Bearted wave. I
had to look at her face; it would be terrible
if she thought I was looking at her legs or
chest or something messed up that I would
be mistaken for doing. I doubted my ability
to do much right in these situations.

“So he needs a ride, and I know you live
so close to him...”

I laughed at the situation this resem[]
bled, me looking down awkwardly at Joe’s
side, trying to negotiate my ride as if I was
a child of divorce who was exchanged day to
day by older people trying to help me when
really, they were just ruining my life.

“Sure! We’ll have to get going soon,
though; I need to be home by ten. Is that
alright?”

I smiled and nodded again, on autopilot.
As if T had a problem with leaving this helll]
hole of exposure early. I hated being seen for
who I was.

“Chris and Kiris,” Joe said, staring at the
two of us, proud of what he’d created.

“Chris squared,” Kris said, smiling at me.

I pulled my lips up in a brief, flustered
smile before staring at the floor again. Social
conventions fulfilled at least for now, I let
the corners of my mouth recede back into
a straight line, ever so slightly curved down[]
wards at the edges, that some people mis[]
took for a pout, or something childish. The
truth was, I just didn’t like smiling; it hurt
too much when it was fake, and it had to look 73
stupid. Kris squared. Cute.

liding back in the leather seat of her car,
I wished I could stop my hands from
shaking. Damn Joe for doing this to me.

I stared at the sidewalk running parall]
lel to the houses, wishing to be on that path,
walking deep into the suburb while contem[]
plating the nature of loneliness and why I
felt it all the time. It was easier than this shit.
The car shook a bit as she got in, shaking me
from my trance.

“Give me a second,” she said, reaching
down to her feet to adjust the straps of her
black sandals. My head glued to the back of
the headrest as I tried to avoid eye contact,
I was able to glance over at her. Her legs
were long and tan, stretching off into the
mass of dark under the dashboard, making
them seem all the more exotic. Her over]
sized peach Tlshirt was tucked into her short
shorts, billowing out in silky puffs. T still
couldn’t see her face; it was blocked by a wall
of long, zigl2aggy light brown hair flecked
with blonde. Then a few purple[dailed fin[]
gers were drawing it back as she sat back in
her chair. I shook my head and stared for]
ward again.

“Okay. Sorry, I got these shoes from
Goodwill, and I think they’re just a bit too
tight.”

She started the car.

I hoped she wasn’t expecting a response
from me. I had nothing.

As we backed out of the driveway, past
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the gridlocked arrangement of cars still
parked on and around it, my stomach started
to sink again, like it does when you're slowly
ascending those tall towers at amusement
parks, not sure of when they’ll drop you, just
waiting as your stomach cowers inside you.
I don’t like amusement parks. Like parties,
they expose you as...well...pathetic.

“Hey, can you get out and help me pull
out?”

“Sure.”

My legs felt wobbly. How good to feel
solid ground again, eh? I chuckled. I'd devell]
oped the ability to make myself laugh, but
not other people, unfortunately. Most of my
jokes were at my own expense anyway, which
most other people wouldn’t have understood
since I hardly talked.

A black Jeep cruised along past me. Out
of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a
hand wave, but couldn’t be sure. It was probl]
ably for Kris. She seemed to be on great
terms with everyone.

I continued to gesture backwards, help[]
ing her edge out of the driveway. Easy. All
that was involved was moving my arms, and
a steel barricade between us wasn’t bad. I
didn’t even have to look at her.

Speaking of which...what did she look
like? I'd only gotten brief glances of her face
that I'd forgotten, since the glances were
only supposed to make me look as if I was
welllddjusted. 'm not, in case you haven’t
figured that out yet.

he music inside the car was insanely

loud. Like, windowlshaking loud. I've
had cars blasting rap that make my windows
shake, but Taylor Swift? Then I realized
that it was probably the lack of conversall
tion, to mask the silence. I wondered if I'd
just unwittingly performed an experiment
in psychological manipulation, forcing her
to turn up the music to fix the problem of
silence that I'd created. Then I realized it

was thoughts like these that were the reall
son I didn’t have many friends. Especially

not friends like her. I began to wonder

about Joe and his slew of confident, outgol]
ing buddies I'd somehow managed to establ]
lish myself with. Did they just put up with

me to be nice? Out of pity for my severely

deficient social skills? Is this why Joe set

this up? Or what if it was worse? What if I

was just someone they could laugh at, hold[]
ing me up as some sort of manifestation of

all that they weren’t. I was really starting to

lose a lot of respect for Joe now.

“Hey, is that Joe’s car?”

Way to butt in, Joe. We were having a rel]
ally great conversation before you had to go
and distract us. But I peered into the darkl]
ness at the back window, faintly illuminated
by Kris’s headlights.

“Yeah, I think that is,” I said rather
blandly. I thought I could make out the fam[]
ily stickers on the rear window which filled
almost the entire thing. Mostly repeats, of
course; most packages sold only one type of
girl, one type of boy, maybe a baby. Joe’s fam[]
ily had several of each, resulting in an army
of badly aligned duplicates, enough to make
someone crash trying to count them.

“Okay, we’re totally gonna mess with
him,” she said, smiling widely. I noticed now
how her upper teeth jutted out, so that when
she closed her mouth it looked like she had
braces on. That was interesting. Also inter]
esting was that she said We. She had just in[]
cluded me, and I wondered about that. Was
she purposefully trying to include me, or did
she do it naturally, because I was there and
“we” were going to do something? It was
probably the former. Of course I'm going to
be the object of pity, cowering here saying
nothing like a freaking nerd or something.
Damn.

It was then that I noticed we were speedl]
ing up. Like, a lot. See, I've driven like twice,
and getting up to fifty felt like just asking
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for death. But I glanced at the speedometer
creeping up, then the back window getting
closer and clearer as we closed the distance
between us.

Joe’s car was trundling along at a safe,
legal 60. Kris sped into the adjoining lane,
flanking Joe.

“Roll down the window.”

I complied, and the wind slapped me
in the face. My stomach was starting to rise
now for real, but this time it wasn’t in fear.
The wind on my face felt damn good. It was
eleven o’clock on a Saturday night, with an
empty highway before us, and we were gain[]
ing on his car.

“Hey, Joe!” She was yelling to the side
while trying to split her focus between his
Jeep and the road ahead. “JOE!”

She honked the horn, which made me
jump, but then I smiled and waved as Joe
turned his head to look at us. He gave an
uncertain smile at first, probably surprised
to see me as animated as I was. When Kiris
looked out from behind me, reaching out a
hand to wave, the smile grew, and I could see
him start to laugh.

Kris took advantage of the fact that he
didn’t fully realize what was happening to
speed up again, turning into his lane with in
front. Getting to a place where we were just
far enough ahead of him that he wouldn’t
hit us, she braked a bit: a warning. Then she
braked again as he kept coming up behind
us, forcing him to slow down. She was gig[
gling mischievously, and I was chuckling a
bit, too. Who'd have thought I'd be here tol]
night? The wind whipping about inside the
car sent her hair flying back, revealing her
elated face with wide, blue eyes and those
full lips drawn back into that smile; it was
invigorating, and dare I say, beautiful. Then
she looked at me and smiled wider. I blushed
again as I looked down, part of my mouth
receding until I wore only a halfldmile. But

soon the wind beckoned, and I stuck my face
out the window to feel it again.

Kiris squared.

Then he was next to us, quickly turning
into the neighboring lane to our leftl]Jeep
versus red SUV. Kris wasn’t going to have any
of that, though, speeding up as well, fighting
for an opening to get in front of him again.
Joe was riding in her blindspot now; damn,
that was clever.

As we fought for the lead, I was begin[]
ning to be pulled into the contest as well, re[]
ally rooting for us. I hate sports, too, so root(]
ing is hardly even in my vocabulary.

“Shoot, that’s our exit!” My voice soundl]
ed urgent, like I was desperate to get home
or something, but really I was enjoying this,
just not used to expressing this kind of ex[]
plosive excitement.

Kris was gleeful. I was grinning pretty
widely now, too, which is why I didn’t see the
exit sign sooner. Her mouth became a red O
as she jerked the wheel to the right, into the
exit lane at the last moment; any later and
she’d have sailed over the embankment.

I really wished I hadn’t said anything,
just let her keep going, but of course I had to
fuck it up somehow.

We braked hard at the red light at the
bottom of the slope. There were no cars belJ
hind us, so we just sat there, catching our
breath, listening as Joe zoomed by above us.
Then we both burst into laughter. No words,
no need for wry commentary or jokes or any[]
thing, just an orgasmic explosion of impull]
sive glee.

e hardly said anything in the last few
miles, pulling up alongside my drivel]
way still smiling and blinking the tears from
our eyes.
Kiris squared.
“Thanks for the ride,” I said earnestly.
“Some ride.”

75
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“Oh, no problem! I live so close...”

As I touched the handle, she reached
over and hugged me. I didn’t expect it, but
I knew some part of me had yearned for it.
I was so surprised by it that I didn’t lift my
arms to reciprocate, and by the time they got
the message, it was already over. I stepped
out of the car, legs wobbly. I didn’t know how
happy I was to feel solid, secure land anyl]
more. Kris squared.

“Hey, you dropped your phone!”

“Oh, sorry...”

“Here, let me put my number in for you.”

My face was turning red again. Yet anl]
other thing I wasn’t expecting.

“Text me sometime!”

And then she drove off, disappearing be[]
hind the neon gas station sign off past the
tattoo parlors and cheap bars where all the
fat tattooed people hung out after work,

slowly drinking themselves to death.

I looked at her number in my phone.
Even now that explosion of glee, the...somel]
thing I'd felt as she’d given me that hug[JI
knew it wouldn’t last past the door. Even
now I felt it dying down inside of me, leavl]
ing me craving more, craving those feelings
again.

Even now, would I really text her? Could
I? We hadn’t really even talked; the event had
distracted us from it, and she’d probably inil]
tiated it out of a need to avoid or help my
awkwardness. Just like Joe.

Chris squared.

What if I talked to her again, really talk]
ed to her, and she didn’t like what she saw?
Regretted giving me that hug, her number?
Who was I kidding?

I closed the app and went inside.

PHOTOGRAPH BY BRENDAN VOIGT
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Not Me

Frank Corley 77

I have pictures on my walls
from places

T've never been

and

will never go.

Faraway places,

exotic locales,

like

World Market,

Pier One,

have created false memories
for me.

That is not me
twirling on the bridge,
arms outstretched,
laughing into the rain.

Nor is it me
running through the field
of daffodils,

sun beaming through the clouds.

That is not me

sitting in the forest,

beside the waterfall,

toes dipping into the bubbling water.

Canvas made of vinyl,
simulated brushstrokes,

soft focus,

hang on nails

covering cracks in the plaster.

That is me, though,

on the couch beneath,
with my lover,

laughing real laughs,
sharing real kisses,

under cracks in the plaster.
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Innsbrook

Matt Smith

Inspired by Roger Reeve’s Pledge

I vow that I will return
to the house on the lake in the forest.

I'll return to the gravelly roads
that coughed up dust whenever wheels hit them,
grumbling old men.

And the tense midnight rides
that tightened my gut and darkened my eyes.

I'll return to the saltiwhite houses
that crowded the heath like apiaries.

And the light shows
that burned color into the night sky,
each year brighter than the rest.

I'll return to the dogs barking in the distance,
ears deftly tuned to my entrance.

I'll return to the woods where
the branches drooped over themselves
staining the sunlight mint.

And the wildflower patches
that sprung up on the gray soil roadside,
blue and yellow beggars.

I'll return to the sod

that wriggled with grubs and ants

eking out their lives amid the grime.

And the red canoe

that surprisingly held a dozen wolfldpiders.
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I'll return to the chippedldver stairway
that always creaked in muffled pain,
bruised by bootldteps.

I'll return to the screen door
that snapped back vindictively
with its crocodile jaws.

And its pickedldpart skin
that always let gnats in for fried[fish meals.

I'll return to the yellowldrass hill
that always wanted to dump over itself,
violently, into the murky void.

And the little green paddleboat
that sat sulking near the waterside.

T’ll return to it all.

PHOTOGRAPH BY WILL KELLY
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Nostalgia

Dominic Gherardini

Purple sidewalk cracks dance around the shattered earth,
80 a guideline to imagination.
The veneration smolders against the battered brow: a wounded soldier;
strong strides east defy the arduous suburban monotony:

Blood
drips gently from a tenuous hair,
fragile in its nature.
Brown gleams brightly,
clashing with the sweat of this whistling corpse.
Celestial bodies beam slightly,
far off into an oblivion.

Closed
resound the petty shops with silence.
One last freedom is denied,
stalled again on the homefront.
The rolling valleys yet reply:
no gas is burned on roads tonight.

A turning country road bends without limit:
white as the light of the days it’s seen.
A cascade of memories winds with the trail
as it all disappears conventionally.

The bearings of pain and truth
char into the back of the boy,
in his bedroom chair,
eating his last meal.

The image of Space Man dwindles:
glazed on the drywall,

he bears his cross.



