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“Healthcare”

Gabriela Ramos

Just in case. My mother told me this when she first handed me my medical card at eighteen.
Just in case. I was not meant to use it if or when I needed medical assistance.

Just in case. What she really meant was, Just in case you can’t fix it yourself.

Agnacate/ Avocado
For weight loss or intestinal issues: once the seed is dry, grate it, apply the shavings to your

meal, and eat.

Savila/ Aloe Vera
When we moved she took the giant, almost 100-pound plant with her. It was the first thing
she took even though others complained about it. Took up too much space. Too dangerous
to be kept inside with the small kids. Landlady said we couldn’t keep it outside. She kept it
outside anyway.

It was watered by the A/C unit my stepdad installed when the aluminum foil on the
windows seemed to help the southern California summer sun bake us rather than cool. The
loud machine’s drippings gave the plant the perfect amount of water. It kept the leaves soft
and smooth as they tapered to a point in their gentle outward curve. Some prefer to cut away
the spines on the leaves’ edges, but they were less dangerous than a rose’s thorns, and

human skin was only vulnerable if brushed too harshly against the growth. The underside of



the leaves were a darker shade of green, more lily pad than lime, with subtle white striations.
Ours was prone to sunburns, to becoming brown and brittle when placed in sunlight too
long. Sweat drips on the outer leaves as we would take turns slowly rotating the plant. The
water from the machine was enough to keep the leaves, rather than brittle or limp or too
thin at the tips, always bouncing back from indentations made by fingertips to check
tirmness. Enough to need to only cut off the tip of a leaf to get at the miraculous gel inside.

The more we used the A/C, the more we needed the savila. Our skin would become
irritated and flaky, the salty crust of dried sweat left by the machine sucking the moisture out
of the air. We’d break pieces off the hip-high plant, hollow out the leaves with our
fingernails, and slather it onto our faces, our chests, our legs, our arms. We’d sit in the living
room, the only room the A/C actually cooled, whatever parts of our bodies we could reach
slathered in the soothing gel to save us from dehydrated skin and heatstroke.

If we got sunburned, we didn’t bother scooping it out. Instead we’d cut a larger leaf
almost as long as my arm, hold it vertically to let the yellow diuretic fluid leak out, and take a
knife to peel the upper half of the rind from the gel in one smooth, clean stroke. The
bottom half of the rind held the gel like a serving tray. It was the best relief from the raw,
taut skin that remained.

She gave me a small plant, one that easily fit between my hands when I cupped them

together, to take with me to college. Just in case.

Huevo/Egg

Whip egg whites and apply onto burn to cool and heal.



Mayonesa/Mayonnaise

Without speaking a word, we come to a consensus. It was as if any speech would have
caused lice to hide themselves, to cling onto our pillows and again infest our scalps as we
slept. As if them knowing we were plotting against them would make them all the harder to
remove. We each went off to gather the necessary supplies. One to grab the family-size jar of
mayonnaise from the fridge, another to grab plastic bags, another to collect a few more eggs,
another to fetch the canola oil, another to find enough hair clips, and the rest to set up the
backyard.

We worked the mixture through our hair, trying to coat every strand and inch of our
scalp. We sat in circle, my older sister applying the mixture to my unruly hair. I ended up
coating my abuelita’s short, thin hair. My hands trembled as they carded the mixture through
her sacred hair. I didn’t know what I was doing—my abuelita had done my hair for as long
as I could remember. This was the first time any woman in my family had allowed me to
touch her hair and, in my eagerness, I yanked a few strands out. She didn’t say a word and
neither did I when my sister grew frustrated at my tangled hair and yanked through a snarl.
There was no gossip, no speeches about family or what it is to be a woman, no admonitions
for not doing something properly. No music played, not a single hum. For once my raucous
family and I were all quiet.

We then wrapped all of our hair up with our own plastic bag, each of us advertising a
different discount or grocery store, and we sat in the afternoon sun. My cousin mentioned

how if only we could afford to have blowdryers for the eight of us rather than the single old



model we had. Rags were placed at the napes of our necks like scarves or simply tucked into
the yoke of our shirts to keep any of the juices from slipping down our spines.

In the hour that we left it on, we did other activities quietly out in the sun. I did
homework, others painted toenails and fingernails, the older women shelled peas or plucked
lemons from the tree we luckily had or from the neighbor’s oranges that reached into our

backyard.

After the hour, we washed our hair out using the garden hose.

Aprroz/Rice

To brighten skin, after rinsing the rice, splash rice-water onto face.

Azvicar/ Sugar

There’d never really been occasion to cry at this magnitude before. There was the occasional
tummy ache, toothache, earaches and colds endured silently until they passed within a day or
two. There were bruises and scrapes from when we’d pedal our bikes as fast as we could to
purposefully launch ourselves onto the front lawn when the bike caught itself on the front
gate’s tracks. Cuts and eventually scars from trying to figure out just how many people can
fit on a bike or how fast a shopping cart can go. Those were all easy fixings. The rush of
adrenaline counteracting any initial pain and our mother’s or grandmother’s weird herbs and
juices to take care of the lingering pain.

No bones were broken in our youth. Nothing twisted or fractured. Just because we

acted stupid didn’t mean we were stupid. We knew when to take risks.



This time was an accident. Yes, my sister was sitting on the table, but it wasn’t one of
the flimsy tables we used for parties that we stole from a rental place. She just happened to
sit a little too close to the edge. I don’t remember who told the joke that made my sister
laugh. Her head flung back as her laughs reverberated from the concrete walls until she
realized her body was following her.

Our reflexes all too slow.

She landed on the concrete wrong. I stood there and watched, dumbfounded. My
mother ordered one of my older sisters to go bring some sugar. Even with my sistet’s snot
running into her mouth as she sobbed, our mother didn’t want us climbing onto countertops
just for the bottle of tequila. Not like we hadn’t done it before but she most likely didn’t
want to scold us more than she had to if she could help it.

For those few moments it took my other sister to get the sugar, I stared at my injured
sister, her tank top letting me see the wrongness of her shoulder. There was only one
thought in my mind. How would she do her homework with her left shoulder sagging like that? She was
a lefty.

My mother shoved a spoonful of sugar into her mouth and gave her some water. My
mother ordered my cousin to switch places with her, to hold down my sister. My cousin was
older than us, almost as strong as one of the adults, and squeezed my sister to stillness. She
told the rest of us to go inside the house. We did. Everyone else managed to look through
the laundry window but I was too short, I could only catch glimpses through the slivers

between my cousins’ bodies.



I didn’t see when my mother grabbed my sister’s arm. There was no countdown, no
“it’ll only hurt for a second”, no “close your eyes.” She simultaneously yanked and twisted.
My sister let out a high-pitched yelp, like when you step on a dog’s tail but worse. Then a
beat of silence. The sobs returned. My mother picked her up out of my cousin’s hold and
carried her to bed.

As my sister slept, my grandmother rubbed sweet smelling oil onto her skin. An hour
later, my mother had changed into her uniform and slid the visor on, and left for work at a

fast food joint.

Morro/Nightshade

Boil and eat the leaves for arthritic pain, for cramps, for nervousness.

Diente de I .eén/Dandelion

There are times when I’'m in the car with her that I wonder if she’ll pull over to simply pick
the yellow flowers from someone’s lawn or the devil’s strip on cracked sidewalks. She grows
them in a couple of plastic pots and tends to them just as tendetly as she does her hibiscus
flowers, cherry tomatoes, and bell peppers.

When I've asked her why she would grow weeds, she says,

They can grow anywhere, mafkes taking care of them simpler.

Flowers, leaves, stems, and roots, she throws it all into a small dented pot to boil. She
lets it steep before she strains it, letting it cool down naturally, then shoves it into the freezer

like she does with milk to extend the expiration date. Once it cools down to room



temperature, she fills up a jug and repeats the process. At the end, she has two or three
gallons in mismatched containers.

She has me drink it whenever I'm home. It tastes earthier than regular unsweetened
tea, as if I bit off the dandelion’s head and let it rest on my tongue, let my saliva soak in.

Each of my mothet’s friends who come to visit leave with a water bottle full of the
dandelion tea. Each for a different reason.

Drink this for your acne. Y ou don’t want to take photos with your skin like that.

Drink this to lower your blood sugar. You have to be careful with diabetes at onr age.

Drink this for your blood pressure, that husband is cansing you too much stress.

Drink this if you've got the flu.

Drink this, it'll help with the indigestion and constipation.

Drink this after work, you won’t be as sore.

She doesn’t tell me why I should drink it. Is it for my insomnia? For my contradictory
oversleeping? For the paleness of my skin since I refused to go out in the sun long enough
to tan? Or for the weight that I simultaneously gained and lost in my time away from home.
Or for my quietness that must simply be unnatural.

I accept the glass and chug it down without argument.

Huevo/Egg

Use egg membrane as a makeshift bandage.



two poems

Monica Rosas

Sfor you, 1

plucked out every hair
stripped my skin

laid it on our bed
broke off a clavicle

to use as the door handle
stretched my tendons

hung each

as curtains for our room

removed my spine
draped it over a coat rack

unchained each disk
placed them on a jewelry dish

I pulled out each of my nerves
until I felt nothing

10



dear dad,
I wait for you

i stand

by the school entrance
and watch the shadow
of my red dress

wave

you like the brown
buttons that line down
the front, how it falls
right below my knees
I feel the linen

brush over my skin
with each breeze

I wait for you

-r voice to yell

I’m here.

I sit on the curb
Ignore the hot

cement

pressing into my thighs
and the tears that dry

In the corner of my lips.

I’'m still waiting

11
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“Sweet Pea, Revisited”

Tabitha Lawrence

I have this theory. There’s only a certain amount you can care for someone and still want
nice things for them. Of course, you want the people you love to be happy and fulfilled. But
honestly, how happy can anyone be holding onto a shitbag like me, you know? Okay, it’s a
slight exaggeration. Still, I think I'm onto something here. Even just a little. If you really care
about someone, there’s that inevitable trapdoor in the back of all you well wishes, that I
hope we live in squalor together and die alone together because you and me are in this
together, man. Only when someone is truly irrelevant to your own well-being can you
genuinely want them happy, and even then, it's like, I wish you the best. Just stay the hell
away from me. I told this theory to my brother in the car on the drive over and I think he
agreed, but he didn’t say much.

And I don’t know what else we could have possibly been expecting from that night,
or why we were even invited. We had hardly tolerated Ruth in high school, so none of us
had talked to her since graduation. And really, aside from the Kissick brothers, I don’t think
anybody kept in much contact with Matt. The fact that Matt and Ruth were getting engaged
six years later was nauseating, sure, but it didn’t really affect our lives. Still, the old gang got
together a few hours before their engagement party to catch up and prepare ourselves
emotionally for whatever hellishly awkward situations we were about to endure.

Everybody met at Lia Annady’s apartment, bizarrely similar in décor and feel to the

bedroom she had rented when we first left high school. Still the plastic crates of paperbacks
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artlessly displayed in lieu of a nightstand (a half-full Chicago Bears coffee mug and an ashtray
balanced atop a notebook), still the rope hammock chair where Mack Stephens slept last
Halloween, still the strangely not unpleasant incense and litter box combo. But really, it was
probably that ancient throw rug that made it feel so 90’s after-school-special. It was in the
living room, now. It’s always cutious to see how when we grow up, our mess just takes over
the whole house. There are smells that don’t go away and stains that just don’t come out.
She called it “ambiance.” We didn’t mind.

We used to all be so embarrassed that most of us stayed relatively local, (aside from
Holly’s art school a state over and Mack’s brief stay at Wilmington, when one Wednesday
morning in his third semester straight of academic probation, the football coach found him
passed out drunk on the field and dropped his scholarship. We still tell everyone it was his
tendonitis that kept him from playing). It didn’t matter. Everyone who left always found
their way back. Sometimes it felt like a blessing, though. Thete’s something about spending
the birthdays and holidays with your people that just felt right. It gave us a sense of
permanence, purpose. Something about knowing that there’s at least five people in the wotld
that know what your dreams were and don’t ask where it went wrong, who always know

when to keep pouring the drinks.

Lia sat on the floor in front of the mirrored closet door, lining her lips with a deep
burgundy pencil. I stood at the bathroom sink, wrapping her hair around a curling iron.
“TI don’t know, I can just feel it.” Lia kept saying, insisting that something was off in

the infinite non-courtship between her and Mack, which was apparently back in full swing
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since they started working together at the community college. “He’s just somewhere else. All
the time.”

“He’s probably gonna propose,” I said. “It’s been long enough that you can just skip
the dating and march right down the aisle like everyone else.” Holly, who hadn’t looked up
from her phone since we sat down, rolled her eyes at me and flipped her bird with the same
hand holding her wine glass. Proof that she will stop at nothing to show off her engagement
ting one just one more time. “And I'll be the only damn one dancing to Single Ladies at your
wedding.”

Lia shushed her but smiled just a little. When the Kissick Brothers had arrived, they
both had a bong peeking ostentatiously out of the top of their sports coats. They had been
out in the backyard with Mack, probably getting high to prove that nothing had really
changed. When they were sufficiently baked and ready, they burst back through the door and
we rapidly changed the subject. Holly pretended to be halfway through a story about violet
versus plum versus aubergine for the centerpieces and allowed herself to be talked over until
she could fade out, a trick we had perfected after years of almost getting caught shit-talking
at our lockers. Conversation turned to Matt (in which the conversation was approaching
high school us to a tee) and how he used to smoke with us when there wasn’t any football
practice. Wouldn't always look at us when he passed us between classes, but on Tuesday
after we'd find him waiting for us behind the tennis courts the way he knew we would walk.
If it weren't for tenth grade, when Ruth had taken to following us around and slowly driving
us crazy, the happy couple would never have met. It's funny how it's always the relationships

that start off as the butt of every joke end up on floral print engagement party invitations.
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Mack stood up and announced that the process of the formal celebration would take roughly
4-6 hours in the enormous backyards of Matt’s parents. He calmly suggested we take a

couple shots before calling a cab.

If it’s true that parties are a good Litmus test for how people want to be seen, the
results were caught the shade between brilliant and desperate. One of the Kissick Brothers
informs us that this phenomenon is known as “impression management” (because he too
once took an Intro to Sociology Class) and we all just sort of nod, looking around. The
backyard we had only seen four times was utterly unrecognizable. The grass lawn was packed
tull of tables covered in lace tablecloths and chairs wrapped in big, butrlap bows (Very
Pinterest-esque, you would say). There was a dance floor, an enormous spread of
Mediterranean catering, handmade place cards, and a large table overflowing with gifts. The
whole scene glittered with every type of unnecessary light source available: Christmas lights
on every tree, rope lights strung between them, fake candles on every flat surface. We had to
just blink for a second and take it all in. When we first saw the bride-to-be across the yard,
laughing like a beauty queen at some unheard joke, it all made sense. Such a miniature
person in a sparkling white dress (even though the invitation had said semi-formal), her red
hair teased and piled on top of her head. We could see Matt deeper into the maze of chairs,
the pleats in his navy slacks stretched across his lap in certain stress and a nice new paunch
dipping over his belt. It was bizarre seeing the size and build that had made him such a
sexpot in high school being worn is such a drastically different way. It was surprisingly

depressing.
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We were halfway to the bottom of the crystal champagne glasses before Ruth got
around to greeting us. She embraced each of us in the way you do when you atren’t sure
where your relationship stands anymore (up on her little tippy-toes, one hand on each
shoulder and a kiss noise in your ear as she touches her cheek to yours). She could not stop
exclaiming how great it was to see us all, and how it was only appropriate that the people
responsible for her biggest blessing (she stops here and smiles at Matt for emphasis) here to
help them celebrate. Genuinely. She wanted to mean that. It was strange that once she said
it, we could all feel a weird sense of ownership in their relationship. It seemed to be
contagious, and buzzed on through the night as the champagne kept coming. Her sticky-
sweet hostessing was so practiced that by the time she had walked us to our table
(strategically placed as far to the back of the party as possible), we were practically happy to
be there.

As the night went on, long after she went off to continue her rounds, I watched the
most sarcastic and unaffectionate and best people I know behaving like show poodles. It’s
amazing, what you can observe when you feel stuck between being one-half of a proper
couple instead of one-sixth of the binge-drinking guest. I felt like the only without an agenda
on this particular night. I watched the Kissick Brothers stop to shake hands with Matt’s
father. They were co-narrating some wildly gestured story, pointing affectionately at the
bride-to-be and simultaneously throwing their heads back in nostalgic laughter. Lia must
have just scoured the party for biggest biceps in the yard and then latched on to the owner.
For twenty minutes she alternated between feigning fascination and touching the man'’s

enormous arm and anxiously glancing around to see if Mack was watching her. (He wasn’t).
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Hannah was with Ruth’s tiny Irish grandmother, probably relaying her best wishes and
making a point to include herself in a charming anecdote about their fairytale love. I'm sure
she was convincing, if you could overlook her darting eyes, looking passed the woman to the

ass of Ruth’s cousin, Alex, standing just within earshot. She always had a thing for redheads.

When the couples started dancing, our group found its way back to the table with
plates of food. Hummus and Dolma and arugula and baklava, all strange foods to see eaten
by the same people who had still only months ago survived off of pizza bagels and Mountain
Dew Code Red. We ate quietly at first, probably because everyone was focusing on keeping
pace with each other (No one wants to be the first one finished, eying the other guests until
someone else stands for seconds) and using the correct cutlery. We were thankful when Matt
appeared at our table, buzzed and holding a delicately braised chicken leg in his hand. He
greeted us loudly and promised to come catch up with us after dinner before returning to
dance with Ruth. That seemed to be enough to bring everyone back from pretending we fit
in there. In the sparkling wine buzz, the conversations formed and then blurred together.

*

“I'm no Calvin Klein model,” T said unnecessarily, “But is it bad that it feels pretty
good to see a gut on the guy that these girls would have killed for back in the day?” I draped
my arm around the back of Lia’s chair.

“There it is. Proof that Mack is compensating for something.”

“Hannah almost did kill for Matt, if I remember correctly.”

“No way, she only needed four stitches and that bitch had it coming.”
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“Look at how Matt kisses her on the nose. That was always his move in high
school.”

“That was everyone’s move in high school.”

“Dammit guys, is that not a move anymore?!”

We watched the couples dancing together with a distinct nostalgia to proms in the
gym. We listened to the story for the hundredth time about how Hannah a/nost gotten to go
to Prom with Matt when we were all just freshman and he was a junior. If only her mother
hadn’t grounded her (if only she hadn’t gotten caught by the vice principal behind the back
field shed with his hand down her pants, more accurately, but nobody corrected her) she
might have been the one dancing her life away with the quickly dilapidating jock. She said all
this with a tone that said she thanked God she dodged that bullet, but her mouth stayed in a
straight line.

When I went back for seconds (thirds, rather), I caught a rare moment of Matt alone
and clapped him on the back.

“Big man on campus is finally tying the knot, eh?,” I said. He turned around wearily.
It seemed that hosting was draining his will to live, but his eyes lit up when he saw me and
he shook my shoulder roughly in the way that men learn to do to other men when they don’t
know what to do with their hands.

“T know. I'm as surprised as the next guy,” He laughed. “And to Ruth, no less! High
school us wouldn'’t even recognize us.”

“You're fucked up, man. This is your engagement party!”
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But he waved it off, all nine years of it. “Your garage is where it all happened. It made
things different.”

I think for a second of how my garage must have been so different for him than it
was for us. We spent every day there because no one expected anything more from us
anywhere else, which was probably the exact opposite of why he snuck there when he could.
I felt, self-consciously, that he was thinking this too. He was looking back at our table over
my shoulder and I followed his gaze, at Hannah still pouting and Lia scanning the yard,
looking for anything else.

“Well, maybe not everything needs to be different.”

About an hour later, the older guests started making their exits. We were about to
plan ours when the atmosphere started changing. The younger crowd lingered. Hannah had
gone to the bathroom twenty minutes ago and I, as her unwilling but dedicated keeper,
figured I oughta come look for her. Just as I got to the door though, I saw her through the
window. She was coming up the stairs from Matt's basement, his huge hands gently
stabilizing her. And how typical of her, to look for one more opportunity to make a secret
that I would have to keep. But they didn’t look guilty. They looked—warm, maybe?
Pleasantly indifferent for the first time? I returned to the table and eventually, she did too.

We were all just drunk enough to dance and someone requested “No no, the OLD
Justin Timberlake!” and it was the perfect storm for high-heeled twisted ankles and

embarrassing Facebook photos. Even Ruth seemed to be having fun—not even that Ru#)
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kind of fun, but the real kind. Her shoes were long gone and her careful updo was falling in
crushed ringlets down to her gaudy white sleeves. If only fifteen year old us could see her
now, dancing on a chair while Matt kept her from falling, maybe we would have gotten
along.

But then the moment was over. Matt had requested Amos Lee and scooped Ruth off
the chair and into a tight embrace and when she squealed, “This is our so-ong!” full of extra
vowels and suffocating love. It made us uncomfortable to watch, but probably for all
different reasons. The DJ turned it louder. Someone must have called the Uber just in time.
It was clearly time for us to go. We said goodbye, but the couple barely looked up. The
Kissick Brothers shepherded a highly intoxicated Hannah to the front yard where I, long
accustomed to her alcoholic exploits, instructed her to go throw up because I refused to pay
for another vomit fee on any of their behalf. Holly and the Kissick brothers slid giggling into
the back row of the van. Mack slid his coat jacket around my shoulders and helped me in.
Hannah found a bush and shoved her finger down her throat, which was not something we
were surprised to see or even appropriately disgusted by. She heaved into the mums and the

music from the party reached us just barely through the open cab window.
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“In the Image of God”

Alyssa Godina

Cassia stared at the pastel blue and pink streamers twitled over her head and wished she
could rip them down. It was her baby shower, yet as she stared at the large image of a
cartoon, genderless baby smiling across from her, she felt nothing but dread. Props of baby
bottles, diapers and pacifiers were spread across the tables of her mother-in-law’s living
room. It hadn’t been Cassia’s idea at all to have this party. As far as she was concerned,
Cassia was happy with just telling her close friends and family about her pregnancy and skip
a party all together.

Cassia was excited to be a mother, but she found herself dreading this pregnancy.
Cassia had been with Spencer for about two years. While Cassia loved him, she wasn’t ready
to marry him. Right before she had gotten pregnant, they had just expressed their love to
one another. She was happy with how they were when she still had her own apartment and
he would come over whenever he could. They would go out on dates at least once a week,
but if they skipped a week, it had never been a big deal. There was no pressure to things.

Their relationship had only been a fraction of her world. She loved her job as a
magazine editor in New York. Her friends and her would hit bars every weekend and
explore the city. Everything had been perfect. Dates with Spencer were always relaxed, and
she loved how once they were done, she would still have her own space. She had time for
herself before she was pregnant. She loved her baby, but she hated everything it had brought

her. Judith, Spencer’s mother, became more involved in their relationship and demanded
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their engagement. Spencer and the baby consumed Cassia’s entire world as she was forced to
quit her job due to Judith stating working while pregnant was not good for the baby.
Spencer and Cassia were forced to empty their savings to buy a house that met Judith’s
standards and within a mile of her own home. All her time went to caring for her body and
pregnancy. When she would have free-time, Judith interrupted her and lectured her how to
become the perfect housewife. She missed the view of jam-packed traffic and the smell of
smog-laden air from her apartment as she made her daily commute. Now, all she knew was
the chalky smell of prenatal vitamins and Judith’s floral perfume.

Cassia was not keen on making a big deal of the baby shower, but her mother-in-law
had insisted. So, she was forced to sit in the middle of the room as women she didn’t even
knew filed in and sat at tables covered in bouquets of pacifiers and wine poured in baby
bottles, celebrating her pregnancy when she doubted they even knew her name. It wasn’t the
baby shower games and gathering of strangest that filled her with dread though, it was the
gift that came along with baby showers that had her planning an escape.

Cassia felt a dull pain in her stomach. It was too soon for a kick, at 13 weeks, but
sometimes she would feel tiny phantom feet pushing against the walls of her abdomen. She
would run her hands along the stomach, trying to feel the imprint of a toe. The skin on her
stomach was already taut and she pat the origin of the pain. Her baby was the only thing
giving her strength to manage Judith’s crazy demands.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Mrs. Madison come toward her. Mrs. Madison
had been the first of her mother-in-law’s friends that Cassia had met. Her white hair was

always perfectly curled and her lips always a ruby red. Cassia often wondered when women
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like her got tired of putting on a show. Mrs. Madison placed a hand on Cassia’s stomach.

“When the belly sits high like that, it’s for sure a girl,” Mrs. Madison said.

Cassia smiled. She had heard all the different old wife’s tales about baby gender since
her stomach begun to grow. At this point, she was convinced she must be having a
gendetless alien as no one could quite agree on the angle of her belly and what sex that
indicated. Before she could offer a response, a stern voice spoke up.

“Oh no, Henrietta. We are not having a girl. It will be a boy to follow in my Spence’s
footsteps and take over the family business. After this boy, we’ll then consider having a girl,”
Judith, Cassia’s mother-in-law, followed her little spiel with a tight-lipped smile. She placed
her hand on Cassia’s shoulder, and Cassia nearly flinched from the cold. “Of course, we
have to make the best of the time we have left considering her clock is ticking.” Cassia was
only 25.

Cassia wondered what Judith would do if Cassia ran to the kitchen, grabbed a knife,
and stabbed the giant baby cake. Of course, Cassia wouldn’t, but she wanted nothing more
to lash out at Judith. After all, Judith had been the one who had wanted the party. Judith had
picked out the cake, the color scheme, the giant babies everywhere, every detail had Judith
behind it. This hadn’t been what Cassia wanted at all. Her husband, Spencer, and her had
agreed on avoiding anything of the sort; but, of course Judith had a different idea for them,
as she always had. Spencer and Cassia wouldn’t even be married if it weren’t for Judith
dragging them both to the courthouse when Cassia first found out she was pregnant.

She had already developed a plan before she told Spencer she was pregnant. She

figured he would move into her apartment in the city and that they could raise the baby
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together. She had been excited at the prospect at first, but it was Spencer who had been
anxious. His face had paled at the news.

“I know it’s a lot, but Spencer, we can do it. If you’re not ready, I’'m not pressuring
you. I’'m just saying I’'m ready to have this baby, and if you aren’t, I won’t force you,” Cassia
told him. She grabbed his hands and met his eyes. “What do you think?”

“I need to go call my mom,” he said. He gulped and excused himself to the restroom.

She sat back on her couch and stared at the exposed brick of her apartment. She had
a hand on her belly even though there was no bump, it just felt right.

She didn’t know then she would regret letting Spencer make that call. He came back
calmer and told her that he was all in. That night she went to sleep dreaming about her baby.
She saw a little girl with Cassia’s brown curly hair and dark brown eyes that Cassia got from
her own mother. The little girl might have the same buck teeth that Cassia had growing up
till she grew out of them once her adult teeth came in, or she’d have Spencer’s perfect ones.

She was still deciding. She knew that she’d have to start saving for braces or glasses
soon if her daughter had teeth and vision like her. She hoped their little gitl had Spencer’s
charismatic smile and Cassia’s independent spirit. She thought of her and Spencer walking
down Central Park holding a perfect mixture of them.

However, that morning, she was shaken awake by Spencer into the nightmare of
Judith standing at her door.

“Now, who is ready to make playdough babies?” Piper, Cassia’s best friend

announced. Piper had been more than happy to take on event planning with Judith, filling a
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role that Cassia couldn’t bring herself to take on. Piper looked to Cassia and smiled. “Cassia
will pick her favorites and the winners will get a special prize.”

Chatter filled the air as the women in the party took their seats. Cassia wondered if
they would still be excited knowing the prizes were gift cards to grocery stores. Probably so.

Piper handed some Play-doh canisters to Cassia to help her pass out. Cassia did so,
but kept silent as she walked around the room. The women grew more excitable. She could
hear mutterings of strategies and speculation about what the prize would be. A woman
wearing a blue ribbon tapped Cassia’s belly as she handed her the play-doh. “I am hoping
he’s a boy,” she smiled. Cassia wanted to slap the woman’s hand away, but she only smiled
and kept walking.

Another woman who claimed to be Judith’s coworker was giddy like a school child as
Cassia handed her the play-doh. She also rubbed Cassia’s belly, and the warmth of her
clammy and lingered on Cassia’s stomach. “I’'m team girl!” she winked at Cassia. “You must
be so excited!”

Cassia smiled and kept walking. How could she tell these women that this was
possibly one of the worst days of her life?

“Okay ladies, get started! Make sure they look as close to a baby as possible! You
have five minutes.”

Judith sat in the center table. There was glow about her as she conferred with one of

Spencer’s aunts about how to make a face in the play dough. Cassia watched as Judith’s

slender fingers manipulated the dough with precision.
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It was the same glow she had standing beside Spencer at their wedding. The same [
got my way look. Cassia was haunted by Judith’s smug expression that she could see past
Spencer’s shoulders as he read her his vows. Cassia had been happy when they first got
engaged. But, she had thought they would have more time till they were actually walking
down the aisle. She had fought for them to wait, but Judith pushed and Spencer followed.

“Well you love me, right? It shouldn’t matter if we do it now, or after the baby.”

“Spencer, I do,” Cassia had said and placed a hand on his face. She had known they
would always get married, just now do soon. “But don’t you want to get married on your
own terms? Not your mother’s?”

“This is our terms, Cassia. We're going to do it anyway. Why not now?” The furrow
of his brows made Cassia give in. She knew he was hurting, thinking she didn’t want him.
But, it had nothing to do about him. She wasn’t ready for this and she definitely wasn’t ready
for Judith to sink her nails in her.

Of course, as they drove that night to tell Judith about their marriage, Judith had that
same glow. She had won. And when she had hugged Cassia, that was the first of the
phantom kicks. Cassia knew her child must be repulsed by her mother-in-law as much as she
was.

Cassia moved her eyes to focus on another table making play-doh babies. The
doorbell rang and Piper went to get it, but Cassia stopped her. “I’ll get it, Pipes.”

Piper smiled. “Okay, but be quick, we need you to judge soon.”

Cassia moved past her and walked toward the door at a slow pace. She tried her best

to stall and take as much time before returning to the party.
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When she opened the door, she was met with the sight of a woman in a white lab
coat and pantsuit. Her hair was in a sleek ponytail, not a stray hair in sight. Cassia could
make out the blue embroidered logo, ‘Designer Babies Inc.” on her coat. Perfection was her
business. The gift was here.

“Hi, 'm Dr. Hayden Silva. ’'m here for the baby registry.”

Cassia wanted to shut the door in her face. She had known this was one of Judith’s
arrangements, but some part of her had hoped it wouldn’t have happened. Yet, Judith had
been serious when she discussed it with Spencer and Cassia as they told her they had
planned to skip the whole baby shower and registry all together.

“How are you going to give up the baby shower registry? I had a baby shower for
Spencer. Look how perfect and loved he is, I attribute the beginnings of that to the baby
shower. Family and friends will be more than happy to buy the baby something off the
registry,” Judith tried to reason.

Spencer was quiet. He sat in the seat next to Cassia, but she felt as if she was taking
on Judith’s rage all by herself. Cassia spoke up, “We just think it’s unnecessary for our child.
As long as they are healthy, we’re happy.”

“Dear, I understand that, but you have to understand that the registry is so important.
How else will your child be perfect?”

“My family never had one, and we all turned out fine.” Cassia came from little money
and it had never really bothered her. In a sea of perfection, she loved being raw and flawed.

She always worked for everything in her life, and while, marrying Spencer definitely
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increased her quality of life, she didn’t want her child to strive to be perfect. “I would rather
my child be born looking like Spencer and I, rather than some lab rat designed by strangers.”

“Cassia, do you understand you are setting up your child for failure? Do you
understand you are denying him the right to be somebody?” Judith scolded her.

“My child will be somebody regardless of them being genetically engineered or not. I
don’t think you understand Judith, but this is my and Spencer’s child. You don’t have a say,”
Cassia argued. She stood up and motioned for Spencer to get up. “Let’s go, Spencer.”

Spencer shook his head.

“Spencer? Come on, let’s go,” she urged. Judith smiled.

“Go on, Spencer, tell her what we discussed,” Judith encouraged him.

Spencer had been quiet for a while before he said, “Maybe it is best we do the
registry. After all, it is so important to my mother.”

As Judith eyes lit up, Cassia felt her cheeks grow hot. and she watched as he wrapped
his arms around his mother. Judith’s eyes closed briefly as she rested her head on Spencer’s
shoulder. Cassia wanted to scream.

“I’'m not letting you anywhere near my child.”

“Cassia, it’s just as much my child as yours. It’s our decision,” Spencer chastised her.

“Do you not see what she’s trying to dor”” Cassia asked. Her tears streamed down her
face and Spencer had to hold her up as her knees buckled. Her grip on her child was

slipping, even as the heartbeat raced in her stomach.
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“Cassia, it won’t be so bad. Think about it, Spencer told me about how you wore
braces. Now you won’t have to worry about that,” Judith teased and sat beside her. Her
hand extended to rub Cassia’s growing bump.

That night, her dream of her little girl shifted to the same little boy in Spencet’s baby photo.

Now, as she stared at Dr. Silva, the embodiment of perfection, she could feel another
phantom kick. Her hand went to her stomach. This woman was in charge of taking her little
gir]l away.

“You must be Cassia James.” Dr. Silva smiled and held out her hand.

Cassia shook her hand and let her in. She was quiet as she guided Dr. Silva to the
party. As some women spotted the lab coat, they began to squeal. Cassia could hear them
whisper amongst themselves their predictions about what the registry was to bring.

Piper told Dr. Silva, “Hi Doctor, we’re just about to finish up the games if you’d like to set
up in the living room over here.” Before Piper took the Doctor, she told Cassia, “Go choose
the winner of the play-doh baby.”

Cassia walked around looking at the different variations of babies. Some had
misshapen heads, lack of limbs, some barely even looked like babies. All were imperfect,
except for Judith’s. Judith had sculpted a near realistic baby despite the green of the play-
doh. Cassia wanted to grab it and smash it beneath her feet. But, she only took a step back
and announced, “Judith is the winner!”

Judith smiled and stood up. As the ladies clapped, Judith held a hand to her chest and

acted as if she had just won an Oscar. Piper was back and handed Judith an envelope.
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Judith ripped it open and laughed to herself for a moment before holding up the gift
card in the air. “It’s a gift card to Target. I'll definitely be using this to buy my grandson
some presents.”

Cassia didn’t even know the gender of the baby yet, how could Judith be so sure.

Most of the women said ‘aww’ in response. One woman, who Cassia did now know,
said, “Aww Judith, you should use it for yourself! Cassia’s getting plenty of gifts for them!”

Judith waved her hand. “I’m a grandma now. It’s not about me anymore.”

The women laughed and applauded her. Cassia wondered how she could avoid what
was to come next.

“Are we ready for the registry?” Piper announced. The women began cheering and
hollering. Cassia felt like she had swallowed a great weight and was sinking into the linoleum.

They all moved to the living room where the couches had been rearranged to form a
circular sitting area. There were three chairs opposite the couches, one for Cassia, the other
for Judith, and one for Dr. Silva.

As they got situated, Cassia’s breaths grew heavier. The registry. Judith had arranged
the possibilities list and consulted with Spencer on some aspects. She would recount how
Spencer was the product of the registry each time she discussed it with them.

Cassia was banned from seeing the list. Judith lied and told Spencer it was because

she wanted it to be a surprise. Cassia knew though that Judith didn’t want her ruining the

chance of a perfect grandson.
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Cassia slowly eased herself down on the chair, trying to steady herself. Dr. Silva
reached out and grabbed her arms to help hoist her down. Her ruby lined lips turned up as
she asked, “Nervous?”

“No,” Cassia lied. She was petrified.

“Don’t be.” Dr. Silva winked and sat beside her. She was young, only about five years
older from Cassia. “I did the registry myself before I started working for the company. It’s
nerve-wracking, but my son Apollo came out amazing. He’s actually one of our base models
now.”

Cassia felt her stomach stirring. “Oh, that’s so great. You must be so happy.”

“He has been a dream,” the woman agreed.

The little girl Cassia has dreamed of centered in her mind. The little girl who had her
hair. She had shifted the dream child to include Spencer’s perfect nose and vision.
Ultimately, Cassia wanted nothing more than to have her and Spencer’s genetics combine
and make their child. She knew that the registry list obstructed all of that genetic chance and
would erase any trace of Cassia in her little girl’s face.

The women all settled into their seats. Judith sat on the other side of Cassia. She wore
a large grin and reached over Cassia to offer Dr. Silva. “It is a pleasure having you today. I'm
Judith, the grandma.”

“Dr. Hayden Silva. Pleasure to meet you.”

Piper clapped her hands, “Alright, let’s get started. Dr. Silva, would you like to

announce the details of what has been funded?”
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“It would be my honor,” Dr. Silva beamed and stood up. She held a clipboard in her
hands and began, “I would just like to begin by thanking Judith and Cassia, and all of you
beautiful women for participating in the registry. Our team at Designer Babies Incorporated
are so honored every time a mother trusts us with her child’s future. We are also honored
that beautiful women, such as you ladies, fund the genetic engineering for the mother’s
dreams of a perfect child to be made. So, with that, I will begin. First off, the high 1Q gene
was funded by Henrietta Madison and Judy Caine.” The women erupted in applause and
Mrs. Madison and Judy stood up to be swallowed in praise.

“Thank you, ladies,” Judith chimed in with a wide beam, “When our boy is
Valedictorian, we will have you to thank!” Cassia felt her lunch beginning to bubble its way
up her throat. While she liked to think of herself as smart, she didn’t want her child to feel
any pressure of following suit. She didn’t care about 1Q.

Dr. Silva continued, “Piercing green eyes were funded by Piper Smith and Lanie
Rodriguez. Thank you, ladies.” Cassia had brown eyes. Cassia had her late mother’s eyes and
she wanted nothing more for the baby to get her eyes, or even her father’s oddly wide-set
ones. Everyone in her family had the same dark brown.

“Maybe he will be a model with those eyes!” Judith elbowed Cassia jokingly. The
women laughed.

“If he makes it big, please make sure I get my cut of it!” Piper chimed in. Cassia

glared at her, but she was too busy laughing to notice.
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The list continued. No baldness, 20/20 vision, no freckles, straight hair, straight
teeth, long eyelashes, dimples, musical ear, black hair, no family background of heart disease.

It continued and continued. Cassie reflected.

Male pattern baldness ran in her family as her grandpa was bald at the age of 20; she
wore glasses but switched to contacts at 16, and got Lasik not too long ago. Spencer had
straight teeth, but she knew the genetics for her teeth would probably beat his. Spencer had
straight hair, but Cassia’s was always a frizzy curly mess as her mother’s had been. Both her
and Spencer had freckles. They had begun to erase or correct every imperfection that Cassia
could potentially pass down.

“Lastly, we rarely have this chromosome funded, much less selected. But, Y
chromosome funded by none other than grandma, Judith Lee!”

The women erupted in applause and Judith stood up beaming as she accepted the
praise. Dr. Silva began to clap, “This baby will definitely be one for the books. I want to
thank all you ladies for your support and funding. Let’s give it up for Cassia and her perfect
designer son!”

Judith pulled Cassia to stand up with her. The women congratulated her. She could
even hear a woman stating about how lucky she was—how fortunate she was to have so
much funding.

Dr. Silva shook both Judith and Cassia’s hand. “We’ll see you tomorrow at 8 a.m. for
the procedure. Congratulations, I am so happy you will have the baby of your dreams.”

Cassia wanted to scream that the baby of her dreams would look like her. The baby

wouldn’t be a carbon copy of Spencer.
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Dr. Silva shook her hand again. “I can’t wait for tomorrow! I will see you then.”

Judith offered to walk Dr. Silva out. Piper put on the radio and introduced the
beginnings of a new game. Cassia could hear the excited chatter of the women as the flocked
back to the tables. They had just condenined my child and they’re over here fucking eating baby food out of
diapers.

She felt a small kick and ran a hand down her belly. She decided then she was not
letting them erasing her little girl. Judith smiled at her and that was the first time Cassia
smiled back.

In her pocket, she patted the keys to the car in her pocket. She had found where
Judith had hit them in her room. She knew as the party was ending, she would slip out. Her
flight back to New York was booked, her apartment was still there. Her little girl was coming

with her.
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“How to Fill Holes”

Krista Nave

There were bees in the wall. Buzzing, building, stacking cell upon cell in their vertical
honeycomb, nestled between studs. They were louder at night, the way most noises were, as
the sonance of sunlight was enough to drown them out during the day; then, Sasha could
only hear them when she pressed her ear against the paint and plaster of the right hand
corner of the room. But in darkness, the droning rose up several octaves, as if the bees had
nestled deep inside her ear.

Sasha’s ex-boyfriend had liked poking holes in things. Paper, fruit, skin. Arguments,
sometimes, but they were too amorphous for him. Sasha had once opened a loaf of bread
only to find that he had systematically punctured through each slice until they more
resembled swiss cheese. That’s how the bees had gotten in, swarming and squirming through
tinger-sized gouges on the outside of the house. Her boyfriend was gone, and the bees had
moved in, in his place.

Since he’d left, it was hard for Sasha to fall asleep, the absence of another person like a safety
blanket ripped away. She missed her ex’s broad arm laid across her chest, his nose tucked
into her neck. She spent several hours tossing and turning, punching the pillow into different
shapes, digging her toes into the memory foam. She thought about how long it had been
since she washed the sheets. The bacteria and dead skin cells came to life, crawling along her

skin. Sasha swung her legs out of the bed and stood up. Honey oozed from the wall like
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beads of sweat and pooled along the floor. She stripped the bed and headed to the laundry
room. Her bare feet squelched as they sunk into the thick liquid with each step.

As the washing machine ran, Sasha waited in the backyard, slouched in a lawn chair by the
shallow end of the swimming pool, algae-green waters lit up like a radioactive tank by the
dim light of the moon. She did not smoke a cigarette, had never smoked a day in her life, but
wondered if, the same way nicotine suppressed appetite, if it would curb other cravings. She
would look like a sophisticated woman, loitering with purpose, smoke wisping from her lips
into the cold air like dye diffusing through water. Sasha had once expressed this idle
appreciation for the aesthetics of cigarettes to her ex-boyfriend. He had taken it seriously,
not as the joke she intended it to be. He lectured her for an hour about the dangers of
nicotine, called her vain for wanting to destroy her health for something so trivial. In the
weeks after, he kept finding packs of cigarettes stashed in the pockets of her coats. Each
time he confronted her, and each time she swore she had not bought them, had no idea
where they were coming from. One time he tore up each cigarette, scattering tobacco along
the floor like a trail of breadcrumbs and demanding she clean them up. Stretched to her limit
after dozens of beratings, Sasha accused him of planting the cartons on her. He called her a
crazy bitch, but the cigarettes stopped appearing after that.

Sasha was jarred from this reminiscence by a tickle on her feet. Looking down, she saw a
stray cat lapping at the honey congealed between her toes. The cat lurched away when she
leaned down to pet it. It lingered in the dark corners of the yard, watching Sasha with glazed
yellow eyes. She held her body very still, hoping to lure it back, until she fell asleep in the

chair.
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In the morning, Sasha awoke to an empty lap dusty with cat hair. She was itchy with
loneliness and arranged a date with a man she had been chatting with on a dating app for the
last two weeks. He seemed interesting enough through text, told decent jokes and didn’t
overuse emojis, but she knew in-person conversation was a different beast, most men
showing themselves as dull and self-centered. Her ex-boyfriend had never been boring,
never seemed to run out of fascinating things to talk about. Sasha picked a small cafe to
meet her new date in. The location was strategic: close enough to a movie theater that if he
turned out to be a complete dud, she could convince him to see a film with her. Just to sit
next to a body, feel the buzz of their skin a few inches away, would be enough.

Sasha ordered a cup of tea and a yogurt at the cafe, procuring a seat by the window to wait
for her date. She wore a long-sleeve shirt far too hot for the spring weather, and the sun beat
against her through the glass. Whispers of conversation from the neighboring tables tickled
at her ears, the buzz of companionship that felt both grating and comforting at once. Sasha
was ten minutes early, but even with that excuse she felt the acute pinch of anxiety, to be the
only one alone and aimless. She pulled out her cellphone and spent the next few minutes
refreshing an app that had no new updates, acting at being engrossed in the task. Her idle
mind could not resist the siren call of her ex’s Instagram. His page was bereft of updates, her
ex the type who saw himself above social media culture. The last picture had been posted by
herself, two weeks before their relationship had ended: a photograph of the two of them,
swimsuit-clad at the beach, squinting into the sun in a way that could be misinterpreted as a

smile.
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Forty minutes later, Sasha had to admit to herself that her date was not coming. She finished
off her yogurt and glared at the spoon in her hand. She was reminded of something her
grandmother used to say: The Devil took my shovel but God gave me a spoon. She still
didn’t know what that meant. When she had repeated the saying to her ex, he seemed to
immediately understand it and, no matter how much she begged, he refused to explain,
laughing that she was just too dumb to get it. The spoon tapped against the rim of the cup as
she carelessly dropped it.

Sasha began texting her list of contacts, sending out feelers for who would be free tonight.
Some went unanswered, others sent out vague excuses of prior plans or loads of work. One
new text notification tugged the hook. Audrey, a mutual friend of her ex-boyfriend, revealed
that she was hosting a small party at her house and invited Sasha to come. She gratefully
accepted.

The bees were awake when Sasha returned home to ready herself for the party. While they
had mostly kept to themselves, not venturing past plaster and paint into the bedroom, she
could see a few of them fizzing through the room like soda bubbles. Sasha had the number
for an exterminator scrawled on a post-it note clinging to the refrigerator, but she had been
putting it off for the past few weeks, no matter how many times she had to mop honey off
her hardwood floors. She stripped off her clothes as she entered the bedroom, heading
towards the closet. Last year her ex had surprised her with a glimmering navy blue dress for
her step-sister’s wedding. It was sleeveless, to show off her arms, which he had always told

her were her best feature. The same dress hung in the closet like a man from a noose.
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While she regarded the dress, going back and forth in her mind on whether or not she
should wear it, one of the bees landed on her shoulder blade. Sasha froze, afraid that even
the slightest breath would scare the bee into plunging its stinger deep into her skin. It
nuzzled against her. Sasha knew that bees only stung as a last resort, a kamikaze sacrifice to
protect the hive, leaving stinger and abdominal cavity behind as it ripped itself in half. It was
the hemorrhagic trauma that killed them. Sasha could relate. She let out a slow breath, back
shifting with exhalation, and the bee hopped off, no harm done. Her phone buzzed with a
text from the man who stood her up, a raincheck disguised as a watery apology. Sasha put on
the blue dress and left for the party.

Audrey greeted Sasha at the door with a hug and offered to take her jacket, but Sasha waved
her off. They briefly caught up, but after some shallow pleasantries, Audrey continued to
make the rounds with her guests, like a hummingbird fluttering around the room, never
staying with one flower for too long. Sasha clung to the wall like a fly, finishing a glass of
wine within the first ten minutes. The taste sat heavy on her tongue, and she washed it down
with another.

Eventually she found herself in conversation with a man whose name she had already
forgotten. His hand was heavy on her waist. There was a wetness there, but she did not
know if the sweat came from his palm or the small of her back. She was on her third drink,
stem of the glass held precariously between thumb and index finger, threatening to drop to
the floor with each belly-laugh she forced at the man’s bad pickup lines.

A familiar voice cut through all other noise in the room. She had not asked Audrey, and

Audrey had not volunteered, if he would be here, but she could not claim she wasn’t
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expecting it. She hadn’t been waiting for him, had refused to look to the door with each new
arrival. But if her eyes were to accidentally catch his in the midst of the crowd, then that was
just a coincidence. Her ex-boyfriend was across the room, in the midst of telling a joke to a
guffawing crowd. He was always so charming, so charismatic. They had met at a party just
like this; him, holding court for his admirers, her amongst them. When he picked her out of
the crowd, Sasha felt special. How lucky to be deserving of his attention. Now, he did not
spare a glance for her. Her ex looked just as handsome as ever, something Sasha both
appreciated and resented, but her eyes did not rest on him for long. Nestled under his arm
was a girl Sasha had never seen before. Pretty, dark hair, freckled skin. Her dress was blue
and sleeveless.

There were many days where Sasha wished she at least had the dignity of ending things with
her ex. In truth, he was the one who had tired of her. At first she had been relieved to be
free, to not be poked and prodded and judged and ridiculed and provoked. When he walked
out the door, she swore at his back that she would do better than him; she felt like an idiot
for staying with him for so long. He hadn’t said anything in response, just smiled, a derisive
cutl to his mouth. But the men had panned out, the first dates never went anywhere, and
desperation began to set in as loneliness tightened its coils around Sasha’s chest. She hated
him, and, shamefully, she missed him. Sasha began to suspect her ex was right, the words he
had never spoken but lurked beneath the surface of each insult and apology: no one else
would love her.

Sasha examined the girl’s bare arms. What she had first identified as freckles, or perhaps

moles, were actually small puncture marks, crescent-shaped like a fingernail, all along her
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forearm from elbow to wrist. Scars of the same holes littered Sasha’s own body. Her ex-
boyfriend had already moved on, and here was Sasha, alone and pining and wracked with
jealousy, hating a girl she should pity. A scream boiled in her chest; Sasha wanted to throw
herself at him, tear at his skin until she left her own mark on him. His smooth skin was an
insult he carried to each relationship.

Her hands clenched into fists until they threatened to break the delicate neck of her glass. At
the thought of shattering this blameless thing, disgust welled in her mouth. It tasted like
contrition. The scream escaped her throat as a whimper. Poor girl, she thought of her ex-
boyfriend’s new pin cushion. Deeper down, her mind whispered, poor Sasha. To be used
and discarded. The man whose name she had already forgotten asked if she was okay. Sasha
pulled his hand from her waist, the suckers of fingertips coming loose with quiet popping
noises, and left.

The insomnia continued that night. Sasha stared at the ceiling and pressed her fingernails
into the divots of her skin, but they were too small to match. The bees faded into the
background like white noise. She closed her eyes and counted to one hundred. Sasha opened
her eyes again.

Hovering above her was a rolling, black mass: not quite solid, a little bit fuzzy on the edges,
in the shape of an almost-human. A buzzing built up in the air like thunder, vibrating deep in
her eardrums and rattling her bones. Breath catching in her throat, Sasha reached over and
flicked the light on. The shape exploded, bees scattering about the room in panic. She

watched them settle against the walls and ceiling, black and yellow dots against white paint.



42

Holding her breath, Sasha turned off the light. The bees reformed and coalesced into the
figure. It was almost a man, as tall and broad as her ex-boyfriend. It hummed and pulsed like
a heart. The black cloud was still, tense and poised to once again scatter at the first sign of
threat. She tilted her head to the side, and the bees mimicked her like a reflection. She
reached a hand out, but it flinched back. She continued forward, pushing her fist through the
chest of the figure, clefting it open in a hole as the bees dodged her hand. Their hairy legs
tickled as they settled on her wrist. Maybe the bees had seen the pits and craters along her
skin, had mistaken her for a honeycomb? She retracted her arm, and the bees lingered,
waiting. Sasha slowly lifted the comforter off the empty space on the bed beside her. With
great hesitance, the bees lay beside her.

When Sasha closed her eyes, the buzzing almost sounded the whisper of someone’s breath,

lying beside her in bed.
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“Bury a Friend”

Cassidy Adams

Ride or die.

Someone of significance that will always be there for you. Regardless.

Hair stuck to glossy lips, being blown in the wind—a tangle of spider webs beginning
to form. The driver pulls down the visor; the sun glares across her glasses. Stopping at the
stop sign, looking left to right, cows eat the dead grass at the edges of the fence. A car
passes. It’s the first one she has seen in miles. It makes her feel as though she just dropped
on a roller coaster. Her heart begins to race. From the passenger seat, Josie turns up the
radio, creating more attention to their van. The speakers waver in and out. It can’t seem to
mask the pounding in her ears.

“I think it’s funny, don’t you?”

Pennie’s eyes shift from the road to the back seat.

“What?”

“Come on! You know!”

Josie moves her hand in a circular motion as if to stir up the thoughts in her head,
hoping Pennie would pick the right one. Dizzied by the fear, she shrugged.

“What did we always say? As if we even knew what it would mean in middle school.”

Another stop sign caused Pennie to stop, almost too abruptly. Across the street, also

stopped is a cop car. Cops always made her nervous, but she had a reason now. She watches
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him look downward, probably typing something into his computer. She avoided eye contact.
She counted to three, saving her from any California stops, hoping she wouldn’t be stopped.
Holding her breath, she waits until he begins to drive before she passes. Eyes are on the
review mirror to watch as he continues straight. She worries he might turn around at any
moment. She couldn’t help but try to think of the right words to explain her emotions. It
was something she had learned from her mother’s therapy sessions. To figure out the right
words and how to use them. There is a word for every situation and feeling. If you can figure
that out, you can control your emotions and the situation at hand. It just doesn’t really help
when your mind is racing and your words are slipping out of grasp.

“Do you really not remember?”

Pennie remembered the sleepovers that turned into week-overs, obsessively watching
shows and staying out late at night. She couldn’t even count up all the days they had spent
together. Their promises hidden somewhere in the back of her mind.

“We said we’re each other’s first choice to...”

Pennie was struck with cheesy jokes and phrases that had far less meaning when their
choices weren’t so important. In the back seat sat, or rather laid, the evidence to this very
situation. How ironic.

“Help bury a friend.”

Indecisive.
Someone who can’t be settled. Though they are tossed and turned, falling apart at the seams, they can’t seem

to make up their mind.
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It was the week before her twentieth birthday when it all started. She laid in bed,
scared of what the future held. Thirteen days. Thirteen days and she wouldn’t be a teen
anymore. These thoughts started growing when her roommate came home bragging about
her date. This girl just seemed to have the perfect life. She had constant plans every Friday
night. It was like money, people, and school was never a problem. She couldn’t imagine how
she balances it all. Pennie had never been on a real date. She couldn’t even remember if
she’d ever given a fake kiss to someone, that way she could at least say she’d done that. A
kiss was a kiss to Pennie and the fact she wasn’t going to be a teen, but now go into being an
adult without all these life experience began to haunt her. It broke her heart that she hadn’t
ever been in love. She’d never done anything exciting. Just gone to school and did what she
had to do. The closest thing to romance she had done was create a poster asking her crush
to the Sadie’s dance, but it was for a gitl in her French class. She was too shy to do anything
like that. Secretly, she planned a way to sabotage it by misspelling something on the sign or
writing the wrong name, but again she was too afraid of the consequences. She constantly
wondered if something was wrong with her. She tried to keep in mind that as long as she
remained a teen, she was allowed to make mistakes and take chances. Even though she was
already technically an adult, she had yet to be treated like one. It was easy to let children
make mistakes, but take away the “teen” and the consequences change. Pennie feared this
change the most. She still could have a full-on breakdown and make it out the next day. But
now? Why was it so hard? Were twenty-year-olds not allowed to make a mistake? Where are

the lines drawn?
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Pennie was always unsure when she grew up of what might become of her life.
Perhaps she had always been conflicted. Whenever people asked her what she wanted to be
or do, she shrugged. There were far too many options to pick just one. In elementary school,
she thought she found the perfect choice: a princess. It offered so many luxuries and fancy
privileges. Then as a teen, she learned there were too many rules and regulations in order to
be a princess. She was tired of the many rules here parents had already created for her. Rules
she has kept for herself long after her parents stopped keeping track. Plus, she figured her
chances of falling in love with a British prince in her small town, on the other side of the
wortld, was pretty slim. This wasn’t the first disappointment of her life. The chances are quite
slim for a lot of things, especially when it came to committing crimes. There are people who
say things happen at the wrong place and at the wrong time, but that had never happened to
Pennie, or it least it hadn’t before. She questioned the possibility of how many things in the
world were fake. Things that were presented to the unwilling victims in order to scare them.
Wasn’t that the point of all the princess stories growing up. That one careless move could
leave you asleep in a field of flowers, or worse, awakened by the sight of a stranger.
Questioning motives, Pennie tried to piece together her story. The one she’d be asked. It was

just a matter of time.

Cliché.
Someone who despite everything their body tells them, falls into the trap of betraying their original thoughts.

The worst crime of all.
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In the van, Pennie checks the time on the dashboard. Not that she had anywhere to
be right now. She would truly rather be anywhere but here. Glancing over at Josie, she
noticed her looking out the window. She couldn’t figure out what she had done wrong to
end up in this situation. The dead grass lining the street gave her an uneasy feeling. It was
neatly afternoon and the sun began to beat down on Pennie’s arms. She should have just got
a tattoo.

Three days earlier and Pennie would have never thought about speaking to Josie. She
had a long and in-depth conversation with her roommate about high school friendships. She
told Pennie that she was still friends with a lot of those people, but not in the way she had
imagined. This girl was the most popular girl in school and only a select few acted as real,
true friends. She even confided in Pennie, that she wasn’t entirely sure who her real friends
were. When Pennie had gone home for spring break, her parent’s welcomed her, but were
barely there before heading out to their cruise. It bugged her that they were so last minute.
She couldn’t imagine planning out a huge trip without any sort of time or thought. It made
her realize that she was the only one she could trust. She learned this at a young age though.
Even when Josie and her had been the best of friends, she wasn’t always someone to trust.
In second grade, Josie tried to blame Pennie for killing the class pet. It wasn’t her fault that
Josie’s bracelet got stuck on the cage and broke. It had only been an accident that the
hamster ate a bead. They both swore to keep it a secret.

Pennie was good at secrets. She kept some in an old, childish notebook covered in
stickers and glitter, complete with a flower pen. With that same notebook, hidden under her

bed, Pennie set out to complete a list of things she had yet to do as a teenager. Or at least
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things she hoped she would have done by now. She was only nineteen, but she’d never done
anything impulsive. Not once taken a sip from a family member’s drink when they weren’t
looking. Never kissed a stranger for kicks and giggles. Everything in her life had been
thought over with plenty of overthinking. Even though she’d been in college for nearly two
years, Pennie had yet to step foot in a college party. It always intrigued her, but she never
knew anyone well enough to actually get an invite. With twelve days left until her birthday,
she went to a party. She met with some classmates and danced with strangers and drank
unknown substances in red containers. The next day she was pounded on by her own

thoughts and all the other sounds around her. She woke up shaking. She wanted to escape.

She had gone into the liquor store hoping to find something only an eighteen-year-
old and up could buy. Standing behind the counter, Pennie made a guess on what cigarettes
might be the best. She ended up buying the ones that she had seen the most of, whether that
be crumpled up in her parent’s closet or in the parking lot of her high school. She didn’t
even plan on smoking the. The smell was disgusting enough. She bought a magazine too.
One for her eyes only. What was she even going to do with it? It was silly. She almost told
the cashier never mind. He looked at her in a weird way. She just knew it. He counted the
money slowly. It was an empty day, as most people were at work or school. Her cheeks grew
a crimson red, the heat creeping up the back of her neck. Pennie realized she was getting a
little off track and needed to take her insulin.

Making her way back to the van, she noticed how empty the parking lot was. It made

her feel like a teen who ditched school for a run on the town. She let out a sigh, looking
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down at the items she purchased. She didn’t even know what to do with them. Pushing open
the side door, she pulled out the cooler, a small relief from the sticky weather. She prepared
the needle, standing with her back towards the street. Over the hum of the machinery she
had parked by, she thought she heard footsteps. Pennie turned around to find someone she
thought she knew, but she couldn’t quite make out. As he grabbed her, she stuck the needle
into the side of his neck, pushing down the top. There wasn’t even anything in there yet. Just
air. He stumbled back out of shock, but quickly returned to the attack. Pennie remembered
just one thing from her self defense class in eighth grade. She slammed her palm into his jaw
and he fell backwards into her van, across the dirty, grey fabric lined with blue stripes. His
collapsed body almost looked like he’d fallen asleep right there. Pennie was surprised she
had actually managed to knock someone out. She looked at his body and then closely at his
tace. Pennie wasn’t sure if he looked like someone she went to school with or an actor she’d
seen on television. His breathing became shallow. Scared, she felt for a pulse. It was there.
Pennie tried to pull him out, but his weight solidified him. Panicking, it was easier to fold his

legs in on himself and slam the door shut.

Impulsive
Someone who commits risky actions. To be or not to be done without much thought.

Pennie was halfway across town, nearly two hours away, before she realized she
should have made different choices. She pulled into the only place she knew. With her hands
tight on the wheel, she realized she’d still been shaking. It took her a moment to realize

where she was. She put her car in park and looked around, noticing the curb riddled with
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chalk drawings of dogs and misspelled words. It all seemed colorful and welcoming. The
street lined in gorgeous trees, shading her from the world. The grass seemed brighter, more
alive. She sat outside her childhood home. That meant she was further than home than she
planned to be. Hours away. She cried over the thought of it all. The realization hit when she
felt her knee throbbing; her jeans ribbed, exposing her skin covered in blood. At least it was
her own. Sure, it was self-defense. She could call the cops. But hadn’t she attacked him too?
And now? Now, he’s in the back of her van. So, now on top of everything else, she’s
kidnapped him. Man-napped?

Being impulsive was either the best or the worst thing. Perhaps it was all about
shifting your view. There are some things you would never do. For example, murder. Not
that that’s what happened, but what if the circumstances had changed? What if they
deserved it? What if they had committed a crime? Does a double negative make something
right? Are the lens shifted?

Feeling sick and scared, Pennie found something she could control and pulled out a
clean needle, to complete her daily shot. Then she pulled out her phone to call her mom, but
through blurry eyes, she saw someone, Josie, her childhood best friend, She paused on the
sidewalk, squinted, and then waved at her excitedly. Pennie rolled down the window.

“Oh my god! I thought it was you! How are you? Wait, are you okay?”

Josie raddled the handle as if asking to be let into the van, as Pennie shook her head.
Stepping away, Josie took in the scene. Pennie hated that she was standing here. Sure they
had been best friends, but they hadn’t spoken since high school ended. Of course, they saw

what the other posted on social media and left sweet comments, but this was an entirely
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different situation. That was life through a lens and filters. Josie was always pushy about
things, making Pennie okay with the fact that they just seemed to grow apart. Once Pennie
moved three hours away, due to her father’s new job and her college acceptance, she figured
it was just meant to be. Perhaps they weren’t ever meant to be long term friends. Maybe they
were just the type of friends you know growing up and laugh about good times with at a
high school reunion. This certainly wasn’t the reunion Pennie had ever expected.

“Please. Let me in.”

This was clearly a demand. Pennie wasn’t often given a choice with Josie. If anything,
she had only been offered a small role in Josie’s life as a best friend. Pennie was so used to
following orders, she clicked the door to unlock, ashamed she had even taken so long in the

first place.

Abnormal
Someone who is out of the ordinary; perbaps not seen in the best light. Straying from the boundaries; an
unknown mystery.

Perhaps what scared Pennie the most was what the best choice was. She didn’t know
what her options were and although there is no set time on things like this, she felt like she
was running out of it.

Josie came back from her garage, holding a rope. Pennie glanced around the streets as
she rushed Josie into the van. She hopped in and they sped off to the nearest park. Pennie
stayed glued to the driver’s seat as Josie used her girl scout skills to tie up his hands and feet.

This was just in case he happened to wake up and attack, again. Pennie was too scared to say
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anything but the truth; everything had happened so fast, she began to question herself. Josie,
always the brave one, suggested that Pennie just to go to the cops.

“They would understand.”

Josie climbed over to cup holders into the front seat and twisted her head around to
really look at him.

“Do you know who this is?”

Pennie felt overwhelmed by the sudden question.

“No, I don’t know who he is!”

Nol! Just look at him! Like, really look.”

“Josie, I told you I don’t know what’s going on. Much less do I know some random
stranger who decided that I would be the perfect victim to attack in the middle of the day!
Why in the world would I know him?”

“Calm down Pennie! Doesn’t he look like that one actor from...?”

Josie snapped her fingers, trying to remember. She let out an uneasy laugh.

“That one show about the teens who have to solve mysteries. You know and then
they get stuck in that weird world”

“Josiel Why does that even matter? This guy is literally in the back of the car right
now!”

“Oh my god Pennie, all you have to do is explain what happened and they’ll believe
you. Trust me. It was self-defense.”

Pennie looked at him laying across her backseat. Something moving in the distance

caught her eye. On the other side of the park, she watched a cop on patrol She looked back
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to the stranger; seeing him lay there made her feel uneasy. He seemed so out of place, laying
there with the random receipts on the floor and a lost smiley face bouncy ball hidden under
the seat.

“What if we just leave him here? It’s not like anybody would know.”

Pennie felt the panic rush over her again. Josie had completely lost her mind. She did
this to herself. Her breathing became shallow, trying to escape her. Josie was far too calm.
Pennie felt the tears sting at her eyes, the mascara burning, leaving her an utter mess,
wrapped up in a blanket of emotions, trying to hide from the situation.

“I’'m sure he’s just gonna wake up after his body recovers and lucky for him, he’ll find
himself in a park. Probably much better than he deserves.”

Pennie nodded at the thought of some sort of acceptance as Josie continued in the
background. How could she remain so calm? The idea of thinking calm made Pennie’s heart
race. She began to question how well she really knew her. Had she always been so good
under pressure? And then what would happen if someone found him? What if that police
car decided to make another round? Damn it, she should have called someone when she had
the chance. Now she was stuck with Josie making the tough decisions.

“At least with two people, we can probably get him out. I mean, wasn’t that your
problem last time? Come on.”

Josie got out of the van, sliding open the door, his legs bounced out like a jack in the
box. Such an evil creation. Pennie got out too, hesitantly. She reached out to check his pulse
now. With shaky hands and breath, she waited. Waited for something. Anything. She pulled

back her hand, turning to Josie.
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“Check his pulse.”

“You just did.”

“I know but just do it.”

Josie reached for his neck. Nothing. They both grabbed his wrist hoping to find

something there; some sort of hidden hint that he was still here. Nothing.

Panic
Someone who takes over your soul and fills every open space with worry, causing wild behavior. A sudden
anxiety that overcomes you.

Once when her parent’s weren’t home, Pennie stalked through their room, looking
for something exciting. As she had grown older, they didn’t seem as close as before. Pennie
was sure there was a reason hiding somewhere in that room. The room was dark and the
lamp, covered in red fabric dimmed the lighting and tinted the room. Their closet was so
tull, clothes on the floor got stuck in the tiny wheels of the mirror door. Any sound
downstairs made Pennie freeze and listen closely before she continued. Creating a stack of
clothing, she pushed though until she found something interesting. Nothing gave an
explanation for the distance, besides her father’s cigarettes tucked into an old jacket’s pocket
hidden in a gym bag full of junk. Nothing quite interesting, at the time. Josie had been
bugging her to steal the cigarettes just so they could try it. They had both accidentally caught
her dad smoking in the backyard when they came home early from the mall. Pennie sat on
the dirty carpet in front of the closet holding the pack, playing with the edge of the ripped
package, debating. Pennie couldn’t bring herself to do it though. She pushed it back into the

jacket and threw the pile of clothes back on top of it and left the room. Josie said she
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understood, but she kept making subtle comments about it for weeks. There was one thing
she never told Josie about. She never told her about the gun she had found at the bottom of
the gym bag. She had never told anyone. Her parents were strict and scared of any sort of
harm to another individual. She wondered why her father had it. She couldn’t bring herself

to ask him. It was weird to her because he just didn’t seem the type to own one.

Pennie and Josie race through the farmland, knowing not a lot of traffic resided there.
Josie seemed to gain her calm again, but Pennie let it build up in her stomach. She felt sick;
she wanted to go home; she wanted to feel safe and happy and calm. She didn’t understand
how some teen extravaganza turned out this way. And what had she even done? Bought
some stupid items and drove to her old neighborhood. Gone to some idiotic party. What
kind of teen’s life was this? This was far from some eighties’ movies. This was some other
sick movie. She couldn’t commit to any one thing, making her vulnerable and ultimately
alone, but could she commit to the crime if it presented itself so easily? As they pass the cop,
Pennie pulls over on the side of the road, getting out of the van. Leaving it running, she
leaves Josie calling after her. At the end of the road, she finds the only thing that seemed to
make sense.

Standing at the phone booth, looking through the damaged windows, carved with
desecrate messages—those of hope and others falling apart. Pennie wondered which one she
should take. To suffer through, leaving the booth and making the right choices, trusting in
the world. Or to break down and cry to the only person who could save her. Growing up an

only child meant protection and discipline. A double-edged sword. It just depended on the
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right words used. What would save her now? She felt anxious as the phone rang, calling out
to the unknown. She hoped they would answer. There was no answer. Pennie really was
alone in this.

Josie came up, watching as Pennie hung up the phone after a few seconds, eyes on
the street. Coming out of the booth, Pennie walks past Josie’s annoyed posture and look on
her face, back to the van.

“Where are you going?”

Pennie ignores her.

“You're right. Let’s just bury him. No one would miss him anyways.”

Advice was something Pennie had always taken with a grain of salt. She knew this
was her first real step to becoming an adult. Throw away your fear and do what needs to be
done. Regardless. Pennie tried to talk herself into it. A stranger meant nothing to her. How
could he? Take away the connection and it’s not like there was proof. Josie had promised

worse things in the past. It scared her to think it was so easy.

Missing.
Someone who made the wrong choices and ended up elsewbere, whether that be on their own behalf or someone

else’s.



three poems

Hannah Schultz

Ode to the David

They say you’re made of marble.
Staring up at your summit, I think

you’re made of snow.

In colot, your hair would be yellow,
flaxen like ripe lemons.

Your cheeks the lightest pink,

the inside of a peach.

Your muscles somehow ripple
without moving—maybe vibrating

in unison with our footsteps so subtle

that no one can notice.

We watch you through lenses and screens,
secretly hoping to catch a giant in motion.

I watch you so close that my eyes see a phantom
twitch in your knee but I blink

and you’re still. Your weighted slouch

has brought us to our knees.

You've trailed Goliath’s severed
head by some strands of his hair.
But we watch you, knowing
what you could do if your casing
would allow it.

The David, I wonder if the artist gave you
a heart—buried deep under layers of ice,
sand, marble. Bones—under centuries old

dust too sacred to clean.

What would happen if a member of your audience
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jeered instead, if they pulled a matchstick

from their pocket and struck it on your ankle bone?
What would happen if someone hefted to your podium
just to handle your thigh, or if they brushed

your cheek to check your temperature?

What moral impact would it have if they took

a hammer to your toe,

just to see if you’d break.
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To the straight woman I think I'm in love with:

I wait for you. I hear laughter

from a far away conversation.

I don’t like the taste
of laughter. I keep my mouth shut.

You’re coming down the staircase.

Your hand feels railing, hits every curve—

and I think I’'m the only one that notices
the way it sounds when you touch your skin.

The scent of your skin—Ilike freshly washed

strawberries. I’d eat every one.

Instead, we share bread and wine. We talk about God

and you think She’s a man. You tell me

about your ex boyfriends. Now,
you’re switching to girls. Still, I lick

the lipstick off your teeth.
I taste blood.

Dirt gets in my mouth, I leave
it there. You touch my skin,

and my scales. Horns pierce my temples,

but you pretend to like me anyway.

A man walks up to me,

asks my name—jyou give him yours.

You laugh like it tastes good.



I was sitting at the window

when the dove hit.
No cracked

ot broken glass.
Only an outline
like a crucifix
from the impact.
Two outstretched
wings, tailfeathers,
the side profile

of a head and a beak.
A man outside
palmed the dove
with a napkin,
wrapped its body.
A red stained
linen shroud.

Soft grey feathers
on the ground.
No blood—just

a tender neck

sagged to the side.
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“A Shedding in Fall”

Aimee Campos

Your father is passed out on the living room sofa, and your mother has decided today she
will do spring cleaning. It is October 3rd. You positively love this time of the year, but lately
everything has felt out of place. The leaves shedding from the trees do nothing to better
your mood, in fact, the mess of it all is getting on your nerves. You stand in the kitchen and

listen to your mother moving around upstairs.

A car alarm goes off outside. You crack your fingers and scratch the side of your
head. A new bug bite is freshly bulging out of your elbow. You swat at it, as if the bug is still
there, about to bite into your skin. You imagine the bug biting into your skin with a

resounding ¢runch, like an apple.

Your father snores, loudly. The time has come for him to look for another job, but
your mom doesn't say anything. He has oozed open onto the living room sofa for months
now. At first it was fine, fun even. You didn't get to see your father, and suddenly he was
there. And he would call out hello every time you got home from school, ask you what
homework you were working on, decided that he wanted to make his special grilled cheese
and banana sandwiches for dinner, and so on. He clung to everyone in the family, because as
your mom whispered to you while your father slept on the living room couch, all of his work

friends were giving him the cold shoulder since he’d gotten laid off.
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Mom was at work and Matthew was too busy enjoying senior year and the last

summer before college with his friends, so your father latched onto you.

“Let’s watch a movie.” Some old western he loved and you slept through.

“Let’s have ice cream for breakfast, but don’t tell your mother.” His favorite ice
cream, chocolate chip mint. You thought it was like eating toothpaste, but didn’t want to

hurt his feelings.

“Here’s a ten, tell Matthew to take you for a burger.” Obviously your college-bound
brother was too cool to take you, but it was just fun to have your dad at home watching over
you in that sense. When school let out for the summer, your dad had been in the house for a
month. You hadn’t even thought about it as much as you probably should have. You were
too busy worrying about other things, like the fact that #e one and only Jesse, your massive

crush since forever, had wished you a great summer.

Summer passed by in a sweaty blur of you and your dad playing cards in the living
room, eating fluorescent neon popsicles until your fingers were the color of the blue running
shorts your father hadn't changed out of since he'd ditched his suit and tie the first night
he’d shown up from work. Then there was the television. Your father loved to sit on the
living room sofa, the couch cushion pattern imprinting onto the back of his neck and his

armes.

Your brother had left for college last month and mom had been the one who cried

and waved him off, while your father sat on the sofa and decided that he was going to start
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watching celebrity reality television shows instead of cooking shows. “Lucas! Lucas! Help
Matthew with his things please.” You’d stood at the end of the stairs and stretched your
neck to see your father lifting an arm weakly from the couch before sinking in further with a
sigh. Matthew had waved off your mom and yelled goodbye to your father before slamming
the door shut behind him, struggling with his suitcases but ignoring your mom’s

outstretched hands.

That week your mom started half seriously coaxing your father to get off the sofa,
maybe take a walk around the neighborhood, or call some of his old work connections and
see if perhaps they'd heard about a new job. But your father had let her words go in one ear

and exit out the other.

Now, your father exists in a placid unchanging matter. The living room is his
purgatory, where he slumps down on the sofa, a popsicle or bag of chips in one hand, and
his eyes glaze over while he looks at the screen. Your mother is working extra shifts at the
supermarket to make ends meet. She tells you things will look up soon enough with your
father, but you doubt it. At this rate, you decide that you’ll get a job now, too. It is like your
father died, but he is still there because you hear his teeth grinding down potato chips, or the
volume on the television climbing up. "Can you stop being such a selfish beep and just let me

talk?”’

School is another story. You tell your friends everything is fine. Laugh with them

about your history teacher who reminds you of a cabbage patch doll, and gossip about Mr.
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Salvador and Mrs. Griffey, two married English teachers who are probably having an illicit
affair. Discover Jesse in your English class with Mr. Salvador and sit behind him so he can
ask how your summer was and end up exchanging numbers for homework. This fills you
with a grin-busting joy momentarily, but you think of telling Jesse about your father, or even
worse, Jesse standing in your living room and seeing your father. So you keep pretending
your father is at work, and complain to your friends and Jesse that he’s being uber annoying
about school starting up again and how you have to start thinking about colleges even if
you’re barely a sophomore, and how he’s left pamphlets for NYU and Harvard on your bed
when you get home. Go on trips with your mom to the secondhand shop to buy clothes for
school and any school supplies they have, while the unpaid bills become a mountain on the
kitchen countertop. Listen to your mom make plans for a big family trip once she saves up
enough money. Maybe she won’t even have to work long, once your father gets back on his
feet, she can quit. You let her talk and hope and prefer not to think about your father

literally rotting on the couch.

You notice the peeling before your mother. It’s during one of your final attempts to
make contact with your father, but he’s asleep. The television blares on. He breathes heavily,
and a curl of skin slides off the top of the sofa towards the carpet, almost translucent.
November has arrived sharp and cold, and you have come and gone from school bundled in
your mother's attempts at knitting. Your mother is gone by the time you arrive home from

school.
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You watch as another three skin peels drift towards the carpet. Your father shifts,
groans like he’s in pain, but doesn’t wake up. You get up from the recliner and move to turn
off the television, when your father stirs. It is only a moment, and his eyes flit open. He
looks at you like he's seeing you for the first time, surprised. "How was school?" He blinks

slowly, his eyes landing on your hand inching towards the television's power button.

You say it’s fine, hand falling away from the television. Your father nods. He leans
back against the couch, scratching his neck. Long white shavings begin to gather in a pile on
the cushion next to him. You ask him how he is, but he’s completely lost in the show playing
on the television, even though it’s been on for more than fifteen minutes and your father

definitely has no clue what’s even going on.

You go into the kitchen, see the answering machine light flicker on and off. Mom’s
the only one who usually checks it, but she’s out so you step up and press play. Hi Mary, it’s
Luisa. Give me a call back as soon as youn can. When you're not tending to that deadbeat husband of
yours....call me. Your Aunt Luisa’s voice cuts off abruptly and you turn towards the fridge.
Usually your father only requires a sandwich or a bag of chips placed next to him on the
couch every few hours. You don’t know what happens to the plate or the empty bag, but
tigure feeding him is enough of a job. Your phone vibrates while you’re looking into the
tridge. A text from Jesse: Hey, did you do the reading? I need help. You respond and hear a laugh
track from the living room. Matthew sends you a picture of the beach in the town he’s going
to school for and you don’t respond. He’s hundreds of miles away, looking at a gorgeous
sunset on the beach while you’re about to slap clearance sale ham between two pieces of

bread for your father.
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Unemployed fathers

Skin peeling

How to deal with a deadbeat dad
You delete the word deadbeat from the search engine bar.
Downstairs, you can hear your mother talking excitedly to your father.

"He says he can squeeze you in for an interview on the fourth of next month. With

your experience, the job is as good as yours!"

You can't hear what your father mumbles, but finally your mother says that she's
going to be picking up another round of extra shifts at the supermarket, and to please

remember you are still here and your father isn't the only one living in this house.

Your father, surprisingly, used to love when it was just you and him in the house, way
back when. Matthew was always hanging out with his friends, but your father liked to take
you to the park with a soccer ball. Even though you couldn’t block a goal to save your life.
Just get the blood flowing, that’s it/ He’d buy you a soft serve afterward, from the supermarket
where your mom is currently wasting her hours away for a small paycheck large enough to

cover the electricity and put groceries in the fridge.

Your mother doesn't say anything to your father about the peelings. You find a wad
of the gelatinous substance and small puffs of hair clogging the shower drain. You bring it

up to her over breakfast. There is still shampoo in your hair, but you’d rather not step back
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into the bathroom and see the gelatinous puddle glistening under the sunlight coming in
through the window. You'd rather let your hair get crunchy from the shampoo, even if your

scalp looks greasy and Jesse notices.

"Your father...is just going through a hard time." Your mother chugs a protein shake
and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. "Now scoot, we've got a long day ahead of
us." You hear a scream coming from the television in the living room. Goofy boing sounds. A

laugh track, and then clapping.

Your brother comes home for Thanksgiving. Matthew seems to have grown a foot
taller since you last saw him. He comes barging in through the front door, rolling his
shoulders back and complaining about the drive here. He kisses your mother and shoves you
back lightly. The television turns down momentarily, but then goes back to its normal
volume. Swusan, you're putting yourself in front of everyone again. Not a good look on_you. 1.augh track.

You haven’t been in the living room in a week.
"Is dad still...?" He asks mom, and then looks at you.

"He's still finding his place. Looking for a job." Your mother looks at the watch on

her wrist. "How’s school? Have a lot of friends?”
“School is cool. Come on mom, you know me, of course I do.”

“Any girl friends?”
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“Maybe.” Matthew looks at the ground, rubs his neck. You watch him. He’s never

been one to act shy or even blush. It’s like looking at another person.

“What’s her name? No, hold that thought, I'm going to be late for work.” Mom rubs
her forehead. You know she’d rather stay here and continue making small talk with Matthew
about school and friends, but the Thanksgiving turkey isn’t going to pay itself. “Matthew eat

something, you look malnourished. Be good, both of you. Your father is in the living room.”

Where he'll stay until the world explodes or gets hit by an asteroid, or at least until
you follow in Matthew's footsteps and leave for another state for college. "Aye aye captain.”
Matthew yawns. Your mom slips out of the front door and Matthew walks past you towards

the living room. "Hey dad." Matthew's voice rises over the television.

You follow in after him. Your father is still there and the television is still on.
Matthew sits across from your father on your ratty old couch. It is now even rattier, and the
whole room smells like old cheese. You notice Matthew look at your father from the corner
of his eye. Your father leans back and scratches his stomach. Another shred of your father

drifts down onto the carpet. Matthew clears his throat.

"How was school?" Your father reacts like he's coming out of a daze. "How's the

weather up there?"

"School is good, the professors are nice and the classes aren't too hard.” Your father
nods, eyes not leaving the television. On the screen, two women are drinking coffee and
talking, when a man barges in carrying a live lobster. Your father laughs loudly, a cloud of

white coming off of him. You scratch your head and look towards the window. Matthew
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continues. “My roommates are nice. One of them knows how to surf. Remember you
wanted to learn? Oh, and the other day I shit myself in the middle of class and no one
seemed to notice and you're not listening to me are your" Matthew looks at your father. You

swallow.

Your father brings a hand across his nose. From the tip of his nose, a small piece of
old skin dangles. It shifts when he breathes in and out. Underneath the piece, shiny red skin
peeks out. "You mind turning down your voice a little? The television isn't working like it

used to."

Your brother retires to his room in no time. You stand up and leave your father with
no explanation. Wandering down the hall towards your room, you pass the old family

frames.

There's a picture of your dad teaching you to play baseball. He's holding the bat,
knees bent, forehead wrinkled in determination. Your father didn't care for sports, but he
wanted to teach you when the time came. "My little girl isn't going to let some boy try and
one up her. She'll kick his ass in anything she wants." Your father used to let you dabble in

whatever sport you wanted for a couple of weeks. But you hated sports.

You flick the frame with your fingers and walk into your room. The walls are such an
ugly reddish brown color from your preteen goth phase. Your dad said he’d help you paint,

but there’s not much hope for that happening now.
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On Thanksgiving, you are wearing your favorite dress, the red one with the short
skirt and sleeves with a blue and orange pattern. Mom is fixing the gravy, and Matthew is
pretending to help her cook but is sneaking bites from the mashed potatoes. “Oh your Aunt
Lydia will definitely come after me for using store bought gravy this time, but I didn’t have
the time to-Matthew get the door please.” You lean against the counter, hearing the

television get louder in the living room.

“Matthew, wow, look at you! Mary, is that a gravy packet? And look at you Ms.
Model.” You accept your Aunt Lydia’s hug, say hello to your Uncle Presley. Step aside to let
your little cousin Michael come stumbling in. For two years old, he looks ridiculously tall.
“And where’s...Lucas?” Uncle Presley turns towards the living room, but your mother clears

her throat.

“Oh, he’s in the living room. Today’s his day off from the job hunt.” Mom rushes

towards the beeping oven.

“Yeah.” Matthew rubs his nose, then hoists up your cousin Michael and raises him up

towards the ceiling. The little boy laughs loudly. The television goes up.
“Hello Lucas.” Aunt Lydia calls from the kitchen.
“Lucas, how is everything?” Uncle Presley stands by Aunt Lydia. No response.

“It’s cause the television is too loud,” your mom responds lamely, “Lydia, can you

take the cranberry sauce out of the fridge?”
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Later, Mom rubs her hands on a dish towel. "Maybe we can eat in the living room

this time. Have things go a little more casual this year.”

Aunt Lydia glances at you, then looks at your mother. “Mary, I”’-

Uncle Presley speaks up. “Sure thing. Matthew, give me a hand with the dinner
table.” You catch Aunt Lydia give your uncle a look. You hear the small grunt Uncle Presley
makes, and you pull Michael towards you as your brother and uncle carry the table to the

living room.

You push the recliner towards the table and grab a roll from the bread basket. You
watch your family take their seats, Aunt Lydia hoisting Michael onto her lap while her eyes
flicker towards your father, who turns the television down with a loud sigh. Your mom looks
at you and shakes her head, so you put down the roll. You rub your finger along the hem of

your dress. You feel a loose thread and pull. The hem is coming undone.

"Maybe we can all go around and say something we're thankful for." Your mother
clasps her hands over her plate. Your father sighs again and leans over the table, a cloud of

dust coming off of him.

“Mary, honestly.” Aunt Lydia leans back against her chair, looking at your mom and
her husband. Michael grabs the fork and slams it against the table. You look at Matthew,

who is watching this exchange unsmiling. Your mom looks at you to begin.

You clasp your hands. You are thankful for the internet. Matthew snorts.

His turn. "Uh, I am thankful for indoor plumbing and the AC here."
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Aunt Lydia. “My family.”

Uncle Presley. “This wonderful meal.”

Your mom. "I am thankful for my two beautiful children, this house, and having

food on the table."

Your father. "This is a waste of time." He stretches forward and grabs a roll. A piece
of his elbow comes off and lands in the boat of cranberry sauce. Blood drips onto the

tablecloth, sounding like rain.

“Ohmygod, really?” Aunt Lydia stands up and takes a step back from the table,
clutching your cousin. “Mary, really?” Her voice is high pitched. You almost want to laugh.

Almost.
Uncle Presley stands up. “Now Lydia”-

“Save it.” Aunt Lydia walks toward the kitchen. You look at Matthew, who is looking
at the boat of cranberry sauce while holding a hand over his mouth. You pull the loose string

of the hem on your dress further. There’s a small hole on the skirt you failed to notice.

“No, it’s ok. It’s alright.” Your mom stands up, pushing the table back. Your father
chews slowly, grabs the remote and turns up the television again. A patch of skin on his

hand trembles, flapping up when he moves to scratch his head.

Aunt Lydia and Uncle Presley stay for another ten minutes, then leave with

the excuse of Michael coming down with something.
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Later that night you're still wearing your favorite dress, but you're lying in bed,
counting the dimples in the paint on the walls. You and your father had picked green for the

walls.

Matthew is in his room next to you, on the phone. "Hey. How’s your Thanksgiving
going? Lame. It’s my dad. He’s, I don’t know how to say it. So he's just like, I don’t know.
He's peeling. Like you peel a fucking potato. I don't know. Yeah I guess. What's underneath?
Well more of him. I don't know, it's embarrassing. I don't know how my sister hasn't just ran
away already." You listen in on your brothet's conversation through the thin walls. His voice
gets lower, so you press your ear against the wall until your temple throbs. “Yeah, I miss you
too. I'll see you on Sunday.” You kick your feet against the wall. Once. Twice. “What are you
doing?” You don’t answer. You kick your feet against the wall again. Loud bangs. “Stop,
that’s annoying.” Matthew opens his bedroom door and you hear him come to yours.

“Aren’t you a little too old to be kicking the walls?”

He opens the door and you straighten up. You tell him that he should stop talking
about his family. Like he’s even been here to see the worst of it. He’s only had to be here

two days and he’s already complaining to some stranger about it.

“Shut up, you don’t know anything. What, are you going to tell me you haven’t run
off to tell your dumb little friends about it?”” Matthew leans against the door. He sees your
expression and raises his eyebrows. “Yeah? Too embarrassed about what your friends think?

That’s life for ya.”
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You tell him to get out and he salutes before shutting the door. He thinks about it for
a second and stops. “He’s my dad, too. I can talk about it if I want.” You slam the door

when he leaves, harsh enough the walls shake.

The next day Matthew leaves before your mother is awake, but you manage to wake

up just as the front door closes.

The beginning of December consists of you staying at school with the excuse of
working on final projects. In reality, you go to the library and hang out there until they're
about to close. Sometimes you walk around the plaza near your school, looking to see if

they're hiring.

“Come to the movies with us. Don’t be boring.” Your friends say this one day after
school, but you don’t want to say that you can’t ask your mom to borrow money for a ticket
because there’s no money. It’s been a particularly bad day at school. In the middle of
English, Jesse tapped your shoulder and told you you had stuff on your shoulders. You
brushed off what you recognized as some of your dad’s peelings, but no doubt looked like
dandruff. Too embarrassed, you hadn’t even tried to make conversation with Jesse like other
days. “You have a...” One of your friends plucked off something from your sweater and

flicked it towards the ground, disgusted. A fingernail.

Back at home, your father’s entire body is covered in cuts and peels. You look in on

him sitting in the living room one day, chin drooping over his chest while he sleeps. He
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shudders, and a large chunk of his forehead breaks off and lands on the floor with a meaty

thunk.
You ask your mother what she thinks is underneath all of him.

She blinks over the stove, still dressed in her cashiet's vest. "Well, more of him I

suppose.”

A week before Matthew is supposed to come home, the house phone rings. You hear
whispering and loud shushing before your brother comes on. He talks with a lot of pauses
and stretches of rambling until he finally says what he called for. "Uh, I don't think I'm
gonna come home for Christmas. Don't tell mom yet ok? I want to tell her. It's just...I can't

keep seeing dad like that, you know?" You grip the phone to your ear. “Did you hear me?”

You say something along the lines of, Mom’s going to hate you, and hang up the
phone. It rings again but you walk away and let it keep ringing. You go up to do homework

in your room. The sounds of an old western movie come drifting up from downstairs.

"We're behind on the electricity bill. And Matthew's school payments. And I'm barely
making enough for the water bill and the food for this house." Your mother is speaking
quietly, but you can hear every word she says. "Please get out of this slump soon, Lucas, 1

can't do all of this by myself. The kids need you."

"Draw your gun, you piss-ass prairie punk!" Is what the television answers back.



76

The next day school lets out for Christmas break. You walk to the library, but then
change course towards the shopping plaza. You dig in the bottom of your backpack for the
bills you've kept there. Ten dollars. From your mom, weeks ago. For lunch but you couldn't
stomach it that day. You walk to the supermarket, where your mom is standing at the
register, looking tired. She’s busy checking someone out, so she misses you walking in. Go to
the back of the store, where the ice cream station is. Order a vanilla soft serve cone, which
you eat while you walk through the aisles, until you leave the store through the exit, which
your mom has her back to. You lean against the brick wall of the store, wiping the cone
crumbs from your hands. The cold nips at your nose, but you take off your mom’s attempt

at a scarf, let it bite at your neck too.

Somewhere across the parking lot, a car honks. You recognize Jesse, who sticks his
hand out of the passenger side of his brothet’s car, the one he’s told you he’s going to get
when his brother goes to college next year. You wave and begin to put the scarf on. The car
comes closer. Jesse sticks his head out, “Need a ride?” You shake your head and say thanks,
but you’re waiting for your mom. He nods, and scratches his jaw. “A couple of us are going
to the movies later, to see that new dumb horror movie with the aliens who look like clowns.
Maybe you can come? If you want?” The genuine smile that comes over your face seems
almost foreign. You agree to text later to go over the details. Jesse waves a goodbye and the

car begins to move. You see his brother look at you through the rear view mirror, laughing.

You make your way home now. You almost have enough change left for a movie
ticket. Maybe your mom will let you borrow an extra dollar or two. Youll definitely start

looking for a job now, no excuses. You run the last few blocks to your house, your head
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thudding as you reach the front door. It feels good, getting the blood pumping like that. You
make a plan to start running. Take your keys out from your backpack, and step inside the
house. There is something weird. You can’t place it. You brush your tongue against your
teeth, poking at the mealy cone residue on your molars. Figure out the strangeness. The

television is off. The house is silent.
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“The Guidance Counselor of Reincarnation”

sandy hwang

The counselot's office is dim, musty, aged like books with yellowed pages. The stench of
decomposition hangs in the air, of old-timers and withered women rotting away by a
window. A bookshelf is filled to the brim with thick hardcovers with no titles on the spines.
The fluorescent light that hangs above flickers. The leather chair the counselor sits in is tall,
the back towering over his head by a foot. It is his constant companion, and the counselor
and his tall chair with wheels that never move or creak are practically one being.
Motivational slogans are framed on the wall behind the counselor (“To Live Is To Love”,
“Death Is Not The End, But The Beginning”, “Everyone Deserves A Second Chance At
Life And A Third And a”).

The condition of the counselor himself isn't much better than the room. His face is
splotched and wrinkled and worn. His head is round and wide on top, and the light from the
hanging lamp illuminates the curve above his forehead. From his brows, his face gets
progressively thinner with a distinct pointiness to his chin. His glasses are small with circular
lenses, and they are perched on top of a rather large nose with a swollen bump on its
crooked tip. The counselor sniffs, and he coughs and clears his throat of gravel and phlegm.
His Adam's apple trembles as if it could fall off his withered neck.

A younger man sits across from him and glances all around at the wall covered in
papers like high school attendance sheets. He slouches in his chair, and he picks his nose

with his thumb, scrapes off blood that's dried and absently waves his hand to shake the



79

blood off, but only a few miniscule flakes falls and he rubs his thumb on blood-blackened
jeans instead. He feels at the crater where the back of his head used to be, touches the jagged
edges of the hole in his skull, with the nubs of his middle and fourth finger.

The counselor supposes he should be grateful it isn't the whole head that's been taken
off. There's the constant buzzing in the background. Low, like that speaker on the wall could
suddenly boom with God's voice any moment. The counselor has long been accustomed to
this sound, but he observes that the young man seems less so. The young man's leg keeps
shaking erratically.

The man makes his left hand into a fist, slowly inserts it into the back of his head
where his knuckles could touch some remaining gray matter. He grimaces. He leans back in
his chair, droops lower to adjust his shoulders to the stiff back of the chair. His eyes are
glazed over. When he speaks, his voice is a low drawl.

So like, I'm dead?

The counselor explains. The man is queued in the line for reincarnation. The
management will evaluate his Overall Quality of Life. Of the weight of his goods versus the
weight of his sins. Coming to a final judgment. The process is then finding a suitable host
for his next life once management checks the list of children to be born down on Earth.

You're gonna sit around and evaluate me?

The counselor folds his hands together. We simply talk.

Talk.

This is a time to reflect and look back.

Fuck, hell is boring.
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This isn't hell.

This ain't heaven either, if I'm here. So where's this then?

The counselor clears his throat. The Administration.

The man snorts. Is hell just going back to high school? Is God the principal?

Manners must be minded. There is no swearing in His name.

Is it gonna look bad on my personal record?

The counselor looks down at the file laying in front of him. The man's track record
isn't particularly clean by any means.

Well, fuck me. Lay it on me, how bad is it?

The counselor clears his throat before reading off the file. The man had died in a
motorcycle incident. The time was 4:19 PM. It was on the highway, next to a cliff's edge.

The man takes in a long breath, tilts his head back, his hand to the back of his broken
skull. He exhales like he's releasing a long string of smoke.

Damn. The man says.

You can talk about how it felt. There are many people do that.

Talk about how it felt to die? Fucked up. But hey.

The counselor remains silent as he allows the man space to think.

I flew, man. I fucking flew. It was like a dream, it's like a dream right now and I
dunno. I dunno. Like I was riding and suddenly something was coming at me, it was rushing
at me and I could hear the crunch, that thud, but I didn't. Fee/ it, you know? Like getting
stabbed in a dream, that kinda thing. And then I flew. And it was kinda fun, I saw the ocean

underneath and it was like twisting and spinning like those park rides, up until my head got
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fucking smashed on the concrete, like fucking. Ba. The man finishes with a fist to an open
palm.

You were intoxicated at the time.

The man sucks in air sharply. God damn—oh, sorry. Man. But good thing I wasn't
pulled over by a cop. The man grins, a good half of his teeth are gone.

You were drinking before the accident happened. Before the accident you were at a
liquor store five miles away.

Fuck, how detailed is your report there?

You were driving intoxicated.

Oh yeah, and I got a snickers bar too. Wait, shit—might still have it.

The man fishes into his jean pocket. He pulls out a dark red lump, crushed, with the
vague crinkle of a wrapper.

The man bites his lip, exhales like he's deflating. Fftfffuck, it got fucked up. Actually I
don't even like Snickers that much.

The man holds it out. You want half?

The counselor politely declines.

The man shrugs. He tosses the candy in an arc towards the small trash bin in the
corner of the room only for it to bounce off the rim and land onto the floor. Hey, do we get
choices in our next lives? Can I be a lion then?

I am not in charge of deciding.

But it could happen, right?

It's not the first time someone makes a, generally unreasonable, request for what they
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want to be next. Human to animal reincarnation is rarely done. Animals have no moral
standard to evaluate their life by, thus their souls are generally recycled. Prey will become the
predators, and vice versa. Rather than tell this to the man, the counselor merely said that
Management cannot guarantee anything.

Okay, but like, hear me out. What if you make me a king lion? With the wild mane
and the bitches at my call, and they give me the food, I fuck other lions, I run and chase and
snack on deers and all that good shit.

Deer are not savanna animals.

The man looks at the counselor, head lightly rocking to the side and eyes blank. And
your point?

The counselor decides against a sigh, it'd be too much effort than he's willing to give.
You are not going to be a lion.

Killjoy.

The counselor straightened his papers.

The man cranes his head as he looks over all the small, square room.

How do you stand it in here? I feel like I'm gonna lose what's left of my brain.

The counselor's hands are still. I fail to understand the question.

Do you ever, you know, walk around? Is there like a break room where you could go
grab a coffee? Go to the bathroom? Find yourself a nice ladyfriend?

The counselor stays silent. People generally don't inquire about the counselors
themselves.

After a while of this silence, the man rolls his eyes. You're the one who said to talk.
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We are here to discuss anything pertaining to your life.

You want my life story?

If that is what you wish to talk about, then it is fine. The counselor lays the man's file
down and folds his hands again. Any concerns. Regrets. Hopes.

The man scoffs. He leans back, his hands buried in his jean pockets, and he looks up
at the ceiling.

So, I could be gay.

The man studies the counselot's face for a reaction, but the counselor remains stoic.

Is there anything you want to talk about pertaining to that?

The man scratches at stubble on his chin. I dunno. I just wanted to try saying it. I
never really did when I was living, you know? It's never something you just put out there. If
you never say it, nobody will ever bother you.

The counselor traces a line on the man's record. While it does say you've had sexual
intercourse with a man, you have also done so with women as well.

Nothing's kept from you bastards, huh? The man shakes his head. Look, that's. Just
the kind of thing that's expected of a man, no big deal. He falls into a lull of silence before
he speaks again.

He was a buddy. The man laughs a beat. That sounds like something every guy would
say about their guy. Hey honey, I'm just gonna take a night out with the guys. Babe I'm not
gay, I just have golf and a fuck date with a pal of mine. Hey bro, I'm dying in your arms in
the middle of World War II and I just want you to kiss me goodbye because you're my best

friend.
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He suddenly takes his hand to the back of head, to the crater, as if he needs to check
for fresh bleeding. He settles his hand down again.

Sometimes you look into a guy's eyes. And you don't know. You don't know what
love actually is. And you don't know anything about if it could be right, when everybody
always tells you it's wrong. You look at the guy's eyes and you feel something, but you know
you can't feel anything. But they're just so clear somehow, and you want to keep looking. If
it was a girl, they'd tell you it's love and you could make yourself think it is too, but when you
really look at a guy, you're lost.

Maybe you kiss him one day. Nothing special made you do it, he just kinda looked at
you, blank look, an I'm-remembering-you're-a-fucking-dumbass look, and you go why the
hell not and you kiss him. The worst thing he could do, I dunno, probably punch you, never
speak to you and shit. But you do it. And you know it feels right and that he feels it's right
too and you don't know why everybody tells you to hold back. To keep it deep inside, where
it tries to sleep but it keeps waking, wants to prowl, to hunt, to eat, to feast. That's how a guy
1s, right? A man lives to eat, hump, sleep, even on other men.

The man is silent for a beat before he continues. You don't know how to hold a guy's
hand, how to really touch him, other than just reaching down to grab his dick, because
somehow that's actually easier.

The man chuckles.

So you just look at him. His eyes. They're clear and afraid, like yours are, like you're
standing above the sky, and you're going to fall, but you're gonna have your buddy together

with you, falling too, but I freak, he freaks. One could fall faster than the other, the earth will
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pull one of you down faster than the other so you just grab him by his arm, make sure he's
falling with you and you will fall side by side. Equal level.

But no homo, am I right? The man's laugh is rough like sand, he punches his fist into
an open palm.

We had a plan, that we'd bust out of the shithole town we were in, take whatever
money we could, live free. Find a home. Find a home far from everything, deep in the forest,
the mountains. Have some beer with us. We would've found our way somehow, me, him,
my bike.

The man clenches and unclenches his fist. His knees bobs erratically.

The guy was always a rule-follower, he was always afraid, even when we ran away,
especially when we ran away. Afraid of god's wrath. Afraid of god watching as we fucked.

The man is silent. The counselor is silent. The man leans his head forward, it tilts and
bobs to the left like it could come loose from his neck, but he straightens up some.

I got sick of that shit. I was so sick of it.

We had a fight. We camped out in an abandoned apartment, you ever realize how
many empty apartments there are out there? So we had a fight, and I left, I took my bike and
I drove anywhere, I didn't care.

I thought I was just cooling my head. One stop at the store, just one sip, one bottle.
And then I would come back, say I'm sorry, I was going to say I'm sorry.

The room hums. The air is thick and stale.

I don't know if he was waiting for me to come back, I. Fuck.

The counselor is reaching that point, where the voice is drowning away. How at some
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point his vision will blur. He'll see doubles.

The man's fist clenches. Fuck, I. He was waiting. I was going to come back.

The counselor's lived for a long time without living.

His day begins with every guest that appears in this room. At some point, he doesn't
hear words from his guests anymore. They go quiet, and he'll close his eyes. Rest.

And when he opens them, there is a different person.

The man speaks. I don't know where are we.

The counselor can remember every face he's seen. He remembers people who've lost
their head, who couldn't speak, so they flailed aimlessly with blood trickling down their
necks like they're screaming. He can remember every face, for a second, for a brief flash like
someone you see in a dream.

The counselor remembers in statistics. He files away bits and pieces of the stories he
hears, and he forms charts, trends, patterns. There are always the outliers in his observation
of humanity, but those outliers always manage to find a place in their own pattern.

To the counselor, the man's story is only one of many similar ones. Stories of
tforbidden love. Of lost love.

The man speaks, his voice sounds far away. I shouldn't be here.

Sometimes the memories of the voices blur. One time the counselor was speaking to
a man, who wanted to see his wife, and he blinked, and there was a woman, and she said she
didn't want to have anything to do with her husband ever again.

They'll never retain their memories of their previous life. Counseling sessions are

more of a slight comfort, for the soul to release its sorrows, its regrets. Voice their hopes.
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But some things carry over. A love of jazz. A scar from war. A broken thread of love.
The man is growing quieter, the counselor can barely hear his voice anymore, lost
among the buzzing of the speaker, the humming, the approaching announcement. He says, I

can't be here. I need to go back, to--
The counselor hears the low buzzing growing louder. The speaker is humming. It
crackles with static for the announcement to get through.

The man, he. What am I?

Attention, the next lives to be deported have been decided. Please proceed down the hall. ..
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“Nights Like These”

Margo Cash

It was 1:15 on a Tuesday afternoon two weeks before Christmas and Caleb’s kidneys
were failing.

He drove home from the doctors with his right hand clenched around the steering
wheel and his left patting his thigh in time to a new Florence and the Machine song on the
radio. It was drizzling on the freeway in La Cafiada but he didn’t mind it. He liked that he
didn’t have to worry about watering the back yard.

He parked on the street and stepped out onto the damp pavement. He grabbed his
laptop from his car and walked up to the front steps of the house. He let himself dwell in the
relief that he had the rest of the day off from work. His roommates Nick and Dee were
gone. They were a couple — and Dee was his older sister. Nick was in a band that practiced
all the time in a garage down the street and she was a first-grade teacher. He had called Dee
from the doctors and told her what happened, but told her to wait to tell Nick. She was quiet
on the other end for a long time. He told her Kate would be stopping by and asked them to

come home late.

He’d had health problems for years but never this bad. He’d never needed medicine.
Inside, he crumpled the prescription paper and tossed it onto the coffee table. He walked

into the kitchen and opened the fridge. The draft of the cold air hit his legs and made him
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tense. He reached for a soda first, and then grabbed one of Nick’s craft beers instead. He
never drank. The doctor told him not to drink. But he figured he deserved it.

He sat down on the couch and turned on the TV for background noise. He thought
back to when he and his sister had first moved into the house together, when Nick wasn’t
yet in the picture. They made too-soft spaghetti and played scrabble on the living room floor
because they couldn’t even afford Ikea chairs. That was a long time ago.

Now he was thirty, single, and living with newly engaged roommates. He was also
dying. He knew he would get the prescription filled then stick it in the back of his sock
drawer and never swallow a single pill. He didn’t believe is medication. So, there was only

one choice - accept the inevitable.

II.

Kate looked beautiful when Caleb answered the door and he felt like an ass for
making her drive all the way out to his house from San Bernardino. But the caring stopped
at that small, personal admission. He had too much on his mind to think about their
relationship status. So, the illusion continued that they were just-friends’ and she was just
naive enough to keep trying to change his mind.

She was dressed like they were going on a date — in a black dress that dipped low in
the front. He didn’t know much about shoes, but hers looked expensive. Caleb grabbed his
jacket, took her hand in his, and led her to his car, pretending at being a gentleman. His car
was better than hers anyway—she drove a basic Honda Civic. People &new him in La

Canada. He couldn’t be seen in it.
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“Have a good day?” Kate asked as she slipped inside his Audi. Her dress rode up her
thigh and he looked.

“Want Italian?” he asked, starting the car. She nodded. His lips moved to tell her
what happened. He never wanted things to go this far with her. He always said they were
nothing serious but they went out to dinner every week since they met. Six dates. One kiss
when she was drunk in a parking lot that they never discussed.

As they pulled into the tiny parking lot of a hole-in-the-wall Italian place a few streets
over from his house, Caleb blurted out, “Have you ever been sick?” Kate turned to him with
that weird look she always gave him. Like she was half-afraid of him.

“I had to get my tonsils out a year ago? I was really sick then.” She shrugged and he
wanted to laugh so badly, the sensation filled his chest and made him feel like nothing was
wrong with any of his organs, just maybe his heart. He liked the way she could make him

laugh so easily. He used to never find anything funny. She made him forget for a second.

III.

She said the gnocchi was cold and Caleb watched as she picked at it with an awkward,
apologetic smile. He ordered a glass of wine, knowing it would upset her. The distrust on her
face reminded him of the night they met — at a Halloween party where they were the only
two not drinking. She was wearing an Alice in Wonderland costume and asked him if he was
a ‘nice guy’. He said ‘no’. Then that look. She told him he had to be a nice guy. But he had
never proved her right.

“You make me nervous,” he said.
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“You? Caleb Thomas — nervous? A man with two first names? That can’t be true,”
Kate said but her voice hinged on denial. Her best friend warned her he was a serial dater.
That he had weird commitment issues. It was probably just a line.

“Yes, I am in fact capable of that emotion.”

“Then maybe I should stop coming around so you don’t have to be so nervous that
you start to drink, you know how hard it is for me to stay sober,” she set her fork down, “I
thought we talked about this.”

“It’s just one glass of wine. I’ve had kind of a shitty day. It won’t be a habit,” he said.

“Are you sure? Because I can have them bring you out the whole bottle,” Kate
mumbled, wiping her lips with a napkin and leaving red stains on the paper. He picked up

his glass, switled the red wine around like he did it often and then took a long sip.

V.

Kate sat down on the white couch in front of the TV when they got back from the
restaurant. Caleb laid his jacket over the back of the recliner and walked into the kitchen and
stared at the oven clock. 8:23. He heard Kate rustling through her purse for something to fill
the silence. He heard the jingle and smack of her keys as a warning. He didn’t want her to
leave yet. He twisted the dial of the oven all the way around with the tips of his fingers. It

clicked it on and buzzed comfortingly. He clicked it off.
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Forty-five minutes later Caleb and Kate were sprawled out on opposite ends of the
white couch. They stared at each other for a long while. The TV flashed colors around the
dim room from the basketball game on mute. The strap of her dress fell down her shoulder.
She had only kissed him. Only that, but still he wished she hadn’t.

“What did you want to be when you were younger?” he asked her.

“I wanted to be the Rose Queen, in the Rose Parade,” she sai, “Or at least a one of
the Rose Princesses...what did you want to ber”

“Older”

They fell back into silence until Caleb yawned.

“Well congratulations, Old Man, you got what you wanted” Kate said. It hurt him
more than his back every morning when he woke up. It hurt him more than the thought of

being alone.

VL

Caleb cringed when Nick and Dee walked into the house with arms full of shopping
bags. He knew Dee had done this on purpose, wanting to meet Kate before she would be
gone, before he was too far gone to date and was pissing into a catheter in a hospital bed.
Dee appraised her and motioned for Kate to follow her into the kitchen. There were the soft
noises of a first conversation and soon he heard them laughing. Nick brought out a box full
of bows and wrapping paper from the hall closet and sat down on the carpet.

“Sorry to interrupt your date,” Nick said with a guilty half-smile as he pulled a box

out of one of the bags. Caleb turned back on the volume of the TV and pretended not to



93

notice Kate and Dee walk back into the living room. They sat down with Nick and started to
help wrap the gifts. Kate’s black dress fanned out around her folded legs and he imagined
her sitting on the Queen’s float surrounded by flowers on New Year’s Day. They all talked,
but Caleb didn’t hear anything. He put his feet on the coffee table.

He only had two presents to wrap this year. One for their mother. One for their
father.

“I have yours at home, I'm sure I'll see you before Christmas?” the way Kate’s voice
raised in hopeful questioning made it hard for Caleb to look at her. Kate whispered into
Nick’s ear what she’d bought him. A small part of his stomach twisted at how good they
looked together. Better than him and Dee.

“Caleb, your girlfriend is pretty cool, I have to say,” Nick smiled, taping one of those
plasticky bows on a box.

Kate pretended to fix the corner of a present with extra tape. She looked the way he
telt inside. Dee shot Caleb a glance that clearly screamed “Answer her, you ass.”

“We’re going out of town for Christmas,” he said and stared at the TV.

VIL

They stood on the front porch together. Nights like these would be the worst to
remember. They held hands and their fingers didn’t fit. As they stepped down the two
concrete stairs the sprinklers on the front lawn went off. Kate shricked and ran ahead of
Caleb to get out into the middle of the street. He stayed in the water for a while, watching

her as she sank into the grass with every step across the yard. She raised her hands up in the
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air helplessly. The water reflected around her from the one working streetlamp. It made her
hair glow copper and fling around her face in thick, sopped strands. He finally followed her
into the street, looking at her smiling like she’d been in some romantic movie. Her eyes
begged him to continue the narrative she was creating.

He helped her into her car. He walked back through the water.
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“Return to Sender”

Taylor Croft

Dear Governor Collins,

We, the residents from the town of Pine Ridge, ask for the Governor’s Office to
reinstate the Animal Control Services to handle our growing roadkill epidemic. We are
seecking out help as there should be services provided to dispose of these animals. We urge
you to assist in the removal of the deceased creatures.

Thank you for your time.

Dear Governor Collins,

We have yet to hear back from any Governmental services regarding our request for
assistance in removing roadkill from our town. Despite any efforts we’ve taken to lessen the
carnage, the creatures continue to end up dead in our streets. Any call we’ve placed to any
organization has asked us to inquire action from your office. We ask respectively to instate
some kind of cleaning service for Pine Ridge.

Thank you for your time.

Dear Governor Collins,
The response letter you sent our Sheriff spread through the town like wildfire. Print

that read, Your complaint is noted, stamped with your signature at the bottom. Did you not
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even have time to send us a letter from yourself personally? Handling this issue would be
much easier if you sent a cleaning service down to us now rather than later.

Thank you for your time.

Dear Governor Collins,

In response to our previous letters being returned to our addresses, our town has
decided to send a collective one, signed by our Sheriff and stamped by our town hall
representative. We urge you to please reinstate services to handle our growing roadkill
problem. There have been car accidents to avoid hitting or running animals over. Arguments
between friends and neighbors dumping into each others’ gardens. Our efforts make no
difference. They are piling up. The streets are beginning to smell. We ask respectfully to
please send someone down to Pine Ridge to assess the carnage and develop a plan to clear

out the roadkill.

Thank you for your time.

Dear Governor Collins,

It’s been a week since we sent our group letter. I was advised to wait for your
response, Governor Collins, but I insist that you reinstate a collection agency. Our town’s
shopping streets have become vacant. Hordes of raccoons and bunnies are clumping up the
entrances. Jan threw out all her metallic spoons due to her disdain for the metallic taste in

the air. She’s refusing to let her son attend school. Please respond. Thank you.



Dear Governor Collins,

The Sheriff and his men began to move the carcasses to the edges of town. The
stench still permeates the distance. The town hall representative finally managed to request
an independent agency inspection. When the man came to assess our situation, he only
needed to drive through the town before declining the job. We need your help. We believe

you are the only one who can assist. Thank you.

Dear Governor Collins,
The children in my elementary school class cannot sit still due to their growing

curiosity about the dead animals. They do not want to learn fractions. They do not want to
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learn about George Washington. They only sit still when we talk about science. Our chapter

this month is on decomposition.

Dear Governor Collins,

Joe, our children’s soccer coach, has had to cancel practices because of the lack of
attendance. We are shut into our homes to avoid the stench. Street sweepers and garbage
collectors have discontinued their routes and are saying you told them too. We don’t know

what’s going on, please respond to our letters. Thank you.

Dear Governor Collins,
We’ve run tests. Committed a day of no vehicles on the streets. Roadkill still

appeared. We barricaded roads to be sure no tires touched them. Days went by, but the
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creatures still manifested. We glued our eyes to our windows in hopes of catching the
animals, our neighbors, maybe even yox placing the bodies in our yards. Roadkill still piled.
They would appear in the moments we blinked. In the moments our children ran to us, tears
swelling their eyes from the nightmares of the roadkill eating them in their sleep. We are

Pplagned.

Dear Governor Collins,
I saw one of your speeches on the news the other day. You seem to be keeping up
with your plans for reelection next year. I really like your campaign slogan, “Co/lins, puts the

people first!” By now, we’ll accept tenth or fifteenth. Respond to our letters.

Dear Governor Collins,

Enclosed inside this envelope is a petition signed by everyone in the town. Our
elderly, our nurses, our fathers. Mothers inscribed their children’s names underneath their
own, some even their newly born babies.

Our patience is growing thin, Governor Collins. Stores are shutting eatly, and
employees are assisting in shoveling the roadkill to the edges of town. There are several
dozens by now. Splotches of blood stain our streets. The Sheriff is handing out masks in our
schools. Children kick the roadkill into patterns on the sidewalks to play hopscotch. Our tire
treads have caked in feathers and feet while we drive with earplugs in an attempt to ignore
the endless crunching of the roadkill beneath us.

Our letters keep getting returned. Please help us.
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Dear Governor Collins,

A thick shadow is forming in the corners of the town. There are more and more flies
with each day passing. House flies. Blowflies. Yellow flies. Black flies. They scream, nuzzling
themselves into our exposed ears. When we aren’t swatting them out of our houses, they
echo outside. The general store is handing out fly swatters to everyone who manages to
make their way to their doors. Jan got into a fight with the Sheriff as to how many she could

take. He said one per person. She wanted them all. We are running out of silence.

Dear Governor Collins,

I fight with my neighbor daily. Each morning I catch him kicking the rotting meat
over our fence, rag glued to his face. I confronted him, but he refused to admit to it. He told
me that I could not prove it, I warned him not to test me. He woke up yesterday with polka-

dotted flesh on his front windows. I woke up today with a clear lawn.

Dear Governor Collins,

A small child named Maggie found one alive this morning on her walk to school. She
sat in my classroom, talked to my daughter during recess. She said it was a baby raccoon,
nestled in the arms of its dead mother. Its collapsed lungs rattled as it tried to expand its
underdeveloped diaphragm, breathing through the blood slowly drowning it. Maggie said it

wheezed. She said it was missing an eye.
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Dear Governor Collins,

I invited Joe over for dinner the other night. I didn’t realize how much my son
missed him, how much my boy missed playing soccer. We talked the night away, reminiscing
about the games the boys played in the past. Joe blinked a tear away when I showed him the

old photos of the field when it was freshly cut, the grass green and crowed with running

children.

Dear Governor Collins,

It’s been four months now. The edges of our town are now lined completely by
roadkill. Our dog population is decreasing. If they aren’t roadkill themselves, they are belly
up in our yards after eating the rotten meat. The wave of maggots and flies have solidified
their infestation within our town. I cannot breathe without inhaling flies. Our clothes, our
food, our gardens reek of the dead.

Other teachers protest standing in classes where children cannot sit without vomiting
in recycle bins. Our Sheriff has maintained a calm and collected manner, but even his men
are unraveling. They do not show up in the mornings to move the roadkill. The creatures are
filling the streets, the alleys, even the park where no car has ever touched the grass fields. We

can’t take this anymore. Send someone, please.

Dear Governor Collins,
It’s easy to think about leaving by now. Months have passed, and you are making us

feel hopeless. But every time we pack our cars, we are unable to drive past the town’s coun
P y P > p
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line. We are tethered to this place. We are stitched to the fabrics of our streets, of our
homes. This was the park that held our family events, our children’s games. This is where my
daughter was born, where my boy broke his first bone. This is our home, Governor Collins.

We are not leaving, and we are not stopping. Listen to us.

Dear Governor Collins,

Joe told me that he was feeling lonely. Our town had to officially cancel the rest of
the soccer season because of the park’s accumulating dead. I've invited him over from time
to time. He cradles my daughter’s stuffed animals whenever she invites him to play with her

tea party set.

Dear Governor Collins,

Our tortoises are migrating.

Dear Governor Collins,

This is the sixteenth letter I have personally sent. I am building a collection of my
own writings. Yellow notices stapled on the fronts of our red-stained letters boil anger inside
of us. We cram them in our stationaries, in our kitchen junk drawers.

We are too tired to move the roadkill now. They stack in our gutters. They stack
against our general store. They stack against our fences. They’ve killed the park’s grass. Our
stores are duct-taped closed from the stench. Our water is brimmed in maggots. We’ve run

out of nose plugs, of Febreze, of Raid.
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We can’t stop the roadkill from appearing.

You can’t ignore us forever.

Dear Governor Collins,

Joe is having trouble walking outside his home. He can’t stand the sight. Hundreds of
rotting corpses lay in our town. He thinks we should start burying them. Joe keeps telling me
the animals move in the night. They scratch the sidewalks, their yellow eyes twinkle like stars
too close to our streets. He told me the swelling of their bodies means they’re pregnant. I

told him they’re dead. He asked me who.

Dear Governor Collins,

I saw Jan and her husband sorting through their garage this afternoon. They were
boxing up old trinkets, storing them in the spaces above their cabinets. Things like the fly
swatters she bought and the rest of their metal silverware. Her husband pulled tarps over
their spare car and his lawnmower. Jan began crying when they came across an old photo of
the town from decades back. I couldn’t help but wonder how many letters it took her before

she finally gave up.

Dear Governor Collins,
Maggie ate a roach last night. My boy saw her poking a swelling raccoon in the throat.
The raccoon began to talk, the roaches crawling out in scattered zigzags. Maggie picked up

the fattest one, biting off the head, wrapping it in her pink tongue, sucking it like a pacifier.
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Dear Governor Collins,

Your van drove through town the other day. Your face plastered on one side, your
slogan on the other. You had shiny grinning teeth and a presidential thumbs up. We all
thought you were finally here to help us. Finally here to address our letters and our roadkill
issues. We flew from our houses to wave at you; to show you our award-winning smiles. The
children in my classroom sprawled across the windows, smacking the glass to say hello to
you. We welcomed you, open arms.

Your van drove away.

There one minute, past the county line the next.

Dear Governor Collins,

Two families left the day after the van sighting. Jan and her husband, along with their
two kids being one of them. They said they couldn’t take another day of this madness. We
told them that you were coming back and that they should stay. Jan told me we were in
denial before she slammed her car door and drove her family out of town. We don’t blame
them for leaving, but as for the rest of us, we are standing our ground. We’ve renewed our
efforts to move the rotting animals to the edges of town. Together, my neighbor and 1
removed the animals from each othet’s yards.

We hope you know that we plan on helping with the removal. We hope to see you

and your people again soon, Governor Collins.
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Dear Governor Collins,

Joe found an alligator in front of the general store this morning. It was seven feet
long and too heavy for him to move. Its tail smashed from a tire, spine curved outward from
the other. Its fat tongue hung out of its dislocated jaw, licking up a caracara with one leg and
half a beak from the road. The gator’s teeth scattered the road like jacks, eyes cloudy. Flies
were swarming it when he got there.

Joe cried. He sunk to his knees, lifting its massive head into his arms. The jaw moved
as if it was speaking. As if it was consoling him. It took five employees from the store to
move it to the park half a mile away. We buried it that afternoon. Drank to its life. Poured

one out for ours.

Dear Governor Collins,

It took us two weeks to realize you weren’t coming back. The Sheriff told us to calm
down. He continued to propose ways to get rid of the rot, but no one agreed with him. Our
voices spoke in unison; we want them gone. We asked him if he had any word from you or
your office since the van drove by. He said there was no news and that maybe it’s time we
start realizing we are on our own.

Whispers spread through the seated Pine Ridge residents within the town hall
meeting.

We think you’re the one making the roadkill appear.

Read our letters.
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Dear Governor Collins,

Help.

Dear Governor Collins,

Help.

Dear Governor Collins,

Help.

Dear Governor Collins,

The flies won’t leave our houses. They say it smells like their food.

Dear Governor Collins,
The Sheriff tried to leave town the other day. He said the roads were blocked by a

wall. You cemented us in. Piled at the corners were the shoveled carcasses that line our town.

Dear Governor Collins,

Our cars can’t drive on the roads anymore.

Dear Governor Collins,

Our letters keep getting returned.
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Dear Governor Collins,

Why isn’t anyone telling us anything?

Dear Governor Collins,

Fuck you.

Dear Governor Collins,

Fuck you.

Dear Collins,

Fuck you.

Dear Collins,
We sent you a package. It was the first thing not to come back to us. You remember
it, don’t you? An opossum with no teeth. We spooned out its eyes and stuffed its guts in the

box beside it. We left out the tail. Figured you had enough of those.

Dear Collins,
We’ve removed our nose plugs. We’ve covered our cars in tarps. Everyone walks
now, tiptoeing over the animals to not get their maggots into the soles of our shoes.
School is out of session. The children are uninterested in our clean classrooms.

Instead, the children are adopting the animals. The boys down the street have stolen the
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strings from our sewing kits to stitch the creatures together. They named them. Rex. Jonny.
Spiked. They take them in their treehouses and play fetch with striped squishy balls. We feed
our stale dog food in silver-rimmed bowls. For the animals too far gone, our girls make

friendship bracelets with their bones. Maggie gave a talon necklace to my daughter. She gave

her a headband of teeth.

Dear Collins,

After the wall went up, our store ran out of food quickly. Joe was the first one to
propose the idea. Every morning now, we scavenge for newly deceased animals. The
stomach aches go away within the week of our new diet. We thank them for their sacrifice,
and we cook lunch for our families. We rotate the fresh food between houses, sometimes
settling for the week-old batch. We sauté their thighs, masking the aroma in cilantro and
basil as we tear at the rancid fat and feed it to our children.

The taste isn’t as bad as you’d think, Collins. Like a funky hard-boiled egg.

You should try it.

Dear Collins,
We heard your van. The children piled onto each othet’s shoulders to look for it on
the other side of the wall, but all they found was the empty road. My boy said the road

unsettled him. He said they weren’t meant to be so empty.

Dear Collins,
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Joe is torn about the gator. He won’t leave the bar without drinking a shot to it. He
named it Amanda. He talks about digging her up. Prying his dirty fingernails into the caverns
of her green hide. He remembers her being pregnant. He remembers her spine. He

remembers her tongue. Joe weeps.

Dear Collins,
Our Sheriff is exhausted. He has lost weight due to his inability to eat our new town
diet. His wife said he vomits daily from the stench. I asked her what smells so bad. She told

me she did not think he could handle this anymore. I told her what we should do.

Dear Collins,

This morning I found my boy sword fighting with raccoon spines. His friend carried
a wishbone slingshot, catapulting gallbladders and chunks of liver at Maggie. She only
smiled. She glued squirrel teeth over her own. They clicked methodically as she snapped her
mouth at the flying meat. She thinks it’ll help her chew. I think the opossum teeth would

have been bettet.

Dear Collins,

Your van circles around us daily now. We can hear the engine, artificially living just
beyond our eyes. Is it here to read our letters? Is it here to help us? If you’re in it, you should
know that your silence is deafening. We do not accept your silence. Tell your van to watch

out.
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We are the plague.

Dear Collins,

We dry out the hides, making blankets for our babies and belts with their skins. Joe
offers Amanda’s hide for boots, but we tell him to leave her alone. My boy got bit by
Maggie’s squirrel teeth. She filed them to point, sinking them into his cranium in hopes that
she could test how his brain tasted. She claimed rabbit brains are the best, but she wanted to

see if that was true. I found a tortoise shell that wasn’t cracked. I made a helmet for him.

Dear Collins,

Joe and I found the Sheriff at the wall today. When he pulled him away, I watched as
the Sheriff screamed. He lunged at the wall, scraping at it until his nails ripped up from the
tips of his fingers. He shouted for you, Collins. He screeched and scratched until his fresh

blood was painting the wall in streaks.

Dear Collins,

You’ve shut off our electricity. We use opossum eyes to walk through the night now,
pathways lit up by the iron platelets flowing in the streets. When we lose our children, they
rattle their bone bracelets, hoot, and holler like their pets leashed in their trechouses.
Sometimes they out voice the crickets burrowed in the trees. Sometimes they out voice the

flies in the windowpane.
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Dear Collins,

I visited the school. It’d been months now since I'd walked into my old classroom.
Dirt from my hands smudged the dusty drawings my students made long ago. The uncapped
scented markers dried out, smelling like stale felt instead of green apples and licorice. I

smiled at Maggie’s last macaroni art. An outline of a baby raccoon, the noodles pale and

brittle.

Dear Collins,

The Sheriff ends his days screaming. He swats at the flies so hard he slaps himself
bruised. He runs in the night—naked—kicking at the animals that barricade his path. The
Sheriff repeats your name a lot, asking for you to respond to his radio. How long have you

been talking with him? How long has he been listening to you?

Dear Collins,

Joe went missing today. We got worried, but I knew where he had gone. I went to the
park and found him lying on the mound sprouting dandelions. He had two empty bottles of
gin lying beside him. Dirt lined his jagged fingernails, and loud snores rumbled from his deep
sleep. When I nudged him awake, he mumbled Amanda’s name. I told him to leave her be.

He said no one should be left alone.

Dear Collins,
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The animals dance at night. Shrivel up with faces like the statues of Pompeii. Their
souls jive around us, very much alive. My daughter sits for tea with a family of flattened rats.
My boy carries on his shoulders the soul of the tortoise helmet. Maggie sings to the baby
raccoon. Joe lays beside Amanda, wishing for her to be tangible between his fingertips.
Someone to scrape with his fingernails. I lay outside with him at night, watching the souls
dance in the sky. They play with our children.

They watch over us.

They read our letters.

Dear Collins,

Our Sheriff died. I found him on the road. Pregnant. Joe wanted to bury him with the
gator. Maggie wanted to eat him. He didn’t smell like the others. His eyes were clouding,
thighs emaciated. Vomit stained the collar of his faded shirt. His gray skin and cold neck

smelled of his cologne. The maggots like his cologne. The flies live in his tongue.

Dear Collins,

The van left us a long while ago. No one has heard it since the Sheriff stopped
screaming. We still write our letters. If not to you, Collins, then to our animals. We send
them in the night now. We built ramps of animal bodies to the tops of the cemented walls
and crawl up them, hands and knees, our teeth clamped on the sealed envelopes. We throw

them like frisbees. The wind takes them far away.
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My daughter made a bracelet. Knotted string from the animals our boys stitched, she
threaded together yellow claws and canine teeth she found scattered in the park. She’d been

working on it all month, she said. She made it for yox, she said.

Dear Collins,

Your reelection is coming soon, isn’t it? It’d be a great treat if you visited our town.
Like the dedicated supporters we are, we’ll decorate the town hall. We’ll stream rabbit feet
from the ceiling. Joe will make his best jerky, tell you his best soccer stories. I'll even cook
you up some raccoon meat.

I do hope you’d enjoy.

Collins,
I’'m beginning to believe you don’t exist. It’s like talking to the wall.
You should come and visit.
We urge you.
160 degrees cooks human meat.

Maggie looked it up.

We did not bury the Sheriff.

You should come and visit.
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Collins,
A pink envelope. That’s what my daughter insisted we use. She dropped the bracelet
inside, sealed it with saliva. She climbed up to the top of the wall. She tossed it into the wind.

She waits there for you. She waits with Maggie, with my boy, with our creatures.

Collins,
The animals give us a stairway. Our toes sink into their skins as we climb the

mountain beside the wall. Maggie and my boy sit on top, throwing bodies over.

Collins,
Help.
Collins,
Help.
Help,
Collins.
Collins,

We climb. Rotten hides strapped to our backs. Rot in our teeth and decay in our
stomachs. We climb. We climb to the edges, saddle the wall, looking at each other with our

opossum eyes. Maggie bares her squirrel teeth. Joe cradles a rat. My children laugh as they
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swing their bare feet over the cement. My boy latches his helmet in place. My daughter

rattles her talon necklace. We climb. Over the wall. We climb.
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“Late, Late, Late”

Christine Martins

I arrive three minutes before noon.

I'm two minutes late. If I hurry, I might not be late at all.

I pick up a basket as I walk in. The security guard watches me. I rush past him, careful not to
stare or stumble. Mother wouldn’t want me to stumble.
Mother would be disappointed.

I reach into my pocket to grab my phone. The screen is cracked and my stomach is warm.

I’'m still late.

I find the list my mother sent me.
Whole wheat bagels
Butter
Milk
Cereal (pick)
Mutffins (pick)
I walk around selecting Mothet's favorite brand of butter and bagels. I pick some random
box of cereal and a handful of chocolate chip muffins.

I stop at the milk.
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I put the basket down. There are at least seven different types of milk. Brands and colors

that blind me. I grab my phone again.

Late, late, late.

I find the list my mother sent me. It didn’t say ‘pick’ for the milk, which means she probably
has a favorite brand. I stare at my phone.

The screen is cracked and my stomach is hot.

I'look around, seeking comfort in my loneliness. I can feel eyes staring at me. Piercing
through my skin. Licking my bones.

Sweat drips from my lips like melting wax.

Mother would be disappointed.

I stare at the options in front of me.
There is one with a red label, which my mother would never get. She hates red.

There is another one with a yellow label, but it’s almond milk and she hates vegans.

I’m still late.

You need to make a decision, Mother’s Voice hisses in my head.
I watch my fingertips turn to ashes.

You have to pick one, Mother’s Voice says.
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Which one, I ask.

Just get one. Mother’s Voice echoes.

My head feels crowded. Behind me, a line begins to form. There are people waiting to grab
some milk for their starving babies.

I'm starving them.

Pick, Mother’s Voice says.

Instead, I count the number of bottles. Thirty-two.

I’'m afraid there won’t be enough milk for everyone, I say. There is a spark behind my ribs
and flames erupt from the pores on my chest. They dance to my beating heart.

The people behind me are not scared of the fire. They look bored.

They want milk.

What if the store runs out of milk, I say.

There are ashes on my throat.

That’s not your problem, Mother’s Voice says. Just pick one!
Which one, I ask again. Behind me, a young mother with seven daughters yawns and the
gitls climb her back to eat the lice from her head.

There are ashes clotting my veins. I can’t feel my pulse.
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I arrive three minutes before noon.

I'm two minutes late. If I hurry, I might not be late at all.

I sit with my back against the wall. The professor walks in right after I open my notebook.
He looks bored.
He pulls out a piece of paper. Let’s start with the group presentations, he says.

My head burns.

I take a deep breath.
A boy from my group looks at me with curious eyes and I choke on ashes.
The professor calls us to the front. I practice my part by saying it under my breath.

I’'m still late.

I try not to stumble, but my foot gets stuck to the chair and I trip. Mother doesn’t like when
I stumble.

Mother would be disappointed.

There are sixteen pairs of eyes looking at me. I smell the smoke coming from my hair.
The first person to talk has the loveliest voice I've ever heard. It sounds like honey dripping

on my warm skin. I watch the people in front of me.

Someone else starts talking and the professor smiles. He knows this student.

I smell burning flesh.
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I watch as multiple chunks of my hair begin to fall off from the heat.
The boy next to me is sweating. I’'m standing too close to him.
No one notices my burning scalp.

Maybe they don’t care, Mother’s Voice whispers.

I can do this, I say. I take a deep breath.
I try to focus on what my group is talking about.
I ran my hands through the bald spots on the back of my head. It burns my fingers.

The boy starts talking. His voice is soft and gentle.

I’m on fire.

Late, late, late.

In the corner of the room, I watch a girl drawing on her arm with a pencil.

You're next, Mother’s Voice says.

The gitl buries the pencil on her skin. The lead dives into her veins, searching for her pulse.
She keeps drawing. Her heartbeat gives life to a stick monster and blood stains her shirt. She keeps
drawing.

The professor doesn’t notice.

Maybe he doesn't care, Mother’s Voice whispers.

The flames grow so bright I’'m blinded.
My tongue is suddenly heavy. I try to move it, but it only crushes my teeth.

There is smoke everywhere. The professor is coughing.
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When it’s my turn to speak, ashes fall out of my mouth.

I arrive three minutes before noon.

I'm two minutes late. If I hurry, I might not be late at all.

I’'m not alone in the waiting room. There is a husband with three mistresses sitting on his
lap. There is a young priest playing with a younger boy’s sword. There is a young woman staring at
the mirror, patiently waiting for her hair to grow grey.

I sit by the window.

The dentist was late. The receptionist said he was on his way.
I hear snores coming from his office.

I think about the assignment due tonight.

I’'m still late. Late, late, late.

The husband with the three mistresses sitting on his lap checks his watch. He runs his hands

through one of their legs and they all smile. Their teeth are perfect.

They don’t need a dentist, Mother’s Voice hisses in my mind.

My palms are sweaty.

Outside, the sun begins to set.
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The young priest holds the younger boy’s sword in his hands. He moves it side to side,
smiling. The boy cries. Their teeth are perfect.

They don’t need a dentist, Mother’s Voice hisses in my mind.

I bury my nails in my thighs and lava escapes my skin, leaking through my pores. It covers
my legs and fills me with warmth.
My lips begin to melt.

You do need a dentist, Mother’s Voice says.

I’m still late.

The young woman staring at the mirror notices a wrinkle next to her left eye. She moves

forward and the wrinkles multiply. She gasps and screams, her nose touching the mirror as her face

falls off. She falls on her knees, her fingers desperately trying to stick the pile of dust to her bare

bones. Her teeth are perfect.

They don’t need a dentist, Mother’s Voice hisses in my mind.

Do I need a dentist, I ask.

My tongue is made of fire.

Outside, I can see the full moon.

I run my tongue through my teeth and they taste like charcoal. I cough.
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My lips are melting.

You do need a dentist, Mother’s Voice says.

Late, late, late.

I grab my phone from my purse and begin to type an apologetic email to my professor. I'm
running out of time, I can’t finish the assighment.

Why are you always making excuses, Mother’s Voice asks.

I stare at my phone. The screen is cracked and my stomach is burning.

Should I word it differently, I ask.

The blood in my veins begins to boil.

Outside, the sun is rising.

The receptionist says the dentist will be here soon.

The husband with three mistresses sitting on his lap finds another mistress hiding behind his
tie. The young priest playing with the younger boy’s toys pulls out a sword of his own from his back
pocket. The young girl staring at the mirror is covered in dust as she continues to stare at her
growing grey hair.

I sit by the window. I hear snores coming from his office.

Late, late, late.

You should knock on the door, Mother’s Voice says.
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I should leave, I reply.

Motbher is disappointed.

We both know I won’t do either.

I arrive three minutes before noon.

I'm two minutes late. If I hurry, I might not be late at all.

The mall is crowded. There are children running around parents that look like corpses, with
sunken eyes and raw meat stuck in between their teeth. Their skin is rotting and I see roaches on
their hair.

I try not to stare or stumble. Mother wouldn’t want me to stumble.

Mother would be disappointed.

I keep my head down as I walk into a store. It’s Mother’s birthday and I should get her
something nice.

You should leave, you can’t afford something nice, Mother’s Voice whispers.

One of the corpse parents walks into the store. She has twelve sons and they don’t have

names. She stares at a soft pink dress as the starving boys tear her clothes apart to feed. They bite

her flesh and lick her bones until there is nothing left. She doesn’t flinch.

I’m still late.
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I stop by the jewelry. There are earrings and necklaces spread out. I run my fingers through
them and a blaze travels down my spine. I can feel eyes staring at me. Starving boys craving my
bones.

I search for something grand. Something that would never disappoint Mother.

A young man appears in front of me and smiles. I think he is cute and my cheeks
immediately begin to melt.

Can I help you with anything, he asks. I try to take deep breaths, but ashes fill my lungs. He
doesn’t seem to notice.

Maybe he doesn’t care, Mother’s Voice hisses in my mind.

My head feels crowded.
The twelve sons stand behind me, their starving mouths smiling. The corpse mother is trying

on the soft pink dress and her rotten skin stains it.

The man is talking again. He shows me dozens, hundreds, thousands of options and his
voice blinds me. I can feel the fire running through my veins, igniting my blood.
My heart beats faster than normal.

I try to say something, but my mouth is filled with magma.

The twelve sons’ bellies roar behind me, their starving stomachs calling for my burning flesh.
The corpse mother stares at a bright yellow dress.

Late, late, late.



The man is talking again. He points to dozens, hundreds, thousands of price tags and the
zeroes make me dizzy. The back of my neck is melting.
My heart beats faster than fast.

You should leave, you can’t afford something nice, Mother’s Voice says.

I want to run away, but I'm afraid I might stumble. Mother wouldn’t want me to stumble.

Mother would be disappointed.

I notice a discrete pair of earrings. They are something no one would ever see but me.
Something that would definitely disappoint Mother. The man reaches for them at the same time I
pick it up. Our hands touch and my entire skin ignites.

He pulls his hand back, with large blisters on his fingertips.

I’'m on fire.

My heartbeat is so fast it might punch a hole through my ribcage.

I’m still late.

I desperately want to say something, apologize, but I’'m drowning in ashes. My face melts
and drips onto my chest, burning holes on my shirt.
The man doesn’t notice. He stares at his fingers instead.

Maybe he doesn’t care, Mother’s Voice hisses in my mind.
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Late, late, late.
Mother will be disappointed.
I told you, Mother’s Voice says.

She did.

I arrive three minutes before noon.

I'm two minutes late. If I hurry, I might not be late at all.

Mother is making dinner when I walk in. She pretends not to notice, but she fails. You’re
late, she says. I'm sorry.

Why are you always mafking excuses, Mother’s Voice asks.

I sit down as she slithers around the kitchen.

I can’t stay long, I say. Mother stares at me long enough for the rice to burn.

Are you not going to help, she asks eventually. Outside, a storm is coming.
I nod. Mother would be mad if I said no.
She’s already mad, Mother’s Voice whispers.

I know.

I’'m still late. Late, late, late.

My fingers are dusty, ruined by the boiling blood that runs through my veins. I lick the ashes

so Mother won’t see them. She doesn’t like when I ruin her carpet with ashes.
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When I stand up, ’'m careful not to stumble. Mother doesn’t like when I stumble either.

Mother would be disappointed.

Outside, lightning strikes a tree and sets it on fire.

I do what Mother tells me to do. I don’t ask questions. Mother hates questions.
She hates you too, Mother’s Voice says.

Does she, I ask.

Why can’t you stay, Mother asks.
I’'m late, I reply.

You’re always late, she hisses.

Late, late, late.

Mother is right.

She is always right, Mother’s Voice whispers.

Outside, the fire spreads to my backyard.

I start cutting tomatoes. She showed me how she wants them, but I’'m not doing a good job.
She asked for perfect cubes and I’'m barely making them rectangular. She will be upset.
Sweat drips from my lips like melting wax.

I cough, and ashes cover the tomatoes in front of me like sprinkles on a cupcake.
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Mother is disappointed.

I’m still late.

She’s coming, Mother’s Voice tells me. I turn around and Mother sees the ruined tomatoes.
She is not pleased.

Get that ash out of my house, she hisses at me.

I'm sorry. I stumble out of the kitchen as she washes the tomatoes. Did you just stumble,
Mother asks.

I didn’t, I say.

You stumbled, Mother’s Voice says.

Did I?

Outside, the fire licks the walls that surround me.

Lava leaks from the pores on the back of my neck. It flows to my beating heart, covering my

body with heat. The carpet is melting,.

Inside, the fire spreads around the room.

Look what you’ve done, Mother yells.

I'm sorry. My melting skin joins the melting walls around me.

Why are you always making excuses, Mother’s Voice asks.
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The flames lick my bones. I stand in a pile of dust and burnt flesh.

Look what you’ve done, Mother whispers.
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