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				The Cypress Dome Society is a home to creatives at the University of Central Florida. In partnership with The Cypress Dome Editorship, CDS helps champion UCF’s artistic community —showing special appreciation to all forms of creative writing and visual art. We are committed to being a safe space for creatives of all beliefs, backgrounds, and identities. Once a month, we proudly host our Open Mic Nights where artists from across UCF share their work in the company of a warm and supportive audience. 

				Our fundraising activities assist in the publication of UCF’s annual The Cypress Dome literary magazine, and the reading series, Writers in the Sun. During our bi-annual book sale, book donations from students, faculty, and the surrounding Central Florida community are sold on campus. Recently, we launched exclusive Cypress Dome merchandise, available through our official website! Additionally, CDS serves as a corresponding tool in adver-tising and offering information about The Cypress Dome literary magazine submissions process. 

				If CDS sounds like a home for you, we welcome you with open arms! Please send an email to cdome@ucf.edu at the start of the semester to inquire about our meeting times. For other ways you can get involved, be sure to follow us on Twitter and Instagram (@cypressdome), as well as on Facebook (/cypressdome). For more information about CDS, feel free to visit our official site, cypressdome.org.
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				LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

			

		

		
			
				In a collage, every bead, button, and piece of fabric is eye-catching on its own— but when pieced together, these elements create something far more textured, dynamic, different. Without a doubt, The Cypress Dome staff did things a little differently this year. We are delighted to present our newest edition which features our first script, our first hybrid piece blending poetry and visual art, and a collaborative book design which merges the talents of two graphic designers— all accomplished while our staff and contributors remained remote for the 2020-21 academic year. 

				In this issue, our authors, poets, and artists showcase their immense capability to create freshness, honesty, and beauty without fear of experimentation. Our poets play with innovative forms on the page, while finding inspiration in other artists and writers. Our fiction stories push the boundaries of possibility by creating fantastical worlds where humanness, home, and mortality adopt fluid meanings. Our nonfiction writers carve spaces for unique voices, each one determined to speak their truth: stories about self-acceptance, caring for others, and grief in all its forms showcase a willingness to rethink and rebuild our relationships with others and ourselves. 

				In the aftermath of a year that challenged us all to remain innovative, connected, and courageous, our staff is proud to present the 32nd edition of The Cypress Dome— a collage which, although assembled of different voices and forms, proves that we are more human, more whole, together. 

				Sincerely,

				Veronica Silva

				The Cypress Dome Editor-in-Chief
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				The Cypress Dome cares about the mental health and safety of our readers. In this issue, we have included a visual key to give readers a warning about content that may provoke trauma-related flashbacks, dissociation, or other adverse effects. Our editors included this key as a common courtesy to give readers a choice in what content they want to engage in at certain times— never as a tool for censorship. We understand how difficulties of living in a highly imperfect world can and should make their way onto the page in our creative work, and The Cypress Dome is excited to publish work that handles those important difficulties with nuance. Please see our content key below.
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						Fear is an important drive for change in nature. At least, that’s what Beverly had read in a magazine while at the health department last week.

						The article came back to Beverly while she was tending to the house plants, an intriguing mental distraction from the monotony of that morning’s chores. The author had categorized different animals according to their fear response: opossums play dead, goats freeze and fall over, while vervet monkeys vocalize an alarm call. Yet, it was the common garden pest, the very ones in which Beverly was currently battling, that became forefront in her mind. 

						When faced with danger, aphids would mutate, passing on altered genetics to their offspring. This mutation allowed the insect’s descendants to grow wings in order to fly away from future threats. Beverly thought this tactic was otherworldly.

						She mulled over this as she wiped the aphid-infested leaves of her desert rose plant.

						At the moment, Beverly was the predator and she wondered if any of the bugs were mutating that second, right under her nose.

						“Sorry about this,” she whispered to the tiny neon-green specks.

						Once finished on the front porch, Beverly made her way back to the kitchen. Her coffee was cold by now, but that didn’t stop her from taking a sip. She set the mug down on the counter and felt the rim squish a newborn cockroach. Cringing, she threw the entire drink in the sink. Her husband’s idea of exterminating the house was a couple cans of Raid. After eight years of marriage, Ricky still couldn’t do a single thing she asked for.

						Beverly sighed and glanced out the window.

						The farmhouse, old and crippled, sat on half an acre and overlooked a small, island-dotted lake. The backyard was so neglected one would think the property was abandoned: maidencane stretched high along the shore, the dock was covered with a blanket of leaves, and plumbago drooped in the stifling heat of summer, its periwinkle flowers bleached. The barn had collapsed five hurricane seasons ago and birthed pepper trees as monuments. Bed sheets flickered on the clothesline— once white, now yellow— due to well water and no softener,
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						another thing she had asked Ricky for but never received.

						The home reflects a woman’s heart, her mother always used to say as she tidied the farm and planted perennials. Beverly supposed this was true, since after her mother died from a horse kick, the farm slowly died too. When her father packed everything up and said they were moving to Florida, near the water, Beverly expected the Atlantic. At the very least, the Gulf. 

						What she got instead was Okeechobee with no-see-ums and alligators and Ricky. 

						Beverly made a mental note to spend the following day tending to the overrun backyard, if only for the sake of her heart.

						Just then, a flash of white caught Beverly’s eye on the shoreline. She squinted as the tall grass parted, revealing a sliver of water, before quickly closing again. The canes of grass rolled in the wind before a wispy ball of white reappeared, parting them once more. As the grass curtain closed, another flash, this time from the lake, caught Beverly’s eye. Ricky’s aluminum john boat drifted, rolling west on tawny waves, sans captain.

						“Damn it,” Beverly muttered. “The kids.”

						* * *

						The children, four and seven, were playing in the muck at the lake’s shoreline. Exact replicas, they shared heavy hazel eyes that blinked steadily when tired, feathered blonde hair which Beverly refused to cut, and a propensity to easily bruise. Twin Towheads, Ricky called them.

						The big sister, Paige, came into the world like butter, slipping out of Beverly during an episode of Wheel of Fortune with little time to think on the miracle, let alone the final puzzle. The little brother, Horace, took 77 hours to arrive, ripping Beverly’s perineum as if it were two tectonic plates separating— magma rising, sacrificial blood.

						Horace looked out across the lake and was frightened to see vultures perched upon the pine trees that inundated the island. The pines swayed, yet the birds never flinched, stoically watching over the marshy embankment where they were playing. He thought they looked like black-winged angels at the top of a Christmas tree.

						Horace worried as he watched their father’s boat drift away, but Paige told him to stop being such a baby. What would their father do to them? Beat them? Like he wouldn’t already. Scooping up a mud pie, Paige threw it at an orange-headed lizard. The mud splattered on the latticed railing and the lizard scurried into the dark underbelly of the dock.
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							“What is going on down there? Huh?” Their mother’s voice bellowed down, hot as fire.

						“Oh, heck!” The children sucked their toes up from the mud and hightailed it back through the reeds.

						“We weren’t doing nothing, Momma,” Paige said.

						Beverly glanced at her children. Paige was ready to flee, yet Horace was frozen, three paces behind his sister, feet brown from the ankles down. Beverly could see all the muscles in his body seizing up. He had inherited her response to fear.

						“So, you didn’t just unhook your father’s boat from the dock?”

						“I swear,” Paige pleaded. “That wasn’t us.”

						“Don’t you dare blame it on him.”

						“But it’s the truth.”

						“Paige Marie,” Beverly chided. “Admit what you’ve done or no Nickelodeon tonight.”

						The little girl stomped across the dock, leaves cracking. “That’s not fair! We didn’t unhook Dad’s boat. It was William!”

						“How many times do I have to tell you? Stop blaming your bad behavior on an imaginary friend.”

						“How many times do I have to tell you,” Paige retorted, “that William’s not my imaginary friend? He’s a ghost.”

						Beverly was exasperated. What was she supposed to do about this? When her car keys went missing, it was William. When the cord was pulled from the phone jack, it was William. When red crayon appeared in a surrealist scribble all over the hallway, it was William. The only thing not William’s fault, apparently, was when a soccer ball was kicked in the house smashing the fish tank, slender danios and guppies suffocating on the carpet. Horace had sobbed an apology before Paige could get a word in edgewise.

						William’s first appearance came shortly after the Tiedeman girl died. While chasing a swallowtail in the empty field between their homes, lightning came down singeing her flesh into the dirt. There hadn’t been a single cloud in the sky. A tragedy, Ricky said. But not uncommon for Florida.

						Three days later, William arrived. 

						He’s from a really rich family, Paige said.

						They grew sugarcane, Horace said.

						They’re all gone now, Paige said. The sugarcane fields, I mean.

						Everyone told Beverly not to worry. That William was simply a grieving
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						mechanism for the children after losing a playmate. That they would outgrow it. Her best friend, Tammy, was especially adamant. She claimed that it was just a morbid phase all kids went through. But Beverly had put little to no stock in Tammy’s opinion, since Tammy didn’t even have any children.

						She knelt down, eye level with her son. “Horace? Who unhooked the boat?”

						A tiny whimper. “William.”

						“That’s it.” She stood up. “No T.V. later. Paige, you and your brother go get that boat before your father gets home. Ask Mike Tiedeman if he’ll use his skiff to take you out. And no more playing in the water. It’s a breeding ground for water moccasins.”

						The little girl evaded eye contact, faintly nodding.

						Beverly shielded her eyes, looking for the boat, and for a split second, she thought she saw one of the oars move, if only an inch.

						* * *

						When Ricky asked the family how their day had been, the only response was from scraping plates and the adjacent room’s television. Reruns of Home Improvement served as their ambient dinner playlist. Ricky bristled his mustache, slurping the sloppy joe sauce off his fingers, letting the moment linger.

						“Oh, is this how it is? No one wants to talk to me? After I busted my ass all day to provide this food? This roof?”

						Beverly winced. Ricky’s temper was vile, erratic, and she could never be sure how he would react. He hadn’t always been that way, but a decade spent in hundred-degree heat breathing in drywall dust had filled Ricky with a bitterness that even uppers couldn’t shake.

						Beverly cleared her throat. “Tell your father what happened.”

						Horace dropped his fork, a glob of macaroni and cheese still attached. But before he could say anything, Paige began an articulated account of the day: they ate strawberry Pop-Tarts, brushed their teeth, climbed the oak tree by the sidewalk, fed the Tamagotchi, went to the Tiedeman house to chase chickens, accidently trampled a lizard, made mud pies down by the lake.

						“Then,” she finished, “William unhooked your boat.”

						This time, Ricky laughed. “How did you say William died again?”

						“Ricky, don’t encourage them.”

						Her husband ignored her and repeated the question.

						Horace’s quiet voice rose up. “Consumption.”
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						“Yeah, William says his mom would bring him to the lake,” Paige said. She took a bite of sloppy joe. “For the fresh air.” Bits of hamburger meat flashing. “For his lungs.”

						Ricky asked what the hell consumption was and Beverly explained that the kids meant tuberculosis.

						“If I go out there,” Ricky said, pointing his finger at Paige, “and there’s one millimeter of a scratch on my boat, I’m gonna come back in and whoop your ass. Do you hear me?”

						When she didn’t respond, he slammed his fist down on the table knocking over a two-liter of Pepsi. “Do you hear me, girl?”

						Paige nodded.

						Beverly’s arms went cold as she soaked up the soda with a paper towel. Mechanically, she told the children to apologize to their father.

						She hated that the children had to live in a matchbox house. Ricky’s presence was a category five, flattening their spirits. The children grew sideways, horizontal with the earth for safety, like the beaten trees that peppered the property. Beverly would often lie awake at night conceptualizing an escape, but nothing attainable ever seemed to materialize...

						But even worse, the concept of change shook Beverly senseless. She had fallen over, frozen, in this shack on the swamp’s edge, and she prayed nightly for something to terrify her more than the idea of leaving. 

						* * *

						Paige plunged a shovel into the mound of dirt, wiped her brow, and called for Horace. Her little brother came running, a rusted spade and sandcastle mold in hand, his white hair bouncing in the afternoon glare. 

						Up until a month ago, a spectacular Canary date palm had existed there. The tree was the children’s favorite because it looked out of place, like it didn’t belong. They used to lay beneath its crown and wait for woodpeckers, eating their candy necklaces slowly, deliberately, in order to make them last. 

						Then, a man from Disney World showed up and offered their father 3,000 dollars for it. He said the tree would be replanted in one of Disney’s new parks, one with animals in it, and this made the children feel better. But a week later, when their father was told that the palm tree had been worth ten grand, minimum, he flew into a rage, drinking the money away and yelling that he had been swindled.

						All that was left was a fresh grave and a few razor-sharp barbs.

						“This is the spot?”
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						Paige sighed aloud like their mother often did. “This is where William said he buried it. Why would he lie?”

						Horace shrugged and dropped the tools he had gathered from the porch.

						The children began digging and didn’t stop until the sun was sinking beyond the second story of the Tiedeman house. Filthy up to her elbows, Paige jumped into the hole and began to poke around with the spade.

						“Ah ha!” She struck something hard, impenetrable. “I’ve found it!”

						Horace impatiently wondered what it was, his sister blocking the view, and begged her to show him. Then, with dirt clinging to the humidity on her skin, Paige lifted up a tiny wooden box. Discovered inside were a wooden yo-yo, 13 lead-alloy soldiers, a wind-up bucking bronco on a green platform, and a pocket children’s book with a yellow duckling on the cover, its pages brittle, disintegrating.

						“Treasure!” Horace sang.

						* * *

						Ricky was waiting for the children when they returned. Sprawled on the couch with a beer can in hand, the father’s jaw dropped at the sight of them. Paige’s hair cascaded damp and soiled down her back. Her overalls were muddied, fingernails black. The only part of Horace’s blonde hair that was still recognizable was the cowlick. 

						“Well, if it isn’t my two little grimy and grubby children.”

						Paige tried to explain, offering the box, but their father simply snatched it, smashing it against the wall.

						“Who broke my Anheuser-Busch stein?”

						Horace stepped back, repositioning himself behind his sister.

						“We didn’t break nothing,” Paige said.

						Ricky grabbed both of the children by the backs of their necks and shoved them toward the dining room table.

						There, shattered to pieces, were the porcelain remnants. A large piece stared up at the children, a red letter A with an eagle flying through it. The pewter lid was still attached to the handle.

						“Who did this?”

						“It had to have been William,” Paige cried. “We were outside all day.”

						“Don’t give me that ghost bullshit,” Ricky said. He pointed at the shelf that ran along the wall near the ceiling, the one that housed his holiday collectible beer steins. “Horace here is too small to reach, so that leaves you.” His breath smelled of pickles and alcohol.
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						“I swear!”

						“Get in the truck,” their father demanded. “We’re gonna go tell your mother what you did.”

						“But she’s at work,” Horace said. His tears had now etched streams through the dirt on his face.

						Ricky finished his beer. “Like I give a rat’s ass.”

						* * *

						The setting sun cast a cloak of gold over downtown. Everything, from the palm trees to the First Baptist steeple to Kmart, was dripping in golden light. To Beverly, it was as if she were seeing another dimension, one in which she could only look, not touch. She inhaled cigarette smoke, then watched as it exited, new, its swirl rose-colored, too.

						“Can you spare one?”

						Without a word, she offered Tammy a Newport.

						“Thanks.” She pulled one out and lit it. “It’s going to be a long night. Table 24 is already being a pain.” She leaned up against the building beside Beverly. “They’re pissed because the rack of ribs isn’t an option for the Family Bundle special. They act like I own the restaurant. Like I have some kind of control over prices. Pricks.”

						Tammy’s bangs were twisted tightly back and held in place with tiny plastic butterfly clips, the leftover strands of her updo flowering in stringy, messy wisps. She had a bejeweled choker on her neck and mood ring set to black.

						Beverly hated the way Tammy inserted her personality into their work uniform with accessories. She felt it came off tacky. But then again, maybe she was just jealous of how easily Tammy picked up on trends, as if her youth hadn’t withered.

						 “What’s your problem? You’ve been weird all night.”

						“Thinking about the kids,” Beverly answered. She listened to the cicadas droning around them without elaborating further.

						“Is Horace still practicing his vow of silence?” Tammy joked, flicking ash.

						“Pretty much. Paige keeps insisting that William— the ghost— is the one breaking and hiding everything around the house.”

						Tammy’s eyes widened. “They’re still on that ghost kick?”

						Beverly was too weary to rub it in Tammy’s face that she had been wrong about the children outgrowing it. Instead, she explained all that had happened since the start of summer: broken picture frames, missing car keys, pages ripped out of books, the T.V. remote in the freezer, Ricky’s boat set adrift. 
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						“Some nights I stand outside Paige’s bedroom and I can hear her inside, talking to someone. But then, I walk in and she’s alone.”

						“Do you think there’s an actual ghost?” Tammy whispered.

						Beverly laughed. “As if!” She dropped what was left of her cigarette and smashed it with her shoe. She was too embarrassed to admit that on days alone in the house, she would often walk around touching the dry-wall patches and dusty shelves and kids’ toys, mentally summoning a presence she didn’t believe in, yet desperately hoped to find. She begged the miasma of the house to answer, to show itself. But nothing ever manifested. Only roaches and millipedes and goosebumps.

						“Are you worried that the kids are acting out because of Ricky? That it’s a weird coping device to deal with his… ya’ know, anger issues?”

						Beverly frowned. She removed her work apron, readjusted and retied it. “I think once school starts back up, everything will go back to normal.”

						Tammy whistled. “Whatever you say. Anyway, don’t you think it’s time to get out of there? You and the kids can come stay with me until you find a place.”

						Beverly bit her lip, rearranging the pens in her apron. “Your house is the first place Ricky would look for us. I’m not getting you involved.” She thought of the time she left and took the kids to her father’s. Ricky came in the middle of the night and slashed all their tires. That was when Horace was still a baby and Paige hadn’t started lying yet. Shortly after that, Beverly’s father passed away from pneumonia, taking any hope with him, wherever that was.

						“It will all be okay,” she lied. “I’m working on what to do.”

						“You’re just going to do what you always do,” Tammy said, ambling for the door.

						Beverly grabbed the handle, blocking her from opening it. “And what’s that?”

						Pursing her lips, Tammy shrugged. “Freeze up. Pretend that nothing happened. That everything’s fine.”

						“Like a goat.”

						“Like a what?”

						“Nothing.”

						Before Tammy could argue the case any further, the door swung forward. The metal kick plate was broken, a piece of it bent outward at a ninety-degree angle. Beverly cursed as it cut through her khakis and punctured her lower shin.

						“Oops. Sorry.” It was the hostess. “Your daughter is here to see you.” 
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				Tiny drops of red soaked through Beverly’s work pants. Tammy reached into her apron and pulled out a stack of cocktail napkins. 

				“Here. You okay?”

				“Yep,” Beverly insisted. “Everything’s fine.”

				* * *

				In the restroom hallway, between the glow of the payphones, sat Paige. She was rummaging through a phone book, leaving dingy, soil-stained fingerprints on the yellowed pages. Every 30 seconds or so, she’d point at a name, nodding, as if she recognized it.

				Beverly’s heart dropped at the sight of her.

				“What are you doing here? What happened?”

				“Oh. Hi, Momma. Dad’s in the parking lot. He wants to see you.”

				“Well, no shit,” Beverly snapped. She looked around to see if any of the diners were watching them, the waitress and her filthy child. “Is everything okay? Why are you covered in dirt?”

				“Horace and I dug up William’s buried treasure today. It was underneath where the big palm tree used to be.”

				Beverly seized the phone book from her daughter and dropped it on the bench.

				“You can’t be in here, Paige. Let’s go.”

				Out in the parking lot, Ricky and Horace were sitting on the Toyota pickup tailgate. When Ricky saw Beverly, he put down his beer and crossed his arms.

				“Why are you here?” Beverly demanded. “I’ve already told you. You can’t just show up here in the middle of dinner rush and send the kids in to retrieve me. Mark is going to fire me if you keep doing this.”

				“Screw him. Mark’s a dumbass, anyhow,” Ricky said.

				Paige hurried to join her little brother on the tailgate, and the two of them huddled together, arms intertwined.

				Ricky spat on the asphalt, then started in on his tirade. He told Beverly that the kids were worthless and disrespectful. That they broke his collectible holiday beer stein, the one she gifted him for Christmas in ’94. And that if she didn’t do something about it, she wasn’t going to like how he would handle it.

				“It’s irreplaceable,” he said. “Something needs to be done. They can’t continue to destroy my property and think they can get away with it.”

				“That’s why you’re here? Because of a stupid beer stein?”

				Ricky stood inches from her face. “I’m here because you seem to be incapable of raising good, honest children.”
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						The children sobbed from the truck. Tiny wails of apology carried in the wind. Their faces smeared clean. A Buick Century pulled in, an older couple exiting, no doubt curious about the commotion yet resigned to ignore it. They hurried inside the restaurant and Beverly prayed that they wouldn’t be sat at one of her tables.

						“You’re making me look unprofessional. You have to stop driving up here while I’m at work.”

						“You make yourself look unprofessional,” Ricky said. “You’re a waitress, for God’s sake.”

						Beverly wiped away the children’s tears and told Paige that when they got home, she needed to give Horace a bath. And not forget to clean behind the ears. Horace was silent, but Paige continued to maintain that William was behind everything.

						“It’s not our fault William doesn’t like Dad.”

						Ricky scoffed and took a swig of his beer. “You better watch how you talk to me, girl.”

						“Maybe if you just apologized to him,” Paige begged, “he would stop.”

						Ricky stared at his children, his pupils dilated, large and black, like a cat about to pounce on its prey. In tandem, the children jumped down from the tailgate and ran to the passenger seat. Ricky followed without another word to Beverly.

						She waited until the red taillights of Ricky’s truck disappeared beyond the feed store before reapplying her makeup and marching back inside. 

						* * *

						Beverly woke with a start. She squinted at the alarm clock. It was a little past three in the morning.

						The bedroom was unusually quiet, only Ricky’s faint wheezing ricocheting off the walls. Beverly was splayed out across the bed, her dark pubis blooming, free, unkempt. Ricky had stolen the bedsheet and had it wrapped around his entire body, the yellow membrane stretched taut, soaked in perspiration. The window shaker had given out sometime in the night and the bedroom was sticky with their sweat, breath, and dreams.

						A flash of white caught her attention. Beverly’s throat free-fell into her abdomen.

						“Jesus, Paige. You scared me half to death.”

						With the mattress and box spring on the floor, the child loomed tall, a pale and unmoving effigy at the edge of the bed.

						Ashamed of her nudity, Beverly covered herself with a pillow and sat up. She 
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						was still groggy from the three glasses of cheap cabernet consumed after work with Tammy. She rubbed her eyes and asked what was the matter. No answer. 

						“What is it? Is everything okay?”

						The child stared, turned, then walked out of the bedroom.

						Beverly dressed in a hurry, throwing on Ricky’s plaid boxers and a souvenir tee from Lion Country Safari. It was unusual for the children to wake in the middle of the night, both of them logs when it came to sleeping.

						Lead-footed, as if in a trance, she crossed the house to the children’s bedrooms. The terrazzo floors were glacial, piercing. Each step jolting her awake a little bit at a time. In the living room, she walked with her eyes closed, until—

						“— shit!”

						Grabbing her right foot, Beverly hopped to the leather recliner, crying out in pain. She rubbed the bottom of her foot. It was so dark she could barely make out what she had stepped on. She crouched down in search of the culprit.

						Beverly lifted a miniature toy soldier, with its red jacket and rifle. She had never seen it before.

						A flash of white moved from the kitchen to the hallway. Beverly struggled to adjust her eyes in the darkness but had no luck.

						“Paige? Is that you?”

						A tiny face peeked around the corner.

						“Is this yours?” Beverly asked, holding up the toy soldier.

						The tiny face nodded.

						“Well, I’ll have you know that I almost broke my ankle because of it. What’s it doing on the floor?”

						When there was no response, she got up, soldier in hand, but the face was gone.

						Making it to Paige’s bedroom, Beverly froze. Her daughter was sound asleep, the Little Mermaid comforter tucked in under her chin. The fiber optic light on the nightstand glimmered rainbow. The bruise on her cheek looked more like a birthmark in the dim light.

						She opened the palm of her hand and looked at the toy soldier.

						“Of course. It was Horace,” she whispered.

						Yet, when she entered her son’s bedroom, she was puzzled to find him asleep as well.

						Beverly sat on the edge of his bed and gently shook him awake. His eyes fluttered, blinking and blinking, unable to stay open.
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						“Were you just in my bedroom?” Beverly asked.

						The little boy’s eyes looked like a rolodex as he struggled to wipe the sleep from them. He murmured something unintelligible.

						Beverly held up the toy soldier.

						“Buried treasure,” he muttered, eyes closed.

						The sudden sensation of being watched filled Beverly’s body. She froze, until, out of the corner of her eye, came a second flash of white. She forcibly rotated her head toward the hallway. Gasping, she dropped the toy soldier.

						Standing in the doorway was a young boy dressed in a navy romper with knee-high stockings, staring intensely at the two of them.

						She squeezed her eyes shut and counted to three, and when she opened them, the boy was gone.

						“What’s wrong?” Horace asked.

						Beverly’s hand was shaking as she brushed the white hair from his forehead.

						“Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep, baby. It was nothing.”

						She hurried back to bed, stealing the sheet from Ricky and burying herself underneath. She held her breath, listening for any kind of movement, but there was nothing.

						After hours of lying awake, Beverly finally drifted off to sleep and dreamt of an island with white sand beaches. There were sabal palms and silver saw palmettos and sea grape. Beach morning glory stretched across the dunes, fuchsia flowers budding. Horace chased sandpipers and terns, while Paige searched for seashells, calico scallop being her favorite. They feasted on conch fritters and grouper, fresh papaya and guava, rum cakes and coconut lime popsicles. Beverly braided their blonde hair, telling stories of shipwrecks and treasure. And Ricky was nowhere to be found.

						* * *

						When the children emerged from bed the next morning, they were surprised to find Beverly up and waiting for them in the kitchen. She had prepared their favorite breakfast, scrambled eggs mixed with Spaghettios, but even more astonishing was the row of opened suitcases on the living room couch.

						“Eat breakfast,” Beverly said. “And then go grab your bathing suit along with a handful of your favorite things. We’re going on a trip to the beach.”

						Paige smirked in disbelief. “There are no beaches here.”

						“I know, silly. We’re on the hunt for one. It will be like a mini road trip.”

						“Like a treasure hunt!” Horace squealed.
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						“Exactly.”

						“But what about William?” Paige cried.

						Beverly set her coffee cup down on the counter, just missing a roach.

						“Tell William that we’ll be back tomorrow.”

						“You promise?” Horace asked.

						Beverly feigned a smile. “Hurry and eat before we miss out on the sunshine.”

						By the time the beat-up Camry was speeding along up Southwest Kanner Highway, Beverly felt different. She wasn’t sure where they would end up and she knew the road ahead would be hard, yet she was surprised to find that this quandary didn’t incapacitate her.

						She wondered who would feed Ricky when he got home that evening, and who would do the laundry and the dishes and the mopping. And then she wondered who would take care of the house plants on the front porch. With Beverly gone, maybe the aphids would have a fighting chance.

						“Momma, can we roll down the windows?” Paige asked from the backseat.

						She nodded through the rearview mirror and watched as the children excitedly cranked them down.

						Paige stuck her arm out, lifting her hand up and down in motion with the wind. Horace, upon seeing this, did the same. He smiled and rested his head on the window ledge, his white hair fluttering wildly in the breeze.

						“Look, Mom,” he cried. “I’m flying!”
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				After Jean-Michel Basquiat’s “Skull”

				Sometimes I dream of my great-grandpa,

				whose swollen roots had never moved, whose rebel scars

				had never ached, whose voice I had never heard.

				His deep-tanned skin cragged like the cliff rocks

				soaking in the susurrus of the surf that spiced

				the soffits of his bare feet. I hear him hum back

				for his sweltering mistress sotto voce— under his breath.

				His face, like a wooden scene from a foreign film,

				shifts and plunges into repetitive revision, altered

				yet always lacking.

				I remember his skull carved itself against the road maps

				of his life; it told me he could not paint the words

				paving the way in anything but colors. His cracks bleed fire

				and too much blue. In blue ruin he lies, suffocated

				by the first color of his flag. A hunched back screams

				for a shot of lithium trapped inside a colmado’s freezer,

				hot and empty— he is brain-sick. Hollow flames seep

				from his nape and from under his ear, chronicling

				bloody and brittle, smeared and soiled carnage

				from a bygone tyrant era of suppressed voices—

				partnered in a sultry dance with the devil

				against his incarcerated fate.

				The dictionary pages tear away from his spine,

				weeping marrow at his seams, rooting him
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				to the confines of a sofa as prickly as the silver

				tinsel in his hair. All the words he wanted to tell me

				when I came into his room clung to his head

				to never touch his tongue. Never even a hello.

				Stitches, wires, patches of cloth plug the flow

				of his memories from the cavities of his mind. 

				Alcoves and libraries crumble onto each other, as encyclopedias

				spread their wings and take off in all directions,

				never again landing in the right places. He stands at the precipice

				of reason and hunger— a mind devoured.

				He stuffs the wounds of his cranium with the alluvial

				silt from every footprint he has left behind—

				a festering, smothering seal. His head rusts and splits now,

				under the weight of the world, flooding his grave

				with planes and pilots, poetry and politics, and the swift syllables

				of every Spanish word he ever gave his heart to. His jaw stretches

				against the threads that clench it, berthing his bulbous bones

				into the earth. For my sake and his history,

				he will never stop bleeding.
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				by Veronica Cano 

			

		

		
			
				You are trying to find your way back. 

				Your first clue is the lack of room on your coffee table. The portion of space in which you’ve been wedging Starbucks and Panera cups is now maxed out. You have cups from every day of the week and more on your table. They are threatening to fall off the table if one more thing is added to the pile. You can’t remember the last time you poured a drink from your refrigerator. In fact, you can’t remember the last time you opened your refrigerator. You can only imagine the science experiment festering in there. You look again at your coffee table and realize that it’s a pile of magazines, junk mail, and cups that have more layers than a berry trifle at a potluck. 

				You stumble into your kitchen to find a container in which to put all the cups to take downstairs to recycle. However, when you walk into the kitchen, you are assaulted with a smell that knocks you off your feet. Your nose leads you to the sink, and you find a colony of flies has taken residence in a bowl containing crusted-over Greek yogurt. You don’t even want to know what else in there is attracting the flies. You are numb with shock. How the hell did you miss all this? You wonder how long the flies have been here.

				Then you realize you should take a shower, especially if you can manage it today. But your eyes fall on your notebook, which is wide open, precariously balanced on top of the heap of junk mail on your coffee table. You have no recollection of writing anything for several days. Yet, you find unfamiliar lines in your notebook, and there is no mistaking your handwriting. Worse, the writing itself scares you. 

				Here’s what you find written: “I need to throw up. My skin wants to fly off my body. I want to be no more. Death seems like a welcome antidote.” It takes your breath away. You hold the notebook like it’s dynamite until you finally toss it away. Now starts the internal struggle against the urge of crawling back into bed and trying to forget.

				There was a time when you were much different than this, but it’s getting harder and harder to conjure up memories of that other person: the employee 

			

		

		
			
				••

			

		

		
			
				Editor’s Choice | Creative Nonfiction

			

		

	
		
			
				26

			

		

		
			
				Editor’s Choice | Creative Nonfiction

			

		

		
			
				misconduct investigator with a penchant for a goofy laugh, who could thoroughly prep witnesses on a moment’s notice and find time to host Sunday brunch for her friends after a week of business travel. 

				You recall carefully selecting your interrogation attire: pearl necklace, powdery pink Talbots cardigan, hair gently pulled back, simple makeup and a long, elegant, brown dress. Dressing like that put targets at ease, which made them likely to say more than they would otherwise. If people didn’t know better, you could easily be mistaken for a children’s librarian about to start story time. 

				You love the fact that people were often surprised that you were the investigator. You liked the element of surprise, the fact that you didn’t quite fit the mold. It made things more fun. You were so good that it was fun.

				But that fun is over. Forget strategizing for an investigation. Forget performing miracles with reluctant witnesses. There are times when you can barely be in the present moment. Sometimes you spend an entire morning arguing with yourself in bed that you are here and not there, not in that other nightmare of a place, the place you could not escape. 

				You sometimes berate yourself because you could not escape from that room, that hotel room on the outskirts of the NY State Fair in Syracuse. The State Police had taken over The DoubleTree Hotel which meant you and your boss were relegated to the much less desirable Ramada next door. However, The DoubleTree had a bar, and this is where you had untold numbers of key lime margaritas with your boss. Later, much later, the exact number of key lime margaritas consumed would become a question posed incessantly as if the original uncertain answer could become more certain if the question were posed repeatedly. 

				You remember there was a Yankees game on the television in the bar, and somehow you wound up in your boss’s hotel room ostensibly to continue watching this game. Then your clothes were on the floor, and you recall clearly wanting to leave, making a move to leave, but you could not make your legs work. To no avail, you kept willing your brain to make your legs work. And so you floated away in your head when you knew there was no physical escape. 

				The next morning you picked up your clothes off the floor of your boss’s hotel room and stumbled back to your room to shower and prepare to appear for an employment disciplinary arbitration hearing with your boss. You suited up in your grey pantsuit and hobbled into the hearing room as second chair with an obvious limp. No one asked about your limp, one of the few times you wished you were asked about an injury.
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				It took two weeks to report what happened, and when you did your life was upended for years. You never would have guessed that you would be asked how many beds were in the room as a way to determine your veracity, that you would be advised if you dressed more conservatively, this may not have happened. Your boss resigned after being confronted with your report, but, unbeknownst to you, the damage was just beginning. 

				Now the world gets fuzzy with no notice, like you’re suspended in midair with no sense of direction and a fragile sense of reality. It feels like you’re on a parade float, moving at super slow speed. People start to sound like they are far away in a tunnel, and you can barely hear them. They can be right next to you, speaking to you, yet still have that faraway tunnel sound. The world becomes muffled without notice. You can barely shower most mornings. There are days when that is your first goal. The next goal is to eat; after that, the final goal is not to die, not to take your own life because you remember this other person and you want her back. You want the Librarian/Interrogator to come back and replace this shell of a person you’ve become, this shell who recites a mantra: shower, eat, don’t die, shower, eat, don’t die…. You shower, you eat, and you don’t die because you are trying to find your way back. 

				You wish your present self could tell her she will be okay, things will get better, and she will investigate again, even better than before. Alas, you would not have believed it, because trauma had shrunk your world. Instead, you make yourself fall out of bed and stumble into the shower. You then make a peanut butter sandwich because you can use a spoon to spread the peanut butter, as you do not trust yourself with any kind of knife. After that, you call your therapist and cry into the phone like a lost child. Your therapist says, “Let me hold the belief for you that it will get better. If you don’t believe it, let me hold it for you. I am proud of all that you’ve done today.” You want to tell your therapist off, but you are aware this is the only person on earth who cares for you. Of course, this is not true. There are others who care for you, but your small world has shrunk to the point where you believe you have no one. You don’t tell off your therapist. Instead, you don’t die, one of the reasons being because you are reading The Elegance of the Hedgehog and you want to know how it ends. 

				On that day, and for many days after that, you shower, you eat, you don’t die. And slowly, you find your way back. 
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				to Sean, my love

			

		

		
			
				he is sweeping soggy silt from my lashes 

				savoring the trickling spray

				he is a low coastline of soft sand, then—

				how i water his budding blossom.

				he is a sienna seed

				cultivating blackened hearts

				a kaleidoscope of garden hues

				he is a cloudburst

				a translucent downpour

				softly bathing ashen lilies of the pond.

				he is a sunflower

				an inhale of amber sunlight glimmers

				steadfast amidst a field of futile dandelions. 

				he is a peony angel

				a cleanser of crimson impurity

				white against the smeared stain of anger

				he is plucking me from weather-beaten soil

				fingers stroking my withered stem

				he is wetting rosé lips, now—

				how my petals flourish from his mouth.
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				UNTITLED

				Oil

				Margeaux Rogers

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				The Cypress Dome | Artwork

			

		

	
		
			
				30

			

		

		
			
				The Cypress Dome | Artwork

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				THE KING OF FEATHERS

				Playing Cards

				Rachel Wunderlich
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				OPHELIA

				Oil and Acrylic Paint on Paper

				Cameron Felt
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				IN THE MORNING

				Charcoal Drawing

				Lucy West
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				INT. CAR IN NEIGHBORHOOD - DUSK

				CARTER (slicked back hair, tinted shades, 17) sits in the driver seat.

				HARLEY (dyed hair nonchalantly resting on her shoulders, 17) sits in the seat behind him.

				The passenger door opens, and HUGHIE (lanky build, 17) takes that seat. His white T-shirt is tucked into his khakis. He fastens his seatbelt and straightens his back against the seat. Then, finally, he acknowledges the others.

				HUGHIE

				Well?

				Carter starts to hand him a crinkled sheet of yellow paper. Hughie goes to take it, but Carter retracts.

					

				CARTER

				Barry’s birthday, as you know, is around the corner.

				Hughie mock gasps and snatches the paper out of Carter’s hand. Carter takes off his shades and squints at him.

				HARLEY

				Annnnd, as it turns out, he left us a little something to keep us occupied this pre-birthday week.

				Hughie scans over the writing, spaced out as bullet points, mumbling along with the words.
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				HUGHIE

				(reading)

				And so before y’all try to visit me, I’ve got a birthday bucket list you’ve gotta complete. 17 things to do, people to see, and/or places to be. Like how I did that? 17th birthday, 17 things to do? No? Alright, I’ll stop. Just, you got to do them all because that’s what I REALLY want for my birthday. Have fun, be safe, love you. Barry Cooper.

				Hughie puts the letter down, sighing.

					

				HUGHIE

				I think it’s weird. But--

				HARLEY

				So right up your alley! You in?

				Carter and Harley put on some extreme puppy dog eyes. Hughie can’t help but crack a smile. They double down by sticking out their bottom lips.

					

				HUGHIE

				Like Flynn. Let’s do it.

				INT./EXT. CARTER’S CAR - NIGHT

				A Smarties roll lies in the street. A foot comes out of the driver’s side of the car, lingering ominously over the wrapped candy for a moment. It comes down, pressing on the roll and grinding it back and forth against the gravel.

				Carter picks up the wrapper, the candy powdered inside, and slightly opens one side. Harley and Hughie sit in the back, holding their Smarties rolls in the classic smoker fashion.
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				HARLEY

				Ready to get our Torches of Freedom on?

					

				CARTER

				Ready. Hughie, you?

					

				HUGHIE

				Uhh...

				The others give him an expectant look.

					

				HUGHIE

				Yeah, pfft, I’m ready. I’m not scared of this, not nothing.

					

				HARLEY

				Yeah, I’m convinced. Well alright, boys. Huff and puff ‘em.

				Simultaneously, they bring the candies to their lips and take deep drags. They open their mouths, and what seems to be smoke rises out of them.

				ALL

				(together) 

				Bruuuuuuuuuuuuh.

					

				HARLEY 

					Aye, this shit loud.

				They each go for another round at their own pace, their faces scrunching and their heads ever so slightly bobbing along to some quiet rhythm that doesn’t exist.

				Harley scoots up in her seat, wrapping her arms around Carter’s headrest. She gradually shifts her weight until she’s just clinging to it and not sitting at all.

				HARLEY

					Weeeeeee!
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				EXT. HIGH SCHOOL ROOF - NIGHT

				A rusted ladder leads up to the roof. The gang exchanges looks. Then, Harley shrugs a ‘why not’ and begins climbing. Hughie stares at Carter, silently pleading. Carter’s face is just as pale as Hughie’s. He looks up at Harley as she climbs over the edge. He cocks his head and sucks his teeth.

					

				CARTER 

				It’s on the list.

					

				HUGHIE

				Oh Carter, come on, you gotta be kidding me.

				Carter puts on his sunglasses. Reaches for the first rungs and takes a deep breath in. Forces himself to start up the ladder.

				 

				HUGHIE

				Aren’t you afraid of heights?

				Carter doesn’t look down.

				CARTER

				(holding his breath)

					It’s on the list!

				Hughie begins pacing at the base of the ladder.

				HUGHIE

				This is illegal shit, guys. Trespassing!? Why’d Barry make us break the law, huh, what’s that about? No, he’d want us to be safe!

				Harley peers over the edge at Hughie. Carter makes it to the top. Lets out his breath. Sucks up a heap of fresh air.

				 

			

		

	
		
			
				37

			

		

		
			
				Birthdays and Buckets

			

		

		
			
				HARLEY

				Hey, Carter, where’d our friend Hughie go? All I see down there’s a pussy.

				Hughie purses his lips. Carter uneasily looks over the ledge, lifting his glasses. He smirks through his trembling lips.

					

				CARTER

				Man, Harley, I don’t know. It’s almost like I remember him saying not so long ago that he ain’t afraid of no thang.

					

				HUGHIE

				That’s within. The realm. Of the law!

				HARLEY

				Bitch, Barry’d be mad disappointed to know that you wouldn’t climb a damn ladder for him.

				Hughie scoffs, mumbling under his breath as he reaches for the ladder. He starts climbing, concentrating intensely.

					

				CARTER

				Wow, look at that formerly law-abiding pussy go. How the mighty fall. 

				Hughie stops, unable to ascend and reply at the same time.

				 

				HUGHIE

				Oh, golly, I’m glad you can set aside your own fear to mock me.

				CARTER

				What are friends for?
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				Hughie, panting and shaking, finally makes it to the top. He clamps a hand over his chest and takes many deep breaths. The others watch this amusedly.

				 

				HUGHIE

				(catching his breath)

				Okay, now what?

				HARLEY 

				Oh, that’s it.

				Carter immediately begins descending the ladder.

				CARTER

				(mumbling)

				Thank Christ.

				Hughie stands there, dumbfounded.

				HUGHIE

				That’s it?

				HARLEY

				Yeah. Did you think he’d have us dance in the moonlight or piss off the edge or something? This was it, bud. Done-zo.

				Harley begins her descent, tilting her head and smiling at Hughie.

				 

				HARLEY

				Great view, huh?

				Hughie takes a moment to gather himself before starting down the ladder.

				HUGHIE 

				Fuck this list.

				EXT. SUBURBAN NEIGHBORHOOD - DAY

				They stand beside Carter’s car, Hughie and Harley abreast in unity against Carter. 
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				Hughie brandishes the list in his hands.

				 

				HUGHIE

				I love this list!

				CARTER

				Me? Why’s it gotta be me? What the hell, Barry? Like, guys, come on, why not the three of us together? Yeah! Now that’d be a bonding experience. How about it?

				HUGHIE

				Nuh-uh Carter-oo. Let the record show that it says right here only YOU, y-o-u, must streak around the neighborhood.

				(nasally)

					It’s on the list!

				Carter eyes Harley, but she’s far too amused at Hughie’s gloating to stop it.

				HARLEY 

				Hughie’s got a point.

				Carter unveils a mock pouting face at her betrayal.

				HARLEY

				Hey, the list don’t lie.

				CARTER

				Goddammit. I mean, Hughie, aren’t you the one always trying to suck off the law? This has gotta be breaking it somehow. Public indecency? Disturbing the peace?

				 

				HARLEY

				(suggestively)

				Thrilling the masses.
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				Carter caves under Harley’s grin and looks to his feet.

				HUGHIE

				Listen, pal. You opened the floodgates on the roof, so now we’re gonna watch as you frolic in the thick of it. Get to it, now. Don’t make me start chanting ‘take it off!’

				Carter, reluctantly, begins undoing his button-down.

				HUGHIE

				On second thought, I will chant it. Take it off! Take it off!

				As Carter continues to take it off, Harley reaches into her pocket and pulls out her phone, mischievously smiling all the while. Carter notices.

				CARTER

				Hey, what the fu-- you can’t record this!

				 

				HUGHIE

				Don’t you worry about that, worry about getting those buttons undone. Take it off!

				 

				HARLEY

				Yeah, do you need help with them?

				 

				HUGHIE

				Take it off!

				CARTER

				No, I don’t need help!

				Hughie reaches out to Carter.

					

				HUGHIE

				You sure, boss?
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				Carter dodges Hughie’s reach. 

				CARTER

				Yep!

				 

				HARLEY

				Oh, Hughie, know what he needs? Just a bit more encouragement.

				 

				HUGHIE

				(very formally)

				Ah, yes, of course. 

				(chanting)

				Take it off! 

				Harley joins in now.

				 

				HUGHIE AND HARLEY

				(together)

				Take it off! Take it off!

				 

				CARTER

				Would you shut the fuck up? Let me strip in peace.

				 

				HUGHIE

				(whispering)

				Take it off.

				Carter sends him a very threatening glare. Hughie’s hands go up defensively.

				HUGHIE 

				Last one, I swear.

				CARTER 

				Damn right it is.

				Carter’s focus returns to his still buttoned shirt. His hand lingers on his third button, the one right at his sternum.
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				HUGHIE

				Cold feet still?

				(very deadpan)

				Is it because you’re self-conscious about your third nipple?

				 

				CARTER

				I don’t have a third nipple, dammit!

				 

				HARLEY

				(in revelation)

				Oh my God... there’s four.

				MOMENTS LATER

				Carter, clad only in fiercely pink underwear, runs around the bend in the neighborhood. Harley records on her phone, snickering alongside Hughie.

				Carter flips them off with both hands. 

				EXT. PARK - DAY

				Opened Tupperware containers, chip bags, and used paper plates are scattered on the picnic cloth.

				Hughie is in a classic meditative position. Carter and Harley huddle, plotting.

				She hands Carter a tennis ball. Carter rears back, pumps fakes a couple times, and then tosses it at Hughie. Hughie immediately breaks meditation, glowering their way.

				Together, Harley and Carter fall back onto the grass in laughter. Hughie snorts like a bull and resumes posture.
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				MONTAGE - CARTER, HARLEY AND HUGHIE AT THE THRIFT SHOP

				-- The three giddily sift through the clothing racks, each grabbing a handful of hangers.

				-- The changing room door opens: Carter emerges in colorful pants and a leather jacket. Harley and Hughie approve.

				-- The changing room door opens: Harley emerges in a mismatched pleated skirt and blouse. Carter and Hughie deem it so-so.

				-- The changing room door opens: Hughie emerges in a woefully undersized teddy bear t-shirt and baggy pants. Harley and Carter resoundingly disapprove.

				-- This continues a couple more times until, finally, Hughie emerges in tight galaxy-colored yoga pants and a mesh blouse. Harley and Carter are stricken with fascinated awe.

				-- Hughie suggestively goes up against the door hinge, nearly straddling it, while perking his butt out. 

				END MONTAGE

					

				HUGHIE

				(seductively)

				Did I break the internet yet?

				Carter swoons while Harley looks anywhere else in a clear attempt to reevaluate her life.

				EXT. SUBURBAN NEIGHBORHOOD - DAY

				The three stroll along the sidewalk on a pleasant day.

				Two dogs prance ahead of them. Hughie’s leash leads to a pretty little poodle. Carter and Harley share a leash, and on the end of theirs is a well-trimmed, beautiful dachshund.
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				There’s a comfortable silence between them, with the ambient noise of the suburbs offering simple peace. Tires roll gently over the asphalt. Trees rustle overhead.

				EXT. GARDEN STORE - DAY

				Colorful flowers abound. The three walk among the flora, stopping every now and again to smell the flowers or feel the petals or simply to observe. They drift through the leafy aisles in that familiar, easy silence.

				Here, Carter examines an orchid plant. There, Hughie holds a pink rose and a deep crimson rose in either hand, and twirls them thoughtfully.

				Harley, perusing through flowers, settles on a pretty assortment of white lilies. Carter comes up to her, holding the orchids.

				 

				CARTER

				(softly)

				Oh, those would be nice.

				HARLEY 

				Yeah. I think so, too.

				She looks into the arrangement, searching for nothing. Carter gently places his hand on her shoulder.

				 

				CARTER

				Come on, let’s go find Hughie before he tries to get himself a Venus flytrap or something.

				She smiles at that. She lifts her gaze from the flowers up to his eyes. They share this gaze for a couple moments too long. Both break it to scan the flowers again.

				Carter looks back to her, though. Captivated. Holds his hand out into her field of view. She’s surprised. 
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				But a smile bursts along her face. She rocks back on her heels as she reaches out, interlocking her fingers with his.

				They walk along the rows of plants, hand-in-hand, swinging their arms playfully.

				INT. CARTER’S CAR IN PARKING LOT - LATER

				Harley and Hughie scooch into the backseat of the car, holding the bunches of flowers. Carter places a shopping bag on the passenger seat. An over-the-top discussion rages in the back.

				HARLEY

				I was robbed. ROBBED, I tell you!

				HUGHIE

				Oh, please. We’re all lucky that Barry didn’t let you go on with that charade. You’re just salty.

				HARLEY

				Uh, duh. But I would have been great as president.

					

				HUGHIE

				You didn’t even know anyone in the club!

				HARLEY

				So? You don’t need to know people to lead them.

				HUGHIE

				Well, I beg to differ. Besides, Barry was the far better choice.

				HARLEY

				Eh, you’re not wrong.
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				After the conversation dies out, a heaviness becomes apparent. Like something that’s been lurking reveals itself; something that they’ve ignored confronts them.

				CARTER 

				The list is done.

				Harley and Hughie tense. Carter lingers in the silence, trying to find the best way to say it without saying it.

				CARTER

				Uh. Time to, you know, visit him?

				Their moods dampen. They look at each other, but it’s too difficult. Harley hides her face in her knees. When she lifts it, her eyes are red. Her voice catches.

				HARLEY

				I...

				EXT. GRAVEYARD - DAY

				A silhouetted gravestone is framed by the outlines of flowers: lilies, orchids, roses. A car, Carter’s, is parked a little ways off.

				HARLEY (CONT’D) (V.O.) 

				I miss him so much.

				CARTER (V.O.)

				I know.

				HUGHIE (V.O.)

				Me too. 

				CARTER (V.O.)

				But we did what he wanted us to, together. He’s smiling, right now.

				The car, in the distance, begins to drive off. On the gravestone, we can make out a picture of a young, 
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				unfamiliar teen. Handsome. Charming smile. Vibrant eyes. Bald head.

				Their sniffles and staggered breathing layer on each other. The car exits the graveyard.

				CARTER (CONT’D) (V.O.) 

				I know he is.

				The name is clear now, and inevitable: BARTHOLOMEW COOPER. A birthday card rests against the gravestone. A wrinkled sheet is nestled inside. On each bullet point, a checkmark. On some, a smiley face. 

				HARLEY (V.O.)

				Happy birthday, Barry. Happy birthday.
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				It was half gravel, half grass,

				filled with sunken tire marks and orange pipe flags

				and smelled of dust and rotten stone fruit.

				I saw the mango tree;

				its beige bark crumbling under the hot sun,

				its dark green leaves drooping, reaching

				for the warm ground to lay its fresh plump fruits upon. 

				The trees so tall, they interrupted the power lines.

				Mama said to stay clear of those. They zap.

				The front of my blue sandals scoops the dry dirt, 

				like sand beneath my feet,

				making ditches for my heels to rest in. 

				I planted my small body in front of the big tree.

				My round chin to its intimidating thick trunk.

				I watched as its leaves clapped at my presence.

				I dig my fingertips,

				leap for the ripened mango,

				clawing it within my palms as its juice 

				drips down my wrists, off my elbows.

				Little pink bumps sprouted across my skin,

				warm but nothing like the sun,

				prickling like the twigs in the trees. 

				My hands and mouth stung

				as if a dozen bees left kisses.

				Mama was right, maybe the mango trees

				were for the ants.
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				FIRE WITHIN

				Mixed Media (Pyrography, Oil, Acrylic Paint) on Wood Panel

				Victoria Marsie (Martinez)
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				SIGN OF THE TIMES

				Mixed Media

				Amelia Haig
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				A LONG WAY FROM HOME

				Digital Painting with Photoshop

				Laurel Felt
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				AFTERMATH OF PALM OIL

				Digital Illustration

				Ginger Haggbloom
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				If my grandfather wanted a grandson instead of me, he never told a soul. He had only raised two daughters in his life before one of them gave him yet another girl— his first grandchild. All I can remember is his craggy face and his arms that swelled with the vigor of a man half his age. 

				The first time he tossed me into a pool, his hands gripped me like he was picking up the trash; my mouth gaped wide in a muted scream, chlorine seizing my throat. Surface tension broke around my limp frame as I plunged into cold water, invaded by the fierce clamor of bursting bubbles in my ears. I was met with my own screams and gasps once I arose in his arms. I heard laughter but could not tell where it came from; my eyes stung with chemicals mixed with my panicked tears. My chubby arms clung to his neck while my little heart climbed down from my throat. I stared at the wrinkled back that would later haunt the swimming lessons at every summer camp I would ever attend. I couldn’t swim like the other kids did, eyes wide open under the waves. My head always stuck out of the water like a peeping turtle. Every drop of water I breathe in sets my nose and lungs in acid flames— burning and stinging just like the first time. 

				I think about him now— about the murky lungs that took his life— and transport myself to his hospital bed, surrounded by foreign beeps and voices dulling in his ears as if his head was underwater. Every time I do, my chest tenses up, waiting for a drenched cough that never comes as I taste chlorinated water pooling at the back of my tongue.

				* * *

				Washing my hair is the skill that took my mother the longest to teach me how to do right. Shampoo, rinse, repeat twice. Condition, detangle, rinse again. Eat something before hopping in. My grandfather used to feed me all manner of dishes he brewed under his wooden kitchen roof— stuffing my face the way he would to build a burly and strong man— with every hickory beam smelling as smoky as his grilled meats. I even ate fish with him, and I detest the smell of fish. He died when I was four, before we discovered I had inherited my father’s fast metabolism. I never ate more than the chemical processes in my body could chew, 
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				by Miriam Sabrina Taveras
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				so they started eating away at me to compensate— at the strength of my arms and the weight of my limbs. By the time I started washing my hair, my arms hung limp and heavy like lanky punching bags as soon as the second rinse cycle began. Wiping my eyes every time water seeped in only drew out the process longer, but I panicked if I didn’t. 

				“If you want to live alone someday, you have to eat more and do your hair by yourself,” my mother scolded, pulling at the knots hiding among my towel-dried curls. Dread crept up my spine every time I was reminded of how weak and dependent I was. I became convinced every girl could do everything for themselves by age 13— their hair, makeup, complex cooking recipes. I knew how to clean, but I would trample over the dust I had swept or forget to wring the mop sometimes. I wanted to be like all the other girls: fast to learn and fast to execute. I learned quickly, but I was scrawny and slow.

				Each time I stepped into the tub, I knew I would stand there for a good hour and a half, maybe more. Beyond the warm torrents roaring into my ears, I could hear people knocking at my bathroom door as the showerhead pelted my scalp with steaming droplets. I held my forearms and yelled that I was almost done, chest sinking under the weight of a house I thought waited only for me, exasperated by all the time I spent hogging the bathroom— but I didn’t mean to. The longer it pressed me, the louder my legs threatened to buckle; I tried to focus on the rising rolls of steam licking the ivory tiles, until they started to blur and darken. I couldn’t hold my head up. With trembling hands, I dragged myself out of the streaming water. The dark circles under my eyes stared back at me in the mirror like graying craters on the surface of a dull moon. Wet hair clung to the sides of my bloodless face, a suffocated face that slumped against the corner by the ceramic tub. I woke up on my mother’s bed, swaddled in a towel with my hair spread out in damp clumps around my head. My mother fed me a granola bar. I started to notice how empty my stomach felt. “You passed out,” she said. “I’ve told you before, mi amor, you have to eat.”

				* * *

				I have never had a big appetite. At 16, my ribs still lined the sides of my torso like the shell of a hungry corset. For my birthday, my mother took me and my closest friends to have lunch at a country club. We laid down by the winding waves of the pool; its borders sloped like a beach shore. I watched the water lap at my friends’ curvy bodies. Waves crashed along the smooth edges of chocolate-carved hips; ripples frolicked against the looming hills of nearly-spilling breasts. Then there was me— skin and bones, peaches for a chest, hipbones jutting 
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				like knives. Friends and family filled my ears with things I didn’t believe: you’re lucky you have a flat stomach, no fat rolls, slender arms. But I was too skinny to look like the supermodels on the covers of their magazines. Every girl on the T.V. flaunted flesh in their forearms, meat for their chests. No cleavage for me. I stared at my collarbone in the mirror and thought myself a rawboned boy. My arms were toothpicks, frail and thin like a splinter. I never starved myself; eating too much makes me sick, so I just eat in smaller portions. “Like a little bird,” my grandmother would say. I used to think my stomach had gotten lazy and didn’t want to stretch itself to hold more food. I would feel nauseated if I ate too much over my usual limit, and I chewed through countless supplements to gain weight.

				Back then, I thought there was little difference between a lab skeleton display and me. But now, looking at pictures of my sixteenth birthday when I have more flesh around my thighs and belly and can pass through the threshold of one hundred pounds, I see the little pieces of me I had once ignored— there was no gap between my thighs and my cheeks looked plump for a girl who considered herself a fleshless pole. I was underweight, yes, but not anorexic. I was okay, or at least I was getting there. In one picture, I saw my braces flash along with my smile, color spreading across my cheeks that no skeleton could mimic. 

				A thin stem slithered across my mirror, tipped by the pear-shaped bulb of a snow-in-summer at its most swollen point before its bud unfolds, spirit bursting free from all its little aureate tongues. I felt like the caretaker or mother for the seed, its alabaster face, its wispy stem— a flower that looked just like me. I was the conductor for her quiet symphony, the director setting up the cameras all around her waiting for the moment she would split apart in her fluttering birth. I just needed a little more sunlight. And water, naturally.

				* * *

				The first Studio Ghibli film I ever watched was Spirited Away, following a girl trapped in the spirit world trying to save her parents, who had been turned into pigs, from the greedy witch that rules over the town of spirits. The girl, named Chihiro, ventures through an unfamiliar town hiding her identity as a human among spirits through her new job in a bathhouse and traveling further into the spirit lands to make peace with the governing witches to free her parents. My all-time favorite scene shows Chihiro cross an endless sea on a one-way train that skims through the water’s surface, surrounded by transparent shadows accompanying her on the silent ride to the home of the spirit world’s good witch. Through the ride, she makes eye contact with a faceless shadow of a younger version of herself that she leaves behind in one of the lonely stations on the way. 
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				The train’s window reflects a contrast between the clumsy scared child she begins her adventure as, and the determined, self-reliant girl she becomes. 

				When I was a girl, the movie mesmerized and terrified me, with its unworldly transformations and entities only seen in horror comics. Counting back through all my nightmares with ghostly characters like No-Face or Yubaba the Witch would prove impossible. But the train scene always brought me a necessary release— silence that was neither boring nor dull, like an emptiness that didn’t need to be filled. Hayao Miyazaki, writer and animator for the film, explains this emptiness in the scene as a conscious example of ma: the Japanese concept for a spatiotemporal “gap” or “interval” within his movies. In this gap between plot points, every image contributes to an emotional and dramatic presence amidst the silence. Miyazaki’s directorial work gave me a fresh vision to look at what I have been through— my dependency, the inadequacy of my body, my self-consciousness— as just that: a gap between the plot points of my life, all marked by the gushing waters I always feared I would lose myself under. 

				I had yet to find myself in Chihiro’s image, trapped in a lost and diffident shell containing every tender slice of me that I could bite down on with a smile. Today, I’m still not heavy enough to donate blood, but I run through a boundless ocean aboard my own one-way train anyway— watching my callow self as I bounce past the car window before me, and across the waves into a twilit sky, with detached neon lights flickering in a darkness that rushes past the corners of my eyes. In the glass, I paint and follow the skinny blossom— a snow-in-summer— in my mirror as it curves in full bloom, its head raised to wherever the train will take us.
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					For Ida

				Patron saint of bruises

				and skinned knees scabbed over	

				— don’t pick at it, I say,

					and it will heal the way it’s s’posed to

				her hands drop to the ground where

					she carves another line

				in the pile of crushed rocks and gravel

				with dirt-filled fingernails, 

				adventuress

				 searching for buried treasure

					in the yard.

				Her pockets bulge with bits and pieces she’s

					gathered for safekeeping, 

				but I know where they end up: in a pile

					on the laundry room floor, waiting 

				to be swept into the garbage can.

				With a shriek she raises her hand, triumphant,

					holding a sliver of blue glass up 

				to catch the sun: look!

				I shield my eyes, watch the light 

					dance and bounce off the freckles

				that have settled across her nose.

				Who am I to tell her that glowing bit of trash

					isn’t gold? 
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				by Elizabeth McTague

			

		

	
		
			
				58

			

		

		
			
				The Cypress Dome | Fiction

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				A rusted bronze key stuck out of Lukas’s back like the shaft of an arrow, undetectable save for the smallest occasional glint. He’d been scrounging for parts in the scrapyards for Mr. Kitt— Cecilia’s father and his creator— when he’d come across the slight bit of metal, its dull sheen flickering against mountains of rust and worthlessness. At first, he didn’t think much of it, but a force of magnetism played at hand— literally. The minute he reached for the piece of metal the key was resting on, it gravitated towards his palm and refused to unstick.

				Lukas couldn’t let Mr. Kitt see it— this key was his. Had he turned it in with the rest of the scrap metal, it would have been melted down and sold. He couldn’t bear to part from this insignificant sliver of bronze, any more than it could part with him. He clicked it into a small hole in his back; he didn’t know if Mr. Kitt had intentionally put the hole there, or if it had been an accident in his creation, but the key fit nonetheless.

				Once it was inserted, Lukas’s entire being pulsed and writhed, the rivets in his joints flaring with heat. He had heard of pain before, but could never process it. Once it subsided, he was able to walk, and carried the heaps of scrap metal on his back towards the shack on the edge of the city, where Mr. Kitt and Cecilia lived.

				Mr. Kitt and Cecilia lived in the shack. They talked, ate, slept, and worked there. Lukas was constructed in the shack, left it every morning and returned every evening. He became aware that he could feel the ground underneath his feet, gravelly and scraping against the rusted metal, and the infernal heat of the sun against his creaking shoulders. I need to get out of the sun, he thought— thought! He’d never thought before. He’d been programmed to follow orders, to carry out whatever tasks the algorithms and formulas in his wiring demanded of him, but never once had it occurred to him that the sun was too hot, or that something as insignificant as the weather— let alone anything— could bother him. 

				Lukas saw colors in places he thought they could not exist. Before now, there were only shades of gray and sepia. Now the sky was awash with blue, orange danced in the fireplace, and the most charming shade of pink played on Cecilia’s cheeks. For the first time, he noticed her auburn hair and laughing eyes. Laughing! 
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				That was something he never thought he’d be able to do. He wanted to laugh with her, more than anything in the world. To want! To desire something so badly that it should take priority over programmed orders! Laughter was never something he’d been particularly aware of, but now— oh, to produce those lighthearted ripples from somewhere deep within him! To emanate mirth, amusement, and pure joy to be alive!

					Mr. Kitt didn’t program me to laugh, he thought. It’s impossible. And yet the ache in his body persisted, until it threatened to burst from his chest in a great release of sound: primal, organic, and free.

					Free.

					As days of freedom turned into weeks, it became difficult to work for Mr. Kitt. Before he’d found the key, Lukas could walk to and from the scrapyard without a second thought. Old tunes wheezed out on accordions in the distance did not reach his ears. The sight of a bluebird against the smoggy sky did not stir an intense longing for something he’d never known somewhere deep inside him. 

					Now, he’d often stop on the road, watching and listening. And dreaming— indulging in that forbidden, dangerous, and alluring practice the living gorged themselves upon. Dreams were something to pursue, to chase, to follow. They meant a future, something beyond the present. A reason to love life and to keep living. The art of dreaming was hopelessly attractive and deviously selfish. Lukas knew why he was never programmed to dream. It was too distracting: all he could think about now was how he might learn to mimic the beautiful songs the birds sang to him each day, or what might exist beyond the mounds of trash in the scrapyards.

					Days passed, and once again, Lukas made the journey to the scrapyards. As usual, he was about to step out the door, an empty sack over his shoulder. But the accordions were laughing outside. The bluebirds were iridescent, sapphire streaks on the cold, bleak air. And Cecilia was sitting at a writing desk, designing a contraption with a piece of charcoal, a pair of goggles on her head pushing back her messy hair.

					Today, Lukas felt something was different. He began to question things that he had never considered before. What if I don’t go to the scrapyard today? He didn’t like the scrapyard, he discovered. It was dull, gloomy, and worst of all, the abandoned metal rusting in heaps, and blocking out the horizon reminded him that one day, Lukas would decay among those endless mounds. Insignificant. Replaceable. Worthless. He wasn’t sure how much longer he had before the cogs and wheels in his body stopped functioning, but knowing it was going to happen, 
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				he knew he was never going to spend a day at the scrapyard again.

					“Is it malfunctioning?” Mr. Kitt muttered, scrutinizing Lukas, who stood near the door, unmoving. He moved closer; his hand hovering dangerously close to the key. “It’s eight o’clock. It should be gathering material by now.”

					Lukas stepped away. “No,” he said. “He won’t.”

					A ticking thundered in his ears - whatever mechanism he had in place of a heart was pounding so hard he thought it would overheat. He’d never defied Mr. Kitt before, and why should he? Just a week ago, he’d never thought it possible, nor had he felt any 

				desire to.

					“Cecilia,” Mr. Kitt turned to his daughter, “can you get me a screwdriver? There’s something wrong with this automaton.”

					Surely she won’t, Lukas thought. She is too kind, too brilliant, too compassionate....

					Cecilia put her charcoal down and stood up, smoothing her crimson skirt. Here she was, his hero and savior, coming to rescue him from a life of servitude! The light streaming through the window cast itself upon her flaming hair, hitting the goggles on her head so that they shone like a tiara of diamonds. His avenging angel stared directly at him with those intelligent, amber eyes….

					And headed for the toolbox.

					“No! Cecilia, don’t!” Lukas tried to scream, but his pleas escaped his mouth in a muffled, robotic drone. He had never raised his voice before, and although every part of him wanted to, his voice box would not permit it. He watched in disbelief as Cecilia’s slender hands reached into the toolbox. Barging out the door, Lukas ran into the bright day.

					The sun glowed behind the fog of clouds. The city behind him, the scrapyard ahead. The door flung open, and Lukas’s circuits hummed with apprehension— certainly Mr. Kitt would be after him. The key would be wrenched from his back and he’d never again see the bluebirds dare to illuminate the dreary skies or hear the accordions dissent against the silence with their wheezing laughter.

					As he turned, his gut felt hollow as Cecilia, not Mr. Kitt, stood outside the house, a screwdriver in hand. Lukas turned and realized how exhausted she looked. Her hair stuck out of its twist in frizzy strands, her face streaked with grime. And all of a sudden, Lukas realized how foolish he’d been to worship an angel, when before him stood an ordinary human, with gritty flaws and blemishes. The tip of the screwdriver was rusting a bit.	

				As Cecilia scanned him with her cold, analytical gaze, he knew she would 
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				never love him, let alone think of him as anything other than a machine. And why should she? He was metal and springs and wires. All these new emotions he had been feeling, that was just something that needed to be fixed. A defect. His business was not to sigh at the bluebirds and dance to the accordions. It was the scrapyards, always the scrapyards. He never should have thought he could experience anything else. There were humans, and there were automatons. No matter how much he saw, how much he felt, how much he dreamed, he wasn’t a human. Robot, from the word robota. Servitude. Forced labour. The key had let him feel, see, dream.

				But robots weren’t supposed to do those things. They performed tasks for the humans until they malfunctioned and were thrown out into the scrapyards for another automaton to gather, so the humans could melt their bodies down into something they could reshape, package, and sell. If a robot could hear the accordions and see the bluebirds, they couldn’t blindly do what the humans programmed them to. They would become like the humans, able to think and reason and— most forbidden of all— dream. They could see beauty, but after what they had been subjected to for centuries, they could also spill blood. And humans bled; robots didn’t.

				He looked back at Cecilia, the pale, round face that once looked so much to him like a dazzling moon. He knew what she was after, and he wasn’t about to give it up. He began to run, but the joints in his legs groaned as he felt the whirring fan inside his chest slow, and an abominable heat began to flare inside him. Where could he run? Where was safe? The bluebirds wheeled overhead. He didn’t know where they were going but decided to follow them. He would follow them with the last reserves of his strength, until he began to smoke and spark and smolder. He would do whatever it took to follow them into this new, bright, dazzling thing called a future. But as he continued to run, his joints ached again, and he collapsed. The bluebirds disappeared into the clouds. 

				His joints tensed as Cecilia’s rushing footsteps approach his huddled form. She noticed the key.

				“This must be what’s wrong,” she muttered, carrying him back into the shack and onto her worktable. One of her soft hands steadied itself on his back, and he shuddered, letting out a sigh. With her other hand, she grabbed the key, and ever so slowly, turned it to the left. With each rotation, the lights behind his eyes flickered on and off. The bellows in his chest were heaving. Her hair brushed against the side of his face as she worked fastidiously, and despite his fear of her and his exhaustion with the world, he longed to touch it, to feel its softness against 
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				his bronze fingers, to -

				The key had been removed.

				The following day, Lukas left the small workshop and headed down the dusty road that led away from the city. His footsteps clanked on the gravel. 

				* * *

				Objective: obtain metallic waste. Destination: the mounds of it that lay ahead in the scrapyard. Distance: three miles away. Estimated time of arrival: two point five hours. Time: seven thirty a.m. Temperature: ten degrees Celsius.

				Arrived.

				Gather aluminum, steel, iron, whatever can be found. It will be sorted at the end of the day. Melted. Reformed. Sold.

				Source of materials acquired. Defunct worker automaton. Humanoid. Could potentially have gold and platinum inside. Can be dismantled.

				Another automaton. Another. Another.

				Dutifully, Lukas placed them in his bag. Hands, arms, legs, heads, eyes. Sometimes whole bodies of scrap metal.

				Copper wires. Tungsten filaments. Glass orbs. Silicone faces. All valuable.

				The sun began to set on the scrapyard. Time: seven thirty p.m. Kilograms of metal: fifty-five. Disassemble and organize upon return.

				Lukas left the scrapyard as the last of the day’s light disappeared behind the mounds and mounds of metal. As he walked back to the workshop, his bag slung over his shoulder, a wheezing sort of noise grated in the distance, and shadowy blurs flashed across the clouds. 
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				I SURRENDER

				Mixed Media (Pyrography, Oil, Acrylic) on Wood Panel

				Victoria Marsie (Martinez)
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				DREAMING OF DOGS

				Watercolor and Ink

				Annie Fong
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				The ocean carried her like a womb, rocking her in its current and protecting her in its motherly affection. She could hear its whisper over the dolphin mother’s song to her unborn calf up ahead, over the humpback calls that whistled through the dark water someplace much further away. The rippling surface was white with pale moonlight as she swam with a strong tail in the school of her nine sisters. All holy images of their late mother, their father would say when he marveled them within the deep-sea reefs that the sea men and women occupied, out across the high waters where only the earth owned the waves. 

				She shut her eyes, the gill slits in her neck vibrating with a wet purr as she chased the stars just above the surface of the glimmering water. She could see the moonlight bouncing off her eldest sister’s silver hair, twinkling in all of their black eyes. She darted away from the group and swam within a school of mackerel, dancing in their shimmering numbers, hardly aware that something in the clutter was pulling her upwards. It was only when she threw her head back to draw water through her throat that she felt air smother her. Her scaled arms reached out, grasping wire mesh that cut her fingers and caused her to shriek. She looked about, unable to locate her sisters as the flopping bodies around her began to pile against gravity, pressing tightly into her until she was unable to move, unable to breath. She was certain as her head started to swirl that she was to die amongst them. Then she heard a crash through the muffled foulness that surrounded her, fish both dead and alive still covering her. 

				She felt the pack start to loosen and heard strange sounds through the smacking madness. Soon, she was falling, and spilled out among the gasping mackerels. She was doing the same, searching for a clear breath yet finding nothing of the sort. She cried once more, shrieking for her sisters but unable to hear them among the sounds. The world around her was dry, the sky looked much closer, yet the stars seemed dimmer. She opened her throat, feeling the flesh burn against the stale breeze. Her eyes stung; her scales began to itch. She was completely unable to move. She let out another shriek, cawing next in a series of sharp squawks that she didn’t recognize from herself. 
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				Creatures appeared around her, hideous and stinking of the most unimaginable filth. They sparked memories in her. Memories from when her breasts were flat and her scales were soft, and she felt the stern hand of her father’s fury for the first and only time in her life for swimming too close to the sky. Primal creatures are not kind, he’d warned her. And primal creatures sail closer to the sky. So, we stay down. She realized now she had discovered those very creatures. She cursed herself for swimming off into the mackerels, for swimming too close to the sky, though she could chide herself to death and it wouldn’t make a difference. She was here now.

				They stood over her, covered in thick mangy hair and standing on swollen, lengthy arms. They barked like seals, and she wept as their noises boomed and turned into a garbled series of excited shouts that sounded like nothing she had ever heard. They soon broke out into violent jostling, flailing in terrifying waves as they flung their limbs and embraced one another– she could only assume them mad, stricken with a joyful hysteria. She began to doubt all her previous thoughts when they approached with teeth bared, looking nothing but hungry now. 

				She let out a hiss, using the last of the water in her chest to summon the sharp sound, and bared her own rows of serrated teeth. She went to bite one of them when he reached down, but darkness overtook her as something rotten smelling was thrown over her head. Blinded, she felt their thick fingers digging into her, felt her body lifted and heard them grunt and groan as they swung her in a direction that she couldn’t sense. She wept louder, called for her father instead of her sisters this time, and thought that maybe she heard him reply. 

				Or perhaps it was the dolphin singing to her unborn calf, except now it wasn’t a loving song. It was a song of pained mourning, a song that was closer than it had been even in the water. She was glad she couldn’t see when they walked her past a spot where the sound grew loud enough to make her realize that the poor mother must lay on the same deck she was being carried across. She called to her, O’ my sister, my poor sister of this sea, a long and somber cry, and received an empathetic hum from the distressed mother in reply. May heaven find you, may heaven find my child and I, so very quickly, please. There was silence after that. 

				She was brought to a place she was unsure of, and felt the air growing colder. She heard their steps clomping and felt as though she were descending. When that feeling stopped, she collided with the ground. Their floors weren’t soft like the kelp and the sand; they felt more like the shrapnel that drifted to the bottom at times. She laid upon it for a while, weeping loudly until one of the creatures came down 
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				and screamed, frightening herinto silence. She stayed in the dark, sour place for what felt like many moons; her body cracked and shriveled. Her skin broke open and bled, the webbings between her fingers grew brittle and started to split. Her lips stung, and she slept after some time, weakened enough into the merciful state. 

				When she finally awoke, she was back in the sea– or at least she thought– when she felt the shocking strike of water all around her. She pulled the dark, sourness off her head, finding it to be a sack, and she let drift from her hand. When she looked out, it wasn’t the sea before her. Instead, there were more of the creatures, looking different from those she’d seen first. She knew some must be their women, others must be their offspring. The women wore drapings across their chests and strange things in their hair. Horrible globs of light struck her, and she threw up her hands to shield herself from the dizzying flashes. She turned, seeing open water, and went to swim away. She was sent flying back, red blooming from both sides of her nose as she struck an invisible barrier. She turned back to see the creatures pointing more, making odd movements with their open toothy mouths. She tried to go a different direction, hitting another side, then again until she was faint, and blood filled the water around her face. Something stuck through the surface of the water, and she swam curiously to observe what it could be, drawing back when she felt a current chase through her, stronger than that of an electric eel.

				She sunk to the bottom of her confines to bleed and weep, and watched the creatures observe her– endlessly. She pondered her sisters. She pondered her father. She even pondered the mother dolphin and her final prayer.

				She wracked her brain in the first days wondering ways to get back. She tried to ask the scallops and the starfish plastered to the bottom of her tank, but they didn’t speak the language of the sea. In fact, they didn’t seem to speak a language at all. They simply existed there below her as wordless companions, painful reminders of friends she once had. Agonizing recollections of blissful hymns sung from the sea floor, voices raising from down there in the grand silence and holy tranquility of the water’s embrace. The harmony of home that she was at a time one with, when her own voice would bubble and churn down there deep in the currents. Her father would sometimes say that it was the songs of their people that created the waves that man marveled. It was the voices raising the water themselves. Each crash of the tide was a grand symphony, the peak of a song. The slow pull of a wave from the shoreline heading back out to sea was the break, the moment of inhalation before the voices would start again. Those memories 
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				were not the kind one held onto for comfort, as they only brought her grief. The yearning that they conjured from her were so grand that she thought they may crush her into nothing and plaster her on the cement floor along with the silent scallops and starfish. 

				She searched for cracks or holes that may lead back to home, but found only hairlines in the stone, and a single silver opening in a corner she could only dream to fit through. She’d frequently press her eye against its mouth to stare down into its endlessness for long stretches of time. Some days she imagined herself turning to sea foam and bubbling right down the opening, slipping deeper and deeper until she found wherever else. 

				Soon, she started to forget details of home. She couldn’t see the moon any longer, couldn’t feel the currents. She only knew it was night when the creatures would make the confines dark and leave. Where they went, she didn’t know. Where she was, she wasn’t sure either. They fed her things she wasn’t certain what to call, as they didn’t resemble any food she once had and came in thick, brown flakes that tasted of sand. Occasionally, she was thrown small live guppies that she refused to chase, an act she soon realized was to the displeasure of the daily eyes that watched her. Sometimes they’d pound loud, hard fists on the barrier, sending shockwaves through her head and making her chest vibrate. Then, she’d twirl or flip or dance, and they would stop and smack their hands together over and over again– at least for a little while until the bagging resumed, hungry for more performance. She collected the same seashells that lived at the bottom of her confines during quiet moments, religiously, just as she had before somedays at sea, and on occasion the creatures would gift her with new ones to marvel; hints of sanity. 

				She’d break up the small shells at times and carry them to the silver opening, dropping tiny shards into the portal to a land of which she could only dream. She pictured the sea at the other end. She tried to listen for it, call to it; once, she thought she heard someone call back, only to realize after a moment that it was the echo of her own voice. One jarring day, a guppy they’d thrown her swam down it, while the creature’s offspring stood pounding and slapping at the barrier extra hard. 

				Where are you going? she tried to ask over the racket, but much as they always did, the tiny fish ignored her and simply darted out of sight. Wait! Tell me where it leads! She screeched down into the opening, then sighed. She turned back to the banging offspring and swam to the end of the barrier, her hands pressed to its smooth surface. She bared her teeth in a bubbly hiss and watched 
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				their mothers yank them back by the lanky limbs. She let out a giggle, and the banging stopped for the rest of the day. 

				There was a day she saw one of the creatures, a woman she assumed as it had a chest like her own, though it was swaddled and restrained within mesh and fabric. The woman’s face struck her, porcelain and heart-shaped, her auburn locks flowing and grand down the length of her small frame. The woman was the spitting image of her eldest sister, whose name she came to realize, as she gazed upon this land-dwelling doppelgänger, she could no longer remember. She wept with hands pressed to the barrier, desperately using the face before her to try and mend the broken pieces of her evocation and say her sisters name once more. It never came, and soon the doppelgänger turned and walked away, leaving her there against the barrier to sulk, later laying across the hard bottom of her confines to pray. For what, she wasn’t sure. She couldn’t have confidence that her God could hear her there. 

				She was in the midst of a dream one night– or what she now assumed nights– when she awoke to a gentle stroking of her finger. She peered through the dark, and saw a soft sucker tugging at the end of her pinky, belonging to a company she’d not seen before since she’d been away from home. It was a small blue-ring squid, shimmering there with vibrant brightness. She felt vexed by its gleam and wept over its blue, dancing glory. O’ precious light, have you come to me in a dream? Am I still dozing? 

				No, I came from there, it said. She clutched her heart and shut her eyes, absorbing the sound of her mother tongue. She then looked towards the direction the small squid pointed with one of its long, eight limbs: the small silver opening. She swam to it and tried to insert her hand, though it was only large enough for three of her fingers to fit inside. The blue-ring squid appeared across from her, slinking down to the bland floor and inching towards the opening. 

				You speak like me; stay, stay and talk more with me. Stay with me. She gestured to the starfish and the clams. Deaf and dumb. All of them. The fish won’t speak either.

				No, not deaf and dumb, just not of the sea. Not of life itself. And the fish, the fish made here don’t come with voices. The blue-ring began to make its way into the drain, small arms falling in one by one. My explorations lead me many places like this. I don’t wish to stay here.

				Nor do I. Please… where does it lead?

				Back home. The blue-ring squid continued to sink until it had fallen through the entire pipe. She brought an eye to the opening and watched it slip further and 
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				further into darkness, until it was gone.

				Back home. Back home. Back home. She chanted the mantra to herself as she looked into the blackness of the drain. Back home to her sisters, back home to her father, back home to the fish, to the scallops, to the starfish, to the sea– back home to the song. The song she’d never hear again. 

				She let out a mighty wail, water whisking around her in white froth. You ought not have woken me then! Cruel to tease me in this way! You ought to have left me be! She beat her fists on the bottom of the tank. Come back! Come back and at least speak with me more! Please! She pounded harder and harder, until her knuckles bled, until her fingers twisted, until her hands were numb. She attempted to fit more than three fingers down the drain, pushing until she heard her hand crack. She pulled back in a scream, falling to her back across the floor, right overtop of several starfish that all at once didn’t feel like starfish. They felt like nothing– flat, invisible. She turned over and reached down to touch one, but only felt the floor. She scraped at several more, a coating coming off beneath her overgrown nails. 

				For a moment, silence gripped her, until her grief erupted into a blare. She swam in wild circles, hands bloody and throbbing, mind reeling, until she sunk to the bottom and slept. She forgot more after that, though for several dark nights she sat by the drain waiting for the blue-ring to return. The creatures jabbed needles and sticks into her ruined hands when they saw them, and injected her with things that made her eyes cross and her thoughts muddy. She was gifted a conch shell, regal and deep gold by the creatures that tended her wounds, and she took it as a gesture that was meant to be kind. Yet, the silence that came when she held it to her ear in hopes of hearing home only made her despair. 

				The mystifying squid and it’s dancing blue light never did return from the opening, and after several more guppies swam down it out of sight, the creatures that tended her capped it closed with a metal plug. She didn’t try to remove it. The home that lay at the other end was nothing that she wished to call to any longer, as the silence in return left her too sore. She watched guppies try to swim down the capped opening a few more times, and was in a sense comforted by their entrapment with her. When they’d die and sink to the bottom after a few days of hovering around the closed opening, she’d push their small bodies through a small grate in the floor opposite of the capped opening, so she didn’t have to watch them turn from shimmering scales to rank decay, much like she felt like she was set to do– rot. 

					One morning when the lights came back, she awoke no longer remembering 
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				what the voices she once knew sounded like, those whistles and songs not even distant memories, only empty space. The way the ocean carried her was no more. She had been born into this world, which had only shown itself to be void. So, one night when the confines went dark again, she swam to the hard bottom of her dreary space, and drove the end of the elegant conch shell straight into her heart. 
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				I crawl up to the mirror

				inspecting this vessel 

				evaluating my shape 

				a ritual every morning 

				It’s a miracle I’m awake 

				I begin 

				by aligning my back

				my arms stretch above 

				my knuckles I crack 

				my shoulders hunch inward 

				like the wings of a bat

				Today 

				my shape is a daddy long legs 

				my arms droop down like hell 

				my backwards metamorphose 

				retreat to a sad man’s shell 

				I stand powerful and flushed 

				from last night’s lack of dinner 

				brush strokes over my collar bone

				now

				I’m painting a picture 
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				Can you imagine the gall? 

				the wear with all

				to walk around 

				“now that’s a man!”

				he’s Straight?

				Goddamn he’s tall

				Holding memories in my spine

				impossible to push off 

				my father

				carries his shell in a similar slouch

				with his head held taut

				I’ve made deals with shadows

				lurking greedy behind glass

				they take it all 

				piece by piece 

				warping my exoskeleton 

				I beg of you 

				please stop taunting me. 
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				The room was pitch-dark. I could make out all types of colored dots in the room. Cold air rushed in from an overhead vent, causing my teeth to chatter in the silence of the night. The air made the patient’s IV sway ever so slightly; the plastic gleaming in the blurry reflection of the hallway light that filtered in from underneath the doorway. I could hear the steps of nurses and hospital staff shuffle by busily, talking in low, hushed voices. Within the depths of the room— small, and painted all white— all I could hear was the patient’s shallow breathing and my own. I diverted my attention to the silhouette that sat still in the creaky bed. 

				Beep… beep… beep…

				The patient’s heartbeat was light and steady. It contradicted the rapid rhythm of my own. It felt like my heart was going to burst out of my chest at any moment. 

				“Ativan,” I murmured into the darkness. That’s what they gave my father two nights prior when we brought him to the emergency room. He had gotten violent and was threatening my mother. They shut off a switch in his head and reduced him to a mentally impaired state. 

				In the emergency room, I watched him slow to a dazed state right in front of me after they had given him the medication. His head lulled back and forth, and his eyelids started to give up. Within half an hour, I watched him in his forced, peaceful slumber in the temporary room they assigned us. I watched his chest rise and fall as I digested what had just happened. 

				During the following nights at the hospital, my father stared into oblivion. I supervised him almost every night, unable to rest as I listened to him shift uncomfortably in his bed. I watched him stare up at the ceiling, his arms shaking, his breath puffing out cries for help every once in a while. 

				“I’m here,” I breathed into the night to reassure him. Unsure whether he knew I was there, it felt like I was the one who was truly alone in this room. 

				Nonetheless, he felt that there was a presence in the overwhelming darkness. Sitting at his bedside, he grabbed my arm tightly as he continued to 

			

		

	
		
			
				77

			

		

		
			
				Hospital Lights

			

		

		
			
				stare in confusion. I squeezed his hand.

				They took him for an MRI scan the next day. When the staff asked who wanted to accompany him to the procedure room, I stepped forward as my family exchanged confused glances. I gave my father a reassuring smile in the elevator as he continued to give me a dumbfounded stare.

				“Is he your grandpa?” the hospital worker escorting us questioned, with friendly eyes. I wasn’t really in the mood for conversation. 

				“Actually, he’s my dad,” I replied awkwardly, which made the young man narrow his eyes in confusion. Looking me up and down, he could tell I was no more than 18 years old.

				“Really? How old is he?”

				“He’s 54.” 

				My father looked fairly young as well. The hospital worker glanced at him, then looked at me, and remained silent for the rest of the elevator ride. 

				I took the routine my father and I had for granted. With early onset Alzheimer’s, I had to return straight home after high school every afternoon to take care of him. I was involved in extracurriculars, but I had to skip most of them by junior year. 

				I fed him his lunch, and whenever he had an accident, I helped him get to the shower. I made sure to dress him, otherwise his shirt would face the wrong way, or he would miss a sock or his underwear. When he was unbalanced and confused, I tapped each leg to let him know which one to alternate his weight on, then I quickly slipped a pant leg underneath each shaky foot. While he approached me with the warmth of a father my entire childhood, he was sometimes in a state where he was unconvinced by my presence.

				“Where are your parents?” he demanded every day for weeks straight. He impatiently shifted his weight between each foot, staring at me with a demanding expression as worry clouded his eyes. The more he pressed on and on, the more emotionally distraught I became. The concern in his voice gave me goosebumps; his harsh tone made my eyes water. 

				“I’m worried,” he breathed. “Where is your papa?”

				He welcomed me as his family my entire life. Whenever he looked at me, he warmly remarked how I had his brown eyes. When I was a child, he carried me up the stairs and tucked me into bed when I fell asleep on the couch. He kissed my head and put my sisters to bed. 

				“Where is your papa?” 

				After reassuring him once again that he was my papa, maybe for the eighth 
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				time that day, he chuckled and hugged me as if we were reuniting after ten years. Other times, he shook his head with disbelief and rejected me as his daughter. He went through many phases of gratitude, pessimism, and denial. 

				In public, I held his hand and led the way. His disease made him reach a point where he had to break free. I had no control over my relationship with my father. His lost sense of self naturally let distance grow between us. 

				Nonetheless, I still felt that he was waiting for me at the end of a dark tunnel. Determined to retrieve memories that would never come back, I tried to keep up as his silhouette grew smaller and smaller. 

				I flew down to Miami the night he passed away. Even as a hospice patient living in the comfort of his own home, he looked as if he was in the same, confined position as when he was a hospital patient over a year ago. His eyes sank into his skull; his frail body took the shape of his skeletal frame. He was pale, malnourished, gasping for breath. I was shocked to see that his arms were even skinnier than mine.

				This is not my father. For a moment, I was convinced that the man in front of me was a completely different person. I continued to stare at him and grew pale myself. Then the tears started to fall. The unabating flow of tears formed a rushing river, its current sweeping me into a helpless state and taking control over my body. 

				However, I did just what I had done over a year ago at the hospital. I sat down by his bed and squeezed his hand. 

				“I’m here,” I whispered. This time, I truly doubted that he knew I was by his side. The room was hot and humid, but a chill still seized my bones. The threatening, irregular pulse of the oxygen tank often disturbed the silence. The release of high pressure made me jolt in my seat, but it reminded me to breathe. 

				* * *

				I still wonder what happened the night he went to the hospital. They terminated all the medications he took, and the doctors could not comprehend how the withdrawal was affecting him. Ativan entered his body unwelcomed— the chemicals of long-term medications evacuated once they saw its poison. My father returned home uncoordinated, unresponsive, and delirious. 

				The light at the end of the tunnel was once bright, but it grew dimmer and dimmer as time passed. The image I had of my normal, fully functional father became faint.

					Years before, my father had fallen into a depression when he lost his job. I 
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				remember being ten years old when I peeked through my parents’ bedroom and captured the serious tone of their conversation. His head was in his hands, my mother’s hand rested on his shoulder in silent comfort. 

				My father panicked when he felt that he was losing his mind. They prescribed him Lexapro— an antidepressant I take today. I remember seeing him pace back and forth in front of his desktop. Sighs of frustration echoed through the house. He did not care for leisure. He was a hopeless workaholic who only sat back down in front of his desk to mindlessly scroll through job listings on dreary websites. I often returned home from school to discover that he had tired himself out from staring at the computer screen. I found him sleeping on the recliner with drool dripping down to his shirt. 

				They switched him to another medication called Namenda for the following years he battled Alzheimer’s disease. My father could sense that his memory was deteriorating, so he numbed his fears and doubts with alcohol. It pained me to see him resort to a terrible outlet that only caused him more harm. Often, my mind clouded with thoughts of hopelessness as I witnessed my father recklessly induce a disorienting state that his mind already suffered from. 

				My first year of high school was unpredictable. During springtime, I waited for him to pick me up at the curbside of Walgreens. He barely knew how to work a cellphone before he got sick, so I could only hope that he would remember to pick me up. There was knotted tension in my chest when rain began to fall as I waited for him. Headlights flashed through blurred vision stained with raindrops as my father eventually pulled up. I was 14, and my father’s mental health was draining into the gutter like the raindrops on the asphalt. 

				I was filled with regret the moment I moved away from home. My father had already been in hospice for a year. I kissed his cold, bony cheek, and tucked him warmly in bed like he had done for me when I was young.

				It was amusing and saddening to think about how our roles had reversed. I spoon fed him his meals like he was an infant eating applesauce, making sure to scoop up leftover food that trickled down his lips. I changed his soiled diapers and wiped his hairy butt clean. I gave him sponge baths while my mother shaved off his prickly beard. In the middle of the night, I checked on him to make sure he was bundled, warm, and sound asleep. My heart sat still whenever I found him frigid and tense. He spent some nights disturbed and disoriented, staring at the ceiling like he had done at the hospital. All I could offer were extra blankets to keep him warm, and my company— even if it were three in the morning. 

				My sister stayed behind to look after him when my mother helped me move 
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				to Orlando. The move was brutal for the two of us. I was moving into an apartment on the third floor of a complex that bordered the woods. To our dismay, the third floor was only accessible through stairs. We carried heavy boxes up and down a moldy stairwell swamped with wasp nests, sweat running down our foreheads as the sun beat down on us. It was about two in the afternoon when my mother and I were nearly out of breath and decided to go to a taco shop for lunch. We reflected on how much easier it would have been to move everything if my father were mobile and healthy. 

				It took a few months of my father being bedridden for me to accept that he wouldn’t walk again. His muscles were so stiff that he couldn’t even position himself properly on a wheelchair. They were unmoving, almost paralyzed. He trembled with anxiety whenever we tried to move him from his stationary position. Every day, I wished I had the strength to transport him to a wheelchair, to a vehicle, or to a chair in the patio so I could show him how beautiful the day was. I wanted him to see daylight once again. My sleep was disturbed by hopeful dreams where he gained the ability to walk again. But whenever a physical therapist dropped by the house, they could barely get his leg to budge. 

				Some doctors were doubtful to the point that they told us he was in too much of a deranged state to mentally function. But I could see my father’s eyes shine with familiarity when I walked in the room. Sometimes, his expressionless face broke into a smile. Broken laughter escaped his lips when I pretended to make farting noises in my arm, or when I repeated small jokes that he used to tell me. I spent days by his side trying to entertain him in hope of communicating with him. The most we got was a hoarse “rico” in Spanish when he was enjoying the food we had given him. 

				He passed away at 1:47 a.m. on September 27th, 2018. Sometimes, I blame myself for the rapid decline of his health once I moved away. Mental deterioration is a slow, heart-wrenching process that gives you little signs of hope. I will always embrace the silence and darkness of a hospital room, and the privacy it gave us as I accepted that my father would never be the same. In a hospital, light disturbs the peace that darkness has to offer. 
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				Well kid, A-rocking-moxicillin will be jammin’ and riffin’ to kick the slime balls 

					out of your nose.

					500mg Use Before 09/25/21

				Well kid, take a Ritalin, to get the little pretzel puzzle pieces fittin’. 

					10mg Use Before 01/01/20

				Well kid, if all the floors are glass, take the marshmallow missile to Planet Xanax,

					you’ll never look down to Earth. 

					1mg Use Before You Crash

				Well kid, when grown-ups drink soda they need a hero’s help from Mighty-

					Metformin Power Rangers. 

					500mg Use Before You Know You Need It

				Well kid, take get-Wellbutrin, when the swell of sour joy-robbers overwhelms the 

					sweet brain-cops every match.

					150mg Use Before Imprisonment

				Well kid, you have half a house in Halloweentown, 

					with the other half in Christmasland,

					let’s plant an Olanzapine fruit tree, 

					you’ll always be nourished in November.

					10mg Use Before Easter

				Well kid, the Zoloft will be the moldy rope on the stony hole’s crust 

					to save you from the deep—

					25mg Use Before The Rope Snaps

				Well kid, Vicodin are vitamins not shaped like Flintstones, but you’ll never leave 

					the couch to stop watching this show.

					300mg Use Before You’re a Rerun

				Well kid, Procytox is a greedy cyclops, who loves to slurp human hair. He might

					give you more time, if you’re brave enough to face his gnarly stare.

					50mg Use Before It’s Too Late
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				ill kid, pills are Pillsbury’s poisonous berries that kill with imperfect measurements 

					of peppermint and cherries. We don’t know if they can rise under pressure. 

					Use Before It’s Too Late

				ill kid, a little cheese will always stick to the peeled peperoni, 

					what you take will take from you, and that’s sick kid.

					Use Before It’s Too Late
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				by Eliezer Lopez
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					after Sarah Einstein

				i’m sorry you can’t touch me tonight

				it’s just that your hand burns 

				when it’s only hovering. i’m sorry i’m crying again

					i looked in the mirror

					and saw his face instead of mine.

				i’m sorry i walk three paces ahead,

				the last time i stood next to a man

				a stranger raced across the court to beat me	i’m sorry i can’t be in your house 

					tonight my body won’t stop vomit-ing

					and i think i’m bleeding.

				it’s such a silly story—

				i’m sorry for the inconvenience this may cause

				it’s just that i can’t stop tripping into traffic.	hey, i’m really sorry to be doing this

					again. i think i’m really trying to say

					i’m sorry for being me.

				i’m on the top of a ferris wheel 

				that stopped moving

				and the ground looks so soft.	i think i see my mother’s arms

					open wide and i haven’t been in them

					since i was thirteen;

				and the wind is singing

				my favorite lullaby tonight.

				All the neon carnival lights	look like the nightlights i used

					in Oak Reserve where the walls

					were milk chocolate and silent
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				watchers. i’m the backdoor

				made of glass that my friend

				shattered to rob my family	while i was in school. i’m the rock 

					used and heavy that broke the door

					from the polluted creek bed

				tip toeing on these rusty

				iron support beams

				waiting for the groan	and snap where my mom		might finally catch me

					but you’re climbing

				as fast as you can

				pulsing neon 

				reaching for me	step into the cart with me

					you’re pleading but my mom disapproves

					so i close my eyes and take a step. 
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				SKELETON

				Digital

				Alison Montoya
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				OBSESSION

				Acrylic on Canvas

				Colleen Falco
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				FALLEN

				Oil andAcrylic Paint on Paper

				Cameron Felt
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				When I was 13, my dad set out to build a koi pond in the backyard. Physically, it was a massive undertaking. My mom, my twin sister, and I pitched in for the first few weeks, working a big hole in the yard with shovels and picks, swatting wasps away from the mud in the scorching summer heat. Days turned to weeks, weeks turned to months, and my dad pushed on, near single-handedly, long after the rest of us got too bored or too tired to keep it up. It was no small feat, especially not in South Florida—after scratching through the two inches of topsoil, there’s nothing underground but limestone. By fall, his hands were more callouses than flesh, but his efforts were rewarded handsomely. 

				It’s a downright majestic pond. 15 feet long, four feet deep. The water lilies floating on the surface produce flowers every summer, and the banana trees growing along the rim give fruit every winter. The fish are all massive, vibrantly colored, and bold enough to toothlessly gnaw on his blistered fingers when hand-fed, something my father delights in showing others. He’s a modest man, but I’ve rarely seen him take such pleasure or pride than when he has the chance to show the pond to houseguests. 

				* * *

				Most of the scars that my dad didn’t get from the pond, he got from cycling. He picked up mountain biking when my sister and I were young, but he wasn’t always good at it. He came home once with his leg all mangled and dirty and bloody. The chain of his bike had snapped off its ring, and the spikes chewed four holes into his calf. I don’t remember how our mother reacted, but I remember that my sister and I had screamed because we were seven and thought the marks looked like a bite from a massive animal. He jolted his leg at us teasingly, which made us jump back and cry. The scars it left were puffy and pale, like a bunch of mosquito bites. I had nightmares about the wound, but the memory makes me laugh now.

				* * *

				I avoided gaining any new scars for myself while digging the pond, but even 
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				if I hadn’t given up a month in, I suspect my dad wouldn’t have allowed his middle school-aged daughters to stay in the trenches forever. My grandfather treated my sister and I the same way. Once, when I was a teenager, he stopped me from picking up a heavy box for him because he wanted my dad to get it instead. My grandfather knew only a little English and I only a little Spanish, but I insisted in the best way that my broken vocabulary allowed.

				“¿Por que? Yo— ¡soy fuente tambien!” I flexed my toneless arms at him to prove my point. Besides, we would have had to wait for my dad to come back, and I was here now.

				“Yes,” he said slowly. “But, I’m too old, and you’re too...” he gestured at me vaguely. “...Girl.”

				I’m too girl? He wounded my fragile, young pride but I couldn’t help but laugh. In hindsight, I’m not sure if he meant the issue was that I was too young or because I’m female, but I knew that he was only trying to keep me from hurting myself.

				Things like this happened sometimes; some expressions don’t translate exactly from one language to another. For example, he never said “I love you very much” or “I love you so much.” It was always “I love you too much,” as if it were a thing too great in its volume to bear. Is it possible to love someone too much?

				* * *

				One of my earliest memories of my dad involves me running up to him with a tiny brush burn on my hand. It wasn’t bruised, or broken, or bleeding, as he confirmed after inspecting it, but it stung. He patted my hand and said, “Don’t worry, it’ll feel better when it stops hurting.” This happened a lot. It was his favorite dad joke to pull out whenever my sister or I got any mild injuries, and I hated it. I quietly waited for my opportunity to use his own line against him, but it quickly became obvious that he had a much higher tolerance for pain than I did. 

				I wouldn’t call my dad a reckless person, but he really has a lot of scars. I had a favorite one when I was a kid. On his chin; a deep, pale line about a centimeter long. He said he got it when he was riding his bike at 13, back in Colombia. In my head, it was an event of epic proportions. Some dramatic, death-defying stunt I half made up that he was lucky to have survived. He limped home holding his face together with his hand, and he didn’t cry, because it didn’t hurt very much. His parents and sister had been more afraid than he was— the gash had been so deep that his jawbone was exposed, and that’s why the scar is still visible. He always said this part so calmly that I knew it was true.

				* * *

				I often used to see my dad in the yard from my bedroom window, sitting in 
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				a lounge chair by the pond for hours at a time. If he wasn’t sitting in the chair, he was standing at the lip of the pond with his hands folded behind his back, thoughtfully gazing over the thing that he created. Sometimes our mom would be out there with him too, but usually, he was alone. I asked my mom what he was doing out there once, and she joked that he was talking to the koi. It seemed as good an answer as any, but I think he monitored the pond as much as he admired it— watching and listening for any indication of sickness.

				* * *

				Our grandfather liked to sit by the pond when he visited too. He always wore Hawaiian shirts (like our dad) and trilbies (unlike our dad) whenever we saw him. My sister always playfully stole his hat from his head when he visited and returned it when it was time for him to leave, so when he sat outside, hatless, he looked just like our father in wrinkly miniature. They even share a name, but around our oldest relatives, my dad is called Armandito instead of Armando. The first time our grandfather saw the pond, I pointed out my favorite fish to him: a massive white-and-red one with silver scales. I named him Bob. He never forgot that one. Whenever I joined him outside by the pond, he pointed at Bob when the fish got close to the surface and called his name. His accent softened around the corners of it: “Look! Bauob!” but there was never any question as to which fish he meant.

				* * *

				We all loved the pond too— my sister and I named every fish in it— but my dad loved it in a way that seemed almost parental. He was the one who cut down the plants when they began to overgrow. He was the one who waded chest deep into the water to clean the skimmer when it got clogged up with algae. He was the one who dutifully measured and adjusted the pH levels of the water every month to make sure it stayed at a comfortable level for the fish. I realized as I got older that this is how my dad loves things. It’s not always in words, or in any single grand gesture, but in his patterns. It’s in how he notices, and checks, and maintains things. 

				* * *

				It isn’t a scar exactly, but one of my dad’s pinkie fingers is significantly shorter than the other. It looks painful and knobby, ending almost immediately after the second knuckle. He used to sit with my sister and me, roll our fingers between his forefinger and thumb, and say Do you feel the knob growing in? I was eight years old when I started getting mine! But then he said it had been nine years old when my sister and I were eight, ten years old when we were nine, and so on. Really, he had it for as long as he could remember, a result of a calcium 
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				deficiency when he was a child. I don’t know if his finger ever hurts him, but he always curls his hands when he eats in public, pinning his fingers into his palms so no one can see them.

				* * *

				He almost lost all the fish once. He was refilling the pond with the garden hose, which he must do occasionally, he’d explained, since the water level is always slowly dropping due to evaporation. I’d seen him do it dozens of times, but one time he was careless and forgot to turn off the water before we all left in the afternoon to see a show. We were gone for three hours. Our backyard was under four inches of water, flooding out into the driveway when we returned. There was a second of stillness when we got out of the car. No one else had known he left the hose running, and when I turned to ask him where the water was coming from, he was already running into the backyard. We waded through the ankle-deep water and he found the pond. The fish swam lethargically, tipping on their sides, blankly staring skywards. The pH levels. I didn’t see my dad for the next couple of hours, but he came home with gallons and gallons of water conditioner. He didn’t even make any measurements— he emptied every container he had hoping it would be enough to save them.

				It was dark out by the time he finished. He finally came back inside after he exhausted everything he could have done. He spoke so calmly, but his eyes were all red. He apologized. He apologized to my sister and me because he didn’t know if the koi would make it overnight, and it was his fault. I didn’t want an apology, I wanted to comfort him. I wanted to know the right things to say to fix the look on his face. But I said “it’s okay” and nothing else, because I was afraid he would shatter.

				* * *

				I fainted in public a couple years ago while I was seeing a concert one night. I was careless and dehydrated, probably— more embarrassed than anything when my dad came to pick me up. I got scared because I had hit the back of my head when I fell, so I was making jokes about it in the car; I had been with a group of my friends when it happened, and this was the first time they ever let me down. He chuckled.

				At the same time, I was googling symptoms of concussions on my phone. My anatomy teacher in high school told the class a story about a friend who died after getting concussed. She was on a skiing trip with her fiancé and she took a bad fall. She said she felt fine right after, and she really seemed fine— she got up by herself, and she was fully coherent when spoken to. She just wanted to go back to the hotel and take a nap, but she never woke up. I repeated this story to my 
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				dad with the hopes that he would tell me I was worrying too much over nothing, which he did. 

				He was right, since I woke up on the sofa the next day very much alive. I almost forgot about the whole ordeal until my mom asked if I was feeling sick the night before. She already knew that I had fainted, but I was feeling fine otherwise, why does she ask? She considered me for a moment before answering. My dad kept waking up that night to go downstairs and check on me. To check if I was still breathing, I knew. I was so moved by his concern, and yet I felt fathomlessly guilty for making him worry so much for nothing. Can you love someone too much?

				* * *

				He told me later that he dreaded getting out of bed that morning after the hose incident. He was prepared to wake up to all our beloved fish floating upside-down in the water, and he made himself get up anyway because he wanted to spare my sister and I from the sight. But miraculously, the fish lived. They were all swimming merrily around the pond as if nothing ever happened. We were too emotionally exhausted to celebrate. My dad breathed a sigh of relief. I was glad they survived, but not for my own sake.

				* * *

				I was visiting my parents a few weekends ago, and I caught my dad sleeping on the sofa with his hands folded on top of his chest. The resemblance he had to my grandfather seized me so immediately I wanted to do something about it. He had passed away a year ago without warning, and I suddenly found myself back to the last time I saw him. Or rather, his body. My mom told my sister and me that he might not look the same as we remembered him, so I almost chose not to see him at all. I was afraid of replacing the last mental image I had of him with something bad. I had never seen a dead person before, and I couldn’t help but feel utterly unprepared for the moment at hand.

				But my grandfather looked the same. He looked exactly the same. He laid on his back with his hands folded across his chest, his jaw squared like how he did when he used to fall asleep on the patio chair. He was wearing the trilby my mom gifted him for his last birthday: a beautiful, straw-woven piece with his name embroidered on the band. My dad’s name. 

				I saw my dad sleeping on the sofa and something in me wanted to shake his shoulders, or hug him, or tell him that I loved him, but I didn’t want to wake him up, so I stood still for a minute. I watched him sleep. I watched him breathe.
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				My shoulder popped out while putting on orchestra attire: rosin stained tuxedo 

					shirt, jacket from prom when I gave that drunk speech— I’m 

					going to be more than just another instrument.

				My shoulder popped out while lifting a dumbbell over my head because I was too 

					weak to ask the lunk next to me for the lighter weight. I felt 

					the muscle stretch on the way up, and heard the suction 

					release, as the pain turned my teeth cold on the way down. 

				My shoulder stood	out as a symbol; each man in my family 

					having tattoos of crosses on the rotator cuff. 

					I have been destined to be like them

					with the haunting reminder: 

					The men in this family have weak shoulders,

					but we do not break because we are not weak men.

				My shoulder un-	screwed while trying to fix my flat tire; my weakness got 	diagnosed as incurable so my ass dragged denim on the 

					boiled pavement with two incurable arms tugging a lug nut, 	my shoulder looser than the bolt that time.

				My shoulder pulled out trying a new macho sex position; I totally googled 

					for cumtastic results and two months 

					in a sling satisfaction guaranteed. 

				My shoulder got	swallowed when I tried to pick the last pill

					out of a narrow container with my one stubby 

					support arm, only to have my last 

					antidepressant fall down the drain.

				My shoulder folded	when my father looked too deeply 

					into my favorite pink jacket

					and why I tried to teach my younger 

					brother that girls can be bros too. 
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				My shoulder ran	away while slamming my bedroom door; one last time, out 	the house I almost grew up in. Sailing away from step-drama, 

					hopping in my sedan sobbing because I couldn’t get a two-		handed grip at the gas pump.

				My shoulder dislocated. Now, I’m too weak of a man to be more than another 	instrument.

				My shoulder choked so now I have to watch my mouth around

					closed-minded clenched-fisted bigots.

				My shoulder passed	out so now I sleep sitting up; another 

					reminder there is no rest in this life-

					long battle.

				My shoulder deleted	so now I get to see the world;

					the one I must write with one arm creating typo

					castles and word-efficiency dreams.

				My shoulder checked	out so now I know how to ask for help

					from the cashier at the grocery store who can’t see me

					struggling with a case of water bottles.

				My shoulder strings	snapped so now I know how to practice this song 

					of self-care that I will perfect until I can

					one day play the tune for a family of my own.

				My shoulder popped	out so now I know what it’s like to be unconscious; alone

					in the middle of a lunk-filled gym, that I’d

					never been to before or after, yet I return to

					quite often during the toughest moments of 

					muscle rehabilitation.

				My shoulder popped out so now I can get past a bad day; 

					with or without a shirt

					and with one hand tied behind my back.
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				“Is it being greedy to need somebody to see me and say my name?”

				- Eddie Perfect, Beetlejuice: The Musical

				I’ve been dead for eight years. I was the person from freshman year pre-AP courses that suddenly became a story. I was a conversation topic and not a person, as news of my death spread around the school. People grew distant. It felt like the school around me was something I could only watch. I couldn’t participate. My death was a side effect of coming out that nobody explained. 

				A gravestone contains four things: the name, epitaph, birthdate, and death date. My name died along with me. At least, the name my parents gave me in 1998. Some people call this their birth name or their legal name. It’s a name that’s dead to me. My dead name. She’s a person that died to everybody else. Even if my parents haven’t adopted calling me Ryan, they know that other name isn’t connected to a living person. A. Johnson does not exist. 

				One of the first transgender characters I was introduced to, Adam from Degrassi, had an entire bonfire to burn the belongings of “Gracie.” It was supposed to be closure to say goodbye to the person he once was. It was a funeral. Adam makes a point to keep a picture and say that it’s still him, but the imagery of the fire and burning “Gracie’s” stuff stuck with me. I would have to say goodbye to myself. It wasn’t me that ran away into the forest to try to find somewhere new. It wasn’t me who used to play in the driveway. It was A that did all of that. Ryan didn’t have a childhood. There was B.R. and C.R.E.: Before Ryan and Current Ryan Era. 

				Sometimes, it feels like if I say my dead name in the mirror three times, some other me will jump out and take my place. Maybe the version of me who never came out. The world where I’m still A. I’d be studying engineering and pretending to be so painfully heterosexual that my parents would never be worried. Maybe then I’d have taken up witchcraft, to learn to jump through mirrors into the other dimension where I’m me. 

			

		

		
			
				LIVING AS A GHOST

			

		

		
			
				by Ryan Johnson

			

		

		
			
				•

			

		

	
		
			
				97

			

		

		
			
				Living as a Ghost

			

		

		
			
				I know there’s not a universe out there where I’m not transgender, so I think that version of me would be even sadder than the ghost I am. 

				My parents reacted more negatively to me coming out than they did when I tried to kill myself. Both times, they cried, but only one time sticks with them to this day. Only one thing still haunts them. It’s my existence as their son rather than a perfect daughter. They’re skeptical about me being a ghost. Maybe it’s because my mother grew up in such a religious household. I could be right in front of her, and she’d pretend not to see me. 

				My dad was more accepting, or he was ready to be. At my psychologist’s suggestion, he wanted to buy parenting books about raising a transgender teen, and then my mom made the decision that I should stop seeing that psychologist. Since I was still ready to be dead at that point, I was happy to go back to being a skeleton in the closet rather than fully out. It was easier that way. People were spreading rumors at school. They were talking about the ghost boy wonder, or as my mother put it, “The Gender Bender of Spain Park High School.”

				My parents have learned and grown so much since then, but they still mourn me. When I was in high school, I overheard them both crying over my apparent death. They were asking themselves what they’d done wrong. They wanted a solution. A way to bring their ghost back from the dead, instead of the one that was upstairs and holed up in his room. Now, their mourning has grown more subtle. It comes in the form of my dad tearing up as he tells me what a “pretty young woman” I’ve grown up to be, or my mom pleading and asking if I still ask people to call me Ryan. It’s a lot further than they were even just a year ago, but in their eyes, I’m still dead. I’m not the little girl they raised, but if they could look back and see me wearing my brother’s clothes and hiding my hair in a hat, maybe they’d see Ryan. Maybe they would see their two sons fighting over a Razor scooter. Maybe they would see the way I wrote stories about being a boy. Instead, I’m a ghost. Dead name and dead girl. 

				People from high school act like I died in 2014. That was two years after I came out, but that was the year people at school knew I was transgender. It was the year I wrote two suicide notes before trying to down a bottle of pills. 

				My biggest motivation to stay alive through high school came from my psychologist. It was, of course, all about that damned name. It’s morbid, and my best friend was horrified when I told her what convinced me to stay alive. 

				My psychologist asked me, “If you were to kill yourself, is that the name you want on your headstone?” 
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				It wasn’t. Not by a long shot. At least, as the current ghost I am, I could control what people called me. I wrote my name on papers. I introduced myself. A wouldn’t have my grave. I would continue to haunt the halls of my high school. 

				I didn’t walk at graduation. My friends didn’t invite me to prom. I wasn’t even invited to the theatre department’s senior showcase. By 2016, I was already gone in their minds. Fast forward to 2020, they’re graduating or getting married, and I’m trying to figure out what career field would want to hire somebody transgender. My back up plan of teaching English suddenly seemed more unstable when I remembered who I was. Parents and schools can be the cruelest when a teacher doesn’t fit their “normal” standards. It was bad enough as a student, and until I pass as a cisgender man, I don’t believe education is a safe career field for me. 

				Even in some of the safest career fields for LGBT+ individuals, with companies promising not to discriminate, the ghost of A somehow continues to haunt me. I’ve been an attractions attendant, a character performer at two theme parks, and a theatre worker. Everywhere I’ve worked, somebody summons the dead. Sometimes, it’s an accidental slip of the tongue in conversations about me. Other times, the dead name appears on a white board declaring that A will be taking the place of Ryan as Chip or Dale for the day. 

				Most of the time, captains and leaders are eager to correct their mistake. Some of my favorites would walk up to the board with the biggest smile on their face and ask out loud “Who’s A? There must have been a mistake on the paper!” It’s the easiest thing that they can do for me. Sometimes, they laugh it off and say it’s hard to remember. Other times, it’s my fault for not begging HR to change my name in the system, even though it wasn’t an option when I was an employee. 

				There’s a chance that I am the problem. Not because I’m transgender, but because in my mind, I’m already losing. I’m the ghost. My life is merely a haunting. It’s not living. I’m afraid to love, I’m afraid to apply to jobs, and I’m terrified to be anything other than a ghost. If I’m alive again, people can reject me. My parents could cut me off. They would rather mourn their daughter than accept their son. 

				I find comfort in my world of the dead. At least 60 percent of the media I consume now is about ghosts. My favorite musical is Beetlejuice. It’s a story about a teenager trying to find her place with her family again. Lydia Deetz begs her father to remember her dead mom, she begs him to see her grieving. In the end, she finds her family again in Adam, Barbara, her stepmother, and her dad. I also loved Netflix’s Julie and the Phantoms. There’s a scene I discovered I can’t watch. In the show, there’s a character named Luke who ran away from home after 
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				a bad fight with his parents. He was 17. Before they made up, he passed away. The song “Unsaid Emily” was an apology to his mother and a plea to go back to the fight and change the outcome. Once, my family had a fight that pushed me away. We’ve never officially made up. Like me, it was another thing shoved away to never be dealt with again. However, like Luke, I have friends that have become my family.

				From these shows, I’m reminded that families come in all shapes. There’s acceptance. It’s weird, but I’m so comforted by these ghosts that I don’t mind being a ghost a little longer. I have my friends and my comfort. 

				Jesi and Caro, my former roommates, became the best friends I’ve ever had. When they moved out, it felt like my world was ending. I would suddenly be alone again with only my cat able to see me. Jesi and Caro always knew what to do to draw me out of my bedroom. In fact, the two biggest pieces of media in my life right now are directly tied to memories with them. Caro and I went to New York to see Beetlejuice: The Musical for my birthday in February. When Jesi came to pack, she was the one that showed me Julie and the Phantoms. They were my strange and unusual. The days I lived with them were days I felt grounded in reality. Without them, home may never feel the same, but even far away, I’m grateful for them.

				Then, there’s Austen. I’d like to call her my medium. We’ve been best friends since sixth grade. She’d known me long before I was a ghost. When my parents and I had a fight that made me leave home, Austen was who I ran to. In her apartment with her mom, I was alive. It was a taste of life again, and I craved that. Even if I cried all night on their couch while The Nanny played on the T.V., I didn’t feel alone. When I tried to kill myself, she was there the next morning with a huge zebra balloon and flowers. Flowers for me because I was alive still. She saw me at my lowest points, and she still remembers I exist today. We have phone calls all the time to check on one another. It’s people like Austen, Caro, and Jesi that remind me I still have a life to live because I am alive. 

				Maybe one day I’ll make my full return to the world of the living. I’ll have my screenplays produced for thousands to see. Stories of transgender characters that I needed when I was a kid. These characters that can help parents understand exactly what their child is going through. Maybe I’ll be an actor! Maybe I can be a role model. People always question if there can be life after death. I’m going to prove to myself that I can be alive again with the people I love held so closely by my side. It will be a long road, and it will be scarier than any haunting. But one day, this ghost would like to come back to life.
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				I was the star student in my second-grade class, making A’s and doing my work like the good girl I was taught to be. So when my teacher told me to come with her during our lunch break, my stomach turned into knots. She took my hand as we walked through the cement pathways, the church bell tower looming everywhere we went. 

				We stopped by the teachers’ lounge as I waddled behind my teacher like a lost baby penguin. She looked down at me and smiled. “Do you want a cookie?” 

				I was too scared to eat, so I gripped the bottom of my little plaid dress and shook my head. 

				She bent down to my level. “You didn’t do anything wrong; there’s nothing to be scared of. Are you sure you don’t want one?”

				Knowing that cookies usually made me feel better, I decided to eat it, noting the lemon and sugary tastes. It made me less hungry but no less afraid. 

				We arrived at the guidance counselor’s office, and she nudged me inside. They spoke a little bit, and then my teacher left me alone. The guidance counselor was blonde, with a sincere and friendly disposition. She encouraged me to sit down and have some candy. I was still panicking internally, sitting on a very large chair, on the verge of tears.

				“Your teacher has noticed you’ve been quiet and sad lately. Is there something wrong?” she gently asked me. That was easy. All my friends are books; nobody wants me around them. I was young but I knew that my classmates would groan if I was assigned to be in their groups for projects. And if I achieved something, like when I was able to read and sound out 99 words in front of my first-grade class, they wouldn’t clap for me. Sometimes, girls would “accidentally” pull my hair. But I also knew nothing would change that, and there was something bigger bothering me. I opened my mouth, voice quivering, and told her what was wrong.

				* * *
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				Crust was stuck in my eyes as I looked at the clock. 5:01 a.m. But I was not going to complain; I was happy.

				My mom talked to my guidance counselor on the phone after I left. The counselor told her that more than anything, I just missed my mom, who would work long hours at an insurance company to support us. Mom would write sweet letters and put them in my lunchbox to let me know I was loved, but that wasn’t enough for me to feel happy. We agreed to get breakfast together once a week before school, as long as I woke up earlier. Dunkin’ Donuts was a good spot because it was within walking distance from school and wouldn’t put too much stress on my mom. Sometimes, we would leave early enough, and I was able to count stars through the window. 

				My mom’s red acrylic nails gripped my hand and her hot coffee as we sat at our usual table inside. It was empty there early in the morning, so we had privacy. I sat with my strawberry milk and vanilla donut with sprinkles, and we chatted about our lives. My mother never patronized me— she always spoke to me like a person. I talked about the books I read and bragged about sounding out 99 words, and she congratulated me. She talked about her work problems, and I tried my best to listen to her. We were each other’s support systems when we didn’t have any other.

				In no uncertain terms, my mom has always been my best friend.

				* * *

				My mom’s brother was one of my only relatives to pursue a college degree, besides myself. It was in mathematics, but he loved space. I visited him in South Carolina as a child, and he talked non-stop about the telescope he bought. He sat me down and explained the technicalities, the intergalactic equations, the scientific discoveries. I looked through the telescope and pretended I was a star princess, that I could move balls of energy across the universe and create my own constellations. 

				To me, my uncle was always someone who operated on pure logic alone. I didn’t think he felt emotions strongly— though I knew he loved us, and I loved him, too. But his intellect made him untouchable to me, so far away that he couldn’t be bothered with any problems that weren’t scientific. 

				I know my mom thought the same way, because when I was eighteen and we got the phone call that he had killed himself, she could barely speak. 

				* * *

				I spent the night before the funeral laying in an uncomfortable bed, thinking uncomfortable thoughts. Was his death painful? I read that sometimes if you don’t get a quick death, you deal with that excruciating pain, unable to do anything. If 
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				he were screaming, the neighbors would have heard something, right? But they didn’t hear the gunshot. 

				Wrapping my head around the fact that one small bullet snuffed the life out of my uncle was like trying to divide by zero. This man’s intelligent brain, his passions for astronomy and physics, his love for his family— all of that taken away. Like it all meant nothing in the end.

				* * *

				At breakfast the next day, Mom was in the middle of eating when she burst out crying. An alarm siren went off in my head, and I immediately wrapped my arms around her. That did nothing to console her— she just kept sobbing, shoulders hunched and face red. There’s such a primitive, heartbreaking feeling watching your mom cry, because it’s so wrong. Guilt flowed through me. Maybe I could’ve prevented this. I should’ve called my uncle more, I should’ve made him feel more loved, I should’ve been more interested in his life. And maybe he wouldn’t be dead, and maybe my mom wouldn’t be broken right now.

				I just said that I was sorry over and over, because I was, because any other words would’ve been as hollow and empty as the casket we were about to face.

				* * *

					When I was 23, I moved an hour away from home to live in an apartment near my college. To me, there was something magnetic pulling me toward the University of Central Florida. I dreamed of all of the adventures I’d have, the new people I’d love, the experiences I could write stories about. I didn’t think how hard it would be to adjust to being away from home for the first time. I was alone in a school of almost 70,000 students. When I felt alone, I always knew I had Mom nearby, so I was never truly by myself. Now I was.

					The grade school bullying had stopped— I no longer had to deal with being called “pepperoni pizza face” for my acne or worry about students grabbing my notebooks and water bottles out of my backpack and throwing them in a trash can. But adults can still be difficult. I had moved in with two roommates whose actions made me scared to live in my own apartment, and I never felt like I belonged there.

				All of it led to me sitting on the concrete outside my apartment’s gym late at night, crying into my cell phone. The cold air bit my skin and tears stung my eyes as I pressed the phone to my ear. “Why don’t you just move back home?” my mom asked, worry evident in her voice. “I’ll drive over there, and you can come back home with me.”

					“I signed a lease, Mom,” I sniffled. “We have to pay for it.”
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				“We can break it,” she said solidly. “If they won’t let us break the lease, then we’ll just pay the money. What’s more important is that you’re happy. That’s all I want. I will come and pick you up, right now.”	

				I sobbed harder into the phone speaker. I knew she was telling the truth. All I’d have to choke out is “please come get me” and she would, just like when I was a kid and uncomfortable at someone’s house. No matter the time or place– if I were miserable, she’d be there, no questions asked. 

				And I realized that no one would ever love me like this again. No one would ever care so much about me. No one would ever be so selfless that their only desire would be to see me safe and happy. 

					That’s exactly why I couldn’t move back home. Because there will be a day when she’s not here, when I won’t be able to rely on her to help me. I will have to rely on myself, and I needed to know I could do that.

				I told her I was okay. It didn’t come out right the first time, so I repeated it again in what I hoped was a more convincing tone. She sighed. “Call me tomorrow, and maybe we can throw around some options. I’ll call the apartment complex, too, and see what we can do.”

				That weekend, Mom drove up, and we talked to the apartment manager. There was a vacant unit available, so I transferred to a new apartment. Fate seemed to reward my choice, because that new apartment was where I met one of my closest friends.

				* * *

				Mom and I still had to make sacrifices to spend time with each other. Instead of 5 a.m. Dunkin’ Donuts, my mom and I decided on Starbucks at 8 a.m. We’d get coffee together on Sundays, and then go to the grocery store. Just like before, we got the opportunity to vent and talk to each other.

				We always wore masks, and I carried multiple hand sanitizers with me. Every time a person got too close to her in Trader Joe’s, my heart seized up, and I had to resist the urge to get mad at them. Can’t they see how important she is?  

				One time, as she pushed the cart out the door, a cough ripped out of her mouth like a gunshot. My mom has been a smoker all her life, and every cough ignites my anxiety. From my experience with my uncle, I know how quickly life can be taken. 

				When hearing about how many have died from COVID-19 worldwide, it seems far away. It’s numerical; it’s distant. But every person in that 1.79 million was the entire world to someone else, just like my mom is to me. I’m haunted by the fear of what death statistic my mom will be a part of one day.
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				* * *

				I wish on 11:11 p.m. almost every night. It’s always the same wish: to keep all of the people I love healthy and safe. Some days, the anxiety is so bad that I can’t stop repeating the wish in my head, as if saying it over and over will give it more power. I look out the window and try to find the brightest star to pray to. I try not to imagine the future, when I’ll have to place flowers on my mom’s grave. And a day will come when I’m going to be stuttering to correct myself and speak of her in the past tense. Who’s going to be the first to congratulate me, whether I’m sounding out 99 words, or publishing a piece of 2,500? And who’s going to hug me, when someone I thought loved me breaks my heart?

				Those dark nights constrict my heart and squeeze it until I can’t breathe. I have to walk outside and feel a breeze for the panic to stop. I look up and pray on every star, to take years off my life and give them all to my mom.

				* * *

				White orbs glowed against the night sky’s backdrop like tiny eyes of fate looking down at my mom and me. Moonbeams brightened up the pavement of our driveway. We placed a blanket on the grass next to it and sat down, my mom’s binoculars in her hand. My small town is horrible in almost every way, but it is a natural place to look at stars without light pollution. It was cold, so we were wrapped in knit sweaters, and our bodies were warm from the hot chocolate she had made. 

				“So, we’re supposed to see...shapes?” she asked me, and I felt self-conscious when I realized that I had to be the teacher. Despite somehow receiving an A in my college Astronomy class, I wasn’t that confident with my space knowledge. And I definitely wasn’t my uncle. 

				“Uh, I usually pick a starting point, and once you start with one, it’s easier to connect and see the others. Like,” I pointed, “Orion is my favorite constellation. I can always spot it easily. Do you see the guy with the bow?”

				She didn’t seem to.

				“Okay, do you see that reddish star? That’s Betelgeuse, it’s on Orion’s shoulder area. That’s the guy and then you should see the string of stars, which is the bow.”

				“Oh! I see it now!”

				“When it dies, it’ll end as a supernova. It might even be brighter than the moon, I think I read.”
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				She hummed. What I was telling her was not anything sophisticated, but she listened attentively. I felt like she was proud of me for knowing that. Proud like she always was.

				My mom’s life will end sooner than these stars. She’ll die, but it’s me who will burst and collapse under the weight of it all. All I can do is hold on to every star and be thankful for every moment before they all burn out. 
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				The Cypress Dome is proud to present this cover design by Jordan Stewart and page design by McKayla Hogan, who had both done wonderfully in representing our overall tone of the 2021 issue of The Cypress Dome. Stewart incorporates three different pieces by the artist, Cameron Felt, which can be found within the magazine’s pages. Each of Felt’s pieces are symbolic of the wonderful diversity we have within the magazine and our own team as well. Fallen, displays a woman covering her mouth with her arm, symbolic of today’s times and the pandemic at large. Ophelia, reimagines Shakespeare’s leading woman, Ophelia, who had been driven to madness, which ultimately leads to her drowning. Ophelia resembles the state of 2021, driven to madness, such as how Ophelia was. Lastly, Youth represents our own youth as the graceful diversity that stands fearless. All of these beautiful women together wear a similar white dress, standing in unity with each other, such as how we, people of different and beautifully diverse backgrounds, stand united during these troubling times. These pieces come together, torn, but still holding beauty and grace with the lush green environment behind them, providing serenity and peace, which The Cypress Dome hopes to be— a safe, peaceful environment that allows for students to creatively express themselves in their own beautiful way, all while standing united together through the hardest of times. We hope you enjoy this issue and the outstanding ways that one can create beauty out of hardship.

				Bonny Tran

				Poetry Editor and Art Screener
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				IN SOLIDARITY, UNITED.

				In light of the recent attacks on all minorities, The Cypress Dome Society and lit-erary magazine stands in solidarity against racism, violence, discrimination, and hate. We are committed to being a safe space for all to amplify your voices. As a diverse staff and society coming from all different backgrounds, we, ourselves, have been plagued with fear and grief due to the increased threat of discrimi-nation and violence towards minorities. We stand united, together, and we will continue to see, hear, and support justice, equality, and representation. 

				At the end of the day, we are all human. We learn to love and respect our differences, as that is what makes each of us unique. Though we come from different backgrounds, we will always stand in solidarity to amplify your voices, your stories. 

				We are here for you, here to listen and to learn from your stories and we encour-age you to submit to The Cypress Dome for us to share it with the world.
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