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				Dear Reader,

				The difference between bravery and courage is the presence of fear. Fear starts in the amygdala, a tiny panic button sitting in the brain’s temporal lobe. When pushed, the amygdala triggers the fight-or-flight system. Even pumping with adrenaline, a writer knows to peel back the skin — expose their own nervous system and half-tamed fears— and fight to put words to feeling. Writing, inherently, is an act of courage.

				In this issue of The Cypress Dome, our writers and poets seek to define and complicate what it means to be courageous. Our fiction protagonists are risk-takers; they’re willing to break the rules if it means saving a life, making new friends, abolishing barriers, or even cutting off a toxic ex. Our poets, although more subtle in their courage, are unafraid to confess all on the page, sharing their struggles in being accepted by others, and more importantly, themselves. Similarly, our creative nonfiction writers open candid conversations between writer and reader, daring to explore their own vulnerabilities while understanding that everyone is always trying to find their own flicker of courage.

				Our editors have thoughtfully selected pieces that are honest and vulnerable, refusing to hide what it means to be human. In the face of fear and uncertainty, we hope you find whatever kind of courage you may need between these pages.

					Sincerely,

					Veronica Silva

					Cypress Dome Editor-in-Chief
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				spatial bodies

			

		

		
			
				a lot of people

				write poems about the moon,

				when they really mean to

				write about longing

				and sometimes they talk about constellations

				as if the shape of the stars mean anything

				other than scattered bodies

				spilled on a dark canvas

				just like ice crystal fragments shivering

				by the touch of the sun’s fingertips–

				I could feel the freezing fire in our bed

				that morning held by my warmth.

				the mosaic on the window and I:

				fragmented bodies– both shuddering

				at the touch of a distant beating heart radiating life

				on the last morning I woke up

				next to you with your lips

				brushing my skin like comets

				longing to kiss the moon.
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				Charlie Farber tramped eagerly down the hallway from Mrs. Gregg’s sixth grade geography class. This journey and the one to the bus later that afternoon were the only ones he would make with a smile on his face. He was going to lunch, and that gave him something to look forward to. Not solely because he could eat– although he did love food, and that showed on his figure– but because he had the freedom to do what he wanted. Charlie loved learning, and science was his favorite subject, but he often found himself bored by his teachers' lessons. He thought this might not be the case if they could only teach everything a little faster. Regardless, he cherished lunch, the one part of each school day where he had the freedom to get lost in his own world. Which world he got lost in depended entirely on his mood. He always brought along his Nintendo DS, the book he was currently reading, a sketchbook, and sometimes he would toss a crossword or word search collection into the mix. Add to this a delicious bagged lunch his mother prepared with care every morning, and Charlie became a gleeful twelve-year-old boy come noon.

				As he approached the big double doors that led to the cafeteria, he thought about what he would do during that day’s thirty minutes of freedom. He was leaning towards reading, and when he remembered he was just getting to the good part of Lord of the Flies, his mind was made up for him. He grabbed hold of the door handle and leaned back into his pull. He held it open for a group of girls that had been walking behind him, and although he received no thanks, continued to hold it open as a large cluster of other students shuffled in. He waited until there was no one left to enter but him, and then let the door shut behind him. Short of breath from the effort he’d made to get to the cafeteria, he slowed his pace as he walked to his usual table. 

				It was a small, circular high-top table, the others of which were often occupied by eighth grade couples. His table, located snugly in the corner, was always missing a chair, which was fine by him. He would set his backpack on the table, creating a boundary between himself and the rest of the world. He had never really noticed that no one tried to sit with him. He was always alone, but with his games, books, and creativity, he never felt lonely. Today, nothing felt out of the ordinary until he reached into the pocket of his backpack reserved for his DS and other distractions and felt nothing. His heart dropped into his stomach, and he almost felt like he wouldn’t be able to eat. He frantically searched the large backpack, dumping out the contents onto the table. He sorted through his things, desperately hoping that he’d just misplaced his beloved games and books, remembering that he’d had a late start that morning and probably forgot to take them from their drawer in his nightstand. Finally, he gave up his search, having already gone through every nook and cranny of his backpack. He started putting everything back into the bag in an orderly fashion, all the while fighting angry tears at himself. His round face contorted, showing the dimples that he hated but that his mother always squeezed. 
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				He knew it was silly and babyish to get so upset, but to Charlie, lunch was everything; it was what got him through the first half of the day and what satiated him for the second half. This was his time, unlike the kids in his classes who formed cliques and had friends in every period. They could enjoy that, and Charlie could enjoy lunch.

				Notebooks, pencils, and homework he’d finished during class placed back in his bag, he safely reined in his tears. Still, the anger remained. Had he known he’d forgotten his things beforehand, he could have gone to the library and picked up a book, maybe even Lord of the Flies if they had it. Once the students got to lunch, however, they had to stay in the cafeteria unless it was an emergency. He probably could have asked the administrator at the door for an exception; all the adults at the school seemed to like him. But it took courage for Charlie to raise his hand in class, let alone walk all the way across the lunchroom and ask to break the rules. This in mind, he resigned to stay in his seat and suffer. Most kids his age would go on their phones, but he had only a basic Nokia flip model. His mom had never offered a nicer model, and Charlie had never asked. He was fine with what he had.

				Not wanting to reward himself for stupidity, but so hungry that he could hear his stomach growling, he pulled his lunch from his backpack and set it on the table. There was, on the outside, a note from his mother, stapled to the brown bag that read, “Have a great day Pumpkin! You’re a Rockstar! I love you!” in her signature scrawl, signed with a big heart. He smiled, dimples reappearing, and folded the note to keep in the envelope with all the others. They gave him comfort in times of distress. He opened the bag, the crinkling of the paper drowning out the grumbling from his stomach. To his pleasant surprise, two brownies tumbled out when he dumped the contents, followed by a turkey sandwich, a bag of chips, and a half of a sliced-up apple. 

				His mother was aware of Charlie’s not-so-healthy layer of fat. She tried to encourage a healthy diet as much as she could, but Charlie could tell that morning she had felt especially awful for him because of his late start. This warranted the second brownie, and she was right to think it would make him happy. Almost forgetting about the entertainment sitting out of reach in his drawer at home, he happily dug in, eyeing the brownies he’d neatly stacked on top of each other as he munched on his sandwich. He saved them for last, knowing that dessert always came after the real food. 

				It was a concept ingrained in him by his mother. He also knew they’d taste better that way.

				As he ate, he allowed his mind to wander. He thought about things he was working on, like the picture of the two dragons he’d been drawing, and what he could add to make them seem as scary as they were in his mind. He remembered the mission he was on in The Legend of Zelda: Phantom Hourglass, and how he’d given up last night in frustration. He reminded himself to look it up when he got home. His mind jumped again, recalling that it was Wednesday, and that there was a class tonight at the local library for young writers. Although he’d not yet ventured into that art form, his mother had seen him look longingly at the flyer the last time they were there and had suggested he go. With that to look forward to, the forgetfulness of the morning was soon out of his mind. However, without a book or DS to bury his nose in, he was more receptive than usual to the buzz of activity going on around him. For the first time since he started middle school a few months ago, he heard the teasing.
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				All throughout elementary school, he’d been exposed to the ruthlessness of kids. They found what was different about him and made sure he was just as aware of it as they were. Nicknames surfaced: Chubby Charlie, Charlie the Chunk, Fatty Farber. Although he was smart for his age, he was still sensitive, and would often come home puffy-faced and flushed, tear streaks evident on his dirty face. After one too many of these incidents, his mother told him one night that she’d be driving him to school the next morning. He was never sure what she said to his teacher, but whatever it was, the teasing stopped. Instead of reminding him how fat he was, kids would sneer at him as he walked by. Any acquaintances he’d managed to make quickly turned on him. When he worked up the courage to one day ask one of these former acquaintances if he’d done something wrong, he didn’t get an answer, but rather a sneeze that sounded suspiciously like “snitch.” 

				Things hadn’t really gotten better. Just different. He still heard the names, and he still saw Chubby Charlie when he looked in the mirror, but now he had the displeasure of nobody ever talking to him. It was then that he turned to books, and when he saw how much fun other kids were having with their devices, he timidly asked his mother for a DS. He didn’t truly know why people treated him the way they did, but when he read, gamed, and drew, he forgot about all of it. 

				Whether it was his brain trying to repress it, or the simple passage of time and weak childhood recollection, he’d all but forgotten why he immersed himself so fully in the worlds he held in his hands. That was until that day during lunch, when the memories came flooding in, triggered by a sentence that made its way to his ears amidst the dull roar of cafeteria chatter: “Fat-ass over there forgot his book! Now there’s nothing to catch the crumbs.”

				He looked down, and sure enough there were crumbs all over his Doctor Who shirt. Past that, he saw the pudge that pressed itself into the table and lapped over the edge. His face got hot when he realized they were talking about him. Those years he’d spent being ashamed of himself came rushing back with upsetting clarity, and Charlie wondered how he could ever have forgotten how fat and lonely he was. 

				Suddenly, the brownies didn’t seem so appetizing anymore. In fact, Charlie wanted to throw up. He felt tears starting to well up and let his long hair fall uncomfortably in front of his eyes while he gathered his lunch back into its bag. He crumpled it up, brownies and half a bag of chips still inside, and hurried over to the trash can, into which he threw it harder than he needed to. He didn’t know what he was going to do; he sure as heck couldn’t sit back down near the source of the voice. Frantically looking around for an escape, he finally spotted the sign for the restrooms. Bingo. He started over that way until he realized he’d forgotten his backpack. He hesitated to return and risk being made fun of again, but also knew that he clearly couldn’t trust the kids at this school. Humming quietly all the while so that he couldn’t hear the background noise, he made a beeline for his table. After picking his head up just enough to see the tabletop, he slung his backpack over his shoulder. He booked it towards the restrooms, and soon enough he was in a bathroom stall, sitting on the closed toilet. Try as he might, he couldn’t hold back the sobs that escaped him. He hoped desperately that no one would come in, and by what he could only assume was divine intervention, no one did. 

				Eventually, the sobs died out. He sniffled and wiped his eyes with his sleeve, ashamed of his outburst. He was still sad– god, was he sad– but he no longer felt like crying. He didn’t have the energy. Taking a 
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				moment to listen and make sure there was no one else in the bathroom, he slowly opened the stall door and stepped out. He went over to the mirror and put his backpack on the counter while he washed his face. Since elementary school he’d learned how to hide his anguish, because he knew it upset his mother. He didn’t want a repeat of the “snitch” incident. He didn’t want to know if it could get worse than nobody talking to him. 

				Charlie spent the rest of the day in a morose and somber state that would’ve caused alarm to his teachers had he not been so naturally quiet and reserved. Experience told him it would have caused his mother alarm, hence why he washed his face. He did a quick check in the bathroom mirror on his way to the bus loop in the afternoon, though, and while his cheeks were red, it didn’t look like he’d been crying. 

				His mom wasn’t going to find out about this. He cared about her too much.

				That afternoon, Charlie sat in his room for a long time, not playing a game, reading, or drawing. He just… thought. Not that he didn’t usually think, but it was often aided by some form of entertainment. That afternoon, he sat still and alone in his bed, just his own self and his thoughts. Maybe a nap will help pass the time, he thought, but his mind wouldn’t let him sleep and he stared at the wall instead, his back to the world. He cried a few times, but each time was more short-lived than the last – his sobs sounded more pathetic echoing during the silent house. It took a while, but he came to terms that he would never make friends at school. Despite himself, he fantasized about a world where he could. Charlie knew better than to let himself get lost in these fantasies, but he felt that this one-time indulgence was deserved. It wasn’t like there was anyone around to judge him, anyway.

				After these few hours of solitude, he heard the front door shut, then footsteps coming up the hallway to his room. He wiped his nose with his sleeve just in case there was anything left. He took his book from the nightstand, opened it to a random page, threw it on the bed, and lay on his stomach. By the time there was a light knock on the door, he was pretending to read.

				“Can I come in?”

				“I don’t know, can you?” The door creaked open, and his mother stepped through. 

				“May I,” she corrected herself. “I don’t know what I was thinking, raising a literate.” Charlie shrugged his shoulders and continued reading. His mother laughed. “You okay, bud? Did you see the Goldfish I left on the counter for you?”

				“Yeah, I just… wasn’t hungry.”

				She felt his forehead with the back of her hand. “You feeling okay?”

				He brushed it away, and immediately felt bad about it. “I’m fine. I had a big lunch.” He forced a smile towards her as a thanks for the extra brownie, even though it had gone to waste.

				“Yes, you did.” She tousled his hair. “Ready to go?”

				“Go?”

				“To the writing class-thingy.”

				“Oh!” With how upsetting his day had been, he’d completely forgotten about the library. “Oh, yeah. Let me just put on my shoes.” He didn’t know what to expect, but he didn’t have an excuse to give his mom. Besides, as much as he wanted to sit and mope, he knew it wasn’t good for him. His mom gave him a thumbs 
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				up.

				The car ride there was a quiet one. Charlie didn’t have much of an appetite for conversation. As they pulled up to the library, a familiar anxiety settled in his stomach. It was always a task for him to get used to new groups of people. They approached the clear glass doors, the fluorescent lights within illuminating a comforting and familiar sight. As he opened one of the doors for his mom, the scent of old books rushed out and Charlie felt a little more at ease. He walked behind her and stayed there as they stopped by the desk. His mom asked the librarian where the class was, and the bespectacled woman led them to a room behind the Young Adult section. There he was greeted with a sea of voices as the kids in the room talked amongst each other. He couldn’t see all of their faces, but a few were turned around to talk to the people behind them. Some of them looked like him, with dimples and a lot more cheek than other people. All of them, however, were kind. Or they seemed to be, at least, as they laughed and excitedly conversed with one another. One thing he immediately noticed was that no one was alone. 

				They stood outside the doorway, and the librarian pointed Charlie’s mother towards a gathering of parents over by the café section they’d recently added to the library. They were all drinking coffee and talking, and although Charlie knew his mother didn’t like coffee, she smiled and thanked her. As the librarian walked away, Charlie’s mom gave him a look that asked if he was going to be okay without her. He nodded and gave her the biggest smile he could. She walked towards the café, and he walked into the room.

				There were about thirty other kids in the class. He walked towards the closest chair he could find and took a seat. The chairs were staggered evenly throughout the room, but all directed towards the same general area: an empty whiteboard, in front of which stood a woman in her late thirties. She was talking with two of the kids, who looked to be about Charlie’s age. As he was taking all this in, a girl from the small group in front of him turned around and smiled. She seemed a little bit older than him, maybe a seventh or eighth grader.

				“Hi! I’m Alex. What’s your name?”

				“Charlie.” No one ever really struck up conversation with him besides his mom. He didn’t quite know what to do.

				“Hi Charlie. What brings you here? Do you write a lot?”

				“Uh, I never have.”

				“Me neither. Isn’t that funny?”

				“Oh, yeah I guess.” He forced out a nervous chuckle.

				“I read a lot, though. I thought this might be fun. Do you read?” Charlie nodded. “Oh, cool! What did you read last?”

				They continued to talk, the conversation carried heavily by Alex, and soon a boy from Alex’s group joined in. They talked about books. Alex asked Charlie what he thought about Lord of the Flies. He described it to her, and the quiet and timid nature his voice usually took on gradually disappeared as he enthusiastically recounted the plot. She made him promise to trade with her (she was reading A Wrinkle in Time) once they were done. The boy, Zach, wasn’t as avid of a reader, and asked what they’d recommend for him, to which they both had multiple suggestions. He looked familiar– Charlie thought he might have seen him around school. 
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				Finally it hit 5:30, the class began, and Charlie was asked for the first time in his life to quiet down by an adult. Although he blushed a little, he couldn’t help but smile, and they all turned forward in their seats to pay attention. 

				The class didn’t feel long enough, and at the end he talked so long with the other kids that his mom had to remind him that they had to get home for dinner. Charlie exchanged numbers with Alex and Zach, doubling the number of contacts in his phone, and they vowed to all come back for next week’s class. On the ride home, Charlie would occasionally recount to his mother something he learned or someone he met, but there were long silences where he would look out the window, leaning his head contently on the glass. 

				Charlie saw his mother glance over at him frequently, but he didn’t mind. As he watched the trees flash by, his mind raced with blissful thoughts, none of which he felt he could adequately put into words. When the car stopped in the driveway, he raced to the front door of the house and flung it open, ready to start writing. He wasn’t sure what he’d write, but that didn’t really matter. Kicking off his shoes by the front door, he started towards his room but stopped himself in his tracks. His mother was still hanging her keys up, and Charlie ran over to her, almost barreling into her as he squeezed her in a hug. He then headed back towards his room, almost skipping, and thought maybe he was going to be okay.

				As Charlie started scrawling story ideas on the loose-leaf he kept in his binder, he thought to himself that even if he hadn’t made plans with Zach to meet up at lunch every day, he knew he could at least write if he ever forgot his stuff at home again.
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				The moment I stepped out of the airport into Orlando I could smell the difference. The air was thick and wet, and smelled like it might rain at a moment’s notice, which it did. Every day. All summer. 

				I enjoyed my life in New York. All my friends lived close by. In the summertime we would go to the local park to find the guy with the icy cart and pay a quarter for a cherry slush, or even better, piraguas if I had the extra few cents to splurge. Sometimes my younger brother and I would go to the grocery store with a buck a piece and fill a small paper bag with nickel candy. In the winter Mom would take us to Rockefeller Center to see the Christmas lights. 

				It was a different world when school started in the fall. I had never taken a school bus before, except on field trips. I waited at the stop trying not to make too much eye contact with the other kids around me, but they approached anyway, asking me who I was and where I was from. 

				“I just moved here from New York,” I said. Or more accurately, I corrected myself with, “My mom just moved me here,” so no one would get the idea I was okay with the decision. 

				“You don’t sound like you’re from New York. What part are you from? Upstate?”

				“The Bronx.”

				“You don’t sound like you’re from the Bronx. Where’s your family from?”

				Once again, my answer was, “New York,” but that did not seem to satisfy. I felt my brain malfunction at their confusion. What else could I sound like? 

				“But where is your family from?” they insisted. 

				Mom was born in Manhattan. Dad was from Queens. I wasn’t sure how to get more specific than that without pulling out some sort of diagram of their respective neighborhoods. 

				“Like, your grandparents and stuff. Where are they from?” 

				I told them my grandparents were born in Puerto Rico, but they had been living in the city for over 40 years and spoke perfect English. The other kids looked at me like I was an anomaly they were trying to pin down, and I was just being uncooperative. 

				“So, you speak Spanish?” one asked.

				“Not really.”

				“How is your family from Puerto Rico and you don’t speak Spanish?”

				I was running out of ways to answer their questions without being sarcastic or calling them all idiots. It was a relief when the bus arrived; I could curl up in a seat by the window just to stare at the trees on the way to school.

				Since arriving, I had only been inside my new school once for an orientation and to pick up my books. 
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				The classrooms were in their own hallways, but the adjoining walkways were all outdoors. Most of them were covered but that did not stop the rain when the wind blew, so we all huddled against the walls while shuffling from class to class, trying not to get too wet. When I sat down for lunch, a few Hispanic girls approached me and asked where I was from. 

				“My mom just moved us here from New York.”

				“You’re from New York?” they questioned. I smiled and nodded. “You don’t sound like you’re from New York.”

				“What does that mean?” I laughed a little at this point because of how ridiculous I felt. You don’t sound like you are from New York. I was curious about what I did sound like. I wanted to get a tape recorder and say something like, “she sells sea shells by the sea shore,” and see if I could pass for being from the city, or if I would sound like a stranger. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to tell the difference. 

				“You don’t sound like you’re from New York,” they repeated. “You sound like a white girl.”

				“What does that mean?” I asked and chuckled nervously again, not sure how upset I ought to be. What did a “white girl” sound like that would make me sound different? I had white friends in the city, and as far as I could tell they all sounded like me.

				A couple of the girls made comments about how they were from New York or Puerto Rico, but they’d been living in Florida since they were around five years old. I wasn’t sure how that somehow made them more authentic than me, but I was not interested in finding out. They told me I sounded like I was trying to be better than them. In my head I wished I had the guts to say, with that attitude I’m starting to think you are right. Instead, I reassured them that my accent was just the one I lived with. In my thirteen years on Earth, no one had commented on it before.

				In another one of my classes, someone else commented about where I was from, and I finally asked why it mattered. “Everyone keeps saying I don’t sound like I’m from New York. Why would I lie about that?”

				“They probably think you’re trying to be cool,” he told me. It seemed like being from a city meant a person was more hardcore than the suburban area of Orlando we inhabited. The girls who approached me in the cafeteria were the ones who always got into trouble, and everyone in school knew who they were. Bronzed skin, dark hair, gold hoops, and loud personalities. And lucky me, with the glow from my new Florida tan and my unabashed head of long brown curls, I looked just like them. I had the city clout to back me up until I opened my mouth and revealed I was secretly a Caucasian schoolgirl. 

				One day in science class, a few weeks into the school year, I made a remark about little things that threw me off while living in Orlando. 

				“I can smell the rain,” I told a classmate. 

				“What?” he laughed.

				“I can!” I said. “It’s going to rain today. I can smell it. The air smells different here. In New York I could always smell when it was going to rain.”

				“It’s not supposed to rain today,” he said.

				“We’ll see.” 
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				He laughed and shook his head again as if trying to get my crazy out of his ears. “The water here tastes funny too,” I continued, “and I miss being able to get a hot dog on the corner.”

				“Say that again?” asked a girl sitting nearby. She was one of the Hispanic girls occasionally associated with the group who gave up on me after the first day of classes, but she was nicer and less mouthy. She also was from New York – she had lived there nearly as long as I had but did not make a show of it. 

				“Say what?” I asked. “I miss getting hot dogs on the street corner.”

				She grinned. “Hot doahg?” she repeated. “You want a hot doahg and you don’t like the woada?”

				I laughed at her. “Why are you talking like that?”

				“You’re talking like that!” she laughed along with me. “I never hear it, but just then you sounded like you were from New York.”

				“I am from New York!” I said, a little too pleased and annoyed that someone finally acknowledged my existence. 

				“You sound just like me when I’m with my family,” she told me. “Your accent comes out with specific words.”

				“Say hot dog again,” said the other classmate who didn’t believe me about the rain. 

				“Hot dog,” I repeated, then grinned because for a split moment, I heard it. I heard my own voice compared to theirs. 

				“Say coffee,” the girl said, and I did. I could hear the length of my ‘O’ and so could they. I had an accent. It was subtle, but it was there, and it was mine. 

				Later that afternoon it poured. 
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				He is a grey-haired, grey-bearded man. His silver-rimmed glasses used to give him a vaguely patrician air that dissipated when he would start talking (something that he did with a distinctly un-patrician openness and lack of pretense). Now, the glasses lie by his bedside table, awaiting him for whenever he woke up. 

				Dust had collected on them by the first several weeks, and I had made it a habit to clean them weekly after that, so that they would be ready for when my father finally opened his eyes.

				The nurses at the station greet me fervently, as they had done every day, and go through the motions of explaining the care they had given him that day, his complications, and any other medications or procedures they had given him. Afterwards, they ask me how my first day back at school was and offer to order up food from the cafeteria. 

				I decline, gesturing to the lunchbox I had brought with me, and sit down with my backpack beside the large window that overlooked the city. 

				“He really needs his beard shaved, you know,” my father’s nurse, Anna, tells me as she takes a seat beside me to glance at my class syllabi. She suppresses a grin as she looks at me. “He’s starting to look like a wizard.”

				I roll my eyes. “Let’s just wait a little bit longer,” I say.

				Anna nods, then shifts her glance from me, to the syllabi in my hands, to the book behind them, resting on my thighs. 

				“Ruth,” she says in a solemn voice. She takes the book from me, flipping through the pages.

				“It’s nothing,” I defend myself, snatching the book back. “It’s just something I picked up from the library.”

				“Ruth,” Anna says again, and I look at her. “There’s nothing in that book that the doctors haven’t already thought of.” The triple-beep of Anna’s pager goes off, and she gives me a look. “I’ll come check on you in a little bit,” she tells me, squeezing my hand once before dispersing.

				I read my books for several hours, only stopping once to eat my packed dinner of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and grapes and flip through the three channels on the hospital’s television before Anna is knocking on the doorframe again, apologizing and informing me that visiting hours are over. I nod, thank her, and pack up to head to my bike which I park outside the hospital. It is a monotonous life– I prefer it that way. 

				By the time I arrive to my grandmother’s house, she is already sitting by the television watching the Throwback channel. It was her, a senile old woman, that the state decided I should belong to after my father’s 
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				accident.

				“Hi, Nana,” I greet as I enter, because she doesn’t notice me coming in. She looks over her shoulder at me and smiles, waving for me to come sit by her. Tonight is “The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis.” 

				“Oh, hello dear,” she says as I take the loveseat beside her. “How was school today?”

				“Good,” I say, reaching out to her old cat, Blanket, who hisses at me as I put my hand out. I retract. “Dad is doing well.”

				She doesn’t seem to hear me; she is too preoccupied with the show. I watch the remainder of the episode with her before I excuse myself to bed. She murmurs a God-bless and Love-ya-g’night, and I trudge up the stairs without much ordeal. 

				I hate being there, I hate her house. 

				When I arrive to my bedroom– a small, dusty room with ancient furniture that smells unfamiliar and old despite me living here for years now– I flicker the lights on and off several times, leave them on, shut the door behind me and sit on my bed, placing my face in my hands. 

					***

				It was already twilight by the time I hear Teddy tapping on my window. Not expecting him due to the late hour, I startle at the noise, but compose myself well enough to unlatch the window and push it up before he falls off the roof ledge.

				“I didn’t think you’d come,” I say, stepping back so that my neighbor can swing himself into my room. 

				He greets me with a fervent smile. “Trouble with my mother. She made me watch a taped sermon on the television with her after dinner.” 

				“An impotent act towards saving your soul from damnation,” I say pretentiously, which makes him give me a funny smile. I leave the window open; I appreciate the cool Autumn breeze, and we will be leaving soon anyway. He takes a Tupperware of food out of his backpack to show to me. “My grandmother left a plate of lasagna for you for dinner, if you are hungry.”

				We creep downstairs together and sit at the kitchen island in dim lighting as I quietly inhale the food. I am already on my second plate when he starts up with the question that I know he has been dying to ask.

				“So, you weren’t at school today,” he says casually, tapping on the granite counter in an attempt at a nonchalant presumption. 

				I stop eating long enough to swallow before I meet his gaze. His eyes are a deep, chocolate-brown, matching his hair, but the old bedroom lighting makes them reflect orange, almost red. 

				“Any juicy drama that I missed out on?” 

				“Only talk of the girl who didn’t show up on the first day of senior year,” he says, and I narrow my eyes further. “Why didn’t you come?”

				I push a part of a tomato around with my fork. “It’s not like we learn anything on the first day anyways. It’s all introductions. It’s so… bleak. Not for me.” I take another bite of food, and he looks at me sidelong when I don’t continue. I know what he sees; deciding which parts of the story to ignore and which to pry.

				“So, will you come with me tomorrow?” he says. “We can ride our bikes there. It could be fun.”
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				I let out an uninhibited laugh, then look at him to make sure he notices. “Thanks, Teddy. That sounds great.”

				He smiles back, gaze resting on my food as I continue eating. Then, another question crosses him. “So, where were you today then, if not at school?”

				I shrug. “The library, mostly.”

				“Ah,” he says. “Working on your secret project again.”

				“Oh, wouldn’t you like to know.” I brush off the insinuation, instead rising to place the empty plate on my nightstand. “Tell your grandmother I say thanks for dinner.”

				He scratches his head, as if contemplating. “You know, Ruth, you can eat dinner with my family, too. If you want to. I would like to remind you that you’re the sole person keeping yourself from doing it, since you decline my offer every time. After a certain point, extending an invitation seems pointless.” 

				I smile at him again, a little forced, but nod. “I will keep that in mind. Thank you, Teddy.” And then the room falls silent. After a moment of staring at each other, I clear my throat and gesture to the window. “Anyways, are we going to do this or what?”

				He gives me a “duh” look before we begin to load up his backpack. I go into my closet and come out with an old backpack, packed full of spray paint cans and small portions of stencils. “I was thinking of hitting the trains tonight,” he says.

				I give him what I hope is a conspiratorial look, and then we are climbing back out my window, down my grandmother’s trellis – long abandoned now that her arthritis is too bad for her to bend down to garden– and into the street. We snatch our bikes, strewn atop of each other behind his backyard gate and are on our way.

				Living in Redmond, a commuter city neighboring one of the most populated cities in the United States, we get plenty of trains that come into our town. We stake out for the freight trains, looking for ones with paint already on them. Usually they are only in town for a day, and usually it is more cost-effective for them to just keep the paint rather than stay and investigate. It also means, I think as I pick up a can of modern white Krylon, that lots of people will see it.

				“Free advertisement,” Teddy reiterates to me. “Should we write someone we hate’s cell phone number? Is that too shallow?”

				I bark a laugh. “Maybe you can write your own and finally get yourself a girlfriend.”

				“Oh, shut up,” he says with no bite, still preoccupied on what design to pick. And then I think of something. “How about a hotline number, maybe for suicide? It’s important, and it will make authorities feel bad for removing it.”

				“Maybe,” I say. He gives me an odd stare but says nothing. 

				He watches for a moment as I start my own piece: a large white rabbit, with eyes colored in completely black. My signature. This time, I pair it with a classical red and white mushroom. Aside it, I scribe, “HAVE A NICE TRIP!” in a sans-serif styled font. Teddy laughs at me, kicking a pebble hard enough for it to make noise when it hits the train. He snaps himself back to his canvas, and quickly sprays the hotline number. 

				We ride our bikes around downtown Seattle for a little bit (our neighborhood is in the commuter town 
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				next to the city). Finally, we stop to park our bikes, and we window shop for a while until we enter an antique store. We are surprised to find it still open. 

				“This place is creepy,” Teddy says, and I don’t disagree. It’s very dark and smells older than my grandmother’s house.

				We walk around silently together, looking at all of the old discarded knick-knacks, beautiful but not beautiful enough for any of their owners to keep. Teddy stops in front of a dusty wooden box on a shelf. “Is this an urn?”

				I come up the aisle to meet him, and I see that he is right. I reach my hand out for him to give it to me, and after shooting me a bewildered look, he obliges. I open it.

				“It’s not empty,” he says in a voice full of shock and fear. “What’s it doing here?”

				I bring the box to the clerk up front, Teddy trailing behind me at an unwilling pace. The cashier is an old man, and when I read his name tag, I see that his name matches the store. 

				“Can I buy this?” I ask him.

				He looks confused but nods. “That old piece of junk has been in my store for years. I don’t even remember where it came from.” 

				I slide him some cash over the counter, and when we leave the store, Teddy is on me.

				“What the hell are you going to do with that thing?”

				I place the urn carefully into my backpack before we get back on our bikes. “No one deserves to be forgotten like that,” I say.

				We bike to an old hiking trail my dad used to take me to when I was younger. I’ve been here a few times since then, usually just to smoke, but Teddy is looking around at the tall trees with only fear. 

				“We shouldn’t be out here at night,” he says as we get off our bikes to walk them on the dirt path, but he follows me anyways.

				There are several streams of water that we pass, but I wait until we come across the larger, familiar one. Seeing it again triggers a sequence of repressed memories to splay open in front of me: weekends, summers, and days off from school, climbing the nearby hundred-year-old pine trees, bringing our old Great Pyrenees Bear with us after begging for him to come a thousand times, having picnics during the summer next to the water, and hiding under the blankets when it rained. The lost soul I carry in my backpack can share those moments with me.

				“My dad used to take me hiking here,” I tell Teddy.

				“Oh,” he says.

				When we make it there, I take the urn out of my backpack and sit down on the edge of the stream. Teddy hesitantly sits beside me, and when he realizes what I am doing he hands me his pocketknife to cut open the bag. We watch quietly as the ashes spread into the water, clouding it for a moment before following the stream and then sinking. We watch as I set them free. 
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				lost in my bed, my roof / this sensation of possession / my four walls cramped / chipped / marred / little holes with war stories of my own / these memories of mine/ roots sprouted through wet sand / prickling / stinging / ever-shifting / and all I can think of is ‘mine. mine, mine, mine’ / the mantra almost drowns out the music / of my roommates / I am built how others perceive me. I am / not mine / simply a context of construction / mine is for others / mine is a machine / daughter / friend / student / employee / girlfriend / wife / mother / but this room is mine / these things / let my fingers clutch / at the bedsheets— mine. the mirror / too tall, too revealing / of the nook and crevices in my skin / my love life / in the things they tell us to accept that should be mine / all of it— mine. each forgotten / scrunchie, each bottle of headache pills / life’s placebo that refuses to accept its own failure / set up from the start / my failure. I lay / alone and wonder about sharing / what is mine / this space with someone, to invite them in / curl up next to them in my bed, my room / this is the only place in the world that’s / mine. everything / is shared or borrowed. even me / myself, with my reflection / I don’t recognize the mirror isn’t entirely mine / these thoughts that plague me aren’t mine / who am I if not mine / I am neither the tree, nor the falling / nor the noise, and I am / not the one who hears it, the one who decides / if it does or doesn’t exist. / solely existing / but even if I’m not mine these things / will always be / possessed / mine / build me up and make me out of the things I own because what I am isn’t / mine /
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				A boy who never grew up told me he loved me. He held my hand in his, touched the back of my head to bring me into a deep hug, and kissed my forehead whenever I felt sad. I didn’t get to know him, not in the way he was when he died, as it had been months since we last spoke. I’ll never forget how he tilted toward me and I toward him when he said the words, my hand on his knee, waiting for him to look into my eyes and see the truth. When he said he loved me, I told him I didn’t feel the same, and he understood. We were too young and I hadn’t learned yet what it meant to be loved or how to give it back. 

				He brought me flowers once, before the end, and I took them warily. I was honest, as much as a teen who knew nothing about the world could be. I didn’t want him to think that I was changing my mind about my feelings. He shook his head at me, laughed, and said I shouldn’t feel ashamed. That it’s okay to not love someone. It’s ok. It’s alright. It doesn’t mean we still can’t be friends.

				 I was in my room in the house where I had been adopted when I heard. Because I had outgrown the other foster kids, the new ones that came and went on a revolving door, I had been moved down to the den. The bed was large. It filled the small room almost completely, its sides nearly touching the walls, window, and dresser, stopping the drawers. It secluded me there, and it would hold my grief.

				My adoptive dad, always the one with the soft heart and a softer voice, knocked on the door just as soft. I told him to come in. I should’ve known from the way his eyes looked down and his mouth drooped at the corners. His cheeks were swiped sideways with wetness, dashed away tears recently spent. I sat up and crossed my legs with the flexibility of an athletic teen. He said my name three times and then was silent. I didn’t know who but I knew what. 

				 He said the boy who loved me was dead. Murdered. They found him chopped up and stuffed into a large garbage bag. The suspect had been pushing him in a grocery cart, blood seeping from the side, dripping down onto the ground, onto the street, where others could see and call to the cops ‘Someone is dead!’ I listened, but I didn’t reply. Didn’t react.

				 I sat there, my eyes on my dad and his eyes on me. His eyes were wet for a young boy who’d lost his life, treated like waste. Human waste thrown out with the soda cans and the banana peels and the plastic straws that will ruin the environment and the teeth-bitten sunflower seed shells and the other things. Then my dad closed his eyes and I knew he wasn’t through. I knew he had more to say and that whatever it was hurt him more than it hurt me. But he didn’t say it. So I tilted my head back and let myself drop.

				 My head hit the soft comforter and the tears rolled sideways. They dropped into my ears and pooled there. I wished they would fill and fill to block out the pain. My chest shook and then my stomach, and then I 
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				was rolling sideways. I drew up like a fetus and grabbed at my wrists, my biceps, my shoulders. It wrecked me, what he said, and I sucked in air as fast as I could. Then I coughed. I coughed and I squeezed until my arms hurt, and then there he was. My dad. Wrapping his big arms around me, his protruding belly pushing into my back, his tears on my shoulder. 

				 He spoke about god’s plan, but I didn’t want to hear it. I knew he didn’t believe it, either. He said a lot of things he didn’t believe, I knew.

				 Later, the real pain came. The words he didn’t want to say were said by my adoptive mom. It was a week later, if I remember correctly, but to be honest, those days blended together and it could’ve been weeks or months or maybe a summer. She said that the person who had killed him was related to one of the foster girls who would come stay with us– and to one who already had. Their brother. She wanted to know if it was ok. She asked me if it was okay. If I would be ok with that. If I was okay. 

				 No. I wasn’t ok and I would never be ok with that. But I was alone. Everyone else said yes. The other foster kids. No one knew him like I did. They didn’t know that he loved me. That he told me it was ok that I didn’t love him in return. They didn’t know that I had taken it as an out because it meant I didn’t hurt him and he couldn’t hurt me.

				 So she came to stay. 

				 And it was my fault, the way I treated her from that moment on. She had her problems, she was dangerous. She fought and scratched and attacked like the other foster kids who came and went. But a murderer shared her face and I couldn’t look at her without looking at him. It ate me inside. For the time she was with us it festered in me for the boy it was ok not to love. I couldn’t hate, as it wasn’t my way, but I tried. I wanted to hate her just as much as I wanted to love him.
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				I wish I could take it all back. She could’ve been such a great partner. If it weren’t for that fucking box.

				I met her at a bar while I was mourning the death of a friend. A ritual for me back then. If the act didn’t make me feel anything, maybe alcohol could. Neither ever worked. I saw her across the room. Stunning green eyes and luscious brown hair. We hit it off. A one-night stand turned into a few hookups, which turned into a few dates, and now here we are.

				A few months into the relationship, we decided to move in together. It was quick, but I figured she was the best chance to have what I was looking for. We moved into a sketchy, musty, dark, fourth floor apartment with a window looking out to a brick wall. Tasteful. We had looked at a few other places that were nicer, but she insisted we get this one. I thought it was because of the dirt-cheap rent, so I didn’t look too much into it. The brick wall was surprisingly relaxing to look at. Oddly symmetrical. 

				I worked at a factory. All day, six days a week, packing toys into boxes. Stupid, little, generic, disgusting toys. Putting the same plastic figures, into the same plastic containers, for the same plastic people. It drove me insane. I had never understood why kids liked them, I never liked them myself. I had never liked much of anything. 

				Everyone has always said how this movie made them cry or that book changed their life. I had sat down to watch and read hundreds of stories, and my breath never changed pace once. I wanted to feel the same way others do. I wanted to know why things are so important to people. I wanted anything to matter to me. I had a strange instinct nothing ever would; but maybe I could learn to love or at least… feel something for her.

				I came home from work one night and found her staring out the window. The one with the brick wall. She was humming a low, slow tune. Her eyes seemed wide open and attentive, but her body was relaxed. She was loosely holding a wooden box in her hand. It had scratches all over, and the wood was dull. It was barely noticeable, hidden in the shadow of her palm. I hesitated to interrupt her.

				“Hey,” I said, while trying to have a better look at the box.

				She jumped at the sound of my voice and dropped it. “Hey,” she mumbled. She crouched down to grab the box gently. 

				“Sorry,” she whispered to it. 

				“What’s that?”

				She held the box up to her face. “I found it in a trash can. Isn’t it pretty?”

				“I… guess?”

				She kept staring at it with awe. Silence.
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				“What’s inside?” I reached for it, trying to look at it closer. She jerked her arm back and put the box to her chest.

				“It’s mine!” 

				I said nothing as we looked at each other for a moment. 

				“What I meant to say is that it’s none of your business. I just think I’ll get to know myself better with this. That’s all.”

				“Alright, I won’t pry,” I said. 

				I pretended to not care, but my curiosity was piqued. Yet another thing someone cared about, and I didn’t understand why. But this wasn’t a shiny toy or a good book. It was just a wooden box. Sometimes, I’d lay awake at night next to her, just looking at it. She’d clutch it in her sleep like a baby. She carried that little wooden box everywhere. If I hadn’t known any better, I’d say it was super-glued to her hand. She even took the thing into the damned shower. She wouldn’t even let go of it when we fucked. And the damn humming. The fucking humming. Every night she’d hum herself to sleep, holding the box to her chest. Like a baby shepherding herself to her own dreams.

				Every night she would come home from work and go right to the window. She’d hum for a bit, the box would glow faintly, and she’d go to sleep. I stared at the brick wall too, it was the only thing that kept me sane. Even though it was layered with crusty red dust from the cold alley, it had a sense of order about it. That wall had stood there for years and years, watching everything happen in that seemingly meaningless alley. How many small, but important, stories must those bricks have held. I imagined each of the little bricks looking back at me somehow. Like how you make eye contact with an animal or a stranger. What was the difference really? The perfectly arranged rectangles staring through me gave me the feeling I hoped to have one day. To learn everything, I wish to learn. For a little while.

				At work all I thought about was the box. All I ever thought about was the box anymore. Was this what it was like to care about something? I didn’t have it, so I could never lose it. It wasn’t mine. Even when I finally felt for something, it wasn’t in my possession. I needed to know more about it. Every time I asked her anything about the box, she’d ignore me and clutch it tighter. I got tired of it. I did what I thought I had to do.

				I justified the acts I did back then with the same reasoning. If things or people didn’t give me what I wanted, maybe I would feel something if they were not there anymore. Every movie I ever watched, thrown out. Nothing. Every book I had ever read, burnt. Nothing. Every stuffed animal I had as a kid, cut up to pieces. Nothing. Every person I was supposed to love or care about and didn’t, six feet under. Nothing. I came home one night determined to take the box. I stared at the brick wall as I waited for her to shower. That was my chance. Once the shower started running, I grabbed a hammer from the kitchen and broke the doorknob. The box was in a plastic bag on top of the toilet seat. As I rushed to grab it, she lunged at me through the shower curtains, wailing in dissonant tones. 

				“You can’t take me from them!” she said as she attempted to suffocate me with the curtains. With luck I swung my hammer and hit her on the head. As the blood oozed from her ears, I looked into her eyes, as I usually did, to see if I felt anything, and sighed in disappointment of myself. Every time it gets easier to watch. 
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				Even with her life essence draining from her neck, her arms held the box tightly. I could still hear the humming. It was coming from the box. I took it and shut the door behind me.

				I walked up to window, looking out to the perfect rectangles. I was relaxed. I took a deep breath and opened the box. The middle shone brightly. A gargantuan blue sun, staring into me. The light spread throughout the bricks, and turned each brick into a window, each one of them showing me all of my life at the same time.

				Everything that was supposed to matter to me, all at once. Every little thing. The light flowed through me, and I finally saw. The longer I looked at all of it, the tighter my chest got. Like a huge rubber band had wrapped around my torso, trying to break my ribs. I felt irons fall on my shoulders and neck as I saw my parents after I killed them. I saw the bodies I’d left behind. The lives I’d stolen. 

				I felt tears on my cheeks for the first time. If I had known, I never would have done any of it. Fear, guilt, and sorrow acknowledged all at once. Every little action I had ever done mattered. The severity of my actions made reality. I screamed at the bricks, pleaded them to stop. I screamed at myself to stop. I felt my throat bleed with my voice as I ran out of air. I begged for everyone to come back. What hurt even more than the unbearable pain, is that I realized I had not done a single good deed all my life. None of it brought me joy, or anyone else. I would have clawed my eyes out if they were not holding The Truth. My legs and body were stuck. My mouth still open from the wails. It still feels like I’m trapped in wax, slowly being forgotten to the world itself. Nothing ever mattered to me, so I will matter to no one. This is what I learned. The last thing I heard, just before I lost consciousness and was paralyzed here was:

				“This is what you wanted. To feel.”
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				Mom and Pop saddled up the F-250 one frosty 

				winter afternoon; promises of a joyride. 

				I called it ‘Ole Thoroughbred’; the engine neighed like a Bronco on the run. 

				After ten minutes of pedaling through muck and clay pavement, 

				my wit caught its breath in realization; the city was stuck, 

				ditched in its ways. My pubescent age granted me no innocence.

				exposure clearly evidenced— 

				tradition resides. 

				Founding fathers head many households. 

				Wiry fences lay abode to embroidered cloth, flags, and memorabilia—

				paraphernalia I thought had been long banned as cultivation devices. 

				I couldn’t help but ponder where we were headed; slush continuously fogged my view. 

				They never spoke during the ride, focused like jockeys.

				It was unusual to drive without direction.

				Curiosity acted as my compass. It was clear; 

				our destination would answer all instinct that had entered my hopes. 

				I prayed for a top-secret vacation. On a high-pitched squeak,

				daydreaming halted with the final squeeze of caliper and pad to brake; 

				they’d be way too elated to remain silent. 

				Our last right placed us onto Miranda Road— 

				My line of sight was eerie,

				misleading. Though we trekked here freely,

				I didn’t feel liberated. I couldn’t utter a word, as if I ‘plead the fifth’. 

				The truck was keyed off. 

				In hindsight, my ruffled socks were the prettiest comfort I’d seen that day.

				The only muzzle that lay dirty were the nth-coming inhabitants. 
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				“What did you want to talk about?” I asked Adam as he settled into a seat across from me. He had sent me a cryptic text about meeting to discuss something regarding Katie, his girlfriend of two years. She was my roommate, but also my ex-girlfriend, and I was still hopelessly in love with her. I drummed my nails nervously on the table as I waited for Adam’s response. 

				“Katie’s birthday is coming up next month, and I need you to help me propose to her,” he said. 

				“Are you serious?” I felt like I was going to be sick. 

				“You know her better than anyone.”

				“Why didn’t you ask Haley?” 

				“Katie’s sister couldn’t keep a secret if there was a gun to her head,” Adam chuckled. “Please Jess, I want this to be perfect.”

				“Fine,” I said. It was better this way. A part of me had a sliver of hope that Katie would realize she was still in love with me too, but this impending proposal had diminished all likelihood of that happening. 

				Adam and I spent the next hour going over the details about who would be invited and where to host the party. We ultimately decided to have the party at Adam’s apartment, and the extended family that we planned to invite would only be told it was a surprise party. If someone slipped up, at least the proposal would still be a surprise. Katie’s birthday was two weeks away, so this gave everyone enough time to make the necessary travel and work arrangements.

				“I need you to keep her busy while we get all this together,” Adam said as we wrapped up our meeting.

				“How?” 

				Katie worked full-time and spent most of her free time with Adam. It was sickeningly sweet.

				“I’ll tell her I’m super busy with a work project, and you take her out to go bowling or something.”

				I agreed to do my best to keep Katie distracted, and we parted ways. When I arrived at my two-bedroom apartment, I was greeted with the sight of Katie on the couch, wrapped up in one of our many fleece blankets and zoning out in front of the TV while watching her latest trashy reality show obsession. Her blonde messy bun poked out of the top of the blanket burrito she had created. 

				“Welcome back,” she said, not taking her eyes off the screen. 

				“Thanks,” I said as I walked straight to my room. I couldn’t be bothered with small talk after the meeting I had with Adam. I laid on my bed, flat on my back, and stared at the ceiling, thinking about how I was in Adam’s position five years ago.

				I met Katie in a graphic design class my sophomore year of college. She turned heads as soon as she walked into the classroom. She had waist-length blonde hair, a heart-shaped face, and a brilliant smile full 

			

		

	
		
			
				the cypress dome | fiction

			

		

		
			
				30

			

		

		
			
				of perfectly white teeth. I was immediately enamored with her, but I tried to play it cool. Girls like her were usually straight anyway. 

				As I watched her rummage through her bag in the front of the classroom, I noticed a rainbow keychain attached to the zipper. I was nervous and excited by this discovery. She could just be an ally, but it couldn’t hurt to try.

				After class, I mustered up the courage to ask her out and she said yes. Dating Katie was like always being with the most important person in the room. Most of the time, I could hardly believe she chose me out of the many options available to her. She was smart, beautiful, and could sweet talk anyone into getting her way. She always got what she wanted and threw a fit when she didn’t. 

				Katie and I dated for almost two years and our friends were shocked we weren’t engaged yet because that was almost an eternity in queer years. We laughed it off because we were two broke college students with a mountain of student loan debt between us. I had the ring tucked away in my closet and was planning to propose on our anniversary when Katie broke up with me.

				“I was going to wait until after our anniversary, but I couldn’t bear to wait that long,” Katie explained, her face taking on that pitiful look that she usually reserved for dog shelter commercials. 

				She couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t bear me.

				“I love you so much, Jess,” she said, “but I’m not in love with you.”

				“I get it.” 

				I graduated that winter with mediocre grades and temporarily moved back in with my parents while I looked for work in graphic design. Meanwhile, Katie appeared to be living her best life on Facebook, where she uploaded endless pictures of her vacations and parties. 

				Two years later, when the wounds of my broken heart had finally healed, I got a text message from her regarding a post I made in search of a roommate. She was moving back to Chicago and needed somewhere to stay before getting her own place. I agreed, thinking that we’d had enough time apart, but it only took six months for me to fall in love with her all over again.

				A knock at my door interrupted my thoughts. 

				I opened it to find Katie standing there in one of my old t-shirts. “I told you to stop stealing my clothes,” I said, even though I loved how adorable she looked in them. 

				“Yours are more comfortable,” she said. “Is the bowling offer still on the table? Adam just cancelled on me.”

				“Sure, how about we go bowling on Saturday?”

				“That’s perfect, I love bowling,” she said. A smile lit up her heart-shaped face and my heart melted at the sight of it. Katie’s smile made it feel like I was the center of her universe.

				The days leading up to the weekend felt like an eternity. On Saturday, I was so nervous that I couldn’t eat a single bite of the nachos we ordered at the bowling place. It had been years since we spent time together like this and I didn’t know how to act. Katie was having a blast though, despite her abysmal score.

				“I think you might hold the record for the most gutter balls in one game,” I said. I could barely contain 
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				my laughter as I watched the pink bowling ball breeze past the pins.

				“You’re just jealous of my gutter ball skills.”

				“Is that what you call that?”

				She threw a napkin at me while I continued laughing. “You were always the better athlete. I’d like to see you paint or cook something.”

				“Let’s do it then,” I grinned. “There’s a Sip and Paint night tomorrow that still has some slots open.”

				“Challenge accepted.”

				We spent the next two weeks going on various outings and events together, from brunch to local band performances. Being with her became the highlight of my week and with each experience, I was reminded of why I fell in love with her in the first place. Her bubbly personality and infectious smile made every minute with her feel like a dream. 

				“This reminds me of when we were dating,” Katie said one night while we were eating dinner. Her birthday was only five days away.

				“Really?” I said. I moved some food around on my plate to avoid the piercing gaze of her blue eyes. I wasn’t ready for reality to pop the bubble of bliss that surrounded us. 

				“Why did we break up again?” 

				“You fell out of love with me.” I looked at her. 

				“Maybe I made a mistake.”

				“What are you saying?”

				Katie opened her mouth to answer but was cut off by her phone ringing. “It’s Adam, I gotta take this.”

				She answered the phone and went to her room to continue the conversation. By the time she was finished speaking to Adam, I had already finished eating and was watching TV in the living room. She sat down next to me on the couch and let out a heavy sigh.

				“What’s wrong?” I asked.

				“Adam’s planning this fancy dinner for my birthday,” she said. She shifted closer to me and rested her head on my shoulder. The familiar scent of her vanilla-infused shampoo wafted into my nostrils. 

				“That’s so sweet of him.” 

				Katie sat up a bit, and I could feel her gaze on me. I pretended like it was my first time seeing this Law & Order: SVU rerun. 

				“We had a lot of fun these last few weeks. More fun than I’ve ever had with Adam,” she said. She grabbed the remote and turned off the TV, forcing me to look at her. 

				“This is one of my favorite episodes,” I said as I reached around her to get the remote back.

				“I’ve been thinking about our relationship and well…,” Kate fidgeted with her long, pink acrylic nails as she struggled to get the words out.

				“What about that?” 

				“I think I may be falling back in love with you.” She said it so quickly that I thought my perpetually bad hearing had deceived me. Katie finally said the words I had been dying to hear for over six months and I was 
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				speechless.

				“I wouldn’t blame you for not feeling the same way after how I ended things the first time,” she continued. “But I couldn’t hold it in any longer.”

				“What about Adam?” I asked. My mind was racing as I thought about all the planning that went into Katie’s party on Sunday. 

				“I’ll talk to him, don’t worry.”

				But as Sunday drew closer and closer, I began to get very worried. Katie increased the amount of affection she was showing me, with lingering hugs and handholding, but I never received a text or call from Adam about the party being cancelled. Katie still had plans to go to the dinner, and I was debating if it would be morally wrong for me to not give Adam a heads up. 

				The day before the party, I was on my way to the laundry room when I overheard Katie talking on the phone about the “dinner.” 

				“I’m so excited for this dinner, I think he’s going to propose,” she said. She paused and then started laughing. “You’re just mad that your younger sister might get married before you.”

				I moved away from my hiding spot in the hallway and made my way to the laundry room with tears stinging my eyes. Katie always did what was in her best interest and with relationships, it was no different. She was still the same selfish, greedy woman I dated in undergrad, and I was stupid enough to let her break my heart all over again. 

				I left early the next morning to avoid speaking to her. My excuse for not being home all day was that an emergency came up at work, but I promised to celebrate her birthday together after she “broke up” with Adam later that evening. The truth was that I spent the day at Adam’s apartment, helping him set up for the party. Friends and family members were bustling around hanging streamers, picking up the giant helium balloons from the flower shop, and dutifully following whatever order Adam gave them. The awkwardness of seeing Katie’s parents again disappeared quickly after I helped them construct a giant birthday card. I fulfilled countless errands that helped distract me from the thoughts of Katie that occupied my mind. 

				An hour before Katie was due to arrive, Adam pulled me aside into his bedroom to speak to me privately. His room was tidy, but it lacked character. The walls were bare and there were no signs that an actual person lived there. It was the complete opposite of the chaotic mess of discarded clothes and makeup that decorated Katie’s room.

				“I wanted to thank you for helping me out with this,” he said. 

				“It’s no problem. I am happy to do it.” I smiled politely.

				Adam pulled out the ring box and opened it. “What do you think?” he asked.

				It was a giant cushion diamond set in a gold channel band. It shone beautifully, even in the dim lighting of Adam’s bedroom. 

				“She’s going to love it.” 

					***

				“Alright everyone, find a hiding spot!” Adam shouted over the dozens of people that were stuffed in his 
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				living room. “Katie’s going to be here any minute.”

				I found a spot behind the couch. Adam turned off the lights, and I sat there in the dark, thinking about Katie. I loved her, but she didn’t love me, not in the way I needed her to. She took what she wanted from others and fled from the consequences. I deserved better than that. 

				I heard the front door turn, and I braced myself.

				“Hello?” Katie said. 

				The lights turned on, and we all yelled, “Surprise!” as we leapt from our hiding places. Katie was immediately ambushed by her friends and family, but I could still make out her slender form in a tasteful black cocktail dress. Adam made his way through the crowd and asked everyone to quiet down.

				“Katie,” he said. “I didn’t think I could feel this deeply about anyone until I met you. You are the most beautiful, caring person I’ve ever met, and every day with you is a gift.”

				Adam got on one knee and revealed the ring. Once everyone realized what was happening, they wasted no time pulling out their phones to record the moment.

				“Nothing would make me happier than having the honor of spending the rest of my life with you. Katie Marie Wilson, will you marry me?’

				Katie choked out a “yes” through the tears that streamed down her perfectly made up face. The guests cheered, and everyone surrounded them once again to congratulate the happy couple. 

				“And I want to give a big thank you to Jess,” Adam shouted over the crowd, “for making this all happen. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

				I smiled graciously as everyone applauded me and relished in the shocked expression on Katie’s face after Adam’s announcement. I made my way through the crowd and embraced Katie for the last time. We pulled apart, and the history of our relationship weighed between us as I stared into her eyes. Katie was moving on to the next stage in her life, and so was I. I pulled her in one last time.

				“He can have you,” I whispered in her ear. Pity filled her gaze as she watched me.

				I left the party without another word to anyone. 
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				I looked up above my classroom door at the clock. It was 2:05 P.M.— finally time for the final lesson of the day and my favorite to teach, though the one my students dreaded most: math. 

					“Class, class?” I called out. 

					“Yes, yes?” They raised their heads as I stood from behind my desk, ensuring all were attentive. 

					“Let’s transition into math, please. All you need today are your journals for notes.” 

					Books closed and inside their desks, they pulled out their black and white composition books. As I readied our multiplying fractions PowerPoint, a student raised their hand. 

					“Yes, Max?” I asked. 

					“Mr. Johnson, can I please go to the clinic? My head really hurts.” He brushed his hands over his mahogany brown forehead, then rested both on his pillow top of dark curls.

					Max was a frequent clinic-goer, but today his eyes were bloodshot and glossy. Unless it were an emergency, teachers weren’t supposed to send students out of class during active instruction or within the first and last hours of the school day. 

					“Uh, come here, Buddy.” He approached my desk. “How long has your head been hurting?” I placed my hand on his shoulder and felt the extreme body heat coming through his shirt. He undoubtedly had a fever. “Bring me your planner, please.” The rest of the class watched in silence. I looked up again at the clock to record the time in his planner: 2:07 P.M. “Alright, Max, go ahead.” 

					“Should I take someone with me?” he asked. Sending students around the school in pairs was customary, only at this hour, I wasn’t supposed to have students out of class. 

					“You have to go alone because of the time, Bud. I’ll call so they know you’re coming.” He nodded and exited the classroom. I dialed 9 on my desk phone for Mrs. Hanes, the front office secretary. 

					“Hey, Mrs. Hanes, it’s Johnson. Max McCraken is on his way down to the clinic.” 

					“Mr. Johnson, it’s 2:08 P.M., dismissal is in fifty minutes, why are you sending students out of class? I know you’re aware of our policies.” Despite my students watching, I roll my eyes at her response. 

					“Yes, Mrs. Hanes, I am fully aware. But I think he has a fever and really needs to be examined. Thanks.” I hung up the phone before she could respond and turned on the projector. 

					“So, today we will continue our chapter in fractions. I think it’s safe to say we’ve mastered adding and subtracting; so, today, we’ll kick it up a notch. Any guesses of what that means?” Hands shoot up. “Hannah?” 

					“Uh, multiplying fractions?” she asked. 
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					“Yes, ma’am, we are.” I smiled and pressed the right-pointing arrow on the clicker. Seemingly initiated by the clicker, there was an ear-piercing pop startling both myself and my students. It was a sound that as an American citizen, I vaguely recognized, but hoped my recognition would prove untrue. 

					“Mr. Johnson, what was that?” 

					“Oh, my God, that scared me.” 

					“Mr. Johnson?” 

					“Was that… a gun?”

					“Mr. Johnson?” 

					My students were shouting out to me all at once. There was another pop and the room again grew silent. Four seconds later, another. That was three gunshots, and I knew my heart must’ve been at a minimum of three hundred beats per minute. I rushed over to the window and peered down into the school parking lot. I detected nothing unusual. 

					“Lord, please… don’t let this be happening right now,” I mumbled to myself. 

					I rushed over to my desk drawer for my cellphone. We were under a code red: there was an active shooter in our building. For a moment, my mind went blank, but there were eighteen students I needed to protect. Think, Johnson. Think. 

					“Class, I promise, everything will be okay,” I began. “But I need you all to listen to me carefully and be extremely quiet. You’re all going to get down on your knees and crawl into the bathroom, okay? I promise everything will be fine.” They all remained still, seemingly frozen in time. No drill could have ever prepared them for this. “Guys!” I grunted through my teeth, pointing my index finder down. “On your knees, now!” 

					I raced to the front of the classroom, turned off the lights, and pulled the black covering over the rectangular glass panel in the door. I’d always opposed moving to this hall and having a bathroom inside my classroom. This day, I thanked God for it. As I stood at the bathroom door ushering them all in, I counted. 

					“… sixteen, seventeen…” I shook my head and started over. Still only seventeen kids. Someone was missing. “Damnit!” The students glared up at me— eyebrows raised; pupils enlarged— more silent now than ever at my sudden swearing, but it was Max. I’d sent him down to the clinic moments before the first gunshot. Alone. Had the poor child made it to the clinic before it all began? I’d never forgive myself if he. . . I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 

					“Okay, everyone, look at me. My brilliant, beautiful, amazing kids— I’m going out into the classroom, and I’m going to close the bathroom door behind me. Tyler, look at me.” Tyler was the class student council representative. He had more courage than any child I’d ever met. I placed my hands on both of his shoulders, looking into his brown, glistening eyes. “I want you to lock this door behind me, okay, Buddy? I have my key, and when I need to get back in, I’ll knock three times, then use the key to open the door. Do not open it for anyone, under any circumstances. Do you understand?” His body trembled as he nodded in agreeance. “Alright. Alright. I love you guys more than anything in this world, and I promise you’re all going to be fine and you’re going home safe to your families today, okay?” 

					I slowly backed out of the bathroom, praying my words wouldn’t later be proven false. 
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					“Mr. Johnson?” It was Hannah’s voice. “Please,” she paused and sniffled. “Please, don’t leave us.” 

					“Oh, Sweetheart, I’m coming back, okay? I’m coming right back, I promise.” The students nodded. I closed the bathroom door and heard the lock turn. I took a deep breath, but I knew I needed to think— and fast. There had been three shots and they sounded distant enough to not have been on the second floor, but I couldn’t be sure. I needed to find Max and get him safely back into this classroom. As I looked down at my watch— 2:16 P.M.— there was another shot, followed by the muffled cries of my students in the bathroom. 

				I placed my hands over my face in frustration. I would never rest again if I didn’t find a way to make sure Max was safe, but I feared opening the door or leaving my students locked in a bathroom for them to later find out that Max and I had both been shot to death. I should’ve never sent him down to the clinic. I should’ve followed the stupid protocol and asked him to tough it out through math— he would’ve been headed home within an hour, anyway. 

				There was a quickened, but eerily quiet knock at my door. Goosebumps rushed all over my body, as I knew that only a child’s hands could be so gentle, but now I had to decide: should I open the door? Or at least peel back the black covering to see who stood on the other side? School board policy stated that during a code red, teachers were prohibited from opening their doors for anyone until we’d received an “all clear” message from school officials. I’ll never forget that meeting. 

					“What if it’s one of our students?” I’d asked. “You expect us to leave our kids out in the hallway where we know someone is literally trying to murder them?” 

					“The school shooter could be right behind them,” I was told. “Yes, it is scary and unfortunate, but it’s safer than placing your entire classroom in jeopardy.” 

					I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants, trying to steady them as I knelt. The better, more sane part of me told me to return to the bathroom, to go back to the students I’d promised they would get home safely to their families that day. But I couldn’t. I pulled back the bottom left corner of the black covering. All I could see was a mahogany forehead, covered with black, kinky curls. It was Max. Somehow, he’d made it back to the classroom. I could feel myself beginning to hyperventilate. Breathe. Breathe. He knocked quietly, again. 

					“Max,” I whispered. He lifted his head, looking to see where my voice was coming from. “Max, can you hear me, Buddy?” 

					“Mr. Johnson, I’m scared.” 

					“I know you’re scared, Max, but it’s going to be okay. Can you tell me, do you see anyone else in the hallway? Anyone at all?” 

					“No, nobody’s here. And no one will open their door for me. I’m scared, Mr. Johnson. I think someone has a gun.” 

					“Okay, listen really carefully to me, Max.” I was still peeking through the bottom corner of the panel covering. “Turn around and put your back against the door, okay?” He did as instructed. “Now, remember our lesson about left, versus, right?” He nodded. “Take three small steps to the right, okay, Max?” When I couldn’t see his head anymore, I knew he had moved where I told him. 

					“God, please, don’t fail me now,” I prayed to myself and for a moment, I think my heart stopped. I placed 
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				my left hand on the doorknob and twisted down, lunging it open barely six inches. With my right hand, I grabbed his left arm, yanked him into the classroom, and slammed the door closed again. I let out a cry of relief and held him in a nearly suffocating embrace. “It’s okay, Max. Mr. Johnson’s got you now.” I held his hand and led him to the bathroom. I offered three gentle knocks, then unlocked the door to see my students huddled together on the bathroom floor. There was a growing wail of a police siren. 

					“Do you guys hear that?” They all nodded, wiping their faces. “The police are coming, and we’ll be safe, okay?” I closed the bathroom door again and locked it. I wouldn’t exit again until I received the all clear message. 

					“Mr. Johnson?” It was Hannah. 

					“Yes, Hannah?” 

					“Does this mean we don’t have to learn about fractions anymore?” Oh, the sweet innocence of a child. I tilted my head back, tears rushing across my temples. 

					“No more fractions, Bud.”
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				You didn’t know this would happen. How were you supposed to? It was just an accident. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. 

				But you remember feeling uneasy.

				White walls welcome you into their crisp arms, yet you wallow in weariness and your eyes are fogged from four days of being unconscious. Your stomach starts to feel sick and everything seems to slow down. The wind blowing through the trees outside, making them rustle, reminds you of the wind that you felt against your face right before you had blacked out. The sky is dark and cloudy like the smoke that engulfed you the night of the accident. You hadn’t been drinking because you were supposed to be the designated driver of the group. 

				But you left alone. So, what did happen? 

				You turn and vomit in the bucket beside the hospital bed, wincing from the excruciating pain in your side. You catch a glimpse of your reflection in the window. Your hair is pressed against your forehead like a rat’s nest, matted and tangled. Your eyes have dark circles around them, worse than a raccoon’s. You feel nauseous once more. You didn’t know this would happen. You should have been more careful. Someone else could have died because of you.

				So, it is your fault.

				You shut your eyes but it’s getting harder to breathe, and your chest feels tighter and tighter by the second. 

				Shit, you’re having a panic attack.

				Everything starts slipping away and you open your eyes to see people staring with their mouths moving, but all you hear is a high-pitched sound. Then you feel the pinch of a cold injection and suddenly darkness engulfs you. You can’t move. You can’t feel anything. Look what you did. It’s your fault. You caused the accident. 

				You didn’t know this would happen.

				You didn’t know? You weren’t supposed to live! The car was flipped over with smoke bellowing out of every entrance and you’re saying you didn’t know! Absolutely nothing makes sense anymore. You want to cry a river right now. You want someone to tell you it wasn’t because of you. You want to feel normal again, want the burns on your body to disappear and the pain in your side to vanish. You should have known. 

				Weary white walls watch you as you regain consciousness. There’s some shitty movie playing on the television, but you leave it on. The machines that surround you beep but the beeps start to fade to nothing. 

				You should have listened to those butterflies you felt that night. It was your fault. You should have died. 

				It isn’t a moment later that some posh doctor in a freshly steamed lab coat enters. He talks to you like 
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				you’re an incapable child which makes you want to punch him in the face. You try to relax and listen to what he’s saying. 

				You can’t relax, are you crazy? 

				The doctor tries again, attempting to make eye contact with you. Avoiding his gaze, you are finally able to focus on what he’s saying. They found traces of ketamine in your blood tests. This is a common date rape drug.

				You were drugged. It wasn’t your fault. How were you supposed to know? It was an accident.

				The words “date rape drug” replay in your ringing ears. 

				Wait, someone’s at fault. Who the hell drugged you?

				Trying to remember that night, you close your eyes. The party, the strobe lights, the stench of alcohol, it all comes rushing back to you. Even the boy with the ocean eyes that made eye contact with you as you walked through the door that night. 

				Was it him? 

				It wasn’t him. It couldn’t have been. He never came close to you. 

				What about that girl?

				The blue-eyed boy had leaned against a wall while a bodacious blonde flirted with him endlessly.

				Could it be?

				Why would she? You didn’t even come in contact with her. You try to replay the whole night over in your head. Walking through the door, his eyes on yours, and leaving alone is all you can remember.

				Try. Harder.

				Breathing in deeply, you try again. This time you see a flash of the blonde and you remember. She bumped into you on your way out of the restroom. Instead of apologizing she had kept walking which you found incredibly rude. Looking down, you realize your fists are clenched so hard that your nails pierce your skin. The red blood that seeps from your open wounds match the scarlet flush of your cheeks.

				That bitch. She did this to you. 
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				here lies a rarefaction: 

				when my words are compressed— I’m out of phase,

				tracked down when thumps of life don’t line up with my amygdala.

				coils lay still, diaphragms cease to vibrate. 

				I was counting, but the amount didn’t reply with a rise;

				no sign would register from my money-maker, a verbal mint.

				the competitor profited from my lack of better judgement

				 when I lent a hand to fill more with green.

				flip sides, with mine extended.

				all I receive is lint— worthless signals.

				crippled cables. refurbished amplifiers.

				thoughts in stereo won’t reproduce effectively through 

				a sole individual channel; 

				they seek receivers on both ends.

				with perspective of being left from the mix

				and right on the threshold of reception, 

				 my connection to ground will hear me collectively— free of noise, distortion.

				upon adjustment to filter, sweetening,

				levels won’t peak or compete with

				my feedback: — 
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				I grew up in Naples, Florida, the perfect retirement destination for white folk with money. More than half of the city is populated by old people, by wrinkles and canes, loafers and prescriptions, and a very distinguishable scent. There’s a potency to the smell of aging, and if you’ve ever smelled an old person, you’d know it’s mothballs and menthol. Imagine the stale odor of a thrift store mixed with peppermint. It’s a smell that invades the nostrils and dances in that space between a nose-twitching tickle and a sneeze.

				From winter to spring, a specific category of old people flock to Naples to escape the freezing of bones or the chill of the North, practically doubling our elderly population. We call them the snowbirds. They run the place. 

				On weeknights, the city must be quiet after nine o’clock. On weekends, nothing is open past eleven o’clock. We youngsters have learned to be careful, shutting down house parties early to prevent noise complaints, keeping our voices soft at restaurants to avoid scowls, and most importantly, learning to distinguish when an old person is driving (dead giveaways being out-of-state license plates and a driver hunched over the steering wheel squinting) and getting the hell out of the way. Seriously. These people will merge into your lane, crash your car into the median, and keep driving without missing a beat because their hearing aid wasn’t turned up all the way. 

				Needless to say, I have carried some resentment towards the elderly population my whole life. However, during my junior year of high school, I learned that nursing homes in Naples were one of the highest-paying high school jobs. I wanted to save up money for college, and what better way than taking it from the people that had inconvenienced me for so long? I applied to Bright Care as a waitress and was called in for an interview. 

				Let me be clear— Bright Care is not a nursing home. It’s a luxury senior living community that offers independent and assisted living. Residents pay about $60,000 per year for their own suite, nursing staff, housekeeping, two full-service dining rooms, community events, and other amenities. Their website boasts a heated pool, a hair salon, a white grand piano in the lobby, chandeliers twinkling from the ceilings, the works. Senior living at its finest, for some of Florida’s finest seniors. 

				They can advertise luxury all they want, but it still smells like mothballs and menthol.

				As a seventeen-year-old, I didn’t really know what I had gotten myself into, but I really needed the money. Unlike the people living at Bright Care, I grew up poor. Being an immigrant meant I didn’t have money saved up for college, so earning more than minimum wage wasn’t a hard sell. When I got called in for an interview, I was prepared to feel underqualified for the job. I knew I’d have to interact with the residents, just like waiters interact with their customers. And sure, I knew a lot about old people, but I’ve always lived around 
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				them, not worked for them. 

				The building was much nicer than I anticipated; on the outside, it looked like a luxury hotel, with a drive-through entrance and tall columns. I walked into the lobby and met Chef Johnny, a plump man with a face so red I thought he might already be angry at me. He welcomed me with an enthusiastic handshake and a hearty laugh that eased my quickened pulse. We sat in the bingo room for my interview, which lasted all of three minutes. 

				“So, why do you wanna work here?” Chef Johnny asked, a laugh hanging at the edge of his voice, his face bright with expectation, or maybe sweat. 

				I considered lying and saying that I loved old people, but how could I deceive someone that oozed jolliness? 

				“I’ve never had a job before. I’d like to earn my own money, and maybe learn something new. Honestly, I figure this beats working retail,” I said, smiling wide, hoping to match his enthusiasm. 

				Chef Johnny laughed, hard and loud, a bellow that rattled the empty room. He leaned in close, “Oh, man. I really hope you’ll keep believing that.”

					***

				On my first day, I sat in my car making sure I didn’t look as ridiculous as I felt, trying to stop my hands from shaking and my head from convincing me that this was a mistake. I’m usually an anxious person, but especially so while wearing this uniform. Picture a Steak & Shake waiter with a white button-down tuxedo shirt, black pants, Tredsafe shoes and, to top it all off, a black bowtie. It doesn’t sound so bad until you’re the one wearing it. 

				The kitchen was bustling with activity: cooks yelling, pots banging, and servers dressed just like me rushing in and out with trays full of food. It smelled like cigarettes and chicken in there, and though I didn’t look out of place, I sure as hell felt that way. Eventually, the lead server, Zack, found me and whisked me into the chaos, saying something like “Girl, to learn how to do this job, you just gotta do it.” He zoomed around the kitchen, pointing haphazardly at things I needed to remember.

				“This is the ice cream cooler; they really like the Snickerlicious flavor, so that can never run out or they’ll have you out of here quicker than you can clip your bowtie on. The salad bar must always have the raspberry vinaigrette stocked because God forbid they have to use ranch, you know? This is where you’ll put your orders in, so make sure the cooks can hear you yell that there’s an order in,” his voice lowered to a whisper, as he gestured towards a giant, grouchy looking man behind the counter. “Or else Mitch will get, like, really angry, and we try to avoid that at all costs. Seriously, it’s not pretty.” 

				He took me into one of the dining rooms which had a patterned, wine-colored carpet, and tables full of chattering residents. He pointed at my section of three tables, all awaiting their server.

				 “They’re kind of really rude sometimes, so don’t take it personally. It’s not, like, easy for them to be here, but you’re a part of their life now. You’ll get to know them, and maybe even like them. You just gotta do it!” He gave me a pat on the back, turned on his heels, and strutted away. 

				I flipped open my book and began taking orders. 
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				Olga: Iced water, sunshine chicken (sort of), Snickerlicious

				I don’t think I ever had a pleasant conversation with Olga, though I’m sure she doesn’t remember any of them. Not because of her age, but because of the alcohol. She staggered into the dining room clutching at the walls as if the room were in constant motion. Heads turned at the sight of her, or maybe the smell of her, as the scent of vodka followed her like a shadow. She always sat alone.

				“How’s it going, Olga? What would you like today?” I asked, standing on the other side of the table to avoid the stench.

				“Eh. Sunshine chicken,” she said, not looking up from the menu. 

				When I brought her the chicken, she stared up at me incredulously with her piercing, glazed blue eyes. “What the hell is this? I didn’t order this. I don’t want this.” 

				I tried to reason with her, reminding her of our conversation, but she wouldn’t budge. In her mind, I was in the wrong. Our exchange had never happened. 

				“Get this the hell away from me. Just bring me that Snick…Snicker…Snicker-delicious ice cream. Nothing else.”

				I complied. What else was there to do? I tried not to judge her. We’ve all been Olga at some time or another. Who hasn’t drowned their sorrows in alcohol or had ice cream for dinner at least once or twice? I know what it’s like to sit alone in a room full of people.

				On her way out, Olga touches every table, perhaps for stability or perhaps to remind herself that she is not alone. 

				James: Lemonade, soup, cheeseburger, chocolate root beer float.

				You know the kind of guy everyone wants to sit around? That was James. He was the head of a table of tight-knit friends, but also the head of any arguments started. They were the loudest, funniest table in the dining room, and we servers would thumb war to see who would get to take their order. 

				“Trump is going to win that election. It’s unfortunate but it’s true! Get your head around it,” James yelled across the table. He scoffed at anyone’s disagreement, settling his napkin around his neck like a bib. That’s what I remember most about James: his affinity for being so confident in his opinions, and never being afraid to voice them. 

				Once, on a particularly busy night, I brought him his regular root-beer float, with vanilla ice-cream instead of chocolate. 

				“That doesn’t look like chocolate,” he said. “Didn’t you listen to me?”

				When I apologized, he put his hand over mine and gently said, “I’m an old man, I don’t know how much time I have left. I want my voice to be heard, even if it’s for just a little bit longer, even if it’s just about a root beer float.” He laughed, then said I had to drink the vanilla one. I often sat at his table at the end of my shift, laughing and chatting, but mostly listening, really listening, to what he had to say. Both of my grandfathers 
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				died before I was born, so I never had the chance to listen to an old man’s stories or opinions and silently disagree with them in my head, out of respect. In a way, I could relate to him. I resented when the white boys in my classes spoke over me, like my words weren’t important enough. James taught me that I should never be ashamed to speak up for myself. 

				A few months later, I came in after a couple of days off, and the dining room was uncharacteristically quiet. James’s table was empty. Maybe they all went out to dinner, I thought. How nice. 

				At Bright Care, everything is polished. For a place that sells luxury, death at Bright Care is not an extravagant affair, but rather, a quiet one. We heard about a resident’s death through whispers rising from tables or staff gossip. We never learned where they’re buried, and most times, we were not invited to the funeral. 

				As servers, one of our duties was to track which residents did or did not come to the dining room for meals. There is a book full of names, and every night, we marked which residents we saw; this is done mostly to make sure residents are eating and not missing or injured in their rooms. Sometimes, as I checked off the list, there would be scribbles next to names, notes from the nurses or earlier shifts. They said “sick” or “moved to assisted care” or “out with family.” Sometimes, the scribble said “expired,” a gruesomely polite way to call someone dead. 

				The dining room filled up, and the whispers began. In passing, I heard one of the residents murmur something about how they didn’t think James would be the first. I stopped in my tracks. No. There’s no way. I just saw him. I ran to the book, frantically flipping the pages, my heartbeat pounding in my head until I landed on his name. Expired. I finished my shift, unclipped my bowtie, and sobbed in my car for an hour before going home. He had been right, and he knew it. 

				James was the first resident I lost. No one sat in his chair for months. I still think of him whenever I drink a root beer float.

				Maisie: Coke, BLT, any ice cream

				“Honey, do ya know what time bingo starts?” Maisie asked, her Southern accent drawling out the phrase. This was the second time she’d asked me after being in the dining room for ten minutes. 

				“Seven o’clock, Maisie,” I answered. Once, she told me that she had been a secretary during the war. It was difficult to imagine her remembering much of anything, much less multi-tasking. 

				“Oh, my. That’s so soon. Honey, do ya know where bingo is?” 

				This was our routine. Maisie had been living at Bright Care for years but asked the same questions every night. It was kind of nice, actually, to know exactly what to expect of someone. At school, the boy I had a crush on sent me mixed signals. Sometimes he liked me, sometimes he didn’t. Sometimes he replied to my messages, sometimes he didn’t. I hated hanging in the balance. Maisie made interactions smooth. Talking to her was like watching the same episode of your favorite TV show over and over, a familiar and welcoming comfort, free of anxiety. 
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				She was in a wheelchair, and was often found wandering the halls, looking for bingo long after it ended. Eventually, all of the servers agreed that if Maisie asked us where bingo was, we were obligated to wheel her there. She couldn’t remember, but we could. 

				“Honey, do ya know what time bingo starts? And where is it, anyway?”

				William: Black coffee, ham and cheese sandwich, birthday cupcake

				I met him on his birthday. He sat in my section wearing one of those cone birthday hats sprinkled with confetti and a huge smile plastered on his face. I learned from my coworkers that he was a World War II veteran, and one of the nicest guys at Bright Care. When I asked him how his birthday was going, he lifted up his sleeve to reveal a fresh tattoo, a drawing of a yellow sweater.

				“I am ninety-three years old, and I just got my first tattoo,” he beamed, tracing his finger along the wrinkled outline. “This here was the sweater my late wife was wearing the first time I ever saw her. It was love at first sight.” He told me that he met his future wife at seventeen years old, and after the war was married to her until her death sixty years later. 

				I had never been in love, not yet. My parents separated when I was little, and the idea of being so vulnerable with another person frightened me. The way William spoke about love made me wonder, what if it’s worth it? It also made me think about how much it would hurt me when he was gone. Would he be buried with her up north? Would the people at his funeral know that he only liked his coffee black? Would they ponder why this old man had a yellow sweater on his arm? 

				“There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about her. Love is real, kid. Don’t you forget that.” 

				A year later, William was reunited with his wife. 

				Robert: Iced tea with lemon, pork chop, side of applesauce, pie with vanilla ice cream

				He wasn’t the nicest, I will admit. Not at first, anyway. He liked to keep a wall up, built high and mighty so only a few people could get through. The first time I served him, he asked if I was going to mess anything up, because he was hungry and didn’t feel like having his time wasted. My coworkers told me he would yell at them for being on “those damn computers,” or their cellphones, all the time. And sure enough, Robert had Chef Johnny implement a no-cellphone policy. The kitchen staff called him an asshole.

				They said he had never really been kind to anyone, and I couldn’t help but wonder if anyone had ever been genuinely kind to him. Naples is a shiny place to live, and especially so at Bright Care, but beneath the luxury, isn’t this place just a waiting room for death? Why would he want to die surrounded by people that hate him? 

				I started by talking to him without fear, every now and then complimenting his shirt, or telling him a knock-knock joke. I talked to him so much and so often that he learned my name, which he usually didn’t care to do. He told me he worked as a rocket engineer once, but that he couldn’t understand those damn computers 
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				to save his life. It made sense now. He hated watching people immersed in something he couldn’t understand. As I cleaned his table, I told him about how my family immigrated to the United States from Uruguay when I was a toddler, so I was used to not understanding some things around me, too. Before I walked away, he slid his own cellphone towards me, and asked if I knew how to change it back to English. His cellphone language had been set to Spanish for weeks, but he didn’t know how to fix it. Translation: he had too much pride to ask anyone for help, until now. Could I do him the favor, please? 

				When I told him I got into college full-ride, he pretended to be annoyed that I hadn’t brought his food out yet, but I could see his lips were turned upward in a slight smile. 

				“Can you just bring me my damn pie?” Of course I could. But not without drawing a smile with whipped cream on it first. 

				On my last day at Bright Care before leaving for college, Robert gave me a hug and wished me well. When I told him I would miss him, I wasn’t lying. 

				“Well, I guess you didn’t mess things up too bad after all.” 

				Linda: Hot tea, soup of the day pureed, vanilla ice cream

				Linda convinced me to go to prom. She watched me work more hours than the other high school servers and stopped me. She was a small, skinny lady with long grey hair and a concerned wrinkle in her brow. Her voice was soft, but all-knowing. If she gave you advice, you were meant to take it. 

				“Now, why are you always holed up here on the weekends?” she asked sternly.

				“I’m saving up money for college, Linda. Plus, you guys aren’t so bad,” I replied, cleaning up her table. It was true. I had come to love Bright Care, and truthfully, I was always afraid of what or who I would miss when I wasn’t there. I had been wrong to assume so much about the old people of Naples, some of whom were kinder to me than my classmates were. 

				“High school will come and go, dear. Soon enough, you’ll have missed your youth. Isn’t prom soon?” 

				When she heard that I hated prom and planned to work through it, she gasped so hard I thought she might faint. 

				“This won’t do. No, no, no. If you won’t go for yourself, go for me. I won’t let you give up this moment.” And she didn’t. Every day she would ask me if I got my ticket. She even went as far as asking Chef Johnny to give me the day off. I thought she was crazy. 

				A few weeks before prom, many of Linda’s friends fell sick and passed away, leaving her table empty. I walked into the dining room to see her shaking frame hunched over a bowl of soup, sobbing uncontrollably, and I rushed over, asking what was wrong. 

				“All of my friends are dying,” she said between breaths, “and I don’t want to be alone.” 

				I bought my prom ticket the next day. 

				Prom wasn’t magical or life-changing, but it did make me appreciate the people I had in my life. My mother cried before I left the house, my friends and I twirled barefoot on the dance floor, and I fell asleep glad 
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				that I attended. I knew showing Linda the pictures would be even better. She was overjoyed, dazzled by the dresses and photographs of my group of friends. It felt like making my grandmother proud. 

				I visited Linda a year after leaving Bright Care. I sat in her apartment, and we caught up. Turns out, she wasn’t so alone anymore. She had recently become a great-grandmother, and was surrounded by new friends that taught her how to knit sweaters for the baby. She loved that I wanted to be a writer. Maybe I could even write a story about the prom she forced me to go to, she said, enveloping me in a tight hug. 

				It may not be fair to say this, but Linda was one of my favorite residents. I hope she is still alive, though I am too afraid to find out she isn’t. 

					***

				I’ve never seen a cemetery in Naples. I’ve seen two of the funeral homes, all polished and shiny, like only good, clean things happen in there. Like at Bright Care, where lives don’t end, they just expire. Time runs out. 

				It’s been over three years since I quit Bright Care to go to college, but I still think about it constantly. I went back once, a year after I left. I stepped back into the scent of mothballs and menthol as if no time had passed at all. I quickly felt a punch to the gut when I scanned the room and realized how many of my snowbirds, my residents, my friends, were dead, or expired, or had disappeared into the lack of Naples cemeteries, replaced by new residents. It felt like I was standing in the middle of a graveyard, not a dining room. 

				My breath caught in my throat when I thought about how much of my life started here, while so much of their lives ended. 

				No, that’s James’s chair, Olga’s table, Robert’s favorite dish. And where the hell is Maisie? Did she find her way to bingo yet?
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				Sebastian often liked to imagine he remembered his mother. He would picture her blue eyes and blonde hair, just like his own. He’d hear her soft voice singing to him and telling him to sleep well and that she loved him. Everyone in the kingdom was her family, and he was her precious prince. He would stare at the painting of her and his father, which hung in the corridor by the great hall, and picture all these things he could never know were true. He thought of the painting as he looked out at the water, past the border fence, and to the deep beyond where a portion of the castle had collapsed in the quakes all those years ago. 

				The queen was never found after the flooding caused by the quakes had subsided, though the king didn’t stop looking for a number of years. Then one day, he commanded the searches cease and set up a border in the water separating the shallower areas from the deep in the distance. Many wondered if this was a reaction to the rumors of people being dragged under the water in the deep end. But whenever someone brought it up the king reacted with an unexpected harshness and rejected the notion. He claimed the underwater fencing was to keep young ones from swimming too deep and drowning, and that was all he would say on the matter.

				Sebastian stared out lost in thought, until a splash of water brought him back to his present. He wiped the water from his face as his sister Priya swam up, laughing at his reaction. 

				“Very funny,” he said, pushing his hair back. “That water is cold you know.”

				Priya remained in the water and rested her arms on his knees. “I thought the chill would do you good,” she said with a sly grin, “and get you out of whatever you were just thinking about.”

				“It was nothing,” he replied smiling while scooping up a handful of water and splashing her back.

				She let out a feigned scream, then looked at him in earnest. “Talk to me.” Sebastian remained silent so she added, “it’s your mom, isn’t it?”

				Sebastian looked back out at the deep. “I just wonder about her, that’s all. It’s been fifteen years and father never mentions her.”

				Priya shuffled over next to him and leaned her arms on the edge of the stone platform, her tan skin glistening next to his pale legs. She stared out as well. “I wonder about my parents too,” she said in a bit of a dreamy tone. “I wonder about my short little life before your father found me.”

				“I think he would have gone completely mad if he hadn’t found you the same day he lost her,” he said glancing down at her. “You gave him something new to live for.”

				“He had you,” she replied, matching his glance, but Sebastian shook his head.

				“Father loves me, but he would stop the world for you.”

				They both stood silent at this, lost in their own thoughts of the past that could have been, before Sebastian spoke up again. “Come on,” he said standing and slipping on his shoes. “Let’s go see if we can find 
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				Jackson down by the pier.” Priya pulled herself out of the water and followed behind barefoot. 

				A commotion was occurring at the pier that seemed to grip everyone’s attention. Sebastian and Priya were starting to make their way through the crowd when a tall, thin, long-haired young man ran over to them. 

				“Now is not a good idea for you to be here, Seb,” said Jackson turning Sebastian by the shoulders and ushering him away.

				“What? Wait! Why?” Sebastian protested while trying to squirm from his friends grasp. He turned and saw Priya trying to push her way through. 

				“Priya, no!” Jackson called out. 

				“I just want to see.” She stood on her toes to try and get a better look, but Jackson tugged her away as well. 

				“It’s the flu,” he told them, and in the distance whistles from the kings guard could be heard. 

				The three of them stared at the crowd as they began to protest the guard’s approach.

				“They’re taking another one away,” said Jackson in a solemn voice. 

				“Do you know who it is?” asked Sebastian.

				“A friend of my father,” he told them. “We don’t understand it. He had the rash for ages but always seemed fine. And as it spread, he even stopped going into the water, but he still began to get sick.”

				“I’m sorry, Jax,” said Sebastian, resting his hand on Jackson’s shoulder. “I wish I had more pull with my father, I really do.”

				Jackson gave Sebastian a small smile. “I know. But that’s why you shouldn’t be here right now. Everyone has been grumbling, wanting to know why the king stopped trying to find a cure.”

				“But even we don’t know,” said Priya. 

				As if on cue, a woman from the crowd spotted Sebastian and rushed over to him. “Oh, your highness, please,” she said, “they are starting to watch anyone with the water rash! The rash is nothing! Please tell the king that the people who get the rash don’t always get the Fisherman Flu.” She grasped Sebastian’s hands. “He was always such a good king in the past. Please tell him the flu is not contagious.”

				Sebastian stuttered at a loss for words, but Priya gently took the woman’s hands into hers. “We’ll try,” she said. “We can make no promises, but we’ll try.”

				“That’s enough,” a voice called out. A young man with blond hair wearing the clothing of the royal guard approached. Upon seeing him the woman took off. “Sebastian, what are you doing here?”

				“Nice to see you too, Alastor,” said Sebastian staring off with a concerned look at the woman who hurried away.

				“Don’t worry about her,” said Alastor seeing what still held Sebastian’s attention. “She never should have approached you that way.” 

				“She was scared.”

				“And you’re the prince.”

				The two of them stood face to face, eyes locked in contention. Though Alastor was a bit taller than Sebastian and in official royal garb, there was still an air of authority from Sebastian that could not be denied. A 
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				small smirk crept up Alastor’s face and he rolled his eyes in withdrawal. 

				“Fine,” he said. “Do whatever you like, your highness.” He bowed with an exaggerated flourish. “It’s only my job to keep you safe.”

				“We’ll be fine, Alastor,” Sebastian told him. “Keep the guards from harassing people just because they have the rash.”

				Alastor gave Sebastian a half-hearted salute and began to walk away. “Priya,” he said as he nodded and winked. Priya flared her nose as she tried to hold back a grin. 

				“He has a point,” said Jackson once Alastor was out of earshot. “I heard some people talking. The king doesn’t like you hanging around here.”

				“You’re my friend.”

				“I know, Seb. But like he said, you are the prince.”

				Later that evening, Sebastian and Priya had dinner with the king. The meal was quiet for the most part, but every so often Priya would stare at Sebastian and gesture over to the king. Sebastian would then shake his head indicating that it wasn’t the time. This dance went on for a bit before Priya eventually spoke up. 

				“We went to the pier today, your majesty,” she said, and Sebastian nearly spat out his drink. 

				The king set down his silverware with a hard clank and looked at Priya, who gave him an innocent smile. “The pier is no place for a prince or the king’s ward,” he said, struggling to keep his voice steady. 

				“But we were concerned, your majesty,” she continued. “There are rumors that members of the guard are harassing fishermen with the water rash. But just because someone has the rash, that doesn’t mean they are sick. Right, Sebastian?”

				She shot him a hard stare and he cleared his throat. “Right. You should look into that, Father. I’ve told Alastor to keep an eye out.” 

				“You shouldn’t let boyhood friendships cloud your judgment now that you are becoming a man, Sebastian,” said the king in a gruff voice.

				“Alastor is now a member of the guard, father.”

				“And that fisherman’s boy?”

				“Jackson,” Sebastian said pointedly, “was also once welcome in the court before that barrier went up.”

				“Lots of things once were that no longer are.”

				“And what is that supposed to mean?” asked Sebastian, raising his voice. 

				“It means,” said the king, meeting Sebastian’s volume, “that I run this kingdom the way I see fit to keep everyone safe!”

				“Safe from what?” Sebastian jumped to his feet. “You never tell us anything!”

				The king didn’t reply but instead began shoveling food into his mouth as if Sebastian had not spoken. Sebastian stormed out of the room and Priya, frowning at the king, gently excused herself to go after him. 

				She found Sebastian pacing in a nearby hall. “He just expects us to blindly listen!” he shouted. “All of us! Even me!” 
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				“Sebastian, please,” said Priya, catching his hand. He looked at her and stopped his ranting. The two of them sat on the ground and Priya leaned on his shoulder. “At least we can tell Jax we tried,” she said, and Sebastian let out a small chuckle. “Do you think there may be something in the water?” she asked after a few moments. “With the disappearances. The rumors. Do you think he knows something we don’t?”

				“I really hope not,” said Sebastian, “but with him I can never tell.”

				Not long after the incident on the pier, Sebastian and Priya were called into a small meeting room behind the great hall and found Alastor waiting for them. He seemed nervous and rushed when they entered, and he spoke in the same manner. 

				“I don’t have much time for this,” he said, “but I thought you ought to know.” He went to the door to make sure they weren’t overheard, then continued. “Your friend, that Jackson boy from the wharf, he was picked up by the guard last night.”

				Both Sebastian and Priya echoed concern and objections, and Alastor held his hands up to silence them. “Quiet! I shouldn’t even be telling you this. You know the king doesn’t want you involved in his orders to the guard.”

				“How am I supposed to be ruler of the guard one day if my father won’t even give me any say over them?” Sebastian fumed.

				“I know you’re upset,” said Alastor, “but there is nothing that can be done. When someone gets the flu we have our orders.”

				“Damn the orders,” said Sebastian. “Take us to see him.” 

				Alastor let out a weak laugh. “You can’t be serious. I am not taking the crown prince to a guarded person with the flu. Never mind what the king would think, my father is head of the guard. He’ll have my neck.”

				“Alastor, please,” said Priya. “There must be some way we can see him.”

				Alastor seemed to fight against his better judgement for a moment. He closed his eyes and let out a sigh. “Meet me at the south stairs, sundown at week’s end.”

				He went back to the door, turned to them as if he was going to add something to protest, but instead kept quiet and left. 

				On the night they agreed to meet, Sebastian and Priya waited in silence for Alastor to arrive. Soon he appeared with a torch in hand and led them down the dark narrow stairwell. Once the people with the Fisherman Flu were kept in the castle infirmary. Then, one day, the king changed his command and began locking them in the dungeons deep within the castle cliffs. The only warmth were the flames on the walls as Alastor brought them to Jacksons cell. 

				The flu was working quicker than imagined as Jackson could barely speak when they arrived. Sebastian took the light from Alastor to get a closer look and failed to withhold his gasp. Jacksons skin was pale and waxy. The natural worker’s tan had faded, and blue and purple bruises marked his arms and legs where the water rash had spread. His eyes were jaundiced, and his hands and feet seemed to be webbed. He seemed too weak to even smile. 
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				“What’s happened to him?” Sebastian demanded to know. 

				“I don’t know,” said Alastor, staring at Jackson with a lack for words. 

				“Jax,” Priya called through the bars, “are they feeding you? Are they giving you water?”

				Jackson gave a weak nod. 

				“Sebastian, we have to do something,” said Priya. “He’ll die in here. We have to get him out.”

				“Woah, we cannot do that,” said Alastor. “I agreed to take you to him. He cannot disappear on my watch.”

				“He’s right, Priya,” said Sebastian in a solemn voice. “There’s nothing we can do.”

				A noise from above made them all realize how risky their discussion had been. Sebastian and Priya said their goodbyes to Jackson and ran up the stairs to the main corridors of the castle. 

				Sebastian sat, lost in thought, while Priya paced in a panic. “I’m sorry, Priya,” he said. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t think of anything else to do. Please believe me.”

				Priya choked back her sobs and sat beside him, her hands shaking. “Seb,” she began. “I have to tell you something.” He stared at her with concern as she twisted her fingers in frustration. Then she turned her back toward him and pulled a curtain of hair from her neck, revealing the blue and purple colors of the water rash. He stared at her in silence. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I meant to tell you so many times.”

				“Who else knows about this?” he asked. 

				“No one.”

				Sebastian took her into his arms and held her tight. “Don’t tell anyone else,” he said, and she nodded. “And Priya, promise me you will stay out of the water.” 

				She pulled herself from his embrace. “Seb, please,” she said with a tremble, “please don’t make me.”

				“Priya, if that rash spreads you’ll be found out. And it seems like it’s spreading faster lately. Jackson didn’t have it the last we saw him. Promise me.”

				Priya bit her lip and let tears fall down her cheeks, but she promised. 

				Alastor tried to keep them updated on Jackson’s condition, which was worsening by the day. The more they heard the more Priya kept her promise to stay away from the water, even wearing shoes on a regular basis to sway her temptations of feeling the wet plaza on her bare feet. Still, she would stare out at the water with an aching look while her fingers ran over the back of her neck. Though Sebastian tried to keep her occupied, the water seemed to call out to her more than ever. 

				One afternoon, a group of her friends called her to race to the border to see if any of them could reach it. “Please Sebastian, please,” she begged as he tried to pull her away. “Just one swim, that’s all, just one.” 

				“It’s a bad idea.”

				“Please!” her eyes watered, and she stared at him with longing until he finally relented. 

				She kicked off her shoes, ran to the water’s edge, and dived in. She swam as fast as she could with the others and reached the barrier before any of them. When she returned to the edge of the plaza she gazed up at Sebastian with a wide grin, her dark hair floating all around her as if it was one with the water. 
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				Sebastian smiled back at her. “Okay, you’ve had your fun. Now let’s go.”

				He held out a hand and helped her out of the water, but his smile faded when he looked at her wrist. The water rash had spread down the inside of her arm. Priya gasped and looked at him with alarm. “Don’t worry,” he said, “just come with me.”

				They walked arm in arm, Sebastian using his own to cover hers, when the kings voice rang out to them. They both stiffened to a halt. 

				“That was some impressive swimming, my dear,” he said to Priya. 

				“Thank you, Your Majesty,” said Priya, trying to keep her voice steady. 

				“But we have to go inside now,” Sebastian added, “all that swimming made her hungry.”

				He let out a forced laugh and the king followed suit. “Go on then,” he said and began to turn away. They were about to hurry off, but the king stopped and slowly glanced down. Sebastian and Priya followed his stare. There, on Priya’s ankles, was the rash, and her toes had begun to web together. 

				Priya let out a small shudder as she looked at the king. “Your majesty…. Please….” was all she was able to say. 

				“Oh my, dear,” said the king, cradling Priya’s cheek in his hand. He then took a step back and let out a heavy sigh. “Guards!”

				“No!” Priya cried out and Sebastian pulled her behind him. 

				“Father please, this is madness!” he shouted while trying to keep the guards away from his sister. 

				“Restrain him, if you must,” the king ordered.

				Sebastian shoved the nearest guard off of him. “Priya, run!”

				Priya scurried back toward the water’s edge while the guards chased her and ordered for a group nearby to stop her. A hand from the group shot out and grabbed her, but then released her. Priya took this chance to dive into the water. She swam as quick as she could to the barrier, glanced back to the plaza where Sebastian was still struggling against the guards, and climbed over, disappearing in the deep. 

				“Why did you let her go?” One of the guards called out to the person who grabbed her. 

				“She slipped from my grasp,” said Alastor. 

				Sebastian paced furiously in the cell he was placed in while his father stood on the other side. “I can’t believe you would do this,” he said. 

				“You are only in there because you disobeyed a direct order,” said the king.

				“You were going to lock Priya away!”

				“She is sick. You have no right to question my methods.”

				Sebastian got as close to his father as he could between the bars. “The moment I am out of here, I am going after her.”

				The king stepped forward as well. “Then perhaps this is where you will stay!” And he left Sebastian to his anger alone. 
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				Sebastian awoke later that night to the clank of his cell being opened. “You have fifteen minutes before I sound the alarm,” said Alastor holding a torch and cloak for the prince. “There’s a boat at the edge of the plaza.”

				Sebastian stood speechless before Alastor, but clasped his friend on the shoulder and took off up the stairs. 

				He had just begun rowing the boat out into the water when the alarms sounded, but he got far enough out before the guards spotted him. The sea was calm, but the dark of the night made it difficult to tell if he was going the right way until the boat bumped the border fence. He struggled to get the boat over, attempting to use the oars as leverage so he wouldn’t need to reach into the water with his arms. He was afraid if he stayed in one spot for too long he would be found out, when finally a small wave gave him the push he needed. He was now in the open water of the deep, trying to decide which way Priya would have gone. That’s when his boat began to rock. He no longer had sufficient light to see what might be lurking beneath him, and when he leaned forward to try and get a better look, something gripped his wrist and pulled him into the black water. 

				Sebastian awoke to his head pounding and his chest tight, as if he’d passed out due to lack of breath. He found himself in what looked like a section of the castle, yet it wasn’t. The walls were covered in algae, many bits of it run down and broken. Furniture and pillars seemed to be warped with water damage. Even where he sat, he had water up to his waist. He stood up to get a better view of his surroundings. In the distant corridors were shadows and whispers scuttling here and there. He opened his mouth to call out, then seemed to think better of it and remained silent. 

				“You are awake,” a voice said in the darkness. “Who are you?”

				Sebastian hesitated, but replied, “I am Prince Sebastian of the Kingdom of Carr. Who are you?”

				The figure in the shadows began moving closer to him. “Se-bas-tian?” it asked in a singsong voice. As it entered what little light there was, Sebastian could not deny the person he saw before him. Through the waxen skin, the webbed extremities, and the bruised scaling, he could see the same blonde hair and blue eyes he’d imagined time and time again. 

				“Mother,” he gasped. 

				She looked at him with wide wild eyes. “Did he finally send you to me?” she asked, gripping his shoulders. Sebastian recoiled, and she looked disappointed. “He looked at me the same way. I was alone, so alone for so long. We all were.” She gestured to the shadows that were eavesdropping. “We had nothing. And now we have this.”

				She pushed him along into another room where a bright pink fissure glowed in the water. Coral grew all around it. 

				“What is this?” he asked, not sure how to react. 

				“It’s the coral,” she whispered, then let out a manic laugh. “We are all the children of the coral! Soon,” she sat down on a broken pillar and stared at him, “soon the entire kingdom will be coral. With or without a barrier.” She smiled a twisted smile at him.
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				Sebastian stood quiet as the wheels turned in his head. “He knew,” he said in a small voice. “Father knew about you, didn’t he?” 

				“He kept my children away from me!” she said with furious passion and jumped up, sending water splashing around. “We were taking the marked. We were helping them. And when I reached out to him, he cut me out. Are we not also a part of this kingdom?!”

				Sebastian backed away as he heard the shadows giggle around him. 

				“It matters not,” she continued in an oddly calm manner. “We watch the coral. We count the tremors. The time is soon, and he will join us.” 

				Sebastian stared in awe at the fissure below and noticed that it did seem to tremble and bubble. He was almost mesmerized by the color, as if it could pull him in and he could be one with its depths. But something twinged in the back of his mind, pulling him out of the near trance. “Priya,” he whispered and managed to turn away, back to his mother who seemed to be examining him. “Did you take a girl down here? Tan skin, dark hair? Please. Please tell me where she is.”

				The queen was quiet, then gestured him to follow and seemed to float along the water. Not too far off, in a separate room, lay Priya. She was asleep, half-submerged in the water. “She is a quick one,” said the queen in that singsong voice. “She feeds from the warmth.”

				Sebastian rushed to Priya’s side. True enough her rash seemed to spread much faster being in such close proximity to the fissure. He ran his fingers along the scales she was developing and suddenly a door slammed behind him. He treaded through the water and tried to get it open, but his mother laughed on the other side. 

				“You’ll stay with us, my sweet,” she said in a soft, manic voice. 

				The fissure started to bubble and the castle around them began to quake. Sebastian held Priya’s hand, stroking her scales. Her eyes seemed to move under her closed lids, but she did not wake up. He stared at her, remembering when his father found her; this small crying thing who had also just lost so much. Sebastian would stay by her side at night as a little boy, hold her hand, and tell her she was not alone. They would never be alone as long as they had each other. As he gazed at her, all that mattered was that if she opened her eyes, he was there. He did not notice the sound of bubbling building up. He did not even notice how her rash began to spread to his fingertips. The trembling began to increase, though the water in the room was not rising. 

				“It begins,” said the queen.
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				Ways That You Have Died Before Tonight
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				you have died

				breaking every bone in your body, like how you liked to pick at apple cores, like how you snapped them in half and plucked out

				the seeds, like how you planted them at the bottom of your tea cup (but unlike them,

				you never sprouted) and

				you have died

				in a way that left you breathless, speechless, filled up with joy and ecstasy until you were nothing more than a pair of rosy cheeks, of wasted guitar lessons, of callouses burnt 

				onto the sides of your fingers that you wish would grow 

				everywhere else, a pair of skewed glasses and broken hair 

				brushes, the bristles pulled out in anger, vengeance and you were nothing 

				more than aching, than smiles, and god 

				it hurts but you never wanted it to end, and god

				it feels good but you weren’t sure you deserved it and

				you have died

				wondering why the stars are blue and cars are red why

				you had to be allergic to grass when you just wanted to doze in the sunlight wondering why

				you had to dream big when you couldn’t even fall asleep and wondering what

				wondering even does for you other than fill you up with promises with ideas

				with nowhere else to go and nothing to do other than wondering if you’ve actually died a thousand times or only lived a couple—

				because you have lost yourself so much in the smoke of a pre-funeral, in 

				the way your skin feels when it’s pulled apart, in how you wrap yourself

				up like a birthday gift just so you can know what it feels like for someone to

				tear you apart, nails scraping on paper, and you’re not even sure what living is 

				anymore, if it’s the breath that’s still in your lungs like factory fumes, or if it’s the

				fact that you still know how to walk the sunbeaten path to the grocery store, a funeral

				procession, like your body won’t let you forget, won’t let you live but won’t let you die,

				even if you’ve done it before, it feels like it’s happened already. 
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