
1

 

 
 

 

THE SCARAB  
Edition 40 

 

 

 

 

Oklahoma City University  

2022 

 

 

 

Sigma Tau Delta – Omega Phi 

  



1

 

 
 

 

Copyright 2022 by Oklahoma City University 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including 
photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, 
without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the 
case of brief quotation embodied in critical reviews and certain other 
noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission 
requests, right to the publisher, addressed “attention: permissions 
coordinator,” at the address below. 

Oklahoma City University Sigma Tau Delta 
2501 N. Blackwelder Ave 
Oklahoma City, OK 73106 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  



2

EDITOR-IN-CHEIF 

Jacob Harrell 

EDITORS 
Kaiya Jones 

Molly Shottenkirk 

ADVISOR 

Terry Phelps, Ph.D. 



3

Table of Contents 

 

They say “Life is a Beach” Jordyn Libow – Poem  4 

Falling Alex Powell – Poem     5 

A Boy and A Bird Paige Wood – Short  6 

Doubt Alex Powell – Poem     9 

The Light That Shines On The Water 
Jacob Harrell – Short     10 

Autumn Leaves Lilly Felton – Poem    14 

Look at the Bigger Picture Jordyn Libow – Poem  15 

Our Moment in Time Nathan Do – Poem   16 

Red Stained Fingers Spell Your Name  
Brooklyn Graves – Poem     17 

The Publishers Cabal Matt Randall – Poem   18 

Warm-Blooded Whales Kristen Chua – Short   19 

Primary Unity Raeslyn Miller – Art    29 

Introspection Alex Powell – Poem   30 

Feathers Matt Randall – Poem    31 

Shifting Perspective Joseph Tillman – Photography  32 

The Garden Isabella Felton – Short    33 

Beneath Cameron Brown – Poem and Art  37-38 

Memories Like a Scent on the Wind Nathan Do – Short  39 

River Cameron Brown – Poem and Art   47 

The Things I’ve Done Katherine Witzig – Poem  48 

Laundry Day Kaiya Jones – Short   49 

Handsome stranger, you have made her wonder  
(is she pretty?) Peyton York – Short   55 

Breakfast Jacob Harrell – Poem    60 

 



4

 

 
 

 

They say “Life’s a Beach” 
Jordyn Libow 
 
She floats with naive ambition, starry eyed for perpetual opportunity 
Pushing through the primordial sea of obstacle 
Her footprints in the sand, faint as the light at the end of the tunnel, 
signifying the ground she’s covered 
Never looking back, only moving forward 
with a debilitating fear of regression 
the aura of looming imperfection 
is like salty air stinging her nose 
  
The addiction of achievement creates a plateau 
Stuck in the quicksand induced by the obsession of progression 
  
The incapability of improvement is devastating 
Her body and soul crushed alike 
by the grandiose waves 
The riptide pulls her back 
She paddles forward against the vast merciless ocean 
but alas she’s back where she started, 
washed up on the sand 
gifted with gaping wounds; 
punctured by shells and rocks 
  
But she’s no longer lost at sea 
She’s grounded 
she’s outside herself, observational 
The seagulls chirping and the waves crashing 
create the beautiful marriage of chaos and tranquility 
  
Mother Nature has adopted her 
And wraps her tightly in the golden blanket of sun 
that dries off the remaining droplets of salt water 
That plague her body with the painful memory of her fight against 
imperfection 
  
She happily rides life’s waves and succumbs to its ebbs and flows 
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Falling 
Alex Powell 
 
I’m falling.  
Why am I falling?   
Where did I start?  
Showing a crafted image.  
Now I’m crashing down!  
I just can’t show it.  
I wear a frown.  
An emotional mask.  
A puzzle to piece together.  
Without enough pieces.  
What’s that sound I hear?  
It’s like wind crashing through my ears.  
It’s like resonating sounds of my favorite fears.  
When I panic, I can’t think.  
It scares me.  
What if that panic attack doesn’t go away?                          
I disguise being afraid.  
Through using that mask I made.  
There’s so much I’m hiding.  
The cost of all this lying.  
I scream, though my silence is loud.  
I can’t hear through all my fears.  
If silence is loud, why am I screaming at all?                       
I’m suspended within worrying.  
I’m falling through my feelings.  
I’m falling.  
What will I find when I land?   
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A Boy and A Bird 
Paige Wood 
 

It was never just another trip to Mexico for vacation. This 
was the time I spent exploring the culture, food, landscapes and 
people of a beautiful country. Although most young adults or families 
typically spend their time lounging by the pool, drinking fancy 
overpriced drinks, I preferred to explore what was hidden behind the 
mountains and islands.  My desires are never “normal” compared to 
most people enjoying those multi-thousand-dollar trips. I have an 
overwhelming passion to find unexplored places which artists paint 
on canvases. As a young girl I will admit social media tends to 
consume more time than I wish. Yet, I won’t deny getting online to 
see posted pictures of these faraway places. The way these images 
make me feel is indescribable.  They elicit my deepest passion to 
explore the world. If you’re one who thinks media influencers only 
show you the good in traveling, I don’t necessarily agree. An 
insatiable desire to visit these places, has me dreaming of ways to 
achieve it. I want to be different, and a trip to a small island near 
Puerto Vallarta changed my perspective forever.  

 
The boat ride was rocky as we bounced around between the 

currents of the Bahia De Banderas. Although I was considered a 
tourist by the two tanned men driving the boat, I’d like to think 
otherwise. I ensured that I built a connection with the beautiful water 
holding us up, and the lush, green mountains standing above us. Of 
course, there are your typical tourists when you sign up for a 
snorkeling excursion. Many varieties of people; grandpa’s wearing 
too much sunscreen that isn’t rubbed in, 13 year old girls wearing 
makeup as if they’re going to the Met Gala, and your drunk 18 year 
old’s who are only in Mexico because they meet the legal drinking 
age. Very few of these boats consist of people like me, people who 
are set out to find something other than a few neon colored fish in the 
water.  

 
The sun began to climb out from behind the clouds, 

illuminating the lush green mountains. The scenery? Breathtaking!  
My mind was already drifting off into the horizon. I imagined myself 
in my own boat, void of tourists, escaping other’s overwhelmingly 
common realities. The visions I had were of traveling, and during this 
trip I realized how much more there is to life than the material spoils 
keeping us trapped in our typical jobs. You could argue that a job is 
needed in order to survive and live decently. I’ve never pictured 
myself being hired for a job. I've only ever pictured myself doing 
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something I love and ironically, getting paid to do it.  To me, a job is 
something you do if you’re unhappy.  

 
When I could start to see the sandy floor of the sea, I knew 

we had arrived at our destination somewhere off the coast of Mexico. 
I don’t remember what it was called, but I always remember it as the 
“boy with the bird” island. Everyone scrambled gathering gear to 
jump off into the emerald water in search of fish. Although I enjoyed 
swimming with the colorful fish, I was more intrigued by getting out 
of the cool water to go on the hike up the mountain. When the 
snorkeling was over, the two men guiding the boat led less than a 
third of us to go on a hike. During this trip with my parents and their 
friends, only my mom’s friend joined on the hike.  As we began our 
ascent, I could feel the sweat beading up on my forehead and running 
down the side of my face. I began to notice something about this 
island. It was one of the most unique places I had ever been. There 
were multiple little huts built from random pieces of wood, clay and 
dirt. I recognized that these small “huts” were homes to many 
families living well below what anyone would call poverty. Children 
were running around giggling and yelling in Spanish with raspy little 
voices, still having fun with tattered clothes and no shoes. At that 
moment I paused, took a deep breath, and absorbed EXACTLY what 
I was seeing. Men and women who appeared to be approaching 100 
years old, sat in hand-knitted chairs. Their skin so deeply tanned and 
wrinkled as a reminder of their time spent under the sun. They smiled 
and nodded with the same warmth as the very sun that weathered 
their skin when we passed by. We had reached a plateau of the 
mountain village hike and that is when it happened.  My perspective 
on life changed forever. 

  
A little diaper clad boy I’m guessing the age of 2, with 

shaggy brown hair ran past me with no clothes or shoes on.  THAT’s 
when I noticed!  With the same enthusiasm and joy of a toddler with 
a new toy, this boy was grasping a dead bird by the neck, running 
around with it as if it were a Christmas gift! I was at a loss for words 
and can only imagine my expression as I saw this.  The first reaction 
that consumed my mind was a combination of shock and sadness.  
However, as it sunk in and I realized he was beyond happy playing 
with what he was given, my mood began to change. Although this 
little boy knew nothing other than extreme poverty on a small island, 
he was STILL making the best of his life while giggling and playing 
away. I suddenly felt the warmth of happiness envelope my body.  Of 
course, back at home in Texas I had never seen such a thing. I was in 
such awe that for the first time in my life I was literally speechless.  
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As we continued up the mountain, my mind did not follow my body. 
It was still set on that little boy with the bird. Even in my young life, I 
have seen poor and unfortunate circumstances, but never had I ever 
seen something quite like this.  At first glance what seemed like 
absolute despair, changed the way I lived my life forever. It gave me 
perspective that goes beyond what our media pushes at us on a daily 
basis.  It increased my desire to travel, to continue gathering 
perspective.  Seeing things like little dirt huts and families living with 
joy, drives me to work harder but not for the reasons one might think.  
Not so I can accumulate things, but so I can continue accumulate 
perspective by travelling and expanding my knowledge of cultures 
around the globe. The world is an enormous place and I feel most 
people take it for granted. Our focus is so small, and we have been 
conditioned to acquire “things”. THAT day on THAT mountain, I 
became a changed person.  The “things” I took for granted are no 
more.  I want to live more like THAT boy with the bird. Without 
even knowing it, he changed my life forever and I will never ever 
forget that. 
 
Paige Wood 
Forever Changed… 
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Doubt                                                       
Alex Powell                                
 
I’m doubtful right now.                   
 I wonder how to be decisive.            
My mind is divisive.     
I’m not sure what to believe in.        
I’m more aware of what not to.          
My mind won’t let me know.    
Doubtfulness consumes me,         
from the inside out.     
I need to shout!     
I can’t.   
Who will listen?     
I’m unsure of what’s within me.       
How can I know what’s around me?      
I hear what everyone is saying.                    
Why does it sound like silence?               
Silence is louder than screaming. This doubt in my brain,          
means all I see around me is pain.      
That’s all I know how to see.      
How can I know who to be. 
 
 
 
  



10

 

 
 

The Light That Shines on the Water 
Jacob Harrell 
 

A long time ago, my best friend from college, KC, and I 
lived in the northern part of our big city for the summer.  We were 
basically in suburbia.  Sojourning in a way too nice for us apartment 
for just two months.  Stuck with nothing to do because of the Earth’s 
wild circumstances.  We were in big need of an escape from the 
constant job hunting, it was truly a scary time to be unemployed.   

When we were not searching for jobs on the internet we 
were bored.  And we were sweating while sitting on our cheap Wal-
Mart furniture with the AC turned off to save money.  Out of 
nowhere with a little hope in her voice KC looked at me and said, 
“we should go to the park down the road, I looked it up online and it 
seems really cool”.  “Oh yeah?” I replied.  “It’s a nature park.  Like 
for hiking and stuff,” she said.  This confused me a tad because I 
didn’t consider KC to be outdoorsy, other than church summer camp 
and walks around our college campus. 

Soon after that conversation we had set down laptops and 
put on our shoes. KC grabbed her keys, and we were off to the park.   

A 2 minute drive from the apartment we got out of the car 
and stepped into the sunlight.  I started to wish I had worn sunscreen, 
but I soon realized this would not be an issue as I saw the flood of 
trees in front of us bringing shade to the walking path.  This park was 
a lot bigger than we expected. 

 As we started walking down the trail, I took special note 
everything I saw.  The birds singing all around us, the swampy 
greenish color of the water, the way the trail had a small pile of 
leaves and pebbles built up on either side.  Everything was new to us 
and very beautiful. 

We walked around for a long time, and I mean a long time.  
Taking different trails wishing to see every single part of the park.  
We probably walked 5 miles before we found the large bridge.  When 
crossing the bridge, I told KC I was concerned we would not be able 
to find our way back to the parking lot, but KC reassured me that we 
would.  Her confidence gave me comfort.   

Taking a left after crossing the large bridge we came across 
a smaller trail that took us all the way down a steep hill to a more 
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secluded spot where the trail met the river that ran through the 
protected land.  The river was beautiful.  The banks of the river were 
made of a bright red rock and there was a big flat rock that stood in 
the middle of the river and we both knew that we needed to sit on this 
rock.  But it was starting to get late, so we planned to come back 
another day and have a picnic on the rock.   

Then, we made our way back to the parking lot making a 
mental note of a simpler path to the large bridge where we had made 
our left turn that would change our lives forever.   

The very next day we packed a picnic and drove to the park 
again.  We still had not seen the entire park, but we had no desire to 
continue to adventure around.  We had our heart set on the exact 
location we wanted to go, the river.  

We walked straight to the large bridge and turned left, 
making our way to the river without needing to reference a map.  
Somehow, we happened to remember where we needed to go, 
walking through tall, beautiful trees taking in fresh air every step of 
the way.   

It was cloudy that day and there was a chance of rain, but 
we did not mind.  The rain would be nice in the middle of a hot 
summer.  And I don’t think I could remember the last time I was 
outside in the rain on purpose.  When it finally started to rain, I didn’t 
seem to care about my clothes or the rain itself.  It was peaceful and 
calm.  The world seemed to slow down as little droplets of water 
landed on, not only us, but the rocks and the river, creating a pitter 
patter sounds that can only be recreated by mother nature herself.  
The water was cool compared to the hot temperature of the air.  KC 
and I simply sat on the rock in the middle of the river and talked 
about how amazing this park was, and how absurd it was that we had 
no idea it was just 2 minutes away from our summer apartment. 

This park was a little pocket of peace in the middle of our 
big, loud, wild city.  And now we had the rest of the summer to spend 
here, by the river, together. 

We continued to return to the river once or twice a week, 
taking the same path every time.  Sometimes we joked about how 
there was so much more of the park to see but we were certain we 
had found the most beautiful spot.  KC and I sat on this rock and 
talked about life, jobs, politics, nature, and everything you could 
possibly talk about in your early twenties.  
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My eyes grow wide every time I remember the summer that 
we spent in the nature park.  I don’t remember the bad parts, the 
sweating with the AC turned off, the constant job searching, the 
stress of American politics, none of that.  I remember the way the 
sunlight would glitter and shine on the water at the park.   

In my slightly older years KC and I talk much less.  We are 
both married with families of our own, but we make time for a 
conversation over the phone and FaceTime every once and awhile.  
We had told ourselves at the end of that amazing summer, that we 
would return to the park at least once a year for the rest of our lives to 
sit on the rock and talk together.  This year felt different.  KC had 
found her way to Minnesota and I, New Jersey.   

I wanted to ask but I was afraid of her answer.  Over the 
phone, I found the courage to say, “Are we going to make it to the 
nature park this year?”  “I don’t know,” she replied.   

For the rest of the week my head hung low.  I wondered if 
her heart was as broken as mine.   

Suddenly, it was summertime and I decided to bring my 
family back to my big city.  Staying in an Airbnb for a few days to 
explore the city before driving a few hours away to see my parents.  
It felt so weird to be in the city without KC.  Of course, I was happy 
to be with my spouse and kids, but something felt off.  My partner 
asked me if I wanted to visit the nature park I always talked so fondly 
about.  I didn't want to go but after some lighthearted arguing we 
decided it would be a good activity for the kids.   

Driving to the parking lot my memories were flooded with 
my own young laughter.  Remembering the time I found a tick on 
KC’s leg and we screamed like little girls in the parking lot, or the 
time we put our feet in the water before reading the sign that said the 
water was dangerous.  I was starting to get excited to see the park 
again.   

My kids wanted to run around like lunatics, but I wanted to 
stay on the path, the path to the river.  I wanted to get to the bridge, 
take a left, and make my way to the rock.  I wanted to see the light 
that shines on the water.   

When we got to the path that meets the river, I noticed 
something on the rock.  Not something, someone.  I was 
disappointed.  I turned to my partner and said, “That's the rock but 



13

 

 
 

someone is already on it. We can come back in a few minutes I 
guess.”  They quickly cut off from my sad bantering and said, “look 
again.”  As I took a closer look, I saw that it was KC!  I ran to her 
and gave her a big hug.  She chucked with that all too familiar laugh. 

“Did you really think I wasn’t going to come to the park 
with you?” I smiled as she continued saying, “I swear you are so easy 
to prank.”  My partner took the kids to walk around the rest of the 
park.  KC and I continued to sit on the rock.  Where we talked about 
life, jobs, politics, nature, and everything you could possibly talk 
about in your late thirties.   

I invited KC to spend the rest of the week with us.  She told 
me that she and my spouse had actually planned this entire week a 
long time ago.  After we collected our thoughts and feelings, we 
made our way back to the parking lot I knew my kids would be tired 
and sitting in the car ready to go.  Before we got ready to drive to our 
next destination I stopped and looked at KC.   

 “This was a really nice surprise, but I am not going to lie.  I 
don’t think that we can keep up the tradition for much longer,” I said 
with a soft sadness in my voice.  “I know,” said KC.  She looked at 
me and muttered, “We will always have the memories. And we will 
come back! Maybe just not every single year.  We are getting older, 
and we both have lives outside of this city.”  “I know,” I replied, “I 
also know that pictures and snapchat memories will never match up 
to the way the light looks when it shines on the water.”   

 

Dedicated to my best friend, KC.  
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Autumn Leaves   
Lilly Felton 
 
Little green flags on branches float in the fall breeze  
They dance and spin spritely in the air   
Once their performance is done, they fall gracefully  
As they descend to the flourish floor  
Dropping like small colored pads  
Take their landing with pride 
Once they fall, they stay awhile  
But their destination isn’t yet determined  
The wind picks them up for a new journey  
Spinning around once again  
Changing their color  
Shades of green, yellow, orange, brown, and red  
Never knowing where they will end up  
Free and unbothered   
Till their time has come to an end  
They will become one with the earth  
And gently rest until spring comes  
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Look at the Bigger Picture 
Jordyn Libow 
 
I’ve seen others undergo severe surgery 
But it doesn’t make my little pill any less hard to swallow 
My face scrunches up and my cheeks sting 
from the chalky finish and the jagged edges 
That scrape my throat on the way down 
no matter how much water accompanies it 
Nothing softens the rocky trip down 
my stomach tightens to stifle the sense of weightlessness 
On its journey down through my vacant body 
 
When will it hit the bottom of my stomach? 
the pill pales in comparison to the gaping darkness 
And emptiness loosely wrapped around its puny body 
Like a young child inside an enclosed water slide 
abandoned, his small voice muffled by the thick, plastic walls 
That erase the safety blanket of a hypothetical cry for help 
You must hope that the end is in the near future 
That the light will emerge and 
you’ll be deposited into the comforting cushion 
of an enclosed body of chlorine filled water 
 
But there’s no guarantee for the naive little pill 
Its so small, lost within the complex vessel 
Of the human body 
It’s nothing, insignificant 
Effortlessly forgotten 
By others 
 
They think it's only a little pill 
They could dry swallow it 
Their saturated bodies have other assets 
That distract from the pill 
And take away its power 
It's not floating in space jabbing at their bodies’ casings 
It cooperatively endures the body’s procedures 
Of being broken down and properly digested 
 
Only I continue to be ridden with anxiety 
My little pill is not easily forgotten; 
it's never easily digested 
It remains poking and prodding 
just when you think it's finally gone 
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Our Moment in Time 
Nathan Do 
 
The sky is alive tonight. 
The stars ski across the galaxy, granted freedom to fly. 
The crickets sing a waltz, wondering when the stars will hear. 
Lights dance in the dark moonlight tonight, if we do as well, would 
that be all right? 
 
My hand intertwines daintily with yours as our oars paddle though 
this puddle we call a pond. 
Fond am I of the taste of this night, deep, rich, and true like the time I 
spend with you. 
The smell of strawberries linger in your hair as we prepare and dare 
to continue. 
This night smells of pink, I think. 
Our love, extended amongst the senses, this smell and taste let it not 
waste 
 
Lauren, as I spend this life with you, singing along the Riversport as 
the fish retort 
We never truly were paddling along however, your eyes were too 
distracting. 
But what would matter if we never moved if we grooved through the 
night? 
Our lovely swaying and laying into the beat of this night’s heat, 
seems to linger here tonight. 
 
Our silly stances make the frogs laugh as they take their bath along 
this star-crossed watery path. 
This night, reserved for you and me by the stars above. 
The moon and her friends sing the song of frogs and the wind of 
night. 
As they gaze happily upon us and our blossoming love. 
Why I ought to keep you in my arms all through this night, 
Nice and tight 
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Red-Stained Fingers Spell Your Name 
Brooklyn Graves 
 
Sunshine-filled and glorified daisies, sprouting life with every step, 
now withered into silence– 
The shrieks of maternal grief and the scent of meticulously deep-
rooted betrayal. 
Her chest mimicking the sinkhole which allowed for her Persephone 
to be snatched away. 
 
Suffocating the earth with her clutching roots, in a constant search for 
her Spring. 
No branch ignored, every piece of grass smothered by desperate 
footsteps– 
She now understands the fragility of bliss in the blink of a mortal 
lifetime. 
 
The absence of a racing heartbeat when spitting threats at the master 
of kings. 
Panic suffocating her mind and driving every thought into fear’s 
isolating embrace. 
Her motherly instincts transform to dust as the crops begin their death 
march. . 
 
Digging through the soil to reach only retched pomegranate seeds, 
Fingers bloody, nails chipped in her boiling fits of rage– 
Dishonorable, gory, and everything expected of a god. 
 
Human lives plucked carelessly from existence one by one. 
Their empty bodies do nothing for her vacant heart. 
Hollow and barren to the very last vein. 
 
Hope of her return morphs into grief, 
Nothing but ashes grace her company, 
Lost replicates the tightness of a hug. 
 
Moments and moments of eternal suffering 
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The Publisher’s Cabal 
Matt Randall 
 
Behind closed doors 
they meet, 
locked suitcases 
settled next to each chair. 
 
They’ve brought only the best 
carefully culled from mile-high  
slush piles and unsolicited manuscripts. 
 
One by one, suitcases are opened. 
Their contents are neatly stacked 
at each place.  Water glasses are filled 
and sat carefully on coasters  
just out of reach of errant elbows. 
 
A clap of the hands once, twice, 
and silence settles on the table. 
A gentleman with a monocle 
stands at the place of honor: 
“Poetry.  Not this year.” 
 
Stacks are quickly removed, 
surreptitiously slipped back into 
briefcases.  Sips of water 
disguise the embarrassment 
of those unlucky enough to 
have brought the offending works. 
 
Genres are brought up, 
discussed, merits given 
or taken.   Decisions 
are made, notes carefully 
taken.  Authors move 
up and down the ranks 
as it’s decided who 
shall top which lists 
and for how long. 
 
Gaiman moves down, 
his year as literary rock star over. 
Rowling falls off completely, 
her adult novel deemed 
unworthy. 
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Warm-Blooded Whales 
Kristen Chua 
 
When the suggestion of a picnic was brought up this morning, it 
caught me by surprise, excited me, and scared me a little all at once. 
A picnic means we’d get to go to the beach and all beaches have a 
shore and every time I see a shore I remember things I’d rather 
forget. 

A prospect of a picnic seemed intriguing at first, it wasn’t something 
Pops had ever suggested before, but my heart sank a bit when we 
were preparing to leave and I watched him squint at the sky sorta 
angry-like. Then he picked up an umbrella as he began walking out, 
beckoning for me to follow with his big, scar-ridden hand. Pops has 
big hands, even bigger than mine. Well, if you’d even call my hands 
hands. I don’t think they look much like hands and, once, I tried 
using those skinny little scissors I’ve seen Pops use before on my 
claws but that didn’t work very well. It did work though when I 
trimmed the hairy fur that kinda grows on the backside of my palm 
and up my arms and all over my body… kinda. Not really. I 
remember Pops looking at me funny when he saw what I’d attempted 
to do and then he laughed. Then he pointed out his own hairy arms 
and said he didn’t care if my arms were furry and were hairier than 
his and that it was stupid to do what I was doing cause I could get 
hurt. He said I’d probably cry from the razor-burn cause he said that 
it “hurts like a bitch” whatever that means. And I wasn’t even using a 
razor! I’m not even sure I know what a razor is. 

I’d much rather be learning about this razor back at home than 
trudging along this steep pathway for this picnic. Picnics were just 
outside-meals anyway, right? Outside-meals that you eat while sitting 
on the ground, or rather the sand in this case. Why do we have to 
climb up this hill just to get to the beach and eat there? We could just 
eat back at home, couldn’t we? 

“Pops I’m hungry, can we go home?” 

I wasn’t met with a response. Just a slight tilt of the head that shook 
the brim of his hat slightly. Guess that’s a no. 

“Please?” 
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I suppose I could go a little longer. Where even is home? I can’t 
remember the last time I was actually, truly home. Home looked a lot 
like glassy water and rippling sand, tasted like brine in your mouth, 
sounded like a drawling whistle, smelled like fish and the dirtied 
seagulls that dove for them, and felt like getting caught up in a 
rushing spin that somehow ended with you lying on your side, 
breathing heavily only to swallow salty air, and bleeding a little... 

I got lucky actually. I’m lucky Pops spotted me when he did, lying a 
little helpless on the sand, some time ago. And I remember seeing his 
feet first, kinda gross and scraggly, and fitted in sea-soaked sandals. 
He’d seen me and had walked over and I could hear the squishing of 
all that damp sand around me getting louder and louder and, when I 
turned my head, there were his feet with the water swirling around 
them a bit as the tide receded. I reached out and swatted at some of 
the bubbles of sea foam frothing around his ankles and I heard a sorta 
scratchy laugh come from somewhere above me. “Well well well, 
would you look at what the shore brought me this time,” and I was 
scared stupid and I was confused and I couldn’t really hear well with 
all the water clogging my ears so I thought he’d called me Whale and 
I just figured it was cause maybe he found it funny I’d washed up like 
a beached whale. But, anyway. 

I slipped a bit as I tried clambering onto the messily cobbled steps 
leading up the hillside. The grass waved and their green stems 
seemed to fade more and more into yellow as we kept moving. A 
breeze was picking up and the steady shade gathering above us meant 
rain. I could smell it too. And the final clue would be Pops looking up 
and grunting something rude to the sky. There it was, I heard it! 
Somewhere faintly in front of me, somewhere ahead I could hear the 
sound of Pops shaking the umbrella he’d brought open… I’d fallen 
behind, I guess. But, I could definitely hear Pops swearing a little and 
I thought it was funny. 

~ ~ ~ 
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Things get caught all the time in the nets. 

Sometimes it’s fish, sometimes it’s glass, that’s always a 
pain in all senses of the word, and sometimes it’s 
something else. Like a child. 

A scary one with a soft face and soft hair and a brokenness 
like the Virgin Mary statue he used to keep propped up next 
to his bed. No, wait, it was still there. Cracking at her face, 
peeling a bit at her dress. Pop thought of tossing her into 
the water and laughed a bit bitterly as he nudged at the 
thing caught in his net with his foot. 

Maybe it was already dead and he could toss it back too, 
along with the Mary statue. Then guilt settled in, annoying 
and always rudely present, and Pop tried swatting at it, as 
if his conscience sat on his shoulder. It didn’t work though. 
Maybe he would’ve tossed the kid back if he didn’t 
suddenly feel its small hand quiver slightly and―what is it 
doing?―kinda graze his feet. It tickled and Pop almost 
made him laugh, almost. 

What a pain. He commented on the shore, how it’d always 
bring him the strangest things. He looked at the kid’s face. 
Something from it caught the sun and he had to squint. He 
leaned down, feeling its slumped little form heave slower 
and slower against the side of his foot. It must’ve fallen 
asleep, or fainted. 

What a pain. What was that? A tooth? Pop leaned closer. 

What a pain. The sun had glinted on its tooth, its fang. And 
it had glinted on its claws too. And he had finally stooped 
low enough to recognize that this wasn’t a child at all. A 
human child, that is. 

Pop hefted it onto his shoulder, one arm looped over its 
torso, gripping tightly with his hand, the other arm hanging 
down in defeat, hand tucked in his pocket, finger tapping 
the Virgin Mary. Next time, next time he’ll send her to the 
sea. But this time she can go back on the table. 

~ ~ ~ 
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Why couldn’t he wait? 

He knows I have trouble… walking. Surely he didn’t forget how he 
found me, something closely resembling a fish out of water, flopping 
miserably and close to death, all tangled in his net. And yet, for 
something that comes from the sea, even I have to admit I don’t 
really look it. Why all the fur and claws and teeth? Where are my 
gills and fins? If I were a fish, surely I’d have cold blood, right? But, 
that day when Pops found me, and I’d awoken in a daze trying to 
figure out if home was something different now, I licked at a cut on 
my shoulder and I had warm blood. I was relieved. So, why is it I can 
walk on two legs, the same way Pops does and yet we don’t look the 
same? His nose doesn’t look anything like my nose. His is kinda 
sharp and crooked, but it doesn’t jut so far out the way mine does. 
Mine’s more like a snout that seems to always be wet and I can see it 
moving whenever I sniff the air. I’d been looking at it and going a bit 
cross-eyed and, gosh, he knows I can’t keep up! Pops! I got 
distracted! Wait for me! 

“Wait for me!” I called out, “Just wait―” 

I’d lost my footing again and I felt my foot come down hard on 
something jutted. Soon, my face was flush with the ground, and I was 
grateful for the yellowing grass, for cushioning my chin. I’d stepped 
on a seashell. And I guess I must’ve let out some sort of distressed 
sound because I was faced with Pops’ feet once again. His grunting 
voice sounded from above me. 

“Would you quit your yelling? I’m waiting. I’m waiting, alright? 
Hurry and get up, I’m waitin― I’ll wait.” 

I wanted to wail, it wasn’t my fault! Don’t be disappointed in me. 
Don’t look at me with that tone of voice, don’t make me feel bad 
with your eyes as you watch me get up and wipe at my scraped 
knees. You know, maybe if you’d taught me to sew when I asked, 
maybe this wouldn’t have happened… 

“What was that now?” 

Oh, I’d said it out loud didn’t I. I tried looking around for the fallen 
seashell, it must’ve rolled down this stupid cobbled stepway… I was 
avoiding Pops’ eyes… I was looking down at my hands, the palms 
were scraped too… 
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“This about sewing again? You can’t sew with those things, I already 
told you.” 

And Pops gestured at my hand and it wasn’t a hand, I remembered, 
but a paw that looked more like a poor excuse for a hand that had 
claws for nails. Besides, opposable thumbs make sewing easier but 
mine were opposed to bending the right way, they’d cramp. 

“But,” I observed, “Yours don’t look very good for sewing either 
Pops.” 

“How many times do I have to tell you, there’s only one of me, isn’t 
there?” He grumbled as he squinted, “One singular Pop, who’s the 
other Pop? No one else, just one.” Then he bent down, finding the 
fallen seashell, “Quit saying Pops, I’m the only one around taking 
care of you.” He held it to me, some part of it had chipped off, “And 
my fingers can sew just fine, quit bullying them.” 

My eyes went wide and I guessed I’d done something awful after all 
and I took the seashell, and I kissed the little finger on the end, and I 
whispered sorry to it, I felt really bad, so I kissed the other ones too, I 
was really worried, but then Pops’ hand was swatting at me and I 
could hear him laughing again as he started walking away again. 

“They’ll be fine without you kissing them better and don’t you put 
that seashell back in your pocket.” 

I paused, my hand, my paw, clutching the seashell, fisted in my 
pocket, about to open it. It would’ve dropped again, I can’t believe 
I’d forgotten already! 

I wriggled my fingers around the hole in my pocket as I began 
following Pops again who was now not so far away, who seemed to 
be trudging a bit, who seemed to glance over his shoulder from time 
to time, who paused and pretended not to care, but who’d wait for me 
all the while, just like he said he would. I wondered about sewing and 
I wondered about what a razor is again. 

~ ~ ~ 
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He kissed the top of her head and felt a chip stick to his lip. 
“Aw shit, sorry Mary,” Pop flicked the chip off and gently 
placed the Virgin Mary back on his bedside table, sadly 
watching as another flake of expired clay fell from her 
dress. 

Whale was watching, cautious but curious. Feeling their 
eyes, Pop turned around to catch their ears twitching 
forward, “What? What is it kid?” 

“Why’d you kiss her? Is she hurting?” 

Pop stared blankly back for a moment as Whale waited 
expectantly, settling themself further within the mountain of 
blankets set upon them, curling into the side of the pillow, 
drifting closer and closer to sleep, their eyes drooping as 
they awaited his response. 

“Yeah well, she’s sorta falling apart. If I kiss her maybe 
she’ll feel better. I’ve been mean to her before.” 

“You’re making up for it now though. Making up so you 
can say sorry, right? Later, you can say sorry.” 

“Yeah, I’ll say sorry later.” 

“Ok, I’ll say sorry with you so it’ll be easier.” 

“Alright kid.” 

And the small voice gave way to sleep and Pop couldn’t 
help his stray hand, couldn’t help it as it patted the top of 
Whale’s head, wondering at its softness. He’d expected it to 
be flea-bitten or something, maybe even sea-bitten if you 
will. Pop chuckled to himself, as he often did when he’d 
make a joke to himself, and no one was around to laugh at 
it or even hear it. He wondered if Whale would find it funny 
and he motioned to shake their shoulder a bit yet stopping 
short when their fur grazed his finger. 

How could he forget? A furry body with claws and a fierce 
looking face, a slightly upturned lip revealing a single 
snaggled tooth that hung down, trying hard to appear 
menacing. Something like a rag with surprisingly soft hair. 
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And surprisingly thin and meek and clumsy… And besides, 
he couldn’t wake Whale up now, they’d just fallen asleep, 
worrying over the Virgin Mary’s wellbeing. 

Pop left his seat on the side of the bed then, trying his best 
to stifle a laugh as he retreated, heading for the couch in 
the kitchen, the one by the window. He only had one bed 
after all and it was occupied at the moment. And Whale 
surely couldn’t fit in that old crib. 

What a pain. He thought with a tired smile. 

~ ~ ~ 

It’s raining now. 

Surely wherever we’re headed should be close now, right? I wanted 
to mention being hungry again but decided against it. Pops must be 
hungry too. 

I glanced up next to me, somewhat hesitant to stare at his face. Pops 
had that umbrella ready, he told me he knew it’d rain here today and I 
said I knew that he knew, and he was holding it over the both of us. 
His gaze was trained ahead of us and I willed him not to notice me 
looking. 

I’d always gotten the feeling Pops felt sad about something despite 
the way I could hear the smile in his voice most of the time. I’d listen 
to his voice because I was too scared to look at his face, scared of 
what I might see or for him to look at me too long to remember I 
wasn’t some nice sea creature. I’d looked in the water before, had 
bent to see what was reflected back at me and couldn’t come to like 
what I saw since it frightened me. 

But, now I had a chance to look at someone else and I was met with 
pale eyes with crescents beneath them, a slightly wrinkled face, two 
scarred brows that narrowing at the peak of a flaring nose, and a 
fuzzy-looking chin. I was right after all. Pops did seem sad, but 
something about the lines of creases across his face looked like 
happiness to me. I watched as one of them seemed to wink at me and 
suddenly I was looking at Pops smiling at me. 
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“Hey kiddo, I know you’re hungry, so quit looking at me like that.” 

“You’re hungry too, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

And then there was sand between my toes, thank goodness, I hated 
that cobbled pathway and didn’t even care that it was damp sand I 
was feeling. I noticed the grass thin out from the hill and beneath us 
was… the sea. The waves freckled as raindrops fell upon them. I was 
confused and feeling stupid again. 

“Are you gonna send me back?” 

I felt like I’d be dead and I figured then that this must be where dread 
came from. The feeling that you’d soon be dead. Dead because it’s 
certain now, Pops knows I’m not the fish he hoped to catch in his net 
that day or the kind of whale he wanted to save or― 

“Send you back? Where would I even send you back to?” 

I desperately searched the creases lining his face for any signs of 
them winking. I found a few. 

“The water. The sea. Like, out there.” 

“Why’d I send you back, that’d be rude.” 

“Why would it be rude?” 

“You were a gift and you can’t give a gift back, that’s bad manners.” 

I could see the wet tip of my nose moving a bit and wondered why I 
was sniffling and why the feeling of soon-being-dead had been swept 
away as suddenly as it had came. 

“Oh, ok.” 

Pops led me down that damp-sandy hill and we settled near the water, 
where he’d set a towel down. He asked if I was scared to be here, but 
I said no, and he was all, “Gee kid!” 

And it was still raining and I was still confused when he patted the 
place next to him on the towel and I sat and he placed a basket in 
front of me, wet wicker. I looked at it and I saw the holes in it and I 
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knew what that meant. I’ve had my experience with holes and those 
mean things fall out and things can get in and I knew that whatever 
was in that wet wicker basket would be wet too. 

And Pops opened that basket and all the kerchiefs and sandwiches 
and bread and butter and fruits and cheese were all wet and horrible. 
And I wanted to cry but all Pops did was laugh and little too loudly 
his voice cracked and bit and he patted me on the back, “Why you 
teary eyed? The grapes are still good, you know!” 

So I ate those grapes and Pops opened his book to read and set the 
Virgin Mary right between us and I was still confused as I watched 
him turn those soggy pages, watched the words and ink bleed, 
watched as they kept on blurring even when the rain stopped and the 
sun blearily shone through the clouds onto the tops of our heads. 

I was still chewing a grape as I leaned over, too curious to care if 
Pops would mind or not, “What are you reading? There’s nothing left 
to read, I think you cried all the letters away Pops.” 

“Nah, it’s just a bad book.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Oh, ok.” 

“It wasn’t made well. Is what I meant.” 

“Ok,” I was finished chewing my grape now and I held onto Pops’ 
arm, tugging a bit, “So, when’re we gonna say sorry to Mamma 
Mary?” 

“Mamma? Where’d you hear that?” 

“I heard you say it once. And I didn’t forget, you still have to say 
sorry to her.” 

“Yeah, I know.” 

“So let’s do it right now Pops!” 

“Stop that, will you? With the Pops?” 
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“Let’s say sorry to her Pop.” 

~ ~ ~ 

Sometimes he wondered if Mamma Mary wanted her own 
baby. 

What if she didn’t want to be The-Mother-of-God? What if 
she was just some virgin who wanted her own baby so she 
took his. What a terrible pain. But then he’d think about it. 
He thought about it that day when he was cutting Whale 
loose from the net he’d caught them in.  

Mary could take care of all the dead babies in the world. 
And Pop could take care of Whale. 
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Primary Unity 
Raeslyn Miller 
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Introspection                                             
Alex Powell 
 
   I’m on the outside looking in. 
   Separate but somehow equal. 
   He has an overabundance of emotion. 
   Like he never lost his innocence.  
   Childish. 
   Maybe he refuses to let go of his innocent memories? 
   Since he lost his innocence too early. 
   He acts forgiving of other people. 
   Maybe he doesn’t act forgiving of himself. 
   Why does he act more tolerant of others than of himself? 
   Maybe there’s a part of his past he’s not proud of. 
   Which leaves an irreversible impression on the rest of it. 
     While there’s a part of him that can’t let go of his past: 
   another equally meaningful part already has. 
   Maybe it’s an act of selflessness that he forgives others first. 
   Maybe it’s self-serving? 
   By avoiding looking at his own actions, he’s refusing to improve. 
   “Improving” by definition or implication, 
   means admitting he’d already done something wrong. 
   I’m confused by what I’m seeing in him. 
   Maybe others are as well. 
   This is an outsider looking in. 
   Objective. 
   Detached. 
   Impartial. 
   Observant.  
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Feathers 
Matt Randall 
 
 
Words parade through open windows. 
Miles and miles of characters 
wind their way through 
magical worlds, lovers' beds, 
and scenes of grisly murders. 
 
They become the perky best friend, 
the hero with a dark past, 
the villain with a fatal flaw. 
They know where children 
grew up, why parents married, 
when mentors died. 
 
They fly from the page  
and glide through the imagination, 
swoop through hobbit holes 
and over foreboding mountains, 
leaving us with a touch of vertigo 
and the feeling of feathers 
brushing against our cheeks 
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Shifting Perspective 
Joseph Tillman 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  



33

 

 
 

The Garden 
Isabella Felton 
 
 When the end of the world came, it was not what Jamie 
expected. Of course, that’s not something you can predict. She 
thought it would end like the stories she grew up with. Where the 
world ended with a loud, desperate bang, in a zombie apocalypse, a 
nuclear war, a deadly earthquake, or even an attack from outer space. 
Not like this. Not something so isolating as a global pandemic. 
Where death happened quietly in a hospital bed, separated from 
family members. At least in a zombie apocalypse, she would not die 
alone. Jamie could have killed a zombie and had some agency; for 
there isn’t much you can do against an invisible virus. At least, Jamie 
could have died in a world that didn’t resemble the one she grew up 
in. It would have made leaving it much easier. 
 
 Two years of this brought different strains no one knew 
how to fight, vaccines that people were refusing to take, the threat of 
war, and racial homicides, all which people called a hoax. A hoax 
that only murdered more. The past two years held so much death. All 
while Jamie tried to keep her garden alive. 
 
 Water hose in hand, Jamie gazed at her garden. Her 
backyard held it behind her house, on the recently finished deck. It 
created shade, the lattice leaving diamond patterns on the wood, for 
the flowerpots and hanging plants. Wind sang softly as it blew 
through the windchimes. Birds sang back in response. On the wooden 
benches and metal ice cream chairs held pots: filled with basil, 
parsley, baby green tomatoes, beautiful green leafy ones with purple 
stripes that Jamie had forgotten the name of. On the round table were 
seedling that Jamie wanted to coax to life and watch them bloom. Her 
orange tabby kitten laid next to them, his ears and paws twitching as 
he dreamt. Outside the porch were flower beds, bursting with patches 
of rosemary and red rose bushes, daises and tulips, and a high 
maintenance hydrangea that would wilt at the slightest 
inconvenience. Squirrels ran amuck, chasing each other and 
squeaking. There were a few weeds, freshly uprooted patches of dirt, 
a few blackened places, but it was absolute heaven to her. 
 
 Jamie always watered in the mornings. It wasn’t pretty 
when the summer heat fried plants to a crisp in the afternoon. You 
could easily kill a plant, whether that was by drowning or burning it. 
She’d come out to see pretty petunias droop and fragrant arugula turn 
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brown. It was trial and error to keep up a garden, and this was hers to 
take care of. The pandemic had taken its toll. 
 
 It was better now, but then? When the world ended 
overnight? Day after day when the water stopped running and the sun 
stopped shining. In the past Jamie kept to her routine religiously, 
taking care of that garden. She watered, weeded, and watched that 
garden bloom into something beautiful. Summer or winter, before or 
after school, she always out there, always diligent. Before the 
pandemic it was full of roses and baby’s breath, rosemary and chives, 
and lemons and pears. But months into it, all that the darkness left 
were dead flowerbeds and rotting wood. One April day, Jamie 
reached out to touch a rose only for it to disintegrate in her hands. It 
was her last one. She had nothing left, nothing to grow. No more faith 
or religion to tell her what to do, no more God to pray to. What was 
left slowly turned to poison in her mind. 
 
 But someone came to help her rebuild. An old friend she 
thought she would never see again. And as they worked, coaxed 
seedlings into budding flowers, releasing ladybugs to eat the aphids, 
and watching caterpillars hatch into butterflies, Jamie…Jamie 
realized that she was in love. How do you not fall in love with the 
person that showed you happiness after months of never-ending 
sadness? How you do not adore your savior, the one who helped you 
realize who you were, who saved you from a life of lies? And most 
importantly, what do you do when they strike a match, and light the 
gasoline that they had been using to water? When you panic and fan 
the flames with your fingers? What do you do that next morning, 
waking in the smoke? 
 

What do you do when this happens again, and again, and 
again? 
 
 Jamie remembered the last time, picking at old scabs on her 
fingers. Her garden was a mess of smoking soil, blackened grass, the 
smell of burnt plants hanging in the air, a haze over the scene. Deep 
cuts into the earth, holes where thieves gouged precious flowers out 
of the earth. Taken by the very people, the arsonists, that Jamie had 
let in and trusted. Jamie silently counted every hole. The red roses 
and the white lilies and the pink carnations, gone, all gone, taken by 
friends, lovers, and everything in between…it didn’t matter. Jamie 
never wanted to be a trophy. But you see, to be a trophy you must be 
something of value to the recipient. That was not the case, and she 
would discover her flowers discarded underfoot. It didn’t matter 
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because Jamie should have given those flowers to herself. Because 
that is what you give to someone who loses a loved one.  

 
Jamie had a companion in the garden, a beautiful cat. He’d 

grown up with her and brought life to that dead garden. Then a 
horrific storm came, blew through her porch, cracked the support 
beams, and that next morning he was gone. Like those ten years they 
shared had never happened. The grief cut him out of her life like a 
knife. Suddenly she was bleeding out and no one, not even herself 
knew how to staunch the bleeding. They said he was just a cat. What 
they didn’t see was the horrible nights he purred her through, the one 
constant unconditional love that lacked transaction, her favorite hello 
and my God, her hardest goodbye. Her garden felt empty without 
him, a hollow tomb that was once a full house. Once every thought of 
him brought her immense joy; for now, it only filled her with 
immense agony because he was gone. How incredible she must have 
loved him for her grief to be so fierce. The grief threatened to drive 
her mad- but there were weeds for her to pluck, a burned patch to 
nurse, watering and pruning and a pandemic and too many other 
things to worry about. And they wonder why she nearly lost her 
mind. The loss left her with nothing but a wreck of wood and a dusty 
garden. Again. It had happened again. And that day, Jamie was just 
done. 

 
 The rage that bubbled up in Jamie’s throat threatened to 
consume her. Her vision blurred and every ounce of anger in her 
body wanted to explode into a scream. She was tired of the world 
ending, tired of her garden dying, and she was tired of hurting. Tired 
of giving flowers and support and love to people who took and took 
and took and had the audacity to play games with her after the fact. 
God, she was tired of keeping all her anger in. 
 
 She pulled out a matchbox, the same one that set her garden 
aflame the first time. Matches in hand, she put all that pain, right out 
there in front of her, and decided that it wasn’t worth setting someone 
else on fire. And Jamie could have talked, could’ve shouted from the 
rooftops, and let the entire world know exactly how these people had 
stripped her roses of their petals, leaving thorny stalks. How they, the 
pious, the fair-weather friends, the false lovers and everything in 
between, and even the sickness that grappled the Earth dug up her 
plants, roots, and all, leaving gaping holes in her flower beds. She 
could’ve gone on, and on, and saw to it that the world would forbade 
them from entering another garden again. But her peace was not 
worth her revenge. And she wasn’t innocent. Jamie had dug up old 
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hatchets, and she hadn’t left other gardens unscathed. Jamie could’ve 
done what she had seen those before her do, those with ruined 
gardens such as hers. She could’ve scrawled poems and lyrics and 
agony across every wall she could find, hoping the arsonists could 
see how badly her garden burned. But she wasn’t a poet. She was just 
the one that got away. 
 
 The past two years brought storms that weathered her 
garden down to the bone; yet her garden remained standing. And 
Jamie wouldn’t give the world the satisfaction of watching her burn. 
Of all the horrors she had witnessed, Jamie couldn’t fathom being 
hateful. So, she dusted herself off, and got to work. Dug up the dead 
and poured life into the ground. New roses would bloom, the grass 
could grow back. The birds would sing again, and a new kitten would 
wander into her garden. Choking on her grief, she poured all her love 
into this new companion. He wouldn’t have her cat’s green eyes and 
dark tabby fur, or that little brown patch on his stomach, but he 
would be a warm fire on a dark winter night.  
 
 Today, the birds sang. Squirrels ran around, stealing food 
from the bird feeders. Jamie stopped trying to convince them 
otherwise: it was harmless. There was plenty of food for everyone. 
She leaned against the deck, enjoying the peace. It wasn’t something 
she was used to. Jamie knew war, not peace. She knew battle 
strategies and survival, not spring picnics filled with laughter and 
sunsets by the lake. Jamie wasn’t used to leaving her garden and 
knowing it was safe to. But she would learn, in time. She had more 
time than she ever thought she would. 
 
 It was time for Jamie to let this new world begin. 
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Beneath  
Cameron Brown 
 
Hyde of melanin, 
mane of coconut oil, 
talons of justice. 
 
Animal to most. 
Uncaged, untamed, unbothered. 
Apex predator. 
 
Name me Gay-Black-Man 
African-American 
Apex-Predator 
 
Dipped in poverty, 
still wading through the prejudice, 
still lurking beneath. 
 
Apex predator. 
You will not see me coming. 
But you will learn soon. 
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Memories, Like a Scent on the Wind 
Nathan Do 
 

Halasia, a beautiful fusion of nature and elven steel; a 
glowing sign of cooperation of the races from Orc to Ilithid during 
the Great Struggles from years past. Skyscrapers of Elven oak 
intertwined with the holy glow of steel dominate the skyline as do the 
Skyboats; flying ships that transport people and cargo alike. Easily 
notable however within Halasia is the variety of architecture from the 
art deco warehouses of the dwarves to the more gothic night clubs of 
the vampires. The people within Halasia are just as varied and 
numerous as they drive along the 4 lane streets and walk along the 
cobblestone sidewalks. The street lamps are lit by a silvery fire that 
hover about the city at night, like spirits drifting along the wind, 
searching for a lost love. However, in a sector of the city to the west, 
there lies a certain apartment building. Sitting in an otherwise normal 
neighborhood right in front of the intersection of Carpal and Belle; 
seemingly composed of ancient stone tablets and black goo, sits a 
strange apartment building. Two stories high, reasonable rent, and no 
complaints from its inhabitants, besides the whispers they hear on the 
full moon on occasion. 

It’s noon at room 213, which stands on the 2nd floor just 
around the corner of the building and at the foot of the door sits a 
wicker welcome mat, cracked in many places from the footsteps of 
those who never thought about the materials that welcome mats were 
made of. The door opens to reveal two figures of greatly varying 
sizes and apparel. The first to emerge is a large orc male, Malcuz, 
clad in thick steel armor and needing to duck under the doorway. His 
massive suit of intricately forged steel armor, a relic from his home 
carved with scenes from orcish folklore, reflects the midday sun and 
scrapes against the threshold as he squeezes past. You wouldn’t be 
able to tell that his skin was green, that his eyes are of a oakish 
brown, that his eyes has dark bags under them from a restless sleep 
the night before, that scars branded upon him by his past hung all 
around his face, or even that he was an orc if he decided to wear a 
helm. His black braids run down to his shoulder and two fangs stick 
up and out of his mouth. Everything about Malcuz is oversized, his 
arms, his body, even going through doors is uncomfortable at times. 
His face is very blocky, his jaw, his face; each detail screams “solid”. 
His nose however was impeccable, every scent was noticed and noted 
whether he wanted it to or not. He always found himself to smell of 
iron and sweat, a necessary smell of a protector.  
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The figure behind Malcuz however, barely reaches to even 
half of the doorway. A gnome man, Brok, walks out leisurely in a 
green t-shirt that sports the logo of a gnomish folk band and khaki 
shorts. His blond hair, synonymous with strands of gold, is pulled 
back into a ponytail that seems to highlight his eyes and face; sharp 
and fairylike. His build is fairly slim as one who makes a living 
playing music doesn’t usually build up a lot of muscle. However, 
Brok is a lady’s gnome, perhaps it’s his angelic voice or his witty 
humor. Brok smelled of fancy conditioner, Cheetos, and lute cleaner; 
synonymous with Brok’s smooth yet carefree lifestyle. Any way you 
break it however, the two bachelors emerge from their apartment on a 
quest for glorious loot. 

“So, we gettin milk today?”, Malcuz says he steps out of 
the door and carefully steps over the welcome mat, trying his best to 
not break it further as he did a few months earlier. The scent of the 
apartment, like moist carpet and unimaginable horror wash over him 
and is immediately shrugged off. 

“Yep, you can’t have cereal properly without milk Malcuz! 
Have… have you not had cereal before?”, Brok says as he steps on 
the welcome mat, too light to crack the wicket mat. 

“Nope, always just had bread for the beginnin’ of the day. 
I’ve always had to be quick in the morning.” As Malcuz finishes his 
sentence, he slows down his approach towards the apartment stairs 
and peers down at his gauntlet. A scene of the Stronghold in flames, a 
familiar and painful memory. Malcuz remembered that day when- 
No. He moved on from those thoughts long ago and he swore to 
never remember it. 

Brok raises his eyebrow as he glances back at his roommate 
and takes the lead towards the car as they descend the stairs towards 
the parking lot.  

 “I heard you talking in your sleep last night Malcuz. Are 
you feeling okay my friend? Something keep you up? Was it the 
comforter again?”  

 “Naw, it’s… it was nothing. Don’t worry about it.” Malcuz 
was never good at lying, as his face scrunches up and fidgets with his 
armor. 

 “Malcuz, be honest with me my friend. You must have had 
some awful dream yea?” 
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 “Don’t be ridiculous Brok! …Why would you say that?” 

 “I heard you muttering something about a fire and a chief. 
Did you have a nightmare about your past or something Malcuz?” 

 “No… you must have been hearing something else” Brok, 
as always, was right on the money. The bags under Malcuz’s eyes 
were testament to Brok’s observation; and nothing escaped Brok’s 
detail-oriented eyes. 

“You know… you can always tell me about these things, 
yea? Old memories can hurt but I can help you out my friend.”  

 “... Nah, I don’t need any help, it’s not like they haunt me 
or anythin’. I don’t really need to stick with those memories. I’ve 
grown up and and moved on, just like any orc would do.”, Malcuz 
says as he rushes down the stairs to catch up with Brok. Brok eyes 
Malcuz with an incredulous squint then continues through the 
parking lot. As they get to their car, small, tan, and preowned; Brok 
unlocks the car and gets into the driver's seat. Malcuz bends and 
contorts to get into the shotgun seat, his armor scratching the sides of 
the car and the seat pulled as far as it can go. Malcuz closes the door 
as best he can then place his hands in his lap as he scrunches himself 
into this just-big-enough-car. Brok’s car smells like Cheetos, strange 
women, and various carpet cleaners. Brok is a cleaner gnome than 
most, if not very discerning of how strongly his car smelled of hidden 
intimate moments. Brok chuckles as he always does seeing his friend 
still lug that heavy armor around and starts the car. 

“Are you telling me that you don’t even think about your 
home at all? No thoughts of friends? Family? I always think about 
my home, makes me nostalgic you know.”, Brok says as he begins to 
pull out onto the road. 

“No, I had to leave it behind so I could get stronger. They 
distracted me so I left them behind and I’m better for it.”, Malcuz 
says as he looks out the window of the car at the passing city. Malcuz 
always thought that Halasia smelled of freshly cut wood, molten 
metal, and gasoline, though the stink of the passerby never seemed to 
skip him either. A few minutes of silence passed as the two simply 
drove, surrounded by the bustling city. The car bumps around slightly 
as Brok hits some of Halasia’s many potholes which makes Malcuz’s 
armor clink and bang together. The people on the sidewalk walk 
around the city seemingly happy with their lives as they cross the 
street at a red light. 
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“Do you think that memories are a weakness Malcuz? 
There's nothing bad about remembering the past. I’d even say that it’s 
a good thing to remember the past.”, Brok says, seeming to want to 
break the silence as they’re stopped. 

“I think holdin’ on to the past instead of movin forward is a 
weakness yea. Why? Do you think that's a good thing Brok?” 

“No, no, no you misunderstand me Malcuz, I’m not saying 
you shouldn’t move forward from your past! I’m saying that-” Brok 
slams on the brakes as the screech of tires and the shrill scream of a 
police siren sound out in front of the car. Red, white, and blue lights 
flash brightly even at noon. 

“Ah crap, what happened up there?”, Brok says as he tries 
to position his body to see ahead of the cars in front of him, unable to 
even reach far over the steering wheel due to his gnome nature. 
Malcuz rolls down the window and looks ahead of the stopped traffic. 

“Looks like someone got pulled over up there, can we get 
around?” 

“Yea, I’m on it. Bet I can pull into the right lane here…” 
As the car pulls into the right lane, the cars move along slowly as 
each one takes a look at the scene. Brok drives past the scene as 
Malcuz, consumed by curiosity, peers over Brok to see what is 
happening. Malcuz hears very shrill giggling as he gazes at the scene. 
As he looks around, he traces the giggling back to brown spotted 
furred humanoid, a Gnoll who seems to still be exhibiting his hyena 
ancestry with his giggling. The Gnoll is pressed down on the hood of 
a red Camaro by a human police officer who can be heard stating the 
Gnoll’s rights to him. Brok glances at the scene quickly and turns to 
comment about it to Malcuz, but he is surprised to find Malcuz 
seemingly entranced by the scene; eyes glazed over. 

A grassy plain, an orcish stronghold of modest size and 
population, surrounded by stone walls, manned by the strongest of 
the hold. Wooden huts and dirt roads, roars resound as warriors 
return with their quarries, Stone gates open, and blacksmiths bang 
away at weapons. A strange nostalgic smell fills the air and floats 
from the shaman’s hut as she mixes together sage and paint to give 
the warriors the gift of strength. In the middle of the Stronghold 
stands another stone wall that surrounds the chief’s hold, manned by 
the hold’s best. Malcuz, a whelp, stands in front of the chief’s hold 
along with the senior guards. The chief’s hold is a small castle within 
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the stronghold meant to be a bulwark to flee to in times of siege. The 
large doors swing open and out of them walk the village chief, clad in 
green orcish armor and flanked on either side by large orcs with 
spears. The chief, smelling of blood and sage, approaches Malcuz 
and growls. 

“Whelp, you are the one who allowed your kin to be 
maimed?”, the chief growls in a booming growl. 

“Yes, I-” The chief throws Malcuz to the ground before he 
can finish his sentence. Malcuz bounces off the ground as his face 
makes full contact with the dirt and the chief pulls his face up by his 
braids. 

“Your daydreaming has cost this clan many valuable 
warriors. You understand the graveness of your mistake!?”, the chief 
says as he pulls Malcuz’s face closer to his. The chief drops Malcuz 
as he sighs. 

“Your hanging on to past injuries and traumas will do you 
nothing here! Hesitation spells death for us in this world! The fangs 
of those wolves are nowhere in sight for you! So why do you still fear 
them?!”, the chief stops and takes a deep breath. 

“You will be disciplined for your mistake, and we will 
make sure that it sticks with you, do you understand warrior?”, the 
chief looks down upon Malcuz as he struggles to get up from the 
ground. 

“Yes… chief”, Malcuz says, beaten and bruised. 

“One last thing Malcuz”, The chief turns around towards 
his stronghold 

“Wake up” 

“Malcuz, wake up!”, Brok shakes Malcuz as hard as he 
can. As Malcuz shakes his head he looks around, Brok seems to have 
pulled into the parking lot of some rickety side store. 

“Malcuz, are you okay my friend? You were zoned out 
something fierc.”, Brok says as he moves around Malcuz’s head, 
searching for the cause of Malcuz’s strange moment.  

“I’m fine, thank you friend”, Malcuz says as he removes 
Brok’s hands. “I just recalled a strong memory. That’s why I don’t 
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want to remember the past, it distracts me, makes me hesitate, and 
makes me vulnerable”, Malcuz says as he turns away from Brok; 
seeming to pout at his time of weakness. Brok begins to say 
something but stops, seemingly sympathetic to his friend's present 
issue. 

“We’ll talk about this later, but we’re here. Let's get our 
milk comrade”, Brok says as he steps out of the car. As Malcuz opens 
the door his foot lands on the gravel parking lot, he looks around at 
the location. The shop is a strange wooden building contrasted by the 
modern architecture on all sides. A small gas pump takes up half of 
the gravel lot that, judging by either the rust or the cobwebs, has not 
been working for a while. Malcuz sniffs at the air and smells the faint 
smell of gasoline, rusted metal, and waterlogged wood; guess this 
place is a small bit run down. Malcuz then looks up at the sign to the 
rickety old store “Josiah’s General Shoppe”.  

Brok reaches up and opens the scuffed glass door to the 
shop and holds it open for Malcuz. The shop has a small, refrigerated 
section in the back with the essentials such as Mountain Dew, 
Monster, and of course milk. Shelves along the interior host candy, 
snack, and other elven treats; vegan friendly of course. The shop is 
filled with a slight smoke, the sound of the air conditioner, and the 
wiggling of the broken ceiling fan. As Malcuz ducks under the door 
and enters the shop, a smell on the air stops Malcuz in his tracks. 
Sage, the shaman, the chief, home. The bustling of orcs around the 
stronghold, the stone walls, the sparring of his kinsman; the 
memories came flooding back. This smell, potent and sad, clouds 
Malcuz’s vision with tears as he holds his head and tries to hold back 
the tears. Malcuz looks around as if he had come back home.  

“Are you alright lad?”, a kind voice whispers.An elderly elf 
sits behind the counter, smiling at the two of them as Brok surveys 
the refrigerated section. White hair dangles past the shoulders of the 
elf, garbed in a denim apron and a silk top. Their kind eyes are 
complimented by their wrinkles, clear evidence of a life of smiling. 
The elf tilts his head at Malcuz as he stands frozen.  

“Oi, where’s that smell comin from elf?” Malcuz sniffles, 
wiping the tears from his eyes. 

“Oh, it’s just my incense here, is it too strong?”, The elf 
says as he reaches to snuff out his incense next to him. 
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“NO!”, Malcuz’s protest rings out throughout the shop as 
Brok freezes in his steps and the elf flinches. For what seems like an 
eternity, the only sound that could be heard is the turning of the 
rickety fan and the hum of the refrigerators.  

“... Sorry, just like the smell.” Malcuz says as he reassures 
the elf. 

“Ah I see, I’m happy to hear that”, The elf sighs in relief as 
he rests his arms on the counter. 

“Where um… where did you get that stuff?”, Malcuz says 
as he meekly approaches the elf. The elf smiles. 

“Oh my, I just went to visit my old home not too long ago! 
Got to see some old friends, pay respects to family, and brought some 
of it back with me. We’re always burning the stuff you know?” The 
elf smiles at Malcuz as he sees the childish curiosity hidden behind 
that suit of armor. Malcuz stares at the incense for several minutes, 
unsure of what to say or ask. These memories, they’re so nice, but 
faltering means death. But he isn’t there anymore, does it matter? 
Where the hell is Brok with that damned milk? Can he let himself 
indulge in this? If only- 

“My Gods man! Just ask him if you can spot some off 
‘im!”, Brok says exasperated as he walks over with a gallon of milk. 
“It’s excruciating, seeing you struggle to ask the nice elf for some of 
the stuff”, Brok laughs. 

“But, I can’t let myself falter Brok, I can’t get distracted 
agai-” 

“You know you’ll never work on that and learn from your 
past if you never associate yourself with it.” 

“But-” 

“Even if it makes you sad, or you find yourself getting lost 
in it. It’s okay, you too, the big bad orc man, can have his own 
vulnerable moments.”, Brok says as he pats Malcuz’s hip; the highest 
he can reach. Malcuz looks at Brok with a frustrated look, then back 
at the elf, back at Brok, and then back to the elf. 

“Can… can I… get some of tha-” 
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The elf holds up a finger to Malcuz’s mouth and reaches 
under the counter, grabs a small hand sized hemp bag from under the 
counter, and places it in Malcuz’s hands. 

“Here, just take it young man, I can tell it’s important to 
you”, the elf says as they hand Malcuz the bag. Malcuz carefully 
picks up the bag from the elf like one would handle a child. 

“Thank you… sir”, Malcuz says as he looks at the bag in 
his gauntlets. Brok looks up at his orc friend and smiles. All 
throughout the drive back home, Malcuz stared at that bag of sage as 
if it would disappear if he took his eyes off of it. Brok tried to get a 
few sniffs as he was driving but he just couldn’t see how that of all 
things was nostalgic. As they pulled up to the apartment, Brok parked 
the car and turned to Malcuz. 

“So, are your memories holding you back after all? Seeing 
that bag there, it looks like you wanna wallow it in some more.”, 
Brok says, smiling at the irony 

“Maybe. Maybe not. I will admit however, it feels good to 
remember every now an’ then.”, Malcuz says as he begins to step out 
of the car. “Plus, you may be right, maybe I need to learn instead of 
avoiding them, maybe that will make me a bit stronger.”  

“This orc”, thought Brok, “Always on about being strong 
and tough.” Brok snickers, “Sounds like I’ve moved up in your 
backstory progression! Guess you get to tell me all about your home 
now, eh?”, Brok says as he locks the car. 

“Sure, you have to let me try cereal first though”, Malcuz 
smiles as he heads towards that apartment building.  
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River 
Cameron Brown 
 

Bereft, I wondered why Those 
people got to be yours and I didn't. I'd scroll and see images 

of you with yet another who was undeserving. When the truth surfaced 
I realized how silly it was to wait around for you to decided I was worthy. Bathed in 

your neglect, I swam upstream to safety. my 
languid muscles ache from the doggy-paddle. I can still see your head 

bobbing along the waves like 
seafoam - blissfully unaware of what you were missing at the shore. Not a 

friend, partner, or even lover, but a waterlogged 
shell that had too long denied itself a home. What will my corpse 

evoke in 
you when you stand over the aftermath? Do you feel a 

twinge of regret when you gaze down the river. 
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The Things I’ve Done 
Katherine Witzig 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A step        
 Any number 
 Any size 
IS progress… 

 
 though progress    Perspective 

         is not Linear and 
         is not Linear and 

      Time Itself 
Sometimes defies 

logic.    
unlike a line is 
not the most efficient way 
to travel between two points  

 
Progress,  sometimes it goes Back  

sometimes it repeats-- 
   
   

 Though definitive, 
 is subjective… 
 
In the end,  
I choose to say that     DC al coda 
 

 
And that is  

Enough. 
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Laundry Day 
Kaiya Jones 
 

I keep scrolling through my phone, and mindlessly notice 
something new pop up: Saturday, 9:00 AM, with a little banner 
taking over the lock screen to remind me of what’s today; laundry 
day. My least favorite day, and even with knowing this was coming 
in the next thirteen days from nearly two Saturdays ago… but even if 
it's annoying to stick to a schedule I should try and take comfort in a 
tiny bit of order, at the least. I haven’t had a real sense of order in so 
long. As I get out of my unmade bed, with the rumpled plain grey 
fitted sheet only covering half the mattress, the fraying comforter 
tossed towards the end, and my stained pillows with no case to 
protect them I try to wake up some more. My alarm’s annoying blare 
is beginning to agitate my headache. 

 Being awake at this hour on Saturday should be a crime, 
but there’s nothing that can be done. I can’t bring myself to do 
laundry on weekdays when I either have school or a part-time job 
during the summer, and Sundays are homework or catching up on 
sleep days. So, all there is to do is get today started, begin one of my 
only routines, getting ready in my bathroom. Well, not my bathroom, 
Mom and I share it after all since it connects between our bedrooms. 
It might as well be mine with how little Mom and I cross paths during 
the day and sometimes thank God, because at least then she may 
never notice anything. I used to hate how busy she was with her job, 
always gone to other homes and helping elderly or disabled 
individuals instead of at home with me, but now I’ve made peace 
with her not breathing down my neck about anything. She doesn’t 
have to bother, ask questions; I get my own space nine times out of 
ten. It’s all great. Everything’s fine.  

I put on some sweatpants and an old sweatshirt, lounge 
wear because anything nice is dirty; and start to brush my teeth and 
hair. Once all was said and done, I couldn’t help looking up at the 
mirror and groaning internally as I scrutinize my plain features. I 
know know know that I don’t look ugly. I’ve been told God knows 
how many times and heard people get less sympathetic to my 
insecurities over the years. I remind myself there’s nothing wrong 
with a slightly crooked nose and keep reminding myself most people 
would find long and straight honey brown hair fine or maybe even 
pretty in the right light. But God, I hate how thin it is. How even 
worse it gets when I find doing basic tasks like washing it to be “too 
much.” Thank God it wasn’t too much the night before. While most 
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would say my baby blues are lovely and give off an air of untouched 
innocence, I can’t help but chastise the bags under my eyes that 
reveal how broken and tired I am. Mom said I got my father’s eyes 
and based on the snarky tone I can tell there’s not much to be proud 
of. People see an average young lady, some might even say a pretty 
one, but I only see everything wrong inside my head possibly being 
given away through physical attributes. 

Walking back into my space, I grab my favorite blankets, 
one fuzzy and one ratty baby blanket, and trudge over to the lidded 
basket nearly overflowing with dirty clothes and begin to leave my 
“cave” as my mother calls it. It’s funny how she doesn’t realize how 
fitting the description is. The basket’s a rather convenient one, with 
rolling wheels and a collapsible handle so I don’t have to drag it 
across the house's tiled floors on the way to the laundry room. The 
last thing I want to do is listen to a scraping noise on the way to get 
my least favorite chore done. Plus, waking up mom on a Saturday 
morning from her late-night hospice care rounds was just asking for 
trouble. It’s a mutual understanding, she doesn’t bother me since 
she’s not home enough to do so and I don’t wake her up when she’s 
home and resting. Life is peaceful that way. 

 It doesn’t take more than a couple of minutes and walking 
through the open doorway to the clean and organized family laundry 
room, so I start to sort my whites, darks and denim, and colors into 
separate piles while the clean and clinical smell of plain cotton fabric 
softener and Tide assault my nose. God, I hate this room and this 
responsibility with every fiber of my being. All these steps, sorting 
and making sure my clothes are ready to be thrown in the wash is 
nothing but a pain in the ass, especially cleaning out the pockets of 
the jeans. And I know how stupid that sounds, I should want order 
like most people, but it just feels too… hard sometimes. Hard or not 
though, if I can’t control having to wash my clothes, at least I can 
control when it happens. As I’m cleaning out the jean pockets, I 
notice it’s nothing new or fun like loose change, just the damn straw 
wrappers from take-out and drive-thru drinks mixed with random 
blue fuzzies. Regardless, I know it doesn’t matter… I just need to 
throw them away. After throwing my jeans into the washing machine, 
I decided to walk back through our house back to my bedroom. 
Passing the trashcan littered with months’ worth of lint, right beside 
the laundry room door, I realize I should throw away the straw 
wrappers there… oh well I’ve already passed by it, I can just toss 
them later.  
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Instead, I just shove them in my sweatpants pocket and 
decided to wait for the first load in the living room. Flopping on the 
couch, I set the first of many timers for all the loads of laundry I’ll 
have to do today and look out the window. I look around bored at the 
living room, at the dusted TV stand, and detect a hint of lemon in the 
air, so I’m guessing Mom decided to clean late last night after work. 
Where she gets the energy, I’ll never know, but I’ll always wish it 
had been passed on to me. While glancing around I catch the 
neighbor’s kids across the street through the window. They’re 
playing in one of those cheap plastic kiddie pools, a larger purple one 
with an unstable slide, and wonder if maybe I would have time to 
swim today outback. It’s summer after all, plus I’m sure I have an old 
swimsuit somewhere in my room… maybe in the closet? No no no, 
maybe in one of my random piles under the bed, or wait would I have 
put in the dresser were my jeans, jean shorts, pajamas, underwear– 

“Hey hon,” I jump slightly and see mom in casual clothes 
as she grabs her purse and house keys. “I’m going grocery shopping 
and will be back in a couple of hours, did you already–” 

“Yeah, I got my laundry started already. Don’t worry.”  

“Glad to see you remembered.” 

Her reply, dry and methodical, a lot like her line of work 
was to be expected. Same cool tone and cool demeanor somehow 
commanding a room, taking charge as always. Enough to make 
anyone feel guilty if they’re not as put together.  

“Maybe today you can get out after everything’s washed. 
Get some fresh air, some sun on your skin maybe?” 

I look down at my lap, and start picking at a stray thread 
“So I can get more freckles all over my arms and legs?” 

“Hey, you get those from me, and they look cute. I wish I 
still looked as cute as you do.”  

Because my mom’s woes are exactly what I wanted to hear, 
but whatever. Mom then throws an odd smile over her shoulder, and 
her eye bags and forehead wrinkles scream worry.  

“I love you Mom,” is all I can say. I feel desperate to 
comfort. 

“Love you too.”  
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With her finally gone, I sigh and start kicking my feet in 
boredom. I feel my barefoot brush something underneath the couch. 
Knowing mom wouldn’t be happy with her neat living room having 
even one blemish I crouch down and slide out… oh wow. It was an 
old orange cat beanie baby, covered and dust and looking as though 
it’s seen better days. Mom used to work for our neighbor across the 
street, well before the old woman had passed anyway, and anytime 
she mentioned having a daughter a new little beanie baby from the 
woman’s collection was passed on.  

“Peggy sends her love again Amber,” was what I was told 
when the orange cat was brought home, I think over ten years ago. 
Holding what isn’t a pristine and clean stuffed animal anymore, but 
instead a musty shell of what the cat used to be, I want to cry. I bite 
my lip and chastise myself; I hadn’t even known Peggy that well, and 
if Mom was in here, she’d wonder if this cat had been that important 
considering it was found under the couch looking as if it hadn’t been 
given a second thought in nearly a decade. But right now, I don't care 
and just clutch it, taking it back to my room. I’m not sure which pile 
or basket the stuffed cat will go into yet but at least it’s never getting 
lost again.  

I rush back into my bedroom; I think my stuffed animal 
pile at the head of the bed would be most appropriate. But maybe I 
should stick it in the old wooden crates with random childhood stuff 
Mom had no clue I still have, stuff I managed to hide before she 
made me donate to Goodwill. The one currently sticking out of the 
small, overstuffed closet holds a couple of old tattered Bibles 
Grandma gifted me before we cut contact, an old rubber duck, a 
couple of random toys from McDonald’s Happy Meals, and my 
rubber bouncy ball collection. I must’ve collected over thirty by this 
now since I go out of my way to get one from those machines 
anytime it catches my eye. Probably the bed pile, less likely to get 
lost. Tossing the cat with two brown teddy bears, a ratty old dog, a 
palm-sized pig keychain, and Mom’s moose I stole at a garage sale, I 
dig into my pockets, and set the straw wrappers on the cluttered desk. 
Right in the pile of crumpled notebook papers I’ve sketched on as 
well, old homework assignments from last semester I hadn’t found 
time to sort through yet, as well as old candy wrappers and other 
scraps of papers that have been there for a couple of weeks–wait 
months maybe? Sometimes I wonder what anyone would say if they 
saw my… organized chaos. My collections. Everything has a place or 
pile, my collections all have these weird memories attached to them, 
mostly just about trying to keep ahold of anything Mom got for me, 
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like all those cheap Happy Meal toys. They may have been gifted 
from guilt, but to me they just mean too damn much to let go. Or 
anything that reminds me of a simpler time, when I was a kid, and my 
brain wasn’t as messed up.  

I jump though when I hear my doorknob turning, what the 
hell– 

“Amber honey I’m sorry to barge in but…” Goddamnit. 
No. Mom hasn’t been in here in over a year. She’s been so busy with 
work and life; she’s left me to my own devices, and we only see each 
other at the dinner table maybe twice a week. She trusted that I was 
old enough and responsible enough to keep my own space cleaned. 
Always bragged about how I’m “self-sufficient” and how my space 
“didn’t need to be guest ready” like the rest of the house. I don’t even 
want to turn around and see her, she must have a horrified expression. 
I can feel disturbed eyes boring in the back of my head.  

“What the hell is this,” is all she whispers after a minute or 
two. “What the hell happened to your room?” 

I finally turn around, to see furrowed brows and her agape 
mouth. She eyes the room, her hazel eyes; usually so tired and droopy 
now widened in disbelief and panic as they survey my shame. All of 
it, from my still clean clothes leaking haphazardly out of the small 
dresser, to the collection of dust and boxes and random plastic 
grocery sacks shoved underneath my bed that’s starting to take over 
my main floor. My closet, where the open door displays crates full of 
the old toys and kids' clothes, I told her I cleaned out and donated 
long ago. Random take-out bags and boxes of TV and frozen dinners 
pretty much anywhere and everywhere from all the nights, I’ve been 
alone and too sad and feeling too disgusted with myself to cook.  

“I thought you left already,” comes my reply, through 
already forming tears and the lump in my throat. I feel the size of an 
ant. I can tell that’s not the answer she was expecting or wanted by 
her gasp.  

“I came looking for you because my battery won’t start and 
needed to borrow your phone to call a friend to jumpstart the car, my 
phone’s broke…” she shakes her head, and her voice starts to rise. 
“What the hell? When was the last time you cleaned?” 

“You didn’t knock.” 
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“AMBER!” She shouts, and I cover my ears as the tears 
start to spill. “Quit changing the subject, this is serious.” She quiets 
down and shudders as she struggles to catch her breath. I feel myself 
struggle too. “All this is my fault, oh my god—”  

“It’s not” I choke. 

“This isn’t just laziness; this is a problem. This is– Do you 
just not throw stuff away?! Most of this is just trash… all th-that stuff 
in your closet looks like old and broken toys you don’t even need–” 

“I’m sorry,” I can barely get it out as I cry, and I can feel 
myself hitching my breath, the rhythm has gone as I’m trying to calm 
myself down. I can feel my heart pounding in my ears and feel my 
blood run cold as I collapse in a heap on the floor. I barely register 
Mom sitting in front of me, her words muffled as I think she’s 
attempting to help me through this flood of anxiety. I can hear her 
mouth the words You Need Help. As my breathing starts to even 
again after God knows how long, I feel her warm arms wrap around 
my cold and small frame, and we’re both startled by my phone’s 
timer blaring. I guess my first load of laundry is done.  

Mom shuts off the timer, and guided my chin, making me 
look her in the eyes. No choice. “Honey what’s wrong?”  

“I don’t know,” I whisper, and I feel her wiping tears from 
my eyes. “I don’t know what’s wrong. Don’t know why I keep 
everything and hate to clean and hate myself and I’m just broken—”  

“Baby girl I’m sorry I never noticed anything wrong. This 
is on me… I should’ve been more attentive” she shakes her head 
again, helps me up, and guides me through the bathroom into her 
room. “Please just stay here, I’ll take care of your laundry, I can shop 
another day, you and I need to talk about what we can do to help 
you.”  

“Thank you, Mom,” I say, and for the first time all day I 
feel a little relieved. She’s here, finally here, to help with this 
crushing weight of whatever the fuck is wrong with me. She leaves 
the room, and I curl up on her bed in the fetal position, waiting 
patiently for what’s to come.  
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Handsome stranger, you have made her wonder (is she pretty?) 
Peyton York 
 

For how much Harper wore those light brown gloves, she 
absolutely despised them.  

 She thought back on all the reasons why as she sat waiting 
in the restaurant, mindlessly drumming her fingers on the table. They 
were leather and reminded her too much of an oven mitt with the way 
they hung stiffly around her frail and skinny fingers, the nails chewed 
off at sharp and unruly angles from her constant gnawing on them. 
But at the same time, the material clung to her skin, only coming off 
to shower and when she used the restroom. She never wanted a 
manicure because she didn’t want people to turn their noses up at the 
black spot that bloomed over the top of her left hand, right above the 
wrist. Four thick lines that not-so-strangely resembled the shape of 
human fingers stretching over the top, the smallest one resting just 
above the knuckle of her index finger. There was one dot astray from 
the others on her wrist, the tip of the gloves just barely covering it. 
The fingers blended in with a palm on the side of Harper’s hand, 
nearly consuming all of her left thumb.  

 Her parents assured her it’s nothing to be ashamed about. 
Prints were normal, and everyone was born with a soul mark. 
Whether it be tattooed with the name of your soulmate or the first 
words they ever say to you, or when you write something on your 
skin it appears on your soulmates (which was much cooler in 
Harper’s opinion), and people only see in black and white then their 
world bursts with color when they meet their significant other, or 
what the oh-so-insecure Harper Dulince had: black spots where your 
soulmate first touches you. 

 The black is supposed to turn to color whenever your 
soulmate touches it, hence why Harper’s resembled a hand resting on 
her own. The black spot was the most common among the five soul 
marks, which was another reason Harper couldn’t stand to look at 
hers. It was another common blemish; it just made her feel more 
ashamed. She was 22 years old, and no color appeared on her skin. 
Friends she went to school with had their palms and biceps covered 
in crimson and turquoise, of periwinkle and cream, the boys and girls 
holding their hands matching. Harper didn’t even want the 
satisfaction of finding the person she would spend the rest of her life 
with and having a multitude of colors bloom over the back of her 
hand and somehow lead her to eternal happiness. She just wanted it 
gone. She was tired of waking up every morning and feeling a wave 
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of… something rush over her whenever her eyes traced over the 
black on her hand. She couldn’t even define the wave of defeat that 
clouded her. And some people never found their soulmates, left with 
no one to write back the messages on their wrist or black spots 
decorating soft skin for eternity. 

 So that also didn’t help Harper’s incredible hatred for her 
soul mark. 

 Harper drilled her fingers on the red and white checkered 
tablecloth at the Italian restaurant, hand propped in her chin as she 
stared lazily at her glass of ice water, taking her head out of her palm 
and flicking the straw. The plastic floated to the opposite side of the 
glass, slightly stirring the ice, and she let out a sigh. She’d been 
sitting in this booth for nearly an hour now, waiting on the guy who’d 
she’d swiped right and matched with on Tinder to show up. They’d 
talked through the messenger for about a week and Harper’s 
roommates had urged her to go. She’d been hidden in her room 
lately, the decision to not enroll in the spring semester of classes at 
college hitting her much harder than she thought. She put on some 
dark washed jeans and an off-shoulder white top with a heavy black 
coat and some boots, put on her hated gloves, and walked to the place 
down the street from her apartment to meet this boy. She was ready 
to get up and leave, but there was still a slim hope vibrating in her 
chest that he would show. She’d messaged him twice with no 
response, but nevertheless, stayed where she was and continued to 
wait. Harper was getting tired of the staff giving her looks of pity as 
they passed to wait on other customers. 

 She decided to wait five more minutes, and stirred her 
water around with the straw, glad she didn’t order a soft drink 
because she knew she couldn’t afford to eat a meal here by herself 
(the man had offered to pay, which was the deciding factor to why 
she even showed up in the first place). The door chimed to signal a 
new customer entered, a rush of cold wind following in behind them. 
Harper’s eyes lifted from her drink and saw a man standing in front 
of the hostess podium (she sat close to the front so her date could see 
her when he walked in), his dark purple parka nearly swallowing his 
torso. He ran a hand through his soft blonde hair, pushing it away 
from his forehead, only for the curls to fall back a second later. He 
scuffed the heel of his white high tops against the tile as a hostess 
came from the other side of the seating arrangement to greet him. He 
turned his head and his eyes locked with Harper’s, her gaze 
immediately drifting back down to the god-awful tablecloth. Her eyes 
drifted to the greenery hanging in the windowsill, slightly spilling 
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onto the table. A small group of girls passed by on the sidewalk, 
Harper hearing their protests about how cold it was in their short 
skirts and knee-high boots through the glass as they giggled. She 
could feel the man’s eyes bore into her, an itch starting to form on her 
skin from the unwanted attention. This is why Harper never left her 
apartment: she hated social interaction, from anyone and everyone. 

 She decided on stirring her glass of water again, anything 
to distract her, until hurried footsteps that weren’t as light as the 
waitress who continuously kept checking on her approached. Harper 
turned her eyes upward slightly, seeing the handsome stranger from 
moments ago standing in front of her booth. 

“Hey, babe, sorry I’m late.” The stranger said casually as 
he slid into the booth across from Harper. Her eyebrow cocked at him 
as he gave a sly smile and took one arm out of his coat.  

“Uh…” Harper replied, a little dumbfounded at who this 
man was and why he was sitting across from her thinking they were 
acquaintances. “Hi?” He shimmied his other arm out of the parka and 
put it against the wall of the booth.  

“Traffic was awful. I swear I’ll leave earlier next time.” He 
said, his face softening. Harper’s cheeks tinted pink as she stared at 
him with wide eyes. He leaned forward and reached a hand across the 
table and laid a hand over Harper’s, the leather of her gloves cool 
against his fingers.  

“I’m Emmett, just roll with it, yeah?” He said softly, bright 
green eyes pouring into Harper’s brown ones with a smirk. Harper 
gulped and nodded, a hard, closed mouth smile on her face. He 
seemed nice enough, but he was still a stranger that just came and sat 
with her. She didn’t know him and needed to keep her guard up.  

“Why are you doing this?” Harper asked in a calm voice 
through a forced smile as Emmett leaned back against the booth, her 
hand suddenly feeling cold without his touch despite the glove. She 
was at a loss for what to do except play along.  

“I’d been outside waiting on the girl I was supposed to 
meet here for like, an hour.” He explained. Harper suddenly noticed 
how the tip of his nose and ears were pink. “Saw you waiting here for 
about the same time.” He gestured his head to the window and 
Harper’s eyes flicked to the glass. There was a bench outside right by 
the curb, the back of it facing the restaurant. A single streetlamp 



58

 

 
 

casting a dim yellow glow around it. “I kept turning around in case 
she had some inside and I hadn’t seen her, but I saw you instead. You 
looked pissed the third time the waitress checked on you.” 

“Looks like we both got stood up, huh?” Harper said with a 
tiny laugh, combing a stray piece of auburn hair from her ponytail 
behind her ear. Emmett hung his head slightly and folded his hands 
on the table as he chuckled. He tilted his head back up and his green 
eyes bore into Harper’s own once again. She hated eye contact, but 
this felt different from Emmett; she didn’t want to awkwardly turn 
away or call him out for staring. 

“You wanna take those gloves off and stay awhile?” 
Emmett joked, nodding toward her hands. Harper’s smile turned to a 
frown and a crease appeared on her forehead. Emmett’s eyes 
narrowed and widened, the sudden realization of his mistake hitting 
him all at once. “H-hey, I was just messing with you, it’s kind of cold 
in here anyway.”  

“Bye, Emmett.” Harper said cooly as she grabbed her 
jacket, already slipping one arm through as Emmett’s words of 
protest filled her ears. She got out of the booth as he asked her to 
come back, walking outside with the brisk wind immediately kissing 
her face. She made a right turn outside the building so she wouldn’t 
have to walk by the window and see Emmett again.  

She walked around the block and back up the street back to 
her apartment complex just to avoid a boy she had known for maybe 
45 seconds. Harper really needed to reevaluate her life.  

She had an idle chat with her two roommates as she walked 
back inside, them asking how the date went and Harper casually 
mentioning she got stood up. She didn’t want to tell them about 
Emmett because they were both hopeless romantics and she knew 
they would pester her to go find him because it was fate or 
something. They gave her their apologies and offered her a spot on 
the couch with the pizza rolls they had leftover, but Harper kindly 
refused and trekked back to her room, flipping on the light and 
shutting her door softly. She asked Alexa to play her ‘calming’ radio 
and light music filled the room as Harper started to take off her layers 
and throw them on her bed. She took the gloves off and tossed them 
on the bed behind her, spinning around and going to grab a hanger 
from the closet. She reached up with her left hand, a wave of 
confusion washing over her as she examined where her black soul 
mark was supposed to be.  



59

 

 
 

It had been replaced with a mix of green and dark purple, 
the shape still resembling a human hand resting on her own, just as 
Emmett’s rested on hers not even an hour ago. 
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Breakfast 
Jacob Harrell 
 
breakfast used to be filled with eggs and sausage 
breakfast used to be my favorite meal of the day 
breakfast used to be energy that gave me hope and life 
breakfast used to fuel me 
breakfast used to give me something to wake up for 
breakfast used to give me joy 
recently breakfast has become two adult gummy multi-vitamins and a 
diet coke 
recently I don’t have enough time for breakfast 
recently I keep waking up 15 minutes before class starts 
recently the idea of breakfast makes me sad 
recently breakfast has become an empty word 
recently life has gotten too crazy, and weird, and difficult for 
breakfast 
recently I don’t deserve breakfast in the morning because I didn’t do 
enough homework last night 
soon 
breakfast will be warm coffee and baked biscuits 
breakfast will be sunrises and birds chirping 
breakfast will be fresh fruit and fuzzy socks 
breakfast will be happy and kind and peaceful 
breakfast will finally be a daily occurrence and life will be okay again 
 

 

 


