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Fucking Futons
Kirsten Petersen

Fucking Futons

| hate fucking futons

| hate fucking on futons

but they tell me it’s college

it’s normal

it's what you’re supposed to do
| hate being this fucking drunk
| hate fucking this drunk

but they tell me it’s college

it’'s normal

it’s what you’re supposed to do
Is it normal

to wake up next to someone
naked and scared

with pain in places

you're not used to feeling

pain

Is it normal

to wake up next to someone
so fucking scared

that when they tell you

“again”

you forget all other words

but yes

| guess

what else could | have said
Why do | have to explain

that when he fucked me and

| couldn’t remember

there’s a name for that

and it’s rape

Consent isn’t optional

so please

(and I'm asking nicely because
somehow you've deluded yourselves
into thinking bitches don’t deserve decency)
stop fucking fucking drunk girls
on all these fucking futons



| Prefer Strawberry-Banana Smoothies
Floriane Leveaux

I'm walking through the streets of my city, and the world is ending. It's
been two days since they told us on the radio. It's only me and my
sister now. She is walking near me, her small hand in mine. My
parents died many years ago, the virus took them first. | don’t know
where to go or what to do. As we pass our favorite coffee shop, the
cute server that | fantasized about is now lying on the bar, reading
George Orwell’'s 1984 and drinking a Green Smoothie like he doesn’t
care. Some people are asking him for cappuccinos or Vanilla Lattes -
with just a bit of whipped cream please. Haven’t they heard the news,
the world is dying. Why the hell do they still care about their whipped
cream? You're right dude, screw them. | bet the book is good, | should
have read it when | had the opportunity. I'm sure I’'m missing
something. | keep moving, maybe | should find a place to hide and
sleep, my sister looks so tired. | think she caught the virus yesterday.
The ground is covered with newspapers and mud, people are walking
without direction, just like us. Here and there lovers and families are
kissing and hugging each other. | hate them. A little bit farther, a tall
big and bald guy in a black police uniform is playing cards with a
young man dressed in a bright red tracksuit. He’s losing. As we are
about to turn left to go downtown, | stop so abruptly that | wake my
sister up as she somehow had started to fall asleep walking, leaning
on my arm. In the alleyway near the French restaurant | love so much,
| see my English teacher Miss Sarah. The always nice, brave, and very
sound Miss Sarah. She’s banging her head against a wall, again and
again, blood dripping from her face. | guess the world really is ending.
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Racy Red
Alaina Steffes

Her mother said the
dress was too tight

and the lipstick too

dark,

but he said it was
a kissable pink,
enticing and sweet
like honey.

She was innocent,
yet so was he.

To them, the love
between them was

as red as the tone

on her lips—

and spoken through more
than just the words that
escaped them.
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Tangled in Time
Gretchen Kent

Freezing time in three... two... The girl’'s fingers at the table in
front of mine stopped moving, her breath cut off mid-sigh. All around
the library, patrons and papers alike ceased to walk, shuffle, or
otherwise make any noise or movement. The whir of computers and
conversations broke off simultaneously, as they did throughout the

building, the campus, the whole world, as far as | knew.

| spared only the barest of glances for the various states of
petrifaction around me as | pushed back my chair and donned my
light spring jacket. Years of using my little trick had long since
desensitized me to the novelty of it. Spilled drinks halfway to the floor,
preserved sneezes in assorted stages, car crashes seconds from

impact: | had seen it all.

On my way to the library’s exit, | moved only one person’s
backpack to the other side of his chair and took a pencil out of
someone’s hand, leaving it on her paper in a way that would look like
she dropped it. | refrained from pulling the chair out from under a kid
perched on the edge of it and danced through the cluster of people

going in and out of the glass doors.

“Hellooooo,” | yelled to the sky. Not a head turned, not a voice
replied. | was absolutely alone in a city full of people. | walked up to
the nearest person and pushed the back of his knee in with my foot,
amused by the sag and awkward posture his body responded with. |
quickly straightened his leg back out with my hands, lest he fall when

| finished my fun. | slid his computer bag up onto his shoulder again.
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It did not escape me that | held an enormous amount of
responsibility for people’s well-being, able as | was to freeze time on a
whim. Physical objects didn’t move unless | moved them myself,
reanimating the second | flipped the switch, as it were, in some
corner of my mind. Repositioning people and things was tricky
business; | tried to steer toward innocuous incidents when | moved

something.

High school had taught me that strangers find it disconcerting
when a random guy is there steadying them exactly at the moment of
stepping onto a banana peel that very definitely wasn’t in their path a
second ago. (I felt bad doing this one, so in appropriate listen-to-your-
conscious fashion, | always ended up trying to remedy my prankster
wrong. My friends were not so lucky; | have videos of each of them
falling comically to the ground. Slipping on banana peels?! Hilarious!)
My wiles almost got me a date last year when | adjusted this girl’s
foot to land a little past the last stair in the science building and she

“happened” to fall into me.

But | could really do much worse. Try, lugging an enemy into
oncoming traffic and snapping reality back into being. Enemy no
more. Booking plane tickets for oblivious people who look like they
need a vacation? The credit cards in their wallets don’t tell me how
much money they can spare. The number of critical things | could
relocate, | mean hide, from people is endless. No one would think to
look for their keys in their neighbor’s mailbox. | could have so many

dogs if | wanted.
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But who am | to decide who deserves bad things in their
lives? Not to mention potential cognitive implications caused by
someone’s sandwich they were about to chomp down on inexplicably
disappearing and ending up back on their plate. People take their

food seriously; that does not go over well.

Because | have thought about every facet of my ability does
not mean that | partake in such trickery, of course. Killing somebody?
Not a chance. And taking candy from my one year old cousin was not
as satisfying as the phrase implies. | freeze time now for my own
selfish gains. | procrastinated too long on that lab write-up? It's done
before the flip of my roommate’s pancakes in the kitchen. | don’t
want to put my book down? | finished The Hobbit five minutes after |

started in real time. Mostly, | take naps.

Controlling time has been invaluable to my sleep supply. | just
have to make sure | don’t fall asleep when | don’t mean to. | berate
myself the whole time | have to wait out a night that | accidentally
held off because | was getting a night’s worth of sleep in my private

time continuum. That’s actually how this all started.

I could never fall asleep in kindergarten. It was never dark
enough, those accordion-fold red and blue mats not appealing
enough, for me to actually sleep. The one time | was about to drift off,
the blinds whapped loudly open and the classical music in the
background turned off with a resounding click of the boombox,
announcing nap time was over. | remember wishing for time to stop
so my body could have its way, and the next thing | knew, | had woken

up and nobody was moving. Everything was uncannily still, as
11



kindergarteners are not, and imploring my teacher yielded as much
reaction as talking to the wall. In all the crying and panic that came
afterwards, my crazed thoughts apparently hit on the “make life
happen again” password that makes the clock start ticking again. My
mother got a concerned phone call that her son was found having a

panic attack in the hallway, so could she please come get him?

My next encounter occurred in middle school study hall, and |
actually ordered time to stop so | could take a nap. | was astounded

when it worked, and much experimentation proceeded thereafter.

My sister didn’t believe me when | told her about it over cereal

the next morning.

“Oh yeah? Prove it,” she demanded in a noncommittal way. |
halted and resumed time a few times before realizing that of course
she wouldn’t know anything was happening. Her face remained coolly
impassive throughout my explanations until | put her hand on her
head. She scratched her scalp, a little perplexed to find it there, but

brushed off my raised eyebrows with a defensive “What?”
“I| put your hand there!”

“Oh stop it, you did not. | would’ve felt it.” This last statement

around a mouthful of cheerios.

“Okay, if | can’t freeze time, how would | have time to
get....here?” | poked my head out of the adjoining living room. | was

rewarded with an incredulous outburst.
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“What the heck kind of magic tricks are you learning online!?
You were right here!” She leaned over and pushed me around a bit as

| reclaimed my seat. “How did you do that!”

“I've been telling you how this whole time.” | was smugly

satisfied that | had proven it to her.

“Right. Time travel or whatever. No really. How do you do
that?”

| didn’t end up convincing her after all. She got all huffy that |
wouldn’t reveal my ‘magic trick’ and refused to give me a ride to

school on her way to early morning basketball practice.

| determined that other people probably wouldn’t believe me
either; maybe doing my own thing would be the best course of action.
I’'ve been routinely napping and taking advantage of my Chronos

capabilities ever since.

On this particular day, | just wanted to get out of the library
and grab a shack without wasting any study time. Weaving in and out
of the students on the sidewalks, | made my way through the fresh
spring sun to my buddy’s apartment a few blocks away. | didn’t quite
know all the weather rules in this frozen world, but everything seems
to stop in that regard too. Wind is very peculiar. | don't feel it on my
face, but | swear | walk through gusts of it; the temperature drops in

places.

No need to look both ways before crossing the street: the cars

just sit there as if parked. | tried driving to the grocery store once, but
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unless there is a clear path through all the traffic lights and few cars

on the road, I’'m stuck joyriding up and down my alley.

Bounding up Ryan’s front porch stairs, | imagine | see
something move out of the corner of my eye. Accustomed after all
these years to silence and utter lack of motion, such an irregularity
sets my skin to crawling. The door is unlocked, and | cross through to
the kitchen, peeking into my friend’s room to find him clutching a PS3
controller in a bean bag chair, unmoving eyes on the screen. | give his

lounging cat a little pat as | walk through the living room.

Leftover pizza from the weekend is marinating in the coolness
of the fridge, which is not making any noise at present. Same with air
conditioners, heating systems, and gas lines; spaces are as cold or
warm as they were when | freeze ‘em, and continue as usual when
things resume. | snag the least soggy looking piece of pizza, closing
the door and leaning against the counter to survey the place. Nothing
out of the norm for these guys: dirty dishes stacked to the cupboard
bottoms, beer cans and processed food packaging litter every other
surface. The cat lifts her head at me with a look that says “Whataya
do.”

The cat. The cat just.. looked at me? | am halted in my tracks
as if time has stopped for me, too. That should not have happened.
As if sensing my alarm, the cat assumed the position of petrified cat

and moved no more.

What the...
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| hightailed it to the door and ran back to the library, eyeing
every leaf, bicyclist, and squirrel along the way for signs of still-time
insubordination. | slammed myself down in front of my books, panting
heavily. Go back, go back, go back | repeated, scrabbling and

scratching at the mental toggle that would restore the world to life.

Silence. Someone’s pencil clattering to the table gave me
hope, but the scene surrounding me dashed it just as quickly against

jagged rocks.

All around me, people’s movements struggled to resume, but
it looked like they were laboring through a vat of peanut butter. |
watched someone move a computer mouse one inch to the left with
excruciating slowness and waited with baited breath for her eyes to

reopen in the act of blinking.

In sudden unison, at which point my stomach fell clear
through the floor, everything faltered to a certain stop, like a factory

whose machinery will never turn again.

15



Untitled
Matthew Sigrist
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A Skincare Routine
Zoey Millership

Self-care is easy. A simple statement, yet one that | can’t
agree with. The people that tell me “self-care is easy” have obviously
never had one of those days where just getting out of bed feels like
trying to move a mountain one inch to the left, only using your pinkie
finger. They have never experienced just how impossible it feels to
put both feet on the ground and stand up. Because once you do
stand up, you have no idea how long it will be until your mind shuts
down and you keel over again. If you do finally manage to stand up,
against all odds, using every fibre of your being then it’s probably
around three p.m. There is just no time to go about your day as
planned. So maybe you take a shower and get some food. Pretty
soon, you’re back where you started. It's very likely that tomorrow this
will begin again, you’re never too sure. Some days you're Person A;
some days you're Person B.

Person A is as close to mentally healthy as a person can be:
confident, productive, calm. On those days, you practically jump out
of bed. The day looks like something out of a Disney movie, the sun is
shining, the birds are chirping, and you might burst into song at any
moment. The day is full of possibility, you have a healthy appetite and
the world is your oyster. Person A lives every day by clichés: carpe
diem.

Person B is a little less optimistic. The Disney movie fantasy
has faded, unless you're talking about Sleeping Beauty (although
there’s a little less beauty and a lot more sleep to you). Your matted
hair hasn’t been brushed in a while, and you only move out of bed to
eat. Your appetite has either faded into oblivion, or you eat every
piece of junk food in sight. You can never tell which way it's going to
go. Person B second guesses their way through life: there is no way
they can seize the day.

17



| have always envied those people with a skincare routine. |
fantasise about the expensive products they buy, and their ability to
use them twice a day. | find myself in the mirror, stroking the skin of
my cheeks, imagining that my skin is as smooth as theirs, with that
beautiful honey-glow. The red, blotchy, uneven reality of my skin
leaves me for a moment. The reality is that someone who can’t get
out of bed until three p.m. on a lot of days can’t possibly have a
skincare routine. | can’t even muster up the energy to make any food
more nutritional than instant noodles, and you expect me to maintain
an eight-step skincare routine twice a day? No thank you.

There are more steps to making instant noodles than you
might think. For the mentally healthy, or just me on a good day, it's a
quick and easy option. No effort required. For someone who isn’t so
fortunate, the steps look a little more like this:

1. Wake Up. It's a lot trickier than it sounds - your low energy has
control over you, shaking that off is hard.

2. Get Out of Bed. An overpowering weight is holding you down. Your
anxiety is an entirely separate being, and they’re lying on top of you.
They’re too comfortable to move, and so you have no choice.

3. Walk to the Kitchen. This is also a task that should not be laughed
at. The kitchen is usually far away from you: either down a corridor or
on another floor entirely. This trek can either make or break you on
your worst days. It’s not exactly Kilimanjaro, Everest or Snowdon, but |
can tell you in all honesty that it feels worse.

4. Boil Water. If you’re lucky, you have an electric kettle. But for the
less civilised (and Americans) among us, you may have to boil your

water in some alternative fashion. | don’t know how you do it. | can

barely summon up the energy to stand long enough for the kettle to
boil.
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5. Pour Water onto Noodles of Choice. Mine are those which are
already in a handy little pot. Whatever you do, do not dissociate when
pouring the water, if you can help it. Things can get painful very
quickly. Trust me.

6. Find Some Form of Clean Cutlery. Preferably a fork. But if you
haven’t washed up in a while, just take what you can find. Spoon,
ladle, it doesn’t matter too much. Failing even that, hey, it's already in
a cup. Drink it.

7. Take Back to your Hideaway. The journey back to your room
somehow feels longer than before, especially if there are stairs in
your way. You struggle your way back to the only solace you have right
now: your bed.

8. Breathe.

The interesting (and frustrating) thing about mental health is
that there isn’t a simple straight line between unhealthy and recovery.
With physical illnesses, your antibodies work tirelessly until the iliness
has been neutralised. There’s a chronological narrative, easy to plot
on a graph, reliable. Mental health has never followed the same
patterns. It is irrational, scattered, and unreliable: there’'s not a
simple line between Person B and Person A. The division between
these two people become blurred as you move through the days. The
functionality of a mentally ill person varies from day to day, hour to
hour, minute to minute.

0 - 10% Functionality: you and your bed are inseparable. You
are one being, tearing the two of you apart is impossible. Even
an attempt would require twelve hours and an advanced
surgeon. A morning routine does not exist, because you would
need to leave bed to complete it.

Unreliability is the reason you have no energy. If you have to

create six back up plans depending on how functional you might be
19



tomorrow, you're going to be tired before you even start. On more
functional days, your morning routine can include a skincare routine.
Though they are few and far between, those days give you a glimmer
of hope. You are finally able to do those tasks that nag at you: the
laundry, the dishes... writing this article.

20 - 30% Functionality: you leave bed around three p.m. Your
morning routine consists of brushing your teeth and maybe
your hair. Whether you get dressed or not is still
undetermined.

Today, | spoke to my best friend for the first time in a while.
She has been awake for almost 24 hours because her anxiety has
refused to let her sleep. | meant it when | said that anxiety is a whole
other being, and this time, it was jabbing her in the ribs every time
she closed her eyes. Talking about this in public is impossible without
a gut-wrenching feeling of shame. One more added to the list of
victims of the mental health stigma that surrounds our society.

40 - 50% Functionality: you leave bed around noon. It's
definitely an improvement. You get dressed, though your
clothes are chosen for comfort and not style. Your morning
routine now includes washing your face. You start to feel
hopeful at the prospect of starting a skincare routine - you
shouldn’t.

Her name is Taylor. | can tell whenever her mental health
slips again, because she dyes her hair another colour. She is
absolutely beautiful no matter what her hair colour, but it's hard to
watch this transformation when you understand the meaning behind
it. After being released from the psychiatric ward, Taylor’s hair was
half teal and half white, split directly down the middle. It didn’t stay
that way for long.

60 - 70% Functionality: At this point, you're able to take a

shower as part of your morning routine. You might even be
20



able to get a couple of things checked off your to do list, but
no more than that. Don’t be too optimistic - you will suffer for
it.

Taylor never fails to make me proud. After having to put it off
because of her mental health, she officially became a university
student this September. Every time we speak, she is full of happiness
and | fully believe that she is Person A. Her blog, though, reminds me
that she is still very often Person B. She’s a work in progress. We all
are.

80 - 90% Functionality: A shower, plus a full makeup routine.
You might braid your hair too, if you feel like it. Your to do list
is completed and you feel proud of your productivity, for the
first time in a while. It won’t last.

Person B becomes Person A at around 70% Functionality.
Logic would dictate that you would become Person A at 50%,
unfortunately, mental iliness does not adhere to logic. Social norms
dictate that a human must be close to fully-functioning to be
considered “normal”. It doesn’t matter what mental or physical health
affliction ails you: you are not a person if society does not always
benefit from your presence.

100% Functionality: Remains a mystery.

Taylor never fails to make me proud, but yesterday, she dropped out
of university.
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Untitled
Claire Howard
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Night Drive
Jim Pettinger

Shadows weave in and out of the car

Determined to follow their lives’ short trajectory

They stumble over me, whisking me away to a time
When the only place | could possibly have been going

is
Home

after a weekend at the lake with my grandparents
all eight of us packed into our family suburban
grandparents growing smaller in the rearview mirror
smiling, waving

Yellow ghosts of streetlights whiz by

The glaring red dashboard clock reads 1:42AM
Muffled silence has settled in

All around me strangers fill the seats once occupied by

my
siblings

snuggle next to me

our shoulders still sore from too much sun

our stomachs full of sweets and s’mores

our eye-lids heavy - having spent the last three days
splashing in the cool green water . . .

The radio hums quietly to itself

Not caring if anyone is still listening

From my seat in the back

| can see the reflections of these strangers’ faces

staring out
25



the window

| peer into the darkness surrounding us

and shiver at the idea of being alone

the presence of my family making the ride smooth, safe
drifting off to sleep | am certain -

soon we will be Home . . .

The change in speed as we exit the freeway
Wakes me up to our true velocity

The driver cracks his window

Letting in

soft
summery air

floats all around me as my mother

slips off my seatbelt and carries me inside

head resting on her shoulder - arms dangling down
gentling lowering me into bed

The other passengers stir as the driver puts it in park
“Everybody out”

| stand and stretch

Tonight, there is no carrying service for

the
sleepy

sound of my brother’s breathing

rocks me further into nothingness

my mind drifts like herds of headlights
dancing deeper and deeper

into the gentle darkness . ..

My weekend bag
26



Lands at the end of my hotel bed
Still fully clothed | follow it
And immediately start

slipping
away

to a time when
the only place | could possibly have been going

is
Home

27



The Hive

Grant Horst
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Coffee Shop Sonder
Adria Braley

They lean into each other over high-top table,
maroon loafer on her right foot

taps to beat of hipster instrumental track

next to his black oxford.

Her left hand brushes brunette strands out of
green eyes, and she tilts her head and wrinkles
her nose and lets out a little

giggle.

He slouches forward, closing gap between them
and glances at floor, failing to

conceal smirk, neon sign in window

casting reddish glow across reddening cheeks.

| am an extra in this scene,

girl sipping cold press in background of a
romantic comedy.

An extra in biographies being lived out
around me:

An extra in murder mystery starring
barista behind counter,

An extra in adventure flick featuring

man drinking cortado with

messy hair and orange scarf.

And they are extras for me,
girl sipping cold press.
What kind of movie

would my life be?

Each actor follows an unwritten screenplay
manifesting line to line,

action to action, entrance to exit,
29



each as vivid and detailed as every other.

Every sidekick a foil, every extra a lead,
and these screenplays overlap
for this fleeting moment.

Barista behind counter pours
steamed milk into freshly brewed,
bitter espresso in a white latte cup
held by steady brown hand

for woman with fire hair and

punk band shirt.

| took my last sip three scenes ago;
girl sipping cold press prepares

to exit stage left.

Every actor must know their cue.
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Scrabble
K Weinburg

I love playing Scrabble with you

It seems so little, so mundane

Kinda elderly, huh?

But | love it

The silence we're in

The subtle noise of competition lurking around us
A subtle smirk when you land a Triple Word Score

| love silence with you

My mind never silences

I try and I try, but self-doubt and second guessing always wins
It rings in my head, drowns out the good around me

| have never figured out how to silence my brain

But then | played Scrabble with you

| don’t know what it is

Maybe it's combining two things | love- words and you

The sweet spot, the stellar combo

That silences the world around me and the chaos inside me

| love silence with you

It's really the only true silence | have ever experienced
It fills me up as much as it clears me

| feel loved in your silence

| feel held from across the table

How did | find you?

The one that could fill my brain with good

Without uttering a single word

Well, besides the occasional “IF | GET ONE MORE VOWEL”

Maybe sitting in the mundane silence reminds me

Just how much I'm in this

It reminds me that our future isn’t contingent on if

| say and do the right things

But our future is our future because of how special
Moments are when neither of us say or do anything at all
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| want the thrill and excitement of climbing a mountain

And the mundane routine of doing the dishes

| want the consuming noise of your favorite band in concert
And the silence and comfort of a game of Scrabble

You are the best combination

Of all things good in the world
And | want all of it, as long as it is with you.
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Friendly Kraken
Baley Murphy
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The Choice
Noah Finco

| was once told that the outcome of our lives boils down to an
alarmingly small number of decisions. However, most of the time our
choice seems completely insignificant when we make it only to
become a big deal later. Scary right? This is a story about one of
those decisions where someone made their choice and chose wrong.
Now | will warn you beforehand, this is not a tale of love, triumph, and
leaves you with a profound lesson because | am not that kind of
storyteller. When | tell a story, | joke, | jape, and | infuriate. But, |
especially love to lie.

Still pressing on? Wonderful! Our unfortunate hero goes by
the name of Steve. He is as, if not more boring that his name implies.
Basically, | expect Steve's greatest achievements in his life will be the
fact that he was the central character of three stories; This one, the
May 1992 issue of the Loyota Morning Star detailing his birth and the
(now online) June, 2044 issue of the Loyota Morning Star with his sad
excuse for an obituary. Simply, Steve is a shithead.

The story is set where many stories of lost dreams and
compounding failures find themselves. A coffee shop. Steve is there
not for coffee, nor the ambiance, but rather to ponder. To ponder his
life as he finds himself at a crossroads. Now Steve is a young man, a
recent college graduate with a lovely girlfriend and a promising entry-
level job as an internal auditor at a polymer and plastics factory.... No,
| was not kidding when | said he's a shithead. You want to know what
his girlfriend does? She's a... wait for it... a chemist for a yogurt
factory. Yup. Cue the confetti to celebrate the most boring fucking
couple to ever exist in the history of monogamy.

Rebecca is her name. She's a mousy little brunette with short-
cropped hair and large glasses that she habitually pushes up the
bridge of her nose. A little on the heavier side, but cute in the face.
Cute enough that most would agree that she's way out of Steve's
league.

As you might've already guessed, Rebecca is what has Steve
so distraught because she just told him that she is pregnant. Upon
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hearing this wonderful news Steve did the exact opposite of what |
thought he'd do. He turned around and walked out of their apartment
without saying a word. Right? Fucking cold. Now he finds himself in
Rollo Roasts, staring into the abyss of his black coffee, contemplating
what to do next.

This is where | come in, literally. You'll be pleased to know
that | have cast myself in the lead role of this production. Well,
technically Steve is the lead, but he's never struck me as a leading
man. | have just ordered a pretentious coffee shop drink to blend in
and am now making my way to our somber hero.

I lean on the counter next to him and do my best to make
myself noticeable in his peripherals, nothing. | even do a dramatic
clearing of my throat. Fucking nothing. Now desperate, | inhale
deeply, relax my face and then assume my "concerned onlooker"
brows and say the fateful phrase.

"Excuse me, sir?" Steve jumped in his seat. Works every time.
"Huh wha..." was his eloquent response.

"Do you have the time?" | added a hint of annoyance when |
said “time” to make it seem as though I've asked several times. Steve
regained what composure he had left and pulled back his sleeve to
reveal a cheap, Chinese Rolex knock off.

"Yes, uh its uh" he stammered.

Then Steve's brow furrows and he starts tapping his watch
face.

"Huh it looks like my watch has run out of batter..." before he
can finish, Steve notices that it's not his watch that's stopped but
rather the world.

Oh, what's that? | didn't mention that | can control time? My
bad, must've slipped my mind. While | have your attention, | can also
fly, walk on water, talk to animals, bench press a train and teleport to
Jakarta... all at the same time. | can do anything because | am what
you all call "God". | cringe every time | say that stupid fucking name.
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You all used to call me cool ass hames like "Elohim" and "The King of
Kings" and now all | get is the stupid-ass one syllable, "God". Ugh.

"What the fuck?" exclaimed Steve.

“Strange, | was going to say the same thing,” | replied.

While | was leaning on the table, casually sipping my drink,
Steve was standing up, eyes darting around at his fellow patrons now
frozen in time. He reached for the shoulder of the woman seated

behind him and snapped his hand back upon contact.

“Yes, you can touch them, but don’t start doing as weird shit
okay? You won’t be here long.” | explained.

“Am... am | dead?” he asked, turning to face me.

What is with you people and all this "Am | dead?” “Is this
heaven?" shit? You know what happens when you die? Spoiler alert!
Nothing. Yup, nothing, you get tired, close your eyes, and black. Done.
| have a hard-enough time keeping track of you all when you're alive
why the fuck do you think | want to deal with you all after you die?

In any case, | went with my go-to reply for this question, “No,
not yet” a slight look of relief passed over Steve’s face.

“But, | bet you wished you were.” | continued. The relief
disappeared, and Steve’s brow furrowed.

“Rebecca?” | offered.
A brief expression of guilt flashed across his face.
“Who or... what are you?”

“llam God” | find that speaking frankly really eases the
tension with these kinds of things.

“God?” he repeated, visibly disturbed.

“Yup.”
36



“I don’t believe this.”

“I know” Steve was an atheist. Keyword there is was. “But
here lam."

"So, uh, God" stared Steve, still uncomfortable with the idea of
speaking to a deity. "What are you doing here?"

"Well Steve, | am curious," | answered "I'm curious as to how
you could do something so incredibly stupid."

"I don't know,” mumbled Steve, averting eye contact.

"You see that's the thing, | don't know either." With a slight
motion of my hand, an image of a young child kicking a ball in a
backyard appeared on the coffee shop window before us like a movie
screen.

Steve's eyes darted around the image and his brows raised
with recognition "That's me!"

"Mhm, and this is too" with another swipe of my hand, the
image changed to a scene of young Steve playing the trumpet at his
6th grade Christmas Concert, his proud parents looking on from the
front row. A smile appeared on Steve's face.

"You see Steve, there is nothing you've done so far in your life
that would indicate that you'd do something like this. Sure, you've
done some dumb shit before like when you pushed Ricky Tibell into
his china cabinet when you were 13." | changed the image to that of
young Steve and Ricky frantically picking up shards of broken glass
and china as the shocked and angry face of Mrs. Tibell appeared in
the doorway. Steve's smile faded.

"Or when you crashed your first car after going the wrong way
around a round-about" The scene switched to an older Steve, head in
his hands on the curb beside the twisted and smoking mass that was
once his Mercury Sable. Steve turned away from the window.

"Alright | get it, | get it."
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"No no, just wait, this one is my favorite." | maintained eye
contact with Steve as | switched the image. I'd be lying if | said | didn't
enjoy this. On the window there was a scene of an 18-year-old Steve,
a look of shock on his face as he held a bouquet of flowers and
behind him, the word "Prom?" Spelt out in candles on the driveway. In
front of him was an embarrassed Monica Gutierez and behind her
was a keeled over Tyler Lillegard, Monica's boyfriend. Steve's cheeks
instantly went red.

"Like ¢'mon man, how did you not know she had a boyfriend?
That's like the first thing you should try to figure out." | said, failing to
conceal my laughter "That one was gold"

Steve turned from the window, clearly over with exploring his
history of failures. | let the window return to its natural, transparent
state.

"Point is, you've done some dumb shit Steve, but they were
either you being young and stupid or the result of poor planning and
execution. This on the other hand, this is a new level." Steve only
mustered a shrug "l don't really know what to say, I'm just not ready
for a kid."

"Well of course not! Nobody is ready for a kid! You think your
parents were ready to have you? Fuck no! You were the product of an
expired condom and some overenthusiastic thrusting."

"Jesus Christ, | don't want to know that!" exclaimed Steve.

"Hey, don't bring my kid into this just because you can't
handle yours!" | shouted back.

"Your kid? What the—oh wait, yeah—sorry," said Steve, initially
confused and now guilty.

"Ah I'm just fucking with you. He's not mine. Good dude

though," That one never gets old. Steve was far less amused than |
was.
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"Look, | get it, no one is ready for a kid but | am like really not
ready. I'm broke, Rebecca and | have only been dating for a couple
months and she's broke too. How can we afford a kid?"

| gave Steve an incredulous look.
"What?" He asked.

"C'mon don't give me that money bullshit. Try and tell me that
your parents wouldn't be ecstatic to have you move back in and have
them be full time grandparents for a while? No, it's not money you
would figure that out. It's something else." Steve met my eyes briefly;
trying to convince me of his lie before looking away "No it's not the
money" | sat down next to him, indicating him to go on.

"It's just that, fuck" Steve paused and took a quick breath "lt's
just that I'd make a shit father."

"That's what they all say Steve, look, you're responsible,
relatively sane, and you care, honestly that's sort of all that it takes
sometimes."

"Ok yeah, but it's different. Like | can be a dad but | don't think
any kid would want a guy like me as a dad."

"A guy like you?" | asked.

"A guy like me," he repeated, "You know what | was going to
do tonight?"

"Uh no?" Fun fact, God can't see the future. Okay | kind of can,
but only a few seconds, which | usually do if | fuck up a witty response
and want to try again.

"I was going to break up with Rebecca," he replied, now
fidgeting with a dent in the rustic tabletop.

"Oh" | said. Now things were getting interesting. His time with

Rebecca has been the happiest of his life from what | can see—and
again, | can see everything.
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"But, why? It's going really well for you two."

Steve shrugged "Yeah it is." He paused for a moment, now
moving his attention to the stir stick in his cold coffee.

"But?" | offered to break the silence.

"But" he said, exhaling sharply. "l was going to break up with
her tonight so that it wouldn't hurt her as much when I... um" he
struggled finding the right words.

"When you?" | asked, genuinely curious. He eyed the ceiling,
still searching for the right words before giving up and meeting my
eyes.

"When [ kill myself next week."

Damn. | was not ready for that.

"I, uh, what?" Was all | could utter.

"Yeah" was all Steve said, attention back to the stirring stick.

"Like actually? Like this next week?

"Yup" his casual attitude was disturbing "Tuesday, at 1 p.m.,
I've got the note written and everything."

"Damn."

"Yup."

"Why?"

"Gives my folks enough time to plan the funeral for Saturday,
my neighbor will be home and hear the shot and all the kids in my

building will be at school so they don't have to find me."

"What? No why as is why are you going to do it? Not why
Wednesday at 1."
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"Oh, sorry," he said.

"But fuck man, it sounds like you've really thought this one
out." He shrugged again.

"But seriously though why?" Steve raised an eyebrow.
"Why?" he repeated.
"Yeah why?" Steve stared at me quizzically for a moment.

"You really don't know do you?" What the fuck did he mean by
that?

"Uh no," | said. Steve shook his head and laughed.
"What?" | beckoned, now irritated.

"I figured of all people you'd fucking know."

"Well | fucking don't," | replied, mimicking his sass.

"Well shit, let me enlighten you God," the irony was not lost
here, "It might because | am stuck in a job that | hate but can't leave
because | will fucking starve if | do. Or maybe it's because my only
reason to get out of bed in the morning is to avoid disappointing
those who love me for some reason." His voice was rising in volume
"Or maybe it's because I've yet to do anything meaningful in my life
and anything | start | quit halfway through. OR MAYBE" Steve was
shouting now "MAYBE it's because anything bad that can happen to
me does happen. Maybe you'd like to explain that one God."

| can feel you siding with Steve on this on and I'd like to make
something clear before you jump ship on me. There are seven, almost
eight billion of you on Earth right now. There is no way | can possibly
keep track of every little thing you all decide to do. Being God is more
like being a gardener than it is being a puppet master. Grandma got
cancer? Sorry, that's a bit of bad luck there. Tornado came and
wrecked you house? Again, not me, just hot and cold air swirling at
the wrong place at the wrong time. Your team won a game against all
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odds? Well congrats buddy but that isn't me either. | generally don't
use my powers to create miracles for a fucking football game.

Sticking with the metaphor, | simply ensure that the soil is
well taken care of, that the plants get enough sunshine and water
and I'll remove some weeds and prevent critters from eating
everything. That's about it. I'll hop in and out every so often like | am
doing right now if something catches my attention. But 95% of the
time, shit happens because of you or some bad luck.

Now, | would've loved to have explained this all to Steve here,
but he's already made up his mind that this whole thing is my fault
and | am getting the sense that a garden metaphor wasn't going to be
particularly useful here.

Instead | went with a casual "Okay."

Steve paused, unsure of what to say or do next. I've found
that a calm, agreeable response to hostile demands like that shuts
most people up.

"You wanna know what that keeps happening? Why you're so
miserable? I'll tell you why Steve." | leaned in.

"l—don't—know," | whispered, articulating each word carefully.

"What?!" Squeaked Steve.

| leaned back and shrugged "l don't know. Could be luck,
could be you, could be some other deity but all | know is that it's not
me."

Steve sat back down, defeated "Great," he muttered.

"But that's the beauty of it," | continued.

"I'm sorry,” said Steve, his attention back to me.

"That's the beauty of it. It's completely under your control.

Your thoughts, your actions, your hopes, your dreams. All you. All | do
is give you a canvas to paint on so to speak."
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"Alright if that's true then why are you here now?" He asked. A
reasonable question.

"Because, generally when | give people this canvas, what they
paint makes sense. For you however, it's like you were painting a
watercolor landscape and then suddenly spray painted a giant black
dick in the middle of it." Steve stared blankly.

"So, let's suppose you see that painting in an art gallery. Your
first question will be what the fuck was that guy thinking? He had
such a nice painting going that he completely ruined with that random
penis there. Right?"

"l guess," said Steve, clearly not one-hundred-percent on
board with my metaphor.

"Okay maybe a beautiful watercolor landscape wasn't the best
example. In your case it sounds like you had a photo of a sailboat in
rough sea fighting the kraken or some shit. Do you get my point
though?"

"Yeah, yeah | got it."

"Great, so why | am here is because sometimes, life gets
moving really fast and it can be hard to take the time you need to
really think about these big decisions."

"No shit," said Steve, nodding in agreement.

"So that's all I've done, is given you a little more time to think
this one through."

"So, you want me to not kill myself and be a dad, right?"

"Yes and no. I'll be honest, you're one person out of billions
that | have to give a shit about. | mean sure, I'd rather you not walk
out on the kid because the world needs less fatherless children, but
my opinion doesn't matter. What | care about is that whatever you
decide to do is actually what you want to do. That way this all can
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make sense again. You're an anomaly Steve and | need you to get
back on course, so you don't fuck anything up."

"Alright | get it." Steve sighed. "So, | take it | won't remember
this at all?"

"Fuck no, could you even imagine how people will handle
this? You're doing remarkably well actually."

"So, like will any of my decisions like cause the apocalypse or
something?"

"I know what you're alluding to and no, | am pretty confident
your choice won't lead to some John Conner Terminator type shit.
You're not that special."

"Well damn, | just had to make sure alright?" Steve's eyes
started shifting back and forth rapidly, evaluating all his options. After
about fifteen seconds of silence he looked up at me again.

"So, like, do you know if I'll be happy after either choice?"

"Well, for one, you can't be happy if you're dead. And before
you even ask, no there's no heaven." | said, "As for the not dying
choice, well | have no clue. That's up to you."

"I see," replied Steve, still in deep thought. After another
fifteen seconds of silence | got impatient.

"Maybe this will help you decide. | have this conversation
once before you know."

"You have?"

"Yup, about twenty to thirty years ago with a guy much like
yourself, albeit he had a little more hair than you."

"Well, what did he choose?"

"Oh, he stuck with the kid, but it took some convincing to get
him there. His band was on tour and he had a fling with this cute little
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blonde girl at his last show. One thing led to another and she's
pregnant and he's developed an affection for a mix of booze and
Columbian sea salt if you're catching my drift."

"Damn."

"Yeah, he was one weekend binge away from going off the
deep end. But he turned it around. Gave up drugs, alcohol, and
music. Cut his hair, got a big boy job, married the gal, bought a house
in the 'burbs, the works."

"Gave up music? Man. Was he happy?"

I shrugged "Looked like it, but you'd know better than I."

Steve gave me a confused look. | returned a knowing smile
and his eyes grew wide with sudden clarity. "You talked to my fucking
dad?"

"Mhmm."

"My dad was in a band?" Steve was back to his panicky self
"He did cocaine?" Steve then turned to me, horrified "He was gonna

leave my mom?!"

"Yes, yes, and yes." | confirmed. Steve stood in silence. Trying
to absorb everything.

"But he didn't" | interjected.
"Didn't what?"

"Didn't leave. He stuck around and to me it seems like he was
a pretty good dad."

"Yeah, he was." Said Steve, relaxing.

"I bet he'd make a good grandpa too,” | offered. Steve gave
me the questioning look again.

"I thought you said you didn't care what decision | made."
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"I don't. Okay maybe | do. You sticking around is much more...
poetic I'd say."

"Yeah, | guess." Said Steve. "I don't know, my only problem is
what if things get worse? | mean | already have a plan to Kill myself
what if the kid makes me more miserable? | can't go and off myself
when | have a kid that'll fuck him up... or, uh, her... for life." | smiled. |
know it seems inappropriate given what he just said but bear with me
here.

"You're doing it already."

"Doing what?"

"Putting the kid's needs ahead of your own. Otherwise known
as parenting. You're a natural!" Steve gave me a hostile look. Like |

said, | love to infuriate.

"Look man, maybe this is what you've needed this whole time.
Someone else's needs to attend to."

"How so?"

"I mean, you've been on your own for a while and yeah you
meet your basic needs like sleeping, eating and shitting down but
you've also really only ever thought of yourself."

Steve didn't have a response for that.

"Think about Rebecca, how happy she makes you." The guilt
returned to Steve's face.

"Think about how much she scares you." Steve met my eyes
with that one.

"She's scary because she's something you've never
experienced before. You care more about her than you do yourself.
That's love man, through and through." Steve wasn't completely
convinced yet | could see. Time to hit him with the big guns.
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"Think about that note you wrote. Who's the first person you
mention?" "Rebecca" he answered reluctantly.

"See right there, even after you break up with her she's the
first person you think of. Now | want you to take that affection and to
take that fear and multiply it by a thousand because that's what
you're gonna feel when that kid comes into this world." Steve's eyes
were still locked on mine, but | could see he was slightly nodding.

"It's a powerful thing man. It's powerful enough to make your
own dad give up his dreams of music. Not only give them up but be
happy to do it." Steve's eyes moved to the window instead, pondering
the frozen cars and flying birds suspended in the air. Now was the
time for the cherry on top. With the flick of my wrist, the window
darkened and was replaced by the image of Steve's 6th grade band
concert again. Steve shot me an accusatory glance, but his eyes went
back to the image and were transfixed not on his younger self like
before but rather on his parents in the audience. It was there his
father sat, camcorder in hand, recording every moment of his son on
stage, his eyes glistening with tears.

| looked up at Steve. He held his chin in his hand and his eyes
now twinkled with premature tears. | let the moment suspend in the
air. Now was my time to wait.

"Alright," said Steve, wiping his eyes with his hand and stifling
a sniffle.

"Alright?"

"'l stay."

"You'll stay?"

"Mhm."

"Are you absolutely sure?"

"Yes, | am."
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"You're going to erase the dick?" Confusion shot across
Steve's face before he laughed.

"Yes, | am going to erase the dick." He replied.

"Excellent!" | exclaimed jumping out of my seat, arms
outstretched. "All that's left to do is..." And before | could finish, Steve
suddenly lunged forward and wrapped his arms around my waist
burrowing his head into my chest and squeezing me in what | will
recall as the most uncomfortable hug in goddamn human history.

"Thank you, God," said Steve, voice muffled by my coat, "For
everything."

"Uh yeah" was all | could muster. Theoretically, | could go back
in time and try to avoid the hug, but | didn’t want to risk experiencing
it a second time, so | just waited it out.

"So, I'm really not going to remember this?" He asked.
"Absolutely-fucking,” | said, “And | wish | wouldn’t either.”

Then, with some concentration, the coffee shop disappeared
and instead we were in Steve and Rebecca's apartment upstairs
about 14 minutes prior to Steve and my conversation and roughly one
second after Rebecca made her declaration. Instead of hugging me,
Steve was hugging her, tighter than he ever had before. Then, Steve's
watch started ticking again, and the world was as it was before, only
this time, the right choice had been made.

Surprised? That sounded and awful lot like a story of love and

triumph that leaves you with a profound lesson. Well, it's as | said
before, | joke, | jape, and | infuriate, but | especially love to lie.
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Rachel Gallo
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Tower of Terror
Grant Horst




Natural Secrets
Miranda Stubbe

“l have a secret.”

My little brother whispered those words to me as | laid out in
my backyard. Normally | would’ve written this off as imaginative eight-
year-old rambling, but the expression on his face was odd—proud but
uncertain. That look meant trouble.

“What is it?”

He smiled, glad | was giving him my full attention. He grabbed
my hand and pulled me towards the house. “Come on. I'll show you.”

| groaned as | staggered to my feet, praying that whatever he
had done wouldn’t end in a lecture from my parents later.

He dragged into his bedroom where he leveled me with a
surprisingly intimidating glare for an eight-year-old.

“You have to promise not to tell mom,” he said.

I couldn’t help but smile a little at my brother’s demeanor.
Always so serious.

“Okay | won't.”

He held up his left hand, little finger extended. “Promise?”

“Promise,” | agreed as | linked our two fingers, sealing the
sacred bond.

He stepped towards his closet door and flipped on the light as
| watched curiously. He pointed down to the floor, so | moved closer
and knelt beside my brother’s creation.

Somehow, he managed to drag the unused 10-gallon fish
tank up from our basement without anyone noticing. The bottom of
the tank was layered with dirt and various plants. Rocks and small
dead tree branches were arranged strategically, and a little bowl of
water had been shoved into the corner. The centerpiece of this little
sanctuary was a furry black and brown striped caterpillar, the kind
you often find wandering slowly around in the summertime.

My brother scuffed his foot on the carpeted floor. “What do
you think?”

“It's brilliant,” | said, and his face lit up with pride. “There is
only one problem. The plants need sunlight to live. You should put it
by the window.”

His eyes widened, “Won’t mom get mad?”

“No, it’ll be fine. I'll help.”
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