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Lies We'd Like You to Believe
Michelle St. James is a Plant Psychologist dabbling in human behavior modification. Each piece 
of art is embedded with a subliminal code to facilitate inter-species communication on a 
telepathic level. If you stare at her work long enough, you may start to understand what your 
cactus is telling you, and why it feels that way.

Angela Sylvaine is, in actuality, a 1,000 year old vampire whose familiar is a stuffed cat named 
Violet who she won in a poker game from Agatha Christie. She designs and sews all her own 
clothes, owing to the dreadful popularity of pastel colors in modern fashion, and she’s 
currently earning her pilot’s license (for night flying only, of course).

Akis is an AI from the future made to create stories that dazzle and spook. He is also on a 
mission to discover himself, doing research on current day AI which he finds grossly outdated. 
You won't find him on twitter at @LinardosAkis 

Robin Lanehurst is a witch who specializes in love potions, transfiguration, and time travel. 
She writes short stories in her abundance of free time, while her very independent toddler 
plays quietly in their perfectly preserved 1868 Victorian house in Portland, Oregon. 

Chrissie Rohrman is living the easy, breezy life and should be finishing the edits on her first 
novel any day now. She is entirely capable of restraining herself from a second glass of wine, or 
adopting animals she doesn't need. 

Oladosu Michael Emerald is an angel sent from the heaven to turn the universe into a 
museum. He switches his abilities/talents whenever he drinks 3 bottles of Pepsi. He tweets 
@garricologist.

The small fibs we tell often say more about us than the mundane facts regarding our current circumstance
***Note - Some artists choose to give a simple, and truthful, bio instead

 
Bio for Alina - Alina Wahab is a comic artist and illustrator from India. They enjoy making fun, self- 
indulgent, queer art that showcases their love for all things retro, spooky, and fashionable. Their 
work has been published in numerous fanzines and anthologies. They're pretty terrible at talking 
about themselves, and wish that all viewers would perceive them as a some sort of small, porcelain 
dog figurine that came to life and now spends all their time daydreaming about goofy vampires. 



Caroline's flashlight beam swept across the dilapidated structure of the St. Agnes Hotel. Only two 
stories, yet it seemed to tower over her. The face of the building was dominated by four columns, 
perhaps the only thing holding the structure up, and behind the columns darkened windows watched. 
She craned her neck to gaze up at the peaked roof and the circular window that dotted the center; a 
rose window, her mother called it.
   "There. That's it," she said. Eagerness fluttered through her stomach, overtaking the fear simmering 
beneath. She could do this, would do this. The act itself … well, she wouldn't think about that. Just take 
it one step at a time.
   Tommy swore as he tramped through the overgrowth clogging the path. "You sure about this, 
Carrie?"
   "Caroline." She plastered a smile on her face and smoothed the front of her black shift dress. "I prefer 
Caroline."
   He yanked a can free of the six-pack in his hand and proceeded to open it one handed, still holding 
the six pack in his other hand. 
   "Impressive." She arched an eyebrow.
   "Practice makes perfect," he said with a cocksure smirk.
   I bet you say that to all the girls, she thought. She didn't know that for certain, having just met him 
days earlier. Caroline had planned for her first time very carefully; had, in fact, made some strict rules 
for herself—no boys from her own school and no one who was single. A guy with a girlfriend would 
keep their date a secret.
   A gust of wind rustled the leaves on the trees that stood sentry to either side of the front walk and 
sent Caroline's curls swirling around her head. The low hanging branches seemed to bend and sway to 
clear a path for her as she continued up the walk, like they wanted her to keep going, knew it was time.
   The trees weren't so accommodating to Tommy, who cried out when one smacked him in the face.
   Caroline's nerves bubbled up in a laugh, but she suppressed it.
   The wide steps leading to the front entrance sagged and creaked beneath her sandaled feet, but 
didn't give way. Tommy took a less delicate approach. His foot broke through the worn boards, but he 
managed to make it to the top.
   He chugged the remainder of his beer, crushed the can, and dropped it where he stood.   
   The ornately carved double doors, decorated with trailing vines and flowers that also appeared to 
have become untended and overgrown, stood ajar. Caroline slipped through the gap and into the 
darkness.
   "Hey," Tommy called, still outside. "I'm not so sure about this."
   This time Caroline let herself laugh, though she didn't particularly feel like it. What she felt was 
anxious, prickly, about to jump out of her skin. Was she really going through with this? Drawing on 
every ounce of her will, she called back to Tommy, "Careful. I might have to tell all your football buddies 
you're afraid of ghosts."
   That got him moving, and he pushed through the doors to stand beside her. "I'm not scared. It's just 
—this place is a hazard. If I break my ankle or something, I'll be out the rest of the season."

Sweet Caroline 
by Angela Sylvaine

Originally Published by Bronzeville Speakeasy
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   Caroline didn't call him on the excuse; it was actually kind of nice that he was nervous, too, 
though not for the same reasons. Impulsively, she grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him 
toward her for a brief, but very hot, kiss.
   She broke away with a gasp and pressed her palm to her chest, which was flushed with heat.
   "Whoa," he said, trailing his hand lightly over her back to rest at the curve of her waist.
   She giggled and grabbed his hand, leading him across the front lobby.
   The space seemed darker, quieter, than it had been on her prior visits, and her trepidation 
spiked. Don't be a coward, she thought.
   The far wall was dominated by a long desk, still littered with several bound books, a lamp, even 
one of those little silver bells. A sign reading "Stairs" labeled an open doorway beside the desk.               
She'd climbed them many times before, but never with a guest.
   "Come on, handsome," Caroline said, attempting to rekindle the brazenness she'd felt just 
moments ago.
   "So, you're really into all this spooky stuff, huh?" he whispered, crowding behind her as they 
climbed the stairs.
   "My parents died when I was twelve, so I guess I started to wonder about ghosts and stuff after 
that," she said, knowing wonder was a generous interpretation. Obsess would have been more 
accurate. 
   "Oh. Sorry."
   "Almost there," she said as they reached the second-floor landing. You can do this, she thought. 
It will only hurt for a second.
   They exited the stairwell into a narrow hallway, the odor of mold and decomposition filling the 
air. Tommy shined his flashlight first one direction, then the other, exposing water-stained walls 
broken by hotel room doors, some closed, some cracked open, some swung wide. The room they 
wanted was straight ahead, the only set of double doors.
   "Here it is. The Honeymoon Suite." Caroline's fingers trembled as she gripped the doorknob. It
wasn't too late. She could still turn back, change her mind.
   But Tommy, perhaps in an attempt to prove his bravery, stepped past Caroline and pushed open 
the door.
   Well, if he could be brave, so could she.
   Caroline crossed the threshold and swept her flashlight across the suite, illuminating the peeling 
wallpaper decorated with swirling loops and whirls. One seemed to twitch and twist in the light, a 
tiny snake living within the walls. But no. Just a trick of the eyes. A gilded mirror hung on the wall 
across from the foot of the bed and glinted in the light, but the centerpiece of the room was a 
wrought-iron canopy bed with tattered curtains hung at the corners of the frame and a yellowing 
comforter topping the mattress. She'd already laid a clean blanket atop the comforter in 
preparation.
   "Jesus, is that blood?" Tommy's light stopped on the far wall, where rust-colored splatters stained 
the wallpaper.
   The sight made Caroline's chest ache, as it always did. "A woman was killed here, right in this 
room."
   "Killed? By who?"
   "Her husband." A mouse skittered over Caroline's sandaled toes. She yelped and leapt on the 
bed. "Yuck." She sat down on the blanket and laid her flashlight on the side table, pointed outward 
to illuminate the room.
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  Tommy handed her a beer, then set the now four-pack at the end of the bed and plopped down 
next to her. The frame creaked under his weight. "Careful. I'll have to tell your friends that you're 
afraid of a little mouse."
   "Ha, ha." She drew her bare legs up under the skirt of her dress.
   Tommy tossed his head back to flick his hair from his eyes. "So, what happened? Why did the guy 
kill his wife?"
   Caroline opened her beer and took a big gulp. Then she took another. Liquid courage, they 
called it, and she needed some right now to go through with this, even with the anticipation
buzzing over her skin. "They were celebrating their anniversary. Had a fancy dinner, some wine, 
and booked the Honeymoon Suite. But the woman had something else in mind. She'd found out 
he was cheating on her and planned to confront him right here in this room."
   Tommy leaned closer, and Caroline realized she'd been whispering. She cleared her throat. "She 
told him she was leaving, and taking their child with her. He wouldn't see either of them ever 
again."
   Caroline drained the rest of her beer.
   "He attacked her with his Swiss army knife. Stabbed her seventeen times. The police found him 
covered in blood and still cradling her body. He confessed, then slashed his own throat right in 
front of them."
   "For real?"
   She just shrugged. His believing or not didn't change the truth of the matter.
   "That's messed up," he finally said. "And it's kinda messed up that you wanted to come here, you
know?"
   "I know." Of course she knew. But he hadn't left yet, so he probably wasn't going to. And she 
hadn't chickened out. Maybe she could actually do this.
   "It's lucky you're so cute." He winked at her and cracked another beer. "I still think we should 
have just gone up to Fisherman's Point."
   "Not if you want to keep this our little secret from Lisa." She felt bad for his girlfriend, but 
Caroline had to choose someone for her first time. Tommy could have easily done the right thing 
and said no. It wasn't her fault he was a cheater.
   He chugged the rest of his beer, crushed the can, and chucked it behind him.
   A draft blew through the room. Caroline shivered.
   "You cold, babe?" Tommy rubbed his hands over her goose pimpled arms. "I know something 
that would warm you up."
   "Wait." Her pulse hammered in her ears. What was I thinking? I can't do this, I'm not ready, she 
thought. "You know what, let's go. This … isn't exactly romantic."
   "It's not so bad." He scooted over, until their bodies pressed together, and raised one hand to 
tuck her stray curls behind her ear.
   She shivered again, but not because of the cold. The feel of his fingers trailing over the shell of 
her ear was nice; more than nice. When he eased closer and brushed his lips across hers, she 
kissed him back, softly this time.
   Pulling away, she said, "Are you really sure about this, Tommy? Lisa—"
   "I'm sure."
   The gilded mirror flew off the wall and crashed against the bed frame, shattering into hundreds 
of silvered shards. Caroline screamed.
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   Tommy jumped to his feet and strode to the end of the bed. "What the hell was that?"
   The temperature in the room turned colder, and his breath formed white puffs in the frigid air.
   "It's her. She's here." Caroline scrambled to the head of the bed. I never should have brought 
him here, she thought.
   A gust of arctic wind ripped through the room, laced with the odor of rotten meat and dead 
flowers. The curtains at the corners of the bed billowed and twisted. Frost crackled and spread 
along the wrought-iron, singeing Caroline's bare skin where it touched the frame. She pulled away 
and wrapped her arms around her knees. 
   Tommy turned in a circle at the foot of the bed, crushing the glass shards beneath his shoes.
   A woman appeared behind him, a walking corpse in a soiled, peach lace dress. Red stained her 
chest in a bouquet of bloody wounds.
   She was going to hurt Tommy, and it was all Caroline's fault. "Leave him alone. Go away. Just go 
away!" she shouted.
   Tommy whipped around.
   The corpse lifted her head to expose a partially decomposed face. Her eyes had rotted away and
her lips were gone, exposing a permanent skeletal grin.
   Tommy's body quaked with tremors, and his chest rose and fell with rasping breaths.
   The corpse reached out and gripped his face in her bony hands. Her clawed nails dug into the 
flesh of his cheeks.
   Frozen, Caroline could only watch through eyes clouded by tears.
   Tommy clawed at the corpse's hands, wrenching chunks of flesh from her bones, but couldn't 
break free. A primal scream erupted from his throat. The corpse pulled him close, opening her 
mouth over his and swallowing his screams.
   Tommy's hands fell away from the corpse, stopped fighting her, stopped trying. His sculpted 
muscles shrunk and shriveled as the woman sucked the life from inside him, and his tanned skin 
turned sallow and pale. Even his hair went from brown to gray to white, as if he'd aged a hundred 
years in only a few seconds.
   Caroline gave a choked sob and clamped her hand over her mouth.
   The woman released her grip on Tommy and he fell to the floor. Empty.
   Caroline stumbled over to his body and fell to her knees beside him. His dead eyes, a milky white 
now, stared up at her, frozen wide in terror. "I'm sorry," she whispered, pain stabbing the back of 
her throat. "I'm so sorry."
   A hand settled on her shoulder and she looked up into the face of her mother.
   The rotted away flesh and empty eye sockets were replaced by rosy pink skin and shining green 
eyes filled with regret. A sad smile stretched across lips that Caroline could still feel on her 
forehead, kissing her each night before bed.
   "Mom." Caroline stood and threw her arms around her mother. Seeing that smile, feeling the 
solid form of her, loosened the tightness in Caroline's throat and she could breathe again.
   "He was bad, like your father. He deserved it. You know that."
   Caroline just nodded, tried to swallow. She knew Tommy had chosen his fate when he'd decided 
to cheat. But seeing it … she hadn't been ready for that, hadn't known how hard it would be.
   "I couldn't have lasted much longer."
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   "I know." At first, there had been hotel guests to feed on, and after St. Agnes closed its doors 
there were the vagrants that called it home. But they'd stopped coming too, scared off. Over the 
past year, she'd watched her mother's ghost wither and wilt. Watched her turn into a monster.
   Caroline had decided she'd kill to get her mother back.
   "The body?" Caroline asked. She hadn't considered what might need to be done after, hadn't let 
herself think of anything past getting a boy into the room.
   "Leave it to me." 
   Caroline grabbed her flashlight and tip-toed around the shell of Tommy. She couldn't resist 
looking down at him one last time. Her first.
   "Go on home, sweetheart," her mother said. "You did well tonight, but you need to rest now."
   Caroline took in the sight of her mother, so beautiful, so alive. Except for the bloom of red 
staining her chest.
   When her mother opened her mouth wide and bent toward Tommy's face, Caroline hurried from 
the room, closing the double doors behind her. How long would the nourishment last? How long 
would it be until she had to lure another sacrifice up to the Honeymoon Suite?
   It didn't matter. Caroline would do whatever had to be done to keep her mother. The first time 
was the hardest, and Tommy really had only been in pain for a few seconds. Next time, the next 
boy, would be easier.
   "I love you, Mom," she whispered.

End
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It started as a moldy splotch on one corner of the living room ceiling, soon expanding into a long 
crescent like the smile of a goddamn Cheshire cat. I squeeze a mop on it and rub until my muscles
ache behind my elbows. The mop gets black and smudgy, and it smells funny. Like fresh concrete.
   I call the handyman. He says he’ll come tomorrow. 
   As I hang up, I hear the elevator mid-whirr outside my apartment. It only goes as high as this, though 
there is one extra floor above, accessible only by stairs. Where Oswald lives.
   I see him from the eyehole. He’s carrying a massive oil barrel—black paint for his art, I assume. He’s 
dragging the barrel up the spiral stairs, struggling to twist it around the tight corners. Perhaps he needs 
help?
   I grab the handle, pause. 
   Why should I help him? He never bothers with my problems. Barely even talks to me these days.
   I push the door open anyway. “Do you need help, Oswald?”
   “Ah, no bother. I’ve got it,” he says, barely glancing in my direction. When had I become invisible to 
him?
    “What’s that you’ve got over there?” I ask.
   His mouth curls into a smirk. “Just some supplies.”
   “I did some painting the other day after a long time. It kinda flowed out of me. Maybe you can take a 
look sometime.”
   “That’s nice,” he says.
   He doesn’t even hear me. Doesn’t even look at me. The message in his eyes and in his tone is clear:   
Why is that loser still talking to me?
   The genius polymath, an archeologist with a passion for cartoons—successful in both. Ever since he 
uncovered that jar from the buried ziggurat in Peru, he’d been the buzz of the town. Who has time to 
even glance at his childhood friend with all the media attention and busy life, right? Who has time to 
waste on a loser?
   Whatever. I don’t care.
   “Well, enjoy,” I say, and retreat to my apartment.
   I lay on the couch and stare at the ceiling. A screech moves along it, and I imagine something sharp 
and heavy slowly being dragged against the floor above. My brain hurts, like cold spoons slowly being
dragged beneath my temples. The Cheshire smile curls wider on the ceiling. 
***
   The handyman crawls through the scuttle attic between my room and Oswald’s. The scuttle hole 
releases a wave of stench, like someone had tossed rotten fruit into a bowlful of wet cement. I feel 
sorry for the handyman. 

Ink
by Akis Linardos
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   I sit back on the coffee-stained couch and turn on the TV. Show’s about to start: Oswald’s 
Fermi the Bouncy Rat. The show that brought black-and-white cartoons back in fashion. I’ll never 
understand how Oswald managed it. He followed his dreams all the way to Wonderland. Not 
that I’m jealous of him. The pharmacy pays the bills, so I never stress about money. I’m happy 
with my life.
   The handyman crawls back out an hour later. Says he couldn’t find any leaks from the boiler, 
and that whatever the hell it was, it’s all over the scuttle, but it’s even worse above. Must be 
something from upstairs. I have to figure it out with Oswald. 
   So I’ll be the one speaking to him again. Begging for his attention.
   I can’t remember when we stopped being friends. It happened like a slow shifting of seasons:
from best friends, to occasional updates on each other’s life, to a polite greeting in the common 
areas. Reduced to stranger neighbors.
   He usually comes home around five thirty. I’ll have to think about how to phrase my request 
casually. I hate needy people. I don’t want to give that impression. 
   I spend some time at the coffee table with the TV on, working on a cartoon rabbit sketch I 
started some six months ago and never got to finish. Not much of a point to it, the lines come 
out all awkward again. The eyes don’t match. 
   I remember the first time my father found me painting. “Good hobby, keeps the eye sharp. But 
don’t do it for a living. Pharmacy will set you up for life. People always need their pills.” He never 
really understood. Not like Oswald’s parents did. They paid his tuition through art school, talked 
up his paintings every chance they’d get. It’s different if you have someone cheering you on. But 
he was lucky. I was not. Simple as that.
   The elevator whirrs. The familiar jingle of Oswald’s bulky keyring follows.
   I reach the door, wrap my fingers around the cold handle, stay there for a long moment. All the 
opening phrases I stored up seem clunky and awkward. 
   His footsteps taper away, up the stairs. I push the door open. He’s halfway up the staircase, 
hand on the railings.
   “Hey, Oswald. I’ll need your help one of these days. Something wrong with the ceiling. Found 
out yesterday the problem comes from your place.”
   He turns. Slowly. Precisely. Like a goddamn clockwork soldier. 
   There’s something along his neck. A dark scar or a tattoo half-hidden by his collar. Reminds me 
of a black snake’s tail. That’s new. He looks at me for a long while with glazed, distant eyes. Then 
says, 
   “Want to hear what I found out yesterday? A scripture from the jar of Acat.” His voice gets 
lower. “Taste the ink. Scar yourself with the mark of gods.”
   Is he making fun of me? “I don’t speak whatever language it is you’re speaking. There’s 
something wrong with the ceiling. It’s full of mold, and the problem comes from your place.       
Could you bring a handyman to figure it out? It’s a mess on my side.”
   “Mayans had such fascinating gods. They’d paint themselves in Acat’s name. They were His 
canvas.”
   I don’t fucking care. “Right, good job, Oswald. Well, I’ll be around if you need someone to talk to 
about it. But please call a handyman.”
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    “Mayans would put a plank on the newborns’ foreheads,” Oswald continued. “Press it tight with 
a bandage and leave it there to elongate their skulls as they grow. Acat had more room to paint 
that way. I also found that out yesterday. Or maybe a week ago. Time slips lately.”
   What the hell is his problem? Does he want to make me mad? “That’s interesting. Please take 
care of this mold issue, though. I can call him for you if you prefer.”
   He smiles, and the smile reminds me of the Oswald I used to know as a kid. When he’d run so 
fast I couldn’t catch up, and he’d turn around with a grin to tell me how amazingly bad I was at 
everything. “I’ll take care of it, man. Don’t worry about it.”
***
   The migraines are getting worse. My skull bones have been wobbling like cymbals all day today, 
and I snapped at an old lady at the pharmacy. Good customer, too. Pretty sure I lost her forever. 
I toss out my shoes as I walk into my apartment, rub my temples as I trudge to the kitchen for 
tea. I avoid looking at the ceiling. It’s been four days, and I haven’t heard back from Oswald. He is 
so busy with his precious work I doubt he remembers what I asked him to do. 
   When I saw him the other day, he didn’t even acknowledge my presence. Something off with 
him too, mouth all grimy with something dark. Looked like a kid that had gotten into the 
chocolate box. Perhaps adulthood won’t allow him time to wipe his arse, either.
   I take the tea to the living room, smell the jasmine to calm my nerves, never looking up, never 
looking at the half-finished sketch on the coffee table. Too tired to finish it today. 
   A random thought strikes me. I whip out my phone and look up the words Taste the ink. Mark 
yourself with the scar of gods. Or was it scar first, mark second? Neither gives me any result.   
What was that god’s name? Acat. I look that up. 
   No wonder Oswald comes up with creepy cartoons if he’s into that stuff. What he said the 
other day is true. Mayans were deforming their own babies. The richer they were, the more 
grotesque the deformation to stand out. Blood offerings. Human sacrifice. It was all viewed as 
nourishment for the gods. Gods cannot take a life. They can only devour a freshly killed soul.
   A droplet spills into my tea from above, suffusing the clear yellow with black. I look up.
   Lumps of the black mold have bloated out of the ceiling. They remind me of wasp nests. I’ll give 
that bastard a good yelling tomorrow. Too tired now. I fall asleep on the couch, Fermi the 
Bouncy Rat playing on the TV screen. I like the noise. I can’t sleep in the quiet. Fermi’s cartoon- 
spring sounds soothe me, and I drift asleep feeling a tickle in my left ear. Like a tiny tongue.
***
   It’s some alien hour past midnight when I awake with a rank, oily taste in the back of my throat. 
Something skitters down my arm and away with bouncy sounds. Boing, boing, boing. The sounds 
vanish toward the exit. My left ear feels cold. I touch it. Wet with something slimy. I turn the lamp 
on. 
   My arm is covered in tiny spots, as if a cockroach stepped on black paint before having a stroll 
from my wrist to my elbow. Black splotches all over the floor. One on the TV screen. And there’s 
a crack on the glass nearly as big as my fist, the shards spread out on the floor in front.
   A migraine hits. My forehead burns. I tilt my head back. Above, the wasp blobs of mold seem to 
be pulsating.
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    I call Oswald. The phone rings back a Vivaldi season I cannot place—though it’s not Winter. My 
throat feels parched. I smack my lips and eye the cup on my coffee table. Idly, I take a sip of the 
cold tea. Tastes sweet as honey, though I don’t recall adding any sugar. Oswald doesn’t respond.  
My brain throbs. I swear it’s trying to escape my damn skull.
   Screw this.
   The black splotches lead out of my apartment, upstairs, to Oswald’s place. With every dazed
step up the stairs, my eyes seem to wobble in their sockets, burning all over. His door is ajar. A 
thick musky haze permeates from within like blackened shower vapors. It smells like carbonized 
soot and feels like grease on my skin as I enter the living room.
   Have I walked into a dream? Or was I trapped in a cycle of dreams for weeks now, in a 
comatose state, unable to wake up?
    “Oswald? Oswald, what—” I taste coal and shut my mouth, letting out a burst of muffled 
coughs.
   It’s a meandering corridor to reach the living room. Something punctures my foot, and I let out 
a yelp. I pull my sock off, cursing, and squeeze out a splinter of wood and a sanguine little 
marble from the toe. As I rub the rough outline of the skin, I capture oily black snowflakes 
between finger and toe and spread smudge on both.
   I cup my mouth with both hands and yell again.
   “Oswald, man, what the hell? Didn’t you hear me scream? My ceiling looks like a Jackson Pollock 
of mold and it won’t go away.” 
   I step into the living room. 
   “What have you been—”
   His body is surrounded by lit candles. Tattoos have spread to his face in a spiderweb. His eyes 
are egg-whites lying in charcoal-mud skin. The black liquid slowly spreads inside the eyes.
   A prank. He’ll jump-scare me now, jolt awake and shift his eyes. Oswald was always up to 
mischief as a child.
   Only we weren’t children anymore.
   His chest still heaves. He is breathing. The Jar of Acat is beside him, overfull with the black 
liquid of art. The ink surface balloons in and out of the jar in pulses, as if it’s also breathing.
   The tattoos shift on Oswald’s body. On his belly, a black dog takes shape, chasing a black cat as 
a squiggly line beneath them undulates to give the illusion of movement in space. The cat pulls
out a hammer, smashes the dog’s head, laughs in a goofy gurgle. 
   On Oswald’s face, black stripes curve to spirals, merge, stretch out to two curved lines that 
form between them the outlines of buck teeth. The sketched mouth opens. A low husky voice 
comes from it, maybe of some creature suffering from pneumonia.
   “Taste the ink. Scar yourself with the mark of gods.”
   “What…?”
   The mouth bulges out, a black balloon at Oswald’s cheek. Buck teeth, pointy ears, pacman- 
shaped irises. It bounces off him. It’s Fermi, the Bouncy Rat.
   “You want it,” it says as it springs from Oswald’s solar plexus, as it bounces off walls, spreading 
the ink. “You want the blessings others have. Why should others have all the luck, while your 
dreams are slowly dying? He did it, why not you? Taste the ink. Then sacrifice him.”
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   The splotches the rat leaves on the walls spread out in a spiderweb, forming the shapes I 
recognize from Oswald’s cartoons. Centie the Zebra Centipede skitters up to the ceiling, its tiny 
bowlegs clacking like notes on a marimba. Is this the source of Oswald’s success? Has he 
stumbled upon a hidden occult treasure that somehow fell through the cracks of human 
history? 
   I know I should be afraid, but I’m not. My chest pounds with excitement. Whatever happens 
next, how can it be worse than the listlessness of my mundane one-bedroom-apartment life 
filled with taxes and pills and cranky old ladies and rusted dreams?
   “What are you? What did you do to him?”
   The cartoons twist on the walls. The cat from before walks up the stairs of a ziggurat. Its head 
elongates. Longer with every step. And as its head grows, diamond rings materialize around its 
loony feline hands, dark blood spills from its mouth. The cat reaches the top, lets out another 
goofy gurgle. Its head explodes in a splash of ink.
   “You’re Acat,” I say. 
   The creature does not respond.
   I inhale deeply, taking in the oily scent, tasting charcoal and honey beneath my tongue. My 
heart drums with every boing of that rat, with every gurgle laughter and xylophone skittering of 
the cartoons on the walls. It’s like they spring against my cranium. Crawl along my spine. And 
here’s the strangest thing: I enjoy it. The migraine is gone, transformed into a pleasant stupor of 
intoxication. Like those nights pub crawling around town and having just the right amount to 
drink. Not too much, certainly not too little. A ticket straight to Wonderland. 
   Oswald lies in a pool of his own avarice, ink mingled with bubbling saliva spilling out of his 
mouth. He failed. He was the real loser all along. My mouth curls into a grin, and my mirth comes 
bursting out in a cackle. For the first time in years, I feel alive. 
   I grab the knife, dip it into the jar, then out. Delicious molten tar drips from the blade. I will 
never end up like him. I’ll make that goddamn Wonderland mine, baby.
   I bring the blade’s spine close to my mouth, and lick.

End
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   “They’re vampires, obviously,” Emmy said, swirling her margarita. “Has that never occurred to you?”
   Vampires. Queer activist groups had been warning us for years, and as far back as sophomore year of 
college I remembered a classmate writing an incendiary paper about vampires and neoliberalism, but I 
hadn’t paid much attention. I wasn’t an activist, one of those lesbians. I didn’t go to any protests, or sign any 
petitions, or give any money to the emergency shelters that started cropping up. None of my straight 
friends had even heard of vampires yet, even the most outspoken allies. But then reports started circling in 
PFLAG meetings, among GSA sponsors, nurses at gender clinics - Boston, Phoenix, Minneapolis, Kansas City.
Still, vampires had been a distant, theoretical threat, until a college student was attacked in Dallas, leaving 
Urban Cowboy after Saturday’s drag show. “I knew something wasn’t right,” he said, “by the way they 
touched me,” and after this interaction he suddenly lost all physical attraction for his lacrosse-star boyfriend. 
Gay bars across Texas upped their security. We had illusions of safety in Austin, where we all pretended that 
race didn’t matter and sexual orientation mattered even less, but it didn’t take long before a long-scorned 
leftist fringe group uncovered the truth: Austin was a hotbed of vampirical activity. When they exposed a 
group of beloved progressive activists as being part of a tightly secretive circle of vampires, parasitically 
living off of their queer colleagues and constituents for decades, everyone tightened their social circles.
“No way,” I said. I had tightened my circle too, but I had been friends with Anna, Marni, and Liz for years – 
best friends. I had met them the first week I’d moved to Austin, connected through an acquaintance who 
had since moved to Oakland. I had felt lucky then, to drop into this already formed friend group with their 
weekly happy hours and brunches and semi-annual camping trips and days on the lake. I was good at 
knowing who people wanted me to be, and then being that exact person. Their type was easy: they wanted 
a queer friend with a little edge to round out their diversity checklist.
    Emmy said nothing. She slid her empty glass to the edge of the slick table. I knew what she thought about 
the girls, as she called them. It’s not that they hadn’t been welcoming to Emmy when they met – it was the 
opposite. They had started texting her outside of our group chat, inviting her over, asking her opinions on 
music and restaurants. I knew she wasn’t their biggest fan, that she saw them as inauthentic and boring and 
full of themselves, but it felt disloyal for me to even entertain agreement. Sure, they weren’t the most 
genuine people, but they weren’t bad friends: they had thrown me birthday parties, invited me on family 
vacations, held my hand when I had to put my dog to sleep. It occurred to me that Emmy had thought they 
were vampires from the start.
   “Wouldn’t I know they were vampires by now?” I pressed, picturing the “cautionary tales” on MSNBC and 
the “miracles” trotted out on FOX: former drag queens dressed in conservative suits, musicians whose 
fingers forgot how to make their instruments sing, poets reduced to Hallmark cards. And it wasn’t just queer 
artists – everyone put upon by the vampires lost their spark, their special. Became less themselves. I still felt 
like myself, but maybe Emmy saw something I didn’t. Maybe it happened slowly. Maybe I had been the one 
tricked into their friendship, not the other way around. Maybe I didn’t notice because assimilation came so 
easily to me.
   My parents had divorced when I was seven, and my mother had never stayed still afterwards. We moved 
from one small Midwestern town to another for the next ten years. Springfield. Terre Haute. Rolla. Conway. 
Iowa City. To someone less observant, each little town might have seemed much the same, but every place 
had its own idiosyncrasies, which I had to absorb and believe in if I was going to survive at all. Assimilation 
was about mannerisms, shared interests, wardrobe, syntax. Being gay would have brought me the opposite 
of success, and so 

Human Touch
by Robin Lanehurst

13



it wasn’t so much hiding I was gay or pretending I wasn’t, but truly not being gay. Being straight was 
safety. Being straight was assimilation.
   “I mean, we obviously don’t know everything about vampires at this point, so a lot of this is speculation. 
But I’ve read some reports that instead of appropriating you all at once, they just take little pieces at a 
time. Every time they touch you they extract a little bit more.”
    I had read the same article on Autostraddle. The theory was that, instead of biting necks and sucking 
blood from veins, like the vampires in classic horror movies, these vampires could survive and even 
thrive off of much smaller pieces of you. Flakes of skin, shreds of hair, sweat, tears. Theoretically, every 
handshake could be dangerous. Vampires didn’t just want your blood – they wanted your DNA. The 
same article had warned lesbians away from trying to seduce straight women without knowing their V- 
status, and had encouraged people to always have a large queer buffer when going out to bars where 
straight people congregated. They kept driving their point home, over and over again: never. trust. any. 
straight people. Period.
   Being too trusting was not the problem for me. I was obedient because I didn’t trust that anyone had 
my best interests at heart, or that anyone would forgive or protect me if I made a mistake. So, I was 
straight and obedient. I went where my mother wanted me to go and I did what my mother wanted me 
to do, except when nothing I did mattered and I was my father’s daughter and my father deserved a slap 
and so I, in turn, did too. I went to college in a central location to all of my mother’s wanderings so I 
would never be too far. And then, after college, my degree in hand, my tank full of gas and one lone 
suitcase, I left. I hadn’t seen my mother since.
      “Okay, so… I’ll just ask them. If they’re vampires.”
      “They’ll just lie. You know how they are.”
      “What does that mean?”
      “Honestly, Claire, are you for real?”
      I shrugged and scoffed and generally tried to make it known that, yes, I was for real, and no, I didn’t 
know what she meant.
      “They are constantly manipulating the details of the truth to their own benefit.”
      “Example?”
      “Like… like how they make a big deal about “thrift store hauls” but you know their parents send them 
Madewell and Anthropologie and LuLuLemon all of the time. And they always wear those terrible jerseys 
to Bar 96 for “watching the game,” but they only “watch the game” at Bar 96 when there are frat bros 
there watching them “watch the game.” They make a big deal about racial justice and anti-gentrification 
and shit – but then Liz bought that huge ugly new-build house on the East Side, like, the epitome of pro- 
gentrification. And her dad is a real estate developer! It’s like – complete hypocrisy, all of the time, but 
then they act so innocent, like they don’t know any better.”
      “Doesn’t everyone do that?” I said, and then wished I hadn’t, because no, not everyone was like that, 
only people who were probably vampires or just unbalanced queers with high ACE scores, like me. 
Emmy didn’t need to answer, but she did.
      “No,” she said. “Definitely not.”
      It wasn’t that Emmy was the cynical one and I was the idealistic one, but we did have a kind of 
balance in how we thought about the world. Me, I was so jaded that my expectations of how I should 
be treated were extremely low, bare minimum. But Emmy – she expected things from other people 
beyond just basic human decency. She expected honesty, authenticity, transparency. I never believed 
when people said that they had a 
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friend who helped them be a better person every day. I thought all of that was bullshit; I’d never 
known anyone like that, anyone whose presence made me want to be better at being me instead of 
escaping myself. But every day with Emmy I started to figure out more and more who I really was, 
what I really thought, what I should demand from the world.
    She never shared her judgments of people or even of me in a negative way, in a comparison way – 
like she was better. Rather, she was trying to be informative and objective, sharing facts like a little 
kid who’d recently completed a report. I didn’t feel stupid when I was with her. I often felt stupid 
when I was with the girls.
    “Look,” Emmy scrolled on her phone, then passed it to me.  
   I read.  
   If you even have a slight suspicion that your new (or old) friend is a vampire, you need to take 
immediate steps to extricate yourself from the relationship. You have several options: taking a “slow 
fade” approach or going “cold turkey.” We recommend the “slow fade,” because it raises less 
suspicion. If the vampire and their nest realize you are on to them, this puts you at extreme risk for a 
sped-up assimilation attack.
    “Seems pretty straightforward, right?”
    It didn’t.  
    “Another round?” Emmy was already signaling for the server.
    She ordered us four more margaritas, to beat the end of happy hour. A group of sorority girls in 
shorts and baggy t-shirts sipped White Claws across from us, looking down at their phones. I don’t 
know why I made Emmy meet me at Spider House. The girls and I had spent so much time here our 
first summer in Austin, bringing visitors, telling them it felt so “Austin-y,” so weird, such a good vibe. 
They had since moved on to newer bars on Rainey Street, West 6th, but I had kept coming back. 
Sunlight glinted off of the miscellaneous sculptures and fountains and the mismatched rod-iron 
furniture, making the patio feel unseasonably warm for early April. A group of college students 
smoked weed in a secluded corner. A man with a handlebar mustache and an Irish wolfhound had 
his feet propped up, typing rhythmically on his laptop. If I didn’t look too closely or think too hard, it 
felt fresh and airy, like I could breathe, like I could blend in. But knowing absolutely anyone could be 
a vampire put a dull on the beauty and ease of the day. Nothing in Austin was the same, anymore. It 
would never be the same.
 ***
   The next day, I met up with the girls for drinks at Cheer Up’s. As we got out of the Uber from Liz’s 
house – yes, that same new-build-gentrifier-monstrosity that Emmy had used as an example of their 
duplicity, and yes, I did feel guilty and terrible every time I had to park my car in front of the tiny 
1920s cottage across the street – Marni took a deep breath and heaved a deep sigh. There was my 
cue.
   “What’s up, girl?” I asked as I held the door open for them to enter.
   “You know, I was just thinking – remember when we were 21 and ‘pre-gaming’ was doing shots of 
cheap tequila at Liz and Ana’s apartment in Robertson Hill?”
   “Remember when we were here last?” Liz cut in.
    “Um, duh. How could I forget?” Ana’s turn – she always hung on Liz’s every word.
    “It was when we met Emmy for the first time.” Liz looked at me. Was it a pointed look? Was I 
reading too much into her expression or was I finally noticing something that had been there all 
along?
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   “That’s right!” Ana laughed. “I thought for sure we were meeting your girlfriend, then you 
disappointed us all!”
    I could tell that Marni would begin to pout soon unless her original memory had gotten enough 
attention. A pouting, pre-gaming Marni meant that she’d be butting heads with Liz or Ana or some 
poor random stranger at some point later in the night, and with everything on my mind I didn’t want 
to deal with that kind of distraction.
    “Okay, but seriously,” I said, redirecting. “Cheap tequila in Robertson Hill was, like, the highlight of 
my youth.” Just the right amount of drama. We all pressed up against the bar.
    “Well,” Ana said, “Who’s to say we can’t recreate those moments right now?”
    Marni loved this. Liz looked amused.
    “Oh my gosh, yes,” I said, some of my best gushing work. “Let’s do it!”
    “Tequila shots!” Marni sang out, and waved down the bartender to order.
    Suddenly, Liz was right next to me, her bare shoulder touching mine. I forgot to breathe for a 
second. I told myself the bar was getting crowded, that she was just trying to make room for people 
to pass behind us. Friends can get close like this, I told myself. This is normal, I told myself. I reached 
out and put my arm around her, just to prove how normal this was. I squeezed her waist, winked.
    Liz flickered her eyebrows and hugged me back. Relief.
    It felt good to please her, to impress her. Liz was above it all. She was self-confident, bold, 
unbothered. She was graceful, regal. She didn’t have the perfect body or the perfect hair or the 
perfect teeth, but people flocked to her.
    It occurred to me in this moment that this could be a sign, a reason why Emmy had decided she 
was likely the Supreme – another buzzword from Autostraddle. Supremes weren’t necessarily the 
leaders, but other vampires looked to them for guidance, proximity to accessing the most humans 
possible. They were the ones with the most power, who could get the most from you.
    I had always felt Liz could see through me, vampire or not. Marni and Ana were easy – they liked 
me, and we had fun together. But I often wondered if Liz just tolerated me, if she only bestowed her 
friendship on me out of pity. She kept her motives opaque; I never really knew what went on in her 
head.
    Liz shifted next to me, and I flinched. She smirked as we pulled apart. There were some theories 
that with every ounce of you the vampires commandeered, they had a little more control over your 
thoughts – or at least, the ability to get inside of your head.
    Before I could say – or think – anything else, Marni passed me a tequila shot.
    “To a night on the town with the best friends a girl could ask for!”
    And we all said, “Cheers!” and took the shots and grimaced and laughed and everything felt 
normal again for just one moment. I wished I had never heard of vampires, wished Emmy hadn’t 
brought her theory to me, wished I could stay in blissful ignorance for just a little while longer. These 
are my friends and they can be trusted and I will be safe.
    We stacked our shot glasses on the bar and linked arms, snaking our way through the growing 
crowd to the back patio. My phone buzzed in my pocket: Emmy. My face went hot.
    What’s up tonight? the text read. How are the girls? with a gif of the witches from The Craft 
standing around a fire on the beach, lightning shattering the frame.
     I laughed, and the girls looked over their shoulders.
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  “What’s so funny?” Marni asked.
   “Oh, just Emmy – I’m telling her to come meet us.”
    Liz looked at me again – okay, this look was definitely pointed – and said, “Awesome, tell her she 
can park her car at my place if she wants.”
    I nodded, but I didn’t pass the message on to Emmy. I wanted an out, a way to get past them.
    Thirty minutes later, we were on our second drink and I saw Emmy turn the corner to the patio. I 
felt relieved, with a little pang of anxiety. I hated feeling in the middle, like I had to make a choice 
between two options. I didn’t want that responsibility or that control. But Emmy didn’t let me do that. 
She would have accepted any choice that I made, she probably would have even accepted if I 
wanted to stay friends with the girls and risk it all, but she wanted the decision to be mine and she 
wasn’t going to let me off the hook.
     I tried to peek at the girls’ reactions as Emmy walked up, her arms full with drinks for the group. 
Marni and Ana, eager; Liz, stoic and a little bored. Ana got up to greet Emmy with a hug, but Emmy 
shrugged her shoulders, feigning awkwardness with the cold glasses. Ana seemed put-off and 
Marni’s enthusiasm dulled. Liz gave her a posh salute as she accepted her drink. Emmy handed me 
my drink and winked. Of course, I thought. She doesn’t want them to touch her.
   “We’re going to Rainey Street,” Marni said, sipping. “Are y’all going to come?”
   “There’s that drag show at Rain,” I said quickly. “That’s tonight, right, Em?”
Emmy swallowed and nodded. “Yep,” she said. “I think it starts at nine.”
Drag show was our code for trying to ditch the girls. A little counter-intuitive, as you might think that 
vampires would love drag shows for all of the easy access, but lately they had been heavily locked 
down, with the drag queens relegated to the stage instead of accepting dollar bills in their cleavage, 
and everyone else seated at tables arms-length apart to avoid mixed groups.
Iwondered for the first time if they knew this had been our strategy all along; as soon as we 
mentioned our plans, the girls acquiesced, finished their drinks quickly, and started shifting towards
the exit.
   “Have fun!” Ana said.
   “Be safe, girlies!” Marni winked.
   “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Liz said, as she buckled her fanny pack across her shoulder.
   And even though I knew I shouldn’t let them touch my bare skin, I accepted their hugs goodbye, I 
let them hold me close.
   I exhaled and took a large swallow of my drink as they disappeared around the corner. I knew if I 
squinted, I could trace their path on the other side of the slatted, wooden fence as they made their 
way down Red River, eventually running across West Cesar Chavez with a crowd of straight people 
doing the same thing, cutting across the parking lot before hitting the first block of Rainey.
   “How’d it go?” Emmy asked.
   “Fine,” I shivered. “I don’t know why I hugged them, you did such a good job of dodging it.”
   Emmy shrugged encouragingly, and we sat with our drinks in silence, the kind of silence I was only 
just now getting used to as a sign of true friendship.
   “So,” she said, firmly. “I think we should finally go on that camping trip to Big Bend we’ve been 
talking about forever.”
   “That you’ve been talking about forever,” I said, tipping my drink towards her before taking another
sip.
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   “The only reason you’ve never agreed to it is because every time you bring it up to the girls they 
find a reason that you have to stay in Austin.”
   “Look,” I said, “It’s not that I have a hard time saying no, it’s just – I don’t want to hurt their feelings, 
like they’ve always been there for me in these big life changes, and then I’m just going to go off and 
do my own thing even when they’re asking me to stay for something important?”
   “Important? Like Liz celebrating her birthday month on one particular random Wednesday or Ana’s 
best friend from home coming to visit like she does three times a year? But you can’t make the 
things you want to do a priority? They’ll prioritize themselves over you every single time, then expect 
you to turn around and do the same.”
   “I just… I feel like I owe them a conversation, if I’m really going to leave – ”
   “We’re going camping for a week – you’re not moving to Paris!”
   “ – I want them to know why. I don’t want to have to be sneaky about it. But that’s going to be a big 
confrontation and I’m just not ready for that.”
   “Look. I know you want this big, intense moment, where you confront them on all of their bullshit 
and tell them that you know they’re vampires. But then what? You think they’re going to have some 
huge revelation about the error of their ways and that they’ll stop being predatory monsters? That 
they’ll feel like total frauds because they see how they were the ones who needed you, not the other 
way around?”
   “I just want… closure!” I said, starting to raise my voice. I looked around. It wasn’t that out of place, 
here, for two women sitting together to be having a passionate conversation. No one seemed to 
notice, but my face felt hot. I didn’t like drawing attention to myself; I just wanted to go with the flow, 
with the girls’ flow, and I wanted Emmy to be a part of this flow, but I was finally understanding that 
none of that was going to happen.
   “They don’t care about you,” Emmy sighed. “Even if none of this vampire crap is real, they’re still just 
shitty friends.”
    I took a beat before responding. It was like a final box had been checked and I was ready to 
validate whatever form I’d been completing in my head. Vampires, check. Shitty friends, check.
    “You’re right,” I said. “Okay. You’re right.”
    Emmy laughed. “Hate to burst your bubble there, but I know.”
     I laughed too, and then I couldn’t stop laughing, as the absurdity of my mental gymnastics in the 
past 24 hours caught up with me. I hadn’t realized I’d been running on fumes, how panicked my 
body had felt, until it all came out in wave after wave of unrestrained laughter.
    “So,” I said, gasping, holding my side, “When do we leave?”

End
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Most days, my brother Jared and I spend the hours between school ending and night falling at the park at 
the end of the street, loitering long after the other neighborhood kids have been called home. He’s twelve, 
a year younger than me, but bigger, and getting bigger still. Our sister Sami outgrew the playground two 
summers ago, around the time she developed an interest in boys and managed to procure a cell phone 
from one of her friends with money. They even pay for it, added it to their “family plan.”
   The metal bars of the jungle gym are flecked with exposed rust and chipping paint, and the merry-go- 
round is wobbly, its handholds too hot to touch under the high afternoon sun. But there is fresh air here, 
and there are kids to play with, even though we’re older than most of them. The ones I recognize from 
school hang out in the shadows of the Oak trees, passing around cigarettes and a bottle of Faygo mixed 
with someone’s dad’s vodka. Even if they wanted anything to do with me, I’m not sure I want anything to do 
with them. Jared, though, is starting to grow curious, wrinkling his nose and asking, “What smells funky?”
   We barely speak when we’re home, communicating more with shoves and kicks, but the playground is a 
neutral ground. Jared and I are equals here, and we play like it. Today, the jungle gym is a building ablaze, 
and Jared and I are firefighters working together to put it out. Across the park, Rebecca Lowery is giggling, 
sipping from a spiked soda bottle while she drapes all over Dylan Smith. We’re dragging pretend hoses 
over from the seesaw/fire engine, but my attention is split, and my flip flop catches on something in the 
sand.
   I hit the ground hard, scraping my palms and knees. Rebecca laughs harder, but I doubt it has anything to
do with what Dylan said. I roll into a seated position and brush my raw, bleeding hands against my shorts, 
swipe away the sand that’s stuck to my sweaty cheek.
Jared is laughing too, gasping for breath around a full-bellied chortle. “Smooth move, Grace,” he manages.
   Like I haven’t been hearing that one my entire life. “I didn’t fall,” I protest, kicking a clump of sand at him. “I 
tripped.” I point to the spot where my flop stuck and spy a bit of metal glinting in the failing sunlight.
   I dig into the sand and unearth a class ring topped with a dull red jewel the size of my fingernail. A guy’s 
ring, too large to fit even my thumb. Holding the object reverently in my palm, I think finders keepers, 
because I’ve never held anything so beautiful. The only jewelry I’ve ever had are those stick-on earrings that 
look like pastel gemstones, and a yellowish plastic chain necklace from a grocery store gumball machine I 
“won” for fifty cents when I was seven. This ring is something different, something real. There’s some heft to 
it, and if it weren’t covered with years of grime, the red stone in the center would be shining. It feels special, 
and I feel special holding it, like it was here waiting for me all this time and I only now noticed it.
   “Give it!” Jared shouts, knocking me backwards.
   The ring bounces out of my hand and is sucked back down by the soft sand. My heart stops, and I 
scrabble forward before Jared can get his grubby hands on it.
   He shoves at my shoulder, and I push him back, rotating my body. I land a lucky blow, sinking my elbow 
into Jared’s soft gut. He falls back with an oof. I scoop up a handful of sand where I saw the ring land, 
relieved to feel the weight of it within my palm. I push up from the ground and run towards the house, 
leaving behind my dislodged flop. I don’t have much of a head start, but Jared’s been getting slower over 
the past few months. I jump over the concrete step to the front porch and burst into the house, breathless, 
then run down the hall to the room Sami and I share and stuff the ring beneath my mattress. By the time I 
step back into the hall, Jared is there, bent over and wheezing.
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   “Finders keepers,” I say with a smirk.
   He snarls and shoves me into the wall.
   We aren’t on the playground anymore.
 *** 
   That night, while everyone else is asleep, I clean the dirt from the stone in the 
bathroom sink. With my fingernail, I pick granules from the grooves on either side of the 
ring. ‘1998’ and ‘CHHS’ are carved on one side, along with two deformed faces I recognize 
from posters for school plays. On the other side, a music note, and the name Richie.
Richie.
   I rub absently at the fresh bruise on my thigh and wonder what he was like, the mystery 
boy connected to this ring. With the water still running–a high offense in this household–I 
connect all the dots between us. CHHS must be Camden Hills High School, where Sami 
goes and where I’ll be a freshman next year. The tragedy/comedy masks stand for the 
drama department, and I was a chorus member in the seventh grade Spring musical. The 
music note must mean Richie was in band, and I played the clarinet for three months in 
fifth grade, before Dad left. Richie and I have so much in common.
   I fall asleep with the ring gripped in my hand, thinking that he probably played the 
clarinet, too.
***
   The deep red of the gemstone doesn’t match the colors of Camden Hills High; 
everything Sami brings home from school is patterned in navy blue and white. I look it up 
in computer lab the next day and decide it’s a garnet. The birthstone for January. My 
birthday is January 19.
   After school, I don’t go to the park with Jared. Alone in our stale-smelling house, I dig 
the yellowish plastic-y chain from a box of keepsakes on my closet shelf and slide Richie’s 
ring onto it, then loop it over my head. The weight of the ring pulls uncomfortably on the 
back of my neck, but I don’t care. I feel better already, having this bit of Richie with me.
   Richie wouldn’t have told everyone in class about how I ran away from the park with 
one flip flop on. Richie wouldn’t have pinned me down in the hall and given me a dead 
leg. Richie wouldn’t have forgotten my birthday last year. I know it in my heart.
Richie would have been nice to me, I decide. Richie would have taken care of me.
   By the end of the week, the fictional Richie has begun to take real shape in my mind. 
He’s seventeen, like Sami, but could pass for older. He wouldn’t have to steal liquor from 
his parents’ stash; he has a fake ID and can buy whatever he wants. Better stuff than 
Dylan’s dad probably drinks. A shank of dark brown hair falls over his forehead, and his 
eyes are the color of melted chocolate. He has freckles, which would make Sami jealous, 
because when she does talk to me, it’s about a guy in her homeroom with gorgeous 
freckles.
*** 
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   On Saturday, Mom has the night off. Jared stays in his room and Sami lounges in the living room, 
but I sit at the table while she boils some water for spaghetti. With the TV droning in the 
background, I swing my legs beneath my chair and run a fingertip over the engravings on the ring.
   “Can I have a snack?”
   “What? No, Gracie,” Mom says, sounding annoyed. “You can wait half an hour for dinner.”
   I huff. “I bet Richie would let me have a snack,” I say, the words slipping out before I can stop 
them.
   She frowns. “Who’s Richie?”
   Heat erupts in my cheeks.
   “It’s her imaginary boyfriend,” Sami announces from her spot on the lumpy sofa. “She’s getting 
weird, Mom. Like, seriously weird.”
   “Be nice to your sister,” Mom says, adding pasta to the pot.
   “I’m not being mean,” Sami counters. “She’s wearing that freaking thing around like a necklace and 
talking about him like he’s a real person. Tell me that isn’t weird.”
   “He is a real person,” Mom says, dumping a jar of store brand tomato sauce into a smaller pot.   
   “The ring belonged to someone.”
   “Yeah, some old dude.” Sami gets up from the couch and comes into the kitchen. She leans over 
the table to grab the ring from where it’s settled against my sternum. “You know this is the year he 
graduated, right, Grace? He’s like, old now.”
   “Shut up!” I slap at her hand, folding the ring into my palm.
   Sami raises her hands and retreats into the living room. “Whatever,” she says, flouncing back onto 
the couch to resume staring at her phone.
 ***
“   Found your ring man,” Sami says on Monday as we pack up for school.
   “What?” I blink as she waves her phone.
   “Yeah, I posted in some community Lost and Found page on Facebook that my weirdo sister 
found a class ring in the park.”
   I grasp the ring, the metal cool and comforting in my increasingly sweaty palm. “N-no.” She can’t 
do this, I think. She can’t take this away from me.
   And then, Richie won’t let her.
 ***
   I sleepwalk through school, unable to eat lunch. Annoyed by my shuffling zombie pace on the 
walk home, Jared finally leaves me behind to catch up with some other kids who live on our street.
   My fingers clinging desperately to the ring, I’m hardly able to put one foot in front of the other, 
knowing that this Other Richie might already be at my house, waiting to take this special thing away 
from me.
   A presence steps up next to me and I instinctively duck, expecting that Jared has doubled back, or 
Rebecca Lowery has trotted up to torment me.
   Instead, a warm voice says, “Hey, Gracie.”
   I look up and there he is, just as I imagined. Freckles and all. Richie. My mouth moves soundlessly.
***
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   “Don’t worry.” His chocolatey gaze is intense as he stares down at me. “I’m here for you, Gracie. I won’t 
let anyone be mean to you. I won’t let anyone come between us.”
   And just like that, he’s gone.
   I spend the rest of the walk home searching for Richie in every space between houses, every shadow 
stretching beneath trees. I don’t see him again, and now I’m not even certain I really saw him at all.
   Much to Sami’s annoyance, Other Richie never shows up to claim his ring.
   “Mine now,” I tell her, grinning.
   I don’t give it much thought, content to know that things are going my way for once.
***
   Rain pounds against the window, shaking the glass in its frame. The storm is so loud we can hardly 
even hear the television. The three of us share the lumpy sofa, arms pulled in to avoid touching each 
other. Despite the fact Jared is the youngest, it’s somehow always me who ends up smushed on the 
narrow middle cushion.
   Sami’s gaze is glued to the screen of her cell phone as Jared flips mindlessly through the channels. 
Her head pops up. “Wait, go back.”
   “Why?”
   “Just go back, moron.”
   He sighs but flips back to the previous channel. “It’s the news,” he complains.
   Onscreen is an image of a mangled car, the hood mashed against an interstate guardrail.
   “No other vehicles appear to have been involved in the crash,” the reporter says, her expression and 
tone somber. “Forty-year-old Richard Brand was declared dead at the scene.” A second picture appears 
on the screen, of a man with red hair and a beard.
   “Holy shit,” Sami says. “That’s him.”
   “Who?”
   “The ring guy. Look.” She thumbs the screen of her phone until she brings up a Facebook profile.
     “Look,” she says again, sticking the phone in my face.
   The picture is of a smiling man with red hair and a beard, hugging what must be his infant son. Other 
Richie.
   The real Richie.
   Don’t worry, he had told me earlier. I won’t let anyone come between us.
   “Crazy,” Sami says, shaking her head and flopping back. “Guess we know why he never showed.”
   I don’t say anything, but my fingers are trembling when I reach up to touch the ring hanging from my 
neck.
 *** 
   By the end of the next week, news of Richie has spread like wildfire through school. In every one of my 
classes, kids are whispering about Grace and her imaginary boyfriend. I don’t think it’s very funny.
   Neither does Richie.
   I’ve seen him a few times now, usually on the walk home from school. Enough to know that I’m the 
only one who can see him. I want to ask him about that Other Richie but bite my lip, afraid he’ll leave. 
   He’s the only person who is nice to me.
.***
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   “Rebecca and her friends are huddled near the pick-up area outside of school. The entire group 
dissolves into giggles as I approach.
   “Where’s your boyfriend?” Rebecca taunts, swinging her ponytail and sticking a hand on her hip.
   I ignore her, keeping my chin up.
   “Those girls shouldn’t laugh at you,” Richie says as he appears at my side.
   “It’s okay,” I tell him in a small voice. My cheeks burn as a fresh peal of laughter erupts from behind 
me.
   “No,” Richie says, a frown creasing his handsome face. “It’s not. They should be nicer to you.”
Remembering what happened to Other Richie, I grab at his arm, not caring what Rebecca and the 
others see. “Richie, no, it’s really okay.”
   “Gracie,” he says, turning to face me. His expression is serious. Is…scary. “I would never let anyone 
be mean to you. Just like I would never let anyone come between us.”
   My stomach twists into a knot. “Did you do something to that other Richie?” I ask in a whisper.
   “That man was not Richie,” he says harshly. When I jump, he reaches out and takes my hand. “I’m 
Richie. You know that, Gracie. You know I’ll take care of you.”
   I nod numbly, and Richie disappears.
   A scream sounds behind me, followed immediately by a long, loud screech of car tires, a sickening 
thump.
   By the time I turn around, people are screaming. In the road, Rebecca’s body is bent and bloody.
Richie is standing on the curb behind her friends. When I see him, he smiles at me.
 ***
   Mom picks me up from the police station, where I’ve had to sit with someone from Child Services 
until they could track her down. I called Sami, but they wouldn’t let me go home with her, and she 
didn’t have the number for Mom’s work. I couldn’t even remember where Mom works. All I could tell 
them was “I didn’t see what happened” and “I don’t know.”  
   But I do know.
   Sami had gone home with Jared a few hours earlier, and they’re both asleep by the time we get 
home.
   Mom tucks me into bed, lays a hand on my head. “Are you going to be able to sleep, Gracie?”
   I don’t want her to leave, but I don’t want her to stay. I’m afraid of what Richie might think. What      
   Richie might do.
   “Yeah,” I whisper.
She smiles and pats the ring resting on my chest. “At least you have this to make you feel better, 
right?”
   My stomach lurches. I press my lips together and nod.
   As soon as she pulls the door shut, I throw back the covers and sit up in bed, tugging the chain 
over my head. With shaking hands, I stick it and Richie’s ring inside a sock, ball it up tightly, and stick it 
at the very bottom of the lowest drawer of my dresser. I shut the drawer and hurry back across the
room to my bed, where I bury myself under the blankets.
   Go away, I plead in my mind, my lips moving along. Go away, go away.
   My heart is pounding so fast I can hear it thumping in my head. I can’t sleep. The room is silent but 
for the soft chuffs of Sami’s breathing from the other bed.
***
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   Just as I’m beginning to drift off, a shadow falls over me. Instinctively, I open one eye, see Richie’s 
ring dangling in front of my face.
   “Did you lose this, Gracie?”
 ***
   I’m stuck with Richie. No amount of wishing will make him go away. I’ve tried to throw his ring away. 
   I’ve tried leaving it at school. I’ve buried it back in the sand at the park. I’ve tossed it into the creek.
   He always brings it back. He always comes back.
   Richie is with me everywhere now. He sits across the room while I try to study for a history test.
   “You know I just want to take care of you, Gracie,” he says seriously.
   “I know,” I reply. It’s worse when I try to ignore him.
   The door whips open and Sami pokes her head. “Who are you talking to?” She surveys the room
with a curled lip.
   I hold my breath, but I know that she doesn’t see Richie. No one ever does.
   “You’re such a freak,” Sami mutters, and slips back into the hallway without closing the door.
   I cross the room to push it shut, stand there with my palm pressed against the rough wood.
   Leave her alone, I think, I plead, my eyes squeezed tightly shut. I know it doesn’t matter.
   “I think Sami’s going to try to come between us,” Richie says thoughtfully. “I think I’m going to have 
to do something about her.”
   He doesn’t listen to me anymore.

 

End
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Tiff and Lainey
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   Well, you’ve made it to the end, and like the nerd you are, you’re still reading. Unfortunately, I will not be
rewarding you. In this space, I’ll mostly be giving you boring details of the small annoyances that come with
running a magazine, and occasionally I’ll offer my unsolicited opinions. I know, awful, right? (Well, if you don’t like it,
do what I did, and start your own goddamn magazine)
   But today, my job is not to inform, but to implore. Today, my job is to sell this magazine to you. Because we need
subscribers, and we need donations, to keep going. So why the hell should you pay money to this rag?
   I like to think this magazine is different from the others, but not the way punk-bands think they’re different from
all the other punk-bands. When I was researching this idea, I did in fact find that no one else is doing this - making
horror that’s accessible for teens. There’s other stuff out there, like fantasy/horror, and non-gory-horror, etc. But
nothing that asks that we take the opinions of the young or uninitiated seriously. Nothing that asks them what
they want. This magazine strives to do that. And it needs your support to achieve this mission.
   So, if this is to be accessible to teens, why have an adult panhandler as an editor?
   Well, a few reasons. The first is that you need someone with some experience in writing and publishing that can
push out a product to be sold. As much as I’d love to have this created “by teens, for teens,” kids have a hard time
doing something large and complicated and getting it done consistently.
   But there’s a second, sort of sinister reason. Because we don’t take kids and teens seriously, we don’t give them
money or power (to an embarrassing degree). So, if you want to get something off the ground, it has to appeal to
adults. This magazine, if it survives the harsh light of literary snobbery and the fickle nature of the free market, will
be purchased by, subscribed to, and donated to by adults. It’s a plain fact, and one I thank one of my managing
editors for pointing out to me at the beginning of this project.
   If you’re an adult, and you like this idea, or you like the art and writing in this issue, please consider becoming a
subscriber. Or, at the very least, give some love via word-of-mouth. You’d be surprised how helpful that can be in
the publishing world.
   So, that’s my plea. Are you afraid of commitment? Then send a donation on PayPal. Want rewards? We already
have a slew of Patreon tiers, some cheap, some disgustingly expensive, so you can enjoy the fullest extent of what
The Maul has to offer.
   But despite all this rambling and self-deprecation, I want to offer one more reason you should support us. I
believe this magazine deserves support because it is good. Plain and simple. The work in this issue is immaculate.  
   Our artists are wonderful human beings with great things to say: Angela, Alina, Akis, Robin, Chrissie, Michell, and
Michael…thank you all for exemplifying our mission. And our staff, Bryanna, Joe, Samantha, and dozens of friends
and family who patiently listened to me shout about how this magazine needed to exist, I am forever indebted.
So if you want to be a part of this, or if you want some sweet merch, check us out on PayPal or Patreon, and I
promise, you will not be disappointed.

   Brian Rosten
   Head Editor
   The Maul

The Stewards' Keep
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paypal: themaulmagazine@gmail.com

Patreon:https://www.patreon.com/MaulMag 

Twitter: @MaulMagazine

Instagram: themaulmag
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