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INTRODUCTION

BY MARIËLLE S. SMITH

Even though fiction is becoming more diverse as we speak, the
larger part of it is still made up of a very select group of authors
and characters. Since this norm does not actually represent the
majority of people living on this planet, there are quite a few
people out there who have limited access to stories by authors
and about characters they actually identify with.

While representation is generally lacking when you do not
belong to the norm but a so-called minority—there are fewer
characters to identify with—the characters we could and would
like to identify with are often represented in a negative and/or
stereotypical way. This is why representation is not merely about
addressing the absence of certain characters, it is also about the
way in which we make such characters present within our work.
It is one thing to add certain characters to our stories, but not
repeating problematic stereotypes or reducing these characters
to what sets them apart is an altogether different issue.

The reason I wanted to create this anthology was mostly
because of the latter: even when minorities are present within
stories, they are more often than not seen as representatives of



the group they belong to instead of individuals in their own
right. Whatever we say or do becomes characteristic of the entire
group, with the result a lot of us speak our words carefully so as
not to perpetuate harmful clichés.

Can you imagine reading a book about a heterosexual white
man and going ‘Right, well this must be true of all heterosexual
white men then!’? As one of my former professors once
explained during a lecture, it is because there are so many stories
out there about heterosexual white men that we know they
cannot be reduced to that particular label. We know not all
heterosexual white men are the same, and this is why we do not
see individual heterosexual white men as representative of all
heterosexual white men.

I was in the middle of vacuuming the house when I realised
this could very well be the answer to that problem: if those
belonging to the norm are never taken as representative of their
group because we are surrounded by stories about people just
like them, by people just like them, it is a matter of adding other
stories to the same pile until we break that persistent spell.
Already then, as I was dragging the vacuum cleaner up the stairs,
I was aware that this could take a while—the existing pile is
massive and there are so many minorities that need to be heard
—but I was also struck by this recurring thought that every little
helps. At the least, I could make a bunch of people feel they were
being heard, and that was enough reason in and of itself to
pursue my idea: to create a series of anthologies in which
minority voices, in all their diversity, would be central.

FINDING COLLABORATORS

I knew then and there that I wanted to gather stories by and
about characters belonging to the group that would be at the



centre of a particular anthology. As I was making a list of the
different groups I would love to create an anthology with, I also
knew I was not going to be a spokesperson unless I actually
belonged to the group. In other words, I knew from the start that
I would have to collaborate with two or so editors from said
group if I wanted to do this right.

This is one of the reasons why I decided to start out with an
anthology around bisexuality: not only did I know a few bisexuals
who would make great co-editors, I identify as such myself.
Sticking to what I know, with someone who I have worked with
before, seemed a sound plan for the first anthology in the series.
Timewise, it worked as well: after calculating how much time
was needed to finish the project, I knew we could get it done just
before Bi Visibility Day 2018.

I reached out to Sìne Màiri for three reasons. First of all, the
thought of being a spokesperson all by myself makes me feel all
sorts of uncomfortable, so I knew I had to partner up with
someone. Secondly, I had been collaborating with her on other
projects, so I knew we worked well together. Thirdly, our mutual
frustration about the lack of representation of LGBTTQQIAAP
characters in fiction, especially that of characters who do not
define themselves as monosexual, was exactly what had started
our friendship in the first place.

I reached out to our cover designer Emily Thomas for similar
reasons. During my initial brainstorm for this series, I asked
myself how great it would be if the cover designer for each
anthology would be a member of the group that particular
anthology was representing as well. Knowing that Emily
identified as bisexual, that we worked well together, and that we
had a discussion or two about the very topic, she was the first
person I thought of. Lucky for us, she immediately agreed to take
the project on.



WHY ‘BISEXUALITY’?

There are multiple labels when it comes to those who do not see
themselves as either straight or gay, so why did we go with
‘bisexuality’? First of all, the initial idea was to launch the first
anthology on Bi Visibility Day 2018. Did that create somewhat of
a blind spot for us? It did. We are both wary of the term because
of its limitations, and yet we both have to admit that we started
using the term more and more in recent years when describing
ourselves. There was a time when we both preferred the term
‘queer’, partly because our sexual preference is not the only
non-normative thing about us, but somewhere along the line
there seemed to have been a shift. Not believing in the binary
that it supposedly upholds, we began using this term as if it
always already included everyone under the non-monosexual
umbrella.

To make clear, our blind spot was not that we ourselves do not
think beyond the binary that bisexuality implies. On the
contrary, that is the one reason we used to be very critical of the
term. Our blind spot was that we did not immediately
comprehend that us using the term in a more inclusive sense
does not necessarily mean everyone else uses it in that way now
too. Working on this anthology and communicating with the
people involved has made us realise that our use of the term had
indeed become a blind spot for us, and we are glad that some of
you have pointed it out so we can work on our language and be
more inclusive in our future Calls for Submission.

That said, we could have switched strategies the moment our
blind spot was pointed out to us, yet we did not. The only thing
we did was tell the few authors asking us whether we would
consider stories from pan, fluid, non-mono, and so on authors



that we would absolutely consider those, and that we never
meant to exclude anyone. So, why did we stick to the term
knowing it was problematic?

Even though it does not excuse us from being utterly critical
of the language we use, the majority of responses we received did
not question our use of the term. Some even used it in the same
inclusive way as we had intended it. Of course, there is no way of
knowing how many authors did not submit a story because they
felt excluded in the first place, and we will make sure to not
make this mistake again, but it did make us realise that there are
enough voices out there who feel OK about occupying a platform
that has been labelled ‘bi’. This might be due to ‘bisexuality’
being the most known term when it comes to describing non-
monosexual preferences.

Since the reason behind this anthology is to make voices
heard and create visibility, sticking to the most well-known
term has also been a strategic move. We both know bisexuals
who have never heard of the label ‘pan’ or ‘non-mono’ and
those who do often are not sure how to define it exactly. Should
we try to make those terms more visible then? That goes without
saying, and those interested in being published in our next
anthology on non-monosexual preferences should definitely
contact us so we can keep this conversation going.

OUR SELECTION

While we looked at quality as well (obviously, I would say), we
also selected stories based on their content. Our aim for this
anthology was to provide as many different voices as possible,
which is why we included a wide variety of topics, styles, and
genres. We have selected stories for a diverse audience with
different ages, ranging from those including discussions of



invisibility and self-discovery, to stories in which the character’s
sexuality was not a problem at all.

Due to this decision, we picked stories from both established
as new authors. This was not one of our initial aims, but, after
going through the pile of submissions, there were a few stories
that stood out to us despite them needing work. We both felt
strongly that we did not want to exclude anyone purely based on
the quality of their voice, so we decided to offer these authors
guidance to help them fine-tune their work and bring out the
best version they could from where they are now as writers of
fiction.

Does that mean all the stories in the anthology are of the
same quality now? No, it does not. Do we consider that a bad
thing? No. As Hemingway once said: ‘We are all apprentices in
a craft where no one ever becomes a master’, and it felt wrong to
take away these authors chance to at least become a little better
at the craft, since it was so clear to us that they had something to
say. That their voices are a little less refined than those of others
does not mean they are not worthy of being added to the pile and
being listened to.

THE MIC AND BEING AN ALLY

As the title makes clear, this is an anthology about bisexual
characters by bisexual authors (in the broadest sense of the
term). This was another strategic move, and it ties in with what I
said before, about knowing we will need to work with other
editors once we start to gather stories from minorities we
ourselves do not belong to. There are plenty of people ready to
create a platform for minorities from which to speak from.
However, what we often see is that allies, after building the
platform, have trouble handing over the microphone. If they do,



they often only hand the mic over to those people who are
willing to share the stories that the allies think should be heard.

This is not how representation, how making the invisible
visible, works. When you want to hold space for other voices to
be heard, you build the platform, you hand over the mic, and you
walk away. Of course, you’re allowed to have an opinion about
what unfolds next, but if you are genuine in your attempt to
make certain voices heard, you will sit with whatever stories you
are being told, no matter how uncomfortable they make you feel.
You do not invite speakers onstage only to steer the conversation
in a direction that works for you.

While the thought of being a spokesperson still makes me
utterly uncomfortable—and I know the same goes for Sìne Màiri
—it is a little less bad knowing the mic actually belongs to us.
We are bisexual authors writing about bisexual characters. As our
series develops, the moment we go from being members to being
allies, we will call in the aid of fellow editors who are members of
said group. Being an ally and having the network needed to raise
awareness is all good, but once you have created that space, you
hand over the mic, leave the podium, and sit down quietly
somewhere in the back of the room.

This is why we did not include stories by allies. Upon
receiving a submission by an ally, it made us rethink what we
were doing, and why we were doing it. Initially, we thought ‘If we
like the story, why not? Visibility is visibility, isn’t it?’ but then
we remembered why we had limited our call to authors who
identified themselves as non-monosexual in the first place: to
hand over the mic. Yes, we want visibility, and we are perfectly
open to creating another anthology about non-monosexual
characters without the authors needing to define themselves as
such, but, for this anthology, the aim was clear. We’re keeping
the mic. For once, we’re keeping the mic. My voice, my story.



We are hoping you will enjoy the stories we gathered here and
feel inspired to share your own voice. It is a big pile we have to
conquer! For those who want to keep this conversation going,
have questions, or want to share a comment or a story, you can
reach us at myvoicemystoryanthology@gmail.com.

mailto:myvoicemystoryanthology@gmail.com
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ONE

ESCAPE	VELOCITY

BY	JAN	STECKEL

IT	HAD	BEEN weeks since he’d made a mathematical calculation.
Instead, he walked the streets of Guadalajara, armed against the
narcotraffickers, eschewing the bodyguards most Americans
hired these days. He drank mud-sweet coffee by the
bougainvillea-covered wall. He ate dulce de leche under
jacaranda trees and played dominoes with old men. He
strummed a cherry-wood guitar by the prickly pear cactus. The
gorgeous reverb of the guitar’s nylon strings covered a multitude
of finger-picking sins, though clarity was not its strong suit.

He walked the dry night streets of Guadalajara, awaiting the
start of the rainy season they had instead of winter. He was
dark-skinned enough to pass for indigenous, and his instincts
were well honed. He could tell someone was following him. It
wasn’t the sound so much as the lack of it. No feral cats
squalling, fighting and fucking behind him. They were hiding
from someone.

He turned the corner, crouched behind a dumpster and pulled
the Glock from the holster under his leather jacket. He waited
until he heard the lightest of footfalls, holding his breath until
his pursuer came into sight.

“Párate,” he said quietly. “Stop. Hands up.”
She raised slender arms, let him search her with one hand



while he held the gun trained on her with the other. She was tall
for a Mexican, and even darker than he was. A tattoo of a snake
curved delicately up her neck. He confiscated her pistol and her
knife.

“Up against the wall,” he said, motioning with his weapon.
“Or what?”
He pushed her against the brick, covered her body with his,

felt her struggle and then melt as he kissed her rouged lips. He
inhaled her perfume of lemon, lavender and mint.

“You know,” he breathed. “You could just call me.”
“This is more fun,” she said. “When did you get into town?”
“Two weeks ago.”
“Why didn’t you call me? Got another woman in town?”
“No. Not in this town. I was on assignment. You’ve

compromised me.”
“Want to get into an even more compromising position?” She

slipped out from his grasp and winked, took his hand and led
him—

“DVORA!” Shit, Carla was home early. “It’s me, not a burglar! Be
upstairs in a minute!”

Dvora Liu sighed, paused the game, and took off her headset.
She couldn’t even get laid in virtual reality. It had been weeks
since she’d been able to make love to Carla. She tried to swing
her legs off the bed and winced in pain. She lay back and
switched off the game, bringing up her calculations for Carla to
see on the screen. Not that she had made much progress with
her work.

Did it matter? The academic world thought of her as a spent
force, turned to intellectual self-indulgence now that she could
no longer do what it thought of as real research. She had climbed



to the top of the publish-or-perish dogpile almost twenty years
ago as a postdoctoral fellow at Rockefeller University. In those
days she had worked on quantum phenomena in cell biology, and
she had come up with a model of electron transport in proteins
that invoked large-scale quantum coherence. A series of
experimental tests had shown that the theory could unify several
different phenomena in biophysics that nobody had thought of
as related. The result had been a MacArthur "genius" grant and a
full professorship at the age of 29.

But her time as an object of interest to the academic paparazzi
was brief. A couple of years after getting tenure, she had become
too disabled by chronic pain to work long hours in the lab. She
had to focus on what she could do while lying flat on her back
and staring up at a computer screen. She had always been
fascinated by the idea of a quantum theory of mind, though it
had never seemed safe as an area of research while she was on
the way up. Now that she was on the way down, and had tenure,
safety wasn't so important. Consciousness, she had convinced
herself, was also a coherent quantum phenomenon.

ALTHOUGH	 SHE	 HAD	 COME up with a mathematical framework
for her ideas, she had not been able to get experimentally
testable predictions to come out of it. She had published some of
her work—not the best part—in second- and third-tier journals,
but it attracted little notice. Her ideas seemed to her colleagues
to be at best a sterile philosophical exercise with no
consequences in the real world, and at worst, a rationalized form
of mysticism. In other words, it was something like string theory
in particle physics, but unlike that theory, it had not become a
racket for generating publishable papers that would be approved
of by other members of the tribe. Dvora had no tribe, unless she



counted Carla and the cat, and she wasn't sure about at least one
of those.

Carla turned off the alarm, keying in the sequence of twin
primes Dvora had chosen. She tore off some paper towels in the
kitchen and laid them on the Formica counter, then lowered the
grocery bags onto them. The tabby cat Wigner was already on the
windowsill, screaming to be fed. Carla poured cat chow into a
metal bowl and set it down in the garden. The cat’s furry head
disappeared greedily into the dish.

Carla dead-headed a few roses, waiting for Wigner to finish. A
ginger cat had been chasing their tabby away and finishing her
food, so Carla was a human protection racket. She stood with cat
and bowl between her feet. She inhaled the odor of the spunk
tree, the lavender, the rosemary, lemon balm, and mint. She
pulled a few figs that were ready to fall off into her hand. She
yanked a bit of stray oxalis and spotted cat’s ear from the lawn.
Since the rains had started, newts were crawling out from
underneath the house.

Paint peeled from the house, washing into the garden.
Summer cobwebs still veiled the awning and lawn chairs. She
felt her shoulders up around her ears and forced them down. She
took a deep breath, scooped up the cat’s empty bowl, and
returned to the house, letting Wigner slink in behind her. He
followed her upstairs into the bedroom.

“Hi, babe.” Carla leaned over to kiss Dvora, sneaking a look at
the screen as she did so.

“Checking up on my work?” asked Dvora with a hint of
bitterness.

“Just curious.” Carla’s voice revealed her hurt.
“Sorry,” said Dvora. “How was town?”
“The same,” said Carla. “Everyone’s loading up on supplies. I

won’t go out again until after the storm. We have enough



biodiesel in the generator for 72 hours. How’s the pain?”

“THE	 SAME.” Dvora looked down at the blanket Carla’s mother
Ana had knitted from the wool of Ana’s own sheep. It was the
lightest, softest and warmest one they had. She reached out to
take Carla’s hand. “Thanks for doing everything. I feel so
useless.”

“You’re not useless!” said Carla. She sat down on the bed. “I
won’t call myself stupid if you won’t call yourself useless. Did
you take your medication?

“I didn’t want to this morning. It fogs me up too much to
think. I wanted to make some progress with the consciousness
calculations.”

“And did you?”
“A little,” she lied.
“You know what the doctor said about getting ahead of the

pain.”
“Yeah. Okay. Let’s compromise. I’ll take the meds after

dinner, okay?”
“Okay.” Carla squeezed her hand and let go. “I got some fresh

nopales, thought I’d cook them with eggs.”
“You spoil me.” Dvora glanced at the screen as Carla turned

to go.
That was when she saw it. It leapt out at her—the pattern

she’d been looking for. She put the headset back on, but she
didn’t go back into the spy game. Instead, she immersed herself
in her quantum calculations, assisted by the computer and its
connections to the computers of the university. Time became
irrelevant. Her body and its constant pain dropped away. The
lines she had been pursuing gathered together and fell into
place, leading her out beyond the edge of her galaxy and into the



next. She began to fly among the stars at the speed of light.



TWO

RAIN

BY	ELLIOT	BROWNING

MY	DEAREST	SOLDIER, the letter began
and Alston, standing in the midst of a crowd of men gathered

for mail-call, felt the heat building up in his cheeks; he had to
stop reading and quickly fold the paper and hide it in his jacket.

MY	DEAREST	SOLDIER.

He poked the fire with a bayonet, frowning. My dearest.
Was that any way for one man to write another? Surely not.

–	 BUT	 WHEN	 HE found courage and solitude to read the
remainder, it was as perplexing and slyly teasing and, yes,
unmistakably erotic as the first lines. I dreamt I came upon you
deep in thought… I surprised you, and you turned to me with a
look so fierce that at first I was frightened; quickly however it
changed to something more tender—

–	 THOUGH	 WHAT	 THOSE dreams had become, Alston could not
quite imagine. He tried to put the thought away but found
himself turning it over and over in his mind again, a pattern that



would not leave him.

IT	RAINS, Jack wrote. Does it not drip through your tent?
Alston stared up at the sloping sagging tent and wished for a

storm.



THREE

THE	LADY	IN	THE	LAKE

BY	KAT	RIDDELL

MY	 MOTHER	 CALLED	 ME	 VIVIEN. She made me from the clay at
the bottom of the lake and put life in me with old wet magic. She
made my sisters in the same way, but I was the first, and the lake
chose me as its mistress.

I grew up alongside the gwragedd annwn, silver lake fish
swimming through our hair, clear, pale sunlight dappling down
through lily pads and pondweed. Our castle, Avalon, was more a
playground to us than our home then, and great,
incomprehensible magics echoed in its white halls.

I met Morgana in the spring. She was pale skinned and round
faced and she kissed me softly on the corner of my mouth. I
climbed onto the land for her and sat by her side near the shore.
I braided her hair and threaded it with rushes.

She continued to visit me, coming to my lake every day, and I
taught her the things I knew, magics of water and mud and
plants and light. Over the years her skin darkened and freckled;
her body grew harder and leaner. She turned into a woman on
the banks of my lake, and I taught her older things, magics of
blood and sweat and tears.

After a hard frost, when the leaves had fallen and the rushes
curled into sleep, Morgana came to me, her face set hard. She
was to be married away, she told me, sent far from her home, to



a man she never met.
I didn’t want her to go.
We came together then, as if we hadn’t already been as one

person in two parts for a dozen years before. Her hands were
calloused and magic-scarred just like mine, but under her gown
she was still soft and unmarked. I worshipped her.

“You do what you must,” I told her, and we bade each other
farewell as the moon rose from beyond the horizon.

I	 DO	 NOT	 KNOW how long it was until I saw her again. In the
meantime, her brother came to me for the sword from beneath
the waves, Excalibur, and with it became king.

And I met Merlin.
He came to me in the fall, after Arthur was crowned, when the

land was quiet and at peace. We sat under the shade of the trees,
watching the light on the water. He read to me, and showed me
magics of stone and fire and metal.

I kissed him after the first snow fell, before the lake had
frozen over. He asked me to come to Camelot, to spend the
winter on land, with him. I shook my head and kissed his hands
before retreating to the waters, telling him to come to me after
the thaw. I slipped back below the surface and let his face fade
into the dappled sunlight above me.

He did return to me, and we spent long, quiet days together.
After midsummer, he quietly confessed his lineage to me, voice
catching as he called himself half-breed and demon spawn. I cut
him off with my fingers at his lips and kissed the self-hatred
from him.

“I have no father,” I told him, “so I cannot cast judgement on
one who has.”



He held me then, worshiped me with his gentle hands and his
soft mouth. He laid me out on a bed of moss, clothed me in
kisses beneath the stars.

I loved him as wholly as I’d loved anyone, and I told him so.
But I would not go with him to Camelot. “I was born of the lake,
my love. Its waters are my blood, and the lake requires its Lady.”

WHEN	 MORGANA finally returned to me, she was harder,
stronger. She had fire and hate in her eyes that melted to joy
when she first waded back into my waters. She loved me with
teeth and claws, and I drank everything she poured out for me.

She had borne a son, she told me. She would not meet my
eyes when she spoke.

“He is Arthur’s bastard,” she confessed.
When she finally met my gaze, her eyes were covered over

with unshed tears, fears she had been repressing for a lifetime.
“I have seen it,” she told me. “They will destroy each other.”

We made a pool next to the lake, lined with smooth stones
and filled with water carried in our hands. Together, we gazed at
the future, at Arthur cutting down his only son, at Mordred
breaking off his blade in his father’s chest.

“Merlin must have seen this,” I told her. “He would cut
Mordred down before he should ever harm Arthur. He will
protect his king.”

“And so my son must die?” She wept into my chest.
“I will not let that happen,” I told her.
We spent that night on the shore, rocks digging into our

backs. I held her tightly as she slept in my arms, and I watched
the moon cross the sky above us.

In the morning she let me wash her in the waters of my lake.



“Go to Camelot,” I told her. “See your brother. Join his court,
and prepare a place for your son there. He is a strong warrior and
the king’s son; no one will deny him.”

She nodded and left without a word.
I watched her leave until the trees hid her from sight, then

made my own preparations.
I clothed myself in a dress woven from fish scales and flowers

and the waters of my lake itself. I wet my hair in the lake one
final time, and braided it tightly around my head. I stood on the
shore for a long time. I did not know when I might see my lake
again.

MERLIN	WAS glad to see me. He greeted me with an embrace and
pressed kisses into my hair. “I thought the lake needed her
lady,” he whispered.

“The lady wants her lover,” I told him. “The lake will keep
without me.”

He put me in his rooms. “Why are you really here, my love?”
“I missed you,” I told him. “And there are dark times coming,

threats just beyond the horizon. You and your books know things
that the lake and I do not.”

Merlin presented me to the court as his student. Morgana
watched from behind Arthur’s throne as I was introduced, her
eyes hard at Merlin’s hands on me.

I went to her later, smoothed the wrinkles from her face. “He
is not a bad man,” I told her. “He knows the land, he respects
the old magics.” She pinned me to the bed beneath her, her
hands rough on my throat, my breasts, my hips.

“He would destroy my son,” she growled, raking her teeth
along the side of my face.



I turned to meet her, our breaths mingling as one. “I will not
let that happen,” I told her. “Your son is as dear to me as you
are; I will not let him be cut down.”

We lay together for some time. She ran her fingers up and
down my side, her nails catching on my ribs.

When I rose to leave, she turned to me. “Will we ever be
happy, do you think?”

“I believe that we will.” I had to believe, for all of us.

MERLIN	WAS	STILL	AWAKE when I returned to our rooms. He sat
by the fire, watching the flames instead of paying attention to
the book open on his lap.

“You are troubled, my love,” I said as I stepped up behind
him. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and pressed my
lips to the top of his head.

“You smell like the witch.”
“Do not hate me for my nature,” I told him. “You know what I

am. You can no more limit me than you could restrict the sky.”
He leaned further into my embrace and turned to kiss my

shoulder. “I know, my love. Forgive me.”
“There is nothing to forgive. Know that I love you as much as

life itself. I would be unhappy without you.”
He rose then, and drew me into his arms. “You will be the end

of me,” he said. “Sometimes I think things would have been
better had I never come to your lake.”

“You don't regret it, though.” It wasn't a question, but I still
wanted to hear his answer.

“No,” he said, and kissed my forehead. “I regret nothing.
What comes shall come, and I know better than to think I have
any say in it. Let me have my time with you.”



“Always.”
I drew him to our bed, poured my love out on him. He arched

up into my hands, into my mouth. “Vivien, my love—”
“I am here. Just feel.”
He fell asleep with his head on my breast. I lay there,

surrounding him and surrounded by him. Outside, the stars
circled above us.

TIME	 FELT	 DIFFERENT	 AT	 CAMELOT. I shared my days between
Morgana and Merlin, and all the while I kept my eyes on Arthur. I
searched every record and tome in the castle for a way to save
both Merlin’s king and Morgana’s son.

It was Merlin, ultimately, who handed me part of a solution.
We sat together in our rooms, in the sort of compatible

silence we’d had far too little of since I'd left the lake. My hand
was in his, his thumb tracing idly over my knuckles.

“I would have liked to have seen Avalon, before I go.”
“We could go,” I told him. “Arthur can manage without you

for a few days. I can bring you.”
He shook his head. “I know my time is coming. I cannot leave

my king.”
I leaned into him, curling myself to fit against his side. “I

wish I could free you from some of the burden you feel.”
“You have your own burdens, my love. I've had more time

than most to prepare for mine.”
We sat in silence for a long while. I felt his head droop to rest

on mine and his breathing slow and deepen. I watched the fire
burn down to embers and then cool to ashes.

He woke with the sun, stretching against me, his back
cracking back into place. “I didn't want to wake you,” I told him.



“I have to remember that I am too old now to sleep upright.”
“You are not old, my love. I wonder what you must think of

me.”
“You are ageless and timeless, like the earth and waters that

bore you. I am just a man, my love, and all men must grow old.”
“You are no mortal man, and you know you will not grow old

and die like one.”
He kissed me then, slowly and gently. “I would have liked

more time,” he whispered against my lips.
I pulled him to me, then, and I poured myself out into him

and I drank my full of him. On the floor, we held each other, and
I burned the feeling of him into my mind.

WE	 DID	 NOT	 TAKE	 HORSES. Instead we walked, my arm in his,
out of the castle, through the town, past the farms. At the forest
we took a path that was unseen by all others. The woods grew
thick around us.

The light was nearly gone when we reached the tree at the
center of the wood. It was by far the oldest thing there, and the
rest of the forest radiated out from it. Wider across than my
outstretched arms, the great oak towered above us.

Merlin turned toward me and reached out to cup my face. I
leaned into his hand, then turned to kiss his palm, my eyes
never leaving his.

“I would have grown old with you,” I told him.
He nodded.
I touched my forehead to his, and he kissed me, long and soft.

When I opened my eyes again, I could make out stars through
the green canopy.

I met his gaze once more with my own, and slowly pushed



him back to the tree. His back met bark, he flattened up against
it, and I pushed harder. Slowly the wood gave way and he sank
into the trunk, his eyes never looking away from my own. The
bark closed over his face, and I was left alone in the wood, my
hands pressed to the trunk.

I felt the life in the tree thrumming below my hands, and I
dropped my head and I wept. Before leaving, I pressed a kiss to
the tree, whispering into the gnarled wood, “I’m sorry, my
love.”

THE	SUN	WAS	ONLY	JUST	STARTING to rise by the time I arrived
back at the castle. I went to Morgana’s chamber, brushed the
hair from her sleeping face, and laid down on top of the covers,
curling myself into her side.

I started briefly when she woke, but she ran her fingers
behind my ear and kissed my temple. “Rest, Vivien,” she
whispered to me.

I stayed in Morgana’s bed all day, and when she came back to
me after dinner she climbed over me, her hands on my wrists,
pinning me beneath her. She kissed me — my lips, my face, my
neck, my chest — punctuating each kiss with gratitude and
praise. I ached for her, and I arched up into her touch like I was
starved and she was a feast.

I returned to Merlin’s rooms the next day. Arthur was thrown
by his mentor’s disappearance, but he agreed that there were
things in Merlin’s rooms that were too dangerous for anyone
else to access, and I took the rooms as my own. Morgana took on
a greater role with her brother, offering advice and counsel until
he trusted her with all his decisions.

Morgana’s son arrived at Camelot several weeks after I had



sealed Merlin in the tree. The king welcomed Mordred to court
with a warm heart. The boy joined his father at the round table
and took a place with the other knights in the barracks.
Morgana’s eyes grew darker each day; we could both feel the
weight of destiny weighing down the entire court.

THOUGH	I	DARED to challenge fate, I could not slow time. Within
a year of Mordred’s arrival at Camelot, he exposed the queen’s
affair with one of Arthur’s own knights. The queen came to me
in the night, fearful of what her lover might do if challenged, and
I told her how to disguise their appearances, how to flee
undetected, and how to reach her grandmother’s home across
the sea.

Morgana, ever by her brother’s side, warned him of the
damage such revelations could cause his credibility. Under his
beloved sister’s counsel, Arthur left Camelot in the care of her
and their son, and he gathered an army to pursue his wife and
errant knight.

Mordred seized his opportunity during his father’s absence
and made his claim to Camelot. He summoned his own army
from his stepfather’s lands in the north. For a year, we lived with
Mordred as our king. When Arthur returned, Mordred refused to
step down unless his father would name him as his lawful heir.
When Arthur refused, furious at his son’s treason, Morgana and I
knew that our hour was at hand.

I locked the door to Merlin’s old rooms, the tools and
knowledge within more than I would trust to any mortal man,
and I hid the stone chambers in the mist, leaving only a bare
wall.

I said farewell to Morgana in her rooms. We rocked together



under a dark, moonless sky, and when I kissed her I tasted our
tears.

“I will come to you,” she whispered into my neck, “at the end
of things, I will come to you.”

I returned to the lake in the dead of night, having aged more
in those few years away from its waters than in any of the
countless years before them. I waited, in the depths, for three
days and nights until my solitude was broken.

Bedivere. One of Arthur’s most beloved, he had followed his
king across the sea and back, and was, even now, still loyal to his
king. He held the sword Excalibur in his hand, and I watched,
hidden in the waters, as he looked down on it in the moonlight.

Finally, he swung the sword above his head and let loose, and
Excalibur curved above us, slicing through the air in a smooth
arc. I thrust my arm from the water to meet it, and pulled it
cleanly back into the depths. When the waters had stilled again, I
rose up near the shore to face Arthur’s man.

“HOW	FARES	THE	KING?”

“My lady,” Bedivere stammered, “my king is near death, he
asked only to have the sword Excalibur returned to you while he
still has breath.”

“Bring him to me, sir knight.” The man seemed frozen to the
shore. “Arthur was, and is, and shall be again. So long as he has
life, Britain is not lost. In my castle, in Avalon, he can rest and
heal his wounds so that he may return when the need for him is
greatest.”

I sank back into the waters and did not see the knight flee
back to his king, but at dawn my solitude was broken once again.
Bedivere stood on the shore, Arthur tied into his saddle, slumped
over the back of his horse. I left the water to greet them.



At my presence, Arthur opened on eye. “Vivien,” he croaked
out, “of course. It would be you.”

I reached my hand up and cupped his face. “Hush, Arthur. It
is time. You have earned your rest.”

He weakly watched as I raised my arm out over the water, and
a small boat, large enough only for the two of us, came up from
the depths. “Cut him down, Sir Bedivere,” I told his knight.

We laid Arthur in the boat, and I stood at the bow as Bedivere
took to his knees beside the king.

“My lord, let me come with you.”
“Bedivere, you are the best of men. But no, where I am bound,

you may not follow. Tell my people that I must take my rest in
Avalon. Be at peace, my friend.”

The knight still did not move, and I raised my arms to cast the
boat from the shore. We floated gently to the center of the lake,
and, with Bedivere still watching, I called the mist to carry
Arthur and myself down to Avalon.

I laid Arthur to rest in one of the great rooms in Avalon, and
charged my mother and sisters with his recovery. For a fortnight
the lake was quiet, as Arthur slept and I waited.

MORGANA	CAME to me at sundown, her son on her hip. Restored
to his youth, Mordred was full cheeked and his face bore no sign
of the pain and anger he’d been cursed with in adulthood. He
was a happy child, and he would never again be cursed by fate —
his new destiny was to run the halls of Avalon with abandon and
swim with the gwragedd annwn. He reached up to tangle his
hand in my hair as I greeted his mother with a kiss.

“Are you ready?” I asked her.
“Always.” She kissed me again, then, taking my hand in hers,



walked into the lake, down to the depths of Avalon, outside of
time.

I	 HAVE	 MORGANA, and she loves me without fear or worry or
anger. Morgana has her brother and her son, and the lines have
begun to fade from her face. Arthur sleeps, waking only
occasionally — and only briefly — to see his sister and his son.
He is at peace.

Every so often I climb out of the lake and walk on the land
above. I find Merlin’s rooms, hidden in the mist, safe from the
eyes of man. I visit the great tree in the middle of the old forest,
and I press my hand to the bark and imagine I can feel Merlin’s
hand below mine.

In a thousand years’ time, the kingdom will have changed too
much for any of us to recognize it. Merlin will be released from
the tree and he will join us in my lake. Time will move forward
for Britain, and we will wait out our destinies together, in
Avalon.



FOUR

RETURN	OF	THE	NAÏVE

BY	JM	ARROW

ACTUALLY, she didn’t want to go back.
As she reclined in the living room of her parent's house in a

Malaysian suburb sipping iced green tea from a carton, most of
her colleagues in London would've thought she was living the
high life. The ceiling fan spinning above her barely cooled down
the heat of thirty degrees, pouring through the open glass
sliding front doors beside her. When she had left her little
London flat in Kilburn, it was cloudy, cold and the middle of July.
Not acceptable for an alleged summer.

No day was the same in her job back in UK. Everyone was in
envy of her month-long summer break and five-day week,
which involved more discipline than being desk bound. You
couldn’t slip up in front of Them. Not once.

Them being the ones that started secondary school with their
tiny forms drowning in their blazers, which they discarded by
the time they actually fit them. She had gone through the proud
“My, haven’t they grown into pioneers of the future phase”,
which didn’t last long when she learnt of their outcomes after
sixth form. Some stayed in college and worked mundane jobs to
pay off their university debts. Some bought cars and flats she
could only dream of. Some were pushing buggies at her local
park, definitely not just babysitting. Sadly, some ended up in



prison - troublesome tykes that only fate could decide for. The
rest ended up in an office or supermarket. All this witnessed in
six years of teaching. Funny thing is that she could remember
their full names. Calling out the register everyday was like
calling out the maths timetables she had to do at her school
when she was a kid.

Her first day up to her second year at Sheraton Academy had
been an annoying experience. It wasn’t the normalised barefaced
cheek of answering back that contrasted with Malaysian school
kids. It wasn’t the fashion show that glittered in the shapes of
hair accessories, dyes, cosmetics, and untucked shirts that
would’ve meant trouble in the school she had studied in. It was
the corridors and school brochures all preaching racial unity and
multiculturalism, which turned out to be sheer hypocrisy. You
could filter out the words Christmas and Easter to Happy
Holidays but that didn't change anything “ everyone still
celebrated Valentines Day if they were beyond year eight. No, it
wasn’t the change of environment, it’s brashness and braying
that she had to adjust to. It was being treated like a stranger
even though you were claimed to have been welcomed with open
arms.

On her first day at the school, she faced the cold, large hall
with its new in-built ladders and ropes equipped with second
hand equipment and the line of blank-faced, silent and fidgety
students peering curiously at her. She didn’t smile and neither
did they. She introduced herself as Miss Leong in cool and crisp
tones, hearing whispers of ‘She sounds American’ and ‘Is she
Chinese?’

She was met again by silence until one student finally piped
up.

“Miss, are you gonna teach us Kung Fu, Miss?”
Throughout her teaching career, it became a question that



would appear, on and off. Sometimes it would be elaborated to
victimise the heavier kid in class.

“Miss, are you going to teach William some sumo wrestling,
Miss?”

When she lifted her arms to demonstrate holding a
badminton racquet, it was a karate chop. When she showed them
how to kick a football, it was Shaolin soccer. When she taught
them to throw the Javelin, she’d end up with a field overtaken by
a bunch of pretend Samurais.

Wooooojaaaarrrgghhhh.
Leong Siew Min, her not so English name being Mina, had to

put up with the most cringiest aspect of her job, too:
adolescents. Her looks categorised her as the schoolgirl crush,
one noticeably being Gemma Atkins, a fashion victim with an
insecure streak that emboldened the brashness she wore on her
Puffa jacket sleeve. Gemma would call every single girl she
wished to insult a “dyke” or “lezzie” in an attempt to hide her
feelings for women. By the time she reached sixth form, she
used her fiery spirit to champion gay rights in marches and
debates for the school’s LGBTQI club.

She had no idea how she managed to get that gaydar going -
she wasn’t gay, lesbian, homosexual…whatever you called it.
She obviously wasn’t straight either. Before she moved to
London, her cousins and then girlfriend dragged her along to the
countless unofficial gay events and bars dotted all over Kuala
Lumpur. One of them was full of all these pengkids - tomboys -
who grabbed her into a dance as soon as her girlfriend had
slipped away to the ladies, just a friendly dance that her femme
girlfriend wouldn’t mind. Syam - that was her ex’s name -
turned into a militant stereotyped feminine lesbian, expecting
Mina to pay for her bills, her food and expensive gifts, as the
duties of the butch. Mina left the girl before she ended up having



to pay for her rent.
Mina had led her entire life learning how to switch off at

attitudes she found irrelevant. If someone told her to wear
prettier clothes like a “proper woman” she wouldn’t do it. She’d
just wear something better, defining the word statuesque with
her tall and toned figure. If someone told her to get a better job,
she would deliberately work in the canteen washing dishes until
she owned the business. If someone mentioned sexuality, well,
that was another issue.

She liked women. She loved their features, softer and sharper
than men, nicer to wake up to in the morning. But she also
adored men, an unexplainable feeling. Perhaps it was the
physical differences that interested her, she still couldn’t figure
it out. Her previous boyfriend Greg was a prime example as she
had made the mistake of being honest with him about having
female ex-lovers. He had pestered her for a threesome until she
ditched him. She didn’t care to share.

Gender-wise, whatever someone identified as didn’t bother
her, as long as they were adults not only in age but attitude. It
was all about the person. Being actually interested in her helped,
too.

Her family, including her gay cousins from the more liberal
side, had no idea on her sexual orientation. She had to be warier
when going out with her girlfriends or her darker hued
boyfriends. Just like everyone else in her fairly affluent
neighbourhood, she was surrounded by a close community who
grew up thinking that being racially prejudiced was part of being
culturally proud. Nosiness and gossip in all their destructive
wake were considered as acts of care. In front of her PLU (People
Like Us) friends, she had to keep her feelings for men silenced.
Bisexual women were seen as traitors to lesbians and unreliable
partners who would run away with the nearest man while doing



supermarket shopping or hailing a taxicab. Or something like
that. Mina couldn’t be bothered to argue as it would mean
having to explain herself. She was who she was - nothing needed
to be said. She wasn’t riding on a motorbike and pushing people
to the floor to grab their shoulder bags. She wasn't, to the
dismay of some theorists, a sarong party girl in a business suit
stealing her boss away from his family.

But she couldn’t come out, especially to her dear conservative
parents. She'd be more accepted if she were a Malaysian version
of a chav driving a Pomeranian Toy Dog in a modified Honda
civic while sporting badly bleached hair and fake Gucci
sunglasses. The very thought of it made her shudder but at least
it had a place in a normal society. There would be no need to save
face.

But for now, she had her feet propped up on the rattan table
matching her recliner. She took in the smell of baked ground, a
burning scent and the incense lingering at the tiny religious
shrine in the far end of the room. The silk of her knee length
dressing gown slipped off to reveal her well-toned, golden calves
that both skin whitening and tanning specialists had thought
twice about selling products to. She waited for her summer love,
who was usually dressed in the simplest of baggy t-shirts and
cloth trousers hiding beautiful brown curves and smooth,
unblemished skin.

Shortly, a woman in her mid-thirties with shoulder length
wavy black hair arrived. She was carrying bags of grocery
shopping and stopped at the entrance gate, which towered over
her, to unlock it. Her feet, shoved in cheap slippers that
wouldn’t even make it to a pound shop, slapped clumsily on the
cool tiles of the front porch. She would stare in wonder at Miss
Leong, rushing towards her to help her like a hotel porter aiding
a guest.



Then she would smile, her wide, perfect dental smile that
would launch a thousand toothpaste adverts and thank Mina
profusely out of confusion more than gratitude. After all, who
was she to the family, but the maid.

GLOSSARY OF MEANINGS

Butch – Masculine lesbian
Femme – Feminine lesbian

Pengkid – Malay word for tomboy
PLU (People Like Us) – Old Malaysian term for LGBTQI

Sarong party girl – Hedonistic and usually scantily dressed
woman known to gold dig in karaoke bars and joints

Save face – To protect one’s social reputation
Toydog – A small pooch

Wooooojaaaarrrgghhhh – Think Bruce Lee in action on
loudspeaker



FIVE

FLIGHT	TO	HAPPINESS

BY	FRANK	THIES	(AUTHOR)	&	MARTIN	BREUER	(ILLUSTRATIONS)

ONCE	UPON	A	TIME there were nine colourful kingdoms, where
nine magnificent, strong kings ruled over the vast, vast land.

No! Nine diverse queens reigned over unbelievable high
giants, little dwarfs, thick flauschies, thin strolchis, wonderful
fairies and fairos, many enigmatic figures, stray-yellow rivers,
red-purple forests, blue meadows between green sunlight and
orange moonshine – all in a different way than you are normally
used to.



FLIGHT	TO	HAPPINESS

“DAMN	ANT-WEE-WEE!”

“No.”
“Damn ant-wee-wee!“
“Hello?“
“Damn ant-wee-wee!“
“Stop it, Paris! Always these dirty words. You shouldn’t say

such things.”
“You are funny, it is not you who stumbled and hit his knee.

It’s bleeding like crazy, the trousers are torn, and I am not really



able to walk with you. How far is it to the harbour?”
The two guys, Paris and Chronos, ran with twenty other

children through the black snowfields of Chione, on the run
from the snow volcano. Since its eruption a day ago, the volcano
had been throwing up giant black snow bombs.

Behind the kids it cracked and crashed loudly; yet another
volcanic snowball crashed. The children were scared and had to
leave home. Their hearts were pounding.

“Chronos, will we manage to escape, to flee from the snow
volcano?”

The slightly chubby Chronos stopped and hugged his slender
friend in his arms and squeezed him: “Of course we will manage
it! We are together, we love each other, and we are strong



together. And you should show us the way.”
Chronos kissed his friend Paris, and it warmed their hearts so

that they found new strength to run through the snow. Luckily,
the green sun shining showed them the way to the harbour.

In front of the port was a large wall, a red-purple wall of thick
wood as protection against snow avalanches, but would they be
useful against the snow volcano?

The gates were guarded by a blue fairy and a red fairo,
flapping their wings beside the large, thick wooden doors.

Paris hobbled with Chronos to the fairies. Looking up, he
asked: “Are you going to let us in? We urgently need to get a
boat!”

Then the fairy answered: “If you want to go on, you two, then
you have to decide”, and the fairo: “You have the choice: There is
a strong, fast luxury boat with fine food and great sleeping
places, but it only carries two guys to the haven. Or you take a
shaky old boat that carries you all, but it will be a strenuous, long
and maybe unsafe ride!”



Paris frowned his brow. What decision shall he make: Luxury
boat or boat for everyone? What do you think?

Safety would be nice, and how attractive was the offer of a
luxurious boat for him and his friend. But never, really never
Paris would have left twenty people in danger for this, here as a
sacrifice for the devouring snow volcano. Paris made a decision,
and then it banged loudly not too far away.

The creaky gates opened, and the young people entered the
port. But there was no straight road, only many winding alleys.
Where was the way to the pier?

Suddenly someone with a transparent cloak stood in front of
them: “Do you need help, do you not know the way? Avoid a
detour – then only decisions are pure! Either eat from this great
nut which promises wisdom, or you follow me, I'll show you a



secret way.”
Paris frowned his brow. What decision shall he make: Eating

an unknown fruit or going with strangers? What do you think?

PARIS	 LOOKED at the other children, all shrugging their
shoulders. But then the black-haired boy looked at the strange
being with self-confidence: “Thanks for the offer! But I do not
have to choose one of these things. My choice is to continue the
search for a route on our own! Have a nice day!”

And indeed, together they found the way to the waterfront; an
old shaky boat lay there. Sceptical, all children went in. Could
they ever cross the big stormy sea with that boat?

Chronos encouraged his friend: “A great decision: We made it
here. Now we will be able to flee across the sea!”

So everyone started to help. The sail was set and the journey
across the sea began.

Rattatatong! Again, an icy volcano snowball crashed down,
this time straight into the almost empty port.

The wind blew the boat on and on, it was unbelievably stormy,
when suddenly a huge sea monster appeared in front of the boat.
The boat almost tipped over, it swung, and water flushed into it.
Paris was the first to hear the voice of the incredibly large yellow
sea serpent with pointed horns – it was as big as a sequoia or the
giant-giant-sized cake of Princess Have-my-own-will. It said,
“I am Skylla, the sea monster. Someone has to suffer, right? Or
you have to decide! What should it be: Either I eat all your
boaters and give you all the gold and fortune of this empire, or
you remain poor and do not make it alive over my sea anyway.”



Paris frowned his brow. What decision shall he make: Dead
friends, but gold and wealth or go on with the boat? What do you
think?

Paris never ever wanted to gain wealth at the expense of
others. He had already decided to go on an uncertain journey.

Then the yellow creature of the sea hissed: “That was an
unbeatable offer! You are stupid and foolish not to accept it! Your
hair should become silver as fire.” And in the next moment, all
the children’s hair turned to silver, and the horn-serpent Skylla
gave the boat another stroke with its six serpent tails, so the
boat fell over.

Only with great difficulty they all together managed to turn
the boat around and climb into it again.

Chronos praised: “A wise decision! Probably all the gold was



just a wrong offer. After all, the monster did not like to lose, it
was a no fair sports snake once its wish was not fulfilled.”

Paris responded: “Yes, it did not want a true decision.”

THE	 NEXT	 FEW days were agony. The sea did not like the
children, and hunger plagued them as well. They even fainted.

But in the end, they were washed ashore. On the shores of the
black queendom of Chione, the children lay wet, cold, half-
naked, with torn clothes, without belongings, foreign and even
with silver hair.

Some locals looked horrified at the lying children: ‘What do
they want here? Are they on the run? To us? What do we do
now?’

Then the girl Kaira walked towards Paris and put a blanket
around him and helped him to get up. Paris looked at Kaira and
looked into her eyes. His silver hair did not bother Kaira; she
wanted to help. Then the others also helped the children and
gave them shelter.

And Paris fell in love with Kaira. Kaira was beautiful in his
eyes, full of love and tenderness. She had a striking scar across
her face and her character was one of striking creativity and
drive. And Kaira fell in love with Paris with the silver hair.

When it came out that Paris, Chronos and the others had met
the hidden squirrel everyone was looking for in the port, the
queen of the country, Chione Boreana, arrived and thanked
them: “But I hear that you, Paris, have fallen in love again.
Cannot envy you – decision between these two! Do you choose
your fresh love Kaira or your faithful friend Chronos?”

Paris frowned his brow. What decision shall he make: New
love Kaira or faithful friend Chronos? What do you think?



HOW	DID	PARIS	DECIDE?

His decision had long been made: he loved both and stayed
with both. Fortunately, Kaira and Chronos also loved this. And
so, the three fell into each other's arms and group-hugged each
other. How beautiful!

PROOFREADING BY VESNA SCHOEMPERLEN & JESSICA

FLIGHT	TO	HAPPINESS is the sixth chapter out of the queer fairy-
tale book The nine colourful queendoms with lgbti*-characters,



patchwork families, people with disabilities, strong girls, people
of color and so on.



SIX

SUBATOMIC

BY	LORIS	D’EMIC

WHEN	I	LOOK at something I see its shape, then its parts, then
its cells, then its atoms. The atomic nuclei rotate on an axis, like
planets do, with electrons in orbit. Between the nuclei and
electrons is nothing—99.9999999999996% of an atom is empty.
When I see atoms, I realize how much more space we have in us
than we realize.

Atoms form elements, some with one proton, two neutrons,
three protons, six. I walk down the street to galaxies of
hydrogen, helium, oxygen. When I was younger I saw molecules,
H2O and all, but it’s been atoms for years now. A few times in
life you’ll need to shift perspective.

Lately, I’ve been feeling a change is necessary, so I’m trying
to see quarks.

“I’M	TRYING	TO	SEE	QUARKS,” I say.
“What does that mean?” Lana asks.
“I’m trying to get fundamental,” I say, fingers tapping on a

pint glass. We used to think atoms were the smallest things in
the universe until we split them and discovered they were made
of parts, too.

“Quarks?” Lana has a way of curling her upper lip while



raising the opposite eyebrow. It’s a trademark look. The kind an
actor would want.

“Nothing can be divided further,” I say.
“Well, you can’t see them because no one can. You can’t even

see cells with the naked eye,” she says.
Our beers are different shades of amber against a brown bar,

dimly lit so it’s hard to see each other clearly. That’s the point, I
suppose. It doesn’t stop me from noticing the atoms in her,
clumps of six protons and six neutrons: carbon. But everyone is
made of carbon. Looking closer, I can start to split apart Lana’s
atoms and see what’s inside. Quarks appear as tiny shapes:
pyramid, cube, sphere. They vibrate with astronomical energy.

My fingers have been moving to a rhythm, but I’m not
conscious of it. I have to think to bring it to the surface: tap—tap
—taptap—taaaap—tap…

“Those guys are looking at us,” Lana whispers, her hand
covering her face so only I can see. I glance at two men facing our
table from the bar. This has happened before. Lana and I are
both femme, but she’s straight-girl pretty to boot. It’s only a
problem when a certain kind of man sees us together. I know she
hates it more than I do when they stare.

“Kiss me anyway,” I whisper. She sits back against the booth,
mouth lopsided. Another one of her looks.

“I don’t want to give them a show,” she says.
“I don’t either, but…” I say. The feeling of being watched

comes over me too.
I’m the only girl Lana’s ever been with, and when we break up

she won’t date women again. I wonder how she defines herself
now, if she goes through the world with ease or if she feels like
she is being hidden. I think about her quarks. Could I find the
answer by meditating on those little shapes?



JORDAN	IS a bi guy from online. We meet in person for lunch.
The restaurant is bright; it’s a sunny day and big open windows
are letting the photons in. Jordan is lanky, chin that sticks out a
little with green eyes that are pushed in a little. He wears docs
with tight jeans and a loose sweater. The quarks in him look like
tubes. But I know I’m staring too intently; it’s too early to bring
up particle physics.

“It’s great to be dating another bisexual,” he says, one hand
gesticulating, the other holding half of a burger. This is only a
first date, we’re not dating. I could point that out and risk an
awkward conversation, or I could eat this mac n’ cheese.

“Do you usually date mono people?” I say, choosing food.
“Gay guys are alright until they insist you’re just a confused

gay man. Actually, straight girls do that too, they’re just turned
off.” He used to wait to tell people he was bi, he says, until an ex
flipped out on him. He lists things she called him and accused
him of: How could he lie about being gay? How could he use her
like that, as some fag hag, and speaking of faggots was he clean?
Could he have AIDS? Was he cheating on her, was he on drugs?

He says it all like it’s funny, and we laugh because from this
point in space-time it sort of is.

“What about you, you date mono people? What are straight
guys like?” he asks.

“Straight guys think bi girls are hot,” I say. I hope he doesn’t
think that’s a perk.

“As if you’re gonna make out with other girls for him,”
Jordan says. I smile.

“I’m sorry your ex said all that,” I say.
We chew until it’s awkward for us not to be talking.
“Do you ever feel you have to date genders equally?” I ask.
“Not really,” he says. “I know some people do. I mean, some

people won’t believe you’re bi unless you have a perfectly even



sexual history. But I don’t feel that pressure, personally.”
“Must be nice,” I say. As soon as it comes out I can tell it’s too

antagonistic. He wipes his mouth.
“It’s hard being queer anyway you slice it,” he says.
“Do you ever wish you weren’t?” I say.
“No,” he says. His shoulders go up a bit. My tongue rolls over

melted cheese like gluon particles, holding quarks of macaroni
together.

“Penne, really,” I say.
“Hm?”
“It’s penne and cheese, not macaroni and cheese,

technically.”
“Does it taste fine?” he asks.
“Yes,” I say.
“You’re good then.”
Jordan and I only go out a few times; eventually he’s barely

memorable. But every so often the story about his ex resurfaces.
Her words pop in, passively, violence that came to me second-
hand, loitering in my brain. Just a reminder.

I	HIT it off with Paul, who is a physicist. He likes me because I
know what gluons are, though I don’t tell him about how I see
things. I ask him to talk about quarks and he gives me a new
perspective. They may be two dimensional, he says. Instantly the
cubes in him are replaced by squares. He talks about string
theory—the particles that may unify the universe—and I see
them, tiny vibrating lines in between Paul’s quarks. But he
thinks the word bisexual is trashy.

TAK	IS	NONBINARY, and they want to hear what their quarks are



like. I’ve never told anybody. It takes me a while to find the
words.

“Little shapes. Everyone’s look a bit different. You have a
pyramid, a sphere, and then a circle.”

“Like a donut?” they ask.
“Yeah. The circle is two-dimensional, the others are three.

They hover up and down, really quickly.” I hear how stupid that
sounds, but Tak seems unbothered.

“What color are they?”
“Kind of your skin color…or clothing color. Or hair and eyes.

You know, wherever they are on you, that’s the color. But also
kind of their own color. Like a silver-blue, in your case.”

We’re in a café with succulents on the tables. All the baristas
look queer, but the drinks are expensive. Tak is ready with a
notebook and, producing a make-up bag filled with colored
pencils, proceeds to sketch out shapes.

“Like this?” They slide the notebook to me.
“Yes. I mean…no. But it’s close,” I say. I can’t articulate the

difference. Maybe the pyramid is the wrong angle, or the colors
can’t capture what my eyes see. I guess I’ve never really thought
about how it happens, or at least put it into words. My brain just
does it. It’s always looking for the building blocks, the
fundamentals. Seeing quarks is to see someone at their most
basic nature.

I have to say something else. “It’s really cool that you’re an
artist.”

“It’s cool that you see quarks,” they say “What do yours look
like?”

I shrug. “I don’t know.”
“What do you see when you see yourself?” Tak is focusing on

me with clear eyes, then looks away with a laugh. “Sorry, that
came out serious.”



I laugh too.
“I don’t see particles in myself, just other people,” I say. It’s

not quite as simple as that. Looking at myself is like looking at a
translucent haze. Maybe it’s how the universe looked right
before the big bang.

“So,” they say eventually, drumming on the table and looking
away from me for just a bit. “You’re poly, right?”

“…No,” I say, fighting the urge to lie. I knew they were poly
and I knew I was not before I agreed to this date. When I lay it
out, I’m struck with how stupid I’ve been.

“Well… I am,” they say.
“Yeah. I’m… not,” I say. Why did I waste both our times? I

guess I just liked them.
Tak rests their chin on braided fingers, glancing away from

me and then back.
“Is that the deal breaker, then?” they ask.
“It doesn’t have to—”
“I don’t want you to say you’re cool with poly, but then you

get jealous at me,” they say.
“Of course.”
“I’m not saying you would do that, only it’s happened to me

before.”
I nod. Tak sighs. They’re looking at me look at them,

watching shapes vibrate.
“Let’s be friends,” Tak says. “I know that sounds dismissive,

but let’s actually be.”
“Sounds good,” I say. Circles are turning like gears,

clockwise-counterclockwise, in them.

I’D	 MET Tak and Jordan online, and that’s where I’d meet Alex
too. I find her as I’m once again revising my conception of



quarks. They may not be three- or two-dimensional shapes at
all, but points in space-time. So small they barely have
dimension.I’m seeing Alex this way, as a series of dots, making
her seem like a galaxy.

Alex is a lesbian who takes me to a lesbian bar on our second
date. There’s only two in the city; we go to the one that’s more of
a dive. The light makes her whole body seem purple, the quarks
black. I haven’t seen her in daylight enough yet to know their
hue, like Tak’s blue-silver.

She’s fingering two cocktail straws as she looks at me.
“Fuck men,” she says.
“I have,” I say. She laughs. I order vodka and cranberry and it

comes in a plastic cup, with a little lime wedge as garnish. Alex
kisses me before the drink is done and I feel electric.

MONTHS	 LATER	 ALEX and I are at a dinner party thrown by a
fifty-something lesbian couple. The space is a top-floor loft with
low ceilings, filled with huge, leafy plants. These dinners happen
bimonthly: an off-shoot from a reading group for gay women,
now a purely social event. Alex has been before and she’s excited
to be bringing a girlfriend tonight.

“We usually only have about a dozen people. It’s a big turnout
tonight,” says Gail, wrapped in an earthy shawl, one of the
hosts. There’s about twenty people now, not including Gail and
her partner Janet, and me, between two plants against the wall.
I’m letting Alex catch up with friends. I try to pace my sauvignon
consumption while Gail talks.

“So, are you having a good time?” she asks me.
“Dinner was fantastic,” I say.
“Thank you,” she says “It’s been wonderful having these, and

the book club, and we’re starting a political action group. It’s



become that we host an event nearly every weekend. Nothing too
extravagant—this is our home, there’s only so much we can do
—but it’s lovely to bring together women of all different ages.”

Surveying the loft, I see all the objects and people here have
the same particles: dots floating in rows, stagnant instead of
blinking this time. Even Alex’s.

“There’s not a lot of lesbian spaces left,” says Janet, short-
haired with a loose gait, from behind Gail. “You know, just
women. Women who like women. Women artists, women
intellectuals. Women who fuck women.”

“Right.”
“You know, in the 80s there were more groups like ours, but

it’s different now,” says Gail.
“Oh yeah,” Janet says, nodding at me. She launches into a

story about a group of activists she was involved with. It’s not
not interesting, but I still take my chance to exit the
conversation. I join Alex, who’s laughing with some of her
friends. We put our arms around each other.

“Were you trapped with them?” she whispers. I nod. “They’re
great but,” she shrugs. I tune into the end of a story someone’s
telling. I find my neck aching from Alex’s arm resting on it, so I
pull away a bit. I get myself back to comfort with a drink and few
kisses from her.

THAT	PARTY	TURNS out to be the midpoint, equal months before
and after with her. Tonight is not the last, but the point where
something expires. It’s warm out so I walk to Alex’s apartment. I
bring over some weed Tak gave me for my birthday, and we sit on
her couch and smoke. I inhale when she inhales.

“I really do hate men,” she says.
“Who doesn’t?” I say. She gives me a look, like she can see



something in me I can’t, but I’m not sure she knows what she
thinks she knows. I taste the paper of the joint. The fabric of her
couch feels almost like denim, and the cushions stiff. Cross-
legged, I imagine my ankles sinking comfortably into the space
of the atoms I’m sitting on. Alex’s quarks blink, the end of her
joint glowing like a slower, bigger particle.

From my vantage point on the couch I see a book under the
coffee table with a bright purple cover. I ask about it, to say
something.

“My ex gave me that,” she says.
I know by now that the ex in question is Drea. Alex is the type

of person who’s dated many but only has one ex.
“What a bitch,” Alex continues. “I should get rid of it.”
“What’s it about?”
“Honestly that woman fucked me up. She mooched off me

and stole my cat,” she says, sending me a look asking for
commiseration. I give her a look back, but the story of Drea and
the cat and the mooching is feeling stale. It’s still raw to Alex, I
know, and I’m not as supportive as I could be. I wonder what she
thinks of my pain.

“Lana just wanted to be straight,” I say.
“Couldn’t resist the D,” Alex says. I roll my shoulder,

suddenly aware of a crick in it.
“That’s not fair,” I say.
“Why are you defending your ex?”
“I’m defending myself.”
Alex takes a long drag, rocking back and forth, her particles

swaying.
“When we make out,” she says. “I can’t help thinking of all

the dicks you’ve sucked.”



QUARKS	 ARE	 SMALLER than almost everything, including light,
so we have trouble seeing them. It’s not a matter of a powerful
microscope. We see when light bounces off an object and reflects
back. This works for cells, even atoms, but quarks are so tiny
that it’s physically impossible for normal light to do this. To look
at them at all we need light that’s thin, but the thinner the wave
the more energy it has, and the beams that see quarks are
especially potent. They are so powerful that the quark is moved
as soon as the light comes in contact with it. The wave bounces
off and reflects back, sure, but in the process the quark itself is
altered. Because of that we can’t really say at what point in space
the quark is—it’s called the uncertainty principle. We don’t
know where the quark was before our ultrathin light hit it. We’re
altering it by observing it at all.

EVEN	IF	I look as deep as I can into something, if I have observed,
I have changed reality. It’s true of everybody. When I think I
know what someone is I will act a certain way, and they will
respond, thinking they understand me, and we’re altering each
other while believing ourselves to be static.

I	 WONDER why I can’t see my own quarks. Maybe I’m slow to
pass judgement on myself for fear of getting it wrong. But if I’m
observing, I’m probably getting it kind of wrong anyway. A
subatomic particle does not have to contemplate its own nature
to exist. Humans have to, I believe. But sometimes we’re too
vast to understand ourselves.

ALL	I	CAN	DO	IS	LOOK at myself, until the primordial haze takes



form. Parts will become clear at their own pace, and always I’ll
protect them. Because when beams of light from outside knock
my particles away I can bring them back, seeing myself and
saying no, this is me, this is me.



SEVEN

WORD	ON	THE	STREET

BY	ANDREA	DEMETRIUS

THE	RAIN	PICKED up the moment she hit the streets.
Lina adjusted her umbrella, and grumbled about her shoes.

Still, the gallery housing the expo wasn’t that far off. And she’d
already made up her mind. True, that’d been in the small hours
of the morning when the ad happened to come up on her
dashboard. She was smarting after a blog entry she’d just read,
something about time passing us all by. A nice wrap-up for a
girls’ night out where the grip on her ties with her peers had
slipped through her fingers once again.

Holding on to the motivating remains of those feelings, Lina
reached her destination, suddenly very aware of the water marks
trailing her inside. A glance around showed no one paying
special attention to her arrival. Maybe it truly wasn’t that easy
standing out in a cosmopolitan city, even for a gathering of this
kind.

Following posted instructions, she dived into her viewing,
making sure to deliberately pause before every picture and
carefully read title, description and author. As expected, the
mundanity of it worked its desired effect and quelled most of her
nerves.

She was far from ready to shift her gaze away from the art and
take another peek around, but at least the immediacy of her



surroundings no longer seemed to press on her quite so hard.
Thus, later on, when someone commented at her shoulder,

saying “You seem to be really into it,” Lina was able to veer past
the woman with only half-feigned dismissiveness.

Only to come upon the next photo on the wall. She even
forgot how to blink.

“That’s not really what it looks like.” The buzz in her ears
slowly resolved into actual commentary. “The body part thus
suggested. Me, I think it’s a pretty cheap trick. I mean, who’ll
still be taken in by it, these days?”

“Excuse me,” Lina said, a mutter, truly. She then fully turned
her back, working hard to suppress her fluster.

This appeared to have no effect on the other woman. “I know,
still making up your mind about the show. Take the name, for
starters, A Look at Women’s Love through Women’s Lenses,
that’s a mouthful, you’ll agree. Then, overdone technical aspect
aside, there’s no denying the overall bland result of this
‘window’ into lesbianism. Safe and sanitized – for general
consumption, really. Weren’t arts supposed to be all edgy, to
push even further our limitations instead of doing chronicle
work?”

“Excuse me?” Lina couldn’t refrain herself. She swirled
around, even though she knew better than to engage with
provocateurs. “You do know that you’re free to leave if this isn’t
to your liking, yes?”

“Gotcha,” the girl answered in a smug sounding tone,
accompanied by a too bright smile, to boot.

Lina kept her focus on the flare of indignation running
through her, but she was rapidly coming to the realization that
her move had severely diminished her personal space. Because,
of course, the rude, beaming girl had decided that remaining
standing nose-to-nose with a stranger was just the thing one did



these days.
The moment stretched too long, and the pulse in Lina’s ears

was well on its way to a deafening drum by the time the girl
deigned to lean back. That smile was still too big, but at least
Lina could breathe again. Which she then rushed to put to a good
use.

“Ranting uninvited at people going about their business is
not much of an accomplishment to crown yourself with.”

“…Really?” the girl shot back. “I should say ‘Sorry’, I guess.
In any case, may I ask how you like the show so far?”

Even leaving aside the young woman’s cheek, Lina was
nowhere near ready to voice aloud a real answer to the
implications beyond that simple question. Silence was her safest
bet.

If possible, the girl’s smile widened. This time, it was topped
off with a knowing glint in those big, brown eyes of hers. “Yeah,
that’s what I thought. It’s been written all over you as soon as
you came in.” This last part she chose to punctuate with a
confounding wink. “Ice breaker out of the way, tell me, you’re
into photos, women, both? Oh, and I’m Christine, by the way.
Nice to meet you, you seemed interesting.”

Lina opened her mouth. Closed it again, at a loss for words.
Her following attempt amounted to a squawk, truly. “What did
you—Did you just ask me…? Just like that?”

“Why not? Swipe right to accept, swipe left to reject, and
move on. Act fast, no one gets hurt. Huh, you do know what I’m
talking about, not as straight laced as you looked. So, back to
what I was saying, I’ve already had a go at this thing, you seem to
have finished, too, so, would you like to go for a coffee with me?”

“…Coffee?”
“You prefer tea?”
Lina wondered if the lack of sleep was finally taking its toll on



her. There was that too tight feeling at the corners of her eyes,
for example. Which were definitely prickling, too. Probably from
all the staring she’d recently engaged in. She was no longer
confident of her footing, either. But then she’d pretty much
walked on shaky legs ever since she’d decided to take a chance
and came out tonight.

Actually, that last part might have been going on for much
longer. It’d been two years alone since her divorce closed the
door on dying threads of regrets and a bitter taste of failure. As
the saying goes, others avenues had opened up, much to her own
surprise. And the bewilderment of her close-but-becoming-
more-distant-by-the-day friends, who didn’t know what to
make of her present-but-silent act. Apart from the occasional
snap, when their word-on-the-street talkfests about who was
sleeping with which boy toy dragged on, she just hadn’t felt like
participating.

To fill the resulting conversational gap she had then turned to
online browsing that had wrecked her sleeping pattern.
Apparently, word of mouth and street wisdom worked just as
well, if not better, for certain questions on the virtual highway.

Recently enlightened or not, this didn’t keep her from
mumbling “What?” at the person asking this one particular
question of her right now.

“So, you’re not really set against people occasionally being
rude.”

The light, teasing tone of the remark – of the entire
encounter, come to it – jolted Lina out of her daze. Awash in too
many emotions at once, Lina latched onto the most easily
recognizable one – being made the butt of a joke in public – and
turned on her heel. Chin up, despite the burning cheeks, she
legged it off, out of the building and into the welcomed balm of
fresh, crisp air.



A lungful later, splashing footsteps resounded behind her.
She tensed, alone in a dark, empty alley, but another kind of

suspicion kicked in before she could fully give into her flight
reflex.

“I apologize, for real this time.” The words were barely out of
the girl’s mouth and Lina swung around to face her as she
finished. “I intended to shake you a bit, but didn’t really mean to
run you out.”

“You—” Lina started, but her accusation tapered off to a
strangled, impotent cry.

“Yeah, I know. But, to be honest, you did come in looking
pretty spooked already. I reacted, smelt a case of lesbian cooties,
and pounced. Wanted to take off your blinders, just a bit.”

Lina gulped on a dry throat, and looked away. “It’s just a
photography event.”

“That’s true enough.”
It was different in person, no longer behind a screen. Lina

hadn’t truly believed it of herself, not really, not until this
moment. She’d chalked it all up to a bout of gullible internet trap
she’d fallen into. It was easy these days with all the neat little
labels growing like mushrooms after the rain to find one that fit
her, too. Even when she’d always prided herself in her special
snowflake status among her girlfriends. Dan excepted, her lack
of boy crushes growing up had granted her an air of superiority,
or so she’d thought.

But maybe she hadn’t been as free of teen crushes as she’d
always thought. Had there been more to the way she’d
previously clung to the memory of her passion-filled
relationship with Dan than due diligence paid in the service of
continued peaceful female friendships, and an attempt to bridge
the gap when the other girls’ gossip got to be too much?

Could bisexual be a word that fit her better? Had she been



unable to read the existing writing on her wall because her
vaunted round-up education hadn’t enabled her with the right
tools until internet came along?

“In any case, one cannot just approach people like that,” Lina
defended, not sure against what exactly. “And—and if you
couldn’t found it in yourself to be complimentary toward the
exhibit, then, the least you could do is to keep your doubts to
yourself. Someone must have put serious work into…into all of
that. You have to take into account other people’s
sensibilities…”

“I know,” the young woman repeated, sounding more
impatient this time. She wasn’t smiling quite so annoyingly
bright anymore, either. “One of the organizers is a friend of
mine, believe me, she heard it all before. Is this enough
mitigating circumstances for your taste so we can move on?”

Lina took a deliberating breath. “If it’s the truth.”
The decisive nod the girl—Christine—gave her brought an

unexpected weight to Lina’s tentative acceptance of the offer to
compromise.

Once more, she glanced away. But it wasn’t like she could
deny that tenacity in women, any display of attitude, really,
weren’t admirable traits. Especially when she hadn’t always
been able to unclench her own mouth and do so herself, not even
inside her inner circle. More than that, she may have also found
it privately appealing when women didn’t back down from their
opinions. Something that had taken her even longer to decipher
than the realization that it wasn’t blending in with the walls that
was making her special, or different.

Shaking herself to the present, Lina turned her head back to
catch Christine’s waiting gaze. Had the warmth in the other
woman’s eyes been there all along, and Lina was only now
noticing it?



“It’s true,” Christine told her then. “Besides, that tromp
l’oeil piece that got us talking, that was my friend’s.” In the
heartbeat that followed, Lina worried about the tightness in her
chest. “Wanna have that coffee after all? Coffee and
conversation?”

Lina bit her lip on the knee-jerk rejection. “So you what?”
she asked instead, buying herself more time to think. “You get a
thrill out of—how did you put it—pouncing when you catch a
whiff of certain…poor behaviours?”

This time, paying closer attention to the whole of her
feelings, Lina acknowledged the sliver of satisfaction running
through her as Christine’s sharp scrutiny unmistakenly took a
softer turn.

“So you’re up for that coffee after all,” Christine concluded.
Apparently for both of them.

“You…” Lina started, but trailed off as a smile escaped her to
wipe away some of the aggravation. One the next breath, she
ended up assenting. “But maybe I am up for it,” she said. “Yes,
yes, I am.”

Christine outright laughed then, looking beautifully pleased
with herself. Or perhaps it was on Lina’s behalf? “One coffee and
conversation, coming right up,” she called out cheerfully.

Chasing about for some inane remark to keep the repartee
going, but tired of always being caught wrong-footed, Lina had
to acknowledge where this evening had been going all along.
Maybe even as far back as all those blogs she’d taken to read
online. “Well, you did say I seemed interesting.”

“An interesting woman, yes,” Christine challenged, again not
cutting her any slack.

This time, Lina didn’t avert her gaze, nor did she run away.
Forty-five should have been too late for epiphanies about one’s
self, but her pulse was galloping underneath her skin as she



withstood the expectant look of this pretty young woman.
Lina bent her head. A nod, mostly to herself. Then she

groaned out a chuckle,
remembering the catalysing fluster of the other night, and

her inability to share in the girls’ envious gossiping session one
of their friend’s affair with her much too young Zumba
instructor. “It figures I’m to eat my words sooner than later.”

“Huh?” Christine was quick to inquire. “Ah, you better put up
your umbrella then. Is that café by the theatre all right with
you?”

Equilibrium on its way to restoration, Lina allowed herself a
coveting peek at Christine’s practical knee-length rain coat as
they started out of the alley. She couldn’t honestly say what had
possessed her to dress up tonight.

“It just hit me,” Lina answered belatedly. “It’s just—You’re
this young…” This young, and pretty. Just as Jenny’s hot
instructor boy supposedly was, too. “I can’t believe I’m about to
have drinks with someone this young.”

But Christine had also offered conversation, hadn’t she?
Surely, the exposition made for a better starting point than
some. And who knew what else would they discover in common?
Whether it would be enough to bridge the generational gap
between them, Lina couldn’t rightly say. Sometimes, she felt as
if she was from a different world than her younger
acquaintances. Which had led to her not biting her tongue as
well she should have when Martha brought up Jenny’s latest
lover.

“Pfft,” Christine promptly interjected, before the gloom of
that particular train of thought could shoulder its way in
between them. “Just months ago, I would have been insulted by
that. But I turned thirty-one in the meantime, and apparently
now I find it kind of flattering? How the time goes by, right?”



The mournful words and tone so well mirrored some of Lina’s
own moments that she surprised herself with an unwinding bout
of laughter.

“Would you look at that, aren’t things so much better this
way?” Christine wondered. “What was to fear here anyway? Just
two women on a rainy Friday night out on a coffee date.”

Chuckles still falling around her, Lina freely nodded her
agreement.

IF	NOT	FOR the patient guidance and hard work of the editors of
this journal, this story wouldn’t be in the least readable. Thank
you.



EIGHT

TWO	THINGS

BY	CINDY	PAUL

TWO	THINGS	YOU	SHOULD	KNOW.

CAR	LIKED both girls and boys. He knew this and thought there
was nothing wrong with it.

TWO	MORE	THINGS you should probably also know.

CAR	 ALSO	 LIKED	 CHOCOLATE, and vengeance. The kind where
your enemy was cleaved in two with your sword, or burned alive
by a dragon’s fiery breath.

In this case, the enemy was Violet. More like Violent. They
had been a thing for nearly a year before she decided fame and
fortune were more important to her than love. Well, Car couldn’t
agree more. Except that instead of fame and fortune, he now
favoured revenge above everything else.

And the universe had just given him the perfect opportunity.
Standing in front of the red and black poster, Car knew his

time had come. Or more accurately, Violent’s time had come. He
grinned.



He was going to ruin the school play.

⚔

BECAUSE	 THE	 LIGHTS	 WERE	 DIMMED, sneaking into the theatre
was child’s play. People were standing on the stage, claiming all
the attention so Car could easily sneak towards the back row and
sit in one of the chairs. He quickly slid down, trying to make
himself as small as possible. Of course, he’d barely blinked, or
even looked at the stage, before her voice boomed through the
theatre, reciting something that sounded barely like normal
people speech.

“Make mows upon me when I turn my back!”
Violent’s hair was blinding underneath the stage lights, like a

yellow marker or something. It fitted in a way. You underlined
something you wanted to remember and Violent most definitely
wanted to be remembered.

“And though she be but little,” Violent bellowed, her voice
slapping everyone in the theatre in the face, “She is—”

The doors behind Car burst open, light flooding the dark room
as someone stumbled into the theatre, carrying too many papers
in their hands.

Half-turned, Car saw the accident happen just a second too
late. A second too late for him to do anything other than shriek
as the person stumbled towards him, papers flying everywhere.
Their shoulder collided with Car’s nose, who leaned back with a
shout, causing the other to tip forward and fall over the chair’s
back, legs up in the air.

“What the—?” Car exclaimed, holding his nose, just as a



squeak sounded from down below, somewhere near his yellow
Converse.

“I’m so so so sorry!”
The legs near Car’s head flailed around, and he could hear the

other grunting as they tried to push themselves back up.
Emphasis on tried. Car grabbed the back of their sweater and
hauled them upright. He was instantly met with two things.
Butterscotch blonde hair and pear green eyes. Oh, and a stream
of words consisting of mostly, “Sorry! Sorry! Sorry!”

“Alistar!” someone called out. “Could you get the scripts
here, instead of on the ground?”

“Yes!” the guy squeaked, bending down and immediately
picking up the first of many papers. The first, which was
currently lying on Car’s leg. And the guy practically dove for it.

Car jerked back in shock.
“I got it, I got it!” he shouted, feeling his cheeks burn as he

started picking up the pages lying on and around him.
“I’m sorry!” Alistar said for the twentieth time that day.

There was a blush on his face, Car saw, when he peeked out of
the corner of his eye.

“It’s fine,” he said, standing up to help him get the rest back.
“I’ll help you.”

“Carter?”
Car groaned. Great. Violent had seen him.
For one blissful moment, he’d forgotten all about her. If she’d

known, she’d be furious. Or maybe she had known, and that was
why she was shouting his lame name through the entire theatre.

He turned to her. “Yep. Hi.”
Violent laughed at him. “What on earth are you doing here?”
He pretended to think about it for a second. “Watching you

suck at theatre, I think.”
Her laughing stopped, her perfectly drawn eyebrows lowering



on her face. She was still pretty while she was mad though. It
was annoying.

“How would you know? You don’t know the first thing about
theatre!”

He shrugged. “Seems we have that in common.”
“Oh, you little—”
“Excuse me,” a woman, who looked like the director, judging

by the clipboard she was holding, interrupted Violent’s attempt
at verbal violence. “I’m trying to hold auditions here. If you’re
not here to audition, get out of my theatre.”

“Don’t worry,” Violent said scathingly. “He’s not here to
audition.”

TWO	WORDS.

THAT	LEFT	CAR’S	MOUTH. They could also be summed up in two
words.

Very stupid.
“I am,” he said.

⚔

BACKSTAGE, people were frantically rehearsing their lines. And
Car was frantically freaking out. This was not how his revenge
was supposed to go.

His yellow Converse squeaked on the floor as he walked back
and forth, debating whether or not he should just leave and



never talk about this with anyone ever again.
“H—hi there!”
Car stopped pacing, and looked up at pear eyes and

butterscotch hair. “Alistar, right?”
“Ah, yeah but I don’t... Don’t really like that name…” Alistar

trailed off, his fingers wrinkling the papers in his hand. This
time, it was just one reader, and not fifty or something. “A—
anyway, I was wondering if you needed the script?”

Before he could answer, Alistar thrust the reader at him. And
Car took it, because he was a firm believer in signs. Like, from
the stars. He believed that having the script put into his hands
was a sign he should stop freaking out and start rehearsing.

“Alright!” he grinned. “Thank you, Star.” He’d already
started walking back to the chair he’d claimed for himself, when
a stuttered word stopped him short.

“S—Star?”
Car looked over his shoulder. “Yeah, you said you didn’t like

Alistar, right?”
Star”s green eyes widened, and the blush that had been on

his cheeks for the entirety of their conversation spread to his
neck. But he smiled back. “R—right!”

⚔

“SO	YOU	WANT to try out for Lysander?”
“Yeah,” Car answered the director.
“Do you even know who that is?” Violent hissed from the side

of the stage. After auditioning, you were allowed to leave the
theatre, but of course she would never leave the limelight if she



could help it.
“Yeah I do, I read the script just now.”
“Okay,” the director said, then gestured to the stage. “Go on

then.”
Car scraped his throat and started. “Content with Hermia?

No: I do repent the tedious minutes I with her have spent.”
After the first few sentences, the rest seemed to flow easily,

and his monologue was soon over. Though the stage lights were
shining brightly in his face, if he squinted, he could see the
director observing him thoughtfully.

On the side of the stage, Violent was seething with rage. It
was pretty great. Not enough for vengeance, obviously, but
enough for now.

“Thank you… Carter, was it?”
“Car,” he corrected her.
The director didn’t even blink at that, just scribbled down

something on her clipboard before continuing.
“Okay, Car, we’ll post the results tomorrow. Thank you for

auditioning.”
“No problem,” he said. “Though I’m sorry you had to see her

perform.”
“At least I studied the play!” Violent screeched.
Okay, she didn’t screech. But her voice got all high and

scratchy when she was angry. Close enough.
“Thank you,” the director repeated. Her voice was closer to

the microphone than necessary, making everybody temporarily
deaf.

Car quickly walked off the stage, to the side where Violent
wasn’t standing. But he still wasn’t used to the darkness
backstage, and nearly tripped over a bag as he made his way
back.

“How did you do that?”



Car almost walked into the wall, so much did he startle from
the voice behind him. Whirling around, he saw Star staring at
him in awe.

“Do what?”
“I gave you the script an hour ago! You said—I mean—you

read the whole thing and memorised the lines?”
Car shrugged. “I’m good at memorising.”
“Wow. But—That’s not just being good. That’s insane. That’s

like a talent!”

TWO	THINGS.

MEMORISING	 DIDN’T	 FEEL like a thing to be proud of, and…
Nobody had ever told Car he was talented at something. He felt a
blush creep up on him, so he quickly looked away.

“Whatever,” he mumbled.
Star sighed. “I wish I was good at memorising…”
“Yeah? Why?”
“O—oh, just—It’s stupid but… I kind of want to act too.”

After the admission, Star seemed to realise what he’d confessed,
because he started waving his hands frantically. “Oh sorry, don’t
mind me! You don’t know me at all, so what am I even doing,
complaining to you?” He laughed nervously. “Sorry.”

Car observed Star. It was a little too dark to see colours, but
there was no mistaking that even though the smile was nervous
and awkward, it was also very beautiful.

“So you’re not going to try?” he asked.
“Huh?” Star looked up in surprise. “No, no, I don’t think so…

I’ve been learning the lines for two weeks, and they just don’t
seem to stick.”



“Can you use cue cards or the script for an audition?”
“What? Uhh. I guess?”
Car smiled. “Great. Let’s go announce your audition.”
The frantic waving started up again. “No, no, no—I think

that’s—but what—I don’t know the lines!”

TWO	THINGS.

CAR	 PUSHED his reader in Star’s hands to stop the frantic
waving, and to repay him for giving him a sign. “If you need a
sign to audition,” he said, giving the reader an extra push.
“Here’s one.”

Star’s breath left him in a woosh as he stared at Car in
surprise. They were closer now than before, not counting the fact
that Star’s feet had been in his face. Car noticed the other was
actually a little taller than him.

“Okay,” Star whispered eventually.
He seemed a little star-struck though.

⚔

THE	FOLLOWING	DAY, Car stalked through the hallways to get to
the bullet board outside the theatre, where the results would be
posted. Were already posted. Using his elbows, he pushed his
way to the front, only to be stopped short by a green sweater and
frantically waving hands.

“Uh, Star?” he said.



“Oh no, oh no, oh no.”
“Star?”
Panicked, pear green eyes focused on him. “What was I

thinking?!”
“Calm down first,” Car said, but his curiosity got the better of

him and he leaned to the side, peeking at the paper with all the
results. Next to the name Lysander was some dude’s name he
didn’t know, ‘cause he didn’t learn the names of people who
didn’t talk to him.

But. This was so not part of the plan.
“What the—?” Car started, but Star interrupted him.
“Oh, congratulations!”
“Huh?”
Leaning closer, smelling like something generic, like pine

trees but still nice, Star pointed at the paper, just a few names
down from Lysander’s.

“Cool! You’re Oberon!” he said. “I’m Puck!”
But that was nowhere near an important enough role for Car

to upstage Violent. If he wanted to exact his revenge, he needed
something better than this, something grander, something—

“O—oh no... I’m Puck…”
Car turned towards Star, which was really only turning his

yellow Converse like an inch or so because Star was still standing
close. “Good job, you got the part.”

“What am I going to do?!”
“Practise?”
Star’s hands shot up like he wanted to shake them, himself,

and maybe even Car, but in the end he just let them fall again. “I
c—can’t—I told you I can’t remember the lines.”

“So how do you get good grades? I’m assuming you get good
grades.”

“Oh, I just pay attention in class. They really focus on the



things that will be on the test, you know.”
Car snorted. “I’m sure.”
An idea was already forming in his head. It didn’t include

revenge. Yet.
“What do I d—” But before Star could stress out even more,

Car grabbed his arm and pulled him away from the throng of
people.

“Here’s what we’re going to do—” he started, but then got
interrupted. Again.

“I’ll tell you what you’re going to do,” Violent hissed,
stepping all up in his personal space. Her face looked like she’d
sucked on a lemon the same shade as her hair. “You’re going to
tell Miss Salisbury that you lack the attention span to stand up
on a stage for longer than ten minutes, and that she’d really
ought to recast you, or I will.”

It was the same old argument.
“Yeah, I don’t think so. But you should really tell her how you

ditch something the moment it’s not important to you
anymore.”

Violent glared at him. “At least I fight for what’s important to
me,” she hissed.

“You mean you drop everything that’s unimportant to you,”
he shot back.

The bell rang, its obnoxious sound startling them both out of
their glaring contest. Which Car had definitely been winning.
But to make sure he really got the point across that he absolutely
didn’t care, he walked away without another word. Only when he
plunked himself down in the back in Geography, did he
remember that he left Star and his panic behind.

Oops.



⚔

IT	HAD	BEEN a while since Car had been in the cafeteria, but he
figured Star would never sit outside at the picnic tables. Not that
Star couldn’t smoke, skip classes or start a gang, though the last
one seemed a little unlikely, but because Car had never seen Star
outside.

And he sat outside almost always.
Except when it rained. Those cheesy movies got it all wrong.

Who would want to willingly stay outside when it was pouring?
Maybe... For a very romantic kiss. One of those kisses that never
ended, because every minute felt like a second.

YEAH, Car had never had one of those.

⚔

IT	WAS easy to spot Star in the cafeteria now that he knew who
to look for. He really was tall. And the warm colour of his hair
was a shade Car had never quite seen before. He wondered if Star
would stay outside in the rain for a romantic kiss.

Walking up to the table, Car ignored the shifty looks the
people at Star’s table were giving him when they noticed he was
walking towards them. Star wasn’t looking at him for the very
logical reason that his back was currently turned to Car.

“Hey,” Car spoke up, staring at the butterscotch strands of



hair.
Immediately, Star turned around, and actually smiled when

he saw him. What the—? It was so ridiculous that Car felt his
cheeks heating up.

“Hi Car! What’s up?” And he remembered his preference.
Car scraped his throat a little awkwardly. “I walked away, uh,

before, but I just wanted to say that I’d be willing to help you out.
To learn your lines, I mean.”

It was like he told Star he’d have a free year’s supply of
chocolate. A delighted smile spread across his face. “You’d do
that?” he asked. “Really? I mean you don’t have to—”

“No, yeah, no problem,” Car said quickly, shuffling his yellow
Converse against the tacky blueish grey floor of the cafeteria.

“That’s—Wow, that’s awesome, thank you so much!” Star
watched him with such happiness that Car shrugged awkwardly,
then quickly turned around. And he was almost gone, almost
away from the stench of the obsessive need to fit in, when he
heard the squeak of shoes against the floor, and then Star was
grabbing the edge of his hoodie.

“Hey.” He was panting a little. And still smiling. “If there’s
anything I could help you with, just tell me okay?”

The word vengeance blinked on and off in Car’s mind. If he
was offering... “You don’t happen to have a dragon, do you? Or a
sword?”

Star blinked, once, twice, before his mouth and eyes went
round like he was a surprised emoji. “You’re into fantasy? I
never would’ve guessed! I mean, I could’ve guessed because
you’re into theatre but I don’t like to assume what people are
into, you know? But yeah, I own a sword! I mean, I wish I had a
real sword but unfortunately my mom won’t let me have those
because she thinks they’re dangerous so for now I only have a
few dragon figures and a bunch of small swords, like, the ones



they make for kids, but some of them are really realistic, you
know?”

Not really.

CAR	BLINKED. He hadn’t known two things.

FIRST, that Star was such a fantasy geek. Second, that it was a
weirdly charming look on him.

⚔

“IF	 WE… shadows… have… uh. Have what?” Star looked
distressed. “What have the shadows done, Car?”

“Offended,” he answered. “And no worries. You’ll get it.”
“I don’t think so...” Star sighed, and put the script on the

ground. “It’s so stupid. You could ask me to recite the Goblet of
Fire movie, and I could.”

Car’s lips twitched. “That’s your favourite one?”
Instantly, the despair disappeared from Star’s face, and he sat

up. “Obviously! We learn about these other wizarding schools?
How cool is that?”

“I can’t believe you forgot the dragons.”
Star gasped, and looked in shock at Car. “I can’t—I did…

Wow…” He trailed off, staring at the ground, but there was a
smile on his face as he added softly, “Luckily, I have you to
remind me.”

Car felt his cheeks heat up. Wow, maybe his good memory



was a valuable talent after all. Feeling a little awkward, he
scooted over and picked up Star’s abandoned script. “Ready to
try it again?” he asked. Casually. So casually, the words were
probably wearing sweatpants.

“Yeah, okay,” Star said, holding out his hand. “Give me the
script, Oberon, so I can fail once again.”

“Hey, you could’ve been forced to navigate this freaky maze,
only to end up crashing Voldemort’s birthday party.”

A surprised laugh escaped Star’s mouth, and then he was
clutching his stomach, laughing loudly. “W—wha—?” He
gasped. “Birthday party?”

Car nodded seriously. “Yes, technically.”
Shaking his head, Star opened his script again. Only now,

there was a big grin on his face. “Okay, you’re right,” he said.
“This is not that bad.”

⚔

“THIS	 SPORT, well carried, shall be chronicled. If you have any
pity, grace, or manners, you would not make me such an
argument,” Violent boomed through the theatre.

Sitting backwards on a chair, Car watched the one-woman
show called Violent’s rehearsal. She was constantly pushing the
poor girl who played Hermia aside, while the guy playing
Lysander desperately tried to get her attention.

In a while, Star and him would have a scene together. And
judging by the look of stress on Star’s face, he was acutely aware
of this fact too. Car quickly turned his attention to Violent again
before he’d look too long, which would be way creepy.



With a dramatic gesture, Violent swept her bright yellow hair
out of her face.

TWO	THINGS.

CAR	 LIKED	 YELLOW. But he didn’t like Violent’s hair colour. He
didn’t care that it was out of a bottle, it just looked weird. She’d
looked way better when her hair had been dark.

Wait.
“Do you think you can convince Violent to use this new

shampoo you love?” Car asked.
Star looked up in surprise. “Shampoo? Uh, I can’t really

recommend—Why?”
“Remember the thing you could help me with? This is it.”
“No, uh, more like... Why would she listen to me?”
Car avoided Star’s pear green eyes as he answered. “Because

your hair is beautiful.”
Silence.
Suddenly nervous, Car looked at Star out of the corner of his

eye. Knees drawn to his chest, Star was repeatedly folding and
unfolding the corner of the script. Though his eyes were glued on
the words, they were shifting too quickly over the page to
actually be reading. Finally, spoken words.

“H—huh, okay, I mean—I’ll try.”
“Great,” Car said, already planning on driving past the

drugstore before going home. “I’ll give you the bottle
tomorrow.”

“Change scene!” Ms Salisbury, the director, called out.



AND	ACTION.

STAR	 STOOD up and walked towards Violent before she could
disappear into her backstage room. A room no one needed but
her. Figured. Car hoped it would go okay, seeing as Star
sometimes fumbled with words, but to his surprise Star looked
totally calm as he talked to Violent. Whose eyes lit up as she
nodded.

“Oberon, you’re up!” the director yelled.
Straightening his shoulders, acting as cool and collected as he

could, Car strolled onto the stage just as Violent was walking off.
“Break a leg, bird brain.”
“Why don’t you take your own advice?” he replied. Also,

“Birds are cool!”
She rolled her eyes at him. “‘Birds are cool’? Really? What are

you, like, sixteen?” And then she swung her blindingly yellow
hair over her shoulder before stomping off.

Car eyed her hair and smiled. He’d get his vengeance.

⚔

AND	IT	HAD	WORKED. Wow.

“IT	 ACTUALLY	 WORKED,” Car whispered, as he watched Violent
stand nervously between the rest of the crew, constantly
plucking at her hair, which she’d put in a bun for once.



A	VERY	PURPLE	BUN.

CAR	KNEW the yellow would take the purple perfectly. Her hair
had probably been starving for something darker. But the best
part was that her hair now matched her name.

Beside him, Star was shifting his weight from his left leg to
his right, and back again.

“... And we really need to be working on movement soon. We
only got two more months. Okay.” The director clapped in her
hands. “Let’s get back to work. Oh, and before we start... Very
cool hair, Violet.”

What?
“Oh yeah, I just wanted to say how cute it looks,” the girl who

played Hermia spoke up. “Really different.”
Wait.
“Totally,” the guy playing Lysander said. “I dig it.”
Wait wait wait.
But it was too late. Violent looked up in surprise, before

reaching up and, with a big smile, undoing the bun in her hair.
The stage lights made Violet’s violet hair radiate pure coolness.
Oh fu—

“Thank you, Carter,” Violent spoke up, turning her dark eyes
to him. Which made everybody turn to look at him. “I was
unsure about the colour at first, but you really convinced me.”

Gritting his teeth, he tried to play it cool by shrugging. “No
problem,” he replied. “I think I was doing everyone who had to
look at your fluorescent hair a favour.”

“No, you were right,” Violent continued, ignoring him.
“Blonde was way too normal for someone as extraordinary as
me.” She then looked him up and down, head to toe, dragging
her gaze like you’d do your feet when you have to run laps during



gym. “You on the other hand… I think blonde would suit you just
fine.”

“I think you need to learn to value peo—” he started, but Ms
Salisbury quickly interrupted him.

“I think we need to start focussing on our movements. And
some of us—” She shot a quick, but not unfriendly, look at Star.
“—still need to focus on their lines.”

Beside him, Star jumped, bumping his arm against Car’s and
causing these weird little sparks to shoot through his arm.

“Oh, sorry!” Star whispered.
Rubbing his arm absentmindedly, Car just shook his head and

mumbled. “‘S okay.”

⚔

“BELIEVE	ME, king of…. Uh. King of…”
“Shadows,” Car answered from memory.
“Shadows,” Star repeated, then groaned in frustration,

resting his face on his knees. “I’ll never memorise this,” he
mumbled.

Car sat up straighter. They were lounging on the stage, long
after everybody had already left the theatre. After observing the
light control panel for a few weeks, Car had figured out how to do
the basics. He thought it might help Star get over his fear if he
was learning his lines on the stage he was eventually supposed
to say them out loud.

“No, come on, you’ll get i—”
“Car, you wanted her to look bad… Didn’t you?” Star

suddenly spoke up. He slowly lifted his head, his butterscotch



hair pushed up where he’d rested it against his knees.
It felt like there was no good answer here. So Car went with

the most honest one. “Yeah.”
Star’s pear green eyes stared at the script in front of him.

There was a frown on his face. “Do I want to know why?” he
asked.

“I don’t know…” Car replied, pulling the sleeves of his blue
hoodie over his hands. “Do you?”

“I don’t like mean people.”
But.
“Have you even met Violent?” Car asked, perplexed. “If you

want an example of someone who’s mean, you shou—”
“I never really talked to her,” Star interrupted him. “But I

don’t make judgements about people I’ve never really met.”
“Well, I’ve known her for 8 years, and I can tell you she’s—”
“It’s why I didn’t listen to my friends when they said you

were trouble.”
What?
“Trouble?” Car repeated, kind of surprised, kind of irritated.

“What am I, a Taylor Swift song? Just because I don’t fit into the
standard—”

“Well, I don’t either. And neither does Violet. Have you
considered that that might be a good thing? A thing we might
have in common?”

Car had no reply. So Star stood up.
“Anyways, uh, thanks for helping me study my lines, but I

just don’t think I’ll ever learn.” And then he walked away.
Car stared at Star walking away, with his orange sweater, his

butterscotch hair and pear green eyes.

TWO	THINGS.



CAR	 WAS	 SORT of sure he liked vengeance. But he absolutely
didn’t like Star being mad at him.

⚔

MEANWHILE, rehearsals continued. Life continued, because
that’s what it did. The only thing that didn’t continue, were the
rehearsals and conversations between Star and Car.

And Car missed those. Because even though Star had trouble
remembering his lines, the rehearsals had never been
frustrating. They’d always been fun. He got to listen to Star
ramble about his favourite books and TV shows without ever
breathing, or taking his pear green eyes off of Car.

And it had been kind of great. Having someone look at him
for a change. Though Car didn’t like the thought, he could
almost imagine why Violet liked the attention so much. Almost.

⚔

“THEY	 WILFULLY	 EXILE… uh, themselves from uh light, and
must… must… for consort with… the black night?” Star
stumbled through his lines.

Car stared at his pretty eyes, that were looking around in
frustration. Finally, they landed, for the first time in a week, on



him. Car jolted in surprise.
“But we are spirits of another sort,” Star whispered, a little

too loud for an actual whisper.
“What?” Car asked in surprise.
“It’s your turn,” Star whispered back, frantically waving his

hands. “But we are spirits of another sort, I with the morning’s
love have oft made sport!”

Car blinked.
And blinked.
Those were indeed his lines. He knew this because he’d read

the play twice now.
“You know my lines?” he asked.
Star’s eyes widened. “I—What?”
“Sometime today, Carter,” Violent shouted from the sides.
“It’s okay, take your time,” Ms Salisbury assured him.
But Car’s heart was beating as fast as his brain was thinking.

Which was fast. It was the answer to Star’s problem. Now that he
thought about it, he’d given him the answer already, but because
Car had been so focused on stupid Violent with her stupid
sharpie hair, he hadn’t seen it.

He smiled at Star. “That’s it!” he exclaimed. “I know how I
can help you!”

“By doing your lines?” Violent sneered.
“Shut up,” he said to her, but it lacked his usual irritation

because he was still smiling at Star, who was looking at him with
wide eyes and red cheeks. “Let’s practise together after
rehearsal!”

“Whatever this is, I’m sure it’s nice, but can we get on with
the play now, Car?” the director said through her microphone.
She’d leaned too close again, so everyone winced as she verbally
slapped them in the face.

Car nodded and quickly recited Oberon’s next lines. “...Turns



into yellow gold his salt-green streams,” he said to Puck, to Star,
who was watching him thoughtfully. “But, notwithstanding,
haste; make no delay; We may effect this business yet ere day.”

They were his final words before he had to leave the scene,
the stage, but before he turned around, Star waved one hand,
catching his attention, and mouthed quietly, “OK.”

⚔

AS	 SOON	 AS the door closed behind the director, who
emphasised that they turn off the lights after they were done,
Car blurted out the words he’d been holding inside for the entire
last twenty minutes of rehearsal.

“You have auditory memory! That’s why you get good grades
by just paying attention in class! That’s why you know my lines,
because you’ve been hearing them for weeks now!” He smiled at
Star, excited about having finally found the solution. “So if I read
your lines out loud to you, you can memorise them just fine!”

“Oh my gosh,” Star whispered, staring in shock at him. “Oh
my gosh, you’re right…”

“Right?”
“Wow, I’ve never known…” And then Star smiled back at

him, causing Car’s heart to jump around in his chest like it was
the first sunny day of the year.

Dropping his gaze awkwardly, he dragged his yellow Converse
against the stage’s black floor.

Squeak squeak.
“I don’t get it…” Star started quietly. “Why would you want

to do that to someone? Ruin something that’s important to



them?”
Car sighed.

TWO	THINGS he could do right now.

TELL	HIM	THE	STORY, even though it was kind of awkward. Or not
bother, and not let him get that close.

Pulling the sleeves of his black hoodie over his hands, he
looked at the stage, at the lights, at Star’s nerdy green sweater
that made his eyes shine like—Wow, like the stars, yeah.

“‘Cause she did the same to me,” he said. “I was in love with
her, and she was the most important thing to me, and then she
left me so she could have the lead in the school play.”

“Did she say that?”
“She said ‘My mom says if I want to focus on my career I can’t

have boyfriends.’”
“Wait,” Star said. “When was this again?”
Car absolutely didn’t meet his eyes when he answered. “We

were ten,” he muttered.
Star snorted, and immediately covered his mouth with his

hand. But his laughter could still be heard through the theatre.
And Car was definitely not pouting.

Star laughed. “You’re pouting.”
“Nope.”
“Yeah, you are,” Star teased, taking a step closer. Car felt his

cheeks burn. “I thought you were so lucky to have such a good
memory but…” He broke off with a smile, biting his lip to keep it
from spreading too much.

Too bad Car already felt a smile tugging at the corners of his
mouth. “You think it’s ridiculous that I’m still not over



something that happened so long ago. Right?”
“Oh!” Star’s hands shot up and he started waving frantically.

“No, no, no, definitely not!”
Car stared at him, until Star finally dropped his hands.
“Okay, maybe a little...” He confessed, a small smile still on

his face. “So... You want revenge?”
Squeak said Car’s Converse slipping over the floor. “Yeah…”
“W—well, you held up your promise,” Star started. “So

maybe I should too.”
The words made Car look up in surprise. “You’ll still help

me?”
“Uh, y—yeah?” Star nervously ran a hand through his hair,

his eyes looking everywhere but at Car. “I mean—If you want me
to?”

“Definitely. You have all the swords, remember?”
Another laugh burst from Star’s mouth, one he didn’t bother

covering with his hand.

⚔

“SO	YOU	WERE	TEN?”

“Yep.”
“How’d you know it was love?”
Before answering, Car looked briefly over his shoulder at Star.

They were crouched down backstage, sneakily observing
Violent’s rehearsal, searching for loopholes and/or options for
revenge.

As long as it wasn’t anything permanent or damaging, Star
was his partner…in crime.



Car felt his heart beat madly inside his chest at the thought,
so he quickly squashed it like an annoying mosquito and turned
his attention back to the stage.

“‘Cause she made me feel happy whenever I was with her,”
he whispered.

“That’s sweet,” Star said. “You should hold onto people who
make you feel like that.”

“Yeah, until she left me for fame and fortune.”
Behind him, he could hear Star’s muffled laughter. “She was

ten. She probably just did what her mother told her to do.”
Car shook his head. “Nah, you don’t know Violent. When she

loves something, she gets this intense focus, and she’ll stop at
nothing to get what she wants.”

“Gee, I wonder who else is intensely focused on one thing.”
Car could hear that Star was smiling, but still. He couldn’t let

his honour be slighted like that. So he turned to Star. Totally
unprepared. It was like sitting down for a math test without your
calculator.

Star’s smile was bright and so very cute. Boom boom boom
agreed Car’s heart as he stared at him. It was way creepy, and yet
he couldn’t stop himself.

“Also,” Star continued, like he didn’t notice the absence of
Car’s calculator. “Did you really just call her Violent?”

“Well, she’s violent in getting what she wants.”
“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with fighting for what

you want,” Star whispered.
His pear green eyes, muted by the darkness backstage, were

staring straight at Car as he said this.
What even was math?

⚔



THIS	WAS	A	BAD	IDEA.

NOT	 ONLY	 WAS it breaking Car’s hard fought aesthetic, it was
also making him incredibly nervous, and he had always been bad
at hiding his nerves.

“Everyone, this is Car,” Star introduced him with a smile,
scooting his chair a little to the side to make more room for him.

Opposite them, all of Star’s friends were staring at Car.
Awkward.
Pulling his hoodie over his face would probably not be the

best idea right now, but it was very tempting.
Instead, Car said, “Hi. What’s up?”
He never said “What’s up”. Ugh.
“Is your name really Car?” one of them, a guy wearing round,

red glasses, asked. Very hip.
OK, Car shouldn’t judge with his yellow Converse. Maybe

those glasses were his trademark, his aesthetic, what did he
know?

“No, it’s a nickname,” Car answered. “I hate my own name.”
“Oh, same as Alistar,” a small guy to Car’s left said. “That’s

why we call him Aragorn.”
When he saw Car’s eyebrows shoot up to the stars, ha, he

added with a grin, “He requested the nickname. No joke.”
For real?
Car turned to Star, who was getting blurrier with the second

as happy tears sprang into Car’s eyes. Star was looking very
awkward. And he was blushing. A lot.

Car wiped the tears from his face. “Why on Middle Earth did
you pick that name?”



Some of the guys at the table snickered at his joke, and that
felt pretty awesome. It was nothing in comparison to Star’s
embarrassed, muttered answer though.

“‘Cause I thought he was hot…”
And suddenly, nerves were shaking Car’s limbs, but he chose

to see it as a sign. His body was actually shaking him to answer.
“Fair enough,” he said, awkwardly scraping his throat around
the words. “I mean, he is hot.”

Star looked up so fast, Car was afraid he’d twisted his neck or
something. If that was even possible. Pear green eyes stared in
shock at him for a second or two, before Star was nodding
frantically. “Y—yeah, yes, definitely!”

⚔

“WAS,	 UH,	 WAS	 THAT	 TOO	 SOON?” Star mumbled, hands
nervously folding the edges of the script while they were walking
towards the theatre.

“No, not too soon,” Car answered, doing his best not to start
grinning awkwardly. ‘Cause that would be, you know, awkward.

“Oh.” Star sighed in relief. “Great.”
The question was out of Car’s mouth before he could filter

himself. “So your friends know you’re into guys?”
With a flutter, the script fell to the ground. Star immediately

bent down to pick it up, but he was clearly flustered.
Car felt kind of guilty. “Sorry,” he said. “That was rude.”
“No, no, no, it’s f—fine, really!” Star straightened himself,

brushing a strand of butterscotch hair behind his ear. “Yeah,
yes, they know I’m gay.”



Car nodded and wanted to start walking again, when he
noticed Star nervously folding the corners of the script.

“What is it?”
“So… uh... Do people know you’re, uh… into guys?”
Car shrugged, pulling the sleeves of his dark blue hoodie over

his hands.
“Nah. I don’t really like telling people I’m bi. It instantly

becomes the only thing people focus on, you know?”
“That’s it,” Star whispered. His pear green eyes stared at Car,

who felt his cheeks turn red. Apple red if he was going for the
whole fruit analogy.

“That’s it!” Star exclaimed, startling Car out of his staring.
“People notice the gay!”

“The… gay?”
“Yes! I know how you can get revenge!”

REVENGE.

CAR	WAS	LISTENING.

⚔

IT	WAS	GENIUS.

AND	 TOTALLY	 NOT	 HARMFUL to anyone but Car’s nerves. Hence
why he told Star it was totally fine, and yes, no worries, this



would go well. No need to practice or plan much apart from
timing.

What a stupid decision. Because at opening night, Car was
jittery with nerves, his yellow Converse squeaking as he walked
back and forth on the polished floors backstage.

Star and the red glasses friend walked up to him then.
“Hi, Car!” Star greeted him enthusiastically, looking

absolutely green in his Puck outfit.
And still. Still, Car only saw the enchanting green of his eyes.
“Hey,” he mumbled, not stopping his nervous pacing.
“I heard what you’re doing,” red glasses guy said. “Super

cool. And good luck with the acting too.”
What?
“You told him?” Car asked, turning in shock to Star. “Now I

can’t back out!”
For a second, before the surprise settled in, there was hurt on

Star’s face. It was absolutely devastating to see. Worse than the
thought of not getting revenge.

“You don’t want to, uh…” Star trailed off, leaving the most
important and nerve-wrecking thing out of the sentence.

“No!” Car immediately exclaimed. “Yes? No, you know what.
I was just having stage fright. Let’s do this.”

Understanding settled on Star’s face, and he nodded, giving
Car a sweet smile.

“Same,” he said. Then added shyly, “But it’s going to be
perfect.”

Just then the backstage bell rang, announcing the beginning
of the first scene.

⚔



BECAUSE	 EVERYONE	 HAD	 BEEN	 WORKING	 SO	 HARD, Star had
insisted they wait until the very end.

SO	HERE	THEY	WERE.

At the end of the story.

SWALLOWING	AWAY	HIS	NERVES, and blinking against the bright
stage lights, Car stepped forward, away from Titania, his bride,
and closer towards Puck. Towards Star.

He glanced quickly, nervously, at him. Even in the harsh
light, Star’s pear green eyes were sparkling. Like stars, yes.

“So shall all the couples three,” Car said, wiping his hands
against his cloak. “Ever true in loving be. And the blots of
Nature’s hand…” He looked at Star, and extended a shaking
hand. For revenge. “Shall not in their issue stand.”

Then he pulled Star closer, looking into his eyes for a brief
second, noticing the shaky smile, before moving onto his tiptoes
and pressing their lips together.

GASPS	FROM	THE	AUDIENCE.

BUT	STAR’S small intake of breath was louder than any of them.
This definitely beat the crazy, romantic trope of kissing in the
rain, Car thought vaguely, before leaning back, his heart beating
wildly in his chest.

He stared at Star, who was staring back at him. It felt like an



infinity of staring, until Star whispered, “Your lines.”

TWO	THINGS.

THE	PLAY and his revenge were currently the last things on Car’s
mind.

“I forgot,” he whispered back.
Star smiled, and then flawlessly took over where they had left

off.

⚔

IT	WAS all anybody could talk about. The kiss. It was unheard of.
Gay romance in their Midsummer Night’s Dream? Unthinkable.
Everybody raved about it, or discussed the importance of modern
adaptations. Nobody was talking about Violent’s performance.
Vengeance succeeded. Yet Car was shaking. But not because he
had finally reached his goal.

TWO	THINGS.

HE	 COULDN’T	 STOP	 FEELING Star’s lips on his, and Violent was
walking towards him, slamming the door of her backstage room
behind her.

“Good performance,” Car said, before she could say anything.



“Very memorable.”
Violent frowned, then seemed to swallow whatever she was

going to say.
“Was that why?” she asked. “Did you do this just to be

memorable?”
Before he could answer, Violent continued, crossing her arms

over her chest and looking very judgy at him. “Because it’s not
worth it, Carter. That boy is seriously head over heels for you.
You can’t just use him for fame.”

Anger burst through Car like she’d physically punched him.
“Did you just hear yourself talk?” he scoffed. “That’s exactly
what—”

“What I did, yeah,” she interrupted him. “And I’m... Not
proud of that. I mean, yeah, I was ten, so you should really back
off with your intense behaviour, but it was bad of me to just drop
you like that.”

This—This couldn’t be what she was saying. Car gaped at her.
Violent tossed her violet hair over her shoulder. Her eyes

were serious as she said, “For what it’s worth, I really liked you.”
And to Car’s utter surprise and indignation, it actually was

worth something to hear that. All these years, he’d carried
around the hurt of being tossed aside like it was nothing, while
everybody kept telling him he needed to get over it. Because he
was too young to know love. But Car had known love. Knew love,
and that was why he now smiled at Violet, and said, “Sorry for
upstaging you but, uh, I have to go now.”

Violet rolled her eyes. “You could never upstage me,” she
said, then pushed him away. Giving him a very obvious sign to
get moving.

⚔



WRIGGLING his way through the bodies leaving the theatre, Car
all but bumped into red glasses guy. Whose name he really
should’ve asked.

“Hey!” he said. “Do you know where Star is?”
“Uh, yeah, I think he went outside to cool off.”
“Thanks!” Car shouted over his shoulder, already running

again. He might not be able to navigate the treacherous
backstage paths, but he knew his way around outside. He used to
always be outside, ‘cause that was where the outsiders were.

Bursting through the school’s double doors, he looked left
and right, and immediately spotted Star’s tall frame and
butterscotch hair. Star was sitting on one of the picnic tables.
Car ran towards him.

“Hi,” he breathed.
“Hi,” Star answered, looking surprised to see him. “Good job

out there! Even though you had stage fright, your acting was
really good!” A gust of cold wind blew past, ruffling his
butterscotch hair. Star looked briefly up at the sky. “Do you
think we should go inside? I think it’s going to—”

“It wasn’t acting,” Car blurted out.
Wide eyed, Star slowly looked down at him again. “W—

what?”
“The kiss,” Car said. “It wasn’t acting.”
Star sucked in a breath. Watched him for a few moments.

Meanwhile, the sky above rumbled, though the sun was still
shining brightly. So brightly that Star’s face seemed to light up.
Or maybe that was because of something else.

“Does, uh,” Star started shyly. “Does that mean we can d—do
it again?”

Heart beating wildly, Car nodded. “Absolutely.”



A blush spread on Star’s cheeks, and he took a deep breath
before reaching out, threading his fingers through Car’s hair and
pulling him closer, until Car was standing between his arms.
Their chests were nearly touching.

And Star leaned in, at the same time that Car wrapped his
arms around his shoulders. It was a little like they were hugging,
only they most definitely weren’t hugging because then, very
softly, Star’s lips touched his, and they were kissing.

A raindrop splattered against Car’s cheek.
And another.
And many more.

TWO	THINGS	YOU	SHOULD	KNOW.

CAR	LIKED both boys and girls.

TWO	MORE	THINGS you should know.

CAR	REALLY, really liked butterscotch and pear.

AND, yeah, kissing in the rain wasn’t so bad after all.

⚔



NINE

THE	SCIENTIST

BY	VERA	WEETZEL

A	SOFT	SINGING comes from the other room. It relaxes Hannah,
while they check up on the irrigation system that runs through
the half open space of what once was a midsize, well-equipped
laboratory. The tubes connect to the rainwater tanks on what’s
left of the ceiling. It works well, and saves a lot of time and
effort, but years of use have taught Hannah they need to do a
monthly checkup. Otherwise the whole system may fail, and dog
knows they don’t want to add carrying watering cans from the
roof to their daily schedule.

Suddenly, the singing stops and Hannah waits to listen. They
may be used to it by now, but that doesn’t mean they no longer
enjoy hearing Tess work. Too bad they can’t hear what she’s
saying. Careful as to not disturb her, Hannah walks up to the
second laboratory room and pauses in the doorway. Now they
can hear Tess well, and they watch her while she lays her hands
softly on leaves, whispering questions.

“How are you today, dears? Any wishes, you look a bit dry, not
enough water yesterday?” Tess’s hands move from one pea plant
to another, until she seems satisfied with the answer.

“Didn’t I water them enough last night?” Hannah asks, and
Tess looks up.

“Seems so. They need just a little bit more. I’ll help you adjust



the system after I finish my round.” Tess smiles at Hannah, and
continues to the next section of crops.

At first, Tess got only vague information from the plants,
more water, not enough sun. Then she started practicing
endlessly, and now she has nuanced conversations with them.
Hannah continues to be amazed by the questions she poses, and
the answers she gets. They know it works through some kind of
chemosignaling, so there’s no need for Tess to include all the
singing and dancing and full sentence conversations, but
whatever. It’s fun, and Hannah likes that they can follow at least
the human part of the conversation. Now that most of their lab
equipment doesn’t work anymore, being either broken or
unusable due to, well, societal collapse-related supply issues,
they feel a little out of their depth at times, with composting
techniques and worm collecting strategies making up the main
part of their scientific work these days.

Hannah met Tess in the city one day. Tess had been there for
a while, and they’d seen her around, but Hannah never got
invested in the visitors. Too much energy spent on people who
would leave soon anyway. This dark-haired woman with the
shimmering eyes did make them curious, but they weren’t one
to make the first move. So, when Tess asked them about the
garden, they were excited to show her around. Tess mentioned
she was an experienced gardener, and she seemed so at ease, not
at all phased by the fields flowing out of a derelict research
institute. They could use some help around the land, Hannah
had thought. So, they asked her to stay, and she did.

While they met because Hannah was in the city, now they
hardly go there anymore, not if they can help it. Sure, the city is
a nice place, much nicer than it was before the land cracked
open. It had been an average city, houses, apartment buildings,
shopping streets, offices (lots of empty ones), more shops and a



couple of trees here and there. The concrete blocks of the science
campus extended to the north of it. Nothing special, but Hannah
had lived there all their life and, looking back, had no intention
of moving away either. They considered themselves a realist,
things were fine as they were, and they didn’t expect anywhere
else to be much better. Now, the new-and-improved city was
something quite different. The rebuildings were done
beautifully, intimately, with such space for community and
connection! It had been completely abandoned, giving the
people who moved there the chance to build something entirely
new. And they did. The new city was all about living together,
and it worked. So all of that was pretty great —but. Hannah still
preferred to stay away. As this amazing rebuilding and
reimagining of the city happened, the gender revolution was
hardly a priority. Sure, there’s collective housing and
consensus-based decision making, but still only for men and
women. Hannah had expected that to change as well, but no,
still the same shit from before the world fell apart.

THE	FOLLOWING	WEDNESDAY, Tess went to the city. She enjoys
it, so the trading still gets done, social connections are
maintained, they get the news from the city, all of that. Even
though they don’t feel so connected to the people there
anymore, Hannah still cares about them, and likes to hear the
gossip and the harvest statistics. Today, however, they’re hoping
to avoid Tess, so they’re working at the far end of the outside
fields. It’s mostly cauliflower, but in between the large leaves
grow some so-called weeds that they take out and move to
another patch of land. This isn’t an urgent task by any means,
but the cauliflower field is the farthest from the entrance
Hannah can get without leaving the farm.



The sounds that drift out from the lab suggest that Tess is
back. Hannah hears her humming, interrupted by the occasional
curse. She’s probably packed too many grains and veggies into
her bags, which is fine on the bike cart, but a struggle to carry
into the building. Usually they would go and see if Tess needed a
hand, but today they pretend not to notice. Not even when Tess
steps out into the sunny garden do they react, until Tess greets
them and they have to reply.

“Hi. I’m replanting a bunch of new weeds here. Could you
talk to them later, if you have time?” They’re hoping to keep the
conversation on garden things, light and easy, but Tess’s
eyebrows make a quick jump. She’s not easily fooled, Hannah
knows.

“Sure, Hann, no problem. But don’t you wanna hear what’s
happening in the city? Franz has had an amazing potato harvest,
unsurprisingly, and there’s a bunch of new guests.”

Hannah is just about to respond on the topic of potatoes, very
interesting, but Tess quickly continues.

“And some old guests, of course. The scientist asked about
you again. Says he wants to come by and have a closer look at the
crops, maybe bring some of his machines.” That’s not the
direction they want this conversation to go in. Hannah pretends
they didn’t hear that last comment and focuses on a small green
sprouty thing hiding under a big leaf. Of course, that doesn’t
really work. Tess never seems to get distracted by the vegetal
murmur that surely must be all around, and in terms of human
presence, it’s just the two of them.

“Hello, Earth to Hannah, are you listening?”
But Hannah is in no mood to discuss this further. “I’ve told

him before that we aren’t interested in any of his tests. He
shouldn’t be asking you about it. It’s inappropriate.” Hannah
tries to keep their face calm, but their cheeks heat up.



“Oh come on, Hanns, I think he understands that. He just
wants to come by and see the plants, watch what I do, nothing
big.”

“No.” Hannah feels the blush spread around their face, but
they keep their eyes fixed on the soil. “I’m not going to change
my mind. We are not inviting him, and that is that.”

THEY	 MISS	 IT, though. Doing experiments, having a fully
operated laboratory. At first they did try to figure it out. Hannah
had set up a sequence of experiments for Tess to take part in.
They ruled out verbal communication quickly, but after that it
got more complicated, and with the limited supplies, a
somewhat unruly human, and a bunch of vegetal participants
that were proving pretty hard to read, they soon became
frustrated. That, in turn, made Tess even more defiant, and then
something the plants said caused the two of them to have this
huge falling out. After airing out their grievances (there was
some storming off and a little bit of yelling), they had a good talk
and concluded that really, they didn’t need to know how. It was
real, that was for sure. So instead of more testing, Tess would
rather focus on improving her skills, and Hannah was happy to
get their hands back in the soil.

A	 FEW	 WEEKS later Tess is taking a break, leaning against a
small cherry tree. It never gives any cherries, but it’s a beautiful
and strong tree. Tess loves it in particular, as it was a gift from a
lover, a wandering tradeswoman-slash-botanist with a cart full
of seedlings and beautiful grey streaked hair. Tess wonders if
she’ll ever see her again, but she doesn’t hold any hope. Travel
takes forever these days, and people rarely visit the same place



twice. Anyway, the tree is a sweet reminder and Tess loves to sit
against it.

She doesn’t notice the scientist until he’s halfway through
the garden. As she looks up, he waves, smiles apologetically.

“Morning Tess, there you are! I am sorry to drop by
unannounced, I had to be in the area so I thought, why not pay
your exquisite hideaway a visit.”

It sounds like he rehearsed it, but Tess doesn’t mind playing
along. “An unexpected pleasure it is. Why don’t you have a look
around and I go and find Hannah. This tree, for example, we got
from Jamilla when she passed through here. Maybe you know
her?”

The scientist doesn’t seem all that interested in who this
Jamilla might be, but he directs his attention to the nearest
cherry branch. He seems nervous, Tess thinks.

She goes to find Hannah, and when she tells them the
scientist is here, right now, their eyes widen. Tess hears the soft
distress calls of a potato plant being gripped a little too firmly.

“Come on, he’s just interested in the gardens, and can you
blame him? What we’re doing here is pretty amazing.” What I do
here is pretty amazing, she thinks, and it’s honestly surprising
that not more scientists come here. You were trying to figure me
out as well, so you must understand that he’s fascinated. “Let’s
talk to him and see what he wants”.

Hannah says nothing, but follows when Tess walks back out
into the garden. There, the scientist is still staring at the same
leaf he pretended to be interested in a few moments ago.

When he notices Hannah, his eyes light up. “Hannah! Such a
pleasure to see you. The garden is looking even more beautiful
than last time, you both are doing such outstanding work here!”

Tess knows Hannah is very proud of the garden, so flattery is
a good strategy. Indeed Hannah’s face softens, and a slight smile



appears on their freckled face, but they don’t say anything.
“Very healthy-looking plants. And have you expanded the

garden to the east since I was here last? Very impressive.”
Honestly, Tess would prefer to go back to work now, but she

feels she has to stay and mediate this conversation, if they ever
want it to get anywhere. They all know why he is here.

“The garden is doing well, yeah, and we’re definitely proud.
Are you just dropping by to see us, or can we help you with
anything?”

“I would be so honored if you would allow me to study the
beautiful plants you have here.”

Why this guy talks like he comes from a Jane Austen novel is
beyond her.

“I can take a few samples, observe you while you work.” He
looks at Tess. “And maybe you can talk me through your
process?”

Tess looks at Hannah. This hardly sounds like participating in
an experiment, so why not?

“Of course I won’t keep you from your work too much, no
more than a brief observation, and then Hannah and I could
retreat to the laboratory and compare our notes? I know you have
collected your own data, and I’m convinced we can come to new
conclusions if we collaborate. This is such an exciting finding,
you as a fellow scientist must understand my curiosity and…”

“No.” Hannah cuts him off. “We’ve told you before and
frankly, I don’t understand why you would show up here.”

This is the most harsh Tess’s ever heard Hannah speak. Sure,
they did agree to focus on improving their relationships with the
plants, instead of understanding the mechanism. The scientist
isn’t suggesting any intrusive procedures, though, and a fresh
set of eyes on Hannah’s data is a great idea. It isn’t that they
don’t want to know, just that all the poking and sampling got a



bit too much? Hannah seems firm in their decision. After some
more negotiations that aren’t going anywhere, a few more
flattering comments, the scientist gives up and leaves.

NOW, every time Tess goes to the city, the same thing happens.
It might be at the markets where she goes to trade, or at a
common house where she sits down to share watered down juice.
He is always around, and every time he’ll come up and talk to
her. The first few times he still feigns an interest in agriculture.
How are the plants, any new developments, have the cherry
blossoms finally come in? But after a while he becomes more
direct and merely asks about Hannah. He knows how to address
them now, Tess made sure of that. She always answers the same.
Yes, the lab’s fine, the plants are doing great, thank you for
asking. Yes, Hannah is fine. But please, don’t come by
unannounced anymore. And he never does.

When she first came to the city, she was enchanted by it. You
could still see the immense damage it had suffered, but with this
whole new city built over it. Some parts carefully restored,
others build on top and through and under the remnants. And
then the people. Tess had been on the road for years, and had
grown to prefer small communities, away from the cities. She’d
tried to stay in some of the old towns, always in collective
structures: houses, once even a whole block. She could never
settle. The contrast of the collective with the traditional city
around, it was just too big. Of course, nowhere had been left
unchanged. She couldn’t think of a part of the continent — and
probably the planet — that hadn’t gone through major changes
in the last decades. There were other regions where the ground
had split open and engulfed whole parts of cities and towns, like
here. Taking every last bit of profitable substance out of the



earth and pumping in chemicals in the process will do that.
Other environments had responded in their own ways, rising
water, fires, you name it. Still, after all that, a lot of cities had
remained or were rebuilt very traditionally. Tess loved the
solidarity of her living groups, and she didn’t think she could
find that in a city until she came here. It was the closest thing
she had seen to a well-functioning, large-scale collective.

The city is small, but still, being surrounded by so many
people made Tess feel nervous. She’d gotten used to having
space, being by herself. Compared to her tiny collectives, the city
was bustling with people, and it was overwhelming. So, when
she heard about the laboratory gardens, she created an image of
it as a quiet refuge, at the same time part of and separate from
the crowded streets and lively conversations of the city. That was
the first thing that appealed to her. The second was Hannah.
Tess imagined someone more, well, impressive? And in some
ways, of course, Hannah was. But at first sight they were a tiny
thing, a pale as milk redhead, forced by the climate to wear a
sunhat at all times. A bit of a hermit, but also kind, welcoming.
Intriguing might the best word. If only to get to know Hannah,
Tess would have stayed in a heartbeat. But there was one more
thing, and possibly the most important. When Tess stepped into
the garden for the first time, there was this buzz around her.
Like the chatter of distant voices, too far away to decipher, or the
humming of hundreds of bumble bees, but softer, hardly
audible. Somehow Tess understood. The garden was welcoming
her.

She assisted Hannah with the gardens. Tess was familiar with
the work of growing, caring for, harvesting, but Hannah had
developed their own ways. They’d never done any gardening in
the old city, and tending to the laboratory gardens mostly by
themselves, combined with their scientist habits, they had



developed some odd strategies. The first time they asked her to
check the samples on the lab bench, she didn’t know what to
expect. As it turned out, sprouting seeds in petri dishes makes a
lot of sense. The little round disks are like miniature
greenhouses, and stackable ones at that. And of course, they still
tried to do their research then. Even with limited resources, they
managed to create detailed profiles of their plant strains, and to
breed them with great precision.

Tess preferred the everyday work, the watering and weeding,
taking cuttings of different plants, harvesting, planting
seedlings. More and more she would just know, in great detail,
exactly what it was that the plants needed. At first she thought it
was simply trial and error, keeping a close eye on how a certain
crop would respond to a little too much fertilizer, a late harvest,
a lack of space. After a while, she realized she would know about
things she had never done before, or, she’d be looking at a patch
of cabbages from a distance, and suddenly she’d know that the
carrots behind her needed something or other. She was always
very touchy with the plants, stroking the leaves while she
inspected them, squeezing them to feel if they were dry, or soft,
and now she didn’t need to look at them at all. Touching them or
even standing close was enough, the plants would tell her what
they needed.

“I	THINK we need to do some extra checks on the irrigation this
week, Hann, especially the new sections. The crops in the east
corner aren’t getting enough water and I can’t figure out why.”

Tess’s been working on this problem all morning, so her brain
is focused on plants and water. It takes her a second to notice
that Hannah is absentmindedly plucking at some tomato leaves,
damaging some of them in the process.



“Hanns, what’s up, did you hear what I just said?”
“Huh, yeah sure, the irrigation system. I’ll make an extra

round this afternoon…” That is the correct response, but
Hannah’s tone is flat. Not their usual enthusiasm for water
management. Come to think of it, Hannah didn’t seem all that
engaged yesterday either, when Tess explained her new crop
rotation regimen.

“Hey Hannah, what’s wrong? Seems you’ve been on another
planet for days now, you know you can talk to me, right?”

“Nah it’s nothing, I have a lot to do, that’s all, summer’s
always a busy time.” Hannah still hasn’t looked Tess in the eye,
so there’s no way she’s believing this. “Really? I mean, we’ve
always been fine in the summer, and each year it becomes easier
than the last, even.”

Hannah doesn’t reply, continues to paw the tomato plant.
Tess wishes they would leave the plant out of it and just get to
the point.

“I feel like there’s something else, something you aren’t
telling me.”

Hannah is now clearly pretending to check the tomato leaf for
bugs, or something, but they keep their eyes on the plant and
don’t reply.

“Hannah, come on, you can tell me. Is it about the scientist? I
know he would still love to come by if you invited him.”

Hannah freezes. Their eyes shoot up and grab Tess’s gaze.
“We said no more tests. It isn’t up for debate.”

Hannah’s look is stern but Tess sees their hands tremble.
They might be nearly a decade older than she is, but still Tess has
to be the communicative one.

“He talks to me all the time when I’m in the city, and mostly
asks about you. I don’t think it’s only about the research
anymore? He seems to want to see you.”



Hannah’s already sunburned cheeks turn even brighter, so
she must be on the right track.

“You wouldn’t understand, Tess. Just let it go.”
“I would like to understand though? Tell me what’s wrong.”
Hannah takes a deep breath. There we go, Tess thinks, it

takes a while but then you open up.
“It’s just, you know, of course I’ve noticed. And he is a nice

guy, right, and handsome? And so well spoken, like a post-
apocalyptic Mr. Darcy. But I don’t know if I can do it. I mean, I
dated men before and sometimes that was fine? But I feel like
he’s probably straight and, ugh, it’s already so hard? I don’t even
go to the city anymore because those supposedly progressive
hippies can’t manage to get my pronouns right. And he isn’t
even from here so who knows if he’s ever seen a non-binary
person before? I can’t deal with some guy wanting me to be his
girlfriend, you know? I just can’t. I—” Hannah stops, their
shaking hands finally let go of the tomato leaf, and tears well up
in their eyes. “I’m sorry, Tess, I know you don’t get it. But I just
can’t do it.”

Hannah’s right, she doesn’t really understand. Since her
teens she lived everywhere and nowhere, with all sorts of
weirdos and usually a whole bunch of queers. She’d known she
wasn’t straight for as long as she could remember, and if
anything, she connected with people through that. It had led her
to those places where she felt safe, celebrated. And sure, she’d
been harassed a few times, but she’d never felt her gender held
her back. As she moved into the city the people here had seemed
open-minded to her, albeit a little clueless. There was a large
queer caucus that seemed well-respected, LGBTQIA+ events, you
name it. To her, it’s a warm place, inviting, comfortable. Still,
she sees the trouble the people from the city make of Hannah’s
gender, and how much it hurts them, so she doesn’t question



their experience. It’s just not something she can really relate to.

HANNAH	HASN’T	COME	BACK to the laboratory garden since their
conversation, and even though she knows it’s a cowardice move,
Tess hasn’t gone to look for them. Instead, she’s getting ready to
go to the city as planned. Sometimes she feels strange,
harvesting and packing up vegetables. She has gotten to know
them so closely, talked to them, watched them grow up. Today
her mind is elsewhere, and she simply stuffs vegetables, a few
bunches of herbs, and a bottle of juice concentrate into her bags
without second thought. She considers bringing another bottle
of juice, but the bags are heavy enough already, so she decided
against it and grabs two of them to take them outside. When she
comes back for the remaining bags, Hannah is standing in the
room. They’re avoiding her eyes, and Tess can’t tell for sure,
have they been crying? She needs to say something, comfort
them, say she’s sorry. By the time she has an apology together,
Hannah steps toward her and presses a small piece of neatly
folded paper into her hand.

“Will you give this to him if you see him today?”
“Huh?” Tess tries to collect her thoughts. “To whom?” She

pauses, trying to read the expression on Hannah’s face. “Wait,
you mean the scientist?”

“Yes,” says Hannah. “Please give this to him. To Rashid.”



TEN

SUMMER.

BY	EMERALD	BLUE

BISEXUAL	 PEOPLE	 DON’T	 REALLY	 GET	 A	 COMING out like gay
people do. At least, that’s what it felt like to Kaylee, knowing
everybody around her knew about her preference except for her
family. Of course, her parents should expect something, but
there was never that talk. There was never that huge milestone
moment when she could have announced her sexuality. Like
many other bisexuals, she played it safe, thinking: “They’ll find
out when I officially date someone outside of the norm, outside
of the heterosexual standard that I usually hold up so well.”

But now she was staring into the eyes of an amazing woman,
she wasn’t sure if playing it safe was such a good idea. Summer,
the woman who’d gotten way too close in way too little time. A
name like Summer seemed ironic: as if it’d be just a phase to be
with her, after having had so many boyfriends. That’s probably
what the rest of the world would think, but Kaylee was in too
deep to care. She’d thought about it so much it was practically
real to her already. At that moment, standing in the kitchen
together at a winter BBQ organized by one of their mutual
friends, Kaylee could only think of one thing: what would it be
like to be with a woman like Summer?

They’d met a couple of months ago during a Halloween
dinner. Everybody was dressed up, either as a vampire, the cat



from Alice in Wonderland or a mad professor. But Summer?
Nope, she just came from work, no time to dress up, and no
plans on dressing up either. She hated it, people wearing crazy
clothes just because of some weird holiday. This rebellious
attitude seemed a bit childish to Kaylee, which only made this
32-year-old woman all the more intriguing. She was gorgeous,
smart and childish at the same time, just like summers could be
beautiful, warm and rainy all at once.

“GOOD	 EVENING, everybody, sorry for being late, but I did tell
you guys I wouldn’t make it on time because of work,” Summer
said, teasing her friends. She probably knew they had already
complained about it. Kaylee was looking at the interaction,
fascinated by Summer’s relaxed ways. It made her feel silly for
wearing a vampire costume that night, even though it had been a
well-thought-out decision to dress up like one. Not because of
the appeal of lusty vampires like the ones you see on TV: it was
an excellent disguise, as it allowed her to wear a mask.

She liked hiding herself a bit, especially if she was hanging
out with a group of people she’d just met. Though she was an
outspoken woman one on one, her place in a crowd was usually
the one of the quiet wallflower. Vampire Kaylee made the skin
around her eyes even blacker than she usually would, just so she
could pierce everybody with her scary stare from the corner
where she sat, at the very end of the table.

Summer was late so the one place left was in the wallflower
corner, right across from Kaylee. She didn’t want to show it, but
Kaylee was excited: she’d heard so much about this woman she
couldn’t help but be jealous of her. Her bestie Eva, who was
being her usual social butterfly self with this crowd, had told her



many stories about Summer. For instance, she’d dated a couple
of women, none of them seriously. Was it a lifestyle, a choice, a
coincidence? Did she not care enough? Or was she too afraid
about coming home (and coming out) to her family by having a
female significant other? Kaylee was beyond intrigued. Knowing
all of this just made her fantasize about being that woman good
enough to take home to mom and dad.

Stealing a couple of glances at her, she noticed that Summer
had beautiful eyes, a cute freckled nose and amazing hair, and
Kaylee wondered whether it was always this shiny or if she’d just
dyed it. Would it be weird to ask? Definitely, so instead she yelled
“Cheers” as she gave Summer a cup of her homemade poisonous
looking Halloween cocktail. Knowing Summer was a bartender,
Kaylee held her breath, but Summer smiled, asking: “It’s quite
good, what kind of liquor did you use?”

“SO, what is Eva supposed to be?” Summer grinned a few
cocktails later.

“Silly, it’s the cat from Alice in Wonderland! Please tell me
you have seen that movie?” Kaylee cried out, hoping Summer
wouldn’t hate Disney movies. She was rocking a huge tattoo of
the pink Disney-castle on her leg.

Thankfully, Summer answered positively, but it didn’t
convince Kaylee immediately she wouldn’t think the tattoo
would be childish, in case she’d ever get to see her upper leg. A
pink castle, really? It likely wasn’t going to impress a woman like
Summer.

Throughout the evening, Kaylee couldn’t help but feel as if
there were a million things that weren’t being said. There were
too many awkward silences. Was she imagining things? It would



be very typical of her, having a thing for the only lesbian in the
room. She couldn’t even imagine Summer noticing her,
surrounded by her friends, who were yelling and joking around
the entire time. Not that she joined them much… She seemed
more interested in keeping the on and off conversation with
Kaylee going.

In hindsight the memory of that night made Kaylee smile, but
she’d been too self-conscious at the time to notice how cute
they’d been together. How cute they still were, even though the
new year had commenced and nothing had happened between
them. Yet. While the party was busy in the garden, Kaylee went
inside to pour herself a much-needed drink, followed by
Summer. Knowing she couldn’t avoid those beautiful eyes any
longer, Kaylee looked up.

Summer smiled. “I figured I would catch you here, away from
the people for a while, huh?”

They exchanged glances.
“Or are you hiding from me perhaps?”
Kaylee couldn’t speak, she just had this nervous smile on her

face. She knew damn well what was about to happen. That’s why
she had escaped inside, in search for a drink.

“I really want to kiss you right now,” Summer whispered, as
if she was sure Kaylee wouldn’t be able to resist her.

The months building up to this moment had been filled with
WhatsApp conversations about way too many personal things.
There had been so many messages going back and forth, it
couldn’t be called friendly anymore. It made Kaylee feel good and
curious about what this thing was between them, but now the
moment had arrived, she was annoyed at the same time:
Summer had Kaylee exactly where she wanted her and she
clearly had no problem showing that off.

Kaylee’s annoyance quickly changed into extreme admiration,



as she remembered that this was exactly what lured her in in the
first place. She was past struggling about what to do when dating
a woman, and way past whatever her parents would say—they’d
probably want her to be happy anyway. She wanted Summer’s
arms around her. She longed to stroke Summer’s hair out of her
face after they’d kissed. She wanted to be wanted. She looked at
Summer’s eyes, her lips, and, in her head, she already saw
happening what she’d thought of so many times already.

She could smell Summer’s perfume. It was so good, it was
nearly impossible not to kiss her. Just before they tilted their
heads, just before she closed her eyes, Kaylee saw the people
outside having a good time. Just like a specific someone else was
having a good time somewhere right now, unaware of what
Kaylee was about to do.

“Summer. Summer, wait,” she whispered, trying to get
herself out of the situation.

Kaylee wasn’t single. Just like she hadn’t been single ten
years ago when she bought a house with her then boyfriend
while secretly falling for a red-headed goddess. It was the exact
same situation. She was again in a relationship with a good guy.
A guy even her father approved of. Not that she knew whether
that was something to be proud or scared of.

“It’s him, right?” Summer said, disappointment in her eyes.
Kaylee tried for a smile. “It is him, but it is not what you

think, beautiful Summer.”
Summer didn’t know, but something was different. Of course

Kaylee didn’t go through with Summer because of her
relationship status. But, for the first time in her life, there was
something much bigger at play. She didn’t go through with
Summer because she wanted to do things right with her. She
didn’t want to be the next bi-curious girl that would take
advantage of her. Though all her bodily functions were working



toward one thing, Kaylee knew she should take all the time she
needed to figure things out.

THIS	WASN’T about cheating on a boyfriend, this was about not
cheating her future girlfriend.

“You’re too precious,” Kaylee said, knowing it would either
sound like a lame excuse or a very dramatic declaration of
affection. She walked away with a smile, leaving Summer behind
looking surprised. Kaylee wasn’t even sure whether this was all a
game to Summer, but she was glad she resisted doing what she
had on her mind for such a long time.

Had it been just lust? Even though Kaylee had been in love
with many women before, the fact that she only ever dated guys
had made her so insecure about her sexuality. She often thought
she was just bi-curious, a Katy Perry after all. And she didn’t
want to be that girl, with the boyfriend, who just went for a
woman simply because she could.

Thankfully, Summer reminded her that bisexuality meant so
much more. It wasn’t just something physical, it mostly was
something within her, a feeling deep down, something that
seemed to be part of the root of Kaylee. It was not something to
be dismissed with facts like: only seriously dated men, got cold
feet when having to tell her family or afraid she can’t please a
woman. And it was definitely not something to be dismissed by
thinking it was only a sexual thing.

Kaylee had done it: she’d resisted going beyond her limits,
she’d resisted taking advantage of the situation, or letting the
situation take advantage of her. And it was so fresh and new to
her.

Summer was an amazing woman and they had shared two



very precious moments together. Kaylee knew there was
something deeper, she simply wasn’t sure in what shape or form
that should end up. She just knew she didn’t want to spend any
time doing something that would be seen as even remotely bi-
curious. Not with Summer, but mostly not because of her own
feelings. She knew she could fall for anybody, and she was proud
of that, even if it wasn’t something she actively showed the
outside world. She might not have kissed Summer while really
wanting too, Summer actually gave her much more than she
could ever have imagined. Summer gave Kaylee’s bisexuality
back. There was no coming out party necessary for her to be
convinced of that.



AND	NOW	FOR	THE	EDITORS…



ELEVEN

ALGORITHMS

BY	SÌNE	MÀIRI	NÍ	AILPÍN

THURSDAY	 AFTERNOONS	 WERE the perfect time to stroll
downtown. It was an ordinary day for most people to be plugging
away at their chores so they could enjoy an evening of primetime
TV. This was especially true if it was sunny after a long period of
bad weather, and the Maritimes was the dumping ground for all
the bad weather systems. Everything came back from
hibernation on a sunny afternoon. Signage was cleaned up,
plants were hung in windows, and everyone around town
appeared to magically be in a better mood. They were less on
guard about talking to strangers, just excited to get outdoors and
shake off the stir-crazy. It was Cait’s favourite time to do market
research.

Who will guess what I’m really up to? I don’t stand out in the
least. She smiled to herself.

This glorious afternoon, Cait was ready to get out of her office
for a while. There was nothing gentle about marketing on Prince
Edward’s Island, no matter what the tourism campaign
suggested. Her latest business incubator project was running
smoothly and she would only have to supervise from a distance
from now on. It was time to catch her breath and find out what
had been going on in the real world.

I need to be in the world of the living and do something fun.



There was a hint of lilacs on the air, mixed with a warm
breeze coming off of the Northumberland strait. It wasn’t what
she would call a warm day; she had a thick knitted sweater on as
a coat. She didn’t have the urge to roll up the sleeves either. She
wore her favourite spring boots still instead of shoes but the day
promised that she’d be shedding layers in good time.

The road salt had been washed away in the spring rains,
leaving the rich scent of red clay mingled with budding flowers.
The birds—wrens, nuthatches, and robins—were chattering
away in the hedges, hopping around lawns and sidewalks to
scavenge strings and scraps to build their nests. Such afternoons
could make a person forget that they were working at all.

Who could resist being out and about in this fine weather? OK,
let’s see what’s going on with signage and window fronts. How
are they trying to lure us in?

Cait moseyed around the sidewalks waiting for a shop to draw
her attention. She audibly scoffed at a day spa’s sandwich board
that claimed you wouldn’t be the perennial bridesmaid if you got
one of their wedding party package deals. She stood there for a
moment debating whether to go in and complain about it. She
opted to glare at the one person she could make eye contact with
through the store window, hoping her best disgusted face got the
message across before she walked off.

Good to see sexism is alive and well.
Hitting the downtown stretch, she was enveloped into the

bustle of people, in and out of places on errands. Lots of laughter
and happy greetings surrounded her. Cait had a hard time
focusing on any one direction. Seasonal patio areas had popped
up outside restaurants, a sure sign that summer was coming.
Snacking and working outdoors was too alluring to resist. She
passed a group of business looking folks having lunch on the
patio of the Irish pub.



Tempting, but I think ale and roast is a bit too heavy for me
right now.

She wandered further down the street on autopilot. She had
spent so much time down here that she was sure she could walk
it in her sleep. She reached the corner of the block and smiled.

Of course, I’d end up here.
Cafe of Rainbow Waters had windows along its front that

could be tucked away completely which with the bistro area was
double its usual space. It was a unique feature giving it a half
outdoor, half indoor feel that made it stand out to the passer-by.
A few elderly men sat out with their coffees, laughing away with
each other. A small dog, lying under the table, was waiting
patiently for scraps. Cait dug her mug out of her bag and went in
to order her own coffee as well as the lemon square that was the
cafe’s trademark recipe.

This cafe had been her haven, as soon as she had been old
enough to drive herself to town. Cait made weekly pilgrimages.
Then later, as she attended UPEI for marketing, she was there
daily. It was one of the first openly queer safe spaces in the city,
if not the whole Island. She didn’t know how long this place had
been a cafe but it had always been here for her. Walking in felt
like coming home. It was quirky with its’ mismatched chairs and
teacups. It’s atmosphere was always bright, and positive, even
on the gloomiest of days. She missed it dearly while she was
away at York for her MBA.

How long has this place been in business? How have I never
done a case study? I only ever went on a few dates with that guy
who worked here when we were in university but he only said it
was a good place to pick up.

She pretended to look at the letter board for the daily
specials, as if she didn’t have them all memorized. It gave her
time to really look around to see if there was a plaque or a sign



saying anything about the place. She recognized the barista.
I haven’t seen her around for a long time. She’s not much

younger than me. I wonder what has her back in town.
Cait felt bad that she didn’t remember the girl’s name.
Of course, she’s not wearing a name tag.
“Can I help you?” The barista asked from behind her counter.
Why am I nervous? Play it cool, Cait.
“I don’t know why I look at the board. I get the same thing

every time.” She handed the girl her travel mug and asked for
her usual medium roast with one cream.

Could I be any lamer? Maybe she won’t notice.
Cait squared her shoulders. She suddenly felt shy about

asking anything of this lovely creature before her yet compelled
to talk to her at the same time.

They must have given her some history on the place when
they trained her so why not ask her. She has to know something
about the business history. Why am I making excuses to talk to
her?

“Just out of curiosity, do you know how long this place has
been running?”

“Not too sure,” the barista shrugged. “My dads bought it over
ten years ago. I was in middle school at the time so it feels like
forever to me.” She wrinkled her freckled nose and pursed her
lips as she made Cait’s coffee.

Right, that’s why I’m making excuses. She is adorable.
“I know the previous owner had it a long time too but I don’t

remember their name. Do you want me to ask one of my dads?
They’d know for sure.”

“No bother, I was just wondering. This place is great though
so I hope it stays open a long time.” Cait blushed.

Am I really flirting with her or is this sneaky business
inquiry? Does she think I’m flirting with her? Maybe just roll



with it, Cait.
The barista’s eyes lit up. “That’s my plan. I’m taking business

courses, and someday when they retire, I’ll take over.”
“Well then, I raise my cup to you. As long as these lemon

squares stay on the menu.” She winked.
Coffee and square in hand, she turned to scan the space for

the best spot to people watch.
That spot on the patio by the divider looks good. I’ll be able to

keep tabs on both inside and out all while enjoying the sun.
She sipped and waited for people to come along. She could

still hear the birds chittering and the old men laughing but there
was no one else around the cafe or the shops on either side of it.
Perhaps she had overestimated the lure of the fine day.

Glancing over across the intersection to the park, she could
see that there were plenty of people over there.

Major miscalculation, Caitie girl. At least I have good coffee
though…and a nice view.

Cait felt her awareness shift as the barista came over and
leaned against the window divider.

“I love it when I get a chance to stick my head out for a bit,”
she said casually.

Cait watched her features relax as she basked in the sun. The
highlights in her hair caught the light and Cait saw that it was
dyed and layered with rainbow tones.

“Is it slow even on nice days?” Cait hoped that if she could get
some small talk going with this woman her afternoon plan
wouldn’t be totally lost on her. If this was the future owner of
the place then she could be a great case study for other
businesses.

And she is hot.
“Yep, we might pick up a bit sooner, as people try to get out of

work early but I don’t expect to see many people before 4pm.”



She explained.
OK, keep her talking.
“As classes and such let out.”
“Yeah, so it gives me the chance to have a bit of breather after

lunch rush. I love to peek out from here and get the fresh air.”
“One to the best features of this shop.”
“Yes the Dads wanted a European inside/outside feel so they

spent a fortune to have these installed. You’d think it would be
draughty in the winter with the wind coming off of the Strait but
it’s not.”

“It’s such a small space and to have the wall of windows is
great for the light too.”

“The whole shop is really energy efficient. It’s important to
us to be as green as possible, sustainable for the long term.”

Cait smiled. Bingo, we’ve got a live one! And look how she
glows when she talks about this place.

“That’s wonderful that you guys are all into these green
projects.”

The girl bit her lower lip and raised an eyebrow. “Am I boring
you with the business talk. I don’t want to intrude on your
afternoon.”

Cait laughed. “I love it when people are fired up about their
businesses. I’m a consultant and mentor with the incubator
program. I’m more than happy to listen to you talk business. I
mostly help online presence so I like to find out what’s working
for established businesses.”

Was that too much? Did I just scare her off?
The barista smiled back at her. “I am very fired up about this

place. It’s special.” She glanced up over Cait’s head. “Back in
two ticks, that fella will be looking for a soy latte.” She indicated
the young man coming towards them.

Cait watched her, wondering if she really would come back



over to talk to her.
Is this girl really interested in what I have to say about

business? OMG, what if she’s flirting and I’m here in ghost
mode. I haven’t done anything with my hair. Other than to
throw it back in a ponytail so it wouldn’t blow in my face. I don’t
even have makeup on. Shit. The sun probably has me blotchy
red.

Cait was so stuck in her own head that she almost jumped
when the girl came back over.

“So, you agree that my shop is special?” the barista said from
behind her.

O, she’s challenging me.
Cait shifted in her chair. “I certainly think it is. So many

people come in here from all different demographics. I like to
come and listen to what’s happening on the street when I’m in
between clients.”

“Today certainly looks like a good day for it.” The girl teased
with a smirk as she glanced around.

Why does sarcasm turn me on?
“I thought the weather would draw more people out.”
The woman looked skeptical. “It’s off season still.”
“True but I’m not looking for tourist info. The government

does enough of that. I like to work with people that are in
business to diversify the Island’s economy.” Cait sighed. “I want
to hear what locals have to say about what’s needed here.”

“Ok, I’ll bite.” The barista paused for a moment, looking
pensive. “I can’t say as we do marketing outside of word of
mouth and our signage. Loyalty program. The place is physically
too small to spend money to try to draw more people.”

She’s really thought about this all. That’s hot.
“Would you expand?” Cait pushed.
Her head wobbled a bit and Cait couldn’t help but think how



utterly cute she was. “Perhaps, if the space next door became
available but it’s not something we’re going to actively pursue.”

“So you’re not on social media at all.” Cait needled a little
further.

C’mon, show me what’s in the beautiful brain of yours, girl.
“Not as a business no, just my own personal accounts.”
“My service is mainly social media, tapping into networks to

fit the business’s desired culture model.” Cait confessed.
“I’ve had classes talking about that, especially since so many

start-ups are online only. Since I do all my assignments and
placements here, I have an advantage that it’s an established
business but also a disadvantage because I can’t just try new
things. Not a whole lot has come up that would work for us at the
moment.”

Cait was impressed. “Well, good for you to have the wisdom
to not try to fix what isn’t broken.”

One of the older gentlemen asked for a refill.
“Coming right up,” the barista said. “ I’ll be back in a minute.

I would like to talk about online advertising algorithms, if you
you’re up to it that is. I have an assignment that’s plaguing me
and I could use some advice.”

“Sure thing.” Cait was becoming increasingly intrigued by
this woman.

Would I ever love to be your tutor. I would love to have private
study time with you.

Cait finished her square while the barista was at the counter.
It would be easier to have a chat if she wasn’t stuffing her face
and no doubt easier to be taken seriously if she didn’t have
lemon curd and crumbs on the corner of her mouth.

“RIGHT,	 WHERE	 WERE	 WE?” The barista appeared back at her



post.
Cait turned to her, trying to make it look like she hadn’t been

secretly counting the minutes until she came back over to her
table.“ You wanted to discuss algorithms?”

“Yes, so I have this professor that is all for using social media
and dropping traditional media all together.”

Cait gaped at her in horror. “Clearly, this professor is a
“Come From Away”. Not that it’s inherently bad to have grown
up off Island, we do need fresh ideas, but you can’t change an
entire culture overnight. It has to be gradual.”

“Yes, she is. Married a local though.”
“I agree the Island needs change. That said, we don’t have the

same demographics as Ontario, or big cities. You can’t ditch
traditional media. People love their radio and their papers out
here.” Cait realized that she was talking with her hands.

Step off the soapbox, Caitie. This isn’t your show.
The barista was nodding enthusiastically with all that she had

said and added, “Which was my first point to this prof. But also I
find that the algorithms aren’t very inclusive— they operate on
a this choice leads to these choices basis. You can train it a little
but it’s still going to be very hard for an algorithm to function for
bisexual, non-binary people, or any minority group.”

Cait wanted to hug her then.
Is she for real or am I dreaming? Please don’t let me visibly be

drooling in front of her.
“You are preaching to the choir! One of my personal accounts

started off with dating ads to find my perfect man and maternity
stuff.”

Whoa, I said all of that way too fast.
She took a breath. It was the first time she’d ever talked to

anyone about this particular exasperation. “Then I got annoyed
and clicked ‘less of this’, then it was find your perfect woman.



After that, cat toys and offers to become a surrogate mother.”
The barista almost doubled over laughing. “I’m sorry, wow.

That’s got to be frustrating. I mean it’s bad enough that pop
culture norms are so pushy but for them to completely give up
on you. Ouch.”

“Right? Drives me batty!” She shook her head.
“I’ve had similar issues. A lot of dating things won’t let you

switch from interested in men to women once you’ve picked one
and there’s almost never a real true bi option.”

“Bi-erasure at its finest. And most of the sites that do cater to
us are overpriced subscriptions, and/or you need to be in a big
centre for them to actually work. None of them work well if you
live rural.”

“Or they’re just full of couples who want to have a
threesome.” The barista visibly tensed. “Not kink shaming, just
tired of being hounded and lead on.”

“Amen.” Cait paused to think. “So let’s apply this all.
Algorithms don’t work for people like us, we gravitate to places
like this that are off grid, so to speak.”

“Because of word of mouth, we know places like the cafe are
safe spaces.”

A lightbulb went off in Cait’s mind. “Which means you do
have social media presence because people will talk about this
place in a personal way, instead of a business way.”

The barista froze. “True. Huh. That’s an interesting way to
tackle the projects for that prof’s classes.” She appeared to mull
it over. “I could in theory do a keyword search on a platform that
would give me an idea of how many times this cafe gets
mentioned.”

Cait beamed at her. “Yes, and compile some statistics. But if
we simplify things, every decision we make is based on our own
personal algorithm. You can look at your street as an example of



algorithm options. Or even this conversation. You had to
evaluate options to decide to even talk to me.”

“True but in relationship to business, the computer algorithm
can’t anticipate emotional input.”

“No, not yet anyway.”
Emotions got you to talk to me, hey?
“Are you going to charge me for this consult?” She laughed.
“No!” She waved her hands. “Absolutely not. I’m actually

curious to see what you do as a case study. I think this is
fascinating but I’d never have the time to do it myself.”

“This could turn into a huge project.” The barista sobered.
“There’s really a lot of places you could go with it.

Dissertation, Master’s research degree. It could be a big stepping
stone.”

“Do you have an MBA?” she asked Cait.
“I do, Business Analytics from York.”
“Wow. You could be a professor,” she stated softly. She

looked down at her shoes as if she was suddenly shy.
Cait bit her bottom lip.
I don’t want to be your professor, sweetheart. If I was your

professor, it would be very unethical of me to do all the things I
want to do with you.

“Maybe someday, but right now I’m happy with what I’m
doing. I really haven’t been out very long. Just a couple of years.”

Two women approached the cafe, garbed in workout clothes
with gym bags.

“Ah, the after workout smoothie girls. Back in a flash,” she
said with a twinkle in her eye.

Cait had to fight the urge to reach for her hand as she passed.
Instead, she sat there in the sun feeling much like a cat who had
gotten the cream. She was now determined to exchange contact
information with this woman. She genuinely wanted to keep



tabs on this germ of an idea to see what she would do with it.
It’s going to be awkward to just ask her name now. She

probably thinks I remember her from before. Damn it, I’m such
an idiot.

She looked at her phone to check the time. It was just after
three. More people were on the street as she scanned up and
down. Four more people came into the shop then, keeping the
barista busy. Within another fifteen minutes, the place was
bustling.

So now it gets busy the way I wanted it to be earlier…
Cait found she was no longer in the mood to listen to other

conversations, she only wanted to continue talking to the
barista. Yet, she knew there was no longer a chance to continue
with the uptick in customers.

Right, I need a big gesture to get her attention.
She rummaged around in her bag and grabbed one of her

business cards. She wrote her personal number and email on the
back of the card, and taking her plate to the counter, she slipped
the barista the card.

“For when you’re not busy. Let me know how your projects
go.” She got a nod of acknowledgment as the barista shoved it
into her jeans pocket.

Cait didn’t linger at the cafe, nor did she peek in at any of the
other shops on her way back up the street. She walked happily,
listening to the bird song and enjoying the lilac breeze kiss her
cheeks. Her mind was filled with thoughts about this woman and
how she was going to interact with her in the future. She dearly
hoped that it wouldn’t be strictly business.

As she turned up her street and headed towards her
apartment, a text dinged its arrival. Unknown number. Cait
grinned. It was her.

“Hi, it’s Anne from Rainbow Waters. Are you free Saturday



evening?” Cait laughed out loud.
No wonder the poor thing didn’t wear a name tag with

allusion like that. Tourists would drive her half mad.
She texted back. “Yes.”



TWELVE

IN	THE	COUNTRY

BY	MARIËLLE	S.	SMITH

I’M	IN	THE	COUNTRY.

That was the message I sent to the small group of people who
somehow got stuck in this town.

I’m in the country. Drinks anyone?
One of them, the serious alcoholic, had replied in the

affirmative within two minutes. Maybe she was a productive
alcoholic, always sitting behind some computer screen, ten tabs
open at once. I’d heard she was about to finish her PhD. Maybe
she wasn’t an alcoholic. Maybe the fact that she flaunted it made
it less real. What is an alcoholic these days anyway?

I sat outside the only decent coffee place I got to know when I
lived here. My take-away cappuccino firmly tucked between my
knees, I rolled another cigarette. And another one. I checked my
e-mail.

7? Drinks at België? Dinner at ACU? How long are you here
for?

I put my phone away, took a sip, and lit my cigarette. When I
looked up, she was there. She hadn't seen me but she was about
to cross the street in my direction.

It were the clothes that did me in. She looked good, as always,
her hair longer than I remembered, but there was a professional
allure hanging about her that reached right into my centre. The



authoritative teacher look. I wondered briefly how many
students were crushing on her. How many of them she was
sleeping with. Maybe it were her glasses—I didn’t remember
those. It might have been the jacket. The way it tightened
around her curves when her body jolted, her step faltered, when
she finally saw me too.

What could I say but the obvious? We’ve always said just that.
We never did the whole hello how have you been cycle.

“I’ve been sitting here for a while now and you’re the first
good-looking person to walk by.”

She hadn’t read my earlier message, that much was clear. The
unfairness of it stalled my breath. She’d had no clue, and here I
was. No warning, no nothing.

“I miss you,” she said.
“I sent an email to everyone. Just now.”
She nodded. “I was teaching. All morning.”
“Yeah.”
“I really do miss you.”
She waited for me to hug her and so I did. I clung myself to

her, coffee in one hand, cigarette in the other.

SHE	SAID she had no plans for the day, a meeting with a student
she could easily postpone. I ordered her a soy chai latte while she
sent the e-mail. If it was there, she hid it well. The annoyance
that I’d shown up without giving her a heads up. The anger. The
pain, maybe. I gave her the tea.

“What are you doing here?”
I shrugged. “I needed a change of space, a change of pace.”
I’d always been proud of her. I gave up on my career right

after we met, but she’d found the stamina to endure the toxic
atmosphere. I kept calling it strength, she preferred



“foolishness”. Either way. You had to be a little mad to stay in
this town, to stick with this job, that much was clear. It wasn’t so
much a choice as a necessity. And I got it. It was just an inherent
part of who she always already was. And, even though she didn’t
like it about herself, I loved it. Always had. From the moment we
met.

While booking the ticket, I had some idea of tempting her
into a sordid affair. I thought, if only I would say the obvious,
something must happen. I wasn’t asking for the clouds to break
open or people to burst out in singing, but I did imagine us hot
and empty on the covers of my hotel bed. She would be fine, of
course, she’s strong like that, and I’d start doubting the meaning
of life. The meaning of love, the reason why I never thought of
leaving my husband, not even for her.

I love you. I have loved you from the get go. It took me a while
to realise, but here it is. Whomever I’m with, whatever I’m
doing, it’s you I love. I have nothing to offer except for me
admitting that you were right all along. I never believed in the
one, and you know that, but if I did, I’m sure it would be you. I
wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Is there something you wish to tell me?” She looked at me,
her eyes just that tiny bit bigger than I remembered.

“I miss you too.”



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We would like to thank all authors who submitted and
contributed to this project. We had such great pleasure working
with each one of you all.

Special thanks to Emily Thomas for making our cover and
helping us visually represent the diversity held within these
pages.

For information on upcoming publications please contact us at
myvoicemystoryanthology@gmail.com
or visit
http://mswordsmith.nl/anthologies/
where you can also sign up for the M.S. Wordsmith newsletter

to receive updates on this and other projects.

mailto:myvoicemystoryanthology@gmail.com
http://mswordsmith.nl/anthologies/

	Title Page
	Copyright
	Contents
	Introduction
	About the Authors
	1. Escape velocity
	2. Rain
	3. The lady in the lake
	4. Return of the naïve
	5. Flight to happiness
	6. Subatomic
	7. Word on the street
	8. Two things
	9. The scientist
	10. Summer.
	And now for the editors…
	11. Algorithms
	12. In the country
	Acknowledgments

