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Manic Panic
by Olive Pitschner
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VOCALOID
NERD 
GARBO

Like everyone my age, COVID-19 has made irreversible changes 

to my college experience. Any plans I had made for the end of 

the semester and the summer of 2020 were destroyed when we 

were thrown off campus. It was a whirlwind of insanity in so many 

ways, and, to top it all off, I was forced to finish my very first year of 

college from a place I would never have wanted to: my childhood 

bedroom. 

While calling it a “childhood” bedroom seems to be a bit of an 

overstatement since I was only away from home for about six 

months, I immediately made this distinction upon leaving for 

college. The things in my bedroom back home represented who 

I was from elementary to high school and served as a final resting 

place for all the memories I had gathered across the years. This 

was where things were to be left behind. I wanted to start anew 

— the whole cliche of finding myself in the big city or whatever 

they say at the end of bad teen movies. Why would I want to bring 

the most embarrassing, cringeworthy and juvenile aspects of 

myself along? Well, thanks to COVID-19 and an astonishingly 

short amount of time in college, I didn’t get very far, as one might 

expect. I was absolutely terrified that after being quarantined 

back home I’d lose the miniscule amount of progress I had made  ...    

and I was right. At school, I was slowly becoming the person I’d 

always wanted to be: someone seemingly unbothered, some-

one in-touch with anything and everything “cool.” Returning 

home meant starting all over again, but I eventually learned that 

this wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

It’s damn hot in that room. Sweltering, actually, no matter what 

season. The walls are a dark purple which absorbs all the heat 

streaming through my west-facing window, espe-

cially as the sun sets. This exact feeling 

of sweaty stillness is one I can’t find 

anywhere else, which is why my 

childhood bedroom was the only place I could relive my middle 

school years. It’s safe to say that many of us did a certain 

amount of regressing over quarantine, and I’m certainly no 

exception. When you’re trapped among things that used to 

define you, it’s nearly impossible to ignore them. With noth-

ing left to do in my stuffy bedroom, I sifted through old books, 

photos, drawings and playlists, coming across so many things 

that I deemed absolutely embarrassing — things from middle 

school in particular. As I dug through piles and piles of a 

past me, the nagging heat served as a reminder 

that, though I wished that everything had 

changed, not much had. This room 

was where I watched anime 

in secret, only talking 

to one friend 

about it 

because it 

was widely 

uncool to like; 

this was where I 

poured over manga 

and graphic novels, 

never uttering a word 

about them outside of the 

space. These memories all 

came flooding back. I spent 

hours over quarantine reliving 

those days, laughing and cringing 

over the person I used to be. I tried to 

reassure myself it was only for nos-

talgic purposes, definitely not because I 

actually still enjoyed what used to embar-

rass me but that reassurance fell to the side when I caved and 

bought Hatsune Miku: Project DIVA MegaMix, a rhythm game 

using Vocaloid songs.

I’ve always been a music lover, so it’s not surprising that some 

of my favorite parts of watching anime back 

in middle 

school 

by Sarah Lamodi
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were the opening and ending theme songs. It was equally unsurprising to 

find, through my deep dive of my old YouTube playlists, that one name 

appeared more than any other: Hatsune Miku, an android singer also 

known as a Vocaloid.

Vocaloid is a software that synthesizes human-like vocals, and 

Hatsune Miku is a voicebank producers use to create or make covers 

of different songs. Each voicebank has a corresponding personifica-

tion — Miku’s instantly recognizable turquoise pigtails and matching 

tie being a prime example. Though you may not recognize the name or 

the figure, you’ve definitely heard her voice before. From her feature on 

Anamanaguchi’s “Miku,” to countless TikTok audios and trends, to opening 

for Lady Gaga in 2014, to being in the lineup for Coachella 2020, Hatsune Miku 

is by no means a small artist.

The Vocaloid phenomenon doesn’t end there though. 

There are dozens more voicebanks with their own represen-

tative mascots, Megurine Luka, Kaito, Meiko, and twins Kagamine Rin and Len to 

name a few. All of these characters were staples of my middle school playlists, 

and all of them appear in songs on Project DIVA MegaMix.

While Vocaloid had a large, dynamic (and sometimes terrifying) fanbase, most of 

my interaction with the fandom during its prime was through YouTube. Watching various 

music videos to the songs I loved — whether they be fan-animated or MMDs (3D dance renderings 

made using the software MikuMikuDance) — and learning as many lyrics as I could took up a ridiculous 

amount of my free time in middle school. But despite my fascination with holographic musical perfor-

mances and how much time I spent listening to these songs, I could never let myself admit how much I 

enjoyed it to anyone. And how could I? Nowadays, a love for anime is seen as quirky and cool, some-

what glamorized and concerningly fetishized by e-girl and e-boy aesthetics, but being interested 

in Vocaloid meant the same thing as being into anime back in middle school: unequivocally 

cringe. And what do you do when something you enjoy is cringe? Push it down and force 

yourself to hate it. But, as I sat there in my childhood bedroom, sweating away any and all 

hydration, I finally let myself realize that I had never hated these things at all, and that 

pretending to hate my interests only meant I was hating who I was.

It’s incredibly 

cliche, I am well aware, but there’s no 

better way to put it. Being at home in 

that room reconciling with the past me I tried to kill only made me stare her in the face. I realized how 

much time I had wasted ignoring my interests, Vocaloid being one of them, and how much lost time 

I needed to make up for.

Pulling the past me out of cryogenic freeze wasn’t a bad thing, it actually changed the way I 

looked at the world for the better. And while saying that a hologram of a 16 year-old android girl 

with long, turquoise pigtails and a leek changed my outlook on life sounds absolutely insane ... 

but a hologram of a 16 year-old android girl with turquoise pigtails and a leek changed my 

outlook on life. I not only live to do what I love, but to enjoy what the past me never had the 

courage to. For her, I destroy cringe culture with my bare hands.

Pulling the past me out of cryo-

genic freeze wasn’t a bad thing, it actually 

changed the way I looked at the world for                                                   

the better. 

“For her, I destroy cringe culture 
with my bare hands.”

obsessive memories
by Suphawan Kanta
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obsessive memories
by Suphawan Kanta
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PROUD
by Brandy Hernandez 
Everyone’s heard this a million times, and I’m here to say it once more: 

2020 was a weird time. I spent the last quarter of my senior year in-

doors. I celebrated my 18th birthday — my official transition into adult-

hood — in my room, alone. And, to top it all off, I started (and complet-

ed) my freshman year of college on Zoom. To be honest, it wasn’t that 

bad. Things could’ve 

been worse. But, it 

wasn’t an ideal ex-

perience by any 

means.

Being alone in 

my room 

day

after day with n o t h i n g 

much to do made me become a bit more intro-

spective. I was forced to think about my life — some of which I was 

happy to ponder on, other parts not so much. I’d like to believe that 

I grew a lot during this time of solitude; I know myself better now, I’m 

more aware of what I want and need. There are things I changed 

about myself that made me happier with myself, and there are things 

I look forward to changing. 

One of my moments of enlightenment which, to be frank, I’m still 

working through, was finally accepting the fact that I would never 

please my parents. 

My parents are immigrants. This may be a generalization, but I think 

most first-generation kids would agree that growing up in an im-

migrant household sucks. My parents immigrated from Mexico in 

their late teens/early 20s. They both experienced poverty and dif-

ficult childhoods. They always wanted something better, so they 

moved to sunny California in search of a better life and in pursuit of

the American Dream. They did achieve their dream,

and as a result, my siblings and I inherited their dream.

I’m proud of my parents. I’m thankful for everything they’ve done 

for me. But damn do they drive me absolutely insane. They have 

high expectations for me, some of which are literally unachievable. 

I caught on to this at a very young age. I was labeled as a “smart kid” 

in my youth, so they expected me to continuously fulfill this “role.” 

They always expected nothing but perfection from me: straight As, 

praise from teachers and participating in as many clubs as I could. 

It wasn’t always that terrible. I liked being a good student. I enjoyed 

the swell of pride when being noticed for my hard work, and I genu-

inely enjoyed learning new things. But, for as long as I can remem-

ber, I was expected to do things that a child shouldn’t really have to 

do. Being smart meant I was expected to take on the adult respon-

sibilities my parents struggled with due to their language barrier 

and technological illiteracy. I called vari- ous companies to ask 

questions that I didn’t even understand, I translated impor-

tant government documents for them, I faced criticism 

when I didn’t understand what the doc- ument was asking 

for and I eventually became the house- hold’s resident IT 

girl because I was the one that best understood how 

technology worked.  

Toward the end of high school and the beginning of 

college, this burden got heavi- er. My dad always

wanted me to achieve something great. He dreamed of 

me pursuing a career in STEM and studying to be an en-

gineer or doctor. He was even more obsessed with the 

idea of me becoming an immigra- tion lawyer and help

 and helping “nuestra 

gente.” But his dreams 

were not my reality. 

I didn’t want to pursue those careers and I didn’t have the intellectual capacity to do so. But, in his eyes, because I’m American, speak fluent 

English and received good grades in high school, it should’ve been a piece of cake for me. 

The criticism I received from my parents when I shared my passion for writing and filmmaking took me by surprise. To say they hated the 

thought of me being a filmmaker would be an understatement. When they realized that I was really serious about this, they became even 

more upset and concerned. Even after I got into the University of Southern California as a screenwriting major, they weren’t convinced that 

this was something real. My mom seemed happy for me, even though she didn’t really understand how great this was for me. My father, on 

the other hand, didn’t even react when I told him I was accepted into one of my dream schools. In fact, he didn’t even believe I could make it 

in the first place, which was extremely painful. Salt was only added to the wound when we visited my university’s campus for the first time 

during my freshman year and he told me that he still wished I would switch majors and study law instead.

When I reflected on all of the things my parents have said to me and about me behind my 

back, I finally realized that I would never be enough. Nothing I did and nothing I will do in 

the future will satisfy them. Coming to this realization sucked, to say the least. I’ve spent 

my whole life trying to make my parents proud just to realize that this goal was as impos-

sible as the goals they set for me.

I always think about why they act this way. Is it really an immigrant parent thing? Maybe it’s a 

Mexican thing. What if they just want to live vicariously through me? It could be one of those 

tough love situations. What if it’s all of the above or none of the above at all? I don’t know. 

And to be honest, I think that trying to understand them will drive me insane, so it’s best 

for me to focus on healing myself instead. I try not to think about it too much. 

I try to look on the bright side of things. Though it’s hard to find a positive in a situation like 

this, I manage to find some good in it. I realize that I needed to start focusing 

more on what I want, rather than what everyone else expects from me. I 

can work toward doing something that I love and makes me excit-

ed for my future. Because, at the end of the day, it’s my life and no 

one else’s. I deserve to be happy, and I’m proud enough 

of myself to make up for the lack of satisfac-

tion from my parents.
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by Maddie Katz

ddeeffrroosstt  yyoouurr  mmaann,,  
hhaaiirr  ddrryyeerr  ooppttiioonnaall

Defrost your man,
Hair dryer optional

You’ll never believe what happened the other day. So, I’m 
sitting there with my old man. Just another Friday night. 
We put on a movie, you know, the old school ones he 
likes. I think it was “A Spot in the Sun” or something like 
that. We’re watching the movie, eating some popcorn, 
when out of nowhere I start choking on my drink. Guess 
what he does. Nothing. This man, the father of my chil-
dren, the love of my life, or so I thought, stares at me. 
Gawks at me. What kind of an idiot does that? There I 
am, coughing up a lung and between the tears forming in 
my eyes, I see the idiot on the screen is doing the same 
thing. His girl is drowning and he’s just staring. Do they 
think we have gills under all this makeup? I sit down to 
see if that helps and I guess I sat on the remote because 
all of a sudden Kate Winslet is clutching a frozen Leon-
ardo DiCaprio and I can breathe again. It feels like some-
one turned the air conditioner all the way up but at least 
I’m not drowning. Then, I look over and Jim is stiff as a 
board. He looks like something you’d find in the back of 
your freezer. I got out my hair dryer, the one we use to 
defrost the turkey on Thanksgiving, and there I am for a 
good hour or so before he begins to thaw.
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“It’ll work out, don't worry. In 
the meantime, does this sauce have 
enough salt?”

Two hours later, my family was 
happily munching on Ammamma’s 
first-ever attempt at pizza. She stood 
smirking in the corner. When I looked 
over, she winked.
 
On another particularly frustrating 
day, my mom and I just argued about 
me going back to college during the 
pandemic. I spent the day moping in 
my room, annoyed at the fact that 
COVID-19 happened, that other peo-
ple I knew were going back to school, 
that it was cloudy outside, that the 
next door neighbor decided today 
was the day that he would play the 
piano (very loudly) for hours on end. 
Ammamma’s project was to plant 
some zucchini and eggplant seeds in 
the garden. I pouted upstairs alone in 
my room. I heard laughter outside my 
window and felt my eyes tear up. The 
bond between my mom and grandma 
was so strong and close. The laugh-
ter stops and I hear Ammamma’s 
voice. 

“Mallikaaaa, dhaa (come).” 

“I’m good.” 

“Dhaaaaaa. Now!” Ammamma says, 
still playful.

I slug outside and stop in surprise. 
Last time I came out here, there were 
a few plants and maybe a couple of 
weeds. Now, there were four beds 
worth of vegetables, greens and 

herbs. Every pot was overflowing 
with leaves. My mom is watering 
plants on the opposite end of the 
garden. I walk over to Ammamma.
 

“What happened? What’s wrong?” 
she asks.

I shrug and look down at the plants. 
I’m not really sure how to put my feel-
ings into words. 

She crouches back down to tending 
the plants. 

“The best way to water zucchinis is 
to touch the soil and make sure it’s 
not too damp. If you press on it and 
liquid pools to the surface, you have 
over-watered. So skip watering for 
the next day.” 

We move from the zucchinis to the 
eggplants. 

“Eggplants are delicate. Make sure 
to very gently tug on them once they 
are ripe. Here, try with this one.” I 
pull on the shiny deep purple vege-
table and it easily falls into my hand.  
I reach my hand to grab another 
eggplant.

“Not that one yet, it still needs a few 
more days.” I look up to see my mom 
standing there. She smiles as she 
crouches next to me to examine the 
other eggplants.

“See, even though everything seems 
to be wrong right now, these vegeta-
bles still grow!” Ammamma exclaims 
as she drags me and my mom over to 
the radishes.

---

Yes, my mom and I won’t always 
agree. Yes, I may have missed out 
on college due to a pandemic, but 
throughout it all, those vegetables 
kept growing. New zucchinis and 
eggplants were popping up everyday 
while the world was stagnant. 

And my grandma helped me realize 
that. How to make the most out of a 
situation that was out of my control. 
How to let go of this notion that I 
needed to be in control of my life. She 
navigates this world, accepting its 
ambiguity and chaos. 

A year later, at least for the United 
States, we are coming into a new 
normalcy. My grandma is visiting my 
uncles in different states. I went back 
to school for the spring semester. Yet 
still, when I visit home and look out 
that bedroom window, I see my mom 
tending to the tomatoes, the zucchi-
nis and the eggplants. A new addition 
is the mint leaves overflowing from 
the corners of the beds. Now, rather 
than Ammamma, my dad is out there 
with her. And, despite the changes 
in circumstances from last and this 
summer, the plants came back, still 
growing — regardless of a situation 
that was out of control. Just as Am-
mamma said. 

New zucchinis and 
eggplants were 

popping up everyday 
while the world was 

stagnant. 

life is getting boring
by Tilly Bean Aldhous
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ing for. Now, I was lucky if one of my friends from 
school texted me. 

Wait, what? Make that make sense. They were my 
friends, right? My Sam, my Freddie? If they weren’t 
texting me, who was?

In hindsight, it’s pretty clear. But at the moment, 
I didn’t know what to be looking for, because I’d 
never been shown the kind of friendship I was ex-
periencing: healthy, intimate and balanced friend-
ships.

Growing up, the media I had been watching 
exposed me to exciting, upbeat, constantly “on” 
friendships as model relationships. People who 
hung out with each other all the time. People who 
only hung out with the same group of a few people. 
Quite frankly, codependent and socially restricted 
people. And seeing only this relationship modeled, 
I ended up gauging all my friendships on a skewed 
scale: not by how much someone cared about me, 
but how much time someone spent with me. In the 
process, I overlooked the value in my friends that 
had been a quiet constant no matter where I went 
in life.

When the world shut down, and I was locked 
inside, I wasn’t alone. It took me a moment to real-
ize, but once the initial shock of lockdown sizzled 
off, I felt more loved than I ever had in my entire 
life.

Now that the world is opening up again, I’m 
challenging myself not to fall into old habits. My 
quarantine friends find themselves more busy than 
they did last summer. But rather than feel anxious, 
I feel glad. I might not catch them anymore with 

When I was a kid, I wanted a friendship like Carly, 
Sam and Freddy from “iCarly.” Thinking about it 
now, who wouldn’t? Living in a cool apartment, 
your friends dropping by every day, doing random 
dancing? The creators of that show built a friend-
ship out of my wildest dreams. I remember as a kid 
being so excited to be a teenager. Then, when the 
time actually rolled around, I wasn’t thrilled. 

For starters, I was no Carly Shay. Beyond that, 
there was no Sam or Freddie in my life. No Gibby 
handing around the periphery. For the most part, I 
felt like I was on my own. Obviously, I had friends. 
But the friendship wasn’t what years of Nickelode-
on and Disney Channel prepared me for. Instead, it 
felt lonely. There were days that no one texted me. 
Worse, there were days my friends chose to hang 
out with each other and exclude me. I did every-
thing in my power to surround myself with people, 
expecting that I had to fall into the perfect friend 
group. I did band, I did theatre, I did dance, I did 
tennis. And comparing mysvelf to the friendships I 
saw on my screen, I felt lonelier than ever.

When the COVID-19 pandemic first began, I was 
shattered. It felt like I had just gotten my life to-
gether. I had returned from a semester in Prague, 
Czech Republic, fully actualized, and had friends 

who were happy to see me return. I hung out with 
the same people regularly, studying, going out to 
eat, living our lives not as single units, but as a 
group. I finally felt like I had done something right 
in my social life. At least by media standards, I had. 

That is, until March 10.

I was visiting my friends Marcy and Katie’s apart-
ment. Marcy and I had a competition to see who 
could eat a Fruit by the Foot without using their 
hands faster (in case you were wondering, I could). 
We were telling jokes and laughing and enjoying 
our movie-screen friendship when my university 
president sent the email saying that in-person 
classes were to be cancelled for the next month. 
The following week, I left the majority of my things 
in my dorm and went back home to Michigan. We 
didn’t know it then, but that announcement would 
be extended to the end of the school year.

No television show I watched, nor movie I watched 
prepared me for the pandemic. I mean, what would 
have? “Bubble Boy”? Under the direction of my 
parents, I spent the first three months of the pan-
demic inside. I saw my partner twice, and my best 
friend once. Both from 6 feet away.

The transition was devastating. I mean, I had finally 
experienced what I’d been spending years search-

a random FaceTime, but I know that they’ll return 
my text. Maybe not even that night, but eventually. 
Because our friendship isn’t based on proximity 
or frequency of conversation. It’s based on values, 
lived experiences and common aspirations.

Our friendships aren’t like the ones we see on the 
screen, and that’s probably for the best. 

Looking back on my pre-pandemic years, I beat 
myself up for not meeting the unattainable ex-
pectations of television friendships. And in the 
process, I also burned out a lot of valuable friend-
ships. I would be lying to myself if I tried to pretend 
like my desire to always hang out with someone 
didn’t burst into an ugly head of clinginess and 
overstaying my welcome. Over the past year, 
I’ve learned to better understand and respect my 
friends’ boundaries. I no longer take a missed call 
or a cancelled plan as an attack on myself or our 
friendship. I hardly even consider seeing my friends 
an essential element to a successful friendship.

I haven’t seen any pandemic-era movies or shows 
made quite yet. As boring as they might be, I hope 
a few crop up. I’m not particularly itching to watch 
a show about social distancing and mask wearing, 
but I’m eager to see a show highlighting the sort 
of friendships I learned to appreciate. The friend-
ships that happen over hundreds of miles, over 
infrequent texts, and under no obligation than love 
and appreciation for the other person. That type of 
friendship wasn’t taught to me, and I spent years 
looking for the wrong type. Luckily, I’ve found it 
now. I had to learn what to look for first, though.

If you hadn’t thought of this kind of friendship be-
fore today, you now know what to look for. Chanc-
es are you probably already have one, maybe 
even a few, in your life. Take the time to appreciate 
them. You’ll never feel alone again. Not even during 
a pandemic.
v

Our friendships aren’t 
like the ones we see on 
the screen, and that’s 
probably for the best. 
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hurches

by Taylor W
ebb
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My doctor looked puzzled, expect-
ing a different response from an un-

derweight child. But it was the truth. 
At that age, the only reason why I was 

so skinny was a mix of genetics and 
a speedy metabolism. Regardless, 
my doctor told me to pack my meals 

with protein and gain 10 pounds in six 
months. She used big words to de-
scribe how some dancers struggle to 
eat enough, while others eat too much. 
She used scary statistics to tell me how 
I needed to gain weight or I could get 
seriously sick. Numbers swirled in my 
head like vanilla ice cream, mixing in my 
mind as I tried to imagine what the next 
few months would look like. 

My mom was there to console me, tak-
ing notes on how she should prepare 
meals to help me gain weight. I began 
to cry, not worried about gaining 
weight, but about letting my doctor 
down. So I followed her orders and 
learned something about myself in 
the process: I loved food.

The following months were 
full of peanut butter protein 

shakes, turkey sandwiches 
and scrambled eggs. I loved 

dairy, specifically cheese 
and ice cream. 

My favorite food was an In-N-Out 
double-double cheeseburger with 
regular fries and a vanilla shake. I had the 
biggest sweet tooth, craving chocolate 
chip cookies at all hours of the day. It 
ended up being quite the joy ride for my 
tastebuds, and a healthy one too. I was 
beyond proud of myself when I noticed I 
gained a few pounds. My mom wrote me 
a card to celebrate, drawing smiley faces 
and writing a big “you did it!” on the front.

But my dance “friends” would glare at me 
during ballet and make snide comments 
during snack break, as if the dance stu-
dio wasn’t already competitive enough. 
This competition in particular was who 
could eat “healthier,” but we were too 
young to realize how healthy looks dif-
ferent for everyone. I was insecure about 
being underweight, but they would tell 
me I was “lucky to be skinny.” 

Nine years later, I am a sophomore in 
college at my dream school. I’m dancing 
40 hours a week as I train to become 
a professional dancer. I have to cook 
for myself for the first time, since my 
mom’s cooking and the dining hall are no 
longer options. Having my own kitchen 
allows for complete freedom in how I 
buy, prepare and consume food. In the 
beginning, freedom feels liberating. But 
this freedom soon turns into a need to 
control my portions.

“What do you see when you look at yourself in the mirror?” 
my doctor asked me. As a 10 year-old, I answered the only 

way I knew how: honestly. 

by Sophia Ortega
Content notice: eating disorders, body image.
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ixteen years-old, my 17th year of living. 
Already beyond the precipice of my 
high school “golden years,” the favourite 

observation of middle-aged aunties no longer 
seemed a condescending reminder to check my 
teenage privilege, but a direct threat to the time 
I had. I know they meant well, but their warnings 
to make the most of a time unburdened by adult 
responsibilities bitterly echoed in my head like a 
victory brag of sorts. Their victory? The bygone 
freedom to dangle their legs from a sticky 
countertop in a random kitchen and talk dozily of 
metaphysical enigmas with the friend of a friend; 
to listen to music live, shrouded by sweat and stale 
beer and swear they made eye contact with the 
frontman; to spend friday afternoons romanticising 
their near future experiences without worrying if a 
second wave of a pandemic will finally drown them 
in the depths of isolation. I envied their experience 
of a freedom universally reserved for the teenage 
years and longed simply for time untampered 
by isolation, quarantine and distancing so 
as not to waste this time of adolescence. 

Of course my perception of adolescence was, 
is and forever will be warped by John Hughes 
films and all their subsequent reproductions, but 
as I lay on my bedroom floor tracing dreams of 
my halcyon days in the carpet, no more could 
I resent a fucking pandemic than I could the 
condescending reminder that I should be having 
the time of my life. Watching the quick erosion of 
my teenage freedom I was angry — inconsolably 
so. It wasn’t until later that I realised the most 
abject, excruciatingly wholehearted anger is not 
anger at all, but grief. Just as the elderly might 
resent the youth or the sick resent the healthy, 

we grieve the things we lose and obscure that 
grief with anger. I’m no Freud, but I’d suppose the 
reason why may have something to do with control. 

You direct your rage at the grounds people for 
failing to maintain the track, at the trainer shop that 
sold you the wrong shoes, at the other athletes 
who knocked your balance, at the weather, at 
nature, at God, at yourself. At anything to avoid 
acknowledging the mercilessly uncontrollable fate 
of chance. It took a pandemic for me to realise 
that this powerlessness is the one universal grief. 
When the world was instantaneously paralysed, 
the pandemic became a global allegory for 
communal mourning. As we mourned the loss 
of our accustomed freedoms, we intrinsically 
mourned the loss of control over such freedoms. 
We earnestly depend upon this control, without it, 
each day becomes something uniform, something 
indistinct and atypical. So, when a virus stripped 
us of our control, our individual experiences were 
beaten into conformity. Of course it’s true that the 
ways in which we experienced the pandemic were 
entirely individual. It is not lost on me that the fear 
of wasting my adolescence pales in comparison 

to the arduous experiences of key workers, of those who lost 
their jobs and their homes and their loved ones. However, the 
fundamental experience of a pandemic, the powerlessness 
and coupling grief, though relative, was entirely intersectional.

Staring through blue shining screens, we searched for 
methods of ignoring our sorrow. In theory, it was easy. 
No social commitments, no school, no exams. Believing 
time heals all, we gratefully rejoiced in its newfound 
abundance. But it was not long before we realised that 
time is only a vessel for grief. The remedy exists in 
filling that time. Our borderless time to grieve was a 
unique predicament then, because how can one fill time 
when so much of it is consumed by the immovable 
experience of a pandemic? What a cruel irony it 
was that we had all the time in the world, but were 
compelled to spend it in mourning because we 
lacked the power to bury our grief in busyness. To 
do nothing while doing something, simultaneously. 

I think that’s why I was so angry in the beginning, why 
I mourned so emphatically for my adolescence. I felt 
like I was missing the last 10 minutes of my coming of 
age movie  ...  but because the cinema was closed. 
I had the time to “be a teenager,” but I didn’t have 
the freedom, nor did I have the power to control 
that freedom — a virus did. I think my grief was 
understandable, though I can’t help but wonder 
if it would have existed had the pandemic not. 

After all, I was mourning the loss of something 
nonexistent. Something that was never going 
to exist. Grief shines a rose coloured light over 
everything, and I was mourning a perfect “Sixteen 
Candles”-style experience of adolescence that 
I may never have experienced regardless of 
COVID. Nostalgia, I suppose, would be the name 
for it. I find some comfort in that: knowing that 
the grief I felt during the most unprecedented 
of times was something entirely ordinary. 

In a sense, those condescending aunties and I 
were one and the same, each of us grieving 
a romanticised adolescence. Each of us mourning 
lost time, longing to fill it better. I’m beginning to realise 
this longing was inevitable. Our memories will forever 
triumph reality. Whether that reality was filled with 
parties, new relationships and heartbreaks, or with 
Zoom calls, banana bread, and crocheting, time will 
always feel wasted. The best we can do is find 
something to fill this time before we begin to grieve 
its loss. I guess this is all just an inflated way of saying, 
“Live in the present,” but if I didn’t spend my time 
writing a thousand pretentious words just to conclude 
with a motivational quote, how else would I ignore 
the grief I feel for the vacuum of my golden years?

OOff  aallll  tthhee  lloosssseess  wwee  
ggrriieevvee,,  wwee  aarree  aannggeerreedd  
mmoosstt  bbyy  tthhee  oonneess  wwee  
nneevveerr  eexxppeecctteedd  ttoo  lloossee,,  
lliikkee  lloossiinngg  aa  rraaccee  
bbeeccaauussee  yyoouu  ttrriippppeedd  
oonn  tthhee  hhoommee  ssttrraaiigghhtt..

FFoorr  tthhoossee  ooff  uuss  wwhhoo  llaacckkeedd  tthhee  
ccaappaabbiilliittiieess  ttoo  rreessccuuee  oouurr  ppoowweerr  
ffrroomm  tthhee  ffrroonntt  lliinneess,,  wwee  wweerree  
lleefftt  wwiitthh  aa  uunniiqquuee  pprreeddiiccaammeenntt::  
bboorrddeerrlleessss  ttiimmee  ttoo  ggrriieevvee..  JJuusstt  aass  yyoouu  mmiigghhtt  rreevveell  

iinn  tthhee  nnoossttaallggiiaa  ooff  
cchhiillddhhoooodd  nnaaiivveettyy  oorr  tthhee  
ffrreeeeddoomm  ooff  yyoouurr  2200ss,,  
II  ggrreeww  nnoossttaallggiicc  ffoorr  mmyy  
tteeeennaaggee  yyeeaarrss  aass  II  wwaass  
ssttiillll  eexxppeerriieenncciinngg  tthheemm..  
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BLACK EXHAUSTBLACK EXHAUST
Much like most high schoolers in the United States, I started off 

thinking that the pandemic just meant an extra week of spring break. 

I was upset when it became clear that I was probably going to miss 

out on milestones like prom and graduation, but I did not mind hav-

ing to prematurely end my senior year. I had never really liked school 

even though I was good at it and had a decent number of friends. This 

sentiment probably stems from the disconnect between myself and 

my peers, given that my existence as a Black female progressive is 

in complete opposition of my small predominantly white school's 

Southern Baptist ideals. Most of the kids I went to school with didn’t 

take social distancing very seriously, so I spent most of my time at 

home by myself.  I took up art, and even got into TikTok cooking trends, 

churning out concoctions like whipped coffee and homemade sour-

dough bread. The first few weeks of lockdown were nice and mun-

dane, but at the end of May, 

things took a disturbing 

turn. 

On May 25, 2020 police 

officer Derek Chauvin 

knelt on George Floyd’s, an 

unarmed Black man, neck 

for nine minutes and 29 

seconds, killing him. News 

of the murder quickly cir-

culated through the news 

and social media. I don’t re-

member when I first heard 

of George Floyd’s death 

because I was honestly pretty desensitized to the constant brutali-

zation of unarmed Black men by the police. There is nothing that sets 

George Floyd apart from the hundreds of other unarmed Black men 

fatally victimized by police brutality. The only thing that was different 

about George Floyd is that his death circulated on social media dur-

ing a time where everyone had nothing to do other than be angry and 

opinionated. People quickly mobilized, taking to the streets to pro-

test. The thought of protesting during a pandemic kind of stressed 

me out, and agonizing over whether or not my siblings would make 

it home safely after a day of protesting stressed me out even more. 

Additionally, The protests inspired a full on social media lockdown. I 

couldn’t tap through Instagram without being confronted with demo-

nizations of racism that used pretty fonts and cute clip art to get their 

message across. People from both sides of the issue were deter-

mined to “make their voices heard.” I watched with a bittersweet mix 

of amusement and horror as my classmates “used their platforms” to 

speak on the issue. I’m sure you can just about guess what my con-

servative town’s response to the tragedy was. Even though it wasn’t 

surprising, there was something scary about my classmates reveal-

ing themselves to be bigots and racists. I specifically remember my 

breaking point stemming from the “All Lives Matter” crowd circulat-

ing a video of a Black conserative commentator condemning George 

Floyd and Black Lives Matter. They used this one person’s words as 

a justification for their own prejudice, essentially reducing the entire 

Black perspective by using this figurehead as a monolith for Black 

voices. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of the way that my class-

mates chimed in on 

Black issues because 

I knew that they didn’t 

know any Black people. 

And I knew that they 

didn’t know any Black 

people because I was 

the Black people that 

they knew. They had 

given me the burden of 

forming their perspec-

tive of Blackness, and I 

was left to wonder what 

I had done to inform the 

views that they held of it. 

A lack of awareness is part of the main problem with Instagram ac-

tivism. Especially during the pandemic, it became trivial gossip to 

analyze who was posting what and how much they were posting. 

During the pandemic, I was trapped inside of my house watching 

my existence being debated away, but for a lot of people, the racial 

issues during the pandemic only meant making a few story posts and 

posting a black square. Without any further action, posting an info-

graphic is completely performative. It says, “Hey! Look at me being
totally not racist and self-aware! Aren’t I a great ally to this 
cause?” It isn’t worth anything to me as a Black person if Emi-
ly posts a story about racial equality and then pretends she 
doesn’t hear when her white boyfriend Travis uses the N-word.

Content notice: racism, police brutality.

I faced a bit of backlash for not posting anything to my Instagram 
story because we were all supposed to “read the room” about the 

information that needed to be circulated. I didn’t know how to ver-
balize that there was no reason for me to read the room because I was 

born in the room. I literally couldn’t leave the room because everything 
my classmates were just finding out, I had known for years. I don’t have to 

post an infographic that says that Black Lives Matter, I prove that by simply 
being Black and living a life. A lot of the radicalizations that occurred for white 
people over quarantine were ignited by things that Black people have been 
saying for years. Part of me feels like I should have a hand in educating the 
people around me because who better to teach them about racial inequality 
than a person in their life who is affected by it. On the other hand, I don’t want 
to. Constantly being exposed to Black trauma is exhausting and mentally 
draining. There’s something twisted about people (usually non-POC) who 
are willing to just post the murder of a person with a three word caption to 
show that they care. Watching videos of men that could easily be my broth-

er or one of my friends being murdered is traumatizing, and people’s excite-
ment to post those videos and then let that be their entire form of support for a 

cause they claim to stand by is sick. I’ve bore the burden of racism my entire life 
and I am disgusted to watch people use it as a way to gain social clout. 42



If you actually want to help the Black Lives Matter movement (or really 
any social movement), there are so many things you can do past click-
ing a few buttons to make a story post. I understand some people’s 
hesitance to join the protest line because of the pandemic, especially 
because I also shared that anxiety. If that is not possible for you, you still 
have the option to support the affected families directly. You can donate 
to different organizations (after doing your research) and look to Black 
social leaders who have willingly taken on the burden of educating the 
uneducated. You can make sure to vote in local elections and keep 
elected officials accountable for their actions. You can engage in mu-
tual aid. Basically, what I’m saying is that there are so many things that 
can be done that are infinitely more important than sharing the same six 
story posts that all of your followers have already seen. 

I’m not avoidant or disconnected from racial issues, I just have bore the 
burden of being Black for a white audience for so long in my life that I 
refuse to do it anymore. The pandemic was traumatizing for me not 
because of social decline or not getting to have my Disney Channel 
Original Movie moment where I walk in with my prom dress and every-
one regrets not dating me in high school, it was traumatizing because 
of the inescapable reminders of the controversy of my racial identity. 
The isolation inside of a sphere of dehumanization that simultaneously 
served as the personal radicalization of ignorant people online stunted 
me emotionally. I felt stuck between a rock and a hard place. I couldn’t 
leave my room, but even if I could, it didn’t seem like it would be very safe 
for me to venture into the outside world. Time has distanced the public 
consciousness from Black Lives Matter, but unarmed Black men are 
still being brutalized and killed by the police, so all of the Instagram posts 
didn’t really lead to anything conclusive. Despite that, performative ac-
tivism still lives on. The focus has shifted from #StopAsianHate to Isra-
el-Palestine to #SaveCuba. Each and every one of those issues is a se-
rious problem that needs to be addressed, and yet, the extent to which 
people address it is merely to post a square to their story that they bare-
ly read. In the year 2021, we have so many resources available to us, 
and yet this is how we choose to uplift others? That doesn’t 
make any sense. So, next time you go to put a 
pre-written and loosely researched statement 
on your story, try to come up with another way 
to help out a cause, especially one that doesn’t 
alienate the members of the community that 
you’re supposed to be helping. 
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The Cold 
That Remains by Abi Lee
Michigan is a chilly state that appears to run on the extreme climate scales common to the regions beyond the west, a 
temperature range I’ve never been used to. Returning home from a year at a small midwest Christian college felt violent. I 
was lost. An astronaut crash landed and returned back to Earth. My face seemed to maintain a sense of stunted youth when 
I was reunited with my friends; young adults who had attended public colleges and lived lives that were “rebelliously” ap-
propriate for our age. They spent their time at their colleges dancing, drinking and receiving a nonreligious education while 
I spent the second semester experiencing “Christian cabin fever,” questioning if this would have to be the rest of my life, a 
chilly childish chastity. While COVID-19 has created a similar disconnect with many who were completely trapped at home 
for over a year, I want to face the state that lingers past any pandemic — the stagnation of queer youth within the church.

Religion and queerness have been perceived as vinegar and oil by the broader world because of the idea that they don’t 
mix. But luckily for me, in my life, the two make the world’s shittiest salad. Something comparable to a “closeted coleslaw” or 

maybe a “celibacy caprese.” Ignoring the fact that protestant religions can really be so incredibly gay (why do you care 
so much about a dude you’ve never meant, are you like, obsessed?) for most people, it is a straightforward equation that 
being born in the church and being born queer equals some form of angst, confusion or misery. In the Bible, homosexuality 
is mentioned by name (debatably) one time and discussed in six specific verses: Genesis 19:5, Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, 
1 Corinthians 6:9-10, 1 Timothy 1:10, and Romans 1:26-27. While the exact intent behind the meanings of these verses can 
be debated, ultimately what impacts the LGBTQ+ community more is how they are perceived and what they are commonly 
used for. So tragically, despite any intent, did you know it’s really just a handful of words which have hatched the policies 
and sentiment that ultimately dismembers the chances of happiness for queer people everywhere? And despite chang-
es from how churches outreach and preach, within the very doctrines that frame the foundation of their belief lies ideas 
that actively condemn and harm those who exist beyond the cis-het binary. While there are definitely accepting religions 
toward the idea of LGBTQ+ rights and queerness in general, I and many others are not a part of these organizations. It’s 
difficult to just exist in these spaces, even while closeted, with the underlying reminder that there are constantly people 
surrounding you who wouldn’t “agree” with what you are and who may harm you because of it (also, hear me out, some-
times your friends stuck in their colleges aren’t asking for advice — we’ve all thought of plans to get out — but instead a 
chance to scream into infinity, an act of a fruitless fight back at this situation).

The college years are labelled a time of experimentation. It’s an era of milestones and markings of growth from new ex-
periences to reach a better understanding of one’s identity. However, many of these token moments are taken from queer 
youth everywhere, often causing a delay in life experience and perceived “growth.” How do you experiment, start relation-
ships or change yourself when it is all viewed as a sin? While it is not impossible to do any of these things, it is emotionally 
difficult and risky when considering what may be on the line if exposed or brought to shame.   

In the world of small Chrisitan denominations, it is hard to tell if the queer kids get a happy ending. The only elders I know 
are the ones in our church. I and many of my fellow LGBTQ+ peers haven’t met an out queer person in the church who 
isn’t older than 20, making it nearly impossible to imagine what a life in adulthood is supposed to look like. In a dorm room, 
I hear my similarily closested friend tell me something that stains my brain, “Gay people seem kind of fake.” After return-
ing home and starting to put this piece together, I followed up on that idea and asked them to explain it. They said, “Gay 
people seem fake because of my lack of exposure to queer people and normalized queer relationships. For years, the only 
place I interacted with queer people was Tumblr and other fandom spaces, which seemed to exist separately from my 
day-to-day reality. I couldn’t acknowledge the queer people I met online as real because it meant acknowledging the way 
I interacted with my own sexuality and gender online as real.” Trying to understand how to navigate your own identity as 
a young queer person in this religious envioronment is confusing, because there’s rarely a figure to look up to. What is the 
outcome supposed to look like other than the martyr-complex palatable gays (for you non-church goers, think paltable 
like Pete Buttigeg, and “gay martyr” like acceptability politics) or a hushed story told by church parents of disappoint-
ment? There’s a serious harm in having a lack of a community, and while many of these spaces can be located online, the 
absence of a real life support presence can be isolating and have lasting damage. As the rise of LGBTQ+ discourse on 
social media sites everywhere has proven, there is a serious difference between interacting with queer people through the 
internet verses it having a physical part of your life. 

I’d feel like a liar to say there is a lesson to all of this, or even a decent conclusion. Each year that I have existed — be-
cause I have not truly lived — in this environment, I can feel myself eroding as a person. Perhaps it’s the pressure of re-
pression — taking whatever I’m made up of and condensing it to a hardened lump of coal — or maybe it’s the jealousy. The 
frustration of living as a statue and watching people you grew up with, people who look just like you, just going through 
each day meeting all of the appropriate expectations that come with aging, without ever having to question that life could 
look like anything else. Witnessing paired off couples and the lack of weight their relationship carries. Seeing people live 
casually, tenderly, without a sense of upheld diligence. These are worlds inhabited with people who were made to live in 
them, where their biggest disappointment to others would never have to involve who they are and how they love. I’m a 
bitter person — I hate it because I cannot have it yet I covet it at the same time. Ultimately, I recognize that I’m not the only 
one who feels like this. As I remain and fester into something perhaps worse than what I started as, my impatience may 
choke me out before I get to the other side. But I’ll try to wait. Learn patience in this parable that I’ve been either celestially 
or randomly placed in for the warmth of growth, for the heat blessed by movement and for the escape of stagnation.   46
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Germacide
scrubs the stains out just fine
the excretions reminds the city that this world is 
Biowaste in barest face
 and, in any event,
 they will be here tomorrow

 you will be there tomorrow
you tell yourself that
Something has to be clean
that time could be forgiving
that it is worth a broken back when
 you will be there tomorrow

you settle for
delusions
fistfuls of fern and loam
sticky floors –– sweaty stalls
conclusions
with online graduation, we cannot trip and fall
 the livestream is tomorrow

you scrub the stains
and neighbour cranes, 
with ear crooked toward
reminders of routine
eleven stories high
 his restless paws will tap tomorrow

we take it in for what it is
and what it could have been

as back breaks, ears crook, we trip and fall
feeling for the pulse,   (still beats),  
 
as drivellers, dropouts, dreamers
drown again 
 + again
 in excretions
 in Germacide
 in the compulsory understanding that
 they will be there tomorrow.
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archer draws back bowstring
line of fingers to elbow
off flies another line 
chasing 

 a rabbit, or some thieving kid. 

similarly, I hunt my own stony center.

 what then, of my brother
 and his eyes darker than mine? 
 will i ever speak to him, even just
 to say i buy jewelry that might 
 recall him. 

a dinner ring with a gold band, 
flat black signet. 

if I could place the ring in his palm 
if he could just understand 
what i cannot gather myself to say
to my own brother 

 someone I have watched toddle and sprint
 into personhood 

 will we ever press our foreheads 
 together and cry 

as we did watching dogs fight in the woods?

an arrow flown from archer 
who knows what of fear
who wants to know what?

what of unsightly, slightly flat nose 
of brother to sister
child to child 

dinner ring
by bria winfree

Smireture
by Audrey Gretz
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Smireture
by Audrey Gretz

1. When we give each other 
books that we think the other 
will like and there are little 
annotations in the margins of 
the borrowed book.

2. When you say your hands 
are cold and the person next 
to you grabs your hands with 
both of theirs to warm you up.

3. When someone asks you if 
you need anything while 
they’re in town.

4. When someone shares play-
lists or songs with you because 
they think you’ll like them.

5. When someone leaves you 
the last piece of something.

6. When you’re driving through 
a small town and someone 
waves at you, even if they don’t 
know you.

7. When someone points out 
an animal or a baby they think 
the person they’re with will 
think is cute.

8. When the sun is in some-
one’s eyes and the other per-
son moves to block the sun out 
of their face.

9. When you’re short 50 cents 
and the cashier tells you not to 
worry about it.

10. When someone knows 
your coffee order before you 
even order it.

11. When strangers offer to 
take a large group’s photo so 
no one is left out of the 
picture.

13. Whenever people with 
periods offer tampons or pads 
to strangers who need them.

14. When girls give each other 
compliments.
    
15. Whenever people bring you 
a small souvenir from some 
place they just visited.

16. When you see a stranger’s 
face light up after they spot a 
dog on the street.

17. When someone prioritizes 
and loves their found family as 
much as their blood family.

18. When you’re talking in a big 
group and other people talk 
over you but there’s one 
person that focuses their 
attention on you so you know 
someone’s listening.

19. When people compliment 
your tattoos.

21. When friends are so close 
that they can comfortably lean 
on each other in public, like 
resting their head on the 
other’s shoulder when they’re 
tired.

22. When coffee shops offer 
pup cups for free.

23. When people hold hands.

24. When people remind 
others to drink water so that 
they’re not dehydrated.

25. When someone lets you 
shower before them so you 
get the hot water.

26. When someone 
remembers a small fact about 
you that you mentioned in 
passing and never expected 
them to remember.

27. When you catch a 
stranger jamming out in their 
car but they don’t even 
notice you because they’re so 
caught up in the music.

28. When someone is talking 
to you about what they’re 
passionate about and you 
watch their soul light up.

29. When someone reminds 
you to unclench your jaw and 
drop your shoulders and you 
literally feel a weight you didn’t 
know was there disappear.

30. When you have really long 
conversations with someone 
you love and lose track of time. 

31. When someone tucks your 
tag back into your shirt 
because it was sticking out.

32. When people return their 
shopping carts to the correct 
spot.

33. When you get home late 
and find that your roommate/
significant other/parent/
other left the light on for you 
so you’d be able to get in 
safely. 

34. When you’re in the hallway 
at school and someone zips up 
your open backpack so you 
don’t lose anything.55 56
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