
        
            
                
            
        

    


PRAISE FOR ACCORDING TO PLAN


“Warm, witty, and wonderfully queer, this is the joyful neurodivergent story every anxious overachiever didn’t know they needed! Perfect for fans of Felix Ever After and Alice Oseman, and anyone who’s ever needed a backup plan for their backup plan.”

—AIDEN THOMAS, New York Times bestselling author of Cemetery Boys

“Whether it’s the characters, the feels, the relatability, or the prose, Christen Randall proves to be one of the best queer storytellers of our time, bar none. A must-read.”

—JONNY GARZA VILLA, Stonewall Book Award–winning author of Canto Contigo

“Christen Randall creates worlds I want to live in and characters I want as my best friends. According to Plan is a cozy collage of fat joy, found family, neurodivergence, queer love, and carving out your place in the world. An absolute delight.”

—CRYSTAL MALDONADO, award-winning author of Fat Chance, Charlie Vega and The Fall of Whit Rivera

“According to Plan explores the transformative experience of finding a community that’s Correct for you after years of fitting yourself into others’ expectations. A nerdy celebration of found family and queer love, and a total joy to read!”

—KRISTY BOYCE, New York Times bestselling author of Dating and Dragons

“Randall’s voice leaps off the page in this heartfelt coming-of-age story about finding your place and your people. Tender and honest, According to Plan is a read to remember.”

—JENNIFER DUGAN, author of Some Girls Do

“An absolutely delightful celebration of queer community, connection, and the diversity that makes us stronger. Mal’s story is for everyone who’s ever felt spiky in neurotypical spaces and longed for a place where they fit, a person who just feels Correct, and a passion that they can share with others. I loved it!”

—JAMIE PACTON, bestselling author of The Absinthe Underground and Furious

“Mal and their zine crew brew up community, activism, and romance in this beautifully neurodivergent celebration of finding where you fit—even when things don’t go according to plan.”

—E.E. CHARLTON-TRUJILLO, Michael L. Printz Award–winning contributor to The Collectors and Stonewall Book Award–winning author of Fat Angie

“Equal parts charming, heartfelt, authentic, and thoughtful, According to Plan is a celebration of finding your person, your people, and your narrative. A truly wonderful read.”

—EMMA R. ALBAN, USA Today bestselling author of Don’t Want You Like a Best Friend

“Joyous and empowering, According to Plan crafts a heartfelt story of self-discovery, queer love, and recognizing that the best plans are the ones we never see coming. An effortlessly charming novel that every reader’s shelf needs.”

—JULIAN WINTERS, award-winning author of Prince of the Palisades

“Christen Randall has created my favorite new subculture: feel-good, heart-happy punk. According to Plan sparkles with bold characters, big feelings, and refreshing self-discovery.”

—BRIAN D. KENNEDY, award-winning author of A Little Bit Country

“Deeply honest and relatable, Mal’s journey of community building, making art, and finding the future that’s best for them is genuinely inspiring and capital-I Important, while the romance is as cozy and comforting as a pumpkin-flavored coffee. A must-read!”

—ANITA KELLY, author of Donut Summer
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For Abby: sister, superstar, stone-cold weirdo. I love you more than all the sea bass in the ocean.








CHAPTER ONE THE PLAN, IN SHAMBLES

Mal Flowers had not expected their world to end so early on a Monday morning.

“I’m sorry,” they said, clutching tightly to their disposable coffee cup, “what?” Like their voice, Mal’s hands shook. Hot black coffee sloshed out and all over the top of the desk where they sat.

“I truly hate to say it, but Collage is canceled,” Ms. Merritt repeated. “I’m sorry, kiddos.”

The rest of the magazine staffers started to make noise—disappointed oh maaaans and disbelieving whaaaats and at least one well, whatever—and Mal was suddenly thankful their coffee spill gave them something to do. It was easier to focus on fixing a mistake than on what was happening around them. Mal went through the motions of cleaning up, mechanically mopping up their mess with a brown paper towel.

Though they looked calm on the outside, Mal felt the inside of their brain rage with the pure chaos of too many audio files playing all at once. It screamed with so many voices—some from the classroom around them, some their own panicked thoughts, at least one inevitable I told you so that sounded suspiciously like their mom—that they couldn’t fully process a single one. Here and there, something would break through: Someone was packing up their bag and leaving, Collage was canceled, Ms. Merritt was launching into an explanation about budget cuts that Mal didn’t want to hear, Collage was canceled, their fingers were burning from the hot coffee spill, Collage was canceled.

Mal cleared their throat, trying to dislodge the uncomfortable urge to scream.

“I’m sure you all have questions,” Ms. Merritt said from the front of the classroom. “Anyone? Mal?”

Mal pursed their lips around responses like What the fuck? and How could you? and that silent scream of AAAAAAA. What came out of their mouth—almost ten seconds later—was “I need more coffee, I think.”

If anything could get them through this, it was coffee.

They stood up, carefully sliding their round hips out of their desk. With stiff, robotic steps, they walked away from the rest of the magazine staffers (or what was left of them, anyway). As everyone who hadn’t left right after Ms. Merritt’s announcement began launching into questions, Mal marched behind their (now-former) Collage sponsor, through the doorway into her cramped office, and toward the student editor’s desk.

It was purposeless now. Just like Mal.

They had expected to spend the first few weeks of school correcting roll-call pronouns to they/them and reminding teachers it was just Mal, not Mallory. Instead, the first day of the first week had started with their one and only extracurricular—Holmes High School’s long-running literary magazine, Collage—being canceled. They hadn’t even had time to settle into their official role as editor in chief, a title they had inherited in this very office at the end of last school year.

Even thinking about this ratcheted up the noise of Mal’s mind another two decibels. They tried to quiet it with the routine of making a fresh pot of coffee. They carefully avoided looking at the now-useless editor’s desk, seeking out the ancient coffee maker on the back counter instead. Beside it were all the accompaniments Mal had carefully laid out this morning before the meeting: compostable cups and lids left over from last year, a lone shaker of cinnamon Ms. Merritt had brought in once, powdered creamer and sugar packets from Dollar City that they themself had splurged on. But the carafe in the drip machine was empty, so now their hands went through the motions of making a fresh pot.

For a moment, their thoughts were drowned out by the familiar hiss and sputter as the cycle ran. It was louder than it should have been—or maybe that was just Mal, because everything felt loud right now. The drip, drip, drip of the coffee maker. The distant sounds of conversation in the classroom. Their breath inside their head, rumbling around with the dull roar of their own thinking, like their internal volume was turned up to eleven.

But Mal knew a fresh cup of coffee could make it better—could make them better, with caffeine to sharpen their focus and routine to keep them steady. Before the cycle finished, they removed the carafe and refilled their cup, holding on to it as if doing so would hold them together. The heat of the cup against their palms grounded them in their body rather than the conclusions their brain wanted them to leap to.

Still, they couldn’t reconcile the comfort of their cup with the cacophony outside. How were they supposed to give up this office? These four taupe walls, and their fading motivational posters, formed the one place in Holmes High where Mal didn’t feel like Too Much. Tucked away in the dusty, poorly lit corner of Ms. Merritt’s office, they felt safe.

They had been counting on this refuge.

Beneath them, in their secondhand Doc Martens, their feet were sluggish. But Mal took a deep breath, letting the rich scent of the coffee grounds fill their lungs, and did what they often had to do when they felt close to melting down: They took a sip of coffee and did what they were Supposed To Do.

They walked back into the classroom—and into the bargaining phase.

“But there has to be something we can do.”

Mal knew most of the literary magazine staffers by their writing—the mistakes they made, their particular quirks—more than they knew them by name, but there were some staffers they’d come to know off the page too (mostly those who’d stuck with the magazine as long and as passionately as Mal had). This plea came from James, who wrote literary fiction and overused semicolons. Mal always liked his work because it featured fat people as complex main characters instead of as the punch line to a joke. When they’d first started editing his work, they had been curious about him and had looked for him in the halls. Like his main characters, James was also fat, as Mal had suspected. There were details in his short stories that Mal, who was fat too, was sure someone wouldn’t think to mention unless they’d lived in a larger body—like the uncomfortable experience of narrow restaurant booths or taking up just slightly more than one city-bus seat.

“We can… I don’t know.” James threw his hands up in frustration, sweeping his blond hair out of his eyes with a flick of his head. “Have another bake sale or something.”

“I don’t mind baking extra cupcakes,” volunteered a girl named Nylan. “The pistachio-rose ones were a big hit last year.”

Mal returned to their seat and frowned down at their coffee. The bake sale was their least favorite part of the Collage year. Although, to be fair, Nylan’s cupcakes (decorated with rosettes piped in baby pink buttercream) were almost as beautiful as her lyrical poetry, which was also often nature-themed. Last year Mal had spent their assigned lunch hour at a table with Nylan, and while she was easy to chat with (about cosplay and coffee and the chilly weather that meant fall was on its way), having to talk to so many other students back-to-back over baked goods meant the annual bake sale was A Lot. Mal had been hoping to get out of it this year since they were now the editor in chief.

Guilt twinged in their stomach. They hadn’t wanted to get out of it in a the-magazine-is-over-so-there-is-no-bake-sale kind of way.

“I’m sorry,” Ms. Merritt said, shaking her head. “The bake sale was really just to cover some of the gap in the school funding, and now that it’s cut, I’m afraid that sort of fundraising won’t make much of a difference.”

“But what if we sell more magazines?” asked Parker.

Mal’s frown deepened. Selling Collage to the students of Holmes was already a challenge. While the students in this room adored it, the general population was fairly indifferent. Editing Parker’s short story about a Black girl adventuring in space had been fun (if challenging—made-up planet names were hard to spell-check, especially with dyslexia), but Mal doubted that even another epic, interdimensional odyssey like that could bring in enough readers to save Collage.

“That’s how it works, right?” Parker went on, oblivious to Mal’s gloomy thoughts. Her hands waved through the air animatedly while she spoke, making her many pastel plastic bracelets rattle on her wrists. “Sell more copies, make more money?”

“We could raise the cover price too.”

This suggestion came from Stella, one of the few staffers Mal actually knew knew outside of Collage. Or had known. In freshman year, Mal and Stella had both joined the magazine and become fast friends, but they’d fallen out just as quickly. There had never been a particular moment that did it; Mal’s rules and social irregularities had just added up over the year as Too Much for Stella to handle. Since sophomore year, Mal’s interactions with her had mostly been confined to passing snarky comments back and forth on the pages of Stella’s serialized romantasy (which was, as Stella pointed out in the comments every few pages, the most popular feature in every issue). At the end of last year, Stella had also made it known that she did not approve of Mal’s promotion to editor in chief. Now, with that same snooty air, she pulled her thick brown French braid over her shoulder, her pale fingers combing through its end. “Then we’d earn more for every issue we sold.”

“But five bucks is already a lot,” a staffer chimed in from the middle of the room. It took Mal a moment to recognize her as Kodi. Her low, unassuming speaking voice always felt incongruous with the smooth sapphic poems she wrote. If Mal’s mind had been any quieter, they would have nodded in agreement; the price of Collage was already a big ask for many students, Mal included. If it hadn’t been for their free staff copy, there were some semesters—especially the ones before they were old enough to work at Dollar City—when they wouldn’t have been able to purchase it at all.

But their mind still raged with thoughts, so Mal just scrunched their nose, gripped their cup harder, and took a jerky sip of their coffee.

“I mean, if it’s what we have to do,” Parker said, her high voice going squeakier with distress. “If we sell enough, maybe we could fund the print run ourselves, without school support.”

“We’d have to do the math,” Nylan chimed in quietly, “but it’s worth considering.”

“Again, I’m really sorry I don’t have better news, team, but I don’t think that’s something we can manage,” Ms. Merritt said. “The printing cost alone wasn’t even covered by the cover price—that’s why our funding was so important—and there’s a lot that goes into producing a magazine like Collage beyond that cost too. And you know I believe in what we do here, but I don’t have that sort of funding hanging around, unfortunately.”

A collective sigh went around the room—in phases, deflating and then sharp with an intake of breath and then deflating again—until everyone finally went quiet. Mal got lost in their coffee, blinking down at their reflection in its still surface. It had started to cool—and with it, so had Mal’s last hope of finding a solution. The noise of their brain turned up again, threatening to pull them down into the depth of overwhelm.

“What if we DIY it?”

The words were so loud that Mal looked up from their coffee. They came from a girl named Emerson Pike. Unlike most of the other Collage writers, Mal had always known Emerson on sight, without question. Minus the month and a half Emerson had missed during freshman year, she had been everywhere for Mal’s entire high school career: in their English classes, having loud opinions about American literature; in the margins of Collage, pushing back on Mal’s corrections every single issue; in the windows of the coffee shops Mal passed on their walks, deep in animated conversation; under a bridge with a big group of community volunteers, painting a mural on an overpass wall as Mal rode by in the back seat of the Flowerses’ minivan.

Mal knew Emerson because she was bright. Not just her colors—though she was bright that way too, with big, bushy, naturally red hair and a vibrant wardrobe full of loud patterns and bold colors that called attention to her fat body instead of hiding it. Emerson was bright in who she was as a person. Her default expression was a smile so radiant, it bordered on blinding, and her voice was often snorty with laughter at some secret inside joke she would probably share if you asked. It was like she was turned up brighter than everyone else in the room, that one bulb on a string of lights that glowed a touch more yellow than the rest. You couldn’t miss her.

All of this made Emerson stand out, and not always in a good way. She was so wildly different—from Mal, especially. Emerson’s brightness made Mal’s plain blond bob, muted gray T-shirt, and quiet, considered voice seem downright dull.

Emerson also seemed incapable of sitting still, ever, like she was a bomb at risk of going off if she didn’t wave her hands enough when she talked. They danced through the air in front of her as she went on, somehow managing to smile around her words.

“We could make it a zine. Zines are easy and cheap to make. They’re a hyperfixation of mine right now, so I’m trying not to info-dump on y’all, but, like, literally, we could do a first run with, I don’t know, fifty bucks? A hundred, tops? Then we could make more with what we earn back, like you were saying, Parker.” Emerson waved a welcoming hand to Parker when she said her name, like she was inviting her in. “And, sure, it’s different from the actual magazine, but they’re really rad, and we could still get our words out there—and that’s what matters, right?”

Stella huffed and rolled her eyes from her seat nearest Ms. Merritt.

But Parker nodded and said, sounding hopeful, “Right.”

“It’s true,” echoed James.

“That does sound like a neat idea,” said Nylan.

“I don’t disagree,” said Ms. Merritt. “But since it’s a school-led program, we have to get our funding through official channels.” Several students groaned, and Ms. Merritt waved her hands placatingly. “I know, I know. Very square and bureaucratic of me. But we have to do things by the book.”

From their desk in the middle of it all, Mal nodded glumly.

“Or we could not,” challenged Emerson, with a casual shrug and a wicked grin, “and fully do it ourselves. Take it rogue.”

Mal scoffed, but they were the only one. Most students were entirely checked out, waiting for the meeting to be over, but the small, core handful were nodding in agreement with Emerson’s suggestion. Mal’s lips pressed into a frown.

This was entirely too much. Emerson was entirely too much. She was acting very much like her writing: kind of all over the place, with too many exclamation points and, as she defended in the edits Mal made, artful comma choices.

But Parker didn’t seem to think so. She leaned back in her chair, grinning at Emerson, and said, “We could totally do that.”

And Kodi said, “That would be cool as f—uh”—she threw a glance to Ms. Merritt—“farts.”

“Yeah,” said Nylan, turning from Emerson to face Mal instead. She smiled. “What about it, Mal?”

“Huh?” they said elegantly.

“You’d be the editor.” Emerson said it with an implied duh, and a very small piece of Mal buried somewhere beneath the near meltdown glowed with pride. “So, what do you think?”

“I…” The two cups of coffee they’d had that morning shifted awkwardly in their stomach. With the eyes of most of the classroom on them, it was harder to hold what was happening at arm’s length. The panicked, hot feeling of a meltdown swelled inside their chest, tightening their throat. “Don’t?”

Smooth, for a first—and last—editorial ruling.

Ms. Merritt stepped forward, reclaiming the attention and saving Mal from whatever words were about to come out of Emerson’s mouth, which had opened (with a quirk of her eyebrow) for a retort.

“I’m afraid the official, final word is: We’re shuttered, folks,” she said, and to her credit, she looked as distraught about this as Mal felt. “Collage has been a Holmes High School institution for almost fifty years. I wrote for it when I was a student here, so I wish I had better news for this first meeting of the year.”

Ms. Merritt paused, looking at each of the students in turn. When she met Mal’s eyes, they could feel their own go wide, their chest hammering like they’d been caught by the red flashing hand halfway across a street’s crosswalk. Ms. Merritt had always had a keen editorial eye—but more than that, she had seen Mal’s potential back in sophomore year, when she’d brought Mal onto the editorial side of Collage. She had seen Mal, which was not something they often felt.

But now, under her brief but piercing stare, they felt almost too exposed—as if, should Ms. Merritt look too closely, she would see the truth: Mal Flowers was absolutely nothing without Collage.

It was only after her eyes moved away that Mal was able to catch a breath, quickened by that horrible thought.

Ms. Merritt spoke again, as if things were not, in fact, The Worst. “But I don’t want this meeting to be our last. I think we owe it to the magazine—and ourselves—to send Collage out in style. How would we feel about a potluck-style farewell party this Friday after school?”

“We’ll be here,” said Nylan, and Parker nodded beside her.

“You know it,” said Emerson, more than a little too loudly.

Mal couldn’t muster anything more than a nod.

“All right, team.” Ms. Merritt nodded too, resolutely. “We’ll see each other Friday.”

Mal wasn’t sure whether this gave them something to look forward to or to dread. But they had more pressing worries than what to bring to the farewell party (though they would worry about that later too). Much more pressing was the truth that without Collage, The Plan—and Mal—was ruined.

The Plan was one of Mal’s many proper nouns: a concept they’d carried with them since third grade, when they’d first learned that a proper noun was a specific person, place, thing, or idea. They knew it was meant for terms like Aunt Tina, Roebling Bridge, and Holmes High School, but for Mal, nouns like Too Much Noise, Good Coffee, and A Mental Health Walk had always felt just as important.

The Plan was the most important proper noun of all, because it was Mal’s framework for their future, the structure that kept their neurodivergent brain in line and on time, focusing on an End Goal rather than meandering off on random, late-night hyperfixations or spiraling into a labyrinth of homework avoidance. Before The Plan, Mal had been directionless, simply hopping from one interest (biology, for example) to another (vegetable gardening, via an interest in cozy video games). While Mal felt more fulfilled—or at least less bored—by those sorts of things, the forward motion of The Plan helped them achieve something even more important: what mattered to their parents.

The Plan consisted of a few simple steps, which Mal aspirationally wrote down every year in a secret, taped-in back page of their planner:


	Do the best you can at school.

	Work at Dollar City to save money.

	Edit Collage for Common App activity.

	Go to University of Kentucky with Maddie.



With 25 percent of those steps no longer an option, The Plan was in shambles. They needed to get it back together before they fell apart too.

For Mal Flowers, that meant one thing:

They needed Maddie.



“And she dropped it on you just like that, right before school?” Maddie asked, raising an eyebrow at Mal.

Mal gave a curt nod, their lips pressed into a hard line.

It was only now, during lunch, that they were finally able to tell Maddie what had happened with Collage that morning. Maddie—Mal’s sister—was a year younger than them in age but was in the same graduating class after Mal had been held back in eighth grade. Earlier on, they had often been confused for twins, since they both had identical blond hair and brown eyes—but then Maddie hit her growth spurt, becoming tall and athletic while Mal stayed short and round.

Sometimes, especially in the beginning, Mal had been embarrassed to be in the same grade as their little sister, but their embarrassment was far outweighed by the perk of having a ready-made best friend in all their classes. But in a cruel twist of senior-year fate, the two siblings hadn’t been scheduled for any shared classes until their lunch hour. All day Mal had carried Collage’s cancelation around with them like a private rain cloud. Now that they were finally with Maddie, it all came storming out over the round lunch table.

“The whole magazine done, just like that,” they said, flicking their hands outward as if to shoo the words away. “And the money isn’t even going anywhere. Just… away.”

Not unlike The Plan. The feeling of Too Much pulled hard at Mal’s edges. They dropped their hands to their lap, fingers drumming on their thighs.

“Well,” started Maddie, teeth snapping into a baby carrot, “it was really shit of Ms. Merritt to drop all that on you right before school started. Especially over coffee.”

“Right?” Mal still felt betrayed. Coffee time was a sacred time—and so was Mal’s space within it. “I could hardly pay attention in AP Bio, and during the get-to-know-you thing Ms. Woodmore did in Econ—the one where you have to think of a word that starts with the same letter as your name and also repeat everyone’s back—I said I had to go to the bathroom when it got close to my turn.”

It was worth the embarrassment, honestly. The cool water of the sink on their wrists had been a welcome distraction from their racing thoughts.

“You know, fair. I can never remember half of those on a good day.” Maddie was being nice. She always made a stellar first impression with her icebreaker answers. “Okay, so, do you want to know what I think you should do?”

“Yes,” Mal burst out, almost before Maddie finished her sentence. This was the whole reason they’d wanted to talk to Maddie. When Mal’s brain got Like This—worked up, overwrought, close to imploding, turning them into a useless and unpleasant pile of goo—they turned to Maddie’s much-calmer brain for advice. Maddie’s mind could take all the tangled-up typos and key-smashes of Mal’s thoughts and smooth them out into words and sentences, into solutions. They could already feel the shimmering cool of calm relaxing their tight shoulders with the promise of actionable steps.

“I think you should pivot,” Maddie said plainly, like it was that simple.

Mal rolled their eyes. “Yeah, okay.”

“Yeah, okay.” Maddie swatted playfully at Mal’s knee. “This direction is a dead end right now—and, really, I am sorry, I know you would have kicked ass as editor in chief, Mal—but you can definitely find another direction and just… pivot to that.”

As helpful as she could be, this was also what happened sometimes with Maddie: She gave answers Mal didn’t fully understand. Or, well, that wasn’t true. They understood the words she was saying, the concept. Sure, find something else to do instead of Collage and do that.

But the disconnect was that, while it might be that simple for Maddie, for Mal it was not.

“I can’t just pivot.” They had a hard enough time following the straight lines they were supposed to, even with The Plan to guide them. Trying to follow whatever shape a pivot made… Mal could feel their body tensing just at the thought.

“Mal,” Maddie said, her voice calm. “You can absolutely pivot. You are a smart and capable badass.”

No, thought Mal, that was Maddie, with her straight A’s and soccer captainship and probable scholarship to University of Kentucky in Lexington for one or both of those—the Way Out of Covington that she talked about like it was an incantation that would change them both for the better. Their sister made it all look easy, banging out last-minute papers after practices and still managing to show up at the kitchen table with coffee for late-night sibling study sessions. But Mal often struggled even with simpler things—like remembering to brush their teeth, which Maddie insisted Mal should add to their morning routine. When she explained that for her, this was not something she had to actively think about, just something she did automatically, Mal’s mind was blown. They had to run through their morning routine every day in their head like a checklist. But they were always losing parts of it, erased by their anxious thoughts.

Pivoting sounded similarly mythical to Mal. But Maddie was trying to help, and so they tried—they always tried—to listen.

“What could I even pivot to?” they asked.

“Anything, really,” Maddie said matter-of-factly. “Any club here would be lucky to have you. You get things done.”

That was not all the way true. Mal got Collage things done. They had prioritized it in The Plan because it was the thing they were best at. And, to be honest, sometimes they didn’t even think they were good at Collage. They hadn’t been good at the writing part, certainly. In fact, they had fallen into an assistant editor role in sophomore year because they were so bad at the writing part that Ms. Merritt had taken pity on them when they asked for it. She said she “recognized potential in Mal’s editorial eye,” whatever that meant.

The truth was, Collage was just the place in school where Mal felt the most like they fit, or the least like they didn’t.

But Mal couldn’t explain this to Maddie, because Maddie didn’t know about The Plan. While Mal shared everything else with their sister, anytime they got close to sharing this, their skin suddenly felt like it was on too tight. Telling Maddie about The Plan would mean admitting they needed one. That all those things that came so naturally for Maddie didn’t for them. That Mal’s Way Out of Covington was uncertain at best.

And that there was something so fundamentally Incorrect with Mal that they needed an elaborate system in place to mitigate it.

Walking the thin line of The Plan alone was frightening, but it was nothing compared to the horror of having to invite someone else into it. Mal shook their hands out to release the tension, caught themself, and stopped.

Sensing Mal’s impending spiral, Maddie added, “Would it help if we made a plan?”

Mal nodded frantically.

“Perfect,” Maddie said, scooting their lunch tray aside to make space on the table. “Let’s do this.”

And so Mal fished out their planner from their backpack, folding the planner in half at the spiral binding. Mal’s planner was a bit like their brain. It was where they kept anything that really mattered: to-do lists, assignments, scheduled appointments and due dates, notes to themself, practice phrases for tricky situations. Mal’s own brain had the bad habit of kicking those sorts of things out, so their planner held it all back in. As long as Mal kept everything—everything—neat and organized inside it, they could stay neat and organized too.

Often, all this organization made their planner feel cumbersome and heavy to carry, but thankfully the full bottom half of today’s page was a blank slate. “Okay.” Mal nodded, still skeptical about the pivot. “What are the options?”

And in the bustle of the cafeteria, the siblings created a plan of attack. When Mal dotted the last bullet point in their list, something close to calm worked through their shoulders, loosening them.

“Better?” Maddie asked.

“Maybe a little,” Mal answered truthfully.

“Yes, good,” Maddie said with a smile. “Okay, what else do you need to get through the rest of the day?”

This was another way Maddie helped Mal: When their brain got all tangled up, she helped them talk it out to unknot it.

“Coffee,” Mal said. Always first on their list.

“You can do that,” Maddie said. “What else?”

Mal mulled that over, swirling their milk in its carton. “I don’t know.” Everything still felt so dull and so spiky at the same time. But there was a look of determination on Maddie’s face, lighting it up even in the dim cafeteria. The smallest part of that brightness rubbed off on Mal, spreading a smile onto the corners of their lips too.

“A hug, probably,” they said.

“Absolutely got you there,” their sister said, and leaned in. She wrapped her arms tight around Mal’s shoulders and squeezed.

The pressure of the hug held Mal together, like it was pushing all their squirming and uncomfortable pieces back into place. “A little more squeezy, please.”

With a small squeak, Maddie squeezed even harder, until all of Mal’s pieces solidified. When they finally said, “Okay, thank you,” and pulled away, they felt at least 37 percent better than they had before the hug.

“Anytime. Now, do you got this?”

Probably not, Mal thought. But they knew that this was not the answer Maddie was looking for, so they nodded.

“I got this,” they said.

And with a plan and the promise of coffee, Mal really hoped they did.




Monday

August 26

7:15 COLLAGE Meeting


	Introduce self as Editor in Chief (friendly) (use notes)

	Hand out style sheets

	Discuss change in revision process



AP BIO: Mom to sign lab waivers (due TOMORROW)

ECON: Free market find-a-word

BRAINSTORM!

• NEWSPAPER

It’s kind of like Collage!

It also got cancled.

• YEARBOOK

This one could be a good fit!

• VIDEO GAME CLUB

ESPORTS

It’s called esports now.

Either way, playing Animal Crossing as a club is cool! Try it!

• SPORTS?

No.

• Band

• Art Club

[image: A simple line drawing of a flower with five rounded petals and a central circular shape.]
• Theater

I think no to this one.

???

I know you remember my disaster semester in theatre class.

Okay but to be fair, Antigone really does look like it should be pronounced Anti-gone.

PIVOT

Tuesday:

Esports - after school

Wednesday:

Yearbook - @ lunch

Band - @ lunch

Thursday:

Art Club - before school






CHAPTER TWO THE EXTRACURRICULAR SMORGASBORD

Mal had expected to spend their first week of senior year settling in: to their schedule, to the new assortments of the same people in their classes, to different teachers and how loud (or soft) they talked, and most importantly, to their official editor-in-chief duties. But instead, they spent their days scrambling to find something new to slot into The Plan.

Luckily, Mal had two things on their side. One, of course, was Maddie. Maddie’s unique one-two punch of frank pragmatism and unrelenting optimism was almost (if not quite) enough to offset Mal’s catastrophizing and lingering gloom. And two was that it was the start of the school year, so all the extracurriculars and clubs and sports were actively recruiting fresh blood.

On Tuesday, Mal tried what Maddie assured them would be their best option: the brand-new esports club, which met after school in the school library’s small computer lab. The computers had been updated since the last time they’d used the library. Now they were all sleek new towers, lit with internal blue lights and attached to large monitors—some of which had been co-opted and attached instead to consoles that people were setting up when Mal peeked their head through the door.

Immediately, they felt a surge of bitterness that the school didn’t have the budget for a literary magazine yet could somehow afford this makeover. But they needed to replace Collage with something. And as Maddie had reminded them when they met in the hall, Mal was already a gamer. A casual gamer, sure—they didn’t have time to play a whole lot, between work and homework and Maddie’s soccer games—but enough that they considered it an actual hobby. They had never thought of gaming as a viable part of The Plan because it didn’t feel academic enough. But since it was a whole club now, they tried to convince themself it was Official. Doable. The Plan–able.

But as the room filled up with mostly boys (and the stale smell of needing a shower), Mal couldn’t help wrinkling their nose. They full-on scrunched it when the club president, a short white boy wearing an Attack on Titan hoodie, stood up and said, “If you’re not a real gamer, you better leave now, because we’ll know,” then glared pointedly at Mal.

But they didn’t wholly give up—they were a real gamer; the hundreds of hours on their Animal Crossing file could attest—until they learned the sort of games they’d be playing: shooters, mostly, and all with open online play. Mal had tried open online play exactly once, with Maddie. They had been in fourth grade, Maddie in third, when they’d snuck onto their dad’s pawnshop PS4 late one night. As soon as Mal spoke into the headset, a very adult-sounding man told them to do things so vulgar that, even though at ten they didn’t know what they were, exactly, they knew they were Not Good.

Neither Mal nor Maddie had played online since.

Mal left the lab without taking one of the blood-splatter-printed flyers with future meeting dates.

On Wednesday, Mal had to work at Dollar City after school, so Maddie’s pivot plan had them trying a few options that tabled during lunch hour. After scarfing down their line lunch, they headed toward the tables on the far wall, trying their best to look like someone worthy of joining something.

First, they stopped at the yearbook table. It seemed closest to Collage, in that they would still be working on a publication. And it was an actual class, which Mal liked; they couldn’t think of anything more Official than that. When Adira, a popular and very pretty Black girl in Mal’s grade, talked to them about documenting everyone’s memories of the year, it sounded like a lot of responsibility, but she assured Mal that the team would help them learn.

Yearbook also sounded much more hands-on than Mal really liked. Part of what had made Collage perfect for them was that its business was conducted largely from the safety of an e-mail inbox, where students sent their pieces for Mal and Ms. Merritt to retrieve. It was easier to hide behind red pen and Word docs than to go out and take pictures of people doing things in the hall (candids, Adria called them). Still, Mal was hopeful.

At least until Adira said it would take a bit of rearranging their schedule—which would likely change their lunch period, because that was when yearbook met. Mal grimaced. They looked back at their lunch table, where Maddie quirked a smile and gave them an enthusiastic thumbs-up. Even if it fixed The Plan, Mal wasn’t sure they would be okay without their lunch hour with her.

They trudged toward their second option: the band table, hung with a red tablecloth and a parade-size pennant with an embroidered bulldog.

“Oh hey, Mallory,” said the boy behind the table. Mal remembered him vaguely from a math class years ago. He smiled, but Mal could tell it was the same Not Really Smile they sometimes made when they felt a little grossed out. “Thinking of joining the band?”

“It’s Mal,” they corrected. “And yes. If I can?”

“Well, do you have any experience?” asked the girl beside him.

“No, she doesn’t,” answered the boy, before Mal could.

“Uh, no,” Mal confirmed. “And I use they/them pronouns.” They had since sophomore year. Pretty much everyone knew that, Mal thought. But maybe not everyone knew Mal.

“Oh, cool, thank you,” said the girl, smiling. “Well, we have a beginning band—it’s mostly freshmen, but you don’t have to be one to join it. Do you know what you might be interested in playing?”

Nothing was the honest answer. But with Maddie watching from across the cafeteria, giving them an encouraging thumbs-up from her seat next to her soccer friends, Mal knew it wasn’t the one they should give. “Clarinet?” they tried.

“Yeah, I could see her as a clarinet player,” the boy said, and made a face like that was supposed to mean something (what, Mal couldn’t guess).

“Yeah,” agreed the girl, shooting him a glare before smiling at Mal again. “They would be pretty good at it, I bet! And we even have free rental ones you can take out every year.”

She went on, but Mal had already mostly stopped listening. The idea of putting their mouth on a communal-use rental instrument, no matter how thoroughly it had been cleaned, made their insides crawl.

Thursday brought what Maddie tried really hard to frame over breakfast as a promising new start: art club, which held an interest meeting in Mr. Stackhouse’s expansive, paint-splattered art room before school started. When they arrived and saw Parker, their fellow Collage orphan, Mal started to believe Maddie might be right. It made them feel brave enough to catch Parker’s eye, point to her Little Twin Stars T-shirt, and give her a thumbs-up, which Parker answered with a twirly spin before sitting down across from them. But then the students started sharing their work, and Mal decided firmly that the club wasn’t for them. It was clear that everyone in the room had actual artistic talent. Despite Maddie’s instance, Mal absolutely could not fake it until they made that.

By Thursday evening, Mal was fatigued from all the trying—and from their first real algebra homework of the school year. Maddie, having finished her calculus assignment shortly after they got home a few hours ago, now huddled with Mal in the Flowerses’ living room. They had been spending their weeknights together in some variation of this arrangement for as long as they’d been old enough to look after each other, since both their parents worked late.

Mal bent over their homework in the L-corner of the powder blue sectional, with Maddie body-doubling for extra support in the closest reclining seat.

“These off-brand shows are always so weird,” she said, shaking her head as she hit the Play Next Episode button on the free streaming service they used. “They’re making them ice cookies on a rowboat in a swimming pool?” She snorted a laugh.

“Yeah, they fully miss the point,” Mal agreed, grateful to look up from their math problems again. “The whole reason The Great British Baking Show is so good is because it’s so cozy. Like, the worst thing that could happen is your cake takes a tumble and your baking pals give you a hug about it.”

“Now, that’s my kind of catastrophic failure.” Maddie reached over, half hugging Mal with one arm. She fixed them with a certain look, one Mal knew meant she was shifting to Serious Maddie. “How are you feeling about tomorrow?”

Mal scrunched their nose at the idea of the Collage send-off party. “More like that kind of catastrophic failure.” They nodded to the TV screen, where the opening recap showed the end of the last episode again: a baker’s whole boat capsizing, sending her and her cookies into the pool.

“Nah, come on, Mal,” Maddie said, shifting back to sitting and then pressing her socked toes into Mal’s thigh. “We’ll find something. Let’s think.”

As if to punctuate Maddie’s words, the kitchen door swung open with a creak. Maddie kept talking, naming a few options Mal hadn’t yet tried—orchestra, debate—but Mal went still, listening. It only took a few moments for them to pick out the noise of sneakers on the linoleum.

Their mom was home.

“What are you two up to?” she asked, popping her head through the open door. Her hair, the same blond as Mal’s and Maddie’s, was in a slightly bedraggled version of the curly updo she’d had before school. She wore the distinct expression of Having A Long Day—something that was happening more and more frequently when she came home from the dental office where she worked as a receptionist.

Once, when Mal and Maddie were smaller, their mom had been a stay-at-home mom, because the cost of having them both in day care had been more than she made at her part-time job. Back then, things had been different. The three of them had gone on adventures to the zoo or the aquarium or the park, or even just on walks around the block collecting interesting fall leaves for a vase on the coffee table. Mal remembered feeling special then, like their mom’s job was to make the Flowers siblings’ lives exciting—and she was very good at it.

But when Maddie started middle school, their mom had gone back to work to help support the family, and their adventures slowed down. A pattern quickly emerged: Every year or so, their mom would get bored of her job, or mad about it—coming home trying to hide her tears or in desperate need of a nap—and would find a reason to leave it.

At first, Mal remembered overhearing their parents fighting behind their bedroom door: about how it was a waste to send her mom to night classes if she wasn’t even going to use them, about how the jobs weren’t even hard; she just had to do them. But by the time Mal was in eighth grade, their dad started to look tired too, and the fights eventually stopped. Now everyone knew to brace themselves when their mom started showing signs of an Impending Exit.

She had that look about her lately.

“Math,” Mal answered carefully.

“Still?” their mom tutted.

“I’m distracting them,” Maddie confessed, hitting the pause button on the TV remote. “With baking. When they’re done, we’re going to make some snacks for their last Collage thing tomorrow.”

Mal frowned. They had only told their parents about the magazine’s cancellation in the barest way: that it had happened. The rest of the mess was theirs to clean up. With Maddie’s help.

“Have you found something new yet?” their mom asked, turning and heading back into the kitchen. Her voice grew muffled from the distance and the shifting clang of pans. “There’s still time, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” Maddie answered for them. “Plenty. And Mal has some promising leads.”

Mal shot Maddie A Look, which said I do not and thank you at the same time. Maddie shrugged easily.

“Good,” their mom answered. She raised her voice over the sound of the faucet she’d turned on—probably filling a pot to start making dinner. “You just need something, Mal. It doesn’t even have to be something you love, just something you have. Colleges just look to see that you do something, to figure out where you’re at in the pack.”

A chill crept through Mal at their mom’s words, and they leaned a little closer to Maddie instinctively. This was how their mom talked about college for them: They weren’t at the bottom bottom, like Those Kids (whoever they were), but they weren’t close enough to the top that they needed to be truly impressive, like Maddie. This was their place in The Pack (their mom’s own version of capital-letter thinking): passably mediocre.

“Got it,” Mal said flatly, looking down at their math homework.

“Maybe something a little more practical,” their mom mused from the kitchen between hums of some country song Mal couldn’t recognize. “Something actually useful—like science. You’re not bad at that.”

Mal clenched and unclenched their hand where it held their algebra notebook. Science hadn’t been so useful when Sixth-Grade Mal had wanted to become a freshwater aquatic biologist and aquarium habitat designer. When they’d learned that such a career existed, Mal had been certain that it was what they wanted to do with their life. But their mom had chided them for being impractical, and for messing up her rock garden when they borrowed gravel and plants for practice aquatic landscapes that they set up in buckets in the backyard, trying to attract tadpoles that never showed. That dream hadn’t followed them beyond the summer, and the Mal who started sixth grade did so thinking their goals were A Problem.

Now, sitting on the sofa, Senior-Year Mal narrowed their eyes at their paper, trying to keep the itch of overwhelm at bay.

“Hey,” Maddie whispered, dipping her head close to Mal’s. “We’ll find something great. Don’t worry. She’s…” Maddie waved a dismissive hand, something she did often enough that Mal understood it meant both A Mess and Like That. “And we’ll be out of here soon, okay? Just one more year, and we’re off to Lexington together, and she’ll be here alone, fussing at herself.” Then, with a decisive nod, she sat up and said, louder, “Hey, Mom, let me help you with dinner.”

After a belly full of spaghetti (one of their favorites) and an admittedly really fun late night of making snacks with their sister, Mal could almost believe Maddie was right. But on Friday, with the Collage funeral looming later after school, they still hadn’t found a replacement.

“What about soccer?” Maddie asked. Once again, she and Mal sat brainstorming at their lunch table, their heads ducked together among a circle of Maddie’s teammates.

Mal shrugged. “Unless you’re actively recruiting benchwarmers…”

Maddie scoffed. “Who says you’d be a benchwarmer?”

“Me,” said Mal, biting a chicken nugget in half. They went to every single one of Maddie games, so they knew that actually playing soccer wasn’t for them. Mal was fat, but that didn’t mean they were unfit; they walked everywhere. They knew fat people could be athletes, too.

But soccer was Maddie’s Thing.

One of the things Mal had secretly liked about Collage was that it was entirely theirs. Since the Flowers siblings were so close (both in age and relationship), Mal often lumped themself into Maddie’s activities and hobbies. Mostly, it was nice—but it wasn’t always. Even in frivolous things, Maddie always seemed to excel. One Christmas, for example, Mal got an embroidery kit. They were so proud of the sloppy backstitched shark they’d sewn onto the neck of an old sweatshirt. They’d shown Maddie a few basic stitches so she could try too. And by the next afternoon, the knees of Maddie’s jeans were covered in beautifully satin-stitched flowers worthy of a Craftsagram post—and a braggy, emoji-heavy Facebook post by their mom.

Mal had never picked up their project again.

Not that there was any risk of it with soccer, but Mal didn’t want to make Maddie feel the way they had felt that day. Maddie needed her own Things, too.

“Thanks,” they said, pushing a mushy pea on their plate with a fingernail. “But I think I’ll pass.” They sounded much calmer than they felt.

“We’ll find you something,” Maddie said, and the way she said it meant it wasn’t optional: If Maddie set her mind to something, it would happen. “We’ve still got the weekend. That’s two whole days to come up with a new plan.”

Mal nodded numbly. Maddie sounded so certain, and they wanted to be too. But with the End of Collage party approaching in just a few short hours, Mal couldn’t help feeling like they were approaching the End Of The Plan, too.

And they were afraid—really afraid—that this would also mean the End Of Mal.




COLLAGE

The Holmes High School Student Literary Journal

Vol. 47 | Spring Issue

Fiction

Through the Garden of Gems and Dahlias (serial) - Stella Willen

“This Time Next Year” - Jade Hellmann

“Endless Paws-ability” - Taylor Bagby

“What Rules Are For” - Emerson Pike

“Notes on Perspective” - Sara Santiago

“When the Storm Came” - Christie Park

“The Boy on the Bus” - James King

Drama

Welcome to Sparkleville, Population: You - Parker Washington

An Appointment - Casey Harris

Poetry

On Flowers in Bloom (Three Poems) - Nylan Hassan

Darkness - Amy Way

She Made Me a Mixtape - Kodi Jones

Not an Invitation - Marshall Rice

Staff Sponsor: Donna Merritt | Student Editor: Mal Flowers

Mal —

I’m so sorry this was our last issue, but thank you so much for

making Collage something special. Stick with it, kiddo. You’ve got talent.

Your fan,

Ms. Merritt






CHAPTER THREE FINE

Because it was their last act as Collage editor in chief, they wanted to do it Correctly—so Mal brewed the best pot of coffee they could.

Ms. Merritt had gotten a special bag of pumpkin-spiced grounds for the occasion. Today, Mal didn’t even care if enjoying those cinnamony, seasonal flavors made them basic. For one, they were never really sure what “basic” even meant, aside from being a way to judge people for liking what they liked. For another, even if they were basic, today they were going to lean into the warm, comforting fall vibes as hard as they could. Fall was Mal’s favorite season: crisp like the crunch of leaves beneath their favorite boots and cool enough that they could wear layers without sweating through them. If they were going to face the funeral of their only extracurricular—something they were still decidedly one unplanned-for moment from melting down about—they were going to do it with a cup of pumpkin-spiced comfort in their hand.

Sometimes they felt like a bad bisexual for loving hot coffee so much. It felt like mutiny to break with the iced-coffee stereotype. But iced coffee often came with a higher price tag, and hot coffee was cheap—or, like here in Ms. Merritt’s office, free. Free was Mal’s favorite price.

But not even free pumpkin-spiced coffee could uncancel Collage.

Slowly, other students started to trickle in. Mal took their time setting up the snacks: the ham and cheese roll-ups they’d made with Maddie last night; the hand-decorated cupcakes Ms. Merritt’s daughter had made on a day trip home from college; the fruit tray Parker had apparently dropped off before school, all its melons cut into cute bear and cat shapes with little cookie cutters. When everything was in place, Mal hovered nearby, too anxious about being there at all to make eye contact with the staffers who filtered in and out, grabbing plates and cups of coffee. Once everyone started to settle into seats, Mal grabbed their own plate, refilled their comfort cup of cinnamon-and-nutmeg-spiced coffee, and went to settle too.

Altogether, only six other people had shown up.

They all sat in the circle of dragged-together chairs that Mal had helped arrange. Mal hadn’t expected the whole Collage crew to turn out, but they had expected more than… this. Mal frowned, cupping their coffee in their sweaty palms. They took a sip, hoping the heat and the swirling spice would ease the cold disappointment settling into their stomach.

Somehow it only made them feel colder. Collage deserved better than this.

Still, it did feel a little strange to end the magazine’s run with everyone together in one room, even if “everyone” was only seven people. Collage had always taken place remotely—from the paper submissions of its inaugural issue in 1976 to the open inbox of last spring’s issue. Working remotely made it easier for Mal (and, they assumed, for the other student editorial staffers, though they’d been the only one since the previous editor in chief ditched her duties last fall in order to spend more time with her boyfriend) to do their job: reading each submission, then carefully combing through them for grammar, usage, and story elements that needed fixing. Mal had worked on the editorial side of the magazine since sophomore year, when Ms. Merrit allowed them to shift over from staff writer, so picturing James King and Nylan Hassan made them think first of bylines. Seeing the staff as people rather than words on a page gave Mal a heart-racing, nervous feeling they hadn’t expected.

“So, what I thought would be nice,” Ms. Merritt began, when the embarrassingly small crew had quieted, “is if we spent some time together and celebrated everything the Collage was. What it meant to us. What we’re proud of. To start, I am so proud of all of you—of all the work and words you’ve put in. What about you?” Ms. Merritt opened her hands to the group, welcoming memories.

“I’m proud of Through the Garden of Gems and Dahlias, obviously,” Stella volunteered first. She twirled the end of her thick, Katniss Everdeen–style braid around her finger, like she was trying to make it sound like it wasn’t a big deal. “And that it’s the longest-running serial feature we had.”

Of course she was. Mal bit the inside of their lip, then took another sip of hot coffee.

Ms. Merritt smiled encouragingly. “I’m proud of that, too,” she said.

“Thanks,” said Stella, and she winked. “When it’s published, I’ll make sure to include you in my acknowledgments.”

Mal huffed.

“I think I’m most proud of the poems I did at the end of last year,” Nylan spoke up, smoothing her lilac hijab like it might smooth the slight edge of nervousness in her soft voice. “The ones about spring. I was reading a lot of Whitman then, and I think it really shows—in a good way.”

“Yeah, those were rad,” Emerson agreed through a mouthful of cupcake. The bright red icing was already staining her lips. Mal raised their eyebrow, unable to help noting that the color suited her.

“Yeah, I think that’s my favorite issue too,” agreed James, who sat to Mal’s left. “My piece in that one was really strong.”

Mal had to agree; it had taken a bit of red ink, but it was the best of his stories they had read. James wrote very literary fiction, the sort of thing that ended up getting studied in English classes. Mal didn’t always understand his metaphors, but they could absolutely relate to being the fat kid on the school bus, like the main character of the story in question.

Ms. Merritt nodded. “That was such a strong issue.” She looked across the circle at Kodi, who today wore her mid-length locs tied back and a loudly patterned button-front shirt. “What about you, Kodi?”

“I think my favorite was the fall issue last year, actually,” Kodi said, carefully wiping crumbs off her fingers and onto her plate as she spoke. “The whole thing was so edgy. Like… Parker’s sci-fi story about the alien who landed at Florence Mall on Black Friday?” She made brain-exploding fingers by her temples.

Mal remembered that story too. It had been an absolute beast to edit—so many broken rules.

Parker laughed, nodding. “Right, and the poor boi could only communicate through ads from the stores!”

“That whole issue was bomb,” said Kodi. “Mal, you really killed it on that one.”

Mal blinked, surprised.

“Thanks?” They hadn’t meant for it to be a question. Though they probably wouldn’t admit it out loud, they had worked harder on that issue than any other. For one, they had just stepped into their more active editorial role, and they remembered feeling that because they were now Almost Official, they really had to prove themself to the Collage team. For another, fall was their favorite, so they wanted to give it extra sparkle. “I think that’s one of my favorites too. Everyone wrote really cool stuff for it.”

“Oh! We can’t forget the fall issue freshman year, when we were all babies,” Emerson chimed in, leaning forward in her chair, her face much too animated for Mal’s taste.

And then the group was off again, bouncing around through the last several issues and occasionally to ones only the seniors would remember: the story James had written about being gay in Kentucky that won a local student-fiction award; the first installment of Stella’s serial and how it had been the highest circulation Collage had seen in years; Emerson’s first blackout poem and how much persuasion it had taken to get Ms. Merritt (and Mal) to print it.

Mal didn’t talk much, just clung to their coffee, letting the warmth of the cup and the rich scent of cinnamon ground them. Maybe they had missed out by not doing this more over the years—by not getting all of them together like this. On the rare occasions Collage had proper meetings, it had always been to talk business: to pitch stories, assign duties, select themes. It always felt like work, because it was. But this—sitting around and talking about memories together—felt more like hanging out with Maddie than like work… except the topic shifted to soccer exactly zero times.

It reminded them, in a strange way, of their eighth-grade lunch table—well, their first eighth-grade lunch table, when Maddie was still a year behind them. Their friend group had been small then—about the size of the Collage stragglers, really. Like now, Mal had not always been an active part of the conversation, but they were always included. Always part of the group.

It was… nice, feeling like that again. And although Mal would still miss the solitude of the editor’s desk, maybe they had been missing out on this the whole time. Maybe Collage could have given them more than just a Common App activity and words on a page.

And now they would never know.

Realizing this—what they had, and that it was nice, and that it was about to disappear forever—made the overwrought, dizzy feeling Mal had been staving off all week crescendo into a roar. Suddenly, it was as loud in their head as the day the magazine had been canceled. A familiar feeling of panic rose in Mal’s chest along with the volume of their thoughts.

Though they couldn’t for the life of them think why, the way everyone was talking about Collage now reminded them of the way Maddie had talked about their second eighth-grade year, right after Mal’s school had let them know they would have to repeat it. They remembered hearing their mom and dad arguing loudly from downstairs: a distant but worrying sound, not unlike the secondary droning of panic in their brain now. Huddled together in Mal’s bed, Maddie whispered a steady stream of stories in their ear, promising them that repeating eighth grade would be like all the good parts of the past school year—getting into Introductory Physical Science, a gifted class, the only one they had passed with flying colors; the unhurried quiet of study hall; the privilege of being able to eat lunch in the library on Fridays if they wanted to—but with Maddie by their side this time, helping to smooth over all the sharp parts.

But now, there was no Maddie—there was no fix, no second chance. There was only Mal, in a roomful of people they suddenly wished they knew much better than they did, a rapidly cooling cup of coffee quivering in their hand.

“So what is everyone going to be moving on to next?” Ms. Merritt asked as the stories slowed down and plates began to empty.

“Orchestra,” Stella answered immediately. “And National Honor Society, I guess, and, of course, Theater.” Stella, naturally, had options for her options.

“I’m moving to Yearbook,” Nylan said.

“So am I,” added James, smiling at Nylan. “I mean, it’s not the same, but at least it’s still making something.”

Mal’s heart quickened. Should they have too?

“Track in spring,” said Kodi. “This semester… I don’t know. I guess I’ll focus on academics.”

“Nothing but art club here,” Parker admitted. “But I’m also doubling down on anime club at the library, so…” She trailed off, shrugging.

“I’ve got no idea,” said Emerson, her shoulders bouncing nonchalantly. “This was my thing. But that’s part of the excitement, isn’t it? Finding out what happens next!”

Mal’s eyes went wide. No, it was not part of the excitement. It was part of the terror, the terror that Mal was now drumming out on their thigh with their thumb. It was only after several eight-counts of frantic drumming that they realized it was their turn to say what they’d be doing next. A thin laugh caught in their throat.

“Nothing,” they admitted, trying to keep their shoulders from collapsing in defeat. And though they sounded convincing enough, their next words tasted like the bile in their throat: “But I’ll figure it out, I guess.”

“You will,” Ms. Merritt reassured them. “And I’m really glad you all came to send Collage off. I hope you can stick together, even though the magazine hasn’t.”

And then, as if on some mystery cue Mal always seemed to miss, everyone stood, taking their plates to the trash and picking up leftovers. On autopilot, Mal stood too, retreating to the office to help tidy because it was what they were Supposed To Do, even with their brain still a whirlwind of fear.

Maybe it was because Ms. Merritt had just mentioned it, but it seemed like everyone was trying to make good on her ask: They were sticking together. Nylan and James started to chat about the yearbook and what they hoped they’d get to work on. Stella snagged Kodi, letting her know about NHS tutoring and talking about GPA ranking for their graduating class. Emerson had bounced over to Parker, demanding she text her more information about this anime club with much kamehameha-ing of her arms.

Mal stood frozen, their half-eaten ham-and-cheese rolls packed back up in the Tupperware they’d brought, their thoughts banging against the inside of their brain. This was The End, and they still didn’t know what to do with it.

Then, just like that, everyone started to leave.

A cold dread gripped tight to Mal’s chest. Despite Ms. Merritt’s reassurance, they were almost positive they weren’t actually going to find another Thing. They were going to fail—again. And this time they would be left entirely alone.

You just need something, Mal. The words spiraled at top volume in Mal’s mind, half in their mother’s voice, half in a small, shaking version of their own. It doesn’t even have to be something you love, just something you have.

Before they were really sure what they were doing, Mal was moving out the classroom door and down the hallway, their feet pounding hard on the linoleum tiles as they chased a retreating head of bushy red hair. Their hand closed around the sleeve of Emerson Pike’s jean jacket with such force it made her reel around. She stood—half-affronted, half-bemused—blinking at Mal.

“Fine,” Mal spat.

“O… kay,” said Emerson, her head tilting to the left. “Fine what?”

“Fine,” Mal said, their arms going limp at their sides, palms open like they were surrendering. “I’ll do it.”

“Okay, I’m fully here for the enthusiasm and the dramatic confession vibes, but,” Emerson said, her grin cheeky, “I’m still not following, Mal.”

Truthfully, neither was Mal. They hadn’t planned this at all, and it was certainly not part of The Plan. But the words were coming out nonetheless. “The zine. Taking Collage rogue. Whatever you want to call it, I’m in.”

Emerson’s eyebrow quirked up her forehead, disappearing behind the line of her bangs. Her face split into a curious smile. In a motion Mal could only describe as wiggly, she did a brief sort of dance, which made the light fabric of her bird-print dress swish around her round thighs, then went very still and serious.

Mal wasn’t sure if they wanted to join the dance or scold her for it. They settled on standing still, their hands opening and closing anxiously at their sides.

“Just like that?” Emerson asked.

“Well…”

Had they decided just like that? Mal wasn’t even sure. It still sounded like an extremely bad idea. Ms. Merritt had said Collage was over, and doing anything but accepting that felt a lot like breaking the rules, which Mal tried their very hardest to never do. And a rogue publication seemed unlikely to qualify for their Common App extracurricular. Making a magazine on their own felt very firmly like a Hobby, not an Activity.

But as they instead stared down a lot of nothing, as they glanced down the hallway at the retreating backs of the kids Ms. Merritt had urged to stick together, the reality of impending failure pricked like needles at the corners of their eyes. Everything was happening Too Fast. And Mal was desperate.

“Yeah,” they said. “Or, well—no. Sort of. Yes, let’s do it.” Emerson wore the most amused little smile, which made Mal rush on. “But if we’re going to do it, we need a plan.” Of this, Mal was absolutely certain. They didn’t do anything without a plan.

Well, other than this, apparently.

Emerson wiggled again. “We can make a plan. Want to meet for coffee this weekend and chat?”

“Sure, fine,” said Mal. “I work Saturday, but I could do Sunday.”

“That works for me. Here, let me—”

Emerson bent over, unzipping her messenger bag and fishing around inside for what felt like far too long. As they waited, the volume of Mal’s racing thoughts turned up from ten to eleven. They warred with the noise of the contents of Emerson’s bag clattering around, leaving Mal with the sickening sensation of standing still amid a swirl of sudden, cacophonous motion. Finally, Emerson resurfaced, holding a pen and a pad of Post-its. She scribbled something, then pulled the sheet off and held it out to Mal.

“Text me,” she said. “We’ll figure out all the details.”

Now it was Mal’s turn to say “O… kay.” And then Emerson was off, bopping down the hallway and disappearing around the corner everyone else had just rounded.

Mal looked down at the Post-it stuck to their palm. Written in handwriting almost as sloppy as theirs was an 859 area code number and EMERSON in all caps with four exclamation points, like Mal might forget it if she didn’t write loudly enough.

Mal blinked at the corner where Emerson had disappeared, their mind now also looping that strange wiggle, that swish of her loud dress. They had no idea what would happen next, but forgetting Emerson was not it.





Friday, 7:39PM

Hello. This is Mal Flowers.







HIIIII MAL!!!!!!!







so how are we feeling about this weekend????







sunday right?







Yes, Sunday works best for me.







And somewhere in Covington would be best, too, since I walk.







OKAY PERFECT







i know just the spot!!!!







have you ever been to the haus???







The coffee place on 3rd Street?







yesss hence the name







the haus







on 3rd stet







*street







Yeah, that works for me.







Can we do 1:00 PM?







yesssssssss yes good.







that gives me an excuse to get the gruff for lunch before [image: Emoji: Smiling face with horns.]







cool i’ll text you when i get there!!!!!!!!







see you then!!!!







Okay, see you then.







you better be ready to PLAN!!!!!! [image: Emoji: Smiling face with horns.]








CHAPTER FOUR THE HAUS ON 3RD STREET

On Sunday morning, Mal walked from their house on East 17th Street toward the Haus on 3rd Street. It was more blocks than most people liked to walk, but Mal didn’t mind. For one, they didn’t have much choice. Even with their extra money from working at Dollar City, they couldn’t afford a car anytime soon, so if they had places to go, it was on foot or by bus. And they’d rather save the cash. They always felt strangely guilty spending money on something they could do themself.

For another, they loved walking, especially on mornings like this, when the warmth of sunshine on their cheeks was tinged with just the tiniest bit of a breeze, crisp with the promise of the coming autumn. It was an easy way to be alone, to breathe the fresh air and the various smells of the city. Mal did some of their best noodling on walks—their best processing and planning—with one cheap earbud tucked into their ear with a playlist, the other dangling free so they could listen out for cars or weirdos. If Mal ever felt Off, or Anxious, or Out of Control, they went for a walk about it.

They had gotten very good at walks.

At the speed they walked, the seventeen blocks would take them about forty minutes, which was a solid amount of time for a Self-Talk.

Self-Talk was another proper noun for Mal: a sort of inner dialogue they had in their head before they had to Do Something. They had picked up the phrase from somewhere—maybe from their eighth-grade therapist, who insisted they try Positive Self Talk. But on most days, Mal thought asking for their self-talk to be positive was a stretch. Often, it was very much the opposite: Mal’s brain picking its way through the imagined minefield of everything that could (and probably would) go wrong so they could be prepared. So, Self-Talk it was.

On the agenda for this walk were a few topics.

The first order of business was what, exactly, they were about to do—and, really, if they should even do it. Though the idea had felt pressing in the loud panic of Friday afternoon, with their mom’s cold warning in their head, now that Mal had had sleep and a quiet shift at work to think about it, they were pretty certain it was a terrible idea.

Yes, keeping the magazine alive in some form still felt appealing, but Mal had limited ability. Some people thought about it as “spoons”—a theory of living with chronic illness that often showed up in their social-media feed—but since Mal wasn’t chronically ill in the way those content creators were, they thought about it instead like a page to be edited.

On any given day, Mal felt like the page of their brain came prefilled with a paragraph or two. Even if it was not the most concise (some days it felt more like long strings of AAAAAAAAA in all caps and bold than actual words), those couldn’t be deleted. They included nonnegotiables: wake up, go to school, go to work, go to Maddie’s games, go to sleep. The rest of the page quickly filled with things that should be nonnegotiables but often became negotiables by accident: brush teeth, drink water, eat food, get homework at least mostly done, shower. Once, their brain page had included more: hanging out with their friends at Covington’s many coffee shops, chatting on an Animal Crossing roleplay Discord, trying (and mostly failing) to flirt with classmates they thought were cute. But as trying to keep up with their daily paragraphs—and The Plan, which took up an immovable paragraph all on its own—had gotten harder, those kinds of activities had to be edited out.

Trying to run Collage entirely on their own would fill in at least another ten to fifteen lines’ worth of space on Mal’s brain page. And there were only so many more lines and paragraphs that could fit. It would be a big commitment—one Mal wasn’t entirely sure they were willing to make.

And then there was the matter of Emerson. Most people in Mal’s life who were not Maddie, their mom, or their dad existed in their periphery like a same-face NPC from Zelda or an oft-ignored Animal Crossing villager (Pietro, maybe). But Emerson Pike refused to be relegated to NPC status. Anytime she showed up in Mal’s life, whether in the school hallways or (like she had all weekend) in Mal’s thoughts, she was much like her writing: incredibly excited but sloppy, needing a lot of editing when it came to commas and word order and, dear god, using fewer exclamation points.

Mal could never decide if they were impressed with Emerson or absolutely terrified of her. There was a particular courage required to live life as bright as she did. All their interactions left Mal feeling a little spiky. Emerson was loud, and wiggly, and always, always going and doing and saying and thinking—and it was too much for Mal to keep up with, because Mal had their hands full keeping up with themself. So either way, Mal knew Emerson would take up at least a paragraph’s worth of valuable brain-page space simply by virtue of existing. (She was taking up several lines already, impossible to erase and highlighted in an eye-burning yellow they could neither change nor take their eyes off.)

But Emerson also came with a brain page of her own—and if Mal was going to do this, they needed that space. They needed what she knew about zines, because they knew nothing, and that frightened them. More frightening still, they needed her: a truth they were not entirely comfortable with, even as they headed her way. They crossed to the other side of 12th Street, the unofficial divide between the Covington where Mal lived and the Covington people weren’t afraid to walk around in after dark.

Mal always felt more than a little out of place on this side of things. Austinburg, the neighborhood where they lived, was loud and a little messy, and everyone knew everyone and shouted hello or fuck off depending on the day and the quality of their relationships. Here, the streets were quieter and more neatly kept, with nicer cars parallel parked along them and more trees than Mal was used to, fall colors just starting to flirt with the edges of their leaves. Unlike the old Victorian townhome Mal’s parents owned (a rarity for Austinburg, where many people rented), which needed new gutters and a fresh coat of paint, these houses had been either well kept all along or renovated in varying degrees of historical accuracy. Many had already started to decorate for fall, their wrought-iron fences lined with bundles of mums in autumnal oranges and cozy golds and their sweeping front steps stacked with pumpkins in fancy shades of blue-green and white. And the closer Mal got to the river, the nicer the homes got—and the more at ill ease they felt.

The Haus on 3rd Street was very much Not In Their Neighborhood.

That was the third item in this walk’s trifecta of Self-Talk: the Haus itself. Mal had only been once before, with their mom when their Aunt Tina had come to visit from Lexington. It felt very much like the sort of place you bring someone from out of town to show them how cool Covington could be (because the Haus was legitimately cool, which Mal could even tell as they’d tried their best to take up as little space as possible while they waited in the coffee line). But because of that—to Mal, at least—it also felt incredibly out of reach for people like them.

It was also kind of snobby, a darker part of Mal Self-Talked to themself. Maybe this was the general insecurity they felt whenever they came out this way, but in their mind, the Haus on 3rd Street was where people who wanted to be seen having coffee went, rather than people who wanted to actually have coffee.

The place they went when they had space on their brain page (and in their budget) for coffee as a treat was now half a block ahead: Uncommon Grounds. The vibes were immaculate: clove-scented with mismatched chairs and artsy decor in shades of rich red and dark brown, a cozy little pocket of fall all year-round.

When Mal passed the shop, its windows festooned with a garland made of orange and yellow leaves, they felt like they were walking past the last bastion of comfort on what was becoming a more and more uncomfortable journey.

And then the thought crept in: Should they even continue? They could text Emerson that they’d changed their mind—tell her to ask Stella for editorial help; Stella would love that—and go sit by the river for a while. Their long walk, the chill breeze, and all the gem-toned decorations had them feeling autumnal. What difference would it make if they turned around now, ducked into Uncommon Grounds, and got a small pumpkin-spiced coffee to take with them?

The idea was so tempting that Mal could almost taste the spicy, bold flavor on their tongue. And surely they could find another Thing if they looked hard enough. Maybe they could do soccer. They already did everything with Maddie anyway; what was one more thing? It wasn’t exactly useful—the word rang in their head in their mom’s voice—but surely a zine wouldn’t be, either. Mal’s steps slowed.

But then their pocket buzzed.



hi!!!! i’m here!!!







meet me in the back room when you get here!







the one that’s like, off to the right, not to the left, past the all-gender bathroom then through the little hall thing!!!!!







you can’t miss it!!!!





Frowning at the screen, Mal sighed. It would be a jerk move to blow Emerson off when she was already there. And while Emerson bordered on Too Much, Mal was also at least a little curious to see what she was wearing today, whether it was the same bird-print dress that had swished through their thoughts all weekend.

The walk sign changed from a red hand to a white silhouette of a person, directing them to go.

Mal always followed directions—so they went.



The Haus on 3rd Street was indeed a house.

Once, it had been only that: a stately three-story townhome with unpainted red brick and tall, original glass windows. At some point not too long ago but long enough ago, Mal couldn’t remember exactly when, an older gay couple had bought it and fixed it up—not that it needed much more fixing than a coat of hunter-green paint and bright white window trim. They had moved into the top floor, using it as their living space, and opened a coffee shop on the bottom floor. A sign had been painted in white on the wall facing Greenup Street: a squat, roundish coffee cup wearing a little arrow-shaped hat like a roof, with the words THE HAUS lettered neatly below it.

As Mal approached, people bustled in and out of its bright yellow door, holding to-go coffees, or briefcases, or baby carriers. Others chatted at bistro tables tucked neatly beside planters of pansies in shades of amber and garnet, the conversations as cozy as the steaming mugs cupped in their hands. All of them looked happy to be out on a Sunday as lovely as this, their grins broad, together almost entirely in twos or threes. They also looked decidedly hip: sharply dressed with cool shoes and neat hair (two things by which Mal tended to judge General Coolness).

Mal, with their plain ponytail and scuffed-up comfort Doc Martens, would stick out. But Emerson was already here, so they hurried forward anyway.

Before they even got to the front door, the smell of coffee wafted out to them. It was warm, rich, and—Mal couldn’t help it—mouthwatering. Their steps quickened involuntarily at the promise of caffeine. They ducked through the door—and immediately realized that, since the last (and only) time they’d been there, the Haus at 3rd Street had grown.

The coffee counter was the same old brown wood Mal remembered. It whirred with espresso machines and drip makers and glowed with glass cases of sweets, ranging from fussy and delicate to hearty and dense. The back wall was decorated with a garland of dried flowers and apple slices and about four dozen brass hooks, most of which supported coffee mugs in an array of shapes, sizes, and colors.

But everything else had shifted. This front room, which had once been a small clutch of five bistro tables, now housed artful table displays of Haus merchandise: hats and mugs, pins and sweatshirts. An illuminated shelf on the far wall held curated collections of booklets, paintings of cats, and a speaker designed to look like a record player, which played acoustic covers and sat beside stacks of CDs. About a dozen people milled around, chatting and laughing and waiting for coffee orders, or standing in line to place them.

Mal joined the queue, trying and failing to not be overwhelmed by the noise. Between the hiss of the espresso machine, the ebb and swell of about four different conversations, and the ring of the bell over the door as people came and went, they could feel the round, itchy feeling of Overstimulation creeping into their limbs.

To keep it at bay, they drummed their thumbs hyper-fast against their thigh, which jiggled as they bounced on their heels. After what felt like two hours (but was probably more like about six minutes), Mal finally stepped up to the register, careful not to disrupt the stack of mini pumpkins artfully arranged on the counter.

“Black coffee,” they said. And then added, “please.”

The barista, who was in college, by the look of their face and the presence of several nose rings and a septum piercing, grinned back at them. The name tag on their shirt said SAM, with THEY/THEM/THEIRS below. Their curly hair was cut into a mullet that somehow managed to look both sloppy and elegant at the same time.

Sam said, “It looks like you could use it. Don’t worry. I got you.”

Whatever that meant, Mal didn’t have brain space to care. If this weren’t all so… everything at once, they would have thought Sam seemed like a really cool person. Mal didn’t meet a lot of other folks who used they/them pronouns, so when they did, they liked to study them a bit—to see what other people like them were like outside of the internet. But as they waited anxiously for their coffee, they just didn’t have the space for it. Jiggling their legs, their backpack bouncing against the small of their back, they opened their text from Emerson again.

Since Mal’s last trip here, the Haus seemed to have blossomed into some sort of multipurpose community space. They didn’t understand the What or the Why, but they could see the How: the rooms of the old house, previously off-limits to patrons, were now open for use. In the room behind them, there were several large sofas in inviting shades of green velvet, along with windows framed by strange houseplants and tables at regular intervals, where folks worked at laptops or ate pastries from the bake case. Through the door to Mal’s right was another room whose defining feature, other than more cozy seating at its center, was walls of large and very well-stocked bookshelves. Mal raised an eyebrow when they saw one patron take a book, read the cover, and then smile to themself as they put it in their tote bag.

“Uh, I think someone just stole a book,” they told Sam when they gave them their coffee.

“Oh, no, it’s cool,” said Sam, waving a hand. “That’s our community Not-So-Little Queer Library. Leave a book, take a book, all that.” They smiled and handed Mal a cardboard cup. “Enjoy your coffee.”

“Thanks,” said Mal, utterly bewildered by the idea. And then: “Actually, I’m looking for—uh.” Their eyes flashed to their text again. “The back room?”

Sam nodded like they knew what Mal meant. “You’re meeting Emerson, right?”

“… Yes,” they said, sounding skeptical. They clutched their coffee cup hard, its thin walls heating their hands, helping to anchor them in the moment.

“Just through this door, hang a slight left, then take a right toward the bathrooms. It’s at the end of the hall.” And with a nod, Sam was off again, hands flitting back to the espresso machine.

Mal replayed the directions in their mind as they walked through the rooms: the Not-So-Little Queer Library led into a larger room that looked like it could be a performance space if it had rows of chairs but was for now mostly a hallway with a stage in one corner. People ambled in and out of the few doors that lead from it, but Mal looked to the bathroom sign that said ALL GENDERS and then, as they’d been told, hung a right.

This room was, thankfully, fairly empty and dimly lit compared to the others. Most of the light was natural, filtering in from two tall windows on the opposite wall, their white curtains drawn wide to bounce light off the white-painted walls and dark wooden floors. The only things in it were an ornate rug in the middle of the room, a giant houseplant in one corner, an out-of-place utility sink on the right-hand wall, and, centered squarely between the two far windows, an ornate old desk made of light wood, one of its corners chipped badly. Sitting at one of two mismatched chairs in front of it was Emerson, wearing a bright yellow sweatshirt (even though it was still really too hot for it) and a broad smile.

“Hey!” She beamed. “You made it.”

Mal still wasn’t sure how, exactly, they had.

“Yeah,” they said anyway, their coffee wobbling in their hand as they walked in and took the other chair at the desk. It wasn’t a desk chair, which felt weird and wrong; it was more like an accent chair, covered in blue fabric printed with birds. But it was comfortable when Mal sank into it—and armless, which was a good thing for fat bodies like theirs—so Mal decided it was all right for now.

They asked, “Why is there a sink in here?”

“This used to be a storeroom,” Emerson said easily, “but it was so far from the bar that they moved it and opened this one up for staff use.”

Mal gulped. “I’m not staff.” Suddenly this room felt like it was Not Allowed. Like being here was breaking a rule—something Mal could not stand to do.

“Eh, don’t worry.” Emerson shrugged. “I am, so we’re okay.”

Mal considered Emerson for a moment. Maybe it was her carefree, toothy grin or the excessively vibrant yellow of her sweatshirt (which was almost exactly the same shade Mal imagined showing up on their brain page), but there was something about her that felt familiar, despite the wild differences between the two of them. It didn’t fully alleviate the feeling of trespassing, but they nodded anyway.

“So,” they said. “Should we get to work?”

“Yeah, totally,” Emerson agreed, taking a sip of coffee. Unlike Mal’s to-go cup, Emerson had her own mug: a shiny pink cat head, complete with glittery green eyes and impractical ears triangulating up from the top rim. It smiled cutely, with a face like a Littlest Pet Shop toy. Whatever beverage it contained was much more complicated than Mal’s black coffee; there was whipped cream residue and—surely they had to be mistaken—sprinkles stuck above the cat’s left ear. “That’s what we’re here to do, right?”

Mal nodded. They were surprised Emerson was ready to dive right in rather than chitchat about her day, like Mal’s coworkers at Dollar City often wanted to do. Mal shrugged out of their backpack, unzipped it, and took out their planner. Opening to the day’s date, they looked at Emerson.

“I…,” Mal started, then trailed off. Suddenly, they were embarrassed by what was on the page: a line with the date, time, and place of their meeting, gone over in black pen several times so it looked almost like a bolded font, with several bullet-pointed notes below forming an agenda of things they wanted to discuss so they wouldn’t forget. Pulling out their planner felt a little bit like showing Emerson part of their brain—the tidier parts, at least, the ones they’d cleaned up for a houseguest—which was a level of familiarity Emerson hadn’t yet earned.

Mal’s mom always teased them about their Little Planner, as she called it. This felt particularly unfair, since Mal used it at least in part to keep her from teasing them about other things (time management, getting behind, forgetting). Here, on Emerson’s home turf, they felt sure that she would tease them too.

Mal gulped. “I made some notes,” they said. “About what I think we should talk about.”

“Perfect,” said Emerson, nodding enthusiastically as she pushed off from the desk with her feet. Her chair was an actual desk chair, and this motion sent her wheeling toward the other corner of the desk. Bending, she collected a notebook from her own backpack, along with a fuzzy purple pencil pouch from which she started unpacking various-colored pens. “Is it cool if I take notes while we chat? Writing stuff down always helps me remember.”

Mal blinked. Emerson hadn’t made fun of their notes at all. In fact, she just smiled at them and opened her own notebook to a mostly fresh page. The back of the one beside it was covered in bright Post-it colors: hot pink, neon teal, and the same bright, cartoony yellow of Emerson’s sweatshirt. From the pencil pouch, Emerson took out pads of Post-its in the same colors.

“Sure,” said Mal. “That sounds…” It sounded, honestly, like what Mal did too.

“Cool,” said Emerson, wiggling her purple gel pen. “So lay it on me, Mal. What have we got?”

And they started, just that easy.

“Well,” Mal said. “I think we should talk about this first.” They tapped the first line of their planner, which read WHAT ARE WE DOING? Emerson leaned in, looked down at the planner, and was already nodding when she looked back up.

“Smart,” she said, and then very soon after: “A zine.”

“So, the thing is,” said Mal, sitting very still compared to Emerson, who wiggled, “I’m not… actually super sure what a zine is.”

Now that they’d said this out loud, they felt stupid. Like they should have figured that out first, before they agreed to do this. They sighed.

“Oh, hey, that’s cool,” Emerson said. “You came to the right place, because they’re kind of my capital-T Thing.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Mal’s lips.

And then Emerson was off, her hands working through the air as she talked, illustrating what she said like it was a shadow-puppet play.

“So, zines are like magazines, if magazines were punk rock,” she said. “Same idea, but where magazines are formal and fancy and official, zines are… whatever the fuck you want them to be, really. Wait, uh—is it cool to swear?” When Mal nodded, Emerson went on. “So some of them are more elaborate, with real bindings and color pages, but they can be as simple as one page folded up cleverly, and they can be about literally anything. Some are about important stuff—like practical protesting-safety tips or protecting your trans neighbors or, like, once I did one about period poverty and left it with pads in public bathrooms, and that felt pretty badass. Or they can be silly, like… I don’t know. Things to Teach Your Dog About Cyberbullying. Or A Rating of the Roebling Bridge Geese Population. And, like, anything in between. With me so far?”

Yes, Mal was with Emerson. Their mind ran over all the options she laid out: the punk rock and the practical solutions and how wildly rebellious (and, Mal had to admit, cool) the idea of leaving pads and pamphlets in public places felt.

It all sounded like the exact opposite of what Mal wanted to do.

“But our zine could be serious, too,” Mal suggested, trying to keep their voice even as their throat tightened with worry. They didn’t see a clear line between what Emerson outlined and the serious business of the school’s lit mag.

“Sure,” Emerson said, “if that’s what people want.”

“That’s what I want,” Mal said.

“I mean, by default, it would be different,” Emerson said, cocking her head to the side. “But it would be something—which, no offense, is better than the nothing it is now.”

That stung, but it was true. “I just…” Mal swallowed helplessly. “I want to make sure whatever we do is… important.”

They hadn’t realized this until that exact moment, as the words left their mouth. For the second time, they felt like Emerson was seeing a part of them she hadn’t earned yet. They couldn’t quite meet her eyes.

“Sure,” Emerson repeated. Drawing a sharp line across her page to divide it from the section above, she took scratchy notes. “We have important things to say. However we do it, we have to do it right.”

There was a surety in her voice, as if she was determined to hold the weight of those words, of Collage and its legacy. Mal raised an eyebrow. When Emerson said things like that, they felt like maybe she did understand what they wanted to do after all.

The other details… Well, Mal was used to duking it out with Emerson in the margins over commas. The finer points could be hashed out later. With their black pen, they crossed out their next two notes: stress need for seriousness and seriousness is a requirement for proceeding with project.

“Next item on the agenda, then.” Mal tapped the second item with the tip of their pen, leaving three little black spots beside it. “ ‘How Will We Do It?’ I’m afraid, uh. I won’t be a lot of help with this part.”

“Nonsense.” Emerson waved her hand. “You were editor in chief!” She underlined something Mal couldn’t quite see three times on her shockingly yellow Post-it pad, then ripped the sheet off the top and patted it firmly onto her notebook page. “You’re, like, the editing expert.”

“The editing part, yeah, I’ve got that, but…” They trailed off. “Ms. Merritt did all the rest.”

Mal didn’t have any idea, they suddenly realized, what it took to actually make a lit mag. Sure, Mal did the bulk of the student editing, but Ms. Merritt (and the student writers) had the final say on what got changed. And there had to be other considerations, too—printing and design and lots of other decisions. Their eyes went wide, their pulse quickening. What had they signed themself up for?

“Hey, don’t go away on me, Mal.” Emerson leaned in and patted Mal’s knee three times, as if she could sense the spiral-shaped turn Mal’s thoughts were taking. “I got you. So, from a production side, I think we can do this simple and easy, hear me? I’m thinking like…” Emerson flipped a page and started making lines and squiggles on its surface: a layout. “We can do a pretty traditional half-fold zine, like”—she mimed folding a paper in half—“this. So we’ll get four pages to each piece of paper we print, and we can do an easy-peasy sewn binding. Following me?”

In one sense, yes—Mal was following Emerson’s words. But they were having trouble turning Emerson’s frantic drawings, the things she was saying, and the waving of her hands into something solid in their head. It felt a bit like being in class—like trying, and failing, to keep up.

Mal shrugged an apology, wrinkling their nose. “I do better with… hands-on stuff.”

“Oh, cool, no problem!”

And before Mal could tell her not to, Emerson was ripping a handful of pages from the back of her notebook, then fishing around again in her backpack.

“Okay, so—basically. We fold the pages in half like this.” She folded the pages together in what Mal always thought of as hamburger style. “And then we’ll poke a series of holes in the spine of the signature—that’s what a little bunch of paper like this is called.” With her pen, Emerson stabbed several holes down the center creases in the pages. “And then—okay, it’s about to get really rudimentary in here, but use your imagination.” Waggling her bushy eyebrows and grinning playfully, she grabbed the other item she’d collected—a spool of floss, like for teeth—and rolled out a long piece, then started weaving it through the holes. Her tongue peeked out between her lips as she worked. After a few quiet moments, she held it out to Mal. “Like that. But, like, imagine it with cool stories inside and not dental floss as the binding.”

Mal eyed the little pamphlet. Rough was a kind word for it, but it did remind them vaguely of the pamphlets they’d seen on sale in the front room of the Haus.

“Okay,” they admitted, their mind transposing carefully edited stories onto the pages and colorful embroidery floss into the binding. “That’s actually really cool.”

“Yes!” Emerson shouted. “So, we can do the actual editing the same way as before, and the layout—I think between your Word know-how and my Illustrator wizardry, we can figure that out too. And for any photos and art”—Emerson redirected quickly when Mal frowned at her—“or whatever else, we can scan them in. Or actually—ooh!—what if we print out a master proof, do all the layout tweaking on that, and then scan it back in for printing?”

Mal did always like to edit on a printed copy first (to keep both their dyslexia in check and their often-wandering mind away from the temptation of opening other tabs), then translate it into Word after they were done.

They nodded. But their mind still swirled with worry. “It sounds like… a lot.”

A lot of paper. A lot of space. A lot of time. None of which Mal had a surplus of.

“Don’t worry, it won’t be,” Emerson reassured, managing to somehow take notes and watch Mal at the same time. “We can do the actual printing at the library, because it’s waaay cheaper than, like, the print store. It’ll be practically nothing—like fifty to a hundred bucks max.”

There was that number again. Mal swallowed. Fifty to a hundred bucks was seven to fourteen hours of their time at Dollar City. “I can’t afford that, Emerson.”

“It’s cool, I’ll front the first print,” Emerson said, “and then we can cover the next run with what we earn back. If we keep the same price as before—it was five dollars a pop, right?—we can do that easy-peasy.”

Mal shrugged. Five dollars wasn’t always easy-peasy for them. “I guess.”

“Mal,” Emerson said, leaning in again. She waved her hands at Mal, fingers wiggling like she was trying to filter out the truth of the matter. “I’m sensing hesitation here. You sound—respectfully—like a wet blanket. Come on. What can we do to fix it?”

Mal looked up from their planner. They had expected Emerson to look sassy, or sarcastic, or some combination of the two. Instead, Emerson looked… open. Curious, with her pen poised to take notes.

So, taking a deep breath, they decided to suggest a change.

“Since production costs will be lower, maybe we can lower the price a little?” Mal swallowed. “Could we still earn our investment back at, like… two dollars an issue?”

That was much easier for people like Mal—it was a soda at the machine in the hall at school, or a coffee like the one they’d bought from Sam.

Emerson shrugged like it was no big deal. “Oh, sure, absolutely.”

It felt like a small rebellion, changing the price. Mal cocked an eyebrow. They hadn’t expected it to be that easy. “Really?”

Emerson shrugged. “I mean, probably! If you think I can do the math in my head that fast, then bless your heart, but, like. It sounds like the math is mathing, at least. So like, ninety-eight percent yes, absolutely.”

A grin tugged at Mal’s lips. “So, absolutely, minus two percent.”

“You get me,” Emerson squeaked, shoving playfully at Mal’s knee. The same hand then flew to her Post-its, sticking another onto her notebook page. “Okay, what’s next?”

“I think that’s it for that item.” Mal consulted their own notes. “Now there’s just the third.” This was the one Mal was most nervous about. They swallowed and asked: “Who will be involved?”

“You, duh,” Emerson said immediately. “As editor in chief, since that’s what you were before we got the axe. And me, of course, as…” Emerson pursed her lips. “Is there another editor-in-something I can be? Or, like… support editor? Cleric to the editor? I can do all the arts and craft parts—and bring you coffee and snacks and healing potions.”

Emerson’s grin turned toothy, her expression vibrant. Though they hadn’t meant to, Mal was grinning too—and laughing. The sound was almost too loud for the room, but the thick rug in the middle of the space muffled it.

“How about managing editor?” Mal wasn’t sure that was exactly right, but it at least seemed to fit.

“Love it. Sold.” Emerson nodded. “Who else?”

Mal’s warm laughter slowed, then stilled. This was the question of the hour.

“It seems fair to ask everyone who was on Collage if they want to be part of this,” Mal conceded, because it was the Right Thing To Do. Even if it meant including Stella, too.

“Yeah, but it feels a bit weird to call a meeting at school about it, what with Ms. Merritt making everything sound so… this is the end.”

Mal nodded. “Exactly.” Even agreeing to this meeting with Emerson felt a little Against The Rules. The whole idea of a zine felt distinctly like something their mom—and colleges—wouldn’t approve of.

But even as those truths raised the tension in their shoulders, there was another one building in their chest. It felt a little like excitement, if excitement seemed practical and doable.

Mal was starting to believe that maybe—maybe—they could pull this off.

“What if we ask everyone quietly?” Mal felt a surge of guilt as the words left their mouth. “Split the list and reach out to folks between classes?”

“Yeah, that could work,” said Emerson. “Whisper-network style. Very clandestine. I like it.”

Mal decidedly didn’t, but they nodded anyway. It was the only way.

“And whoever does say yes, maybe we could have another meeting on Friday to discuss—” Mal’s head swam with all the things they would need to figure out. The tingle of excitement in their chest dimmed by a measure. “Everything, I guess?”

“Perfect.” Emerson clapped, clicked her pen. “We’ll just need to split the list.”

And they did, chatting over the names. Emerson wrote them out in scratchy purple ink on one of those bright yellow Post-its, then tore it in half down the middle and gave one side to Mal. Their list contained easy folks, like Nylan, but also harder ones, like Stella.

“Doable?” Emerson asked.

For the editor in chief, it had to be. Mal nodded.

“Well, Mal.” Emerson waggled her eyebrows in a way so silly Mal couldn’t help but smile. “I think this is the most productive meeting this back room has ever seen.”

“Really?” Mal leaned in.

“Yeah. I mean, to be fair it hasn’t seen any meetings other than our holiday party last year—and let me tell you, once Sai broke out the peppermint schnapps, that was not productive.”

Mal laughed again. It felt unexpectedly open and natural in their chest.

“So, we’re in, huh?” Emerson laughed too. “Like, we’re really doing this thing?”

Were they?

Mal looked at Emerson: her easy grin, the smudge of purple ink on her cheek where she’d accidentally wiped her finger and left a mark, the sheer brightness of her. Mal still wasn’t entirely sure about this whole thing. Collage as a zine already had a very different vibe than Collage as a magazine, as if those extra four letters had made a world of difference. And this desk—sturdy though it was—felt off too. Even their coffee cup, now almost empty and getting soggy at the bottom, felt not quite right. Disposable, like the budget that brought them here in the first place.

They were closer to The Plan than they had been on the walk here, but everything was still… off, like their dyslexic mind had rearranged it, misread it: The Lanp, maybe, or The Panl.

But there was no denying that, with Emerson, they had crushed this planning meeting. And if Mal was going to make this work—the zine and the Haus and The Plan—then they were going to have to do it with Emerson Pike.

“We’re doing this thing,” Mal said with a nod. They tried to make it look enthusiastic but settled for resolute.

“Fuck yeah!” Emerson squealed, so loud that a man passing through the other room peeked around the corner with a disapproving frown. Emerson snorted, then added, quieter, “Fuck yeah we are, Mal Flowers. Come on. Official business. Let’s shake on it.”

Emerson extended her hand, and Mal’s eyebrows pulled together in a frown. It was such a silly, dorky gesture. But the look on Emerson’s face was so genuine that Mal couldn’t help giving in. They took Emerson’s hand in their own. It was warm where they held it, soft and comfortable like a favorite sweater. Mal shook it three times, gently. When they let go, Emerson’s finger left a faint hint of purple ink stain on the back of Mal’s palm.

And just like that, the deal was sealed: for better or worse, in purple ink.
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CHAPTER FIVE TOO MUCH

On Wednesday night, after a blessedly boring shift at Dollar City, Mal sat curled up on the sofa in the family room, the rapidly filling page in front of them lit by the blue glow of the TV.

They had started this week by checking several names off the Post-it list Emerson had given them on Sunday. Parker Washington had been an early and easy win; she was on board as soon as Mal opened their mouth, and she gave them a high five for being a “badass punk bitch” (her words, not Mal’s). A girl named Taylor Bagby had been an equally easy pass; as soon as Mal had gathered the courage to approach her in the hall on Tuesday, Taylor had said no thanks. While crossing her name off felt a bit like a loss, Mal wouldn’t particularly miss the cat mysteries she turned in at the last minute.

But while some of the names on their list were easy, one stood stubbornly at the very bottom, glaring at them whenever they opened their planner:

Stella Willen.

For most of Monday, Mal had tried to rationalize forgetting to ask her. With so many folks saying no, Emerson might assume Stella was another casualty, if she even assumed anything at all.

But by Tuesday, as Mal’s list started to dwindle—and with it, their pool of writers—they had to face a hard truth: They needed Stella. And not just as a warm body to send them words. Though they would never admit this to her, they needed Through the Garden of Gems and Dahlias to keep readers coming back to the zine. The story of Talia and Xarrett was as popular as any Wattpad ship among the fic traders of Holmes.

But Mal would have to propose it to Stella carefully. They not only had to make the new and improved Collage sound good (something Mal was still trying to convince themself of), but they also had to make it clear that Mal—and now Emerson—was in charge. They would be walking a fine line. One with too many variables for Mal’s liking.

And so, like they sometimes did when conversations felt especially out of their control, they made notes tracking possible answers for all the ways the conversation might go. Obviously, they wouldn’t use these notes in the actual conversation, but mapping them out ahead of time helped Mal hold on to their thoughts in the moment.

Squinting down at the page, they added another few bullet points: THINK OF YOUR READERSHIP, followed by THINK OF YOUR LEGACY.

They started to draw a line from the latter to another thought, but it slipped away as the kitchen door swung open. A gust of chilly air swept in the woody scent of changing leaves—and their dad, with a briefcase in his hand and the weight of the world on his shoulders.

Mal’s eyes flicked to their phone’s lock screen. “This is later than usual,” they said.

“Tell me about it,” their dad said with a little laugh. “We got a shipment of trees in today, and the warehouse is still full from last week’s.”

Mal’s dad was manager at Glen’s, a chain craft store. While most of the time they liked that he worked at a craft store—it meant they got a lot of fun trinkets, like stickers and cool pens, when they went on final clearance for cheap—during this time of year, they hated it. From fall through the New Year, their dad’s life consisted of only Christmas: setting Christmas, stocking Christmas, selling Christmas, clearance Christmas. It left very little time for actual Christmas—and it also meant Mal was left mostly at the mercy of their mom. Now, in early September, they always tried to get in as much time with their dad as they could, filling up on him before he went into Work Hibernation for the cold months. There was never really enough of him to tide them over until spring.

After setting his briefcase by the door and kicking off his Professional But Sensible Dad Loafers, he moved to the fridge. He swung the door open, adding to the strange light of the room. “What’s got you out of bed so late?” he asked. “Homework?”

Mal frowned. It was still early enough in the year that teachers weren’t assigning Heavy Stuff often, just little things they could finish in the morning before the bell or (as was the case for History) copy from Maddie. But they couldn’t tell their dad that, so instead they said, “Kind of?”

Coming in from the kitchen with a plate of Odds And Ends—what Mal thought of as snacks that didn’t really match; tonight, for their dad, a little chocolate bar, half a PB&J, and a handful of barbecue chips—their dad sunk into the sofa beside them. “How do you kind of do homework?”

“Well, it’s for school—or,” they stopped, correcting themself. “Kind of?”

Their dad raised an eyebrow. “That’s a lot of kind ofs.”

“Well, so.” Mal tucked their pen into the spiral binding of their planner and clicked it a few times as they spoke. When their dad got busy like this, they got to talk to him much less than normal, especially as his off days started to transform into seasonal working days. But even when the quantity of their talk was down, Mal always felt more comfortable with the quality of their talks. More than with their mom. Their dad, at least, was not critical in the same way their mom was. Mal hadn’t told her about their meeting with Emerson, but maybe they could share this with him. “Collage got canceled, at school.”

They glanced at their dad, who crunched a chip and said, “Yeah, your mom told me about that. I’m sorry, Mal. I know it was important to you.”

Mal laughed, a strange little sound. “Yeah, it was. But me and this”—Mal paused for the briefest of moments, calculating, then chose the word—“friend of mine, Emerson, we’re going to… take it over.”

“Oh yeah?” their dad asked. Mal could tell he wanted to be invested. They could also tell he was very tired. “That sounds cool, Mal.”

Mal nodded. They borrowed the same phrase they’d used earlier that week, when they’d finally been brave enough to fill Maddie in on their meeting with Emerson. It had been both encouraging and believable enough to get her enthusiastically on board, at least. “It’ll be a little different, but we can make it work.”

Mal still wasn’t entirely sure about this, but they tried to sound like they were.

“You’re going to run the magazine yourself?” he asked, frowning.

“Yeah.” Mal shrugged, then clarified: “Well, me and Emerson. And other kids. Parker’s already in, and Nylan.” They slid their pen out from the binding of their planner and clicked it back on. “I’m working on notes to get Stella on board now.”

Though they knew none of these names meant anything to their dad—except Stella, who was Mal’s last real friend of name-basis note—something they said did. He leaned forward, putting his not-yet-empty plate on the coffee table.

“That sounds like a lot, Mal,” he said, in his Concerned Dad Voice.

Mal shifted where they sat—curled a little harder into a ball, clutched a little harder to their planner. “It will be,” they acknowledged; there was no use denying it. “But I don’t really have another choice.” Their extracurricular investigations had made that much clear. If this didn’t work… Well, there wasn’t space on Mal’s brain page to worry about that now.

But their dad reached out, gripped their knee, gave it a squeeze that was a little too hard. “I just don’t want you to bite off more than you can chew, Mal. I know how you can get.”

How You Can Get was code for Too Much: times when Mal melted down and couldn’t make themself solid again. When they became inconsolable, quick to lash out and slow to calm down. When they felt like they either needed to be alone in complete darkness with no sound or sensation, or else walking at top speed around Covington with both earbuds in and the volume all the way up. Nothing in between would do. Mal often wondered, trapped in the middle of those extremes, whether there was something off about them, something wrong. They already had dyslexia and ADHD. What if there was even more?

In those moments, Mal was even too much for themself, which only ever made the meltdowns worse.

The brunt of these meltdowns usually fell on their dad. Normally, Maddie had already tried to intervene, and Mal’s mom, prone to melting down herself, only ever made them worse. It was down to their dad, and to late-night talks over Odds And Ends, to put them back together. This happened less now—that was the beauty and importance of The Plan—but before, it had happened much more frequently. Sometimes Mal had lost whole days, whole weeks, to How They Could Get.

This was why slotting something into Collage’s place in The Plan was so important. The Plan was how they forced themself into Normal Parameters, how they kept themself acceptably solid. Even if it was uncomfortable, it was what worked.

But How You Can Get was also, Mal worried, code for I Don’t Want You To Get Like That. With Christmas at Glen’s creeping closer and closer, Mal was pretty sure their dad’s concern came from a place of not having time or energy to handle them when they got Like That.

They shouldn’t have brought this up with him after all. Mal gripped their planner even harder.

“I know,” they said; again, this was not worth pushing back on. Sometimes it felt like the whole Flowers family operated at least in part because of How Mal Could Get—to keep them from it. Their insides churned uncomfortably with guilt. “But I’m not alone. Emerson will help. And Stella too”—Ugh—“if these notes go to plan.”

“Just be gentle with yourself, okay, Mal?” He fixed them with a Look, soft and concerned, that made Mal look away. “I don’t want you to do too many things.”

And there it was: the discouragement. Mal knew—or at least hoped—that it wasn’t malicious, that it came from a place of wanting Mal to live a normal life, but it was always there, at the edge of anything they ever did: their parents’ disbelief in them. While Maddie was encouraged to do more—play for a travel soccer team during summers, or go out for captain, or pick up tutoring sessions at the parish community center—Mal was, without fail, encouraged to do less.

For a long time, this had made Mal resent Maddie. It wasn’t fair that she got to do All The Things when Mal couldn’t even do what they needed to do. But resenting Maddie was hard: She was kind and patient and tried harder to understand them than anyone Mal had ever known. It wasn’t always easy being Maddie’s sibling, but sometimes Mal wondered if it was even easy being Maddie—if she ever felt like she had to do all the things, since Mal couldn’t. Now their resentment rested sloppily on their mom and dad—and, really, on Mal themself. Most of the time, they felt like the disparity between them was their fault for not being able to do as much.

“I won’t, okay?” they huffed, pushing up from where they had been so comfortably sitting. “I’ll be fine. I won’t bug you with any of it, at all. I can do it on my own.”

“I just don’t want you to burn out,” he called after them, but it was too late; Mal was already off down the hallway and up the stairs to their bedroom.

And like their dad’s warning was some sort of prophecy, by the time Mal flung themself onto their bed, they found themself in that place of How They Could Get: their thoughts turned up to eleven out of ten, their clothes feeling too tight and too scratchy, themself feeling Wrong, proper noun. Though some part of them was distantly aware that they should finish their notes for Stella, that they should brush their hair and teeth and change into their sleep clothes, suddenly the only thing they could do was lie very still on their bed in the dark of their room and try very hard not to let out the full-body scream they felt coursing through their whole being.

Mal stayed like that, stock-still and screaming internally, until a single thought solidified in their brain:

Maybe they were already doing too much.



Mal’s dad had apparently talked to Mal’s mom about The Mal Problem. Though they couldn’t be sure when, exactly—their parents worked opposite schedules most days—they were certain he had. That morning, while she waited for Mal to finish pouring a second cup of coffee from the old machine on the kitchen counter (How They Could Get made them especially tired the day after), she had given Mal the same “Mal, Please Don’t Do Too Much” speech as their dad had the night before.

It only made what they had to do today feel more Important.

Compounding this was the text they received halfway through the school day, on their way back to History class after lunch.



HI!!! I FINISHED MY LIST!!!!!





“Who’s that?” asked Maddie, turning from a good-bye with a lunch-hour friend and eyeing Mal’s phone.

Usually, Mal avoided using their phone at school, even in the hallway. It was Against The Rules, and while Mal thought this one in particular was silly (really, what else was there to do in the hallway, other than walk to class and check your texts?), they still didn’t like to break it. They shrugged.

“Emerson,” they answered, and then added, “but it’s nothing, just—”

But before Mal could finish, their screen flashed brighter with a new paragraph of text.



And some people said maybe!!!!! Which I think is as good as a yes especially once we make one kick-ass first run and they see how good this is going to be! SO BASICALLY everyone said yes, they just don’t know it yet [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses.]





“It’s about Collage,” Mal corrected themself, because the text being even adjacently school-related made checking it feel less like breaking the rules—and because, even through the inappropriate caps and the too many exclamation points, Mal could see that the thesis of Emerson’s text was good news for their magazine. Zine. They sent back:



Cool.







Thanks.





And, thumbs hovering over the screen as they considered it, finally:



[image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.]





Mal almost never used emojis—as in “only once or twice a year” almost never—but a bit of good news about Collage (and Emerson’s own flagrant overuse) warranted one.

After that, they didn’t want to have to share bad news with her. And so, after spending most of History scanning their mostly finished conversation notes and pepping themself up for it, Mal set out to find Stella in the halls before fifth period.

But they were so focused on not forgetting their answers for possible conversation paths that they walked straight past her before their brain caught up. They stopped abruptly, then backtracked, calling out, “Hey! Stella!”

Stella turned, one eyebrow already raised into Perturbed Position (an emotional indicator Mal had grown familiar with over the course of their friendship).

“Oh,” she said, connecting the voice to Mal, who had doubled back to stand in front of her. “It’s you.”

“Yes,” said Mal.

A beat passed, and Stella huffed. “So, what do you want, Mal?”

This was easy. “I wanted to see if you’d be interested in an alternative approach to Collage this year,” they started. “Like Emerson said in the meeting on the first day—about taking it rogue.”

Even saying the word out loud felt like a rebellion, despite Mal having said it several times already this week as they posed it to other staffers. It sat awkwardly on their tongue.

They tried not to let this show. But Mal had never been terribly good at keeping their feelings off their face. And clearly, Stella could tell.

“Wow, Mal,” she said. “That look is really selling it.” She paused, perching a hand on her hip. “And that depends. Who is going to edit, and how are you planning on telling me it’s me?”

Mal had prepared for this too. They shifted mentally down their notes.

“Sorry, but the editorial staff is already filled. However, as a valued contributor to Collage, I wanted to make sure to invite you to join the team.”

It sounded wooden and rehearsed when they said it.

“Please, Mal, you mean as the person who moved copies.” Stella rolled her eyes. “You know Jade’s bad fanfic isn’t doing it. And let me guess—the editor in chief position went to you?”

Well.

“Yes,” Mal admitted. “With Emerson assisting as managing editor. But your work is always so clean, Stella, it won’t even matter.”

“Not to you, but you’re not the one who gets the red ink, Mal. That’s a hard pass from me,” Stella said. “Good luck with all that.”

Mal froze. The conversation ideas they’d come up with evaporated from their mind under the burning heat of Stella’s stare, any proper retorts lost to the How They Could Get of last night. So they just said, “Okay,” and walked away.

Mal’s cheeks burned as they went, a familiar feeling creeping over them. This was how they had felt every day toward the end of things with Stella. When Mal went along with what she needed, everything was fine, but as soon as Mal had thoughts or feelings or opinions, it was Too Much To Ask. That phrase had become eerily similar in Mal’s head to How They Could Get: another indicator that the way they related to people was Wrong. Their pace quickened.

They had only made it two classroom doors down when Stella’s voice and footfalls caught up with them.

“Wait,” she said, stopping Mal short. They turned to face Stella, who went on, one hand still perched impatiently on her hip: “I know you need me, Mal.”

“Yeah.” There wasn’t any point lying. Their face would just give the truth away.

“And if you want to play editors with Emerson, then whatever.” She waved her hand dismissively. “But the unfortunate truth is that, if I want to get into a writing program, I need a writing-related activity on my application. And it looks like your little project is the only game in town. So fine. I’m in.”

Mal blinked, their cheeks still burning. They hadn’t planned for this. “Oh. Okay, good.”

“But,” Stella went on firmly. “Only if I get a feature spot in every issue, a real biography with my piece—not just a byline, I’m talking three sentences minimum and a photograph—and input on the cover. Respectfully, the knockoff literary journal look Ms. Merritt came up with was a nineties throwback, and not in the cool way.”

They helped Ms. Merritt come up with covers—or at least pick them from the prefab designs the print company offered. Mal frowned.

“I can’t promise you all that, Stella,” Mal said. They should have checked with Emerson about bargaining tools—an idea that only occurred to them now. And now that they thought about it, they should also have planned for Stella having a list of demands. None of this was in their notes.

“Sure you can, Mx. Editor in Chief,” Stella taunted. “If you want the power, you’ve got it. Are you too afraid to use it?”

Well, no—Mal wasn’t afraid. They just weren’t used to having any power to use in the first place. And historically this had been where Mal said Okay, Stella and relented, because it was easier than saying anything else.

But it would be a jerk move to grant all of this without Emerson’s approval. Thinking back to their weekend meeting made Mal feel a little bit warm, especially when they thought about Emerson’s smile. They didn’t want to be the one who turned it into a frown.

But Emerson had put Stella on Mal’s list for a reason: because they were In Charge and they knew the magazine better than anyone else. Which meant they also knew Stella’s attitude better than anyone else.

Standing in its full blast again was not much fun.

Just then, Mal’s phone buzzed in their pocket. They could think of only one person brazen enough to bother them at school—and that thought filled them with just enough edge that they said what they needed to.

“Okay,” Mal spat. “You’re in for a feature, and you can have a real bio—but at the back, with everyone else’s. And I can’t give you the cover—that’s Emerson’s thing.” She was really excited about it. “But if you’re in, you’re in. No drama. No hostile takeover.”

Stella considered this for a moment, chewing the inside of her glossed lip.

“Okay,” she said, after an eternity had passed. “I’m in. And no hostile takeover—just a swift exit if things go south. If you want to captain this ship, Mal, you can go down with it alone.”

Mal rolled their eyes. They’d been on the receiving end of a Swift Stella Exit before.

“Sure thing,” they said. “We’re meeting tomorrow. I’ll send you the details.”

A saccharine smile spread over Stella’s lips as she turned to walk away. “Can’t wait!”

Mal could. And as they hurried to their next class, they couldn’t quite shake the feeling that their notes had been absolutely useless. Dodging around other hallway stragglers, they texted Emerson straightaway.



Stella’s in.







Regrettably.





Three dots appeared instantly. Mal waited for the coming onslaught of exclamation points.




Subject: Collage Planning Meeting

Thursday, September 5 | 4:17 PM

From: Mal <flowersm@mail.com>

To: Stella <stellaforstar@mail.com>, Parker <sailorparker@mail.com>, Nylan <octoberleaves@mail.com>, James <jameswrites@mail.com>, Kodi <kodiac@mail.com>, Emerson <emersoninallcaps@mail.com>

To the Collage staff:

Thank you for your continued interest in the literary magazine.

Please be advised that a brief meeting will be held at the Haus on 3rd Street tomorrow, Friday, September 6, at 6:00 PM to discuss the direction of the magazine going forward.

See attached agenda for topics of discussion.

Best,

Mal Flowers

Editor in chief

ATTACHMENT: CollageRelaunchMeetingSept6Agenda.docx





Collage Relaunch: September 6th Meeting Agenda

6:00–6:05: Introductions

Editor in chief: Mal Flowers

Managing editor: Emerson Pike

6:05–6:20: General zine information

Topics: brief history, chosen format, construction explainer

6:20–7:00: Open discussion

Topics: zine tone, artistic forms accepted, publishing frequency, scheduling

Seasonal pastries, coffee, espresso drinks, and an assortment of sodas will be available for purchase at the Haus coffee bar before and after the meeting.






CHAPTER SIX COLLAGE IS DEAD

In the end, the same people who came to the Collage going-away party were the same people who came to the Collage relaunch meeting: Nylan, Parker, James, and Kodi. As the clock that Emerson had brought in and hung on the brick wall inched closer to six p.m., Mal had been nervous Stella might not show, but at 5:58, she sauntered in wearing a pink sweatshirt and a smirk.

Now they all sat in a loosely formed circle of chairs Mal had helped Emerson commandeer from other rooms around the Haus. It was surprising how easily the space came together—not just because no one seemed to mind two teens stealing chairs from various parts of the Haus (one really nice couple in the garden offered to help, even), but because Emerson was surprisingly easy to work with. She communicated clearly what they were meant to do, and then they did it together. She worked like Mal worked: an experience Mal had never had before.

Well—no, she didn’t work like Mal worked. But the way she worked was symbiotic with the way Mal worked. Last night, for example, they had prepared notes for the meeting, co-working in the same Google Doc which Emerson had named—of course in all caps—DUMP DOC. At Emerson’s suggestion, they had called each other on the phone. Talking on the phone was not something Mal liked to do… but talking on the phone with Emerson wasn’t so bad. Over the phone, they discussed the agenda Mal had sent out—or at least they started there, then worked their way in a series of spirals away from and back to it as their thoughts led them.

Emerson’s job had been to fill the shared document with all those ideas and plans and considerations. It was a thing of wonder to watch the sheer number of thoughts and facts and what-ifs appear on the screen beside Emerson’s blinking cursor as she laughed and chatted with Mal. Then Mal came in, gathering and organizing the mess into neat lists that made sense. Their process worked so nicely that they didn’t even mind when Emerson changed all the color-coding to bright Post-it colors “to match the colors I already use for planning stuff.”

It sent a thrill through Mal’s chest, seeing how Emerson’s brain worked in real time. She was much messier—and certainly louder—than Mal was, but for the first time they could remember, Mal thought that maybe the way their brain worked wasn’t so different after all. Not from Emerson’s, at least.

By the end of the call—which ran so long that Maddie popped her head into the bedroom twice and Mal had to tell her they’d visit her Animal Crossing island later—Mal felt strangely secure in the direction they were going. Emerson made Mal feel like she understood them. Like they were on the same page (or Google Doc, as it were). But they should have known better than to think things might go their way.

At first, Mal picked up a few wins. The folded zine format Emerson had mocked up for Mal went over well with the group and officially became the style they’d be using. The gathered staffers seemed equally interested in keeping the zine serious, in publishing work they were proud of. Everything was going to plan.

Until it really wasn’t.

Parker was the first person to suggest they expand the accepted formats from Collage’s poetry, prose, and drama categories to whichever formats they wanted, and Nylan happily jumped from that to including images for some of the pieces. To Mal’s great surprise, it was Stella who latched onto this idea—“I commissioned some art of Talia and Xarrett; I can check with the artist about using it for such an insubstantial print run,” she said—and before Mal could do anything about it, it was officially A Thing.

And then there was the issue of how often to publish. Mal thought sticking to the established once-a-semester model was best, but Kodi thought since they were handling production on their own rather than going through a printer (which, as Mal knew, took weeks), they should be able to publish more frequently. Once James said he’d always wished Collage was a monthly magazine, it became one.

And then suddenly Mal was left with the feeling that the magazine—zine—the room was chattering excitedly about wasn’t even Collage at all.

“I mean,” Stella said, speaking over Parker, who was chatting about the possibility of a color cover, “this all sounds good, but what should we rename it?”

“What shou—” Mal started repeating the words automatically, trying to process them. “I’m sorry, what?”

“A new name, Mal.” Stella rolled her eyes, exasperated. “For our new magazine.”

“It’s a zine,” corrected James. “There’s a difference.”

“Rude,” said Stella, “but exactly. This isn’t really Collage anymore. We should have a rebrand to indicate that.”

Could Stella hear their thoughts, or did their face just broadcast them plainly? Mal had to do something, and fast.

“But that’s the whole point,” they countered. A hot panic rose in their throat like bile. They tried to swallow both back. “This is Collage. We’re keeping it going. Same crew, same mag—uh, zine.”

“I don’t know,” Parker chimed in from one of the office chairs closest to Mal. In the stark plainness of the back room, her bright pink-and-blue sweater looked especially vibrant. “It feels different to me, too.” Then at the look Mal gave her, she rushed on: “Like, in a really cool way! Like it’s our own thing, not some stiff, rules-y school thing.”

Mal bristled. They liked that Collage was stiff and rules-y.

“Yeah,” Kodi added. “Plus, the name Collage was kind of… not it, you know?”

“Collage is what we do,” argued Mal. “We take a bunch of different pieces and put them together to make a larger picture.”

“Oh dang, really?” Kodi shook her head. “Yeah, I definitely never thought of it like that. I thought of it like… collage collage.”

“Yeah,” agreed Nylan. “I was always a bit confused, because we never had anyone make actual collages.”

“Oooh!” Parker hummed. “I’m putting one on my to-do list for the first issue!”

“It’s a collage of forms,” Mal added, holding up their hands and weaving their fingers together for emphasis, in case they hadn’t been clear enough at first.

“But is it, though?” Stella asked, looking smug.

A strange feeling sank Mal’s shoulders, turtling them in on themself. They had been banking on Stella to be on their side, because they knew she loved Collage the same way Mal loved Collage. They hadn’t been friends for years, but surely she would still believe in the tradition of their literary magazine, like they both had freshman year.

“I—well, I—” Mal stammered.

“I think it’s worth considering,” Emerson said, finally speaking up. Mal shot her a look. For someone so chatty and full of ideas on the phone last night, she had been exceptionally quiet this afternoon. “It could be cool, to make it our own thing.” Under the weight of the withering glare Mal gave her, she shrugged and added, like an apology, “We could at least hear ideas?”

Mal raised an eyebrow. Emerson was supposed to be on their side too. She gave them an innocent smile, bobbing her head to the side sweetly. It was hard—not impossible, but hard—to keep feeling angry at her when she made that face at them. It was much easier to feel a little warm around the edges with Emerson looking at them like that.

Stuck somewhere in between those two feelings, Mal said, “Fine.”

“How about Patchwork?” suggested Nylan. “It keeps the same idea as a collage, but it feels a little more… cozy.”

“It sounds like a quilt, though,” said Kodi. “Which, like, is a very specific vibe, especially here in Kentucky. I don’t know if it’s what I want to go for.”

“If we’re going to be rebels,” said Parker, getting animated, “why don’t we do something cool, like… Rogue One?”

“That’s a Star Wars movie, Parker,” Mal said flatly.

“I knowww,” Parker trilled, “but it’s the best one!”

“But it’s not a name for a lit zine,” Emerson chimed in. “Or, well. Not one that isn’t specifically focused on that fandom.”

“Is that a thing?!” Parker’s eyes went wide.

“Yeah! There’s all kinds of zines, actually. You can—”

But before Emerson could launch fully into her zine spiel, Mal redirected. “We’re brainstorming ideas for this zine,” they said firmly—then made a face that they, of all people, were trying to keep them on track about it.

“How about The Collective?” James asked, sweeping his hand through the air as if to illustrate it. “It’s professional yet mysterious.”

“Are we trying to be mysterious, though, James?” asked Kodi.

“I think something more direct works best,” Stella said matter-of-factly. “Something that makes it clear what we do.”

Mal mused darkly to themself: Last Resort Review, The Plan Killer, The Desperate Times.

“What about something liiike…” Emerson’s tongue peeked out from between her lips while she thought. “Mixed Media?”

“But that’s just Collage all over again,” James protested.

“And it’s pretty boring,” said Stella. When Emerson gave her A Look, she snapped, “What? It’s true.”

But Kodi said, “I don’t know, I like it? It’s a callback to Collage, but its own new thing.”

“It gives us space to grow into, too,” added Nylan, thoughtfully. “We could accept art submissions as well as stand-alone pieces—more of my photos, or some of Parker’s cartoons?”

“Oh.” This gave Parker pause. She looked at Nylan and grinned so broadly that it seemed Nylan couldn’t help grinning shyly back. “Oh. I never thought of that.”

“Because we never talked about that,” Mal hissed at Emerson.

“We could, though?” ventured Kodi. “I think that could be cool too.”

“I still think the name lacks… teeth,” James said.

“What if we did a cool spelling?” Parker asked. “Like, throw in some extra letters.”

Mal’s dyslexia pulled at the corners of their mind, giving them a headache. (The cup of black coffee currently sloshing in their empty stomach didn’t help.) “Please, no.”

“Okay.” Emerson considered. “What about, like—” She pushed off hard from the circle, her chair rolling back to the editor’s desk. Half a breath later, she rolled back with a pink pad of Post-its and an orange pen. She scribbled something on the top page, then showed it to the group. “Mixxed, with two X’s, Media. It adds a little edge without too much edge. Plus, it’ll make the logo cool to design.”

“Ooh, do you need help with that?” asked Kodi, leaning in to look at Emerson’s lettering.

“Probably!” said Emerson. “I’ve never designed a logo before.”

“The queer audacity of it,” Kodi said, but she was grinning at Emerson.

“Y’all, I still don’t like it,” said Mal. “This is a meeting about revamping Collage, not—MixxedMedia, or whatever.”

“Well, we can’t rename it The Mal Party or Sad Sack Failed Lit Mag Straggler’s Monthly,” Stella said. “And I don’t super love MixxedMedia, either—look, I’m not going to lie to you, Emerson—but it’s better than Collage.”

“I actually think it’s really cool,” said Parker.

“Yeah.” Nylan looked from Parker to the group. “It’s got promise.”

“Okay, it’s growing on me,” conceded James, leaning toward the Post-it Kodi now held.

Mal’s insides started to itch and squirm. The meeting had gone from Good Enough to spiraling out of their control in an instant. Mal looked to Emerson, who was bopping along with it all, bouncing happily in her seat. When she caught Mal’s eye, she smiled, but the meltdown Mal was barely staving off must have been sharp on their face. Emerson quickly fixed her expression into a serious one.

“Oop! We’re running out of time. We’ll talk specifics about everything else later,” she said decisively. “But for now, let’s take a vote on the name. All in favor of MixxedMedia?”

Parker and Emerson’s hands shot up together. Nylan and Kodi followed, with James slowly joining them. With a long-suffering sigh, even Stella raised her hand.

They waited almost a full minute before Emerson asked, “All opposed?”

Mal didn’t raise their hand then either.

Deciding on things together was a terrible idea.

“And the measure passes with six yeses and one impartial editor in chief abstaining.”

And just like that, Collage was dead.



When Mal got home an hour later, they still felt spiky all over, like too many staples in the bindings of a zine. Not even the long walk home would smooth out their edges. They had taken what they called the Scenic Route—a longer loop than usual, which took them up through the upscale, historic neighborhood of Seminary Square, where cats peeked out of windows instead of from around street corners like they did in Mal’s neighborhood, and then across to Linden Grove Cemetery, the closest thing Mal had to real green space in the city. Mal had hoped they could lose some of those sharp feelings in the autumn twilight, with the sun setting earlier but not quite early enough that it was dark dark yet. But even with a cooling, cleansing breeze blowing through the yellow trees in the cemetery’s arboretum, all the Too Muchness of the meeting still followed them home like a street cat.

Luckily, Mal had nothing else to do with their Friday night, unlike some of the others involved in Col—MixxedMedia, who had rushed from the meeting to other exciting, hopefully less-ruinous things. That left Mal with the space—and quiet—they needed to right themself. After all that coffee and no snacks since their cafeteria lunch, they felt a little woozy, underfed, and overcaffeinated.

Rifling through the fridge, they gathered Odds And Ends for themself: cheese, grapes, and bologna they cut into triangle-shaped fourths. They had just opened a fresh pack of saltine crackers when their mom came into the kitchen from the living room.

“Hey there, Mal,” she said, reaching into the fridge for a bottle of wine. “What’cha cooking?”

“Nothing,” they said, then shook their head. That wasn’t right. “I’m making snacks.”

“Oh, nice, nice.”

She wasn’t really listening. Mal stewed silently for a moment, annoyed. It must have been palpable, because their mom looked over as she refilled her glass, really seeing them for the first time all day. “Is it a spiky day, hon?”

Mal was instantly suspicious. Their mom didn’t typically check in like this. But Mal referred to days like these enough that Spiky Days were as good as a proper noun for the other Flowerses, too. They nodded.

“My meeting didn’t go…” It hadn’t gone badly. By most accounts, it was a rollicking success. It just hadn’t gone in the direction they wanted. They corrected course. “How I thought it would go.”

“I’m sorry,” their mom said. “What happened?”

Mal placed a handful of crackers on their plate so hard the bottom two split in half. “Just—stupid stuff. People had some very wrong opinions, which happened to be the popular ones, so.” They shrugged. “I guess we’re going to do things the wrong way.”

“Oh, Mal,” their mom tutted. “Remember what Dr. Benson said—don’t get stuck in black-and-white thought patterns.”

A groan rolled out of Mal’s chest without their permission. Dr. Benson was their middle school psychiatrist—the one who had diagnosed them with ADHD after their first eighth-grade year. They had only seen him a handful of times, when their dad’s insurance still covered it, to help with Mal’s ADHD Problem (another proper noun in the Flowers household). What Mal remembered most about those sessions was the going and the waiting, and also their mom doing most of the talking during the actual appointments. While they hadn’t found those sessions helpful at all—to them, his advice had amounted basically to “just don’t have ADHD”—their mom had latched onto a few of the phrases he gave them as coping mechanisms.

This, black-and-white thought patterns, was one of them. Most often, she deployed it when she thought Mal was being particularly stubborn. If Mal was being honest, most of the borrowed phrases their mom criticized them with—use your time-management skills, find your motivation—were things she struggled with as much as Mal. But the one time Mal had been honest and pointed this out, their mom had had a Mal-size meltdown of her own. And then when Dr. Benson had casually mentioned that ADHD is often inherited from a parent, she had had another, and suddenly it was Mal’s dad taking them to appointments, and then not taking them at all.

“I’m not,” Mal huffed, finishing their snack plate with a fun-size box of Nerds. “I’m just a little overwhelmed right now is all.”

“Mal, honey, if it’s too much, you know you don’t have to do this,” their mom said. “I don’t want you to get behind.”

And there it was again: Do less. The words crashed into them, taking their appetite away.

“Thanks,” they said. “Noted.” And they left the kitchen with nothing but a store-brand sparkling water, leaving their Odds And Ends abandoned on the counter.

After a stomp up the stairs, they turned not left toward their bedroom door but right, toward Maddie’s. Later, Mal knew she would be going to a bonfire with the soccer team, but now she was just getting ready, holding two flannel shirts at arm’s length.

“Red or purple?” she asked when Mal stomped in.

“Purple,” Mal answered, their voice stiff. At their side, they opened and closed their fists to the beat of the Charlie XCX song that played over Maddie’s phone.

Maddie took a real look at Mal and nodded. “Do you want to talk about it or just be here?”

Mal scrunched their nose. “Just be here?”

“Of course.”

And so Mal flopped onto Maddie’s twin-size bed, shooing away the discarded red flannel and feeling more than a little childish. They got so frustrated with themself sometimes when they got Like This—when the page of their brain started to overflow. They hadn’t even started with a particularly full page today; this morning, and even when the meeting had started, they had been able to keep up with the mess of their mind, editing away the excess. But the zine’s name change and everything that came with it had ruined all that careful work, shifted them into caps lock mode, to alternating text sizes and illegible fonts. No amount of careful self-editing could contain the absolute overwhelm they felt now as they lay with their back against the mattress, staring at the ceiling.

Maybe their mom had been right about them doing too much. But… Mal didn’t want her to be right. It was a small, rebellious thought, a spark they felt just desperate enough to foster. And they knew the only way to move forward was to edit their brain page back down, to shift things, to keep themself within the correct margins.

So, that’s what they did: They drank their sparkling water and wallowed in the Too Muchness of the day, letting it wash over them like the noise of Maddie moving around the room getting ready. The spicy feel of fizzy bubbles in their nose helped bring them back from their spiraling thoughts and into their body. Slowly, they untangled the conflicting streams of words in their brain, changing Wingdings to Comic Sans to Times New Roman.

“Mom thinks I am going to fail at Collage,” Mal finally said, and then amended, “I mean. MixxedMedia.”

“You changed the name, huh? Well, Mom thinks a lot of things that are wrong.” Maddie watched Mal through the mirror as she finished curling her hair. “Do you think you’re going to fail?”

“No.” This was Mal’s immediate reaction, tumbling out before they had a chance to edit it. Right away, they felt like they had to amend it. “I mean, maybe? Probably, even. I mean,” they said, echoing their parents’ words, “you know how I can get.”

“If you mean awesome, then yeah, I do. Can you throw me that scrunchie from—?” Maddie pointed over Mal’s shoulder. Mal grabbed the black satin hair tie from the bedside table and tossed it to her. “What do you want to happen?”

Mal shrugged, sipped their sparkling water, and considered, trying to pin down an answer. They still had concerns about the whole thing—the change, the responsibility of a roomful of staffers looking to them, not Ms. Merritt, for answers. But strangely, those weren’t the thoughts that bubbled to the surface.

“I think I want to be good at it?”

“Hey, that sounds doable to me.” Maddie gathered her curls into a half-up bun. “Don’t let Mom get in your head. Or if she’s in there, let me get in there too, and I’ll say you can do this, Mal over and over until you can’t even hear her.”

Mal scrunched their nose. “It gets weird in there sometimes, Maddie.”

“Well, luckily for you, I don’t mind weird,” Maddie said. “Okay, I have to do my mascara, and I can’t do that without doing the open-mouth thing.”

Mal nodded and went quiet, imagining Maddie in their head chanting you can do this, Mal—quietly, so it didn’t feel like Too Much. Maybe they could be good at MixxedMedia. It meant they still got to do their Thing, even if it was going to change in ways they thought were wrong. And it meant an opportunity to get back on track for The Plan.

But that wasn’t even the full picture. Putting their empty can on Maddie’s bedside table (“Don’t leave it there, I don’t collect them like you do,” she joked between applications), Mal rolled onto their stomach and reflected.

The part they were most excited about was working with Emerson.

Emerson, who liked colors that were too bright but who used them to such great effect Mal could see themself learning to like them too. Emerson, with her excited text messages and comfortable phone calls and messy Google Docs and a big, bold, underlined need for someone like Mal to organize it all.

Emerson was not like anyone else Mal had ever known. And although they still didn’t really know her—two weeks was hardly enough time to know someone—they already felt like they did. Mal slotted into place with Emerson like a perfectly placed semicolon linking two independent but closely related clauses.

Mal wasn’t sure about the zine, but they wanted to be sure about her.

Smiling, Mal leaned onto one hip and slid their hand into their pocket, grabbing their phone.



Hey.





Their text chain with Emerson shone bright on their screen.



We should make a form for people to pitch stories for the first issue.







If we’re going to publish by the end of the month, we need to get the ball rolling.





A few moments passed, and Mal reread their messages. Did they sound too bossy? Too demanding? Too—



you got it, boss!!!!







i’m out at a show right now but i’ll get on it in the morning.







expected turn-around: by the time you get off work????





The text on Mal’s evening brain page highlighted and shifted to eleven-point Georgia: inarguably the best font.

“You’re smiley,” Maddie said, sitting on the bed and pushing against Mal with her hips so they had to scoot back and make room.

“Yeah,” Mal said shortly. “Mag—uh, zine things.”

Maddie did a little hum Mal couldn’t interpret, then looked down at them. “Are you sure you don’t want to come out tonight?” She waggled an eyebrow. “You can invite whoever it is you’re texting.”

Mal shoved Maddie gently with their knee. “It’s not like that.” Despite the thrill in Mal’s chest at the suggestion. “Plus, I have to be up early for work, so. No. Thank you.”

“Okay. Walk me down so Mom lets me out the door without grilling me?”

“Okay,” said Mal.

As Maddie grabbed her things, Mal texted Emerson back quickly.



Sounds great.







Thanks, Emerson.





Then they added:



Best Managing Editor Ever.








MAL: Emerson, this cannot be the title.

EMERSON: what is wrong with it though?!?!

MAL: It needs to be—here, let me just—




MIXXEDMEDIA PITCH

SUBMISSION FORM

DRAFT ONE!!!!!




EMERSON: Okay I can see how this is better




MixxedMedia Pitch Submission Form:




EMERSON: If someone messes this up they are FIREDDD.




NAME:




MAL: Is it clear that this means like, poetry, prose, drama?

EMERSON: And comics, photographs, drawings, collages, recipes, glitter, etc??? Yes I think so ;-)

EMERSON: I see that cursor panic-moving in the doc, Mal Flowers!!!!! It’s okay we will take it slow I pinkie promise




ISSUE:




FORMAT:




EMERSON: is it too cruel to ask people to title in their pitch? That’s always the hardest part for me!

MAL: I mean, it’s never set in stone, right? We could add “working” to make that clear?

EMERSON: PERF, SO SMART SO HOT, ON IT




WORKING TITLE:




EMERSON: OKAY controversial suggestion: we make this less formal???

MAL: I mean a pitch has a formal format, right?

EMERSON: I KNOW BUT what I am saying is, we’re doing it differently now, and so maybe to make it a little more accessible to people who get anxious about “““FORMAL””” things (it’s me, hi, I’m the person who gets anxious about formal things, its me) we can be a little more laid back about it?

MAL: I hadn’t thought about accessibility. That’s a good point.

EMERSON: I’m full of ‘em baybeeee. This is why you keep me around, isn’t it?

MAL: That and your masterful command of creative punctuation.

EMERSON: Oh they’re flirting now aren’t they???

MAL: Here, I’ll put something like—




PITCH: Please note that pitches no longer have to be submitted in traditional format and may be more informal, so long as you communicate the important elements of your piece.






CHAPTER SEVEN A MEETING FOR A MEETING

The weekend passed in a Saturday shift at Dollar City and texts to Emerson and a Sunday sideline seat at Maddie’s soccer practice and texts to Emerson and three hours balled up in bed with the Sunday Scaries, trying and failing to do math homework, and texts to Emerson.

Mal had come up with a plan: If the pair of them front-loaded as much prep work as they could now, they would have an easier time actually running the zine later. There were many docs to create and forms to merge, and if it all meant missing a homework assignment for History in favor of texting Emerson about them, well, Mal probably would have missed it anyway. A few weeks into the semester always saw them letting a few things slide, and History had never been an important part of The Plan.

Still, they knew there had to be an easier way to do it all, and so on Monday, on the way to the cafeteria, Mal tugged at Maddie’s sweatshirt sleeve and said, “Go ahead, save my seat. I’ll be right there.”

Maddie quirked an eyebrow. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just need to find Emerson real quick, before the bell.” Mal shrugged. “Zine things.”

“But you’ll miss the best square pizza slices,” Maddie protested.

This almost convinced Mal; the school’s square pizzas were either their absolute favorite, when they got one of the good pieces with lots of fresh, melty cheese, or the Absolute Worst, when they got stuck with one of the crusty ones left over after all the good ones were taken. But their phone had been buzzing in their pocket all morning, and so they knew they’d better handle this now.

“It’ll be okay,” they said resolutely. “Nothing a little—or a lot—of hot sauce can’t fix.”

“Mal.” Maddie shook her head, laughing. “Sometimes you are truly vile. It’s a good thing I love you anyway.” And she walked away, headed toward the cafeteria.

Mal never felt particularly comfortable in the bustle of the hall, but they had a mission this time: find Emerson. And they did, spotting her coming out of the girl’s bathroom, just a convenient few steps away.

Mal stopped short in front of her and frowned. “I haven’t read your texts, I’m sorry.”

“Oh, hey, Mal,” Emerson said, taking two blinks to catch up. “Well, I had wondered why you didn’t laugh at my hilarious jokes, but now everything makes sense.”

“I don’t really text at school,” Mal admitted.

“Oh, okay,” said Emerson.

Hurriedly, Mal explained, “I just don’t want to get caught or get my phone taken.”

“It’s cool, Mal.” Emerson shrugged one shoulder casually. “You don’t have to explain.”

Mal cocked their head to the side. They always had to explain.

“Uh. Okay,” they said, stopped short by not having to justify or apologize for their need to follow the rules. “I was just wondering, since we have so much to get sorted out—should we coordinate calendars so we can get another meeting on the books?” Mal flipped their backpack around, tugged their planner out. “To game-plan, you know.”

“Ooh, smart idea.” Emerson launched into her schedule, ticking off days on her fingers and somehow still managing to wave her hands at the same time. “So, I work Mondays, Tuesdays, and Saturday mornings,” she started. “What about Wednesday?”

“I work on Wednesdays.” Mal shook their head. “But Thursdays are good for me.”

“Oh, this Thursday I have an art-hive thing,” Emerson said. “I could do Friday?” She flapped her hands in dismay. “But that’s so long!”

“Huh,” said Mal. “We need a meeting so we can schedule a meeting.”

“Wow,” Emerson said, smiling. “That’s super type A of you, Mal.”

Mal snorted a graceless laugh. “Oh, I am not type A. I just cosplay as one so I can keep my shit together.”

“Oh, same, though.” Emerson laughed now too. It made her cheeks go round and pretty. “But, like, my costume is a bootleg Dollar City version or something.”

“Hey, I work at Dollar City, you know.” Mal pretended to be offended. “We sell quality merchandise!”

Emerson held up her hands in apology. “My bad, my bad. I guess my type-A costume is just really blah compared to yours, which is obviously, like, from Anthropologie or something.”

Mal didn’t know what that store was, but they liked the idea of Emerson liking them, so they smiled. “You know it. Or, like, maybe I’m just looking for an excuse to get things done and drink coffee with you.”

Mal laughed, a snorty and breathy sound, and then stopped themself short.

They had really said that. Out loud.

More than once over the weekend, they had thought it: that it would be easier, and nicer, to do all this in person with Emerson and her Post-it notes and her too-loud voice and her big, exciting brain page. But wishing they were sitting somewhere with Emerson was different than actually saying it.

Out loud.

To Emerson.

“I—” they started to say, taking it back.

“Okay, yeah,” Emerson said, a little flustered. There was a pink tint to her cheeks and Mal couldn’t tell whether it was from laughing or from what they’d just said. “But if you’re going to flirt with me like that, you have to buy the first round.”

“Okay, yeah,” Mal echoed, before they could even do the quick math of how much they had in their bank account. “It’s a deal.”

“If you can get to the Haus by, like, four today, we could do a quick hang-and-coordinate before I start my shift at five?”

Mal nodded. Their cheeks were pleasantly warm. “Yeah, that sounds good.”

“Cool,” said Emerson, but Mal saw it on her lips more than they heard it; she said it just as the bell sounded through the hall. Both of them were now late.

“Cool,” Mal said back, but the sound of that was lost to the bell too.

And they both stood there until the last of the series of bells sounded, smiling and blushing at each other.

“Well, I’ll see you then, okay?” Emerson finally said.

Mal nodded quickly. “Yeah, see you then,” they said, and then they walked back toward the cafeteria, the state of their square pizza barely crossing their mind.



When Mal came through the door of the Haus, its bell twinkling, it was four p.m. exactly. In Mal’s mind, they were already late; they always tried to arrive to things fifteen minutes early. They could never judge what was actually late for other people.

Emerson, at least, wasn’t at the Haus yet, and so Mal milled around, hovering near the coffee bar between the door to what they guessed was the stockroom and a series of shelves and hooks displaying fiber art—felted bags and embroidered hoops and macrame hangings with interesting glass beads. The same barista was behind the counter: Sam, their hair looking extra curly from the light drizzle of rain that had started on Mal’s walk.

It was apparently the first day of the Haus’s fall coffee menu, and Sam was busy making the usual pumpkin-spiced lattes but also drinks with names like Pumpkin Mocha Breve and Cinnamon Apple Streusel Chai. The rich, inviting scents of sweet cream, sharp dark chocolate, and rich fall spices had Mal looking at the time on their phone more frequently.

“Hey,” Sam called, checking in between pulling fragrant shots of espresso, “are you sure you don’t want something while you wait? Emerson can be… fashionably late.”

Mal frowned. Not at Sam but at the idea of what fashionably late might mean to Emerson. “No,” they said. “I’m good.”

“Sure thing. Let me know if you change your mind, okay?”

But Mal didn’t change their mind in the five minutes it took for Emerson to actually show up, red-cheeked, her red hair damp and much smaller than usual. Its general poofiness condensed into flat, lumpy waves when it got wet, apparently.

“The rain,” she lamented. “She is a bitch.”

Mal snorted. “Hey, Emerson.”

“Hey, Mal.” She grinned like she wasn’t late and slightly bedraggled, the bottoms of her wide-legged jeans leaving damp spots on the wooden floor. “So, you were going to get me a coffee?”

Something caught in Mal’s throat. “Yeah, I—yes,” they stammered, coughing to clear it. They stepped to the counter. “Hey, Sam? I think we’re ready to order.”

“You know Sam?” Emerson asked.

“Oh yeah,” said Sam, coming over with a friendly smile. “We go all the way back to—last weekend, was it?”

“Yeah,” Mal said. A little thrill went through their chest at being remembered. “That’s right.”

“Mal, right? What can I get you?”

“Just a black coffee,” Mal said.

Sam nodded. “A classic. I can respect that.”

It was also what Mal could afford, especially with Emerson’s order on their tab today. “And whatever Emerson wants too,” they added casually.

Sam’s eyebrows raised, a small smile crossing their lips. “Cool, cool. The usual, Emerson?”

“Yep!” she squeaked.

Mal liked that Emerson had a usual—and that Sam was the sort of barista who remembered those. Maybe one day, they could have a usual too.

Sam poured Mal’s drink into a cardboard cup. But instead of doing the same for Emerson, they turned to the wall, where all the mugs hung on their hooks. From the far left, they plucked a cup—pink and purple, with cat ears.

“Oh,” said Mal, recognizing it. “That’s your cup.”

“Yeah,” Emerson said, then explained, “regulars can bring in mugs to keep behind the counter. It’s like, half to reduce waste, half, like, a secret club. I felt like a god when Sai finally told me I could have a hook of my own. I got a special mug for it and everything.”

“And it’s a mess,” Sam said, sliding both Mal’s disposable cup and Emerson’s cat cup across the smooth, dark wood counter. Mal tapped their card on the machine to pay. Emerson’s order—AMERICANO + CARAMEL + MOCHA + W/ ROOM—was thankfully not as expensive as Mal had feared.

“Yeah, but so am I,” said Emerson, “so it works.”

“You said it, not me,” said Sam, holding their hands up, but they were smiling. “Now go on—ruin your coffee and get your work done. And be on time! I have a date tonight; I can’t cover you.”

“Fine,” Emerson sassed, waving her hands at Sam like she could shoo them away. “Come on, Mal.”

So Mal followed.

The pair of them made a pit stop at the end of the counter, where there were carafes marked MILK and HALF AND HALF and OAT and ALMOND and all manner of free fixings to add to a drink. Plunking her mug down, Emerson grabbed the OAT carafe and dumped in enough that the coffee in her cup—before, plain black, like Mal’s—turned a light shade of tan. She swirled it around with a wooden stirrer, almost sloshing coffee over the sides of the cat ears, and then nudged it down the bar. She stopped it in front of a bottle of simple syrup. Unceremoniously, like it wasn’t a crime against humanity, she pumped five full pumps into her coffee mug.

“Emerson,” Mal said—half an admonishment, half a swear word.

“Look here, Mal Flowers,” Emerson said. “Don’t coffee-shame me. I won’t stand for it!”

For a half second, Mal was concerned they’d offended her, but when Emerson looked over her shoulder at them, it was with a toothy grin. She added a small mountain of whipped cream straight from the can, then topped it all off with a generous sprinkling of cocoa powder.

“I won’t,” they said, then added, truthfully, “but I really want to.”

“So, here’s the thing,” Emerson said. She waved her hand at Mal like come here, you and took off again, cup overfull and sloshing, as she led them back into the many rooms of the Haus. “I don’t actually like coffee.”

“What?!” Mal was shocked enough that, if they were editing their words on a page, they wouldn’t correct a use of a question mark and an exclamation point.

“I know, I know, but look: I think it tastes disgusting! Like bitter farts. Don’t give me that look!” Emerson shooed her hands at Mal, putting her coffee in further danger of spilling on the floor. “But you see, what I love is caffeine. Coffee is, unfortunately, the best vehicle for that.” She led Mal through the library room, stopping for half a second (that almost made Mal crash directly into her) to run her fingers over a particularly colorful spine. “So, to make up for it tasting like absolute burnt garbage, I pump it full of sugar and oat milk. It’s the only way I can stomach it.”

“That is…” Mal wasn’t sure if they were shocked or amazed. They loved the flavor of coffee: its rich chocolates, its faint hints of fruit, the way the bitter notes played across their tongue on that first, scalding sip. Dulling that out with sugar felt a bit like a sin. But as they followed Emerson further into the Haus, they had to admit: “Actually, I think that’s what I really like about coffee too. The caffeine part. It’s like… I can’t function without it to get the rest of me to keep up with my brain.”

“Exactly,” Emerson said, a little too loud. Thankfully, she ducked them both into the back room before anyone could give them a reproachful look. “I knew you’d get it.”

“I mean, I actually do like coffee. But I get the caffeine thing, sure.”

“That’s what I knew, duh,” she said, and turned a little too hard, sloshing her coffee again as she put her cup down on the corner desk. Mal’s nose wrinkled; that would leave a ring. Emerson, oblivious, sat down in the rolling chair and leaned back, her arms behind her head. “So. What’s on the agenda?”

“Figuring out the agenda, I think,” said Mal. “Uh, can I?” They nodded their head at the empty accent chair they’d sat in the last time.

“Yeah, I picked it out for you, duh,” Emerson said.

Mal blinked. “Really?”

“Really! I picked both our chairs because they don’t have arms, so they don’t do the—” Emerson mimed with her hands, striking them against her hip and squeezing. Mal could fill in the uncomfortable push on their fat hips in their mind. “So we’d be cozy.”

“Emerson, that’s…” Mal trailed off. No one had ever done something so small yet so thoughtful for them. They looked at Emerson, her damp hair shining in the stormy light of the window, and couldn’t find the right words for the curious feeling swelling in their chest.

“I wanted it to be nice for us.” She shrugged. “Since this is our room now.”

Mal looked around. Other than their chairs (which somehow felt so much more Important now), it still wasn’t much—it was as barren as the first day, except now a large table had been pushed up against the opposite wall. It had a light-colored, heavy wooden top and thick, elaborately designed brass legs that had at some point been painted green, the floral scrolling on them ornate enough to be pretty despite the bog moss color.

The table, like the room, gave off the distinct feeling of being purposefully forgotten.

It was fitting; after all, that had been the ultimate fate of Collage. And it was, in some ways, the current fate of Mal. But maybe, with careful selections like the ones Emerson had already made, it could be cozy—it could be theirs.

Mal sat, carefully placed their cup on a tile coaster, and unzipped their backpack. They tugged out their planner at the same time Emerson fished out her half-size notebook.

“So,” Mal said. “You work… Monday, Tuesday, and Saturday.”

“Yes.”

“And I work Wednesday and Saturday and some Sundays,” Mal said, making notes on today’s empty planner corner. “What else?”

Emerson opened her notebook to the back page, on which there were about two dozen different colored Post-its.

“I have…” Emerson grinned up at Mal, waving her hands at all the notes. They flapped with the breeze she created. “It’s a little harder to pin down my schedule. I’m kind of all over.”

“I know,” Mal said. “I see you around, like, everywhere.”

“Aw.” Emerson smiled, a soft little thing. Her glossed lips shone pink in the light from the window. “You see me?”

“Yeah, of course,” said Mal, before they could say something else—something less embarrassingly truthful.

“Shucks,” said Emerson, batting her eyelashes playfully. It made Mal’s chest flutter.

But they did see her around a lot—Emerson was always doing something. Mal spent most of their time at school, Dollar City, or their house, but whenever they did go out (usually for Maddie’s soccer games, or activities before or after them), it felt like Emerson was always out too. Standing in front of the Madison Theatre in the glow of the marquee lights, waiting for a local band’s show. On the patios of local restaurants, laughing loudly at a meal with her moms. Going to the silly little festivals the city always held in Mainstrasse Village, a flash of vibrant red standing out in the crowd of revelers their dad always cursed for taking up too much space.

Emerson was everywhere, woven through the periphery of Mal’s life.

“It’s your red hair,” Mal said, still half in their thoughts. “And also you always seem like you’re having a really good time.” They blinked at Emerson, then shook themself, their cheeks warm. “But what does it mean for our schedule? Are there any days that are out?”

“Well, no. Not as such.” Emerson wiggled where she sat. Her voice was a little squeakier than usual. “I just go where I go whenever. And I can prioritize our meetings! I am the managing editor of the coolest new zine. So I can do that, at least.”

To Mal, Emerson’s unplanned schedule sounded like a nightmare. But her promise to prioritize the zine made them smile. They dropped their gaze to their notes. “Cool. We can work with that.”

“Also, the thing about working at the Haus,” Emerson started, leaning in so the wheels on her chair creaked, “is that everything is pretty chill. Sam was razzing me for being late, but it’s not a huge deal. And I’m always down to do a meetup like this before my shift. Or after.”

“Huh?” Mal looked up. This was a decided contrast from Dollar City, where everything ran the risk of turning into a huge deal. “Like, after hours?”

“Sure, if we need it.” Emerson shrugged. “The whole thing about the Haus is it’s a community-led space, so the hours are a bit… soft. They’re, like, only suggestions. If the space is needed outside of them, we just stay open.”

“But what does that mean for us?” Mal asked.

“Late-night editing parties.” Emerson grinned, fanning out her fingers for emphasis. “Those epic all-nighters you see in the movies. More coffee—even if it’s without cream and sugar, you grossie.” She swatted at Mal’s leg playfully. “But it also means we can be a little more flexible about our end times most nights. Also also—here, it helps me to see it like—”

She bent and got out two pads of differently colored Post-its from her bag. Then she wrote their free times each day on the notes—bright yellow for herself, pumpkin orange for Mal—and stuck them to the wall in front of the desk in weekday order.

“Ta-da!” she said, waving her hands at it. “Our week in Post-it form.”

Mal had to hand it to Emerson: Though it was a mess, it was also an interesting way to visually represent how their weeks looked. And before long, between their two brains and a sea of Post-its, they came up with a schedule for their co-occurring free times: Mondays and Tuesdays from four to five p.m., like now; Thursdays, any non-school time; Friday afternoons, heavily caveated by Emerson (“as long as nothing else important is going on”); bits and bobs of time on Saturdays between their two work shifts; and the Sundays when Mal wasn’t working at Dollar City.

It felt like a lot of time to spend working in this small room. And it also felt like still not quite enough to get everything that needed doing done.

“I mean, we can sneak in other times as we need to,” Emerson reassured them. “And if we’re up against a deadline, I can do Friday whenever.”

It still sounded like a lot, but Mal nodded. “Okay. This is workable.”

“Of course it is,” Emerson said, flipping her hair. Over the course of the meeting, it had dried and was almost back to its standard poofiness. “We worked it out.”

And while Mal didn’t have as much faith in them as she did, they had to admit it had seemed to come together pretty well, all things considered. Usually, when they tried to make plans with Maddie or her friends, it took much longer to explain the whys and hows of Mal needing extra morning time to boot up or extra time at night to wind down. But Emerson got it on the first go.

“Well, it’s almost shift time,” Emerson said, swigging the last bit of her overly sweet coffee.

“Yeah, don’t piss Sam off,” Mal teased.

“Ooh, are you in looove?” Emerson asked, the smallest shadow crossing her face before it settled into a playful smile.

“What? No.” Mal shrugged. “I just think it’s cool to see another nonbinary person in the wild. Like, we’re pretty rare Pokémon.”

“Yeah, a star-rated holographic card for sure,” Emerson joked back. “I didn’t think of that, but you’re right, that’s cool. Okay, I’ll stop picking on you. Maybe not Sam, but you’re off the hook.” Her easy smile was back, her shoulders relaxing a little. Mal watched, curious, liking to see it there.

“Well, should we meet again tomorrow?” they asked, copying the last bit of the Post-it schedule into neat lines in their planner. “We still need to nail down, like… an actual theme for this first issue, I guess.”

Mal’s stomach suddenly felt a little mushy. They had gotten so caught up in the bright colors and rich coffee scent of Emerson they had almost forgotten there was real, hard work to do. Work that Mal had no idea how to actually get done.

“Yeah, sure,” Emerson said. “And I’ll get the coffee tomorrow, since you got today.”

Mal smiled. “Okay. I like the sound of that.”

“Cool, well.” Emerson rolled her seat back to the far side of the desk. Only as she moved away did Mal realize how close they had been. It was like they’d been drawn together, magnet-pulled. “I can’t keep Sam waiting. Say bye on your way out, okay?”

And then she was gone, bouncing away from the desk and through the door—leaving Mal to pack up their backpack with the ghost of a smile on their lips.




Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Wednesday, September 11 | 8:32 PM

From: Mal <flowersm@mail.com>

To: Stella <stellaforstar@mail.com>, Parker <sailorparker@mail.com>, Nylan <octoberleaves@mail.com>, James <jameswrites@mail.com>, Kodi <kodiac@mail.com>, Emerson <emersoninallcaps@mail.com>

To the MixxedMedia staff:

Below are options for the theme of the October issue of MixxedMedia. Please reply with your vote by the end of the week so we can get started on submissions as quickly as possible.

Best,

Mal

Inaugural Issue Theme Options:

1. Fall

2. New Beginnings

3. Carving Our Space

Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Wednesday, September 11 | 8:35 PM

From: Emerson

To: All

I need you ALL TO KNOW that Mal shot down my VERY GREAT IDEA of a coffee themed issue one BUT with that said I vote for #3, CARVING OUR SPACE, because that is what we are doing!!!!

Clearly correct,

As usual,

EMERSON

Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Wednesday, September 11 | 8:47 PM

From: Stella

To: All

I can’t imagine a world in which Emerson is usually correct, but this once, at least, I’m with her.

3. Carving Our Space for me too.

S. W.

Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Wednesday, September 11 | 9:01 PM

From: Nylan

To: All

Hi friends (:

I think carving our space would be cool too? Since we’re doing that, like Emerson said. Making space for ourselves in our little corner of the universe. [image: Emoji: Two hearts.]

I vote that.

Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Wednesday, September 11 | 9:02 PM

From: Kodi

To: All

Option 2

Sent from my iPhone

Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Wednesday, September 11 | 10:17 PM

From: James

To: All

Hi all,

Nylan, I see where you’re coming from, but I feel the same thematic elements of “Carving Our Space” will translate through “New Beginnings” just as clearly.

I’m putting my vote in for Option Two.

Mal, Emerson—are we able to start pitching stories soon?

Cheers,

James King

Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Thursday, September 12 | 3:23 AM

From: Parker

To: All

Option 3 for me please.

And if you think you see the time stamp on this e-mail, no you don’t.

Unrelated: the new One Piece is [image: Emoji: Fire.] [image: Emoji: Fire.] [image: Emoji: Fire.]

Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Thursday, September 12 | 5:15 AM

From: Nylan

To: All

OMG do you ever sleep Parker?

Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Thursday, September 12 | 5:18 AM

From: Parker

To: All

Look.

That’s none of your business.

Subject: Issue One Theme—Please Vote

Thursday, September 12 | 5:32 AM

From: Mal

To: All

To the MixxedMedia staff:

With the majority vote, Option 3: Carving Our Space will be the theme of issue one.

Emerson and I would like to publish by the first of the month. As that’s a tight turnaround, yes, please send in pitches or stories as soon as possible.

Please reserve e-mail chains for zine business.

Best,

Mal






CHAPTER EIGHT HONK IF YOU’RE A LOSER

“Hey, space cadet, wait up!”

Maddie called after Mal, saying quick good-byes to her soccer friends and half jogging up the sidewalk to catch up with them. “What are you in such a hurry for?”

“What? Oh.”

Mal hadn’t realized they were in a hurry. They had just been walking—and mentally running through the zine To-Do List they’d outlined in their planner earlier. But now that they drew their attention back to their actual surroundings, they realized they had been absolutely booking it out of Holmes High this Friday afternoon.

“Sorry,” they said, a beat later than they probably should have.

“It’s cool,” Maddie said, catching up with ease. “It’s actually a little chilly today, so a brisk walk sounds nice.”

It was, to be fair, a very nice day for a walk. It had stayed cool the entire day, with a crisp wind that promised colder weather to come. Fiery red and golden-orange leaves had started to fall, though some hadn’t fully changed yet, as if they were just giving up after a long summer. But golden or green, Mal’s secondhand Doc Martens crunched over them all. They pulled their hands into the sleeves of their sweatshirt—which, for the first time, they wore not aspirationally but because they actually needed it against the bite of the breeze.

The siblings walked home together, little tornadoes of bracken and brown leaves picking up around them.

“I bet you’re just excited for the scrimmage,” Maddie said, keeping up the pace now. The soccer season hadn’t officially started, but Holmes was playing a scrimmage against Newport that evening.

“Oh shit,” Mal hissed.

“What?” Maddie asked.

“I have a zine thing tonight.”

“A zine thing?” Maddie’s face fell—Mal caught it in their periphery. It matched the fall of her voice, pitching down with disappointment. But then she pulled her expression back up, fast enough that anyone but Mal might not have even noticed. “Look at you go, Mal.” She gave Mal a playful shove of their shoulder. “Getting things done. This is what, the third meeting this week?”

“Fourth, actually.” Mal had met Emerson at the Haus yesterday, too: a brief touch-base to organize all the pitch forms so ideas didn’t get lost. Mal needed to keep everything in order if they were going to pull off this issue by the end of the month—and so they wouldn’t forget other important things, like Maddie’s scrimmage. “I’m really sorry, Maddie.”

“Don’t be,” Maddie hummed. “It sounds like you have a lot to get done.”

Mal nodded. Ms. Merritt had been shouldering more work than Mal had realized. They were learning that there were a dozen tiny choices that needed to be made for any given big choice—and Mal, as editor in chief, felt responsible for making them all.

It was… A Lot.

“I mean, I’ll have Emerson’s help,” Mal added, mostly to calm the spiral of their own worried thoughts.

“Yeah, okay,” their sister said, perching her elbow on Mal’s head as they walked farther into Austinburg. (If she had been anyone but Maddie, Mal would have been annoyed.) “But be careful with her, okay? I got paired up with her for an English assignment last year, and it was a mess.”

Mal frowned. “How so?”

“She had all these really cool ideas for the presentation, but then she got lost in doing those and never actually did the reading.” Maddie shrugged, her elbow bobbing on the crown of Mal’s head. “So I had to do that part of it all on my own.”

“That doesn’t sound like the Emerson I know,” Mal said, frowning. The Emerson whom Mal knew was a force to be reckoned with—a glittering tornado of ideas and positivity and little wiggles and bright colors. And true, that sometimes made her messy, but that was where they came in. With Mal’s careful notes and outlines and lists, the creative fury of Emerson was not tamed but directed. Made more powerful by their work together.

It was nice, Mal thought, smiling to themself, to know someone whose brain worked so well with theirs.

But anxiety quickly crept in, turning Mal’s stomach. Did they really know Emerson? It sure felt like they did. Each e-mail and text and coffee Mal shared with Emerson felt like one with a very old friend, a friend like Mal had never had before. But in reality… outside of her bad punctuation and nervous-making flash of red hair, they had actually only known her for a handful of days.

The Emerson whom Maddie talked about sounded a lot more like the Emerson Mal had always worried about before they started getting to know her. Mal’s frown deepened.

“Just don’t bite off more than you can chew with her, I guess,” Maddie said. “Anyway, I think you’re doing cool stuff. I’m so relieved you get to keep your magazine.”

“Okay, one, it’s a zine,” Mal corrected, playfully shrugging out from Maddie’s arm. “And two, this is just school stuff, really.”

“This isn’t a school thing,” Maddie said plainly. “That’s the whole deal, right?”

Mal’s frown deepened. “It’s still a school thing. I do it with people from school.”

“You do it with Emerson.” Maddie batted her eyelashes at Mal teasingly.

“Yes.” Mal’s eyes darted away from their sister, their cheeks coloring. “And Nylan, and Parker and James and—”

“Sure, sure.” Maddie cut them off with a laugh and playful smirk. “But hey, when you finish up tonight, come to the scrimmage, okay? I need you. You’re my good-luck charm.”

“Yeah, of course,” Mal promised. How they’d make it was still uncertain—probably by texting their mom for a ride, something Mal tried to avoid at all costs—but they meant it when they added: “Wouldn’t miss it. I’ll be there.”

But for the next few blocks, Mal didn’t feel there. They were somewhere else. About seventeen blocks ahead at the Haus, in fact, worrying and wondering whether Maddie was right—whether Emerson would leave them hanging after all, lost in a flurry of half-finished thoughts on bright Post-its.



About a dozen of said Post-its later, Mal and Emerson had settled on what they would need, and from whom, in order to get the first issue of MixxedMedia printed by the end of the month.

“Quick and painless,” Emerson said, dusting her hands together with overexaggerated motions. “What’s next?”

“I should pack up, probably,” Mal said. “My sister has a soccer scrimmage tonight, and I need to go.”

“Oh, dang it,” Emerson said. “See, I saw this going like: You say, I don’t know, Emerson, what is next? And then I say, Actually, I have this thing, and I then invite you to it.”

Mal went very still. Their heart skipped in their chest, then raced on. “What?”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter now,” Emerson said, standing up and making a show of looking disappointed. “Maybe next year.”

Mal couldn’t help it. They smiled and, leaning back in their cozy chair, took the bait.

“I don’t know, Emerson,” they said, adopting the same wistful tone Emerson had used in their imaginary conversation. “What is next?”

“It’s funny you should ask,” Emerson said, brightening immediately. “Because actually, I have this thing.” She paused for dramatic effect. “The Pride Center is hosting its last Movies Out-side—get it? Like out of the closet?—before it gets too cold. They put up this big sheet thing on the back of the building and show a queer movie. There’s snacks! Kettle corn! Candied apples! Community!” She twinkled her fingers in little waves. “You should come with me.”

“With you?” Mal swallowed hard.

“Yeah, of course.” Emerson waved a hand like that was obvious. “And Sam will be there, and about a billion other people too. It’ll be a blast.”

“I wish I could.” They legitimately did—it sounded like a fun, if absolutely overwhelming, time. Mal had been comfortably out (whatever that meant) for what felt like forever, but they had never really connected with other queer kids; making The Plan work took up so much of their time that they never really had extra left over to try. There had been one friend, a girl named Brett, whom Mal had suspected was also queer, but then they failed eighth grade and Brett went to a private high school and that connection fell, like so many others, by the wayside. “But my mom is going to pick me up like”—their eyes flicked to the old clock, a buzzy fuzz of anxiety needling at their chest—“any minute now.”

“But they’re playing But I’m a Cheerleader,” Emerson protested. “It’s a classic.”

“I haven’t seen it,” Mal admitted. “It sounds—”

“What?!” Emerson spoke over them. “Then you have to come!”

“I wish I cou—”

But before Mal could finish their sentence, a blaring car horn sounded through the windows by the desk. Their stomach dropped.

Mal really wished she wouldn’t do that.

“Who the hell is that?” Emerson asked, making a sour face.

“That… would be my mom,” Mal admitted, packing up at hyper speed. If they didn’t move quickly, they knew she would honk again. She always did. “I have to go.” They stood, heading through the door.

“Hey, wait, I’ll walk you out!”

Emerson followed Mal as they stomped back through the Haus, trying not to think about all the eyes watching them as they went. Among them was Emerson herself, crashing out the front door just in time to hear the blare of a fresh HOOOONK from Mal’s mom and to see the message written on the back window of her minivan: HONK IF YOU LOVE SOCCER.

“Honk, honk!” Emerson called, waving.

Mal’s cheeks burned as red as the handwritten letters. “I am… so sorry.” In that moment, they badly wanted to be the sort of person who would go to a movie with Emerson. But piling into a minivan to go to their sister’s soccer scrimmage was much more their speed. Mal swallowed.

“Don’t be.” Emerson grinned, playfully shooing her hands out at Mal. “Go have fun. I’ll fill you in on the movie later. Really, it’s a travesty you haven’t seen it yet.”

“Yeah—” Mal started, but before they could finish, two things happened:

Mal’s mom rolled her window down and yelled, “GET A MOVE ON, MAL.”

And Emerson threw her arms around their shoulders, drawing them in for a hug.

After a breath spent processing, Mal closed their arms around Emerson’s waist, her hips soft beneath their forearms. They held her for half a heartbeat before, just as fast as she’d leaned in, Emerson bounced away again.

“See you Sunday!” she shouted, even though she didn’t really need to.

“See you Sunday,” said Mal, mystified.

As Emerson bounded back toward the Haus, Mal blinked after her, trying to catch up with everything that had just happened and to memorize how Emerson’s face had looked immediately after: all lit up with a grin that made her eyes sparkle, a hint of bright pink on her cheeks.

And then they crossed the street and climbed into the back seat of the minivan.



Thirty minutes into Maddie’s scrimmage, Mal still couldn’t stop playing those last moments with Emerson in their mind. The blare of the van’s horn. The way their mom yelled out the window, loud enough for half of the Haus to hear. The way Emerson threw her arms around Mal like it was no big deal, how warm they felt around Mal’s shoulders in the chill of the early-fall evening.

And the biggest deal was that the whole thing hadn’t been a big deal, at least not the way it might have been with someone else. Mal wasn’t big on spontaneous PDA; it had been a sticking point in their previous relationships. But instead of making them feel panicky and imposed upon, like most sudden hugs did, Emerson’s embrace had made Mal feel… good. Pleasant and warm. Tingly.

And it was nice, hugging another fat person. Mal didn’t feel weird when their bellies touched like they sometimes did hugging thinner people. It was oddly empowering remembering the feel of it. Part of that still lingered, glowing in the center of Mal’s chest, whenever they imagined Emerson’s arms around them again.

But a whoop from the crowd pulled Mal back to the soccer stands and the crisp night air, which felt comparatively cold despite sitting close to their mom and wearing the red Bulldogs hoodie she had brought for them. On the field, Maddie’s team moved the ball toward the opposing goal.

“GO, MADDIE, GO,” Mal’s mom screamed beside them as Maddie… did soccer things on the field. Even after all these years, Mal could never really be sure what was happening. They always had Maddie to explain the bits they missed.

Still, they were glad they were there.

Mostly.

Part of them, the part that felt warm at the thought of Emerson, wished they were somewhere else—at the Pride Center, specifically. It would be chilly there, too, but maybe they could find other ways to keep themself warm. Like snuggling under a shared blanket with a hot black coffee in one hand and Emerson’s fingers tangled up in the other.

Mal frowned, burrowing down into the neck of their hoodie. This was the first time it had occurred to them that they might want to hold Emerson’s hand. And now that they’d thought about it, their fingers ached with the want of it.

But along with the want came a surge of guilt. Not because of the hand-holding; Mal had stopped feeling guilty for being queer a long time ago. They had to. While Maddie had been enthusiastically supportive both when Mal came out as bi and then again as nonbinary, their parents treated both pieces of information a lot like they did Mal’s ADHD diagnosis: They accepted it but never really understood it. Or (Mal suspected, in their mom’s case) believed it. And just like they couldn’t count on their support for the way their brain worked, Mal knew they couldn’t count on their support for who they loved either. It was easier to just support themself—which was admittedly a challenge at first but was still much more comfortable in the long run.

No, Mal felt guilty because they wanted to be somewhere else. Much like The Plan, there was another order of business for Mal when it came to their time: Show Up For Maddie.

It was Mal’s Job, and had been for as long as they could remember.

Between her work schedule, her own social schedule, and trying to keep up with the house, their mom couldn’t be there for everything, and their dad could be there for even less, especially this time of year. Once, Mal had had their own things to do too. But in freshman year, when Maddie got more serious about soccer, Mal had noticed she often had to go to her practices and matches alone. Though Maddie had never said it bothered her, Mal couldn’t imagine a world in which it wouldn’t. And so, in much the same way they’d been making sure Maddie had an after-school snack since sixth grade, Mal made sure Maddie had someone in the stands. Mal could always show up for their sister, even when no one else could—and so they did.

But now a nagging feeling itched at the corner of their brain.

What if Mal wanted to show up for someone else?

They had before. Mal and their neighborhood friends used to take the bus down to the river to watch the geese and the barges float by, but those friends had mostly moved houses or schools since Mal got held back. In early freshman year, they would meet up with Stella at the library to hang around in the teen room and listen to her dream up the characters that had since become Xarrett and Talia, but once Mal’s friendship got to be too much work—once Mal got to be too much work—those visits stopped too. Since then, there hadn’t been anything as pressing in their schedule as keeping to it, as upholding The Plan and Maddie’s necessary space within it. Because while Maddie needed Mal to show up for her, Mal needed Maddie to do the same for them.

It wasn’t her fault The Plan was so rigid and cumbersome.

But the thought of watching But I’m a Cheerleader with Emerson still pulled at Mal’s mind as hard as Maddie banked the soccer ball toward the goal. For a moment, Mal leaned into the want and wondered what would happen if they weren’t here to see Maddie make her shot—if they were instead in the parking lot of the Pride Center, sitting cross-legged under a blanket as the screen came to life. But then—

“That’s my baby girl!” their mom screamed, jumping to her feet along with the rest of the crowd. Mal stood too, just in time to see Maddie running back up field from the goal, her hands held high in victorious fists. The illuminated number on the scoreboard went up one point.

“Yessss, Maddie!” Mal yelled, pumping a fist. They beamed as they watched their sister’s teammates clap her on the back.

And immediately, Mal was glad they were here—and guilty they had considered being anywhere else.
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PRIDE CENTER TEEN CALENDAR

SEPTEMBER





	SUN

	MON

	TUES

	WED

	THURS

	FRI

	SAT





	1

	2

Drag Karaoke with Pecan Sandi & Maxx Hot

	3

	4

Secrets & Sorcery & Serving Looks

	5

	6

YA Book Club

This Month’s Pick: Ander and Santi Were Here

A Stonewall Honoree!

	7

Craft Hang

Fall Friendship Bracelets




	8

Second Sunday Supper

Bring what you can! Free! Fun!

	9

Queer Teen Talk

	10

	11

Secrets & Sorcery & Serving Looks

	12

	13

Movies OUT- side: But I’m A Cheerleader!

Final showing of the season! Free seasonal snacks!

	14




	15

Silent Book Club

(Check the Haus on 3rd Street for free queer reads to bring!)

	16

	17

	18

Secrets & Sorcery & Serving Looks

	19

	20

Battle of the Bands

Register by the 6th!

	21

Craft Hang

Fall Leaf Suncatchers




	22

	23

Queer Teen Talk

	24

	25

Secrets & Sorcery & Serving Looks

	26

	27

Open Mic Night

Theme: Our Voices, Our Stories

	28




	29

	30

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 








MAL!!!!!!

printed this off for you in case you want to do any other cool gay stuff with me.

(imagine a sunglasses emoji is here okay?)

EMERSON!!!!
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CHAPTER NINE MOVE IN WITH ME

On Monday, in the short hour they had crammed into their schedule for time at the Haus, Mal arrived Mal Late, which meant only five minutes early.

It was a cool day, overcast and gray, and Mal lingered on their walk in, taking time to appreciate the ginkgo trees that lined the upper part of Greenup Street, closer to the river. They were changing color at last and were currently Mal’s favorite shade of green-just-starting-to-turn-yellow. Mal ran their fingers over the ombre line where waxy green faded to waxy yellow, wondering when they would fall.

Soon, they hoped. It was always an incredible sight, the way the ginkgos all decided to shed their leaves at once. And if the slight chill to the breeze was any indication, they might be right.

But lingering meant that when they walked through the front door of the Haus, they weren’t as on time as they liked to be—but they were still more on time than Emerson tended to be, so they waited at the front coffee bar, trying not to be obvious about keeping an eye on the door while they watched for her bright hair to come through it.

The minutes crept by, Mal checking the time regularly on their phone lock screen.

At 4:03—practically late enough that they’d considered packing it up and going home—Sam, clad today in a red beanie and an orange flannel, noticed them.

“Oh, hey,” they said, nodding at Mal from behind the bar. “Emerson’s here already.”

“What?” Mal said, their voice bordering on indignant, before they could stop themself.

“I know,” Sam said, and laughed. “I’m as surprised as you. But she’s in the back already.”

“Oh.” She could have texted, at least. Mal frowned. Now they were late. “Well, can I get a coffee, please?”

“She’s got you covered already—took one back for you.” Catching the look Mal must have worn plain on their face, Sam added with a grin, “Sweet, right? If you need a refresh, let me know. I can warm it up for you.”

“Thanks, Sam.”

“No problem, Mal.”

And then Mal was off, headed to the back room.

“Finally,” Emerson exclaimed as soon as Mal walked in, turning to face them with one hand on her hip in mock exasperation. “I’ve been waiting forever.”

Guilt surged through Mal. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

“Chill, Mal.” Emerson’s shoulders rolled with laughter as she beckoned them over. “Literally it’s been like ten minutes, tops. Also, I got you coffee! It should be perfect guzzling temperature now.”

Mal grinned despite themself. “Some of us like to enjoy our coffee, Emerson.”

“Well, it could never be me,” she said, twirling once in her rolling chair. “But come on in anyway, I guess.”

And so Mal did, and as soon as they came closer—as soon as they were able to take their eyes off Emerson, who today wore a bright green swing dress that did nice things to her curves—they noticed a shift.

“You… decorated,” they said, blinking at the new scenery.

“Yep!” chirped Emerson. “I’m moving in!”

Emerson had indeed started to move in. On the wall over the desk, she had hung three bright, rainbow-colored paper pennant garlands, artfully pinned so they stretched across the two windows. There were also posters of some adventure game hung on the adjacent wall, with people in armor and flowing robes swinging swords or battle-axes. The surface of the desk, once bare except for a few tile coasters, now sported a trio of mugs full of writing implements: a couple mismatched pencils in one, a handful of Bic pens that looked like they may have been borrowed from the stock room in another, a collection of colorful fine-line markers in another still. There was also a very gaudy frame, about A4 size, in one corner, set into which was a photo of a very fat, very orange, very grouchy-looking cat wearing a party hat.

“Who’s that?” Mal asked, before they could really absorb the rest.

“My cat, Prince Pringles,” Emerson answered, grabbing the photo and handing it to Mal so they could get a closer look. “He’s kind of the worst, and honestly I don’t think he likes me very much, but I love him enough to make up for it. That’s his birthday party this past June. He turned five.”

“The hat’s a nice touch,” Mal said, smiling down at the glittery 5 at the hat’s center.

“Pringy didn’t think so, but what can you do?” Emerson shrugged. She took back the photo and tenderly arranged the frame in its spot of honor on the right corner of the desk—which Mal realized then had become her side. “Do you have any cats?”

“Not…,” Mal considered, then finally finished, “… really.”

Emerson giggled at their obvious hesitation. The sound was so nice that Mal wanted to make her do it again, so they went on.

“I have a bunch of neighborhood cats. They’re not mine, just strays, but I feed them”—they always dedicated a small portion of their budget to cat food from Dollar City—“so they’re kind of mine, even if they don’t know it.”

“Sometimes our children are so ungrateful.” Emerson smiled at Mal, then fingered the gilded edge of the frame lovingly.

“But hey—can we do this?” Mal asked.

“Talk about cats?” Emerson shrugged. “I mean, yeah, sure, I don’t mind pushing editor duties off for another day.”

“One, no,” said Mal, shaking their head. “We have to dig into the inbox today. James said he sent a first draft of his story he wants eyes on. But two, no, I mean—can we even decorate like this?”

“You don’t like my style, Mal?” Emerson batted her eyelashes at Mal playfully.

“I mean—” Mal stammered, thrown off by the gesture. This made Emerson giggle again, which transformed Mal’s flustered feeling into something more pressing. “It’s really colorful, and Prince Pringles’s frame is top-notch, honestly, but I mean—are we Allowed to decorate in here?”

Mal said it carefully so it sounded out loud like it did in Mal’s head: Allowed, capital A, proper noun.

“I mean…” Emerson shrugged again. “I don’t know? Probably? No? And really—who cares?”

“I mean, me,” said Mal before they could stop themself. And then, to soften it the same way they might have for Maddie: “I just like working here together, and I don’t want to piss the owners off by doing something we shouldn’t.”

“Aw, shucks. I like working with you too, Mal.”

Mal sighed but smiled. It was nice to hear. “You know what I mean, Emerson.”

“I do,” she said, “but I mean—the answer is still the same. I don’t know if we’re Allowed, but I think we should do it anyway. Trevor is mostly never here, he just keeps the books, really, and Sai’s a big softie, plus no one ever uses this room, so why not decorate it? Make it comfy. We’re about to be spending a bunch of time in here, right? Might as well do it in style.”

Mal blinked, willing their brain to catch up to Emerson’s words.

“You… can’t just make your own rules like that, Emerson,” they said once it finally did.

Emerson snorted a laugh. “Come on, Mal. All rules are made up. Why not made up by us? Plus, that’s not very punk rock of you.”

Mal shook their hands in exasperation. They weren’t very punk rock. That sort of rebellion belonged to Emerson. “But—”

“But nothing,” Emerson said, grinning broadly, daringly. “Look, sometimes it’s easier to ask forgiveness than it is to ask permission. And I already did the thing, so there. You should move in with me, Mal. Let’s make this space our own. No one else is going to do it for us.”

Mal pressed their lips into a line. They didn’t know about all that. Moving a flower-shaped pillow Emerson had put on their chair, they sat down at the left side of the desk—the side that had become their side—and pulled their laptop out of their bag. The answer they gave was “Maybe.”

But also, they thought to themself, Maybe not.

“That’s the spirit,” Emerson said, snatching up the pillow and putting it in her lap.

“Okay.” Mal nodded intently to get themself back on track. “Let’s get to work.”



In the middle of Algebra II, Mal was going through it.

It was more than their usual math class near-meltdown—more than the frustration of keeping all the numbers and letters and equations in strict, neat lines so their eyes could follow them rather than watch them all swim into the worst alphanumerical soup imaginable, more than the fact that it was always a losing battle. As they sat neatly folding their paper in half lengthwise to form a careful column that would organize their practice problems, they had a different problem screaming in their mind instead.

The problem was Emerson-shaped—or rather, rule-shaped, or maybe broken-rule-shaped.

But that wasn’t right, exactly. Replaying their conversation in their mind, Mal remembered there weren’t any rules for Emerson to have broken. The Haus had no policy against decorating the space they used as their MixxedMedia headquarters. And with the way the Haus had come to be in the first place, created for the community by the community, it did seem like the kind of place where people decorated each room how they pleased. In the absence of any rule against it, other people had done what Emerson suggested: just moved in, making the space what they needed it to be.

But in the absence of rules, Mal defaulted to believing that whatever they wanted or needed to do was probably against them. There hadn’t been an explicit rule about not singing at the lunch table in kindergarten until Mal did it too much—and then, suddenly, there was. Taking some quiet time to decompress was totally within the rules until Mal spent most of Stella’s freshman-year birthday party hiding in the bathroom. And there still wasn’t an actual Flowers family rule about how long laundry could sit unfolded in a basket, but somehow Mal always managed to leave it (according to their mom, at least) Too Long. Decorating their side of the desk—especially in the way they liked, not in a predetermined style and color palette—felt in their gut like it would be very much Against The Rules.

They rubbed out an incorrectly copied problem with their eraser, for the third time in a row, and frowned.

But what if Emerson was right?

Could Mal really just… move in? Make their own space? Their own rules? It felt so contrary to everything they held themself to that they still recoiled at just the thought, looking over their shoulder to where Mrs. Grimes paced the room as if they were about to get caught.

But they thought of the photograph of Prince Pringles and how nice it looked on the old desk. They thought of the big gold-toned floor lamp they’d helped Emerson drag in yesterday and of the soft yellow glow it added to their corner of the room. And they thought, too, of the light of Emerson’s smile when she encouraged Mal to move in with her, to make their space theirs.

Mal liked the idea of being in a theirs with Emerson, no matter how it was decorated.

“Give yourself about five more minutes on these problems,” came Mrs. Grimes’s voice, cutting through the waves of worries in Mal’s mind. “And then we’ll work them out together on the whiteboard.”

And like that, the problem on their page became the more pressing one. Mal would work out the other later, when the threat of public math humiliation didn’t loom large like their teacher in the aisle.



In the end, Mal didn’t really solve the problem. What they did instead was decide to acknowledge it, let it linger in the corner of their mind and tell them they were probably doing The Wrong Thing, and then bring a box of things to the back room anyway.

MixxedMedia was already a little against the rules, they figured, and so far nothing bad had happened. Maybe this slight infraction would go unnoticed too.

Today’s walk to the Haus proved even nicer than the one the day before: cooler but sunny, with soft rays of light filtering through the yellowing ginkgo trees and warming their cheeks as they went. Clutched in their arms was a cardboard Dollar City shoebox they’d carefully packed last night.

When they arrived, they scanned the mugs behind the counter, spotting Emerson’s pink cat easily and knowing it meant she wasn’t here yet.

Good, thought Mal. They wanted a moment to do this alone—just in case they chickened out.

Balancing a to-go cup of coffee in one hand and the box on their hip in the other, Mal headed to the back room. It was brighter than they remembered it, with the sun shining through the colorful bunting strung across the windows. The little rainbow flags looked like they belonged there. Surely something so pleasant couldn’t be against the rules.

Before they could second-guess themself, before they could tell themself they shouldn’t, Mal got to work.

They plunked the box down on the desk and unpacked it. Some of the items inside were purely decorative, like the Animal Crossing printout of Mal’s favorite character (a pink rhino who looked like she was made of shortcake), or the embroidery hoop Maddie had made for them, with a heart striped in the colors of the nonbinary pride flag. Some things were functional: a few good red pens, Mal’s favorite Pilot G2s, which were worth the splurge at Target every time; some craft supplies from their house, which they thought might come in handy for working on the layout later this month; a wall calendar they’d found deep within the Dollar City clearance shelves. It was meant to be their Collage calendar, and it still bore the scars of cancelation in scribbled-out notes across the bottom of the dates. Though they now had a shared Google calendar with Emerson to keep track of Important Dates, Mal’s brain remembered things better when they actually wrote them down, so it felt correct to have a calendar here too.

But there was no place close by to hang it—just a painted-over nail on the far opposite wall, beside the out-of-place sink.

Mal frowned. That wouldn’t do.

And then, before they could tell themself it wasn’t Allowed, they fished in one of Emerson’s desk-supply mugs. Among the mulch of debris at the bottom (old paperclips and dust and broken pencil lead) was an old pushpin, practical and clear and ready to be used. Mal plucked it from the cup, a feeling of daring wiggling in their belly. Leaning forward, they sunk the pushpin into the wooden frame of the window in front of their side of the desk. With an odd little thrill, they looped the metal hanger of the cheap wall calendar over it, balancing it so it sat mostly straight.

It fit the wide frame perfectly.

Mal sat back and admired their work. The gold print of the calendar looked good against the bright white paint.

“Oh,” said Emerson, close and sudden enough that Mal jumped from the sound. Feeling caught, they snapped their head over their shoulder to look at her, waiting for a new rule to materialize.

But Emerson was only smiling, bright and toothy, and nodding so enthusiastically that the motion made her red hair bounce. “Good. I’m glad you decided to move in too.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Mal said, waving their hand like it was no big deal. But it felt like one, like a swelling of unfamiliar but exciting daring in their chest. They smiled. “I’m just trying to be punk rock, like you.”

“You know? It’s working. I like it.”

Mal nodded, though they weren’t sure yet whether they liked it too.

“Oh,” they said. “One last thing—”

Mal pulled out a mug of their own from the shoebox. It was plain white, except for a blue-printed silhouette of a cat in mid-jump and text that read CATFINATED in all caps. Maddie had gotten it for them last Christmas, and it had been Mal’s favorite gift in years.

Mal put it on the desk, then opened their to-go cup and poured its contents inside. Whatever didn’t fit, they’d add later.

“Oh, I love it!” trilled Emerson.

“Yeah,” Mal agreed, filling with a sense of pride that felt silly but still important. “I think it’s pretty cool.”

“I think you’re pretty cool,” Emerson said, and waggled her eyebrows.

That feeling swelled, making Mal both flustered and warm but not in an unpleasant way. They blinked at Emerson, then looked back at their mug. “We’re definitely going to need to get cat-finated to get through all the work we have to do today.”

Sitting down in her chair, her own cat mug overflowing with too-sweet coffee, Emerson nodded. “Did you see Kodi sent in her stuff? And she also sent this really cool art piece with it—I think we should run it.”

Mal frowned. They hadn’t seen that, actually. Between their two different e-mails, Mal worried that some things were falling through the cracks. And they still weren’t sure how they felt about running art. At Collage, it had been strictly against the rules.

Mal took a sip of their coffee, their favorite mug warming their hand, and glanced at the calendar on the wall. They could just see through the scribbled-out markings that Friday would have been the pitch deadline for the fall issue.

Grabbing a pen, Mal circled the last day of the month in red: the new date by which they and Emerson would need to have the zine finalized, printed, and put together before it went on sale on September 30. Mal considered.

“You know? I think we have plenty of time to make that work.”
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CHAPTER TEN I GUESS WE CO-WORK NOW

“Hey, Mal! Do you have a minute?”

What Mal had was a mouthful of overcooked spaghetti. It was Pasta Day at school, one of the best line lunch days, second only to Square Pizza Day. Something about the soggy noodles reminded them of the kind their dad made when they were little and he was left to watch them and Maddie while their mom attended night classes for medical coding. He hadn’t been a very good cook then, but he hadn’t been store manager of Glen’s then, either—only assistant. It had felt like there was more of him to go around then, without the extra work and with their mom out most evenings.

Mal looked up and said, “Hmmpf?”

Beside them, Maddie giggled, quieting her conversation with her teammate to listen in.

Hovering above them at the round cafeteria table was Parker, her hair in zigzaggy braids with bright pastels plaited in, perfectly matching her heart-print sweater. Parker giggled too. “Finish your bite, it’s okay. I’ll wait.”

Mal’s cheeks flushed red, but they chewed through their bite and then said, “Sorry. What’s up, Parker?”

“Hey, I was wondering—do you and Emerson have, like, office hours or anything?”

“Well.” Mal blinked. “No?”

Parker’s face fell. “Bummer. I’ve been working on my piece for this month, but it’s just not coming out right. I thought we could co-work some, get some good creative energy going.”

“That’s a cool idea,” chimed in Maddie, who was much neater with her spaghetti. “Maybe you could meet up with Mal and Emerson at the Haus?”

Mal cast a side-eye at Maddie, who shrugged and grinned. She did this—pushed them, gently. Sometimes, like when she got them to try pistachio ice cream even though ice cream should not be green, it was nice. Other times, like now, it was annoying. “I’m sorry, but what is co-working?”

“Co-working,” Parker repeated, emphasis on the co, like that explained it all. “Sorry, my dad uses the term a lot; I forget it’s weird businesspeople speak. Like, we would hang out and work together. I think it’s what tech people say when they want to get stuff done but still hang out somewhere cool.”

“The Haus is cool,” Maddie hinted, picking at her piece of overly dry garlic toast.

“I’m really more into Kawaii Café,” Parker said. It was one of the newer coffee places in Covington, but from the ad Mal had gotten on their criminally neglected Instagram, they could see how it would fit her vibe, with its pop design and neon lights. “Their boba game is strong! But if that’s where you work, I can meet you there. What time?”

Mal and Emerson hadn’t nailed down an exact time to work today, since Thursdays were their open afternoons. “Would… four p.m. work for you?”

Mal still wasn’t sure co-working made sense when it came to editing or writing, which both seemed like things best done alone.

But after their work shift last night, Mal and Emerson had FaceTimed each other to work on editing and layout ideas, respectively, and Mal felt like they got a lot more done with Emerson’s periodic humming or fussing over Prince Pringles (she was right, Mal thought; he did kind of hate her, despite her constant doting) than they might have alone.

They had coincidently gotten no homework done, but that was a problem for Later Mal.

“Yeah, sure,” Parker said. “I’ll meet you there!”

And with that, she was off, her pastel-blue skirt swishing around her round hips.

Mal took a deep breath and speared their fork back into their soggy spaghetti.

“That sounds like a fun afternoon, Mal!” Maddie’s voice was chipper. “You’re going to have a whole team soon.”

“I don’t think writers work in teams,” Mal grumbled.

“But you do work a lot, apparently.” She caught Mal’s eye. “How are you holding up?”

“Good,” Mal answered quickly—and, to their surprise, truthfully. “There’s a lot to do. You know, like—” Mal started, and then cut themself off. They didn’t need to info-dump. Maddie swore she never minded, but Mal always felt guilty if they overshared. “Just… zine things.”

Zine Things was as good as capitalized lately. It was often their answer to Maddie’s check-in questions.

“How about with school?” Maddie asked, watching Mal carefully. “In a very cool and chill way,” she rushed to add when Mal made a face. She’d been through thick and thin with Mal when it came to school, so she knew better than most how quickly Mal could go from Fine, Really to Not At All Fine, Oh No, What Is Happening. She redirected. “I just… I know Mom can kind of hound you about stuff, and I want to make sure we’re keeping you up to speed. How are you doing?”

“Me?” Mal’s voice pitched up slightly. “Fine, really.” They waved their hand, nonchalant. “I’m keeping up.”

It wasn’t untrue—by and large, Mal was able to keep up with their homework and the extra time planning the zine. But it wasn’t entirely true, either. They were already a couple of lessons behind in Algebra II before missing last night’s assignment. But this wasn’t unusual. It had historic precedent, in fact; part of the reason Mal had been diagnosed with ADHD in the first place was because of how far behind they’d gotten in math during their first go at eighth grade.

“Mom was snooping with me this morning,” Maddie shared, rolling her eyes. “I told her you were great, thank you very much, obviously, but I wanted to make sure you really are.”

Mal shook their head. They hated it when their mom tried to snoop through Maddie. It was less about being snooped on—she also did that directly anyway—and more that it was through Maddie, specifically. It felt unfair to both of them in a way Mal couldn’t quite put into words.

“I am,” they said. “Really.”

From the look in Maddie’s eyes, Mal could tell she didn’t entirely buy it.

“Okay,” she said anyway. “I believe you.” She twirled her soggy spaghetti with gusto. “And I believe in you. You got this.”

Maddie waggled her eyebrows and turned back to chat with her friend. Mal rolled their eyes but hoped she was right anyway.



Mal got to the Haus just before four p.m. and quietly added CO-WORK: Parker to the day’s date on their wall calendar so it would match their planner for the day. They had just settled into their chair when something pink and shiny landed in front of them with a clatter.

“Emerson,” Mal said, blinking up and then back and then up again. “Why the hell do you have a toaster on our desk?”

“It’s my emotional-support toaster, Mal!” she exclaimed, plopping into her chair with enough force to send it wheeling a little bit away. As she scooted closer to Mal again, she added, like it made all the sense in the world, “For my Pop-Tarts.”

“For your…” Mal shook their head and laughed, a vibrant, silly thing that matched Emerson’s energy. “For your Pop-Tarts?”

“Yep.” Emerson nodded solemnly, then thunked a reusable Costco bag onto the desk too.

What Mal wanted to ask was Are we allowed to have snacks here? Because the café part of the Haus sold pastries—beautiful pastries from the queer bakery in Cincinnati, all fresh berries and flower petals and fiddly little chocolate bits, which Mal had on more than one occasion considered buying even though they really couldn’t afford a twelve-dollar cruffin. Bringing in outside food felt a little like breaking the rules.

But Mal remembered that when it came to the Haus—and probably to life in general—Emerson made her own rules, so instead she asked, “Emerson, why do you need an entire economy-size box of Pop-Tarts?”

“I don’t need them,” she said, like that was obvious too. “We need them. We’re staring down a deadline, Mal! We will need fuel! And strawberry Pop-Tarts are, like, the quintessential easy comfort snack. And I wanted to bring stuff in now, when I have half a brain to think about it, instead of then, when we’re staying up to a million o’clock, trying to get everything put together at the last minute.”

“Okay, one, we won’t be doing things last minute because I don’t do things last minute.” Not these sorts of things, at least. Their homework was another story. “But two, that’s pretty smart.”

“I’m pretty smart.” Emerson floofed her big red hair and then winked, which made Mal’s stomach feel fluttery. “Come on, help me plug this in.”

“Right here? On the desk?”

Emerson flicked her hands at Mal in mock frustration. “Unless you have a better plan, Mal!”

As it turned out, they did have a better plan. It just took a little bit of work. Stifling giggles, Mal and Emerson went out into other parts of the Haus looking for a shelf. The lending library was their first stop, but all the sturdy wooden shelves were in use. Then they went to the back garden, but it had rained that morning, so the stack of wooden crates that might have worked were too wet to haul inside. But they finally found what they were looking for in the actual stockroom—or rather, Emerson did, while Mal stood anxious watch outside, too nervous to go into the employee-only space—a broken shelf which in a past life had been a display space for a pop-up shop, until a tantruming toddler had crashed into it over the weekend. Once Mal and Emerson dragged it back through the building (trying, and failing, to be quiet the whole way), they found out it was perfectly Economy-Box-of-Pop-Tarts-size.

“It’s like it was meant to be,” Emerson said, awed, and then laughed.

“Divine toddler intervention,” Mal joked back, putting the toaster on the top shelf. It was a little too tall to act as a countertop, but it would do. They dangled the cord down the back of the shelf. “Here,” they said. “Now we can plug it in.”

“The official MixxedMedia Snack Shelf is in order!” Emerson crowed, clearly pleased with their work. “MixxedSnacks!”

Mal was caught mid-laugh by a voice cutting through their shared mirth.

“I want to laugh too!” said Parker. She stepped into the back room, a backpack slung over one shoulder and a twenty-sided-die-shaped purse draped over her elbow. “What’s so funny?”

But it wasn’t only Parker—Nylan was there too, in a silvery blue hijab and with her laptop already perched on her hip like she was ready to work.

“Oh, just my penchant for giving things stupid nicknames,” Emerson said with a shrug, still laughing. “Hey, you two. I didn’t know you’d be coming in today.”

Parker’s grin dimmed by a shade. “Oh, yeah—uh, Mal said we could?”

Emerson turned back to Mal, still grinning. “Very editor in chief of them.”

Mal had said Parker could, but they hadn’t expected Nylan too. Nerves swirled in their belly. They were still getting used to working alongside Emerson. Two new additions felt like A Lot.

But Nylan stood there, smiling pleasantly, beside Parker, who looked a little nervous.

“Yeah, uh,” Mal said, a beat late. “I probably should have run it by you but—I guess we co-work now?”

“It’s like quiet-hangout-and-get-shit-done-mode,” Parker explained when Emerson looked as confused by the word as Mal had. “I don’t know, just—sometimes being around other people really helps me do stuff. Like peer pressure.”

“And I brought snacks?” Nylan jiggled the tote bag on her elbow. “Shrimp crisps from Jungle Jim’s. They sound weird, but I promise they’re really good.”

Mal made a face, but Emerson clapped her hands, once and sharp, in approval.

“We can add them to the MixxedSnack shelf,” she said. “Mal and I just set it up. It’s like we knew.”

“Cool,” said Nylan. “Uh, where can I put my stuff down?”

“Could we move this table over?” Parker asked, gesturing to the old green-painted monstrosity on the far wall.

“Uh, I saw them move that in here, and it took about a billion people,” Emerson said, “but sure, let’s do it.”

And so they did. It took all four of them, Mal in the center, pushing hard with their butt, Nylan and Parker steering on either long end, and Emerson crawling on the floor underneath to make sure the ancient, thick legs didn’t get stuck on the rug. But the old worktable finally slid into place in the center of the room with a screech loud enough to make one of the owners, Sai, who ran the day-to-day business at the Haus, come back to check that everyone was okay. After they assured him it was fine (with much eyelash batting from Emerson), they were left to figure out the seating situation. Not wanting to press their luck, Mal suggested borrowing a couple folding chairs from the hallway turned performance hall.

“Oh, yes,” Emerson said, “I always approve of a little thieving.”

“It’s not thieving,” Mal protested. “I’ll put them back when we’re done today.”

“And I’ll drag them right back in next time Parker and Nylan come to hang out.” Emerson grinned devilishly.

“Co-work,” Nylan said, and then laughed at the look Parker shot her. “Respectfully! Respectfully! It just sounds so silly.”

“Well, we have to do the work part if we’re going to call this co-working,” Parker said, and her reminder was enough for them to do just that. With Parker and Nylan at one corner of the big green table and Mal and Emerson sharing the editors’ desk, they got to work, each on their own things, all together.

At first, Mal felt awkward. Itchy. Like the first time they wore a new sweater before they threw it in the wash. As they worked on editing a printed-out copy of Kodi’s essay, the red pen filled the margins in stilted little jerks, and they corrected at least two mistakes that weren’t actually mistakes, carefully adding a comma back in black ink.

But as more minutes passed and everyone fell into the steady pace of working on their tasks, Mal did too. At the end of a paragraph, they sat back in their chair, letting their eyes rest and looking around the room. Parker was working on her laptop, bopping and dancing to whatever music she was listening to through her big baby-pink headphones. Mal could hear a faint, frantic up-tempo beat if they strained their ears for it. Nearby, Nylan worked in fits and bursts, typing furiously for a few minutes and then stopping to look out the window.

She caught Mal looking at her and smiled.

Mal gulped and went back to work, scooting their comfy chair closer to the desk.

The movement made their knee brush against Emerson’s, who sat with her legs crossed precariously on the very edge of her rolling chair. A surge of warmth flooded Mal’s body, followed immediately by one of embarrassment. They overcorrected, jerking their knee away and readjusting their seat to put space between themself and Emerson. With pointed interest, they kept their eyes on their editing work and only their editing work, no matter how badly the blush in their cheeks burned for them to look over and see what Emerson’s cheeks looked like in that moment, if they were red and warm too.

A flash on Mal’s phone screen drew their attention. They flicked their thumb over the screen to wake it up.



Hey [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.]







You can put your knee back [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.]







It was nice [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.]





The red in Mal’s cheeks flared hotter. They didn’t look across to where Emerson sat beside them. Instead, they just blinked at their screen for a few breaths, and then texted back, Okay.

And, shifting quietly, they moved so their knee would rest against Emerson’s again. There was a rattling sound, and a scooting, and Emerson’s chair—and Emerson’s body—pressed closer so her knee bumped harder into Mal’s and then came to rest.

Mal inhaled, sure Emerson could feel the nervous energy sparking through their skin, then exhaled and tried very hard to relax into the touch. Much like co-working, they at first felt a little on edge, but they quickly became comfortable with the gentle pressure of Emerson beside them.

With their knee knocked against Emerson’s, Mal got to work.

They kept waiting for it to be hard—for the periodic squeak of Parker’s folding chair as she boogied to the beat to be a distraction, or to feel watched as Nylan gazed at the leaves falling in bright crimson waves outside the window, or at the very least for the warmth of Emerson’s skin beneath her faded gray jeans to pull their attention away like a pulsating beacon.

Instead, they worked through James’s short-story submission, which was as formal and as (mostly) free of flaws as ever. Emerson interrupted them only to share the second of her Pop-Tarts with them, and Parker got up once to wander off for the bathroom, but otherwise it was only the printed page and periodic red ink. It felt correct and comfortable, and before Mal knew it, their work for the afternoon was done.

“I think that’s it for me,” they said, putting their pen back in one of the mugs on the corner of the desk.

“Yeah,” agreed Emerson, cracking her knuckles and then giving Mal’s knee a squeeze, which spread warmth through Mal’s whole body. “If I look at one more word, I think I’m going to lose my Pop-Tarts.”

“Gross,” said Nylan, “But also, same? I got some words down, though, which is more than I can say for the rest of the week.”

“Me too,” said Parker. “And my Spotify suggested a new artist who is totally fire.”

Mal nodded. That must have been who she was dancing to, then.

“This was really cool, though,” Parker added. “Not to be super corny on main, but this beats doing this alone in my bedroom with cosplay YouTube playing in the background. I could even put up with all of Emerson’s crunching.”

“Pop-Tarts don’t even crunch!” Emerson protested.

“And yet you have found a way,” Mal teased back, without even trying. When they caught themself, they felt a little embarrassed, but Emerson’s grin softened the glow of their cheeks into something else entirely.

“Even with y’all bullying me, I have to agree.” Emerson stood, and Mal tried hard not to frown. “We should do this more often.”

“Well, like, do you have office hours?” Nylan asked. “Like Ms. Merritt used to?”

“I don’t know.” Emerson shrugged. “Do we, Editor in Chief?”

Mal shrugged too. Office Hours, proper noun, felt too formal for something like this.

“What if we have Open Hours instead?” Mal asked, shifting on their chair to tuck their legs up beneath them. “Set times we know at least one of us will be here, and then anyone can just… come and go? I can’t really see any time that might be an issue.”

“Unless we have a super-secret editor meeting.” Emerson put on her best goblin face, waggling her eyebrows.

“Then y’all can do that on editor time,” Parker joked back, putting her laptop away. “But no, I think they’re right. Open hours sound cool to me. Super casual. I’m here for it.”

“Me too,” Nylan agreed, “but I’m bringing more snacks.”

“I vote popcorn,” Parker chimed in.

“Okay,” said Emerson, “but you get to clean it up when I inevitably drop it all over the floor.”

“Um, how is that fair?”

“Because it was your idea!”

“Emerson.” Nylan laughed. “You are a mess.”

But even as Emerson huffed, she was smiling, and Mal found themself smiling too. Whatever they had been expecting from this first, accidental Open Hour, it hadn’t been something that made them feel this… happy.

“I could bring some candy,” they offered to the group, who had now spiraled off on further snack suggestions, largely because of Emerson. “We have a good sale on it at work this week.”

“Sweets, and on sale?” Emerson shook her head appreciatively. “Be still, my beating heart. My dream enby.”

Mal blushed. “It’s just Tootsie Rolls, probably.”

“Oh hell yeah.” Parker held out her hand for a high five. The pleasant slap of it echoed once against the walls of the back room. “Now we’re talking.”




Subject: OPEN HOURS ANNOUNCEMENT!!!!

Thursday, September 19 | 11:28 PM

From: The MixxedMedia Editors <mixxedmediaeditors@mail.com>

To: Parker <sailorparker@mail.com>, Nylan <octoberleaves@mail.com>, Kodi <kodiac@mail.com>, Stella <stellaforstar@mail.com>, James <jameswrites@mail.com>

ATTN: STAFF:

A NEW FEATURE JUST DROPPED: OPEN HOURS!!!!

Think of Open Hours as an invitation to come hang out with your rad editors. Chat, work on zine stuff, have a Pop-Tart (the superior snack food no matter what our poetry feature writer will tell you), whatever!!!

You can always come hang out at the Haus whenever, duh, but here’s when one or both of us will probably be here:

Monday: 4 PM to 5 PM

Tuesday: 4 PM to 5 PM

Wednesday: Off

Thursday: 4 PM to 9 PM

Friday: 4 PM until ??? (Par-tay!)

Saturday: Afternoons-ish

Sunday: Afternoons-ish

Wear comfy pants,

See you soon,

Please bring snacks,

Emerson&Mal,

The Editors






CHAPTER ELEVEN OH YEAH, THE PLAN

Mal had worried, reading over the joint e-mail Emerson had sent, that Open Hours would mean open season on their time. That all of the MixxedMedia staff would flood into the back room of the Haus as if it were the halls of Holmes High, all noise and crumbs and (at least in Stella’s case) sassy things to say. That Mal would never get anything done again.

(They had worried, too, that the staff would now associate them with that many exclamation points when it was clearly not their style.)

But in reality, it just meant that periodically, people who weren’t Emerson joined Mal in the back room.

Which was, Mal was surprised to find, kind of nice.

They were surprised too to learn that everyone was a little different outside of school. Nylan had been quiet and studious in the science class they’d shared junior year, but she was perky and loud when she worked in the back room, and she had great opinions on music and—much to Parker’s delight—anime and cosplay. Parker, already a ball of energy, was somehow even more energetic when she stopped in on Wednesday before her Secrets & Sorcery group met in another room of the Haus. Mal hadn’t really known Kodi outside of her words on the page, but on her first, brief visit to the back room, she was gregarious and magnetic with a low, sweet laugh that made Mal listen closer for whatever joke she’d tell next.

Even Sam was a little different when they popped in now and then to say hello on breaks or before their shift started. More familiar. Last night when Mal was alone in the back room working late (Emerson was at a board-game café in Cincinnati for an art show that one of her friends was putting on), Sam had brought them an extra coffee. “On the Haus,” they quipped with a wink as they poured fresh drip directly from the carafe into Mal’s catfinated cup.

But when Friday morning dawned, dreary and cooler than Mal had bargained for when they went to sleep in only a tank the night prior, they woke with a start at the amount of sunlight breaking through their bedroom curtains.

Swearing under their breath, they snatched their phone off its charger.

They had overslept by nearly half an hour.

They got ready in a rush, skipping brushing their teeth and hair in favor of cramming a couple Kroger breakfast bars into their mouth, then filling up their knockoff Stanley thermos with coffee and running out the door behind their sister.

“Interesting outfit choice,” Maddie teased as they walked toward Madison Avenue together.

In their rush, Mal had thrown on whatever was on top of the Clothes Pile: the same pair of jeans they’d worn yesterday; a button-down they’d stolen from their dad’s closet last summer; a thick thrifted cardigan; and their pair of thrifted Docs. While it all went together in theory, in practice all the colors clashed, making it look like Mal had gotten dressed in the dark in the year 1997.

They shrugged. “Fair.”

“Late night again, huh?” Maddie asked.

“Yeah, we’re getting close to crunch time for this first issue,” Mal said. “And Emerson had a thing last night, so I wanted to get some behind-the-scenes stuff done without all her chatter.”

Mal didn’t mention that they had actually missed said chatter. They left out, too, that they had toasted a pair of Pop-Tarts just for the smell of it, to remind them of Emerson in her absence. Mal smiled thinking of it. But then—

“Shit,” they swore. “That worksheet for fucking Hamlet is due today, isn’t it?”

“Fucking Hamlet,” repeated Maddie, and she giggled. “Yeah, it is. Why?”

“I need to copy yours.” Feeling even more rushed, Mal picked up their pace so they could get to school with time to do it. “I didn’t get mine done last night.”

Maddie shrugged. “Sure, but it’s pretty easy. Fill-in-the-blank character stuff. If you’ve done the reading, you could do it yourself in like two seconds.”

Mal went quiet, walking faster.

“You’ve done the reading, right?” Maddie asked.

Mal said nothing for another beat, then confessed, “I haven’t.”

“Mal.”

“I’m so tired of reading about rich, straight, white men and their angst! Like it’s some epic drama. Please.” Mal threw up their hands. “Plus, I’ve been really busy with MixxedMedia stuff, and I just—” Mal almost said forgot, but that wasn’t true. The number of pages they were meant to have read each day haunted them in the moments before falling asleep, the red triple-underlined notes in their planner lurking in the back of their mind. “I haven’t wanted to do it.”

It was a little more honest than Mal meant to be. Even the words leaving their lips felt like a rebellion. But it was true: They hadn’t, not when there was interesting work to be done for the zine—and there was always work to be done for the zine lately.

“I get you,” Maddie said graciously. “I do.” But the look she gave them was so careful Mal could feel it on their skin as the siblings walked side by side. They couldn’t tell whether it was Maddie’s gaze or the autumn breeze making their cheeks feel cold.

“It’s just unusual for you to blow off English homework,” she finally said after half a block filled only with the huff of Mal speed-walking. “If it was math, sure, whatever, but English is your thing, Mal.”

Mal shrugged.

“Just—are you okay?”

“Yes.” Mal didn’t even have to think about it, because this was the only acceptable answer.

“It’s a bit of a crunch right now is all,” they went on, when Maddie grew quiet again beside them. “Everything will calm down after. And it’s only one assignment.”

This was only one assignment, at least. There was also about two weeks’ worth of math homework, half of Hamlet waiting unread at the bottom of their backpack, and… whatever was going on with this outfit. Still, they nodded firmly at Maddie—and at themself. As much as it was Mal’s job to show up for Maddie, they knew it was Maddie’s job to make sure they stayed on track. And they would! They’d get back on top of things. They wouldn’t let her down.

“Next weekend is the zine layout party, so I’ll be a little weird until that’s over, but after, I’ll be back to normal. Pinkie promise.”

Mal held out their pinkie to their sister. Maddie considered it for a while. Then, reaching out, she hooked her pinkie through Mal’s, catching it despite how it bobbed from walking too fast.

“Okay, deal. I’ll wait until after next weekend to worry about you,” she said, her grin light and playful. “You’ve got until after my game next Saturday.”

Mal blinked, their pinkie still looped with Maddie’s even as they got closer to the front gates of school. “Your what?”

Maddie laughed, clearly thinking Mal was joking. When Mal didn’t laugh back, she said, “The first game of the season? Next Saturday? Literally on that field right over”—with the hand still awkwardly joined to Mal’s, she gestured at the soccer field at the far end of the grounds—“there?”

“Shit,” said Mal.

They dropped Maddie’s pinkie and, turning awkwardly on the spot, flung their backpack around so they could unzip it. Digging out their planner, they flipped to this weekend’s spread.

“I didn’t write it down,” they said.

“What?” Maddie asked, confusion clear in her voice.

Mal tapped their Saturday, which was covered entirely with notes: lists of things to do for the zine, who was responsible for which part of the layout, which snack would be brought by which person. It was flagged, too, with several Post-it notes of various neon colors covered in Emerson’s untidy scrawl, some of them functional (REMEMBER TO BRING GLUE STICKS!!!) and others less so (a bad doodle of Prince Pringles holding a coffee mug). There was only enough time for all these things because Mal had requested time off at Dollar City for a reason they couldn’t remember.

Wait.

Mal pulled one of the Post-it notes back, the one that reminded them so supportively it bordered on aggressive that You! Can! Do! It!!! There, in black ink and handwriting much neater than the frantic scribbles they’d made over the course of this week, was written: MADDIE—HOME GAME—NOON.

That must have been the reason Mal had requested time off.

“Shit, Maddie, I’m sorry,” they said in a rush. “I—well, it—” They gestured at the mess of their notes. “It got lost under all this.”

Maddie stopped walking just shy of the school’s gate. For a moment, her face flashed with a look so disappointed Mal could see the shades of their mom in their sister’s features. Their stomach dropped. They had put that look there.

But it was gone just as quickly, replaced with a smile that even Mal could recognize was not entirely genuine. Maddie shrugged. “That’s usually the plan is all. You always come to my games.”

The Plan. In the rush of everything, Mal had strayed from The Plan. That was supposed to be the point of all this: to keep it together long enough to follow Maddie out of town. But they’d gotten so caught up in the coffee- and Pop-Tart-scented world of MixxedMedia that they had forgotten to even follow Maddie to her first game of the season.

They could kick themself. And they would, later, zoning out in Mrs. Grimes’s class. But right now, they had to make this better.

“I’m so sorry, Maddie,” they said first. And then: “I will be there, I promise.”

“No, I—” Maddie started and then stopped, letting her false smile slip into a frown. Mal couldn’t tell whether it was at them or herself. “I’m really excited for you and the zine. Like, really really. It’s cool to see you… I don’t know, doing things again. So if you need to be there, be there, okay? I don’t want to make things harder for you, Mal.”

“You? Never.” Everything else? Maybe. But never Maddie. “I’ll be there with bells on. Pinkie promise.”

Mal held out their pinkie again. Maddie considered it, her face still pulled down in all the wrong ways. But finally, a small smile curled the corner of her lips.

“That’s two in one day,” she said.

“Because I’m super serious.” Mal nodded. “About both things. I am fully holding it down, and I will be at your game.”

Maddie took Mal’s pinkie again.

“Good. Now hurry up; you have homework to copy.”

She walked on again, her steps quick. And Mal hurried after her.





Friday, 9:42AM

I forgot my sister has a soccer game next weekend.







I’m so stupid.







And also the worst sibling ever.







And the worst editor.







whoa whoa whoa Mal!!!!







last three things are categorically false!!!!







first thing happens to literally most people, who ever remembers about soccer??







I do.







Except this time.







Ugh.







in sorry







*i’m







also you remembered and that is what matters!!!







also also I can take care of the layout next weekend, don’t worry.







What?







No.







I’ll be there. It’s my job.







I’ll just have to leave for a few hours, and then I can come back and finish it.







MAL ANNE ARLO EUGENE FLOWERS.







let me do this for you! [image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.] [image: Emoji: Face with steam from nose.]







Okay but literally none of those are my middle name.







Also what a choice of emojis.







i’m just using my emotional hieroglyphics™







to show oi how serious i am!!!







*you slkfjfaf







[image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.] [image: Emoji: Face with steam from nose.] [image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.] [image: Emoji: Face with steam from nose.] [image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.] [image: Emoji: Face with steam from nose.]







But no really, please let me do this.







I need it.







If I don’t have something to do in the morning I’ll just sit around and stew in being the worst sibling and I… don’t want to do that.







okay!!! sold!!!







but also i worry about you kid







that’s a lot of anxiousness to carry around







Yeah but consider this:







Without the anxiety, I drop it all and then I am carrying around nothing.







Not a good look!







all your lewks are good lewks [image: Emoji: Nail polish.] [image: Emoji: Sparkles.]







today for example







[image: Emoji: Smiling face with heart-eyes.] all that color [image: Emoji: Smiling face with heart-eyes.]







When did you even see me?







i snuck a glance in the hall before math!!!!







But didn’t say hi because i’m a weirdo [image: Emoji: Ogre.]







Quit distracting me by being cute, Emerson.







I am trying to Talk Business.







Business: I will be at the layout party next weekend, but I will have to take an extended lunch to get to the game. Then I will be back to approve final layouts.







Business™: heard and thank you for telling me!!!! [image: Emoji: Baby angel.] [image: Emoji: Writing hand.]







Pleasure™: what IS your middle name though???







You are a goblin.







actually i play one in S&S so you’re not wrong!!!







It’s Eliza.
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CHAPTER TWELVE NO ONE SELLS MIXTAPES (OR ZINES) ANYMORE

Friday was a mess, but it was over.

Mal, to their credit, had salvaged it as best they could. They’d managed to smooth things over with Maddie, copy her English assignment, make an excuse to Mrs. Grimes about their math homework being late again, text Emerson sneakily under their desk and only feel 74 percent like they were breaking the rules, fake it through an economics discussion well enough to earn their participation points, do an AP Bio lab they’d actually really enjoyed, and make it through History without the unread chapter from last night mattering much.

This was the beauty of The Plan in action. When Mal followed it, they got things done—even if they felt like exhausted garbage that had been run over by a bus (twice) when they finished.

Their shoulders slumped from the weight of that exhaustion, Mal plodded down the stairs from the second floor of Holmes to the parking lot, where they’d meet Maddie for the walk home. They had a reprieve, at least for the night: both of their parents were working late, so it was a “snacks on the sofa with their sister, co-op Animal Crossing marathon” kind of evening. Mal always looked forward to these nights, but after the proper noun Day they’d had, and with another one ahead of them tomorrow, they were more excited than usual for the calm and the rest.

But Friday, it seemed, was not yet done with them.

“Oh, hi, Mal.”

Mal startled at the unexpected voice. Ms. Merritt had popped out from the door to the teacher’s lounge, a stack of freshly copied papers in her hands, still fragrant with chemicals. She smiled at Mal.

The page of Mal’s brain was overfull already, spilling into their margins and leaving them with at least 150 words to cut before they would have any space to work with for the rest of the day. They were much too tired to try and shape their expression into a proper, respectful mask.

They said, “Oh. Hi.”

Ms. Merritt seemed not to notice: a small blessing. “Emerson told me about your new zine. How exciting! You’ll have to let me know where you’re selling them so I can pick up a copy.”

“We’ll have them here, actually, at the end of the month,” Mal said, looking over Ms. Merritt’s shoulder at the exit beyond. Having them here on Monday hinged on Mal actually getting them done, but they left that part out. “I’ll make sure you get one.”

“Oh, Mal, honey, you can’t do that,” Ms. Merritt said. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but you can’t sell anything on school property if it’s not for a school-related activity. It’s against the no-soliciting policy.”

To her credit, Ms. Merritt’s frown looked genuine—but it took Mal a moment too long to process this. The page of their brain overflowed with new key-smashes and swear words.

Mal blinked. “But that’s the plan.”

“I’m sure Emerson can help you make a new one,” Ms. Merritt said. “She’s so good at those.”

If Mal had had a different day—if they had had any space left on their brain page at all—they would have said something else. But as it was, their backpack sat heavy on their shoulders, full of a weekend of homework and a planner without any space to fit it all in.

They said, “Oh. Sure. Okay.”

And before the acrid burn of anxiety in their throat could make them say anything else, Mal turned and left—but not without pulling up their school’s website. After searching through the sloppy design to find it, they opened the student handbook. It took three tries to remember the exact words Ms. Merritt had used before successfully locating the No-Soliciting Policy.

The first several paragraphs were a bunch of official-sounding nonsense about what did or did not constitute a school-run program. But there, under Item 3, was a list of prohibited sales, which Mal read over twice.


The sale of student-generated items or services which are not part of a school- or education-related program as detailed in Items 1 and 2 are prohibited on all campus grounds. Such items include but not limited to: bakery or culinary products; comics, magazines, pamphlets, books, chapbooks, or other forms of reading material; Pogs or trading cards; cosmetology or nail technology services; craft items including beaded lizards, Rainbow Loom creations, and friendship bracelets; mixtapes.



Pushing through the door, Mal shook their head. The policy clearly hadn’t been updated since at least 2012; no one sold mixtapes anymore. And if they’d been any less worn down by the day, they might have wondered what led to the specific inclusion of beaded lizards. But they were worn down, and only became more so each time they replayed the list in their mind. By the time they found Maddie sitting on the curb by the now mostly empty parking lot, they weren’t even sure they could make the walk home.

“I have a proposition,” Maddie said, standing and dusting off the backside of her corduroys.

“Hmm?” Mal hummed, trying to sound engaged.

“We stop by the Rosales’s bakery on the way home and get a couple of those pumpkin conchas for tonight.” She waggled her eyebrows. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about them since we saw them in the window the other day.”

Mal had been thinking about them too—and how they’d like to get one for Emerson. The treats she loved were always so sugary, but the ones Mal loved best were just a little sweet. They thought she might like how the conchas tasted with a cup of Haus coffee—that maybe they could split one together, sitting side by side at the editors’ desk.

Maddie grinned down at them, clearly eager.

“Oh, sure,” they said. “Okay.”

It was only after Mal had a belly full of pumpkin concha and hot coffee that they realized how grumpy they had been before. The deal on half a dozen pastries that Mrs. Rosales had given them had definitely helped, too.

“That was so nice of her,” Maddie said, splitting another for the two Flowers siblings to share and relaxing back into her place on the sofa.

Mal nodded and took a bite, the seasonally spiced crackle topping dissolving pleasantly on their tongue. The night had turned blustery, sending leaves scattering from trees and brushing up against the windows in a soft rhythm. It matched the weather of Scary Town, Maddie’s Animal Crossing save file, almost perfectly. Mal visited on their secondhand Switch, curled up on the sofa under a blanket, because they knew Maddie preferred to play on the TV.

“Want to shake trees to look for acorns?” Maddie asked.

Mal nodded again.

Here on the sofa with Maddie, surrounded by the gentle music of Scary Town and the glow of the TV, they felt a little less bad. They always did, in the space the siblings created: the two of them together on the sofa, cozy and warm, all other expectations banished from the living room. It would be easier for both of them if it was always like this. They were at their best when they could just be, rather than trying to do what they were supposed to.

But their worry about the No-Soliciting rule still blustered around inside them like the leaves outside, rattling Mal’s bones as if they were the house’s old window frames. It was a dull unrest, but one Mal couldn’t shake. As they sat taking bites of concha and shaking in-game trees with Maddie (“Oop, there’s another—your turn to take it, Mal”), they let the feelings blow through them. When the wind of worry died down, they were left with the melancholic sense that no matter what they did, they would never be doing the right thing when it came to school.

Mal tried—always, and so hard. They were always finding work-arounds, from crossing their 7’s so their dyslexia wouldn’t spin them into L’s to transitioning from magazine to zine. But regardless of their efforts, there was always something off. There was just something about Mal that existed outside the acceptable parameters of the rules.

For as long as they could remember—since eighth grade, at least—they had blamed themself for this. It was them, after all, who couldn’t fit inside the margins. But now, beside Maddie, they felt comfortable enough to reach out into the fringe of their brain page and examine another idea: maybe it was the rules, and not Mal, that were wrong this time.

By selling the zines at school, they were simply doing what they had to in order to keep up with The Plan—their own set of rules that kept them grounded within all the other sets of rules. And while MixxedMedia was not, strictly speaking, an education-related program as detailed in Items 1 and 2 of the Holmes High School Student Handbook, it was still an education-related program. Mal and Emerson and the rest of the staff had only taken it into their own hands because the school had failed them.

Frowning down at their Switch screen, Mal scrunched their nose. They had never really considered that someone other than them might be a failure. And yet the sudden certainty of it rested heavy in their stomach, vying for space with a second concha Maddie had split with them.

“Okay,” Maddie said, breaking up Mal’s swirling thoughts. “That’s enough acorns, I think. What would you like to do next?”

Mal looked up from their small screen. Their sister looked back, her expression open, easy, curious, comfortable. For a second, Mal almost asked Can we talk about school, actually? because they wanted Maddie to have answers for them. Actionable solutions, like she always did. But that new feeling in their stomach stopped them.

Maddie, who had never failed at anything, might not understand.

“Let’s go fishing,” they said instead, steering Animal Crossing Mal toward the bottom of the screen, headed for the ocean.

“Okay,” Maddie agreed, following them. “And let’s pile up all the sea bass we catch in front of Derwin’s house. He started calling me Ladybro, and we can’t let that go unpunished.”

Mal smiled despite themself. Even if they worried Maddie might not understand their school dilemma, they knew she would always understand their weird way of playing Animal Crossing.

“All right,” Mal said, casting out their line with one hand. With the other, they slid their phone from the sofa arm.





Friday, 7:21PM

We can’t sell the zines at school.







lol youre silly Mal!!!







such a prankster.







a true Silly Goose™







No, I’m serious.







Ms. Merritt told me and I looked it up.







There’s a no soliciting policy on school grounds for anything “not part of a school program or education-related program.”







that’s…







really fucked up???????







If you use the word too much it loses its effectiveness, Emerson.







We’ve had this talk.







and i still think you’re Fucking Wrong [image: Emoji: Relieved face.]







Okay but can we take two seconds to be serious here because we can’t sell the zine at school which means, really, we can’t sell the zine at all, and we should probably cancel the layout meeting and probably the whole zine?







whoa there







little mx. runonsentence







it’s okay!!!!!







but yes lets take a moment and agree:







this really fucking sucks!!!!!!!!







Yes, it fucking does.







FUCK.







Emerson.







Mal.







we’re getting our angries out, okay?







do it with me.







GO!







AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA POOPY BUTTS FRICK FART FUCK THIS IS STUPID GRRRRR ARRRRGGGGGGGG!!!!!!!!!!!!







This is silly.







YEP and we’re doing it anyway.







AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!!!!!







AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA.







This rule sucks.







BUTTS YEAH IT DOES!!!!!!!!!! SOLICIT THIS!!!!!!!!







I just feel like they keep pushing us out.







First the magazine.







Now the zine.







Like we can’t do anything right.







Like it’s actually US they want to push out.







no i FULLY feel you







im pissed.







and also i offer this suggestion







*whispers*







we do it anyway







Emerson.







hear me out!!!!







they’re jerks







we’re really cool and have been working hard because THEY made us







so let’s just sell it anyway







Literally we cannot.







i mean we cant let them KNOW







but really what can they do to stop us????







I can think of like, five things.







Suspension.







Expulsion.







i s2g if they expel us over some two dollar zines!!!!!







but hey can we at least put it to a vote???







we’re going to have to break the bad news anyway







might as well get some feedback from staff!!







Ugh.







But also yeah.







This… sucks.







it does.







but you know what makes everything suck less?







pizza.







brb writing the e-mail







Thanks, Emerson.







youre welcome Mal!!!!







Subject: LAYOUT PARTY AND PIZZA BRIBE!

Friday, September 20 | 8:03 PM

From: The MixxedMedia Editors <mixxedmediaeditors@mail.com>

To: Parker <sailorparker@mail.com>, Nylan <octoberleaves@mail.com>, Kodi <kodiac@mail.com>, Stella <stellaforstar@mail.com>, James <jameswrites@mail.com>

HELLO.

As you know we will be having our first-ever LAYOUT PARTY at the Haus next Saturday starting EARLY, so: please be there or be square (or at least be out of the loop about how our zine is made).

ALSO, an important issue has come up which needs our group attention, so in order to get as many of your butts in our seats as we can, I am offering up PIZZA from MAC’S to anyone who makes it through the lunch hour so we can vote on said issue.

Yes, this is a bribe. No, I do not care.

Thanks,

Plz advise on toppings,

And why they should include pineapple,

Emerson&Mal

The Editors






CHAPTER THIRTEEN LAYOUT PARTY!

The back room of the Haus bustled with noise.

Everyone had turned out for the layout session—or, as Emerson kept exclaiming loudly, the Layout Party, with a string of exclamation points implied by her sheer volume. Nylan and Parker had been the first to arrive, together and with two party-size bags of hot chips to share, followed by Kodi, who helped James bring in enough chairs for everyone. Even Stella had shown up—with a pumpkin-spiced Starbucks Frappuccino with extra whipped cream, just for herself. The noise of them all overwhelmed the background noise of Mal’s brain, which spiraled loudly about everything they had to do today. Even though they’d had a whole (blurry, impossibly fast) week to plan, Mal still wasn’t sure they could pull it all off.

Emerson, by contrast, was in her element among the influx of staffers. She spread everything out on the old study table: printed pages of every story and poem, as well as each of Kodi’s art pieces and Nylan’s photos and even a two-page comic from Parker; larger blank pages to place everything on for sizing; and an army of pens, markers, glue sticks and (much to Stella’s chagrin, because “it gets on everything”) glitter with which to mark things up and stick them down. Emerson’s laptop, unencumbered by age like Mal’s, glowed beside her, and she kept hopping between the paper layout and the digital one, balancing the two against each other to make sure they synched.

Mal sat quietly at the editors’ desk, watching from afar.

It wasn’t that they didn’t want to participate—they did. (They needed to, probably, because Stella kept vetoing everyone else’s ideas, and despite her volume, Emerson was having a hard time keeping her in check.) But beyond the periodic chime-in to redirect things—and to keep Emerson on track, because she kept going off on tangents—Mal sat off to the side by themself, checking their phone’s lock screen every five or so minutes to make sure they didn’t miss the time to leave for Maddie’s game. They wouldn’t—they had set an alarm, plus three backups in five-minute intervals, just in case. Still, their mind whirred with the worry of it all. Even when they were finally called over to the worktable by Emerson, they couldn’t focus.

“I’m sorry,” they said, shaking their head like doing so would shake the anxious thoughts out. “What was the question again?”

“Oh, here we go,” Stella said, throwing up her hands. “They’re not even listening!”

“Cool it,” Emerson said, her voice sharp for a second, before she turned back to Mal. When she went on, it was kinder again. “Stella is wanting to move up her bio—like, so that it gets a full page after her chapter of Through the Garden of Gems and Dahlias. But if we do it that way, we’ll have to condense Nylan’s photos or James’s content note to make room for it, and that doesn’t seem fair to me.”

“Or me,” James said, a hand on his hip.

Nylan was quiet, eating a handful of hot chips.

“Life’s not fair,” Stella said. “So I don’t see why this zine should be either. You need my chapter, Mal, and I’ll pull it if we don’t do this.”

Mal opened and closed their fists at their side, hard and fast and so their nails struck the skin of their palm, biting at the flesh. They shook their head to themself. Between Stella’s words and their phone ticking toward their alarm, they felt on the edge of a meltdown.

“Let’s not be dramatic, Stella,” Kodi said, clearly trying to be diplomatic.

But Stella wasn’t having it. “I’m not being dramatic; I’m being realistic,” she said. “And if you want me, this is how you’ve got me, drama and all.” She turned sharply to Mal. “So, what’s the verdict, Editor in Chief? Or are you just going to flap your hands and fly away?”

And that was enough to make all the anxiety come to a head.

“No,” Mal said. Their voice was supposed to be even and calm, but even as the words came out of their mouth, they were a little too loud. “The verdict is no. You can have your bio in the back like everyone else—like we talked about when you signed on, Stella. When you also agreed to not be dramatic, actually.”

“But—” Stella started.

But Mal shook their head, clenching their fists so their nails bit half-moons into their palms to steady them.

“If that doesn’t work for you,” they said, “that’s fine. You can walk. We’ll run Kodi’s art piece in the front. It would probably fit the MixxedMedia rebrand better anyway.”

For a stunned second, Stella just stared at them, blinking.

And then she said quietly, “It can go in the back. It’s fine. It’ll be your loss anyway, when people get confused with this stupid layout.”

“Emerson’s been very thoughtful about this layout, so that sounds more like a you problem,” said Mal, with a hard shrug. “And while we’re all here, Emerson and I need a quick vote from you.”

“Oh, we’re going to do this now?” Emerson asked, blinking up at them from the table. A sprinkling of glitter sparkled on her cheek. Mal couldn’t decipher what kind of look she was wearing—eager, or maybe proud.

Mal shrugged. Now was a time as good as any. And their anger at Stella reignited the anger they’d been trying to tamp down since last Friday: their anger about the rules, about The Plan. It flared now like all the fucks they’d shared with Emerson: astringent but effective.

“We’ve been made aware that we can’t sell copies of MixxedMedia at school like we planned.”

“Oh, come on,” said Stella with a curt, huffy laugh. She waved her hand at the barely organized chaos on the table. “Then what are we even bothering with all this for?”

“Because I think we should sell it there anyway,” Mal said plainly.

“Hear, hear!” said Emerson joyously before crunching into a hot chip. She dusted off her fingers and reached out to squeeze Mal’s arm reassuringly.

“They already showed us they don’t care about what we’re doing,” Mal went on. The words bubbled up from inside of them, from where they had been stewing last night, while Mal couldn’t sleep. “They canceled us. It’s not like they can cancel us again. So I vote we just… sell it anyway. But I—we, me and Emerson—want to know what you think.”

“Immediately no,” said Stella.

“Does she enjoy being the worst?” Parker stage-whispered to Nylan, who tried hard not to smile.

“Some of you might not have a lot going for you,” Stella went on, “but I do. And I’m not going to get busted for selling some bootleg magazine.”

“It’s a zine,” corrected Kodi. “And that’s fine, Stella. If you can’t sell your copies, I will. I’m in.”

Stella crossed her arms over her chest, eyes rolling.

“It’s giving very Kids on Bikes campaign hook,” Parker said, and though Mal had absolutely no idea what that meant, they understood this: “I vote yes too.”

“Me too,” said Nylan, smiling at Parker. “Also, is that another TTRPG? It sounds so fun!”

“Have you ever played that one?” Parker asked.

“No,” said Nylan, “but is it like—”

“Focus, friends!” Emerson interrupted—which said something. Parker shrugged, sheepish, and Nylan giggled.

“Honestly, I assumed we knew about the no soliciting thing already,” James admitted. “They always get really strict about the fine print with GSA fundraisers. So I guess I was on board with this before we knew it was a thing.”

“Okay,” said Mal. The anger in them now mixed something softer—an admiration for how easily everyone (except Stella, which tracked) recommitted to the zine. Working together here in the back room was different from any experience Mal had ever had working within the walls of Holmes High, where everything felt like a challenge. “We’re going really rogue, then. I mean, as long as you’re in, Emerson?”

“Honestly, I am ready to follow you into battle, Mal,” she said, reaching for Mal’s hand and giving it a little squeeze. “Which is a ‘yeah, let’s sell this anyway’ vote, so we’re clear.”

“Then that settles that,” Mal said, and nodded. “Now I have to go. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

And with a last squeeze of Emerson’s hand, they turned, grabbed their backpack, and walked out the back room door, the heat of their swirling emotions carrying them forward.

The walk from the Haus to Holmes High School was long, and if Mal hadn’t been so keyed up, it would have been nice. The air was cool and smelled fully like fall: dry leaves, damp soil, the faint smoke of a far-off burn pile, a hint of brine from the river. It set the sensory scene for the new decorations Mal noticed cropping up: hay bales and home-made scarecrows, elaborate displays of pumpkins and other gourds, big bushel baskets of mums and pansies and late-season sunflowers.

But Mal’s cheeks burned hot—from worry and anger and feelings they were far too overwrought to pin down. They pounded them out instead as they stomped up the sidewalk, the soles of their boots hitting the cement hard. Half a block from 10th Street, their alarm went off—sudden and sharp, making Mal almost jump out of their skin, shrieking, before they turned it off with a huff and kept walking.

It was at 13th Street that Mal realized where they really wanted to be: not walking toward Maddie’s soccer game but still in the back room of the Haus, bent over the layout with Emerson and the MixxedMedia staff.

The realization was sudden, and automatically Mal was filled with a sense of guilt. They had already forgotten this game once; it felt unfair to Maddie to even think about blowing it off a second time, to say nothing of the ire they’d face from their mom. But the feeling still sat there, stubborn in their chest: this knowledge was Important, with a capital I.

And a quiet part of them took it a step further, whispering that yes, The Plan kept them in order, kept them on track, kept them showing up for Maddie and out of the way of their mom—and for those purposes, it was a success.

But something had felt off about it lately, and Mal was pretty sure that was due to more than MixxedMedia.

Pushing that thought aside, Mal pushed themself even harder, walking fast enough that by the time they got close to Holmes, their hair was damp with sweat despite the chill of the day. With their dad working, it was only Mal’s mom in the stands, wearing Bulldog red and waving a pennant that said #9: FLOWERS.

“You look like a mess, Mal,” she said, scooting over to make space for them on the bench.

Well, that suited Mal just fine, because they felt like a mess. And it took the entire course of the game, of falling into the comfortable lull of the ball as it moved from one side of the field to the other, to untangle the reason why. When it came to what other people wanted from them, The Plan was still working. But when it came to what Mal wanted, The Plan had kind of failed them.

On the field, Maddie played brilliantly. By the end of the second half, she had led the team to a sound victory—3 to 2. She hadn’t scored the winning goal, but she had cheered the loudest, lifting her teammate up on her shoulders and parading her around the field.

Mal cheered loudly too, because that was what they did, and because they really did love Maddie. When she looked to the stands, they waved their arms wildly at her and, when they were sure they’d caught her attention, pointed at her, then kicked out with their foot, then pointed at their butt—you kicked butt—a tradition they’d had since freshman year.

Maddie beamed back, her laughter silent at this distance, and pointed at her eye, then her heart, then at Mal.

“Come on,” their mom said, turning back from chatting with her seat neighbor and standing. “Let’s go give our winner a victory hug!”

“Give her one for me,” Mal said. “I have to get back to the Haus.”

“Mal,” their mom chided. “How will she even know you were here?”

“She knows.” And though their mom looked skeptical, Mal turned to leave anyway.

The walk back toward the river was calming, and over the course of those twenty-five blocks, Mal formulated a plan. They would come back, and surely only Emerson would be left, and together they would put right whatever madness had happened in their absence, even if it took long hours into the night to do so.

That was where Mal wanted to be.

The sun had started to set when they walked back into the back room of the Haus. The table had been cleared of its chaotic snowstorm of papers. A paper garland now hung from the ceiling, clearly made from some of the discarded layout pages, and newly added twinkle lights glowed bright and rainbow among the exposed beams.

“They’re cool, right?” Nylan said, grinning at Mal as they walked through the door. “I thought they’d add a little extra gay to your desk.”

“They do have a certain juh nice seekwa to them,” Emerson agreed.

“It’s je ne sais quoi, you goofball,” Parker said, but laughed.

“Come on, Mal!” Nylan said, sitting and patting the folding chair beside her. It was just the four of them left now, but the space felt comfortably full. “Emerson ordered us pizza.”

“And it’s Mac’s,” Parker said through a mouthful. “The good stuff!”

“Stella left when she couldn’t convince us to order Dewey’s.” Nylan shrugged.

“Did you get french fry pie?” Mal asked, stepping farther into the room.

“Can you even order Mac’s without getting one?” Emerson asked. “I don’t think that’s legal.”

“Here, I’ll grab you a couple slices,” Parker said, taking one for herself and putting two on a plate for Mal.

Mal took the plate and sat in the seat next to Nylan. They took a bite and let out an accidental, appreciative sigh. It was the first time they’d eaten all day, they realized. They’d been so caught up in tasks and worries that they had totally forgotten.

“Good, right?” Emerson winked at them.

“So good,” Mal said.

And then they were simply folded into the conversation around the table—they answered Emerson’s “So, how was it?” with easy chat about Maddie’s game, which bled into Parker’s insistence that she didn’t do sports, which slipped into which sports did people like (Nylan was a not-so-secret figure skating fan, definitely not due to Yuri!!! on ICE), then skated off into the next topic. Mal ate their pizza, and then an extra slice and one of the cookies that appeared on the table as if from nowhere (or, it turned out, from Emerson’s bag), and the final bit of anxiety that had knotted their eyebrows together relaxed in just enough time for them to help clear away the plates.

“Well,” trilled Emerson when the table was empty. “Should we show Mal what we got done?”

“Oh, totally,” said Nylan, slinking back into her seat.

“It’s not even too glittery,” said Parker.

“Much to my dismay, as you might guess,” sighed Emerson, a playful grin curling her lips.

Mal returned the smile. Somewhere in the back of their mind, Maddie’s warning about Emerson sounded again, but Mal shook their head once, gently, to clear it away. Even if there was a version of Emerson whose big ideas made following through on English projects difficult, Mal knew that the version of Emerson who showed up in the back room of the Haus had their back. There was a big difference, after all, between the Mal who left math homework undone for days at a time and the Mal who sat down at the table again, eager to work.

Here, Mal thought, maybe they both got to be those versions of themselves for each other.

“Okay,” Mal said, their smile deepening to crinkle their eyes, “but how does glitter even translate from… you know, glitter… to a flat black-and-white page?”

“I’m so glad you asked!” Emerson said, laughing. She pulled her laptop to her and then, grabbing onto Mal’s chair, pulled herself close to them, the wheels of her desk chair rattling across the wood floor. She stopped only when her knees rested against Mal’s thigh. “Here, let me show you.”




[image: A stylized text logo that reads “MIXXEDMEDIA” in uppercase letters with a spiky, decorative outline around each character.]
COMMUNITY RULES


	1. Life may not be fair, but MixxedMedia strives to be. Treat each other as equals and with respect.

	2. This starts from the top down. Your editors will always come to the table from a place of mutual respect.

	3. If you don’t know something, someone will teach you. If you do know something, share that knowledge. If one of us rises, we all rise.

	4. Share feedback thoughtfully and gently. Accept feedback thoughtfully and gently.

	5. See something good? Say something good. Let your fellow staffers know when they’re killing the game.

	6. Treat our space with respect. Clean up after yourself and help your fellow staffers remember to do the same.

	7. This is an inclusive space. We are all here because we want to be here. We all belong.



q/28






CHAPTER FOURTEEN CODDLED EGGS AND COLLATED PAGES

“Two today?” Maddie asked, looking up over a simmering pan when Mal came down to the kitchen.

Mal nodded, still sleepy. They hadn’t gotten home from the Haus last night until well past eleven—late enough that they accepted a ride from Nylan, who lived two neighborhoods away from Mal in Lassavor Park. They had tried very hard not to feel embarrassed by the sagging gutters as they shut the door of Nylan’s Civic in the dark and were quietly thankful the streetlight in front of their house still hadn’t been fixed. “Two, please.”

It was always two.

Sunday-Morning Eggs had become a tradition for the Flowers siblings. With their dad usually working at Glen’s and their mom spending most of her morning at church (she had given up trying to drag Maddie and Mal years ago), the two were—as they often were—left to fend for themselves. Mal had never been much of a cook, so for the first few years, they made Maddie a frozen egg sandwich in the microwave. But Maddie, inspired by all the food shows they watched together, had eventually taken over breakfast. Lately she had been on a coddled-egg kick—they were like poached eggs but fancy.

Luckily, the MixxedMedia meeting was later in the day, so Mal didn’t have to miss it. After plodding outside to put out a scoop of food for the neighborhood cats, they sat at the rickety kitchen island, freshly brewed coffee in hand as Maddie’s ramekins simmered away.

With her back turned as she chopped green onions, she said, “I missed you yesterday.”

“I was there, you goof,” Mal said, miming the motions again to remind her. “You kicked butt. Congratulations, by the way.”

“Thank you, thank you.” Maddie grinned, turning and scooping the green onions into a bowl. But there was a strange stiffness to her smile Mal didn’t understand. Finally, she added, “You didn’t stay.”

Mal shrugged. “I just had to cut out a little early so I could do zine things.”

“But you missed pizza at LaRosa’s with the team.” Maddie pursed her lips, fiddling with the bowl of onions until it sat just so on the serving tray, next to a bowl of cheese. This was part of the tradition, too: Maddie took the time to make things pretty for them, which made Sunday-Morning Eggs feel more special. She was quiet for some time, moving the saltshaker from one side of the tray to another, twice, before she finally said, “I missed you is all.”

And there was a strange wobble to her voice—something small and vulnerable that cued Mal to listen closer, to look between the words for what Maddie wasn’t saying out loud. Mal struggled with this sometimes. It wasn’t their style; they just said what they meant, when they meant it. After a long night with Emerson, who did the same, it took Mal an extra minute to figure it out. They had hurt Maddie’s feelings by not staying.

“Shit,” said Mal, wringing their hands in their lap. “I’m sorry, Maddie.”

And they were. Hurting Maddie’s feelings was not what Mal did.

But part of Mal’s heart felt still light from last night—from the laughter and the layout and the way Parker had rock-paper-scissored Mal for the last piece of pizza but still split it with them when she won, cutting it in two with an absolutely pathetic plastic butter knife. Instead of sitting quietly while Maddie and the team recapped the game in the corner booth of LaRosa’s, Mal had had a pizza party of their own. It felt good.

But it felt uncomfortable, too—feeling good at the same time as feeling guilt.

“I mean it,” they reiterated, because they did. They had promised themself years ago that they would never be the one who made Maddie feel forgotten; their mom and dad did that to her enough. This was the trade-off they made: Mal showed up for Maddie when their parents couldn’t be around, and when they were, Maddie shielded Mal from them as best she could. Mal nodded, resolute. They’d do better next time. “I’ll make sure to stick around for all the rest this season. Pinkie promise.”

Settling the pepper in its proper place, Maddie looked up at Mal. “Pinkie promise?”

“You know I don’t mess around with these,” they said, holding their pinkie out.

Maddie took it, curling her finger tight around Mal’s. She hesitated, holding their gaze. There was something else she wanted to say; Mal could tell. They just couldn’t tell what.

It had never been like this before with Maddie.

Though Maddie’s brain didn’t work exactly like Mal’s, she made more effort to meet Mal where they were than anyone else typically did. But today felt… different. The grit of salt and the soft slick of cooking oil coated the space between them. That oily feel rested on them too, leaving Mal with the feeling of needing to wash their hands.

“Okay,” she said at last, and let Mal’s pinkie go. “Help me get these eggs out of their bath.”

Mal did—or rather they stood beside Maddie and watched her do so, easy and effortlessly, with a pair of old kitchen tongs. As she added them to the serving plate and Mal picked the two Best Spoons, they were sure there was something else they wanted to say too. But whatever it was, it got tangled up and lost and softened by the time the siblings got to the sofa, tucking themselves under a faded Dollar City throw blanket.

Together, they ate their eggs and caught up on the latest episodes of Baking Show in relative silence.



“Well, beans, we’re out of paper again.”

“Emerson,” Mal hissed, but even their whisper rippled with laughter.

The pair of them had been hunched over Patron Use Print Station Number Two since one p.m., when the Covington library opened—much too late for Mal’s taste, even for a Sunday. It was the first time Mal had been into the library since they stopped walking Maddie to tween time when she was twelve (at her request, as it was “too babyish”), but it was much the same as they remembered it: absolutely stunning under a bit of grime and misuse, with a big bright skylight over the computer bays. This was where they were now stationed: at the very end of the row of computers, directly by the printer.

It was Mal’s job to send the correct pages to the printer in batches of one hundred and to jiggle the mouse every five minutes or so to keep the computer from shutting down and wiping everything Emerson was logged into.

“They know me here, so they know I’m a noisy mess,” Emerson insisted, though she did drop her voice at least a few decibels. Standing in a crouch over the printer, she waved her hand, caught the eyes of the library worker behind the desk, and for the third time made a motion between herself and the small hutch beneath the printer, which held the reams of refill paper. With a nod from the associate, she bent, took out a fresh ream, and started to reload the printer.

“I mean, I know that too,” Mal conceded, swatting at Emerson’s hip as they whispered. Mal couldn’t remember when these small touches had become natural between them, but they had, and Mal leaned comfortably into the contact. “But this is a library. We have to keep it down; it’s the rules.”

“You and your ru— OH, sorry, I mean—” Emerson continued in a dramatic stage whisper that was just as loud. “You and your rules, Mal Flowers.”

“This one isn’t even mine,” Mal whispered. “It just… is.”

To be fair, Mal felt like most of the rules they followed just were. It was how they functioned.

“Libraries are cool now Mal, haven’t you heard?” Emerson’s not-whisper was punctuated with giggles. “They’re not stuffy old quiet places anymore. If half these people weren’t like, still asleep, it would be bumpin’. Trust me.”

It wasn’t that Mal didn’t trust her; Emerson had detailed, in the short five minutes they waited outside for the doors to open, how often she came here for anime club or crafting programs or to browse the stacks. She was here just the other day, she insisted, at a button-making program with Parker, and that had been quite the ruckus. But looking around at the other computer bays, filled mostly with unhoused folks and a few kids Mal recognized from school, the vibe was still very much “quiet.”

Mal shrugged.

“Okay,” said Emerson in her usual speaking voice. “I mean—okay,” she whispered, placating Mal. “That’s it for the fourth page. Run me through a hundred of page five; let’s get this party started.”

“Emerson, there’s like eight pages still to print,” Mal said, sending the job to the printer. “This party is going to take a while.”

“No reason we can’t party now, though, right?” As Emerson started to collect pages from the machine as they spit out (they had been trying to collate them in groups of ten, for easy assembly later, although Mal was almost certain Emerson’s ten and their own ten were very different things), she started to hum an upbeat tune Mal didn’t recognize.

“Emerson,” Mal hissed again.

Emerson hummed harder. Mal swore they could see her lips vibrate with it. They raised an eyebrow at her.

And then Emerson started to wiggle: her hips, her fingers, her arms, her belly. She hummed harder, shimmying her shoulders.

“We’re going to get in trouble!” Mal said, and now their voice was a little too loud, to compensate for the noise of the humming.

“We’re not,” Emerson hummed, swiping another small pile of pages. “Come on. Have a wiggle. I dare you.”

Emerson hummed harder when Mal shook their head, her knees now joining in and wobbling around so she looked more like a squid than a girl.

“That looks ridiculous,” Mal didn’t quite whisper.

But in truth, it actually looked… really fun. Mal often found themself seeking movement—a walk when things felt hard, the opening and closing of their fists when things felt too much. Things felt fine now—despite their fussing about Emerson’s volume—but they still felt their body wanting to mirror Emerson’s motions.

And so, with a furtive glance over their shoulder at the library worker at the desk (who was, to Mal’s astonishment, spectacularly unconcerned about the humming happening at Patron Use Print Station Number Two), Mal wiggled. They started with their fingers, which felt so good that they wiggled their arms too, and then their thighs, the fat there jiggling pleasantly against the hard plastic of their chair.

“Yes!” piped Emerson, which did draw a look from the associate at the desk, but she gave an apologetic shrug and dropped her voice to a whisper when she went on. “See what I mean?”

“Okay, yeah,” Mal said, wiggling their hips where they sat. “I see what you mean.”

“Now we’re talking—quietly! Quietly!” Emerson raised her hands in surrender, partly to Mal and partly to the associate, who stood up from their chair to give Mal and Emerson the Librarian Look.

But in that moment, Mal didn’t mind at all. Being wiggly with Emerson felt nice. They were content to wiggle for the next hundred or so pages worth of print jobs. When the printing was finished, Emerson commandeered a couple paper boxes from the recycling pile and Mal carefully loaded the collated zine pages in. Together, they carried them to the front desk to pay.

The good vibes evaporated; Mal had been dreading this part.

“I can pay for half,” they insisted as they waited for the library worker to figure out how much to charge for the literal crate of paper they’d printed.

“Nope,” Emerson insisted just as firmly. “We talked about this, Mal.”

They had, but that didn’t make it sit any more comfortably in Mal’s gut. Having Emerson pay for the print run made things feel unequal, even if they did earn it right back by selling copies, like she’d promised. It reminded Mal of their first eighth grade, when they would meet friends for sweets at Golden Gelato and couldn’t afford to pay. Their friends always covered them and promised it wasn’t a problem, but it was part of the reason Mal had stopped going to those sorts of things. It felt like they cost too much, like they couldn’t contribute.

“But half would only be—” Mal peeked over Emerson’s shoulder at the number on the old card reader the library worker had turned to them.

Half would be a whole Wednesday-night shift at Dollar City. Mal’s insides felt cold with embarrassment.

“Listen, let me take advantage of my moms in peace, Mal,” Emerson joked, shaking a bank card that read ROSE PIKE and then tapping it to the machine. “We’ll earn it back in no time. I promise.”

Mal sighed but relented; they didn’t have a shift’s worth of extra funds to pay with right now anyway. They resolved that they would earn it back, even if the how part was still to be determined. Part of what they loved about Emerson was that she felt like Mal’s equal in every way. Being reminded that they stood on uneven ground in this one very large, very embarrassing way made them uncomfortable.

Mal shifted from foot to foot at the desk, waiting.
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CARVING OUR SPACE
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IN THIS ISSUE:

HEY, READER!

A Note from the Editors

THROUGH THE GARDEN OF GEMS AND DAHLIAS,

CHAPTER 10: THE THRONE ROOM

Serial fiction by Stella Willen

Illustration by @AudraArtStudios

STELLA says: “The Throne Room is a reflection of Talia reclaiming her power and place in the world—and of Xarrett’s unquenchable desire for her.”
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I KNOW A SPOT

Photo essay by Kodi Jones

KODI says: “In this photo essay, I humbly invite you to visit reclaimed queer hangouts around Covington.”
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“LIVE FROM THE BIG AND TALL STORE”

Short fiction by James King

JAMES says: “To carve our space we must first occupy it. This short story follows Arthur, a gay, fat teen boy, as he takes his first trip to a big and tall menswear store. Among the racks, he finds more than clothes that finally fit.”

HOME TO GO!

Patchwork poem by Emerson Pike

EMERSON! says: “One of the first places I found myself was in the song lyrics of sapphic queens like Chappell Roan and Julien Baker. Using the foundation they laid, I made a new poem. I hope you find yourself in it too.”

ODE TO AN OLD TABLE

Poem by Nylan Hassan

NYLAN says: “This zine was lovingly crafted at an old table, so I lovingly crafted a poem for it.”
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THE EARTH ADVENTURES OF BLU AND AMBER

Comic by Parker Washington

PARKER says: “Blu and Amber are two cute alien girls who have lived rent free in my head for years. Now they can take up space in yours! Join them as they find their place on Earth.”
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HEY, Reader!

Until a couple of weeks ago, this zine didn’t exist.

Well. That’s not entirely true. Up until a couple of weeks ago, the heart of this zine existed as something else: a literary magazine run and funded by our public high school. Then a new year came, and with it, a new budget. Suddenly, there wasn’t space for our magazine (or a handful of other arts programs) anymore.

And to that, the MixxedMedia team respectfully says: Fuck that.

We didn’t let it get us down. Instead, it made us CARVE OUR PLACE.

Together we have written, curated, edited, formatted, printed, and bound a collection that follows that theme. And, honestly? We like the place we’ve made for ourselves.

You’re welcome to join us.

—The Editors

Emerson&Mal
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN ASSEMBLY LINE

It was after two p.m. when Mal and Emerson made it to the Haus at 3rd Street, all 1,200-plus pages of what would become the first run of MixxedMedia balanced on their hips. Mal was sure Emerson would spill her box (pages 6–12) when she leaned behind the counter to snag her mug off its hook.

“I’ll come back for coffee,” Emerson said to the person behind the counter with such intensity it sounded like a threat.

But Emerson didn’t have to come back for coffee, because it was waiting for her in the back room.

Everyone was waiting in the back room.

Parker and Nylan were there, and Kodi and James, and Stella, sitting by herself at the farthest corner of the table, fingers scrolling across the screen of her phone. Sam was there too, putting the top on a giant carafe of—

“COFFEE!” Emerson squealed. “Oh, bless you, Sam. You know, I’ve always said—that Sam. They’re so good.”

“Nice to see you too, Emerson,” Sam said, and they laughed. “When Parker told me you’re putting the zine together today, I figured y’all could use it.”

“It may or may not have been a ploy for free coffee,” Parker confessed.

“All that matters is it worked,” said James, and he stood to join Emerson at the small folding table Sam had set up for their coffee station, crowded with disposable cups, creamers, and almost enough sugar to keep Emerson happy.

“Thanks, Sam,” Mal said as the rest of the MixxedMedia staff swarmed the coffee station. “That’s really cool of you.”

Sam shrugged. “I think it’s cool what you’re doing here, so I’m happy to support. Consider it my Elder Queer duty. Oh, also—I brought you some more goodies. Come here.”

Mal followed Sam to the worktable, where there were now a handful of tools: hard plastic bone folders, very sharp awls with wooden handles, sturdy sewing needles, and some dangerous-looking cutting tools.

“What’s all this?” Mal asked.

“Tools of the trade,” Sam said, smacking the table like it was a used car they were selling. “I’m basically a zine major—I’m doing an Interdisciplinary Studies major that’s technically under the English and gender studies umbrellas, but my focus is on queer literature and specifically on DIY zines in queer history.”

Mal huffed a laugh. “That’s not something you can do at real college.”

“Uh, excuse me,” Sam said, raising a hand to their chest and pretending to be hurt. “Northern Kentucky University is real, and I am doing it, so.” They shrugged. “I think it is.”

Mal blinked at Sam. “But what even is that?”

“Really, it’s just way too many words to say that this”—Sam waved at the box of papers Mal still hadn’t put down on the table—“is super my shit. And I think it’s rad y’all are doing this so, just another Elder Queer pay-it-forward donation from me. As long as y’all are working on the zine, you’re welcome to use these tools. They’re from my personal collection, though, so please treat them kindly.”

“This is…” Mal sorted through the sudden soup of thoughts that sloshing in their head. They had never heard of Interdisciplinary Studies as an option, for one. For another, they had never even imagined they could do something with zines outside of this room. Those ideas seemed like small revolutions inside their head. As they tried to absorb them, what finally filtered out was something easier to understand: “This is really nice of you, Sam.”

It wasn’t right, wasn’t enough, but Sam didn’t seem to notice. They shrugged. “Make cool stuff, okay? And if you need any more coffee, let me know. My treat.”

“You are the treat,” Emerson said, joining them at the end of the table. “For this coffee. And, oooh, are these goodies? Punk rock, Sam, you’re a beast. Though I maintain I could have made this work with a regular needle and thread and these claws!” She fluttered her fingernails: short, painted in glittery purple, bitten almost to the quick.

Sam laughed. “Well, you’re welcome to, but this should make it easier on the rest of your team.” They waved to the room. “Y’all have fun, okay?”

“We will.” Parker nodded, grinning. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“Yeah, of course.”

And then Sam was off, and the MixxedMedia staff were looking to Mal like they needed a plan.

Luckily, that was Mal’s strong suit.

“Okay,” they said, finally clunking the hundreds of pages they held down onto the table. “Here’s what I’m thinking.”

What they had been thinking, honestly, was that it would just be them and Emerson chugging away for most of the day alone. A part of Mal really wished it was—just the two of them at the desk, their knees touching. And though they still didn’t understand why everyone had shown up—this was the boring part of making a zine, as far from the fun writing bit as you could get—they could put them to use.

They created an assembly line on the fly: themself and Emerson carefully ordering and folding the pages (with sharp edges, thanks to Sam’s tools); Parker and Nylan using the awls to poke holes in the spine; James and Kodi sewing them together with an assortment of embroidery floss Mal had scavenged from the Glen’s clearance craft hoard in their room; and Stella at the end as quality control, making sure everything came together as it should. Stella seemed pleased with that—“If my name’s going on it, it has to look good”—and the rest were content with the work.

After a bit of trial and error, they all fell into an easy rhythm of pulling pages, folding pages, stacking pages, and sewing pages. Emerson chatted easily with Nylan and Parker about anime, while Kodi and Stella talked about the new café-slash-bakery opening up where a stuffy old coffee shop used to be, farther down Greenup at the corner of 13th. Mal was quiet for the most part, falling into the blissful sameness of the work.

“This looks so much more official than I thought it would,” James said, leaning in toward Mal like he was sharing a secret. “Like, I honestly didn’t think it would look this good. No shade to Ms. Merritt, but I think this may be better than Collage?” He pulled string through the binding smoothly. “And I am so glad. I need this to be official.”

“What do you mean?” Mal asked.

“Well, this was my thing.” James waved his hand at the work. “This is what I want to do. Not a zine, or whatever—writing. It’s what I’m good at. When it went away, I thought I was done for. What was I supposed to do, sports?”

Mal snorted a laugh along with James. He raised an eyebrow at them.

“Listen, I seriously considered it until you and Emerson proposed this thing. My brother was a big football deal, got a full ride to Ohio State. I thought, Maybe that could be me. But these wrists are for writing, not for throwing a football. That’s why I needed this to be real. I’m already so in Peter’s shadow. Without writing? I’d have nothing. But you must know how it is; you’re Maddie Flowers’s big sibling.”

Mal’s stomach sank and they thought of this morning, of the quiet and the eggs and the comfort… and the holes in Maddie’s conversation.

“Yeah,” they admitted, their voice small. “I know how it is.”

But before they could let the sting of that sink it, James was laughing. “That’s why I’m glad this looks so classy—and that this ragtag group of gays stuck together.”

“Hell yeah,” Emerson said. She must have been listening to the tail end of the conversation.

“I mean, not to assume,” James said, putting up his hands in peace.

“Nope, gay as hell over here,” said Kodi, smiling bright. “As if you couldn’t tell by these butch-ass vibes.”

“Listen, just because everyone else knew I was bi before I did doesn’t make me any less bi,” Emerson said, pretending to fuss, then dissolving into laughter at Kodi’s knowing look.

“Literally no one straight can wear this much pastel at once and get away with it,” Parker said. “Also, the subtle and always there pan rep with all this pink and blue and yellow should be a giveaway.”

“I’m ace,” Nylan said, her voice quiet but comfortable. Mal caught her eyes darting to Parker. “And maybe panromantic?”

“Ooh, I have a button for that,” said Parker, oblivious, and put her awl down to reach down for her tote bag.

“We know Mal’s the OG enby,” Emerson said, eyes shining. “And I know you’ve dated at least one girl because I got super jealous freshman year when you and Jess were a thing.”

The side of Mal’s lips quirked up in an involuntary smile. “One, you’re super weird, Emerson, but two, yeah—guilty as charged. I’m bi too.”

“I’ve got a button for that, too,” Parker said, riffling through her bag.

A small lull opened up in the conversation, and it was only after a beat that Mal realized it was because of Stella. She sat at the end of the table, suddenly very interested in the zine she was checking. Mal instantly recognized that look: the look of someone crawling out of their skin with discomfort.

They cleared their throat. “It’s also super okay to not disclose,” they said—not to Stella but to the room. “It’s not mandatory, of course, for MixxedMedia staff.”

But Stella looked up at Mal, her face a strange mix of things Mal couldn’t untangle. For the space of a breath, they stared at each other, something unspoken but important passing between them. It reminded Mal of the looks they’d shared once, back when they had still been friends.

“I don’t know how to say this without sounding like a bad person,” Stella said finally, her eyes shifting around the room.

“Careful,” said James at the same time Mal said, “It’s okay; this is a safe space.”

“I…,” Stella started, and then stopped. She looked down at the table, sliding over the zine she was inspecting to start a new pile of approved copies. Then she said, like it was a confession, “I’m not queer.”

“Oh,” said Mal.

Stella looked up, eyes sharp, pleading. “Like, not in a way that—I mean, obviously there’s nothing wrong with being—I’m an ally! But also just—I’m straight, I’m sorry!”

Parker was the first to snort a laugh, followed by a soft chuckle from Kodi, and a whispered “Bless” from James.

“Stella, you don’t have to be queer,” Mal said gently.

“Yeah, every group needs their token straight,” Emerson agreed.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone come out as straight before,” Nylan said, “but obviously we accept you for who you are.”

“Even when that’s kind of a jerk sometimes,” Emerson said, and then added, when Mal stomped her toes under the table, “Which is not now, for the record! You’re being honest and I appreciate you!”

“I feel like I’m crashing a party or something,” Stella admitted. “I don’t want to take up space I shouldn’t, but I really love writing, and these zines look amazing, if I’m being honest.”

“It’s not specifically a queer-only space,” Mal said, and nodded their head toward the community rules posted on the wall. “We’re inclusive, Stella. It’s The Rules.”

“And you know Mal loves a rule,” Emerson said, winking at Mal across the table.

“Really?” Stella asked.

“Really,” Mal said.

“Thanks.” For the first time Mal could remember, Stella smiled at them. “Also—stupid straight-girl question, but—wow, that was hard. Is that what it’s like to come out?”

“No,” James said, and laughed loudly.

But at the same time, Nylan shrugged and said, “More or less.”

And Kodi said, “Yeah, but over and over again to everyone you meet.”

And Parker said, “I don’t know, but I have an ally button too.”

After the others had all weighed in, Mal said, “Thanks for sharing, Stella. Can we get back to work?”

“Yeah, sure,” said Stella, smiling a little.

And though they hadn’t planned for it, they stayed like that for the rest of the afternoon and into the evening: working together, laughing and sharing stories and drinking fresh coffee when Sam brought more in around dinner time. They took breaks only to eat lunch, or to bandage paper cuts, or to have a Group Wiggle, once, at Emerson’s suggestion.

They worked into the night, until the first run of MixxedMedia was ten neat stacks of ten zines at the center of the editors’ desk.

“We’ll send an e-mail later with a plan for tomorrow, for sales,” Mal said.

“And we’ll come up with it after everyone leaves?” Emerson asked under her breath.

Mal nodded, then said to the room, “Thanks for the hard work today, everyone.”

“Yeah, this was really fun,” Nylan said.

“Despite all these silly Band-Aids,” said James, showing his right hand, which now sported three bandages with smiling pink cats on them.

“Those are limited edition!” Parker said.

“Not the aesthetic I’m going for,” said Kodi, “but thanks for having them, Parker.”

“Yeah, I literally can’t believe we didn’t think of that.” Nylan laughed.

“But everything else went really smoothly,” said Stella, coming to stand next to Mal and crossing her arms over her chest. “We only had to redo—what? Five?”

“Seven,” said Kodi, her voice firm but her expression friendly. “And I still maintain that at least three of those were just so you had something to fuss over.”

Mal tensed, but Stella laughed—a strange sound Mal was not used to hearing anymore. “Okay, yeah, at least one was.”

“You’re a menace,” said Parker, but she laughed too.

“But hey!” Emerson interjected when the look on Stella’s face started to sour. “We did it! That’s the first run done.”

“We did it,” Mal echoed, looking at the neat stacks on the desk.

Somehow they had pulled it off.

Now they just needed to see if they could send it off.




THE SALES PLAN

Number of issues: 100

Sale price: $2.00

On sale date: September 30

Units sold:
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Issues are pre-packaged in bundles of ten.

Each staffer will start with ten issues.

MINUS STELLA

Covertly sell through stock. DON’T GET CAUGHT !!!!!!!!!

Remaining stock will be stored in Mal Flowers’s locker for restock as needed.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN SELL, SELL, SELL!

The MixxedMedia staff waited at the wall outside of Holmes High School, looking distinctly like they were up to something.

It was a bright day but with a breeze that cut through Mal’s thrifted sweater as they walked up the sidewalk, Maddie in step beside them. It felt like a fall morning should: cool and correct and littered with reddish-brown leaves, which crunched satisfyingly beneath Mal’s boots. The school had finally decorated for the season, leaning two giant bunches of cornstalks up against either side of the historic stone gate at the top of the driveway, a trio of giant orange pumpkins at the base of each one. One had already been smashed open; Mal had to dodge around its bright orange guts.

“Here they are!” Parker said as Mal drew close.

“Sweet,” Emerson said, “we can get to work. I’ve been waiting.”

“Hi, Mal,” said Stella, her voice bored until she saw Maddie behind them. “Oh, Maddie! Are you joining the zine?”

“Nope,” she said. “Just walking in with Mal.”

“Okay then, just remember, you’re not seeing anything,” said Parker. “Come on, Mal, give us the goods.”

“I only have half of them,” Mal said, slinging their backpack off their shoulder and rubbing the sore spot it left behind. “Emerson has the other.”

“You’ve been holding out on us?” Nylan sounded incredulous.

Emerson just wiggled, all fluid arms and legs, in response.

“Nah, it’s cool,” said Kodi. “We couldn’t have started without Mal.”

“Yeah, it wouldn’t have been right,” James agreed.

“Suck-ups,” said Stella.

“You don’t even have to be here,” Parker said under her breath.

Mal and Emerson started to divvy up the zines as the staffers swirled around them, laughing, chatting, and making bets on who would sell out first. Though Mal had tried to Manage Expectations when they shared the sales plan with everyone the day before—another capital-letter coping mechanism from their old therapist—they had to admit that they felt excited, too. Emerson had something to do with that, they were sure: her giggle, her grin, the way her green sweatshirt made her big red hair look even redder than the leaves drifting down from the poplar tree above her.

“Okay, weird confession,” Kodi said, her voice deeper as it dropped to a whisper. “I’m a little nervous?”

“Oh no, me too, for sure,” Nylan said. “This is all very… clandestine.”

“You mean punk rock,” chirped Emerson. “But, full honesty—same.”

“Me too,” said Parker, “but that could be because I’m still sleepy?”

“Because you and Nylan were up all night liveblogging Yuri!!! on ICE to each other,” James said, eyebrows raising.

“I’m not,” said Stella. “Nervous, that is.”

Mal rolled their eyes; Stella was the only staffer they hadn’t handed copies to because it was (her words) “not worth the risk to go down for some zine.”“Well, I think we’re all going to kill it,” said Emerson. “Nervous or not.”

“And remember, it’s not a competition,” Mal said.

“For some of us,” Emerson added conspiratorially.

Mal gave her The Look. “For any of us. Just do what you can today. We have time. If we can be mostly sold through by the end of the week, I think we’ll be right on target.” That was the time frame, at least, that they’d used for Collage. Mal tried not to think about what it would mean if they didn’t meet it.

“We can do that,” said Kodi, sounding more confident.

“Totally,” said Nylan.

“I’m selling out today,” James said matter-of-factly. “When we meet back here after school, I’ll be done.”

“Oh, he’s on a mission today, y’all,” Kodi joked.

“We should head to class,” said Parker, eyeing the entrance.

“Regrettably,” added Emerson.

“Okay, if you need more, remember you can check in with me or Emerson,” Mal said. “I’ll have extras in my locker.”

They all turned to head in, Mal following a few steps behind everyone as they tucked the rest of the zines in their backpack.

It was only when they’d made it about halfway to the entrance that Mal remembered, turning around quickly.

Maddie still stood there. She smiled.

“Look at you, hotshot,” she said, from twelve steps away.

“What? No.” Mal waved a hand, dismissive. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“No, it’s okay.” Maddie finally caught up. “It’s neat to see you in action.”

“It’s nothing, really,” Mal replied quickly.

Their sister smiled, a little sadly, then shook her head to herself. “It’s super cool, Mal. You’re, like, really good at this.”

Mal’s first instinct was to dismiss this; these weren’t words they heard often. But… hearing them felt nice, especially from their sister, who knew Mal at their Least Good At Things. “You mean it?”

Maddie held out her pinkie. “Pinkie promise.”

“Really?”

“I don’t mess around, Mal. You know me.”

Mal smiled and linked their pinkie with Maddie’s.

“I can almost see why you keep ditching me for this stuff,” Maddie said, still smiling, but with a hint of something else, something resigned, underneath.

Mal’s smile faltered. “I don’t mean to.”

“I know,” Maddie said, giving herself a little shake. “And you’re not. I just miss you lately is all.”

It was a strange thing to say for two siblings who slept down the hall from each other every night, but Mal felt it too—a lonesome longing, a certain shift they couldn’t quite pin down. They nodded. “I miss you too.”

A quiet moment opened in the space between them.

“Come on,” Mal finally said. “We can’t be late for school.”

“Coming,” Maddie said, and rushed to catch up.

When they got to the front doors, they went their separate ways.



Mal hadn’t been lying about sales being slow. They hadn’t been trying to soften a blow or to motivate people. They were much too upfront for that. Slow sales were just the truth, something they’d learned from long weeks of trying to sell Collage to classmates at lunch. People picked food over fine arts every time.

And so, when Mal sold through four of their first ten copies in first period, they were surprised. And when they had had to dip into their second bundle by the end of third, they were a little suspicious. And when Emerson bounced by them in the hallway before lunch, saying she couldn’t talk because Nylan needed a restock too, Mal was downright confused.

It wasn’t supposed to be this easy.

But as Mal met Maddie on the way to the cafeteria, their backpack was light on MixxedMedia issues and heavy on pocket change. Though most folks had paid for their copies with wrinkled dollar bills, many had paid in silver coins, and at least one issue had been bought with four rolls of pennies that looked suspiciously similar to the ones student council rolled from penny wars (a spare change donation drive to see which class could bring in the most pennies). After a girl from Mal’s chemistry class stopped them in the lunch line, they added another fistful of coins to their backpack.

“Are you, like, famous now, Mal?” Maddie joked.

“I… don’t know?”

The real answer was no, that was Maddie’s job—to be in the spotlight. But Mal did feel at least a little seen by the two other students who quickly snuck over to their lunch table for an issue.

As they chewed through a stack of Tater Tots, they tried to figure out why. Why people kept wanting copies. Why they knew Mal had them. They were sure it had at least a little bit to do with the zines being contraband—though it could never be Mal, they understood that for a lot of kids, things being against the rules was fundamentally appealing, not appalling. But by the end of lunch, when Maddie’s teammate, Alyssa, leaned across the table and said, “You better make more room for Parker’s comic next issue—it’s hilarious,” they thought it might have at least a little bit to do with what they were actually doing in the zine.

It wasn’t just Mal who kept getting stopped, either. On the way back from lunch, Emerson pulled Mal away from Maddie—“I’m going to—yoink! I’ll give them right back!”—and toward their locker.

Before stuffing it full with bundles of MixxedMedia earlier today, Mal hadn’t used their locker since… maybe ever. No one really did anymore. They were relics of the past, a place now mostly for nefarious things, or for couples to hide and make out.

Now, there was a thought—one that suddenly flooded the page of Mal’s brain in bold, all-capital typeface: MAKING OUT WITH EMERSON PIKE. It was the first time doing something like that had ever occurred to Mal, but as Emerson rounded on them with a cheeky smile and a glint in her eye, it was suddenly all Mal could think about.

Their pulse quickened; Mal could feel it in their throat.

An amused smile rippled across Emerson’s lips. “Hey—are you still nervous about getting caught?”

“Caught what?” Mal breathed.

“Selling illegal zines, duh,” Emerson said.

“Oh, uh.” Right. That was easier than what Mal was actually nervous about. “Yeah. You know, rules.”

“Rules, schmules.” Emerson flicked her wrist in an implied whatever. “Plus, rules can only really be broken if they’re fair, and this one isn’t.” Emerson leaned across Mal, rattling the lock on their locker. Her hair cascaded across Mal’s shoulder, sending a rush of tingles—and the sweet scent of vanilla sugar—through Mal’s senses. “Come on, we’re kicking so much ass that I need a restock!”

Mal shook themself. “Okay,” they said, and opened their locker.

Restocking was much less thrilling when they met Parker at their locker after fifth period to hand off an extra stack of zines to her too. Then, as they ducked into their next class, James pressed a handful of bills into Mal’s hand covertly, like they were in some spy thriller. Before the final class of the day, even Stella wanted in, taking the last three copies Mal had in their backpack to sell before school let out.

By the time the day was over, Mal made their way with Maddie to meet everyone at the same spot outside the gate as this morning. Stella was the last to arrive.

“There,” she said, handing Mal six neat one-dollar bills. “I sold out.”

“Yeah,” said Nylan, “and so did I!”

“Me too,” James said.

Kodi and Parker both nodded in agreement.

“Holy shit,” said Emerson, grabbing Mal’s arm.

“We… sold out?” Mal said stiffly.

“We sold out!” echoed Parker.

“I can’t believe it,” said Stella.

“Well, I can,” said Kodi. “We kind of ate with this one.”

“Yeah we did!” Nylan gave Kodi a high five.

“We should tally up the funds,” Mal said.

“We should celebrate!” James said.

“I have to work,” Emerson whined, “but also yes. Party at the Haus? I’ll buy a round of pastries for us all.”

They all agreed in turn, and Mal smiled. “Okay, I’m in. It’s going to take a while to count all this change anyway.”

“Yeah, pleasure first,” Emerson agreed. “Business a distant second.”

Mal shook their head. Out of the corner of their eye, they glimpsed Maddie standing a few steps away, quiet and contemplative just as she’d been that morning.

“I, uh—do you want to come too, Maddie?” they asked, turning to include her in their makeshift circle.

“Yeah,” said Nylan. “The more the merrier.”

“You can sit with me,” Stella volunteered.

“No, I’m okay,” Maddie said, catching Mal’s eye. “You guys go ahead.”

Mal raised an eyebrow at their sister. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, you’re super welcome,” Parker said.

“Yeah, I’m good,” Maddie said. She smiled, but it didn’t look quite right to Mal—there was something more behind this, too. She nodded at Mal and said, “You go! Have so much fun.”

Mal held Maddie’s gaze for a beat longer, but try as they might, they couldn’t pull the real meaning from what she was saying—and what she wasn’t. They swallowed. It was the first time they could ever remember Maddie being the one to look out of place.

“Okay,” they said, only a bit hesitantly, and then, together with the MixxedMedia staff, they turned to walk toward the Haus.

When they glanced back to wave good-bye, Maddie was already walking in the opposite direction.





Tuesday, 11:42PM

we did it!!!!!!!!







We did it!







oh my god you used an exclamation point??!?!







It’s my yearly allotted one.







I’m so excited for us that I used it here, just for you.







im honored honestly!!!







so special







You are.







Okay truth time.







I was kind of scared that was going to be a catastrophic failure.







I could feel one coming.







MAL!!!!!







i am offned!!!!!!!!!!!!!!







*offneed







****OFFENDED OH MY GAWDDD







I mean, Collage never sold that much that fast.







Not once.







okay but consider this







collage didn’t have me in charge [image: Emoji: Nail polish.] [image: Emoji: Sparkles.]







or you [image: Emoji: Nail polish.] [image: Emoji: Sparkles.]







gender neutral nail polish emoji use there TO BE CLEAR







and me and you?????







we only do







CATASTROPHIC SUCCESS







That sounds so extreme.







i am X-TREME Mal!







OKAY SO







what next????







We take a nap?







most people just call that sleeping at this time of day???







night????







plus that’s not very fun MAL! [image: Emoji: Frowning face.]







I am entirely serious.







try again [image: Emoji: Frowning face.]







slowing down is not my Thing™







Okay, but why?







very cute of you to think you can get me to drop my lore that easily, Mal Flowers!!!!







we have at LEAST one more boss fight to get through before you unlock that cutscene







now tell meeee







WHAT. NEXT?????







We could… celebrate, I guess?







NOW YOURE TALKIN







+G







where are you letting me take you????







Uh, I don’t know.







What sounds good?







have you ever been to Golden Gelato???







its on Pike Street







which was not named after me but should be lets be real [image: Emoji: Nail polish.] [image: Emoji: Sparkles.]







and their fall menu just dropped and they have maple pecan biscotti gelato [image: Emoji: Nail polish.] [image: Emoji: Sparkles.] [image: Emoji: Sparkles.] [image: Emoji: Sparkles.]







That sounds really good, actually.







Okay, silly question, but.







What size are their spoons?







that is NOT a silly question, this is vital information to have







and they’re tiny







like baby-size







its glorious







Perfect. I love little spoons.







perfect







i am a little spoon [image: Emoji: Smirking face.] [image: Emoji: Smirking face.] [image: Emoji: Smirking face.]








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN SUPPLY AND DEMAND, BAYBEE

Mal hadn’t been wrong in feeling a catastrophic failure coming. They had just been wrong about what it was.

Math. It was always math.

With Mal’s dad working even longer hours as Christmas grew ever closer, their mom was around more and more. Or maybe it just felt like she was, without their dad to balance her out. With the sudden increase of complaints she brought home from work, Mal guessed she was also nearing Quitting Time for this job—the part of the cycle that always made her especially grouchy.

She was always half a step behind Mal lately, reminding them to take their dishes to the sink or not leave their shoes by the door. And Maddie was always a half step behind her, trying to distract her or move the shoes herself. The three of them followed each other around the house like that, a little cycle all their own. It made Mal tired, trying to keep up with being kept up with so much.

But the catastrophe came when Mal’s mom, after coming home from a particularly Bad Workday and looking for something to be upset about, checked Mal’s grades online and saw exactly how many Algebra II assignments they had missed. Their grade sat at a cool 62—and despite Maddie’s best efforts to convince her otherwise, their mom wasn’t buying that all the missing homework grades just hadn’t been added in yet.

“Look at this,” their mom said, calling Mal over to the desktop in their dad’s office (a corner of the kitchen with a small desk and a stack of bills). “Eighty-two, zero, zero, ninety-three, zero, eighty-four, zero. Do I need to go on?”

“No.” Mal really hoped she wouldn’t.

“But the grades that are in are really good,” Maddie hedged, inserting herself into the space between Mal and their mom.

“They’re fine,” their mom admitted with a huff. “Not good but fine. Mal, I don’t understand why you can’t just do the work.”

Mal had tried to explain how hard it was for them many times: how they didn’t understand why they had to do twenty-five basically identical problems when they could show they understood the formulas in ten, how much it felt like pulling teeth trying to pull the answers out of their brain after they got bored with the problems. But those reasons were not ones their mom was interested in hearing. She would answer with her usual refrain: that no one liked doing work, and yet they still did it. If Mal could do it, she justified, they should.

“I’ve just been busy,” they said instead. “With work and… things.”

“Well, I have a hard truth for you, Mal,” their mom snapped. “Your job isn’t really Dollar City, or that magazine club of yours. It’s school. And you need to do that before you can do the others.”

“It’ll be fine, Mal,” Maddie insisted quietly, just to them. “I can help.”

“But you can’t ride on your sister’s coattails forever, Mal.” Their mom spoke over their sister, leaning around to look at them. “You need to catch up, or else.”

Mal didn’t care to find out or else what.

And so between Mal’s supposed real job of school, their actual job working at Dollar City, and their Mom-imposed job of catching up on missing math work, Mal found it harder and harder to make time for MixxedMedia.

But they still did it, in stolen hours here and there. In e-mail chains, in text messages to Emerson (who rain-checked them for gelato, much to their mutual chagrin) and Nylan and Parker in a group chat they’d set up, in quick trips to the Haus to check in and (at Emerson’s insistence) grab a bite of Pop-Tart before heading home to do “real” work.

It wasn’t until the Friday after the release of the Carving Our Place issue that Mal could carve out some time to actually go to the back room. (Their dad was working late, their mom was out for a girl’s night at Color Me Mine, and Maddie had promised that she didn’t mind, really, they wouldn’t be missed.)

Mal walked there faster than usual, chill beats in their ears and their comfort boots warm on their feet. With night falling earlier and earlier, the orange and purple and green Halloween lights that now decorated many of the houses on Greenup twinkled on halfway through their walk. One of the particularly large houses even had spooky black lights that illuminated a whole scene of skeletons climbing up to the balcony, their white bones glowing eerily in the near-darkness.

When Mal finally walked into the back room, it turned out they weren’t the only one.

Spread out along the table were all the usual suspects: Emerson, of course, and Nylan and Parker bent over Nintendo Switches, and James, who appeared to be becoming a back-room regular too. Sitting beside him, working on a laptop, was a person Mal did not recognize.

“Oh, hey, Mal,” the newcomer said, turning to see them staring impolitely at them. “Glad you made it!”

“… Hey?” Mal said, like it was a question.

“I’m Alex, he/him pronouns,” said Alex, standing. He was tall (much taller than Mal), white, and very strong-looking, with muscly arms that flexed beneath a long-sleeved, seasonally appropriate black-and-orange-striped shirt. “I read your zine and I think it’s really cool. James let me know you meet here, and I was wondering if you’re accepting new writers?”

Mal blinked up at Alex.

Were they accepting new writers?

It was something Mal hadn’t considered; the old Collage team had abandoned ship so quickly when the magazine lost funding that Mal hadn’t prepared for any new interest.

They looked toward Emerson, sitting in her spot on the right side of the editors’ desk (the way Mal yearned to scoot in beside her on her left), but she was bent over her work, cramming nickels into brown paper change rolls and swearing under her breath.

“Yeah, sure,” Mal said, before they were even sure whether that was the right answer. “What do you write?”

“Personal essays, but, like, with a very fiction-y voice,” Alex said, looking excited. “Mostly about being a trans guy, because I can never find stuff to read about us. And I’m really stoked about what y’all are doing here for the community.”

“Yeah, cool,” said Mal, confused but trying to not show it. “Welcome to the team.”

“More like welcome to HELL,” Emerson said, collapsing dramatically on the editors’ desk. “If I have to roll any more nickels ever, I’m going to die.”

Mal shook their head but smiled, taking their place to her left. “Here, let me help.”

And for a while, Mal became lost in the task at hand, until all the change had been accounted for. Collecting all the various Post-its on which Emerson had recorded figures and doodles of cats, they tallied up the totals from the first issue’s sales.

A strange wave of discomfort rolled through Mal’s body as they did this work. Money had never been their strong suit. But that wasn’t right—they were okay, really, with their budget. They always made sure they had enough to cover their cell phone bill, their coffees (and sometimes Emerson’s) at the Haus, special snacks for themself and Maddie, and contributions to a small but growing savings account, all from their small Dollar City wages. It was more that money made them uncomfortable, or that they thought it should. More than once, they had overheard their parents fighting about it, and it seemed like they never had enough of it.

And now here was a small treasure of it, earned by doing something much nicer than stocking shelves at the dollar store, by working with people they liked much more than Brenda, the head cashier who refused to use Mal’s correct pronouns. Mal counted the crumpled dollars and small army of rolled change again, trying to reconcile the total and the unsettling, hopeful feeling in their chest.

In the end, they’d figured out enough to at least start a new spreadsheet titled (by Emerson) MIXXEDMEDIA FUNDS!!!!! “Team meeting?” they asked, looking across at her.

“Team! Meeting!” Emerson agreed, but at such volume that it was an announcement, too.

When everyone had gathered around the old green worktable, Mal and Emerson sitting side by side at its head, Mal consulted their old laptop.

“Okay,” they said, “we’ve finally added up everything, including the consignments from the Haus café—which sold out, too, over this week—and it looks like we made a total profit of one hundred and thirty-five dollars.”

“We only made a hundred thirty-five bucks?” James asked, incredulous. “For all that?”

“Well, no,” said Mal. “We made back what we invested—”

“What my mom’s credit card invested,” Emerson interjected.

“Well, we made that back, and then an extra one hundred and thirty-five dollars on top of it.” It had seemed like a lot to Mal. A surge of shame flushed their cheeks.

“That’s cool,” said Nylan, grinning. “That means our next print run is fully funded!”

“I mean, I guess,” said James, shifting in his seat. “But was that print run large enough?”

“True,” Alex chimed in. “I feel like I barely got my hands on a copy. It sold out lightning-fast.”

“Collage could never,” agreed Parker. “Do we need to up the numbers?”

Mal shrugged. “I think we can stay solid where we are, and in a couple of issues, we’ll have earned enough to think about it.”

“But think of all the extra funds we could be earning now,” James said. “We could be saving up for a printer of our own so you two don’t have to use the janky ones at the library.”

“The library printers are superb,” Emerson protested, crossing her arms.

“But I get what you mean,” Parker said. “Like, we could be investing more in what we’re doing. Make MixxedMedia bigger. Better.”

“It’s already great,” Mal said defensively.

“No, yeah,” said Nylan, “it is. But think what we could do if we had resources like we did at school. A printer for when we need it, a computer we could all use, right here.”

Those were big-ticket items. Those weren’t in the budget. They didn’t even have a budget.

“I think that’s getting a little ahead of ourselves,” Mal said.

“That’s keeping up with our readers,” James replied.

“Yeah, I had at least ten other people say they wanted a copy after I sold out,” Parker said, leaning in.

“And I’m sure we could have used a few more copies here,” Nylan added, looking at Emerson, who nodded. “People seem to have really liked them. I saw a lady buying one the other day when I came in and honestly felt a tiny bit famous?”

“I think it’s a little ambitious,” Mal said, anxiety rising hot in their chest.

“I think it’s supply and demand, baybee,” Emerson said, nudging Mal with her knee. “We’re making cool stuff. People want it.”

“That’s why I wanted to join,” Alex piped up, looking sheepishly around the table.

Even as their brain did everything it could to resist the idea, Mal considered that maybe it was time to pivot again—to take MixxedMedia bigger than their first little run. While most of Mal felt intimidated by the very idea of it, at least part of them also felt excited. They wanted to do this.

But there was a problem.

“I don’t think one hundred and thirty-five bucks is enough to make that many more copies,” they said. “Someone who can math, math for me?”

They looked at Emerson, who raised her hands in front of her. “It’s not me.”

“It could double our print run,” said Nylan. “Which is at least a start?”

“But I think we can go bigger,” Parker said, leaning in even further. “We just need a little extra funding.”

“We used to do fundraisers for Collage every year,” Nylan suggested. “Why not for this?”

“Oh, but that tired old bake sale was always such a mess,” James protested.

“And I bet it would be even harder to hold it somewhere not at school,” Alex said.

“Oh, yeah, fair,” Nylan admitted, frowning. “I don’t particularly want to have to tote a bunch of cupcakes all around town.”

“Plus, it would be a jerk move to try and sell them here when Sai sells baked goods in the café,” Mal added.

Parker sighed. “It was a good idea, at least.”

“It still is,” Emerson agreed, “but we need a new thing. What if we do a mini zine fest?”

“A what?” Mal asked.

“A mini zine fest,” Emerson repeated, waving her hands at them like that cleared it up. “We could all make our own little zines—there’s this super cool way to fold them so you can get a bunch of pocket-size pages out of one sheet of paper, I can show you, I’ve watched like thirteen YouTube videos on it—and then sell them for like a dollar a piece.”

“And you said prints were how much a page?” Parker asked, cocking her head.

“Five cents!” Emerson clapped her hands excitedly.

“Oh, damn,” James said. “That’s like—how many zines a dollar?”

“Don’t make me math in this, my moment of triumph!” Emerson squawked.

“Twenty,” Nylan said smoothly. “And at ninety-five cents return on that, that’s… a lot of funds raised.”

“She gets it!” Emerson said, standing from her seat and pointing at Nylan like she’d just won a watch.

But Mal didn’t get it—not really. Their body was flushing hotter, and they could feel the rise of red blotches in their cheeks. “It’ll cost our time, too,” they reminded the group.

Mal’s was already running at a near-loss.

“Time, schmime,” Emerson said dismissively. “We’ll just make more of it!”

Mal shot her A Look, one that was more than a little wounded. Emerson didn’t understand what that meant, but Mal’s Dollar City shifts did. They couldn’t just wander in late, like Emerson sometimes did for their Monday and Tuesday shifts at the Haus. And Mal’s growing stack of late assignments understood too. The closer they got to the middle of the semester, they only kept compounding, as did their mom’s acute awareness of their existence—and Mal’s failure.

“I have extra time the next couple of weeks,” Parker volunteered. “I’ve been working on some costume things, but I’ll wrap those up soon. I can fully be a zine queen for this.”

“Oooh, I like that,” James said. “Count me in too.”

“What should we make them about?” asked Nylan.

“Literally anything,” Emerson said, like this was an invitation, not an indictment. “I was thinking of making a zine about making zines!”

“That’s so meta,” James cooed, impressed.

“I learned this dice game from one of the girls in my Secrets & Sorcery game earlier this week called Paladin, Wizard, Rogue,” Parker mused. “It could make a cool zine too, and it’s super quick to explain.”

“I like where this is going!” Emerson exclaimed. “And they’re so quick and easy to make, I bet even our esteemed editor in chief can find the time to write one!”

“No.”

Though Mal hadn’t meant for it to, the word came out loud and flat and final. Mal didn’t write. They were the editor for a reason.

“Or not,” James said quietly.

“We’ll work on them,” Emerson said, undeterred. “But I think we could do it. And there’s this cool Halloween-y festival in my neighborhood at the end of the month—we could absolutely get a table there to sell them. It’ll be great!”

Mal doubted this—but Emerson had, as Emerson did, used that Way she had about her. The whole staff was now ignited with excited chatter about what they might make, texting Kodi and Stella to let them know the new plan and pulling sheets of paper from their notebooks so Emerson could show them the folds she was talking about.

Faster than Mal could say We’ve veered dramatically off course, and this is not at all in The Plan, it was settled: on Thursday, October 31, from five to ten in the evening, MixxedMedia would host what Emerson insisted was their First Annual Mini Zine Fest at something called the Haint History Festival in Mainstrasse Village.

“Sound good, Editor in Chief?” Emerson asked, plopping back into her chair beside Mal, who sat on the very edge of theirs.

It sounded like a lot of things—a bunch of work, new things to learn, another date Mal would have to cram into their planner—but good wasn’t one of them.

“It sounds,” Mal sighed.





Friday, 11:14PM

hey







you seemed really spiky tonight







are you okay?????







I’m fine.







literally the first thing i say when im not at all fine is IM FINE







Okay, I’m not.







That was a whole lot, Emerson.







im sorry!!!!!! i get carried away







We could have talked about that beforehand.







Or at all.







okay yes sorry it was a dingus move







but people are so excited!!!!







and you know how i get when people are excited!!!!







go fast all the time always!!!!







and i really think youll make a great zine!!!!







I don’t want to make one.







I don’t like writing.







i remember when you used to!!!







you were great!!!!!







I wish literally no one remembered.







Humiliating.







we must have been reading different things???







because i loved it????







i wish you hadnt stopped.







You were the only one, probably.







UNTRUE!!!!







nylan and parker were talking about your last short story the other day!!!!







You were talking about me?







IN A GOOD WAY I SWEAR







Ugh.







Okay.







Can I tell you a secret?







duh







i love them







theyre safe with me







A parent complained.







About me.







Because I wrote a story with a fat they/them main character in that fall issue from sophomore year.







And she worried it would “make her kid gay” and “glorify obesity” or whatever.







WHAT NO







DISRESPECTFULLY FUCK THAT PERSON







WHO IS IT







I WILL FIGHT THEM!!!!!







“ConcernedMom1876@mail.com”







At least that’s what the anonymous e-mail was from.







I read it in the Collage inbox.







I don’t think I was supposed to know.







THATS SO FUCKED







IS THAT WHY MS MERRITT MADE YOU DO EDIITNG







*EDTING







YOU KNOW WHAT I MEAN







No.







No, no, no.







That’s why I asked to move to editing.







Ms. Merritt was really awesome, and she made it very clear she supported me and would fight for me.







But just.







After you see someone calling you an abomination unto the lord or whatever.







It’s just really hard to want to do that ever again?







shit, mal







of course it would be hard







okay backing way off on zine pressure







there is none







Thanks.







literally the least i can do!!!!







also for the record you’re none of that bad shit







that person can get fucked







I know.







i wish i was with you right now







i would hug you so hard!!!!!!!!!!







Honestly? Me too.







I could use it.







okay hold your phone real close ok???







Uh, ok?







are you doing it???







It’s hard to text like this, Emerson.







just hold it close a second okay?







ok im hugging yout hrough my phone right mow







oh tod it is hard to tipe like this!!!!







Thank you. [image: Emoji: Sparkling heart.]







I should have told you at the meeting tonight, but I kind of wigged out.







NO its super okay!!!!







i shouldn’t have put that pressure on you







i’m sorry!!!







You didn’t know.







Like, no one did, to be fair.







I’ve never even told Maddie.







thank you for telling me [image: Emoji: Two hearts.]







and seriously if you want it i am going to give you the BIGGEST, GAYEST, FATTEST, MOST AMAZING HUG EVER next time i see you in real life







and i hope ConcernedMom1876 sees it







and her tiny baby closed mind EXPLODES







You are a menace.







but i’m your menace!!! [image: Emoji: Smiling face with horns.]







I’ll take that hug.







SOLD!!!!








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN A MIXED BAG

The beginning of October was, much like the sacks of Halloween candy Emerson brought into the Zine Lab every few days, a mixed bag.

The weeks that unfolded in the back room had some absolute winners, not unlike Skittles, Snickers, and those weird peanut butter toffees no one but Mal liked. Editing Emerson’s submission for the November issue, which by popular vote had been given the theme Finding Our Voices, was certainly a Good Candy. The short story, told through text messages that Mal was almost certain was inspired by their text messages, finally helped Mal understand that sometimes commas in weird places were, as Emerson insisted, an artistic choice and not just a grammatical error. It was hard not to see this in the gushing texts the story’s main narrator, Emmy, sent the love interest, Max. Though Mal did note that Max felt like a really generic name for a nonbinary love interest, complete with a tongue-sticky-out-y emoji in the comment margin, the story opened their eyes to seeing punctuation in a light they hadn’t before: as a choice in self-expression.

It didn’t make them stop tightening their jaw whenever they felt the urge to correct something, but it did make them consider voice more before they marked things, which came in handy later in the week when they edited Kodi’s first ever personal essay about tomboy style and finding masc-presenting community. Mal had liked that piece so much that, the next time she’d come into the Haus, they’d asked Kodi about good places to thrift clothes. Kodi was midsize, and though Mal knew they’d have more difficulty finding things in their larger size, it was nice to hear from another plus-size masc-leaning person where the good places around town were.

But the best candy of all was that the back room of the Haus—which Emerson had officially christened the MixxedMedia Zine Lab, with a very glittery poster she’d plastered on the wall by the snack station—had also become a place for more than just work. It was no longer only Mal and Emerson sneaking in time to hang out. James and Alex did the same, reading quietly together at the big worktable. Even Stella dropped by periodically, though she was always there, she insisted, for something else happening in the other rooms of the Haus. Still, she seemed to linger in the lab long enough to catch up on chat and goings-on and (to Mal’s astonishment) to compliment the changing space. Sam ducked in now and then to say hello too, and on one occasion they came by to ask Mal if they were okay with them writing an article about the Zine Lab for school. Mal’s chest had swelled with a warmth at someone outside the MixxedMedia staff recognizing the space as a lab, no longer just a back room. Flattered (and more than a little flabbergasted), Mal had said, “Yeah, sure.”

One Tuesday night felt especially sweet—a Baby Ruth of an evening. Finished with their work for the night, Mal joined Nylan and Parker at the worktable to finish their coffee while the two of them played a board game about building flowers. As Parker laid down three cards to form a beautiful pink lotus blossom, she said to Mal, very casually, “Mal, how did you know you were nonbinary?”

“Uh,” said Mal.

“Should I go?” asked Nylan, pointing toward the hallway door.

“No, stay,” Parker rushed. “You’re kind of my person, Nylan, I want you here too.” She looked between Mal and Nylan and drew another card. “I guess I’ve just been having some, like. Gender feels. And I was wondering if I could ask you about them, Mal.”

“Yeah, sure.” Mal blinked. No one had ever asked them about this—even when they’d first figured it out themself. “I guess I just always knew?” they floated. “It was a feeling I had, in my gut, that I was beyond the boundaries of the girl I was supposed to be. Something different. And then when I found the word ‘nonbinary,’ it all kind of suddenly made sense. Like, ‘Oh, duh. I’ve always been this.’ And then there was the word for it.”

“Hmm,” hummed Parker.

“Does that… help?” asked Mal.

“Yeah, sort of.” Parker chewed her lip as Nylan played half a crocus’s worth of cards. She watched Nylan carefully. “I still feel kind of like a girl. And also… like something else too. Something bigger than that word.”

Nylan nodded encouragingly. Parker flicked the corner of her cards.

“You can be both,” Mal said. “Nonbinary girls are a thing.”

“Isn’t that, like, cheating?” Parker asked.

“You can’t cheat with gender,” Mal replied, smiling. “It’s kind of—” In a way that felt very like something Emerson might do, Mal wiggled their fingers and waved their hands around, as if to say a big wiggly soup we’re all floating around in.

“Fluid?” Nylan suggested.

“Sure,” said Mal.

“I guess I’ve just…” Parker flicked the corners of her cards faster. “I’ve been thinking about trying out she/they pronouns? But it feels like a huge step, and I worry I don’t look they enough. Just—”

She waved down at her outfit: a ruffly yellow skirt and an oversize sweater in bright pink and vivid blue, with a stark-white Peter Pan collar sticking out from its neckline. Her space buns glittered with a handful of sparkly hair clips shaped like cute animals.

“Okay, I really understand that feeling,” Mal said. “I had a full-on crisis freshman year when I was figuring everything out because I didn’t look like the nonbinary people I followed on Instagram. I’m fat, and I don’t dress super androgynously, and I have, like, really big boobs.” Parker snorted, and Mal smiled. “But nonbinary doesn’t look like any one thing. Or maybe it looks like everything, because we’re all different.”

“Are you sure?” Parker still seemed skeptical.

“I mean—no,” Mal admitted. They laughed, but it was gentle. “But also yeah. We’re all just figuring it out, I think.”

“And I think you don’t have to change pronouns everywhere all at once, if that doesn’t feel comfy?” Nylan gave Mal a tentative look. Mal nodded. “We could try them here, in the Zine Lab, if you want?”

Parked nodded. “Yeah. That sounds good.” They played two cards, then placed a wooden token on the flower it created. “Thank you for listening, friends.”

“Literally my favorite thing to do,” said Nylan, putting down the last cards in her hand. “That, and beating you at Lotus.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Parker hummed. “You seem to love beating me at Wingspan just as much.”

“And Mario Kart!” Nylan beamed.

“And if you ever want to talk to me more about gender stuff, Parker,” Mal added, suddenly feeling a bit like they were the one who should be asking whether they should leave. “Please do?”

“Yeah, of course,” said Parker.

And Mal felt good knowing they would.

But the thing about mixed bags was that there were always the duds: the Dots, the yellow Starbursts, the suspicious, halfway-unwrapped Twix at the bottom of the bag. And in the first weeks of October, Mal had plenty of Bad Candy, too.

Report cards had gone out at some point—something Mal would usually track in their planner, but there was so much other stuff, so many of Emerson’s stuck-in Post-it notes and all-caps reminders about Maddie’s soccer schedule, that they had forgotten to add it in—and exposed Mal’s less-than-stellar-math rebound. Despite protesting to their mom than they weren’t failing anymore, that there was enough in-class work that they could probably pull a low B by the end of the semester, they had still been told in no uncertain terms that all non-school activities (minus Maddie’s soccer games) were off-limits until Mal’s teacher confirmed they were caught up on their homework.

Mal struck a tearful bargain with Mrs. Grimes after school on Friday: They’d get it all done this weekend if she would allow them to do only the odd-numbered problems. When she’d agreed, Mal had sent Emerson a photo of their math textbook, their middle finger extended in front of it. While Emerson sent back a punk-rocker emoji, a middle-finger emoji, and a crying emoji, Mal turned to walk not toward the Haus but home with Maddie, who chatted gleefully about the revenge the soccer team planned to take later that month for having to play a game on Halloween: dressing up like zombies before they took the field.

Much to their manager’s upset, Mal called out of work (something they never did without a plan) and spent all of Saturday bent over the kitchen table, absolutely miserable among all the makeup math problems that swam before their eyes. In their planner, they made a chart to keep track of each chapter they worked through. Once, checking off those numbers might have felt satisfying, but every time Mal ticked off another, it felt hollow. Instead of working on logarithms for a second chapter straight—something that mattered only to Mrs. Grimes and their mom—they wanted to be working through edits with Emerson, with the whole staff and all the Haus a little too loud in the background.

They only got a break around noon, for Maddie’s soccer game, and they paid for it by staying up well past three to finish the five assignments they’d promised themself they’d get through before sleeping.

In the strange in-between moments right before Mal finally fell asleep, they had the fleeting, delirious thought that if they did make a mini zine, it would be about how much they hated math. But they forgot it by morning.

Things with Maddie continued to be strained, too. Or, well—things with Maddie continued to be absolutely lovely, because that was who Maddie was. On Sunday morning, she cursed Mrs. Grimes for being the reason Mal was missing most of the editing day with the MixxedMedia crew, offering to check their work so Mal got the most bang for their buck. Mal watched as she patiently looked over their horrendous handwriting, doing her best to copy their chicken-scratch style when she erased bits of the wrong processes Mal took to get the correct answer; Mrs. Grimes always took off a point if the steps were wrong, even if the answer wasn’t.

Maddie was, without a doubt, the best sister Mal could have ever asked for.

But as they watched her, they still had an odd feeling in their gut—cold and hard like a stone, and just as heavy. Though they couldn’t figure out what the feeling was exactly, they suspected at least some of it had to do with the contrast between their own achingly slow pace and the speed with which Maddie whipped through pages. Mal was sure of this: it was Not Good.

But even as Monday dawned to find them miraculously caught up (and mercilessly tired), Mal still didn’t think there were enough hours in the day to get all the things that needed doing done. Schoolwork intensified at the same rate Mal’s capacity to deal with it diminished, and the holidays were catching up at Dollar City, where Mal spent an achingly long Wednesday night helping the manager set a Christmas planogram. And the weather was reliably cool now, which meant Maddie’s soccer schedule was in full swing.

And then there was the zine. More than anything else Mal did, working on edits in the back room helped calm all the sudden, busy noise in their mind. But there was still so much to do. Though the November issue was coming together much more easily now that Mal and Emerson knew what they were doing, the Mini Zine Fest still loomed at the end of the month, full of unknowns and (perhaps even worse) forms to fill out and fees to file for a table at the festival that would play host.

It felt sometimes like other people had more hours in their days, or maybe that their days were longer than the ones Mal got stuck with. Mal compensated for this by simply using more of the ones they did have—by staying up later, waking up earlier.

The following Sunday night found them up later than usual, taking advantage of the Haus being open late for a Queer Soup Night in the large conference room. From where they stood indecisively in front of the snack shelf, unable to decide between a clementine and some beef jerky, Mal could hear laughter and the jangling acoustic guitar of the Indigo Girls filtering through the hallway. They did their best to ignore it, to get through the work at hand, but it needled at them, making their skin itch.

“Oh, hey. Once you send Stella’s feedback, we’ll be done with our tasks for tonight,” Emerson said, crossing out the task she’d finished (renaming a batch of Nylan’s photos to correspond with her poems) in her notebook with a green pen.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Mal moaned, feeling guilty preemptively. It was like this was another homework assignment they hadn’t done yet, and Emerson was calling them out. “I’ll finish them, I promise.”

“Oh, I know you will.” Emerson waved her hand dismissively. “You always do.”

Mal had been expecting a scolding—they had just gotten one from their mom this morning, checking on Mal’s homework before allowing them to leave for the Haus—and when Emerson didn’t deliver, it gave them pause.

“Thanks,” they said after a beat. They shook their head. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I get… weird when there’s a lot of Things.”

Emerson shot a warm smile at them. “I’ve noticed.” Mal frowned, but Emerson rushed to add, “But it’s cool. I do the same.”

“I just…” The late hour had lifted away the gate Mal usually put between their mouth and all the thoughts that jumbled around in their head. “I don’t know if it’s an ADHD thing or like… a probable autism thing, or what.”

It was something they had never said out loud to anyone else—not even Maddie, who knew all Mal’s secrets. This felt like a dark one—like without a diagnosis, it wouldn’t count, or like it would be a repeat of sophomore year, when a team of chorus jerks told them they were only nonbinary because TikTok had convinced them they were. But in truth it was something Mal had been considering for a long time, something they stayed up late researching, measuring themself against.

“I get to be kind of…,” Mal trailed. There were never any words for when they got Like This: like they had so much going on inside of them that their being got shoved out of their body to float somewhere beside it; like making a single choice would fix every single thing piling up around them and also break them into a thousand little pieces; like there was something fundamentally different about them—maybe fundamentally wrong with them—for not being able to handle it all like everyone else could, just powering through, just Doing The Things.

And so, like they sometimes did when they were on their own, Mal expressed it in the easiest way they had: They paced a couple quick steps, opening and closing their hands so their nails bit their palms and then shaking their hands out a few times, fast, until the tension started to slip out of their fingers.

Mal looked at Emerson, leaned back in her managing editor seat, her cat mug of coffee clasped in one hand and the green pen still in the other. They asked, “Do you know what I mean?”

Emerson didn’t miss a beat before replying, “Yeah, I do.”

And then Mal was moving in short, quick steps that carried them to their comfortable chair, collapsing into it so their knees knocked Emerson’s. “I knew you would,” they said, like it was a confession. “I don’t think anyone else would, but I knew you would.”

Emerson smiled, put down her coffee cup, and clicked her pen three times before putting that down too. “Duh,” she said, and nodded like it was simple.

But it wasn’t, not for Mal. They waved their hands in the space between them. “Why, though? How come you get it?”

“Because I’m neurodivergent too, Mal.” Emerson shrugged.

Somehow, Mal had known this, even though it wasn’t something they’d ever talked about before. They could see parallels in the way the two of them did things, Emerson working not the same as but in perfect parallel to Mal, who brought order to her chaos like notes made tidy in a Google Doc. And they had figured out a while ago that they didn’t have to explain their thoughts the way they did with other people—their parents, certainly, or their teachers, or even sometimes Maddie. Emerson just got it.

Got them.

Of course she was also neurodivergent. Mal’s shoulders, which they hadn’t realized were tensed up to their ears, relaxed.

“I’m ADHD,” Emerson went on, leaning in close and tapping her fingers on Mal’s knee. “Like, the H is in bold and sixty-four-point font. I don’t know if I’m autistic, but I wonder sometimes. I have depression and anxiety too, and I saw on TikTok that sometimes those are a misdiagnosis for it, especially in AFAB folks. But definitely ADHD—capital, bold, one-hundred-and-twenty-point Comic Sans H.”

Mal was quiet for a moment, looking at Emerson—at her cheeks, her lips, her forehead, her right ear, and finally her eyes. They held her gaze for a moment, their lips pursed. “Is that why we vibe?”

“Oh, absolutely, yes,” Emerson agreed emphatically.

“I thought it was just because we had crushes on each other,” Mal blurted out.

“Oh, it’s that too,” Emerson said, and smiled, her index finger tracing a circle around Mal’s kneecap. “Or else I’m not sure what I’ve been flirting with you all this time for, honestly.”

This was how they had always wanted to talk about liking someone, plainly and honestly, but knew they shouldn’t because they were supposed to be Coy and Mysterious. That had been Mal’s problem, ultimately, in all their relationships: with Jess, who eventually dumped Mal for not being able to read her emotions the way she wanted; with Ava, who never really forgave Mal for saying her seventh-grade-formal dress was “definitely green” and not “pretty”; with their first boyfriend in middle school, Ryan, who said they couldn’t keep him guessing, whatever that meant.

With Emerson, they didn’t have to do those things.

Mal grinned. “Yeah, same. I like it. Keep doing it.”

“I’ll make a note of that.” Emerson smiled—a new sort of smile, a soft one, which Mal watched unfurl on her lips. It was still big, but less toothy. Closed-lipped. Special. “But yeah. It’s because we like each other, and also because our brains match. Or maybe don’t match—but are definitely in the same font family. Like, you’re Georgia and I’m Georgia Bold.”

A laugh, pure joy and a little awkward, bubbled up from Mal. “That’s my favorite font.”

“You’re my favorite font,” Emerson said, and put her hand on Mal’s cheek.

It lingered there long enough for Mal to say, “I really want to kiss you, Emerson.”

And long enough for Emerson to say, “I really want you to kiss me, Mal.”

And long enough for Mal to scoot forward on their seat, the cushion soft beneath them, and for Emerson to wheel her rolling chair forward, and for Mal to lean in, their hand reaching up to Emerson’s opposite cheek, for them to marvel at how perfect and round it felt in their palm, for Mal to gently press their lips to Emerson’s.

Mal smiled into the kiss. It felt Correct, even though it was not something they’d planned at all.

For the rest of the evening, the zine was forgotten, but Mal remembered the oversweet coffee taste of Emerson their whole walk home.
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See notes though throughout, but Kodi, this is really good. I’m so proud of you for taking this risk. Do you mind talking about this in person? I’d love some recommendations for which thrift shops you like. The Goodwill in Bellevue leaves much to be desired.



QUEER, LOOKING

by Kodi Jones

You can spot us in the waves of racks, bobbing heads in snap-back caps, bodies in button-downs: queer, looking.

This is so clever and effective.

In the thrift shop, there’s always a few of us: lesbians who have made the step out of the comfortable, out of yeah but is she gay though into oh yeah she’s gay gay. We inevitably all make it to the same men’s rack. The masc rack, when we’re there. It starts off small, just a head nod: that universal queer signal of I see you. Then there’s always the brave one who starts the small talk, and before you know it, we’re swapping our favorite spots around town like tomboy trading cards.

Lately the brave one has been me, but it wasn’t always. When I first started dressing more masc, I kept my thrift-shop finds like a secret. Like if people knew my spots, they might know ME. I still felt like I was on the sidelines, shoved out of the mainstream shops my girlfriends shopped at. Still new to my style. Still new to my own identity.

Consider italics? I do love the visual of this being in caps, though.

I remember the first brave butch who saw me at a Saint Vincent De Paul and pulled me aside to tell me where the heat was at. As we sorted through those sorry dad shirts, she told me about the community I’d come to call my own. She swapped me style tips, told me about a queer barber shop in her neighborhood, shot the breeze with me. The next month, I saw her again at a shop she’d told me about, looking fresher off for it.

Clarify that this is a thrift store?

Our stories, secrets, and stores come hand-me-down too, just like the clothes. It’s a communal knowledge we share, started off one head nod at a time. We pass it down, knowing look to knowing look, until we

Kodi, this line is so good.






CHAPTER NINETEEN WHAT MAL CARES ABOUT

Thursdays were usually zine days, the one weekday Mal was guaranteed a full evening with Emerson. They had wanted to get back to the editors’ desk since Sunday—strictly, they told themself, because there was so much work that needed doing, and not at all because of their exciting new extra-extracurricular activity (kissing Emerson). It hadn’t happened again—yet—but Mal very much wanted it to.

But today Maddie had soccer practice, and with both their parents otherwise occupied, it was on Mal to accompany her. With their backpack full of homework to keep them occupied and a crisis developing in real time over the e-mail chain they had open on their phone, Mal waited for Maddie to come downstairs.

Only she already had, apparently, a few minutes ago.

“Hello, Earth to Mal.” Her voice broke through Mal’s focus on their screen, where their thumbs pounded away at a reply. “I’m ready to go when you are.”

“Okay, yes,” Mal said, not yet looking up. “Let me just—” For a few quiet, frantic moments, they hammered out the rest of their e-mail and then, with a suffering sigh, hit send. “Sorry,” they said. “My fiction feature writer is refusing literally every single markup on her story for this issue and citing creative differences. I’m trying to talk her down. Ready?”

Yes, Maddie was ready; her soccer bag was flung over her shoulders, her practice jersey on. Still, she just stood there, staring at Mal across the kitchen, until she cocked her head to the side and said, “I feel like you don’t even care about soccer anymore, Mal.”

Mal snorted. “I don’t care about soccer.”

There was a beat of absolute silence, save for the swish of Mal’s thumb against their phone screen as they refreshed the MixxedMedia e-mail, waiting for stellaforstar@mail.com to show up in bold at the top. Then, deathly quiet, Maddie said, “What?”

“I’ve never cared about soccer, Maddie.” Mal looked up, confused by the expression on Maddie’s face. “I haven’t not learned all the positions and plays because I’m stupid.” Mal laughed. “It’s not something I super care about on its own. But I super care about you, and you play soccer.”

“I’m…” Maddie’s eyebrows wrinkled together. “I don’t know what that’s even supposed to mean.”

“It means I love you, duh,” Mal said, still refreshing their phone. “You’re the important part of most of the stuff we do together.”

“What? What are you saying, Mal?” Maddie asked, her voice flat.

“That the reason I have fun when we do stuff is because I’m doing it with you?” Mal still wasn’t sure why Maddie wasn’t getting it. To them, this had always been a given. “Like, I don’t super care about baking shows either, but I’ll watch them for a hundred hours with you because I know you do, and it makes me happy that you’re happy.” This was true; the best part of anything they did had always been Maddie: watching her smile, seeing her winning. It felt good to finally say that part out loud, to acknowledge that Maddie was always the reason.

And so it came as a surprise to Mal when their sister cocked her head to the side and said, “That’s… really fucked up.”

“What?” Mal balked, dropping their phone on the table. “No, I—”

“You’ve been doing shit you don’t care about all this time just because you think it makes me happy?”

“I mean, yeah.” A soft panic surged through Mal. At their sides, their hands opened and closed in rapid succession. “I guess?”

“What are you going to tell me next, Mal?” Maddie pulled her soccer bag around her front, wrapping her arms around it. “You’re going to University of Kentucky because of me?”

“Yes?” This had never been a question for Mal. The only thing waiting for them in Lexington had always been Maddie—had been them getting out of Covington together.

“Wow,” Maddie said.

“I don’t understand why this is making you upset,” Mal said—they really didn’t. All this time, Mal had been sure they and Maddie were on the same page about all of this. But the way Maddie was reacting now made them wonder if they’d even been reading the same book.

“You know, I have to go,” Maddie said, pulling her bag back around and heading toward the door.

“Okay,” Mal said, starting to follow her.

“Don’t, Mal.” Maddie turned back around sharply, raising her hands defensively in the space between them. “I can do this on my own.”

“I know.” Again, they had thought this was a given—like Mal showing up anyway, to support her.

“Go do your zine things.” Maddie waved a dismissive hand. “I know that’s where you’d rather be anyway.”

That wasn’t untrue. But it still stung.

So did Mal’s next question. “Are we… fighting?”

Maddie snorted a cold laugh, shook her head. “I don’t know, Mal. Are we?”

Mal suddenly felt icy. They suspected it had little to do with the draft coming in from the kitchen door. “Maddie.”

“It’s fine, really.” Maddie put on her brightest, fakest smile. “This just… gives me a lot to think about, and I think I can do that best on my own. I’m not mad, I’m just—”

Maddie pursed her lips, gave Mal a look they had never seen before: considering, a little wet-eyed, a little sad.

Whatever she was, though, Mal would have to find out later. Maddie turned and left, closing the kitchen door behind her and leaving Mal alone in her wake.



“Is it me, or is this November issue much easier?”

Mal cocked their head, fingers pausing over their ancient laptop. They didn’t need to turn to pick out Nylan’s smooth, high voice from the small group gathered behind them at the worktable. Parker’s was much louder and had a little rasp at the edges; James’s was measured and masculine; and Emerson’s was comfortable and familiar: brash and brazen and just right.

“Yeah,” Emerson said—there it was, warm in Mal’s ear, making them smile despite the storm that still simmered inside of them. “I think it might be?”

Was it? Mal frowned down at their screen, where Alex’s essay about the language of queer shoes shone back at them. Alex’s work was surprisingly easy to edit; he liked grammar almost as much as Mal did, or at least he had a strong command of commas. Still, Mal meddled with them, trying to find things to fix—trying to push Maddie’s echoing words out of their head.

It was almost working.

But it wasn’t just editing that felt easier this time. Nylan was right. Mal had originally chalked it up to knowing what they were doing now, but it had to be more than that. It was almost as if MixxedMedia challenged them to be better in ways that Collage hadn’t. With Mal in charge, and each of them having equal ownership of what they put out, Mal supposed they were all trying harder. They had to; the zine’s success rested squarely on their own shoulders.

That purpose—and that responsibility—somehow made it easier to get things done.

“Yeah,” they finally agreed, quickly uploading their edits to VansTheMans.docx and e-mailing it back to Alex before closing their laptop. “I think we’re good at what we do.”

It was the first time Mal could remember saying that about something they did. They smiled to themself.

Turning from their laptop, they scooted their comfy, armless editor’s chair a few feet across the hardwood floor to join the staffers at the worktable, Emerson wheeling along right behind them. This afternoon, it was less a worktable and more a snack table; Emerson offered half of her strawberry Pop-Tart to Mal, and Nylan slid a piece of cheese on a cracker across the table.

“Try it,” she said. “It’s stinky but really good.”

Mal eyed it, then shook their head.

“More for me, no worries,” said Parker, giving Nylan a smile before grabbing the cracker and popping it into their mouth.

“We’re going to have to change the sign to say ‘SnackMedia Zine Lab,’ ” Emerson said, taking a cracker Nylan offered, “since that’s mostly what we’re doing nowadays.”

“For now,” Mal said. “It’ll be crunch time soon enough.” This worry let the storm clouds lurking in the corner of their mind loom a little closer. Mal frowned.

“Not soon enough for me,” Emerson said, chewing. “I’m getting itchy for something to do.”

“You can do my mini zine,” James volunteered, reaching for some cheese.

“I can’t wait for the zine fest at Haint History Festival,” Parker said. “This time of year is like my Christmas—I go hard for Halloween shit.” They shot Emerson a tentative look. “I’m honestly a little bummed we’ll be working and not out doing Halloween stuff together.”

“I have a solution!” Emerson interjected, breaking into Mal’s thoughts with a voice so loud someone working in the performance hall cleared their throat pointedly. “I’m about to lay down some real Hannah Montana shit. Are you ready?”

“Some real what?” Mal asked.

“Hannah Montana, Mal! A literal classic and meme gold.” She made grabby hands at Mal and sang what they guessed was a theme song, about having the best of both worlds. “Big ¿por qué no los dos? energy. You ready?”

Mal shook their head, laughing. “Okay, lay it on us.”

“We dress up anyway.”

“Can we even do that?” Nylan asked.

Emerson shook her hands at the table like she was begging for them all to catch up. “Yes! That’s, like, basically what Haint History Fest is for. It’s a spooky craft-fair-slash-snack-a-thon moment, with food trucks and vendors and—best of all—a big bonfire where you make free s’mores. Also probably ghosts? It’s to celebrate all the ghosts in the Village.”

“There are ghosts in Mainstrasse Village?” Parker asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Those houses were built in like the 1800s,” Emerson said. “If you don’t think people died in them and haunt them, you’re joking yourself.”

Mal snorted—but Emerson made a good point. Most of the houses in Covington were built around the turn of the century. If there were such a thing as ghosts, this city seemed like the sort of place they’d hang out.

“But, like, everyone dresses up,” Emerson added. “We’d stick out more if we didn’t.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” said Parker. “I’m in.”

“Honestly, I’d be mad if you weren’t,” said Nylan, and then added, more shyly, “Maybe we could dress up as something together?”

It was hard to tell against her dark skin, but Mal was pretty sure Parker blushed. “That would be cool, actually. How do you feel about Sailor Scouts?”

“Um, really good?” Nylan grinned broadly. “I was thinking of doing cosplay hacks for hijabis for my mini zine, and this would be the perfect excuse to wear one.”

“Would it be cool if I went in a different direction for my mini zine?” James asked suddenly—and reluctantly, like he had to push the words out of his mouth.

Mal cocked their head to the side, considered, then shrugged. “Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?”

“I’m thinking… really different.” James glanced around the back room like someone might be eavesdropping. “Maybe… some paranormal romance.”

Parker raised an eyebrow. “Like Twilight?”

“Okay, there has been so much growth in the genre since then,” James said, “so it would be much more like First Kill, but… yes, essentially, if Twilight was really gay.”

“I mean, everything’s better when it’s really gay, in my humble opinion,” Emerson said.

“It could be cool,” Mal said, trying (and failing spectacularly) to keep the shock from their voice. “Perfect for a Halloween festival.”

James huffed a sigh, then kept talking, like this was a confession. “Okay, but it’s not just Halloween, though. Vampire fiction is… kind of my thing. It started off with a Vampire Diaries fanfic—I got fifty-five thousand hits a fic on AO3!—but when my following grew, I started exploring original characters, took it to Tumblr… and now VampyreGays has like thirty thousand followers.”

Nylan gasped, awed. “You’re VampyreGays?”

“Yes,” groaned James, like he was telling them a horrible secret. “But please don’t tell anyone. I’ll never live it down.”

“That’s not what Dorian would say,” Nylan said, making another stinky cheese cracker.

“I know, just—” James took a breath, rubbing his temples hard before going on. “I just feel like, as someone who is fat and gay, it’s so hard to be taken seriously sometimes. Like, people assume I’m just some silly little guy.”

Nylan frowned, but Mal nodded. They often felt the same.

“I feel like if I don’t write serious stuff, it makes it so much easier to write me off,” James went on. “Like it won’t count. Like, I don’t know, like writing what I love, really—don’t laugh at me, Emerson—but like if I write that, it’ll be… wrong somehow. I’ll be wrong. Like getting to write fun, horny vampire boys is something only skinny, straight people get to do, because it means they’re fun and quirky and not lazy and unprofessional and stupid.”

“Anyone who tells you that is wrong,” Mal said, more firmly than they meant to. But the words were there, solid and sure. “No offense, but even if that person is you. Being fat doesn’t make you any of those things.”

“Yeah,” Parker echoed. “And as Doriel’s number one stan, there’s literally zero things lazy or unprofessional or stupid about your gay-ass vampires.”

“The Blood for the Roses arc literally changed my life,” Nylan said, her voice hushed. “I’m pretty sure Parker drew fanart of that.”

Parker nodded enthusiastically. “VampyreGays is fire.”

James smiled, but it was fleeting. “I just don’t know if I can let myself be that person in public, where everyone can see me being him.”

“I know being fat and queer is hard sometimes.” Mal knew this firsthand. Sometimes they still felt strange in their body. But talking about it helped, like they now did with Parker and Kodi. And—Mal’s hand reached out under the table, found Emerson’s thigh, gave it a tender squeeze—so did having a crush on a beautiful, boisterous queer fat girl. “And trust me, I get it if you need more time. But if you want to find a way where you can be James and also VampyreGays, we can help you, because I am super here for some gay vampires at Haint History Fest.”

“You could print it as Dorian Henswaithe,” Nylan said, her voice awed. “Like as a pen name!”

“I could never,” James said, mock offended, as his lips crept into a smirk. “I am so much more like Luriel St. Vincent.”

As the conversation progressed toward how it would work, cramming a Doriel short story into a pocket zine, Mal smiled.

They thought several things at once: that they would have to look up James’s vampires when they got home; that Parker would make a fantastic Sailor Moon; that they were probably wrong after all about the spelling of the word saccharine—or was it sacrine?—on Alex’s essay. But above everything, loudest of all in the forefront of Mal’s mind, was another, more pressing thought: that this, all of this, was absolutely something Mal cared about.

And as good as it felt to show up for Maddie and her Things, it was a whole new kind of good to show up for themself and their Things.

And then another thought bloomed in their mind: Maybe they should make a mini zine after all. If James—serious, literary fiction, metaphors-Mal-never-understood James—could push himself with his vampire boys, maybe Mal could push themself too. There was only a week between now and the Haint History Fest, but maybe they could find a little time and something one-page-zine-size to say.

And maybe if they made a mini zine, Emerson would be so proud of them she would kiss them again (and again and again).

Mal’s lips tingled pleasantly at both thoughts: making Emerson proud and kissing her.

They hadn’t talked about it, Mal and Emerson—about what had happened the other night. But not even the almost-fight with Maddie could dull the shine of the memory in Mal’s mind. It sat at the center of their waking hours, glowing and golden and tasting good. Anytime Mal drank coffee now, they thought of how it tasted mixed with Emerson’s peppermint lip balm.

“Hey,” Emerson said, leaning in close to Mal. (They were sure they could smell mint.) “I hate to harsh the spooky gay vibe, but we should probably take a look at that e-mail from Stella. I peeked earlier, and there were a lot of bolded, underlined statements. That never bodes well.”

With a flush in their cheeks, Mal nodded. “Yeah, I guess we should.”

Leaning back so they didn’t have to move away from Emerson’s touch, Mal slid their laptop off the editors’ desk. And with a great groan and a creak of its hinges, it glowed back to life.
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CHAPTER TWENTY BETTER EDITED

Halloween Eve was the first time Mal wished they had worn more layers.

It was in part the late hour, they were sure, as they booked it down Greenup after covering a last-minute closing shift at Dollar City. Under the glow of porch lights, frost sparkled like little stars on the smiling pumpkins, clinging to spiderwebs both artificial and real. For the first time all season, Mal’s flannel-button-down-and-medium-thick-cardigan combo was not quite enough to keep them warm on their long walk. When they made it through the front door of the Haus, they rubbed their cold cheeks with frozen fingers and reached eagerly for the cup of coffee Sam handed them on their way to the back room.

Though it hadn’t been long since they’d last visited—a few days at most—the last few weeks had been so busy that they felt like they’d been long-absent. Their moments at the Haus had become stolen, snuck in between school dismissal and the minute they knew their mom would miss them at home, where they were still trying to get, and stay, caught up on their schoolwork. They snuck them in after their Saturday work shifts, spending the two dollars to catch a bus back to their neighborhood in time for Maddie’s games.

It was as close to The Plan as Mal had been all semester, and it was working. Their mom had started to back off a little, and Maddie’s smile hadn’t felt so genuine since summer. Whatever she’d needed to think about after their maybe-fight had apparently been enough to right the Flowers siblings’ relationship, at least tentatively.

It just wasn’t really working for Mal. They felt pale, stretched thin. And while they texted Emerson daily, sent her pictures of particularly pretty fallen leaves or interesting acorns they found on their walks, it was very different than sitting beside her, feeling her skin against their skin or (Mal thought about it more than they should) her lips against their lips.

But it was worth it, they rationalized, so Mal could fully show up for their team on Thursday. They had missed tonight’s Build It Bash for the second issue, which was due out after tomorrow’s Mini Zine Fest at Haint History Festival.

Still, they wanted to check and make sure that the staff had stayed on track in their absence. As they made their way to the back room, they expected someone to be there, putting last-minute touches on everything—Emerson, surely, or James, who was still on the fence about his vampire-fiction zine. But the room was empty.

Except for the zines.

The worktable was covered from corner to corner with stacks of zines. Most of the space was taken up with November issues—twice as many as the last run, finished with days to spare. About a third of the tabletop was reserved for mini zines, some of them printed in color—Parker’s cartoon about Covington’s neighborhood cats, Emerson’s zine about making zines. There were a few missing—James’s, of course, and Mal’s own, which they had run off earlier in the day and planned to work on tonight, alone in their room. (They still weren’t entirely sure they were brave enough to bring them to the festival.) But the work was done, and someone—Emerson, they guessed, from the sparkly pink yarn that tied them all together—had even arranged them how Mal liked, in neat bundles of ten, tied together for easy transport.

Mal was struck with a strange feeling—one that made them want to cry, even though they weren’t sad. It mingled in their mind with all the little rebellions of the past two months—the name change, the secret sales, the success that at first seemed impossible—and made the corner of their eyes sting.

As it turned out, they didn’t have to check on their staff, but they were still glad they had. This felt like a special treat all on its own. Mal smiled.

“Oh, good, I didn’t miss you.”

They turned at the sound of the voice, their unsipped cup of coffee sloshing dangerously, to see Sam wiping their hands on the front of their apron.

“I know you’re wrapping up. I’ll be out soon,” Mal said apologetically, before Sam could say anything else. The wet stains on Sam’s apron usually meant dish washing. Mal had spent enough late nights at the Haus to know that dish washing meant closing time.

“Yeah, but that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about,” Sam said.

Instantly, Mal braced, their shoulders tensing in anticipation of bad news. Tentatively, they said, “Yeah?”

“Jesus, Mal, you look like I’m a ghost or something. Chill! I just wanted to check in about that article I’m writing. I’m almost done with it, but I was wondering if I could ask you a couple questions so I can include some of your thoughts. Would that be cool?”

Mal blinked. Sam’s MixxedMedia article had completely slipped their mind; they must have forgotten to write it down in their planner. It took them a full breath to process the question.

“That’s… really cool, actually,” they said finally, when they were sure it was. The gentle, fiery feeling of the zines on the table still kindled in their chest. “What questions do you have?”

Sam whipped their phone out from their back pocket, opening what looked like a voice note app. Holding it between them, they asked, “Well, I want to know a little bit about what you’re doing here, with MixxedMedia. Can you tell me about what made you want to start the zine?”

Mal blinked at the red recording circle on Sam’s phone.

“Uh…,” they said, trailing off.

“Don’t worry about sounding perfect,” Sam said encouragingly. “I’ll make sure you sound good when I write it.”

“I just—” Mal shook their head. “I don’t do really great answering on the spot like this?” They felt a little embarrassed, but it was true; in the pressure of the moment, the words they needed skittered away (like Mal wished they could). It gave them flashbacks to reading out loud in third grade, to Joseph Green and how he still sometimes laughed remembering how their dyslexia made them pronounce comb as chomb. “I’m sorry.”

“What? No, literally don’t worry.” Sam shook their head, pressed the red button so it turned back to gray and slid their phone back into their pocket. “I should have asked first. I’m sorry. Is there an accommodation that would make it easier for you?”

Mal squinted up their face at the word—it was one their mom always insisted they didn’t need, because they were “high-functioning.” But the sweat beading on the back of their neck begged to differ.

“Is there a way I could get the questions in a doc and answer them for you there?” Mal floated. “I’m… better edited, I guess.”

“Oh, of course.” Sam said, like it wasn’t a problem—and maybe, Mal considered, it didn’t have to be. “I can get them typed up and e-mail them over by tonight. I’m on a tight turnaround, though—do you think you could get them back to me quickly?”

“Let me—” Mal swung their backpack over their shoulder, fished out their planner, and looked at the rest of the week. Between the Haint History Festival tomorrow, MixxedMedia going on sale the day after, a Saturday shift at Dollar City to finish the Christmas reset, and the mountain of homework waiting for them on Sunday, there wasn’t much space left.

But this felt like too important an opportunity to pass up. Repurposing one of the lurid green Post-it notes Emerson had slapped into their planner with nothing but a drawing of a smiley heart, Mal wrote in SAM—QUESTIONS—PRIORITY and made space for it on the grid for tomorrow morning, before school. It would mean waking up early—but that was what coffee was for.

“Yep,” they said, trying to sound sure. “I got you.”

“Cool,” Sam said. “I may submit it to my school’s paper too—would that be cool with you?”

Despite the flutter of anxiety in their stomach, Mal grinned. “Do you think they’d really run a story about our little zine?”

“Um, by the looks of it,” Sam said, grinning and nodding their head in the direction of the worktable over Mal’s shoulder, “there’s nothing little about your zine, Mal. I absolutely do.”

Mal doubted that, but they nodded anyway. “Yeah, sure, of course.”

“Cool, cool, cool,” said Sam. They pointed to Mal’s coffee. “Want me to freshen that up?”

Mal looked down. “Oh. Uh, no, it’s fine. I probably shouldn’t have any more. It’s almost ten o’clock.”

Sam chuckled. “Let me know if you change your mind! And give me your e-mail on the way out, okay?”

“I’ll follow you out now, actually,” they said, looking back at the neat rows of zines one last time. “It looks like the team took care of everything here.”



One bus ride and about thirty minutes later, Mal spread out on the floor of their bedroom, all the clothes that had previously been strewn across it now shoved neatly into a pile in one corner. Spread out instead was Mal’s mini zine, stacked in different phases like a punk-rock version of the life cycle of a butterfly: caterpillar copies still in need of their center cut; pupa copies that were cut but not folded; butterfly copies in their final forms, little pocket-size pamphlets containing a piece of the way Mal’s mind worked.

Mal frowned down at them all. Even as they pulled another unfolded paper to them, they still weren’t sure if they wanted the mini zines to fly free of this room. The idea of anyone actually seeing them still felt frightening.

There was a sudden knock at the door, and Mal startled. They did quick math in their head about who might be on the other side before finally saying, “You can open it.”

Like they’d calculated, Maddie peeked her head in. She said, “Hey.”

Mal said “Hey” back.

A quick beat passed, Maddie’s eyes dipping down to Mal’s work and Mal using their hands to cover the legible top sheet, before Maddie asked, “Do you want to come flop on my bed and play Animal Crossing with me?”

It didn’t sound bad, Mal had to admit. They had been going since earlier than they should have been, with the promise of another late night and another early morning ahead of them. But finishing their work felt Important. If not for the Mini Zine Festival, then at least for themself.

“I can’t,” they said. “I have to finish this project.” But it was easier, sometimes, to work with Maddie around—with the familiar sound of her existing close by. “If you want you can come flop on mine, though, and gossip with me about your neighbors.”

Maddie was very invested in the goings-on of Scary Town.

“Yeah, okay,” she agreed.

For a while, though, she just hovered in the doorway instead of going back to her room to get her Switch. Enough quiet stretched between them that Mal, finishing a fold with a borrowed bone folder, finally looked up.

“Do you like Animal Crossing, Mal?” Maddie asked.

“I love Animal Crossing, Maddie,” they said, and snorted a laugh that reminded them of Emerson’s.

“What do you love about it?” Maddie leaned a hip on the doorframe.

“I mean, the museum, obviously.” Mal was pretty sure they owed their love of biology to that game. “And I like the clothes and that I can buy whatever I want without having to worry about it being in my size or costing too much. But mostly I think I like the idea that a bunch of different species of animals can live side by side with a human and they all understand each other and get along.”

The idea had always enchanted them. Most days, Mal felt like they didn’t even understand other humans, let alone anteaters.

“And you like playing with me.” Maddie said this like it was a question, even though Mal couldn’t hear the upturn of a question mark in her voice.

“And I like playing with you, yeah.” Mal had the sudden feeling that this was a pop quiz. “But I play on my own, too.”

The space between them grew quiet again, Mal looking at Maddie and Maddie looking at Mal. They couldn’t shake the feeling that this was some sort of assessment. Eventually, though, it seemed like they must have passed, because Maddie shrugged and said, “Okay. Music up or music down?”

Their sister knew Mal’s work modes: Need More Noise or Need No Noise At All.

“Music up,” Mal confirmed. “It’ll help me focus.”

Maddie nodded. Her eyes strayed to the far wall. “Is that my charger? I’ve been looking for it.”

“Nope,” Mal said. “Yours is still downstairs by the sofa.”

Her face screwed up, thinking for a moment, as she retraced her steps. “You’re right. Okay, I’ll be right back.”

“Okay,” Mal said. “Just come in when you do.”

And she did. She stayed until every one of Mal’s zines was folded.




Subject: Questions for Mal!

Wednesday, October 30 | 11:22 PM

From: Russel, Sam <russes@nku.edu>

To: Mal <flowersm@mail.com>

Hey Mal!

Here are those questions we talked about tonight. If you could get them back to me ASAP, that would be rad.

Spookily, [image: Emoji: Jack-o-lantern.] [image: Emoji: Ghost with tongue sticking out.]

Sam.

What made you want to start MixxedMedia?

How did you learn to make zines?

How did you find your workspace?

How do you fund the project?

Where do you see MixxedMedia going in the future?

Subject: Questions for Mal!

Thursday, October 31 | 4:47 AM

From: Mal <flowersm@mail.com>

To: Russel, Sam <russes@nku.edu>

Hi Sam,

Here you go. Let me know if you need anything else.

Best,

Mal

1. What made you want to start MixxedMedia?

I didn’t really want to do this, if I’m being honest. But I had to, so I did. And I think out of that necessity, we’re making something really Important. With a Capital I.

2. How did you learn to make zines?

Emerson taught me. She taught all of us, really. She says that’s part of what makes it so punk rock—the “DIY spirit of it all.” I didn’t know when I first signed on that she’d mostly just watched a bunch of YouTube videos about it, but with a little trial and error (and some help from you, Sam), it’s worked out.

3. How did you find your workspace?

The Haus was Emerson’s suggestion because she knew there was unused space and then we kind of just… never stopped going, I guess. Now I think we’re just an extension of what the Haus already does: become what the community needs. We needed this space, so we made it.

4. How do you fund the project?

We started with a loan from Emerson’s mom (which she didn’t know about, so maybe don’t run that part?), but now we’re self-sustaining. It’s been challenging, since we’re not supposed to sell them at school (maybe also don’t run that part, since we fully do). Since our first print run sold out really fast, we’re doing a Mini Zine Fest to raise more funds and expand our print runs.

5. Where do you see MixxedMedia going in the future?

I want MixxedMedia to keep going. Sometimes I wish it didn’t have to—that we hadn’t been canceled. Colleges take official, school-sanctioned activities much more seriously than hobbies when it comes to applications. But if there’s not a place for us there, I want to keep building one for us here. What we have to say is important, even if traditional institutions say it’s not.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE THE HAINT HISTORY FEST

They set up as the sun went down.

After school, the staff had all rushed to the Haus on 3rd Street and loaded their materials into the cars they had at their disposal—Kodi’s SUV, Nylan’s Civic, and Emerson’s Subaru, which was a hand-me-down from her mom. And the 6th Street Promenade, a little strip of green between the east- and westbound lanes of traffic, became the home of the MixxedMedia mini zine booth.

Their setup was a bit cobbled together, but it worked: a handful of foldout tables borrowed from Emerson’s moms’ Pride-events stash; enough folding chairs for all of them, borrowed from the Haus; some Halloween-themed paper tablecloths Mal had bought from Dollar City using their pooled funds; and, of course, their zines (Mal’s among them, a last-minute decision), stacked neatly on the tabletop between jack-o’-lantern buckets full of candy, plastic spider rings, and glow-in-the-dark vampire fangs. Next to the folks on either side of them, who had things like tents and lighting, their booth looked a little amateur, but Emerson assured Mal that this was part of its charm. Even their tabling setup was full of rebellious DIY spirit.

Mal hoped that festival patrons would feel the same way.

They had a good spot, at least: close to the front of the event space near the Goose Girl Fountain, a towering bronze sculpture of a girl (tonight, wearing a seasonally appropriate laurel of autumn leaves) with a goose tucked under each arm, both of which spouted water from their beaks. Mal had never been sure why she was there—other than for decoration, of course—but they eyed the geese with suspicion. They were certain that there was something sinister about the statue under its turquoise patina, something that had little to do with the spookiness of the holiday.

As the sun went down just after five p.m., the festival’s start time, Mal held their breath—and the first of their patrons approached the table.

Maybe it was the bribe of free candy, or their lucky placement close to the front, but the MixxedMedia booth saw heavy traffic. The staff had agreed to take shifts at the table so everyone could have a chance to enjoy the festival. Mal (underdressed in a ghost-print sweater from the plus-size section of Walmart and some silvery makeup Parker had applied as they loaded in) and Emerson (dressed as a “glitter cat,” she said, which meant cat ears, painted-on whiskers, and anything sparkly she could find in her closet, by the looks of it) took the first shift, along with Sam, who had volunteered to support them, and one of their friends from college.

As staffers flitted to and from the booth, bringing goodies and craft finds and chatter about what Mal had to check out when it was their turn to wander, Mal talked to people who visited their table. They explained what mini zines were and handed out take-home kits (a donation from one of the arts programs Emerson attended), sold a surprising number of zines (including the first copy of their own, to Emerson, who tipped them a kiss on the cheek), and talked to a couple of actual adults who seemed really interested in what they were doing. Among them were the owner of Uncommon Grounds, Mal’s favorite coffee place, and the guy who ran the art bar around the corner. They both asked to be added to the consignment list for the monthly zines—and asked if they could take a sampling of the mini zines for resale at their stores too.

“I think so?” Mal had answered.

“What they mean is,” Emerson cut in, practically bouncing out of her glittery cowboy boots, “hell yeah, we’d love that!”

Usually, so much time being On—how Mal thought of times when they had to keep it together and talk with tons of people all at once, like they were an actor on a stage—would leave them feeling fatigued. (Often, even the daily performances of School and Work were enough to exhaust them.) But as Mal took a quick step back to take a sip from Emerson’s water bottle, they felt strangely energized instead. Talking to people about something they cared about was actually really exciting. And they had taken extra time with a pair of younger kids, unfolding a copy of their A Walk, Divergent zine to show them that yes, it really was one page, and that if they used one of the take-home kits, they could make one too. As the kids rushed off with the little paper envelope of supplies in hand, the idea that the two little girls might make something because of their talk with Mal made them feel a little giddy.

Mal smiled and wondered what they might have done, at that young age, with a mini-zine take-home kit—and maybe with someone like themself to talk to, to encourage them to try.

A familiar voice broke through their thoughts. “This is the person of the hour.” Sam slid around from the other side of the U-shaped table setup, their college friend coming with them. “Mal, meet Emily Hartig. Em, meet Mal Flowers. Emily’s a big fan of what you’re doing here.”

“This is so cool, Mal,” Emily said. She was slim, with long red hair that was mostly wrapped up in her mummy costume. Pinned to one of her bandage wraps was a lesbian Pride flag. “Literally, I’m blown away.”

Mal resisted the urge to say she wasn’t literally blown away, and instead said “Thanks” like they were supposed to. Then they added the truth: “It was Emerson’s idea.”

“But y’all are a team,” Sam said. “Don’t let her take all the credit. Because she will, and she will run with it.”

“It’s true!” Emerson shouted over her shoulder, then turned back to the bewildered customer who was buying a copy of James’s vampire zine.

“She’s so great, though.” Mal smiled, the words mostly for themself. “She can take it.”

Emily turned to Sam and said, “We should do something like this at NKU, Sam. If these two will let us borrow the idea.”

“Huh?” Mal said, before they could process properly and say something that sounded smart.

“I’m in Sam’s program!” Emily beamed. “Or, well. We’re studying the same thing. Dr. Barnett would lose it for something this cool.”

“Oh,” Mal said, considering. “You both study zines?”

“Technically queer literary tradition and zine culture,” Emily corrected, in a tone that made Mal wonder if she and Sam had to clear that up often. “But yeah. There’s a couple of us, actually. I’ve seen a few of the usual suspects here tonight.”

Emily indicated two people browsing at the tables, both of whom looked like they would be right at home with the MixxedMedia staff: They, too, were colorfully and visibly queer. (At least, Mal assumed no one with a mullet as sick as the person at the far table’s could not be queer.)

“We always find our people,” Sam said, watching Mal. “We basically do what you do with MixxedMedia, but we get grades for it.”

Mal’s head spun. They hadn’t known this was something people could do at school. When Sam had originally told them about their major, Mal had assumed it was a Just Them specialization. The Plan relied on what Mal knew about college, which only extended so far, to the things they saw in media or at college fairs or that got talked up by their bored guidance counselor. They’d assumed that college would be like school always was for them: something they tolerated (math, history, most things) with brief interludes of things they enjoyed (English, biology, and Collage, before it was canceled). Mal had never considered that they could do something they actually liked, all the time, and get a degree for it.

Remembering the two girls they’d helped earlier, Mal wished they had told them about this. It felt like the sort of information other people needed to have.

“You can really do that?” they asked, hesitantly.

Sam and Emily exchanged a gentle laugh at the wonder in Mal’s voice.

“Really,” said Sam.

“Like really really,” said Emily.

“Could you…” Mal trailed off, feeling the urge to look over their shoulder as if they might be caught. But behind them was only Emerson, talking animatedly with a couple and gesturing back over at Mal. Whatever she was saying about them must have been good, because she was beaming. Mal looked back to Sam. “Could you bring me some more information? About your program, I mean.”

“Yeah, I could super do that.” Sam nodded, like this was a casual statement and not a revolution. “I’ll have it for you at the Haus as soon as I can.”

When it came time for them to tap out and Nylan and Parker—dressed up as Sailor Uranus and Sailor Neptune, respectively—came to take over, Mal actually felt a little sad to leave the booth. It felt nice, being part of things here.

But Emerson was ready to wander.

“Come on, let’s go!” she shouted, a blur of glitter and motion twinkling under the string lights draped in the branches above. “I have about a million things I want to show you!”

And she did. Emerson, it turned out, was an expert Haint History Festival tour guide. As she told Mal—at length, and often through a mouthful of whatever sweet treat she’d stopped to pick up along the way—she had come to this festival every year, minus her freshman one, for as long as she could remember.

Under Emerson’s guidance, Mal stopped at all the best booths, admiring handicrafts and hand-dipped toffee apples even though they couldn’t buy them. With Emerson’s assurance that they wouldn’t get caught—she promised—they circled back for a second sample-size cup of free hot mulled cider. They carefully dodged around adults in Halloween finery and little kids in their came-in-a-bag costumes, out for a night of trick-or-treating at neighborhood homes and small businesses. Passing the row of food trucks, Mal debated splurging on a bratwurst with sauerkraut or some spam musubi, but in the end they decided that enjoying a handful of Emerson’s black-and-orange-sprinkled kettle corn would be enough.

But Mal’s favorite features were the central firepits, round and roaring and fragrant of woodsmoke, and the free s’mores making stations that were decorated with carefully arranged gourds and glass lanterns glittering with candlelight. They loaded up several stacks of chocolate and graham crackers, milling about with the dozens and dozens of people gathered in their sweaters and scarves around the crackling fire at the center of the promenade. While Mal took time to carefully toast their marshmallows, Emerson dipped hers low into the flames, setting them on fire and then blowing them out with a hoot of laughter.

Those closest to the fire took turns telling stories of the ghosts rumored to haunt the homes in Mainstrasse Village. Emerson, her eyebrows waggling, tugged Mal against the tide of bodies, closer to the fire and the stories. Some of them, like the Gray Lady of Carneal House—a spurned woman and possible murder victim—Mal hoped were untrue. Others, like one about a little orange cat named Cornball who haunted the toy store down the road, they wanted to be real.

But in the warm glow of the fire, Mal started to feel it: the length of the day, which had started for them at four a.m., when they got up early to answer Sam’s questions. And it wouldn’t be over until at least ten p.m.—or more realistically, until the hour or so later they guessed it would take to break down and unload everything. They didn’t mean for them to, but in the cozy glow of the flame, Mal’s eyes fluttered closed, their stick and the marshmallow speared on it dipping down into the embers and catching flame, Emerson-style.

“Oop, that’s a bit too toasty,” Emerson said, giggling, but when she looked at Mal, she nodded resolutely. “Enough s’mores, I think. I know what you need.”

It was coffee, and Emerson was right. She even insisted that Mal let her pay for it—with the caveat that she got to pick what kind Mal got. In the moment, they needed it so badly that they didn’t protest, just took the cardboard cup into their hands, letting it warm their fingers as the first sip warmed their insides.

“Is this…” Mal pursed their lips. “Hot chocolate?”

“It’s COFF-chocolate!” Emerson beamed, wiggling where she stood so that her own cup spurted a few bubbles out of its lid. Her pink glitter cat ears bobbled. “It’s hot chocolate but made with coffee, not water. It’s one of my favorite things ever.”

As coffee went, it was pretty vile. But if it was one of Emerson’s favorite things, Mal wanted to at least try to love it. When they thought of it more as coffee-flavored hot chocolate, and not as hot-chocolate-flavored coffee, it was bearable.

“Come on,” Emerson said, taking the lead again. “You need a breather.”

Mal allowed themself to be led to the far end of the promenade, into the crowd, and then back out of it, crossing the street toward a low stone fence that looked perfect for sitting—and then directly past it, through an iron gate and up the steps of a grand house that was, despite the ample number of pumpkins in every color and shape and size that decorated its wide, wraparound porch, certainly not part of the Haint History Festival.

“Emerson!” Mal hissed. They didn’t care how rebellious Emerson felt, it was still true: “We can’t just go up on people’s porches!”

“This one we can,” Emerson said, her voice thick with laughter. At Mal’s confused, concerned look, her giggles spilled over, as sweet as the smell of roasting marshmallows in the chilly night. “It’s my house, you goofball.”

As Emerson threw herself easily into one of the rocking chairs on the porch, Mal cocked an eyebrow. It was mostly to themself; the house was huge and restored in a way that made the restorations on Mal’s street look like they had been done by toddlers. Eyeing the stained-glass window over the enormous, heavy wood front door, Mal considered that maybe it had never been restored. Maybe houses like this stayed well cared for and never fell into disrepair in the first place.

Mal’s chest tightened with a familiar feeling, one they often felt when they found themself walking through the rich parts of Covington: like they might get caught, like someone would realize they didn’t belong.

But here with Emerson, Mal wanted to belong.

“Are you going to sit?” Emerson asked, patting the gingham cushion of the chair beside her.

Mal sank into it. And instantly, they realized how much they had needed to sit down. They could not honestly remember when—if—they had last rested. Though the arms of the chair were tight on their hips, they relaxed into it, rocking gently back and forth.

Emerson made a pleased hum, but aside from that, they fell into a quiet spell together. Or, Mal considered sleepily, into as quiet a spell as there could be, fifteen feet away from a busy Covington Halloween festival. At this distance, the noise became indistinct, a gentle wall of sound. They let it wash over them: the laughter of friends, the hum of generators powering food trucks, the occasional shriek of a child. Mal drank their coff-chocolate and watched.

From this vantage point, they could see the whole festival. And it seemed like everyone was there: people Mal recognized as customers at the Haus, people they passed on their walks, people who lived in their neighborhood, people who went to their school. There were city officials Mal recognized from social media, and they shared the same space as some of the unhoused library patrons Mal remembered from their visit with Emerson. And though there was an abandoned house around the far corner, its windows boarded up with plywood and a FOR SALE sign bleaching in its front yard, right now it felt seasonal and spooky instead of a little sad.

From where they sat, Mal could see that the festival wasn’t silly, like they’d always thought—or that if it was, it was a kind of silly they liked.

Maybe Covington was the kind of silly they liked.

Mal had never taken the time, really, to consider this. The Covington they knew had never felt like the right fit for them. It was for people like their parents, with their jobs in Florence—or Sai, running businesses like the Haus. It wasn’t for people like Maddie, who had a way out through sports and book smarts, and so Mal had always thought it wasn’t for them, either.

But as they gazed out at the warm lights and the cheerful crowd, they suddenly felt like the Covington they knew was limited. It existed within the walls of Holmes High School, which had never felt comfortable, and in the aisles of Dollar City, which felt like it could be in any city, anywhere, for the low price of one dollar to five dollars an item. It existed, mostly, with Mal at Maddie’s side, understanding the world around them through her experiences rather than their own.

But here, beside Emerson, with a comfortable quiet and a pair of chocolaty coffees between them, Mal thought they might be discovering a new Covington. One that was vibrant and a little weird and a bit against the rules. It was niche, like this festival, and varied, like the zines they’d brought to it, and a little punk rock, like Emerson.

Like Mal.

Maybe it was a place where they could be all those things too.

And before they had given themself permission to do it, they were talking, staring straight ahead toward the center of the action, where the bright light of the central bonfire created dark, moving silhouettes in the night.

“It feels Correct,” they said, making sure Emerson would understand the capital C. “Here.” They gave the word time to take up space in their chest. But it wasn’t just here, at the Haint History Festival, or even here in Covington. There was another important part. They added, “With you.”

That wasn’t the whole of it either. Mal tried again, looking at Emerson at last.

“I feel Correct, here with you.”

Mal had never felt that way before—like they were right. And more importantly, like they were not wrong. Sometimes Mal felt like most of their baseline brain page paragraphs were there to prove to people—their mom, their teachers, on bad days even themself—that they were not fundamentally flawed in some way.

But with Emerson, the usual need to explain, to write it down and figure out the formatting of it first, wasn’t there. They knew Emerson would understand them, because Emerson, for Mal, was Correct too. She fit into Mal’s life perfectly, in all-caps comments in Mal’s margins, in clever, brilliant additions on Mal’s pages in twelve-point Georgia Bold font.

“You are Correct.” It didn’t surprise them, the way Emerson looked at Mal then—like she saw them, really saw them, for exactly who they were. Mal looked back like they saw Emerson, too—her paw-print sweatshirt the same shade of very bright yellow as her favorite Post-its, her smile shaped like the same curve she used to dot her i’s, her brain big and beautiful and weird and wonderful.

It didn’t surprise Mal either when both of them moved at the same time, when their lips met with such force that Mal’s coff-chocolate splashed out of their cup and onto the sleeve of their sweater.

When they were kissing Emerson, Mal felt Good. Confident and sure, like their hands on her round cheeks. Successful and important, like the zine that had brought them together. Dreamy and bright, like the glow of the promenade fires and the promise of their future ahead of them.

Tucked away from the noise of the night, but still very much a part of it, Mal felt like they Mattered.

How much time they passed like that, Mal couldn’t be sure. Long enough for their hot chocolate to go very lukewarm, and for their elbow to grow sore where it was perched on the arm of the rocking chair. When Emerson pulled away, Mal’s lips were wet and tasted of peppermint, and still they wanted more.

“We are Correct,” Emerson said, soft but sure, reaching for their hand.

Mal put down their coffee, energized in a different way. They put their left hand in Emerson’s right and squeezed.

“We should see what everyone else is up to,” Mal said, because that felt Correct, too. This night was theirs and Emerson’s, but it was MixxedMedia’s too—Nylan’s and Parker’s, James’s and Kodi’s and Alex’s, even Stella’s. And this new feeling growing in Mal’s rib cage, warm and glowing like the fire on the promenade, was begging to be shared.

“Yeah, okay,” Emerson said in a huff. She gestured between the two of them with their joined hands. “But I’m not done with this.”

Mal smiled, shook their head. “Oh, no. Me either.”

Emerson stood, pulling them up from their rocking chair. And like she had that first time, she threw her arms around Mal, pulling them in for an unexpected hug. Without even being told, she squeezed tight, just how Mal liked their hugs.

When she let go, Mal took her hand, and they were off together into the night. They left their coff-chocolate on the porch, forgotten.

It was only when they got back to the MixxedMedia booth, only when they saw a member of the Holmes High School soccer team, still in their game gear and a face full of sweat-shifted zombie makeup, that Mal realized they had completely forgotten Maddie’s soccer game.




BOOTH #4

HAINT HISTORY FESTIVAL

A celebration in honor of Mainstrasse Village’s historical spirits

[image: A silhouette of a spooky village with haunted houses, barren trees, and flying bats.]
October 31st, 5:00PM – 10:00PM

6th Street Promenade

Free to all. Family and pet friendly.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO SHOW UP

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

Before they even made it to the driveway, Mal was already issuing apologies. Maddie and their parents were still unloading the car, Mal’s dad carrying Maddie’s game bag, Mal’s mom a weighty look of disappointment, and Maddie her cleats, which were stained with damp earth and grass. The green smell of it wafted up into the air, mixing with the scent of decaying leaves.

“It’s fine,” Maddie said, smiling. She looked tired, and also like a zombie. Mal remembered that plan now: a vague, forgotten thing that they’d sworn they would write in their planner but never did.

“I had—we hosted a zine fest at the Haint History thing in Mainstrasse, and—”

“Is that where you were?” their dad asked, still in his Glen’s polo shirt from work. “I stopped by the Haus to pick you up, but you weren’t there.”

The weight on Mal’s shoulders doubled. If her dad, who had worked today, had stopped for them beforehand, it meant he had been even later to Maddie’s game than he might have been otherwise.

“Yeah, sorry,” Mal apologized again. “I—we’ve been planning for it for a while, and I guess I got so wrapped up in it that I… forgot about the game.”

Mal had forgotten to tell their family about the festival too. No, that wasn’t right. It was more a case of what Emerson had said once about it sometimes being easier to ask forgiveness than permission. If Mal had asked permission, they were almost certain their mom would have given them a resounding no.

There was a small part of them, too, that still felt protective of the event—and of their space within it.

Still, guilt surged through them now. Mal said, “I’m really sorry, Maddie.”

“I said it’s fine,” Maddie said, her tone suspiciously light as she pressed the button to make the door of their mom’s minivan slide closed. She turned to walk toward the house, Mal close on her heels in the darkness. “How did your thing go?”

“Well, actually. I think we crushed it.” Mal smiled, if a small one. “Or were crushing it. I had to leave early.” The armpits of Mal’s ghost sweater were damp with the effort of booking it up Madison Avenue, the dregs of their shiny makeup now probably much closer to Maddie’s zombie look.

Maddie walked through the door, which their mom held open, and Mal followed. “Really?” she asked. Her smile, as far as Mal could tell, was genuine. “That’s so cool.”

For a moment, Mal thought they might be okay—that Maddie was right, and things were fine.

But they weren’t.

The Flowers family made it inside before Mal’s mom clicked her tongue. Whenever she did this, waited until they were inside, Mal knew things were going to be Bad. They went silent and as still as they could, shuffling on steps as quiet as the thick sole of their comfort Docs would allow.

Maybe—just maybe—they could make it up stairs before—

“You know what, Mal?” their mom said.

Maybe not.

Mal turned. Beside them, Maddie did the same.

“Amanda,” Mal’s dad said under his breath.

“No, Richard,” she snapped. “They need to hear this.”

“What?” Mal asked carefully.

“I’m disappointed in you,” their mom chided. “You shouldn’t be a no-show at your sister’s games.”

“They said sorry, Mom,” Maddie interjected as Mal shrank beside her. “And really, I don’t mind. We’ll win the next game.”

Mal’s eyes flashed to Maddie. “You lost?”

“My good-luck charm wasn’t there.” Maddie shrugged. “But it’s just one game.”

But their mom would not be dissuaded. She perched one hand on her hip, the other waving their dad through the hallway to the laundry room to drop off Maddie’s gear. She shook her head. “I expect more from you, Mal. We don’t ask much, but it’s not very sisterly of you to miss Maddie’s games.”

“Siblingly,” Maddie corrected, but their mom went on.

“I know you have your project now, Mal, but Maddie needs us,” she said. “There was no one there for the whole first half of her game. If she’s going to earn a scholarship, we need to show up to support her.”

“I mean, I still kick ass whether Mal’s there or not.” Maddie shrugged, her voice light, but Mal could see how her forearm tightened in their periphery. “I always do when you and Dad are at work.”

“I know, baby.” Their mom’s voice went soft. “I’m just disappointed in Mal. We’re a team, as a family. We need to show up for each other when we can—and, Mal, you can.”

Mal nodded, their stomach sinking down through the floorboards, where whatever little creatures were surely lurking in the crawl space gnawed on it. “Yes, ma’am.”

“All right,” their mom said. “It’s late. Maddie, why don’t you hit the shower?”

A beat passed, like their mom was dismissing Maddie first. Mal’s stomach sank further. This was never a good sign.

“Yeah, come on, Mal,” Maddie said. “Let’s go.”

If there had been more, their mom didn’t press it. Together, the Flowers siblings retreated up the stairs to their bedrooms. When they were safely out of sight on the landing, Mal turned around to face Maddie, who stopped with them.

“I’m really, really sorry,” they said again.

“No, I’m sorry,” Maddie said, her voice low but fierce. “God, I hate when she gets like that with you!”

“I—” Mal started and stopped. Whatever they had been expecting, it wasn’t that. “What?”

“When she—I don’t know, when she takes out whatever bullshit she’s got going on on you.” Maddie threw her hands up. It was rare that Mal saw her like this: angry, raw, unfiltered. “Like she wasn’t the one who was a full hour late today. Like, why can’t she say all those things to herself?”

Mal shrugged. “I don’t know? I’m easier to be mad at, I guess.”

“Ugh.” Maddie huffed a strange, strangled laugh. “I mean, you’re right, and I hate it.”

“I’m not mad at you or anything.” Mal felt like it was important to clarify. “I know it’s just—her being her.”

“But I’m mad, Mal.” A half a breath later (likely prompted by the look of horror Mal felt blooming on their face), Maddie clarified too. “At her, not you. At, like. Just—I always feel like the biggest asshole when she pulls this shit with you and I can’t stop it.”

“It’s not your job to stop it, Maddie,” Mal said, their voice quiet.

“And my soccer career isn’t your job either, and yet…”

Maddie trailed off.

For a moment, the two siblings were quiet. Mal worried they might get caught, venting like this on the landing, but then the familiar sound of a whispered argument drifted up from downstairs.

“This?” Maddie broke the silence with a whisper, her hands sweeping around the hallway. “This is why I am so glad we’re leaving. Just a little longer, Mal, and I am going to get you out of here. I promise.”

That promise should have made Mal feel better; it always had before. But tonight, there was still the faintest taste of coff-chocolate and peppermint lingering at the corner of their lips. Mal’s heart started to race.

“You don’t have to get me out of here,” they said, their voice small.

“I know you don’t expect—” Maddie stopped mid-sentence. Shook her head, sighed. “I know. I just—I’m going to hug you now, even though I smell like a field rat.”

Mal nodded. They stretched out their arms, wrapped them around Maddie. And Maddie gave them a very tight squeeze, just like she knew Mal liked. It tucked the bits of Mal that had shaken loose during their scolding back into place.

“Love you, duh,” they said into her shoulder.

“Love you, duh,” Maddie said back. “Now I am going to go shower for real. I stink.”

Mal had always liked how Maddie smelled after a game—sweaty and earthy and warm and like Maddie—but they shrugged. “Go on. But come find me if you need me, okay?”

Maddie nodded and went on, so Mal went to their room.

After changing into their warm pajamas—the high ceilings of their old house made for drafts, and it was far enough into fall now that Mal was really feeling them—Mal flopped into their twin-size bed and starfished out, looking up at the ceiling. In the stark quiet of their room, their head became a different kind of loud—a hundred different yellings and scoldings and excited shrieks and swear words and worries and exhales, all bouncing off the inside of their skull at the same time.

For a while, Mal let everything wash around in there, pinning them to their bed. Some of it was good—Sam’s smile, the feel of a freshly folded mini zine in their fingers, Maddie’s arms around them, the lingering taste of Burt’s Bees and coff-chocolate from Emerson’s lips. Some of it was bad—their dad’s face falling, the distant rumble of an argument from the laundry room, the new worry that the way their mom treated them hurt Maddie just as much as them. It all existed in the same space, at the same time, like the pages of MixxedMedia printing out onto one sheet of paper over and over, each page layering on top of the next, so they could see both all the words and none at all.

Mal wasn’t sure exactly when it happened—ten seconds, ten minutes, ten hours later—but one question finally made itself clear. On the page of Mal’s mind, it solidified in bold and caps lock, legible enough to cut through all the worry:

If it was important to show up for Maddie—if Maddie’s success depended on their support—then why didn’t anyone ever show up for Mal?





Friday, 2:03AM

so does this mean we’re partners now????







“Partners” feels like an old couple.







MAL FLOWERS!!! WHAT ARE YOU DOING UP???







this was supposed to be a sneaky sentimental text message for you to find tomorrow morning in the cold light of the november dawn!!!







Such poetry.







It’s been… a long night.







I’m still doing homework.







And it was still sentimental.







But “partner” is such… a word choice.







OH NO everything okay is there anything i can do who would you like me to fight???







also what’s a better word? that you like more???







Everything’s fine.







And I don’t know, really.







I haven’t had a girlfriend since before I figured out I wasn’t a girl.







This is new territory for me.







that means i’m special [image: Emoji: Smiling face with horns.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with horns.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with horns.]







and that you get some time to pick







I’ll do some research.







Figure it out.







Let you know.







google dot com what do I call my not-girl-friend??







tumblr search cute nonbinary pet names?????







You joke, and yet—







i dont joke!!!







i know you’re Like That™







it’s why i Like You™ [image: Emoji: Smiling face with smiling eyes and blushing cheeks.]







but anyway does it???







Does what?







DOES IT MEAN WE ARE TOGETHER???







Yeah.







I think so.







(:







but i dint get to officially ask you!!!!







*didn’t







i was going to ask you very cute and smooth while you were asleep [image: Emoji: Relieved face.]







finish your homework and dont look at your phone and go to sleep and i’ll ask okayyy?







Okay.







i am going to check







if you’re asleep don’t respond







Emerson, I would be asleep.







correct







put your phone down!







don’t look until tomorrow!!!







Friday, 2:35AM

just checking







Friday, 2:46AM

and again







Friday, 3:02AM

Mal Flowers, will you be my nonbinary romantic couple member of an easy to say name of your choice?







Friday, 4:47AM

Yes.







(:








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE CINCINNATI VIRAL

On the first of November, Mal made it to school with a couple hours of sleep, a backpack full of illicit zines, and a curious quiet between them and Maddie as they turned their separate ways at the entrance: Maddie to her first class, Mal to meet the MixxedMedia staff at their locker to divvy up their bundles and stash the rest.

After Nylan and Parker, James and Alex, and Kodi and Stella (who was first in line) left with their stacks of zines, Mal also got to experience firsthand why so many students chose the lockers as the place to sneak in before-class kisses. Though they still hadn’t figured out a replacement word for partner, being Emerson’s whatever-that-was certainly did have its perks.

So did having a larger print run, it turned out.

It was as if the Holmes administration banning them from selling zines on campus made the zines more exciting—a little rebellion for the affordable cost of two dollars, and the Holmes students were buying. And though it still made Mal’s palms sweat profusely whenever they bent a rule—however stupid they thought the rule was—to sell one, they had to admit, they felt more than a little punk rock doing it.

It also made them acutely aware of the eyes of teachers, which they felt following them from class to class. Unlike last issue, there was now a distinct presence of eyes on them as they quietly sold the zines—a feeling both James and Kodi echoed as they ran into each other at Mal’s locker, refilling their stashes before third period.

So it wasn’t terribly surprising when, as Mal sat down next to Maddie in History after lunch, Mr. Hardy said, “Mal, they need to see you in the central office.”

“They what?” hissed Maddie, looking at Mal with a mix of panic and shock.

“It’ll be fine,” Mal whispered back, trying to look like they believed this—and, by the look Maddie gave them, failing spectacularly.

The walk to the central office was long and strange, one Mal had never in their Holmes High career made under these circumstances. The last time they’d been called to the office was in eighth grade, and Mal felt very much like Eighth-Grade Mal walking down the empty hall now. About halfway there, they ran into Emerson, who looked entirely more at ease than Mal felt, their brain page steadily filling with key-smash curse words. Without a word, she took their hand, and they made the walk together. The press of Emerson’s palm against theirs settled the pounding of Mal’s heart into something more manageable.

But it was a slight surprise that Mal felt strangely calm when they heard the words: “The principal would like to see you two.”

Mal and Emerson slid into hard plastic seats in front of the desk of Dr. Murphy, a young Black woman in a bright blue blouse. After fixing both of them with A Look, she said, “I assume you both know what you’re here for.”

Emerson said “No idea” at the same time Mal said “Yeah.”

Dr. Murphy raised an eyebrow.

“I’m going to save us all some time and cut to the chase,” she said. “It’s come to my attention that you haven’t been made formally aware of the school’s no-soliciting policy. So I would like to officially make you—and anyone you might be working with—aware that it’s against the rules to sell any items for non-school-sanctioned clubs or publications on the school’s property.”

“Hmm,” hummed Emerson. “That is good to know.”

Mal shot her a disbelieving look. But with it came an unfamiliar sensation in Mal’s chest. It took them the length of Emerson and Dr. Murphy’s stare-off to pin it down as anger.

“So I assume,” Dr. Murphy said, “that if you had been doing so prior to this meeting, you now understand from this formal, official warning, that such activities will land you in in-school suspension and any material in question would be confiscated.”

Mal was glad they had left their backpack, freshly topped off with a ten-stack of evidence, in their History classroom. It would have been a twenty-dollar loss to have those copies confiscated. That little twinge of anger flared again as they realized this.

“Understood,” said Emerson, but her stiff grin said something else.

“Yes, understood,” echoed Mal—and then, after a quick breath and before they could really think about it, they added, “but if we had been doing something like that, it would only have been because our school-sanctioned club or publication had its funding stripped, and so it would be kind of the worst to also take away our ability to fund a not-school-sanctioned alternative.”

Beside them, Emerson made a little snorty sound.

“Is there something else you’d like to tell me, Mx. Flowers?” Dr. Murphy raised her eyebrow.

“No,” said Mal, their anger settling into a hot, glowing ember in their belly. “I think that’s all.”

“Wonderful.” Dr. Murphy smiled, a tired look in her eyes. “Now, you two can return to class, and I can call your parents to let them know what we discussed.”

The ember in Mal’s belly turned to ash.

But because Mal had not actually been caught doing anything against the rules, only suspected of it—and because they had not been punished by the school, only warned—their parents were at a loss as to what to do with them. Their mom was ready to forbid them from going to the Haus for the rest of the month, but their dad, home earlier than usual after a rare opening shift, talked her down to just grounding Mal for the weekend.

Though it meant they’d miss the December issue planning-slash-hangout, Mal would rather sit out a weekend than a month. Plus, their weekend wasn’t entirely isolated; Parker and Nylan came by for a sneaky visit during Mal’s break from their Saturday shift at work—and brought them a bubble tea from Parker’s favorite coffee place. (They had been right about how good they were.) When Mal got off, the two even came back to give them a ride to Maddie’s game, which brought with it an excitement all its own.

There was a rumor that a scout from the University of Kentucky was there today. Fresh off their shift at Dollar City, Mal felt mostly like a goblin—tired, overstimulated, more than a little in need of a shower—but they kept one dark-circled eye on the stands and the other on the field. Though they couldn’t be sure if a scout actually was there—rumors like this always started around this time of year—Mal was sure that if there was, Maddie had made an impression by scoring two of the four goals to win the game. When their mom came to pick them up after, she had been convinced too—and was so fired up that she took them all out to dinner at a burger place on 7th Street as a reward.

As Mal sat swirling the dregs of their milkshake around the bottom of their glass, they wondered what was going on a few short blocks away at the Haus. Nylan and Parker had said they were headed over, and at this time of evening Emerson probably was too. Though it was nice to have a burger that wasn’t from the freezer at home, Mal would have traded it to be there instead.

That feeling of missing out sat heavy in their chest as they sat on the sofa on Sunday, eating fancy eggs and trying to catch up on English readings with Maddie. Not even sneaking extra time before dinner playing in the backyard with their favorite street cat, a white-and-tabby kitten they had named Gelato, could quite dislodge the feeling that Mal should be Somewhere Else.

And so on Monday, after school, it felt like coming home when Mal arrived at the Haus on 3rd Street. They stopped at the coffee bar and ordered a black drip, like always. But before Sam could fill a cardboard cup for them, Sai came around the corner and stopped them.

“Mal’s due for an upgrade, I think,” he said, giving Mal a wink. He ducked behind the bar and grabbed a mug off one of the regular’s hooks. It was only when he handed it to them that they realized it was their catfinated mug.

Mal went very still, barely even breathing.

“Please make sure to wash yours more than Emerson does hers,” he said, patting Mal’s shoulder.

And just like that, Mal was a regular.

After a few calming breaths and a high five from Sam, Mal headed back to the Zine Lab, their mug full in their hands and their heart full in their chest. Emerson was already at the editors’ desk, leaned back in her rolling chair and flicking rolled-up Post-it notes at Kodi, who held her fingers up like a goal. When Emerson made one in, Parker and Nylan (sitting quite close together, Mal noticed) both cheered.

Slowly, the rest of the staff filtered in—including Theodora, a junior at Holmes whom Kodi had connected with at the Haint History Festival. When she introduced herself and added that her special interest was sharks, Mal knew they were in good company.

“We’re growing,” Emerson whispered to them as they gathered their things at the editors’ desk. Her giddy excitement tickled Mal’s ear, making them smile. “I’m so proud of us.”

“Yeah,” Mal said, squeezing Emerson’s hand before they reached for their planner. “I am too.”

And then they stood and turned to the worktable, which was now so full it was nearly overcrowded.

“Okay, if you’re all ready,” Mal said—and to their surprise, the bustling room quieted. A nervousness fluttered in their chest, but equally surprisingly, it didn’t feel bad. Emerson wheeled her chair into place beside them, running her finger over the side seam of Mal’s jeans: a gentle, grounding touch. “I’m up to date on e-mails now. I love ‘Creating Our Futures’ as the theme for the December issue.”

“It’s going to be epic,” Emerson said beside them.

“Sorry—before you get going, can I interrupt?”

Mal’s eyes flashed toward the source of the noise. In the room’s open entryway, Sam stood leaning one hip against the doorframe.

“You literally have the worst timing ever, Sam,” Emerson huffed.

“It’s good news, I promise,” they were quick to reply. Mal raised an eyebrow. They hadn’t gotten to tell Emerson about their regular hook yet and didn’t want Sam to ruin the surprise.

“I wanted to share before you all got going in here and I derailed you!” Sam came into the room and held out their phone to the nearest staffers—Stella and Alex, who sat together at the opposite end of the table. As Stella squinted at the screen, Sam said, “I think y’all are a little famous.”

“Obviously,” said Emerson, like it really was obvious. “We’ve been famous.”

“No shit,” said Alex, looking up from the screen and beckoning James over.

Mal raised an eyebrow.

“I can’t believe it,” Stella said, looking up at Sam and stepping aside to make room. Her eyes found Mal’s. “We’re going viral.”

“We’re—what?” Mal asked, but the rest of the room was already moving, gathering around Sam’s phone, and then around the others who were pulling up whatever it was on their own.

“I mean, it’s not like, viral viral,” Sam corrected gently. “It’s got about ten thousand likes, which is not nothing. But some local media accounts have also picked it up, and the University of Cincinnati writing club reposted it to their account, which is pretty cool.”

“Oh my god!” said Parker. “Sai just reposted it on the Haus’s stories, look!”

She held out her phone to Nylan, who grinned.

“Let me see,” said Emerson, walking her fingers up Mal’s side as she stepped up. Alex held out his screen, and Emerson’s eyes went wide.

“You did this?” she asked Sam, and they nodded. “Oh my god, we’re going, like—Cincinnati viral!”

“What on earth?” Mal asked, taking a curious step forward.

“Like, not viral viral but Cincinnati viral,” Emerson clarified.

“Maybe Northern Kentucky viral,” said Sam, laughing. “But yeah. You are.”

But that was not what Mal meant, really. They wanted to know what everyone was looking at, what was making their voices so high and excitable. Coming to rest at Emerson’s side, Mal squinted down at her phone.

It was an Instagram post for an article on the Northern Kentucky University website, with the byline Sam Russel and the title Local Students Build Community and Break Barriers with Teen-Led Zine Lab. Mal clicked through to the article and read.

“You wrote this?” they asked Sam when they had finished.

“Yep.”

“About us?”

“Yep.”

“Sam, this is…” Mal trailed off, trying to find the right words, which escaped them. The only ones they could find—really cool—were not at all big enough to encompass the tangle of complicated emotions in their chest.

But the MixxedMedia staff was there with suggested substitutions.

“So flattering,” said Nylan.

“Epic,” said Parker.

“Groovy,” said Alex.

“Hugely deserved,” said Stella.

“Monumental,” said James.

“Tight,” said Kodi.

But it was Emerson, of course, who echoed Mal’s thoughts exactly. “This is really cool, Sam. Thanks for writing this.”

Sam waved a hand, dismissive. “I just really love what y’all do here,” they said. “So. Keep doing it.”

They turned and left, and at first Mal thought they might start the meeting again, but chatting about the article and watching the likes slowly tick up was just too exciting.

Though it was very much not what Mal had written down in their planner, the rest of Monday’s MixxedMedia time was spent together, celebrating.



“I regret to inform you that someone has broken Community Rule Number Six.”

From the other side of the Zine Lab, Emerson’s voice sounded long-suffering. Mal, engrossed in tidying up their side of the editors’ desk, looked up in concern.

“Who didn’t clean up after themself?” they asked.

Emerson frowned dramatically. “Me.”

Mal stood up, shaking their head. The group’s celebration of Sam’s article had stretched into the late evening, turning into an impromptu party with much emptying of the snack shelf and many refills of coffee. Sam had even covered Emerson’s shift to let them all enjoy the moment together, as a team. Now Emerson stood on the other side of the worktable, surrounded by her casualties: two plates that had held fancy pastries from the café and three glasses that had been filled with Italian cream sodas.

“Will you help me with all these dishes, Mal?” she asked sweetly.

Mal thought to suggest taking them back to the café, but they didn’t want to push Sam’s goodwill after they’d been so kind to them all. Though the idea of bits swimming at the bottom of the sink made them feel icky, Mal said, “Yeah, I will.”

“Perfect.” Emerson beamed, stacking glasses. “I’ll wash, you dry.”

The two of them stepped up to the utility sink, once forgotten but now seeing regular use by staffers who kept up with Community Rule Number Six. Emerson put the dishes in its basin and filled it up with warm, sudsy water. Standing hip to hip—and with Emerson humming her most recent hyperfocus song, by boygenius—they fell into the easy rhythm of a domestic task.

Maybe it was just the day, which sat glowing and glorious and tiring inside of Mal’s chest, or how Emerson’s sweet, slightly off-key humming made them feel cozy, but a little thrill ran through their entire body. Kissing Emerson was nice—and there had been plenty of that tonight; stolen here and there, tasting spiced and sugary like Emerson’s pumpkin scones—but this was a special sort of nice too. It spoke to Mal of a future they might actually be able to have: happy, just like this, without their mom hovering around the corner and telling them they were stacking the dishes wrong.

And all of a sudden, Mal was wondering what the future might look like for Emerson.

“Emerson,” Mal asked, floating the question carefully. “Have you thought about what you’re doing next year?”

“Like, in the new year?” she asked, handing Mal a glass to dry.

“I mean… after.” The words felt cautious in Mal’s mouth. “For, like. College.”

“Oh,” Emerson said, and then repeated: “Oooh. I mean.” She shrugged. “Sort of, but in a very chill way.”

Mal raised an eyebrow at her. Whenever they thought of college, it was not chill at all. They said, “Oh?”

“Yeah…” Emerson trailed off, her hands still in the soapy water. She seemed to be considering something, as if she was making a choice. She nodded very slightly to herself, then resumed washing as she spoke, scrubbing a plate. “I had some trouble when I switched from middle school to high school, you might remember.”

“I don’t,” Mal said, but then rushed to soften it. “Not that I don’t remember you, just that you always seemed really… put together.” In a different way than Maddie was put together, yes, but it was true: Mal had always known Emerson to move through the world with confidence.

But maybe this was what Maddie had been talking about when she warned them about Emerson earlier in the year.

“I do try,” Emerson said, laughing. She kept her eyes on the task at hand, not quite looking at Mal. “But that was after I went to IOP.”

Instead of asking, Mal pressed their hip gently into Emerson’s, a silent what? and tell me if you want to.

“Intensive outpatient therapy,” she clarified, her voice quiet. “I’m not embarrassed about it, it’s part of my lore, but it’s just—therapy every day, for several hours in a row, for several weeks in a row. Like in-patient therapy, but… not so scary. People go for a lot of reasons, really. I went because I got really sad for a while there, and it was scaring my moms—and me.”

Mal went still. Though Emerson still looked down at the sink, her hands working the same dish over and over, Mal only had eyes for her. Their voice grew quiet too. “Is that why you missed school for a while in freshman year?”

Emerson nodded. “It’s silly, but middle school had so much more structure, people to tell you where to go and when, and when I got to high school and it was more on me… I didn’t do so well. I felt like I had to go and go and go to keep up in those first few months, and then I kind of just… crashed to a stop, and it was like I couldn’t ever go again.

“But IOP helped, and so did making compromises about what I prioritize—things that make me happy, instead of me just trying to keep up with responsibilities all the time. So my grades have sucked, but my moms are supportive. They said they’d rather have me with C’s and here than with A’s and not.” She took a deep breath. “But I’m a little scared that going from high school to college is going to be the same.”

Rinsing it in a clean stream of hot water, Emerson finally handed Mal the plate. And then, at last, she looked at them. She didn’t frown, but she didn’t smile either. Her face was open. Vulnerable.

“But you’re so… bright, Emerson,” Mal said, holding the dripping plate in their hand.

Emerson shrugged. “Sometimes it takes a little darkness to remember how bright we can shine. And I have a plan this time.” The smallest smile broke through at this word. “Which is very Mal-Flowers-approved, I know. I’m going to stay in Covington, and go to NKU or community college—I haven’t decided yet—to get my freshman stuff out of the way while I make the adjustment, so I can have my support system around me. My moms. My therapist. And maybe my not-partner-but-some-other-cooler-word-for-it.”

She dipped her head to bonk it gently against Mal’s shoulder. Mal dipped theirs to rest on top of hers, drying the plate and stacking it on the rack beside the sink as they did so.

A strange mix of feelings swirled inside Mal, mingling in their mind with the smell of dish soap and the information Emerson just shared. Options like these were options Mal had never considered. Much like Sam’s Interdisciplinary Studies program, it was simply information that life hadn’t given to them. And while Mal was glad Emerson had this plan, and IOP, and their moms, and them, there was also a small part of them that was envious because they’d never had any of it. Like fancy coffee, it felt like all this came with a price tag Mal couldn’t afford.

Still, the overwhelming feeling that settled in them was a warm gratitude.

“Thank you for sharing your lore with me,” Mal said, their head still gently stacked on Emerson’s. “And for letting me be part of your support system.”

“Thank you for being part of it.” Beneath their temple, Emerson laughed, a sweet, low thing that sent both of them shaking. “And for helping me keep up with Rule Number Six. Let’s finish up, because I feel like I am, like, contractually obligated to kiss you after a moment like this.”

They did both. And Mal felt so close to Emerson that they didn’t even mind the pruny feel of her fingers on their cheek.
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Local Students Build Community and Break Barriers with Teen-Led Zine Lab

By Sam Russel

The back room of the Haus on 3rd Street had not been in use for years. Though the rest of the building’s sprawling, often disorganized layout filled organically with useful spaces—a community queer library, a slam poetry stage—the back room always eluded functionality. There was something about the drab white walls, the mismatched furniture, and the out-of-place utility sink that made it unwelcoming to the other patrons of the community space. It sat unoccupied, the odd room out.

And so it is perhaps fitting that it was Mal Flowers and Emerson Pike who found its purpose. Students at Holmes High School, they too were the odd ones out: This year, their school’s funding was cut, and as is so often the case, arts programming was the first on the chopping block. Their literary magazine, Collage, was canceled after a fifty-year run.

“I considered self-funding it,” says Donna Merritt, teacher and longtime staff sponsor of the magazine. “I’d been supporting at least half of the cost on my own for the last couple of years because I believe in what it gave those kids. But I couldn’t shoulder it all by myself, and so we had to let it go. It broke my heart, telling them. Some of those kids didn’t have anything else to go to.”

Left out in the cold by their school’s funding, unable to be supported by the teacher who kept them afloat for as long as she could, it looked like the end of Collage.

But instead of allowing this to be a defeat, the students came together to make something new, and from the magazine’s ashes rose MixxedMedia.

“MixxedMedia is something totally new,” says Emerson, the managing editor of the project. “Instead of being confined to the traditional format of a magazine—which a lot of us thought was growing stale anyway—we took it in the direction of a zine.” A zine, she explains, of their own design. “I liked that there’s an element of punk-rock, do-it-yourself spirit to it. Because that’s where we found ourselves, you know? Pushed out by the institution, so we had to make it work with what we had ourselves.”

For MixxedMedia, that was the back room of a local community space, a public library card, elbow grease, and a whole lot of talent.

“It’s much more informal,” explains Stella Willen, whose serialized fantasy novel is a monthly feature in the zine. “And definitely not as polished as Collage was. If I’m honest, I thought it was a bit of a mess at first, but I really love the process we’ve developed here.”

“We meet several days a week—to work on our pieces, to figure out the layout for the zine, to put them together,” says Nylan Hassan, a poet and photographer for the project. “It’s entirely on us to get it all done, which is different, I think. Our old teacher used to do a lot of the behind-the-scenes stuff.”

“There’s definitely been a learning curve—and a lot of papercuts,” jokes Parker Washington, who makes comics. “But it’s been heckin’ rad to build this together. It’s a lot more responsibility, and a lot more time, but we get to make it whatever we want.”

Whatever they want is currently a thirty-two-page zine, released monthly, that features prose, poetry, personal essays, and dramas, as well as photography, art, and experimental forms, each of which is folded by hand and sold for $2 at their school and select local businesses.* Recently, the offerings have expanded to include single-page mini zines on subjects ranging from Covington’s coffee culture to queer vampire romance, which they sell at local events to fund future print runs.

Without the oversight of a school-funded program, these rebel students have flourished, expanding both their staff and the subjects they cover.

“I put that down to Mal,” says Emerson. “They’re our editor in chief, but they’re also the heart of what we do. I joke that as an editorial team, we have two brain cells between us and they’re both Mal’s, but really—we couldn’t do this without them. They have the sheer get-it-done ability to make things happen. It’s like they were made to do something like this.”

“I didn’t really want to do this,” confesses Mal, the project’s editor in chief. “But I had to, so I did. And I think out of that necessity, we’re making something really Important. With a capital I.”

And Important it is.

“I was ready to give up,” says James King, a literary fiction writer. “Collage was my safe space, the place I fit in. It’s hard to find a place like that as a queer person, and as a fat person. Mal and Emerson make space for people like me—even when the school wouldn’t.”

Community and growth are at the heart of what MixxedMedia does, and the office they’ve set up in the back room of the Haus, fondly referred to as the MixxedMedia Zine Lab, teems with both.

“It just seems like a cool place to be,” says Alex Sanchez, an essayist who joined the project after the release of its first issue. “I think it’s going places.”

“I want MixxedMedia to keep going,” Mal confirms. “Sometimes I wish it didn’t have to—that we hadn’t been canceled. Colleges take official, school-sanctioned activities much more seriously than hobbies. But if there’s not a place for us there, I want to keep building one for us here.”

And they have: the back room, formerly a storage space, is now alive with color and chatter and the smell of fresh coffee. The furniture is still cobbled together—a collection of mismatched chairs, a secondhand toaster, an old Carnegie table rescued from the local library—and the decorations are decidedly handmade. But what it has now is purpose—and a community of kids who find theirs within it.

“It feels like our space,” Kodi Jones, a mixed-media artist, shares. “Something that we made. And no budget cuts can take that away.”

*Since the writing of this article, the school administration has prohibited MixxedMedia from being sold on campus as a violation of its no-soliciting rule, further limiting the group’s ability to fund their project.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR A WALK, DIVERGENT

“You showed up in the Austinburg Facebook group.”

Mal froze coming down the stairs, their mom’s voice pinning them in place. They took two breaths, trying to do the math: She wasn’t supposed to be home this early in the afternoon (maybe her Quitting Time had come?), and they weren’t supposed to be here. The project they needed to take to the Haus tonight was too big to carry around with them all day at school, even tucked into its oversized Dollar City bag, and so they had doubled back home after school. The bag rested, flat and too tall, against their side.

Taking a deep breath, Mal followed the voice to the kitchen. “Huh?”

“You showed up in the neighborhood Facebook group,” their mom repeated, like that clarified anything.

Mal’s mind ran through all the possible reasons, but they came up with nothing. “I don’t think I’ve done anything?”

“For your magazine project.” Mal’s mom turned from where she’d been facing the counter. It looked like she was smiling. “Someone posted a link to the article.”

“Oh?” Mal was cautious, skirting around the table and toward the kitchen door. They floated the question carefully. “What did you think of it?”

“It was a good read,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “It looks like your little group is working hard.”

She must have just skimmed it, then; Mal felt certain that if she had really read it, she would be grounding them for selling copies against the school’s rules. Their face flushed—with worry, but also something else: pride. “Yeah. We are.”

“It’s an impressive article,” their mom said.

For a moment, Mal waited for something else—for her to say that they were impressive too, or at least that their work was—but it didn’t come. After a quiet moment, Mal said, “Thanks, Mom,” and turned to go.

Holding their project tight to one side so their mom couldn’t see it, their free hand reached for the door handle. It had almost closed around the knob when their mom’s voice reached out again.

“Can I say something honest, Mal?”

No, they wanted to say. Or maybe Don’t you always, regardless of what I want? But like the compliment they ached for, they knew those words would never come either. They turned back to her and said, “Sure, Mom. Go ahead.”

“I wish you’d give that kind of attention to something that mattered,” their mom said tiredly. She pulled her hands through the air on the last word, like it was something to hold on to, a stick to wave. “School, or a sport, or something. A hobby is great, and it seems like you’ve found one you like, but I mean something that matters to colleges.”

“This mattered to NKU,” Mal said, before they could stop themself. “Enough to run the article, at least.”

Mal’s mom waved her hand. “A silly little article by a student won’t count for anything on an application. I just—”

To their mom’s credit, she stopped, letting her eyes slide halfway closed. She clasped her hands together, and Mal thought they recognized the same flex of the muscles there that they sometimes made when they balled their own hands at their side during stressful moments. After a minute spent in silence, she finally continued.

“I see so much of myself in you sometimes, Mal,” she said, fixing them with a particular Look—one that Mal, who got all their mother’s Looks, was not familiar with. “I struggled too, when I was your age.” She said the words like she was confessing to something unthinkable. “With the homework, and the social situations, and—” Stopping short, she shook herself, redirecting. “But I knuckled down and I got it done, and sometimes I wish you could just do the same. I know it seems harsh, but there weren’t as many opportunities for me back then as there could be for you now if you could just perform normally. I could do it, so I know you can too, even if it takes a little push. I just want you to have options.”

By the door, Mal stilled. They remembered their mom’s late nights at night school, how they would sometimes come downstairs for a glass of water to find their dad sitting up very late at the kitchen table with her, chatting while she did her coursework. They remembered, too, how her first medical coding job had lasted only a handful of weeks before she’d declared it too tedious and gone back to reception.

If that was the sort of option their mom wanted for them, they weren’t interested.

There was another option, though, that they found themself wanting in the quietest hours of the night—and now, in the loudness of their sudden, raging thoughts:

“But what if this is the option for me?”

“Oh, Mal.” Their mom shook her head. “This isn’t an option.”

And Mal wanted to say I think you might be wrong, actually. That if Sam had this option, if Emerson had this option, then maybe they could too.

But something stopped the words in their throat. It took Mal a moment to realize what it was: the realization that they didn’t care, really, whether their mom thought this was an option. Because either way, they did. Their chest felt warm with this sudden knowledge, glowing with it like a little rebellious secret.

“There’s still plenty of time to find something else,” their mom assured them, mistaking their silence for agreement.

“Sure,” they said, and smiled: another secret thing, just for themself. “I’m… going to go.”

“Do you need a ride, honey?” she asked, still giving Mal that Look. She nodded at the large, flat bag Mal still held to their side. “Your project there looks cumbersome.”

Mal snorted a strange laugh. “It’s plenty light, actually. I’m fine.”

The door swung shut behind them.



“Yeesh, keep it down over there, would you?”

Though Kodi’s words were harsh, her deep voice was teasing. Mal looked over to catch her expression; she wore a smile, and before she bent back to her laptop to work on her December essay, she laughed.

“Sorry, sorry,” Mal said, but they weren’t.

They also weren’t entirely sure they were allowed to do what they were currently doing: hammering a nail into the wall beside the editors’ desk, to the left of the editor in chief side window, so that any time Mal looked away to try and find a word or recall a tricky punctuation rule, they would see it: a framed copy of the article Sam had written about MixxedMedia.

Mal had been right: the walk to the Haus with it tucked under their arm had not been cumbersome at all. It felt like a secret victory against their mom’s insistence that Mal needed options.

And the piece had continued to go Cincinnati viral, getting shared by CityBeat and reposted by Buffy Muller, a prominent local queer activist who put a lovely spin on it in her caption about the “unbeatable audacity of queer kids” that had been liked by both the Northern Kentucky and Cincinnati Pride accounts.

It was getting some truly wonderful comments. And some really horrible ones. Mal had stopped reading them, designating Maddie their Share The Good Things person: the one who brought back the tidbits of good so Mal could be spared the few absolutely atrocious things.

Before they had had time to figure out how they felt about any of it—good, mostly, and also a little weird, like most things Mal felt lately—they had printed out a copy of the article at the library, where Emerson was helping Nylan and Parker set up for a Secrets & Sorcery open play session they were starting together. With Emerson’s assistance (and assurance it was a good idea), Mal carefully arranged them in a grid of four pages so they fit neatly into the frame they’d bought for them. It was a little gaudy (made of gold plastic), and a little expensive (one of Dollar City’s rare ten-dollar items, worth almost an hour and a half of the shift Mal worked last night), but it fit. Mal had never been one to win the sort of medals or trophies that lined Maddie’s walls, so they thought that this once, they could be afforded a little sparkle.

Mal was sure they should feel guilty about it—that if their mom had spotted their framing project through the Dollar City bag in the kitchen, she would have had something to say about it, too. But even as her strange confession that Mal reminded her of herself still echoed in their mind, Mal felt… good. The article made them feel good—so much so that, when they were up late last night trying and failing to start their History essay, they read it over again instead of their assigned chapters.

Seeing it here on the wall in the back room felt Correct, because the Zine Lab made Mal feel good too. Their chest swelled when they’d walked in to find Kodi, Alex, and Stella already working on layout ideas for the upcoming issue.

Giving the framed article one last look of appreciation, Mal turned to the worktable and asked, “How’s it going over there?”

They braced themself for Stella’s trademark sass, but instead she said, “Perfect. This theme’s exactly what we needed.”

And while Mal couldn’t tell whether her tone was serious or sarcastic, Alex’s insistence that they give him a high five was pretty clear. Once they made sure everyone had what they needed, Mal turned to their old laptop to check e-mails for new submissions.

A different e-mail waited.


Subject: Funding

Thursday, November 7 | 1:38 PM

From: Dr. Jordan Barnett <jordan.barnett@nku.edu>

To: The MixxedMedia Editors <mixxedmediaeditors@mail.com>

CC: Russel, Sam <russes@nku.edu>, Donna Merritt <merritt.d@hhs.edu>

Hi Mal and Emerson,

I hope this e-mail finds you well. I’m Dr. Jordan Barnett, a professor at Northern Kentucky University and Sam Russel’s Interdisciplinary Studies advisor. I would like to congratulate you both on the success you have found with your zine, MixxedMedia. As both a creator who is passionate about the artform and an academic who makes its study her specialty, I find what you have been able to accomplish together with your team inspiring.

I am excited to share that I am not the only one—a collection of colleagues and friends have come together to secure the funding needed to resume your school’s literary magazine in an official capacity. I have been in touch with your staff advisor to coordinate these efforts.

As of the start of next semester, Collage will be refunded in its entirety. An amount sufficient for its continuation for the next five academic years has been set aside in MixxedMedia’s honor.

I hope this brings you both a well-earned sense of achievement and that you both consider NKU for your academic future. With talent and drive like yours, I believe you have much to offer.

Sincerely,

Dr. Jordan Barnett



For a breathless moment, lasting both an eternity and no time at all, Mal just blinked at the message, not quite reading it again and again until all the words swam together, untangling themselves until they were only letters taking up all the space on the page of Mal’s brain.

And then they clicked the delete icon, closed their laptop, and walked out of the Zine Lab.

They didn’t stop walking.

They didn’t stop walking when they left the room, or the café, or the Haus.

They didn’t stop as they turned down 3rd Street and into the historic neighborhood behind it. They didn’t stop when the houses grew grand and unfamiliar, with landscaped gardens full of brilliant fall blooms, or when they turned south through Eastside and the houses grew once again into a comfortable state of decay, with carved pumpkins rotting on their porches. They didn’t stop through Helentown, or Austinburg, or Wallace Woods with its wide, oak-lined streets empty of cars, which were instead parked neatly in individual driveways (a rarity in the city). They didn’t stop through Lassavor Park, or when they passed Holmes High School—though they probably should have, when they saw the red practice jerseys on the soccer field working their complicated plays.

It was Maddie, usually, who Mal went to for help.

But instead they walked faster, turned, and crossed over Madison without waiting for the white walk light—and without really registering the blare of a car horn chasing after them. They wandered blindly, with their head down and their sleeves rolled up, around West Covington, their cheeks huffing and puffing as they climbed the hills. They kept going over a bridge they didn’t know, and past the cemetery they did, and past the factory where they made goetta, which stank of oatmeal and spice and meat. Even though their legs were tired, they walked through Mainstrasse, where the shop lights glowed yellow and the goose girl glared at them from beneath her laurel of fake autumn leaves, and under the 6th Street bridge with its painted-on stripes, and past Mutter Gottes Church with three big steeples and bells that rang thunderously loud.

They kept going until they couldn’t anymore, and then they kept going still, their legs carrying them on like they were someone else’s legs, someone who was stronger and surer and not in sudden crisis, walking with pursed lips and a blank expression and not even a sweater, despite the November chill.

The entire time, Mal’s thoughts raged—screamed, yelled, roared—in their head. But there were so many, all at once, that they became a solid wall of Nothing Good, none distinct enough to be separated from another. Mal spiraled and tangled with them. Their heart pounded hard to the beat of their Docs against the Covington sidewalks, which grew nicer as they went, from piles of decaying leaves and cigarette butts to bright, freshly painted murals that read LOVE THE COV.

Mal didn’t stop walking—not as they turned onto Greenup again, or as they sped past the Haus’s yellow-painted door, or as the sidewalk started to slope dramatically down—until, all at once, they did.

The river waited for them, cold steel and Canadian geese honking beneath the Roebling Bridge. Mal found themself collapsing beside it, coming to rest on the cool concrete steps of the floodwall amphitheater. The space often hosted summer movie nights or Taco Week food trucks, but this afternoon it hosted only Mal, who slumped on a center row about halfway down, their cheeks red with cold and wet with sweat.

Even by the river, it took a long time for the page of their mind to become anything but overflowing with key smashes and AAAAAAAAAAA and FUCK! and you knew it you idiot you knew this would happen you can’t have this good thing it’s not an option it’s stupid they’re stupid you’re stupid and AAAAAAAAAAA. And when it finally did, their thoughts weren’t much nicer than any of those anyway.

It had taken all those blocks to work it out, but when Mal finally settled on a feeling, it was Very Fucking Angry.

They realized how ridiculous it was. Here it was, in one e-mail: everything they had wanted at the start of the school year. Their literary magazine, their editors’ desk, their Plan, all back on track, just like they had wanted—like they had needed—it to be.

But things had been different then. It hadn’t been their future they were planning for. None of it had been for them at all. It had been for their mom, and her options, and her impossible Looks. It had been for Maddie, and her trophies, and her promise to get them out.

But it hadn’t been for Mal—not anymore, not the Mal they had become.

They felt changed now, as the editor in chief of MixxedMedia—not wholly different, but somehow more like themself than they had been back in August, before they knew what they could be like without the rigid lines and rules of The Plan. They were better when they sat at the editors’—plural—desk, with Emerson at their side, their team behind them, and their work ahead of them.

None of that—the desk, the worktable, all the tools Sam had let them borrow—would fit into the corner of Ms. Merritt’s office. Mal wouldn’t fit.

A flicker of the glow from their conversation with their mom earlier glimmered, yellow and warm, in their chest. It fanned the ember of anger that had been smoldering since their trip to the principal’s office.

They didn’t get to get Mal back.

But, like so many things in Mal’s life, it didn’t seem like they had much of a choice. Ms. Merritt had been cc’d on that e-mail. It was already as good as done: Collage lived again.

Mal had brought it back from the dead, like a ghost from the Haint History Festival.

Their thoughts swirled again, shimmering and blurring like their vision. As night fell in earnest, inky black and colder than it had been all year, the city lights blinked on around them. They glittered across the surface of the wide Ohio River in yellows and oranges and reds. But there was more to their shine too; when they touched their frozen finger to their cheek, Mal realized dimly that they were crying.

And they didn’t stop that, either—not for a long while.
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The Fall Child

By Mal Flowers

Sophomore

In fall, everything became better. Or at least, it did for the fall child.

As they walked down the autumn-scattered sidewalks, they reflected.

Most other times of the year, the fall child was just a child. They felt unremarkable, green like the rest of the world. They lived in a green house with a green family: a plain father who didn’t notice them because he was always busy with business and a plain mother who noticed them too much because she was always busy looking after them. They had a sister too, but she was anything but plain. She always shone bright gold, like her hair and her trophies, of which she had many because she was a star.

The fall child crunched down the sidewalk. Most times, they lived in the shadow cast by all that shining. Those were very lonely times.

But once a year, they came to life. They could always tell it was coming with the apple-crisp turn of the air. As the rest of the world slowed down for winter, it felt like the child could finally keep up. Like they were built for the speed of fall. It was how they knew they were a fall child.

When things started to change, so did they.

They changed from green to yellow, the color of candlelight, and they stayed up late to read books they liked at their own pace or play games they liked by their own rules.

They changed from yellow to orange, the color of pumpkins on porches and mums in pots, and they took time to admire both, and they never rushed.

They changed from orange to red, the color of good cozy flannel, and they felt pretty and comfy inside it, and underneath it their fat belly kept them warm against the night.

They changed from red to brown, the color of pumpkin-spiced lattes, and they splurged on them sometimes because it was cool outside and they felt like they were worth it.

Most of the year, when they had to fit into the green world, they had to do so in parts: a book unread and assignment turned in late; a mad dash in the morning with no time to slow down; a pair of too-small shorts to make themself smaller; a plain black coffee to be plain and normal.

But in fall, the fall child finally fit.

The fall child walked down the avenue, the wind blowing their hair and the chill nipping their nose, and they found a good, leaf-strewn bench to sit down on. It was green, but that did not matter because the fall child was full of color. The colors they knew they were but couldn’t show. The color of all the things they wanted to be: interesting and observant and comfortable and cozy. Of all the things that mattered to them.

In the fall, they mattered.

On the bench, the fall child sipped their pumpkin-spiced latte, wiggling their thick thighs against the wooden seat.

Everything was better. And the fall child smiled.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE WHERE THINGS FIT

The plan was to act like nothing had happened.

Mal didn’t feel good about it. Even as they sat in their comfy, armless chair at the editors’ desk, the plan sat with them like a stone on their shoulders, weighing them down. But they did feel confident about it. The e-mail had been deleted so quickly there was no way for Emerson to notice it—if she had even checked the inbox, which she never did, because that was Mal’s job.

So on Friday, Mal continued, business as usual: They sorted through the articles for the December issue that had started to show up in the zine inbox, they scooted out of the way when Kodi needed a new pad of Post-its from Emerson’s drawer, they said “Yeah, sure” when Nylan offered them a prawn cocktail chip from a bag she’d bought from Jungle Jim’s, and was pleasantly surprised when it was less prawn and more cocktail, like Nylan had promised.

But business was not as usual. Mal knew it. It stiffened their movements, flattened out their smile.

Any curve left in their smile vanished when Emerson finally entered the room.

But Emerson was business as usual too: She said hi to Alex and sipped her cat mug of heavily sugared-and-whipped-creamed coffee and chatted with Theodora while she waited for her Pop-Tarts to toast. She sat in her rolling chair, and her movements were fluid, not stiff, and her laughter at Parker’s joke seemed genuine.

Mal smiled again too. The plan was working. They knew it would.

And so they were surprised when Emerson turned to them and asked, deathly quiet, “When were you going to tell me about the NKU e-mail?”

Mal’s stomach dropped; they imagined it plummeting so hard it left their body, crashing through the wooden floorboards beneath their chair. A chill swept over them, prickling their skin.

“I don’t want to talk about that right now,” Mal said.

It wasn’t the right answer, but it was the truth. Last night, when Maddie had snuck into Mal’s room and asked what was up, they’d said “Nothing,” and when Ms. Merritt caught them in the hall, all excitement about Collage coming back, they’d said no, and when Sam had smiled and waved at the counter when they’d walked in earlier, they hadn’t said anything at all—not even please, may I have my mug? Presently, Mal’s coffee was growing cold in a cardboard cup on their coaster.

Mal hadn’t even wanted to talk about it with themself. They’d spent last night listening to chill beats on the loudest volume their blown-out earbuds could produce, humming along to keep their thoughts quiet.

“What do you mean, Mal?” Emerson asked. Her voice was still a quiet whisper—a feat, Mal knew, for her—but now Mal could tell it wasn’t flat, like their mom’s often was when she used it with them. It was still lilting and round. Emerson was excited. As if to prove this, her hands started working in her lap—waving happily but subtly so the others couldn’t see. She reached out, grabbing Mal’s, and fluttered them together with barely contained glee. “It’s so cool! We did it! We got the magazine back!”

“I don’t want it,” Mal said, their voice a flat whisper.

“What?!” This exclamation, Emerson couldn’t keep quiet—the word squawked out, and Mal knew other people at the worktable must be looking. Emerson giggled, then corrected her volume. “You’re silly, Mal. Come on, pull it up! Sam said it came through yesterday. I can’t believe I had to hear it from them and not you!”

Mal shook their head. Emerson kept on whispering.

“They said we’re fully funded again, is that true? And that we can start in the new semester! And that Ms. Merritt will be our advisor again, and—”

“No,” Mal said, their voice low but insistent. “No, we won’t be doing that.”

“Did a new e-mail come through?” Emerson was oblivious. “Let me—”

“I deleted it,” Mal said sternly. “Because it’s not happening.”

“They changed their mind?”

“No. Collage is dead.”

“No, it’s…,” Emerson started, and then stopped, and then really looked at Mal.

Mal wasn’t sure what they looked like in this moment. They didn’t feel entirely tethered to their body, for one. For another, the feelings bubbling below their surface were ones they had not yet untangled, so they had no idea what their face might be doing.

“Oh,” Emerson said at last. “You don’t want to do it.”

“I don’t,” Mal hissed.

Emerson was quiet for a long time—so long that Mal finally looked up at her. They couldn’t read her face; arranged on it was an expression Mal hadn’t seen on her before. A part of them wanted to rush over and soothe it, to kiss her forehead until it smoothed out again. They didn’t like seeing that confusion creasing it. They didn’t like being the cause.

“Why?” she finally asked.

“Because I didn’t fit there,” Mal spat under their breath. In their chest, they could feel heat rising. Maybe it was anger. It rumbled at least a little with embarrassment, coloring their cheeks bright red.

“Don’t be silly, Mal,” Emerson whispered, and her expression shifted to something Mal recognized—something playful, but earnest. “You were that magazine. The rest of us were just—”

“No, I—” they started, then stopped, then redirected. “I didn’t fit there, not really. I had to fit myself into it, make myself fit it. And it’s different here.” With little motions they hoped none of the others could see, they gestured around the space from their lap.

Emerson was quiet for a little while. Mal looked down, but they could still feel her gaze on their cheeks. It made the flush there burn even hotter. Finally, she said, “You don’t want to give up MixxedMedia.”

“Of course I don’t.” Mal made a scoffing, coughing sound that they felt guilty about as soon as it left their mouth. They looked up at Emerson again. “Sorry, I didn’t—”

“I have good news for you, then!” Emerson interrupted. Her voice was quiet, but getting louder, squeakier. Her grin kept getting wider and wider, too—like it was growing in proportion to the gloomy feeling suffocating Mal. “You don’t have to.”

Mal raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Of course not!” Emerson seemed relieved Mal was with her. “We can pick up Collage too, but we’ve obviously got to keep going with MixxedMedia, we’ve built too—”

“What, and do both?” Mal’s eyebrow raised differently now. Stiffer. Incredulous.

“Yeah, duh,” said Emerson, like it was that easy.

“No,” Mal hissed in a whisper. “We can’t do both.”

This was an either/or—not a both/and. How could Emerson not see that?

“Of course we can,” Emerson reassured Mal, her voice rising. “We’re getting better and better at—”

“Not everyone can just keep going and going like you do, Emerson,” Mal said, their whisper cutting. “Some of us need to slow down.”

Emerson was quiet for a second, her expression wounded, but she recovered. “Well then, we can just really hit the planning hard over winter break and get everything in order. We could meet here, or we could come to my house, we have a study—”

“Of course you have a study,” Mal rolled their eyes.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Emerson asked, her eyes wide and stunned.

“Just that—that not everyone’s like you, Emerson,” Mal said, increasingly desperate. “Not everyone has this endless well of—of resources. Of energy and ink and money and people to hold on to all the Things we have. Some of us have to carry our own things, Emerson. And some of our arms are tired. Like, some of us are really close to dropping all of it.”

“Are our parents fighting?” they registered Parker whispering in the background.

“Shhh,” Nylan hushed her.

“Mal.” Emerson’s face contorted. “I don’t want to slow down, I get—last time I—” She shook her head minutely, knowing Mal knew what she meant. “We have a team—”

“We can’t always rely on everyone else, Emerson,” Mal said, cutting off whatever she had to say about the rest of the staff. Mal realized their voice was raised—to and then slightly beyond its normal volume. They pushed back their chair and stood. “Some of us have to do shit all on our own. We don’t all live in big fancy houses on Mainstrasse, with money and medicine and—I don’t know—people who give a shit.”

“Mal, I know—” Emerson started.

“You don’t,” Mal said. “You don’t get it, Emerson. I can’t do both. I can’t make compromises on my priorities. And I don’t want to talk about it.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Emerson pleaded, her voice small. “We can—”

“I can’t, actually,” they said tiredly. “I have to go to my sister’s soccer game.”

It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the reason Mal wanted to leave so badly. They grabbed their backpack, slung it over their shoulder. When they turned to the room, they saw the rest of the staff staring back at them. Mal’s skin felt hot and cold at once.

“I’ll text you later,” they said, and they knew it wasn’t enough. They could tell Emerson was hurt, they could see it on her face, and they had a horrible, heartbreaking realization that it was all their fault. But they couldn’t stop, either. “Just—not right now.”

“Sure,” said Emerson.

And with that, Mal left, throwing their cardboard cup in the trash on the way out.





Friday, 7:40PM

heyyyyy text me when you can!!!!! (:







i’m covering for sam for the rest of the night, they have a Thing™, but I will answer my texts for you!!!!







Friday, 8:02PM

this shift is so long knowing you’re not in the lab!!!







also nylan says she loves you!!! and parker says hi!!!!







Friday, 8:30PM

just spilled an entire container of coldbrew in the cellar, whoops!!







Friday, 9:00PM

FREE AT LAST!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!







sam owes me one omg







what a NIGHT







text me if you’re still up!!







but hope you’re not because you are worth rest!!!







but also i hope you are because i miss you (:







i’’ll send you some funny tiktoks just in case







Friday, 9:42PM

home safe!







text when you care







*can







[image: Emoji: Face blowing a kiss.] [image: Emoji: Face blowing a kiss.] [image: Emoji: Face blowing a kiss.]







Saturday, 8:03AM

ugh i slept in!!!! was up late to spam you with those videos







good thin sam opens too they can cover i am LATE







*thing







can you let me know you’re okay?







Saturday, 8:12AM

okay for real please just let me know you’re okay, no pressure otherwise







I’m okay.







okay good [image: Emoji: Smiling face with smiling eyes and blushing cheeks.]







I just need the weekend.







To Process.







can you say if you’re processing All The Stuff or me?







All The Stuff.







Not you.







I’m sorry I made you feel like it was you.







thats why its always good to do a little checky-check







okay [image: Emoji: Smiling face with smiling eyes and blushing cheeks.]







i will be here Monday







or always







whichever comes first








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX DIFFERENT WAYS TO WIN

Emerson was right: Mal needed rest. They could feel the want of it piling up in their bones, achy and stiff and hyperaware of the weight of their coat on their shoulders. This happened sometimes. When things got to be too much, Mal’s body responded by needing extra sleep.

Which they didn’t get, of course. Their mind was much too full of guilt and what-ifs and the memory of that look on Emerson’s face.

But over the weekend, Mal did get to retreat into the comfortable cave of how things used to be, before Emerson Pike and MixxedMedia mixed up their life. On Saturday, after texting Emerson, Mal went downstairs and ate cereal on the sofa and filled in their planner pages for the weekend (without colorful Post-its, which made the page look boring but clear) to the tune of their dad’s morning news. They took extra time with the neighborhood cats, making sure to serve an additional scoop to a tuxedo that had just showed up on the street, looking skinny and scrappy. They walked to work, belly full of sugar and milk and undefined butterflies, and worked their shift, all scanner beeps and robotic have a nice days, before walking back home again. Maddie was there, and although no news about the rumored scout had materialized, she eagerly rehashed her best plays in yesterday’s game as Mal did their best to nod and smile at all the right parts.

Mal wanted nothing more than to flop into bed with their headphones in and some lo-fi, to think about the e-mail they hadn’t told Emerson about, to figure out what was supposed to come next and how—if—they would fit into it. It felt like they had been so close to solving the equation.

But math had never been their strong suit, so all they could fit into their schedule were the tasks they’d outlined in their planner that morning:


Math (5 lessons)

History short answer

English reading (25 pgs at LEAST)

CATCH. UP.



Finals crept up like the frost on the windows, reaching out with tendrils of cold truth, and Mal could no longer deny that they had work to do. While they had managed to keep good grades in the classes that mattered to them (English, Science), they had fallen lower than they had since middle school in the ones that didn’t. With their mom’s focus on their math grade, they were managing a low B, but somehow, in the shuffle of everything else, Mal had gotten at least a hundred years behind in History. No amount of copying Maddie’s assignments would catch them up on all that reading before the looming end-of-semester exams next month.

So on Sunday morning, instead of watching their show, Maddie dutifully gave Mal the abbreviated version of the chapters they needed to read, which Mal was sure contained some colorful and creative embellishments. With her lecture, they were able to fall into the monotony of end-of-chapter questions for the second half of the day.

As they spread out at the living room coffee table, their papers in neat stacks to take up as little space as possible, part of Mal felt comfortable. This—doing what they had always done, what they were supposed to do—was familiar. It didn’t require much thought—not the kind that mattered, at least. It only took the effort of word choice and careful commas and knowing how to paraphrase from the assignments Maddie lent them.

But in the back of Mal’s mind, a thought needled them: this was Incorrect. Returning to The Plan felt wrong, rough against Mal’s skin. As they went into their fifth hour of homework catch-up efforts, they thought about just how much effort it took to maintain this. Of how much of themself they had to turn off just to keep up. Of how, if they stepped outside of the bounds of The Plan even for a little while, it seemed to all fall apart around them, no matter how brief their departure from it.

It contrasted so sharply with Mal’s life with MixxedMedia. Mal had absolutely no worry about how the zine would run without them there. It was a system Mal had helped create, one that worked for the people who worked it. It wasn’t always easy—sometimes it was a little messy—and still Mal had no concerns that it would stay on track for two days without them. Unlike The Plan, which pushed them out the moment they diverged from it, Mal had no worries about how they would fit back into MixxedMedia on Monday. They knew they would fall back in effortlessly, like a strawberry Pop-Tart into a toaster.

They were a community, and Mal was an integral part of it.

But realizing this made them worry about the question of What Next, so instead they pushed the thought from their mind and filled it instead with facts about the Gilded Age.

When Mal finally got into bed that night, near midnight, it was with the good news that they were caught up enough that they’d at least stave off failure (and their mom’s ire) for another week.

The bad news was that the processing they’d told Emerson they would do hadn’t happened in the slightest.

In the morning, after a fitful night of not-quite-sleep, Mal packed that bad news in their backpack along with their catch-up work and carefully avoided Emerson throughout the day—aside from a Hey, I’m okay and I’ll see you at the Haus text sent at lunch, which was met with an enthusiastic, all-caps CAN’T WAIT and enough exclamation points that they filled up more than half of Mal’s phone screen.

But when the time finally came for them to head to the Haus, Mal found themself dallying, hanging back at school after the final bell and then taking the long way for no reason at all. They stopped in at the library too, spending extra time running off some mini zine pages so Kodi could show Theodora how they came together. They were still sluggish as they walked the last few blocks from the library to the Haus, the hour between their usual arrival and the start of Emerson’s shift squandered.

Mal frowned, realizing they had probably done this on purpose.

Still, Emerson bloomed to life behind the café counter as soon as Mal walked through the door.

“Mal,” she said sweetly. “It’s so good to see your actual, human face.”

Despite themself, Mal smiled. “It’s good to see yours too,” they said, and they meant it; they hadn’t realized until that exact moment how much they had missed her. They wanted to kiss her, once at the temple for her brain, and once on her cheek for her smile, and once on the lips just because. But Emerson was working, so Mal just stepped up to the counter, their hands in their pockets.

Emerson pulled Mal’s mug from the wall. “The usual?” she asked.

Mal nodded, reached toward their backpack for their wallet.

“Please, no,” Emerson said, waving them off with a grin. “It’s my treat today—for your triumphant return.”

Mal’s lips pressed into a line. They could cover it. But they said, “Sure. Thanks.”

Emerson poured, then pressed the warm mug into Mal’s hand. Mal could tell she let her fingers linger on theirs on purpose. “I’ll see you in”—she checked her watch—“exactly three hours and fifty-two minutes.”

“Yeah,” said Mal. “Okay.”

But it wasn’t, not really. As Mal made their way to the back room, careful not to slosh their coffee over the sides of their cup, they wanted more time than three hours and probably now fifty-one minutes. There was still so much to figure out—plans to be made, conversations to be rehearsed in their head.

Blessedly, the back room was quiet today—just Stella at the head of the worktable, typing quietly on her laptop, and Alex and James working together on flash cards, though Mal wasn’t sure for what. They went straight for their chair at the editors’ desk, careful to avoid all eye contact, and sat.

The desk was just as they’d left it: barely managed mess on Emerson’s side, spotlessly tidy on Mal’s, a stack of multicolored Post-its in the center. The top read, in Emerson’s handwriting: every time i wanted to kiss you i drew a heart. The stack was at least fifty mismatched Post-its deep, each one bearing a brightly colored heart doodle in her familiar style.

Mal’s lips tugged into a smile.

They opened their backpack, pulling out their laptop and getting ready to work. On what, they weren’t sure—but whatever it was they needed to do to manage the situation with Collage, they knew they needed to do it here, in their comfy armless chair, with the haphazard stack of coasters on Emerson’s side of the desk making them want to straighten them. Even with an unspeakably difficult afternoon ahead of them, it felt much more comfortable than working at home ever did.

It was the Correct place for Mal Flowers.

Before they could get settled, though, into the room floated the sound of Parker’s voice.

“Okay, so here it is, in all its glory!”

“Ooooooooh,” squealed an unfamiliar voice in reply.

Mal turned. Standing between Parker and Nylan was a new person. They were short, very thin, and mostly angles, covered in a fuzzy, lurid green sweater with sparkly pink elbow patches. On their face was a grin so broad it bordered on disconcerting.

“So this is the Zine Lab,” said Parker, walking the three of them in. “This is the worktable, where we do our thing. That’s Stella, she writes Through the Garden of Gems and Dahlias, and this is Alex and James.” As if cued, Alex and James waved. “Theodora was around here somewhere, I think, but I don’t know where she is now, maybe looking for Kodi? And this is our fearless leader, Mal. They’re—”

“The one who wrote the ADHD map book!” the newcomer finished. They nodded, like this itself was conclusive evidence, then snapped their fingers in little finger guns. “Cool to meet you, Mal. I’m Fran!”

Mal cocked their head to the side. “Hi, Fran.”

“She’s in our S&S game at the library,” Parker said, chuckling. “We headed here from there, and she wanted to come see what we do.”

“It’s bitchin’,” Fran said. “I haven’t read your, like, big zines, but Parker’s let me read your mini ones. I really liked yours!”

“Really?” Mal asked.

“Uh, yeah,” said Fran. “I’m ADHD too, and going for walks helps me a lot too—but when it’s cold like this, I mostly do my walking in S&S, in character.”

Nylan giggled. “Oh, is that why your rogue is always strutting around?”

“Um, excuse me,” Fran said, “Petty Sharppaws struts around because they’re a super cool cat person with a magical, sparkly cape. You’d strut too!”

“Yeah, okay. Fair,” laughed Nylan.

“I just think it’s neat that someone else who has ADHD is doing ADHD, like, things,” Fran said. Her hands punctuated the air with the word, like maybe Fran’s things had a capital T, too. She raised an eyebrow at Mal. “Like, that you’re doing stuff about ADHD. I feel like I don’t see that a lot? Or if I do, it’s by people who obviously don’t have ADHD because they don’t actually get it. Does that make sense?”

A familiar feeling fell over Mal. It reminded them of when they first started talking with Emerson. “Yeah. I get it. You don’t have to explain it to me.”

“I knew you’d get it.” Fran snapped her fingers again. “Anyway, I liked it, and I didn’t really ever think about it before, but now I’m like—maybe I could make stuff about ADHD, too.”

Mal smiled, a warm feeling flooding their cheeks. “Maybe I can show you sometime? The cool thing about zines like that one is they aren’t super hard or expensive to make.”

“Yeah,” said Parker. They mimed folds with their hands. “It’s a bit of tricky folding, but Mal’s really good at explaining it.”

“That would be cool!” Fran said. “I didn’t know you guys took people from not your school.”

Mal shrugged. They didn’t either. But being here for people like Fran felt important. “Things are a little… in flux right now. But you’re welcome to stop by anytime.”

“Bitchin’,” Fran said again. (Mal was sure they caught her eyes flash to the side, like part of her was waiting for the word to be chided.) “Until then, I’ll just have to do ADHD stuff in-game. Maybe Petty has ADHD, too.”

“Oh, Petty for sure has ADHD,” Parker said, laughing. “I know rogues like shiny things, but have you seen the way she goes after loot?”

“Uh, that’s not ADHD,” Fran huffed playfully. “That’s called winning Secrets & Sorcery, Parker!”

“You can’t win S&S, Fran!” Nylan said.

“Winning looks different for everyone, Nylan!” Fran retorted dramatically.

The three of them dissolved into chatter about their roleplaying game, grabbed a couple of snacks from the station on the far wall, and left. But even after the noise of them faded—Fran was very noisy, giving even Emerson a run for her money—their words stayed behind, neatly typed in the center of Mal’s brain page. Instead of working to come up with some plan to fix everything, they worked the words over in their mind, changing the font and the formatting to make them their own.

Winning looks different for everyone.

And as the clock crept closer and closer to nine p.m.—the end of Emerson’s shift—Mal got to work.



[image: A printable zine template titled “How to Make a Zine,” showing illustrated step-by-step folding and cutting instructions on an 8-page layout.]
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN WHAT COMES NEXT

In the magical way that it always did when Mal was up against something proper-noun Important, time vanished suddenly—and before they knew it, it was nine and Emerson was coming through the Zine Lab door as the last of its staffers—Parker and Nylan, holding hands—filtered out.

“Hey,” she said, giving Mal an uncharacteristically small smile.

They deserved that. The last time they had really spoken, here in this back room, it hadn’t been pleasant.

Mal still didn’t feel pleasant, if they were being honest. Anxiety spun circles behind their rib cage, mixing them all up. Where had the hour they’d spent practicing this conversation gone? They wished they were better at time: that it didn’t move for them in unequal ways, that they could fit inside of it right.

And so, instead of greeting Emerson back, Mal said, “Can we talk?”

Emerson came over to the desk, a fresh coffee in her hand despite the late hour, and grimaced. “Oh no. Does this mean you’re breaking up with me?”

“What?!” Mal spat the word like it tasted bitter in their mouth. “No, of course not! I don’t ever want to do that.”

“I don’t ever want to do that either.” Emerson smiled—a real one this time, sweet and soft. But just as quickly as it had shown up, she squelched it. “But that’s not how you made me feel this weekend, Mal. It wasn’t cool.”

“I know, I know.” Mal should have expected this—having to confront feelings first. They wrung their hands in their lap. “I’m sorry I made you feel like I might. I just—I get Like That sometimes.”

But the way Mal said it was Like That, proper noun—the same words their parents always leveled at them. Shame surged through them. They hurt Emerson when they got Like That.

“Everyone can get Like That,” Emerson said. She sat in her rolling chair but didn’t scoot close yet. “I can get Like That. Just—even when you do, can you do me a favor?”

“I can try.” Mal swallowed. They’d always try for Emerson.

“That’s all I can ask, really.” Emerson took one scoot closer. “I just—I want you to remember that I’m on your team, always. When you’re Like That, or when you’re like this—” She mimed pulling her own hair and made a quick, high AAAA sound. “Or when you’re like this—” She flapped her hands and wiggled her hips like she had that first time in the library. “Or like this—” Going very still, she did her best zoned out impression. “Or like this—” She mimed switching between typing on a laptop and writing on a piece of paper and reading a book. “Or like this—” She mimed crying, hard and graceless. “Or like this.”

Emerson reached out and grabbed Mal’s hands, holding them tight in hers like she was trying to press the meaning into them. Mal understood. They just… couldn’t believe it.

“Even when I’m…” They trailed off, their eyes dropping to their hands where Emerson clutched them. “Not Good?”

“Mal.” Emerson waited, not for Mal to look at them, but to make sure Mal was listening. They were. “You are Always Good. All the versions of you.”

Mal smiled at their lap. Their eyes felt wet, and they let them stay like that. They went quiet, and Emerson followed them there, her thumb gently stroking the round shape of the bone at the bottom of their thumb. For a while, Mal focused only on that—the feeling of Emerson’s palm, its weight and shape, its minute movement against theirs as she traced the same curve over and over—letting it ground them in the moment.

Mal still didn’t believe her—not all the way—when she said that every version of them was Good. It felt like too big a thing to accept all at once. But her words made Mal brave enough to consider something more manageable: that maybe all the versions of them that existed here, in the back room that had become the MixxedMedia Zine Lab, were Good.

That, Mal could believe.

That, Mal did believe.

“Emerson?” Mal finally asked, their voice small and a little shaky. “Have I ever told you about The Plan?”

Emerson shook her head. “I don’t think so, no—not if it’s in caps, like”—she arced a hand through the air like she was underlining the words, before quickly rejoining Mal’s—“The Plan.”

“It is, yeah.” Mal laughed, but it caught in their throat. They had never spoken about The Plan out loud with anyone—not even Maddie, who knew almost everything about them. Or had known almost everything. At some point that had changed, but Mal couldn’t quite pinpoint when. Even now, Mal couldn’t think of a way to explain it to their sister that she might understand.

But if anyone could, Mal knew it was Emerson.

“So I have kind of always had this plan,” Mal said, looking at her then. “When it comes to where I’m going in life, I mean. And it’s pretty simple, mostly—The Plan was to make it through high school, get the best grades I could, work on Collage so I have something to put down as an extracurricular on my college applications, and scrape a high enough score on the ACT that I can get into whatever school Maddie does for soccer and then just… go there.

“Like, those were the steps—easy to follow, or easy enough—and then I would get out. I would achieve The Plan. Things would be okay. Easy-peasy.”

“It sounds like… a lot, actually,” Emerson said hesitantly. “Why do you feel like you need to do all that—follow The Plan?”

Mal had never asked themself this, so the question stopped them short. “What do you mean?”

“I mean—why is that The Plan?” Emerson prompted. “Why the grades and Collage and going to college with Maddie?”

Mal shrugged. “I don’t know.” But that wasn’t true—at least not all the way. They tried again. “Because that’s what I had?”

Emerson’s thumb still worked over Mal’s, keeping them from spiraling away. “Can you tell me more about that?”

“I don’t know, it’s just what felt Correct. Or, well.” No, Emerson felt Correct. Mal backtracked. “Not Correct—it was just the only option.” That’s what their mom had said: that she wanted Mal to have options. It was only now that they realized this was the one option she’d created for them. They tried to justify it: “I’ve never really had my own Things—Maddie did all the Things. So it made sense to follow her along, I guess. It’s what I’ve always done.”

“You don’t have your own things?” Emerson cocked her head.

“Not really.” Mal felt a little embarrassed saying it, but it was true. “The stuff I have wanted to do wasn’t always practical? Like, I really wanted to go to space camp as a kid, but we couldn’t afford that. And I’ve always really enjoyed crocheting little animals, but there’s only so many of them you can make before you’re out of bed space, and also that’s something I can do alone. And none of those really count the way Maddie’s things do—for school, I mean. For life. I never really had a Thing I was into.”

“Except Collage,” Emerson said.

“Yeah, except Collage,” Mal echoed. “So it became part of The Plan. And if I could do The Plan, I could finally get out of Covington.”

For a couple of breaths, Emerson just looked at Mal, and Mal let her. Finally, she asked, unable to keep a little hurt from creeping into her voice, “Why is leaving Covington part of The Plan?”

“I don’t know.” Mal shrugged. Saying the words now, from this place, to this person, felt wrong; this Covington was one they loved. But it hadn’t always been their Covington. “My Covington used to be really small, Emerson. Just school and work and home. And Maddie wanted out, so it was easier to want what she wanted than figure out what I might want. But then Collage got canceled, and it all got… really messed up. And suddenly The Plan was falling apart, and I was afraid I would fall apart too.”

“Which is why you got on board with starting MixxedMedia.”

“Yes,” Mal said emphatically. “Or—it was, in the beginning. Which is why I wanted it to be just like Collage—so I could still cram it into The Plan. But then we started actually doing things and… it was not at all like The Plan. And it was really scary. And for a while there, I was really scared it was all over.

“But then… I started really loving what we were doing? And this place? And you?”

Emerson’s hand tightened on Mal’s. “You love me?”

“Of course I do,” they said, like it was obvious. Because to them, it had been—for a long time. It was always Emerson: at the editors’ desk, waiting for a kiss with a coffee. In their DMs, spamming them with videos of animals being cozy and cute that she labeled US in caps lock, with too many exclamation points. Emerson in their margins, always on their mind. She was Good—they, together, were Good.

“I love you too, you goof,” Emerson said and—as if she couldn’t stop herself—wiggled her hips, dipping forward to press a kiss onto Mal’s nose. “I’m glad we’re doing this together.”

“See, that’s it—so am I.” Mal’s face was earnest, their cheeks glowing pink when Emerson stayed close. “I love what we do here. And—I don’t know if I have ever loved doing something before? Not anything like this. I love Animal Crossing, and Simon Snow books, and Skyline cheese coneys, but everything I’ve done, I’ve just… done. But I want to do this—to make MixxedMedia—with you, and with Parker and Nylan and James and—jeez, even with Stella.

“I think what we do is exciting and good and Important, capital I, and needed—not just for us, but for people who might read what we write. And for, I don’t know…” Mal trailed off, thinking of Fran and the thrill of excitement they felt about teaching her to make ADHD zines of her own. They thought of James and VampyreGays, and how a new installment would be coming to the next issue of MixxedMedia. They thought of the two little girls from the Haint History Festival, of their take-home zine kits and what they might have made with them. Wildly, impossibly, they even thought of their mom—of her options, and how she might have had more of them if she’d had a place like the Zine Lab when she was Mal’s age. “For people who might need to make stuff like we do—who might want to use their voices, but have never had anyone to show them how.”

Emerson was quiet, her lips a little wobbly and her eyes a little shiny. Mal rushed on, before they lost the route their words were leading them down.

“I feel like I matter here, Emerson. Like I fit. And I’ve never felt like I’ve fit anywhere. At school, I’m too weird, or too far behind, or too wrong. At home, I’m too stupid or too fat or too much like me and not enough like Maddie. Even in Covington, I’ve always felt… not right. Like I shouldn’t really be here. Like I can’t be here as me and still be all the things I am: fat and queer and nonbinary and—” Mal drew a breath and tried the word. “Autistic, probably, all at the same time.

“But here, in this back room, at this desk, I can be all those things, and I can matter because of them. Because they make up the whole me, and… it turns out I really like that person?” Mal felt strange saying it out loud. “When I stopped trying to cram myself into the places I’ve always tried to fit, it was like… I could finally realize I was the person I needed to be, and I was where I needed to be. Even if it looked different than where I thought I was supposed to be going.

“I really love it here. In this room, yeah, but also at the festival in Mainstrasse, and walking by the river, and even keeping the stupid ledger sheet for the sales even though that’s math. I really love being a part of it all. Of something that matters to me. With people who matter to me. With you.”

“I really love you being a part of all those things.” Emerson’s voice was strange—a tone Mal hadn’t heard her use before. It was a little husky, a little quiet. “Of things with me, especially.”

“And what I am afraid will happen,” Mal went on, the words rushing out of them fast, “is that if we go back to Collage, it’ll all be over. Or that—I don’t know. That it won’t be the same. We found—I found—all of this because they pushed us out, Emerson. They said we weren’t important enough to keep going. But we’re so important. I don’t want to stop making space for that.”

Emerson swallowed, then asked the same question Mal had been asking themself all weekend: “So then, what comes next?”

“I don’t know the answer to that,” Mal admitted. “And I don’t think I can figure it out—not alone.”

Mal looked around the Zine Lab. They could hardly remember what it had looked like anymore, on that first day. They remembered thinking that it wasn’t anything special. But now, with Emerson’s toaster and Nylan’s twinkle lights and Kodi’s posters and the stack of manga Parker checked out from the library and then forgot, with the warm smell of coffee and the frost on the window, Mal couldn’t think of the back room as any place other than theirs.

All of theirs.

“I think we need to call a meeting,” they said.

Emerson trilled a sweet laugh. “You do love a meeting.”

Mal nodded, resolute. “And I think we need to let everyone know what’s going on. I wish I hadn’t deleted that e-mail.”

“I had Sam resend it,” Emerson admitted, suddenly sheepish, “and I archived it in the inbox, just in case.”

“That’s very organized of you,” Mal laughed, impressed. “I just—what makes this place so special—what makes what we do so special—is that we do it together. I think whatever comes next, we need to figure it all out together.”

Emerson beamed. “And then whatever it is, we’ll do it together too.”

Mal knew they would.

A cacophony of feelings swarmed their mind, loud and indistinct and not all good. But this feeling—Emerson holding their hand, promising to face down the unknown with them? This feeling was unambiguously Good. They smiled, leaning in.

“I’m going to kiss you now,” they said. “If you don’t mind, I mean.”

“Honestly,” Emerson said, laughter twinkling in her voice, “I’d be upset if you didn—”

The ’t got trapped between her teeth as Mal pressed their lips to hers.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT A CHANGE OF PLANS

After their Wednesday shift at Dollar City, Mal was ready to plan.

With two days until the meeting at the Haus, there was only a small amount of time between them and What Comes Next. But instead of feeling rushed to figure it out, Mal felt like the amount of time before the meeting was too long. As they walked home, the late-night Covington streets draped in a deeper dark as fall gave way to dreary Midwestern winter, they knew they should make some notes, prepare an outline for the conversation. And they would; they always did.

But the strange thing was that this time, they didn’t feel like they needed to. Mal still carried Emerson’s assurance that all versions of them were Good in their chest like a glowing secret. And while they still couldn’t commit to it fully, they did feel safe knowing that the version of themself who showed up for the meeting would be exactly the version they, and the team, needed.

Mal couldn’t remember ever harboring this feeling before.

When they walked through the door to their house, they were more than a little nervous about what a run-in with their mom might do to it, sure that she’d be able to sense it and would want to squash it. But their mom was probably already asleep at this hour, and this close to Christmas, their dad probably wouldn’t be home until just before midnight.

So it was Maddie who Mal ran into, the blue glow of the TV illuminating her silhouette against the sofa. When the door closed behind them, she turned, a strange, soft smile unfurling across her face.

“Hey, you,” she said. “Want to watch this Christmas Baking Show with me?” After half a beat, she added, “Only if it feels like something you might like.”

Mal wasn’t quite ready yet to let go of the fall. If they could have things their way, this season would go on for them forever, or at least until the end of November before Christmas swept in, all sparkles and shades of red and green. But they weren’t wound down enough for sleep yet either, and some low-pressure time with their sister sounded like a good way to get there, so they said, “It does.”

Setting their Dollar City apron on the entryway dump table, Mal headed to the living room and sank onto the sofa next to Maddie. Maddie immediately wiggled her toes to tuck under Mal’s thigh, then spread half her blanket over their legs. She said, “I think this is the one where Harrold gets mad about his mincemeat and throws it in the trash.”

“A classic,” Mal said.

And for a while, that’s all they wanted to say. They watched the baking show drama unfold, nodding along to Maddie’s commentary—“She’ll get a soggy bottom if she’s not careful, see, this is why I would blind bake!”—and humming to the smooth, twinkling background music.

It was comfortable there, cozy and warm and the smallest bit tingly as Mal defrosted from their brief but chilly walk home. With the glow of the TV in front of them, Maddie’s comfortable weight beside them, and the world outside the living room forgotten, Mal felt safe. And while they didn’t feel Correct here with a capital C, like they did beside Emerson, they didn’t feel Incorrect either, the way they did so many other places—places they found themself when they were in the shadow of Maddie’s light.

“Can I ask you a question?”

Their voice was small—barely a whisper, easy to miss over the chatter of the baking on-screen.

“Always,” Maddie answered effortlessly.

“Will you be mad if I don’t go with you to University of Kentucky?”

Maddie bumped her shoulder against Mal’s. “I told you not to worry about that. You’ll get in. They’ll be lucky to have you.”

“I mean,” they said slowly, “what if I go somewhere… else?”

In the TV’s glow, Mal watched Maddie’s profile carefully. She blinked at the screen twice before asking, “Like where, Mal?”

They shrugged, trying to be casual. “Northern Kentucky University, maybe.”

Maddie waved her hand at the TV, where it turned out a baker did indeed have a soggy bottom. “But that would mean staying in Covington,” she said, still watching the screen. “You don’t want to stay here.”

“I don’t want to stay here, no,” Mal admitted. They waved their hand at the house: at the pile of unopened bills on the kitchen table, the ancient windows that rattled with the night’s wind. Maddie would understand, too, that Mal was waving at Dollar City, at Holmes down the street, and at their mom, whose light snores could be heard drifting down the stairs from the floor above. “But I might want to stay in Covington.”

Maddie snorted a laugh.

Mal swallowed. “Or on campus, in Highland Heights.” When Maddie was quiet, Mal rushed on. “NKU has this Interdisciplinary Studies program that seems cool. It’s a double major where you’re basically studying zine-making—like this kid Sam, who works at the Haus.”

For a moment, Maddie was quiet, her face working through a series of expressions Mal could only see in profile. It made them harder to decipher, but it looked like their sister was having a small battle with herself, figuring out how to react. Finally, she looked over at Mal, her head tilted to the side, her expression unreadable. “You’ve been thinking about this for a while, haven’t you?”

The answer was no, they hadn’t—not all at once, directly. They’d been too busy trying to keep up with everything else that had been falling apart, and coming together, in their life. But in the stillness of the living room, with Maddie at their side, they picked up the thoughts that had been lurking in the back of their mind, beneath all the other Things they’d had to handle lately.

“Yeah, I think so,” they said.

Maddie fell quiet again. The only sound in the room was the twinkling background music of the baking show. Mal resisted the urge to wiggle along with it, like Emerson did to the lo-fi that was always playing in the Zine Lab.

“But we’re supposed to stick together, Mal,” Maddie finally said. “That’s the plan.”

How very right she was, without even knowing it. Even then, the words pulled at Mal like they were in capital letters, their font size expanding on the page of their brain. That was how it had always been: the two Flowers siblings against the world, or at least against the busy schedules of their parents and Mal’s penchant for forgetting homework.

It had always worked for Maddie, who had her soccer team and her successes. And it worked for Mal, too, but it was often lonely, even with Maddie at their side.

“I know,” they said, because they did. The Plan needled at them uncomfortably. “I just wonder what it might look like for us, if I make a different plan.”

“I mean, I’d miss the hell out of you, Mal,” Maddie admitted, looking curious. “Like, I don’t know what I’d do without you around. Who would I watch Baking Show with? And like, could I even play soccer without you in the stands? And who would I give my History homework to—”

“Okay, it’s fine, I’ll—”

“Wait, Mal, don’t—”

“I don’t want to make you mad,” Mal had started, curling harder into the blanket.

“No, don’t do that,” Maddie fussed, trying to gently pry Mal out of their ball shape. “Let me finish.”

“Okay.” Mal opened and closed their hands in their lap beneath the blanket so their nails bit their palms. They went quiet.

“Like, I would be upset! You’re my sibling and I’d miss you. But I guess—why do you think I would be mad?”

Mal shrugged. “I don’t know. Aren’t you?”

It was so hard to tell at times like this.

“Nope,” she said. “Sad, sure. But I think that’s mostly because you didn’t feel like you could talk to me about this.”

“Sorry, sorry,” Mal apologized in a rush. “I shouldn’t have—”

“No, stop,” Maddie interrupted, frustrated. She took the same sort of breath Mal sometimes took when they were trying to center themself and clarified: “I’m not angry with you, I just want to understand—we can talk about anything, right?”

“Yeah,” Mal answered quickly. They wanted it to be true.

But… something new needled at them as they said it, something that came from the same secret place Mal had been keeping Emerson’s words all week.

Right now, Mal realized, they weren’t showing up for themself as their own best version—the one who sat at the left side of the editors’ desk, sometimes confident and sometimes scared but always doing things anyway.

“Actually,” they amended, making a note in their own margin. “No. Sometimes I feel like I can’t talk to you about things.”

As the words sank in, Mal watched something spread across Maddie’s face: a cracking, like the surface of an over baked biscuit. When her voice finally came, it was cracked too.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean…” The same question had been lurking at the edges of their mind, like their thoughts about NKU: undefined, but all around them all the time too. “I mean it’s not always easy being your sibling. I love you so, so, so much, and it’s so easy to love you because you’re a goddamn delight. But there’s so much else that comes with that.” Mal hurried to include the same reassurance they would need in Maddie’s place. “None of it’s from you—it is not your fault—but you’re just so good at everything, and everyone sees that, and then they see me and they see how I’m just… not.”

“You’re great at things, Mal,” Maddie rushed to interject.

“And I know you believe that, because you’re Maddie.” Mal looked at her, a little sadly. “But most people don’t, because anything I’m good at, I have to try really hard to be good at. Or, no—that’s not right. Just that—the things you do automatically all the time, like your homework, or, or—brushing your teeth. I have to think about those things, every time. We’re… really different.”

“We’re not different, Mal.” Maddie’s eyes glimmered strangely in the light of the TV.

“We are,” Mal said gently. It was a fact. “We’re wired differently, and that’s okay. But what works for you is different from what works for me.”

“But we’ve always done the same things,” Maddie protested.

“I mean, sort of?” Mal shrugged. “You’ve done things, and I’ve done them with you. And some of them have been really cool. And I absolutely love watching you kick ass on the field! It just… it can feel like you’re always winning the gold medal, while I’m just getting a participation ribbon.”

“You just haven’t found your thing yet, Mal.” Maddie’s voice was pleading. “You will. That’s what college is for.”

“I think I already found my thing, though,” Mal said. The words rushed out of them, like they’d been waiting all this time and only now felt comfortable enough—here, under the blanket—to come out. “I’m kicking ass with MixxedMedia. And it’s weird, to be doing my own thing after following in your footsteps for so long. But this is what I want to do.”

Even as the words left Mal’s mouth, they recognized the truth in them. They recognized, too, that the person they wanted to say them to wasn’t the sister beside them but the woman who slept a floor, and a world, away. But there was no version of their mom that would ever really see this version of Mal the way they were starting to see themself—even if they could find all the right words. And part of them was okay with that. This version of Mal didn’t care as much about what their mom thought.

“But when you’re following in my footsteps, I can make sure someone’s always looking after you, that you’re safe.” Maddie made a strange sound—half a laugh, half a choke. “From people who don’t get you, or from…” She pressed her lips into a thin line, and then finally said, “From Mom. Because she’s the worst. And if you stay here, and I leave, I won’t be here to pick up your shoes behind you.”

Mal watched Maddie more closely. The look on her face was serious and sad and scared, with a shadow of something deeper Mal didn’t fully understand. But they thought they recognized shades of it, like maybe Mal cast a shadow of their own.

“I think I’ve found a plan where it won’t matter so much whether I pick up my shoes,” they said, and felt a little thrill at the thought.

Maddie blinked at Mal, her big brown eyes round and wet. When she spoke again, it was in a whisper. “Does it make you happy?”

“So fucking happy,” Mal said, borrowing one of Emerson’s f-bombs and reveling in the truth of it. “I feel like I matter when I’m making zines.”

“You matter everywhere,” Maddie said, borrowing one of Emerson’s words too. “You matter to me.”

“I know,” Mal emphasized. “And you matter to me too. But I think… so do I? And so does this. And it feels worth seeing it through—even if that means only seeing each other on the weekends for a while. I don’t want to lose you. Sometimes other people lump expectations and rankings and—stupid things on top of us. But you are always my sister.”

“And I love you,” Maddie said, quiet, insistent. “And that means I will always support you, no matter what that looks like. And I’m sorry I haven’t been doing a very good job with that lately.”

“It’s okay,” Mal said. “I haven’t told you about any of it.”

“But I haven’t asked, either,” Maddie said. “And I should have.”

Mal shrugged. “Well, you are now.”

“So,” Maddie said, scooting even closer to Mal. “My answer is no, I will not be mad at you, and yes, I will miss the hell out of you, but if staying’s what you want, then I want that for you too.”

“I think it is,” Mal said.

“Then it is for me too,” Maddie replied, and snaked out her arms for a hug.

Mal consented, wiggling forward to wrap their arms around their sister. They fit awkwardly but tightly, with Mal’s face pressed against Maddie’s strong shoulder, their nose scrunched up.

“I’m really proud of you,” Maddie said. And when Mal snorted into her sleeve, she reiterated, “I mean it. I’m so proud.”

It was not a word Mal heard often—from their parents, or their teachers, or, until recently, from themself. To hear it from Maddie, who had so much to be proud of, meant more to Mal than they could have expected.

“I’m proud of you too, duh,” Mal said into Maddie’s shoulder, and for a while they just stayed there, the warmth of that word hot in their throat and Maddie’s familiar scent in their nose. Then finally, through their squinched nose, they said, “Okay, I think we can watch Baking Show again.”

Maddie laughed and pulled away, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hands. “Ugh, I got your hair all wet. Okay, sure. Let’s rewind, though. Patricia got kicked off at the end of last episode, and it’s a good one.”

Mal smiled, patting the wet spot on their hair, and settled in to watch.
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HEY, MAL!

HERE’S THE INFORMATION WE TALKED ABOUT THE OTHER NIGHT AT THE BOOTH. OR, WELL, PROBABLY WAY MORE INFORMATION THAN YOU EVER NEEDED ABOUT NKU’S INTERDISCIPLINARY STUDIES PROGRAM. I THREW IN A COUPLE OF BROCHURES ABOUT FRESHMAN HOUSING, TOO. DORM LIFE ISN’T GLAMOROUS, BUT THERE’S SOMETHING REALLY COOL ABOUT IT, I PROMISE. ALSO THERE’S SOME PRINTOUTS ABOUT SOME OF MY FAVORITE QUEER ORGS ON CAMPUS. BASICALLY, IF YOU CAN’T TELL FROM THE THICKNESS OF THE ENVELOPE, I WENT A LITTLE OVERBOARD.

ALSO JUST PUTTING THIS OUT THERE: IF YOU EVER WANT TO GO CHECK OUT THE CAMPUS OR TALK WITH ANYONE (I KNOW DR. BARNETT WOULD LOVE TO MEET YOU), I AM MORE THAN HAPPY TO GIVE YOU A RIDE!

LET ME KNOW!

SAM.




if you need a roommate,

hit me up

[image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.] [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.]



    [image: The bottom of a manila envelope.]



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE THE MEETING TO END ALL MEETINGS

“Are you ready for this, Mal?”

Emerson’s voice came from beside them, her chair rolling up close to Mal’s. She dipped her head down low to find Mal’s eyes. Mal smiled and kissed her quickly, stealing a soothing taste of her peppermint lip balm.

The jittery nerves raged in their chest anyway, radiating through their belly, their fingers, the tip of their nose. It wasn’t bad, not entirely, but it was there: Mal was nervous, anxiety tugging at their edges. The nerves also felt a little like excitement; Mal always had trouble untangling those two.

“I’m ready,” they said, regardless.

The rest of the MixxedMedia staff had found their way to the Zine Lab on Friday evening, and the whole room was now alive with the sound of their chatter. Mal turned toward the noise and Emerson full-on spun around twice in her rolling chair to join them in looking at the gathered staffers.

Everyone was there: Nylan and Parker, sitting almost as close as Mal and Emerson and splitting a box of green-tea Pocky; James, with Kodi and Alex admiring his new Pride flag socks; Stella, at the far end of the table, looking disinterested as Theodora chatted happily in her direction. And there was another new face, a person it took Mal a moment to recognize as Jade, who had written for Collage but then dropped along with their funding. By her warm (if shy) smile and little wave, Mal guessed she was coming back.

Even as the fate of MixxedMedia was up for discussion, the zine staff was growing.

For Mal, that settled it.

“Okay,” they said, to themself but also to Emerson, who Mal gave a resolute nod. “Let’s do this.”

Emerson leaned forward and pressed a quick but firm kiss to Mal’s forehead. She nodded. “Let’s do this.”

Mal stood.

The effect was instant: The room went quiet as soon as Mal headed toward the worktable, all eyes landing on them. Everyone was so attentive that it was almost a silly formality when they said, “Let’s get started, okay?”

Heads nodded all around the table.

“So…,” Mal started, pursing their lips together tight before going on. “We have a bit of a situation.”

“Yeah, we figured,” said Nylan.

“I love you, but you’re terrible at hiding things,” James said.

“It’s that ADHD urge to wear every single thing on your face,” Parker said, and Emerson laughed along with them.

“Come on, Mal,” said Stella. “Tell us what’s up. We’ll take the bad news first.” Theodora nodded in agreement.

“Well, that’s the thing,” Mal said, clearing their throat to try and clear their annoyance at Stella out of their mind. “There’s really not bad news.”

“Rad,” said Alex.

“Spill the beans,” Emerson encouraged, squeezing Mal’s thigh under the table.

“So, I want to preface this by saying I think what we do here at MixxedMedia is important,” Mal said. “For us, yeah, but for the community too. What we have to say resonates with people. So much so that folks are taking note.”

But how did Mal break the news to them? To Nylan and Parker, who were the first to make it into this back room? To Alex, who was the first entirely new member of the staff who hadn’t come from Collage? To Jade, nodding attentively along, the first one of the defected staffers to come back?

This was where Maddie would know exactly what to say, where their mom would chide them because they didn’t. There was a version of Mal who might have chided themself, even.

But instead of worrying, they took a breath and let their best self dive in.

“We’re so good at what we do here that one of Sam’s professors at NKU and her friends have raised some money for us,” they said, then corrected, “For the school. They’ve raised enough to refund Collage starting next semester and to keep it running for a few years after. Like a legacy project in our honor.”

“Stellar,” said Stella, clapping.

A few others joined her in her small celebration—James, who looked pleased, and Jade.

But Nylan frowned delicately, and Kodi looked like she had smelled something foul.

“So—what?” asked Parker, an edge of defensiveness in her voice. “This meeting is to tell us we’re done here? Packing it up and going back to school?”

“That… sucks,” Alex said, his face falling.

“No, no,” Mal rushed to clarify. “Let me—so. Let me explain. The funding is there to restart Collage as an official school project again, and Ms. Merritt is already working on the administrative side to get things together. So that can happen, if that’s what we want to do. But this meeting is for that: to figure out what we want to do. Together. As a group.”

“Like, to talk about it,” Emerson interjected. “Chat it out. Discuss where we want to go. Also, to eat snacks.” She swiped a stick of Pocky from Nylan.

“And there are options,” Mal added. “The ones I see are: One, we can keep MixxedMedia running, or two, we can close it down for Collage. Or three, I guess, which is that we can do both.” After a beat, they said, with a flap of their hands, “Discuss.”

“Well, I am staying here,” Parker said, first and fervently. “It won’t be the same, after this. I like what we do here.”

“Yeah,” agreed Nylan. “I don’t know if I could go back to the land of prefab layouts and phony prompts. I’m staying here, too.”

“I mean, I feel like I’m staying here by default,” Alex admitted. “I never wrote for Collage.”

“Me either,” said Theodora. “I don’t really like school activities? They feel…” She fluttered her fingers like she was trying to dust them off. “So I think just MixxedMedia for me too.”

“Hear, hear,” said Kodi. “I love our gay-ass zine. I didn’t know we could do this, but now that I do, I don’t want to go back to… not this.”

James made a strange noise, half between a sigh and a groan. “I don’t know,” he said. “VampyreGays says yes, but my college applications say Collage looks a lot more official than what we’re doing here.” He made a face. “Would we be allowed to do both?”

“Fully,” Mal reassured. “All options are on the table right now.”

“Nice,” said James. “Well, then James King will be going back to Collage, but VampyreGays has found his happy offline home here.”

Nylan reached across Parker and gave James a high five.

“This is real cute and kumbaya and all,” said Stella, “but I’m out.”

“Of course you are,” said Parker, and rolled their eyes.

“Oh, come on, not in a bitchy way!” Stella rushed to defend. “When we first started, we needed Through the Garden to get people buying the zine. Or… I thought we did. But I don’t think MixxedMedia needs that anymore. Actually, Talia is the odd one out with all your essays and things. She’ll be better suited for Collage. And honestly, so will I. It’s been cool seeing the zine grow, but… I don’t feel like I’ll fit here with where this is going.”

“You mean because it’s really queer?” Kodi asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes!” Stella said emphatically. “Which is super cool! And I am glad you all have this. But I’m not, and so I’m going to leave you to your space.”

Mal couldn’t tell whether that was kind of Stella or a little selfish. Maybe both; she had always been a bit like that. But it was nice that now, at least, Mal could remember the kind part too. They looked at Emerson, who hadn’t chimed in yet.

“What about you, Emerson?” they asked.

“Wellll…,” Emerson trilled, trailing off. She looked around the room dramatically. “I want to go wherever Mal goes. Which is…?”

Looking back at Mal, she cocked her head and raised a quizzical eyebrow.

“So, here’s what I’m thinking,” Mal said, and then started on the one bit of this conversation they had run through beforehand, chatting it out with Maddie late last night on the sofa. “What we’re doing with MixxedMedia is too good to stop, so we should keep doing that. But at the same time, the funding for Collage is… really cool. And we did that because of MixxedMedia. So for those of us who want to write there, I say we do both.”

“Sold,” said Emerson, beaming.

“But,” said Mal.

“Oop,” said Parker.

“I don’t think I should be editor in chief both here and there,” Mal said.

“Please don’t quit,” Nylan squeaked immediately.

“I’m not—or not here, at least. And—oh, god, this sounded so much less corny in my head last night when I was practicing what to say, but whatever, I’m just going to say it—I love y’all too much to quit. You’re kind of my family now.” It was true, ringing like a bell in Mal’s chest—and in their voice, which was strong and sure. They thought they saw it reflected in the faces of the people gathered around the table, too—Parker and Nylan nodding in tandem, James giving them a soft smile that contrasted with Kodi’s wide, open one. “What I would like to do is get stuff set up with Collage again over the first month or so, and then, if she’s agreeable, hand the reins over to Stella and work full-time on the zine.”

All eyes turned to Stella, sitting at the opposite end of the table.

She said, “You’re joking, right?” Stella knew as well as Mal did—had—that Collage was all Mal ever wanted.

But Mal had found what they needed instead.

“I’m not joking,” they said. “I think you’d be great at it.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Just like that?”

“Well—mostly? I want to help you get set up, so you don’t have to figure it all out on your own, like I did when I took over,” they said. Though they would still probably not consider Stella a friend, they were much closer to it than they’d been in years, and Mal wanted to honor that by giving her—and the magazine—the best chance they could. “But yeah, after we get everything set up together, it’s all yours.”

Stella shook her head like she wasn’t sure whether to be shocked or to just take the win. “Well. Yeah. Of course. I’m in.”

“Perfect,” Mal said. “Then that’s the plan.”

“Hell yeah,” said Parker.

“Okay, but to be clear,” said Nylan. “Collage will start back up again, and we can write there if we want, but… we also get to keep doing MixxedMedia?”

“Yep!” said Emerson.

“And I want to talk about what that looks like,” Mal said. It was something they hadn’t planned; they could tell Emerson was looking at them sidelong. “Since we’re officially unofficial, we can think more about what happens beyond the school year. We could take the zine through summer, and even into college with us. If we want.”

“That would be rad as hell,” said Parker.

“We could look into doing art covers,” Kodi said. “I’ve been doing screen printing workshops at the Hellmann Center, and I have ideas.”

“Oh,” said James, interest piqued. “And what if we took it online?” He dropped his voice and waggled his eyebrows. “I do have some experience with blogging, you know.”

“That would be so cool,” said Alex. “I’ve been thinking of making a TikTok for us, too, and some micro-documentaries about what we’re doing…”

The meeting went on, and from the head of the table next to Emerson, Mal took a moment to observe: to watch the ideas bloom on people’s faces, to hear the thrill of excitement in their voices as they grew.

And instead of watching from the sidelines, Mal was part of it all.

“Yes, and,” they said, standing up and leaning over the table. “What if—actually, let’s take some notes. Someone really smart and cool and pretty taught me a way to keep track of ideas as we come up with them. You know what we need?”

A burst of bubbling laughter erupted from Emerson, who dove toward her desk drawer.

“Post-it notes!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY BIGGER

The Collage office was different than they remembered.

Stella would be on her way to the room soon. They had agreed to meet after school—and after she had time to grab coffee from The Post, which Mal had never been to. It was on the other side of Covington, in Stella’s neighborhood, so Mal knew they had a good ten minutes before she got back and they had to give her the Collage editor-in-chief rundown.

For now, Mal was alone with the office.

Leaning a hip on the battered old desk, they remembered what this room had once meant to them: something to do, a place to do it, a way out, and a future ahead of them.

But as Mal looked around now, they couldn’t conjure up those feelings anymore. The desk was only a desk: cheaply made, shoddily put together, an afterthought. Mal trailed their fingers over its surface. The plastic wood veneer felt thin beneath them.

Since they were alone and there was no one there to see them do it, Mal sat down. The old Formica chair was all metal legs and metal arms with wooden armrests. Ms. Merritt had brought it in as a special treat for Mal last year, when they’d taken over as student editor: one of the nice chairs from the classroom, which was mostly filled with chipped armless chairs with tennis balls on their feet.

The arms of the chair were much too narrow, so Mal needed to slide into it—and they squeezed Mal’s hips uncomfortably even when they settled. And the back left leg had always been a good half inch shorter than the rest. Last time they’d used it, Mal had needed to duct tape a wad of cardboard beneath it to even it out. Now, from a semester of living under a stack of boxes, the wad had compressed. Mal wobbled, frowning.

Maybe they could have done good work here this year. They had last year—or at least, they’d done what they were meant to do. There was a time when that was all Mal had expected for themself.

But they saw now that the chair had never really fit. It had always left them sitting the way they were now, with its arms digging into their hips, needing something bigger, something that fit them better. And even when the duct-taped leg was at its best, Mal had always worried about the wiggling, about whether it would bother Ms. Merritt. And the plastic coating on the desktop had always made their insides feel itchy if they touched it too long.

Before, Mal had thought that this was just how it was.

But now they had an armless chair, one that was comfortable and sat them at just the right height for the overly grand desk where they worked. When they wiggled, it was because they wanted to, and no one minded. Emerson had found their chair, and Emerson had made the Zine Lab a Wiggle-Full Zone. But it had been Mal who sat and wiggled and worked. Who helped build the back room and welcome new people in and fold pages and field e-mails.

Mal had done a lot over the last season. They had always loved fall because it was a time of slowing down, of coffee and coziness and color—but for them, this fall had been a season of growth.

They were bigger than this room now.

And it didn’t feel shameful or frightening: It felt good. Exciting. Like something to be proud of.

Mal smiled at the white cement block wall. This wasn’t their place anymore.

“Sorry I’m late. The traffic out of Latonia was a nightmare.” Stella’s voice rang in their ears, making Mal jump. “You like plain black coffee, right?”

Mal blinked up at Stella, who held out a cup of coffee, the cardboard collar around it embossed with a shiny foil eagle. The tendril of steam drifting up from its plastic lid filled the cramped office with the delicious, earthy scent of a fresh brew.

“I didn’t ask for coffee,” Mal said, looking up at Stella.

“And yet I got one for you,” Stella said, rolling her eyes. “It’s almost like that’s something friends do for each other, Mal.”

Mal blinked in surprise. Is that what Stella was—a friend? They might not have thought so, especially with Stella leaving MixxedMedia. Back at the Haus, the rest of the team was getting together all the tools and materials they’d need for the first-ever Layout Party without her, which felt like a decided break in… whatever sort of relationship it was that they had. Mal wasn’t sure they wanted to be her friend; even after all this time, Stella’s rapid departure from their life still sometimes stung.

But… maybe they could be one day, if Mal wanted. They took the coffee and smiled.

“Thanks, Stella,” Mal said, and meant it. “That’s really nice of you.”

“It’s a single-origin pour-over,” Stella said. She grabbed Ms. Merritt’s chair from her desk and wheeled it over, sitting beside Mal. “None of the drip stuff like at the Haus. You’ll see the difference.”

Mal took a sip. They had to admit, it was good. But it wasn’t theirs the way the Haus was.

“Well,” Stella said. “What have you got for me?”

Mal nodded. “I’ve made a list. Let’s get to work.”



“Okay, I have to admit—I’m kind of into this excuse for bonus baking.”

Maddie grinned at Mal from the other side of the kitchen table. The two siblings were stationed together, along with a small army of cooled sugar cookies and an array of icings dyed in seasonal fall shades. (The colors were at Mal’s insistence. They knew all too well that this was perhaps their last chance to use them before red and green took over for Christmas.)

Mal squeezed their plastic icing bag, outlining a yellow leaf on a round cookie. With much greater precision and accuracy, Maddie piped an outline of a zine on hers.

Though both the Flowers siblings were exhausted, the mood in the kitchen was light—much lighter than it had been earlier in the day while their mom rushed around preparing Thanksgiving dinner. Mal hadn’t known there was a wrong way to stir the green bean casserole mix, but they found out today that there was. Even Maddie got an earful when she discovered that their dad had purchased whole-berry, not jellied, cranberry sauce, and had been sent on a mission to the Kroger down the street to right the wrong.

It had been A Day, proper noun. But with their mom now exhausted and upstairs watching TV in her room, their dad out for a midnight Black Friday blowout at Glen’s, and the community cats sleeping somewhere snug and sound, Mal hoped, with their bellies full of the turkey they’d sneaked out to them, the night was as sweet as the icing Mal licked off their finger.

“Thanks for volunteering to help,” Mal told their sister. MixxedMedia was holding a Friendsgiving dinner tomorrow and, like she always had with Collage bake sales, Maddie had signed up for baking duty. “Sorry it’s so last-minute. Nylan texted to remind me, and I—”

“It’s cool, Mal.” Maddie waved an icing-covered hand at them, then went back to carefully lettering MixxedMedia onto her cookie. “I’m happy to support you, really.”

Mal believed her. In the weeks since their talk about college, things had changed between them—subtly, but enough that Mal could feel the shift. It felt comfortable, like they both had more space to be themselves, together. The same Flowers siblings they had always been but better.

Giving up on making their leaf cookie pretty (it would taste good regardless), Mal was quiet for a moment, considering something.

“Hey,” they said, looking up at Maddie as they selected a pumpkin-shaped cookie to decorate next.

“Hey,” said Maddie, pausing her work to look back at them.

“Do you want to come tomorrow?” Mal asked.

“To work?” Maddie shook her head and teased, “Black Friday at Dollar City isn’t really my thing, Mal.”

“No,” Mal said, laughing. “To the Haus. For Friendsgiving.”

Maddie went still, her hand hovering over her cookie so her icing bag dripped an orange blotch onto the otherwise-pristine zine rendering. After a moment, she asked, “But isn’t that a zine thing?”

“Yeah.” It was, at its core, a get-together organized by Nylan and Parker, who had insisted their next working meeting also be a celebration. Mal had been considering who, if anyone, they would like to invite. Their mom had been out from the start—they couldn’t imagine her in the back room of the Haus, didn’t want to share it with her even if they could—and their dad, they knew, would be too busy. The idea of inviting Maddie had made them nervous but in the way that Mal often couldn’t discern from excitement. “But it’s also for family and friends, and you’re both my family and my friend. So. I would like it if you came.”

“Yeah,” said Maddie, looking down at her cookie. Instead of frowning at her mistake, she grinned and used a paper towel to wipe the blotted bit off. “Yeah, I would like that too.”

Mal smiled. “I get off work at noon, and we can go after.”

It turned out that feeling had been excitement all along. It bloomed now in Mal’s chest, warm and welcome.

“Well, we better finish these cookies, then,” Maddie said.

And the Flowers siblings worked into the night together.



“MAL!”

Of course it was Emerson’s voice they heard first: loud and with the L held a little long, as if Mal was an exclamation point themself. They smiled, tucking into the back room and dodging around Parker and Nylan, who were hanging a framed copy of their first issue over the door.

“Hello, my person,” Emerson greeted them. It was the word they settled on instead of partner—something they felt included both that word and the So Much More of them—and she still did a hip-wiggling happy dance every time she used it. “What did you bring?”

“Hi, my person,” Mal said back, feeling the thrill of Correctness in their chest. “And sugar cookies.” They held out a Tupperware toward her, but Emerson ignored it, much too busy snaking her arm around their side and wiggling as close to them as she could. “Maddie helped. I bet you’ll never be able to tell which ones she decorated and which ones I did.”

“Oh, I will,” Emerson said, “because yours will be perfect.”

Mal snorted a laugh.

“I brought some derby pie too,” said Maddie, who came into the room after Mal, a sheepish smile on her face. “Where can I put it down?”

“Oh, Maddie!” James said, coming over and taking Mal’s cookies. “Here, we have a table set up by the coffee maker, I’ll show you.”

“You good?” Mal asked their sister under their breath, checking in.

“Totally,” said Maddie with a grin, as she followed James further into the bustling room.

Everyone was there: the writers, of course, but also their friends and at least one other sibling (Alex’s—a sister named Vanessa). It seemed like they were all happy to spend their Black Friday here in the back room rather than shopping (or, in Theodora’s case, in addition to shopping). Emerson had insisted they would be, but Mal suspected her real reason for insisting on this date was because she wanted to try everyone’s leftovers.

And with the mishmash of wonderful aromas now floating through the Zine Lab, Mal couldn’t say they blamed her.

“I still think we should turn this into a holiday decorating party,” Emerson said, smiling beside Mal in the editors’ corner. Despite the cold outside—it felt not like fall but like winter, and Mal was almost certain they’d seen a couple of snow flurries on the long walk here with Maddie—the Zine Lab felt warm, smelling of cinnamon from Nylan’s apple crisp and sage from Kodi’s mom’s corn bread dressing. Mal sank into their editor’s chair and surveyed the room, Emerson doing the same beside them.

“Nah,” they said, watching as everyone milled around, chatting happily as they filled their plates with food. “Let me have one last day of fall.”

“Fine, you fun-sucker,” Emerson huffed like she was mad, but she rolled over until her thighs were touching Mal’s anyway.

“This is really nice,” Mal said, resting their hand on her sparkly skirt.

“I mean, I do have killer legs,” Emerson said.

Mal laughed. “I mean this—all of this. I’m glad we’re doing it.”

“I’m glad you’re doing it,” Emerson said, doing a happy little wiggle beside them.

And surrounded by a room full of friends, Mal was too.

But they weren’t only here for friendship and a feast—they had things to do, too. And so Mal almost felt bad—almost—when they stood, clapped their hands once, and said, “Okay, team, let’s get to work.”

But instead of groaning, everyone gathered around the worktable, some with plates of cookies, or leftover sandwiches, or cups of Parker’s party punch (Sprite and rainbow sherbert and swirls of edible glitter, “for that extra queer flavor”). They looked as excited as Mal felt when they asked, “So, what do we want our January theme to be?”

“Holidays, obviously,” said Emerson, before anyone else got a chance to talk.

Parker laughed. “You had your chance last month, Emerson!”

“And y’all didn’t take it,” she lamented.

“But it’s the January issue,” Kodi added helpfully. “So it should be something New Year–themed, right?”

“I guess that’s a holiday,” Emerson said, perking up.

“We could do ‘Resolutions,’ ” Alex proposed. “And explore what that means or what we’re wanting to do for the new year.”

“Those can get so preachy so fast,” said Kodi. “But I like the idea of looking forward.”

“What about ‘Reflections’?” James suggested.

“I thought we had a ‘Something Our Something’ theme?” asked Theodora.

“Yeah, but I have a great idea for a Doriel short with mirrors,” he said.

“I don’t know if looking forward hits right anyway,” said Nylan. “That’s our whole brand, right? We’re pretty forward-thinking in what we do.”

“Yeah, what if we do something more about where we want to go?” posed Parker. “Now that we’re all MixxedMedia all the time. Like… Conjuring Our Creations.”

“That sounds a little Halloween-y,” said Kodi. “But yeah, we need something epic to let people know we’re here to stay.”

“That we’re a family,” Emerson said. She blew a raspberry at Mal before dipping down to press a cheeky kiss to their sweater-clad shoulder.

Mal grinned as the conversation progressed, and then raised their own hand. With the other, they gave Emerson’s thigh a gentle squeeze. It was warm and present and just right beneath their palm.

They said, “I was thinking we could try ‘Cultivating Our Community.’ ”

And around them, the room filled with the joyful noise of making things together.
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IMAGE DESCRIPTIONS

Description 1: An illustrated instruction page titled “ZINE FOLD!!!!!” showing how to fold a sheet of paper to create a mini zine. At the top, “a piece of paper” is labelled beside a rectangle. Arrows and text guide the reader to “fold in half!!!” The next image shows the folded paper, labelled “half page!” with a note: “gives 4 pages!!! sew together with a bunch more pages!” 

A large coffee-ring stain decorates the background, adding a casual, handmade aesthetic.

At the bottom left, a grey sticky note is divided into two columns titled “MAL!!!” and “EMERSON!!!!!”

Under “MAL!!!” are names: Taylor, Nylan, Parker, Amy, Casey, and Stella (with a sad face).

Under “EMERSON!!!!!” are names: Marshall, James, Sara, Jade, Christie, and Kodi.

The design uses expressive handwritten text, exclamation marks, and arrows to convey energy and enthusiasm, resembling a creative workshop sketch for making zines.

    Description 2: A zine titled “A Walk, Divergent,” showing pages 1, 2, 3, and 8, It includes the cover, a title page, an author page, and a page on The River Walk. 

    Page 1, the cover, reads “A Walk, Divergent,”, with some ornament images.

    Page 2, shows a polaroid of a person wearing lace-up boots and a star-patterned skirt and gives a description of the author in their own words. It reads:  “My name is Mal. I’m 18. I’m nonbinary. I’m fat. I’m ADHD. I’m probably autistic. I’m a lot of things. When my brain makes me feel like too many things, I like to go on walks. It helps take all the pieces of me and put them in order, like the roads on the map. Here are a few of my favorites.”

    Page 3, shows “The River Walk”. A simple map diagram showing a horizontal dashed road with rightward arrows crossing a vertical street labelled “Roebling Bridge.” A filled circle on the far left marks the starting point. Three handwritten notes appear: “straight-forward and repeatable,” “The sounds cars make when they drive over Roebling Bridge”, and “Rivers smell”.

    Page 8, an illustration of a mug filled with flowers and leaves, featuring a leaping black cat and the word “CATFINATED” written playfully across the front in bold, stylised letters. “Made by Mal Flowers” is written underneath.

    Description 3: Pages 4-7 of a zine titled “A Walk, Divergent,” showing the following walks: The Coffee Loop, The Long Way Home, and The Coffee Bar to the Zine Lab. 

    Pages 4-5, “The Coffee Loop,” a map showing a square route around Madison, 3rd, Greenup, and 7th Streets with Pike Street branching off. Handwritten labels mark The Haus, Best Fall Decorations, and Uncommon Grounds. Handwritten bullet points read: “coffee”, “storefronts decorate for holidays in fall”, “7th Street has Ginkgo trees,” and “+ Pretty”.

    Page 6, “The Long Way Home,” a simple L-shaped map showing a dashed route starting from the top left at “The Haus,” moving down, turning right, and ending at a point marked “My house.” Handwritten bullet points read: “Time to think”, “Time to Not Think”, and “A good place for music”.

    Page 7, “The Coffee Bar to the Zine Lab,” a simple line map shows a dashed route starting from the top left, moving down, turning right, and ending at the bottom alongside a building labelled “Queer Library”. Handwritten bullets read: “My desk is here”, “My friends are here”, and “My purpose is here”.

Description 4: An illustrated instructional zine sheet titled “How to Make a Zine.” The layout consists of eight numbered sections designed to be cut and folded into a small booklet. 

Page 1, (cover) reads “How to Make a Zine!” in bold letters.

Page 2, lists materials: one piece of paper, scissors or a knife, and something to say, with doodles of tools and playful notes like “Be careful!” and “Very cool!”

Page 3, shows folding instructions: fold the paper in half both lengthways and shortways, then fold the shortways halves toward the centre.

Page 4, shows a numbered grid for arranging pages correctly before cutting and folding.

Page 5, encourages creativity, saying, “Your imagination is endless!” and suggests using the zine to share ideas and art.

Page 6, illustrates how to cut and refold the paper into booklet form.

Page 7, celebrates the finished zine with the phrase “And you did it!” and a small drawing of a completed mini-book.

Page 8, concludes with the message “Make stuff that matters to you because YOU matter!” and contact details for Mixed Media Zine Lab. The sheet includes dotted cut lines and arrows guiding how to fold, cut, and assemble the mini-zine. The overall tone is informal, encouraging, and visually engaging, with doodles, handwritten text, and stars and hearts decorating the design.

Description 5: A collage of grey sticky notes arranged on a crumpled white paper background, each containing handwritten notes with creative ideas for zine projects and activities. 

The notes read:

Year-round publication. Into college.

Screen printed covers.

Online edition.

TikTok Documentary–style film?

Recruitment @other schools? @pride center?

Community partners – run free how to zine workshops.

Optional staff hang out days (outside of the lab).

Increased consignment sales with local businesses.

More comics! with a doodle of a smiling face wearing headphones.

MORE! MINI! ZINES! and mini zine fests! and more editor kissin’!!!!! Emerson, I made you exclamation points!!!!! teehee.

Make things that matter.

The layout evokes a brainstorming or planning session filled with enthusiasm and collaboration, using informal handwriting, exclamation marks, and doodles to suggest a creative, community-driven zine lab environment.
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