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    To all those who saved themselves, hold your peace.
You deserve it.
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IT WASN’T UNTIL I GOT home that I finally found the day’s first moment of peace, but as I sat in my car, still clutching the steering wheel, I couldn’t release the tension in my chest. The stress of the day had followed me home, claws dug deep into my tender flesh. It wasn’t just the usual reports and meetings that had built up in the past three days. I had a report due to a funder on Friday for one of our larger programming grants. It was mostly done, but I was still missing a spreadsheet or two. And it wasn’t a good sign that I didn’t know if it was one or two this close to the deadline.

Fuck these grants, I briefly thought as I popped the car door open with a quick flick of my wrist. Fuck all grants, actually. 

The thought dissipated when I slammed the car door, briefcase in hand. I let those words go, offered them willingly to the wind that swept them away. There was a risk in holding on to anger like that. It could only come in bursts before it swallowed you up. And I didn’t want to be swallowed up. At least not yet. 

With a quick click of the key fob to lock the car, I started towards our building, walking past the off-white balconies and their weird stonework. On a whim, I glanced into the one beneath our unit, only to find that it was empty. The various plastic big wheelers and worn out dolls of the past tenant’s children were gone, leaving a smattering of paint, dust, and a few pieces of stray debris. I was right. The family had moved out last week. David thought it was just the dad. And even though it shouldn’t have mattered, we fought about it anyway.

There was no point in letting that bitterness sit in my mouth, however. The triumphant smell of a slow-cooked pot roast greeted me as I took to the stairs, spurring me up the fake stonework and metal railings that made up our staircase. I had been waiting for this meal all day. The roast was made with my grandmother’s recipe, one of the few things in her will that had actually made it to me: the scrap of an inheritance the executor of her estate hadn’t bothered to deny me. 

That was something a therapist tried to get me to talk about once. “Did your uncle always view you as an outsider?” she asked. 

I didn’t understand her point. I was adopted. Ergo, I was an outsider by some standards. His standards. After all, my parents had chosen me, but he hadn’t. 

“It happens to a lot of kids who aren’t adopted,” I pointed out. “Shitty uncle is almost a real-life trope.” 

At first, Dr. Arnold said nothing. When she did, I had stopped listening.

With a shake of my head, I pushed through that intrusive memory and into the door. A rush of cool air greeted me as I stepped inside. But my actual boyfriend was nowhere to be found. 

“David!” I called out as I started the long process of settling in. “I’m home.”

The faint sounds of cartoony gunfire seeped out of his game room, but he said nothing.

“David?” I called out again. “Are you there?”

He cursed loudly. “I’m in the middle of a match!” he yelled back.

“Oh, okay,” I mumbled out of habit. 

He didn’t really want an answer. It was just going to disrupt his concentration. Once he finished his match, he could actually talk to me. I just had to be patient, he always insisted; multiplayer games can’t be paused. 

I bent down and took off my shoes, wondering who he might have been playing with. I hadn’t met many of his friends yet, but I knew of a few, like his work buddy Daniel who helped David fill the manager’s office door lock with super glue once. Then there was his old roommate Jacob who had never been around when I went over to their place but who left traces of himself strewn about the shared areas. And there was also Nathan, his childhood best friend and de facto brother. 

Stories about Nathan were some of my favorites. They featured this sweet and charming young man who softened the worst of David’s ways. His face now shined down on me from his wedding invitation, hung upon the cork board by the door. I’d be meeting him next week: him, his bride Kieri, and so many of David’s friends and families. It was–essentially–going to be my grand entrance into David’s world, and as rude as that might have been, the smiling faces on the cork board didn’t seem like the sort to mind. After all, this was what weddings were made for: bringing people together just to be happy.  

And I was a part of that, Nathan’s sparkling eyes seemed to tell me. After all, I wasn’t just David’s plus one but his present and hopefully his future. Shouldn’t the past, present, and future all come together almost effortlessly? 

Freed from the prison of my designer shoes, my feet breathed a sigh of relief as they came to rest on the entryway’s stone tile. Their natural bend didn’t feel so natural anymore, but it was still better than the alternative.

I set the shoes on the foot rack just as David’s cursing grew louder. “Are you alright babe?” I asked. 

He cursed again. “Just this fucker!” he called out, as if I would understand. 

I understood enough. “Dinner should be ready, at least.”

Hesitantly, I started down the hallway towards his door. Although it was clear he was in a bad mood, I wanted to see him. He was my partner, and I loved him. But as if he knew I was coming, he stopped me. 

“Just a second,” he yelled. “We’re not done yet!”

“Okay,” I whispered back. 

There was nothing for me to do but return to the kitchen. With each step, my feet settled back into their natural position, and the dull ache that came from my high heel shoes died down. To add to the effect, I reached up and gently pulled the hair tie out of my high ponytail before affixing the tie at the base of my neck. The long river of wavy black hair fell flat against my spine.

“Fuck!” David yelled again, louder this time.

The outburst cut through the fledgling peace I had fostered for myself. I flinched and shut my eyes, coaching myself down from the terrible surprise, from the way his unaccompanied expletive cut through our home. There was no need to get worked up about it, I told myself. The match was over, he had likely lost, and it wasn’t his fault. That was why he yelled. A concerned partner would ask if he was okay. That’s what I had done before, but when I did it, he never liked it much. So I said nothing. 

As I walked over to it, the slow cooker and its aroma did its best to console me. And I was eager for its company. I reached for my wooden spoon in the caddy next to the cooker only for the cooker's control knob to catch my eye. David should have turned it to ‘Warm’ an hour ago, as I had asked him to. Instead, he had turned it to ‘High’ in the opposite direction. Fueled by disbelief, my eyes traced over every letter. They were all there. There was no way to misread the knob, and I had been clear about turning it to warm when it was done cooking. That was the only step remaining. It just needed to be kept warm, so we could enjoy a nice dinner together as the small family I wanted us so badly to be. 

Muttering my own curse, I hurriedly flipped the switch over and lifted the lid. A rush of steam came out as I poked at the roast with my wooden spoon. 

“Hey Babe,” David said as he came into the room. “Dinner smells good.”

But it didn’t look good. I took a fork out of the cutlery drawer and used it to pull a strand off the meat. It looked dry, even a bit burnt. Around it sat cut potatoes and carrots. I pulled at those. There was the occasional charring, but on the whole, they looked darker than I remembered my grandmother’s looking like. They must have been slightly overcooked, but it was hard to tell. 

I turned to David. Beads of sweat gathered on his brow. I could see the faint glimmer of more sweat in his chestnut hair. He had really gotten into the game.

“David, I asked you to turn down the heat,” I reminded him.

He reached into the fridge and pulled out a can of beer. “I did.”

“No, you didn’t. You turned the heat up!” I argued. “David, it’s burnt.”

With an irritated sigh, I balanced the wooden spoon on the cooker itself and kept a firm grip on my fork. I reached up into the cabinet and tried to grab at a large plate, but we had stacked the bowls on top, making it the sort of obstacle I couldn’t navigate one handed. So instead, I grabbed a bowl and tried to take a chunk of meat to get a closer look. But even out of the dark walls of the slow cooker, it was hard to judge how bad the damage was. 

“It doesn’t look that bad,” he pointed out, nonchalantly. “It’s not, like, scorched.” 

He leaned against the fridge and sipped at his beer, wholly unbothered by his mistake while I frantically scoured over the food. 

“The meat’s dry, though,” I lamented. “And I was looking forward to this.”

Even in the face of my distress, David remained wholly unbothered. He shrugged. “Babe, just make some gravy. We have the packets in the cabinet, don’t we? I bought some last week.”

The reminder only stoked my irritation. “You got white gravy packets! That’s not what you eat with this. You need brown gravy.”

Contempt on full display, David sighed. “What’s the difference?” he asked before answering himself. “There’s no fucking difference. You’re being dramatic.”

I slammed the fork onto the counter. “There is a difference. White gravy is made with milk. Brown gravy is made with beef stock and fat.”

“Here we go again,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Everything I do is wrong.”

“Yeah, everything you have done is wrong,” I pointed out without thinking. 

But once the words were said, we were forced to sit with them. We were forced to take stock, and we were shocked by them. For a moment, he looked at me, wide-eyed. We had had this conversation before, and it never went like that. Usually I would sheepishly admit that he had a slightly better track record than that. But as of the last few days, he didn’t. He had literally done nothing right, and I couldn’t forget that. 

After a moment, he composed himself. “You’re just looking for a reason to be upset, aren’t you?”

“I don’t have to look that hard, do I?” I snapped.

He gritted his teeth and walked out of the room, calling back, “Just make the fucking gravy for me, alright?”

At first, I didn’t. I gripped the bridge of my nose and leaned up against the counter, exhaling through my teeth. I hadn’t asked for much, had I?  He just needed to turn a knob in the right direction. Instead, while he had turned the knob and exerted the same amount of energy and effort that I had asked of him, he did so in entirely the wrong way. 

I sighed and held my head in my hands for a moment. We’d had conversations about David’s food related failures before, and there was an explanation behind these annoyances. David simply didn’t grow up learning how to do these things. He hadn’t spent any time in the kitchen before we met. His very traditional parents wouldn’t allow it, even when it was something he wanted to do. And there had been a time like that when he had asked to learn these things. But he was just a child then, and instead of being encouraged, they berated him. 

We had just moved in together when he told me this story. It was the first time we had had a fight like this. In a rage, David left the apartment, slamming the door hard enough to shake the whole three-unit stack. It startled me, but I was already on the verge of tears, trying to find anything to hold onto as my world came apart. Desperate for comfort, I tried to call my mom, but she didn’t pick up. Before I could reach her or anyone, David had already come back with a small bouquet in his hand. He couldn’t afford much more. Neither of us could. We had spent quite a bit of money furnishing the place, leaving us with little left. But despite our hardships, he wanted to do his best by me, which meant a couple flowers and a clumsy explanation. 

We sat on our new couch as he tried to explain himself, his shame, and the terrible memory that I had accidentally prodded at from frustration. I had put him back into that place, into the body of a small child unjustly berated by a caregiver he should have been able to trust. I couldn’t remember everything he said, but I remember the resulting tapestry, the portrayal of a weepy child who didn’t have the same opportunity I did. My parents taught me to cook. My father did so happily. I’d never thought of it as a privilege until that moment, until David showed me a very different experience than the one I had. 

“What’s the difference?” he had asked. 

I replayed that question in my mind. That wasn’t a malicious question; that was a child’s question. And I had snapped at him. A small bit of doubt wiggled up and ate through the self-assurance and bravado created by my frustration. Maybe I had overreacted. Maybe we both had. We both could have handled ourselves better, but we were both stressed. The wedding was ten days away. We had to fly out to Dustford, Indiana on Saturday. Neither of us enjoyed flying, but I was terrified of it. And for the first time in his life, David was the best man at a wedding. That wasn’t without additional responsibility and stakes.

We were both spiraling, clearly. Someone had to break this pattern.

Briefly, I cast a glance back towards the hallway as I considered apologizing. My nose wrinkled at the thought. He was still wrong and should have been more careful, but I could at least make him the gravy. It was an easy thing to throw together, just a couple of cups of boiling water, the packets, a couple minutes, and a few good stirs. He might have bought the wrong variety, but it was still the lower effort, instant brand I preferred. That small bit of care was worth something.

The packets were sitting in the cabinet by the fridge. I grabbed one and bent down to another cabinet for a saucepan. From there, it was just going through the motions of pulling this together, of making this simple sauce for him while trying to ignore the off-white color and the ill feeling in my stomach at the idea of this combination. 

This wasn’t for me, I had to remind myself. This was for David, the man I loved. I had to be better at getting over myself.

As the gravy set, I turned back to the hallway and called out, “David, your gravy’s done!”

The door of his game room let out a loud squeak as I grabbed us plates. He didn’t thank me when he came in. Instead, he tossed his empty beer can into the recycling bin and went to get another. 

I dished out his meat and vegetables before handing him his plate. “Help yourself to the gravy,” I softly said. “I’m not sure how much you want.”

“Thanks,” he muttered. 

I wasn’t sure he meant it. It was more reflexive or instinctual than heartfelt. I pretended that I thought it was genuine and offered him a small smile before I turned to the fridge for a can of sparkling water. Behind me, David threw several large spoonfuls of gravy onto his plate. The bright white of the gravy jumped out against the dark roast. 

“You want any, Alice?” he asked.

“No. I’m fine without. It’s all for you.”

With that, he lifted up the saucepan and scraped every last bit onto his plate while I stepped into the dining room and sat at our small table. He joined me, taking his usual seat next to mine. Saying nothing, he hunched over his meal and began shoveling it into his mouth. 

With my enthusiasm dampened, I stuck my fork into a carrot and twirled it in the air, struggling to find the desire to actually eat it. “So the wedding,” I said, stalling for time in that quest.

He groaned. He didn’t understand my fascination with the wedding and said as much, but I didn’t think it was a fascination. There was a degree of expertise about the couple that could be expected of any wedding guest, but I wasn’t there yet. I knew the bride’s name was Kieri entirely because that was what the invitation said, but I didn’t know how they met or how long they’d been together. I didn’t know what the official colors were, only the palette used to make the announcements. And consequently, I didn’t know what to wear. Obviously not white, but I felt nervous about potentially accidentally matching the bridal party. 

“Shit,” he suddenly said, straightening up. “I was going to talk to you about that.”

His reaction sucked the breath from my lungs, and I nervously choked out, “What’s going on?”

“Nathan needs me to fly out sooner. They need help with last minute stuff.” 

Stunned, I struggled to ask, “What last minute things?” 

“He didn’t say,” David answered at first. But knowing it wasn’t the sort of answer I would accept, he added, “Look. I don’t really know what’s going on, but if my best friend is telling me he needs me. Then I’m going to go. And if you’re my partner, you have to support that.”

“I do support that,” I insisted with a small flare of indignation. “I’m just concerned.”

“You don’t need to be, alright?” he replied. 

I bristled. My sores from earlier felt salted, their painful throbbing starting anew. “How am I not supposed to be worried?” 

“Because this doesn’t involve you?” David spat. “This is my friend and his wedding. I’m going to fly out tomorrow morning and handle it.”

On the surface, nothing he said was wrong. Contextually, though, there were problems. The plan had been for us to fly out together a week before the wedding not just so I could have some time getting to know his friends but also because I couldn’t fly alone. On the rare occasions I tried, I would be gripped by an indescribable fear and held tightly until I was shaking and struggling to breath. We had hoped that his company could prevent one of those panic attacks. But if he flew out early and without me, we weren’t going to find out. 

I couldn’t believe he would abandon me like that. I didn’t want to believe it. Desperate, I cast out a line and asked, “Am I coming with you?”

My voice was weak. It trembled as I spoke, and in that small shake, there was a plea for comfort. I thought it was obvious, but he didn’t hear it. 

With a raised eyebrow, he replied, “Why would you?”

Shock gave way to more indignation, frustration and hurt. I dropped my fork with the still untouched carrot. “Seriously?” I said. The one-word response did not jog his memory. “David, I can’t fly alone.”

Emotionless, he replied, “I’m pretty sure you’ve done it before.”

“And they took me to a hospital when I landed.”

Even at the memory, my throat itched, prepared to clamp itself shut again for emphasis. I forced it open, swallowing down my nerves. 

David was unmoved. “You’ll be fine,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Just get over yourself.”

“Get over myself?” I choked out. “What does that mean?”

He slammed his fork down. “There you go again, looking for a reason to get pissed off! Well, glad I could help.”

“I’m not pissed off,” I tried to insist, forcing myself to remain calm just so he could hear me. “I’m frustrated. David, you are not listening to me.”

As I spoke, he gathered up his silverware, beer, and the still largely uneaten pile of white gravy. He didn’t look at me or say anything. He only took what he thought was his and walked out of the room.

“David!” I called out, almost desperately, but I did nothing else. 

I didn’t go after him. The way I had just said his name rang poorly in my own ears. It was nasally, whiny, and the sort of thing I knew to be ashamed of. 

So I just sat there with the memories of prior aviation-based panic attacks replayed on a loop in my mind. If it was that easy to snap myself out of it, I would have done so. This wasn’t the sort of thing I would choose for myself. There was something deep within me that could not be shunned or contained and it hated planes and flying. David knew that. He just didn’t seem to care,

I was crying, I suddenly realized. And I wasn’t sure when it started.
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IN SEVERAL OF MY THERAPY sessions, Dr. Arnold told me how important eating was when it came to managing my general anxiety, otherwise known as that nonstop buzzing noise in the back of my mind. On that, we could agree, albeit with some reluctance on my part. It wasn’t that I thought she was wrong, that somehow my brain was the one organ that wasn’t bound to the rules and requirements of the physical body. Rather, I didn’t think she fully understood that the buzzing wasn’t just in my head but in my stomach as well. I could feel it sitting there, rattling around all of my organs, and because my stomach was already full of the buzzing, there was no instinct or inclination to eat. In fact, it seemed impossible.

“Some people watch television while they eat,” Dr. Arnold suggested. “For some patients, it’s discouraged because they may need to be more mindful. They need to sit with the experience and their hunger cues. For you, though, keeping your mind off of it may help. With television or radio. Of course, you Millennials have your own equivalents. The YouTubing and the BuzzieBee.”

‘YouTube and BuzzBox,’ I mentally corrected while I cringed. 

Dr. Arnold was older and slightly out of touch with technology and its lingo. It wasn’t like I needed her to hip, but there were times when I half-wondered if it wouldn’t have helped. Even still, the advice was somewhat solid. It was certainly better than sitting in the silence David left behind.

I took out my phone. The  app’s logo, a golden striped triangle, sat right on my homepage, just waiting for me to jump in, and with a few taps on the screen, I was back in the BuzzBox app, as usual. Admittedly, I was drawn to live streams, or certain ones. The right streamer created a pleasant environment to immerse yourself in while you went about your life. It was almost like having company when you couldn’t really have company, which felt like a weird opinion or reason to like BuzzBox. Not that I compared notes on the subject frequently. It was just hard to explain why I, someone who did not like video games, constantly watched people play video games. 

It was David who first showed me BuzzBox. He liked watching streamers play his favorite shooting game, whatever it was called. I could never remember. The big streamers were experts in the game, he told me. They knew some of the best tricks or stunts, and they had the money for the better upgrades and weapons. I rolled my eyes at the mention of microtransactions, but then David tried to explain they weren’t all bad. You just had to know what to purchase. And for that, you had to watch the purchased weapons and skins in action. That was something else you could do on BuzzBox.

The subject came up relatively frequently, as he primed the pump for the inevitable leap in logic he wanted me to join. The plan was commendable, though it ignored how little I listened to him talk about his game or its nuance or the ways one progressed through the hurdles that were both coded in and an extension of the game’s design. 

Then one day, as we were lying in bed, he finally moved on to the next part of his plan. In that phase, he was beginning to “really make something of himself,” as he put it. He was going to bring in a real income without the constant office politics and shitty managers that so often got him fired. He just needed my “support,” as he called it. His wording was vague, and that ambiguity made me nervous. David wasn’t working, and even if he was, we wouldn’t have the sort of income stream that allowed for the endless trickle outward that came from microtransactions. We were already relying on my parents. 

But that wasn’t what he was going to ask for. Instead, as we were lying in bed together, he puffed out his chest and proudly declared, “I’m going to be a BuzzBox streamer.”

With that, I was more confused, not less. I had heard of the six or even seven figure deals that some creators might stumble into on that website in the name of keeping them there and away from any competitors, but that was the extent of my knowledge. David had to fill me in. To make money on BuzzBox, one didn’t have to wait for the exclusive content deal. Live streamers on BuzzBox could make money from the advertisements that ran on their content as well as more direct financial contributions made by their viewers. Or they could once they hit a certain status. “Associate status,” it was called. And he thought he could do it easily. 

“I’ve been looking into it, Babe,” he said as we lay in the dark. “I’ve got what it takes.”

“I know you do,” I tried to assure him. 

But I didn’t know that. I didn’t know anything about online content, only that it seemed like the most illustrious and profitable ships had sailed years ago when platforms were fairly new and just catching their stride. It was easy to rise to the top of a small pond. So the early adopters had made giant paychecks and moved on with their lives. Now, there was a glut in the market. Some people still made it, but what set them apart from those who didn’t was a mystery to me. 

David had a better chance than I did, though. And either way, there didn’t seem to be any harm in him trying. There were no additional purchases to be made, and BuzzBox didn’t charge content creators for the server space. 

My agreement was apathetic, uninterested, and distant, but David saw all that he needed.

“So you’ll make an account?,” he asked. “I need just 20 more followers to make associate status.” 

He couldn't see it, but I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t want to be involved. In the end, though, I agreed again. After all, it wasn’t much of a commitment. Make an account and hit one button. I could do that. 

“Oh and you’ll need to watch my stream,” he quickly added. “I gotta hit four average viewers.”

At the thought my stomach turned. I hated watching him play video games. He cursed and threw tantrums when things didn’t go his way, when he lost or poor weapons spawned in front of him. It was how he learned to play. That was gaming culture when we were younger, and in theory, I couldn’t blame him too much for what was learned and instilled in him by others. But the whole reason I agreed that the spare room could be his gaming room was so that I didn’t have to see him playing, only for him to ask that I take the front row seat. 

Grimacing, my mind raced for some sort of excuse. But instead of an excuse, it found a compromise, a reason I could go through with this. After all, my eyes didn’t need to be on the stream. I could just keep it running on my phone. And I had some reading to catch up on. 

“I’ll have to stay in the living room, though, so there’s no echo,” I replied. 

The air shifted as a smile filled his face. “That’s the spirit, Babe.”

And it was a spirit only I had, it seemed. He never had an additional viewer besides my phone left running in the living room, and no new followers came to fill the other 19 slots. After a couple more weeks without progress, he gave up, not just on streaming but on the website entirely. 

I hadn’t though. By then, I had stumbled into a few streams I actually liked, channels that he had flung me into because that was what someone was supposed to do at the end of a stream. It was called “Raiding,” according to David. And once again, I didn’t understand but pretended to, nodding my head like the dutiful girlfriend he wanted me to be. But because of said “raiding,” I found actually talented streamers who made the platform make actual sense to me. 

I never told David about that, though, or how bad it made him look by comparison. As far as he knew my account was untouched, rotting in the digital void just like his. There was no reason to tell him, really. It would only upset him to know.

My carrot-laden fork drifted towards my mouth while I slowly scrolled through the short list of streamers I followed who were live. Sprinkled amongst them were new ones thrown at me by BuzzBox in an attempt to get me to stay on the app for as long as possible. The recommendations were surprisingly good this time: channels with catchy handles, colorful displays, and funny titles populated the list besides the streamers I knew and loved. But in the end, I stuck with a figurative classic and clicked onto a cartoon puffer fish that had never failed me once before.

In the short time I had been on BuzzBox, MantisShrimpSupreme had become one of my favorite streamers even without seeing them or their face. Rather than using a webcam, they used an animated character as their persona. It wasn’t an uncommon thing to do. An entire community of streamers, known as VTubers, did as much, basing their entire brand on an anime-style character they had created for themselves. MantisShrimp’s character was an anthropomorphic water dragon with pale green scales for skin and long navy blue hair. Their face retained a humanlike shape, though their dark eyes and jagged teeth were taken from their dragon side, a fusion that happened at the behest of a curious witch, according to their lore. Except the witch didn’t really she was a witch when she started deep-sea diving, the story went. There was quite a bit to that story. MantisShrimp’s lore, avatar, and stream visuals were meticulously thought out. That was what pulled some viewers in. But beyond the intrigue cultivated by those details, they were also fairly calm and enjoyable to watch, no matter what the game they played was or how poorly it might have been going. Unlike David.

The stream loaded onto my screen just as MantisShrimp clicked into the game they’d chosen to stream that day. The dark blue of their opening, conversational screen pulled back to make space for the display capture, for the game itself that we would all be watching them play. The worst parts of the transition were hidden by cartoon fish swimming across the screen. 

With that turnover, MantisShrimp was just getting into the heart of the stream, forty-five minutes after hitting the ‘start stream’ button. The delay wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. For all of MantisShrimp’s charms, they weren’t the best at getting into things. The delays–or the ensuing mockery–were part of the fun.

The moderators had noticed the time stamp. 5P1D3RChronicle in particular was in a heckling sort of mood. 

Wow was all they typed at first. But then came the same word with more emphasis. WOOOOWW.

“Shut up Spider,” MantisShrimp called out as the game continued to load beside their avatar’s head. 

The loading graphic was a spinning wheel that looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place it. I looked below MantisShrimp’s display for the game category. But there was no game listed. MantisShrimp was still in the “Just Hanging Out” category that was used as a sort of catchall for streams that couldn’t be placed elsewhere. They didn’t normally use that designation. In fact, I’d never seen them using it before. 

MantisShrimp the Just Hanging Out Streamer, Spider added in chat, continuing the usual bit.  

The animated dragon on the screen furrowed its brow. In theory, it was because MantisShrimp was showing the same irritated expression. The model was meant to follow their face. How well it did was something Mantis constantly debated with themselves. We viewers were unbothered.

In response, MantisShrimp quipped, “I thought I was a horror stream.”

Also a ‘never finishes games’ streamer, Spider added. 

“I have finished games on stream!” Mantis snapped back. “Don’t make me take out my analytics!”

What are your analytics going to prove? True_Winter_Jellyfish asked in chat. Not that I’m on Spider’s side. I’m just curious.

“They’re going to prove I have the ending achievements on all the games I’ve played on stream. Which means I finished the game.”

Yep, that’s what it means, Spider replied. 

The game screen turned over, the wheel falling away and taking a curtain with it. The cartoony logo read, Just Trust Me. With that, the earlier spark of recognition had returned. I had played it once before. It was a gift from Spider who thought it might be the rare exception to my lack of interest in video games. After all, it wasn’t a typical game but an exercise in defiance. The game’s narrator told you to do one thing, but to win the game, you had to do something else. 

And I loved it. I ended up playing through the whole game in one sitting while David was out with his friends. I told Spider as much, and she sent me a smiling emoji in return.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Mantis asked. With the delay latent to streaming, they didn’t get the immediate response they had wanted. Impatiently, they asked again, “What’s that supposed to mean, Spider?”

Spider sent a series of question marks before adding, It means we believe you... Right FurCranberry?

Knowing what was happening, I chuckled. Spider was goading Mantis’s partner who historically only half-paid attention to stream into agreeing with them and not Mantis. It was an additional layer of comedy to whatever bit Spider was working on. But all the same, I waited for the delivery as my fork finally brought its long held carrot to my lips. 

Despite all the earlier deceptions, FurCranberry still took the bait. Yes.

We all heard the key slam as MantisShrimp activated a different, angrier version of their avatar. It had the small red and white anime “x” on their forehead, and the pupils of their eyes disappeared completely. 

“Are you serious Cranberry?” MantisShrimp nearly yelled.

They were too loud for their microphone. In a panic, it clipped. The sound disappeared for a moment.

No, FurCranberry hurriedly chatted. 

I followed FurCranberry on BuzzBox as well. He had a nervous demeanor when he streamed, like an unsocialized golden retriever. There was this urge to engage and be friendly while at the same time being unsure what that meant. How fitting then that his avatar was that of a dog, one that vaguely resembled a golden retriever but was also more of a mutt. He had based it off of his childhood dog that his family had found on the side of the road, and he always said the resemblance was uncanny. 

“Damn it, Cranberry,” MantisShrimp hissed, softer this time. 

Spider typed LOL in the chat, and it was literal. She was well and truly laughing out loud. I couldn’t hear it, but I still knew she was.

True_Winter_Jellyfish suddenly felt compelled to join back into the fray. Hey Mantis, your category’s not right.

“What?” MantisShrimp asked, switching back to their usual avatar. “I set it to Just Trust Me before I went live.”

Wherever Spider was, I knew she was still laughing. Maybe even harder now. It was a trick she pulled before, but no matter how many times she did it, she still found it hilarious. In part because–somehow–Mantis never saw it coming. And so, as they clicked through their streaming software to check their settings, all of us in their chat waited for the grand reveal we knew was coming. 

“DAMN IT, SPIDER.”
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I ALWAYS TOLD MYSELF that going to bed alone didn’t bother me. What bothered me was being almost alone, that state where there was another body about, but it didn’t really count. David had locked himself in the game room. Its light seeped in from under the bedroom door. And I found myself lying on my side, staring at it. I couldn’t look away. And as tired as I was, I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stop this half-assed attempt at willing him to come to bed. If he did, we could at least pretend everything was okay, and I was happy to play that game. Or really any game that night. 

Behind me on the nightstand, I heard the faint buzzing of my phone’s alert. At first, I ignored it. It was late and well outside of the usual hours you could expect to reach someone, so it couldn’t have been that important. Or it was excessively important, life or death important, so important that you had to break all social protocol. Fearing it was the latter, I rolled over in bed and glanced at my phone. By then the screen had already dimmed itself, obscuring whatever the notification was, but the small alert light on the top of my phone wasn’t the blue that my email apps used or the green light that my texting app used. It was purple: I had a Clamour message. 

Clamour was yet another app I had picked up during my BuzzBox journey. It was the way streamers kept their communities engaged, replacing the old forum sites of my teenage years with something that looked cleaner but functionally served the same purpose. I loved it but not the threat of some random person messaging me. The stated purpose of Clamour was to stay connected to people you knew and people you would soon know who liked the same things that you did. And while I could understand that, I didn’t think of myself as very social or willing to meet new people. It wasn’t just something that came easily to me.

I hesitated before I checked the message, waiting for something to happen or some sort of reason to leave it be. It was yet another way of trying to will David back to bed. Who else was going to come to our bedroom at this late hour? Who else could make this decision for me? Or force one specific outcome? No one. But even still, it didn’t happen. He didn’t come. I grabbed the phone. 

New message from 5P1D3RChronicle, the alert said. 

A sense of unease filled my stomach as I tried to guess what it was she could possibly want. There was no message preview, no warning as to what this was about, and it could have been anything. Spider–as a moderator on Clamour and BuzzBox–was in charge of keeping MantisShrimp’s community in line, but she was also the person who hopped into my direct messages with funny videos and random musings about her day. She was a mixed bag, an enigma but less glamorous. And that created reason to worry. 

I swallowed down my nerves. I hadn’t done anything wrong, though. Or at least, I didn’t think I had, and if I was so unaware of my sin, then it certainly couldn’t be ban-worthy. At worse, I had to be getting a warning, I thought. Or so I hoped as I opened the message.

Are you okay? Spider asked. 

I looked towards her icon and saw the familiar green ring around their profile picture of a cabbage. The pale green of the cabbage brought out the dark green of the ring, the alert that Spider was still online and hadn’t disappeared after sending the message. My status was purposely kept ambiguous, a gray ring around the default icon–the cartoon silhouette of an unknown person–giving me some plausible deniability if I chose not to answer right away. 

But at the same time, I knew I needed to answer because I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I didn’t know why they had messaged me. 

Yeah, why? I asked. 

Spider started typing almost immediately, but then the three tell-tale dots disappeared back into their cabbage while she tried to come up with what to say. 

Finally, the explanation came. You didn’t seem like yourself today.

In Mantis’s Stream? 

How could Spider think I wasn’t being myself? They didn’t know me. We had never met outside of BuzzBox and Clamour.

Once again, the three typing dots appeared, bouncing up and down as Spider struck the letters on her phone screen. I figured you would be more excited about the game. And then you just disappeared from chat.

I sighed. Although I was reluctant to admit that Spider was right, I also couldn’t deny it. Just Trust Me was one of the few games I actually liked. And yet, when the chat goaded Mantis into more absurd and stupid in-game stunts, I was quiet. I couldn’t bring myself to get involved. And I didn’t think anyone would notice, but Spider had.

Yeah, Trouble with the boyfriend, I confessed.

The reply was immediate. Again?

The speed of Spider’s answer was a gut punch. I winced from the pain as I answered, Yeah, again.

I’m sorry LookingGlass, Spider said. I’m here if you need to talk.

And it was just a message, just a string of letters in an app I never felt great about using, but all the same, I felt my heart warm at the sentiment, at this idea that someone out there cared that I was upset. David certainly didn’t. 

I stared at Spider’s message for a moment too long. I really needed to get to bed. It was late, I had work the next day, and I was already tired from the fight. But even still, my thumbs hovered over the keyboard waiting for me to accept my fate.

Is MantisShrimp still live? I asked. 

Rather than responding, Spider simply sent the link in our chat. The underlined URL sat there a moment before an image populated beneath it. That preview showed MantisShrimp’s pufferfish in all its glory. And without any hesitation, I clicked into it.

As I was settling in, Spider was filling the chat with the words 24 HOUR STREAM. LET’S GO again and again.

MantisShrimp was too engrossed in their game to notice. They had set aside the point and click game in favor of a horror movie inspired multiplayer game that I didn’t know much about. Alone in the Darkness, it was called. MantisShrimp was almost addicted to it, by their own admission. A lot of their streamer friends were in similar boats, which had led to several collaborations. Their avatar remained almost perfectly still, a reflection of their intense stare on the game. But once they had successfully hotwired a potential getaway car, they looked up and read the chat. 

In a sing-songy voice, Mantis playfully chastised Spider. “No, no 24 hour stream, Spider.”

You’re at 7 hours, Spider replied. Might as well go all in.

“No I might as well not.”

What happened? I typed out in chat. 

MantisShrimp’s in game focus waned a bit, and they glanced over at the chat one more time. “Uh, LookingGlass, Spider is being a bully. So... Usual shit.”

While MantisShrimp laughed, Spider replied to my message. Not a bully. Just a life coach.

Same thing, CritterTheThirdTopher added in chat.

The bright green of his username startled me. I also followed him, but I had done so separately from whatever streaming universe had seemingly sprouted up around MantisShrimp, but it turned out they were friends in some capacity, which was something my brain struggled to wrap itself around. 

CrossbowDean jumped in I mean... Not inaccurate?

MantisShrimp glanced at the chat while directing their character into some sort of rundown farm house. Even through their dragon form, I could see them debating whether to chastise chat for its potential prejudice against life coaches, but they decided against it. They continued playing, rummaging through various drawers and boxes for something useful.

I’m not saying I agree with Spider, I typed out in chat. But you’re never live this long. What’s the harm in going all in?

Just as I pressed send on the chat, a tongue clicking sound cue triggered. MantisShrimp muttered under their breath and abandoned their looting. They sent their character towards a door and flung it open only to come face to face with the antagonist, a burly looking ghost of sorts. It was supposed to be a reference to something, I assumed, but I didn’t watch horror movies.

“Oh fuck,” MantisShrimp exclaimed while another player character ran passed the killer and MantisShrimp’s character into the run down shack and towards the other door.

The in-game voice chat was full of FurCranberry’s voice frantically apologies. 

“Wait,” MantisShrimp said as they tried to lead their character away from certain death. “Did you lead the villain over here?”

“I said I was sorry!” FurCranberry yelled. “I’m a fucking himbo remember!”

MantisShrimp cackled as their character was seized by the villain and thrown into a portal to hell that spawned at the ghost’s feet. The screen shifted, stating what had perhaps been obvious: MantisShrimp’s character was killed. And in the face of that message, all they could do was laugh. 

“Fucking Hell, FurCranberry,” MantisShrimp said through the tears. “You killed me, Sweetie. You absolutely killed me.”

Their in-game death had disconnected them from the voice channel, but we could still hear Cranberry’s panicked cries as he led the villain to yet another victim. 

“That’s going to be a highlight,” MantisShrimp exclaimed, still struggling to contain their laughter. “That’s A-plus content right there. Oh man.” They took a deep breath to calm down before answering me. “But yes, LookingGlass. Yeah, we lost track of time, but I can’t call out of work. I’m out of sick days. Also I don’t think I got to ask about you earlier. How are you? How are things?”

I smiled. I knew it was part of some streamer script, but it was still nice to be asked. I’m alright, I typed out. I’m going to a wedding soon and am super nervous about flying.

MantisShrimp shifted their in-game camera to follow FurCranberry in his frantic galivanting through the map, chuckling all the while. “Oh LookingGlass, I know flying is scary, but it’ll be okay. And you’ll have a great time at the wedding!”

I rolled over in the bed, biting back the urge to say that–in all likelihood–I wouldn’t have a good time. I didn’t like crowds or weddings. But that wasn’t what was important right then. 

I’m going to meet my boyfriend’s friends for the first time, I explained. And his parents. It’s his childhood best friend’s weddings.

MantisShrimp gasped slightly. “LookingGlass, that’s great! It’s going to be such a great time. Just think about that! Like, yes, your fears are valid, and you shouldn’t feel bad about having them. But I promise you, you’re going to be okay.”

As they spoke, I was painfully aware that the sort of promise MantisShrimp was trying to make wasn’t the sort of promise they could back up. They weren’t the pilot or the flight attendant. They didn’t even do tech support for an airline but a payroll company (or so they had said once). And yet, something in me felt comforted. It was more than what David had tried to do. 

Thanks, I typed out.

CritterTheThirdTopher returned suddenly, If you have any specific questions that might make you feel better, DM me. I fly all the time for work.

MantisShrimp agreed. “Yes, this is true. Critter travels all the time. He’s our resident expert.” 

On the screen, FurCranberry continued to run. He passed by the gas canister he needed to make the car work. He passed by the phone line he needed to fix to be able to call for help. The bridge planks required for the exit over the campground’s river were missing from their usual spot, and that seemed to inspire him to run in that direction. He clearly hadn’t learned from killing his partner’s character because he was once again leading the villain to one of his teammates. 

“Darn it, Cranberry, you goofball,” MantisShrimp mumbled as they chuckled to themselves. “Hey Spider, are you still here?”

Yo, she replied. 

“Don’t you have a trip coming up, too?”

Spider answered, Ya.

“Any tips or suggestions for LookingGlass? Any words of wisdom? You used to travel a lot, didn’t you?”

Yu? Spider replied, much to everyone’s confusion. 

MantisShrimp stammered, “W-What?”

IDK, I had a pattern going. But yeah, I used to travel a lot in college, years ago. I’m a bit rusty. So no tips, but any specific questions, I can maybe answer.

I smiled. I’m fine right now. But on the day of my flight, I may need to DM you, Critter. If anything seems weird, I admitted.

Weird is my specialty, Critter replied.

With a heavy sigh, I lowered my phone and just lay in bed for a moment, trying to focus on the smell of David’s cologne still soaked into the pillowcase next to me. When that didn’t work, I grabbed it and tucked it under my head. But I still didn’t feel better.
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THOUGH I KNEW NOTHING about airports, Sky Harbor always struck me as one of the better ones. Although the roads around it always seemed to be torn up or freshly laid, in the actual airport, the desert theming was well-implemented. Each shade and line of paint had been meticulously laid down, and the airport carpet even had an unexpected crispness and newness to it. The restaurants and food stalls had all been recently upgraded, shifting away from the typical fast food all travelers relied on and towards fancier things one might find in a high-end mall. The coffee shops remained, however. They were nonnegotiable. 

I was grateful for that. I wasn’t interested in airport beautification but in my own battle against a threat lurking in my mind. The familiar pink and orange logo was a useful tool in softening some of the anxiety burning within me. There were always embers of it, sitting deep in my stomach, waiting for life to drop small bits of kindling to awaken and feed the flame, but it was worse at the airport where the environment seemed so dry and brittle that I was always one breath away from going up in smoke. And I worried David was right, that I was just anxious for the sake of being anxious. Growing up, my anxiety did usually get me attention. My parents didn’t understand mental illness in the sort of “I would do anything to make you better but have to guess as to what that means” sort of way. For my dad, that meant presenting me with a crate of pomegranates when they were in season. For my mom, that meant spa days and manicure appointments. It didn’t always make sense, but at least I knew I was loved. 

Looking down at my boarding pass again, it still said my gate was C19. The text hadn’t magically changed in the last three minutes. 

‘Is that what you’re anxious about?’ I could almost hear Dr. Arnold ask. ‘That you aren’t where you need to be?’

I was, but that didn’t seem to be the root cause of this anxiety. Isn’t that something everyone is worried about? When traveling, one bad hiccup had the potential to derail your entire trip. Sometimes that doesn’t matter, but there are the sorts of trips that you can’t miss or have delays on. This felt like one of them. This trip was my first impression with David’s friends and even family. I needed this to go well.

However, that didn’t explain all the other times I was super anxious about flying. My parents would plan out vacations in a way that gave us extra time, but no matter how many spare hours we had, the anxiety never died down. They tried driving, and I was okay, despite all the risks and delays that could only come from being on the road.

‘So is it that you don’t understand what’s happening? That it’s so unfamiliar because it was something your family hardly ever did?’ she would then ask. 

She had asked that question before. I never had an answer. The unknown didn’t always bother me. So we were back at the impasse. 

Trying to shake off the memory of Dr. Arnold’s voice, I took a deliberate first step into the small coffee shop tucked into a corner of the airport. There was no one in line. To anyone else, it may have been too late in the day for a breakfast sandwich to sound appealing. In fact, my own stomach could come up with a list of things it would rather have instead, but this was familiar. And that was enough.

I smiled at the young woman behind the counter as I approached. When she smiled back, I caught a glimpse of the metal in her mouth and the lingering discomfort that came with. 

“Could I get a medium coffee with room for cream and a sausage croissant please?” I asked.

The young girl nodded and stared down the machine for a moment. Her finger hung in the air, waiting for some sort of direction that didn’t immediately come. She zoned out for a moment, snapping to with a rushed but earnest apology. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s my first day.”

“We all have first days,” I assured her. 

The teenager nodded. Her pony tail swung back and forth, and with that swinging, her training came back to her. 

“Dark or light roast?” she asked.

“Light roast.”

“And room for cream,” she said, smiling with a small bit of pride that she had remembered that part without help.

“You got it.”

“And a sausage croissant,” she repeated with more hesitation than before. “Um... that has cheese, right?”

Confused, I blinked twice. That wasn’t the sort of thing I’d been asked before. “Yes,” I said, choking over the word as it fell out of my mouth.

The rest of the transaction went smoothly. The machine spat out a slightly higher total than I was expecting, but presumably that was just the airport surcharge. 

‘Is it the cost of travel that makes you nervous?’ I heard Dr. Arnold’s voice ask me. ‘Money can be the source of a lot of anxieties.’

In some ways, the voice was right. For most people, money or the lack thereof brought anxiety, but my family was well off. My dad was a medical malpractice attorney, and my mother handled wills and trusts. Both earned good incomes. And if I ran into problems, I could call my parents. There was nothing they wouldn’t or hadn’t already given me.

David hated that, I suddenly thought. I wasn’t sure why that thought came up. It was irrelevant. 

‘It’s an intrusive thought,’ the voice said. ‘Do you have many of them?’

I didn’t answer. It was just a voice in my head, not someone I had to actually entertain or answer. 

I waited at the other end of the bar while the cafe’s other employee, who looked just as young as the first, fought with the toaster oven. To spare his pride, I chose to distract myself while I waited. I reached into the side pocket of my backpack where I had thrown my phone when getting out of the airport shuttle. The device seemed like the obvious lifeline right then, but when I pulled it out, I was immediately greeted by the GPS app, still running with my screen at full brightness. Both the app and the screen were eating away at my battery. I hadn’t even needed the app. I was taking a shuttle my dad had hired, but I thought watching my little dot cross the city would help steady me. It did not.

Quickly, I closed the trip and shut off the app. But the damage was already done. I had left home with a fully charged phone, but now, it sat at 59%.

At the sight, the buzzing in my head and gut started up again, growing louder with each passing moment. I did my best to silence it. After all, this was fixable: batteries could be charged. I had my power bank in my backpack for this exact reason. 

Pushing through the noise, I checked the many notifications on my phone. None of them were particularly important or interesting. I had a couple of text messages. Both scams. There was nothing from David. He hadn’t texted me since he landed in Dustford, telling me that he was safe and not to worry. He would be distracted, he warned me. He had to help Nathan. But he still didn’t tell me what this emergency was. And nothing had come in since then.

I didn’t want to bother him, but also, I couldn’t resist the chance to text him. Someone had to start the conversation, and letting him know that I was safe wasn’t reawakening any of our previous fights. But there was a certain reluctance that came when I saw the cold way he had ended his last message. 

you have to be okay with me helping him, he had said, as if the only way I could really be okay with it was to accept the near total silence from him that made me uncomfortable. In his mind, there was no room for compromise. 

I did try to understand. Weddings are stressful. In theory, you only get one. Or–at least–in Catholicism, you likely only got one. And this was going to be a full blown Catholic wedding in a basilica with all the bells, whistles, and regulations that came with such a thing. Of course everyone wanted it to be perfect. Of course the stakes felt high. But in my mind, that didn’t excuse how cold David was being.

Choking down my concerns, I typed out, I made it to Sky Harbor. I found my gate and am going to eat before the flight. My anxiety isn’t too bad right now. I hope everything is okay with Nathan’s wedding.

I sent the message before I could second guess it. But once it was sent off, I was left waiting, watching my screen and hoping for some sort of response. It was a stupid hope, though. Even when we weren’t fighting, David wasn’t great about texting me. He just didn’t see it as important, he had said, when compared to other things happening in his life. That had to be especially true right then. 

“Excuse me, ma’am,” I heard the young man say. 

Startled, my head snapped up. He stood on the other side of the counter with my coffee in his hand, nervously presenting it. The lid was off, so I could see that he had–in fact–poured me straight black coffee and left me a bit of room for cream. I put my phone in my pocket and reached for my drink. He looked even younger head on. From that angle, there was an unmistakable roundness to his face that time eventually beats out of you, as were the specific type of curls tucked beneath the cap of his uniform.

Voice cracking, he went on, “I just got your sandwich started. Sorry for the wait.”

I mustered up a smile. With David’s silence on my mind, it did not come easily to me, but for the young man’s sake, I could manage. “It’s fine. I’m not in a rush. I’ve got plenty of time before my flight.”

The poor thing, I realized. Airports have to be the worst place for your first job. 

‘What was yours?’ I heard Dr. Arnold’s voice ask. 

And just like I often did in our sessions, I muffled my surprise. ‘My first job was in college, working backstage in the school’s theater. The pay wasn’t great, but I liked it.’ 

‘Then why did you leave it?’ she would then ask. 

And I would sit there, dumbfounded as I tried to figure out what she was getting at. But I had left the job when another member of the crew confessed to having feelings for me. It wasn’t a harassment situation. The mention was innocent, and the refusal accepted graciously. I just didn’t know what to do, so I did the only thing that felt reasonable at the time: I quit outright. From there, it was a job in the fundraising office for the law school. I didn’t hate it, so I stayed. 

‘Did you regret it?’ the voice of Dr. Arnold would then ask.

And that question would make sense. Those choices, simple as they were individually, had laid out the course of my life. Once I started working in that office, I never left. Then I transitioned to grants, and I hated it. But I was good at it. I wasn’t exactly good at theater tech. 

‘That’s not what I meant,’ she would then say because she heard this story before. 

But before my therapist’s doppelganger could ask a follow up question, I shook myself free from her grasp. 

The toaster oven let out a loud chime as the young man grabbed the tongs. But when he felt the heat from the oven, his survival instincts took over and for a moment he froze. Unsympathetic, the toaster oven kept screaming, demanding his attention with its loud cry. The young woman turned to look, and the knowledge she was watching was enough to push him to act. He took the tongs and grabbed the sandwich, hurriedly tossing it into a small pastry bag. 

The sandwich could wait. It needed a minute to cool, and the young man, knowing that was the case, left it in front of the oven as he caught his breath. Once again, I thought to spare his pride and stepped away to the creamer station, just to my right. When it came to coffee, I wasn’t particular. A light roast with a bit of cream to undercut the bitterness was all I needed. But the first I lifted–the 1% milk–was disconcerting light. If I had to guess, it was empty. I glanced towards the two kids working there, but as the young man dropped my sandwich off at the pickup counter, they both forgot about me and the rest of their duties. 

Setting the pitcher down, I picked up the half-and-half. It was probably the better one anyway, or so I tried to convince myself. The 1% was likely just water or close to it. And the half-and-half was nearly full. I poured myself a heavy serving and put the lid on my cup. And that was that.

Coffee and sandwich in hand I started walking down the concourse again, towards the gate that I knew existed. I had checked it before the coffee run. 

When I returned, the flight before mine was just starting its boarding process. Numerous passengers on the next flight had already started gathering, waiting for our turn to wait at the gate. It seemed absurd, but unsure what else I could do, I joined the crowd in waiting, watching what was happening around me with an almost unwarranted interest. Boarding a plane just seemed like a straightforward process as did this seat transition at the gate: this vacating and reoccupying. Passengers in the more prestigious boarding groups stood up and gathered their belongings. Others sat around, clutching a boarding pass and waiting for their group to be called. And then there were those who were wholly unbothered, knowing they would be one of the last to get on the plane. As for us bystanders, we were broken into groups. The first were the more aggressive folks who were already taking their preferred seats right as they became available. Then there were






































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MARCILENA J BAILEY






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/image000.jpg
%SH

" hold
your
peace

MARCILENA J BAILEY





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





