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Briefing / I Could Have Died 
By Chad Comello 
!
"Why you gotta act like you know when you don't know / It's OK if you don't know 
everything." —Ben Folds     !
THIS YEAR, I LEARNED AT least three things.    
 I learned (1) to be less skeptical of poetry, that sometimes writing a poem is the 
best and only way to embody a feeling, thought, or moment. (See "At the shore on a 
Monday," page 26.) I learned (2) that I love the little things at the library as much as the 
big ones: sharpening dull pencils at the desk; discovering stray receipts from 2012 in 
shelved books; picking up scraps with call numbers on them and wondering which 
book they led the patrons to; and returning abandoned books to the snug vacancy on 
the shelf they call home. 
 And I learned (3) that I could have died in fifth grade. I stood in my friend’s front 
yard in a sleepy suburb playing nonchalantly with a BB rifle as a police car pulled into 
the driveway, and the officer could have jumped out of his car and shot me dead 
because he felt threatened by the gun I had, however non-lethal it turned out to be. 
But I didn’t die. I received a stern warning, and I went home and cried about it when 
my mom got a call from my friend’s mom explaining what had happened. And then I 
forgot about it, until my sister reminded me of that incident after Tamir Rice, a twelve-
year-old boy playing with an airsoft gun in a Cleveland park, was gunned down on 
November 22 by an unqualified policeman responding to a call about someone 
pretending to shoot people driving by.     
 Did Tamir die because he was black? Because of the aptitude of the officer he 
encountered? Because the airsoft gun he wielded (stunningly similar to one I owned at 
that age) that a friend had just given him had its orange tip removed? All I know is 
Tamir is dead and I am not. The why is too sad to confront and too pressing to ignore. 
 There's a fourth thing I learned this year, but it's really the only thing: I know that 
I don't know anything. What better time, then, here at the End of All Things 2014, to 
wrestle with the Simba Life creed—Run from it or learn from it—along with this issue's 
contributors. What did we learn this year? Put on a pot of coffee and let's find out. !

Chad Comello 
Editor 
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10 
Commands 

for 2015  
By Alyssa Vincent 

!
IT FEELS WEIRD AND SLIGHTLY cocky to write about what I’ve learned in 2014. In my 
linear mind, “learned” implies “known”, and I don’t think we get to know anything 
about our lives, really. Everything is constantly shifting whether we believe it to be or 
not and we’re meant to feel groundless.  
 However, I can confidently say that I know that I love when my friends create 
cool things (ahem, Chad) and lists (take that, groundlessness!), so here’s a list of things 
that I’ve thought about a lot over the course of 2014 and which feel true to me during 
this moment in time. I’ve written them as commands to another person, because I’m 
basically Lisa Simpson  and love being told what to do. 1

!
1. Save your money. It’s always going to be the most boring thing in the world, but 

being bored is better than thinking “OH MY GOD I HAVE NO MONEY WHAT 
HAPPENED WAIT WHY DID I BUY SIX LIPSTICKS” at the end of the month. !

2. Calm down and stretch your back. Maybe even at the same time! You have an 
anxious mind and a curved spine, and neither will be good for you in the long run 
without daily intervention on your part. !

3. Writing is important to you, and you should do it even when you don’t want to. 
Especially when you don’t want to. !

4. Pema Chodron  wouldn’t like you saying this, but she knows everything.  2

!

!5

 http://goo.gl/qZewoI1

 A Buddhist teacher, author, and ordained nun.2

☞ ☞

http://goo.gl/qZewoI
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5. Watching too much TV makes you feel lazy and boring, but total abstinence from 
it makes you feel like a sad monk. Find a balance between four hours of Gilmore 
Girls and total screen avoidance. !

6. Moving your body feels good. Stop making excuses to not feel good. This applies 
to everything, not just exercising. !

7. There aren’t many perfect things in the world, but as of 2014, here are some: 
The Missy Elliot and Pop Fitness Pandora stations, the smell of toast, lying in bed 
with your cat and your boyfriend on a weekend morning with nowhere to be, public 
library books, drinking wine with your mom, riding your bike in a designated bike 
lane, and giving your nephews a bath.  !

8. There is a huge difference between being a White Feminist  and being a white 3

feminist. Always strive to be a white feminist.  !
9. Life is not a series of goals to be achieved. You were not put on this earth to go 

to college, get a job, meet the single love of your life, get married, have children, 
buy a house, and rescue an animal (preferably a three-legged pitbull). No one is 
here for any one reason.  !

10. The world is full of grave injustices. Instead of talking yourself into a lather over 
how things need to change, isn’t changing things exhausting, why even bother 
trying to change things... the only thing you should do is listen to those speaking 
and offer space. Not rationalizations, not fixes, just space. People, especially those 
who do not fit the ideal mold of white, male, able-bodied, upper-middle-class-ness, 
need to be allowed to take up more space. / SL !

!6

What Alyssa Vincent loved this year 

I didn’t expect to like Her, which is why I rented it from Redbox instead 
of seeing it in the theater. It turns out the real reason why I rented it, 
which I couldn’t have known at the time, is that I was protecting myself 
from having to sob in public during the movie’s conclusion. I feel much 
better crying in the privacy of my own home. Loving someone else is 
fulfilling, wonderful, weird, and hard, and Her cut right to the delicious, 
sometimes-terrifying core of all relationships.

 http://goo.gl/B35Cqy3

http://goo.gl/B35Cqy
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My Redditssance By Tim Whitney
!
I AM AN ARTIST. I have been since high school, probably before then, but it was in 
high school that I felt comfortable with that distinction.  
 Even though I went to college to be an artist, I always sensed something wasn’t 
going to work out—be it my inability to draw or my fear that being a photographer day 
in and day out would stifle me. After college, I took a job as a marketing associate and 
started to do freelance design. During that period I learned a little about the web and 
realized, “Hey, I can do this as well.” (I’m also a math guy; I went to college for that 
too.) From that job, I moved into full-fledged web development because I lied. I told 
my employer, “Sure, I can build a complex ecommerce website on a system I don’t 
know with technologies I haven’t ever learned.” And now five years later, I am a web 
developer. I love it and I think it is an art to be creative in code.  
 But there was something lost in me. It had been dampened by my desire to 
settle with stability and predictability. Then I rediscovered my love for writing.  
 During college, I took pride in my poetry. I would write poems about my 
heartache and the drama in the world that I, as a white suburban kid, could uniquely 
present through slam poetry or song. It turns out, though, that when you are happy 
and in career that is fairly sheltered from the world, poetry doesn’t flow. The angst just 
isn’t there. I still care about young African children starving, racism in Missouri, eating 
disorders, homelessness, and modern day slavery, of course. But my zeal had faded. 
 But what hadn’t faded was my need for a creative outlet. I didn’t know that need 
existed until Reddit. Yes, the nerd’s clickhole into the depths of the internet actually 
struck a nerve in my creativity, rather than foster my isolationism. Through Reddit I 
discovered writing prompts, one-line sentences that helped to expand my everyday 
thoughts into creative bursts. Reddit was my muse. It talked me off the ledge of my 
own nerves and lack of excitement in my life.  
 Fittingly, the first writing prompt I tried was “Talk a person off the ledge.” 
Through writing that first prompt, I rediscovered my love for short stories. The story is 
short and the premise is simple, but the effect of the prompt is far greater. I was 
excited again. I started thinking outside of the bubble and making creative, far-
reaching connections. Twists and turns in life became adventures and plots. I was able 
to write and explore the depths of my vocabulary, my adjectives for fall, how to 
photograph a picture with words and how to write.  
 We need creativity in our lives, because often it is the creative solution that is the 
most rewarding. But creativity needs to be nurtured. We do this by creating. Anything. 
Whatever it is, it will reward everyone in the long run. / SL !!

!7
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Would You Like Some 

ENTITLEMENT  
With That? By Kyle Mabb 

!
CIVILIZATION IS FOUNDED ON CERTAIN assumptions, the basest of which we call 
universal human rights. In paraphrase, there’s a sense that the free-people of the world 
should expect decent and fair treatment from each other.  
 Being the cornerstone of civilization notwithstanding, people are not only bound 
to have different expectations of what portion of decency they’re entitled to, but live 
such perilously proximate lives that it’s a wonder society doesn’t unravel at the sheer 
contradiction of each other’s experience. 
 Such was my experience in 2014. I worked at two different jobs with people at 
the utter ends of the “entitled-to-one’s-expectations” bell curve. On one end, a 
residential treatment home housing adolescent wards of the state with severe mental 
illness. On the other end, a premier farm-to-table coffee and pie shop tailored to 
appeal to Chicagoland’s bourgeois North Shore elite. These institutions serve clientele 
that are as different as you could possibly imagine, yet they are surprisingly close to 
each other—less than half a mile away. And even more surprising, the behavior of their 
clientele can at times be, contrary to all known science, oddly similar.  !
THE BEANS CHILD AND FAMILY Center  exists in the language of DCFS  child 4 5

treatment as a “Residential Treatment Facility.” In the world of foster care and group 
homes, residential facilities are the end of the line of housing options. Since American 
social service agencies embraced the superiority of integrating mentally ill individuals 
into functioning society in the 1970s, residential care is reserved for the minority of 
state wards whose behavioral conditions make them impossible to house elsewhere. 
Among themselves they have a stratum of classifications (mild, moderate, severe), each 

!8

 Not the real name, for obvious reasons.4

 Department of Child and Family Services, in case you didn’t already know.5
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level designated by DCFS regulations around program structure, treatment procedures, 
and staff training.  
 Beans is a severe residential. In spite of only housing kids aged 9 to 15, it 
maintains a strict adherence to a 1:3 staff to client ratio. Separated into five floors of 
dormitories, this means three to four grown people for every nine kids. The young 
clients endure a seamless schedule of unambiguous programming, which includes 
receiving strictly administered thrice-daily medications. Family phone calls and visits are 
monitored and permitted only after an initial interview-intensive screening process 
administered by one of four on-site case managers. And except for the occasional trip 
to the movies or the doctor’s office, the kids almost never leave (unless they decide to 
escape). The local school district even partnered with the facility to build a school on-
site, staffed with tax-dollar-paid teachers, just so these kids wouldn’t have to leave the 
premises to cause trouble in a conventional public school.  
 The reason for all of the training and structure is that besides the universally 
shared diagnoses of trauma-induced emotional/behavioral disorders, these children 
share a profound inability to resist frustration. Said differently, these kids become 
disruptive (and especially violent) because of mundane 
external agitations (and sometimes subconscious 
internal ones). Considering this isn’t the kind of facility 
that uses straightjackets, sedatives, or even locked 
doors, the only ways available for staff to manage a 
client back to “baseline behaviors” is through 
“therapeutic de-escalation techniques,” which includes 
at times literally restraining them through pseudo-
martial arts holds.  
 “Crisis” is an example of clinical lingo used at 
Beans that means the same thing there as it does 
everywhere. Mundane stressors, such as being unhappy 
with a meal, not getting enough time to play with a toy, 
or a petty remark from one client to another can 
escalate into a full-scale shitfest. Possible responses 
include (but aren’t limited to) air-borne chairs, punches, 
kicks, headbutts, biting, spitting , self-harm, egress , 6 7

literal shit-throwing, major property damage, and in 
general the complete degradation of whatever 

!9

 Most times saliva, but one time it was blood, distributed over the course of 15 minutes while I held the 6

contributor’s arms from punching himself in the nose again in a state of manic rage.

 The technical DCFS term for running away or escaping from the building.7

“ 
Mundane stressors, 
such as being 
unhappy with a meal, 
not getting enough 
time to play with a 
toy, or a petty remark 
from one client to 
another can escalate 
into a full-scale 
shitfest. 

“
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conception that you (the staff) had about how the day might go.  8

 Throughout my tenure, before each shift (I worked evenings mostly), I would 
steel myself in a nearby recently opened pie-and-coffee shop, absorbing the pure 
pleasantness of its white walls, massive clear windows, high-vaulted ceilings, sensible 
interior decor, and convivial twenty-something baristas. Juxtaposed with the artificially 
lit, prison-like, psychopathic-children-filled Beans, this place was in some sense an 
oasis. As months went by it’s not hard to imagine how, by some sort of stress-governed 
power of osmosis, I began to imagine myself going to work there instead. I’d joke 
about it with the baristas, at that point my friends, who eventually began to ask 
seriously when I’d be willing to start.  
 By then I had been at Beans for seven months and was willing to admit that the 
resilient, compassionate, intuitively therapeutic image I had had of myself at the start of 
the year was worth trading in for the return of my social life and a measure of daily 
predictability. I gave Beans my two weeks, stole a quick trip home to see my family in 
New York, and came back to Evanston to tie on my apron.  !
SOME BACKGROUND ABOUT THIS MYTHICAL place, which I’ll just refer to as Pie ’n’ 
Coffee.  Pie ’n’ Coffee is actually two small franchises (one specializing in pie, the other, 9

you guessed it, coffee) in one storefront, both with separate stores in a handful of 
locations around Chicago. The union of these two trendy enterprises is enough to 
make the most cynical Oakley-wearing, food-source conscientious consumers swoon in 
a state of hashtag laden #euphoria when they reflect upon their experience to their 
avid social media followers.   10

 The store itself is set up like a conventional coffee shop, stocked with ubiquitous 
Metropolis coffee beans and equipped with a pretty good espresso machine, manned 
by baristas whose only job each shift is to make specialty drinks. Behind the counter, 
which starts by where the iPad cash-registers are (and the consistent station of yours 
truly), wraps around like a giant L, running the entire length of the store and cutting off 
the sea of tables and couches from the front-of-house and the kitchen in the back. 
Intentionally unlike the steel curtain of ovens that purposefully blocks the customer’s 
sight from the sham of a kitchen at most fast-food places, the kitchen at Pie ’n’ Coffee 
is fully in view to customers as they munch, sip, or wait. In an act of further 

!10

 None of these examples are hyperboles. I either experienced them firsthand or knew someone who did 8

in my time there. And believe me, this is the abbreviated version.

 Again, out of vain professionalism. Let's just pretend googling "pie" and "Evanston"yields nothing.9

 A middle-aged empty-nesterish customer once took my photo one of my first days at Pie ’n’ Coffee, 10

much to my deep confusion. She eventually explained that she kept a blog about what’s new and hip in 
Evanston and wanted to update her following about the shop’s newest barista. I never saw her again.
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transparency, a 20-foot chalkboard-painted wall lists illustrated explanations of which 
local farm each major ingredient is sourced from.  
 The pies themselves are exceptional. That’s not just the Human Resources pill 
someone slipped in my coffee talking. All of the food is very good. There’s your sweet 
pies, like 15 different kinds made daily, plus the 50+ regularly cycled recipes at the 
bakers’ disposal. But then there’s the savory pies. They’re the devils that made me rip 
up my loyalty card to Other Locally Owned Coffee Shop and pledge myself anew to 
Pie ’n’ Coffee. I could eat a slice of chicken pot pie every day for dinner (and there are 
lonely old customers who I think actually might). Plus there’s sandwiches, soups, 
pastries, and etc, etc. All stuff of enough irrefutable quality that will cause the most 
discerning consumers to push you their heavy black shuriken-like  credit cards (which a 11

co-worker assured me means they have “money”) without the slightest hesitation.  
 The point is that most people don’t really come for the coffee. They come to eat 
out, or to pick up stuff to go and heat it up at home Boston Market style. And therein 
lies a big tension in the expectation and actual service for a lot of customers. The place 
is misleadingly set up like a coffee shop where you can get a quick bite of food. The 
reality is it’s a restaurant that cuts its staffing expense by not having waiters and has 
most of its best-selling dishes easily prepared by the baristas using ultra-fast space 
ovens, and everything else prepared by a line-cook (who has other responsibilities as 
well). So people expect the speed and efficiency of a café, without considering that 
they just ordered a farm-fresh meal that has to be assembled, while the baristas they 
tap their temples at fly behind the counter in a flurry negotiating an array of competing 
tasks, including manning the register, making espresso, cutting pie slices, operating the 
space oven, boxing whole pies, taking over-the-phone orders, and a slew of mundane 
but necessary shift-to-shift objectives.  
 And people get mad. Real mad. If it’s not visible in their tight-lipped puffy stares 
then they’ll tell you straight, that you (the barista) are disappointingly slow, with no 
consideration for customer service, and they are never coming again, and will likely 

!11

What Anne Collins loved this year 

About Time is the best movie I’ve ever seen about enjoying your life as it 
comes. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve found it harder to enjoy each day, good 
or bad, for its lifelong (or maybe eternal) value. To enjoy the slow, boring 
parts of life, knowing that there’d be craziness and busyness in times 
ahead. This movie encompasses all of it, and concludes that it can all, 
bad days included, be part of the telling of the happy story of one’s life.

 Shuriken: “a weapon in the form of a star with projecting blades or points, used as a missile in some 11

martial arts.”
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spend their drive home imagining the Yelp review they’re going to righteously pound 
out on their Macbook the first chance they get.  
 Most times these customers start out with a feigned pleasance that slips away as 
soon as their thinly-roped expectations of the service they deserve unravel. Assuming 
that you don’t let your humanness leak into the well-oiled exchange they were 
expecting, they can at least be sent home happy. There 
are customers, however, who won’t pay you the courtesy 
of such pretense. They come fully empowered as the 
consumer, aware of the sacred adage inscribed on your 
soul  which demands your compliance, and are willing 12

to use it to take advantage of you. They don’t just want 
service; they want subservience. They haven’t just come 
for pie and coffee; they’ve come to a space they at 
some level understand is designed to affirm a social 
hierarchy that places them on top. And by exercising 
their ability to demand service with indifference or just 
plain nastiness, they reaffirm the paradigm that is written 
on their heart. They come coldly, they leave coldly, and 
they pounce at any fault in your service like a predatory 
jungle cat. 
 I will say plainly that not everyone who frequents 
Pie ’n’ Coffee are like either of these customers. The 
majority try to be decent and don’t assume you’re 
totally incompetent. I might even say that for every one 
customer that’s intolerable there are three more that are 
affable and kind. That doesn’t change the fact that Pie 
’n’ Coffee caters  to the kinds of people drawn not just 13

to an exchange of funds but an exchange of status, and 
a disproportionate number of such transactions involve 
those deathly black credit cards.   14

!

!12

 “The customer is always…” Right...12

 Somewhat intentionally in my opinion. From the way the executive-chef and owner of the Pie half of 13

Pie ’n’ Coffee oversees the shop it’s clear that she’s making the kind of experience she’d want in a store, 
and she’s very much of the overly critical, hard-to-please, black-credit-card-carrying variety. Though she 
might also just hate me because I unintentionally implied to her that she was old enough to be a 
grandmother. 

 I might say given their perceived income, these people aren’t usually good tippers. Typically people 14

with crappy flimsy credit card like mine are much more generous, per bill:tip ratio.

“ 
They’ll tell you 
straight, that you are 
disappointingly slow, 
with no consideration 
for customer service, 
and they are never 
coming again, and 
will likely spend their 
drive home imagining 
the Yelp review 
they’re going to 
righteously pound 
out on their 
Macbook.  

“
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IT DIDN'T TAKE MANY ESCALATED interactions with Pie ’n’ Coffee customers to 
make my mouth begin to froth with palpable irony. Though belligerent customers never 
shouted or never became aggressive it was hard not to see them as kids from Beans, 
incredulous that something has happened differently than the way that they were 
expecting, intolerant to any ambiguity, and terribly afraid deep down of what this 
incongruence said about them. At either end of the privilege spectrum, expressing 
frustration is an eager act of affirming some sense of their inmost selves that’s already 
tenuous and weak.  
 The conditions that foster the people at either pole of the socioeconomic 
spectrum are as opposite as they should seem. The kids at Beans are intolerant of 
deviations from their expectations because in their short lifetime of limited social 
agency they have learned that there are too few ways for them to constructively assert 
their will, so they might as well do it in a way that at least grants them the concession 
of being able to affect some kind of response. In essence, the Beans clients are so 
starved for some sense that they are in control of absolutely anything in their lives that 
they can become hypervigilant to even the most minute disappointments and 
substantiate themselves by their ability to willfully assert disapproval and disrupt the 
routine.  
 Pie ’n’ Coffee customers, on the other hand, are the opposite. They’re intolerant 
of deviations from their expectations due to being oversaturated in their world of total 
social agency that they are lulled into assuming that there are no occasions when their 
will should be denied. Our black-credit-card-carrying friends are so inundated with 
experiences of being absolutely in control of their lives that they are insulated from the 
normal levels of entropy experienced by less privileged folks, and the incredulous 
frustration they are stricken with is really just a subconscious fear of powerlessness. !
THEN THERE'S ME. I MIGHT be able to obscure myself from this scene as an observer 
on the traverse, but embedded into the narrative I’ve told are choices and assumptions 
reactive to my own hurt expectations. I embraced a job that I knew would be difficult, 
but in an environment that was chaotic to the point of indifference to my well-being. 
Discouraged and disappointed by an experience which challenged my expectations of 
how I thought I deserved to be treated, I sought solace in a temple that worshipped 
order to the point of idolatry. Like other customers, I sought a social environment that 
affirmed something in me: that at bottom I am a decent human being and I deserve to 
be dealt with hospitably, because in the end that’s how I want to see myself. (And who 
wouldn’t?)  
 What I learned instead was that places like Pie ’n’ Coffee make their profit by 
offering affirmation, especially tailored toward people who want to be entitled to more 
than just nice-person status. It’s a place for powerful people to come in and absorb the 
pillar-like white walls, the translucent floor-to-ceiling windows, the lofty ceiling, and the 

!13
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tasteful interior decor—where they deserve to inhabit this space just by being who they 
are, regardless of whatever social interaction they’re about to have with the twenty-
something who’s about to serve them. To customers like this, my humanity isn’t really 
that important. I’m just a priest, a facet of the temple, and my function is to read the 
liturgical rite that says whatever they came in wanting to hear. !
CONSIDERING THE PROXIMITY TO BEANS, I have waking daymares about the 
inevitability that a client “on-run” will choose the thoroughfare that Pie ’n’ Coffee rests 
on as their escape route, and in passing by will either recognize me or decide that they 
want to use their stolen roll of quarters to buy pie. They’d come into the store, 
awestruck by its almost alien and immaculate beauty, see me, and rush the counter 
with an inappropriate torrent of effervescent nostalgia. I’d indulge them only as long as 
the other customers could maintain their composure at this altogether contextless 
spectacle, and once the black-card-carrying elitists drew near the point of vocal 
incredulity I’d enforce the status quo by informing the escaped client that they 
unfortunately had to start at the end line like everyone else. Visibly hurt by my never-
before-considered ambivalence toward them, they’d comply, but would show clear 
signs of agitation.  I’d then involuntarily imagine what the break pattern of the glass 15

would be like if a chair were to crash through the pie-display case.  
 At this point I’d know that all it would take is an interaction with the also-snarling 
bourgeois whose simultaneous inner monologues are probably a kind of pep-talk for 
them to step up and be the responsible adult who tells this kid off for being rude, 
sending this whole powder keg into a cyclone of two equal and opposite forces facing 
off, each self-assured that they’ve got the will to get what they deserve and that’s that.  
           A waft of pear-apple cranberry pie snaps me back to the first face in the anxious, 
uncaffeinated line before me. 
           "How can I help you?" / SL 

!14

 As I learned in my “Therapeutic Crisis Intervention” training, this is the stage of the Crisis Arc that 15

precursors aggression.

What Zach Swee loved this year 

I knew nothing of Birdman before I saw it. As I watched it, I kept 
thinking “I’m watching a masterpiece.” It really was a technical marvel. 
You got such a sense of place walking and rewalking the halls of that 
theater. Thematically, I thought the movie had interesting things to say 
about art and the artist, about truth and motivations, about fame and 
drive. The acting was incredible, from Zach Galifianakis to Michael 
Keaton to Edward Norton. It was surprisingly funny as well, and I loved 
how it blurred the lines of what was real.
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Coming 
In  
A 
Coming  
Out 
Story 
By 
Jason 
Brown 
!!

ACKNOWLEDGING AND AFFIRMING ONE'S OWN queerness is often called 
“coming out of the closet.” There are myriad ways that we can then picture how any 
given queer individual might exit this dark place. Some may come out dancing, joyful 
to embrace the light of the day and their “rightful” place in society, to not longer feel 
the crush of marginalization and hegemony. Some may be dragged out by a 
humiliating reveal of this hidden world, a dank den wallpapered with facades, white 
lies, and celebrity crushes. But progressive society agrees: we must come out, because 
there is nothing good in there. Nobody belongs in a closet.  
 But I had another image of “the closet” when I was child: the prayer closet. I 
grew up in a moderately conservative Christian home, for which I am very thankful, and 
through years I have been given many tools and practices for drawing closer to God. 
One simple recommendation was establishing for yourself a “prayer closet.” A literal 
closet or not, this was any place you designated for your intentional pursuit of the Holy 

!15
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of Holies. Some folks take this literally and convert an old, unused closet into a 
dwelling for their thoughts, prayers, and scripture clippings. Some treat the prayer 
closet more as a time, when they separate themselves from the busy world and quiet 
themselves before God. But all prayerful Christians agree: you must find a place, space, 
or time for prayer. Everyone needs time in the closet. 
 I have spent the past six years in and out of closets looking for love, belonging 
and acceptance, but also holiness. But, through these pursuits I have discovered that I 
don’t like much of the rhetoric I was given from either of the two predominant 
communities that were vying for my Self’s identity subscription: the queers and the 
Christians. In fact, to be called out of self-comfort into the glaring eyes of society or to 
run into enclosed spaces to discover the God of the cosmos—these seemed like 
troublesome, contradictory, and altogether paradoxical endeavors. Yet, as a paradox, 
these two dynamic pursuits are also intrinsically linked. !
AS A FRESHMAN IN COLLEGE, I practically emotionally abused my roommate for his 
introversion. It was absurd to me that he could be so proud as to think his introversion 
was the best approach to this new fascinating world full of peers to be friended, 
adventures to advance, and tests to pass. Didn’t he realize that this “introversion” thing 
was just a cover-up for not loving others? You’ll laugh if you know me now, but an early 
coping mechanism for me entering into male society was to be obviously present, 
outspoken, and—when I could be—right. To live into all of those, I felt I should attend 
all available social functions, even if it meant spending only a fraction of my evening at 
each. I don’t know if I was fooling anyone but myself, but I felt guilty for every missed 
opportunity. Between the prayer groups, social justice-oriented clubs, dorm functions, 
campus dances, I lost sight of the internal eternal. I lost sight of the Self who had been 
teased by other boys through high school and hid him behind the accepted and 
engaged extrovert.  
 I was staging was something like the social decompression gained from a 
coming out, without all the emotional keeping-house. I would be loved and accepted 
by the men around me, but they need not know about those internal whispers trying to 
woo them, be close to them, be more like them. Alas, such facades do not last, 
particularly if you are built more like an introvert. 
 I remember one particular friendship with a male friend that was both dear and 
dire. While I cherished time spent with him, talking about what we were reading in class 
or watching online to procrastinate, our communication was also a mess of half-wit 
humor and sharp sarcasm. I loved being with him, but I loathed him when he left. Our 
conversations became a competition, but without the development of a skill, just a 
scratching away at each other’s esteem one quip at a time. So many of my friendships 
with men at this time were bittersweet—a tug-of-war between desire and damage, 
where I’d share vulnerable parts of my Self only to push them away so they couldn’t 
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read the whole story. This way I could live guiltless in the light of honesty, without 
feeling the interdependence that comes with vulnerability.  
 However, when one of the stronger waves of depression hit, and a world of 
loneliness and isolationism with it, I realized it was time to go to counseling. It was as if 
at once the interplay of power and extroversion quieted in the living room of my mind, 
after all the guests had left, and there remained a light, gleaming from behind a door 
at the back of my crowded thoughts, wondering when I might come in and see what 
was waiting there.  
 I knew. I knew that behind the door were four horsemen and a woeful woman 
offering herself to a beast, with my name marked on her forehead. I knew there was an 
acid lake where all disguises were disclosed in a fiery finale. I knew I’d be lost once I 
went in, and if I were to come out, that I would not be the same. But, something called 
to me from within. So, I tidied up the living room, left amok from others’ perception of 
my Self, breathed deep, and knocked. The light went off. The door swung open. The 
closet, like a vacuum, enraptured me. I was lost. And I was Home.  
 Like many (if not most) gay youth, I had contemplated suicide a handful of times. 
The thought that I could be an arson of my own mind-house was empowering and 
freeing. But the criminal intent was all based on the existence of this one damned 
closet. Now that I had gained entry into this closet, everything changed. Not only did I 
start to learn what was hiding in the closet, or what the closet might also be for, but I 
was starting to discern what my House was for.  !
ONE OF THE GREATEST OBSTACLES to me accepting my Self and eventually my 
queerness was the obscurity of my body, and all those hormones rushing around within 
it. I am a thinker; my thinking is my doing. Thus, to have this body doing things that I 
didn’t think was right, feeling things I didn’t want, it was misfit and applicable for 
destruction. However, as I started to talk about all these things I did not like about the 
body and mind I was given, they started to lose structure. Instead of talking about the 
queer elements of my Self as a room needing renovation, I was learning that it was a 
place that had functions of its own.  
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Criterion’s Blu-ray of The Innocents (which was at least released this year 
even though the movie itself is from 1961). Gorgeous, gothic and more 
effectively scary than any new horror movie I’ve seen this year (save 
maybe The Babadook, which I’d also say rocked my world this year... 
actually those two would be a great double feature).
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 My counselor was one of the first people I invited in. Unlike what the majority of 
progressive society seemed to be saying that he should be telling me, he was not 
tugging me out. There was work to be done within me. The idea of queerness, so 
neglected in this dark corner, had started to spoil, rot, and spread. It had become a 
plague of death that had infected innocent by-standing thoughts. I discovered that not 
only had my (and realistically my parents’, teachers’, and community’s) selective neglect 
caused a strange disease in how I thought about my own sexuality, but it was affecting 
how I was thinking about others as well. Since I had deemed elements of my identity 
unworthy of representation, I had killed them. The greater injustice, however, was that I 
started to believe that parts of Others should be killed as well. I was convinced that a 
person mostly alive was well enough, no tolerance for their rough edges or 
quarrelsome quirks. So, as I encountered dead, cast-off limbs of an unacceptable Self 
in my closet, I was forced to learn a little about resurrection.  
 It is a lot easier to kill than to revive, just as it is a lot easier to throw away what 
can be recycled. To resurrect parts of my Self that had been cast aside, I had to re-think 
and re-feel things I had conveniently forsaken as well as think and feel new things. The 
good bit about growing up is that you learn to encounter the same situation in new 
ways. The problem with self-selective growing is that you hack off necessary limbs for 
embracing and balancing, and your sinews get all tangled.  
 In my toxic friendships, what could have been mutual care and compassion had 
become competitive candor and sarcastic subterfuge. What would it mean to put these 
defensive habits to rest? I had to conjure, nurture, and mature new habits and attitudes 
in order to care for others, to be cared for, and ultimately to thrive. There was a lot to 
be done, and to be undone, so I sat in my closet with my well-educated counselors to 
see how I might reconstruct my Self back to life, like Dr. Frankenstein’s monster before 
me. But I needed more help.  
 I started to invite others in. First my dad and mom. Then some of my closer 
friends and mentors. They seemed to know how I worked, so perhaps they could be 
some help in my Self reconstruction. To them I presented the scary reality that there 

!18

What Brittany Johnson loved this year 

The Facebook group "A Mighty Girl" had a profound effect on me this 
year. I have daily posts in my newsfeed about incredible women who 
have done something incredibly innovative or intelligent or brave. 
They also post about young women these days who receive awards for 
their achievements and discoveries. I’ve realized how I limit myself in 
my head and how that has to do with how I view myself as a woman. 
I’m now incredibly sensitive to the subtle, nuanced ways that we 
communicate limits to girls, and in turn, to myself.
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was a part of me that I (or, we) had been neglecting, and it would be the death of me if 
I didn’t revive it. I also invited them into the scarier reality that I didn’t know. Inviting my 
loved ones in meant I had to be as honest with them as I was with myself. I didn’t know 
all the nooks and crannies of my closet, but I wanted them to come with me regardless. 
They did. Some joined with their own ideas of what I would find, others joined with 
hesitation, but eventually they all came in. 
 Charmed by love and success, I started to invited a larger group of friends. And 
then even some strangers. In fact, it was starting to get crowded in my closet. We were 
reconstructing my Self quite well, and it had become quite the party: all of us in our 
Easter dress packed in this little room celebrating resurrection. I started to forget who I 
had invited and who I had not invited to the party. But, this was a celebration after all, 
why not invite more?  
 And the walls came tumbling down. I had certainly marched around them 
enough times. Thus my clandestine closet became my inhabited House; my hidden 
corpse became a hospitable table, spread for all. But I did not come out. I didn’t want 
to come out; I wanted everyone to come in. Since my first conversations with 
counselors and dear friends, I have decided that I will be measured by the love that I 
give to others, as an extension of the love I have been able to give myself. If I could be 
so willing to kill elements of my Self in order to seem more fit for society, the Kingdom 
of God, or simply the man in the mirror, how much easier is it for me to pull elements 
of others’ Selves into question, trial, and death by a jury of one?  
 Life, death, and love are invitational forces. When one responds to the invitation 
of Death, one answers the call of exclusion, of loss, of opposition; one also comes to 
finality, to conclusion. To live invitationally through Death is to only ever invite 
conclusion rather than discourse. Life’s invitation is one of infinite accord. The laws of 
life, seen in people, plants, dirt, molecules, and moles, demand interconnection. Love 
is more picky. Love demands that you conjure and compare those connections one by 
one. Love’s invitation is to intimacy and the exploration of the world of wonder that can 
exist between people, and between a person and their chosen god.  !
WHEN I WANTED TO EXIST outside of my closet, I stopped sending invitations. I 
emptily replied to the invitation of death and concluded that I was who I needed to be. 
Life and love did not stop sending their invitations, however. Instead, they got more 
aggressive, and turned on me. They called, they knocked, they chased: Can we come 
in? I learned from the invitation of others that I need not respond to the voices of the 
world to call me out, but I need to learn from the voices of the world how to better 
invite others in.  
 So, I leave the door unlocked. The feast of this resurrection is over, but there are 
plenty of leftovers. Come in, and come to the table. Let’s love. / SL !
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!
By Will Montei 

!
WHEN I FIRST HEARD THE eponymous title track from Forget and Not Slow Down, I 
dismissed it. Still sore from the generic, we-want-to-get-back-on-the-radio sound of 
Five Score and Seven Years Ago, I didn’t hear enough sonic change to convince me 
that Relient K was moving forward. In my mind, they were becoming a nostalgic piece 
of my past; Mmhmm was their Thriller. It was all downhill from here. I didn’t bother with 
the rest of the album. 
 Reviews began trickling in and perking my interest. They were raving. At first I 
thought it was akin to how Jimmy Eat World gets rave reviews with each successive 
album; fans were just ecstatic to hear familiar sounds from their past. But I decided to 
give FANSD another shot anyways. I plugged in my headphones and committed myself 
to listening to the whole thing with no distractions. 
 I think it was when I came upon “Savannah” that I was struck down; in the 
Relient K canon, it’s a truly special song. The guitar riff is one of their most unique, and 
the song as a whole is their most elegantly composed. It sounds like a warm breeze 
and sun on skin. There’s no bombastic chorus—the verses simply grow and unfold as 
the song progresses. On top of that, the lyrics took me aback. The whole album up to 
that point had clearly been mourning a break-up, and here we are with Matt while he 
reminisces about a sweet memory in Savannah, Georgia. I realized, then, that he was 
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still deeply in love with this woman. Post-break-up, he still has the heart to say: “I spent 
my life wondering / Wondering when I’d find you / I searched for all these years and 
now you’re right here / I need you to know that / Everything makes sense when you’re 
with me.” 
 With those lyrics in mind the entire album takes on a different tone. From the 
very beginning, every note and lyric is instilled with this desperate kind of yearning for 
something lost. Despite the positive sound of the first track, the lyrics are filled with 
internal struggle: “If I become what I can’t accept / Resurrect the saint from within the 
wretch.” It’s a prayer. Theissen sees himself becoming a wretch. All he knows for sure is 
that he needs to “forget and not slow down.” 
 Three songs in and we have “Candlelight,” a fanciful song about how no one 
can resist his ex’s charm: “She outshines anyone / Whoever might dare to bask in the 
same candlelight.” Unlike most break-up albums, the “she” isn’t a villain, and her 
goodness is maintained from beginning to end. This makes the album tense like a 
knotted muscle. Matt wants to move on but the memories of her are too sweet. There’s 
anger, sure, like the blistering, post-hardcore “Sahara” and the pleading “If You Believe 
Me,” but the anger is always directed toward the situation. 
 Unlike most pop-punk albums, Mmhmm being an example, each song on 
FANSD needs to be considered as one part of a whole, evidenced by several interludes 
between songs that clock under a minute each. They’re moments of reprieve, where 
the instrumentals and tone sit at the forefront. It’s something of a concept album in that 
way; it has a unifying theme throughout. 
 In that sense, FANSD had no potential for chart-topping singles. Perhaps that’s 
the reason Relient K fell off the map with this release; it wasn’t seeking out attention. 
They didn’t make any music videos; they didn’t go through a major label; the album 
cover is a painting of an RV in some quiet Midwestern place. And yet, the album as a 
whole is so wildly stunning. It’s a love letter—one last message to someone dear. 
 There’s really nothing to prepare the listener for FANSD’s final two tracks, “This 
is the End” and “(If You Want It).” If the tension wasn’t apparent before, it’s certainly 
apparent at that moment when the piano swells in and Matt croons “I can’t keep a 
straight face and say this is not the end / Not if you want it, it’s upon us and I want to 
say it’s sinking in.” It’s just Matt and the piano, and then a brutal explosion of guitar.  
Relient K has never shred like this; they’ve never sounded so disjointed, slamming 
chords like reckless kids in a garage. The tune never leads where you expect, Matt’s 
voice sounds like it’s always on the verge of losing control, and the harmonies are 
always on the verge of discord. It’s a scorching two minutes. 
 Then, once more, it’s just Matt and the piano closing up with “(If You Want It)”. 
By this point, we have almost no idea what to expect. Are we going to get scorched 
again? Is Relient K going to wrap up the album tightly and finally let her go? I can only 
suggest you listen. / SL 
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By Chad Comello 
!
MMHMM IS RELIENT K'S BEST ALBUM. I thought so when it was released ten years 
ago and I think so still today. 
 I was in high school when it dropped, on Election Day 2004. The version of 
Mmhmm I listened to back then, over and over again, still lays calcified somewhere in 
my subconscious. So baked in it was to my adolescence that it’s hard to render an 
unbiased verdict on the album’s legacy these ten years later. (Add to this that I was in a 
band that held up Relient K as the paragon of pop-punk.) And yet, I’ve revived its 
musical bones since then. Mmhmm is not frozen in time and perspective like other 
albums that stick to us simply because we were young and impressionable; it’s alive 
and wriggling for me even today. 
 The first of Mmhmm’s two exemplary qualities is its diverse timbre. Whereas 
Mmhmm’s predecessors (2001’s The Anatomy of Tongue in Cheek and 2003’s Two Lefts 
Don't Make a Right...but Three Do) felt like self-contained musical ecosystems, 
sonically and lyrically, Mmhmm expanded Relient K into a greater realm, a confederacy 
of sounds living and interacting in the same world but nevertheless on their own 
adventures. I imagine it as a map of Middle-earth, with the cheery “High of 75” in 
place of Hobbiton, the doleful “Life After Death and Taxes” overlaying Minas Morgul, 
and the plaintive “The One I’m Waiting For” in Gondor’s stead. (Want a Cliff Notes 
viewing of the entire Lord of the Rings trilogy? Just listen to Mmhmm.)  
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 I like albums with a tightly cohesive sound, like they came from one of those 
domains, but sometimes I like touring the whole land, as it were. This is what we get to 
do with Mmhmm. It’s all still Relient K, and it’s all still pop-punk to an extent, but 
stretched to the boundaries. 
 But Mmhmm shines above all in its eloquence. This is the key difference 
between Mmhmm and its predecessors. Gone are the pink tuxedos, chapped lips, and 
literal gibberish of Two Lefts that charmed me as a fifteen year old but don’t hold the 
same sway now. The silly, pop culture-obsessed outlook of the band’s first three albums 
gives way, in Mmhmm, to a lyrical bravura that would also infuse the group’s 
subsequent albums, especially 2007’s Five Score and Seven Years Ago. 
 My favorite song on the album (though it’s hard to choose) is “I So Hate 
Consequences,” a rueful lament of the futility of running from our mistakes: “And after 
all of my alibis desert me / I just want to get by / I don’t want nothing to hurt me / I had 
no idea where my head was at / But if my heart says I’m sorry can we leave it at that?” 
It’s also the first instance in RK’s oeuvre of the screamo effect—an apt use given the 
song’s pent-up frustration, and the subsequent release of it in the tender coda.  
 Mmhmm is not without some random, manic fun. The flash-bang “The Only 
Thing Worse Than Beating a Dead Horse is Betting On It” speaks the truth: “Opinions 
are immunity to being told you’re wrong / Paper, rock, and scissors / They all have their 
pros and cons.” As does the buoyant, very danceable “My Girl’s Ex-Boyfriend,” which 
could be sung by any dude in the throes of a rosy romance. 
 Even the track titles tell their own song’s stories. “Who I Am Hates Who I’ve 
Been,” “This Week the Trend,” “Which to Bury; Us or the Hatchet,” and “When I Go 
Down” synecdochically capture the guilt and frustration of failure, while “Be My 
Escape” and “More Than Useless” allude to the aspirational longing that pervades this 
record as much as RK’s later ones. 
 But the cornerstone of the album is the lyrical leitmotif: You took my heavy heart 
and made it light. That simple line appears in slightly different forms in “High of 75,” 
“Let It All Out,” and “When I Go Down,” which constitute the beginning, middle, and 
end of the record. It’s the through line frontman and lyricist Matthew Thiessen uses to 
join disparate songs together as a cohesive whole. It’s also emblematic of Thiessen’s 
great ability, one that all great songwriters have, to give words to feelings in a 
vulnerable and plainspoken way. 
 That line is also the reason why I’ve stuck with Mmhmm all these years later. I’ve 
drifted away from other music I liked as an adolescent, or revisit it only in bouts of 
nostalgia, but Mmhmm continues to speak to me. I’ve changed a lot over the last ten 
years. I’ve accumulated regrets, succumbed to identity crises, and struggled to 
reconcile who I want to be with who I’ve actually been. The emo-tinged power chords 
and piano-driven introspection of Mmhmm has been the perfect partner in that journey 
through young adulthood and beyond, and from darkness to light. / SL 
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a winter’s sabbath 
By Chris Pollasch 
 
my beard is thick 
like the cold of 
morning mountain shadows 
truth bubbles up: 
like untethered dreams.  
snow on the ground  
hushing the realist  
in its God-like gentleness 
 
the mornings  
are too quiet 
or iced 
for the jogging 
 
I never do 
while ambition 
takes a siesta 
before the day’s  
second round of coffee 
my soul inhales 
and I consider my heart 
 

POETRY 
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At the shore on a Monday 
By Chad Comello 
 
At the shore on a Monday 
seagulls with orange beaks, 
fighting against the wind, 
whip up and down the line, 
a boustrophedon parade— 
the waves shoving their way to shore. 
Jimmy Eat World’s “Futures” beckons them 
to me, 
scoring the ever-forward push of all creation. 
 
It is all connected. 
It is all connected now. 
Whatever reigns over this moment, 
I am a witness. 
 
Up in the distance a plane careens toward the horizon, 
itself pushing against the wind 
to find its place in the future. 
It cuts past the clouds 
like the waves that topple rocks 
flanking the coast. 
 
Men and women who smoke cigarettes walk 
to the shore, their exhaust 
billowing and dissipating 
into the rushing wind; 
planes in the air, smoke in the air. 
 
There will always be exhaust, 
until there will not be. 
Until then: 
the horizon, 
the birds. 
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16 It’s a game we made up at a former job. And he’s the one who got schooled. —Chad 
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