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This has been a trying year for all of us. During a 
time when the world has stopped, creativity and 
artistry have still managed to flourish; the work 
compiled in this magazine proves that. Even in our 
darkest moments, the ability to create remains an 
essential tool to process and respond to the world 
around us, and that has never been more true than 
now. Flipping through these pages show tales of 
loss, perseverence, bittersweet memories, and a re-
sistence against even the toughest of circumstances 
attempting to stifle our flames.   

Thank you to Courtney Zoffness, the English 
Department, as well as Drew University for their 
continued support of Insanity’s Horse, especially 
during this difficult and momentous time. 

 Sincerely,
The Mad and Insane
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Erin Gruodis-Gimbel—Fiction Contest Winner
The Glass Bottle

 The bottle was made by a glassblower in the French 
countryside, an Italian expatriate known only as Angelo. He balked 
a little at the instructions to make it exceedingly plain except for 5 
evenly spaced black lines on the side. Angelo never let a day go by 
without embellishing, but the compensation was high enough that 
he didn’t complain. A simple bottle, lightly frosted on the outside, 
it was small enough to fit in the palm, but not small enough to drop 
with ease. It then got transported in the saddle of a horse from 
France to Bavaria, where Gustav, the ever patient master of liquids, 
filled it to the brim, and capped it with the warning, “If this runs out 
before the Savior comes, you won’t come back. You know what the 
legends say about those who tamper.” She nodded, but dismissed 
the idea. Humanity was on the right track. She knew, along with a 
handful of others, Gustav included, that the Savior’s coming was 
imminent: he would arrive when humanity had broken the hateful 
patterns that had plagued it for millennia. While this had to be soon, 
based on the trends of philosophy and modern ethics, they didn’t 
quite know how soon, and Sylvia wanted to look her best. So she 
badgered Gustav to build her a liquid that would keep her young, 
and more importantly, alive, so long as she misted it routinely on 
her face. The liquid took 2 years to finish, finally done and bottled 
on July 27, 1914. 

 On the early morning of the 28th, Sylvia was staring at 
the bottle. One little spritz couldn’t hurt, but Gustav’s warning 
stuck in the back of her head. If she started using it now, she would 
retain her current face, but when it ran out, so did she. After the 
Resurrection, she wouldn’t return. She had to constantly mist it 
once every few months for upkeep, or whenever she felt her face 
getting a bit tight. Gustav, as well as the rest of the Society, had 
disapproved of her plan, as it supposedly went against the Society’s 
ethics about life being sacred and accepting the Savior at all stages 
of life; but Sylvia was a beautiful woman, and she wanted to remain 
so.

 She was by far the youngest member of the Society, and 
arguably the most liberal, so of course her priorities were different. 
She shouldn’t let a group of people who had no idea what it was 
like to be young and beautiful anymore tell her what she should do 

with her looks. 

 Sylvia made her decision, and uncapped the bottle. Nothing 
bad was going to happen. She held it a few inches away from her 
face, spritzed, and inhaled. It smelled vaguely of roses after rain, 
with slight undertones of ethanol, and a touch of it settled in the 
front of her dark hair. She watched as the spritz sent the volume 
down a touch towards the first black line. Allowing it to settle on 
her face, she picked up her cup of tea, strolled onto the terrace, 
and gazed over Gramercy Park with a contented smile. The early 
morning was her favorite time of day in New York. Everything was 
going to be wonderful. 

 The phone rang, and she took her time getting back 
indoors. Nothing terribly important could have happened at 4:45 
AM. She held the candlestick up to her ear, and was greeted by the 
shrill screams of Anya, her younger cousin (34 to Sylvia’s 35) who 
was permanently abroad. She was almost indecipherable, but Sylvia 
managed to catch the line, “Someone just shot him!” Oh no dear. 

 “Anya, Anya, slow down. Who shot who?” 

 “The Archduke!” 

 Sylvia mentally ran through her list of Arches, Dukes, 
and anyone in between, landing on Franz. They had met a few 
times, out and about, while she was conducting business. He was 
nice enough, but apparently someone had disagreed with her. 
Anya told her what she knew, which wasn’t much: he had been 
shot, someone had jumped into a river, and everyone was on edge. 
Anya hung up, and Sylvia returned to the terrace, in a decidedly 
different mood. The Savior’s return obviously could not depend 
on universal goodness, that would be ridiculous. One man’s action 
couldn’t set humanity back that far, surely. Yes, all of Europe was 
shaken by the news, and yes, tensions on the continent were sure to 
rise. But nothing would come of this. No one would be that stupid. 
Given who was allied with who, which may not have been public 
knowledge, no one would think it was a good idea to start any kind 
of confrontation. Satisfied with her logic, Sylvia stared down at the 
park, and tried to remember Franz’s wife’s name, and whether she 
liked daffodils. But perhaps daffodils aren’t appropriate mourning 
flowers. Stuck on a new dilemma, Sylvia banished European unrest 
from her mind. 
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 A month later, on July 28th, three of the High Council 
members were having an informal meeting in Sylvia’s apartment. 
Normally they met in the basement underneath Saint Thomas’ 
Church in Manhattan, but it was only half of the Western delegation 
this time, so a smaller setting was called for. Gustav sat to Sylvia’s 
left, perched upon the chaise lounge, and Andrea, an elusive 
Californian who controlled almost all of the theatrical production in 
the United States and half of France, sat at the writing desk across 
from Sylvia. She could build almost anything with a wave of her 
hand and a few muttered words, the reason why her productions 
were mounted faster and cheaper than anyone else. Gustav, being 
the ranking member, called the meeting to order. 

 “Good morning ladies,” he said, a genteel smile on his face. 
He was an indiscernible age, somewhere between 45 and death, but 
he was a gentleman through and through. He unfolded a small sheet 
of paper from his waistcoat, and read from it. 

 “Our cursory agenda today includes the following: 1) 
Is there a need to relocate our standard meeting place, as the 
Episcopalians are starting to figure out that we are not a prayer 
circle? 2) The Eastern delegation took it upon themselves to claim 
the Taj Mahal for the Savior’s home base, and while that was on our 
shortlist, we hadn’t decided yet. A decision needs to be reached on 
whether we should submit a complaint, or let them have this one. 
And finally, third, I believe Sylvia is due for a promotion.” 

 Sylvia smiled, although not thrilled she was last on the 
agenda. She had been on the council for 5 years at this point, 
joining on the eve of her 30th birthday. She had heard whispers 
ever since she was a small child of a group that defied all logic, all 
rules of possibility, that could do incredible things. Growing up 
poor in Brooklyn, you heard a lot of things, but this stuck. So when 
she was old enough, in her mind at least, she sold everything she 
had ever owned to buy some proper dresses, and started a search. 
She assumed the last names of wealthy families throughout the 
country whenever it could get her into certain circles, and had no 
problem hiding her less than prosperous background. She picked 
up the mannerisms of the society ladies she saw, and soon became 
indistinguishable from them. She looked for a decade, tracing 
stories of miracles and whispers of people who would ascend to 
angels every chance she got, while she wined and dined with the 
most eligible men she could find. Tracking down an underground 

group who did not want to be found didn’t pay too well. She 
abandoned the fake last names as her reputation as a classy lady on 
her own terms grew, which afforded her more contacts with which 
to trace what she began calling “the Society.” 

 When she was 28, she found them. She stumbled upon 
Gustav, mixing drinks in a ballroom uptown. Something about the 
Old World accent running under his words and the sure way that 
his hands handled the bottles, a way that did not come naturally to 
bartenders, told her that he was not all he seemed to be. She took a 
chance, abandoned her dinner companion (a nice, if slightly musty, 
banker from Chicago who was in the city for business) and sat at 
the bar until Gustav noticed her. It was hard not to notice her, she 
was wearing a red dress with a row of magenta feathers lining the 
neck. When he asked what she would like, she said she would like 
to know about the time in the mountains of Colorado when a hiker, 
lost and on the brink of death, was saved by an angel in the form of 
an older man, holding out a bottle that restored him to full health, 
and left him with an unbeatable sense of confidence that he would 
succeed in getting out of there. That confidence never left him, 
and he won 3 consecutive terms in the House of Representatives. 
Gustav considered her, and told her to wait until closing. She waited 
all evening, rudely dumping the banker, and when the rest of the 
patrons had staggered or danced onto the streets, Gustav returned to 
her, handed her a very large glass of wine, and interrogated her on 
how she knew that story. She told him how she heard the story from 
a woman in an apothecary/lingerie shop (space was tight in New 
York), having found that woman by talking to a homeless man who 
told her of a mysterious Savior, different from the Christian one, 
while sitting outside of the Metropolitan Opera. Gustav groaned, 
and muttered a name that sounded like Ophelia, ostensibly the 
woman from the shop. He asked her how she had come across these 
people, and she explained her quest, how she had been looking for a 
group she had heard whispers of since she was young. He regarded 
her with a critical eye for a few moments, and in neat but cramped 
handwriting, printed an address in Queens on a bar napkin. He told 
her to arrive there in two days, and to bring a jug of apple cider 
and some playing cards. She did as asked, waiting upon the stoop 
in the October chill, her best velvet dress not enough to block the 
wind. Three minutes after 6:00, Gustav opened the door, and she 
was brought into the confidence of the Society. By some chance, 
she had managed to get the name of the group correct, which the 
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others considered fate. The cider and cards were only because 
Gustav liked cider, and the group had lost their collective set of 
cards after the previous Master of Creation had vanished them due 
to a particularly bad hand of poker, and no one felt like going out to 
pick them up. She was introduced to the council, told of the goal of 
preparing for the Savior, and the rest of her life began. 

 Sylvia snapped out of her reverie, smiling at the memory 
of her induction ceremony after 2 years of serving the council as 
an apprentice. New members worked closely with a member of 
the council, and after their two years were up, they were given the 
choice of remaining a normal member of the Society, or applying 
for the council. Sylvia had worked too hard and searched for too 
long for her to be satisfied with being a “normal member.” They 
had presented her with a beautiful scarf, designed to wrap about 
her face and neck to remain formally anonymous in public. The 
mistress of Whispers, her appointed title which was a standard 
position for new members, was supposed to move in the shadows: 
quiet, discreet, keeping the Society secret so that no one, like her, 
could find them. She had replaced Andrea, who had ascended to 
Mistress of Creation, a position she was better suited for given 
her unique skill set. Change in positions within the Society was 
fluid, as people died, left the Society, or chose to relinquish the 
responsibility of being on the High Council. Now, Sylvia had 
been Mistress of Whispers for 5 years, and she was a little bored. 
Granted, she didn’t have the special touch that some of the others 
had, but she was smart, connected, and would make a right good 
Mistress of Business. She had a feeling that’s what Gustav was 
going to recommend her for, but she was impatient. As much as she 
wanted the Savior’s home base to be Notre Dame, she was willing 
to let the eastern delegation win this one if it meant getting to her 
promotion faster. 

 Gustav and Andrea were discussing the merits of leaving 
Saint Thomas for a cafe in the Village when a knock sounded at 
the door. Sylvia answered it, the slip of paper thrust at her by a 
young, pimple-faced messenger. He ran away without waiting 
for a tip, which immediately sent alarm bells ringing in her head. 
Sylvia returned to her armchair, and opened the paper. It was signed 
unusually messily by James Lancaster, the normally composed 
Master of Intel. She looked up at Gustav and Andrea, their faces 
painted with confusion and apprehension. As she read it aloud, she 

kept true to the stilted language of the note, her heart catching in 
her throat. 

 “Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. Alliances are 
bound to engage in what seems an endless war. We are not as close 
as we thought.” 

 Perhaps opening the bottle last month was a mistake. 

 The volume of the bottle was below the second of the five 
black lines, and the frosted glass had begun to yellow. Anya was 
pacing in Sylvia’s apartment, while Sylvia reclined on the couch, a 
newspaper draped casually over her face. The date read March 20, 
1933. 

 “Anya,” Sylvia’s voice rumbled from beneath the paper, 
“darling, will you please stop pacing? You’ll wear out the carpet.” 

 “You don’t understand. This is bad. It was finished today. 
The fact that they built it at all is reason to worry.” 

 “Darling, the Nazis will never be a serious threat. You need 
to calm down.” 

 “They will be a serious threat, they already are! Sylvia, it’s 
a concentration camp. They’re not going to build it if they don’t 
plan on putting people there! And do you know who they’re going 
to put there? You and me, Sylvia, us!” 

 “That silly little man is never going to come for us, Anya. 
He’s going to bluster and bluster about the Jews, like everyone’s 
done for centuries, and nothing big will happen.”

 “You don’t understand!” Anya repeated, her voice growing 
higher in pitch. She had returned from Germany that morning, 
where she had sensed a coming tide, and ran. It was her first time 
back in the States in 22 years. It showed on her handsome face, 
which grew stately with age, wrinkles about the eyes giving her a 
wise air. “He’s powerful, people listen to him, people believe-” 

 “You don’t understand.” Sylvia sat up sharply, and dropped 
the paper onto her lap. Unlike Anya, her face had not changed, nor 
had her body. She was still beautiful in an ethereal, classic way, 
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and only certain looks from her elegant eyes belied her long life. 
“Germany is a wreck because of the Great War. They are looking 
for scapegoats for the economy and their wounded pride, and like a 
petulant child, will soon realize they are only harming themselves. 
There will be no war. No one wants a redo, no one could stand a 
redo. They will avoid war.” 

 Sylvia knew what she was talking about, or at least she 
thought she did. She had held the position of Mistress of Business 
for 19 years, and had done an excellent job. She knew everything 
there was to know about running a secret society, and she had 
managed to expand the ranks to 10 new apprentices, half of whom 
were uniquely gifted. They were all hopeful that the Savior would 
come soon, as they believed the world had learned its lesson 
nearly two decades ago. Yes, the German issue was concerning, 
but Hitler was like a racist Charlie Chaplin. She had full faith the 
illusion of his hatred would be ripped away, and all left for the 
German people to see was an angry, scared coward. There was a 
shivering bit of doubt in the back of her head, but she attributed 
it to the finely tuned danger meter that all Jews had inherited. It 
went off especially loudly around the new Master of Whispers, a 
young Austrian man named Adolph Eichmann. He was a German 
bureaucrat by trade, and had been telling them there was nothing to 
fear from the German front. As Gustav, as one of his last acts before 
passing, had appointed him, she really had no choice but to trust 
him. Gustav’s passing had been a shock to the Society, mostly to 
Sylvia, who was his closest friend. She wished to honor his last act, 
but something about the man seemed wrong.

 “Let’s hope you’re right.” Anya ceased her pacing and 
slumped into a seat, her exhaustion overriding the panic. 

 “I’ll get you some tea,” Sylvia offered, and noticed that her 
face was feeling tight. She pressed a kiss to Anya’s forehead, made 
her way into the bathroom, and opened the medicine cabinet. She 
pulled out the bottle and spritzed, noting with only a trace of unease 
that the level had dipped just below the second line. She returned 
to the living room, picking up the paper as she went to make Anya 
some tea. 

 The telegram smacked down on the table as Sylvia burst 

into the bathroom. Her silk robe hung off her shoulders, her slippers 
made slapping noises on the hardwood. The hastily dressed man 
followed her from the living room, and stood awkwardly in the 
doorframe. 

 “Is everything alright?” He was anxious and uncomfortable, 
as anyone would be, should they be interrupted by an urgent 
telegram. 

 “No.” Sylvia spoke only in a whisper, not able to manage 
anything more. “You need to go.” 

 The man left, no questions asked, too afraid of the broken 
figure standing in front of the sink, staring in horror at a glass bottle 
about halfway full, the cap cracked with age. When she heard the 
door close, she fell to the ground, and lay there, her eyes glazed 
over. The telegram lay open on the vanity. It read: “September 1, 
1939. Eichmann a liar about a truce in Europe STOP Nazis invade 
Poland STOP Get anyone you know to Switzerland STOP.” 

 When Sylvia extricated herself from the bathroom, eyes 
puffy from crying, she slumped on the couch, which was a far cry 
from the activities that had been occurring half an hour before. 
Sylvia was technically 60 years old, but her body remained 35, 
and she felt entitled to enjoy the physical perks of being 35 with 
anyone of her choosing. But right now, her thoughts on her age 
were not about sex. Sylvia knew that she was racing against time, 
and the first real fears about running out before humanity collected 
itself were wedged into her brain. The thought of what would occur 
in Europe, the scale of the destruction and evil, the pain to her 
people, was too large for her to comprehend, and her brain could 
only process the thought that she might lose. The Society didn’t 
like what she had done, they didn’t agree with conditional eternal 
life based on some outdated idea of glory in aging. They told her 
it was a bad idea, that it was not her place to muddle with natural 
processes, but she ignored them. Gustav was the only one who 
pretended to understand her desire to maintain her physical form, 
and even he treated the matter like he was dealing with a spoiled 
child. He made her the liquid alright, but there was a tenseness 
about his lips when he handed to her that belied his disapproval. 
But Gustav was gone, the Society still thought she was selfish, and 
she might prove them right. Natural processes were beginning to 
look like they might best her. She lay down and closed her eyes, 
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which provided no barrier between her worries and her brain. She 
had no choice but to continue her gambling game with humanity. 
Her path had been set. She opened her eyes and stood, and decided 
to resort to Anya’s favorite tactic of pacing. Her mind snapped 
to Anya and her family. Most of her family was in America, but 
there were some distant cousins still in Europe, scattered across a 
continent in turmoil. She called Anya on the phone, but the line was 
busy. Sylvia was an only child, and her parents had passed decades 
ago, and the only person she really spoke with from her family was 
Anya, who was now busy. She stood in her apartment, a busy tone 
emitting from the receiver, utterly alone.

 Sylvia was sprawled on the couch, listening to Walter 
Winchell blathering about something as she stared at some family 
drama playing out on the muted TV. There was mascara smeared 
across her cheekbones, and her newly made signature pink lipstick 
application was far from the ideal. Another tear, one of many, rolled 
down her cheek, and she made no movement to stop it. During 
a commercial break, she pulled the bowl of green grapes on the 
tea table closer to her, and took a disconsolate bite of one. While 
chewing the grape, she reached for the letter that lay beside the 
bowl, reading it out loud, as she had done at every commercial 
break since she arrived home. 

 “Effective immediately- June 19, 1953. Sylvia Perlman has 
been removed from her position as Mistress of Business due to four 
counts of selfishness and impurity, and will no longer be welcome 
at any Society events or meetings. All items given by the Society 
(excepting personal gifts from individual members) should be 
returned immediately.” 

 It was signed by Frederick Isaacs, her replacement, a 
38-year-old virgin who had pushed for the harshest behavioral 
standards the Society had ever seen. No sex, no drinking, only 
explicitly selfless behavior, and absolutely no using Society skills 
for personal gain. An aggressive campaign had ripped through the 
Society, now 75 members strong, up from 18 when she joined, and 
she was the first to be brought down. Her lifestyle hadn’t changed 
since 1914, and neither had she, but the culture had. Issacs had 
clearly been influenced by McCarthy, and despite the overwhelming 
feeling amongst society members that the widespread fear 

mongering and witch hunting was going to cause a major setback in 
the arrival of the Savior, he had absolutely no problem borrowing 
some of the senator’s zeal. Sylvia cried once more while looking at 
the letter, her eyes focused on the one thing that hurt her most- the 
charge of selfishness. Isaacs, the prude, had decided that Gustav’s 
serum and her continuous use was selfish. She should buck up and 
die like everyone else, a harsher rebuke than the earlier comments 
from the Society. 

 The Society had begun as a group of people with a set of 
special, otherworldly skills in the 1500s. Christianity has the habit 
of worming its way into anything, and this group of people, who 
may be called “magic” by laymen, was no different. The idea that 
they were touched by God and that they were the true ones who 
would return after the resurrection took over, and soon they saw 
themselves as the chosen ones. They recruited all those they could 
find with the touch to their forming agenda, which began to morph 
as time went on. It became less Christian, dismissing God entirely, 
and focusing exclusively on the return of the Savior, who became 
less Jesus, and more of a benevolent giant. Somewhere around 
1653, they decided that the Savior’s return must be contingent on 
the upward swing of morality on earth. They maintained absolute 
secrecy, the Salem Witch Trials only reinforcing the need. 

 Recruitment was difficult, as some people never discovered 
their powers, or hid them, and soon the Society opened its doors 
a crack to allow some ordinary people in. This inclusion proved 
invaluable to maintaining the existence of the order, and the chosen 
one narrative was expanded to include all who were privileged 
to hear the Savior’s call. The High Council, made of those who 
wanted to serve the organization as well as the faith, decided 
against missionary work, largely to protect those who had skills the 
outside would not appreciate. Also, missionaries were annoying. 
They also decided not to tamper with world events. While many 
Society members found themselves in powerful positions, it was 
policy not to work on behalf of the Savior’s return. They should do 
the right thing, but that was because humans should strive to do the 
right thing.

 Sylvia’s problems began with the Society’s policy of 
equality after death. Suicide was not encouraged, as the Society 
framed it as selfish, so you lived your life with the Society, you 
believed, and someday you would be rewarded. It was an honor 



11 12

to die believing in the Savior, for it meant that you would wake 
again. If you believed, you would come back, and live in eternal 
paradise with those who also believed. You would wake in the body 
you died in, but you would live forever. There would be no stigma, 
there would be no prejudice, all would be identical in their faith and 
rewards. 

 But Sylvia didn’t want to die like everyone else, and she 
certainly didn’t intend to come back after the resurrection looking… 
well, old. That was simply non-negotiable. But she wasn’t hurting 
anyone, except for maybe the self-esteem of women who were her 
actual age. Isaacs disagreed, and while he had no choice but to let 
her keep Gustav’s creation, the work of a man whom he had never 
even met, he had turned the Society fully against her, and now she 
was out on her ass, 74 years old in a 35-year-old body, waiting for a 
figure who may never come because humanity couldn’t figure itself 
out. 

 She stared at the bottle, which had grown ugly and 
discolored with age, the volume dropped between the third and 
fourth line, and hiccuped. She picked up the bottle and weighed 
it in her hands. She estimated that she had about 20-30 years left. 
Her game had grown perilous, and each morning she read the paper 
with trepidation, afraid that on the next page lay another nail in 
her coffin. Maybe it would get better. Two world wars, Korea, and 
now another shouty old man yelling about communists. Maybe 
McCarthy was the wake-up call that this path wasn’t working. But 
she knew she was wrong. She turned her attention back to the radio, 
and heard Winchell deliver the words she had been dreading. 

 “Julius Rosenberg has been executed. His wife, Ethel, will 
be next.”

 Sylvia was sweating profusely. She hated sweating. 
Courtrooms were always so stuffy. She leaned past the armrest 
on the bench and stared down the aisle, sizing up the judge from 
a distance. This wasn’t going to go well, she knew it already. She 
looked around her, and saw that everyone else was feeling the 
same. The judge called the trial to order, and the eight defendants 
stood. She watched for hours, which led into days, which led into 
months, as 8, then 7, innocent men tried to fight a war that was 

continents away while standing in the middle of Illinois. 

 After she had been removed from the Society, Sylvia 
had become a “professional” news watcher, not on the TV, but in 
person. She didn’t allow herself to influence any events, sticking by 
the Society’s rule, but she always was in the background, watching, 
hoping for the right outcome. She had been at the riots in 1968, 
stepping away from the action momentarily to spritz her face, and 
returned with a sad, but glossy, sheen. And now, in February of 
1970, she did the same thing, stashing the almost empty bottle back 
in her bag. It had been 16 years since her first calculation of how 
much time she had left, and she had overestimated it. By the looks 
of the way the trial was going, and the overwhelming sentiment 
of the American people that it was perfectly fine for cops to beat 
anyone they chose, she wasn’t going to make it to the Savior. 

 This was a truth that Sylvia had fought against. It wasn’t 
getting better. It was actually getting worse. And she wasn’t going 
to make it. She didn’t even know, given her forced exit from 
the Society, if she would be allowed to join the Savior. She still 
believed, but bureaucracy had a way of winning. But she still 
spritzed her face, in the hope that maybe, someday soon, things 
would change. She turned back to the trial, and as a young man 
read a list of dead boys, she knew she was wrong.

 Sylvia stood on the balcony of her apartment and stared at 
Gramercy Park. She remembered another time she had stood here, 
when the world was very, very different. The bottle she held in 
her hand was also very different. It was almost empty, for a start. 
The glass had yellowed considerably, the cap had shattered years 
ago, replaced by the cap from a bottle of hairspray, and a hairline 
fracture (sustained during a bar fight in Alabama) webbed across 
the top. Sylvia, though, looked the same, although her skin was 
very, very tight. Such was the consequence of running out. She 
weighed the bottle in her hand, and decided against an overhand 
throw, at the risk of ripping her skin. Instead, she lowered her 
hand over the baloney to drop it, and watched as it shattered on the 
sidewalk below. She had a strong connection to the fractured glass 
six stories below, it was how she felt inside. She knew she wasn’t 
going to make it to the Savior, and she was sick of playing games 
with the spritzing and hoping. She would rather wait until her skin 
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became so tight, which was fast approaching, that she would feel 
choked, and then actually become choked. Then she would die, and 
never come back, but at least she wouldn’t keep waiting. Nothing 
was worse than waiting.  

 Gustav’s words, ones she hadn’t thought about in years, 
echoed in her ears. He told her about legends of horrible fates 
coming to those who tampered with nature, and reminded her of the 
old wisdom that the Savior only wanted those whose hearts were 
pure and beliefs true. And then he told her, painstakingly, how she 
would die. 

 “First,” he had said, making sure she was looking at him, 
“your skin will begin to feel dry. No moisturizer will soothe it, no 
amount of water will help. Then, it will tighten. Your movement will 
become restricted. Move too fast, reach too far, you will rip. You 
will tighten so much that your blood vessels will burst, your throat 
will close as you are choking on your own tongue, and your ribs 
will break.”

 Sylvia had stared at him, never breaking eye contact. 

 “Your eyes will pop out of your skull, which will then 
shatter.” 

 “Mmmm,” said Sylvia, “Delightful.” 

 It was a funny thing, how numb Sylvia felt about giving 
up on the Savior. It would be generations, centuries, maybe, until 
humanity recognized its faults, and made a good home for him. If 
he existed. The Society was always vague about who he was, and 
what, beyond the resurrection, he would do, but Sylvia had ignored 
that. She still believed, but not as strongly as before. It didn’t matter 
now. 

 Sylvia turned her back on the street, went inside, and turned 
on the TV. A man’s voice was describing the crimes committed 
by President Nixon’s White House, including a burglary into the 
Watergate Hotel that the Washington Post was investigating. 

 “Sounds about right,” mumbled Sylvia, and she lay down 
to die.

Misty Shadows 
Genesis Perez
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 We hadn’t been dating for very long. A few months really. 
Almost a year. We had just taken a shower when he asked if there 
was anything I would change about him. He spread his arms out, 
did a little spin for me. Anything at all. 

 I laughed at his little display. Nah, I said. I had no interest 
in trying to change him. When I don’t ask the question back he 
says, Would you let me make you better? 

 We dress for bed and he asks again. Just trust me. And if 
you don’t like it, then you can just change it all back. He pulls me 
along back to the bathroom and has me sit on the lid of the toilet 
seat, like I have him do when I cut his hair. He leaves and returns 
with a bin labeled “Spare Parts” and then gets to work. 

 He pinches my index finger and like releasing ribbon from 
a spindle, he pulls my skin clean off. The ribbon follows the fluid 
motion of his wrist and I sit before him, unraveled. He unscrews 
my hands and feet, unhooks my shoulders, knees, elbows at the 
joints. He takes me apart at the waist, twisting until there is an 
audible snap. Muñeca linda, he says, trust the process. You’ll be so 
beautiful when I put you back together. He scoops my heart out of 
the cage with a spoon and eats it whole. I’ve got a better one that’s 
not as tough, he says, really chewing through it, less scar tissue. A 
delicacy. Then he stacks the halves of my body back on top of one 
another and has me stand. He pinches my waist in, like pants that 
don’t quite fit. He removes a few ribs that ruin the look and chooses 
a pair of breasts that fit perfectly in his hands. He’s left my feet off 
so he can file me down at the ankles. Don’t take it personally. It’s 
just so attractive to look down at your girl. He files my shoulders 
down, too. He rounds them out, saying the square build to them 
makes me look strong. Masculine. He doesn’t want me to keep my 
hands. Not when I could have softer ones. Only the best for my 
muñeca, and look, he holds the hands now attached to my body at 
the wrists, they have long natural nails, like you’ve always wanted. 
These hands and my new ribbon is lighter than the rich velvet one 
that lays discarded at my feet. He takes my face in his hands. This 
will only hurt a little bit. He slaps me and my eyes roll out so that 
he can replace them. Nothing like the muddy water they used to 
be. These are so clear I can almost see your thoughts. They make 
my head hurt. He laughs and they dart like fish, frightened by 

movement. Don’t move, muñeca. 

  And there’s still so much left to choose. I need new lips, 
he suggests. These have said too much, and kissed too many people 
before him. The skin on my face still has pores. And there’s hair 
still left on my body. I was suede, all brown and soft to the touch. 
He doesn’t need me as soft or as dark. This light new ribbon is too 
tight. It does not allow for stretch marks and creasing. It leaves 
me bare under my arms, between my legs, the expanse where my 
back meets my ass, the knuckles of my fingers and toes, my upper 
lip, my arms. It’s smooth to the touch. He wants to run his fingers 
through my hair so he pulls out the pelo duro in fistfuls of dark 
curls. He chooses long, straight, blond hair. He runs his hands 
from the root to the tip, playing with this hair like he never played 
with mine. He pinches my lips off and chooses a pair that look 
perpetually swollen. Now it’ll look like I’ve been kissing you all 
day. I can see how much he loves the idea. He’s almost done. He 
encircles me, having me spin for him, on these feet that are perhaps 
the only thing he’s forgotten to replace. Finally, he flicks off my 
nose. It’s a little big, mama. I can pick something better for your 
face. He chooses something so small, I can hardly breathe. I take 
shallow breaths between parted lips so as to not hurt the few ribs I 
have left. 

 As soon as he’s done making sure every new hair is in 
place, he wants to have sex. He comes up behind me, pressing his 
interest to my ass. Look how beautiful you are. Look how much you 
turn me on. Do you feel that? When I turn to face him, I almost 
catch a glimpse of myself in his eyes. His pupils are dilated. I can 
see the lust swirl around in some other dark and ugly emotion. 

 I just wanted to see how far he’d go. 

 I don’t say anything to him. I don’t have to explain myself. 
I can hardly hear him yelling. He sounds distant, or maybe I’m just 
too far away. I grab a bag to collect my things. I go to find my nose 
first. When I can breathe again, I pick up my ribs from the floor. I 
find my breasts and my lips, then my hands and replace them one 
by one. I take off the wig. He can sweep the hair he tore out on his 
own time. I peel off this bald, poreless sheet but it comes off like an 
old sticker. I have to scrape it off my bones with my thumb until it 
yields, leaving behind a stickiness. I pick up my velvet ribbon and 
slide back into my skin. I chase after my eyes rolling about through 
the house. He just follows me as I find myself, shouting about my 
ingratitude. About how hot I was, how stupid I am. I take them back 
to the bathroom to wash them off and put them back in. He just 

Muñeca
Micah Rivas—Fiction Contest Runner-Up
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watches me in the mirror as I take out the clear pools and reinsert 
my eyes. Murky and unreadable. I can tell how much my silence 
frightens him. I put my clothes back on, put on my shoes and head 
to leave without saying goodbye. He knows I won’t be back.  

 Wait, he says standing in front of the door. Mama, you’ve 
completely misunderstood this. I was just trying to see how you’d 
look. I’d never try to change you. You’re beautiful, muñeca. 

 You tried to “make me better.” That’s what you said. 

 No baby. It was just to try it. Listen, you’re blowing this out 
of proportion. Come back to bed, muñeca. 

 I’m blowing it out of proportion? Have you lost your mind? 
I just had to reinsert my eyes, Daniel! My eyes? I couldn’t even keep 
those? There isn’t a thing about me you wouldn’t change and where 
the hell did you even get those parts? When it hits me, I feel sick. 
Chunks of all his past lovers are in that box chopped into pieces. 
Mona’s eyes, Briana’s lips, Emani’s nose. MOVE NOW. He doesn’t. 
MOVE NOW DANIEL. I CAN’T EVEN LOOK AT YOU RIGHT 
NOW. 

 When he sees it click for me, he lowers his voice. Yara, it’s 
not like that. I just keep things I like. I’m trying to stitch together 
the perfect muñeca. You were perfect, baby. Just come back to bed. 

 Only in the car, on the drive back home, do I allow myself 
to cry. Hearts grow back like hair, I tell myself, stronger and 
thicker the next time. 

Sugar Skull
Margret Schaefer



19 20

Primate 
Miki Viljoen

 I never actively enjoyed museums when I was younger. 
The appeal was all in the aesthetic of vanity, of posing “casually” 
in front of a Van Gogh or a Monet and pretending as if I knew what 
I was looking at. My prepubescent self had neither the patience 
nor the care to pause and read the blurbs beside each gilded frame 
that some dusty art curator had typed up on a moth-eaten Tuesday 
morning, probably during the winter when the museum patrons 
were a little scarcer. 

 I grew up in museums almost as much as I grew up in 
church. My mother was a reincarnation of a Victorian governess in 
the way she regarded the world of fine arts: the finer, the better. My 
paternal grandmother was a reincarnation of a Puritan pastor in the 
way she regarded church: the simpler, the better. Although those 
two locations were the foundation of my upbringing, they never 
seemed to overlap or even acknowledge one another. They were 
like two parallel lines, never destined to intersect. That was the case 
until I saw my first Caravaggio. 

 I was around thirteen years old when I visited the 
Wadsworth Atheneum for the first time in downtown Hartford. 
The bland brownstone façade both intimidated and excited me 
as my mother heaved open the thick glass doors and ushered me 
inside to escape the boiling humidity of New England summer. 
The first thing I remember about that visit, and every subsequent 
visit that followed, was the vanilla caramel marble tiles in the main 
foyer. The crisp silence that filled every inhale was simultaneously 
stifling, yet exhilarating. Every squeak of my lime green flip flops 
felt like a transgression, every cough was stifled. The sanctity of the 
museum felt like the bowels of a church. Every noise had its place 
and no sounds that didn’t have a specified use were not permitted. I 
held my breath as my mother gingerly lifted a map out of a plastic 
display case, tentatively flipping through each page in a vague 
attempt to construct a plan of attack before stuffing it haphazardly 
into her multicolored Sport Sac purse that hung dutifully at her 
hip. The gilded silence of each chamber filled me with a certain 
unshakeable pleasure, a joy that I couldn’t quite put a label on. 

 I don’t recall much of the first floor, other than the 
vaguely haunting optical quandaries of a Dali, which I would 

Olivia Thompson—Nonfiction Contest Winner
A Day at the Museum
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later discover on a future field trip during middle school was the 
painting “Apparition of Face and Fruit Dish on a Beach”--the tour 
guide informed us that it was apparently a portrait of one of Dali’s 
deceased friends (I am unsure if that anecdote is indeed factual, but 
it has remained lodged in the persistence of my memory). The rest 
of the first floor galleries housed some baffling modern art pieces, 
such as a canvas dipped in maroon paint with a single white line 
down the center, and a slightly terrifying Warhol inspired sculpture 
of a shrimp skinned sunbather with sagging breasts and a cigarette 
drooping out of her hypothermia lips like a price tag at a thrift 
store. My mother might have lingered on a Picasso or two, tucking 
a loose nutmeg curl behind her ear as she attempted to decipher 
the kaleidoscopic images in front of her, but I had no interest in the 
mosaic style of the cubic artists. I was at the age where the only 
thing that truly impressed me was realism and romanticism. I do 
remember lingering upon a Grecian-style fountain in the center of 
the main first-floor gallery. A marble scene of a serene and stoic 
Aphrodite slumped in the center of the shallow basin, her breasts 
pointing in two different directions like traffic lights; her head 
seemed a little too small for her sumptuous curves and the satyrs 
at her hips seemed more like cherubs rather than perverted wild 
revelers. 

 Then it was on to the second floor and, unbeknownst 
to me, the painting that would change my life. We wandered 
cautiously through several galleries full of paintings of women 
in spectacular ballgowns and precariously balanced updos. Past 
canvases depicting sallow-faced dukes and lords of provinces 
somewhere in the south of France. Past a couple dozen portrayals 
of shipwrecks and other natural scenes and disasters. It was in the 
third gallery that I saw it: “Saint Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy” by 
Caravaggio. Upon first glance, I thought nothing of it. But it was 
my mother’s tender insistence that we get a closer look that spurred 
me to investigate the glittering golden frame at a closer proximity. 
As my pupils drank in the dark greens and mahoganies contrasting 
with the creamy apricots and coffees, I could practically feel the 
light seeping through the canvas and onto my ruddy face. “Did 
you know that Caravaggio was one of the first artists to use light in 
such a way in his paintings? He is quite well known for that,” my 
mother whispered in my ear as if bestowing upon me a cherished 
family secret. I shivered as my eyes followed the seamless blending 
of the Saint’s robes as they faded from mocha to toffee. There was 
a divinity to the treasure that lay behind that gilded frame, as if the 
word of every deity to ever grace the tongue of mankind had been 
channeled into the scene on that canvas. I felt myself in that angel’s 

arms. Looking at that painting, I knew that I was, like Saint Francis, 
in ecstasy even before I knew what that meant. 

 As we left the museum, we lingered in the gift shop as 
my mother surveyed the Tiffany glass print scarves and I explored 
the piles of coloring books and multicolored pencils. My mother 
always subdued my overactive imagination with little treats 
whenever she took me out in public as a child. It must have been 
a sign from some divine intervention that I happened to pick out a 
durable cardstock bookmark with that very painting printed upon it, 
with Saint Francis and the angel’s radiant visages in stark contrast 
to the dark evergreen background of the scenery. I still have this 
bookmark in my possession, always tucked neatly in the spine of 
my current read. 
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They say that life is sweet.

La vita è dolce.

Sweet like the apricot juice staining her lips.

Sweet like the view of her red, floral dress flowing in the wind.

Oh, 

how sweet it can be, 

with her flower basket heavy from sunflowers and peaches.

Sat in a piazza under the Tuscan sun

espresso in hand

she sipped and gazed around as she waited for her signal.

Two red scooters sped past,

two greetings were shouted across storefronts,

two men 

with dark sunglasses nod from across the square.

She orders another espresso as she watches her walk out of the 
alley.

Her lover saunters into the square, 

her shirt unbuttoned

short hair slicked back

a scar along the neck.

She sips and stares and wonders if the waiting cup has gone cold

as she sits across the table

with eyes as warm as grappa

and hands cold as metal.

Canine 
Miki Viljoen

Joolz Hamilton
Dolce
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Amore, we can’t keep doing this.

Yet you keep calling me amore.

Because everything has been put in place.

Tomorrow. Will it be done?

You and I will be free.

With a kiss of the hand and a quick exchange

her lover was gone again.

The scent of her perfume lingered

sticking to the air like apricot juice on your lips.

Two empty espresso cups and two apricot pits lay in the sun

remaining forever in this moment like the life to be left behind.

She sucks the sweet nectar off her lips

before getting up

And walking towards the setting sun.

Her flower basket,

heavy from sunflowers, peaches, and the weight of a handgun,

promised the sweetest life.

Sweet like the scent of her lover’s perfume.

Sweet like the feeling of control.

La vita è dolce.

They always say

that life is sweet.

Untitled 
Evelyn Grace Viveiros
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Lost and Found.
Sarah Gass

I walked through our memories today and watched as they faded. 

Distressed, revised by time and distance. The path, weathered hills, 
winding down, the crevice of minutes caked with old cement.

Leave them here, in my mind, the vibration rippling through as feet 
carry me home. Where I’ll find you, standing over me in the mirror. 
Your head weightless against my shoulder, as hollow eyes ponder 
staying. 

You’ll reach out your hand, and touch me, and I’ll imagine I’m 
anywhere else. And everywhere with you. 

How I always wanted more. 

Bricks and Blossoms 
Genesis Perez
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Ah, L’amoure

-fickle, fleeting, ferocious.

and fucking.

BITING

ACHING-TAKING

a yearningburning bastard of a beast

claiming Breath and forcing it to submit.

 

[BRICK]

   [BY]

[BRICK]

IT builds barriers - tears us down

A curse? The Remedy?

chasing, erasing the words of

Bitchy Bickers

-dismissing, all but kissing

we climb in each other-

fingering a finish-line that always ends in

in a tongue-tied draw.

 

sticky-sweet sweat

steel-forging fires

Breath breathes her first-

Restorative exhalations inspire reconciliation

Flowers by a Window 
Genesis Perez

The Divine Rom-Comedy
Meghan Fonseca-Colon
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heavy unions make one

-whole again

home.

over and over

our limbs entangle the sheets

-in fluffy cotton planes of Fuck-overs and Forgiveness.

it’s easy to be lifeless.

snub the siren’s call of the Infernus Paradiso

-but I could not exist in that

nugatory, senselessness of Null-

void of fondles and embrace

empty [ ]

searching for your face

scrubby landscapes of lament

pocked and tunneled

scorched with wounds of ache

-a hole in the thoracic

SO LUCI: take my soul, I don’t need it!

I cannot survive without my Breath.

(My respite from icy rains of egoistic gluttony and balm to 
Iscariot’s untrue kiss)

I wouldn’t dare!

 

No matter

how fickle

or fleeting

-or ferocious!

Strangers Becoming One
Shadimere Coles
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Introduction

 My earliest queer memory is playing house during 
kindergarten recess with Kelly. We would draw a pink and green 
smudged outline of a family home on the parking lot and pretend 
to live life as adults. Kelly was always the mom. I would play the 
dad. I would come home through the two-dimensional front door 
and get chalk on my uniform skirt from my poorly drawn recliner. 
Sometimes we would hold hands. We were performers, playing out 
the family roles we saw at home, on TV, and on the sidewalk. Once 
she gave me a kiss on the cheek. It was quick and innocent and 
make-believe. The teacher’s assistant saw this from her post by the 
front of the school and suddenly we were not allowed to play house 
anymore. We were never told why. 

Research Question: I have Internalized homophobia. If I admit 
that to myself, when will it go away?

 When I was seventeen, I told my therapist about a girl I had 
a crush on. He didn’t seem surprised. He knew about all of my fears 
and all of my dreams. I was going to go to college for biochemistry, 
then graduate school for microbiology; I was going to do laboratory 
research for several years, then teach at a university; I would 
receive tenure and then my own research lab. He knew my life plan. 

 “So do you want to marry a woman?” 

 That was not part of my plan. I explained to him that I 
thought marriage was an outdated concept and that I didn’t think it 
was necessary for a healthy relationship. I started to talk about the 
divorce rate when I was cut off.

Transcript

“Do you want to date women then?” 

“No.”

Notes on Repression
Hannah Paczkowski

“Why not?”

“Because I can’t.”

“Why can’t you?”

“Because I can’t be gay.”

“Will your parents disapprove?”

“No, they aren’t like that.”

“Then why?”

“I don’t want my life to get worse.”

“And being gay will make your life worse?”

“It’ll make me unhappy.”

“Unhappy?”

“I should end up with a man.”

“Will that make you happy?”

“It’ll make it easier.”

 It turns out that in order to make yourself happy, sometimes 
life cannot go according to your plan.

Methods 1

How should you respond when people ask: “But when did you 
know?”

A. Lie and say you’ve always known

B. Embellish a story about a crush on an actress you had when you 
were in middle school

C. Tell the truth and say that you honestly don’t know

 The first time I was called a dyke I was almost twelve. I 
already was not well-liked at St. Aloysius and I had only one friend
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at school. A girl on the afternoon bus who had already called me 
pimply, fat, ugly, and weird, used the word as new ammunition. 
It was unknown to me, but I flushed and denied it vehemently. 
According to her, I was this word because when my friend had 
sprained her ankle during gym class I had put my arm around 
her on the way to the nurse. I didn’t understand. I was helpful? 
Compassionate? When I got home that night I cried in my room and 
tried to convince myself it wasn’t different from the normal name-
calling I already had to endure. But this word stuck in my brain 
differently and every time I repeated it under my breath it sounded 
more sinister. When I came downstairs to eat dinner my eyes were 
red and puffy; luckily it was springtime and I have a ragweed 
allergy.

Repression: the action or process of suppressing a thought or 
desire in oneself so that it remains unconscious.

 The first time I kissed a girl was an accident. It was 
the summer between middle school and high school. She was a 
charcoal artist, a year older than I was, and smoked cigarettes 
she stole from her brother. And she was out of the closet. I was 
equally fascinated by her and terrified of her. Her hands were 
always stained and they were calloused from her guitar. When she 
smoked in front of us she showed off by blowing rings. That night 
her hair was in a yellow bandanna and her eyeliner was smudged 
with tears from laughing too hard. We talked under the stars on 
a baseball field behind the carnival that we were wearing paper 
bracelets for while we watched our friends get hoodwinked into 
playing unwinnable games. She made fun of my private Catholic 
school and my uniforms and made me laugh so hard that I smeared 
my eyeliner too. I pointed out Andromeda, Cassiopeia, and The 
Big Dipper above us and told her the stories that defined them. The 
carnival lights danced on her face and tinted her gold and pink and 
blue. I remember seeing her leaning in to kiss me and my brain 
going blank and serene. When I pulled away my thoughts started 
buzzing again and I had to go home to escape her. I made myself so 
sick from the guilt that I didn’t go to school for the next two days 
and I ended up blocking her number. I do not remember if I kissed 
her back or not.

Note

Compulsory Heterosexuality Looks Like:

• Needing a male date for dances

• Forcing yourself to wear girlier clothes

• Averting your eyes every time you pass a Victoria’s Secret 

 Growing up hating your sexuality means dating a lot. It 
means having a reputation for being easy in high school because 
you go from boy to boy in hopes that you’ll feel something for 
one of them. It means listening to your friends describe intimacy 
with their boyfriends over stale cafeteria food and telling tall 
tales about your own conquests to be part of the conversation. It 
means only dating pretty boys with eyelashes that curl who wear 
almost as much makeup as you do. But when someone points out 
this preference, you date a muscular athlete with a cut jawline to 
silence them. It means vomiting out of your date’s car window on 
prom night when he suggests buying condoms. It means tuning 
everything out when he does and praying for it to be over quickly. 
It means not knowing how to prevent yourself from telling a 
compulsive lie when he says he loves you. It means staying in 
bad situations with boys because you think this is all that you are 
worthy of. 

Methods 2

How should you respond when people ask: “When and how did 
you come out?” 

A. Tell them when you were eleven you broke down in your 
mom’s car and told her you were scared because your feelings 
weren’t normal and she had to pull over to calm you down

B. Tell them that when you were thirteen, your dad asked 
you what you thought about gay marriage while on vacation over 
breakfast, and you responded with “I understand why women 
would want to get married.”

C. Tell them when you were sixteen you accidentally came 
out to an audience of three-hundred people during an educational 
event for your production of The Laramie Project when someone 
in the audience asked what younger generations thought about 
homosexuality. 
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 Then there is “half coming out”: you don’t deny what you 
are, but you aren’t proud of it. You let the cute girl with the pixie 
cut that you work with lead you on. You even go on what you think 
is a date with her that she uses to gush about the new guy she’s 
seeing. She thought she was a lesbian, she says, but thank God this 
man came along that she actually likes. He is four years older than 
she is and works at the vape stand at the mall. He’s not exactly a 
catch. But now, she can finally be happy. She can finally be normal. 
You still let her buy you ice cream after this and when she lends 
you her jacket you don’t say no. When she kisses you goodnight 
you don’t protest because it didn’t mean anything to her, right? 
You even let her text you for three months and call you her “dream 
girl” without her boyfriend knowing because she’s pretty and she 
pays attention to you. You will never be in a situation where a fully 
available girl will call you pretty. When she and vape stand white 
knight breakup she asks you out “for real” and you let her stand you 
up. Four times. The last time she stands you up she does not offer 
another raincheck.  

Methods 3

How should you respond when people ask: “So who is ‘the man’ 
in your relationship?”

A. Tell them neither of us is the man and that it’s kind of the  
 point

B. Call them out on their obvious attempt to pry into your sex  
 life

C. Walk away instead of continuing to deal with this shit

 Next is performative acceptance. The ceremonial 
purchasing of the flannel and the Doc Martens and the big haircut. 
You want to be identified and you want assumptions to be made. 
You pretend to be this new person who has just emerged. Your 
personality changes and you claim it is who you’ve always been. 
You want to fit seamlessly into the mold you’ve been given. You 
take online quizzes about what kind of queer woman you are, 
hoping for answers. You hope that if you join a softball team or 
build a shelf from scratch, a magical puzzle piece will snap into 
place and you will know who you actually are. Stereotypes do not 
make you happy and they alienate you from your true personality.

When you return from stereotype purgatory you are still constantly 
reminded of it by your community. You visit an old family friend 
and his husband. You feel safe and tell them about the girl you are 
seeing. The family friend’s husband asks if you are the boots or 
the lipstick in the relationship. You are neither butch nor femme, 
so when you answer that you are both he laughs in your face and 
claims that that is impossible. A gay acquaintance you sit next to 
in Spanish class whose opinion you’ve never asked for tells you 
that he thinks you are faking it for male attention. He states that 
he believes this because you have dated men before. You do not 
bring up the fact that he has dated girls. Some girls you date get 
uncomfortable when you say you’ve been with men and fear that 
you might wake up one-day craving heterosexuality and a nuclear 
family just because you are not the coveted “Gold Star.”

Discussion

 There is a biting loneliness you feel when you experience a 
uniquely queer problem. You want to tell someone who will not just 
listen but who will also understand. My suitemate is that person for 
me. We can understand each other. We were watching The Bachelor 
unironically at an absurdly late hour over a box of pizza bagels and 
we were both so exhausted that we made a game of asking each 
other hypothetical questions. He asked me if I thought I could ever 
skydive. I said no. I asked him what kind of soup he would be if he 
had to pick. He said chicken noodle. Then it was his turn again.

 “If you could wake up tomorrow and be straight would you 
do it?”

 I wanted my first instinct to be to say no. I wanted to say 
that I was proud of who I am and that I wouldn’t choose to be 
different. I wish that my stomach had not sunk before answering. 
Truthfully, if I could have magically turned myself heterosexual 
at that moment, I would have. Not because I am ashamed, but 
because I would not choose to make life harder for myself if given 
the option. I felt guilty when I said this out loud. I expected him to 
counter my answer. I expected him to be stern with me or confront 
me. Instead, he just nodded and we went back to our pizza bagels 
and reality television. At that moment he understood me. I realized 
I could have defended myself and said that with these hypothetical 
magic powers I would have the ability to eradicate homophobia 
which would also make my life easier. It would have made life 
easier for queer people as a whole. But I chose to use this scenario
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to save myself and eliminate my queerness instead of the things that 
made me afraid to be queer. I realized I saw my own sexuality as a 
nuisance. I realized that he did too. 

Note

Other Things I Would Change About Myself If I Could To Make 
My Life Easier:

1. I would want to have unlimited wealth

2. I would like to not be an insomniac

3. I would want effortlessly clear skin

 

Conclusion

 When I was eighteen, I fell in love for the first time with 
a girl who lived down the hall from my freshman dorm. She made 
me snort-laugh and we went on little adventures to New York City 
to go to museums. I was not afraid to hold her hand in public. I 
met her family over winter break in Maryland and stayed at her 
childhood home for three days. One Saturday I woke up in her bed 
with her arms around me and I silenced my alarm before it could 
wake her up, too. I watched her eyelashes flutter and her breathing 
go back to its normal pace. Just looking at her messy morning hair 
made me smile. I remembered all of my previous relationships 
with men and how draining it was when I had to be close to them. 
That moment, laying next to someone and watching the sun color 
her hair golden through the blinds, I knew that being with someone 
who I truly loved felt easier. I would rather be with her on a 
Saturday morning than be straight. So, I decided to revise my life 
plan.

April Showers
Genesis Perez
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Summer of Drew - Drew
Minyan Gao

All of it feels like the fall. I like to watch it, the way the gold paints 
itself across the people standing, waiting for something. 

The amber of a girl’s sweater as she reads on the bench by the train 
station. The worn-down yellows of a Dostoevsky book settled in 
her lap. Lightly painted sienna nails bitten down to the skin of 
her hand. Her right leg slipped in a bow under her, as her left foot 
bounces against the gravel, crushing auburn leaves.

I wish to be on that bench, waiting for the train, going somewhere 
with her. I want to ask how she thinks it will end. 

I’ll change my name and scrub the dirt from under my nails and 
order a coffee from the kiosk nearby, one that I won’t end up 
drinking. But I’d like it. Just to have something to hold.

I see the crowds shuffling onto the platform. Ahead of the girl on 
the bench, a group of teenagers bustles. One of them, a boy, shows 
his phone to the other four who are standing with him, three girls 
and another boy, they laugh and murmur and bat their eyes at one 
another.

I think about the girl on the bench and Dostoevsky. About the razor-
thin edge of understanding. Of knowing how it ends. 

I’d tell her that the main character ends up falling, down the funnel 
of insanity, of misunderstanding, his crimes revealed by those he 
trusted. I’d tell her of the exile of people who are written into the 
margins instead of onto the page. 

Sarah Gass
Tuesday afternoon in October
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I imagine she’d look at me in shock, confusion, and write me into 
the side notes of her day. The way a late train sometimes feels, not 
forgotten but unwelcome. The way the fall feels against my skin, 
well-intentioned but biting, cold, an unexpected shift. 

I walk by the girl and catch the sound the page makes as she turns 
it. It is timed with the screech of the train arriving behind us, 
blackened steel against rusted grates. 

Air trapped between her chapped lips, the words she doesn’t yet 
know how to say. 

I imagine she’s reading to find them, 

Waiting for late trains. 

Untitled
Kara Dobias
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One look. 

Oh, the power of one intentional stare. 

Isn’t it amazing how the eyes stow away the woundedness within? 
On a regular day, eyelashes guard secrets— 

They protect unspoken meditations. 

But have you noticed how lids blink and rest— 

How the brows mark the spot of buried treasure chests? 

The power of one prolonged gape cannot be underestimated. Guard 
your eyes! Avert the attention! 

Lest you stumble into a rude and blissful soul bearing.

I want to hear what your frontal lobe is digesting. 

The sound of you chewing on concepts is intoxicating to me. 

No need to fondle; just touch my drums with your disclosure—do 
you mind? 

I want to watch your mouth form syllables. 

Yes, quite naturally, your staccato is why I am here. 

No need to kiss; just let me listen—did you expect more? 

I want to feel your tone bounce as my septum beats. 

Relaxing to your candid acoustics makes the world seem kind. 

No need to dance; just arouse me with your accent—does that 
offend you?

 

Michael A. Polite
Gaze

Michael A. Polite
Sonic Quality
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 Music isn’t as sweet or gentle as most people think. It can 
whine and purr, sure. It can appear docile and as innocent as it 
wants. But, like any animal, it also has claws that can leave scars 
and teeth that can maul unwitting victims.

 His mother could tame it. She, like him, stared into its eyes 
at the tender age of three, and she, unlike him, came out on the 
other side of twenty-two with a talent unparalleled by anyone but 
his father.

 That’s how they met, actually. Both were wrestling with 
Liszt’s arrangement of Schubert’s “Erlkönig”—which can be 
translated into “Elf-King” for the less musically immersed, a group 
he used to wish he were a part of. Both stood toe-to-toe with the 
flat notes on blinding-white paper and fell in love with the unique 
kind of suffering that comes with dedicating one’s life to worn-out 
rhythms and long-dead composers.

 His mother still performs on concert stages. Her tiny fingers 
stretch across unforgiving keys as the music bleeds out of that 
massive instrument and waits with bated breath to tear her apart. 
She must enjoy that rush of dopamine or serotonin or adrenaline—
he failed biology and chemistry with a B-plus and an A-minus, to 
the horror of his family, so he didn’t care about the differences—
because she keeps returning to that stage every year.

 His father is different. He still plays, sometimes gracing the 
concert halls with a violin or cello in hand when a seat needs to be 
filled, but he avoids the piano bench. That spot is reserved for his 
genius of a wife. For the most part, though, he is the one standing 
in the center of the music as notes swell up around him and roar in 
his ears. He always answers with a howl of his own: a few waves of 
his arms; a flick of his wrist; the tap-tap of his baton. He can keep 
music chained, obedient to the written notation of 4/4, of cut time, 
of allegro.

 Music never scares his parents. They don’t fear the slip of 
a note or the slap that always follows such a mistake. Their hands 
don’t shake like his as music score after music score is tucked into 
a binder, never to be looked at during a performance. They are 
confident that the notes are burned into their ears, that the rhythms 
playing at a stable beat in their minds will never twist into

Spirit of the Moon
Karel Raska

Emma-Li Downer
What Left These Scars
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unrecognizable forms as it does for him. Their knees are firm as 
they march across that impossibly vast stage in front of those eyes 
that judge and criticize long before any notes actually resonate 
through the hall. They don’t fear music because the fear of failure 
scares them even more.

 For him, both strike terror into his very soul—both of his 
parents; both music and the fear of failure.

 He isn’t practicing enough, his mother reprimands him—
and then his father shakes his head when his grades slip. He isn’t 
trying hard enough, his father sighs in disappointment—and then 
his mother refuses to look at him when he breaks down in tears. He 
should be able to do better than this, his musical lineage says—and 
his extended family wonders what went wrong.

 He wonders, too. How did his fate go so awry that night 
when his mother went into labor with some classical symphony 
swelling through a CD-player; that night when his father was 
halfway across the world, too busy wrangling with Mahler to be at 
his only son’s birth? He has always wondered what went wrong, but 
no one has given him an answer.

 Music used to come to him easily, willingly even. It was 
deceptively small, meek, and mild—like a newborn. He could play 
with it and smile; he could play and not be afraid. But, as he grew 
up and matured, so did the music. Those competitions that steeled 
his mother’s heart and tempered his father’s greed only gave music 
the time it needed to sharpen its claws. Those competitions served 
as the colosseum that raised music for the sole purpose of it sinking 
its fangs into him, deep enough to draw blood, tears, trauma.

 Did the music leave him with those injuries, someone had 
asked him once after he wrote his story down, or did his parents?

 It doesn’t matter, he had replied, grateful that words obey 
him more than notes ever will. These scars will stay with him long 
after both of them are gone from his life.

Wild World - Yosemite National Park 1
Minyan Gao
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my Mother holds a gun to my chest and fires and i get excited to 
see the look on Her face when She discovers that there’s nothing to 
kill. i am hollow and empty and the bullet’s journey echoes off my 
brittle bones in a dance that leaves me breathless.

a dance for the Dead, they call it. how did They know that i have 
not been alive since… oh my, i’m not sure i remember. i’ve always 
been pale so becoming transparent was more of a platinum upgrade 
than a shock.

 

don’t ask me why i spell Your eyes with the Stars. i know it’s 
cliché, but i love staring at the Stars and the analogy was so fitting 
that i decided i could bear how insufferably tacky it sounds rolling 
off my tongue if only to see You smile.

i spell Your smile with the Clouds because They are soft, caressing 
the Sky as the edges of your upturned lips caress your cheeks 
and so i have decided that i will not end my search until i have 
discovered every possible shape Your smile can hold if only to 
know what each one means.

 

the problem, however, is that i have also decided that i am over 
Love because i am over the way It makes me feel like there is 
something wrong with me.

 

my Mother holds a gun to my head and i can’t decide whether She 
looks excited or terrified when She sees roses paint the wall behind 
me.

Mel Dikert
a Mother’s love

Wild World - Yosemite National Park 2
Minyan Gao
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my Father’s fingerprints still lie embedded into the skin of my arm 
where i guess He decided a little bit of color would do my pale 
complexion some good.

 

my Significant Other seals my mouth with His, deciding that i 
sound much better when i’m quiet but

 

I decided that I’d rather throw up than have his lips on Mine again.

 

so I bit them off

 

and I spit them out

 

and I sealed his mouth with glue

 

and I cut off My father’s fingers so he could never touch Me again

 

and I took the gun from My mother’s hand and stuck it in My 
mouth just to see what face she’d make if I put a second hole in the 
back of My head.

January
Liesl Eppes
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When I was little,

and my feet got cold,

daddy used to warm them up

by cuddling with me

when we watched a movie.

Daddy was always there

to keep my feet warm

even when mommy wasn’t.

He kept my feet warm

until mommy said we had to leave.

My arms were shaking

when mommy started packing her things

My chest was tight

when mommy started packing my things

My feet were cold

when mommy dragged our bags to the front door

across the carpet that had red stuff on it last night.

Mommy wouldn’t tell me what the red stuff was

I wanted her to tell me

Anonymous
Cold Feet It was importent

I new it

I needed to noe.

Insted, mommy sed

‘we’re gonna be back’

then I sed

‘you gotta promise, ma’

She promised,

and we left.

We never went back

and my mom never told me

the red stuff was blood.

I had to find that out on my own.

Even though we never went back,
I went back,
because my daddy was still there,
and my mom understood that.

As I grew up,
I had questions.
Daddy didn’t like answering them.
Daddy didn’t tell me about the blood.
My mind had to-
excuse me-
scream the blood into existence.
The red screamed when I slept
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The shattering of the glass vase shrieked a solo

until the police sirens joined the chorus.

So in the dark,

I learned about the blood

by myself.

My feet were so cold

and mommy didn’t know

she never did know how

to warm them up.

Everything changed

even daddy changed

when I went back.

No matter how many times

I went back,

my feet were always cold.

I had to learn how to warm them up on my own.

Famine
Zinfield Hollow
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 She lived in a big house on a cold beach. The house could 
hold much but held little. Her rooms were sparsely decorated, a 
few bits of furniture, the odd painting or two hanging on the walls. 
She had lived in the house her whole life, memories clinging to the 
foundation, hidden behind new floorboards. There were scratches 
on banisters covered up with paint. She remodeled and fixed up old 
reminders, making them look new and pushing them back further 
and further in her mind.

         For the most part, it worked. She didn’t think of her mother 
or her childhood, didn’t sit in corners staring at angles, scratching 
with dull nails the crack in the paint that was slowly peeling off, 
shaking with a tangible sadness. She no longer sat at the breakfast 
table, her seat the only one filled, yet the other feeling full, a 
presence so thick it permeated across the table, wrapping around 
her, filling the room with a viscous air. She no longer waited for 
him to return, staring out of windows, shivering at the spontaneity 
of a breeze.

 It was a winter day when she found out she was pregnant. 
It was cold outside, as it always was, but this time it was a cold 
everyone else could feel, too. She sat on the toilet, the pregnancy 
test on the sink, upside down, the pink box it came in sticking 
out of the trash can, empty except for the instructions. She tapped 
her heel on the tile, her pants still down, her ass against the cold 
porcelain. Her body was shaky, shivery, freezing. When the three 
minutes were up, she wiped herself, lifted her pants, and noticed 
the purple color of her feet fleetingly before flushing the toilet and 
determining her fate.

         The test was positive. She didn’t gasp nor cry, didn’t run 
downstairs to show her lover, didn’t run out to the store to buy a 
bottle of non-alcoholic cider to toast with her family about their 
newest addition.

 She choked. It was slow. A kind of throat closing, 
desperate, anxiety-induced choke. She let herself fall to the floor,

Jessica Jones
A Mother’s Daughter wrapping her arms around her slender frame, feeling every rib, and 

wondering how the hell a baby was going to fit inside.

X

         A baby had fit inside her before though, so she knew it was 
possible. She was bigger then, she had more weight, more room for 
a guest to fit inside, get comfortable. There was just so much space 
for people to enter her, whether she wanted them to or not. When 
she found out about that baby, she did cry—a long, painful sob. Her 
mother was yelling at her as she lay on the bathroom floor, her right 
cheek flat against the bathmat, staring at the dirt collecting under 
the sink.

         How could you do this to us, Eleanor? Her mother shouted. 
Isn’t there enough shame in this house?

  Isn’t there enough?

 She was right. Their house was filled with shame, filled 
to the brim, so much so that Eleanor didn’t dare open a window 
or leave the front door open lest it pour out. She and her mother 
preferred to keep it all in. Coincidentally, she asked her mother if 
she could do that with the baby.

         Can’t I just get rid of it? Eleanor asked, through tears and 
spit. Her stomach was also flat against the tile, and she wondered if 
she kept it there if it would keep it from growing.

         But her mother said no. She would keep it. She had to. 
A reminder of what she had done. A reminder of who she would 
always be. Slut. Her mother’s last word before she closed the 
bathroom door slowly, softly.

 Eleanor wished she had slammed it.

 She did not eat for months after she found out the baby had 
died inside of her. The blood that stained the porcelain was a dark 
red, almost black, different than the vibrant red that it once was. She 
would wake up every morning, sit on the toilet, and expect to see 
blood even though she knew the baby was gone. Her stomach felt 
hollow, like a tree that was dying, its trunk filled with nothing but a 
void, so strong she thought she could swallow the whole universe, 
and it would just disappear inside of her.
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She did not make love to her father, he did not push Eleanor inside 
of her. She did not cook her, craft her, form her like dough in her 
stomach. She was given Eleanor by her father’s mistress—a plump, 
young thing as well.

 Too much, too much, she remembered her mother repeating 
to herself days after her father had left.

 “Mommy?” she spoke like a feather rubbing against skin, 
so soft there was barely a breath exiting her lips.

 “It’s too much, too much,” she kept repeating.

 “What is too much, mommy?”

 She was silent for a while, just staring at Eleanor for 
what felt like hours, but what was just minutes. Finally, after her 
mother’s eyes had bored holes through her skull, and Eleanor 
felt like she was an inanimate object, or a painting with the paint 
peeling, her mother stood up and left the room. Before disappearing 
behind the door frame, she whispered.

 “You.”

 She was wrong though, for Eleanor knew she was not too 
much, but always, always, too little.

X

 “It’s a girl,” the doctor said, smiling at Eleanor.

 When she didn’t answer, the doctor repeated herself, her 
smile fading a little.

 “You’re having a girl, ma’am,” she said, staring at Eleanor 
on the metal table, then the monitor, then back at Eleanor again.  

 The doctor was young, pretty, a few years older than 
Eleanor. With her hair tied up neatly, her unblemished skin, and the 
way her body filled out the skirt she wore, Eleanor couldn’t help but 
notice how this woman was her exact opposite. 

 “I’m having a girl,” Eleanor finally repeated, gathering that 
the doctor wanted an answer, but not knowing what she wanted her 
to say.

 She hated her mother for making her keep it. It just proved 
to her that her insides were rotten. The baby did not survive, it just 
left her with blood smeared on her thighs. Her mother was right 
though, keeping the baby did remind her of what was done. The 
blood on her thighs, on her hands, how he was disgusted at the 
horror she produced, reminded her every day of what was done to 
her.

 She was determined to never feel full again. It had always 
been more, hadn’t it? More than blood and void and baby. She 
didn’t miss the baby. She just knew now what this meant. She had 
no real reason to keep this body alive. This spoiled thing. This ruin.

 She wondered then, if she couldn’t get a baby to keep her 
alive, what she could get to force her to feed herself. A nanny, 
perhaps, or a doctor, a nurse, a mother. Someone to lock her away 
and force-feed her mush on a silver spoon, maybe plastic so she 
didn’t hurt herself with it. But, of course, she knew of many ways 
to hurt herself with plastic as well.

         When she was eight, she and her mother sat on the beach 
in front of their home. Her mother was old, thin, a skeletal thing 
wrapped in gray. Eleanor was young, plump, too much for such a 
tiny space.

 “Your father is leaving,” her mother said.

 Eleanor didn’t answer for a while. She just sat still and 
stayed quiet, mimicking her mother.

 “Where is he going?” she finally asked, already maintaining 
that the look on her mother’s face either meant that she didn’t know 
or didn’t care to tell. 

 Her mother did not move, her lips stuck in a twisted frown.

 “Is he coming back?” Eleanor really wanted to know.

 Her mother released a shallow breath.

 “What do you think?”

 She was harsh, but mothers didn’t have to be sweet. 
Anyway, she wasn’t really hers to begin with. She raised Eleanor, 
from a baby, changed her diapers, fed her, but she did not make her.
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overpowering presence. He wanted to destroy her. At least that’s 
how it felt. The only thing that kept her from losing it was knowing 
that in a few minutes she could leave and forget. Forget his rough 
hands and the way they felt her in places she kept covered. Forget 
how he spit in her ear, you’re real sexy, you know that? Forget his 
breath on her neck like cigar smoke, pollution-laced, cloudy around 
her head.

 Her father had left years ago, leaving the front gate open, 
unguarded, for her mother to bring in a new man, a dangerous man. 
And now that man’s lips pressed against her in ways that sent not 
butterflies to her stomach, but knives to her gut. All she asked from 
this fleeting moment was for the ability to forget, pretend it never 
happened, repress it and bury it deep inside of her, like a childhood 
nightmare. He couldn’t even give her that. He just kept rocking 
her, the waves getting rockier and rockier, his hands wet against 
the thicker parts of her skin. This is our little secret, don’t tell your 
mother. 

 She kept her eyes shut tight, squeezing them until she saw 
colors. The first was yellow, then blue, then pink, then red. And 
when she saw red, everything was red. And when she opened her 
eyes, everything was still red. The ceiling, the walls, the lighthouse 
light, his hands. He looked at her with disgust, his fingernails a 
vibrant red, a potent hue, a dangerous stain. He backed away from 
her with a horrified expression and though it was fleeting, it was the 
first time she felt powerful. Her veins pulsed, her breath quickened, 
and when she stood, she felt the power drip between her legs.

X

 She never knew what possessed her to keep the second 
baby. She thought many times to get rid of it and knew, despite her 
mother’s warnings of God and cautions of sin, that getting rid of it 
was as valid an option as any. And even with her new freedom, her 
mother’s death a gateway to a different, albeit foreign life, she felt 
like this time it would be different. This time, it would live and this 
time, it would have been made on the shores of the sea rather than 
the waves. The sand had caressed her, the glow a welcome, added 
ambiance.

 She watched the ocean wrestle with the raging storm, the 
clouds dark black, giant raindrops splashing and dripping against 
the old windows. She held her stomach, now almost due, her hand 
feeling the curves and mountains she created. There were always a 
few moments where she would be worried that it had died in there

 “Yes,” the doctor shifted on the stool. “But, ma’am, there is 
something that concerns me.”

 She paused, waiting again. When Eleanor stayed silent, she 
continued.

 “Your weight is remarkably low, lower than your last 
visit. You are very underweight for a woman nearing thirty. I’m 
worried about what your weight loss will do to the baby. Are you 
experiencing any odd cravings? Loss of appetite? Are you eating 
alright?”

 She didn’t know what that question meant. Was she eating 
alright? Was she eating at all is what the doctor wanted to ask.

 “Well, to be honest doctor,” Eleanor said, “I haven’t 
been eating alright. I seem to have no appetite. No cravings for… 
anything really. Strange or otherwise.”

 “That’s normal, especially this far in. Your body is 
changing, growing. Your hormones are all over the place. It’s 
nausea, isn’t it? That’s very normal with pregnancy, but you have to 
eat more.”

 She paused.

 “Try dry foods,” she continued, “like bread or crackers—
saltines are the best.”

 Eleanor stared hard, nodded, her stomach growling, 
heartbeat faster than usual.

 “Saltines it is.” She smiled back.

 It had the effect she thought it would, too. The doctor 
stopped asking questions, went back to smiling and, lovingly 
staring at the monitor, repeated, “You’re having a girl.”

 “A girl,” Eleanor said back, her throat tighter than usual.  

X

 When he entered her, she felt sick, the glow outside the 
curtained bedroom window a lighthouse in a tumultuous sea. She 
was definitely drowning, she thought, filling up with water, a hole 
in the bottom of her boat. He was aggressive, mean, forceful, an
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again, that the baby sat rotting inside of her, the memory of the 
first time etched into her memory like razors on metal. But then, 
it would kick, sending a pulse throughout her hand, running up 
her arms, a familiar feeling, a sweet, sensory pulsing of veins. She 
would close her eyes, let it pulse, let the memory of that night flood 
back in.

X

         The blood dripped onto the floor, and she looked down at 
it, a tiny bright puddle on the stained hardwood floor. He shook his 
hand like there was a bug on it, sending more droplets to hit the 
wall. That is disgusting, I thought you didn’t have your period yet. 
He reached for the bedside table, to grab a tissue, she presumed. 
She never found out what he was reaching for though, because 
she reached down in between her mother’s mattress and the bed 
frame and pulled out the pocketknife she kept for emergencies. She 
moved almost too quickly for her own eyes to process it all, but 
before she knew it, he was shouting, holding his right hand with his 
left.

         You bitch, you bitch, you bitch, you bitch, you bitch—

         He kept repeating it, as tears began to form in his eyes, 
fear festering in the creases, staring down at the floor. There lay 
his finger, the one covered in her blood. When she saw it, she 
smiled, staring at him, doing her best to make herself seem crazy, 
scary, wondering whether her insanity was real or an act, and then 
wondering whether that mattered anymore.

X

 She remembered the way he ran from the room, leaving his 
pants behind. She wondered if he’d felt embarrassed. She wondered 
how badly it hurt. She remembered the color of the blood she 
produced, the rich, vibrant red, and smiled.

 As she walked around the old beach house, staring through 
windows to marvel at the ocean, she thought about filling up the 
space, decorating every inch and every corner. She thought about 
her daughter, a girl, imagined her big laughter, imagined her tall, 
strong, and happy, imagined her taking up all the space she wanted.

 As she held her hand to her mountainous stomach, settling 
into her bed, arms outstretched and legs spread like she was about 
to start making snow angels, she decided that when her daughter 
was old enough, they would paint all the walls red.

First Winter Day of Drew’s 2021 - Drew
Minyan Gao
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 There are some days when she could pretend that this two-
story building with its well-kept lawn, cozy shrubbery, and white 
walls is not a prison. She’s free to walk under the looming archway 
or turn around and come another time. No one’s forcing her to pass 
through those double oak doors and smile at the receptionist. No 
one forces her, but she does it anyway.

 “Good afternoon,” the young man behind the desk greets 
her. Underneath the blonde fringe, his striking blue eyes light up 
in recognition. He smiles wide in a way only a part-time college 
student can. “It’s three o’clock already?”

 She humors him with their usual banter. “You shouldn’t 
follow their example, Anthony. Only they can lose their sense of 
time.”

 They laugh, and he beams, pleased to think that he made 
someone happy today.

 “She should be in the back.” He gestures to his right, 
indicating the glass doors farther down that let sunlight stream into 
the hallway. “The weather was so nice that Ms. Retherford decided 
to take her and a few others out to draw.”

 She nods in thanks and readjusts the small purse that hangs 
off her shoulder. The carpet muffles her sneakered steps as she 
covers this too short of a distance. The cool metal handles give way 
under her hands all too soon. The paned doors swing open with a 
bit too much force.

 The back is the same as it always is with the fertilized 
grass cut into impeccable rectangles. Trees cluster along the sides, 
crowding in close. There is a cement sidewalk that cuts through 
the green with blooming flowers swaying in a breeze she can’t feel 
through her jacket.

 “Over here!” 

 She turns to see an older woman waving a small hand 
through the air in the distance. A nametag is pinned to her shirt that 
reads “Ms. Retherford,” but she can’t read that from this distance. 
She can barely see the smile on the woman’s face.

 Her heart shrivels up, but her feet descend the stairs onto 
the cement and carry her along the too familiar pathway. Spotted 
skin thinly stretched over skulls and wispy grey-white hair sharpens 
into focus as she approaches.

 “Look.” Ms. Retherford isn’t speaking to her. The woman 
walks over and leans down to a figure that is only clutching a blue 
marker with its cap still on. “Your daughter is here to see you.”

 Her mother unfurls from her customary ball and peeks ups. 
Her glazed eyes spark for an instant.

 “Where’s my little girl?” her mother asks, looking through 
her. “She should be in school right now.”

 “I’m right here,” she speaks up, crouching down to be 
on her level. “And I’m old enough to not go to school anymore, 
Mom.”

 The woman who could solve a Sudoku puzzle before she 
finished her morning coffee frowns. There’s a troubled look twisting 
her wrinkles, and she shakes her head. “No, that’s not right. You’re 
a lovely lady, but my daughter should be in fifth grade. She has a 
field trip next week… They’re going to the zoo?” Her voice pitches 
up sharply. “She’s looking forward to seeing the turtles!”

 So that’s when she is.

 “Oh, that sounds great,” Ms. Retherford interjects before 
anything can escalate. “Why don’t you tell this kind woman more 
about this over there?”

 The woman helps ease her mother up, and the inaudible 
sound of cracking joints and straining muscles fills her head. They 
walk over to a shady spot where a bench sits. The woman settles 
her mother in the seat and gives her a pat on the shoulder before 
straightening up.

 “She greeted Anthony as we passed,” Ms. Retherford 
supplies before leaving. 

 So, she’s in a talkative mood today.

 She swallows a grimace and glances down at this old 
woman whose mind is gradually collapsing under the weight of 
time.

 “Hello,” her mother says, looking up. “What’s your name?”

Emma-Li Downer
Not a Prison
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 There are some days she can pretend that this place isn’t 
a prison. Unlike her mother, she is not confined to this two-story 
building and the lawns cut to fine edges. She will be free to leave in 
an hour, to forget her visit here. She’s not chained to this forgetful 
woman who used to be her mother, and no one’s forcing her to 
come back next week like clockwork. No one forces her, but she 
keeps returning anyway.

Arcadia
Zinfield Hollow
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Mundane Adventures
Stefanie Shapiro

 Every day, my son and I go for a long, ambling walk in 
Verona Park. Caleb—whose sobriquet is Cale, pronounced like the 
dark, green leafy vegetable—likes to listen to an audiobook (the 
Wings of Fire series is his current obsession), and I like to read an 
actual book (most presently the biography on Walt Whitman by 
Paul Zweig)—the feel of its weight in my hands, the turning of the 
pages, that new-book smell and, in this case, that oft-read, many 
hands have touched it library, used-book smell are exhilarating. 
I walk and read. People find this amusing and acrobatic. I find it 
efficient. I like to do both—walk and read—so why not combine the 
two?  I’m not really a person who enjoys sitting for too long, and I 
have mastered the ability to walk and read after years of practice. A 
man in the park commented once (as folks are wont to do); he told 
me he was a soccer coach and that he should have his athletes do 
this as part of their daily practice. It’s good to learn balance. Alas, 
I am normally not a good multi-tasker, physically or mentally. This 
doesn’t upset me in the slightest as research shows that humans are 
not supposed to be good at managing chaos in multiple realms at 
the same time. Entropy is already working against us.

 There are a multitude of exciting events and people that we 
meet daily at the park.  It is a routine, our walks in the park. They 
came about from necessity—the pandemic curtailed our ability to 
venture much of anywhere, and the park is right across the street 
from our house. It is a gorgeous park located in Verona, NJ—a 
huge lake with a fountain sits in the middle of a verdant landscape. 
The Olmsted firm, the same architects who planned Central Park in 
NYC and the Arnold Arboretum in Boston to name a few, designed 
it. There are so many birds to witness—warblers, cormorants, 
egrets, great blue herons, night herons, Canadian geese, red-winged 
blackbirds, robins, kinglets, grackles, sparrows, European starlings, 
and the list goes on.  Caleb is ridiculously attentive to his environs; 
I’d like to think that is a positive genetic trait he inherited from me. 
He always spots the birds: in the trees, by the water’s edge, soaring 
overhead.  Often he will just point, so absorbed in his audiobook or 
his hand play—his hands zooming this way and that, jiving, fast, 
slow, rhythmically, violently, fingers independently moving,

gliding at times, just like the birds, and often with accompanying 
noises and sounds that would make a vocal percussionist proud; 
it’s my job to figure out why he is pointing and at what. He is in 
his own world at these times; he’s lucidly created a landscape in 
his mind, the real objects surrounding him mere props to be shot 
at, hit, witnessed, and to be used for his own edification, his own 
entertainment.

 There are so many people to meet—random encounters 
that, surprisingly, serve to reinvigorate my faith in humanity. Maybe 
it is the fresh air, the escape from the confines of the house where it 
is always too loud, too much stimulation, too much noise that zaps 
my patience and my verve. Being outside, surrounded by nature, 
is a welcome reprieve. The folks we see are usually regulars—we 
all have the same routine, to walk around the park at the same time 
every day. Some of these folks we have taken to greeting, a nod in 
their direction, a brief utterance of hello, how are you, gorgeous 
day—it’s comforting to see the same people every day, even though 
they are strangers and our interactions are minimal or non-existent. 

 My son is viciously observant—he is young so his loudly 
spoken pronouncements are still acceptable, his thoughts honest 
and invariably wise. Every now and again, Caleb will ask, in a 
respectful whisper which never fails to impress me—a display 
of empathy, I still hope—“Mama, does that person have special 
needs?” He knows he does, too. I respond with what I believe, 
and want, to be the truth, not just some condescending platitude I 
vocalize to make it all easier… for me: “Perhaps. And remember, 
lovey, that—in our own ways—we all have special needs.”  

 We have taken to strolling in the evenings. When dusk 
is settling down on the day, we stroll. As day turns to night, we 
stroll. We sometimes walk hand in hand. The quietude, the sounds 
of silence, of nature—we hear the crickets chirping, the wind 
whistling, and we stroll together. It is my favorite time with my 
son, when we can connect in nature and in silence. I am a person 
who needs and enjoys solitude; I am a solitary. I barely get that 
opportunity for aloneness—I am with people most of the day, with 
my son, specifically, practically all day every day. There is no 
respite, and it is trying, it wears me down. Evening strolls in the 
park, especially, are life-affirming, they provide me with a reprieve 
I desperately require. I fear, often, that my relationship with my son
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is fraught with discord and anger; walking with him in the drawn 
curtain of time, in the park—a landscape replete with good 
memories—in the autumn aura filled with crisp air, cool winds, and 
colorful leaves, life feels good—a balm from the onslaught of an 
entropy-filled day. I feel a positive, calm connection with my son 
that I rarely feel during the days. They are trying days. Days that 
attempt to be something other than what they are.

 One day at the park, the squirrels started following us. 
Past the circle I often walk while my son sits contentedly on the 
perimeter, on the newly painted green bench, eating his lunch, 
playing with branches, turning them into swords and guns and 
whips. Listening to his audiobook.  Contented. Sitting—a rare 
activity for my son. They followed us past that circle of harmony, 
down the long, winding path bordered by an abbreviated forest 
where my son enjoys using the nature-made fort made of fallen 
leaves, twigs, and branches as a public commode. They were 
following us because they know. They are much smarter than, 
even I, a self-professed animal advocate, believed them to be. 
They know that we are the humans who feed them lots and lots of 
peanuts—every day mostly. This day, we didn’t linger at our usual 
stop, the circle of harmony, their favorite feeding place. My son 
wasn’t having a snack that day; we were prisoners to a schedule 
and needed to rush back home. We were fast walking this day. 
Fortunately, the squirrels do not know about time, agendas, and 
schedules. They spend their days frolicking, eating, sleeping, and 
looking for humans to feed them. We are those humans. Sometimes 
I think we shouldn’t do it—I don’t like interfering with nature. 
Domesticated squirrels seem odd, wrong.  My son asks often if 
we can have a squirrel or a chipmunk as a pet. This makes me 
uncomfortable.  

 My son’s love for animals and nature is only matched by 
his adoration for watching gamers play video games online. I find 
this dichotomy to be amusingly profound. He prefers observing 
even more so than playing; perhaps because this prevents failure, 
it provides him a safety net, no opportunity for mistakes. For a 
boy whose ability to manage his emotional regulation still remains 
undeveloped, obscured, even at 7 years old, this distinction 
becomes paramount.

 These chunky squirrels live in the knotted branches of a

crabapple tree. My son sits on the bench directly next to it and 
feeds them. Over time, the squirrels have become more trusting… 
or more aggressive. They now will climb onto the bench where 
he rests and go directly into the bag to grab the peanuts. They will 
also take the peanuts directly from my son’s hand—I have mixed 
emotions about this, but the joy I see in my son’s face when this 
happens supersedes the other ones of trepidation and wariness. One 
day, we didn’t stop to feed them, they saw us, they knew we were 
those humans, and so they did the most sensical squirrel thing to 
do—they followed us, spirits high that they would be able to pick 
up some peanuts along the way.  Maybe we forgot them, they were 
hopeful.   

 Sometimes, the squirrels spend an inordinate amount 
of time and energy searching, foraging, for a peanut that was 
thrown their way. My son and I aim well, or so we think. Alas, the 
squirrels, unlike birds, are not known for their exceptional vision 
(and clearly also not for their sense of smell); it is difficult for 
them to hunt around in the grass, roots, leaves, and twigs for the 
peanut. It’s hard for them to unearth. We have taken to dropping 
the peanuts on the concrete walkway to expedite the process for 
them. This seems more fitting anyway. A concrete walkway in the 
middle of grass and land is a reminder of the human touch upon 
nature, our intrusion. Feeding squirrels peanuts feels the same—it 
is not natural, they are well versed in discovering their own food, 
the plethora of acorns peppering the ground for example. They do 
not need us. Yet, there is delight in the blurring of boundaries, in the 
transformation, the metamorphosis (however unnatural) from what 
is to what it can be. They do not need us, yet they are so joyful for 
our interruption, a disruption laced with tasty treats, an intermission 
in their mundane day. A squirrel as a pet seems rationally less 
comical and egregious than Trump as President.  

 There are so many joys in life—lately, it is these, mundane 
adventures, which have been most significant, substantive. The 
oxymoron is not lost on me, it is intentional—the recognition that 
everyday, routine activities reveal gems to be excavated, mini 
adventures, daily delights.  When we are primed to look for the 
delights, for the interactions, for the experiences, for the adventures 
nature and life offer us constantly, we discover unexpected 
treasures. My biggest daily delight is that walk of silence and 
tranquility with my son in the evening, perhaps with the squirrels 
following us, when the sun has taken leave for the day—it’s trusting 
delayed wink letting us know that it is only gone for a bit, closed
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Heaven in a Bowl
Emma-Li Downer

My mom was many things. She was selfless, hard to anger, and had 
an infuriating desire to garden. She was a single parent, worked all 
day confined to a desk and computer, and would never get bit by 
mosquitos. I, on the other hand, had tens of red dots running up my 
arms and down my legs after taking just one step outside.

My mom was many things, but she wasn’t a chef. She enjoyed 
cooking, and sometimes baking, but she did not have a lot of time 
after work to make anything extravagant. She did her best, but more 
often than not, we ordered from fast-food places or had premade 
meals bought at the food store.

But, there is one dish that my mom could make that I loved: 
chicken noodle soup.

The core ingredient for Heaven in a Bowl (as I liked to call it) is a 
box of the Lipton® Chicken Noodle Soup Mix. Yes, this doesn’t 
sound like a homemade soup recipe, but hear me out. The directions 
on the box call for boiling a pot of water and simply pouring in 
the powdered mix. All that’s left is to watch the bubbles revive the 
pitiful noodles, dehydrated chicken, and wrinkled vegetables. But 
my mom took this recipe a step further. All she needed was chicken 
broth, a box of spaghetti pasta, a pre-cooked rotisserie chicken, and 
a bag of petite baby carrots.

With a practiced ease I will never match, she would put a pot of 
water on the stove and throw in the spaghetti, broken into fourths, 
once the water boiled. Her short, dark brown hair could never 
decide whether to be straight or curly, but in the kitchen’s heat that 
emanated from the stove, it would deflate and cling to the back 
of her neck. The rotisserie chicken from the store was an easy 
supplement for the cubes of questionable meat in the soup mix. 
She would spend several minutes separating the white meat from 
the bones and then ripping it into small chunks. When the noodles 
were tender, she added the chicken, broth, and soup mix to the pot. 
I always wanted to help, so she allowed me to cut up the carrots, 
but I took forever. She never said anything, but I knew she couldn’t 
understand why I tried to make each piece the same size.

I can’t remember the last time my mom made Heaven in a Bowl. I 
can’t remember the last time I had it. Even though the recipe is

for an eternal moment, but will reappear again tomorrow, to greet 
us, open-eyed and cheery, life-giving, life-affirming, to give us 
another chance at the day—holding his now only slightly smaller 
than mine hand, feeling it move, fidget (as it always does), and then 
feeling it go still… just for a moment.

Christmas Afternoon
Liesl Eppes
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Family
Miki Viljoen

easy, I don’t want to try and replicate it. Some of my hesitation 
comes from not wanting to mess up her recipe, but most of it is 
because there is only one person I trust to make this soup. And that 
one person passed away while I was still in middle school.

With her gone, I used to be afraid I would forget a lot of things 
about her and the thirteen years we spent together. With it being 
just the two of us, I had no other family to rely on and hear them 
say, “Hey, remember when…” or “We used to come here when you 
were little…”

But there is one story my mom told me that I will never forget. 
It was often at night with the TV volume lowered to a quiet 
background noise that she would tell me how we met.

She had not given adoption a thought until she attended an 
informational session with a friend. That day, she drove home with 
a newfound desire to have a family. She began to file the necessary 
paperwork, waited two years, and traveled 8,500 miles around the 
world—all to bring home an eighteen-month-old baby from China.

When she arrived at the orphanage, a staff member started to give 
a tour of the building. The group my mom was in passed by a 
playroom full of babies. While the others kept walking down the 
hall, she stopped and entered the room. Despite having only one 
picture of me that the orphanage sent her, she instantly recognized 
me. In her excitement, she rushed in and scooped me up. What a 
sight we must have been. Her, an overjoyed mother meeting her 
daughter, and me, a cranky baby who wanted nothing to do with 
this stranger. Our meeting was cut short since she was not allowed 
in that room, but my mom was unfazed. She loved me the moment 
she saw my picture, and she had been waiting years to meet me. 
She could wait a little longer.

My mom was many things. She was the creator of Heaven in a 
Bowl, the best mother I could ask for, and proof that a family is 
more than just being related by blood. She was my mom, and I am 
her daughter.
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You think I’m simple. 
You think I’m sweet. 
You think you understand this “Southern Belle.” 

But you don’t know 
How to hold the door 
How to climb a magnolia or a live oak Why you shouldn’t touch the 
Spanish moss How to tell a palm from a palmetto 

What they actually sold at the Market That you don’t put brown 
sugar in grits Why USC is better than Clemson 

You’ve never seen 
The sideways houses 
The orange ladybugs 
The Piggly Wiggly 
The Azaleas 
The red mud 
The puddles of pollen 
The steam after summer rain 

You’ve never heard 
The story of the Lee County Lizard Man An alligator grunt 
A rattlesnake rattle 
Bluegrass in the mountains 
The cicadas in the afternoon 

You’ve never smelled 
The pluff mud 

Liesl Eppes
You think I’m simple

Untitled
Kara Dobias
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A fresh peach 

The gardenias 

The humid sunshine 

You’ve never tasted 

Cheerwine

Boiled peanuts 

Sweet tea with fresh mint 

Homemade peach ice cream 

Sweet Baby Ray’s 

South Carolina BBQ 

Shrimp n’ Grits 

Frogmore Stew

 

You don’t understand 

What I mean when I say “Oh honey, bless your heart” 

How to talk to strangers when you hold the door 

How to say “Yes, Ma’am” or “No, Sir” 

How to say “y’all” without it sounding like a joke 

How to pronounce “Huger” 

Subtext. 

You think I’m simple ‘cause I’m sweet. 

You think I’m never angry ‘cause I’m polite. 

You think I’m a simple melody ‘cause you don’t listen in stereo 

You think you understand me ‘cause you watched The Help 

You think you know your way around my mind but you’d get lost 
on my backroads and one way streets.

Untitled
Kara Dobias
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Non so le parole per descrivere questo sentimento1

No matter how hard I search
Two broken halves refuse to give me a whole answer.
Le parole giuste non esiste in inglese2

Ma suoneranno sempre più bella in italiano3

 

 

1. I don’t know the words to describe this feeling
2. The proper words don’t exist in english
3. But they will always sound more beautiful in Italian

Maybe my frontal lobe is fractured.
I can’t tell what language my heart whispers in
And my mind is tuned to endless static.
Ci sono due voce dentro di me1

And they’re constantly at war with one another.
But always make time to walk hand in hand
And send bittersweet nothings 
down the cracks in my spine.
They whisper to me “tutto guarirà in autunno”2

Ma gli urlo contro3

Telling them
That I don’t know how to heal.

Dubito che capiscano4

As I’m not sure if I do myself.
No matter how many stories I read
All detailing italian folklore
Non posso capire quest’altro mezza di me5

È sembra che sarà rotto forever.6

I pray they find peace with each other
And one day make a home in my head.

1. There are two voices inside of me 
2. Everything will heal in autumn
3. But I yell back at them
4. I doubt that they understand
5. I can’t understand this other half of me
6. And it seems like it’ll be broken da sempre

Joolz Hamilton
Biliterate
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There is a character in a play 
(which is often how I am compelled to introduce myself) 
And this character is at the funeral of his 
bubbe and he goes to the rabbi and 
he starts to confess and the rabbi says 
“Son, we’re Jewish. We don’t do 
salvation, we do guilt. 
If you want salvation, go to the Catholics.” 
I paraphrase, of course. 
but then there are even more characters in plays and on TV and in 
movies and 
in books (those still exist, right?) who 
joke about Catholicism and its 
self-righteousness and its 
hypocrisy and then there are those who 
epitomize that hypocrisy because what 
they do is sin 
sin, sin, 
and cause others to do so in terms of 
what they define as “sin” as compared to 
other sects of organized Christianity and 
organized religion in general for that matter, My friend called her 
dad who teaches 
religious studies at a university and 
asked, “do we have a hell?” 
and he called her a goy and 

gave a summarized explanation of 

Fusion
Shadimere Coles

Anonymous
Ish
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an ill-defined afterlife over speakerphone 

and I guess it was the most I had ever 
thought about death and what comes 
next and what happens when there isn’t 
another and. 

And so when I heard he was made of 
soap and truth, I went and I said 
“make me clean. 
Absolve this Jewish girl of the sins she 
doesn’t fully believe in, the sins that are 
muddled in the glaring ISH that 
describes her more than the JEW that 
prescribes it.” 

But he like He like HIM 
turned out to be another ghost 
and I was left dripping with ectoplasm, 
reluctantly confronted with what 
I already knew but had chosen, hoped to 
prove false.

Your Phone
Abby Brickner
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Untitled
Abby Brickner

Sue Cirillo

 Embarking on an adventure to unknown places beyond 
the extent of familiarity, from west to east on the Long Island 
Expressway, passing my childhood home with a foundation built 
when dirt led the trail I am on now. Memories of yesteryear swirl 
of a simpler time and place, where visions of tomorrow inspired 
or discouraged paths taken, many moons ago, away from the 
sounds of traffic and hurried hearts. I find the four lanes of crowded 
vehicles disturbing, especially the cubical cloudy white truck 
boasting “Done Right Construction” whose mission was to instigate 
trouble in my rearview mirror, but decided it wasn’t worth the 
effort and passed me on my right. If I were a bird, I would release a 
few blobs from my bottom right on his windshield’s field of view. 
But, that would blind my reverence in a zap. I gentled my grip and 
breathed in the warmth of the air. 

Pavement master stretched 
Clutching fingers, gripping tight 

Bird bearing anger 
Sight is calmed by the setting sun 

 Monstrous mortar walls have been built along the highway 
which block the beauty of the trees with their upward reach, so 
much higher than when I was a little girl. The tops of the trees seem 
to be smothered by the synthetic stone as I hear my dad’s voice 
calling me with reminders to “take it easy, Susie” as if he sensed 
my uneasiness. His intention was always rock solid, especially as 
he looked in the eyes of his only daughter whose finger had him 
tied around. Just think of an Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme owner 
who decided to take out the back bench seat in order to bring home 
a pony for her birthday. Salt block for him, cake for me. A year 
with a pony, a lifetime of memories, still so fresh, yet so distant. 
Childhood lost in the sands of time. 

Whispering willows 
Arms raised, grasping for the clouds 

Salty droplets fall 
Hourglass descending 

Sunrise Sunset
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 This day, I’m on route to visit The Unkechaug Nation of 
Indigenous Peoples who live on a reservation, southeast to a place 
I had not been before, with forests free from confinement where 
mares marvel at the moonlight and steers sing a song to the stars. I 
hoped to witness the wonder of their ways, at least that’s what I was 
promised in the eyes of my imagination. I envisioned a noontime 
gathering in circular form, perhaps a customary dance with native 
attire of eagle feathers and handmade beads. My mouth watered as I 
thought of the nuances of a lunch plate piled high with an authentic 
meal, maybe one cooked by tribal elders who would never share 
their secret recipe. 

Layered trees, dancing 
Horses happily prancing 
Wrinkled hands cooking 

Hunger satisfied 

 I exit onto William Floyd Parkway, a road honoring a 
mansion’s wealthy owner whose marker regally rests on the side 
of the road. He stole this land and had slaves to work it. I have 
no desire to detour and deepen the wounds of what used to be 
whose sweat still drips on the sign. One man’s monetary gain at 
another’s loss of dignity. What remains is a structure at the expense 
of so much spiritual loss on a road that stinks of capitalization 
and commercialization. The road was dotted with gas stations and 
various fast food establishments that mirrored so many others, no 
different. As I peered to and fro, my anticipation grew as I neared 
my destination. 

 The grassened hut marked my target with its tacked on 
tapestry of silhouetted Indian penny faces manned by Chris, a 
gentleman with a Jamaican accent who shook my hand with a 
welcoming smile. I drive slowly in wasted wonderment, staring 
at plastic prefab houses that speak of television and computers, 
internet and cell phones. Numerous smoke shops with an aroma 
that seals the fate of the future through finance. It is their way of 
life now and what they’ve come to know. Bright colored signs 
span the streets with signage that can be seen from planes above, 
everywhere I look. There are so many signs bragging of money-
making endeavors that completely distort the visions I had of this 
place. The one thing that brings peace is the sight of the South 
Shore waters, extensions from those I spent fishing with my dad

on his wooden boat where he taught me to clam with my toes in the 
mud, so very long ago. 

Eroding shorelines 
Foreign living, now and then 

Values so different 
Footprints in the sand 

 I thought of ancient stories of faraway days when smoke 
had a different meaning and wondered if they were tucked away 
in the memories of those who live here now. I saw no remnants 
of their culture or the original people who ran barefoot along the 
water and grew corn near fields where horses frolicked. I yearned 
for something to prove why I had come this way. Suddenly, I found 
the existence of a people long gone, buried. I felt the ancestral tears 
from a barricaded cemetery secured by keyless locks; a fenced-
off parcel of purity, a preserved green space that echoed voices of 
previous generations now silenced. I could smell the saltwater on 
the other side of the cage, bittersweet. 

Treasured land, reserved 
Tearful tides along the shore 
Grounded crosses chained 

Kept in silence 

 I solemnly leave this place. Nothing speaks indigenous 
except for artificial teepee and Indian chief of plaster, both chipped 
by weathering storms of changing times. My expectations of 
sharing and experiencing native life were lost along with the 
ashes of the buried lives replaced with a new way of life, one 
that trespasses spiritual beliefs of past preservation. What was is 
gone, and the ancestors that timelessly tip-toed along the coast in 
cultural comradery cease to exist. I feel sadness for the native land 
dwellers who called Long Island their home. They lived and loved 
their lives, as I did when I learned to ride a pony whose barn still 
stands, solo on a redesigned place I used to call home. Time travels 
forward, not back. 

 I also know this is not my place to call home or one to pass 
judgment on a people for the choices they were forced to make. I 
don’t know their history, just what they have lost from the surface 
structure. The past is erased, but their past does not belong to me. 
The Unkechaug Nation still exists, just in a different form. Survival 
and adaptation to changing times is needed to continue as a people.
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California Sunset - Sunset in California
Minyan Gao

Their voices have new values, rather than the ones that recited 
rituals and traditions. They rely on cigarette addicts who come for 
a bargain and plant the monetary seeds for tomorrow. This is what 
they have become accustomed to and I came for customs that have 
been displaced. 

Me, a foreigner 
I know not their cries of pain 
What they’ve lost or gained 

I do not share - except 

 My story is different and though my journey led me to this 
place, it is not their story. I don’t know what they’ve endured or 
experienced. Yet, we are the same in that we cannot go back to live 
a life that is gone. We rely on stories from others or make our own 
as we travel through time.

Drew Sunset
Kameron Raynor



95 96

Bridging the Gap
Jessica Rivchin

We were stranded somewhere near the Bosnian border. A statue We were stranded somewhere near the Bosnian border. A statue 
except for a pair of lively green eyes beneath a baseball cap, our except for a pair of lively green eyes beneath a baseball cap, our 
bus driver spoke only Croatian, and our tour guide only English bus driver spoke only Croatian, and our tour guide only English 
and Spanish. The only familiar phrases I could catch were autobus and Spanish. The only familiar phrases I could catch were autobus 
and roto: broken. We grabbed our belongings and exited the defunct and roto: broken. We grabbed our belongings and exited the defunct 
tour bus, blinking in the strobe light of August sun. Steps away tour bus, blinking in the strobe light of August sun. Steps away 
from the road was a small farm and the clear blue-green water of from the road was a small farm and the clear blue-green water of 
the Adriatic, which was tiled with smooth small pebbles, in which the Adriatic, which was tiled with smooth small pebbles, in which 
some of our fellow tourists waded, pant legs of their chinos and some of our fellow tourists waded, pant legs of their chinos and 
jeans jammed up to just below their knees. The rest of us found jeans jammed up to just below their knees. The rest of us found 
respite in a shady sitting area, while cats wove softly between our respite in a shady sitting area, while cats wove softly between our 
legs and found their own respective shade in which to nap. Slight legs and found their own respective shade in which to nap. Slight 
bemusement at our situation quickly shifted into varying degrees of bemusement at our situation quickly shifted into varying degrees of 
frustration until finally, three hours later, a slightly less ramshackle frustration until finally, three hours later, a slightly less ramshackle 
bus than the first sidled up to the farm, and we were back on the bus than the first sidled up to the farm, and we were back on the 
road. We crossed the border into Bosnia via the rundown, but road. We crossed the border into Bosnia via the rundown, but 
proud beach town of Neum, a 20 km swath of coastline providing proud beach town of Neum, a 20 km swath of coastline providing 
the country’s only access to the sea. We stopped for soft-serve the country’s only access to the sea. We stopped for soft-serve 
ice cream there, a balm to help us forget the bus breakdown, and ice cream there, a balm to help us forget the bus breakdown, and 
perhaps spare the tour group from receiving a flotilla of scathing perhaps spare the tour group from receiving a flotilla of scathing 
reviews on TripAdvisor. reviews on TripAdvisor. 

The Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, nestled in southeastern The Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, nestled in southeastern 
Europe between Croatia, Serbia and Montenegro, is a country with Europe between Croatia, Serbia and Montenegro, is a country with 
a complicated past, a nation where political allegiance was, and still a complicated past, a nation where political allegiance was, and still 
is, often aligned with one of three ethnic groups: Muslim Bosniaks, is, often aligned with one of three ethnic groups: Muslim Bosniaks, 
Orthodox Christian Serbs, and Catholic Croats. In 1986, Slobodan Orthodox Christian Serbs, and Catholic Croats. In 1986, Slobodan 
Milosevic (dubbed “The Butcher of the Balkans”) rose to power Milosevic (dubbed “The Butcher of the Balkans”) rose to power 
in Yugoslavia as a “lightning rod for nationalism” (Bramlett), and in Yugoslavia as a “lightning rod for nationalism” (Bramlett), and 
his leadership capitalized on the ethnic tensions that ultimately his leadership capitalized on the ethnic tensions that ultimately 
ignited the Bosnian War.  Lasting from 1992-95, the war brought ignited the Bosnian War.  Lasting from 1992-95, the war brought 
on the demise of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and on the demise of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and 
brought the term “ethnic cleansing” into everyday use. Nearly 25 brought the term “ethnic cleansing” into everyday use. Nearly 25 
years later, each of these three ethnic groups now occupies a seat in years later, each of these three ethnic groups now occupies a seat in 
a a triumvirate presidency, and has its own police and fire department 
(and these factions rarely work together). Although Bosnia’s 
economy has made slow progress, it is still struggling to gain

admission to the European Union, our tour guide in Mostar 
explained upon our arrival. “There are no jobs here,” she admitted. 
“That’s why all of the young people in Bosnia are leaving. I’m 
heading to Ireland as soon as the summer’s over.” 

My interest in traveling to the Balkans was awakened months 
earlier, after watching No Reservations, hosted by my travel 
inspiration, Anthony Bourdain. The episode highlighted the Istria 
region of Croatia as a culinary hotspot characterized by fresh 
oysters and mussels, as well as innovative bars built right into its 
seaside cliffs. Travel more deeply into this region, though, and 
one needed to be wary of mines left over from the Bosnian War, 
like poisoned seeds embedded deep in the earth. Distantly, I could 
remember listening to news of the conflict, but at the time, I was 
dealing with the extravagances of preteen angst and preparing for 
my Bat Mitzvah. Bosnia might as well have been a different planet.

 Mostar rests in southern Bosnia, on the Neretva River and is 
characterized by its enticing marketplace, the towering minaret 
of the Koski-Mehmed Pasha Mosque, and the famous Stari Most 
Bridge. This bridge, built in the 1500s by Ottoman traders and 
destroyed during the bombings of the War, has been reconstructed 
and now one can gather at its base to watch, gape-mouthed, at the 
intrepid divers who make money by plunging off the side of the 
bridge and into the river, nearly 70 feet below. The bridge also 
connects the Muslim and Christian sections of the city, and it was 
across this bridge that we now trekked in search of potent Turkish 
coffee and borek, flaky baked phyllo dough filled with savory 
cheese. Not only did tiny shops and restaurants line the streets here, 
they also were on the bridge. Plants grew everywhere: ivy crept 
upwards, unrestrained against the spines of buildings, and stout clay 
pots of various shapes and sizes stood watch. To our immediate 
left, an old man crouched over a shoemaker’s bench, lined face 
hidden beneath his taqiyah (a short, rounded skullcap), white-grey 
beard nearly dipping into his lap. A shimmering mirage, the minaret 
materialized in the oppressive heat that Mostar, located in a valley 
and thus, devoid of any breeze, was known for.

The Mostar Bridge Museum played a video of the bridge’s origins, 
destruction and meticulous reconstruction on repeat while tourists 
browsed the gift shop. As we left the center of town and headed 
back to the tour bus, the crowds of tourists thinned out, and the 
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signs of war became more apparent: abandoned apartment buildings 
scarred by graffiti and windows fractured into cobweb-cracked 
glass. A woman with a cane and waist-long hair wobbled her way 
down the crumbling sidewalk of a deserted street. One message on 
the sidewalk read “Don’t forget ‘93,” and was accompanied by a 
bouquet of rust-sheathed artillery and mortar shells.

I think often about why it was important to me to take the 
day trip from Dubrovnik to Mostar. I am not Bosnian, but my 
ancestors share some commonalities with this group. Because of 
our ethnicity, religion or both, Jews have been vilified, attacked, 
bombed, gassed, and tortured in unfathomable ways, just like many 
Muslim Bosniaks were during the war. Our cities were bombed, 
rebuilt, then bombed again, trick candles in the darkness that 
refused to be extinguished. Worse even than Bosnia’s lingering 
tensions with Serbia, Israel is surrounded by enemies, the center of 
a clenched fist. So perhaps, I wanted to see Bosnia as an example of 
another group of people who had endured war, yet still had hope for 
the future. Unlocking the truth about a place after spending mere 
hours there is impossible, and years later, I’m still not sure I know 
what I walked away with -- only that I felt, and still feel, like I left 
Bosnia grasping a few more pieces of a puzzle that I have been 
working on ever since.

 

Toy Convoy
Karel Raska
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 The bar was nearly empty, and she was as beautiful as 
the last time he’d seen her. The street glistened with rainfall and 
dripped, rainbow-slick motor oil, the air laced with the scent 
of river water and cigarette smoke. Truman tipped his hat as he 
entered the bar, remembering the days when he’d needed to say a 
password at the side kitchen door. He lit a cigarette of his own as 
he approached the bar and ordered a French 75. He’d missed New 
York, after all, and even under the circumstances, returning felt like 
enough of a celebration to warrant a little sparkle. 

 She was at the other end of the bar when he walked in. 
He tipped his hat again, raised his drink as a toast. The corner of 
her mouth curved up in a smile as she raised her glass— nearly 
empty— in return. He took the invitation for what it was. 

 “Another of whatever the lady’s drinking as well, please,” 
he asked of the bartender, a slightly built man who nodded. Amidst 
the soft clinking of metal and glass from behind the bar and the 
quiet brassy music playing from somewhere in the corner of the 
room, Truman took a moment to look around. He took in every 
detail, committing to memory the dark brown oak and the warm 
gaslit glow, scuffed dance floor and gleaming tables, matchbooks, 
and ashtrays scattered about. He sighed, thinking of the days to 
come. 

 The bartender slid a Sazerac over to Truman, who paid and 
brought it to the woman at the end of the bar. Her dark hair was 
rolled into neat curls at the nape of her neck except for the one long 
strand that twisted over the plunging neckline of her sequined dress. 
She watched him from under heavy-lidded eyes. He brushed a kiss 
to her cold knuckles. “You’re drinking absinthe tonight,” he noted. 

 The corner of her dark red-painted lips curved up in 
amusement. “I missed New Orleans,” she replied. “I haven’t gone 
back since that incident with the coffins and the drowned girls’ 
dowries.”

 Truman raised an eyebrow.

 She sighed. “Never mind. You’re too young, right now, for 

Cassandra in Manhattan
Maxxe Albert-Deitch

us to have crossed paths there yet.” 

 Truman took a sip of his drink. “So we meet in New 
Orleans, at some point. As friends or as foes?”

 She shook her head, brows furrowing in disapproval. “You 
know that’s cheating.” 

 Truman shrugged. “And in this time?”

 She took a sip of her own drink, leaving a smudge of dark 
lipstick on the glass rim. “You sought me out, not the other way 
around.” She didn’t mention what they both knew— that she’d 
left the clues for where to find her, the matchbook for this place 
tucked between Patience’s paws, the scent of her sandalwood and 
cinnamon perfume still lingering on the cardboard. 

 “Friends today, then.” Truman set his drink down, 
considered the shadows in the fingerprints he’d left in its 
condensation. “What shall I call you this time? Are you a Judy or an 
Elizabeth? A Dottie, perhaps?”

 She rolled her eyes at him, lashes fluttering as she took 
another sip. “Cassandra.” 

 Truman raised his eyebrows in surprise. “A bit classical for 
this era, don’t you think?”

 Her shoulders lifted, then settled, a trace of shimmer 
catching the light on her collarbone. “It felt appropriate, given the 
power shifts of it all. I was a Daisy for a little while, but that was 
never quite right. So, it’s a little depressing. It fits for the times. It’s 
not like the truth really changes anything.”

 “The power shifts.” Truman let out a deep breath, feeling 
something solid settle in his chest. “You know why I’ve come, 
then.”

 Cassandra lifted a finger to her lips, not in a gesture of 
silence but to fix her smudged lipstick. “Unlike some people in this 
country, I never assumed the war was over. It’s… gratifying to have 
that confirmed.”

Truman took a sip of his drink, gin and champagne souring in his 
mouth. “I don’t suppose I want to ask which side you’re on, do I?”
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 Cassandra pressed her lips together. “In this war… In this  Cassandra pressed her lips together. “In this war… In this 
war, dear Truman, I can only predict that many people will do war, dear Truman, I can only predict that many people will do 
terrible things.”terrible things.”

 “You don’t serve peace,” Truman glanced at her evenly.  “You don’t serve peace,” Truman glanced at her evenly. 
“You cannot disappear and drift and live as you do when times are “You cannot disappear and drift and live as you do when times are 
stable.”stable.”

 “You’re only saying that because you know something  “You’re only saying that because you know something 
truly horrid is about to pass.” Cassandra tipped her head back, eyes truly horrid is about to pass.” Cassandra tipped her head back, eyes 
closed. “War may bring me livelihood and the chance to come and closed. “War may bring me livelihood and the chance to come and 
go, but I do not relish the deaths that lend me my life.”go, but I do not relish the deaths that lend me my life.”

 There was a lurking undertone to her voice, one that gave  There was a lurking undertone to her voice, one that gave 
Truman pause. “You do know, then.”Truman pause. “You do know, then.”

 She shook her head. “I don’t. I only know that all the world  She shook her head. “I don’t. I only know that all the world 
is at war, and one generation of brilliance has already been lost in is at war, and one generation of brilliance has already been lost in 
the mire. I don’t care to watch it happen a second time. But it will, the mire. I don’t care to watch it happen a second time. But it will, 
won’t it. Or you wouldn’t be here.”won’t it. Or you wouldn’t be here.”

 Truman took another sip of his drink. It had seemed a good  Truman took another sip of his drink. It had seemed a good 
idea when he’d ordered it, reminiscent of their salon days in France, idea when he’d ordered it, reminiscent of their salon days in France, 
the most recent encounter with her that he could remember, but the most recent encounter with her that he could remember, but 
now the bubbles and citrus and rye were ashes in his mouth. He now the bubbles and citrus and rye were ashes in his mouth. He 
drank anyway, though out of courage to speak or the cowardice to drank anyway, though out of courage to speak or the cowardice to 
hide. He wasn’t sure. “What’s new around here?” He asked instead, hide. He wasn’t sure. “What’s new around here?” He asked instead, 
shifting the subject. “It’s been nearly twenty years.”shifting the subject. “It’s been nearly twenty years.”

 The corner of her mouth quirked up again. “Twenty years  The corner of her mouth quirked up again. “Twenty years 
for me, you mean. And not even that. You’ve been back in between; for me, you mean. And not even that. You’ve been back in between; 
you just don’t know it yet.” She waved a hand dismissively. you just don’t know it yet.” She waved a hand dismissively. 
“Twenty’s hardly enough for much to happen. Hitler invaded “Twenty’s hardly enough for much to happen. Hitler invaded 
Poland, but we all saw that coming. Women are playing baseball Poland, but we all saw that coming. Women are playing baseball 
and painting glowing mechanical bits. The lions are named Patience and painting glowing mechanical bits. The lions are named Patience 
and Fortitude now, though if you found my matchbook, you know and Fortitude now, though if you found my matchbook, you know 
that well enough already. Oh, and the vice president seems to share that well enough already. Oh, and the vice president seems to share 
your name.” your name.” 

 Truman rested his elbow on the bar. “And you?” Truman rested his elbow on the bar. “And you?”

 “Who am I this time, you mean?” Cassandra let out a  “Who am I this time, you mean?” Cassandra let out a 
throaty chuckle. “Just a singer and occasional showgirl, not famousthroaty chuckle. “Just a singer and occasional showgirl, not famous

enough for the cameras and not flashy enough for the screens. No 
one asks too many questions.”
 He cocked an eyebrow. “You say that like you’re tired of 
this whole living forever scheme.” 
 She stood up, as though she were about to leave, setting 
her now-empty glass down on the bar. “I’m tired of lots of things, 
Truman. Now if you’ll excuse me—”
 He stood too, significantly less gracefully. “Wait.”
 She looked back at him, all dark hair and dancer’s limbs, 
soft lips, and eyes that suddenly seemed so much sadder than they 
had ten minutes ago. “Truman. I can’t. I’m sorry. I thought I could 
do this, knowing—I don’t think I can.” 
 “Knowing what?” He took a step closer, would have 
grabbed her arm if she hadn’t stepped back like he was a spark and 
she was about to get burned. “When did you last see me?”
 She crossed her arms, two bracelets and a ring catching the 
light. “You’re the one who told me I’m not supposed to—”
 “Forget that.” Truman took a step back, put a hand to his 
hat and then down again. “You’re… are you going to betray me in 
this time, too?”
 “Ah.” The fight in her eyes faded out, forehead smoothing 
and lower lip drooping into hurt, not anger. “So that’s when you 
were before now.” 
 “Spain.” His voice dropped. “I knew it was coming—you 
told me to trust you—”
 “I had to.” She snarled the words in his direction, 
unexpected ugliness from her flawless face. “I had to,” she 
repeated, half to herself. 
 “I know.” Truman stuffed his hands into his pockets, 
leaving it less obvious that they were clenched into fists. “I just… it 
was a long time ago for you now, but it’s…”
 “Recent.” She nodded, then chuckled mirthlessly. “I used to 
envy you, always knowing what would happen and always feeling 
so much all at once.”
 “And now?” Truman frowned. “You don’t… unless…”
 She waved a hand dismissively, almost a return to her 
detached airiness from earlier, but there was an edge to her tone as 
she shook her head. “No, not like you. I might not like to put down 
roots, but I do like to keep my own existence linear.”
Truman swallowed, rye and champagne sour in his mouth. “But 
someone interrupted that.” 
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 She nodded, lifting her right hand to tuck an errant strand  She nodded, lifting her right hand to tuck an errant strand 
of hair back into place, a gold ring glinting on her finger. “I don’t of hair back into place, a gold ring glinting on her finger. “I don’t 
envy you anymore, I can tell you that.” envy you anymore, I can tell you that.” 

 Truman stared at the ring that had caught the light.  Truman stared at the ring that had caught the light. 
Burnished gold with a rose and a book and a line of Latin that he Burnished gold with a rose and a book and a line of Latin that he 
couldn’t see clearly from where he stood but already knew read hoc couldn’t see clearly from where he stood but already knew read hoc 
est, hoc erat, hoc erit. Slowly, he looked from her eyes to her hand est, hoc erat, hoc erit. Slowly, he looked from her eyes to her hand 
and back again.  “Twenty years from now, you told me that I’m the and back again.  “Twenty years from now, you told me that I’m the 
only time walker you’ve ever stopped to know.” only time walker you’ve ever stopped to know.” 

 She nodded, looking away for the first time since he’d  She nodded, looking away for the first time since he’d 
stepped into the bar. “I cannot speak for whom I might know twenty stepped into the bar. “I cannot speak for whom I might know twenty 
years in the future, Truman. That’s your job.”years in the future, Truman. That’s your job.”

 His lips pressed together. “But you know what happens in  His lips pressed together. “But you know what happens in 
mine.”mine.”

 She hesitated, and then nodded.  She hesitated, and then nodded. 

 “I was here already.” “I was here already.”

 “Trying to undo what you had done.” She looked back up  “Trying to undo what you had done.” She looked back up 
at him then, eyes roving over his skin, as though she could take him at him then, eyes roving over his skin, as though she could take him 
in all at once. Her own eyes seemed empty in return, not the kind in all at once. Her own eyes seemed empty in return, not the kind 
of empty that swallowed up souls but instead the kind that he could of empty that swallowed up souls but instead the kind that he could 
drown in, the kind that seemed lost and anguished and had lived drown in, the kind that seemed lost and anguished and had lived 
and loved and perhaps for the first time, lost in the kind of timespan and loved and perhaps for the first time, lost in the kind of timespan 
that even he could hardly begin to imagine. “What you’re going to that even he could hardly begin to imagine. “What you’re going to 
do.”do.”

 “I don’t…” he sat down again, easing himself onto the  “I don’t…” he sat down again, easing himself onto the 
barstool he’d so recently abandoned. “I don’t understand.” barstool he’d so recently abandoned. “I don’t understand.” 

 She reached down in front of him and swallowed the  She reached down in front of him and swallowed the 
remains of his drink in one gulp. “You’re here for Manhattan.” remains of his drink in one gulp. “You’re here for Manhattan.” 

 He looked around, furtively, but the corner of the bar where  He looked around, furtively, but the corner of the bar where 
they’d been sitting was still empty, the bartender wiping down they’d been sitting was still empty, the bartender wiping down 
glasses well out of earshot. “You’re not supposed to know that glasses well out of earshot. “You’re not supposed to know that 
name.”name.”

“You’re going to regret it,” she told him bluntly. “You’re going to “You’re going to regret it,” she told him bluntly. “You’re going to 
damn a lot of people. Perhaps not as many as you’re going to save,damn a lot of people. Perhaps not as many as you’re going to save,

but this is one thing you can’t undo.” but this is one thing you can’t undo.” 

 “And you asked me here to try and stop me.” His shoulders  “And you asked me here to try and stop me.” His shoulders 
drooped, the weight of the many doubts he’d had settling on him drooped, the weight of the many doubts he’d had settling on him 
like a soaked wool coat. “But I can’t not do it, either.” like a soaked wool coat. “But I can’t not do it, either.” 

 “No.” She gave him a long, sad look. “I suppose that’s not  “No.” She gave him a long, sad look. “I suppose that’s not 
an option.”an option.”

 “Why do you keep looking at me like that?” he asked.  “Why do you keep looking at me like that?” he asked. 

 She shook her head. “That’s—” She shook her head. “That’s—”

 “Cheating, I know.” He reached out a hand and caught hers,  “Cheating, I know.” He reached out a hand and caught hers, 
turning it over in his palm until his own ring gleamed up at him turning it over in his palm until his own ring gleamed up at him 
from her finger. “But I’ve not removed this ring from around my from her finger. “But I’ve not removed this ring from around my 
neck since the day I strung it on a chain. So I think an explanation neck since the day I strung it on a chain. So I think an explanation 
is in order.” is in order.” 

 She pulled her hand back from his. “We all die eventually,  She pulled her hand back from his. “We all die eventually, 
Truman. I was the only one left who really knew you.”Truman. I was the only one left who really knew you.”

 “Ah.” He sat back, unsure of what to say, the convoluted  “Ah.” He sat back, unsure of what to say, the convoluted 
stretch of time before him stretching out like an elastic band that stretch of time before him stretching out like an elastic band that 
had always been bound to snap back and sting later on. “And what had always been bound to snap back and sting later on. “And what 
I’m about to do… the Project…” I’m about to do… the Project…” 

 “You’re going to destroy two cities, you told me.” She  “You’re going to destroy two cities, you told me.” She 
reached for the coat that had been draped over the stool where reached for the coat that had been draped over the stool where 
she’d been sitting. “You’re going to blow people into ash, leaving she’d been sitting. “You’re going to blow people into ash, leaving 
shadows and dust behind, and it’ll end your war but it’ll destroy shadows and dust behind, and it’ll end your war but it’ll destroy 
you, and like I said. Knowing the truth won’t stop you.” you, and like I said. Knowing the truth won’t stop you.” 

 “Because there’s no other way.” He could hear his own  “Because there’s no other way.” He could hear his own 
voice breaking. “This is the only way it ends, Cassandra, dust and voice breaking. “This is the only way it ends, Cassandra, dust and 
ashes and smoke. There is no changing this one.” ashes and smoke. There is no changing this one.” 

 “That won’t stop you from trying.” She hesitated, hands  “That won’t stop you from trying.” She hesitated, hands 
in her pockets, already turning away. “You asked me to warn you. in her pockets, already turning away. “You asked me to warn you. 
How much damage it would do.” How much damage it would do.” 

 “To the world?”  “To the world?” 

 “No.”  “No.” 
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 “But—”
  “Time is a fickle river, and so are the men who bounce 
about in her depths. It’s not the people you really cared about. 
Will care. It’s your own damnation. And in the end, that’s what’s 
going to kill you. Not a creature like me or a hell like what you’re 
about to unleash. Hubris and damnation, and the sea of time you’re 
drowning in.”  She turned on her heel and walked to the door. He 
followed, unsteady on his feet. She brushed a kiss to his cheek and 
walked away without a look back in his direction. 
 As she vanished into river mist and dark alleyways, he 
stared up at the cloud-covered midnight moon. He looked down 
at his pocket watch. Two hours until his train, and then onward he 
would go to build the most dangerous bomb ever made. A choice 
that according to the woman who had been there at every turn, 
he would regret, but part of a plan on which he could not renege. 
He sighed. Cassandra. A name chosen to fit the times, as ever. 
Beautiful as the day he’d met her, a rock in the river of time in 
which he’d been set adrift. But time was long and empty, and even 
when it looped back upon itself there was no escape from the ever-
forward moving path.

Corner for Drew - Drew
Minyan Gao
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Dedicated to the soldiers of WWI

A century ago the guns fell silent 

four years of blood and death

where only the dead are quiet, 

Have we forgotten yet?

The cry of Gas! Gas! Is no more, 

gone are the melting faces, 

the sunken eyes,

and the tearing throats

Can we remember?

(Technology fills our day, 

lost in our own worlds

who can recall the suffering 

of the lost generation?)

Owen, Siegfried, and Rosenberg                                                                       

their memories are the distant past,

haven’t they told us never to forget

the agony and the suffering?

(Time has overshadowed them, 

the trenches are now full of flowers 

and the shell holes are pools of peace)

On the Somme still lie 

a multitude of mouthless dead

never finding a proper grave,

In Memoriam

Liabilities
Shadimere Coles

Kalman Rotstein
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How can we remember?

(We were never “over there”

how can we understand 

the mud and the lice

and the severed limbs?)

Have we forgotten yet?

Time has passed, memories fade

we can’t know the agony of the trench

and the sorrow of dead friends, however,

we can swear to never forget the slain.

(We have forgotten the whir of the shells, 

the stench of the rotted dead, 

the memory of the regular soldier

alas! We have forgotten.)

Untitled
Kara Dobias
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last year a friend gave up

family, strong

support system, unwavering

nevertheless

maybe he felt hopeless

or saw the battle unwinnable

he gave up

my brother Let Go

people’s comments bear no weight

he created Health

unearthed Freedom

built Confidence

growing up with people

people become constant

they’ve never not been there

they should always be there

or at least

they should be there

for a while

words have meaning
synonyms carry similarities

Untitled
Kara Dobias

sum of letters
Anonymous
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do you think my friend regretted it?

he had time…

two seconds

during the fall

what was he thinking?

as he lies there

still breathing

on the pavement

as they wheeled him

to the hospital

what was he thinking?

when he

drifted

off

I don’t know…

is it selfish of me to want to?

I just hope

he

like my brother

found his peace

 

while straying from congruence

Letting Go and giving up 

on the surface seem the same

words have meaning

Letting Go

creates Health

unearths Freedom

builds Confidence

giving up

surrendering to the void

sticking heads in sand

embracing hopeless

words have more meaning

than the sum of letters

i know my brother regrets

nothing

he found his

happiness 

again

he feels

again
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all the years 

 my mind has lived

 without me 

wandering past the red barn

   summer dirt, 

clipped lawn against sticky ankles 

scarlet backs under 

  white skies 

wounds no one notices 

she asks me to keep count 

               in the space 

my silence occupies

she wedges words 

 a dull knife scraping 

sunburn off the top 

the cream always rises 

she says 

the way cicadas talk 

Rain Series #2
Bri Rooks

Two Steps Back
Sarah Gass
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without stopping, 

say nothing 

she asks me to keep moving 

  my heart losing pace 

as she walks ahead 

reaching back

 I wonder 

if it’ll scar 

The Year of Covid-19 Series #1
Bri Rooks
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my mind is a house

with a hallway,

where the somber 

green wallpaper peels

folds and curls, exposing

windows of words.

smudged confessions, smeared epiphanies, remnants

of secret soliloquies I couldn’t quite 

wipe away.

look to the rusted copper clock

whose hands are motionless, stagnant. 

minutes past still slip 

through my fingers

disintegrated seconds, like grains of sand 

pour over me as my weak, outstretched arms 

push at the unbreakable sides

of the overturned hourglass. 

more worrying are the moments that can’t arrive.

the ones I squint my eyes, strain to see, 

experiences just beyond the threshold 

of that broken door frame. 

Cassandra A. Fontanez
Broken Clocks Doomed 

to pace this hallway 

because the part of me that pulls, tugs wanting to move on

to move forward,

is indebted to the quivering, frightened half 

that feels safe in the hurt.

Time
Karel Raska
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a perpetual, pretentious, pirouette

of indecision.

not a single hand-hold

or life-giving tree limb in sight.

only the gnarled limbs of dead ideas-

hopeful fantasies of a relief from this misleading maze of decaying 
marsh.

JumB         

led

Con

fOUn

ded

diSILLusion

ED, I wade

in the knowledge, submerged,

I have done this to myself.

a self-inflicted life sentence.

and so I go

passing the interminate hours of my boundless purgatory

soul deep in sludge,

Waiting and Wading.

sitting in silent turmoil.

praying for Thunderbolt’s Mark.

wishing for an Epiphany to spark

and grab hold

before this body expires, no longer in need of the ether within.

biding my time with “What-ifs,”

the time

as i linger,

tarry,                                                               

contend,

with my own worst enemy.

i lie in Wait.

pushing, fighting, pitching in.

i trudge,

i tread,

i toil,

floundering in the deepening waters

of my mind.

this journey does not cease,

circular, central-

“I’ll lie”
Megan Fonseca-Colon
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“Sing, O Muse,” the poet begins 

because he thinks he’s so fucking clever. 

He says I am a vessel of destruction, 

souled with a golden pulse 

a heart that rots and resents, 

a creature conditioned through pain. 

I cannot count my losses on a mere ten fingers 

and it won’t take much longer 

until my integrity is snapped in two. 

He puts his pen to his page 

and I am void of honour, 

a silent witness to a neverending slaughter, 

bronzed armor lays tucked away, 

bruised and splattered with battles 

I’d rather forget. 

I refuse to lift a finger. 

The poet puts his pen to his page 

and he kills the one I love 

with a proud smirk and a spear through his chest, 

grief strikes with a firm hand,

Half Marathon Training
Kameron Raynor

I’m bad at handling grief.
Scout Graham
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If I am destined for destruction, 

then I will drag each putrid word along with me-- 

your poor excuse for an epic, 

veins of liquid gold and blind wrath 

and a tainted name reeks of pure spite.

a poison-tipped arrow that pricks with venomous heartache, and I 
do not speak to anyone for hours 

or days 

or weeks.

“Sing, O Muse, 

of the sorrow, and the anguish 

and the rage 

  rage 

   rage 

because this was not how the story was supposed to go and 
everyone will know that, because I am nothing if not full of strife. 

I will go absolutely batshit crazy,

an inferno of stolen days and illusive honour, 

flaring until these pages are ash 

 and the poet’s bones scorched with each and every one of  
my sorrows.

And you know what, O Muse? Do not sing. 

Do not utter a single note of prophetic bullshit, 

because you cannot encapsulate this torment, 

what it is to thirst for unquenchable glory, 

greatness taunting with each waking moment, 

clever eyes of deception burning into my own, 

the seduction of bloodlust stained on a hero’s title. 
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Linwood’s Fantasy Graphic Novel 1
Linwood Riddick

Linwood’s Fantasy Graphic Novel 2
Linwood Riddick
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as she stands flowing and swaying

like boughs of apple trees

green with new leaves

and branches heavy with rotting fruit.

Not even the grave she tempts me with

could keep me from the chase,

she knows I’d crawl six feet up and across the world

to feel the phantom dance across my fingertips.

A sweetness lingers among cool crisp air

leaving the taste of cherry wine

reminiscent against my tongue

as the world kaleidoscopes around us in arrays of burnt ambers,

while crisp leaves find death among the cobblestone streets

and the beat of 

foolish hearts 

makes the ground tremble beneath us 

as we nearly dance under moonlight.

With wisps against my fingertips I feel my 

foolish soul 

filling

as if it’s no longer poor nor damned.

Fragments of her face turn to meet mine

A phantom floats down the hallway 

and instantly haunts my vision,

like the sound of laughter from a hospital chapel

floating down the halls of a quarantine wing

would drum against your ears

and force you to your knees

to pray for poor damned souls.

I’ll run until the air in my lungs is nothing but flames

to chase her down and pull her close

till she stays like the vapor stuck to my chest.

Though at the end of every corridor 

I’m met with nothing but a door swinging shut.

Oh,

how I swear the way the door creaks 

sounds like her calling out my name.

Stumbling out into a cold fall night

it appears before me again,

quarantine wing laughter 

following everywhere she goes,

Maladaptive
Joolz Hamilton
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her fractured tongue speaks fractured words

that crawl down my throat,

turning the air in my lungs to smoke 

as the fated words depart her cracked lips

“how long until this daydreaming becomes an issue?”

Paranoia coats my skin 

as the second the words wrap their way around my heart

she fades into trees of dead leaves.

The phantom leaves me here,

bare under a harvest moon

unknowing of what surrounds me, 

of what’s an illusion,

and if its voice on the back of my neck 

is nothing but a delusion.

It can’t whisper what I need to be shouted

maybe we’ll be reborn to a time where it sings to me.

So please

please kiss me so I can forget death.
Poe

Miki Viljoen
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 And suddenly, I’m dying. 

 They say that in the moments before you die, your life 
flashes before your eyes, but the only flash I saw was that of the rim 
rolling over my abdomen. How can you think of your mother, or 
father, the last meal you ate, or the times you’ve shared with friends 
when your own organs are splayed out on the pavement beside you?  

 I can feel myself breathing erratically, the little lungs 
that inflate and deflate inside me contracting sharply with each 
breath. I can hardly breathe, and at the same time, all I can smell 
is sweet. The broken neck only allows me to look so far ahead, but 
it is enough to see an old can of Coca-Cola just a few feet away, 
similarly crumpled. I look at it and wonder if my own insides look 
like that, like bits of tin bent into each other, with pointy parts 
jutting out from the pressure of being crushed. Your whole life, 
reduced to the same fate as a can. A fucking soda can. If there is a 
God, He’s laughing right now.

 I can just barely make out my tail twitching in my 
periphery; I can’t normally see it, nor should I be able to. But 
seeing as I’ve been made a flesh-and-bone origami work, nothing 
is surprising. I see it twitch, and yet feel nothing. I’m not sure if 
it’s pain I feel so much at all, rather than catatonia. I feel 1000 
feet away and present in every one of my cells at the same time. It 
twitches again. I look away.

 By now she’s probably three blocks away, entirely unaware 
that she’s playing God with her mom’s Mercedes. Little pieces of 
my intestines probably trapped within her tires, being scattered 
across suburban streets so soccer moms can back their minivans 
over them, again. I hope whatever music she’s listening to is good. I 
wonder what the soundtrack to my death sounds like, wonder if I’m 
bleeding out to the sounds of radio pop. Did she see me? And if she 
did see me, did she speed up?

 I’ve brushed with death before and have never lost quite to 
the extent I have today. As a pup I once fell out of the tree and

landed on one of my paws. It shattered instantly on impact, and in 
my youthful ignorance, I was certain that was it. As I laid belly-up 
in the grass, I didn’t cry, but instead waited in wonder as to whether 
one of my siblings would go find mom or take the extra dinner 
portion for himself.  

 Time passed slowly in the grass, and for a while I thought 
I would just stay there, watch night and day pass above me, until 
the grass eventually grew to cover me. A nice grass blanket to keep 
me warm and covered from the wide world up there. It was almost 
comforting, the thought of it.  

 But then she came, the girl with the basket. She looked 
at me and cocked her head, so I looked at her and did the same. A 
small smile, and in an instant I felt something else on my back, not 
grass, but something softer, warmer. She brought me somewhere 
else where everything was warm, and gingerly wrapped my paw 
with human bandage. A droplet of warm milk splashed on my nose, 
making me twitch and look up. With a hand almost as soft as the 
basket, she raised me gently into her lap, nursing me from a small 
pipette. For a moment, nothing else existed but the girl and I, the 
girl with her basket of soft things and warm milk, and me with my 
broken paw and eyes full of adoration.

 I wonder now where the girl is. Has she kept her basket, 
does she still take milk slightly warmed? Does she remember 
me? If she were here, would she again cradle me, coo to me that 
everything is okay? 

 Humans are infinitely confusing in their showing of 
affection; how they can feel so deeply for something one day and 
look for something new to give that affection to the next is beyond 
me. For a brief moment I was something to her, an unnamable 
something, but undoubtedly a warm something.

 When she brought me back to the tree that day—I’m not 
sure which day, time seemed stagnant with her—and hoisted me 
down from her arm, I still felt the remnants of her warmth radiating 
throughout me. I thought she did as well. As she turned her back to 
me, my frail but healed paw just slightly crooked, I waited for her 
to look again. Surely this was not our parting, her discarding me 
at the base of the same tree that had injured me in the first place. I 
leaped forward a pace or two, called out for her. Had the warmth 
she felt, she must have felt warm too, been so quickly extinguished? 
I called over, and over, begged her to carry me back with her in the 
basket, until she disappeared into a door adjacent to the property.

Kelly Notine
life and death in suburbia
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She was gone, and just like that it was cold again. For the first time 
since I’d fallen, I’d begun to cry.

 As my blood stains the asphalt next to me now, I find 
myself unable to cry. It doesn’t seem appropriate, and even as I 
notice the tail’s twitching begin to slow, my cheeks remain dry.  
Another SUV rounds the corner and starts up the street in my 
direction.  Do it, I think.  Finish the job.  If such a thing as mercy 
exists, you’ll end my suffering. But the humans believe in a God, 
and their conscience won’t allow for mercy killings, or killing at all. 
The car bears to the right of me, and for a second I think the driver 
even takes a second look at me as they pass. Bastard. You coward. 
The inconsistency of this species will never cease to amaze me.

 For the first instant in my life I feel conscious of time, but 
only in the sense of how slow it moves. You would think 4000 lbs 
of metal snapping your ribs like toothpicks would spark a hastier 
demise, but alas, as is life. The lungs have almost fully deflated 
by now, and what oxygen is getting in them is doing little good. 
When I’d seen it happen to others, death always seemed so quick, 
so instantaneous. Had the others experienced a similarly tiresome 
death? Was this how God got you? Was this His way of wearing 
you down just enough so you can’t get back up again? Or am I 
simply the exception, and had just not been gifted such an easy 
end? Living seems to be a persistent curse for me.

 There’s a peculiar feeling, something between tingly and 
numb, making its way up my body, from my waist towards my 
head. It’s getting harder to keep my eyes open. This is it. This is 
where I die, in the middle of a two-lane road surrounded by Cape-
style houses and trees full of my kin. None of them will cry; we 
never do with these things, they’ve become unremarkable.  

 Blood is all around me, saturating the fur that remains on 
my body surrounded by patches of raw flesh. Until now I never 
realized how warm blood could feel, even your own. It’s almost 
comforting. I’ve fought long enough, and for now I think it’s best to 
close my eyes. My head rests on the ground, the warm red rushing 
to meet it. For a brief moment, I feel that softness inside me again. 
I’m home. King

Miki Viljoen
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i think therefore i am (not)
Mel Dikert

if you find me

hollow and whole

down by the creek

buried beneath the grove

 

do not try to unearth me

 

i find myself perturbed

at your disturbed expression

in seeing where my mind

sunk beneath the ground

 

i chose this of my own accord, i swear it

 

i thought that maybe

if flowers grew out of me,

if i entangled myself in the tree roots,

and let earthworms find a home in my flesh

 

that i could finally say i created something beautiful

i may not be the Lorax

i may not speak for the trees

though i let them use me how they please

because my body was never mine to begin with

 

so what difference does it make?

 

i’d rather give myself to the earth

than give myself to man

and make man work for me

in a way he never felt he had to before

 

or am i just naïve to believe that would ever stop him?

 

if you found me

hollow and whole

down by the creek

buried beneath the grove

 

i hope you found what you were looking for

i found myself perturbed

at how undisturbed you were

as you knocked dirt loose

from the crevices of my mind

i hope you understood that it was me, all me
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when you ripped up the flowers

that grew from my head,

disentangled my body from my new bed,

and plucked the earthworms straight from the dead

 

i hope you found something beautiful

 

i am not the Lorax

i do not speak for the trees

but at least in turn they ceased to

speak for me

 

i hope everyone enjoyed your eulogy

 

i gave myself to the earth

instead of to man

because i thought if i was already six feet beneath the ground

he’d leave me alone

 

i guess i was just naïve

so if you find me

hollow, not whole

with a gravestone instead of flowers growing above my head

amongst coffins lined up in neat little rows

please do not try to unearth me

 

i find myself perturbed

and most certainly disturbed

at the way the living insisted

on a proper burial for me

 

funny how they could ever consider this proper

 

i chose flowers over stone,

tree roots over a coffin,

earthworms over humans

for a reason

 

comfort over expectations

i’d rather be the Lorax

and speak for the trees

than give the living another minute

to speak for me

they did that enough, even when i could speak for myself, and now 
it appears they cannot stop

i thought my chosen resting place
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why did you think that digging around in my chest and 
cracking my ribs was the way to get to my heart? (my 
sternum was ripped in half and my lungs carelessly pushed 
to the side as if i don’t need them. like oxygen is free.)

why did you think that doing the same thing over and fucking over 
again would be the way to eventually win it? (bandages weren’t 
enough to fix what you’ve done to me. they hot glued me shut 
and sealed me tight and assured that you’d never break me again.)

you know, they say that that’s a mark of insanity, and i should’ve 
fucking seen it in your eyes, too, before your prying hands ever got 
near me. (i guess you wanted to get to know me better? i guess you 
wanted to make sure that no one else would know me as well as you?)

why were your words not enough? (mine certainly aren’t.)

i’d much rather you cut me up with your sharp tongue than 
leave bruises circling my wrists with your rough fingers. 
(is the bright, cherry red not pretty enough for you? do 
you only find beauty in colors like purple and blue?)

at least i can hide metaphorical cuts a lot easier than literal 
bruises: it just takes a quick smile to reassure everyone 
that i’m fine. (do you think they can see through it? 
do you think they already suspect what you’ve done?)

the bruises, however, will need make-up and ice and an excuse as to 
how they got there, and those cost either money or a small piece of 
my dwindling sanity. (do i have enough money in my pocket to pay 
the price? do i have enough sanity left to get me through the night?)

so please, just don’t touch me. (so please, 
can you just listen to me when i say no?)

Mel Dikert

free oxygen for the low price of a 
small piece of your sanity

Years of Searching for the Sun - Redwood National Park
Minyan Gao

would be a clear sign to man

but i should have known better

than to finally write my own story

 

when he already had it written for me
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i don’t really know how she sounds

when she sleeps

i count the breaths

they come in fives,

before they linger lighter

 

heavy under the weight of the stars

she pinned to the ceiling

 

i can’t remember what she wore

the maroon of a sweater she lost

in the disappearing pile under her bed,

where she keeps me,

she doesn’t sleep there

how she smells

almond extract bottles emptied 

on the vanity

she never bought perfume

i think i feel her 

next to me as i fight the images that swirl and refract

the congruence of colors, the way they clashIntruder Series #1
Maria Lupo

monsters // in hiding
Sarah Gass
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Foot in the Door
Karel Raska

against the backdrop 

of fluttering eyelids

 

she loses count of my breaths,

hovers above me,

i can never find her when i wake,

her arm draped over me in the early hours of a

February morning

it feels like Summer

heat coiled, woven up my spine

bound to this bed

as i place my feet 

on cool tile

 

counting the steps 

before i fail to reach the door.
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Wednesday Haikus
Anonymous

There I was, breathing 

in, out, for the first time since 

your suffocation. 

Wouldn’t it be nice 

if you could live like a song 

just the way you are? 

Oh, my darling girl, 

wipe the blood from your teeth and 

laugh in their faces! 

Human decency, 

or a lack thereof, my love, 

is gender fluid. 

Wherein lies the truth? 

In a kiss that tastes like smoke, 

bitter and astray.

Breakfast
Evelyn Grace Viveiros
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“I’m on fire”
Cassandra A. Fontanez

I think that my unconscious mind,
She talks to me in my dreams.

closed my eyes 
and my room was on fire.
inferno of red and yellow 
Scorching,
blackening the pristine, white-painted walls.

poor potted plant 
Fading,
suffocating, the tear burned my cheek
as it fell. 

pink and brown, leather-bound Bible
opened flat on its back, 
turning pages seeming that
each ounce of ink was set ablaze.

ashes fall like rain,
anointing me, flooding overhead 
like holy oil. 
scratching at my skin
the residual gray powder sticks, persists 
i wonder if i even look like myself

so still,
Feet planted,
Eyes fixed;
i watch it burn

I think my unconscious mind,
She talks to me in my dreams

Hoyt 400
Evelyn Grace Viveiros
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A Pearl at the Bottom of the Ocean
Anisa Robinson

 When I look in the mirror, my immediate response is to 
laugh. To giggle and shake my head in disbelief. If this was a 
dream, this was a hell of a place to start. But then the pain sets in. 
A throbbing, uncontrollable irritation on my ear lobe. It burns so 
deeply that I can feel it in my brain and, for some reason, I find 
that more comforting than the sight I’m beholding. I’m wearing an 
earring. A pearl to be exact, which dangles from a sterling silver 
appendage and comes down to my chin. A choked sob bubbles up 
in my throat and I silence it with my hand. Someone pierced my 
ears. 

 “Hello?” I call out to the empty room. My voice is shrill 
and scratchy. The pitch is much lower than anticipated, but not 
nearly as rich as a bass or tenor. I would call it more akin to a 
soprano. Where these terms come from, I have no idea, but I hold 
onto them for dear life. They’re all I have at the moment. 

 The room is a perfect cube. A cell. There’s no indication of 
a door nor any other form of exit. It begs the question of how I got 
in here to begin with, and I can feel my head throb from how many 
new thoughts seem to spring up. The only furniture that surrounds 
me is the dusty mirror I stand at, the lumpy bed I woke up on, and a 
giant painting stuck on the right-hand wall—the only ounce of color 
in a sea of monochrome. The painting depicts a young woman with 
fair skin. She has a yellow scarf tied around her head and she looks 
back at the audience with a demure smile. My ear throbs once more 
as I stare at the picture.

 “Is anybody there?! Hello?!” I repeat. 

 The coldness of the room sends shivers up my spine and 
my teeth begin a gentle chatter. I start to rub my arms to foster 
warmth and look at the bleach-blonde curls reflected at me, nestled 
under dark brown roots. My clothes are nameless: a black jumpsuit 
with a matching turtleneck that itches at my neck. It’s as if the color 
has been stripped from me, down to my pale white skin that glows 
under the fluorescent lights.

 “Hello?” 

 My breathing hitches in my throat. The voice is gruff and 
has a much richer sound. The register leans closer to baritone but 
with a roughness to it that adds depth. To my lonely ears, it’s the 
voice of an angel. 

 “Hello?” I cry again. “Is somebody there?” 

 Knock.

 My eyes snap to the right-hand wall and I feel myself being 
pulled towards it. Sweat starts to pool in my armpits and bile rises 
in my throat. The girl in the painting turns sinister as her eyes look 
down upon me like the lowlife I am. I place my ear against the 
canvas and raise my fist to the wall.

 Knock-knock. 

 The answer comes back after a few seconds. 

 Knock.

 Tears start to pool in my eyes and I feel too fatigued to 
wipe them away. My knees give out and I crumple to the ground in 
a graceless heap. 

 “Oh thank god,” I sob. “Thank god.” 

 “Man, I was waiting on you to wake up. Captain said you 
should’ve been out for a few hours. I guess that shit really took you 
off your ass, huh?” My mind is swirling with new information and 
I feel like the ground is moving beneath me. It’s a gentle swaying, 
back and forth like being locked in the arms of your mother. But the 
safety isn’t there. Instead, it feels as if she’ll let go eventually. And 
then, you’ll be left to drown. 

 “Do you know where we are?” I ask. 

 “Captain calls this place, The Highwind. Apparently, it was 
a luxury cruise line back in the day,” the voice explains.

 “What does that mean? Are you saying we’re on a boat?” 

 The voice pauses for a moment and I hold my breath with 
anticipation.
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 “You know,” they say, “you ask a lot of questions. It’s 
better if you just let things happen. You’ll lose your cool the more 
you try to understand.” 

 I can’t tell if it’s the room or the absurdity of the 
conversation, but something compels me to laugh. It’s a bitter 
laugh, laced with tears and teetering dangerously close to breaking 
out in a sob. I bring my knees to my chest and bury my head in 
them, allowing the laughs to roll out in waves. The cold bites 
deeper into my flesh and I curl myself even tighter to find a source 
of warmth.

 The voice releases a low sigh as they listen to me.

 “Crying’s not gonna get you anywhere. Captain doesn’t 
care much for tears, especially from noobies.” 

 Part of me wants to tell them to shut up, but the thought of 
being alone scares me more than whatever nonsense they spew. 

 “Do you have a name yet?” they ask. 

 I flutter my eyes in disbelief. 

 “Yet?” I repeat. 

 “The earring’s supposed to help you figure it out. Mine’s is 
blue like the ocean, so I chose Wave. What’s yours look like?” 

 I look at the yellow-scarf girl once more and feel a sense of 
dread. Her smile seems mocking and I long to rip it from her face. 

 “A pearl,” I state. 

 “How about ‘Pearl’ then?” 

 “Isn’t Pearl a girl’s name?” 

 “Does it matter?” the voice replies. “It’s not as if you 
remember your own, anyway.”

 I freeze. I’m not sure how one is supposed to remember 
their name. Is it supposed to appear in your head in bright colorful 
letters? Or should it come naturally, like a knee-jerk reaction? 
Instead, I’m left feeling numb. I close my eyes as acceptance finally 
sets in. 

 “Pearl it is, then,” I say.

 I lean my head back against the wall, hoping that the 
painting would come crashing down and hit my head. Instead, the 
earring smacks against my face like a cruel reminder. Wave slides 
down soon after and I can feel their weight push back against mine. 

 “Do you feel any better?” 

 I shrug my shoulders in response and don’t care to correct 
myself. 

 “Captain should’ve been back by now. He said he was 
waitin’ for you to wake up.” 

 I look down at my hands, staring at my spindly fingers. My 
nails are cut so short I can’t scratch myself and there are no cuts or 
calluses either. No evidence that I lived before now. 

 “What’s going to happen to us?” I ask. 

 “I told you, stop questionin’ everything. Things’ll be easier 
if you just go with it.” 

 “How long have you been here?” 

 Wave draws a blank and my heart lurches the longer they 
remain quiet.

 “Not sure,” they say. “Time’s not exactly a given in this 
place. Long enough to stop caring anymore.” 

 The words hang above us and fumigate the air. I hold my 
breath from becoming poisoned but it’s too late.

 “Do you believe everything they tell you?” 

 “Honestly,” they begin, “no. But it’s all we have. It’s either 
play along or be a nameless nobody. We have no choice but to 
listen.”

 I look over at the mirror across the room and imagine the 
glass entering my flesh. The burn of the pain. The warmth of the 
blood. I could escape. However, my anxiety forms a ball in the 
pit of my stomach and weighs me down. My attention wanders 
from my gut into my hands and I watch as they wiggle around like 
worms writhing in soil. They’re seated upwards, gently pressing 
down in a strange rhythm and moving about with each stroke. 
It reminds me of times forgotten. Times inconceivable. Times 
untouched, pure.



155 156

Untitled 
Ally Karpiak

 “What are you going to do now?” Wave asks. 

 “I’m going to sleep,” I lie. “Wake me up when whoever 
shows up.” 

 “Captain.” 

 “Whatever.” It comes out a bit harsher than I anticipated. I 
listen as Wave shuffles in their spot.

 “Alright, well good night,” they say. 

 I close my eyes for a moment to see if I can make good 
on my words, but the space behind my eyelids is too daunting and 
it makes me feel like I’m suffocating. Helpless. Cold. I focus my 
eyes on the mirror across the floor and my line of sight falls onto 
the pearl earring. I bring up a finger to touch the surface. Its small 
frame masks an oppressive aura. The glossy sheen on top shows its 
genuineness but the cobalt blue coloring says otherwise. Tainted. 
Cold. 

 I can hear Wave hum through the wall and I try to match 
the tempo in my tapping. The pace is gentle, more adagio than 
moderato which leaves a feeling of nostalgia. For a moment, it 
feels like they’re sitting right next to me. Like I’m at home. It’s 
comforting. Welcoming. Warm.

 “Wave?”

 “Yeah?” 

 “Don’t leave me.”

 “I won’t.”
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Swimming Lessons
Sarah Gass

Wind chimes signal Earth’s decay,  Catching in the tide, 

Lime rinds gathered in compost   sweat and swells

As Lenny dries his feet,    Slick on paper thin palms, 

fishes for thirst     as he rolls another joint

Fingers pulling back the metal clasp,  Floating on the sea, 

the snap pop of cola sizzling to the top magnetic fumes charged 

Sugar stuck against lacquered lips  Vapor clasped in   
     contracted lungs 

Bitten,      Slate grey eyes, 

nameless figures in dead heat  reflecting a late August sky 

Between chapped hands,   As Lenny lays down next  
     to the stereo, 

a dozen summers   cradling the sound 

Swimming in the distance,   Let me rock he sings off  
     key 

between brazen Sirens singing   Let me drown 

Rain Series #3
Bri Rooks
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“I wasn’t invited.”

Fiona smiled with all of her teeth.

“Now you are.”

Fiona was magnetic. Fifteen minutes later, Allie was wearing eye 
makeup and real shoes and dancing to music that was mostly bass 
between sips of cheap vodka. Fiona danced knowing that everyone 
was vying for her attention. Allie won it.

Allie drunkenly imagined that Fiona was the girl that poets wrote 
sonnets about. Fiona’s hair stuck to her face with perspiration and 
gold glitter. Maybe Fiona wasn’t a sonnet. She was a ballad about 
the one who got away.

The neon party lights made Fiona’s hair blue when she danced and 
her gold sequined dress shot rainbows throughout the room. Her 
teeth lit up green when she smiled and her lips were purple when 
she leaned in to kiss Allie. She tasted like rubbing alcohol and 
sugary lip gloss but Allie didn’t care. In a sweaty and loud room, 
Fiona was kissing her out of everyone. Fiona put her number into 
Allie’s phone when Allie ran down the hall to the bathroom to 
vomit vodka and microwaved burritos.

The story was magical when they told their friends. Less so when 
they left in that Fiona had only attended the party to sleep with 
Derrick. She had only kissed Allie to get his attention.

Fiona sat next to Derrick in Anthropology and was infatuated with 
his blue eyes and how his mouth curled around his pencil when he 
was thinking. He was a trophy to be won. The feeling was mutual. 
Fiona disappeared from Allie’s life.

The morning after the party Allie attempted to text Fiona, right after 
she had woken up when her vision was blurry and her breath was 
sour. She wrote a paragraph explaining how happy she was to have 
met Fiona, and how wonderful her night had been. She deleted it. 
With post-shower clarity, she thought of asking about the kiss. She 
deleted that too. That night while sitting at her desk she managed 
to type, “Hey, it’s Allie” between efforts of trying to understand 
calculus. She turned her phone off after hitting send. She decided to 
face the repercussions the next day.

Fiona responded to Allie’s texts infrequently.

Allie hated the moment when she knew it was the end. It was 
a Sunday morning. Fiona’s hair was still messy from sleep, the 
glasses that she never wore in public were askew. The television 
was muted on a cooking show. Allie joined Fiona on the couch.

Fiona had picked out the couch when they moved in together. She 
had confided in Allie that it was her life goal to own a Barney 
purple couch. She wanted a city view, a fluffy white cat, and the 
most luxurious Barney-colored couch. At this point, they could only 
afford the couch and the shade was more of a Cheshire Cat than a 
Barney. But it made Fiona happy, so Allie was happy.

Fiona muttered a tight good morning and went back to the muted 
television. The energy of the room changed, and Allie just knew.

1

They had met by chance in college. Allie always forgot to lock her 
door. Derrick, on the other side of the wall, was having a party. 
Fiona opened the wrong door and barged in on Allie hunched over a 
microwave dinner that was still partly frozen. Fiona was the kind of 
person who felt no shame in making mistakes so she laughed. She 
still found joy in mundane situations.

Allie was the kind of person who would have been haunted for 
years if she had done that. So, she apologized, even though Fiona 
was the mistaken one. Fiona was wearing a gold minidress that 
made her brown skin electric. Her eyes were warm. Allie felt like 
she was staring into the sun. 

“Did you just apologize to me?” Fiona asked, halfway out the door.

“I’m sorry,” Allie managed.

Fiona wore dangly earrings that shook when she laughed. She 
had a freckle above her lip and her eyeliner was smeared from the 
heat. Her eyebrows were thick. She smelled like honeysuckle and 
hairspray.

“You look like you’d be fun at a party. Did you know there’s one 
just a wall away?” Her voice was smooth but commanding.

Hannah Paczkowski
A Vanishing Act in Three Parts
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They made hollow plans to get coffee or lunch or something at 
some time someday. Allie pretended to only remember some of 
the party. Her roommate told her about Derrick’s new girlfriend. 
She didn’t want to feel betrayed. She knew Fiona didn’t owe her 
anything. That didn’t stop her from rushing to the library every time 
she heard Fiona and Derrick next door, or from crying in the silent 
section.

When Derrick cheated on Fiona she ended it. It was his lab partner, 
the blonde with the butterfly ankle tattoo. He didn’t care enough 
about Fiona to tell her. She walked in on it happening. The butterfly 
girl looked a little sorry for Fiona but didn’t apologize. Derrick 
didn’t try to defend himself. He and the butterfly girl got dressed 
while Fiona yelled. She dumped him, he shrugged, and it was over.

Unexpectedly, Fiona told Allie about Derrick one day over text. 
Fiona needed somebody, and Allie was somebody. Derrick kept 
his and Fiona’s friends in the breakup and had convinced them that 
Fiona was a crazy bitch who was out to destroy him. Fiona was too 
tired to destroy him. She preferred destroying herself. Everyone 
who had tried to get Fiona’s attention the night of the party was 
now calling her a whore. She said that Allie was the only one who 
believed her. Allie secretly hoped this was true and felt guilty.

They started having a movie night every Saturday at Fiona’s 
suggestion. Allie brought cheap snacks and Fiona risked viruses 
from a sketchy website so they didn’t have to pay. Fiona had strong 
opinions on movies. She talked over them and commented on 
stuff like cinematography and subtext. Sometimes the films were 
in other languages and Allie was too slow to read the subtitles 
but pretended to understand Fiona anyway. Fiona got profoundly 
invested in the character’s lives. Sometimes she would cry. Allie 
would watch her rub her eyes on her sweater sleeves sometimes 
fuzz from her sweaters would get stuck in her wet eyelashes. Allie 
wanted to reach over and help her. She restrained herself. Fiona 
told Allie that she wanted to write movies that made people feel the 
way those movies made her feel. She would say this every movie 
night with the same dopey smile. Allie believed that Fiona probably 
could make movies. She could frame a scene in her mind and move 
the players around like chess pieces until something clicked that 
became magic. Fiona knew exits and entrances.

Once, Fiona asked Allie what she wanted to do with her future. 
Allie was embarrassed that she didn’t have an answer. Fiona told 
her that she had time, which everyone said, but when Fiona said it, 
Allie believed it.

On the fourth Saturday Fiona kissed Allie again. Absolutely sober 
this time. The only light was the glowing laptop screen playing 
Fiona’s choice that evening, a period drama that was lost on Allie. 
The screen was plastered with cornfields and the speakers were 
blaring a crescendo of violins and suddenly Fiona was kissing her. 
The taste of rubbing alcohol that Allie remembered was replaced 
by buttered popcorn but the sugary lipgloss was the same. Allie 
let herself touch Fiona’s cheek. She imagined the neon lights 
surrounding them and turning them blue and green and purple. 
Fiona pulled away too quickly and apologized. Allie wanted to 
tell her that she didn’t have to apologize. She wanted to say that 
she could kiss her whenever she wanted. She lost her words and 
tried to focus on the hoop skirts and horseback riding on the laptop 
screen. They watched in silence. Allie caught Fiona tearing up a 
few minutes later. It could have been the sappy reunion of the two 
war-divided sweethearts on the screen, but Allie wasn’t sure.

Fiona didn’t show up for the next movie night. She didn’t even text. 
Allie sat on her bed and waited while the popcorn got stale. She let 
herself cry. She dumped the popcorn into the garbage and locked 
her door. Fiona really was excellent at endings.

2

Allie spent a lot of her time trying to forget Fiona. She joined the 
school newspaper because she appreciated having deadlines. She 
went on a few dates with other girls, but they never panned out. 
They asked her too many questions, or laughed too quietly, or 
barely had an opinion. She went to parties, but never saw Fiona 
there. She looked for her, which she hated. When Allie had enough 
to drink she thought about calling to hear Fiona’s voice. She 
wanted to tell Fiona that she liked the way she threw her head back 
when she laughed and the way she lit up when she talked about 
something she was passionate about, and that she wanted to kiss 
the freckle above her lip, and take her out to movies that weren’t on 
laptops. She also wanted to yell at her for leaving. She wanted to 
call her a manipulative coward. She wanted to scream at her for not 
offering her a goodbye. She considered deleting Fiona’s number. 
She never did. 

A year passed. Allie was promoted at the school paper, she was now 
in charge of the arts section. She enjoyed going to galleries and
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concerts and poetry meetings and writing reviews. Her editor told 
her that he wanted her to write a piece on the student film festival. 
She agreed because she was a professional. She sat through too 
many films, some were pretentious hipster trash, some were 
ambitious but respectable, some were bland, all were reviewable. 
She was getting ready to leave when she saw Fiona.

Fiona had lost weight and even more sleep. Her lips were a dark 
red and her fingers were shaky. Allie didn’t know whether to run or 
yell. She still lit up the room, but she was fading.

“I told my parents that I’m bisexual,” she said with no eye contact 
or greeting.

Allie blinked in reply. She had too many words.

“My dad hasn’t spoken to me. My mom seems like she’s coming 
around,” Fiona continued hoarsely. She wanted Allie to give her 
anything in response.

“Why are you telling me this?” Allie caved.

“Because I’m sorry.”

“You disappeared.”

“I was scared.” Fiona looked imperfect for the first time. She was 
small.

Allie had never thought about fear being an emotion that Fiona 
experienced. She felt like an asshole.

“Allie, can I take you out for coffee?” Her face was solemn.

Allie clenched her hands.

“I don’t know.”

Fiona’s face deflated. Allie didn’t feel bad.

“Can you stay, please? My movie is about to start.”

Fiona was begging her. Allie wasn’t used to this power dynamic. 
She should stay. She should write a scathing review. She should run 
out during the climax just to fuck with her. She could vanish too. 
Instead of running, she sat down. Fiona sat too. One chair between 
them.

Fiona’s film was about a party. It was poorly lit. There was a

protagonist that was unlikable. She was obnoxious and attention-
seeking. She had a drinking problem. She stared at herself in the 
mirror and manipulated her face in ways that she thought made her 
prettier. The protagonist met a girl and kissed her. Allie couldn’t 
help but notice that the actress looked like her. The protagonist 
ran away after. She tried to drink away her guilt. The end scene 
revealed the girl watching the sunrise hungover from the floor of 
her dorm. Subtly wasn’t Fiona’s thing. Allie cried. Not because of 
the movie, because Fiona had made her watch it.

“It was a little on the nose,” Allie announced acidicly. She had 
expected better.

Fiona slid into the chair beside Allie.

“Turns out I’m pretty shit at writing.” Fiona was scanning her. Allie 
stayed a blank slate.

“We are all just trying to be better,” Allie offered.

Fiona reached for her hands and Allie tensed.

“Please let me be better.” Fiona’s voice faltered.

“I don’t like coffee.” Fiona would have known that if she had ever 
asked Allie about herself.

“I’ll buy you lunch?” Fiona was desperate.

“Dessert, too.” Fiona’s face brightened.

“I’ll buy a whole cake if you want.”

Allie let herself smile, cautiously but genuinely.

They went to lunch. They discussed Barney couches and sobriety. 
Fiona bought cupcakes for Allie as penance. Fiona joked that 
Allie’s commentary was better than her own. Allie confessed that 
she thought her future was writing. Fiona held Allie’s face in her 
hands and told her she had a creative mind. That was the first time 
Allie decided to kiss her. Fiona didn’t pull away. Neither of them 
apologized. 

Fiona brought out Allie’s confidence. Allie helped Fiona face her 
emotions. Fiona came home with Allie for Christmas and bewitched 
Allie’s entire family with her long-winded stories and opinions on 
eggnog. Allie wrote some screenplays for Fiona. Allie made Fiona’s 
ideas command the page. Allie told Fiona that she loved her a few
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months later. Allie had gotten laid off after the holidays from 
her retail job. She was puffy from sobbing and nauseous from a 
migraine. Fiona held her while she wept and Allie said it. And 
Fiona said it back without hesitation.

 

3

They fought about bills and Fiona’s trust and Allie’s 
communication. Fiona would occasionally storm out and drive 
to blow off steam. Part of Allie always feared that she would just 
keep driving. Once Fiona was gone for hours after a confrontation 
and Allie ran upstairs to make sure Fiona’s passport was still in the 
dresser.

Fiona bought Allie sunflowers on anniversaries and birthdays and 
sometimes just to surprise her. She never liked sunflowers before 
Fiona. They were tall and bright and warm. They were Fiona as a 
flower and Allie loved them for that.

 They moved in together after three years of dating because it felt 
right. Their apartment was tiny and cheap and artsy and felt like 
home. Fiona got her Barney couch and Allie got plants to fill the 
space. Fiona kissed Allie on the cheek when she got home from 
work. They could hear music from the club across the street on 
weekends and Fiona would pull Allie off of the couch to dance with 
her.

Two months before the Last Sunday, Fiona’s father passed. Fiona 
stopped wearing makeup. Her eyes were glitterless and her lips 
were pale. She stopped dancing on the weekends. Fiona didn’t even 
know he was sick. Her mother never mentioned it. He didn’t want 
her to know.

Then Fiona brought up night courses at the community college. She 
was bored. She said anything could change and she wouldn’t care. 
She detested movies now. She complained that they were the same 
stories on repeat. Those comments took away Allie’s words for a 
few hours afterward. This only irritated Fiona more. There was a 
silence that used to be filled by Fiona’s babbling about something 
they should do that weekend, a surprise she had up her sleeve, or a 
new story for Allie to work on.

Allie stopped coming home for dinner. They used to make dinner 
together, with aprons and mixing and throwing food and stolen 
kisses. Now Allie ate takeout at her desk. Fiona knew how empty

her excuses were. They both knew what was happening.

Sometimes Fiona would gaze out the window and her eyes would 
dart across the roads and in a way that made her look like she was 
plotting her escape. Allie imagined that she would leave while she 
was asleep, or after a long speech, maybe she would try to get Allie 
to leave her. Allie wasn’t strong. She knew Fiona would have to end 
things.

That Sunday, Allie didn’t recognize the way Fiona had looked at 
her. Her eyes were full of pity and disgust.

“I’m going to move back home,” Fiona announced to the muted 
television. She had been talking to her mother a lot more on the 
phone. Her tone was muffled when Allie was close.

“You’re leaving me.” It wasn’t a question. Allie already understood. 
She wanted to add the word “again.” It felt implied.

“I haven’t been happy for a while.” Fiona’s face was lit pale blue 
and icy by the television.

“I know.” Allie wasn’t happy either. Fiona hadn’t asked.

“Even before my dad…” Fiona’s eyes overflowed.

Fiona watched the muted cooking show and let her words fade.

Allie broke the silence.

“I tried to make you happy.” The television made Fiona’s features 
cartoonish. She was still beautiful despite her scrunched violet 
eyebrows and trembling scarlet upper lip.

“You did. I just couldn’t make myself happy.” Happy was happy 
nonetheless, Allie thought.

“You’re disappearing.” Allie’s words smacked her.

“That’s not fair.” Fiona was fixed on a cat food commercial.

“You’re right.” Allie slammed the remote and watched the light on 
Fiona’s face flicker out. She felt like her lungs were caving in.

Fiona reached for Allie’s hand and Allie let her. She rested her head 
on Fiona’s bony shoulder.
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Grievances
Shadimere Coles

“I’m sorry,” Fiona mumbled. Allie didn’t know if she believed her.

Allie let herself cry for all the moments she was silent, for all of 
the things she let Fiona get away with, and the future she thought 
they’d have. She cried about having to tell her parents, and for the 
girl that she was still in love with, trapped in neon lights and sugary 
kisses. Allie squeezed her eyes shut. Fiona crept away. Allie heard 
her put on sneakers and the jingle of keys. She heard the door open 
and shut. She heard a car start, stall, and start again before driving 
away. Allie realized she didn’t care if Fiona came back. It wouldn’t 
make a difference.
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Maybe I Should Stop Being an 
Empath
Scout Graham

“I’m going to Target, do you need anything?” Your words are sharp 
with your lips slightly curled, 

You haven’t kissed me all week. 

“I’m fine.” I keep my eyes on your desk chair. It has your sweater 
still draped across it. I can’t remember the last time you willingly 
let me borrow it. 

(Before I stopped wearing that necklace you got me for Christmas. 
You didn’t seem very hurt about that.) 

You make a show of snatching your car keys and the terse “Okay” 
has barely made it past your teeth before you’re out the door. 

It’s 2:04 when you get back. I only know because you woke me 
up (I had fallen asleep on the couch matching freshly cleaned 
socks and watching Little House on the Prairie reruns). “How was 
Target?” I shouldn’t be so snide, I take note. You don’t grumble in 
response. Maybe you’re drunk. 

I sit up and you join me. It’s warmer under the blankets when you 
sit with me, and you bring the fraying edges up to your chin. 

Maybe you’re just cold. You forgot your coat when you left. 

I’m met with sober eyes, glasses bumping my cheek (you always 
get them so foggy), and an honest tongue. “I’m sorry.” 

You didn’t have grocery bags when you came in. 

Maybe they’re still in your trunk.

Essential Goods
Genesis Perez
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Waking Dream
Liesl Eppes

The question resurfaces in The Girl’s brain: “Where is he and what 
is he doing right now?” 

She runs through a list of possibilities: 

 - Napping? 

 - Watching a movie? 

 - Laughing at someone’s joke? 

 - Needing a hug? 

 - Listening to the same song as me? 

Of course, she always comes back to her most intriguing question 
of all:

 - What does he look like?

Ah, yes. I understand if that last question is somewhat confusing. 
After all, how could you wonder about someone you’ve never 
met? You see, The Girl simply has a very strong feeling that The 
Boy exists, and that it is only a matter of time until they meet. She 
believes that she will see him before he sees her. She believes that 
she will know him at first sight and that she will love him forever; 
never letting him go. She is, unfortunately, mistaken on at least one 
of these counts.

Nevertheless, there is something in her brain that lingers. An 
invisible golden string tying their fates together. She believes in this 
fate with more conviction than anything else in her life. And it is for 
this reason that she hasn’t told a soul.

She wonders if The Boy thinks of her too. She imagines that he can 
see her from time to time, as a picture in his head. She hypothesizes 
that he can see her only when she focuses on him, and “sends” her 
image to him. Like telepathic radar. The Girl ultimately decides that 
this idea is the most childish of them all. Her more realistic side 
tells her that this is probably all in her head and that when she does 
meet The Boy, she will discover that he had never been able to see 
her until their first meeting. She is, of course, mistaken in at least

one aspect of these theories. 

The first time The Girl appeared to The Boy, she was singing his 
favorite song. He saw her through a window and he looked into 
her eyes, trying to figure out where he had seen her before. The 
Boy saw The Girl, not as pictures but as short visions; complete 
with all the sounds, smells, and motion that surrounded The Girl. 
The longest of these visions lasted precisely 57 seconds: she was 
drinking champagne, sitting on a porch, and silently crying while 
the light from inside illuminated her hair. 

The Boy believed in the common assumption that the human brain 
is incapable of generating new faces; that all the faces we see in 
dreams we have seen somewhere before. This assumption – along 
with many more that I don’t have the time to mention here – is 
incorrect. 

The second time he saw her, The Girl was sitting at a desk covered 
in papers and what-nots. She sipped eggnog directly from the carton 
and was eating a cinnamon roll. At this point, The Boy thought it 
was an odd coincidence to have pictured the same girl twice. As 
you may have guessed by now, it was not a coincidence. 

Having the ability to now call up The Girl’s face from memory, The 
Boy decided that the third vision – and consequently all the visions 
after that – were daydreams that he imagined on purpose. This 
decision, however, did nothing to lessen the vision’s impact on The 
Boy’s mind: The Girl was standing on the beach. A storm rumbled 
on the horizon and The Boy could see the sea reflected in her eyes. 
An inexplicable energy and calm was simmering through her spirit. 

The Boy thought to himself “I have an incredible imagination.” 
This was the most inaccurate conclusion he could have come to. 

I will now take a moment to explain one crucial element of this 
story to you: The Boy and The Girl (as you may have surmised)

are not ordinary people. They will not fall in love at first sight. Nor 
will they fall in love after being friends for five years. They are the 
rare sort of people who fall in love long before they ever meet. 

The Girl believes that if she keeps looking she will find The Boy. 

The Boy believes that she is the product of his imagination. 
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The Girl wants to avoid loneliness. 

The Boy wants to avoid neediness. 

Of course, it is the abandonment of each of these beliefs and desires 
that will ultimately lead to their fateful meeting; which will involve 
a more than slightly drippy ice cream cone. 

The Girl will learn how to enjoy her own company. She will be 
forced to spend three months living alone when her roommate gets 
a new job in a new city. The Girl will experience her first moment 
of solitary joy; made perfect because of her solitude rather than in 
spite of it. It will happen at 7:34 am, May 1st. She will be walking 
back to her apartment with her morning coffee and bagel and notice 
the sun through the trees. A pigeon will look at her and hop a bit. 
She will realize that this is the first time in her life that she is glad 
no one else is with her. It is the best breakfast of her life. 

The Boy will learn how to ask for help. He will be forced to accept 
the help of his sister when he breaks both his legs in a motorcycle 
accident. He will realize that true strength lies in the ability to be 
vulnerable. He will realize this one night while people-watching 
from the living room window. He will see a father and a daughter 
walking. The father will be carrying a truly ridiculous amount of 
groceries. His young daughter will reach into his pocket and grab 
the keys to their building. As she unlocks the door for her father 
it becomes clear. Help does not make one weak. At this precise 
moment, The Boy’s sister will return with food from his favorite 
Mexican restaurant and they will proceed to have the most eye-
opening and in-depth conversation of their lives, during which 
they will truly understand each other for the first time. It is the best 
dinner of his life. 

It will be the first of June when The Girl steps onto a train headed 
towards The Metropolitan Museum of Art and The Boy steps onto 
the same train headed to meet a friend for drinks. There will be 
two cars separating them - the closest they have ever come to each 
other.

They will both exit the train at 86th Street. The Girl exits to cut 
through Central Park. The Boy will look up and see her walking 
away exactly fifteen seconds before the doors close. He will exit the 
train here, three stops too early. He will leave his second favorite 
jacket on the train which will later be found by an old woman who 
jumped a turnstile. She will wear it whenever she feels in need of 
luck.

The Girl will stop to buy an ice cream, which will give The Boy 
just enough time to catch up. The Girl will be strolling past the 
Reservoir and making sure not to drip chocolate on her shirt when 
The Boy taps her on the shoulder. When she turns around they will 
stare at each other for precisely 57 seconds before knowing what to 
say; at which point The Boy will lead with the ultra-suave “Hey.” 
And The Girl will follow it up with a classic “Hi.” 

An elderly man with a funny hat will spot them from his favorite 
reading bench. He will watch the exchange and sketch it out in his 
sketchbook. Thirty years later, after buying a used copy of the book 
Everything is Connected: Art and Conspiracy, The Daughter of The 
Boy and The Girl will find this sketch bookmarked into the table 
of contents. She will keep the sketch in her wallet. There are three 
crucial things that will never occur to her:

 1) That it is a sketch of her parents first meeting. 

 2) That if she knew the name of the artist she could be rich. 

 3) That this was truly his finest work because it captured 

 something few artists – or humans – ever have the privilege  
 of  witnessing: a moment of pure serendipitous    
 serenity. 

The End
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sweet mother

i cannot weave

for slender aphrodite makes my hands into knots

when she appears to me

she ties my tongue with hers

so all i remember to pray is her name

my heart flutters under her touch

like a million butterflies taking flight

and violets sprout under my steps

all that is on my mind is aphrodite

the gold-brown-red weave of her hair

threaded with ichor and ambrosia

which must be why she tastes so sweet

sweet mother

do not erase my love for her

she who looks divine among mortals

ethereal among gods

do not let the masses forget whom i loved

whom i dedicated every hour of my day to

she who made it easy for me

to get on my knees and call her name

do not let history forget us

with violets in our hair and ambrosia on our lips

Madison Delaney
ode to sappho

The Year of Covid-19 Series #2
Bri Rooks
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Ain’t No Stopping Me Now
Rosemarie Gelber

laughing together honey-sweet in the sun

in love with the very marrow in our bones

as if the gods made soulmates

and she and i are, together, whole


