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EDITOR’S NOTE 
 

This ninth issue of Stonesthrow Review features 
fiction writers, essayists, poets, and dramatists whose 
works showcase genre innovations trending in the 
literary world: young adult literature, speculative 
fiction, travelogue, and meta-poetry, to name a few. 
Hybrid forms also appear: short stories shade into 
workplace writing and vice versa; personal essays 
overlap with cultural critique. Allusions to literary for-
bears morph into canny homages, while the spirit of 
philosophers, lexicographers, musicians, and visual 
artists likewise looms large. In summoning Charles 
Bukowski, Jack Kerouac, Frank O’Hara, J. K. Row-
ling, Tracy K. Smith, William Carlos Williams, Michel 
Foucault, Noah Webster, Kermit Ruffins and the 
Rebirth Brass Band, Degas, and Ann Wintour, among 
other trailblazers, our contributors recognize how 
their own creative outpourings will inspire a new gen-
eration of writers. 
 

—Pauline Uchmanowicz 
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Allison Leshowitz 
 

The Snooze Button 
 
You turn my mornings into 
a semi-conscious slew of 
beeps and buttons,  
twists of blankets,  
outstretched arms 
requesting ten more minutes.  
 
You’re a craving I succumb to,  
the trick I shouldn’t fall for,  
the big red button on a spacecraft’s panel,  
the one kitschy cartoon characters 
warn you not to press.  
 
You delay my mornings,  
satisfy my silly whims  
of remaining in a dream  
where I’m kissing a famous actor 
or traveling to worlds of 
spiral staircases with  
never-ending swirls,  
the journey upwards ending  
in a dialogue with the stars.  



10 

 

Lydia C. Hogarth 
 

The Machine  
 

I start every day in exactly the same way as I started the 
previous day, and in exactly the same way that I will start the 
next.  Alarm goes off promptly at 4 a.m.  I never hit snooze. I get 
out of bed on the left side, where my feet slip into already-waiting 
slippers, and carefully wind my wristwatch. I start my coffee 
maker then go shower for exactly twelve minutes, dry off for 
three, put on my bathrobe, and walk back to the kitchen. I pour 
myself my first cup of coffee, which I take back to my room to 
drink as I dress.  Slacks are hung neatly in the closet so as to keep 
the crease and are also hung next to the most appropriate cor-
responding shirt; bowties are kept in color order in my top 
drawer.  Lastly, I strap my watch to my right wrist. When all this 
is done, and I have finished drinking my first cup of coffee, it is 
4:32 a.m. precisely.  I always pour another cup of coffee into a 
thermos to bring to work.  It is important to be fully alert and 
steady-handed while checking the Frickertron.  By 4:40 I am pre-
pared to leave the house.  Driving to work is my least favorite 
part of my day.  It usually takes twenty-three minutes, but I can 
never be exactly sure day-to-day due to happenstances such as in-
clement weather, or road accidents, or traffic. 

In any event, that morning I arrived at 5:02 a.m. One 
minute ahead of schedule. I sat down at my desk and gathered up 
my checklist then arranged my pens while I waited for Edward to 
arrive. There was a timid knock on my door at precisely 5:30 a.m.  

“Come in, Edward.” The door opened and Edward peeked 
his mousy face around the edge.   

“Are you ready, sir?”  
I collected my checklist and coffee and rose from my desk. 

“Yes.” I exited the door and leaned over the railing of the stairs. 
There, below, stood the Fricktertron, shiny and still.   
“Well,” I said to Edward, whom I noticed was staring down 

at his feet rather than down at the Frickertron, “let’s get started.”  
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We descended the metal stairs, our footsteps echoing pain-
fully out of sync as Edward trailed behind me. I began my usual 
routine. It is my job to inspect the machine and make sure that 
the cogs cog just right, that the jilbits jilbit, that the sartrons are 
sartroning, and so on. 

“Hold this.” I handed my coffee to Edward and began to 
run through my checklist.  Item One: Be sure to clean all levers and 
knobs—any excess grease could lead to accidents and liability.  I wiped 
down all twenty-three shiny metal levers and knobs.  

“Check.” Item Two:  Make sure that there are no obstructions in the 
cogs and wheels—any blockage thereof could lead to accidents and liability.  I 
performed the second task and all was business-as-usual until I 
came to cog 41A.  I found an obstruction. I carefully maneuvered 
my hand in between the mechanism, removed the fleshy hin-
drance, and held it up in front of Edward. 

“This.  This is what happens when one does not follow or-
der. Remember that, Edward. Now,” I held it out to him, “take 
this and kindly dispose of it.”  

Edward’s face paled and his eyes widened. “Sir…I…I can’t 
do that, Mr. Crane, sir.” 

“And why not?” 
“It’s…. That’s Johnson’s finger, Mr. Crane, sir.” 
“Yes, I am aware. I would have thought that to be obvious. 

Now listen, Edward.  If you want this job, you’re going to have 
to get used to this and worse. Although, if you do your job cor-
rectly and carefully, this—” I shook the finger, “should not 
happen often.” I extended the finger to Edward once more. 
“Take this and put it where it belongs.” I indicated the waste 
chute that led to the incinerator. While Edward deliberated, I 
checked my wristwatch. 

“Edward?” I was beginning to lose my patience. “Edward, 
it is now 6:02 a.m. The workers will be here in fifty-eight minutes 
and there is more to do. Take the finger.”   

Edward reluctantly took it and turned to incinerate it. I 
returned to my checklist of cogs and prepared to move on to the 
next one when I heard Edward trip. I clenched my clipboard and 
closed my eyes in exasperation. It is impossible working with the 
incompetent. 
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“Edward, do I have to remind you to tie your shoes as well, 
or do you think that you can manage that without my super-
vision?” I waited for Edward’s apology that was sure to be 
punctuated with lots of “sir”s and “sorry, Mr. Crane”s. But it did 
not come. When I turned around I saw Edward staring agast into 
the Frickertron.   

“Edward?” 
“I …dropped it.” 
“Dropped what?” Nothing could have prepared me for 

Edward’s confession. 
“I dropped the finger. Down sartron 12W. It’s gone.” 
“You …you what?” My eyes widened. It was all I could do 

to not let my jaw drop. The workers would be here in fifty-five 
minutes. 

Edward continued to stare at the Frickertron, stalk still. I, 
too, stared at the great machine. A stampede could have run 
through the lab, but unless it trampled the Frickertron, I can say 
with certainty that Edward and I would not have noticed. Both of 
our minds were focused solely on the machine. For the first time 
since taking on the position as Frickertron checker, I was unsure 
of the proper procedure. My body forced me to gulp. My 
clenched knuckles turned white against the clipboard; Edward’s 
face tinged green. We both knew, though, that above all else, one 
thing must not occur: The Boss must not find out unless abso-
lutely necessary. I was determined to not let the situation become 
absolutely necessary.  I loosened my grip, adjusted my bowtie, 
and regained my composure. 

“Step aside, Edward,” I said as I strode over to him and the 
machine. “And let me handle this.”  

Edward remembered himself. “No sir, it’s my fault. Let 
me!” 

“No!” Without giving it a second thought I smacked him 
sharply across the face. “Absolutely not. Haven’t you done 
enough? The workers will be here in,” I glanced at my wrist-
watch, “fifty-two minutes.”  

“Actually, Mr. Crane, sir,” Edward replied, gingerly touch-
ing his right cheek, “the workers will be here in fifty minutes.” 
He flinched. Probably anticipating another smack. 
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“What! That’s impossible!” I checked my watch again; I was 
not mistaken. 

“Sir, I think your watch is slow. Look.”  Edward showed 
me the face of his cell phone. The time read 6:10 a.m. “My cell 
phone time is set by satellite, so I’m pretty sure it’s more accurate 
than your wristwatch.” 

“But that’s impossible! I wound it just this morning!” The 
realization that my governing source of time management was 
not as impeccable as I thought was a jarring one but unfor-
tunately had to be put on the back burner. There was still the 
matter of the finger in the Frickertron. I removed my watch, 
tucked it in my pocket, and collected myself once more. 

“Edward, I need the tongs.”  
He walked over to the workers’ bench without hesitation 

and brought me a set of long metal tongs. Perhaps not the best 
tool suited for the job, but the only one I could think of.  I took 
the instrument and carefully lowered it into sartron 12W. The 
clicking of the tongs echoed back to us from within, but no 
finger was produced. 

Edward looked at me with a mixture of horror and defeat. I 
immensely preferred that to the next look that lit up his face: a 
glint in the eye that signaled that he had come up with an idea. 

“Maybe if we just turn on the Frickertron, the finger will 
blow out or grind up or something….” Before I could warn him 
against it, Edward had already pulled the three levers and pushed 
the button that started the machine.  

There was a groan as the mechanisms activated and then 
the screeching grind of metal. The machine stopped.   

Time became irrelevant. I stood there hoping that I might 
disappear, because disappearing would have been better than the 
inevitable series of events that were to follow. The workers would 
come, expecting to start their day as usual. They did. I would 
explain to them that the Frickertron was not working and that 
work could not continue at the risk of accidents and liability. I 
did. They wouldn’t care. They did not. They would tell me it was 
my own damn fault and that they could not afford to be docked a 
day’s pay because of a mistake that was not theirs. It was true. 
They could not afford it. The workers circled around me and I 
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could feel their anger rippling through the crowd—a shared 
hatred for a common enemy. I, of course, understood their 
frustration. The Frickertron is a demanding operation. Despite 
my understanding, I had the great urge to save myself and yell, “It 
was Edward! It was Edward!” But I resisted. After all, I am the 
Frickertron checker. It is my job, and my job alone, to ensure that 
all things relating to the Frickertron run smoothly and without 
hindrance. 

Pushed by the glares and protests of the workers, I finally 
spoke up. 

“I will go talk to The Boss!” The workers shushed each 
other to hear my solution to the dilemma.” I will go talk to The 
Boss and explain what happened. Work will proceed as usual. 
Order will be restored. Just be patient. Edward?” His mousy 
head, hung in shame, whipped up in attention. ”Edward, make 
sure that NO ONE TOUCHES THE MACHINE. Can you 
handle that? Using the Frickertron when it is not one-hundred- 
percent approved by the Frickertron Checker can lead to 
accidents and liability. I trust that everyone remembers what hap-
pened to Johnson yesterday?”   

I raised my voice for the last statement to make sure all the 
workers heard me. The looks on their faces made it evident that 
they had. Some of the men even removed their hats in remem-
brance. “The Johnson Affair,” as it later came to be known, was 
not the worst I had seen, by far, but it was more than enough to 
jar the others. An unfortunate mishap involving a loose thread 
and jilbit 6. The boys tried so hard to get him loose but…. The 
Frickertron has a tight grip. In my eyes, Johnson was lucky it was 
just a finger. 

I left Edward and the workers to whatever dim and grue-
some thoughts they might be having and turned to meet The 
Boss. I did not know what the exact time was, but I knew she 
must have arrived by now. If I did not go speak to her, she would 
soon come to us and ask why the Frickertron was not running. It 
was better to take the first step. What was I going to say? A small 
animal must have crawled into the machine, so it’s maintenance’s 
fault? A screw on the inside came loose, so it’s the engineers’ 
fault? While my mind sifted through all the different ways I could 
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escape blame, my feet carried me clumsily to the wooden door 
with The Boss’s name on it. I straightened my bowtie and inhaled 
deeply through my nose. I knocked on the exhale. Without skip-
ping a beat The Boss said: “It’s open.” 

Upon my entrance, The Boss looked up from whatever 
paperwork was on the desk. “Oh, hello Gregory. I’m surprised to 
see you in my office at this hour. Have a seat.” 

“Yes ma’am, thank you ma’am.”   
“So,” she started casually as she sat. ”What does bring you to 

me this morning? I trust that things are going well below?”   
The moment had come. The question had been asked and 

an answer had to be given. When my answer did not come im-
mediately to reassure her that everything was indeed going well 
below, she raised an eyebrow. No words necessary. It was clear 
that she was waiting but would soon run out of patience.  

I jumped: “There’s something wrong with the Frickertron. 
It’s stopped working.” Her other eyebrow shot up to join the first 
and The Boss closed her eyes in …what? Exasperation? Anger?   

“Well. What exactly happened? That’s not like you, 
Gregory. Something is wrong with the Frickertron? What is wrong 
with the Frickertron? You’re usually so precise.” 

“A …an obstruction in sartron 12W. When the machine 
was turned on, it caught and …um …it stopped.” 

“Oh.” The Boss opened her eyes. “Well, unfortunate as 
that is, that’s not terrible. Careless, yes. Stupid, yes. But not quite 
terrible.” She picked up the phone and dialed. Glancing at me, 
she winked and put up a finger and mouthed, “one sec.” My 
mind was blank. 

“Alright, wonderful, thanks so much, Jimmy. Yes, as soon 
as you can. Great, take care.” She hung up the phone, looked up 
at me, and smiled. “There, all fixed. Well, soon to be fixed. Thank 
goodness Jimmy was here today! He’ll be over to take a look at it 
shortly. Now that that’s settled—” Her face grew stern. 

The charming woman sitting in front of me turned once 
again into The Boss and any faint ideas of hope that maybe the 
Frickertron would get fixed and that would be the end of this 
whole debacle dissipated instantly. 
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“What do you propose we do with you, hmm? After all, this 
is really all your fault. What on Earth made you turn on the 
Frickertron when there was an obstruction? You know what oper-
ating the Frickertron without being fully checked can lead to.” 
The pointed look she gave cued me to repeat the motto of the 
Frickertron checker: 

“Operating the Frickertron without first properly checking 
it can lead to accidents and liability.” 

“Exactly. And frankly, you already have a strike after 
yesterday. Really, how could you let Johnson go to work in inap-
propriate attire?”  

I couldn’t take it anymore. Self-preservation finally took 
over. “Edward! It was Edward!”   

“What was Edward?” 
“Edward! He’s the one who dropped the obstruction down 

sartron 12W!”   
“Oh, Gregory.” The Boss sighed and gave me a pitying 

look. “That hardly matters now. Come, let’s go talk to the work-
ers.” She stood, and I quickly followed suit and hastened to the 
door to open it for her. Her high heels echoed on the metal as 
she walked out onto the runway above the Frickertron and its 
workers. It only took one person to say “The Boss” for the whole 
group to fall silent and look up. She smiled sweetly. 

“Good morning, workers.” 
“Good morning, ma’am,” they responded slightly out of 

sync. 
“I’ll cut to the chase, shall I? The Frickertron is out of order 

currently, which means you can’t work, which in turn means you 
don’t get paid. I am so sorry for this turn in events, but there’s 
really nothing I can do. I have called Jimmy, who is on his way 
right now to fix the problem and things should be up and run-
ning in no time. In the meantime, however, I don’t think that our 
Mr. Crane quite understands the Frickertron like you do, 
gentlemen. I don’t think he understands how much you risk 
coming to work every day. How brave and honorable what you 
do is. Don’t you want him to understand? Mr. Crane, please 
follow me.” 
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For the second time that day, I descended the metal stairs. 
The Boss’s loud clanking footsteps covered up the sound of my 
own, but I knew they would have sounded out of sync; she 
walked matter-of-factly down the flight of stairs while I merely 
followed and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. 
The Boss’s purposeful steps carried her to the Frickertron—
precisely in front of sartron 12W. I went to her side. 

“Mr. Crane,” she sighed, “I really don’t want to do this, 
but…. Please put your hand in sartron 12W.” 

“What?” 
“Edward.  What did I just tell Mr. Crane to do?”   
Bumbling Edward cleared his throat: “Uh…you asked him 

to put his hand in sartron 12W, ma’am.” 
“Correct. Now, Mr. Crane, if you please.” She indicated the 

opening. I did not move. How could she ask me to willingly put 
my hand in there? But she was determined and lit the spark she 
knew would suit her ends. 

“Mr. Alan.” She turned to one of the workers. “Weren’t 
you and Johnson friendly?” 

“Yes, ma’am, we all were.” 
“I did not ask about all of you. I asked about you. Aren’t 

YOU angry about what happened to him yesterday?” 
His fists clenched. ”Yes, ma’am.” 
“Don’t you think that someone should be held responsible 

for what happened?” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
“And who should that someone be?” 
“The Frickertron Checker…Mr. Crane, ma’am.” 
The Boss smiled at his compliance. “Good, I’m glad we can 

agree. Do we all agree that Mr. Crane is to blame?” She spun 
slowly to address the whole crowd, who nodded their agreement.  

“And you, Edward?” She faced him directly now. “Do you 
think Mr. Crane is to blame?” 

Edward glanced at me and then played nervously with his 
tie. “Yes, ma’am,” he whispered. 

“There you have it, Mr. Crane. It’s really only fair, you 
know. Please. Put your hand in sartron 12W.”  
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I still could not move. Would not move. It was insane! 
Suddenly Alan lunged at me, a look of pure animosity on his face. 
With that, a stampede of workers came at me. Some held me 
down while others forced my hand down the sartron. Above all 
the chaos, I saw her. She smiled at me pityingly then turned away. 

“You brought this on yourself, you know, Gregory. Fair is 
fair.” I saw her turn slightly and whisper something in Edward’s 
ear. His face paled. 

“Now. Do it now.” No one heard him. ”Do it now! Turn 
on the machine NOW!” That time the workers heard Edward’s 
order and, despite my pleas and outcries of protest, the mob was 
already in action. The three levers were pulled, the button was 
pressed. 

Nothing happened. The Frickertron was still broken, so of 
course, nothing happened. Time stopped for me. I still had all my 
fingers. I was still alive, for that matter. The funny thing about 
time is that it does not actually stop, even if it is perceived as 
such. I should have known better. I heard vague echoes of The 
Boss shouting something commanding and felt suggestions of 
being jerked out of the machine and held down to a work bench. 

I blinked, and time caught up with me in time for me to see 
Edward bring a sledgehammer down upon me in a mighty swing. 
The agony was so great that I was unable even to scream. Edward 
raised the sledgehammer again. And again. And again. By the 
third blow, I was numb. I could not feel it. I look at my mangled 
hand, however, and saw that the fingers had been smashed off. I 
assume I fainted because the next thing I knew, The Boss had me 
cradled in her arms on the floor. 

“Oh, Gregory,” she whispered in my ear. “Do you under-
stand now how important it is that your job is done correctly? 
Order above all else.” My head swam and my vision faded as I 
started to pass out again. The last thing I heard was The Boss. 

“Oh, Jimmy, there you are!  Just in time, too. Always so 
punctual. You really do have a way with keeping track of things, 
don’t you?” 

 
◊ 
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Cody Buser 
 

For a Life: A Ten-Minute Play  
 
Janet, a thirty-two-year-old woman, and Adam, a thirty-three-year-old 
homunculus (an artificially-created human being), converse in Janet’s living 
room.   
  
Note:  No attempt should be made to have Adam appear nonhuman.   
 
(LIGHTS UP. Adam is on stage, sitting on a couch looking 
through a box of photos. There are loose photos scattered across 
a table, and he holds one in his hand. We hear the door open and 
close, and Janet calls for him from off stage.)   
 

JANET 
Adam?  Adam, you home, Hon?   

(Janet enters stage to find Adam sitting on 
the couch. He doesn’t acknowledge her 
entrance.)  

There you are. What are you looking at? 
 

ADAM 
Old photos of you. Of your life. 
 

JANET 
(From behind couch, looks over his 
shoulder at photo in his hand.) 

Oh! I remember that one. My parents took my sister and me to 
Disney World for my tenth birthday. 
 

ADAM 
You look so happy… and so young. 
 

JANET 
Well, duh!  A ten-year-old at Disney world? I was ecstatic! 
 

ADAM 
I wonder if I ever looked that young. 
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JANET 
What do you mean? 
 

ADAM 
You know, when I was in my pod, or chamber, or whatever they 
used in the lab when I was manufactured. 
 

JANET 
Adam, what’s wrong? 
 

ADAM 
Did you ever see me, Janet? 
 

JANET 
Well, I…. Where is this coming from— 
 

ADAM 
Did you?  Or did you just wait for me to be finished? Didn’t want 
to see me until I was exactly what you wanted? 
 

JANET 
(Confused.) 

You’re…you’re not allowed to see your homunculus until it’s 
finished. 
 

ADAM 
Your homunculus. I see. Is that all I am, Janet, an “it”? Your 
artificially created puppet?  A piece of property? 
 

JANET 
No. Adam, please, listen to me— 
 

ADAM 
Tell me how it happened. How long did you have to wait? 
 

JANET 
(Reluctant.) 

Well, the original gestation period takes thirty days. Then it took 
seven weeks for you to age to thirty-three.   
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ADAM 
Just under three months? That’s not bad for a life-size doll. 
 

JANET 
Adam! You are not a doll. And you’re not an “it”! 
 

ADAM 
How does it work? How did you place your order?   
 

JANET 
I don’t understand why you are so fixated on this. What good will 
it do to know?  
 

ADAM 
It’ll make it real! My whole life’s been one big lie. Well, what little 
life I’ve had these past five months. 
 

JANET 
How can you say that? 
 

ADAM 
Easy, it’s the truth. I’m not real; none of this is real. I’m just some 
girl’s depraved daydream in the flesh!  
 

JANET 
(Offended. Lashes out.) 

Okay! Fine. You wanna hear all about it? You wanna know how 
it all goes down? How to place an order? 
 

ADAM 
Yes. 

JANET 
How I sat down with a consultant and designed you? How I 
picked out each and every detail about you from a list of check 
boxes? 

ADAM 
Like what? 

JANET 
Oh, everything! Eyes, hair, height, weight range, skin tone, bone 
structure, character traits, likes, dislikes…. 
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ADAM 
(Laughs.) 

So you really did design me after one of your fantasies.  
 

JANET 
(Mockingly.) 

Oh yes, Adam, you have no idea how many times I’ve fantasized 
about this very moment. Explaining how I had to make a 
boyfriend for myself.   
 

ADAM 
Then what?  
 

JANET 
And then I was tested. I was examined by the doctors, treated like 
a lab rat, just like you— 
 

ADAM 
Not like me— 
 

JANET 
JUST LIKE YOU! I was poked and prodded and put through 
test after test: physical and psychological examinations, 
personality questionnaires and background checks. 
 

ADAM 
Tests…for what? 
 

JANET 
For you! So they could know I wasn’t crazy and could take care 
of you, and so they could tailor you to me, based on my list 
choices and my own personality. 
 

ADAM 
Oh. I…I didn’t realize you had to do that.  
 

JANET 
Exactly. Not as simple as you thought, huh? 
 
 

ADAM 
So, then what happened? 
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JANET 
(Sighs.)  

Then I paid, okay? I paid for my order and got the hell out of 
there.   

ADAM 
How much? 
 

JANET 
Don’t you dare ask me that! 
 

ADAM 
I deserve to know how much you paid! 
 

JANET 
Like hell you d— 

 

ADAM 
How much did I cost?! 
 

JANET 
Everything! Everything I had, and then some. My entire life’s 
savings, every dime I’ve ever saved was spent on you. 
 

ADAM 
Why? 

JANET 
What’s the point of having a life’s saving, if you’re not going to 
spend it on a life? 
 

ADAM 
No, not the money. Why make me in the first place?   

(Janet is silent, retreats from Adam.) 
I’ve read articles; I know the reasons people commission a 
homunculus.  
 

JANET 
(Busying herself with putting the photos 
back in the box.) 

Different people, different reasons. 
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ADAM 
(Pauses and watches her as she avoids eye 
contact.)   

I saw on the news today that four men were caught setting up a 
homunculus whore house. 
 

JANET 
(Finally stops cleaning and looks at him.) 

That’s disgusting! The nerve of some people. 
 

ADAM 
It gets worse. They can’t be charged with anything due to the 
Artificial Human Act, which prevents legal rights to any non-
born human.   
 

JANET 
Wait, they’re just gonna get away with it!? How can that be?  
Can’t anyone do something? 
 

ADAM 
Whataya gonna do, start a picket? Janet, there’s nothing you can 
do; the homunculi were already deconstructed by Magnus Opum 
Laboratories. It’s over.   
 

JANET 
They killed them? But they were victims. 
 

ADAM 
That’s the world we live in. 
 

JANET 
It’s sickening. 
 

ADAM 
Yeah, well … it got me thinking…. Why you might’ve made me. 
 

JANET 
Adam, no….  
 

ADAM 
Is that it?  Is that what I’m for? 
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JANET 
Don’t be an idiot, you know that’s not it. This, what we have, it’s 
more— 

ADAM 
What we have is fabricated. 
 

JANET 
Come on, Adam. You’re being ridiculous. 
 

ADAM 
Oh, I’m sorry, am I not living up to your fantasy? 
 

JANET 
Stop it, please. 
 

ADAM 
Here, let me be more your style.   

(Begins to take off shoes.) 
 

JANET 
Adam, don’t…. 
 

ADAM 
Don’t worry, baby, this one’s on the house. No need to pay again.   

(Takes off shirt.) 
 

JANET 
Please, stop. 
 

ADAM 
This is what you want, right? A fucking sex toy? 

(Unbuckles belt.) 
 

JANET 
Enough!  

(Stops his undressing.)   
Enough. 
 

ADAM 
Then what am I for? Tell me, Janet, because I can’t understand it.  
Why does a thirty-two-year-old, beautiful, confident, successful 
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woman need to make a man? Why am I here? What do you want 
me for? God damn it, Janet, talk to me! Why am I here? 
 

JANET 
(Explodes.) 

Because I won’t be! 
(Long pause.) 

 

ADAM 
Whataya mean…. 
 

JANET 
Oh come on Adam, I made you smart. I know you’ve seen the 
doctors’ bills. 
 

ADAM 
I don’t …no …no, I don’t understand.  

(Retreats from Janet.) 
 

JANET 
Yes you do, you just don’t want to. Compassion, that’s another 
box I checked off. 
 

ADAM 
Stop. 

JANET 
What, you wanted the truth, to know everything, and now you 
decide you don’t want to hear it, now that it’s upsetting you?  
You asked for it, baby. 
 

ADAM 
Janet, you can’t be dy—   

(Can’t say word.) 
 

JANET 
Go on, say it.  

(Beat.) 
Out loud. I want to hear you say it. 
 

ADAM 
What … what will that do? 
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JANET 
(Mimicking Adam.) 

Make it real. 
ADAM 

(Beat.) 
You’re …dying? 
 

JANET 
I’m dying. 

ADAM 
What…what’s wr— 
 

JANET 
Cancer. Inoperable brain tumor. It’s aggressive. The doctors gave 
me ten months. Eight months ago.   
 

ADAM 
Janet, I’m so— 
 

JANET 
So that’s why. That’s why I had you made. And …I’m sorry.   
 

ADAM 
But that makes no sense. Why spend all your money on me, 
when you’re just going to die? 
 

JANET 
I told you, for a life. 

(Adam still doesn’t look like he 
understands.) 

Adam, I’ve lived more with you these past few months than I 
have my whole life. I had no one before you came along. It felt 
wrong, but I just needed— 
 

ADAM 
A companion, someone to die with. 
 

JANET 
(Visibly relieved.)  
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Adam, showing you the world …watching as you experienced 
everything for the first time, everything I’ve come to take for 
granted, it was like I was given a second chance, a second life. 
 

ADAM 
But it came with an end date. 
 

JANET 
Every life does. 

(Adam walks away from Janet.  After a 
moment, Janet approaches Adam, 
cautiously.) 

Do you remember the first time we went to ride bikes? 
 

ADAM 
You kidding me? I still have the bruises. 
 

JANET 
You were so upset because, you …you knew how to ride a bike, 
they programed it into your head, but you just, you couldn’t get it 
to work. 

ADAM 
(Smiles to himself.) 

Yeah, you kept offering me training wheels. 
 

JANET 
And then …you crashed into the pond, almost drowned…. 
 

ADAM 
(Turns to face her.) 

And that duck chased us all the way through the park. 
 

JANET 
(Pause.) 

That was the day…I knew I made the right decision. That was 
the day I knew I was made for you, just as much as you were 
made for me.   

ADAM 
But did you ever think about how this would affect me? 
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JANET 
I … Adam…. 

ADAM 
You created me, made me to your liking, made me love you from 
the start, with no choice, just so you could go off and die on me? 
 

JANET 
I know, it was stupid, I didn’t think it through at first. Or maybe I 
was just lying to myself, making it okay in my head. Like, if I 
didn’t think about the end it wouldn’t be real.  
 

ADAM 
None of this is real …for you. But it is for me. It’s all I know!  
And now you’re telling me it’s all for nothing? I’m just some 
made up …I don’t have a box full of childhood memories, Janet.  
I have manufactured directions. Everything I need to make you 
happy, to live a life with you. But you made it all up. I’m not real.    
 

JANET 
Oh Adam, you are real. 
 

ADAM 
I’m not human. 
 

JANET 
You’re more human than most of the people I know. 

 

ADAM 
(Half-heartedly mocking her.) 

Well that’s not saying much, you just told me you have no 
friends. 

JANET 
Just because you’re a homunculus, doesn’t mean this isn’t real. 
You may have been created in a lab, but what I feel for you 
wasn’t. That’s real. You can’t deny that. 

(Beat.) 
You know I love you, don’t you? 
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ADAM 
(Considers her for a moment.) 

Yes. And I love you, but how can I kno— 
 

JANET 
(Puts her finger to Adams lips.)  

Shh….  
(Janet places his hand on his chest, over 
his heart.)  

Right here, what you feel here, there’s no faking that. That’s how 
you know you’re real. What’s inside you.  
 

ADAM 
Janet…. 

(Takes Janet in his arms, kisses her.)   
What am I going to do without you?  

(Janet stiffens.) 
What? Is something wrong? 
 

JANET 
Adam…. You don’t …I thought you knew? 
 

ADAM 
Knew what? 

JANET 
(Retreats from his arms, horrified.) 

Oh, my God. 
ADAM 

(Grabs Janet roughly.) 
Janet! Tell me. 
 

JANET 
Adam…each commission, each homunculus made…they’re 
made for one person. They’re nontransferable. You can’t even 
inherit one. 

ADAM 
What are you saying? 
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JANET 
Adam, when I die …the lab will recall you. They’ll take you back 
for deconstruction. 
 

ADAM 
You mean …your end date, is my end date? 

(Pushes her away slowly.) 
 

JANET 
Adam, I’m so sorry, I thought you knew. 
 

ADAM 
I’m …dying?   

 
(Fade to black.) 

 
◊ 
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Samantha Tants 
 

Mortality and Fruit Flies 
 
Nine days of swatting fruit flies leads me to question my sanity. 
I sheathe my weapon of choice, a rolled-up newspaper 
with the headline, “Not Today,” and trade it in for a grotesque cocktail 
of Riesling, vinegar, and guilt. Perched peacefully atop the pantry, 
it is high enough to catch the attention of greedy vermin 
but artfully hidden from an observant God. 
Yet, I’m sure His bleached, calloused hands are far too full 
to avenge the tiny lives lost in my poisonous nectar. 
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Kyle Hohensee 
 

A Visit 
 
We went to visit you  
on Sunday, the same day  
Grandpa left, peacefully, 
surrounded by fourteen hands,  
your heart and his.  
 
We walked down narrow corridors  
to your room on the left, 
decorated with ornaments. 
The nurse was laughing; 
you seemed, un-amused. 
“You have quite the jokester here!”  
My mother smiled; 
you took the last bit of water.  
 
Today felt like that Sunday. 
We kissed hello, 
instead of saying goodbye. 
I sat in a chair, the place  
I remembered, my two hands 
next to yours.  
 
My mother read you holiday cards  
from the seven children. 
I moved to the empty bed  
of the roommate who 
never came. 
You said it was better that way. 
 
My eye’s caught an old, blue book, 
tucked away, wrapped in white. 
The kind parents keep with  
photos of years or days at  
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the lake or glass beaches, memories  
they hope their children  
won’t forget.  
 
It was your old log 
from the Navy, dated by  
the wanting cover, a 
fragility of pages, 
the smell of dust. 
1955 written, barely visible.  
 
I flipped through  
the pages of your life at sea. 
Each line 
was a new day. 
Stopping on log seventy,  
day one-thirty-four.  
It read, “Just existing … just existing … 
—Still Existing—” 
 
Page-after-page, 
your hand wrote the same. 
As if you were waiting, 
wondering if life would ever  
toss you overboard.  
 
Then I came to it,  
the line, the one tying everything  
in this moment together. 
Day two-fifty-six, 
log one-forty-five. 
It read, “I met You and  
began to Live.”  
 
There was nothing written  
after that. 
You found what  
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stirred you to love, to stop 
—Just Existing— 
 
I never asked  
if it was Grandpa  
who taught you how to swim. 
Instead,  
I closed my eyes, the book  
and in that moment, 
Began to Live. 
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Derek Hawkins 
 

A Father Watching His Mother Dying 
 
How troubling it is to see you 
carrying the burden of the world 
upon your aging shoulders. 
 
Time has become a plague, 
slowly reaching its boney white fingers 
around your aching black kin. 
 
I have seen Atlas with my very eyes, 
leaning over his mother’s hospital 
bed, with the Earth beside his boots. 
 
Your father died five years ago,  
soil so fresh you can smell it on  
a January afternoon under the snow. 
 
She sleeps, falling into a silence 
so loud that neither God nor 
the doctors can say a word of grace. 
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Benjamin Ubell 
 

For Want of Conjuring  
 
I have seen you for the last time several times. 
I have seen you lying there, unwavering. 
I have seen you in transient dreams of vibrant colors and dark 

shadows. 
I have seen you in strong memories with defined, bold lines. 
I like the latter better, 
Forming better versions of harder times 
From my selective memory. 
  
Like when we went to see the Mets play. 
Our seats so high I could cover the field with my thumb. 
Remember how we snuck down for a better view? 
Covert spies probing our way to a better time, 
Dodging security and leaping railings. 
  
Or the pig roasts in Florida. 
A whole hollowed-out swine on a spit. 
Your forehead beaded with sweat. 
Your brown skin even darker next to that white beast. 
Diligent. 
Engulfed in cigar and pit smoke. 
Rotating that sacrifice, 
Flesh falling off the bone. 
  
Now my younger years haunt my older age. 
These memories are all that’s left, 
But I would give them back to repeat the actions. 
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Emily Graham 
 

The Human Consequence 
 
 Cigarettes remind me of the beach. Maybe that sounds like 
a strange association to make, but they do. She used to smoke 
them there, during those long summer days when my parents 
were at work and she wasn’t. Those were our days. Beach days. 
The smoke would dance out from her mouth free and strange, 
swirling up to the sky above the sparkling sea. “Our secret,” she 
would say, pressing a single finger to her lips, and I would smile 
my unabashed little kid smile. I always thought she looked just 
like an angel, the smoke haloing around her suntanned face. She 
was summer to me. “Your name suits you, Miles,” she would tell 
me. “You go on and on and on, just like those waves out there.” I 
didn’t know what that meant, but I would stop to look at them, 
curling up the shore and then returning back to break all over 
again. I loved her. Goddamn cigarettes. 
 I tried to shake the image of her, my most favorite aunt, as 
I lit my own Lucky Strike. She would kill me if she knew. I 
couldn’t help it. I was scared to die. I was scared that she died. I 
was scared to die, so I was going and smoking a cigarette about it. 
Jesus Christ.  
 We had this thing planned for a long time. Liv always likes 
to plan ahead. It drives me crazy, but I hate the look in her eye 
when I break something like this off. She didn’t deserve that 
disappointment. She was my girl. So there I was, standing at the 
platform in the stagnant summer air waiting to meet her on the 
Penn Station-bound train. The good old Long Island Railroad. I 
was a little nervous. I kept seeing stories on the news about crazy 
people pushing innocent commuters onto the tracks. Someone 
even died. I stood far from the edge and smoked. Eventually, the 
train pulled in, heaving and sighing, and finally coming to rest. I 
scanned the line of windows for Liv’s face and found it looking 
down, reading, her long, dark curls smoothed behind her ears and 
falling down her back in that way that they do. Her face was all 
scrunched up and upset looking, her eyebrows closing in and 
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wrinkling up her forehead. I had to laugh to myself. She had no 
control over her face, ever. Anyone could read her emotions 
within an instant of looking at her. She was so engrossed in her 
book that she probably didn’t even realize the train had reached 
my stop.  
 “You’ve got to stop reading Bukowski,” I told her from 
over her shoulder, making my way to the double-seat, and she 
jumped.  
 “Jesus Christ, Miles, you scared the shit out of me! Hi. 
Yeah, I can’t stop. It’s like he disgusts me and intrigues me at the 
same time. Hey, kinda like how I feel about you!” 
  She laughed. I couldn’t.  
 “Just don’t let it kill you,” I said, trying to smile. 
 

 
The train lurched forward, and my mind drifted backward to my 
aunt’s last days. I couldn’t get over how the coldest thing was 
happening in the warmest room. She was dying in her sunny 
bedroom, and there was nothing we could do about it. We didn’t 
think she’d want to be in the hospital, and it was a long time 
coming—the cancer slowly spreading from her tired lungs 
outward. Everyone knew she liked daisies, so there was what 
seemed like hundreds of vases filled with them on every free 
surface in the room. She had a lot of friends. She was one of 
those people who everyone thinks is their best friend, and for 
each of them, she really was. She was just like that. She liked to 
keep the curtains pulled back, the sunlight streaming in and 
settling on her face as she slept through the afternoons. Even the 
quilt stretched over her was yellow, buttery, warm. I went every 
day after school those last few weeks. I stopped trying to bring 
her food. She just couldn’t keep anything down anymore. 
 

 
“Miles? Miles! Are you alive?”  
 Liv was waving her beaten up copy of Post Office in front of 
my eyes.  
 “Did you bring your flask? I’m not gonna wanna dance if 
I’m not drunk by the time we get there.” 
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 “Oh, yeah, sorry. I’m spacing out again,” I said, passing her 
the silver canister filled with ten-dollar-a-bottle-vodka. I let her 
take my hand, and she let me be quiet for a little while, and we 
drank. We went sip for sip until we made it to the city. Penn 
Station greeted us with an oppressive heat and stale stench from 
the moment we stepped out of the cool, air-conditioned train—
stale popcorn, stale beer, stale people. And heavy, heavy heat. I 
was losing the little excitement I had about the evening fast. I 
hated when I got this way about things. It happened too much 
after she was gone. 
 
 

She didn’t talk much towards the end. It was hard for her and she 
was asleep most of the time. During the majority of my visits I’d 
just sit at the foot of her bed, or sometimes I’d bring homework 
to do. I just liked to be near her; I needed to be near her. I knew 
she liked me near her, too. One of the last days I was visiting she 
woke up and saw me. She looked like herself again for a minute 
and she smiled at me so big. I always think about that smile. 
Sometimes I’d bring my little sister to visit, but she used to get 
scared seeing our aunt like that. I think she could sense the cold-
ness of it, too, in the warm daisy room. A figure that was once so 
large in both of our lives was waning down into someone we 
could barely recognize. Her face had quickly grown so old, but 
she was strangely child-like, curled up under her yellow blanket, 
asleep.  
 

 
All I knew was that we had to get outside if we had any hope of 
making tonight something. I guided a wobbly Liv through the 
crowded station, let her give some extra change to just one of the 
few drugged-out souls who approached us, knowing her wallet 
would be empty by the end of the night if she went with her 
natural drunken generosity unopposed. Seriously, once she gave a 
taxi driver an extra thirty dollars, telling him to put it toward his 
daughter’s college fund. Booze makes her sentimental—I don’t 
know. After avoiding a small catastrophe involving Liv’s high-
heeled boots and wavering sense of balance while navigating the 
steep stairs up to the street, we were finally free. 
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 Though it was nearly as sweltering out on the street as it 
was in Penn, it felt good to be outside. I was starting to feel good. 
The sun was beginning to go down and I knew soon the city 
would be charging with electricity and I was ready to feel it. 
Maybe it was just the vodka. So we walked. We made it to the 
Bowery and saw that we had some time to kill before the band 
we cared about was coming on, so we wandered down the street 
and found a bench in front of a busted up old playground and sat 
down. Rats were squealing behind us, rustling around behind 
bushes and then darting out, scurrying among the abandoned 
Colt 45s and sleeping bums scattered around. Liv kept jumping 
from the sudden noises. Our buzz was wearing off, and I could 
tell she wasn’t going to let me stay quiet anymore. 
 “So are you gonna talk to me now or what?” she asked, 
looking at me right in the eye, her face shining in the last mo-
ments of city summer sunlight, green eyes glinting with a hint of 
deep-ocean blue. Sometimes her eyes got so deep I felt like I 
could dive right in and swim around inside them like a cool, 
sparkling swimming pool, jewel-like and fluid. I wished I could 
tell her. I wanted to. When I first met her, she was drinking rum 
and her eyes got all glassy and floaty like that. She was glowing. 
  “You make me nervous when you glow like that,” I told 
her, because she did.  
 “Thank you.” She smiled, tilting her head down bashfully 
before looking back at me and giving me a little shove. “But 
seriously, just tell me what’s on your mind. You’re doing the 
Miles thing again. Miles and miles away….” 
 “Don’t you think it’s weird that old people are smiling all 
the time?” I offered, as a particularly chipper, especially elderly 
man passed by our crumbly bench. 
 “What’s wrong with smiling?” 
 “Well, it’s just that, they’re gonna die, like, soon. What’s 
there to smile about? It’s not just that guy; it’s really almost every 
old person I see. It’s just—it’s fucked up. I guess they’re lucky 
they got to live so long, but, I don’t know. You can’t just ignore 
that soon your life is gonna be fucking over. That’s it. Fade to 
black. Or whatever happens. Maybe it’s not black. I don’t know. 
It’s really just that I can’t believe that we all walk around on two 
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feet and act like we aren’t ever gonna die. I don’t know. You 
know? Do you know?”  

I looked at her. 
Please understand, my eyes said. 

 I want to understand, her eyes said, but her mouth said no-
thing. 
 I figured we needed more alcohol. Yes, that was definitely 
what we needed. I saw a sketchy-enough-looking convenience 
store across the street a ways that I was hoping would sell to me 
ID-free. The light coming from that particular store just looked 
right to me. I walked in, and inside everything was milky and 
warm—it was the light in there, it was different. There was hardly 
any space to move around with stacks of beer boxes and out-
dated trinkets all around, but there was a whole Asian family 
inside running the place. Their skin shone like something special 
under that soft, white light. The mother smiled a sweet, closed- 
mouth smile at me from behind the counter. I love when people 
smile like that. She had a baby in her arms wearing only a diaper, 
and he was scrambling around in her grasp like a busy little 
animal, distracted by what his siblings were doing, wanting a part 
of it, a thin line of drool dangling from his tiny mouth. She held 
him closer, murmuring to him in a language I couldn’t under-
stand but a tone of voice that was undoubtedly kind, motherly. 
She adjusted him on her hip and rubbed his fresh, fuzzy head, 
clucking her tongue to her teeth softly at him as I turned toward 
the refrigerators. I noticed two brothers sitting on the floor in a 
hallway leading to the back of the store, playing paddleball, 
bouncing and counting and having a competition, taking breaks 
to whisper secrets to one another and then doubling over with 
laughter. And the father—I brought up my big green beers to 
him and he just nodded and took my bills. Yet another child, a 
girl with long black hair, braided with bows at the ends, popped 
up from behind the counter to hand me a few coins back with a 
small “Thank you.” They were so beautiful to me. The pale 
fluorescent light all around, their shining skin, their quiet, closed-
mouth smiles and their happy, squinting eyes—I wanted to stay 
in there a while longer, but I had no real reason to. The whole 
thing made me feel, well, tender. Like I might start to, I don’t 



43 

 

know, cry, or something. I took my neat brown paper bag and 
left.  
 Liv and I finished off the big green beers a little too quickly. 
I didn’t feel like telling her about the family at the store and how 
much I loved them. I felt like they were just for me. I wondered 
if they were open 24-hours, if they stayed there all night. Maybe 
they lived upstairs. Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they closed up and 
walked home together, or took the bus. It was much darker now 
and the streetlights were on Liv so nicely, picking up the dimen-
sions of color in her hair and her shiny boots, leaving her dark in 
other places. I couldn’t see into her eyes as deep in the dark like 
that. It made her a little mysterious, but it was still her. She went 
to light a cigarette, and the flame made it so that she was flick-
ering in and out of my vision like a ghost. I figured the booze was 
getting to me, but it made me realize that I wanted to grab her 
and hold her before she disappeared. 
 

 
I remembered the day. It was about this time last year. I was at 
the beach with Liv and I got out of the ocean to find too many 
missed calls blaring at me on my cell phone screen. The family 
was gathering. Today was the day, according to the doctors and 
nurses. It was going to happen today. It felt unnatural that we 
could just know that it was going to happen today. Part of me 
wanted to stay there in the sun and sand and just lie there, 
pretending that this wasn’t happening. But if this was really it, I 
needed to see her one more time. Even if it didn’t really seem like 
her anymore, she was still in there somewhere, and soon she 
would be gone. When I got to the house everyone was standing 
around, shuffling from room to room, trying to do things that 
were helpful even though there was nothing left to be done. No 
one knows what to do at these kinds of things. Do we talk? Do 
we laugh? Do we order a pizza? 
 
 

So I did grab her, and I did hold her. We left our shitty bench, 
though I was becoming a bit fond of our shitty bench, and we 
walked stuck together like Siamese twins back to the Bowery 
Ballroom. I wasn’t letting her go. The air had gotten a little 
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colder, but she was so warm and she still smelled so good even 
after the whole long, sweaty day. How do girls manage that? We 
paid and got in. It was packed. They were playing The Pixies in 
between bands; I liked that. Liv and I always joked about the girl 
part in “Debaser.” We pushed through the crowd to try and buy 
drinks, but the bartender wouldn’t sell to us. It didn’t matter. We 
didn’t need them. We made our way through even more people, 
head-nodding, thigh-tapping kids who looked just like we did. We 
got as close to the stage as we could, and then we were really 
there. 
 

 
We all stood around the yellow bed in the yellow room—hover-
ing, really—feeling our own feelings quietly. The only sound in 
the room was coming from her, these unearthly shaking noises 
from deep in her throat, the angry sea of fluid in her lungs rising 
and falling in waves between shallow breaths, a tiny storm inside 
of her. The nurse told us that this was normal. It was called the 
death rattle. It made me feel sick. It put an image in my head of a 
grinning grim reaper with a baby rattle in hand rather than a 
scythe, shaking it at my aunt and waiting to take her to the other 
side. The other side. That doesn’t even mean anything. This was 
the most beautiful woman in the world, and there were such ugly 
things happening inside her. Would she be embarrassed of this 
ugliness if she knew? With all these people here around her, 
seeing her like this? It wasn’t fair. I wanted someone to blame. 
My mom was huddled next to me and she felt so small. My sister 
was on my other side, and I hugged her close. I don’t do that 
enough. I wished I could be the little one.  
 

 
The guitars were so loud and so perfect. The lead singer jumped 
down offstage and we could almost touch him, could feel his 
sweat, feel his blood-pumping heart in time with the drums, and 
Liv was right there with me, and it was dark and close and we 
were right there. We were right there. For a minute my mind was 
empty, and it was the most beautiful relief. I took the moment 
and grabbed it, let myself melt into it, become part of it. I was 
born of it. It was me and it was mine, and I floated there inside of 
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it. I put my hand over my heart and felt it beating. It felt so much 
like a dream but better than a dream because it was real, the 
nowness of it all. I was never surer of anything than I was then, 
of how now it was. 
 “Do you feel it?” Liv said close in my ear. 
 

 
We were all taking turns going up to her bedside and saying our 
goodbyes. I went last. Her eyes were closed but fluttering a little 
and her mouth was closed but smiling a little, like she was dream-
ing something sweet. The rattling in her lungs had subsided. Her 
breaths were slowing down and they were faint. I took her hand. 
It was small and cold. The sun was on her face and when I kissed 
her cheek I felt the warmth from its lasting rays. There was one 
more soft inhale and then—still, still, stillness.  
 “Is that it? Is it over?” someone said. 
 
 

Liv’s big, quiet question reverberated in my ear. 
 “Do you feel it?” 
 And I knew that wasn’t it. It wasn’t over. I felt the heat and 
sweat and smoke and human, living, breathing bodies all moving 
freely around me. I felt all of the city lights and loud guitars and 
her ocean eyes and her smooth whispery tongue in my ear and 
the curious scrambling baby in its young mother’s arms. I felt all 
the people I love, here or gone, swimming around inside my 
heart, lighting it up till it glowed out of my chest like a brand new 
sun. I felt the deep, punching need, a drum-like, beating punch to 
the gut coming from down inside myself telling me to grab my 
sister, my mother, Liv, everyone that mattered, and hold them 
close for as long as I could. I felt the fragility of everything that 
surrounded me, that always will surround me, and I took it and 
held it tight but not too tight—I didn’t squeeze it, I just held it 
there safe. I held it with two hands so it wouldn’t swallow me up 
whole. I realized that everything we had was now and I felt it all. 
 “Yeah,” I told Liv, “I really do.” 
 She kissed me then and we danced. 
 

◊ 
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Mariela Cagnina 
 

70s Night 
 
Words spill over strawberry-scented lips 
and my mind can’t keep up with the stumbling 
phrases leaking out of my mouth. 
There’s a girl in the corner playing with the frays 
of her melting skirt, no ride home 
so she sways to the beat of the last song. 
The lantern lights flirt with the flickering 
            tips of cigarettes on the front porch. 
My feet clumsily follow the rhythm of the 

second-to-last verse. 
I’ve always loved how indie rock hits  
allow me to hold a moment in my sweaty palms. 
I turn around and whisper that we should watch  

Winona Ryder movies sometime. 
Only realizing too late that I should probably  

work on my pick-up lines. 
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Stacy Carter 
 

There Was Something About That Night 
 
It was the red Volkswagen 
and hoping nobody saw me getting into it. 
It was the coffee she insisted on paying for. 
It was pressing myself back 
into the heated passenger seat of her car 
and trying not to look at her. 
It was the minutes passing slowly 
that turned into hours. 
It was the hair that stood up on my arm 
when she finally touched my hand. 
It was the holding back of truths 
followed by whispered confessions. 
It was my heart beating too fast. 
It was the fear that someone would see us 
when she pulled up to my apartment. 
It was a kiss on the cheek, 
because I was too afraid 
to go for the real thing. 
It was a goodbye. 
It was a beginning. 
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Joe Yllanes 
 

Drive 
  
My heart is the Pacific Coast Highway 
sliding beneath 115-inch wheelbase 
under the powerful purr of a V8 engine, 
pressing against a cloud-grey vinyl interior. 
Simple as simplicity. 
  
I slip through the dreamy veil 
of fluorescent streetlights— 
sleek, smooth, inviting— 
like I’m driving on the pink cursive 
of bubblegum draped between the 
fingertips of chicken-heads that 
cluck cluck cluck on the corner of 
Beaudry and West Second Street. 
  
They say I’m the best, 
that given five minutes 
I can make 3,856 pounds 
of electric blue steel 
disappear through rivers of 
traffic jams, flashing lights, and 
blaring sirens without a trace. 
  
We only knew each other from 
silent glances across a highway 
that stretched between us in 
a musky apartment elevator. 
You were the head-on collision 
I thought I could avoid. 
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Marcella Guarino 
 

Marcella and Kaitlyn Go to White Castle 
 

The blue Honda Civic—Sylvia is what we called her—
drifted down the highway, obeying the speed limit of 65 MPH. 

“That’s the Dunkin Donuts I was looking for!” The driver 
put her blinker on and shifted into the right lane, and then slowly 
merged again towards the drive-in on the side of the road. 

“Do you want any coffee? A donut maybe?” she asked me. 
“No, I’m fine.” I couldn’t believe that, for the first time in 

my life, I was refusing coffee. 
“You said you were hungry, though.” 
“I am, but I’ll wait until we find another rest stop, so we 

can go to a McDonald’s or something.” We had eaten a lot that 
day, and I just wanted something to hold me over for the night. 
But old coffee and crusty, stale donuts were definitely the last 
thing that I wanted to ingest. Not that McDonald’s is much 
better, but eating French fries late at night always seems like a 
good idea. 

“Marcella, we’re almost to the Bronx. You don’t need a rest 
stop; you just need Google and a GPS.” 

“You’re right. I’ll ask Siri.” As Kaitlyn took out her cell 
phone to check a text message from a few hours before, I took 
out mine to ask a robot for directions. 

“Wait. I have a better idea.” 
“I thought you’d never say it.” I knew exactly what words 

were going to come out of her mouth before she had even 
muttered them.   

“White Castle!” She threw her phone up in the air, as if it 
were confetti at a New Year’s Eve party. 

“Hell yeah.” 
“Why would you even suggest McDonald’s? Why didn’t 

you mention going to White Castle when we were back in 
Brooklyn?” 

“Because I didn’t want to make you go get lost in the Bronx 
trying to find White Castle!” 
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“We won’t get lost. We have technology.” Kaitlyn was 
obviously on her game that day, while my brain felt clouded, my 
thoughts far from being present. 

“You’re right! What was I thinking? Now, hurry! Let’s go!” 
“There’s an exit right here. I don’t know where it goes but 

let’s just get off of it anyway.” Kaitlyn put her car in reverse and 
sped away from the Dunkin Donuts. 

“Siri, where is the closest White Castle?” 
“I cannot find the closest ‘Hot pot birthday.’ Is that what 

you asked for?” 
“You’re not helping, Siri!” I cursed my phone and shook it 

violently, hoping that that would help the right directions come 
sooner. Then, I looked out of the window and studied my 
surroundings for only a moment. 

“Wait, Kaitlyn, I totally know where we are.” I swear, I 
knew where we were. I really did.  When I saw the sign for East 
Tremont Avenue, I immediately felt a visceral excitement unlike 
any other. We were accidently getting close to our destination. 

“Make a left here! Siri, where is the closest White Castle?” 
“IT’S RIGHT HERE!” Kaitlyn screamed. 
And then I saw it. The holy light. The sign of God. White 

Castle.  
 

◊ 
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Aaron Tremper 
 

Fear of the King 
 
 When Yube arrived, my manager, Mendi, yelled my name 
from across the store. I turned away from the empty cash register 
to find that Mendi wasn’t referring to me. He faced one of the 
entrances of the Kosher supermarket where a young man 
blocked the incoming heatwave sucked in from the street by the 
automatic sliding doors. Most of his face hid behind a pair of 
brown-lens aviator sunglasses and a bag of generic sour strip 
candies that blocked my view. I don’t remember much about 
what he was wearing—except, that is, for the baseball cap and 
white soccer jersey with stitched writing I couldn’t read from 
across the store. 
 His saunter was smooth, thanks mostly to a straight-backed 
posture that put my back (having been shaped by hours spent in 
school desks) to shame. His jawline was coated with scruff yet 
shaped like one of Michaelangelo’s outtakes from his master-
piece, David. By the time Mendi had walked him over to us, I was 
undeniably blushing. 
 “Everybody,” said Mendi before gesturing to the guy beside 
him, “this is Aaron.”  
 Apparently, we shared the same name. 
 “Nah, it’s Yube,” said the guy as he turned around. “See? 
It’s on my shirt.” 
 Sure enough, he showed us all the embroidered Y-U-B-E 
spelled out on the back. 
  
 

Customers at the store often mistook me for a Brooklyn Jew, due 
mainly to a slight Brooklyn accent my Jewish stepfamily had in-
evitably taught me. But Yube had one of the thickest Brooklyn 
accents I’d ever heard, though he and his Orthodox Jewish family 
came from the warmer regions of California before relocating to 
the neighborhoods of Brooklyn. In 2007, a twenty-year-old Yube 
had joined many of the Hasidim and Orthodox Jews who mi-
grated from New York City to the scenic Catskills every summer. 
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He shared an apartment with Chaim, who delivered boxes of 
groceries to our Woodridge customers. Yube, however, was not 
like the others. Like some lost migratory tern, Yube found him-
self ruffled and disoriented by the relatively quiet life of Sullivan 
County.  
 Despite being born and raised in Sullivan County, I also 
found myself caught off-guard by our first summer working at 
Buy Rite Kosher Super Market. Every Friday, we’d work twelve 
hour shifts in order to cater to the constant supply of customers 
flooding the store in preparation for Shabbat, a weekly Jewish 
sabbath that runs from sundown on Friday night to 10 p.m. 
Saturday night, Shabbat forbids the use of electronics, labor, 
cooking and even the tearing of paper as a means of com-
memorating Yahweh’s Seventh Day of Rest. Fridays are often 
considered the most dangerous day to be driving in Sullivan 
County as roadways become clogged with rushing Hassidim.  
 Given the intense workload of Fridays, the workers often 
bonded with each other on the lifeless Mondays and Tuesdays. It 
must of been on one of these stagnant weekdays that Yube edged 
me out of my comfort zone, which lay somewhere between shy-
teen and awkward nervousness. We spent hours talking about 
philosophy and literature while customers mused on superficial 
matters, such as the location of milk or hummus.  
 While Yube was outgoing and one of the most personable 
people I’ve met, we shared a common dissatisfaction with the 
mindset of the people who surrounded our lives. 
 “There’s no such thing as reality,” Yube would reassure me. 
“I’ll let you borrow this CD set I have from an Oxford Professor 
of Philosophy.” 
 “Well,” I said, “I believe every animal has the same internal 
capacity to experience as humans. They’re just limited by the 
physical structure of their brains. It’s only because a dolphin’s 
brain was evolutionarily hardwired differently than ours. Put us in 
the ocean or a dolphin in a tree and we’d swap roles real quick.”  
 Much of what Yube told me would be reiterated by various 
professors throughout my college career; Yube was a fresh-faced 
primer for much of the art theory and philosophy embedded in 
literary criticism. I could often bait him into a day’s worth of 
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conversation with some fudged Foucault or a slice of disheveled 
Derrida (although, at the time, I had no clue as to who these 
founding fathers were). Our Socratic conversations would even-
tually lead to our manager separating us. By midday, we’d soon 
find find ourselves back together chatting the long workday away 
while customers lined up at the register. 
 Yube had a tendency to get loud with and invested in the 
customers. If a customer disagreed with him, he’d slip into full-
debate mode. One day, after checking out a horde of local girls 
buying challah at his register, Yube turned to me and casually 
said, “I wish I could turn my sexuality off.” 
 I looked out through the clear sliding doors. 
 “Were you checking them out?” he asked, following my 
gaze. 
 The girls were long gone. I only saw a group of Hassidic 
kids playing outside. 
 “Yube,” I said, “they’re kids.” 
 “Not them,” he said. “The girls who were just here.” 
 I did notice the girls—I saw the way their eyes hung onto 
his for a second longer than normal. While the Hassidic girls were 
covered entirely in long sleeves and folds of fabric, every flir-
tation stood out as though each of them had unwound her long 
hair from underneath the confines of her wrap or wig, a privilege 
that their lifestyle dictated was solely for their husbands.  
I felt, however, more than I saw; jealousy and adrenaline gushed 
into my system. 
 “I’m forbidden fruit,” I said, reciting what my stepmother 
had taught me about the endogamy of Hassidic courtship. 
 “Me too,” said Yube. 
 

 
While Yube came from an Orthodox Jewish background, he 
often dallied on the confines of observing his heritage. After 
asking him about his plans for Shabbat every week, he finally 
confessed that he didn’t observe Shabbat (which angered his 
parents). I had heard stories of Jewish children tricking their 
parents into leaving the television on after sundown (which 
always worked since, by God’s commandment, no one could turn 
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the TV off if it was left on). Given his intense interest in phil-
osophy, I wasn’t too shocked at this stand-off with organized 
religion.  
 Even though Yube didn’t observe Shabbat, he always wore 
a yarmulke under his baseball cap. Yube randomly took off his 
baseball cap one time, revealing a technicolored one pinned to 
the top of his head. The wearing of yarmulkes by Jewish men is 
meant to show their reverence and subservience to Yahweh. The 
term comes from the Aramaic for “Fear of the King.” Yube 
explained that while he didn’t respect the rigid ritual of Shabbat, 
he still viewed himself a servant to Yahweh’s glory. Yube’’s 
rainbow-colored yarmulke was a testament to this belief, his own 
“Coat of Many Colors.”  
 He unpinned the yarmulke from his head and placed it on 
mine. I froze, rigid with respect. I felt as though I had bridged a 
forbidden gap of intimacy. I had worn a yarmulke at various 
weddings before, such as my father’s marriage to my stepmother. 
But on this occasion, it had a heaviness. There is a sense of 
communion in using another’s personal item, a sentimental union 
in wearing a lover’s team jacket or sharing a towel. Despite this 
deep act, Yube and I weren’t together. After a few seconds, I 
asked him to remove it. 
 Affection was always hard for me. As a subject of early 
childhood neglect, I’ve harbored an unconscious aversion to 
intimate touch. Friends would often comment on my apparent 
fear and discomfort at being touched or embraced. Yube first 
breached this pattern when he asked me to do a portrait of him 
after I mentioned my interest in drawing. I spent that day at the 
empty store observing Yube through the glass sliding doors as he 
chatted with Chaim and smoked a cigarette. Every few minutes, 
he’d look my way and wave at my determined, hunched over 
figure as I tried to replicate his sharp features.  
 “It’s okay,” Yube would say later that day. “I knew you 
weren’t checking me out.” 

  
Many of the customs and codes followed by the Hassidim forbid 
any prominent revealing of skin. Married women are expected to 
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secure their natural hair under the guise of a wrap or wig; more 
traditional women will even shave their heads in order to 
smoothly integrate this law into their lives. The sensuality of a 
woman’s hair and skin are reserved only for the man with whom 
she will eventually marry and produce children. After many years 
surrounded by Hassidim culture, I realized such privatization of 
the body may share roots with other Middle Eastern traditions, 
such as the use of burqas and hijabs. Yube would breach this 
unspoken contract when he decided to show me his stomach: 
 “I’m fat,” he said, before lifting his shirt. “See?” 
 At 5’10,” Yube only weighed 130 pounds. I only looked for 
a few seconds before turning away.  
 “Looking won’t turn you gay,” he said as he lowered his 
shirt. He lifted his arm to show me his supposed “underarm 
flab.” I must admit, his arms were flabbier than mine. He looked 
at me for a few moments before asking: 
 “Are you gay?” 
 I consider my reaction to be one of the few times in my life 
I have ever been dishonest about my sexuality. I’ve always 
reasoned that sexual orientation was never an aspect of a person 
that should be imposed upon another. If someone wanted to 
know my choice, I’d be honest with them; I wouldn’t, however, 
flaunt my sexuality or dangle my orientation in public. But I 
wouldn’t stumble upon this approach until I started college. At 
the time of our grocery-clerk days, I was afraid of losing Yube as 
a friend. I’d never met someone as insightful as he was and, to 
put it quite bluntly, I was an unstable concoction of hormones. 
At the time, I also suffered from severe acne and suddenly 
became conscious again of my condition. Would someone ever 
find me attractive or would both stigmatization of sexuality and a 
genetic disposition to acne mold me into an aimless, asexual be-
ing. My reply was grounded in a minority’s response to prejudice. 
 “No,” I said, “I’m just too busy to date. I don’t have the 
time.” 
 He ruminated over my explanation. 
 “Cool,” he said with a thumbs-up. “I mean, if you are, then 
that’s fine too but I just feel that gay marriage would destroy 
society’s definition of what constitutes marriage, you know?” 
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 I didn’t know then and I don’t know now. 
 I never told Yube how exactly he reminded of Kerouac’s 
Dean Moriarty. Moriarty, by most accounts, was a sex addict who 
fled responsibility in order to steal cars and spoke as fast as a 
manic. After that summer, Yube would go on to work toward his 
degree in Philosophy and never shirked his duties. It wasn’t the 
shared quality of substance use. Sometimes Yube would arrive to 
work high after indulging in a “special” chocolate chip cookie or 
a night of toking. He even had me concerned when he told me 
that, according to a friend, “Heroin was better than sex” and was 
willing to experiment. The only time I had heard a wired Yube 
was after his brother came to visit, in which Yube kept asking, 
“Do you like my brother?”  
 The similarity settled in after the last glimpse I ever had of 
Yube in person. It was the last Friday I had to work and I had 
finished with cashing Yube’s check and the rigid formailities of 
coworker farewells. Yube didn’t own a car and lived over ten 
miles away. He refused, but kindly thanked me for offering him a 
ride through my parents’ neighborhood. Instead, he lifted his 
thumb to the street. In a few moments, a blue van would sweep 
him away from the store front. It was the hitchhiking that 
reminded me most of Neal. Yube became a personification of the 
Beats for me that summer, of the wandering soul in need of 
travel to be exorcised from a tradition that limits him. I would 
continue on to experiment with more physical and romantic 
relationships with men, but constantly feared that my 
unconscious sized every suitor up to Yube.  
 

 
The last time I heard from Yube was this month, when he 
messaged me over Facebook that he approved of my work with 
an upcoming TLC reality TV show about gay men. I had written 
slam poems that I used to feel compelled to perform for him in 
light of the view he expressed that summer. I could see, however, 
I wasn’t the only one who had drastically changed in our six year 
absence of each other. Still, I couldn’t help thinking that at the 
core of Yube’s rationalizations and musings was not only a mere 
tolerance, but a true acceptance of diversity. Then I remembered 
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one August day in which I had gotten into an in-depth con-
versation with an older customer after he mistook me for being 
Jewish.  
 “You’ve got the nose,” the customer said, laughing. “I 
figured you were.” 
 I replied that most customers believed I was Jewish, based 
mainly on the hints of Brooklyn accent and, of course, the 
schnoz. I explained that despite being raised by a Jewish step-
family, I could actually trace my ancestors back to the Vikings of 
Scandinavia and the Celts of ancient Britannia thanks to gen-
ealogical work done by my Aunt Barbara.  
 Overhearing the conversation, Yube approached me from 
behind after the customer left, saying, “There’s something I have 
to tell you that you might not want to hear.” 
 Panicked bobbed in my throat. I reasoned that Yube was 
going to mention his opinion on my apparent femininity, or 
finally noticed the peeks I’d take at him while he bagged bags of 
apples. 
 “It doesn’t matter who your parents are or where they 
come from,” he said. He tapped his heart. “It’s about what’s 
inside of here.” 
 

◊ 
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Monica Volpacchio 
 

Lifetime in a Coffeehouse 
 

I made a life with a man in a coffeehouse  
on an antique turquoise leather loveseat. 
 
We kissed through polyethylene-lined  
paper cups, sharing sips of odd-combination  
espresso and Torani syrups. 
 
“Until death do us part,” we linked 
little fingers, agreeing to euthanize the infected 
other in a hypothetical post-pandemic,  
Dead Rising world. 
 
Lounging around a round, aged, oak estate,  
where flowerbeds of dominoes border  
a mansion built out of domestic disputes  
settled by card games of War, 
 
I made a life with a man in a coffeehouse. 
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Leanne Carman 
 

My Cup of Tea 
  
Jasmine tea. Green. Though more of a tinted brown. I had 

my first cup that day in December when you told me to try it. I 
listened because you suggested it. You. Not anyone else. I 
watched you watch me take my first sip. I watched before the cup 
was too high, and I lost your eyes to the rim and the steam. It 
burned my tongue. I didn’t mind. 

 

* 
 

It quickly became part of my life. Jasmine tea with break-
fast, lunch, and dinner. When I was sick but mostly when I 
wasn’t. Happy or sad. With you or without you. I saw your tender 
eyes in the midst of the rising smoke. I felt the warmth of the 
heat radiated in my palms. The curl of the handle reminding me 
of your fingers as they intertwined with mine. It was days on days 
on days of this. Safety. Comfort. You.  

 

* 
 

Then you left. Gone. No goodbye. Startling. I was left with 
a hundred questions and a cabinet full of jasmine tea.  

 

* 
 

Months went by, and that door stayed closed. My kettle 
would stare at me when I walked into the kitchen. I did my best 
to turn the other way. I became an expert at the game of 
ignoring. I ignored the kettle and the cabinet. I ignored the push 
and pull in my heart. I ignored the craving I had for a hot cup of 
my old life. 

Before long, I forgot the taste of the tea. I didn’t remember 
if I kept the bag sitting for two minutes or three. My kettle was 
rid of my fingerprints. It collected dust instead of water. I didn’t 
want to turn on the burner as I waited for my toast. I no longer 
wanted to hold a cup in my cold hands on a windy day.  I didn’t 
need it anymore.  
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* 
 

It wasn’t until I was walking through the mall on a lonely 
Tuesday. Small groups of people were scattered around me. I 
watched strange faces pass me by without a second glance. I felt 
the brush of shoulders that came with no “excuse me.” I heard 
the laughter of children and the buttons of cash registers. Then 
the familiar scent of a flower found me. It was subtle, just like the 
tea itself. The highly sweet smell and relaxing aroma drew me in. 
Jasmine. It was quick, but there you were. You. Not anyone else. 
You, who I hadn’t thought of for months and months. My feet 
started to follow the scent before I could stop myself. I walked 
out minutes later with a Styrofoam cup and a cracked-open lid. 

The first sip was taken with caution. Flashes of you. Quick 
and short. Your smile when I refilled your cup before you asked. 
Did you like sugar? The embarrassment in your face when you 
spit it out from laughing too hard. Or was it me who laughed? 
Your hands as you toyed with the string of the tea bag. Glimpses 
of you. The tea tasted different.  

 

* 
 

The second encounter came weeks later. I was alone, and it 
was late. The sky had turned to the deep purple that you loved so 
much. My throat was sore. I stumbled my way into the kitchen 
and wrapped my fingers around the cool handle of my kettle. We 
met again like friends who never parted. The beginning sound of 
the whistle echoed in my house. I calmed it down and watched as 
the water filled its way to the top. 

I blew on it and watched the steam expand. When it 
evaporated, there was no face to give me a smirk. I sat with my 
cup alone on my couch. Filled too high, some spilled on my 
hand. I cursed out loud, pulling back like it had shocked me. But 
no one was there to hear me. No one was there to see it dribble 
down until it splattered on my pants. No one was there to listen 
or laugh or hand me a napkin. It was just me. 

 

* 
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Jasmine tea. Green. Though more of a tinted brown. It was 
a late night in December. I watched the snow fall outside as I 
took my first sip. It burned my tongue. I didn’t mind.  

 
◊ 
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Ryan Randazzo 
 

Cardboard 
 
Today I ate breakfast with the stars. 
As my jaw tightened with every struggling chomp onto the particles 
of apple skin and moon-dried potatoes, 
I could taste the hot gas around my eyelashes. 
Surrounding me there was only cardboard. 
Cardboard walls and cardboard homes. 
Children reading cardboard bicycle manuals and 
giraffes standing proud on cardboard hills chewing on cardboard leaves. 
Even the snow falling from the far-from-impressive thin, cardboard 

atmosphere 
came from a box from a warehouse,  
in what would someday become downtown Detroit. 
As I gazed beneath me I could see how it would all end. 
A few mere splashes of sweat from my spooked brow 
would shrivel the world below me into yet another piece of trash. 
There it would remain, 
stuck to the sidewalk of another universe’s ghetto.   
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John Phillip Tappen 

 

From Claiborne to Canal: Rebuilding from the Ruin  
 
Alexi lifted his giant crow bar above his shoulders and 

began to hack. Ten, 11, 12, 13 times he struck the beams, barely 
giving himself a full second to recoil between whacks. 

Nails were jerked out from the wall; the frame collapsed 
and rotten wood splintered. I jumped back. His grunts became 
louder and seconds longer between swings. He took one last ugly 
cut and the top shelf of the closet crumbled.  

“Much more fun than painting, right?” he asked. “Your 
turn.”  

This was how I spent most of my time in New Orleans. It 
was the summer I finally decided to leave New York and travel. I 
wanted to toil away and feel useful. I wanted to meet exotic 
people and have them tell me stories. I wanted an experience and 
maybe selfishly a story to take home. 

I found that worldliness at lowernine.org, an organization that 
houses long-term volunteers in New Orleans’ Ninth Ward to 
help rebuild—or in this case demolish—a home down to its 
nearly decomposing frame.  

This was the first week anyone entered the house since the 
DEA did on Sept. 21, 2005, nearly a month after Hurricane 
Katrina and the ensuing levee breeches. The X code was spray-
painted on the front of the house. No bodies found. One dog 
rescued. 

The previous day I had tiled a living room floor—but if it 
wasn’t gutting a home, it was all equally tedious as painting to 
Alexi. 

Alexi was one of three French guys I joined to work on the 
house at the corner of Tupelo and Douglas.  

It was a shotgun home, like most in the Lower Ninth Ward. 
Enter the living room and walk through two bedrooms to get to 
the kitchen and bathroom. A house without hallways, just one 
block after another, each room a separate cargo container on a 
home that resembled a freight train. Open the front and back 
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doors and wind will shoot straight through—relief on stifling 
New Orleans afternoons.  

By 9 a.m. I was caked in sweat, wood chips and soot glued 
to my face. I expected the heat, but I couldn’t adjust to the damp-
ness. Between two and four in the afternoon the sun disappeared. 
It rained nearly every day in July.  

There were holes in the roof and gashes in its walls where 
rain would pour through. Idle water eroded the floor. The frame 
was bruised and every nail that held the house together was 
rusted.  

Some days felt like wasted effort. With all its sores, a family 
could never live here. 

But we tore deeper. Books, toiletries, and children’s toys, 
from nine summers ago cluttered the back room—untouched 
since Katrina’s floodwaters. In the den without windows, sunlight 
never found its way to the damp black-and-white family portraits 
on the wall.  

The four of us wedged crowbars under wood panels and 
stripped back layer after layer of siding until we got to the dry 
wall and insulation. Then we knocked those out, too.  

“Destroy everything,” Alexi said. That was his answer any 
time there was a question about what we should or shouldn’t do. 

Tall and athletic, he wore red basketball shorts, a white wife 
beater and large black Nike sneakers he never tied—his “Ninth 
Ward uniform.” A contrast to the slim button-down shirts he 
would tuck into the cuffed skinny jeans he’d wear before hoping 
on the 88 bus and spending his nights at the jazz clubs along 
Frenchman and Decatur.  

Alexi dropped his crow bar and walked to the BOSCH 
battery-charged radio. He turned the dial to 90.7 fm, WWOZ, 
community radio specializing in jazz and New Orleans heritage 
music.  

“You like this station?” he asked. “I love this station. This 
is the best place for real jazz music.”   

In March he earned his master’s degree in city planning. In 
April, eager to go anywhere but home, he booked a flight to New 
Orleans. Four-hundred-and-eighty dollars got him fed and pro-
vided him with a place to sleep for as long as he was willing to 
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work, which postponed a move back home with his parents and 
finding a job for another six months.  

By 11 a.m. the four of us were standing in the same room, 
driving the back end of hammers into the walls and ripping out 
pieces of house.  

With every puncture the room quivered. It made the whole 
house seem grand when the vibrations crawled up the walls, 
echoed to the ceiling and got jumbled with the thump and pum-
mel of Kermit Ruffins and the Rebirth Brass Band that blared 
from the radio speakers.  

Swinging beats and excited horns met the jagged thwacks of 
our hammers—our only instruments. We nodded our heads to 
the music and demolished the house without grace or tact. 

At noon the high school kids showed up.  
They showed up as a part of a city program that placed 

teens with employment for the summer. They’d spend most of 
their time on the stoop, talking about girls and their upcoming 
senior year, and sharing cell phone videos of local high school 
marching bands covering Lil’ Wayne songs.  

I needed a break from the perpetually fluttering soot that 
coated the inside of the house. I stepped out, past the boys on 
the stoop, and hit a wave of must from the debris that spilled out 
from the industrial dumpster. The yard was a sea of wood panels, 
trash, bricks and nails three-feet high.  

We were told sanitation would come and haul the tank 
away weeks ago. I figured the city had forgotten. This wasn’t the 
first time. Since Katrina, this neighborhood has been left without 
a single public school, fire department, police precinct, grocery 
store, or hospital. 

I took a seat on the stoop.  
“Why did you come here?” one of the high school boys 

said. He was short and pudgy, with a round face and an olive 
green fisherman hat.  

A fair question: what kind of person is compelled to move 
to a place that most have chosen to ignore?  

An abundance of answers came to my mind:  
I came to help your community. 
No. 
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This trip was a pseudo experiment in misery. 
No.  
Because I can choose to leave whenever I want.  
I swore my intentions were good, or at least not evil. But as 

I scrambled to find those words, I realized they would only ever 
sound like pity, a façade of altruism, or just mean.  

“I don’t know.”  
He didn’t care. He rattled off more questions. 
“You didn’t think you’d be living here right?” He peered up 

from his phone.   
“This is nothing like the French Quarter. You been to the 

French Quarter?” He was eager to tell me about all the noise they 
made down there. “Go to all the parties?” 

My answers weren’t important.  
He only wanted to make sure I saw more in this city than 

this busted house or the many like it that lined this neighbor-
hood’s decrepit blocks.  

Across from us was an abandoned elementary school—its 
doors boarded up, inundated with graffiti, its windows shattered. 
A thick blanket of moss wrapped around the rusted chains of the 
swing set outside. He wanted me to know that kids used to play 
on that jungle gym.  

He looked back down at his phone. 
“Yeah, we’ve been to the French Quarter,” I said.  
 

* 
 

The Mississippi River has always been principle to trans-
portation and business.  

New Orleans hugs the Mississippi at its most meandering 
position as it nears its end and runs off into the Gulf of Mexico.  

In 1914, to make room for a waterway that would span 5.5 
miles and connect the Mississippi to Lake Pontchartrain, the state 
destroyed buildings and homes, including a Catholic orphanage 
along the riverfront. By the 1920s, the industrial canal, whose 
overflow was responsible for much of the flooding in 2005, was 
built.  

The canal runs north to south and pierces the city in two. 
The Lower Ninth Ward is the only piece of New Orleans 
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detached from the rest. From the Ninth, you’ve got to take the 
Claiborne or St. Claude Bridge to get into the rest of the city.  

The city gleamed at night, a dull blaze from where I sat on a 
bench at the levee, still in the Ninth. I thought about the kid in 
the fisherman hat. A NOLA native, he said he’d only been to the 
French Quarter a handful of times.  

We were standing in New Orleans proper, but most don’t 
know that. Ask a cabbie to take you to El Dorado Street and he’ll 
ask you where that is. And the ones that do know, know it well 
enough to tell you that they won’t take you there: “Not at this 
hour.” 

We sat down, and Alexi handed me a beer.  
We talked about basketball. He had a fascination with 

American culture and an investment in the evolution of this Am-
erican city that was kin to his home country. 

He understood gentrification. He recognized one of the 
most densely populated communities in the country lost three- 
quarters of its residents. Saw the city fine property owners for 
unkempt lawns on homes they couldn’t afford to return to.  

When the debt grew too massive, homes that had been in 
families for generations were sold at auction.  

He knew what it meant when real estate agencies began 
giving birth to micro neighborhoods, freeing four blocks at a time 
of negative connotations.  He knew what it meant when the rent 
rose in a neighborhood where three-quarters of the population 
were once homeowners. When people recognized that demo-
graphic change and why neighbors would sometimes glare from 
their porch as we walked down Tupelo on the way to our work 
site. He always told me that there was a good piece of inves-
tigative journalism here waiting to be written. 

Disgruntled, but not an activist—just an observer with 
enough self-awareness to accept that he was a white volunteer 
whose presence created tension.  

His vigor translated to hostility when he made critiques, 
which he often did at a blistering pace. Housemates were turned 
off by the arrogance and know-it-all attitude that came from a 
foreigner and an outsider to the city 
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* 
 

Tim was the ultimate outsider. On a weekend night I came 
back to find him barefoot and drunk, a Grateful Dead record on 
full-volume. 

The office door opened and he stumbled out, flailing his 
arms, a big dumb smile across his face.  

“Hey Tim, having fun?” 
No words. Just a stare and smile. 
He zigzagged the kitchen, giddy and aimless until he 

opened the fridge to heat leftovers.  
Halfheartedly, he spoke aloud.  
His voice would rise and fall every few seconds inter-

mediating between a yell and a grumble. Occasionally I’d chime 
in.  

“What was the first time you…” 
“Chicago, New York, Detroit, it’s all the same streeeeeet.” 
“Tim?” 
“Dallas got a soft machine, Houston; too close to New 

Orleans.” 
“Hey Tim, the Red Sox suck.” 
“Hey, fuck you!” 
He turned, smirked and giggled. “Hehe, I don’t really mean 

that.” 
Tim was a 40-year-old white guy from New England who 

wore scruff and messy auburn hair. He cut the sleeves off every t-
shirt he owned, same with the ends of his jeans.  

He leaned back and massaged the top of his gut. He’s got a 
green clover tattooed on the back of his neck. He reminds me of 
the rugged adults I grew up around, the fathers that would bull-
shit in the bleachers, reminiscing, watching their sons on the 
baseball field.  

His look and his tastes were alien, to New Orleans, but also 
to most of the volunteers, all easily 15 to 20 years his junior.  

Tim was in a serious car wreck a few months before he was 
laid off from his construction job in Connecticut. Trying, failing 
and trying again to find work, he came to lowernine to volunteer 
in 2009 and hasn’t left. He’s got his own room in the house and 
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works for a small stipend. 
“My sister got married last year,” he said, twirling the 

threads of cloth that dangled from his ripped jeans. 
He leaned forward. His eyes were hazy and glossed over—

like the city lights from the levee. He dug for a maimed mem-
ory—buried beneath too much alcohol, years of separation and 
geographic distance.  

“Her husband hates me, thinks I’m a mess,” he said. 
“Thinks I drink too much can’t hold my life together. But what-
ever.” 

It was a brief, uncomfortable silence before he shut his 
eyes. He cackled. His chubby cheeks blushed and grinned to 
reveal the wad of skoal hidden in the crevasse of his bottom lip. 
We all started to laugh.  

To his family, Tim is pathetic, hardheaded and foolish. To 
us, he is a sweet and lovable chaperon, who is sometimes naive. 

Drunk and on his way back from the bar one night last 
year, he stopped to buy a cream puff from the gas station and 
was robbed at gunpoint.  

Nights he can’t find a designated driver, he threatens to 
walk back from the bar—and we’re reminded of the asinine side 
that his family sees, when his daffiness becomes dangerous. 

 

* 
 

In the aftermath of Katrina, herds of migrants, like Tim, 
flocked to the city. They sought out vacant blocks and carved out 
pieces for themselves on cheap land. They told their friends and 
their friends told their friends about this place with an endless 
supply of blight buildings and the possibilities they held for a 
second chance.  

Darren, a carpenter and the only black full-time volunteer 
at lowernine, is not one of these people. Born and raised in the 
Ninth, he grew up here, refused to evacuate and lived to see the 
destruction.  

Normally chatty, he quivers up at the thought of crossing 
the Claiborne Bridge, where he was stranded for a week after 
Katrina. 

The hardest worker I’ve ever known, he woke up every 
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morning at 6:30 and took orders from Tim and their boss Laura, 
both of whom only moved to New Orleans after the storm. 

“Darren, you’ve got to oversee the day volunteers from 
Kentucky this afternoon.” 

Hands behind his hips, he rolled his eyes and walked away. 
I never saw him put up a fight. He’s paralyzed here.  

He lives directly across the street from the volunteer house 
in a trailer without running water. His $400-a-month stipend 
along with food stamps is barely enough to keep him afloat. 

After his work on his lowernine site he keeps working—
picking up odd jobs from neighbors to supplement his meager 
wage: general contractor work, carpentry, fixing cars. He’s ac-
quainted with everyone through his trade.  

At the end of the day, we’d congregated at the side porch of 
the volunteer house. Everyone bone-tired, sprawled out on the 
couches, letting their cigarettes burn out. We had a clear view to 
Darren’s property. 

He had begun to craft a new house for his dog that he 
rescued.  

“After this here house built, you gonna have a nice home 
pup.” 

I found Darren annoying when we were face-to-face. He’s 
assured in his own skills without any faith in the abilities of 
others.  

He barked orders and spoke laconically, in phrases I didn’t 
understand. “I’ll be back. I gotta do something right quick!” Ne-
ver specific about where it was he was going. 

“But Darren where should I make the cut?” 
“I already show’d you Jaawhn,” he growled. “I ain’t got 

time.” 
“No you didn’t Darren and we’ve got all day.” 
He was difficult to work alongside, but he was sweet from 

afar.  
He grimaced and showed teeth with a faint grin as he 

stepped back and inspected the work he’d done for pup. Here he 
was unflustered. From the porch I could hear his radio. “Skip 
Murphy in the afternoon,” the jingle to his favorite program.  
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* 
 

On my last day, the high school girls showed up for only 
the second time. They didn’t work. They drove Alexi downtown 
to meet their friend who sold him weed.  

Merwan and I were throwing junk into the dumpster when 
a Ford truck pulled up to the curb. A man with a light mustache 
approached us.  

“Hey fellas.” He spoke casually. Without a proper intro-
duction, he shook our hands and made his way into the house. 

Most of what he said was incomprehensible. He claimed to 
be a friend of the owner, who told him he could take all the metal 
in the house. He made sure we understood that.  

So we steered clear and let him tear the place up for metal. 
We watched him climb to the roof and saw off a pipe. He offered 
us menthol cigarettes for the trouble.  

 

* 
 

Everyone in the house prepared for a Friday night out, the 
last with myself, my girlfriend Samantha and our other New York 
friend Kirstie.  

We strutted down the street in dresses and collared shirts. 
We pass a house on the corner where men were drinking cans of 
Miller High Life.  

They knew we were headed across the canal—to drink and 
to have fun and to create the memories that our friends would 
want to hear about upon our return home. These were the 
moments they would expect to hear about, in the only parts of 
the city they imagine exist.  

All I wanted that night was to weave through the throngs of 
tourists on crowded streets and feel like one myself. I wanted to 
indulge in the French market and one last crescent city dinner 
with someone I love. 

Months later, I found myself yearning for a 7 a.m. wake-up 
call from Daren telling us to get to work. Real work—not text-
book work. My schooling nearly ebbed out; I was reaching for 
that high-water mark. I found myself aching to dwell in the scars 
of that city again. 

 

◊ 



72 

 

Jacob Matteson 
 

Clarence, New York 
 

There are plenty of fields in my hometown. 
Plenty of fields, and open, green spaces. 
Its heart is congested by eight gridded streets, 
Clogged by architecture, hardly the place 
 
For a bird to land mid-flight. 
Or sometimes a tree gets in the way 
And has to be removed, despite 
Its obvious benefit for a bird landing. 
 
A plane missed the tree                  it missed the field, 
A Colgan             lawn-dart           to the heart. 
Descending,             split                  the aortic 
Arch,          and leaking 
 
Jet, and human fuel, fueled the fire. 
The woman and the child escape the home while the husband becomes 
the fiftieth. 
 
It seems strange to me that the fault fell 
On the angle of attack. 
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Julia Ponder 
 

Back to the Old House 
  
Soot does not stick to hands like the feel of 
hard work and beauty on fingertips 
that charcoal leaves. After she’s done, you 
can see love in the highlight on his bottom lip. 
  
Soot does not sit, not like the subject 
whose body breathes. Instead it forces, binds, 
chooses only shadow for you. Do not expect 
To ever escape that smell of smoke. In my 
  
mind I still taste it, that scent of kerosene. 
What the poor lack in central heat, make 
up for it in bloody noses and loss of speech. 
Hands would tremble, we were not taught to pray. 
  
Should I have taught her not to shake, waiting 
in the dead of winter for the pipes to break. 
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Rachel Simons 
 

Moving Away 

A mason jar from the kitchen. That was all she would need. 
Sneaking out through the front door she shoved the glass in her 
bike basket and pedaled swiftly to the highest point in town. 
There would be the best spot. 
 
The sky was starting to birth new pink life out of decrepit, papery 
gray. Houses were edging slowly into the familiar warm creases 
between sleep and wakefulness. The birds had already begun 
rising high for morning greetings before she could even stop to 
place her kickstand; she barely registered her grass-dampened 
shoes as her feet hauled off,  hands too busy fussing with a tight 
metal lid. 
 
Thrusting the jar in the air she captured them. Images, sounds, 
flavors, scents and textures. All were trapped with a single spark 
of light from the first peek of sun on the horizon. She screwed 
the top shut and marveled at her prize. The guava glow of the 
new day engulfed the jar and danced rainbows on her face. This 
was it, the very essence of the small town she knew and loved. 
She pressed the jar to her forehead and let out a sigh of relief. 
Later, when she returned home and found her parents had begun 
packing without her, a simple smile graced her lips. When they 
demanded to know where she had gone off to, the girl could only 
shake her head and reply: “It’s a secret.” 
 

◊ 
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Abbey Gallagher 
 

Eight 
 
The first time I cried happened in my first few months of 

school, right after all the trees lost their leaves, but before the 
ground froze and my breath fogged up my glasses. I got off the 
school bus and my mom told me. 

“She must’ve been sick,” she said. “There was just no way 
of knowing…. I’m so sorry, Jimmy.” She looked somber, wearing 
a black dress I’d only seen her wear once before. From her ears 
hung two gravestones that read R.I.P. Who was Rip? My gerbil’s 
name was Horse. 

She’d been a gift from my great-aunt Sheila for my third 
birthday. Some afternoons, I would sit in front of her cage and 
watch her run around her little wheel that I had decorated with 
purple and yellow pipe cleaners. She could do it for hours. Some-
times, I thought she did it just because she knew I was watching. 

Horse had been laid out in a hot pink shoebox on our 
mantle piece above my mom’s painting of the Yule Log. She was 
covered in a couple of white Kleenex. On either side stood two 
half-melted candles. They weren’t lit. 

Upon closer inspection of Horse, I turned to my mother. 
“She’s sleeping,” I argued. 
“No, Honey…I’m sorry, but she’s not….” 
“How do you know?” 
“When I picked her up she didn’t move Jimmy….” 
“Maybe it’s just a deep sleep,” I insisted. 
Looking back, I guess it’s hard to explain to a child how 

you know when something is dead. Nature doesn’t make it easy. 
Every winter the trees lose their leaves and look dead but what 
do you know, by the time spring rolls around, they’ve gone and 
turned green once again. Movies certainly don’t help, either. 
Snow White was poisoned and yet she magically awoke with a 
kiss from Prince Charming. Since my mom could not provide 
sufficient evidence of Horse’s death, I demanded we wait before 
burying her. 
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A lot of friends came to visit Horse. And by a lot, I mean 
the two friends I had in kindergarten. Arnold shouldn’t even 
count, really. He was my mom’s friend and always wore overalls 
and drove to our house on his tractor. He promised to let me 
ride, but by the time I got old enough, he hadn’t visited us in 
years. Molly was my age. She had moved in next-door right 
around the time I got Horse. Her parents didn’t let her come 
over that often, but I guess when tragedy strikes people open 
their hearts. 

“James…?” she said as she peered into the hot pink box. 
“Yea?” I smiled. 
She turned to me, the beads in her hair snapping against 

each other. “She kinda smells….” 
That afternoon, we buried Horse right under the sycamore 

tree in our backyard. My mom wore her black dress. Molly and I 
put garbage bags over our clothes. I made sure to bury Horse 
with her wheel. Just in case. 

“We’re here today to remember our dear gerbil, Horse. She 
was a great gerbil,” my mom began. 

“—with the fastest legs in all of Winchester!” chirped 
Molly. 

“And she never bit anyone. And she always ate her dinner,” 
I added proudly. 

We each took a handful of dirt and dropped it in the hole. 
That spring, my mom planted these real tiny blue flowers 

over Horse’s gravesite. I didn’t learn until years later what they 
were called. Forget-me-nots. If you go to our house in the sum-
mer now, you’ll see those flowers still growing. Also, a lot of dog 
shit. 

It wasn’t until I got in bed that night, when I didn’t hear the 
familiar scuffing and squeaking of Horse’s wheel, that I felt a 
small pocket deep in my stomach grow larger and larger until 
tears pushed over my lids and trailed down the sides of my face. 
The taste of the ocean filled my mouth. Air no longer could 
travel through my nose. I must have been sobbing because sud-
denly, the door flew open and my mom rushed in, wearing her 
cheetah-printed robe. 
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She wrapped her arms around me. Wiped my nose with her 
sleeve. Swaying back and forth, she sang the one lullaby she’d 
been singing since I could remember. 

“You are my sunshine…my only sunshine….” 
Her voice was a little scratchy. Like your favorite wool 

blanket that you roll yourself in like a cocoon on those cold 
winter nights when not even the fake fireplace will keep you 
warm. She never smoked, though. When I caught my breath, she 
brought me a glass of Ovaltine. 

“Jimmy,” she started. Through the slits that my eyes hid 
behind, I looked up at her. “I know this is a very sad time for 
you. I know how much you loved Horse. And I know how much 
she loved you. She always ran faster on that wheel when you were 
around.” I knew I hadn’t imagined it. “And no other pet will ever 
replace her, but one day you’ll love another one just as much. 
You won’t love Horse any less, just differently.” 

I didn’t understand a word of what she said. There was no 
way I would love another animal the way I loved Horse. But 
when we got Cha Cha the Chihuahua when I was in middle 
school, I realized mom had been right. She’d been right about a 
lot of things. 

Like the second time I cried. She told me to take my 
underwear off my head before I ran into a wall. But I insisted on 
wearing those Spiderman tidy whities like a helmet of honor, and 
when I tripped on the edge of the shag rug and landed face first 
on the corner of our brand new glass coffee table and it shattered 
in a million little pieces, I knew she was right and I should have 
listened. 

She was right the third time I cried, too. I mean, really, 
there is a time and a place to play your Gameboy and great-aunt 
Sheila’s wake was neither the time nor place. 

The fourth time was the first time I cried in public. It was 
the sixth grade. Recess was outside on the back parking lot 
because the jungle gym had been piled so high with snow, you 
couldn’t even see the steps leading to the slide. Johnny Bobaum 
started it. 

“You know something Jimmy,” he called as he and his gang 
of pubescent pansies approached me, while I sat alone on the 
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curb, reading. “Your mom’s pretty funny looking.” He puffed his 
chest out in his shiny winter coat. “And all the other parents 
think so too! I mean, really, what kind of car does she drive? It 
looks like the door might fall off! Maybe when my family’s done 
with ours, you can borrow it.” I stood up. 

“Just so you know Johnny,” I began, “no one ever sits next 
to you on the bus because you smell like Patrick’s feet!” The boy 
to the left of Johnny looked like I’d just kicked him. I wasn’t 
taking any prisoners. 

“You’re just mad because your mom’s a whore.” I didn’t 
really know what it meant at the time except that it was a real 
dirty word that people called the principal when they got in 
trouble. My fist hit his nose and a fireball exploded and shot from 
my knuckles to the tips of my fingers. Johnny stumbled into a 
graying pile of snow, his hands clutching his nose. But he wasn’t 
the one crying. 

When my mom hurried into the principal’s office in her 
suede and fur coat, I wanted to curl into a corner and disappear. 
Johnny’s parents sat side by side in navy suits and his mom’s 
bright blond hair was pinned back just like the ballerinas my 
mom loved to watch every December on TV while we drank hot 
chocolate until I fell asleep and she carried me to bed. Tendrils of 
my mom’s dirt-colored hair, on the other hand, fell out of two 
ponytails on either side of her head. The Bobaum’s were calm, 
stoic people, united with their son, who for all they knew, was 
standing innocently on the playground when he was suddenly 
attacked. 

No wonder, they must have thought, Just look at his 
mother. Mrs. Bobaum touched the pearls around her neck as my 
mother plopped into the chair beside me and suspiciously eyed 
the ice bag wrapped around my left fist. 

“Thank you all for coming here today,” began Principal 
Levy. “I’m sure we all know why we’re here.” She looked at me, 
her green eyes seething with disapproval. “It seems Jimmy, here, 
experienced a fit of uncontrollable rage during recess and chose 
young Johnny as his victim. Now, Jimmy, can you please tell us 
why you did this?” 
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I wanted to rat Johnny out right then and there and then 
pummel his weaselly face in again, but when I looked at my mom 
and saw the traces of her paintbrush across her cheek—she must 
have gotten the call right in the middle of work—I just couldn’t 
bring myself to do it. 

“Alright. Well.” She folded her hands with a sigh on her 
desk. “In that case Jimmy, you’ve got yourself five days sus-
pension.” She looked at the Bobaum’s apologetically. The Mrs. 
wrapped her arms around Johnny and they bustled out of the 
office, afraid I may pounce again. Then, Principal Levy asked me 
to leave the office because she wanted “a word” with my mother. 
So I stood right outside the door, my ear sealed against it. 

“It appears Jimmy has acted out on a vicious tendency. Are 
you sure nothing is going on at home that may cause such an 
outburst?” 

“Excuse me,” my mom snarled. “I don’t know what you’re 
insinuating, but I can assure you that nothing going on in my 
home would cause Jimmy to act out in this way unprovoked.” 

Right as Principal Levy began responding, I sneezed. Sud-
denly, the door swung out violently from under my ear and I 
stumbled forward, barely maintaining my balance. My mom’s 
calloused hands turned me about-face and we walked right out of 
school. She didn’t even sign me out. On the way home, we 
stopped for sundaes. She didn’t even know I’d acted in her 
defense. Maybe deep down, she did. Moms can be funny like that 
sometimes. They know things without us having to say a word. 
Sometimes, before we even know them. 

Like when I asked a girl out for the first time in the eighth 
grade. Her name was Elizabeth. She was the smartest in our class. 
It was the Halloween dance and my mom had made my costume. 
I was covered in teal from head to toe. She’d even painted my 
face teal, my eyebrows and lips yellow. 

I had spent most of the dance on the gym bleachers with 
Molly, who had dressed up as Jimi Hendrix. Her tight curls had 
been combed to stick out from all angles around her head. She 
even drew on some fake facial hair. Not a lot of people knew 
who she was so she kept having to explain. “Only the greatest 
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guitar player ever to have lived!” And then, under her breath, “Ya 
dimwit!” 

When the last dance was announced, I carefully navigated 
my way to the floor, which had been converted into a dance floor 
simply by shutting the lights and playing very loud, bad music. 
Elizabeth stood at the center of the dancing crowd, amongst her 
usual group of girlfriends, her orange sweater and red skirt hard 
to miss. Pushing through my classmates was harder than ex-
pected. Boys who were too shy to raise their hands in Social 
Studies pressed and rubbed themselves against the backsides of 
girls who I’d never seen look at boys before. I never thought that 
approaching a group of girls could be so scary. But as I shuffled 
across the floor, trying not to trip on the flares of my teal pants, 
their stares penetrated into that small space in my gut that always 
knows when something is wrong. But Elizabeth was the north to 
my compass and I didn’t stop until I stood before her. 

“H-h-hi Eliz-zabeth,” I stammered. By this point in my life, 
I had developed a stutter in high-stress situations. 

She looked at me through her thick-rimmed glasses with a 
puzzled expression. “Who are you supposed to be?” 

“G-G-Gumby. Ya know, like Gumby and P-P-Pokey?” 
Her eyes fell blank beneath her heavy brown bangs. 
“He’s j-just a cartoon….” I looked at my teal sneakers. 
“Right,” she replied matter-of-factly. When I looked back 

up, she raised an eyebrow. 
After weeks of rehearsing in the mirror, I began, “I-I was 

just w-wondering if you’d give me the p-pleasure of sharing this 
last dance.” I extended my left hand toward her. Both eyebrows 
raised. 

Her mouth dropped, forming a giant “O” staring right at 
me. It quickly changed shape and she started to laugh. Her min-
ions joined in unison. A giant cackle right in the middle of the 
dance floor. I pushed my hands deep in my pockets and shoved 
my way to the edge of the crowd, purposefully ramming into any-
one in my way, afraid that if I looked up someone would notice 
the tears forming in my eyes. 

“Hey! Watch where you’re going!” a girl’s voice shouted at 
me. It was Molly. In my haste to escape embarrassment, I had 
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nearly crushed her cardboard guitar that she’d worked so hard on 
all week. At seeing my face, her anger quickly faded. “Hey, 
hey…what’s wrong?” 

She wrapped her arm around my bulky teal shoulders and 
walked me to the curb outside, where my mom would pick me up 
in a few minutes. I covered my face with my triangular hat as teal 
makeup dripped into my lap. 

“But really, Jimmy,” she started seriously after I finished 
telling her what happened, “I honestly can’t understand how you 
could want to dance with someone who doesn’t even know who 
Gumby is. I mean really….” She made a gesture with her hands. 
“Culture,” she concluded. 

When my mom pulled up, I waved good-bye to Molly. In 
the car, my mom asked what had happened to my makeup. 

“Just got something in my eye earlier.” 
We drove a few minutes in silence. “That Molly girl seems 

really nice. I think she likes you.” 
“Mom….” I grunted. 
The sixth time was during my first driving lesson. My mom 

said he’d asked for it, jumping into the road like that. But I’ll 
never forgive myself for running over that poor turtle. 

My mom had predicted the seventh time I’d cry. Her legs 
stretched across our paisley couch and she looked over the top of 
the newspaper at me. 

“The second I drive away, you’ll cry.” 
“Oh, please….” I rolled my eyes from the kitchen table as I 

inhaled a bowl of cereal. She folded the paper and walked across 
the room to me, her sneakers lighting up with each step. 

“I’m so proud of you, Jimmy.” She smiled. 
I just grinned back, unsure of what to say. 
Later that day, as I watched the “Make Art Not War!” 

bumper sticker on the back of our car get smaller and smaller, I 
rushed down the hall to the bathroom, hoping no other guys 
would see me. 

But there was no way my mom could have predicted the 
eighth time I would cry. I had surprised her by coming home for 
the weekend. The sound of sirens woke me in the early hours of 
morning before the sun had the chance to dry the dew. Flashing 
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blue and red lights permeated the sheer curtains covering my 
window. At the sound of urgent knocking, I scrambled from bed 
and opened the door, briefly catching sight of the phone resting 
beside its receiver, beeping agitatedly.   

I’d spent the day in the waiting room. The only other 
occupied seat was the one beside me. Molly rested her head on 
my shoulder and I felt the soft vibration deep in her throat as she 
began to hum the melody of the song we had sex to for the first 
time. On the television, cartoon people in a cartoon world 
danced happily through their cartoon lives. The light outside had 
diminished and I knew the air would bite my face when we left.    

It seemed the magazines carelessly strewn across the coffee 
tables were either aimed at new parents, adolescent boys, or 
grandmothers looking to redecorate their homes after their 
crotchety old husbands had walked through the gates of heaven 
to see that same bastard that hung on the wall, staring at me. At 
first, I had admired the way His arms spread like wings. How His 
wreath of thorns balanced perfectly on His head. And how 
someone took the time to tie a neat knot at the edges of the cloth 
that hung around his hips. 

The double doors opened and a woman approached in a 
white lab coat. I stood, reaching towards the wall. 

 
◊ 
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Michelle Malin 
 

Little Telemachus 
 
June. 
 
The crash from the kitchen told her enough, and her neck burned 
and her sides ached. Small eyes and cold toes followed the damp 
tile past the refrigerator. Again, he stood amidst the broken 
glass—tall, broad but bent. She didn’t know it yet, but his eyes 
and jaw were created like Laertes’s son’s. He was lost, his armor 
chipped and torn. Outside on the back porch the lamps buzzed, 
the screen door rattled, and like that Scylla and Charybdis were 
upon them. 
 
She had never seen her father cry before. She could not hug him 
because she did not understand. She could not comfort him. But 
she could not leave him, either. The electric buzz made her ears 
hot, and Scylla roared. So, though it was not her place, she 
grabbed the mast and looked up to him. She would stand with 
him in a war she could not know. 
 
Palms wet, she watched him in the mist. In that moment she 
didn’t want to know his pain. Instead, she drew a deep, pure 
loyalty onto her pressed mouth, her furrowed brow. She gripped 
the edge of her sundress. Like this, they sailed into battle 
together, and like this, she would stand by his side. 
 

◊ 
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T.R. O’Sullivan 
  

Sundress 
 

For my future daughter 
  
Leaves hang from the knots in her hair 
that she never lets her father brush, and 
  

her sundress dances with the shoreline breeze— 
she is still learning how to pirouette. 
  

She wants to turn the earth below her toes, 
hoping that two days will never feel the same. 
  

Summer morning she comes running 
to our garden, staring toward the sea. 
  

She is still wearing Sunday in her eyes 
so I hold her, curls falling down my sleeve, 
  

hiding my blemishes, born 
from trying to bloom in locked rooms. 
  

I spent my life pressing flowers into pages, 
yet she never plucks one from the soil. 
  

I ached for beauties I could call my own, 
but she sets them free— 
  

returning stems to the loam and 
burying roots into hand-dug holes. 
  

She looks at the garden with her Sunday gaze, 
seeing only buds where some have blossomed and 
  

I say, “Do you remember yesterday? 
What you called a flower, I called a weed. 
  

Don’t end up like me.”  
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Breanna Metcalf-Oshinsky 
 

12 Sundresses 
 
1. My sundress is not my sundress.   
I don’t know what a sundress is,  
But she dresses me and I laugh,  
Even though I don’t know it’s laughing. 
 
2. My sundress hides behind her legs  
When we meet strangers.  
I cover my face with it— 
Say I’m hiding and not naked. 
 
3. My sundress has frills  
And I hate them.   
I cry when someone says I’m cute.  
I blame the dress. 
 
4. My sundress is too small for me,  
And I want overalls.   
I want  
To be taken seriously. 
 
5. My sundress matches my backpack,  
Jean-skort with a bright shiny red heart to match  
My red pleather knapsack in which I carry my lunch  
And a note signed mom to Bre Bell. 
 
6. My sundress and I sit for the pledge of allegiance  
Because our country went to war for the wrong reasons. 
And because my stomach hurts 
And I don’t want to say why. 
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7. My sundress and I are sent to the principal’s office  
For sitting for a year. My sundress looks like a good student,  
And I am causing a stir. I disobey my sundress and stay sitting. 
 
8. My sundress  
Made a boy look at me  
Like I was something shiny  
And catchable. 
 
9. My sundress looks older than me. It hangs  
In the closet when I get home and ages while I  
Cook dinner for the family that’s losing their mother.   
My sundress hides the breaking. 
 
10. My sundress is on a train home from New Jersey.   
My sundress is an accomplice to my first lie.   
I took my sundress to his house for the weekend. Dad is  
With his girlfriend, she wears dresses that look like Mom’s on purpose. 
 
11. My sundress is full of a woman  
Who laughs like a mother, and some days  
My reflection in her sundress makes me  
Do double takes at windows like photo albums. 
 
12. My sundress is a poem.   
I write it to my sundress  
Because it’s been a mother  
To me for a long time now.   
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Robyn Turk 
 

High-Fashion Heartbreaks 
  
DKNY WINTER 2011 SEQUIN PARTY DRESS 
 

It’s been two years since we parted ways. 
I still feel a longing for you, 
though it weakens with time. 
  
Of course there have been others since you, 
some bright and flirty, others dark and dramatic 
though none with your unique design. 
  
I’ll never forget the shine, 
the way your gray sequins glistened 
under large florescent lights. 
  
Your promising shape, 
that clinch at the waist, 
I needed for you to be mine. 
  
Not all stories end in union, 
and when I saw your price tag, 
I knew we could never be. 

  
LOUIS VUITTON BELMONT WITH A REMOVABLE SHOULDER STRAP 
  

Tossed aside, 
in some dark closet 
or a corner of a messy room, 
no longer the precious gem 
I once seemed to be. 
She fills me with 
lipstick, pens, and pills, 
as though useless belongings 
could save her from a shallow life. 
Thrown on the ground, 
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next to wet leaves and dirt 
my worth decreases every day. 

  
NINE WEST PATENT NUDE PUMPS 
  

I’m not ready to let go 
of the time we shared 
and all our memories. 
I don’t know where I’ll 
ever find another pair 
in your color and height 
so perfectly rounded. 
It’s my fault, really, 
I know I should have 
been more careful; 
instead I walked all over you. 

 
CLOTHES HORSE 
  

Her stilettos click to the beat of her precise trot. 
This filly’s solid-muscle body, 
the perfect model for any designer, 
wears sequins and sparkles, 
never going unnoticed. 
She breaks into a canter— 
drapery soars behing her 
becoming wings. 
Her heels lose their runway. 
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Hayley Nusbaum 
 

Looking for Damage 
 

Ava worked part-time at a library five minutes from her 
mother’s apartment in Greenwich. It was distressingly dull most 
days and demanded about the amount of attention her near-
minimum-wage suggested. Most of her time there was spent 
absorbed in her thoughts; she doled out silent judgments as she 
stared blankly at unfamiliar books and faces. On rare occasions, 
her limited patience would be tested in a battle for a 75-cent late 
fee with an elderly woman claiming her items were returned on 
time. After a round or two, she’d bring things back to their dreary 
order and give in, dropping the fee and storming out to cure her 
petulance with a cigarette. 

The job perpetuated her restless energy and often led to a 
violent explosion of complaints and expletives upon leaving the 
musty dungeon of bounded pages. The words were usually hurled 
at her timid and blindly obedient mother, who formulated her 
responses deliberately, fearing her daughter’s reaction to the 
slightest hint of judgment. Ava’s mother was acutely aware of her 
daughter’s impulsive tendency to shock those around her with 
her savage tongue. She launched insults in all directions until she 
felt at ease; their cramped apartment was the only place she 
wasn’t a target, and she took full advantage. 

She was violently insecure. 
“All fucking day! I’m stuck dealing with miserable house-

wives with their 20,000-dollar noses stuck up at me like their 
lawyer husbands own the fuckin’ place. Jesus! Meanwhile, they’re 
taking out 50 Shades of Grey ‘cause they’re too embarrassed to buy 
the damn thing.” She fumed, maintaining a tone of hysteria, 
though she plotted each word. “You know, we’ve got 50 copies 
of that shit out at once. That’s like 2,500 shades of grey and no 
Kafka. I went to Vassar, for Christ’s sake!” 

“I know, baby,” the mother cooed at the girl soothingly. 
“It’s unfair, is what it is. What if you went back, hun? Three more 
semesters, that’s all you need. Hell, you could do it in your sleep.” 
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Ava’s face fell into a scowl as she struck a clenched fist 
against the kitchen table. Tears poured down her face as she 
shrieked belligerently, “You don’t know how hard I work!” 

Her mother’s voice became hushed in kind protest. “Of 
course, of course, dear! I didn’t mean anything by it!” 

The room grew quiet. 
Confrontations like this were frequent, and each one filled 

the small apartment with a stale silence that remained until Ava 
slept off her anger. She crawled into bed like a child after an 
exhausting tantrum and vowed that her justified rage would con-
tinue until she was appeased. The following morning she woke 
up, forgetful and drowsy, and stumbled groggily into the kitchen, 
where her mother sat patiently, pleasant as always. Ava fumbled 
through messy cabinets, finally grasping a generic bottle of Ibu-
profen, and scooped two round, white pills into her sweaty palm 
as her mother poured her a cup of coffee. All was forgotten. 

Decades earlier, when Ava’s father would trudge drunkenly 
through the house, leaving a Bay of Pigs-scaled disaster in his 
tracks, her mother would sing and hum and shush to block the 
hideousness out until the child would drift to sleep unphased. 
This routine lasted for years. Once Ava grew into adolescence, 
though, she resented the late-night disturbances and her mother’s 
failed attempts to mask them. Instead, she’d prop a flashlight and 
a book beneath her covers and greedily consume the words, 
ignoring the clanging of pots and pans and muffled sobs. She 
began locking her door at night, believing herself to be living with 
the two most repulsive antagonists: a monster and a coward. 
She’d imitate the mindset of heroes until her eyelids were too 
heavy to keep open. 

When the library was at its quietest, she sifted through the 
pages of newly returned books to find something to displace her 
thoughts. The library’s policy was to hold patrons accountable for 
any noticeable damage, so, “looking for damage” was how she 
labeled this part of her job to avoid attributing it to the seemingly 
genetic nosiness she loathed in her mother. Reading the words 
that had recently been on the minds of strangers excited her, but 
she meticulously hid this by maintaining a look of constant 
irritation throughout the process. A few times, she had exposed 
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her amusement, cackling wickedly upon reading the pompous 
commentary of readers starved to see their thoughts in ink. With-
in seconds, though, her face would return to its natural scowl, her 
eyes darting across the room to ensure no one caught her slip-up. 

Most of these books, which she found to be tainted with 
idiocy and incapable of curing her boredom, made their way to 
the “discard” pile, to be sold at the library’s annual Book Sale. 
The only notable treasure to come to her desk was a mutilated 
copy of Frank O’Hara’s Meditations in an Emergency, which she had 
received the previous summer. The pages were crinkled and 
darkened with what appeared to be a mixture of coffee and ashes. 
She scoffed to herself and walked across the room to a co-worker 
at the Help Desk. 

“Hey, look.” She held up the book and approached a pale-
faced girl, whose eyes were engrossed in a computer screen. Her 
thick glasses held the monitor’s image in a wild, fun-house re-
flection. She was playing solitaire, and she was losing. She wore 
an expression of permanent exhaustion, hidden beneath a thick 
layer of dollar-store makeup. It was 4 o’clock, and her mask was 
beginning to wear.  

Ava waited eagerly, continuing to display the tattered book, 
until she had received the girl’s attention. She continued, “We got 
a message from the future today. It’s an artifact from World War 
3 warning civilization against nuclear warfare.” 

“Ha,” the girl snorted. She didn’t smile. “Charge ‘em for a 
new copy. Jeez, the maniac sure got his fill.” 

When she returned to her desk, she set the book down and 
sifted through its soiled pages. Sloppy notes were sprawled sav-
agely across each page, ignoring the presence of the original text. 
The words seemed hurried and manic, each letter heavily slanted 
to the left beyond legibility. Her initial interest was overtaken by 
an overwhelming uneasiness. She flipped to a poem titled “The 
Hunter” with the same aggressive scrawl filling the page. Ac-
companying the residue of a cigarette butt were two ominously 
recognizable maroon streaks, surrounded by blotchy droplets of 
the same color. The writer had vehemently circled the title, bor-
dering it with nearly indecipherable words. She looked closer, 
squinting until she made them out. 
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“Hunt before you are hunted.” 

She found herself uncharacteristically silent. She was par-
alyzed, but in her mind she was gasping—the kind of guiltily 
entertained gasp which slips out upon witnessing a gruesome 
accident with which you have no relation. She made no visible 
signs of her excitement, something she was accustomed to; she 
had always forced her eyes away, ignoring her morbid curiosity, 
when traffic came to a halt beside massacred vehicles. She had 
raved about the depravity of humans, but beneath her verbal 
onslaught was a gruesome starvation for entertainment. 

She flipped the book over, holding two bony fingers over 
the spine to mimic self-control. She paused for a predetermined 
amount of time, attempting to disguise her exhilaration as sick-
ened grief. When she felt it was appropriate, she returned the 
book to its original position and continued flipping through, 
absorbing the horrors of each page. She discovered much of the 
same, pausing often to examine the trail of maroon droplets over 
words like filth and monsters. She was consumed. It wasn’t until she 
saw the pudgy, pale face before her that she closed the book 
swiftly and slipped it under her desk. 

“It’s 5 o’clock,” the girl muttered unenthusiastically beneath 
the sloshing of her gum. “You can go.” 

She nodded, her body becoming a fidgety blob of failed 
parts as she attempted to regain her voice. By the time she man-
aged to stammer, “Have a good night,” the girl was halfway to 
the door. 

On her way home she took a detour to the nearest open 
bookstore, fifteen minutes away, and spent the fourteen dollars 
on a new copy of Meditations in an Emergency. She didn’t think it 
necessary to charge anyone. 

The seasons that followed faded dismally together in the 
necessary order of life until the familiar hum of summertime ap-
peared again. The book laid atop a pile of artifacts from previous 
failed relationships she had stowed away in her closet. She had 
the nasty habit of gripping violently to the items which she asso-
ciated with her torment. Immediately after a relationship ended, 
she’d tear apart her room and pack up everything that served as a 
reminder of her grief. Box in hand, she’d storm through the 
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apartment, scattering insults about the latest no-good degenerate 
who wronged her, before returning back to her room and slam-
ming the box to the ground, ending the spectacle. There, it would 
remain for days until she’d finally load it in her closet with the 
others. It became a vital routine: one which allowed her to in-
dulge in self-pity until she thought it time to pick up the pieces 
and try again. Each time she did, though, the boxes remained in 
her mind. No matter who it was she met, she was certain the 
relationship would end in a dusty heap in the back of her closet.  

Her mother was unsettled by the boxes. They had an eerie 
resemblance to the ones she had tensely unloaded with Ava when 
she withdrew from Vassar years earlier. She knew better than to 
speak up, of course. She learned to reserve her concerned pleas 
for the mornings Ava would stumble in, embarrassed and sus-
piciously silent, with new purples and blues on her otherwise pale 
flesh.  

“I’m just worried, Honey,” her mother would whimper 
cautiously. 

“Worried about me?” Ava would seethe accusingly. “Cause 
your way of getting out of beatings was waiting for the guy to 
drop dead? Ha! Jesus! You think I’m a fucking idiot? It’s over 
with him, he’s like all the rest anyway.” 

With this, the boxes had piled up, as had the tense 
confrontations and fraught silences, and her mother no longer 
commented on scarves and sunglasses worn indoors or long 
sleeve shirts in August. The days moved on and each instance 
was brushed off, forgiven with two small, white pills and a 
scalding cup of coffee.  

This one was different. 
She met him in June, when the peculiar promise of summer 

lingers on the faces of strangers. It was 5 p.m. and she stood in 
the vestibule of the library, staring at the rain as it formed puddles 
on the ground. He was standing over the drop box on the 
sidewalk, kicking it aggressively and muttering to himself. She 
chuckled at his display of frustration, remembering she hadn’t 
emptied the box in a while. He was drenched, wearing nothing 
but a white t-shirt and shorts. She already liked him; she hated 
umbrellas, and had dedicated many livid rants to their hidden 



94 

 

evils. She left the building, approaching him with a smirk. When 
he saw her, he straightened himself out and regained his com-
posure. His smile was careless and crooked, something she found 
charming and honest, unlike the phony, eager-to-please grins of 
her exes. She glanced at the drop box, which was overflowing, 
exposing a stack of books shoved sloppily into the slot. The rain 
was forming small bodies of water on their plastic covers. He 
introduced himself. She pretended not to care about the damage 
the rain was causing, instead filling her head with dictatorial com-
mands to smile and seem witty, which she did. They both drove 
off, vowing to meet again, and she circled around anxiously to 
inspect the books. 

It was August now, and his name had become a headliner 
in the lives of both her and her mother. They were perplexed by 
him, though in different ways. The daughter in an obsessive, en-
amored fashion. His foggy gray eyes often appeared in her mind, 
along with his thin lips, whispering indecent things with mesme-
rizing indifference. Her mother had met him a few times and 
found his allure inexplicably disturbing. Ava had sensed this un-
easiness and assured her mother it was a natural, maternal re-
sponse. It made sense, they both thought.  

He charmed his way through five dates before getting her 
back to his apartment. It was decorated like a 1960’s bomb shel-
ter. Furniture was sparse, and cardboard boxes full of random 
tools and appliances were propped against the walls. She liked its 
simplicity, and, amid her awkward babbling upon entering his 
bedroom, made a point to tell the anecdote of the ex-boyfriend 
with frilly drapes. He chuckled sweetly and left the room to get 
them something to drink. 

She sat eagerly on the edge of his bed, playing with her hair 
to avoid prodding. The walls were blank except for a framed, 
black-and-white photo of a human eye. Empty bottles of expen-
sive liquor lined the windowsill, reflecting the moonlight with a 
drunken, midnight beauty. Books were scattered throughout the 
room lazily in towering stacks. His desk was bare except for a few 
stacks of papers, a lamp, and a framed photo of a young woman, 
which Ava forced herself to ignore. He wasn’t a big fan of stuff, 
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something he made clear on their first date. She agreed, and had 
spent the past few weeks simplifying her wardrobe to prove it. 

A few minutes passed before she justified snooping. She 
rose impatiently and made her way to his desk. She glanced at the 
door nervously and reached for the frame. The photograph 
showed a beautiful young woman in a bikini with her arms 
stretched out, reaching for the sky. She was undeniably gorgeous, 
though Ava inspected further, searching desperately for flaws. 

She stared at the photo for a few minutes, finally convinc-
ing herself that he must have some family relation to the girl 
which was both non-threatening and endearing. She laughed to 
herself, remembering where she was, and decided it didn’t matter. 
She placed the photo back on top of the stack of papers, at which 
point her smile disappeared. The uneasiness crept back, her 
breath becoming hushed as she stared in the direction of the pho-
tograph. The woman’s mesmerizing smile faded away as Ava 
looked below at a paper covered from top to bottom in a familiar 
ominous scrawl. Her eyes widened madly as she read the sloppily 
printed title, circled in maroon: 

“Caught Her.” 

Silence crept into her and she was brought back to atten-
tion. She considered the amount of time it takes to pour a glass 
of wine, but decided that was a hideous thought. As the thump-
ing of footsteps approached the door, she wondered which book 
she’d be in. 

 

◊ 
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Ja’Lisha Higgs 
 

Beauty Shop in Brooklyn 
 

After Allen Ginsberg’s “A Supermarket in California” 
 

  What admiration I have for you tonight, Tracy K. Smith, as 
I walk down the crowded avenue of Flatbush, weaving 
in and out of artificial beauty, 
  in search of our roots from which we were parted 
by subjugation and corruption, picked from the 
natural entitlement of our ancestry. 
  What loss of pride our generation displays in those conks 
and these relaxers. The African queen is not meant to be  
an imitation but to flourish into the Mother of Nature 
she was destined to be. 
 

  I see you, Tracy K. Smith, under the weight of the ethnic 
section looking like Mother Africa herself: vibrant, fruitful, 
self-aware, whose womb birthed many nations—whose  
blood courses through me. 
  I heard you ask: Does this moisturizer come from the stars? 
What price for semblance? “What that is ours will remain intact?” 
  I circle you in the mini sector like Mars orbiting the sun, 
then watch you be checked out by a girl from Seventeen 
magazine. 
   

  Where are we going, Tracy K. Smith? Where will we 
end up? 
  Will we meet Maya Angelou at the Brooklyn Public Library? 
Will we end up in the books?  
  Will we smudge the Eurocentric views of what African 
queens should look like? The coils of your hair are 
spiraling yes. 
 

  Ah, kept sister, butterfly, reincarnation of Mother Africa,  
what courage it takes to resist conforming to a society 
manipulated. As you fly to the stars, I cavort back to  
my cocoon to mellow my thoughts. 
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Sarah Goldberg 
 

This Is Just to Say 
 
My literary professor 
does not want to take my 
favorite poem away from me. 
He said this and then proceeded 
to try and take it away from me. 
In that case 
This Is Just to Say, professor, 
that my favorite poem is about 
plums in the icebox because 
my father told it to me with a grin 
while I felt disconnected from 
my family and my hometown, 
forgetting what being so cold and 
so sweet felt like 
because I was too busy 
trying to fight my demons. 
Forgive me; 
I still find it delicious 
so sweet 
and so cold. 
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April Schmidt 
 

Reams of Paper 
  
The man at the front of the lecture sprouts wings and soars over 

our heads 
out the double doors. All I’ve heard is what he’s done and what I 

haven’t 
learned. The grime of the very same milk and cereal every 

morning is stuck against my tongue and gums,  
though the crunching in my teeth never sounds the same. 
It wakes up all my neighbors. They complain 
I have a radish of a heart. 
At least it germinates quickly. Roots sprout up through my throat 

and out my ears, 
antennas picking up tomorrow’s bullshit tears, but 
I can feel the water coursing through these veins behind my eyes— 

there’s a kink as it tries to squeeze by my temple 
but I plan on making coffee by midnight. 
Glop after glop of cream plunking in, I’ll let it cannonball, all the 

while 
knowing that my hair may always be the straw in the horse’s mouth, 
frayed because I never thought to pull it out or say out loud 
how I’m not so sure about working in the stables. But these fables, 
let’s say, are relative to me alone. 
You’re going in with a plan of attack. A flawless tora! I guess 

they’ll see you when you return home 
a hero. Meanwhile I’ll have finally learned how to whistle and 

open pickle jars—styling my hair back with  
a slick black comb.   
And yes, I plan to do it all on my own.     
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Roy Missall 
 

A Study in the Decline of Linguistic Affairs 
 
I’d like to take this moment to bring to your attention some 

issues developing in our country right now and no, I’m not 
getting political. There’s no need to throw up the conserva-
tive/liberal crosshairs. I’m talking about something that affects us 
all, very directly, and it’s crumbling the foundation of the nation 
we call home. It’s corroding your soul, whether you have one or 
not. Soon, I fear, we shall be too far gone as a people to salvage 
what we once were.  

I’m speaking, of course, of the way we speak. Our lin-
guistically conveyed intelligence is dropping faster than John 
Wilkes Booth from a box seat. Obviously, this is an international 
problem. For starters, who’s going to respect a nation who can’t 
even handle their own language. Say so long to arms treaties. You 
can’t even control the words coming out of your mouth. And the 
Brits will have a field day for sure. We’ll never live it down. 
Moreover, for those of you afflicted with fear-induced bowel 
movements every time you hear the words “Mexican immi-
gration,” think about this: it’s easy to fake English when nobody 
knows how to speak it. But international relations isn’t even the 
biggest part. It’s a national problem, first and foremost. You have 
to get the house in order before you worry about company.  

 
Part 1: New Words 

 

Noah Webster published the first American dictionary in 
1806, and a more comprehensive version, about twice the size, in 
1828. The 1828 version was titled American Dictionary of the English 
Language, and contained around 65,000 words. In the 1800’s, 
America was a land of regions. The industrial North different 
from the agricultural South different from the wide open West. 
Their railroads were incompatible. Money was less uniform than 
the nation’s stand on slavery. People spoke differently from one 
town to the next and the rules of spelling were based on 
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soundoutableness. Beginning in 1801, Noah Webster dedicated 
nearly thirty years of his life to a book that would universalize the 
American English language; he sought to provide common spel-
lings of words, added new words made necessary by a new land 
different from the home of its language (like skunk, he added 
skunk), and even simplified the spelling of words he deemed 
over-complex. I’ll repeat that. He simplified the language for you. 
And after those thirty years, which amounted to over one-third of 
the man’s life, you have the indecency to belligerently butcher 
everything the man worked for, finding new variations on or just 
plain making up any word you feel like as if you were Shake-
speare. First of all, Shakespeare was a genius. Second of all, for 
most of his life, there was no such thing as an English dictionary, 
and at no point anything as comprehensive and reliable as 
Webster’s masterpiece.  

The other day I was walking out of my building and heard a 
young woman talking on her cell phone. “Well he was pronoun-
ciating it correctly, but he didn’t quite get it, you know?” Listen 
sister, nobody was pronounciating anything correctly, and if it 
turns out that actually everyone was pronouncing it correctly, you 
still weren’t. You don’t get it. What we have here is a classic case 
of word conflation, occurring between the honorable “pro-
nounce,” and the reverent “pronunciation.” Another similar ail-
ment persists between the words “converse” and “conversation,” 
producing the diseased existence of “conversate.”   

For those of you confused, the correct words are “pro-
nounce,” and “converse.” But don’t think I’m utterly insensitive. 
I can understand the confusion. “Pronounciate” sounds real 
enough, despite its awkwardness in the mouth. “Conversate” 
seems to make sense. The mistakes are really quite understand-
able—unless you’ve ever read a book.  

 
Part 2: Which Word? A Study of Deficiencies  

in Comprehension of Plurality 
 

Sometimes there is more than one of the thing we are 
talking about. In such cases, it becomes necessary to modify the 
singular form of a word. Sadly, we cannot always do so with an 
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“s.” Sometimes we need a new word, such as “women.” Other 
times you may even need an extra word, such as a determiner, a-
long with the plural-form word. “Much,” or “many,” for instance.  

“Woman.” “Women.” Did you pronounce those the same? 
If you did, then I’m talking to you. Listen up. Contrary to what 
appears to be popular belief these days, woman and women are 
two different words. One is plural. Can you guess which one? 
Well, if you pronounced them the same then probably not. Let 
me give you a hint: the answer is “women.” At some point in 
time, the differentiation between “woman” (wuh-mahn) and “wo-
men” (wih-min) was deemed inconsequential. As result, there are 
some feminists running around fighting violence against woman. 
No wonder it hasn’t stopped. They’re doing it one at time.   

Once you have determined the difference between a 
singular and plural noun, you can delve further into a quantitative 
study of each. During such investigations, it becomes important 
to be able to distinguish between “many” and “much.” These two 
words are not interchangeable. They are not to be picked willy-
nilly out of the air. Each has its own separate purpose. There can 
be many women, but this one may just be too much woman for you. 
Suppose we are standing on a bridge overlooking a stream, and 
you ask how much ducks were below us. If you are asking about 
their monetary value, I will say you are a silly person for thinking 
I have any knowledge regarding the current price for duck on the 
European market. If you are asking about their quantity, I will 
question why I allowed myself to come to this bridge with you. I 
may also throw you off the bridge to cover my embarrassment of 
our association.  

There is one problem of indicating the plural, though, that I 
find more intriguing than any other. It’s one that, for some 
reason or another, to which the “proper” individuals of our so-
ciety have hitched their social image trailers to as their badge of 
education and superiority. Everyone, at some point, and most 
likely several points, has come across a super smarty pants who 
has snapped “it’s Whoseywhats and I” following a grammatical 
mistake by the speaker. This grammatical mistake being “me and 
Whoseywhats.” But is it really always “Whoseywhats and I?” Or 
could it be that the smarty pants has become a little over zealous? 
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Turns out, it’s the latter. Yes, in the subject position in a sen-
tence, “Whoseywhat and I” is correct; but when it comes to 
direct objects, the story is a little different. Take, for example, the 
sentence “Whatshisorherface came to dinner with me and Who-
seywhats.” Excitement is brewing deep in the bowels of our 
smarty pants, but what should his correction be? Will he go for 
the old standby, or change things up. Alas, he goes for the old 
standby, and alas, he is wrong. Congratulations, smarty pants, in 
your effort to elevate yourself linguistically above the rest of us, 
you have made a fool of yourself and emphasized to the whole 
world that even the best of us can hardly handle our own lan-
guage. You claimed your allegiance, with a parasitic enthusiasm, 
to a rule you don’t even understand. And it’s a simple rule at that. 
At the end of the sentence in question, the correct grammatical 
construction remains “Whoseywhats and me.” How do I know? 
Easy. Whoseywhats’s presence does not make it okay for 
Whatshisorherface to eat dinner with I.  

 
Part 3: False Modifiers: The Big One 

 

“Literally.” I’m sure we’re all familiar with this word. In 
fact, if you haven’t heard it used at least once today, you’re pro-
bably deaf and don’t understand any of the issues I’m discussing 
anyway. This word is the rat of the Black Plague. If it is not 
stopped, the terrorists will win, and that is the God’s-honest 
truth. People feel the need to say “literally” all the time (not 
literally), and it’s just not necessary. When you tell me “I literally 
had to walk all the way to class,” I am not better off in life with 
you having clarified the nature of your sentence. Believe it or not, 
I had not taken your life changing story as a metaphor. To be 
honest, I would probably care more if it was a metaphor. People 
in this country seem to have a strong aversion to metaphor. They 
live every second of their lives literally (and here we may observe 
the power of punctuation, the fading awareness of which I un-
fortunately do not have time to get into). Have we no sense of 
adventure?  
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Then there’s the use of “literally” as a replacement for “a 
lot,” or some other word with similar meaning. For instance: “I 
literally hate you.” Now, in the literal sense of the word, this 
person is saying I hate you, no joke. I hate you, using the exact 
definition of “hate.” Normally I would mean “hate” in a different 
sense, but right now, I actually hate you. But, what the speaker is 
trying to say is “I hate you a lot.” As you can see, “literally,” with 
its two extra syllables and five extra letters, was clearly the easier 
choice. And simply “I hate you” would leave far too many loose 
ends. No, without “literally,” the sentence literally would not 
work. This brings me to my next point.  

If you are using “literally” in a way that is wrong, or in a 
sentence that is not talking about something truly literal, and you 
aren’t using it for hyperbole, then you should probably shut your 
mouth and have someone sew your lips together with a crooked, 
rusty needle, or move to Mexico and learn Spanish. For questions 
on what such a sentence would look like, refer to the final clause 
in the second-to-last sentence in the previous paragraph (“the 
sentence literally would not work”). Do not speak in such a 
manner. If you emphasize “would,” people will understand and 
try to find another way to form the sentence. If you say “literally” 
in order to emphasize “would,” you are a waste of breath, and 
people will see you as a juvenile idiot.  

Lastly, if you, at any time, include the phrase “literally like” 
in your sentences, then might I suggest a vow of silence?  

 

 

As I hope is now clear, we are in trouble. Language is a powerful 
thing. Mastery of it yields immeasurable potential, for good or 
bad, but incompetence will render you socially powerless. Lan-
guage is how we communicate, and communication for us, as 
people, is beyond important. It’s vital. It’s what allows us to keep 
track of our past, to learn from it, and to prepare for the future. 
It’s what keeps us together. Without communication, community 
fails. Without language, we fail.  

As Americans, it is our duty to smother the linguistic de-
gradation afflicting our nation at once. I urge you: do not ignore 
what you have read here today. Do not forget it. Do not let it fall 
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by the wayside while you deal with “more pressing matters.” We 
are in a crisis. Now, more than ever, we must band together and 
put an end to this travesty. Thank you.    

 
◊ 
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Victoria Leichert 
 

Translator  
 
We do not call ourselves poets 
We bleed when the light does 
Proof of our existence  
We are not poets 
We are translators 
We translate the heave of a chest  
Into ink 
Give words to the desire that burns sheets 
Leaving them full of holes 
Keep your eyes peeled  
And ears alert 
It floats through the air 
And we are still breathing in  
Something beautiful 
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Hilda Fournier 
  

Two Poets on Falling in Love 
  
Time travel. 
Snow in the summer. 
Mixing water and oil. 
Winning the lotto. 
Rain in the Sahara desert. 
Knowing how to say the alphabet backwards. 
  
Our emotions move at the speed of light 
and, together, we try to find the square root of a negative number. 
I stare at the sun with naked eyes 
and you hold your breath the entire time. 
We jump off bridges in hopes of flying 
or defying the laws of gravity. 
  
Thus, we figured out: peeling an uncooked egg is almost 
as simple as making our words collide. 
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Victoria Prashad 
 

Light Pollution 
 
On garbage day,  
we are known to throw away our internal light— 
 
to wrap together all shards of dreams and jade 
and reflected segments of sun— 
 
and forget them in metal trash bins 
that are thrown to the curbs by our fluorescent hands; 
  
we wonder at this city where we are so easily found anew at night, 
this city, where there are no stars to hold our dreams.  
 
Even tonight, our crescent moon of yesterday 
will continue to wane,  
 
while the windows of storefronts 
become alight with drops of snow, 
 
pearl-like wonders 
that allow us to think we are burning brightly, 
 
even in the darkest basements of buildings, 
even when we must blow out our birthday candles 
 
(eyes closed) 
convinced we were never even born. 
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Jake Swain 
 

Drip 
 
Fluorescent lights sharply illuminate 
asthmatic halls and pale purgatories. 
The air seems unnatural: vacuumed and thin. 
Antiseptic emotion takes to faces. 
No clock can measure the blank-stared waiting 
so we refer to the metronomic heart: 
its unreliability forgives. 
But gravity sets in and paints walls white.   
We fight silence with frowning platitudes. 
Nurses dart past the room, “flat lining in forty- 
three.” Time drips like morphine. Only children  
could mistake his farewell for a ransom. 
 
Doctors come and go, grasp shoulders and nod, 
but to them all seems another day on the job.   
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Cameron Burkhart 
 

Intervening Light 
 
Night stretched out like expanses of black nylon 
and still we held each other under the dewy canopy of morning 
 
She offered up jade pictures of the sea, sinking in their thimble cups, 
and we waited for the protean doubts of morning. 
 
The deep dark blue spilled out over stars.  
She plucked it from her hair and held it up to morning. 
 
The watching crimson bands regressed. Day moved  
back in her path, looking forward at a sunset morning. 
 
The city rises. 
Fog obliterates the morning. 
 
See how it suspends itself between two worlds– 
Rhiannon! How can you be sure that this is morning? 
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M. C. Kelly 
 

Up in the Braeburn Tree 
 
When I was little, I fell out of an apple tree. That’s how I got this 

scar. The tree had been easy to climb, and like most six-year-olds elated by 
the ease of the ascent, I didn’t think much about getting down. I wish I’d 
never found that damn tree. It ruined me.  

 
 

 “Look there,” Ma said from our front porch towards the 
trees one night. “See all those lights? Do you know what those 
are?” 

“Fairies!” I said, using the wooden banister to hoist myself 
up.   

“No,” she said.  
I almost cried. It was as if Ma had plucked the fairies from 

Yaya’s stories, picked off their wings, and then squashed them. I 
bit my lips to avoid the tears but so hard they came anyway. 

“But Yaya said she’d take me to the woods, to see if.…” 
“Never mind Yaya’s stories. They’ll— “ She sighed and 

joined me against the banister. “They’ll only disappoint you. She’s 
a very gifted woman, but she can’t show you fairies.”  

I tasted salt on my tongue. 
The tree line flashed in harmony, on and off, like rows and 

rows of Christmas trees strung together forever. They lit the 
darkness in absolute silence.   

“Oh, but Honey, they’re more special. They’re fireflies. And 
they’re there to guide all those curious souls that, at one point or 
another, get lost in the woods. That’s the real magic—how a 
living thing can create its very own light.” 

“They’re bugs,” I said, and turned away.  
Ma never specifically mentioned the tree when she talked 

about the woods—she didn’t like the woods in general since Dad 
had gone into them and never come out—but I knew the tree 
was out there. And after spending hours each day for an entire 
summer—finally, I found it.  

Late one night, Ma was working a closing shift at the bar 
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again. Couldn’t afford a babysitter, so I watched myself. I’d even 
promised to stay inside. But the fireflies were too pretty. Each 
dot of yellow light that speckled the trees called to me. How 
could they not be magical? 

I followed the lights like breadcrumbs, trying to catch the 
largest of clusters, but as soon as I reached one, the lights would 
scatter. Then I’d hop to the next biggest cluster. I continued like 
this for a while, giggling and running, spinning and jumping. 
Then someone called my name, and when I looked up, I realized 
I was lost. But I spotted the tree in the distance. It sat atop a hill 
in a clearing and rose like a tower above the rest of the forest.  

Fireflies dotted the air around it, distinguishable from the 
stars above them only by the way they winked. I’d just taken my 
first step over the line of crab grass into the clearing when some-
one screamed. I recognized it this time. It was my mom.  

Eventually, she found me. She had this look in her eyes. I 
didn’t realize it then, but it was a look of sacrifice. A look that 
said she’d do anything for me.  

She took hold of my wrist.  
“But I found it, Ma. Isn’t that the tree Pa used to tell you 

about? Isn’t that—” 
“No! I bet Yaya told you that in her stories.” 
“How would you know? You’re never home.” 
At this she stopped. 
“We used to bake,” I said. She let me go and clasped her 

mouth for a while, crouching there, her eyes distant, and remem-
bering a different time. A better time.   

Once she’d come to, she dragged me home and made me 
promise never go into the woods again. I didn’t think she 
believed me that time. 

 
 

The branches were twisted and thick, large enough for me to lie 
on. Though I was only a child, I managed to work my fingers 
around the gnarls that dotted the trunk well enough to hoist 
myself up. By the time I reached the top, my fingers were achy 
and stiff. My skin—it was cut and raw, but the view from the 
branch made it all worth it. Through my tears, I saw the way the 
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setting sun lit the clouds on purple, pink, and orange fire. I 
realized that here in this tree, I was free.  

Sun glinted off the skin of each apple. For a moment, 
bright orbs of light surrounded me, each of them rivaling the sun. 
It was a braeburn tree. The apples weren’t red—they were more 
of a yellow, speckled with hints of red, so that when the light 
glossed over their skins, they looked golden. People always 
messed that up about apples, even in the movies. No matter what 
kind they called them, the actors always held a bright red one.  

Well, these weren’t bright red, and most people are wrong. 
Up in that braeburn tree, surrounded by gold, I felt like the 

richest boy alive.  
There was one apple in particular that caught my attention. 

The smallest one dangled precariously from a branch deep within 
the canopy where the sun’s rays didn’t reach, and yet it still 
glistered like liquid light. So I climbed higher. And higher still. 
Even when one of the branches snapped under the weight of my 
foot, I climbed—so high up I thought I might emerge in the 
clouds. But then I was almost there, reaching for that apple, be-
cause in my mind I thought that if I could just grasp it and bring 
it back to Ma, then we wouldn’t need any more money. She 
wouldn’t need to spend all that time away working until last call 
at the bar. Maybe I could even take her to that city she’d always 
wanted to visit.  

I don’t exactly remember why I fall; I just remember the fall 
itself. And I don’t remember hitting the ground, but I remember 
staring up into the tree at all the braeburns, their skin growing 
darker as the sun set. The sinuous roots at the tree’s base dug into 
my back and head, my bruises ripening the longer I lay there. 
Something wet and sticky pooled around my right ear. I wanted 
to move—maybe I couldn’t have even if I’d tried—but I thought 
I’d vomit. Everything was blurring. And then something walked 
over, the delicate footfalls crushing the grass. It could have been 
a breeze, but the leaves did not shiver. I knew I wasn’t alone 
under the braeburn. The one, smallest apple glowed in the 
canopy of the tree above me as the shadow leaned over, blocking 
it. Before I saw who—or what—it was, I slipped away. This time, 
I hadn’t even seen the fireflies.  
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I got a concussion from that fall, and a jagged line of stitches in 
the back of my head that tugged at my hair. Ma was working, but 
Yaya was there in the hospital room, her body wrapped in a layer 
of fabric, dark gray just like her long hair. I sat up in the bed, 
much more comfortable than my bed at home, and I groaned. 
She didn’t look up from her knitting. It had been the sound of 
her needles—the clack-clack-clack—that woke me.  

“Silly child,” she said. 
“I just wanted an apple.”  
Yaya scowled at her yellow yarn, licked her old and crooked 

fingers, and went to working out a knot. She shook her head. “If 
your friend hadn’t had the good mind to call someone, you’d be 
halfway to the—Hell, I guess most people are calling it now.”  

But no one else had been at the tree with me, and I most 
certainly hadn’t brought a friend. I didn’t have any since we lived 
so far from town. Most of the kids would probably have been 
surprised to know I existed. Of course, I should have asked, 
“Who, Yaya? Who called?” But I didn’t. I was young, I was 
dumb, and I was determined. All I wanted then was an apple. 

“That’s only in stories,” I clarified. “The afterlife.” 
“So?” 
“Ma says the stories aren’t true.” 
Yaya brandished her needles at me. “Your mother’s lost her 

muse, she has. I bet she told you they aren’t real, too. I’ve got my 
little inspiration, right here.” She nodded to her shoulder. “She 
may take one too many naps, but she’ll do just fine. Keep 
reading, or you might lose yours. Keep reading, or the stories 
might die.” 

“Ma says ‘muse’ is a fey word.” 
“And I suppose ‘tiny inspiration lady’ is much better. Your 

mother’s got feathers in her head.” 
I checked Yaya’s shoulder for a little toga-wearing woman, 

but there wasn’t one, there or on mine.  
 
 

One side of my hand and most of my fingertips were silvered by 
the graphite of my pencil. We couldn’t afford real art pencils. The 
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book I drew in had belonged to my mom when she was a girl, 
and now I had to continue the stories—at least that’s what Yaya 
told me. I’d almost finished my sketch of a crow-winged woman, 
still no face, holding a tiny figure in a cage, when I heard my 
mom in the hall. I was still in the hospital. I hadn’t even realized 
Yaya had left. Her yarn was gone from the chair.  

“I already told you, enough with the stories, Mother,” Ma 
said from the hall outside the room. “You filled my head with 
these—these fantasies for years.” 

“Stories, they’re important. They give us hope. And hope is 
the most important thing for a child—for anyone—lost and 
lonely.” 

“He can’t believe—I won’t let him. The only thing those 
stories gave me was a pile of bills. And I didn’t want those. I in-
herited them. How are we supposed to pay for this? This single 
visit—the ambulance bill?” She sounded out of breath. 

“We will figure it out. We always do,” said Yaya. 
“Don’t—don’t say that. That’s what Patrick said before 

he…. Before he went to the woods.” 
“There’s no reason for him to suffer like you,” Yaya said. 

Her voice was gentle and breeze-like. “Why not open your heart 
again and…. Eventually he’s going to start asking questions about 
where his father disappeared to.” 

“He’s going to learn to be in the real world, with real peo-
ple. And in the real world people die. Happens all the time.” 

“I knitted this for you,” Yaya said.  
Ma paused. “What is it?” 
“No idea…. I just thought about you and listened to my 

heart. Remember when you could do that? You used to love fro-
licking in the trees as a little girl. Such a free spirit. You’d tell me 
all about your adventures and we’d write them down.” 

“Oh, I remember, and now look at me. Disappointed. De-
pressed. Heartache. I’m a widow. And bartender.” 

“But Ma,” I said from the doorway, “widows are mean and 
ugly. You’re too pretty to be a spider.” They both looked at me as 
if I’d manifested from the dust. My mom marched to my side, 
took my hand, and led me back to bed, tucking the covers under 
my arms.  
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“Thanks, Honey,” she said. “I guess that was a silly thing of 
me to say. Whatcha drawing here?” She picked up my sketch-
book.  

“A wood nymph.” 
My mom smiled, the usually hidden crowfeet etching them-

selves into her face, but she said nothing, and then gently slid the 
sketchbook into her bag. 

Yaya lingered in the threshold, regarding the mess of yarn 
in her hands as if it were a puzzle. “I guess it’s a dream catcher,” 
she decided. “But that’s the last thing you need.” 

Ma kissed me, snatched the mess of yarn from Yaya, and 
left.  

Looking back, maybe I was the one who needed the dream 
catcher more.  

 
 

Shortly after my fall, Yaya moved in with us. She was my only 
friend aside from those I kept in the pages along my shelves. 
Mom continued to work late, so I continued to visit the tree—at 
least whenever Yaya passed out with her knitting. “Italians like to 
say they have the best wine, but it’s really us.” She’d wink. “They 
took most of themselves from us. Never would admit it, though.” 

The braeburn tree was blackened in front of the overpow-
ering sun, as if it had been so jealous of the apples that it tried to 
burn them down. I climbed the grassy hill, ignoring the burn in 
my butt and the pounding of what felt like thick sludge being 
pumped through my head, and when I got to the top, I didn’t 
even bother climbing the tree. Exhaustion shook my legs. I 
needed a break and sat in the soft grass. I looked at the forest 
stretching off in front of me, and lay back, the light warm on my 
skin.  

Somewhere, a twig snapped. I didn’t recalled any twigs—  
I stood up, but I didn’t see anyone in the tree. It could have 

been the birds, I thought, but didn’t give up my endeavor to cir-
cle the entire trunk. For the second time in the past week I gazed 
up at those golden apples, to that one at the top.  

When I went to climb, I saw that my hand had been cover-
ing a series of squiggles that looked as if someone had randomly 
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etched them into the bark. They formed a word, but not in any 
language I knew. Before I could commit it to memory, I heard a 
giggle. 

“Who’s there?” I puffed myself up. “I can hear you.” 
There was movement from behind the trunk, in the sha-

dows. I jumped over the sea of roots and yelled, “Ha!” But no 
one was there. Then I felt a sharp poke in my back and yelped.  

It was a boy, his body draped in loose white cloth. His hair 
was a dirty blonde, like mine, but long and braided along his 
back. And his shimmering eyes…. 

“Your eyes are pretty. They’re apple green, like mine,” he 
said. “I’m Eric.” 

I backed away, careful of the roots.  
“You took quite a nasty fall last time. Trying to steal my 

apples. Stealing isn’t nice, silly.” 
 “I’m….” 

“I know who you are, silly.” 
I huffed and clenched the air.  
Eric’s smile stretched to his ears and his eyes closed in glee. 

“You come here a lot, though, don’t you? To the woods, too. 
The morrows told me.” 

“Morrows?” 
“The fireflies. I call them morrows. I think you should, too. 

Have you ever tried to count the morrows? You can’t, really. But 
it’s always more fun to try with friends.” 

“I—I don’t have many friends.” 
“Me, too!” He grabbed my hand and dragged me around 

the trunk, over the roots, and into the sun as if we were dancing. 
He held my hands tight as we spun, his skin smooth like sculpted 
marble. “Well, I have the morrows. But, oh, how they grow bur-
densome. We can be friendsm though—I’ll be your friend.” 

I wish I could say it was more complicated than that, but it 
wasn’t. I was six.  

“But you need to promise me something,” he added. “You 
have to promise…never…ever to take my apples. Especially that 
one.” He pointed to the brightest one. “That’s my favorite. 
Taking isn’t nice. You have to give something in return—at least 
that’s what my mother says.” 
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“What if we trade for it?” I said.  
This seemed to excite him, but when I checked my pockets 

I turned up empty, and all my drawings and books were home, so 
I had to promise not to take the apples. 

“I wouldn’t want anything you could carry, anyway. Now, 
you have to promise.” He bounced in place. “You have to.” 

At least I’d be able to look at them. That would have to be 
enough. “Then you have to promise, too,” I said. “Never call and 
tell on me for coming here again.” 

After holding a finger to his chin, Eric agreed. 
I went back to the tree every day after that, only missing 

one or two visits when Yaya took me to her friend’s house to 
pick fresh herbs. One night, Eric and I lay under his tree watch-
ing the forest instead of the sky and counting the morrows. For 
many nights after that, we’d hold hands while we watched.  

“Promise me you’ll take me wherever you go,” Eric said 
when I told him about the city Ma always talked about. “If you 
leave.”  

Again, I promised.  
“This was my mother’s tree, you know?” Eric said. “She fell 

in love. She showed the nice man how to plant it for her. But he 
got greedy. He wanted to take it to someone else. And then he 
tried to leave. He didn’t really have a choice. Mother says that’s 
how our lives are meant to be—lonely. But now I have you. And 
it’s my tree now. Mother tells me this is my center, for protection, 
because I’m her world, but she’s never around much to explain 
what that means.” 

“My ma’s never around either.” 
“But we have each other.” 
“And the morrows.” I reminded him.  
Each day I visited, my eyes lingered less on him and longer 

on that apple. By the tenth night, it became too much. Ma had 
come home crying again. 

From the stairs, I heard them in the kitchen, but only the 
stove light was on so I couldn’t see much.  

“He made me stay after again,” Ma told Yaya. “He waited 
until everyone was gone and….” 

Yaya reached for the phone but Ma stopped her. “Don’t!” 
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“How can you stand for such filth?” 
“Because I have to—for him. There’s no jobs in this town.”  
In the stove light, I saw Ma smiling, despite her tears. Yaya 

fetched an icepack to press against her bruised chin. I almost 
called out to her, to tell her it would be okay, but as the icepack 
met her discolored skin she winced. It would never be okay, not 
here.  

That night, I thought, surely one of those apples could 
make her happy even if I couldn’t. 

 
 

The branches bowed beneath me as I climbed the braeburn, and 
the wind sent sharp leaves into my eyes and mouth as Eric 
howled from the ground. “You promised—you promised!” But I 
continued, my face growing hot; I had to get the apple. For Ma. I 
told Eric this, but he didn’t care. He could only yell. The branch-
es seemed to close in around me, the apple right above my face. I 
reached for it, my fingertips caressing its golden skin. I felt my 
body lose its purchase on the thinning branches—I jumped for it, 
and again, I fell. This time, when I opened my arms, I held a 
glowing, golden apple. Though my face was hot, my hands were 
freezing. 

As I walked from the tree, Eric yelled, “You were supposed 
to be my friend! Why are all of you the same—so selfish? Mother 
was right.” 

I wanted to tell him how sorry I was, but I wasn’t.  
“Silly boy—you’re a silly boy. We can’t be friends any-

more.” 
I turned, the tears in my eyes mirroring his. “No, we can—I 

just need to help my Ma.” 
“No, we’re not friends. I wouldn’t hate a friend.” 
A horrifying cry came from farther down the hill. “You stay 

away from my son!” It was Ma, resilient in her climb against the 
wind as it tore at the grass and her hair. She came to my side, 
gently nudging me behind her legs.  

“He’s a vicious little thief,” Eric said. He almost growled.  
“You will not get my boy, too.” 
I tugged on her shirt. “Mama, I’m sorry. I just wanted you 
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to quit—to stay home with me.” I showed her the golden apple, 
its self-perpetuating light reflecting in her tearing eyes.  

She crouched to my height and brushed my cheek, then 
made me hide the apple. “I know, Honey, but I’m not mad at 
you. I could never—” 

“My, my,” a new voice crooned over the gusts with un-
natural success. “Such commotion and turmoil.” 

Eric giggled with glee and ran to the woman. She wore 
white as well, but her hair, unlike Eric’s, was raven black, falling 
in straight sheets cut sharp like her cheekbones.  

“He stole my apple,” Eric said.  
The woman looked bored. “Why, yes he did.” She looked 

to Ma. “Ah, Margarite. Such a withering thing you are. You look 
quite ill.” She had a funny way of pronouncing her Rs.  

“He’ll give it back,” said Ma, standing, but the woman 
tsked. 

“Margarite, I’m certain you know the rules—your husband 
did. There’s no such thing as taking freely.” 

Suddenly, my ma was hushing in my face, this time taking 
me by both shoulders in a quick embrace. “Honey, I need you to 
stop. I need you to stop believing.” 

“But—” 
“Believe in fireflies, believe in Yaya’s stories, all those tales, 

but don’t believe in them. Think of home. Please, Honey.” 
“No. I’m scared.” 
“Do you trust me?” 
I nodded, clutching the apple close to my chest, into the 

folds of my shirt.  
“Then close your eyes—go on now. Just close them. Be-

lieve in….” She choked back a sob. “Believe in elsewhere.” 
So I did, as she ran her fingers through my hair, and the last 

thing I remembered was the howl of the mighty wind.  
When I woke, the wind had stopped and I was alone on the 

hill, under the shadow of the braeburn. So I left the tree but took 
the apple, and by the time I made it to the edge of the clearing, I 
wasn’t sure if I heard a whimpering or laughing, or maybe both. 
But my heavy head throbbed where my scar was as I turned for 
home to find my Ma. Where had she gone?   
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When I got back home, the apple still clutched in my hands, I 
burst in through the front door to find my Yaya crying over her 
yarn—torn to pieces by her nervous hands. It lay in tatters on the 
floor mostly, beside her large rusty scissors. There was a police-
man there. At first, I thought Eric had called them, on me, for 
breaking my promise, but when Yaya ran to me, it wasn’t to hit 
me. She hugged me. The apple dropped from my hands and hit 
the floor with a thump, the firelight catching on its golden skin.  

Yaya rocked me back and forth.  
“What is it?” I said. I tried to tell her there was no reason to 

cry anymore. “I got it.”  
“Your mother had an accident,” she finally said. “She’s 

gone.”  
I sobbed, my clothes sticking to me. It felt like I was in the 

fireplace. “I got one, though. I got one.” Then I began screaming, 
“I’ll bring it back—I’ll bring it back! I didn’t mean to steal it.” I 
scooped up the apple and ran for the door, but ended up with the 
policeman’s thick arms around me. I thrashed and arched my 
back until it hurt. I scratched at his arms. Yaya joined in, pulling 
me away when she spotted the blood on her hands—my stitches 
had opened. I fought until I slept.   

 
 

Early the next morning, we sat in the kitchen, the sun just begin-
ning to stream in through our kitchen window. Yaya stood at the 
peninsula with a cutting board, an old knife, and my golden 
apple. “Some apple pie will do us well enough. It was always her 
favorite—your daddy’s, too. He used to say he’d get her a tree for 
the yard.”  

I looked up when I heard her gasp. The knife was halfway 
through the squished apple—rot so brown it was almost black 
oozed out. Yaya wrinkled her nose and cast it to the trash before 
grabbing another from the bowl, this one bright red and from the 
supermarket. 
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She sat me on the porch as our pie baked, and pointed off 
to the forest where, even though the sky held the lightening blue 
color of morning, I could still see the morrows flicker in the 
darkness between branches.  

“You see those?” she said. “All those lights. Know what 
they are?” 

“They’re just bugs, Yaya.”  
For weeks, I tried to find the braeburn again but never 

succeeded. It wasn’t until years later that I stumbled upon it while 
guiding Yaya in her motorized wheelchair with a lap full of yarn. 
It took a while to cross the clearing because, every so often, she’d 
stop and stare blankly into the forest and then crane her neck 
into her shoulder and start whispering so I couldn’t hear. After 
some prodding, she’d look up and give me a purple-lipped grin 
like nothing had happened. The branches were skeletal, but there 
were apples—blackened, and browned. Even the breeze smelt 
stale. Yaya began to tell me a story. One of my mom’s favorites. I 
gave my shoulder a quick rub. 

◊ 



122 

 

Samantha Spoto 
 

How to Lie to Your Therapist 
 

i. 
Arrive early.   
Sit and wait on the cold silver chair  
with Salinger’s book, one with words 
that momentarily enable 
your greatest fears and flaws  
to appear natural and alluring. 
 

ii. 
Tell the doctor that the prescribed pills, 
the ones untouched and in a bottle 
beside your bed, work well. 
Communicate calmly and chuckle on occasion. 
She’ll grin and remark that 
she’s impressed with your progress. 
 
 

iii. 
Quickly leave the darkened room, down 
the spiraled stairs and into the full lot.   
Creep into your car, thick with the scent  
of artificial ocean mist. 
Call your mother. 
Begin to cry. 
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Melissa Nau 
  

Thoughts From the Woman Who Cleans Up  
the Southside Apartment Complex 
  
College students pass by me, 
hollow as the bottles I collect from each stair. 
A boy shuffles down the steps,  
his cheeks red freeze-dried strawberries. 
He bows his head as I gather his casualties: 
the glass clinks in hopeless protest, 
wishing to receive another chance at life 
like the carpet I resurrect on my hands and knees 
until it’s clean enough to be dressed in more vomit. 
In future years, I won’t see much behind aluminum-can pyramids. 
Maybe hanging gardens of unwatered plants  
or houses wallpapered with liquor labels. 
A girl steps outside and I’m almost surprised 
as her half-smoked cigarette legs 
bend past my rubber gloves. 
She smiles out of pity and squints 
into the sunlight, sober and delusional. 
I’m used to being patronized. 
I don’t really mind. 
Little do they know, 
every night I go home to the love 
they hide from in a new bed every weekend, 
and someday they’ll be left to scrub their own stains.  
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James Kwapisz 
 

Judgments from the Balcony 
 

My first summer away from home, squandered 
on the balcony of the pink toy store 
I now live above. 
  

Amongst the swarm of returning students 
I remain hidden, reveling 
in the final muggy hours 
of summer sloth. 
  

The calm and quiet withers more each day 
as they, like mustard weeds, crowd and invade. 
I contemplate whether to shoot one with 
a dart using the blow gun a friend got 
for me (foolishly) in the Amazon, 
or to drop a bottle right next to one 
to scare them off. 
  

A couple moseys on by with their dog, 
whose name apparently happens to be 
Bobby, which I find hilarious, so 
I leave them be. 
  

I, too, have a dog with a human name. 
And human eyes—that have become distant 
as his face grows whiter. I am alone 
here, missing him, missing home. 
  

This balcony is unstable and this 
sports chair a tired throne— 
but still there must be amends 
to be paid from my minions 
for the noise they’ve bred. 
Having seen that dog 
I decide to compromise, 
and ash on the girl’s head. 
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David Lukas 
 

Slate Sidewalks  
 
I begin a new love affair  
with the world every evening, 
and though in the morning she’s gone, 
I find her walking the streets 
when the sky is ablaze and 
she takes my heart again. 
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Phuong Minh Cao 
 

No Memory 
 
He was late.  
Checking the time every minute, I waited for my friend at a 

café in the financial district of Saigon. Both of us were punctual 
people, and we had agreed to meet at 2:00 p.m. At precisely 1:59 
p.m., I received a text message: “10 minutes late.” We were 
meeting only to hang out, so he probably did not feel the need to 
be on time. “Okay,” I replied. 

But the summer heat and his lateness started to bother me. 
After all, we had not seen each other for a whole year, with him 
in Vietnam and me in the United States, so I was anxious to see 
him again. When the young man finally appeared at 2:25, I rolled 
my eyes and shook my head. He mimicked my expression while 
smiling at me, agreeing that his lateness was unacceptable. That 
was his way to apologize. 

“This is what you call ‘ten minutes late’?” 
“Just got out of work. This job drives me insane. It leaves 

me with no short-term memory at all!” 
He moaned and pouted. With his modest height, skinny 

body, pink T-shirt, and blue shorts, he looked just like a little boy. 
I used to question myself, “Of all people, why do I have to have a 
crush on this gay man? He’s homosexual, not even bisexual!” But 
I realized the combination of femininity and masculinity in him 
was perfect for me, that I myself wasn’t really feminine and, 
therefore, didn’t want to be with straight men. 

“Do you often wear a pink T-shirt and blue shorts to 
work?” 

“It’s Sunday. Nobody but me in the office.” 
“So you work on weekends as well.” 
“Now is the busy season for auditing firms. I’m working so 

many hours that my salary per hour is lower than that of a street 
sweeper. Twelve hours a day.”  

“Seven days a week. You must be their favorite employee.” 
“Just received the firm’s Annual Best Performance Award.” 
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“Tell me the truth: Did you get that award because of your 
looks?” 

“Probably. Every time I’m over-stressed, I get a new 
hairstyle. Got six different hairstyles in the last ten months. The 
whole firm is amazed.” 

We laughed. Nevertheless, besides being undeniably good-
looking, this man was truly smart and perceptive. During our 
conversation, his voice was calm, his eyes were cool, and he 
sounded too mature and sophisticated about life, making me feel 
like a child talking to a middle-aged man, although we were both 
twenty-three. I, being a child, couldn’t resist playing with his 
beautifully permed hair—my fingers were touching its curls when 
he asked, “What do you like about New York City?” 

“Let me see…. It’s multiculturalism…. Stores, restaurants, 
and art museums.” 

“Art museums? There’s one nearby. Just a few steps from 
this café. Wanna go?” 

“How come I never saw it?”  
“When was the last time you took a leisurely walk on the 

streets here?”  
“Um … last year.”  
“Walking on the streets of Saigon can give you a strange 

feeling. Do it more often.” 
We walked to the art museum, built by the French during 

the time of colonialism. There were very few visitors, and the 
place was extremely quiet. It was 4:30 p.m., hot and humid as 
ever. To make it worse, most of the museum lacked air-con-
ditioning. I was sweating too much. “Unfair,” I thought, seeing 
that he did not sweat at all. Was it evident that his body had 
much less fat than mine? We walked through different sections of 
the museum, through the sculptures, the paintings, and the 
handcrafted pieces dating from four thousand years ago up to the 
recent past. We went through different floors. We walked slowly 
past the paintings by Vietnamese artists, from the traditional ones 
to the ones painted during the Vietnam War and in the twenty-
first century. He stopped at a painting. 

“I like this one.” 
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I looked. The painting was large and impressive. A fishing 
village on the beach, in a blood red sunset. I could see the big 
fishing vessels, the people, and the sea. The crimson sun was 
giving off its last aura in the day, and its sorrowful light covered 
the whole picture. Everything was dipped in dark red. 

“The ships are burning,” he said. 
“Burning?” The sails on the fishing vessels looked like 

orange flames in the cardinal sunset, but I had not thought it 
could be a fire. 

“Yes, burning. I like this painting because I can vividly 
imagine the scene.” 

“If this is really a fire, maybe somebody deliberately set the 
ships on fire to create this exquisite sight.” 

He laughed. “Only weirdoes like us think this way!” 
“Weirdoes like us.” This young man was a profound work-

aholic and a flamboyant philosopher. He had written hundreds of 
poems, loved to study history, enjoyed working as an event plan-
ner, and didn’t like auditing at all. But he ended up as a financial 
auditor, even an excellent auditor as the job got into him. The 
other weirdo was me, falling in love with him long after having 
known he was gay. I never let him know my feelings, and he must 
have thought he was merely a friend to me—a not-so-close 
friend—just like what I was to him. This forgetful and neglectful 
man had no memory of things outside of work, including me. 
Meanwhile I would remember every single thing about him, 
despite my terrible memory, which was full of holes like Swiss 
cheese. In fact, he and I had several things in common, so maybe 
I liked him that much not only because he was so charming, but 
also because I was narcissistic. Both of us were literary and 
poetic, but also sharp and realistic. We were careerists and 
rationalists. But was I that rational, since I was in love with a 
homosexual man? 

At the end of the day, we found two exhibitions—one by a 
Thai and the other by an Australian artist. The Thai one featured 
Thailand as a gorgeous mythical land—very dreamy, while the 
Australian one described modern life and social issues in 
Australia—very realistic. Among the artworks by the Thai artist, a 
small painting in the faraway corner of the room caught my eye. I 
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could not see what exactly was in the painting from the distance. 
It seemed to be a brilliant, golden source of light amidst vast, 
absolute darkness. When we sat down to take a break from walk-
ing, I pointed at the painting from afar and said to him, “Look at 
that source of light. What do you think it is?” 

“Buddha.” 
He took a quick glance and threw the word out im-

mediately, didn’t take a second look, as if I was asking what his 
name was. The firmness in his voice stunned me. It was the first 
time he had seen all these paintings, yet he didn’t need a moment 
to think, as if he had known the answer before I said the 
question. There was a very subtle attitude in his succinct answer 
and aloof facial expression. His eyes were saying, “Do you have 
to ask something that obvious?” 

I almost laughed. I simply didn’t know what to do with this 
proud, cunning, beautiful man—how to face him, to win against 
him, to not fall for him, or to pull myself away from his en-
chantment. He was always more mystical, yet at the same time 
more practical than I could ever be. He always saw what I 
couldn’t see, just like the way he saw the fire in the sunset. I 
wondered if I would really burn things—including myself—some 
day because of him, in the same manner I could spontaneously 
set the ships on fire just to create the magnificent sight that we 
both loved. 

But my feelings for him might just have been completely 
meaningless, for there I sat, thoroughly exhausted from the over-
whelming heat and humidity, next to the man forever incapable 
of loving me. Nonetheless, after resting for one minute, together 
we stood up and walked to the painting that had caught my eye. 
The thing illustrated there was quite gorgeous. Shining splendidly 
against the infinite black, it was the most divine image I had ever 
seen. It reminded me of love—chaos, self-realization, meditation, 
transcendence, and enlightenment altogether in one’s mind. It 
reminded me of why I loved the man standing next to me, who 
was also admiring its beauty. 

It was Buddha. 
 

◊ 
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Brianna Best 
  

The Graphite Spiral of Buddha 
  
To gain enlightenment, he says, sit very still and wait— 
cup water in your hands; watch it drain piece by peace. 
At first you will feel like three zeniths of sunburn 
and skin so thin you could break. 
And then the emptying will come. 
Emptiness like “I am” and then, “I am not.” 
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Emily Drew 
 

Defined by Art 
 

Nymphs and Satyr, 
William Bouguereau 1873, The Clark Museum 

 

Sitting in front of the painting, she looked small. An oil 
painting, eight-and-a-half by five-and-a-half feet. It was over 
twice her size of almost four feet. Soft colors and smooth strokes 
show a satyr being coaxed into a pond by a group of nymphs. 
They coax him with their shapely bodies, promises of more to 
come, grabbing onto his horned head, pushing his bare back. 
Usually satyrs are the lecherous ones. He looks like he’s pro-
testing, but I doubt, deep down, he minds going for a dip with 
half a dozen nude nymphs. 

My sister did not mind the nudity. Whether awed by the 
beauty of the painting or the size, I wasn’t sure, but she sat in 
front of Bouguereau’s work for half an hour, not moving even 
when we tried to coax her into another room. The Clark Museum 
was not overly large, not Metropolitan large, but it had still more 
rooms to explore and more artwork to see. 

But Becky wasn’t interested. My mother and I wandered 
into the next room. My grandparents listened to a recorded tour 
on headphones. My stepfather sat and studied a sculpture. And 
Becky, small, petite, not even clearing four feet, sat on a bench in 
the middle of the room in front of a painting over twice her size, 
awestruck. 

 
Giovanni Boldini in Impressionist Paris, 

2010 Exhibition at The Clark 
 

Monet and Manet and Degas lined the walls. The exhibition 
was a maze of rooms with signs indicating where to go next, like 
the museum did not want you to miss a thing. 

Oil on canvas. She leans out into a room, holding herself 
steady against a wall. She must be a dancer. The back of her dress 
is open to show her shoulder blades and the line of her spine. 
Clearly ready to join the party, she smiles and holds her skirt up. 
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I fell in love with a man long dead in one painting. His 
portraits of young women and men and children living the 
bourgeois life hung on the museum walls. But I loved the young 
woman, the dancer captured in quick, messy brush strokes that 
mimic a young woman’s hurried excitement to dress for a party. 
The colors of her pale pink dress barely blend together. Blue on 
her back, red on her ear, spots of yellow in her hair. 

 
Untitled, 2010, 

Capital Region BOCES Art Show 
 

Tempera on hard stock. An abstract painting. Lines of red 
and orange, orange and pink, red and blue. A background of 
blue-green, more green than blue. A teacher said the colors 
vibrated. It looked too bright next to subdued, soft drawings of 
charcoal on paper and portraits of oil on canvas.  

When you looked at it, your eyes didn’t know where to go.  
Vibrating colors—when an artist paints with exact oppo-

sites on the color wheel. I hadn’t meant to. I didn’t even like 
painting, but that was the assignment. My creation, almost an 
eyesore if the colors weren’t vibrating, shined in my teacher’s eyes. 
It put confidence in her that she could mold a student to create 
art, even if it wasn’t exactly what I had intended. Her hopes and 
dreams of fame could live on in one eighteen-year-old girl. 

As she bragged to colleagues at the art show and I milled 
around with my parents, I did not have the heart to tell her my 
college degree wasn’t going to be art anymore, not even art 
history. That I was, instead, going to write. 

 
Gallery of Roman Art, 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
 

We walked through a hallway of glass cases filled with small 
statues of religious figures. At the end of the hall, a man sat on a 
stool with a sketchbook open in his lap. A small crowd gathered 
behind him, curious people looking over his shoulder, but no one 
dared move close enough to jostle him. At first I thought he was 
unaware of the people, but as my friend and I moved closer, I 
saw he had a small smile on his face. 
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“Hey man, when you finish, I’ll pay you for it.” 
He shook his head. “Not for sale.” 
We joined the crowd to look over his shoulder. Pencil on 

paper. An exact likeness, though still in progress, of a bronze sta-
tue, eight-and-a-half inches tall. A masked, veiled dancer, spread-
ing her skirts, looking down over her shoulder. He shaded her 
body by smudging the pencil with the tip of his finger. His 
graphite-covered hands flew across a page he barely glanced at, 
adding an expert line here, erasing a smudge there, and in each 
line, the dancer came alive on the paper. 

 
The Vine, Harriet Whitney Frishmuth 1921, 

The Metropolitan American Gallery 
 

A bronze sculpture, nearly seven-feet tall, rising beside 
Diana with her arched bow. She is stuck in a moment of bliss as 
she dances, wrapping a grapevine around her body. The line of 
her body arches back. Her head is tipped, her hair moving in a 
nonexistent wind. Her life is this one still, but forever-moving 
moment of never-ending bliss, never-ending dance. 

I sat and tried to capture her on paper like the Frishmuth 
captured her in bronze, but she looked too stiff, too still, too 
lifeless on a page. I got up, frustrated with my uncooperative pen-
cil, walked around her and took pictures for later reference. I 
went upstairs and leaned over the balcony to see the joy on her 
face. While other people fawned over Diana, the goddess poised 
to release her arrow, I stared at the nameless woman, who I later 
learned was modeled after a ballet dancer.  

I imagined this: the dancer and artist in the studio. The 
dancer always moving, the artist taking grainy photographs, over 
and over until she found the perfect movement to forever trap in 
bronze. 

Her head is thrown back. Her arms are wrapped in the vine. 
I tried to put her on paper and follow the line of her body. Pencil 
on notebook paper. A sketch half-finished on hard stock paper, 
frozen, lacking the life and movement this statue, ecstatic and full 
of energy, had. I suppose she just felt more comfortable in her 
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bronze. She felt she didn’t belong stuck in a two-dimensional 
sketch. 

 

Life Drawing Class, 
Russel Sage College 

 

The model needed a break. While she slipped into a robe, 
we all put our sketchbooks aside and walked the room to look at 
each other’s work. Everyone told me I needed to stop being 
hesitant. Draw smoother lines, don’t stop, don’t look at the 
paper, don’t think about making something look pretty. I was 
only at the class to please my great-grandmother. As the next 
artist in the family, she hoped I would become more than she 
had, except I didn’t share her passion for drawing. 

Watercolor on hard stock. Five-minute paintings of the 
female model in soft blue, blended with red and yellow and 
whatever colors my great-grandmother saw in the world. Colors 
that showed emotion the model, a college student short of cash, 
did not have in her poses, but my great-grandmother saw color in 
everything. She saw life that needed to be preserved in art. 

 
Untitled, Becky Hausgaard 2012, 
YMCA Camp Nassau Art Show 

 

She greeted us with a paper crown on her head in the 
doorway of the art room cabin. She wore a sash that read, 
“Official Greeter,” and waved us into the cabin with a flourished 
bow. 

“Welcome,” she said. 
My mother and I convinced her to take a break from her 

duty and show us her artwork. 
Marker and Sharpie on paper. A hunch-backed man hiking 

through mountains of orange, red, green, blue. He supports 
himself with a walking stick. He looks like Kokopelli, the trickster 
god with a sack on his back and flute in his hand. He looks like 
our great-grandmother’s work, the people made out of 
newspaper and magazine clippings glued onto pages of books. 

Styrofoam glued on a paper plate, molded and bent by 
Becky’s small hands. Sharpie on paper, her name written in 



135 

 

cursive, over and over, looping around the page until it disap-
pears off the edges. Watercolor on paper, a penguin drawn atop a 
red background. 

She said, dancing around the room with her friends, “I’m 
going to be an artiste.” 

A natural passion for drawing, the one that I lacked, 
inherited from our great-grandmother. Becky would be the next 
great artist, the one on whom to pin hopes and dreams. She even 
said so herself. 

 

◊ 
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Reid McGrath 
  

Season-Changing World 
 

ON A LAKE IN THE ADIRONDACKS 
 

I’ve known a winter picture worth the paint; 
And you were the one skating on the ice: 
I’ve never seen a jumpsuit look so quaint. 
Such intimate society sufficed 
To shirk the world and all its goings-on. 
On Canada’s blue money they do play 
Lake-hockey, too, like we did, with élan. 
In August months I go back to that day:  
The way you laughed. The chandelier-like trees. 
The cerulean-clean of the low sky. 
You having fun. You sliding on your knees.  
You carving backward, waving me goodbye, 
Only to fall upon your back and make 
The darndest angel ever graced that lake. 
 
ARGOS 
 

The motorboat’s exhaust emits a scent 
Reminding me of winter snowmobiles 
Which pulled the kids around and gaily lent  
Some pleasant noise, the dog right on their heels, 
Not understanding why they fought and mauled 
Each other off the sled to be the King. 
Eventually, he nipped one, and I called 
Him running back to tie him to a ring. 
There was a buck there pendant on a bough. 
He sniffed it and he licked it on the nose. 
He’d have to wait, he knew, and so for now  
He smelt the thing as if it were a rose. 
He dug a hole beneath it body-deep; 
Buried in snow he caught up on his sleep. 
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THE NORTH COUNTRY GIRL 
 

I tipped the snowmobile over a dune. 
Laughing it off we ripped back to the group 
Next to the fire and I asked how soon 
Would it be before we could eat the soup. 
I ladled eggnog in your coffee cup 
And we sat down upon a dry hay-bale. 
High in the pines, the turkeys roosted up; 
The sett’ling ice burst like a surfaced whale. 
A fire cannot melt through winter ice. 
It takes a changing season to do that. 
I tell myself the seasons all are nice; 
But now our season’s done. Where am I at?  
These arid months have burnt me and get old. 
It’s then I crave our clean, intimate cold. 
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Annalea Sullivan 
 

winter 
 
i hate when my sock falls off inside my boot and i hate when my 
pen runs out of ink and i hate when my hands are dry and i hate 
that i always scald my mouth on the first bitter sip of coffee every 
morning (even though by now i should really know better) i hate 
that your name continually plays in my head like an old song i 
should have forgotten long ago and i hate that you spilled red 
wine all down the front of my white dress (and it really was my 
favorite dress) and i hate that i love red wine because i always 
make a mess but you make messes too and i hate that you’re not 
sorry and i hate how your whisky mouth tastes like a bad cliché 
and i hate that you always—always save me for winter because i 
have never known you in the sun and you know how i hate the 
cold. 
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CONTRIBUTORS 

 
English major Brianna Best enjoys the backbreaking work of 
writing far too much (though sometimes not at all). Every day she 
laments the fact that she never got her Hogwarts letter.  
 

Graduating senior Cameron Burkhart is currently working on a 
collection of poems centered on the history of Coney Island. He 
looks forward to spending time with his partner, Rhiannon and 
his cat, Larry. 
 

Cody Buser graduates in spring 2014 with a BA in English/ 
Creative Writing. Intrigued with playwriting after taking a 
Dramatic Writing course, he is now working on a television 
series. 
 

A pug enthusiast also enamored by the art of drag, Mariela 
Cagnina double majors in Digital Media Production and Cre-
ative Writing.  
 

From Vietnam, Phuong Minh Cao completed a bachelor’s 
degree in International Business at SUNY New Paltz and is now 
pursuing a master’s degree at the London School of Economics 
in the UK. 
 

Leanne Carman, originally from Korea, made her way to Long 
Island then landed in New Paltz. A senior studying Creative 
Writing, she finds great joy in words, whales, and a perfectly-
cooked fried egg.  
 

Stacy Carter, a twenty-one-year-old Creative Writing major from 
New Paltz, writes creative nonfiction as well as confessional 
poetry. 
 

Emily Drew, a senior from Schenectady, New York, majoring in 
English with a minor in Creative Writing, was named 2014 
“Outstanding English” graduate. 
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Hilda Fournier majors in Creative Writing and minors in 
Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies. Expecting to graduate 
in 2015, she hopes to pursue a career in writing and higher educa-
tion.  
 

Abbey Gallagher, a junior pursuing a Creative Writing major 
and Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies minor, authors the 
blog This Is Life at www.abbeygallagher.wordpress.com. “Eight” 
is her first print publication.  
 
A freelance photographer from the Albany area, Sarah Goldberg 
majors in Creative Writing. 
 

Emily Graham is a Creative Writing major. 
 

In her senior year, Marcella Guarino double majors in 
Philosophy and Creative Writing. She loves pizza, Riot Grrl 
bands and Harry Styles.  
 

Derek Hawkins double majors in Digital Media Production and 
English. A native of Binghamton, New York, he draws influence 
from nature and the digital world.  
 

Ja’Lisha Higgs writes: “I am a lesbian, African-American 
woman who is constantly challenging society’s perceptions of 
normality.” She is a Secondary Education major who minors in 
Black Studies and also Creative Writing. Her poetry has appeared 
in Black Magnolias, Chronogram, and Stonesthrow Review.  
 

Lydia Hogarth is a junior Psychology major who minors in 
Creative Writing and also Evolutionary Studies.  
 

Kyle Hohensee majors in Creative Writing. His poem “A Visit,” 
a meditation on tragedy, explores how memory, loss, and love 
may deepen the family unit.  
 

M. C. Kelly, firm believer in changing the rules when the rules 
don’t suit him, created his own publishing major. He gives a big 
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thumbs-up to Greek mythology and fairy tales as well as their 
modern retellings.   
 

James Kwapisz, a Creative Writing major whose poetry is set 
either in his homeland of Long Island, or New Paltz, aims for a 
down-to-earth voice. The spring 2014 editorial intern for Codhill 
Press, he has work forthcoming in Potomac Review.  
 

A junior English major, Victoria Leichert enjoys reading, 
writing, and large cups of coffee. “Translator” is her first 
publication. 
 

Allison Leshowitz is a graduating senior majoring in English 
and minoring in Creative Writing. Check out her nonfiction 
pieces at HonestyForBreakfast.com. 
 

David Lukas, senior English major and captain of the SUNY 
New Paltz cross country team, is an ordained minister who 
regularly seeks perfection running along the Shawangunk Ridge. 
 

Michelle Malin is a sophomore English major. “Little Tele-
machus” is a vignette dedicated to her father, Gene Malin, living 
in Selkirk, New York with her mother, Cheryl. She hopes you 
enjoy her work. 
 

Jacob Matterson has a wonderful family in Clarence, New York 
and hopes to leave his poems talking. 
 

English major Reid McGrath is a poet from Pawling, New York 
whose work featured in The Society of Classical Poets’ 2014 Journal 
can be found at www.classicalpoets.org.  
 

Breanna Metcalf-Oshinsky, Creative Writing major, is a 
performing poet, New York Emmy-winning writer, and 
production manager for the international music organization 
Music for People. 
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Roy Missall is a junior who enjoys collecting Native American 
peace pipes. During summers he works for the Canadian Border 
Patrol, protecting the nation from species invasion. 
 

Hayley Nusbaum writes: “I’m a first-year student from 
Westchester, New York. I grew up loving baseball and writing 
about sports and soon began dreaming of a journalism career. I 
slowly worked my way into fiction and have been stuck on it ever 
since.”   
 

Melissa Nau pronounces her surname “gnaw.” Her poetry has 
appeared in New Paltz Magazine, Stonesthrow Review, and Chronogram, 
where, as the spring 2014 editorial intern, she published essays 
and reviews. Her goals include publishing a poetry/short story 
collection and sharing a bottle of port wine with Charles 
Bukowski in hell.  
 

T. R. O’Sullivan, a sophomore studying Creative Writing and 
Interpersonal-Intercultural Communications, thanks the people 
encountered in his life who inspire him to continue writing. 
“Sundress” is his first publication. He is honored to be a part of 
the Stonesthrow Review community. 
 

Julie Ponder is a sophomore from Putnam Valley, New York 
who enjoys reading, writing and painting. “Back to the Old 
House” is her first published work. 
 

Victoria Prashad writes: “I’m an Adolescent Education/English 
major with a minor in Creative Writing. I hope to keep poetry an 
active part of my life in the future.” Her work has appeared in 
Chronogram and Stonesthrow Review.  
 

Ryan Randazzo writes that to this day he can’t spell the word 
“February,” concluding that “there is no place in the literary 
world for people like me.” 
 

April Schmidt, Creative Writing major, aspires to be a writer, but 
some call her “The Space Cowboy.” Some call her “The Gangster 
of Love.”  
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Rachel Simons, Creative Writing major and former editor at the 
student-run SUNY New Paltz literature and art magazine Cellar 
Door, writes fiction, nonfiction, dramatic writing, and poetry. 
After graduation, she hopes to write professionally and create her 
own magazine. 
 

Samantha Spoto is a graduating senior whose work has 
previously appeared in Stonesthrow Review. She still believes in the 
need for guitars and drums and desperate poetry. 
 

Annalea Sullivan, currently a junior studying Creative Writing, 
enjoys good friends, good conversation, and purple nail polish.   
 

Jake Swain is an undergraduate who studies English and 
Philosophy. “Drip” is his first publication in a literary journal.   
 

Samantha Tants is an English major graduating in May 2014.  
 

A senior majoring in Journalism with a minor in History, John 
Phillip Tappen is editor at The New Paltz Oracle and member of 
the Unified Scene. He enjoys storytelling, roadside America, and 
things left-of-the-dial.   
 

Aaron Tremper is an English major whose work has appeared in 
Awosting Alchemy, The Legendary, and Stonesthrow Review.  
 

Robyn Turk double majors in Creative Writing and Art History, 
with a minor in French. She has absolutely no idea what she is 
doing with her life but wouldn’t mind taking over Anna Win-
tour’s job as editor-in-chief of Vogue. 
 

Ben Ubell, a poet from New York City, is a senior who majors 
in Creative Writing. 
 

Monica Volpacchio majors in Digital Media Production and 
minors in Creative Writing. 
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Pia Wyss is a photographer who specializes in alternative 
perspectives, indirect portraiture, artistic documenting. Her work 
has been published in Photographer’s Forum magazine and shown in 
the Photographer’s Club of Long Island exhibit and in Pride in Port 
show in Port Washington, New York. 
 

Joe Yllanes majors in English/Creative Writing and is primarily 
interested in crafting fiction and poetry. He aspires to be a 
novelist, hoping to leave a mark on the world through pen and 
paper. 
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