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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

First and foremost, thank you to all the students who submitted to this year’s edition
of North Texas Review. Our publication’s purpose is to showcase the most talented
undergraduate creative writers and artists at UNT, as well as to enhance the literary and
artistic communities on campus. This year North Texas Review received record number
of submissions, and this is a testament to the demand for creative outlets for students. We
are delighted to be a part of each student’s creative journey, and we are proud to publish
such talented writers and artists.
North Texas Review would like to extend our thanks to those who have made this year’s
journal possible. Thank you to the Student Service Fee Committee, Roy Nance and UNT
Printing and Distribution Solutions, and the UNT Department of English, especially
Dr. Jacqueline Vanhoutte and Diane Culpin for their unwavering support and assistance.
Thank you also to Jackie Whipple-Walker and Dr. Alex Pettit of the Sigma Tau Delta
Honor Society for their dedication to fostering an inclusive and intellectual community
within the English department. Principally, I’d like to thank our faculty advisor, Raina
Joines, for offering constant encouragement to our staff and for her devotion to this
journal and its contributors.
In addition, I would like to thank all of the North Texas Review staff members for
volunteering to become a part of this edition, and for the many hours spent reading,
editing, and working to create this journal. Not only have we created the physical journal
in your hands, but more importantly, we have fostered an organization that roots itself in
compassion, teambuilding, and friendship. I’d like to offer a special shout out to Matias
Masson and Joseph Howald for going above and beyond on every single responsibility.
A special thank you to Emily Pearson, my partner-in-crime, whose perseverance and brilliance is unmatched; to Jannett Garcia for her talent and dedication that keeps astounding
us all; and to Michelle Guan, our Online Editor, who tackled NTR Online and did so
with a craftsmanship and grace that has improved our presence on the World Wide Web. I
would individually thank every single staff member if this page allowed; instead, I’ll settle
for sending my love and eternal gratitude for not only working to perfect the journal, but
for the memories, friendships, and connections that I’ll cherish forever.
I’d like to thank the readers of this book. If you’re a writer or artist: keep creating. If you’re
a parent: be proud of your child who contributed to our creative efforts. If you’re simply a
lover of literature and art: read on. This journal was created with all of you in mind.
We hope you enjoy it.
Yours,
Kaitlyn Coalson
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THE MOUNTAIN

UNDER THE SHADOW OF

by Gioia Luck Schwalm

Red House by the Water by Allen Hall

E
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Emilia threw herself down on her father’s old
armchair, draping her bare legs over the peeling
faux leather armrest. She was the only one who sat
in it anymore. When she stood, little brown flakes
would cling to her skin and follow her around the
house – Emilia either failed to notice or didn’t care
enough to pick each piece off. They ended up in
her sheets, which ended up in the laundry.
Anne was waiting in the front room, her
eyes narrowed and her arms awkwardly akimbo.
“Where have you been?” she asked with a calmness
that sounded like a warning. The spinning fan
kept tempo overhead.
Emilia shrugged, training all of her attention

on the foam stress ball which was always in her
hand. Though worn from years of handling, it still
displayed the globe design – the slightly distorted
green, yellow, orange, and pink continent shapes
against the massive blue ocean. She ran one finger
along the seam, a mock equator raised along the dull
plastic coating.
“Mom’s gonna be home any minute now, and
you still haven’t cleaned up.” Anne readjusted the
green plastic laundry basket on her hip, rocking it
side to side as if ringing a bell. “You could at least
keep the sty to your room.” She kicked at a bent
bottle cap on the carpet. Orange soda pop tops dotted the room – the bottles always seemed to make it

to the trash, but these were easier to overlook.
“Fine, then. I’ll go to my room.”
Before she could pass by, Anne grabbed her by
the wrist. She tended to be rough with her sister,
but Emilia was also one to be rough with herself.
She was the kind of girl who always had bruises.
“Jesus, calm down.”
Anne let go again. “Sorry. Just – I’m not always
going to be here to cover your ass.”
Emilia grinned until she coaxed a smile out of
her sister – revealing the snaggletooth that she did
her best to keep hidden. Anne’s only imperfection.
“You talk.” Emilia grabbed the laundry basket from
her sister. “You know, not so long ago, you would’ve
9

said ‘don’t call me Jesus.’ I think Cliff is taking a toll
on your sense of humor.”
Anne rolled her eyes. “Just finish that load and
I’ll clean up in here. I want you to be ready to go as
soon as Mom gets back with the car.”
With a tsk, Emilia went to work in the laundry
room, sporadically calling, “No sense of humor,”
until she realized she was receiving no answer.
They drove the mile and a half in silence – Anne
didn’t seem to be in a joking mood. Their old beige
Volvo crept through town as if in camouflage. Little
Springs’ name was quite an understatement – in
fact, there were no springs, and no water. The houses were all tiny places with dirt yards and standard
chain-link fences, and the mostly chipped and peeling paint tones ranged all the way from tan to beige.
This must have been a conscious decision, as if the
town had been concerned with leaving too great a
human footprint on the surrounding landscape. As
if Little Springs aspired to blend into nothingness,
to be nowhere. Emilia didn’t understand this desire
to be left behind by the rest of the world. The Volvo
passed by the Arrington Ranch, and then the adobe
chapel with its cross askew and its bell missing.
Sunflower Peak loomed in the distance, casting
its shadow over the town. The mountain had been
named after the abundance of wild flowers that
grew annually along its ridges. They always quickly
dried and died, but the seeds always dropped again,
affording the resurrection of the smiling yellow faces
roughly eleven months later. Having lived in Little
Springs all her life, Emilia had witnessed the sudden
comings and goings of the flora for sixteen years.
Just an hour ago, she had stared at the faint
yellow buds across the desolate plain, beyond the
chain-link fences that marked the edge of town. The
aluminum bed of the Ford pickup had been hot
against her skin, and sticky under her palm – maybe
oil, half-dried by the demanding sun. Timothy had
parked facing town, ready to go back as soon as they
arrived.
There were plenty of boys with cars in this
town, and all of them willing to drive her to the
outskirts, most of them in hopes of getting under
her skirt. Baby, there’s no map to where we’re going.
For the right amount of distance, she was willing
to put up with their adolescent attempts at suavity.
Timothy was one of the more bearable of his
kind – less branded by Little Springs than most, he
was freckled and naïve, and he didn’t wear cowboy
boots. But like the rest, he always brought her back,
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all of them so eager to return. You couldn’t count
on boys or their cars.
If not for Anne and her mother, Emilia would
stay out all night, going farther and farther on her
own. Beyond the fences, even beyond the mountain.
If not for her father, she may never have dreamed
that escape from under the shadow of the mountain
was possible. She may never have dreamed of escape
at all.
Back in the passenger’s seat, she stared out her
window. In front of the old cream brick courthouse
on Main Street, a stray dog investigated a yellow
plastic bag caught in a cactus – the only bloom it was
likely to have. Every time she passed the landmark,
a memory came to her: sitting beside her father as
he drove down this same cracked pavement. He had
dusty blond hair like her sister, but his eyes were
dark like her own, hidden behind his mirrored Aviators. His hand, with the customary local tan, draped
over the steering wheel. Pointing at something
beyond the windshield.
Emilia turned her eyes away from the local scene
and onto the globe in her hands. Spinning it over
and over, she thought more about her father, how
he seemed to have dropped off the face of the earth.
Yet at this scale, it was clear that the earth had no
face – no flat planes or projecting mountains. Only
one endless, rounded horizon. Most likely, he had
simply passed out of her and Anne’s and Mom’s
circle, the same way a blackbird flies out of sight.
Emilia rolled the stress ball between her palm
and the plastic taqueria table, still sticky from
the diners before them. Anne eyed the perpetual
movement but said nothing. The sisters spent many
evenings like this, just the two of them. Even in
the few hours of the day when she wasn’t working,
their mother remained distant. Overworked and
exhausted, she left her daughters on their own.
Teresa’s was their favorite place to eat, mostly
because it was one of the only places in town. Still,
Emilia appreciated the colorful interior, the forest
green counters and lively orange fresco walls with
deep blue borders. The only flaw in the decor was
the Texas map, laminated and hung on the back wall
beside the vintage Spanish-language Coca Cola ads.
Emilia sat facing the window, looking out at the
view of the distant highway. It cut through the
parched landscape like a silver tributary. Under the
burnt sunset, it looked brighter than ever. Not even
the taqueria’s colors could compare. There were
always cars passing by, although none turned off the

exit ramp. Emilia silently commended their good
judgement.
The eponymous Teresa came by with their
drinks. Placing an uncapped bottle of orange Topo
Sabores on the table, she smiled down at Emilia.
Emilia found it easy to smile back – she liked Teresa
more than most people. She wore colored mascara
and hadn’t been born in Little Springs. Today, her
eyelashes were diamond blue.
Emilia and Anne ordered their usuals: gorditas
de carnitas and chicken flautas.
“Is it a special occasion?” Teresa asked before
leaving again. “We usually only see you on the
weekends.”
“No, nothing like that,” Emilia told her.
Anne smiled evasively. She lifted her glass of
water to her mouth, avoiding the straw – she never
drank through straws.
They sat in silence for a while. Emilia struggled
not to stare at the headlights shooting through the
desert. Now that the sky was fully dark, they were
all she could see out the window. Being present
was becoming more and more difficult for Emilia,
even when she was with Anne, who had always
been her anchor to the here-and-now. She couldn’t
tell her that she was imagining herself somewhere
else – anywhere else. She imagined the colorful cities
she’d seen in World Geography textbooks, gleaming
for their lack of dust. But these images were always
swallowed by the sand and eclipsed by the mountain.
When he left, their father had had the decency

to leave their mother with the car. Emilia didn’t
know exactly how he’d gotten out of town, but she
knew there were a couple of options. There was
always the highway. Maybe he had ridden off with
another woman, someone from out of town – someone with a metropolitan figure and a spotless silver
sports car. This flashiness suited Emilia’s image of
him, and yet she had always imagined him hitching
a train on the tracks behind the corn processing
plant, trailing smoke behind him as if he had left a
century ago. As far as she was concerned, he might
as well have. He had absconded only months after
she was born. Anne had been four at the time. His
desertion had always been worse for the older sister,
and especially for their mother. They didn’t deserve
such abandonment then – she couldn’t imagine
what another would do to them now.
So Emilia forced her attention back onto her
sister, whose head blocked a portion of the highway
from her sight. Anne sat silently, still watching
the movement of her sister’s hand. Emilia stopped
immediately, placing both of her hands in her lap,
though she still gripped the ball. Finally, she reached
across the table and plucked the straw from Anne’s
cup. “Do you mind?” she asked, after the fact. She
dropped it into her own drink, though it was almost
too short for the bottle. The clear straw bobbed
slightly in the carbonation. Teresa came back with
their food, setting the red plastic baskets down in
front of them.
Anne finally broke her silence. “So, Em.
There’s actually something I
wanted to talk to you about.”
Emilia was surprised to see that her
eyes were gleaming, and there was
a smile on her lips. “I have some
good news.”
Regardless, Emilia’s stomach
turned.
“Cliff and I are getting
married.”
Emilia stared at her for a long
time. Then she let out a laugh.
Anne’s face fell, but only
slightly.
“Seriously?” Emilia asked.
Anne’s fine eyebrows knit
and a faint eleven formed on her
forehead. “Yes, seriously.”
“Anne, you’re twenty. You
really want to get married?”
“Yeah, I do.” She was smiling

She couldn’t tell
her that she was
imagining herself
somewhere else –
anywhere else.
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again, as if she couldn’t help it. “Mom was twenty
when she got married.”
“Yeah, and that worked out so well.” Emilia
took a sip from her straw. The soda already tasted
flat. “Did you already tell her?”
Anne nodded.
For a long time, Emilia sat, silently sucking up
the rest of her drink. Anne waited patiently, until
the bottle was empty. Only then did Emilia say,
“Well, if it makes you happy.”
Anne beamed. “He does. I know he’s not your
favorite person, but –”
“No, really. You seem happy, and that’s
probably all that matters.”
Anne looked down. She lifted a flauta to her
mouth, then brought it back down again, dipping it
in sour cream.
Emilia had forgotten all about the food in front
of her. She picked up one golden gordita – still hot,
its grease oozing out onto her fingers. She knew it
would be delicious, but suddenly the thought of
meat was too much to stomach. She listened to the
crunch of Anne’s flautas instead.
“Actually,” her sister said, just before she had
finished chewing. She wiped her lips gingerly with
a paper napkin. “There’s more.” She took a sip of
water, and soon she was smiling again. She seemed
even more excited than before – the snaggletooth
made an appearance.
Emilia’s eyes widened. Oh, god, she was
pregnant. It was Mom all over again.
“No,” Anne laughed, “It’s not that.” She folded
and unfolded the napkin like a child with stubby
fingers doing origami. “Cliff and I… we’re actually…
moving.” She beamed expectantly at Emilia. When
she received no response, she prompted, “Isn’t it
exciting?”
Emilia reached slowly for the miniature globe
sitting in her lap. She felt the transfer of grease from
her fingers onto the worn plastic. She’d heard of the
world ending in fire, but never in hot grease.
Her mouth had never been so dry.
“Houston,” Anne continued. “He has family
there, and he’s going to get a real job. Family business, you know? Apparently they’re a real big name.
Oil.”
“Houston.” Emilia repeated it two more times
in her head. “Did you tell Mom about that, too.”
Her voice was flat. Not a question.
“Of course. And she was fine with it! She said,
‘all children have to leave eventually.’”
Emilia looked back to the highway.
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“Anyway,” Anne said, less confident now. “It’s
not that far.”
With a smile, Emilia looked back at her. “Not
that far?” She pushed her chair back from the table
and stood up before storming through the taqueria,
shoving chairs out of her way until she reached the
back wall. “Let’s see,” she called, too loud for a
public place. “Little Springs.” With her left hand,
squeezing her stress ball, she pinpointed the spot.
“Right about here. Houston.” She reached across
the map with her other hand, locating the eastern
city. “Here it is! Yeah, that’s not so far.”
“Emilia, sit down,” Anne hissed from across the
room. Even with her back turned, Emilia knew she
was hunched and embarrassed, hiding her face from
the two other customers in the place.
She obeyed, throwing herself back into her
chair. Teresa watched from behind the forest green
counter, her dark eyes full of concern behind the
diamond lashes.
“Why can’t you just be happy for me?”
She only glared, squeezing the life out of the
foam in her hand.
“What do you want from me, Em?”
“Nothing. I want to leave.” She stood up and
walked out, without so much as waving goodbye to
Teresa.
She sat on the edge of her unmade bed in the
dark, waiting for the lights in the rest of the house to
go out. In this bed, she had turned her pocket-sized
globe over in her hands, studying its inaccurate continents, worshipping the real places they represented.
She had dreamed of faraway places, where the
mountains were green rather than beige, where the
sun didn’t shine so unforgivingly, somewhere where
she could get pale.
She had never dreamed that Anne would be the
one to abandon her.
Her mother’s bedside lamp had been out for
over an hour. Finally, with a faint click, the light
spilling out of Anne’s room into the hallway receded
under the door. Emilia got up and closed her own
door silently. Still in the dark, she moved quickly, lying flat on the carpeted floor to reach one arm under
her bed. There were no monsters, only a shoebox,
once home to a pair of Chuck Taylors, children’s size
5. Lifting the dented lid, Emilia found the several
hundred dollars she kept stashed away, each bundle
wrapped in a bejeweled hairband: birthday money
and the wages from odd jobs, housework for the
Salazars next door and washing cars – a lucrative

market in a town as dusty as Little Springs. She
never spent any of it – she had been saving up for
this moment for years.
She didn’t own a suitcase, only her school
backpack. She dumped out her virtually unopened
textbooks, Physics and US History, and her all-doodle notebooks. She already kept a spare toothbrush
and paste in her school things, along with a stick of
Secret. On top of that, she threw in a few changes
of clothes and all of her underwear, fresh from the
laundry. A bag of Hot Cheetos and the half-empty
Ozarka bottle from that day. Then, carefully, she
situated the shoebox into the backpack, now completely full. Even if she was forgetting something,
she couldn’t fit it inside – this thought came as some
comfort as she zipped up the pouch. Grabbing the
stress ball from her bed, she left her room for what
she intended to be the last time.
Her heart beat harder as she crept into the
kitchen. She wouldn’t risk the noise of opening
cabinets or the fridge – she could buy food – but
she did stand over the counter, her hand lingering
over the ceramic bowl in which her mother kept
the keys to the Volvo. After what felt like an hour
of consideration, she pulled her hand away again.
She couldn’t take the car from her mom – even her
father hadn’t been cruel enough to do that.
A sharp pang of guilt shot through her, and for
a moment she thought that the lights had turned on.
But she was still standing in the dark, and the house
was silent. Her bag felt heavy on her back. First
Anne, then her? Her mother would be left alone.
And yet… All children have to leave eventually.
But not without a trace – she could do better
than her father. She grabbed the memo pad meant
for the grocery list and jotted a note, her face close
to the paper. She signed off with her name, and P.S.
I’ll call you when I can, only if you promise not to ask
me to come back. It was for the best. Emilia loved
her mother, of course. But she had always suspected
that she was only a burden. It would probably
hurt more to lose Anne to Cliff and his oil family –
Emilia’s departure would just help lighten the load.
She was careful not to fumble with the keys
at the front door, or to creak the screen. Standing
on the front steps, she decided she would walk.
Walking meant time to think, and plenty of time to
turn back. Little Springs was already asleep in the
pale moonlight – it rose and fell with the sun. The
stars were out. This was the one thing she might
miss about the desert, the open sky at night. It was
as hot as the day, though a faint breeze blew against

her back, carrying with it the scent of juniper trees.
Urging her on. She held out her arms in gratitude.
She passed the courthouse, now illuminated by
poorly-tended in-ground lights. The yellow plastic
bag still clung to the cactus, though the dog was long
gone. The memory flashed through her mind again,
her father at the steering wheel with his Aviator
glasses. Pointing forward, pointing at nothing.
And for the first time, the memory arrived with a
realization.
Her only memories of her father were photographs and fabrications. She couldn’t really remember him. Of course she couldn’t. He had never
driven her around the dusty streets, certainly not in
the front seat of his car. Emilia’s knees wobbled, and
she had to sit on the curb. Annoyed with herself,
she swiped at her tears with her wrist. Then her eyes
were dry again, dry as this town. Emilia got back on
her feet and walked on.
The realization was crushing, and it was freeing.
Anne had always said that she remembered
their father, and Emilia had always believed her. But
maybe Anne had done the same thing: fabricated
those memories, filled in the blanks. Made something out of nothing. Maybe their father’s desertion
had never meant anything but his absence.
Emilia was leaving Anne with real memories,
and Anne was doing the same. The reality of the
strawberry ice cream cone, dropped in the dirt, and
the vanilla, shared; the matching tie-dye swimsuits
they wore to dance outside in the rare summer rain;
the bike rides out to pick the first sunflower blooms,
year after year; the elementary school carnival, where
Anne won Emilia a miniature globe in a ring toss
game – these genuine memories were all consolation,
and they would remain when neither sister did.
Emilia knew that she couldn’t blame Anne – it
turned out her sister wanted out of this place as
much as she always had. But still. It hurt more to
be abandoned for someone else than for somewhere
else. Who knew which of the two their father had
done.
The highway wasn’t so bright up close. Emilia
opened the back door of the dark green Sedan,
keeping a cautious distance. Her thumb ached from
holding it out, and drawing it back in. She had been
particular about who she tried to flag down. No
trucks, no Texas plates, no single male driver. In the
dark, she couldn’t be any pickier than that. She had
been relieved when she spotted the Sedan, and even
more so when it had pulled onto the shoulder just
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up the road from her. Colorado plates.
The inside of the car lit up, and she could finally
see the two people in the front seat. A man and a
woman, each around thirty. In the crude overhead
light, her first impression was a good one. The
woman had dark skin and a gentle smile, and the
man had dirty blond hair and dark eyes.
“Hey,” the woman called through her rolleddown window. “You need a ride somewhere? Hop
in if you want.”
Emilia nodded, peering into the backseat. She
gripped her mini-world, her heart beating raggedly
in her chest, as if in protest. In seven hours, her
mother would wake up for work. She would find
the note on the kitchen counter, beside the keys
to the Volvo – only a scribble, more brief than she
deserved. Emilia could picture the scene to the last
detail – her mother’s hair, flattened on one side, and

the frown lines on either side of her mouth. She
would check Emilia’s room and then wake Anne,
who would stagger into the kitchen, even more
disheveled and distraught.
Emilia could not picture where she would be in
seven hours. For a moment, she hesitated, staring at
the couple as she tried to form a solid image of her
own future in her mind. All she could picture was
dust, and the sun rising over the sunflowers – soon
to be lonely fields of dead, brown and blackened
sunflower heads. For now, it was enough to know
where she didn’t want to be. Finally, she slid into
the car, shrugging her backpack off into the seat
beside her as she closed the door.
The car didn’t start up again immediately. First,
the woman turned back in her seat and looked at
Emilia. When the lights automatically faded off, the
man reached up to the ceiling and clicked them back

on. “You know, that’s really dangerous,” the woman
said. Her breath smelled like peppermint and her
voice lacked the familiar twang. “Part of why we
pulled over was so someone else wouldn’t, if you
know what I mean.”
“Don’t worry,” Emilia answered. “I’ve got a lot
of experience hitchhiking.” In a way, this was true.
Only this time, it was the real thing. No more boys
or their cars would be turning back after a few miles.
“Well, okay. Anyway, I’m Ruby, and this is
Scott.”
“Emilia.”
“Where are you trying to go?”
For an instant, Emilia froze, her grip on the
world loosening. It was almost funny to be caught
off-guard by this question. What were the names
of those gleaming cities she had pictured so vividly
before? “I don’t know. Anywhere. North?”
The man – Scott – spoke for the first time.
“North, alright. You got the right car.”
“Buckle up,” Ruby said, facing forward in her
seat again.
The lights went out and the engine turned softly
over. The sound of the doors locking reverberated
in the closed space. Emilia’s knee began jumping up
and down in front of her, and it was only when she
put out her hand to hold herself still that she noticed
something sticking to her leg – a tiny piece of her
father’s chair. It seemed impossible that it had clung
to her for so long – after everything, it had almost
followed her out of Little Springs. But she quickly
picked it off, rolled down the window, and let it go.
She’d held on for long enough.
Emilia took a deep, silent breath, but her heart
went on screaming at her. As the wheels rolled
across the sandy shoulder and toward the road
ahead, she turned to look out the back window.
She sank deep into the padding of the car seat and
watched as the mountain disappeared into the night
behind her.

District 1-14 by Han
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Dog in Fence by Kelly Liu

VIENA-MAY
by Emily Mullins

clothesline wrinkles ripple across her face
as an old copper kettle topples to the ground
the tea inside stains the teakwood floors and
she covers it with a yellow kitchen mat to
match her sunny kitchen on rainy days.
her cheeks when i knew them were
rosy as the sun-dried tomatoes in the
vegetable garden she and i planted
every spring to eat like apples and pears
and let the ripe juice trickle down our chins.
the windchimes outside murmured a song
for mockingbirds to mimick at the turn
of the season, her wake-up call to a
brand new world and a smiling day.
i knew her hands like they were my own
soft from years of cooking in a large
brick oven hotter than the afternoon sun
and lined with ridges of experience
folly from the fountain of youth.
windchimes tell their final goodbyes as her cheeks
fade in color and the wrinkles fall still. the fountain
has dried up. sleep well.
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WHATEVER YOU THINK
YOU NEED
by Patrick Iversen

MONDAY
My sister, Sarah, hums a song from somewhere
above. The tune fades in and out like the tire she
swings from. If I drop my focus from the book in
my lap for a few seconds, I can make out the gentle
creak of the taut rope -- invariably, it drowns under
Sarah’s warbly soundscape.
“Tell me a story, Archie.”
I flash a glance from my cross-legged perch at
the base of the tree. Sarah doesn’t look at me from
her spot atop the worn rubber tire swing. Her eyes
are closed, and her head rests atop two folded arms
as she rocks back and forth. The picture of grace. I
ignore her request.
“Archie.”
Softer and sweeter this time. It would take a
brother to hear how practiced it is. I almost give
in and glance up when a merciful ant catches my
eye from the corner of Greece: Old and New in my
lap. The third of six books about ancient Europe
I currently have checked out from the Richwood
High library since the semester began. I am sure they
are due sometime.
Maybe this ant knows. The lithe, reddish thing
rests at the top corner of the right-hand page. I flick
it off with my forefinger, watch her unfold wings in
a blur and flit away, feel my satisfaction lift and die
instead.
“Archibald.”
That gets my attention and a scowl. It deepens
when I see Sarah giggling, her eyes still shut in spite
of unconfined mirth. I admit defeat.
“Why would a pre-med student be interested in
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stories?” I say, closing the book between two fingers
as I lean back into the tree.
My tree, strides away from the back entrance to
the school library, where I’ve worked as a shelf-stocker for the last three summers. Dad wanted me to
work. To make a living. To provide. Now that he
was gone, states away with some coworker, I feel
almost as rich as those sentiments.
This oak’s inset base is my favorite spot to roost
after checking out a book. At the correct angle, the
large roots serve as decent armrests, and sometimes
it reminds me of childhood nights reading picture
books with my mother in her blueberry recliner. I
would sit in her lap, Sarah on the floor picking away
at holes in the chair’s fabric, as she read aloud to us
both.
Sarah’s piercing green eyes are on me now.
“What is that, the third book about Ancient
Greece this year?” she snorts. “How much more is
there to learn about?”
“Plenty,” I insist, wearily. My turn to close my
eyes.
“I’ll rephrase that,” Sarah persists. “How much
more can you learn from reading books? Experience
is the best teacher.”
Reopened. I squint at Sarah accusingly.
“Last week you said failure was the best
teacher.”
“Failure is experience, man,” Sarah said, rolling
her eyes back while waving her arm out, an invisible
blunt between two fingers in her left hand. These
little playlets are some of Sarah’s favorite “I’m in
college” past-times. Even though we know she is as

squeaky clean as any of us, she decided at some point
the bit is hilarious.
She is right about experience, though. I’ve
known it for a while. Our small town, buried in
the barren heart of Kansas, no longer seems to fit
me. Every time the bus picks me up for another
day at school, I spend the next hour staring out the
window watching the blurring rows of corn. As they
billow by, I try to imagine they are fields of golden
wheat, ends tickling my fingers as I approach the sea.
The bus always pulls up in a cloud of dirt, just
in time for class.
“Don’t you have things to do?” I say. Sarah will
be heading off to TCU in a week or so. Full-ride.
Mom and I are very proud. “Like, a lot of things?
All-day, elsewhere kinds of things?”
Sarah rocks forward far enough to kick up some
dust into my face.
“You wish.”
I wipe the cover clean, thumb the book open
again. Scan for a way to make her leave.
“Here’s a story about medicine for our medical
genius,” I say. Sarah smirks and flips her hair over
her shoulder for show. “A slave dropped and broke
his master’s favorite cup in the street one morning.
When he sat down to put it back together, someone
saw him and asked, ‘Why are you wasting your time?
Not even Asclepius of Epidaurus could make it
whole again.’”
“How long is this story?”
“Shut up,” I say, continuing. “So the slave
brought the broken pieces to the Epidaurus temple,
to the god of healing. When he got there, opened the
bag and took out the cup, he saw that it was whole
again. The master called it a miracle.”
“The dude clearly just glued it back together,”
Sarah says with a wave and a dry tone. “A story about
an inattentive slave-owner. Fun.”
She leans back, rocks the tire swing, and leaps
to the ground in one motion. Sarah flips the curls of
black hair off her face and glances back at me.
“You have to outgrow fables someday, Archie,”
Sarah says. “Live a little. Experience life. Stop
reading about it.”
I listen as her footsteps fade away.
TUESDAY
I arrive first for the EF Tours Orientation meeting after school lets out. The room is empty, so I slip
into a seat in the back row and set my black JanSport
book bag on the desk in front of me, resting my head
on it while I wait, wondering again if I’m making the

right decision.
I’m still not sure that putting my name into
the drawing for this EF Tours thing was a decision. More like an impulse. Our counselor, Mrs.
Robinson, had offered six randomly selected Honors
Society students an all-expenses-paid educational
tour of Greece. When she drew my name, I felt a
strange desire to float.
I rode that elation for a month. Then Sarah gave
us her graduation date. This weekend. Right when I
take off for Greece.
The five other winners of the drawing trickle
into the room over the next few minutes. Two senior
girls I don’t know. Some guy I recognize. And Jodie
Eringlen and Sam, her ex-boyfriend. My heart skips
a beat. Sam hasn’t dropped out of this thing? Word
has it their breakup wasn’t exactly smooth. They sit
next to each other. I fidget with my pen.
The meeting begins when Mrs. Robinson
enters.
“I want to congratulate you all again,” she
begins, passing out brochures to Senior Girl One
in the front row. “Many of your peers signed up for
this trip, and you’re the lucky few winners for this
incredible experience.”
The brochures wind their way to Sam and
Jodie. His hand brushes hers before she reaches
behind her to hand the final one to me. I forget how
to move my hands because her blue eyes are boring
into mine, waiting. Her eyebrows twist in a grin, and
she flops the flyer at me like a fish. My daze lifts and I
try to grin back, lowering my head and snatching the
paper away. Someone is snickering, but I don’t look
up to see who. Instead, I study the flyer.
EF Tours: A New Perspective On The World!
Lower down, a list of cities and countries. Above
them all, in bold: A Grecian Odyssey.
I open the brochure to devour the itinerary
again. Mrs. Robinson’s voice is somewhere else, up
front, mixing with click-clacks of the chalkboard
and scratches of pencils around me.
I blame buzzing thoughts when I break my
six-year streak of not stepping on sidewalk cracks as I
walk home from the bus stop.
I might make a new game out of avoiding the
sidewalk grass shoots. The weeds emerge through
random slivers lining concrete paths of my neighborhood. Nature reclaiming things here most of the
residents are not done with yet.
I’ve not felt that ownership in some time. My
neighborhood is ordinary, tucked off the main road
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we take to school. Our lawns are sparse and have
been since the first big move-off a few years ago. The
one that my father hitched a ride out of town on.
The neighborhood is a cluster of memories
made without him. Playing pretend in the creek.
Soccer with Sarah in our front yard, both of us
silently watching for his maroon sedan to appear
from around the corner. His availability was always
“up in the air” after the divorce, and for a few years
that spontaneity made him a mythical figure to
Sarah and I, like Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy, an
arrival to believe in until you stop believing.
Ours is a single-story red brick building at the
end of the street. I unlock the front door, and when
the creaking subsides, I hear the familiar low churn
of the washing machine. I walk past my mom,
pulling suitcases down from the small closet in the
hallway, on my way to my room.
Wait.
Back, on a dime, to mom.
“Suitcases?” I ask. Mom doesn’t respond right
away. She shuffles past me back out to the den,
toward the master bedroom. I follow.
“Oh, we had the most terrible news this
morning,” Mom says, getting the largest suitcase
onto the bed with a toss. She sighs and turns back to
me, smoothing her pants. “Your father called.”
“My father called,” I say.
“Mhm. He was in an accident, sweetie,” she
says. Her eyes are narrowed with concern. Empathy.
She is the sweetest. “Nothing life-threatening, but
he can’t go home for a few weeks. I said we all would
go up to Minnesota to take care of him, at least until
school begins. We’re leaving on Saturday. It will be
fun! Like a little vacation.”
My mind is full of bees. The ticket envelope in
my pocket feels heavy.
“I-I don’t know, mom,” I say, unable to meet
her gaze. “I have things to do next week.”
She chuffs at that, rolling her eyes and waving
me off.
“I know your schedule, and you certainly do
not,” Mom says. “Your library job ended last week,
and all you have left before senior year is to round up
all of those books you’ve failed to return. You’ll have
plenty of time to do that when we get back.
“Besides, it’s about time you saw your father
again, don’t you think?”
I really, really don’t. Mom must have me
confused with Sarah. They were always closer, even
if just slightly. Every few months I’ll hear her in the
next room on the phone, offering obligatory life
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updates to him for half an hour. Sarah never seemed
to hold onto his absence like I have. But then, Sarah
never seems to dwell on much anyway.
I offer a shrug to my mom and half-hug her
before departing for my bedroom. I pull out my
laptop and pull up some pictures. Golden columns
riding atop a white countertop hill, their shadows
a cape draped over much of the flickering streets
beyond. Athens at night.
WEDNESDAY
I rarely have the house to myself at night — the
plight of a high schooler.
So, when my parents remind me they are due at
a church potluck, and Sarah would be visiting with
some old high school friends, I quickly assure them I
am swamped as well. The three hours of solitude are
worth the latest fib. I get through more of Greece:
Old and New and almost complete an application to
the University of Iowa when I see a text from Jodie.
Not Jodie — José from History Club saying
they miss me at meetings — but the hope sparks
a half-hour of scrolls through some of my old
Facebook posts she had liked.
The arrival of the golden child finally interrupts
my golden evening. My older sister, the flawed hero
of her own story, plunges through the front door,
tosses her keys on the coffee table and sinks into the
couch next to me. Her grin is stupid, and she flicks
my ear where I hate it.
Sarah stares at me.
“What do you want?” I grumble.
“You don’t want to see dad,” she says, clearly
but with a smug directness that must come from
liquid courage.
“Of course I do.”
“Bullshit,” she says, slapping the couch’s
armrest for emphasis. “You’d rather be sitting here,
messaging that girl on your laptop screen than at the
most important moment of my life so far.”
Shit. I forgot to close out of a freshman year
picture of Jodie and me, side-by-side with the rest
of the inaugural members of History Club. Ears
burning, I slam the laptop shut and glower back at
my smirking sister, trying to reclaim some ground
with indignation. I don’t even have Jodie’s number,
anyway.
“It’s not about her—really!” I exclaim at Sarah’s
fake laugh outburst. “I have that Greece trip next
week. I really need to go, to get out. And Dad just
doesn’t seem worth it.”
Sarah goes silent at that. Still grins, though.

“I mean, not like, his life or anything,” I say,
staring off to the side. I always have a hard time
keeping eye contact when trying to find the right
words. Truths require the right words. “The effort,
I guess. He gave, like, the minimal amount to me —
to us. Growing up.”
“So we should give the minimal amount of care
back?”
“I mean, maybe,” I say. “How many times
has mom complained about his late child support
payments?”
“Not as much as she used to,” Sarah says.
But she did, for a few years, and he still never
visits. Rarely calls. For months on end, we have little
to no idea what’s going on in his life. Sometimes I
stop and think about a minute that just passed, and
how, for all I know, it might have been the moment
my father died. And how, had I not paused to
think about it, that minute would feel no different
than the next. These are only times I miss him as
profoundly as an amputee might miss a limb.
“I don’t get why she’s so loyal to someone like
that,” I say.
Sarah’s eyes roll back.
“‘Someone like that,’” Sarah recites. “The fuck,
Archie. For someone who lives in faraway places in
his head you sure think you’re the only one who sees
things for what they are.”
“I just think,” I continue, voice rising slightly.
“Mom should say no to him more often. Give
him some of the cold shoulders we’ve had to live
through.”
“You know she isn’t like that, Arch,” Sarah says
in the gentle tone she and my mom use with my
nickname.
“She should be,” I say.
“Arch, you can’t make people act the way you
need them to,” Sarah says, exasperated. “Even the
ones you love. And if you love mom, you’ll be
helpful this weekend.”

Sarah mentions. Here and not, as always. I smile on
the fringes of the conversation, stripping the limbs
off of my broccoli, thinking of Greece.
I eat quickly and hurry back to my room to
pack.
The EF Tours ticket is on my desk. I haven’t
summoned enough will to dispose of it yet. I sigh as
I slump in my chair, considering the days ahead. I’m
not sure what my mom thinks she needs out of the
weekend, but it’s not me. Who does, anymore?
What I need is this excursion overseas. Far
from here, even for a little while, far enough from
weed-ridden sidewalks in this stale town that I can
breathe for the first time, breathe and live.
I need to be sure, so I pick up the phone. It takes
a minute to find the number, and when I do, I stare
at it for a moment. I finally hit the call button and
listen to what feels like forty dial tones.
“Archie.”
The voice is hoarse but familiar.
“Hey dad,” I say. I keep my voice low enough
that mom and Sarah won’t hear from the next room.
“Did I wake you up?”
“I mean, it’s night, so no,” my father says. That’s
it.
“Ah, sorry,” I say. “Just calling to see how
you’re doing. I hadn’t heard what happened in the
accident. Mom didn’t tell me.”
“Wasn’t much to tell,” dad says, his voice fading
out a bit as if he was holding it at arm’s length. As far
as I know, he’s in a hospital bed, so I’m unsure what
he could be doing. But then his voice returns to full
volume. “Moron driver didn’t see my bike. Thought
that’s what headlights were for.”
I hear another voice rising in the background.
An Australian accent. Crikey.
“Listen, I gotta go,” dad says. The line clicks
dead.
I slip under the covers and fall asleep. In my
dreams, I sink.

I squirm as she kisses the top of my head, and
as I feign shaking it out of my hair, she hops off the
couch, wanders back into the kitchen for a snack.

FRIDAY
By the time I wake up, my mother is up early in
a mood that sounds like eggs crackling on a hot skillet. I recognize the warm scent of maple syrup from
my bed. Comfortable senses until I open my eyes to
the face of the airline ticket on my nightstand.
I shake my head, roll out and get dressed, running through new justifications. The simple things
matter to my mom, like this excellent breakfast and
the times we spend together, even briefly. Breakfast
is what ordinary families have together. So are trips.

THURSDAY
Sarah mentions enough friends in the first few
bites of dinner that I can tell her mind is already in
Fort Worth, running down the list of people to say
goodbye to this weekend.
Mom runs through our travel plan repeatedly,
though she makes sure to inquire after each friend
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I feel resigned to the façade despite the dial tone
echoing in my memory from the night before.
I throw on an old grey hoodie I like to wear on
flights or long road trips, belt up my jeans, lace up
sneakers. I grab the ticket, toss it into the trash can,
watch it long after it floats to a rest.
SATURDAY
A brightness shines off my mom and sister
through airport security. Although we’re on different flights, I opt to linger with them at their terminal
while they wait to board.
My sister is wrapped up in conversation with a
stranger. A red and black pea coat she will use as a
flight pillow rests on her lap.
“No, no, I bet they’ll hand out peanuts this
time. … I just have a good feeling. Never know when

Alleyway to Rest by Han

it could be our lucky day. Unless it’s honey-roasted.
… oh, sure that’s unlucky, sure it is …”
My mother leans in and whispers through a
grin.
“She’s always so good at social butterflying.”
“Can’t hear you through my cringes,” I quip.
Mom smiles devilishly. I fidget with my suitcase
handle.
They call their boarding group, and I choose
to follow them through to the end of the line as if
I might not see them again for a long time. For all I
know, I might not. Dad hadn’t.
I turn to them both for customary hugs, hoping
they don’t notice how my left hand trembles slightly,
or how my heart thumps in my chest. Mom kisses
me on the cheek, walks up the ramp. Sarah turns
for a hug, but then our eyes meet, and she sees it.

Eyebrows furrow, shoulders slump and my sister
exhales in revelation.
“Ah, you’re fucking doing it.”
Less accusation than resignation, her arms
falling pointedly back down to her sides. I follow her
gaze to my front pocket, where the ticket to Greece
has begun to stick out.
I made sure to lag behind as we walked up to
the TSA agent at security, even ran into some good
fortune when Sarah yanked my mother back by the
belt she forgot to remove. That gave me a few extra
seconds to put the ticket away while they laughed
with one another and the TSA wand person at the
scene.
Sarah’s eyes rise to meet mine like green flares.
The shadow of a smile on her face is the worst, the
rueful worst.
“Sarah, I—“
“Don’t,” she says, raising a hand. “I don’t need
to hear it. I can’t make your choices for you, no
matter how fucking disappointing they are.”
“I’m looking out for myself like dad always
wanted,” I say. The words feel small leaving my
mouth.
Sarah just nods. “You certainly are.”
She pauses, and the silence is heavy between us.
“I’m sorry,” say. “I need to go.”
She nods at the ground.
“Well, I hope you find whatever you think you
need. See you around.”
She spins on a heel and marches up the ramp
without waiting for my goodbye.
SUNDAY
The day is serene, and the clouds are cumulus,
an expanse of pockmarked blue boats sailing on a
sea of pale wheat. From my window seat, I swear the
sunlight glinting off the wingtip shines brighter as
we land.
I feel Jose and Jodie lean over my shoulder
to share the view. When cell service returns my
backpack buzzes from tarmac to taxi cab.
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THALASSOPHOBIA

My mother never learned to swim.
In my dreams, too, I find my mother. Her flesh
as green and scaly as the kelp she drifts near, the
flames of her hair billowing behind her like blood,
the stark white of her bone peeking through sallow
flesh as fish devour her remains. The waves froth at
the mouth and the undertow licks her clean. When
it’s had its fill, the ocean cradles her corpse and
sends her back home.

by Margaret Campbell

T

she’s become an excellent listener since her death.
There is a shrine to her in my room, starring the
necklace she wore when they found her, covered in
barnacles and reeking of death. When I trade days
spent at the beach with ones spent locked indoors,
my friends grow uncomfortable around me. Their
traitorous tongues spit poison about a social pariah
who talks to ghosts, who becomes a ghost. My
mother is better company than them, anyway.

The autumn before my twelfth birthday,
my mother was swallowed by the sea.
When the ascending sun kissed the cliff ’s
edge, my mother strolled to the beach
and into the tide. Icy tendrils clutched
her ankles and swept her under before
the first morning bird could utter its eerie
tune. When her carcass –-stomach bloated almost to the point of explosion, face
pecked away by fish, rotting lips curled
up in a ghostly grin— floated up in the
reeds weeks later, the coroner ruled her
death an accidental drowning. I knew
better.

My mother never learned to swim.
The autumn before my sixteenth birthday, I try to
regurgitate the sea. I retrace my mother’s vanished

footsteps and let my feet sink into the grit. The
ocean is docile and the moon is alive, a masterful
conductor to the haunting symphony that is the
crash and rumble of the ocean’s tongues. I wonder if
the sky was as clear as it is tonight, if the air nipped
at her flesh like it does mine. I wonder if she cried
too. I face off with the ancient being —here long
before I was and here long after I’ll be gone— and
try not to think about what else this dark abyss has
devoured overtime. The sea is frigid and remorseless, but I wade further in until my feet can no longer find anchor. Then, I let the steady current take
me where it pleases. The rough waves lap at my back
as I try to count the diamonds embedded in the sky,
as I try not to imagine my mother’s corpse drifting
next to me, face down and faceless. I float in the
treacherous water until it no longer feels evil, until
the sun peeks out beyond the horizon and burns my
eyelids. Then, when the moisture is sucked from my
fingers and the waves have purified me, I swim to
shore and leave my mother behind in the cemetery
of salt. I leave my misery behind before it consumes
me like it did her. I forgive the sea, and I forgive her
too.

Insane by Olivia Sophia Flores

My mother never learned to swim.
Her ghost has haunted me ever since. She
clings to me like seaweed, and I welcome
that itch. Her whisper is in the waves that
crest outside my window, her eyes can be
found in the glittering wink of the ocean,
her smile is in the sun and it still hurts
me to look at it. I stay close to the sea,
feel her pulse still beating in the rocking
waves, but I never tread back in that ravenous tide. I feel seasick every day.
My mother never learned to swim.
My father worries when I set a place for
my mother and chat with her over lunch;
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MOTHER MADE
by Alejandro Galindo-Juarez

Victoria is her name,
the name of a proud mother.
A proud mother of five sons,
sons that understand their mother’s love.
A mother’s love that is incomparable.
Victoria is her name,
the name of a tired maid.
A tired maid of five sons,
sons that understand their mother’s work.
A maid’s work that accentuates success.
Victoria is her name,
the name of a strong woman.
A strong woman of five sons,
sons that possess their mother’s strength.
A woman’s strength that is greater than any obstacle.
Victoria is her name,
the name of a mother that always will carry fear.
Fear of failure from her decisions made,
past and present.
Her insecurities plague her,
her sons brighten her.
With her sons,
she finds success that is undeniable.
She will live in barriers,
she will live free.
Her sons provide her strength,
she provides them love.
Only the beauty of grace
and love
defines my mother.

Nana by Abby Pfaff
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My mother’s a maid and she’s proud.
My mother made us, and she’s proud,
her sons
Christian, Alejandro,
Victor, Daniel, Andrew,
her sons,
mother made.
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DALMATAN
by Rigatoni Garrido

Artist Statement

Currently, my work is about the different
qualities and characteristics an adult may
or may not have as they discover their place
in the world. Each painting represents a
different trait
or characteristic one may find in the
growth and development of an adult. As
I work, I like to add some kind of silly
visual as the focal point of each of my
pieces. In this series, titled, “Playfully
Mature”, I place cartoony animal heads on
human bodies, accompanied with a thick,
impasto, painterly style. Each of these
animal-human hybrids have their own
special narrative that talks about what trait
they represent in a very specific way. I want
the viewer, however, to decipher what the
trait could be by themselves. The idea for
the series is to create a sense of relatability
between the piece and the viewer, as we
all live our lives in different forms and
fashions.
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SCREEN
CAPTURE
by Isabella Luxenberg

What is a moment but an array of light? I touched the stars but
never held them; I chased the colors but failed to paint them
right. What is a picture without the lens flare? A moment given
back to the spacemen, and devoured by the nature of glorious
light, an outlier for distance, or what is to be done, and although
uncertain, what else could we become? Never created nor
destroyed, we find it unforgiving, and I want to ride it through
the void into oblivion. Language persists in spite of the silence:
the vacuum consumes symphonies made, but a melody never
fails to get stuck in my head. I hum along to the creaking of
heavenly bodies, spheres of gas that are merely angels guarding,
the magnitude of this utterly blinding. We fail to see the strength
in numbers, of guardians or companions, in relation to oneself;
A pair is a flock and a flock builds a nest. I want to fly, and with
bevy or crow, until there is no land nor sea, or space in-between,
and if my body ever rests, or god forbid, I croak, I hope to god I
feel at home.

kill///screen by Quentin Smith
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THE SOUND OF RAIN
by Kelsey D. Glass

L

“Let’s hear it.”
“This is the first time I’m reading this out loud so no
interrupting me.”
“Mum’s the word.”
“I love the sound of rain.
We met on the commute train from the city out
to my neck of the woods. Sitting inside that train,
all you could hear was the low hum of the wheels
on the rails, and the occasional jostle of a passenger.
There was this stale taste of recycled air in the car
that coated everything in lethargy. Back then, the
world outside went by in listless blurs. Nothing
seemed to be punctuated, it was muted, and gray.
Nowadays, I always note the red phone
booth on McCray Ave, and the tunnel before the
Wynsborough Lake. I had started doing this on my
commute. Looking up. It’s such a simple act, but I
can tell you more about the world going on around
me now than I could before I met him.
The one thing everyone on my car has in common- they’re always on their devices. I’ve never seen
anyone else look up. I mean, I can’t blame anyone. I
used to be the same way until he came around.”
--“Come to think of it. I’m not even sure that’s true.
I have no clue when you started riding the train, just
when you started standing next to me.”--
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“I didn’t know his name, or much of anything
about him really. He was tall, rugged, strong jaw,
sometimes a thick beard, other times just a 5 o’clock
shadow. I just noted this in passing, like you would
anyone you shared a commute with. Notice little
observations, then go back to your device, not giving
it a thought.
He wore one of those combat jackets that was
fashionable, ripped jeans, boots, and some color
variation on the same tunic shirt. I know this so
surely because it’s all he ever wore. Well, that and
a sock hat. That flopping blue hat is why I noticed
him in the first place.
It was romantic, if you’re into that kind of
gesture. You see, he was standing over me on the
train. Not like some creep, or bump- rubber, but
like you do when you’re holding the upper railing,
feet set slightly apart for balance on the jolt and ride.
His hat fell off and into my lap, literally, as if some
Universe fumbled it there. His green eyes met mine
apologetically and I handed it back. I, like everybody
else, had been staring at my device and to this day, I
don’t even remember what was so fascinating at the
time. What struck me then, and alerted me to his
unique view, was the fact that after his apology, his
gaze didn’t go back to some device.
He started to look over my shoulder. Outside.
I remember the distinct thought along the lines of
“What the fuck?” at the time. You know out of the
corner of your eye, when it looks like someone is
staring at you, and that weird tension that builds
from it? So I looked up and realized he wasn’t even
looking at me, embarrassed, I looked to see what had
caught his attention- I didn’t see anything- just hills
and the lake as usual. Nothing worth this man’s rapt
attention and he looked out as if he was seeing it for
the first time. Like he’d never actually realized where
he was before. I’d just sighed at him and his absent
mindedness and went back to my device.
I never asked him why and he never seemed to
feel the need to explain himself. But after that day,
he stood next to me every ride and just stared out.
At first, I thought, ‘My god, this stalker, he’s going
to murder me. I need to report him or change cars
or ride a later train or something.’ Which I would
always forget by the next day, and there we would
be again. He never did anything mind you. Just
standing there like a regular bloke. But then after a
while, I got comfort from his presence, his familiar,
protective stance. He never gave off that energy that
every woman in the world feels when a man is trying
to get her attention. That predator, prey feeling. He

had none of that.
I think it was the comradery in this unspoken vow. I
sit here, you stand there, and we go on with our merry
little lives.
Over time, he got to me, and I started to stare
outside too. It was like his doing it gave me the
permission I hadn’t been seeking to do it.
I think he was happy when he caught on to me
catching on because he began to talk to me. Our first
conversations were nothing breathtaking or forward,
just observations. Like we were two cartographers,
two Darwins on the Galapagos Isles.
‘Those mountains are so symmetrical from here.’ He
would remark one day. I’d nod or some ‘yeah’.
‘The lake is like a reflection of our reality.’ He’d
say another, and I would just stare at him, like the
loon he sounded. Sometimes his observations were
poetic like that, other times they were bland like,
‘The boats are out today.’ And I would think ‘Be
still my heart,’ while suppressing an eye roll, but the
funniest thing about all this. We were content, you
know, to have this time. These observations.
I’m not going to lie, there was a moment thereI’m loathe to admit- that I thought he might be a bit
‘special’- if you catch me. I mean here’s this gorgeous
man—and he talks so short, but you can tell there’s
a lot more unsaid, under the surface. You can tell
that these observations mean something. Was it
something he didn’t know how to say? Couldn’t
say?
He never asked my name. Never showed any
inclination for who I was, where I was from, where
I was going, and I’ll be honest. I didn’t want him to.
There was something magical about this contented
connection. I didn’t want to sully it with reality. I
wanted to keep the bliss of my naiveté.
One day, he smiled down at me and I realized,
I’d never asked him his name either. I was too
content. Content to just sit, share, and observe the
world outside. I guess, I should start explaining how
we got from there to where we are now. Him and
me-”
--“ I. Him and I. What’s the proper? Don’t
interrupt.”-“I got to know him through his journal,
actually. He dropped it one day. I think it must’ve
fallen out of his pocket or something. I had no
idea he’d been carrying one around. It was one of
those small ones that came with a flat pen for easy
carry- that doesn’t matter. I saw it lying there and
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picked it up. I picked it up with every intention of
giving it back to him the next day. It was bent and
shamelessly scribbled all over. It was like sitting with
a Pandora’s box, just a nip of a peek wouldn’t hurt.
Maybe he wouldn’t mind? Plus with all the scribbles
on the front, there was no big “Do Not Read” sign
or anything, so I figured, ‘Why not?’ There was no
“Property of” page to learn his name. There was
however, on the first page, only one line.

These are the things keeping me alive.
I began to read all the observations listed after that.
Some were his inane ‘boat’ comments, but others
were sonnets of sensation. Trees turned into green
fires lit by the sun. Children laughing in the park
became angels singing. Children throwing tantrums
also became squawking crows. I mean, he was
perceptive, deep, insightful, and funny, in a way I’d
never seen before in my life. And you
think with all this ‘Oh, here’s a bloke
who is just happy to be alive.’ And it’s
kind of cute, kind of sweet, and you
just fall for him, a little bit. Then we
come across my favorite passage.
--I rode a new train today. Doctor
says I need to find new things to do with
my time besides the pub and the park.
To go somewhere new. I’m always going
to ride this train now. I saw someone
today and I’m mesmerized, affixed, not
stalking. I’m not going to stalk her, I’m
not going to be creepy. Just see what she’s
on about. I haven’t talked to her yet, but
I know we will. She sits in the spot with
the biggest window. Where the most
light can warm her skin.
--“I skimmed through the book,
admittedly selfishly, for the next metro
ride. I saw things about doctors’ visits
and long names of things that looked
serious and Latin, and I didn’t want
to read those things, I shied away from
them. Partially because I didn’t know
what they meant and it was confusing,
but also because it felt like more of a
breach of privacy than the parts about
me. I mean, I was the main character
of those moments, it felt like looking
at us through a one way mirror, seeing
the narrator’s point of view.
--Today, she wore a yellow scarf.
I came up with a good joke about
not worrying about puking… then I
realized bringing up vomit isn’t the
best first impression. I stood next to her,
but she hasn’t seemed to notice me yet.
I played it cool, I think. She wears some
kind of perfume that I’ve never smelled

I probably
wouldn’t have
known until it
was too late
for us to do
anything worthwhile together.
I would’ve
missed my
chance to love
him.
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before. It reminds me of the juniper bushes out at
mums house. She seems to stare off even into her device,
and but I have hope...
I thanked my stars he had never spoken the
vomit joke, granted, I probably would’ve laughed
despite myself. I started to realize maybe he thought
of our interactions the same way I had. He could be
someone else. I realized he thought of our companionship the same way I did- like something beautiful,
or in his own words— ‘something not worth fucking
up’. He had a real way with words. I started to notice
the more I read, the shorter the pages between train
rides became. Words like ‘chemo’ started to jump
out at me, and I’ll be honest. I blocked them out. I
didn’t want to know. A sad scene was forming at the
edges of our time together, like burning the edges of
a happy Polaroid. I just wasn’t ready to address the
fire.
--“This one is adorable and I’m sharing it for my
own enjoyment.”—
--She looked at me today. My hat had started
slipping off since the last visit. It fell in her lap, as if
sent there by God to make her look at me, and she did.
I’m not much for soppy stories, but my heart literally
skipped. I didn’t know that that was possible. She has
these stupid big blue eyes, clear as the lake.
“There were pages about this wonderful storm,
and the crisp aftermath- I mean right, proper
writing. It left me feeling the stormy wind brushing
across my face. Even though it was just the breeze
from my walk home. I had been so enveloped in this
little book that I had hardly remembered where I
lived. I had walked two blocks past my flat, and had
to double back.
Then there were these snapshots, he had
stopped writing so in depth, but he was taking
notes, like an anthropologist, seeing deeper meaning.
She’s looking up more. I think she’s starting to
see it too. The beauty all around us. It’s fleeting, you
know, this life--“Sorry, some parts are harder to read than others. I
need to skip ahead…”—
--We spoke today for the first time. She has an
angelic voice, like the tinkling of a whiskey glass.
Didn’t peg her for a Brit though. Damn a whiskey
sounds good.
---

…The sun sets earlier now. It seems to glow
around her. God, I wish she could see it. Like a golden
potato in baby oil.
--Eventually, his illustrative observations of me
started to feel like something more, like he was seeing
a part of me no one else had seen. It felt… intimate.
Her lips look so soft. I don’t think she realizes she
pouts when she concentrates. A strand of that curling
mass of fire she calls her hair was grazing my hand
today and I thought- I could love her. Silly isn’t it?
Love a girl you once described as a potato. Why do I
keep comparing her to foods?
--She smiled at me today, and there we were, just
smiling. I felt as if we were two old lovers sharing
a secret about life no one else on our train had yet
figured out. Like two spies crossing paths on the same
mission. My partner in crime.
--I could listen to her laugh forever. Thank god, she
gets my sense of humor.
--This note of love started to show up in his
writings and I began to think ‘Why not?’ You know,
why couldn’t me and this gorgeous man have a go
at it? This desperation and wistfulness to his words
made me think of the words I loathed to read. I tried
to convince myself it was a friend or some distant
relative. Not him. I skipped ahead to his last entry
from earlier that very day. It was the moment that I
knew that I was going to spend every moment of my
life with this man.
--Treatment failed. Signed the paperwork today
and got the all clear. New Year seems like a good day
to die. It’s hopeful.
--At that moment, I felt like the world’s biggest
ass-“
--“I probably shouldn’t say that”—
So I went back to the beginning. I started to
reread. Every line, every page, picking the pieces
together like a detective on the case. I stayed up all
night, finished early the next morning, and was even
late to work because I had to wrap my mind around
the story that had just unraveled right in front of me.
This tale of a man who had gotten an incurable disease. He had gone through the stages of
mourning. Mourning his own life. The unfairness.
The incredulity of it all. The anger. The fear. The
bargaining-“
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--“ Let me tell you that passage was well on the most
revealing part about who you were before.”—
By the end of it all I was crying, and laughing,
and falling in love with this man through his words,
his struggle, and his god-awful sense of humor.
Falling in love with this man, I felt for the first time,
things can happen for a reason. I think they do now.
I really do.
I think… I had to become this drone of a woman
to be woken back up. Telling you all this. Making
sure that you know him., like I knew him. Bone
deep. Twisting heartache.
When I first met Finn, you would never know
by looking at him- truly- that this had been going
on. He looked fit and strong. I had kind of put him
in that healthy, full- blooded man box- maybe it
had been the beard. I hadn’t really thought about
that hat the day it fell into my lap like a God send.
If I had been noticing things that day, I would’ve
noticed the bald spots in his hair. I would’ve noticed
the gaunt look on his face. The sunken shadows to
his eyes. If I had noticed sooner that he had always
noticed me.
I could’ve told him that in my mind we had a
million conversations and fights. I was usually right,
but the days he smiled at me, he would win. He
would’ve won me so fast, and so much harder than
he already did. I could’ve told him that we were old
lovers. Lovers of the same world, of our little world
we had silently made together.
There was this adrenaline rush the next day, a
quivering hand, a rapid foot tap, a raw bitten lip.
The rush of anxiety, like I was holding two kites
caught in a lightning storm. The very next day,
When he got on the train, and he saw me. I could see
the worry in his eyes, that kind of trepidation one
gets, like when you break something at your mums
house and you go back a week later hoping she’s
forgot about it. But your face gives you away.
I scooted over and patted the seat next to me.
He knew I knew. I had never seen him move slower
than he did in that moment. I was quick to set his
mind at ease in the only way I knew how. I stuck my
hand right out and said, “I’m Victoria.” He shook
my hand and mumbled, “Finnley.” I hadn’t expected
him to be Scottish. Now the comment about me
being British made sense.
I handed back his book, ‘It’s a good read. Bit frothy
in the middle there. Would love it if you gave the
characters some names- something to help keep
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track of them a bit, yeah?’ I kept my tone flippant
and relaxed. I read your journal- no biggie. You have
an incurable disease- no biggie. It was mainly my anxiety peeking because, you see, until that particular
moment, I hadn’t thought about what he would
think of me reading his journal. I got lucky. He
didn’t miss a beat. ‘Well, it wouldn’t do to put a false
name to a real character. Besides, I was just building
up the tension of mystery.’ That mischievous fucking
grin of his- I swear. I loved it the first time I saw it,
fucking loved it-“
--“I’m the one speaking right now, so I’ll just go on
saying what I want to, yeah?”-“-fucking loved it. Near the end though. I
swear I could’ve popped it off him myself. Finn—he
hates…hated when I called him that—and I became
inseparable pretty instantly. I got off at his ‘stop’come to find it was just some park nowhere near
where his flat was that he liked to visit. The trees and
children from his journal all there. He lived on the
other side of town from me. It, apparently, took him
an hour and forty out of his way every day, to see me.
We talked a lot that first night. About him, how he
was doing. When he found out he was going to die.
I wondered if I would have bared myself so instantly
if I hadn’t read the journal. I told him everything
about myself, no censor. I felt it was only fair.
We would’ve wasted more time without this
journal. I probably wouldn’t have known until
it was too late for us to do anything worthwhile
together. I would’ve missed my chance to love him.
The nice side of an incurable disease, when you can
find one, is that nobody- not even his mum- thought
we were moving too fast. Everyone understands, in
an incurable disease, that time is precious.
Time is everything.
Time is all he had.”
--“Yeah, I’m keeping that in. No, I’m not crying. You
said you wouldn’t interrupt.”-“We never promised forever. He promised me
the rest of his life, and I promised him the same.
God, you don’t—you don’t realize how much you
want to say ‘forever’ until it’s not an option. Finn
was… is… was… the absolute best man I have ever met.
We got lucky when he got a second chance at life. I
remember Finn, when he- for all medical research
should have been dead—he said to me—I’ll never
forget—he said, “Why did I have to find you? This

woman I love so much that I hate you for it.”
And I’ll be honest for a while, I hated myself for
it too. If I had kept my fucking nose out of his life,
he would’ve slipped away. I don’t know if I believe
in all this… stuff. This everlasting life- this heavenly
ascent business. All I know is that, I believe there
is a being of unconditional love. I believe there is
something out there greater that made sure that I felt
the love of Finn McNair before he was gone to me.
We got lucky. With our pressure cooker of time
together, we didn’t waste it or squander it on “do
I or don’t I’s” We knew the second we loved each
other and we didn’t waste a moment. We had a big
wedding ceremony less than a month after he got
better, many of you in attendance, and contrary
to popular belief, we did not plan any of it until
two nights before. Which explains the band at the
reception.”
--“It’ll lighten the mood. They deserve an explana
tion, the band was awful… You were too drunk to
tell the difference.”-“So why have I told you fine people here, most
of you who’ve known Finn eons and ages longer
than me, about us? Why did I tell you all this
timeline of our time together?
Besides, the obvious fact that it’s what he
wanted. But because, I feel like, many of you, the
ones who had known him before, couldn’t see past
his getting sick. Because I know so many of you here
think I took him from you. But that’s not true. He
used to tell me that he couldn’t live the way he used
to, not because of anything I did, or you did, but
because life had become… so new, and so different to
him that he couldn’t waste it anymore. He couldn’t
stand the look in so many of your eyes when you
saw him without his hat. That reminder, that he was
losing an already unwinnable fight and all your faces
gave it away. Because you all love him as deeply as I
do.
He lived every day until the end there. He was
laughing the day before about how he couldn’t wait
to get back to the coast. To get back to his childhood
home. He couldn’t wait to see his mum- Anne—you
have welcomed me into your family so openly and
I hope that I had some part in giving you your son
back for this last year.
I hope that you believe me when I say this was
not all for not. You have a beautiful granddaughter
who is—I swear to god, going to be just like her
father.”

-- “Oh, I’m warning her.”-I told you all this because… death changes a man.
His literal death, but also the moment he loses who
he was. Many of you have been mourning this day
since the day he told you he was sick. But he never
gave up on his life.
Finn became a poet in a way. He was kind, and
sweet, and caring, and funny—god so funny he
could make me piddle when I was pregnant and I
could’ve nearly killed him with embarrassment.
--“…really? I have to say that? I’m not saying that.”-“Finnley McNair was and is the greatest thing to
have ever happen to anyone in this room.Thank you
for allowing me to remind you…”
--“… Really Finn- this is a bit much at the end hereeven for you.”-Beep.
“It not a problem a’toll m’dear. I sound fucking
brilliant by your account.”
Beep.
“God, you sound like a bloody angel getting his
wings.”
“Well, maybe I’m.”
Beep.
“Maybe you are Finn McNair. Maybe you are.”
Beep.
“Bah! I’m just barrowin yers Vic. Just barrowin
yers.”
“I hate when you call me Vic.”
Beep.
“I ‘ate when ye call me ‘Finn’. Now give us a
kiss, me girl.”
Beep.
“You hear that?”
“Yeah, I love the sound of rain.”
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THE DAYS FOLLOWING THE DEATH OF

by Brandon Suzuki

Six, whole, seconds
Like bullets through honey
As he lay writhing on the bathroom tile
“It’s all for the best, he would’ve been in a home”
At least he would be
But I suppose that’s unfair to say to your orphaned mother
As she drowns in her shallow, poorly-hidden breaths
I’m gonna miss that wry smile,
the twinkle in his glass eye
I wonder if he knew I was the thief
that stole him from himself
Soon the roaches came:
Squeezing through cracks in the screen door
Crawling through his blue nostrils
and out his yellow toenails,
Searching for coins and trinkets,
finding nothing but cancerous ash.
So they skittered back to Cleveland
It’s been two weeks since he died,
I can hear them in the kitchen
“It was NEVER, about the MONEY!”
Sarcastic screams are rarely funny,
And now we don’t talk to Uncle anymore.
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We haven’t left the house all morning. The day
started slow; we woke up with the sun, but we chose
to stay wrapped up in each other, past dawn. I could
tell from the way Adaora clung to me, that she had
dreamt of home again. I said nothing and held her,
until she had smiled, kissed my cheek, and gotten up.
We made breakfast together, showered, and changed
into a new pair of pajamas. The entire morning had
been spent in comfortable silence; we were both too
wrapped up in each other to bother with talking.
Instead we traded soft smiles while I read, and she
typed away on her laptop. Now, we’re sitting on
my bed, and Adaora is next to me, laptop plopped
on her lap. Our bed is in the corner of our studio
apartment, right next to the windows; they are so
large they take up most of the wall. They continue
in neat, checkered rows into the back corner of our
apartment, where our kitchen is. We moved in three
years ago, and it had taken us months to find the perfect curtains. One day, while out walking, Adaora
had pulled me by the arm, into an old fabric store.
Ten minutes later, we walked out with bundles of
yellow cotton and white lace that now hang above
our windows. The curtains filter the light, so it lands
in broken speckles on her skin. Adaora looks at me
and I see sadness in her eyes. I put my book away and
nod to let her know I’m listening.

“I wish we could go back.” she says.
She looks at me and smiles her sad smile; the
corners of her mouth barely lift, and the light
doesn’t reach her eyes.
“I know.”
I lean against her shoulder, and gesture at her
screen; she has a million tabs open, each one related
to astrology.
“Tell me mine” I ask.
She nods, pulls up a new tab and starts typing.
“Well, Aquarians are …” she looks at me and
laughs. “Surprisingly stubborn.”
I smile in return. What she calls stubborn, I call
persistent.
“Do you remember Lagos?” she asks.
I nod. I think back to the last time we were in
Lagos; the winter before we rented this apartment.
We were both in the state for Christmas, but we
were with our families. I was surrounded by family,
some that I hadn’t seen in years, and yet I felt alone. I
called her, asked her to come, but she was afraid—it
wasn’t safe. Neither of us were out to our families
yet, and she didn’t want to do it during Christmastime.
“But I miss you,” I said. Then, “Please.”
She booked a hotel that night, and we lay naked
on the balcony. She drew constellations on my skin
until I fell asleep.
The next day, I went back to my family’s house.
My mother saw me come in. She looked at the clock
and raised her eyebrows, but I told her I left because
I needed space. Work stuff.
“I like the way your skin catches starlight,” she
says, snapping me away from the past. She had said
the same thing back then too; kissed it into every
spot she touched on my skin.
I feel my cheeks heat up and I glance away.
“Lagos was nice.” I say instead
And she’s laughing again, full-bellied, and
unrestrained.
“Yes, it was.” she agrees.
I roll my eyes, and nudge her, speaking before
she starts laughing again.
“Tell me more.”
“Okay,” she says. “Your moon is in Aquarius,
you know? It can make you a bit of a loner. Also,
proud, sensitive.”
“Hey!” I stick my tongue out at her and ignore
her raised eyebrow. Some things are a matter of
principle. She brings my knuckles to her lips. Gentle.
The first time we kissed, it was raining. I would find
out later that it was our third date, but at the time I

thought we were just friends. We had just run three
blocks through the city to escape the rain, and I was
looking for a reason to spend more time with her.
We had already spent the whole day together. We
started with crepes for breakfast, and ended at the
library, showing each other books we loved. Sharing
stories. Still, even though the evening sun was
already starting to dim, I didn’t want to say goodbye.
We took shelter from the rain underneath a balcony
that hung out just enough to cover us. She was
breathing hard, and her curls held droplets of water
suspended. I liked looking at her. She looked back.
She pulled me into her, and cupped my jaw, strong
and sure.
“Kiss me.”
I froze.
“Kiss me, Chidera.”
And I melted at my name on her lips. It felt like
home. I made her say it again, and again, peppering
her face with kisses until we were both doubled over
from laughter.
Four months later, I told her I loved her, and she
held me while I cried because she didn’t say it back.
I would wait almost a year before she let her
heart unfold in my arms. She showed up at my old
apartment, her eyebrows furrowed, and her lips
caught between her teeth.
“Are you okay?” I had asked.
“It’s not fair.” She said, ignoring my question.
I let her in and shook my head in fake exasperation. I had already gotten used to the way
she launched into whatever was on her mind, not
realizing everyone hadn’t been privy to her thoughts
before that point. I took her to my room; I still had
roommates at the time, and I figured this was going
to be a private conversation.
“I’m going to go put some tea on,” I said once she’d
sat down on my bed. “Then, when I get back you
can tell me what’s not fair if you want. Would you
like that?”
She nodded, and I left her sitting on my bed to
make us tea. When I got back; a tray with a kettle of
tea and cups in hand, she had hardly moved, except
to bundle up in my blankets. I pulled a small table to
the foot of my bed, and placed the tray on it, then I
sat next to her. She reached for my hand and I let her
take it.
“It’s not fair that this is so hard.” She continued like
she hadn’t stopped talking, but she wasn’t looking
at me.
I felt my blood freeze. “This?” Did she mean us?
Were we not working? Were we breaking up? I
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picked at the skin of my fingers and waited for her to
shatter me.
“Love shouldn’t be this hard. It’s not fair.” She
looked at me then, and I noticed she was her eyes
were red. “I love you, and it’s hard, and I’m scared,
and I don’t know what to do.”
I didn’t shatter. I reached for her. I held her until
both of our arms fell asleep, and over and over, I told
her it was okay. We would be okay. It didn’t matter
that I didn’t believe it. Every kiss after that day was
laced with wonder. Neither of us were convinced
that somehow, we had found each other in this mad
world, so we kissed to remind ourselves. We kissed
because we woke up together. We kissed to say hello.
We kissed just because.
Now, I cup her face without thinking, kiss her,
and pull her to me. She comes willingly, settling in
my lap.
“Tell me about Venus.” I say.
“Well,” she kisses my forehead, then my nose.
“You’re quite the Aquarian.” She settles with her
head in the crook of my neck, and I can feel her
breath on my skin. It starts to mirror mine, and we
stay like that, until she breaks the silence. “Venus in
Aquarius means rebellious. It means you desire the
unconventional.”
The last time we were home together, my cousin
was getting married. We all went to the village – me,
my mother, my brothers, about three hundred
people, and her. She had folded into herself each
time a well meaning great-grand came to assure us
that soon, we would have our turn kneeling in front
of our elders with whichever family-approved-man
we decided to marry.
So, the next day I begged off my family and
took her to my grandmother’s grave. It lay separate
from the family compound; we had to take an old
dirt road that cut through overgrown grass. My
grandmothers grave was simple. It didn’t even have
a marker, save for the old agbalumo tree that grew
beside it. When I was a child and I would still visit
the village often, I would pretend the tree was my
grandmother. I imagined it grew from her spirit.
I would sit at its base and talk to her while eating
never ending amounts of agbalumo fruit from the
tree. Eventually someone would notice I was gone,
and they would come to find me. I was always in
the same place; my grandmothers’ tree. No one
understood why I would always go to her, they
tried to tell me the land was cursed because after her
death they had found evidence of witchcraft. They
kept her separate from everyone else because of that,
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but that was what drew me to her. We were both
damned. I held Adaora’s hand and faced the tree. My
grandmother.
“Mama,” I paused – my voice cracked. I cleared
my throat. “Mama, this is Adaora.” I looked at her,
and she stared back, eyes wide.
“What are you doing?”
I had told her about the tree. I had told her
about my childhood, and we had laughed at stories
of my younger self trying to stay for as long as I
could before I got caught and taken back to my
family.
I looked away, nervous.
“A furum ya n’anya.” I said in igbo.
I love her.
I felt her tremors. I heard her exhale, shaky.
Then she was wrapped around me, tight – and
warm like rainy kisses.
“A furum gi n’anya.” She said.
I love you. I see you.
We returned before we left, and we scooped
sand – red like you can’t find anywhere else – into a
jar that now sits on our fireplace.
Our fireplace is on the other half of our studio.
We crafted a small living room around it. Adaora is
convinced it’s too big for our apartment, and she’s
right, but I like the charm. Our apartment used to
be a much bigger space, but it got split into three
studio units. When we moved in, it was bare; empty
brick walls and grey concrete floors. The ceilings
were high and exposed metal piping ran across them.
Now it was ours. The floor had been covered with
our bed, my study desk, Adaora’s easel, the rug for
our living area, couches. Paintings of us and our
friends adorned our walls, and I had put up stringed
lights across our ceiling. It feels like home.
Adaora kisses me again, on my jaw, and I come
back to her. I try to wrap my arms around her, and
she laughs, moving away. “I have to use my laptop”
she says and turns so her back is against my chest. I
shrug and rest my head on her shoulder, looking at
the laptop screen in front of her.
“This works.” I say and she laughs a low laugh.
“I’m sure.” She responds.
I smile and breathe her in. She smells like shea
butter, and coconut oil, and stardust.
“Is there anything else?” I ask.
She nods, and murmurs, “Your rising sign is
Leo.”
She stops there, and I prompt her, “What does
that mean?”
“It means,” she pauses, and yawns.

She’s tired. Her voice is a rough, uneven timber,
and I like the way it comes out scratchy, and worn.
“Leo’s have drive,” she says, “and a flair for
dramatics.”
I huff at this, and she kisses my pout away,
stilling my complaints.
Our first argument had been similar. She had
sat, eyebrows raised, as I paced the living room floor.
“I just don’t understand,” I began – loud and
exasperated. I paused, took a breath, and tried again.
“I don’t understand how you think Dumbledore is a good mentor. Do you not realize how much
responsibility he put in the hands of a bunch of
kids?”
She laughed, stood to meet me and kissed my
cheek, stilling me for a moment.
“Babe, we have a movie to go see. I agree that
Dumbledore isn’t the best person ever, but I think
he did his best–with the constraints of the wizarding
community and all, but babe, I really don’t see
how—”
“No.” I cut her off and pulled her to my

We kissed
because we
woke up together. We
kissed to
say hello.
We kissed
just because.

computer. We spent the rest of the night googling
fan theory, and we didn’t make it to the movie we
planned on seeing. Later, I would kick myself, but
she still kissed me goodnight and made plans to meet
up the next week.
“Where’d your mind go?” I hear her ask.
She’s staring at me, and I’m captivated by the
sight of her. I love how bronze and umber mixes in
her skin, and the point of her chin – resolute, like
the day we told our parents.
She did it first, over the phone, and she gripped
my hand tight as her father said she wasn’t his, and
her mother condemned her with her silence. When
it was over, I held her in my hands, and she cried so
hard I thought she would break. There was no trace
of that later, when we stood in front of my parents.
She stood between me and them while they raged,
and when she felt me about to fold over, she guided
me out, ignoring their voices yelling to come back.
Later, in our car driving home, we sat so still I
thought the silence would become us.
“We’re alone now.” I said it quiet, because I
didn’t want to make it a real thing. I didn’t know if
we could go back: to our families, or our country. I
didn’t know if there was anything for us there, and
the future was a big scary thing.
She had laughed then, startling me. “Never
alone.” She said and curled her fingers into mine.
She looked at me then, and I felt her nerves, tiny
grains of soft beach sand dancing on her skin, so I
ran my thumb across the back of her hand.
“We’re family.” She finished in a rush, the way
she does when she’s holding back tears.
“We are family.” I agreed.
That night ended with us, and blankets, and
a park, and the stars. I held her against me and
pretended not to notice when she cried. For us. For
our parents. For our country.
Now, she waves her hand in front of my face,
catching my attention.
“Where did you go?” She asks again.
“I love you.” I say instead.
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Doodle Collage II by Peyton Aston

JUST
BROTHERS
by Alexa Schrunk

It was a cold winter night,
The firing had ceased,
All was calm.
We sat,
Quietly dreaming of home
In the dark of night.
It started as an eerie tune,
Just voices in the dark.
But soon they rose,
And music, sweet music, echoed through
the silence.
A choir of angels in this desolate land,
Singing a language we did not understand,
But in a tune that rang familiar,
One by one we too chimed in.
An unsuspected melody of English and
German,
Working together instead of tearing apart.
Spirits raised like voices that came from the
heart,
The stars above—
Our only witness—
Of a true Christmas miracle,
Saw us tied together by this one act of truce.
No longer our country against yours,
Or yours against mine.
We were just brothers who hoped -- we
would make it home fine.
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AMERICA
IS ALWAYS
STARVING

Broken War-Fractal by Adam Dube

by Phillip “PREECHKID” Burton
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Do you know what they do to black people in America?They feast
on us then make us clean up the mess. Last week I watched them
eat my brother. They made me dump his bones in the Tallahatchie
River. Right next to Emmett Till. I heard his soul wailing beneath
the waves and I couldn't do nothing about it. Last night America
placed me on the table. Made me offer up my left arm to steady
its hunger And 4 days later I’m still bleeding. And they still not
satisfied. This morning I caught America Eying my neck licking its
lips at the tree they gone dangle me from. Smiling at the way my
melanin will melt when they put the flames to me. And I wont be
the last to be chewed apart no America will always be starving. And
black people will always be the main course cuz we ain't appetizer
friendly. America ain't content with just one of us they need a full
plate. And no matter how much of a ruckus we cause. America
will continue to make a meal out our children. And none of us are
safe. We each have a fork with our names edged into it. The only
question is, when will America bid you to jump into its country
sized stomach and will you go willingly or will you go down
fighting to the bitter end?
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THE ROOM
by Sera Harris

A
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Along the back wall of my room, there is a shelf,
high up, that I can just curl my fingertips around.
Katie has to strain to reach. When I moved in twenty
years ago, I put some of my favorite stuffed animals
up there: a tiny tan bear, a brown dog, a sextet of
Beanie-Baby lizards in shades of blue and green,
among others. They’re covered in dust now. After
twenty years, I’ve forgotten their names. When I
leave here, I’ll clean them off, put them on a new
shelf, and give them new names I can forget. Then
Katie will remind me. First, she has to drag me out
of here.
When I first entered it in the late nineties, the
room was ten paces long and five wide. It’s half that
now. Look down from the shelf and there’s grey
carpet. Looking up, the ceiling is white popcorn.
When I was young, I reached for it from my bunkbed or a chair and would end up with popcorn dust
in my eyes. I don’t think there’s asbestos in it. To
the right, overlooking the cul-de-sac, is the room’s
only window. Turning away from the shelf, there is
an unstable ceiling fan. It remains the only practical
noose anchor in the room, but I won’t use it for fear
of it falling on my head. Death, not brain damage, is
the goal of hanging. The light in the middle of the
ceiling gives either too much or to little light. I tried
not to use it. Opposite my childhood shelf are

the doors. On the left, the bathroom, the right, the
void-closet. Turning right after facing the void gets
you the door to the hall. The walls were previously
white with a sponged-on blue and pink pattern.
While keeping it would have been more interesting,
the eleven year old “boy” I was then asked for a solid
color. He settled on a deep, dark teal, the color of a
thick ocean wave with the sun behind it. The room
became my dark blue box.
In the mid-aughts I was in highschool. After
school, I would nap with my battered polar-teddy-bear Kimmie, in a black twin-sized bed, the
headboard under the left side of the wall-shelf. I
woke in the evening. There was a Christmas light
cable around the head and footboards, but it was too
hot to use most of the time, pretty as it was. I used
the ceiling light, ugly as it was. I would take a step
past the nightstand to the computer stand next to
the window. The room was already getting smaller.
The nightstand was black bodied, with light wood
drawers and top. I would then swing my legs under
the tongue-like keyboard tray of the computer stand.
The stand was black bodied, with grey speckled
surfaces. My tastes were very constrained. The stand
had a becubbied monitor enclosure. The cubbies
gathered mementos and dust as my schooling went
on. Next to the computer I gathered soda cans and

I took another look
at the note...
The note actually read,
“You will
marry me.”

pop-tart wrappers on a set of plastic white shelves.
They were dusty too. On the computer, I talked
in chat rooms with friends. Katie not among them
yet. I whiled away time with a combination of porn
and pirated anime. Over time, the paper and plastic
coating of the keyboard wrist-rest wore away. The
bubbling material attempted to wear my wrist away.
When these didn’t hold my attention, I looked
out the window. I was a romantic then. I took cliché
for wisdom in my pondering of the big world past
the row of houses across the street, the trials boded
by the black clouds above them, and the pity I held
for the “normal” people inside them. I was a child. I
would watch the dust in the light. My father would
knock on my locked door to call me for dinner. I’d
nearly break the keyboard tray with my knees after
forgetting it was there.
When I returned, I would go to the dark-stained
dresser halfway along the wall between the computer
stand and the bathroom door to change into pajamas. I have a great love of pajamas. While putting
on a pair of soft flannel pajama pants, I might have
looked at the poster of an ocean wave, the color of
my walls, just above the dresser. Then I might watch
anime on a TV I kept on a black stand in the corner
next to the bathroom door. I would sit well back;
the TV had once fallen on my head and I refused
to give it another opportunity. Entertainment, not
brain damage, is the purpose of a television. After
this I might listen to pirated anime-music and do
homework. I might watch anime porn instead. I
might have a blunt-force self harm fit. I was a normal
teen.
My social life was limited in these days. There
was not much to do in my room aside from porn
and anime, so I did not have many people over. I had
cats. I did occasionally bring friends over, all girls. I
will brag that I once had enough young women in
my bed to snap one of its supports. They were all
clothed. And likely bored. I was never one to enjoy
an opportunity when it presented itself. The room
saw three of my girlfriends, Katie was not one of
them yet.
I lived with the last of these three for a few years.
The room did not care.
I returned to the room in late 2013. It was to
cocoon me between boyhood and womanhood. I
was single and employed in tech support. I would
wake up, three hours late, and take a step past my
nightstand to a new desk of aluminum tubing and
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glass, angled to fit my corner. Half would hold my
two monitors, the other replaced the plastic shelves
to hold my soda cans. My mousepad held the cat. I
worked from home and spent eight hours, minus
those which I overslept, ignoring phone calls. Before
calling someone back, I would spend time with
either minecraft or porn. My tastes had evolved. If
neither of these were interesting enough, I would
look out my window. The view hadn’t changed, but
I looked anyway. Occasionally there were calming
black clouds to watch. Then I would call someone.
I would nearly break the glass desktop with my legs
and pace the room, its contents blurred by my focus
on and rage at the person I was speaking to. After
hanging up, I would scream obscenities at the popcorn ceiling or beat myself for a minute, depending
on who I imagined was at fault for the problem I had
to solve. When I returned to my desk, I would talk
to friends on Skype, Katie now among them. My
routine was so comfortable that my work-induced
nervous breakdowns became less regular.
In the evening, I would play games or watch
anime on the less bloodthirsty TV I’d bought, which
sat on the dresser now at the foot of my bed. To facilitate this, I’d put a small couch where the dresser was
previously. To watch something, I would stand on
the couch to pull a DVD from the gullwing-doored
cabinets I’d hung above. These were black and light
wood to match my nightstand. For a game, I’d pull
my new office chair over to get one from the cabinet
above the TV. For light, as I had switched out the
normal ceiling light to a blacklight, I had hung
a string of incandescent Christmas lights. These
glowed a peaceful orange. It wasn’t candlelight, but
it was close enough and worth the room being five
degrees hotter.
I still did not have much of a social life, and
now only one person came to visit my locked room.
Katie, who had been in my peripheral vision in
high school, came regularly. She, like me, had been
trapped in her room. Mine was a refuge to her. We
would sit on the couch and talk. We would screw
for a while. We’d play games together. Rather, she’d
watch me play games. Then watch me scream at
them. We’d eat together in the room. We’d complain
about how it smelled thanks to the cat. I occasionally would turn down her romantic advances.
I was never one to enjoy an opportunity when it
presented itself. When she left, it would be time for
bed. I’d curl up with my Kimmie-bear and watch a
Twitch stream on my second monitor. The sound
of someone playing video games helped me adjust to
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sleeping alone. I was alone two years.
Then, in August 2015, I returned to school,
moved into a dorm, and finally dated Katie. The
room knew I’d come back.
I returned to the room for the holiday month
between semesters. Katie stayed with me; our twin
bed was crowded. Since she knew it was my favorite
time of year, Katie had plans for me that Christmas.
She had taken my Kimmie-bear, who had not left
the room in two decades, around Halloween and
promised to give her back as a Christmas present.
On Christmas morning, we had breakfast and
opened gifts with my parents and brother. After the
usual festivities she pulled me back upstairs to the
room. While I had my back turned, she pulled Kimmie from the void-closet. When I turned, I started
to cry. Katie had returned the white to Kimmie’s fur
and had sewn on the tartan bow and neckerchief
that had fallen off when I was eight. She had given
me my childhood back. And then she handed me a
note. We sat down on our bed while I read. It was
in Japanese and I couldn’t read the last two complex
characters. “Will you ___ me?” She gave me a copy
of the note in simpler characters. That I could read,
but I wasn’t sure if she understood the verb. The
note read, “Will you marry me?” I asked her, “For
real?” and she brought out the ring.
I repeated my idiot question and she panicked.
She was worried I thought the idea was silly. I had to
tell her “yes” three times before she believed me. She
tried to give me the ring, a silver puzzle ring of six
bands that fit together to form a whole. I dropped it.
We were expected to visit her family that day, so all
of them had a chance to figure it out. No one could.
When we got home, twelve hours later, we looked
it up on YouTube and I finally got to wear my
engagement ring. While we cuddled, I took another
look at the note and noticed Katie had left off the
Japanese word that makes a sentence a question. The
note actually read, “You will marry me.”
We moved into an apartment in February. The
room waited.
At the end of July, we moved back into the
room. We were glad of it, the apartment was terrible.
In preparation, we took the couch (which now
smelled of cat) out of the room and moved our bed
where the couch had been. She took my desk and
put it the bed’s former corner and I put another

desk, wood this time, next to my window. We moved
back into the room the night of July 31st. The move
was an arduous process that left us drained. This
wasn’t an issue for Katie, but I had Linear Algebra
the next day and homework to do. I decided that
I would sleep for three hours, wake up to get my
homework done, then go to class. This went as
well as you would expect. I did decent work for five
minutes. Then things got harder for five minutes.
Then I stopped thinking for five minutes. Then the
abuse started. I yelled at myself the way you’d yell at
someone that cut you off in traffic. I was a moron,
an idiot, a retard. Katie shut down emotionally, her
coping mechanism when I started doing this. Then
came the violence.
I remember the episode in third person. Sera
started with a punch to her own temple. She
always started with this. It wasn’t hard, but it was
permission to escalate. Next came repeated blows to
the back of her head. Next were punches directly to
her face: the cheeks, both on and off the bone; the
chin; the eyes, though they were too sunken to hit;
and the forehead. She wove these into her assault on
the back and sides of her head. Punching oneself is
an awkward task and would have looked cartoonish
were it not a real person doing it. After her arms
tired, she resorted to bashing her head into a pillow.
While a de-escalation in her mind, the whiplike motion likely did the most damage. After returning to
myself, I remember lying on my back, staring at the
popcorn ceiling. I remembered Katie was there, near
catatonic, unable to stop me. I would have felt guilty
if I could have felt anything but a blurry feeling of
something physically wrong. Brain damage, not
discipline, had been the result of the fit.
After a trip to the hospital, I spent the next
month letting the concussion heal. The best way
to do this is to not let the mind do anything: no
TV, no big deal; no video games, more of a deal; no
books, the horror; and as little thinking as possible,
a Sisyphean task. I stared at the ceiling. I memorized
the popcorn pattern. I hate that ceiling. For most of
that month, I didn’t leave my room. In September,
we moved into another apartment.

next to it, trash and soda cans surrounded them.
They rustled and rattled as we stumbled over them.
The piles stank. Laundry collected in drifts in front
of the hall and closet doors. The drifts caught me
when I fell. They’re still here. My Christmas lights
burned out long ago, so we use lamps now. We
put a curtain over the window, so I can’t look out
anymore. I don’t need it though, I know what’s out
there. The attempt had left me blank and I passed
time without feeling anything. I struggled with
writing. All I could manage were bad poems. School
started and Katie made sure I went. I read next to her
in bed. I stressed and solved problems and she waited
patiently.
I began to live again, because Katie does care.
A year and a half has passed. We’re enjoying
ourselves again. When we aren’t sharing our mental
breakdowns, we play games together. In the latest
online Final Fantasy, I help her design the house we
share in game. It’s flowers upon flowers, inside and
out. In offline games, I teach her how to play and she
saves me when I get into trouble. We watch anime
together. When we go to bed, in a real full sized bed,
we put on a Twitch stream so we have something to
watch as we fall asleep together.
I think this will be the room’s last layout before
we leave it for good. The next room we spend years
in will be much better. There will be no popcorn on
the ceiling. Katie will hang bunches of Christmas
lights on the walls and put fibre optic stars in the
ceiling. I’ll memorize the pattern. We’ll have a king
bed with nightstands on either side. The cat will
jump from those to a network of shelves above the
bed, rather than sitting on our faces. Kimmie and
her new friend Bearnard will have their own chair,
one as plush as they are. We’ll have a big window,
with a bench in front, that we can look out together.

We got married that December. The room
didn’t care. In May I tried to hang myself. There’s
little to tell, because the room didn’t care.
After my week in the mental hospital, the room
took us back. We got rid of the twin bed and put the
mattress on the floor, another twin mattress went
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SPOON
by Jacy Stone

You have the benefit of
Resembling an egg or
A human head.
Your half-egg shape cries
For deep-diving ducklings
To embrace.
Nature made you half
A lover. A pair
Of crescent moons weak
With desire. People do not bite
As they do with your brother.
They are more likely to use tongues
Like a lover. The two O’s
Of your name also pairs-And imitate the coos of infancy.

Untitled by Lauren Dennis
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SUBMERSION
by Zoe Ariel Martinez

Artist Statement

In the spring of 2017 I changed my major to Photography. Before that, I was struggling trying to figure out if
college was for me. For my first ever series in Photography One Professor Tom Leininger let us pick whatever
we wanted. I had absolutely no idea where to start. The
only thing I knew is that I love art. This caused a lot
of anxiety for me because I’m never really sure what
exactly I aspirated. I was inspired by one of my favorite
contemporary realist painter, Lee Price. She had a series
called Women & Food, developing on emotional eating
and the struggling with the ideal body. That sparked my
own redemption to create. Looking back now I have
grown a lot, especially in Advanced Digital Imaging
class. I wanted to pay homage to this by re-forming my
original photographs to the concept I have now.
The odd perspective of the bird’s eye view creates an
illusion or a feeling of an out of body experience. The
two women in these images are not overtly sensual,
however, but are enduring a shift as they move beneath
tempestuous water, pressing the sides of the tub with
their feet and hands as if about to emerge from this
womb-like environment. These women embody the
series as they fight against the illusion of their body’s
distorted image through the water, experiencing what
appears to be a process of self-transformation.

56

57

THE MAJESTICS
by Harrison Geosits

I
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I fell in love with Levi Blum in the passenger
seat of his jeep, cherry-red and brand-spanking-new, bouncing up and down as he sped
through the dirt roads we’d discovered in the
summer before junior year, before the lake
that was Our Spot was overrun by sophomore
girls who came to suck off senior boys and
shoot fireworks. Then, Our Spot At The Lake
was still ours, the dirt roads were still ours no
matter how uneven or unforgiving they were,
and we didn’t yet belong to anything. Then,
we didn’t know that when autumn came
more than just the leaves would change, that
we would change, too.
In the way that is only feasible in those
precious adolescent summers, we had found
each other: Levi, the new kid, a Jewish
anomaly in the sea of Methodists and Baptists
that dominated our notch of the Bible Belt,
and me, desperate to find someone who knew
nothing about me and even less about the
rumors—something about Jon Williams,
something about a few other guys too. But

now autumn had come, claiming our nights with
homework and club meetings and rugby practice,
and the lake and Our Spot and the hours there,
spread across the raggedy plaid blanket he kept in the
jeep, the one his ex-girlfriend had given him. All of it
was disappearing, buried under the falling leaves.
The season had found its stride now and
no longer were we shaking off our mourning for
summer, for freedom, for days without algebra.
Instead, the halls of our school were decorated with
paper pumpkins and ghosts. In turn, each student
came to the realization that Halloween can be sexy,
dangerous, scary, and everything else synonymous
with the acts which we had been raised to shy away
from. Tonight was Halloween and the student body
buzzed with the assurance that this year would be the
year, that tonight might be the night, that something
might finally happen to disrupt our stagnancy. It was
Levi’s idea for us to go out that night, to Hannah
W.’s Halloween Extravaganza, which is what the
black-cat shaped invitation said, that and ‘costume
mandatory.’ I’ll pick you up at eight, he told me.
I stood in front of the mirror again, trying
desperately to look less like myself. Out of a black
t-shirt, jeans, and my sister’s pointy, black conical
hat, I’d fashioned myself into a makeshift witch,
and now I only wished I had some spell to become
smaller, thinner, whiter, straighter, invisible. I would
wish this for two more years before letting it go.
As I looked at the witch in the mirror, I tried
again to bottle up the nerves which had erupted and
terrorized me since we’d made these plans. Hannah
W. and the small horde of friends she had collected
from the various organizations she participated
in were enough to put me on edge—I’d only just
finished my tenure as the Weird Kid, and I’d hoped
I could go unseen for at least a semester before I
became the Gay Kid. A party was manageable, but
less so with Levi at my side, making slight smiles and
hooded eyes at me, noting our inside jokes and the
ridiculousness of our peers in a way that was either
friendship or flirting. I couldn’t yet distinguish the
two. We’d never gone to a party together, not yet,
and I was afraid this might be the first and last time.
Too many things could go wrong, there were too
many variables: the people, Levi, my uncontrollable
erections, the rumors, the truth, what I had told
Levi, and what I had yet to tell anyone.
The doorbell rang, 8:03 pm, and there he
was. He was a spectacle, and the kind of boy who
enjoyed being a spectacle, undeniably hungry for
your attention. Tonight, unlike me, he would get his

wish: I opened the door to find the student formerly
known as Levi dressed head-to-toe as a member of
The Majestics, our school’s girls-only dance team.
Levi’s beauty, even in high school, was undeniable.
He was tall without being lanky, and unlike our
peers, he had developed the quintessential Dad-bod
before snow fell on our junior year. This meant
that the ruby red sequined skirt, a hallmark of the
Majestic uniform, was tight around his boyish waist,
and worn higher than was allowed of the actual
Majestics, clutching his trunk-like thighs in ways
that made mouths water. The similarly-sequined
crop top, which strained against his chest fit snugly,
making him seem overstuffed.
Goddamnitareyoukiddingme.
I pushed him towards his car, parked in my
driveway, letting any complaints he had about
my costume, or lack thereof, roll off me. In the
passenger seat was the final touch of his costume, a
sequined cowboy hat complete with twenty silver
bells lining the rim. I held it up to him, jingling the
bells with one eyebrow raised.
“What?” he said, as he backed out of my
driveway and onto the road. “You don’t like my
bells?”I laughed, and for a second the nerves I’d
been pushing down melted away. This was the effect
Levi had on me: in the moments we were together, I
could abandon the rest of the world.
As we approached Hannah W.’s house, which
I was quickly realizing might fall squarely into the
category of ‘mansion’ rather than ‘house,’ nerves
began to creep back in, intruding my thoughts and
making my palms slick.
We found the door unlocked, and behind it was
the same high school party we’d been attending for
two years now, except this time they were dressed
in an array of costumes ranging from a sexy Hillary
Clinton (a bit before its time, if you ask me) and a
very literal iteration of Monica Lewinsky. In one corner, an eager group of football players attempted a
game of beer pong using an unbalanced concoction
of gin, Hawaiian punch, Sprite, and vodka. A quick
sniff promised that someone was passing a joint in
this adolescent throng.
We hadn’t been there for more than a few
minutes, both of us still clinging to each other and
looking around wildly for people we might recognize
under their masks and makeup when Hannah W.
descended from the stairs dressed as a flapper from
the Roaring 20s. Her hair was raven-black and styled
in a short bob, her eyes glazed over with intoxication,
and her nose freshly powdered with expensive coke,
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as if at any moment Leonardo DiCaprio may spring
from the bathroom and demand a line or his Daisy,
depending on which movie you saw that year. In
her hands were three red solo cups, which were no
doubt filled with the same heinous firetruck-red
brew the others were guzzling.
She greeted us with her trademark screech, our
names escaping from her throat like an ambulance
siren, and handed us each a cup, filled to the brim.
I took a huge swig immediately, praying that the
poison within the potion might relax me. It tasted
like rubbing alcohol and cotton candy, if that’s your
thing; tonight, it would be mine.
If Hannah W. hadn’t been beautiful and decent
in theatre, she might’ve been a weird kid too. I
always suspected she may have a deeply hidden yet
incredibly passionate love for horses. But she wasn’t
the weird kid, I was–weird and, as she and many
other suspected, gay. I felt my jaw clench tightly as
I watched her place a careful, dainty hand on Levi’s
sequin-clad chest and fought against my urge to
smack it away.
“I can’t believe my old uniform fits you so well!
We might make a Majestic out of you yet.” So that’s
where he got it. I wonder how that happened.
Before I could begin bottling up the ensuing
jealousy within me, Hannah W. grabbed Levi’s hand
and I took another gulp of my drink, searching it for
courage and self-respect. “You should come upstairs.
I think me and some of the others are going to play a
game of spin the bottle!” She was flirting with him,
batting her eyes, his hand in hers. Another big sip.
Suddenly, Hannah W. remembered me. How
annoying for her.
“You can come, too,” she said to me, hardly
making any effort to hide the pity in her voice that
I did not need. Then, she said the thing I hoped no
one would:
“But just so you know, I don’t think there’s
anyone up there who is, you know, a…”
Another sip, this one more of a chug, and suddenly
my cup is empty. The worst thing is, Hannah W.
didn’t even mean to be a complete bitch–she was a
creature ruled by habit, and mediocre bullying was
hers. But right now, as the alcohol begins to color my
cheeks the same red as the sequins wrapped around
Levi’s thighs, legs and crotch, I thought she was
being a complete—
“… witch!” She finished, in a lame attempt to
salvage what might’ve been interpreted as a hate
crime in other social circles. Her eyes darted to Levi
and I knew she was wondering how he would’ve
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reacted if she’d called me a fag, which was her
preferred name for me, even if it was only said under
her breath and behind backs.
Again, I searched my cup, but now it was empty
and so was I. I looked at Levi, prepared to be a good
friend, prepared to be a normal, straight friend.
Before I could say anything, he shed his
bell-brimmed hat and replaced it with mine. Now,
he looked like Sabrina the Teenage Majestic. Then,
Levi’s hand collided with mine.
“That’s ok,” he said, lacing one hand’s fingers
into mine, and slipping the cowboy hat onto my
head with the other. “I’ll be a witch, too.”
That was the first night I kissed Levi Blum,
not because a spinning wine bottle demanded it
but because he did, leaning against his jeep outside
Hannah W.’s house, freezing cold in his still-witchy
Majestics uniform. Behind us, the party had reduced
itself from a roar to a dull hum, and soon it would
be midnight, and all of the Cinderellas at Hannah
W.’s party would stumble to their Honda Civic
carriages to get home to parents who were not mad,
but disappointed.
“It’s the least you can do, considering I drove
us.”
I could see that he was drunk, as drunk as me,
which by then was very, but that this request was
sober, that he wanted me to kiss him—even though
I’d never kissed anybody, not even Jon, who had
kissed intimate parts of me—even though he’d never
kissed a boy before.
I couldn’t close my eyes, not without the threat
of the world spinning away from me, so I kissed
him wide-eyed, quickly, pressing my mouth to his
clumsily. I felt his hand reach down for mine again,
our fingers knotting, and I pushed him into his jeep
while his other hand found my lower back, pulling
us together in a kiss that seemed to last forever and
not long enough.
I loved Levi Blum, a love that was fierce and
unsure and eager, and he loved me, too, and his love
was pure and forgiving and ready for things that
mine was not. By the time he broke my heart, I’d
already broken his ten times over, again and again,
both because I wanted to and because he let me. For
a time, I thought summer would save us like it had
before, that the heat of long August days and of love
made at Our Spot would melt us together again,
but it didn’t. In the final breaths of our relationship,
we sobbed into each other’s arms, mourning the
loss of a love I had killed, the blood on my hands as
cherry-red as his jeep.

Cheery Lover by Julia Del Rosario
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LIVE OAK

by Alejandra Pena

The Paradigm by Sydney Wilson

T
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There is a large oak tree outside of my
grandfather’s apartment. Its yellow dying
leaves were big enough to cover my 5-yearold face. I remember climbing the large
trunk, the wood splintering against my fat
hands, the shades of brown contrasting
against my sandy arm. I cried when I fell,
and I cried the next night while watching
the fireflies flicker so softly against the
purples of the sun setting sky. I wanted
to catch all of them, keep them in my jar
forever, but I was a soft girl, an emotional
girl, so I cried because I knew capturing
them would be unfair for them. But it was

unfair for me.
So, I watched them dance and dance and write
letters beneath fat, hot tears until I focused my
energy on the garden snails by the large oak tree
where the fireflies flew. My younger brother was
there watching them so intensely, his brown, hooded
eyes unblinking, his bangs disheveled on top of
beads of sweat in the Texas heat. We sat in silence,
our tiny hands keeping us steady as we held on to
the mini picket fence lining the small garden, with
our necks stretched and strained to get a good view
of the snails. We watched as the snails sloshed their
antennas back in forth like an alien. We called their
antennas their eyes but also their arms, they were a

fascinating hybrid that only existed in the Live Oak
apartments in East Dallas, because we had never
seen any before or after that summer. We gave them
names and declared a burial site for our comrades
that were squished by human feet much bigger than
ours. We performed the ritual with a bible and a
tree branch from the oak tree, and we stole a plastic
shovel from our neighbors to dig a hole for them.
Our tears formed mud which covered the burial
hole. Those days, we laid underneath the oak tree in
silence to mourn our fallen friends. The dying leaves
fell on our bodies but we did not move.
The apartments were well-kept, but old and
falling apart. All my grandfather’s grey painted
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The Core by Sydney Wilson
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walls were peeling, and the bathtub was all stains
and rust. The cabinets in the kitchen were wood
and had bubbles underneath due to water damage.
My grandfather worked in construction, and my
grandmother not at all, so there was no money for
renovations. The countertops in the kitchen were at
least a sturdy aluminum, so my grandmother would
part watermelons open in the summer and would
tell us to walk down the street to the gas station for
some Tajín. The gas station was run by Asian men,
so my grandma would call the store the Chinos.
Chinos’ inventory was half beer and wine. Men that
just got off work would wipe the place out and leave
dirty footprints. They looked like giants waiting in
front of us in the check-out line until it was our turn
to pay with quarters and then make the trip back
home.
My grandfather is an Indio. When we were
younger, my grandmother would tell my brother
and I that our skin is as dark as his, and that it is
beautiful—a dark red shade of brown, like walnuts.
She told us this in the same form other grandparents
would pass down a patriarch’s war memorabilia as
an arrangement of survival, of family history. She
geared us up for war—although we did not know it
then—in the caving roof of their complex. There,
happiness existed only in Spanish. We swelled in a
place where whiteness did not exist, our growing armor not yet needed or worn. I held my grandfather’s
calloused brown hands in this apartment complex
and did not feel shame at their coarseness yet.
I was 11 when we left Live Oak. There was
a robbery that involved a gun in the apartment
downstairs, so the next day my father started looking
at houses in the suburbs. Within a year we moved
to a majority white city where the lawns were green
even in the winter and there were no fireflies in
the summer. I forgot about the snails, and about
the Live Oak apartments, and instead focused on
assimilating to a school that had students with red
hair and blue eyes who would laugh at my arm hair
and skin color. I would look at my arms and only
see the color of refried beans instead of walnuts, so
I shaved everything and hid from the sun. My name
Alejandra was soon shortened to Ale, pronounced
like Allie, by a teacher who said the entirety of it was
too difficult to say. I chipped away slowly every time
this nickname was said.
The strength of my brother’s armor was tested
the first day he started Kindergarten in the suburbs.
When he came home crying because his classmates
made fun of him because they could not differenti66

ate his pupils from his irises, our mother would tell
him that his eyes are the black stones my grandfather’s feet had become familiar with—the black
rocks necessary to build calluses and strength. When
I was younger, I imagined myself running barefoot
alongside him, our brown skin getting browner in
the yellow Mexican sun. This thought made existing
as a Mexican woman bearable, prideful at times,
even. But at 20 years old, a part of me still feared
what the sun can do to my body if I let myself enjoy
its warmth for too long.
I am now 21 and think about black rocks and
walnuts a lot. I think about my armor and how it
was destroyed years ago, willingly—I do not remember exactly when, but I took parts of it off myself.
My tongue does not roll r’s comfortably, and I
sometimes do not correct strangers who pronounce
my name wrong. I want to believe happiness exists
in Spanish, like it did in Live Oak, like it does within
my father, my mother, and their generations, but I
am cynical. Yet I am trying.
I can imagine my future generations following
my footsteps without knowing. Their brownness
will be kept a secret, kept in books that are burned, a
paper trail too dangerous to leave. The ash becomes
a sacrament that is kept only as whispers. Our
assimilation becomes synonymous with silence, and
it is intentional. However, burning is never done
without hurting, without dissonance.
My family will be born with aches, and we will
pretend to not know where they come from.

Alone by Julia Del Rosario
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A FALSE IDOL
His name is a prayer;
I dig my teeth into the vowels—
I caress the syllables with my forked tongue,
I savor the sound—
I swallow it.
His love is a hymn;
I recite it in my sleep—
I chant words of praise until my voice is lost,
I savor the sound—
I swallow it.
I wash his holy feet until my hands bleed,
I dunk my head in the sacred water until my lungs purple,
I choke on the righteous blood,
I pick the hallowed flesh out of my teeth.
My lips taste the sweat of salvation on his skin,
My eyes go blind from the bright light of his halo,
My knees grow numb from kneeling before him,
My throat rubs raw from my psalms of repentance.
I atone for my sins,
I await his absolution.
I am devout and devoted,
I genuflect and make myself a sacrifice.
But, my heart continues to rot
And the world continues to burn,
And my palms fall to my sides
And my legs give out below me.

by Margaret Campbell

I had placed this man on an altar—
I had tried to turn a man into a God—
I had handed him my faith as an offering,
I had asked him for redemption.
My prayers proved futile,
My hymns rang hollow,
My devotion was disregarded—
The Artist by Ari Solorio
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I never tasted divinity.
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ZEITGEIST:
A MEMOIR IN
LETTERS

Emer Kate,
I’ve decided that this year I am going to
be the woman from the song “Where Do
You Go to My Lovely” by Peter Sarstedt.
I am going to be inaccessible, mysterious,
beautiful, well-liked, intellectual bourgeoise, effortlessly successful, a polyglot,
unintentionally erotic. Hopefully, I will
be accepted to the Sorbonne. How will
our age be defined? What is the zeitgeist of
2018? What if the way I live is not the one
to be remembered in popular history?

by Rachel Shafer
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Taylor,
When we were in the subway at Cambridge, waiting for the train,
you and Lacey were talking about what it’s like to feel so small. You
said that when you drive by traffic on the highway you think about
how all the people have different destinations and different experiences and how each one of them possess a unique set of emotions. I
feel that way too—not similarly—I’ve had the exact same thought. I
didn’t know other people felt that way. Here are some love letters I
wrote to the people in traffic:
To the maroon Toyota Tundra: I think you’re commuting from
work. You look tired. I, too, am tired. I might fall asleep and crash my
car on the turnpike. Are you thinking about unshakable childhood
trauma that continues to haunt your adult life?
To the tan Corolla: Your car is shit, you probably work an
underpaid job in food service or retail. You just have the vibe. I’m not
judging, though. Do you ever think about how some appear destined
for greatness but couldn’t achieve such heights without people like
you to sell them cigarettes and hamburgers? Thank you.
To the black Nissan Altima: You’re breaking the law. it’s illegal
to drive with your headphones in. You can’t hear horns or emergency
sirens. Also, the serendipitous event you constantly think about
saving you from mundanity isn’t going to happen unless you lean
into it. You’ve got to put yourself out there.
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Tara,
Some people feel like home. You’re someone, although you
live so far away, that can make me feel at home with a pen-stroke.
I took a personality test of sorts that tells you what your strengths
are, and one of mine is associated with collecting. A collector of
scraps and memories and information and people. Physically, I
keep my spaces de-cluttered, but I am a hoarder of sorts. Instead
of being futuristic, I often dwell in memory (ironic, because my
memory is so poor). Do you think memory weighs us down? Am
I dragging around stale emotions and broken relationships like a
ball-and-chain? Am I my own ghost? Do I allow myself to haunt
my own past? I write about memory often—I guess it’s a kind
of life theme. If I ever get around to writing the Great American
Novel I have no doubt memory will be central to it, the confluence
of memory and meaning. Trust, I will not forget you. You have
been collected.
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Younes,
In Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace, a soldier is at a bar, entertaining some ladies with war stories.
However, the soldier wasn’t on the front lines. His stories aren’t heroic, they aren’t interesting. So, he
starts to lie and retell stories he’s heard from the frontlines, stories of gore and heroism. Pretty soon he’s
not only convinced the women that he is a battle-hardened soldier, but his lies have run so deep that he
himself begins to believe the stories are his own. He willfully alters the truth and accepts it as reality. He
begins to forget it’s a lie.
————
You asked me when I started to feel this way for you and to be honest, I don’t know. I think from
the time I met you, I had feelings of lust. You have eyes that are described as asaliya, honey, in Arabic.
I remember you made me sit by you on the bus, I think returning from Asilah, and we talked, and I
enjoyed it and I appreciated your company. I remember the morning I left Meknes last year, you said
there was still time for us to get to know each other better. They kicked you out of the airport and I
felt lost for the rest of the day because I felt I had really missed the opportunity to get to know you. I
thought I’d never see you again.
In March, I got an email saying I was accepted to the language program, saying I’d be going to
Meknes. I laughed out loud, in public. I remember exactly where I was. And I thought about you for
the first time in months.
We talked about God once. You asked me what I believed, and I don’t know what I believe. I don’t
know if God has control, if she wills things to happen, but I do think that something bigger is transpiring, and I think that “something” is what brought me back here. Life, for me, has been full of too many
happy and unhappy accidents that have brought me to where I am for me to think that I have complete
control, or really any. So often circumstances have coalesced in a way that felt natural, I don’t think
it’s random. It felt unreal that I was accepted to the program, then it felt unreal that I would end up in
Meknes, and then it felt unreal that we were together bodily or spiritually for whatever short period of
time that we were.
When we were in Marrakech I woke up in the middle of the night and saw you, so asleep. I almost
cried. I don’t know if it’s possible to express the emotion I felt. I felt unworthy. I felt such tenderness
for you. I felt so angry at our circumstances.
In Marrakech there was a black moth in our room. In many cultures, black moths are a curse.
————
I want you to know that I’m frustrated. I’m frustrated with you and with our situation. I feel in
some way I shouldn’t have been honest with you, because it feels like my honesty has only brought me
pain. I was vulnerable to you, and I think that was maybe my mistake.
Every day I walk home. I love to walk. And every day I walk by Rue Safi and I think of you. It’s
impossible for me to be here and to not think of you. I think it’ll be easier when I get home. I want to
be Tolstoy’s soldier. I want to lie so deeply that the lie becomes truth. The lie will be that it didn’t mean
anything. That it was a meaningless fling. The lie will be that I shared my body with you out of human
need. That you were merely a means to quench a thirst. The truth was that it was meaningful, that I
felt deeply for you in a way I haven’t in a long time. The lie will hurt a lot less.
I wish only the best for you, I wish only white moths, I wish that God or Fate or The Big Machine
That Controls Everything will put us back in touch.

Day Off by Tayler Hubbard
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Emer Kate,

Tara,

Since creatures of flight (gnats, moths, pigeons, etc.) keep coming up, I have become
pretty convinced that the universe is teeming with signs and esoteric meanings that I am
not observant enough to comprehend. It could be that I have premonitions, or maybe
my mind sorts out random symbols from my memories and arranges them in a mandala
of meanings to make sense of present circumstances and my overarching worldview. I
keep revisiting the symbol of moths. I consciously recognized that the persistent presence
of a black moth could have an important message to convey, yet continued to engage
is self-destructive behavior. So, what do gnats mean? Am I spread-too-thin waist-deep
over-my-head? Do they symbolize the cracking of my skull, a splitting-in-two? Should I
make a conscious change or is it crazy-superstitious-paranoid-obsessive-convenient to take
random symbols and transmogrify them into iron-clad meaning. Today I registered for my
last semester of classes at university, and do you know what my advising code was? 6667.
Hexakosioihexekontahexaphobia can be a foul ordeal.

This letter will be written over several days and be a record of my stream of conscious. Enjoy.
A gnat has been flying around my bed and I am worried it’s because he has nowhere to sleep, I
should offer my pillow. I think my imaginary future husband and I need marriage counseling. I
had a pre-sleep vision that I was climbing a mountain using sprouting green onions as foot- and
hand-holds. When I woke up I thought there was a cantaloupe on my desk, thank you for the
cantaloupe. Isn’t it weird that we die in a world completely different than the one we were born
into? I just read an article about a school textbook in India that said all people who eat meat are
liars and cheaters. I bought an old Arabic textbook and there is a whole chapter on oil—1976 was
rough. I love “Conversations 16” by the National so much, their music exists in this moody, dark
universe that I connect with. I miss when I used to take the train into the city and see a movie by
myself, being alone (or being in a dying relationship) comes with such sweet freedom. Do you
think that the Incas thought god had died when the Europeans came? Follow-up: is that worse or
better than dying of smallpox?

turning. by Jon Rafael Birondo
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Emer Kate,
I don’t think anyone listens to me. I am starting to feel I am
much more observant and a better listener than the average person,
and almost anyone I interact with. It becomes so irksome when
I have to repeat things I have already said. How much of my life
disappears into the passages of the un-listening ear? How much of
my vitality becomes no more than an echo in these inner-passages?
Isn’t this the essence of loneliness? Talking to myself is normal;
talking to myself in a room full of people who simply don’t hear
is probably the most isolating thing. I wanted to quote Plath on
the envelope but I didn’t want my letter to be flagged for being
gloomy. “I feel outcast on a cold star, unable to feel anything but
awful, hopeless, numbness”. I don’t think anyone has ever spoken
so much truth to my depression and desperation to be heard.
Hello?

I Chose to Rise by Olivia Sophia Flores
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Early on we were sitting on the balcony, smoking and drinking wine. Like we always did. By this point in the
evening I was probably what I always called “silly”. I asked you what, above all else, you wanted me to know about
you. What did you want me to see in you? I gave you an opportunity to create your own image in my eyes. Do
you remember what you said?
You said you wanted me to see you and all your pitfalls and flaws. You wanted me to see your humanity. I
loved that. You weren’t trying to sell yourself. You weren’t trying to endear yourself to me. You were just Aadil,
selfish and problematic Aadil. You weren’t inaccurate either. You were completely self-aware and I loved that
honesty.
That’s not the only thing I loved about you. I loved that you helped me be more confident in my body, you
made me more comfortable with sex and embracing sexuality. You helped me stop feeling that intimacy was
immoral. We hooked-up the first night after watching a movie about timid lovers in a slaughterhouse. I felt soiled,
I thought that being a “one-night-stand girl” was shameful. You showed me that my autonomy and sexuality were
powerful—and mine.
You also made me feel intelligent and worthwhile. I felt that you appreciated my personality and my interests
and respected my intellectuality. You watched foreign films with me, you held my hand at the museum, you made
love to me listening to Hamilton Leithauser and Rostam. You made me feel confident in myself, proud of who I
was, and I was deeply moved to have gained your esteem. I’m sure you’ve noticed by now that I don’t see myself in
an especially flattering light. You made me feel comfortable being a bit vulnerable.
I also loved the time we spent together. The good ones at least— somehow every other weekend was a good
one. I remember one in particular, we both agreed it was the best weekend of our relationship. We went to
brunch. You had a cocktail with thyme. You love thyme. I sprawled out on the grass in the park afterwards, much
to your playful annoyance. We watched that dog chase after the water, biting at ephemeral spurts. That day left
me feeling so warm and hopeful about our future and now it’s the memory that hurts me the most. To me it
symbolizes all we could have been. Our best memories are the sharpest knives.
There are other things I loved, things inherent to you as a person and not about the way you made me feel.
You have beautiful eyes. You have a subtle sweetness, compassion. You appreciate fine things, you appreciate art,
you’re cultured. You aren’t overly critical of yourself. You embrace what others might see as softness. I love the
tone of your voice when you’re horny, the heat in your eyes, the shape of your mouth. I used to listen to your
heartbeat and tap my fingers along, tracking your pulse, but I don’t know if you ever noticed.
Of course, we have to talk about the difficult parts too. We fought about a lot of dumb shit, fingernail
scratches and bad driving directions. Before I left for D.C., we fought. I was eager to blame you, but I don’t think
I ever fully apologized for what happened between us and I think I need to. I acted like a child, as I often do.
Other times, our personalities clashed because we are both strong-willed. Sometimes your silences hurt me. One
time, or more, I felt uncomfortable with the things you asked me to do. One time, you raped me. You can be so
high maintenance, it embarrassed me in stores.
And despite all of that, I still cared for you deeply. I left feeling hopeful about our future, I was looking
forward to becoming more serious.
But after our geographic sabbatical, our reunion was terse. It wasn’t what it should have been. Was it the sex?
Was it because I opened up about my feelings? Did I scare you away? Did you come intending to end it? Aadil,
I never saw it coming. I keep thinking that if I had known, I would have held you tighter and kissed you more
passionately and asked you to stay longer. I have thought about all the things I could have done differently, but I
will never know. I only know one half of the story and I think the half I know is the far less interesting one.
There is a sociologist named Erving Goffman who theorized that we all wear masks to make ourselves more
palatable to society. We wear disguises to gain acceptance. Goffman also says that at some point, we wear the
masks so much that they become who we are. Our projected image morphs into an essential part of our being.
The Oculus Rift is strapped on too tight.
So, Aadil, what is your mask? What are you that you actually are not? I can’t tell you. I can only tell you that
to me it seems the image you project of being shallow and cruel is a false one. I don’t think you are a bad person,
I don’t see the person you wanted me to see. I don’t know the true you, I only pieced together my perception
from bits you let me see, and even those are shaped by my own worldview. But I think you are more than you give
yourself credit for.
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The Game Master by Caegan Jones

Aadil,

Emer Kate,
I received a letter today concerning graduation
announcements and that shit is scary. Graduating is
scary for more reasons than the obvious, more reasons
than I anticipated. Beyond the questions of finances and
occupation and spouse-seeking, the end of this period of
my life is terrifying because it’s the end of my plannedfrom-birth life. Being an adult means your entire childhood is relegated to memory. Obviously, I have yet to
become the best version of myself and I think that there
are better things to come, but it makes me feel small to
know that the daily dramas and anxieties of collegiate
life will soon be relegated to memory—faded material
of the mind and memorabilia. One day, all the things we
agonize over will be but ghosts. It’s comforting to think
all this pain will be numbed by time, but melancholy
at the same time. We are so small, everything we feel is
so ephemeral. When I find myself in great emotional
strain, I repeat my mantra, that it will disappear in time,
swept away in other theatrics. It’s an effective tool, but I
feel like I’m gigging the system—I hardly feel anything
without belittling it.

Deceit by Ari Solorio
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Emer Kate,

Tara,

I am reading Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves and there is part about an echo that I like: when
one says “chi dara fine al gran dolore?” the echo is “l’ore”. When will this great sadness end? With time.
I often think of how inconsolable I was on the night I found out that David died, and in the five years
since I can’t summon even light weeping, even on the anniversary. Maybe great sadness does end with
time, but maybe sadness only changes over time—changing urgency but not shape or size. The thing that
haunts me most is where I stand in a world without him. Humans have a thing called transactional memory. We don’t have space in our brains to remember everything so we unconsciously forfeit some of our
memories to others and use them as a tool to recall when necessary. When David died I lost a brother and
a friend but also part of my childhood—I remember when he convinced me he ate a rock, when we played
basketball in the hurricane shelter… but what parts of me, of us, did I forfeit? The grief is better with
time, but this aspect blisters and bleeds with every day that separates me from our collective memories.

I know you’ve been having a tough week, and generally a
tough time since the car accident and your stay at McLean. I don’t
know what to say to make it feel better or be better and, frankly, I
suspect it is self-important to believe I can dispense wisdom that
will make you feel better by any margin. You and I know well, more
than well, that mental illness doesn’t work that way. No dispersion
of sentiment or wholesome memes can fix the chemical imbalance
in your brain. Very little can. But what I do know is that you are
sincerely the funniest, most thoughtful, and truly radiant human
I have ever met. To quote a brilliant friend of mine: If anyone ever
wonders if ‘it’ gets better—I can confidently say it does.
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Emer Kate,
Cometh the dreadful season of the year
in which I am reminded of the dreadful
end to my first semester of college. I studied
until my head hurt and then laid in the dark
and watched Criminal Minds. I texted my
suitemate and asked her for colored pencils
because I needed something to do with
my hands. I scratched triangles on sticky
notes instead. I walked around trying to
find a building to jump off of. Drove by the
mental hospital. Wrung my hands, stomped
my feet, tried to meditate, cried into my
economics textbook because the tragedy of
the commons was the only tragedy in my
life and why on earth was I feeling this way?
I think an entire week was night.
There’s not a punchline, other than
to say I wish I could claim finding God
or learning yoga or abusing prescription
drugs as the reason I no longer feel this way,
but it just happened and it could happen
again. It’s the meaninglessness of events in a
universe supposedly awash in meaning that
scares me the most.

My Future by Megan Oshiro
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Birthday candle wishes,
Forty-six,
Forty-seven,
		 Forty-eight,
Forty-nine passes,
we sing “Happy Birthday” to the silence;
A cake stales for weeks in the fridge,
uneaten.

BARGAINING
by Amanda Leavell

Balloons in the sky,
adorned with messages meant for you,
sea turtles be damned.
Two Thousand and Nine,
Two Thousand and Twelve,
		
Two Thousand and Fifteen
The urn-less ashes still live in the closet
in a plastic bag
inside of a cardboard box,
and six-stringed memories of you
still hide in their cases,
untouched.
No one knows how to play,
and I’m too afraid to try.
Eight,
Nine,
		 Ten,
Am I allowed to ache for someone
whose voice I can’t remember?
Sometimes,
it feels as if you were someone else’s father,
and I am simply watching them grieve
someone I never knew.
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Lonely by Kelly Liu

亲爱的

AN OPEN LETTER TO MY

by Anne Sab

today i was the SUN,
incomprehensible light .
the image of my aloneness turned silver
like settled dust, copper like the glint of
the clementine’s rind, sweating, heavy and sweet.
qinaide, i ask you,
what
devours
skin
so
greedily?
— (other hands.)
the closest people make the
hungriest assumptions – yes,
come, come
share the shade, in it is everything
i haven’t said yet: that i love you. that the world is small.
that you thought you were going somewhere, and
that i thought i was going with you.
(

out of everything i wanted to be, i wanted to be
held.
)
but how to relearn solitude? everything’s a eulogy if
you listen close enough,
and what to do with your hands once they’ve unlearned
aloneness? break them.
break them. when you love someone,
it’s hard to keep their name out of your
mouth, even if you’re spitting it. but
my body, it howls lonely; there’s not
another way to describe it, at least not
another way to talk about how it hurts.
so, my love, let’s talk about love . . .
i wanted it warm and soft and easy
to swallow; love should be warm and soft
and easy to swallow. but it catches in my
throat – i still can’t get past it – it still chokes me.
it has been years. how do i outgrow
what
still
chases
me?
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My brother died slumped over the steering wheel
Of an ’87 Cadillac.
He wrote fragments of a will on the back
Of a gas station receipt
For two packs of menthols
And three dollars still in the tank.
He leaves our father nothing but a shattered posterity
And a “fuck you” that resonates beyond the grave.
He left me the car;
I have left it at the curb.

A STICK-SHIFT
WAYWARD SON

Our father spits when he sees the morning light
Highlight the places still not rusted.
He tells me I have twenty-four hours
Before he hauls it to hell
Or sells it to the old man making a living
Off of others’ misfortunes.
In the driver’s seat white knuckles are met
With a rolling start and a realization:
Country roads are not sympathetic
To not knowing how to drive a stick.

by Danielle Kotrla

Five minutes into his favorite Kansas song
And the car’s front is buried in the neighbor’s fence line.
The tires spin underneath me.
The hood smokes.
The pastoral picture in front of me blurs,
Blues and wisps of grey tinged by summer sun.
A bottle of spilled prescription medicine rolls
From under the seat.
The CD skips.
“Lay your weary head to rest.
Don’t you cry no more.”
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African Elephant by Jason Armitage

ON BIRDS OF
THE NIGHT
Inspired by A Display of Mackerel, by Mark Doty

Imagine them, an avian display in
pitch-black and onyx and ebony
along the telephone line above us.
In the red light they are both
dull and shining, bright and burnt
in their murder, unsolved.
Watch one ruffle it’s feathers;
see three more do the same
and soak in their not-quite-blackness
and bird-ness and the overwhelming
not-you-ness while the faintest
caws reach through the car window.
At sight of such fine frequent flyers
how could one not wonder
how it feels to finally take flight?
If only we too could meet the night
with our own darkness
and melt into the black on black
without hesitation, tearing and taking
to the sky in a flurry of shadow
against starlight, a mirror into midnight
all the same shade of night bird’s black,
a funeral flock
unbound and unstuck.

by Harrison Geosits
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Imagine you too could come and go,
another shadow in the dark
another bird of the night, free.
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White-Fronted Bee-Eater by Jason Armitage

Black dress, sleeveless, short. SMALL.
I dance alone, full of midnight and violin strings. I am barefoot and unafraid.
USA Olympics T-Shirt, transparent, maybe pink. SMALL.
I run six miles before sunrise and feel full on the two eggs I cook in the microwave. I am naïve of how the body is able
to break.
Romper, multicolor, eerily reminiscent of a Girl Scout uniform. SMALL.
I stand in a field of Bluebonnets and Indian Paintbrushes at dusk. I am finally existent within the world.

CLOTHES THAT
DO NOT FIT:
AN INVENTORY

NASA long sleeve, off-brand, new. SMALL.
I press my palms against cloth, trying to stretch the space between my stomach and rough fabric. I am frantic to fit.
White dress, lace, scratchy. SMALL.
I watch my father lingering across the courtyard, separated by the tall buildings between us. I am afraid my voice
will not reach him.
Blue jeans, high-rise, soft. SMALL.
I hold hands against hip bones, tell the mirror I am proud of the results. I am fascinated by the sharpness of my own
ribs.
Grey shorts, frayed, striped. SMALL.
I sit shoulder-to-shoulder with her in the July heat. I am sheltered here, cradled into her side, still searching for
warmth.

by Danielle Kotrla

Leggings, multi-colored, non-insulated. SMALL.
I shiver in all of what a forty-degree Texas December has to offer. I am not equipped to handle the cold.
College shirt, yellow plaid, pocketed. EXTRA-SMALL.
I lean heavy against the back door, pass out in the kitchen. I am awoken to my father crying, trying to shake the
starvation out of me.
Sweatpants, chewed aglets, frayed stitching. SMALL.
I mutter in the nutritionist’s office, ashamed of how my body bends in the lamplight. I am told I am no longer
allowed to be small.
*
To Do (Next Tuesday--Saturday at the Latest):
1. Take the clothes to Goodwill. (They do you no good here.)
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by Jacy Stone

The wealthy were first to access its convenience.
Some young twenty-somethings today say
They don’t use it, much like the clothing iron.
Faceless and fleshless, a tiny skeleton
Of industrialization. It is either demonic
Or indifferent, if there is a difference.

Madame Morrible by Suzanna Tanksley

COATHANGER

It is entirely polite and unassuming like an Old West
Snake oil salesman as it hangs a poor pantsless ghost from
A pole. A man limp and quiet in a musty closet.
Its body resembles an upside-down uterus:
A death-oath on the women it mocks
As they gnaw their way to freedom. These steel-jaw
Traps set by man and their doe mouths filling up with blood,
Choking down worms.
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DITSY
DREAMER
by Jenifer Elms
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Dotting daises and perfumed fields
Rocked my breath as I sunk into the hills.
Ecstasy’s condensation filled the air;
An electrifying chill stretched across my bare.
A cross between fixation and desolation…
How we used to seek equivalent elation?
Every constellation reminded you of our eternal suffocation.
It took every ounce to revive your frown.
A constant clasp for such a lovely sound –
Rest now, and follow me down.
A dangerous game for a ditsy town.
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Father John Misty by Ashley Gallegos
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CONTRIBUTORS
Kelly Liu

| Dog in Fence; Lonely

My name is Kelly Liu, and I am currently a TAMS junior at UNT. As an artist, I specialize in black and white
drawings, specifically in ballpoint pen, but I have also studied graphite, charcoal, watercolor, and color pencil. My
preferred art style is extremely detail-oriented and hyperrealistic, with a focus on nature and the outside world.
Jason Armitage

| White-Fronted Bee-Eater; African Elephant

Jason Armitage is a sophomore student at the University of North Texas. Jason often travels and has visited a large
portion of the world. He has been photographing since he was five years old, but has just recently become more
focused and passionate about it.
Prior to this publication he has not had any photography published. Jason primarily uses social media outlets
such as Instagram to promote the majority of his photography as well as his business.
Jason runs a wildlife preserve, Texan Safari, with his father in western Texas where people similar to himself may
visit and have the opportunity to enjoy and photograph wildlife as well.
Jon Rafael Birondo

| turning.

Jon Rafael Birondo is a filmmaker based in North Texas. This is his first published photograph. He thanks his
friends and family, with warm regards.
Rigatoni Garrido

|

Dalmatan

As an animator, I really want my work to not only stand out, but to entertain my audience as they view both my
paintings and my animations. Majority of my work is revolved around the cartoon aesthetic, while also including
adult themes and slightly “concerning” visuals. I want my peculiar style to be remembered by many, as it reflects
large parts of my personality.
Majority of my current work includes well-dressed animals, and funky looking monsters. I find that most of
my influences come from different animators that have different and unique backgrounds. My biggest influences
growing up were found on the internet, and as a child I would always watch Flash cartoons on YouTube. These
simple, yet fun cartoons seemed to have never left me, and at some point in my life I decided that I can animate
too. Before attending UNT, I had taught myself how to animate in both Adobe Flash and Maya, and during my
freshman year at UNT, I had learned TV Paint. Working in these programs have affected my perspective on how
art can be made and viewed. In my current series of oil paintings, (titled “Playfully Mature”) I paint each of the
figures in a very stylized and cartoony manner (the same way I would in my animations).
Most of my public traditional work is created with oil paints on canvas, and much of my personal work is made
with ink. My process for my artwork involves a lot of wild sketching while utilizing hundreds of animal references
found from photos I’ve taken, google images, and from life. For my paintings, I have a very thick and impasto way
of painting. I find odd and soothing comfort in placing large chunks of oil paint on a canvas. I typically spend
many hours moving these thick blobs around the surface of the canvas until I am satisfied with the final composition.
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Lastly, I believe my work is all about finding one’s place in life, and the journey of eventually getting there.
While you’re on your journey, you can make fun pit stops whenever you please, and I think that my current line
of paintings, is one of those fun stops where you can enjoy something really colorful and silly. All of the animal
hybrid characters included in my new series, sort of mirrors the concept of adults growing up in a mature and
controlled fashion, while in a very colorful and active setting. There is nothing wrong with having some fun as an
adult, just be sure that you learn something in the process too!
Kyle Hanson

| Self Portrait

It all started out when I was midway through my Bachelors program in biology at the University of North
Texas. I was convinced that I wanted to be an environmental ecologist and had landed myself a decent job at an
industrial lab. Learning about processes of analysis and operating industry-grade technology was exciting but I
still craved to make things and needed more creative problem solving to keep me on my toes. Outside of the lab
and school work, I was taking on projects to explore new ideas and interests. These projects varied from writing
and performing live music with an indie band to building furniture using the carpentry skills I had learned from
my dad. One project led to another, and soon, I had picked up painting. Through the use of color and applying
decisive strokes to describe infinitely anything I could imagine, I soon became obsessed.
I began reaching out to local artists and attending events where I could explore this new world of the esoteric.
And not long after, I had begun to show my own work and was starting to gain recognition. Thankfully due to
this newly received recognition, I had started to gain some income through a series of commissions and had even
landed my first public mural. It was during this time of success that I had made a decision to change courses. I
had an overflowing drive to create and needed to explore more creative problem-solving. So, I switched from the
biology program to a fine arts program and have never been more so engrossed with studies and an eagerness to
learn.
Call it an obsession or what, this combination of a drive to create mixed with the network of artists and
mentors I have privileged to meet, and maybe a “dash” of pure chance has granted me new opportunities to have
my work published and publicly recognized more so in recent years. And while the success along the way has been
nice, I am always on the move to see what is in store for the next project.
Maria Haag

| Cortexparency I; Cortexparency II

Maria Haag’s journey to the present has been a straight southward line. Originally from North Dakota, she attended Washburn University in Topeka, Kansas and in 2007 earned her Bachelor of Fine Arts degree in painting.
Currently, she is in pursuit of her MFA in Painting & Drawing and works as a teaching assistant at the University
of North Texas.
Julia Del Rosario

| Alone; Cheery Lover

I am a senior majoring in Visual Art Education. I love working with all different type of media. As an artist it can
be difficult to distinguish my talents, but in my experience in UNT it allowed me to explore and in the process
it is helping me to discover my hidden talents. I realized that I am quite fond with three-dimensional work.
Whatever anyone’s passion is, it really comes down with trial and error to really discover who you really are. The
key is being patient with yourself.
Quentin Smith

| kill///screen

Quentin Smith is a new media artist who specializes in experimental analog audio/visual processing to create his
work. Suffering from a hand-eye coordination disability that impedes him from pursuing traditional fine-arts
practices (drawing, painting, sculpture), he is attracted to new media as it allows him to create art without his
disability getting in the way of his creative expression.
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Olivia Sophia Flores

| I Chose to Rise; Insane

My name is Olivia Sophia Flores and I am at my final semester at UNT getting my BFA in Studio Art Photography. I dedicate my life and work to telling stories through art in hopes of inspiration and creating a positive
change.
Abby Pfaff

| Nana

Abby Pfaff grew up in Arlington, TX and is currently a senior photography student at the University of North
Texas. Pfaff started her own photography business at age 16, and works as a photo lab technician on UNT campus. She serves on the executive board of the photography club (Parallax) on UNT campus, where she organizes
and participates in biannual gallery shows. Pfaff makes art about vulnerability, intrusion, memory, and mental
health. She has been published and exhibited works in several gallery shows. This past year, Pfaff interned with the
Dallas Zoo Photo and Video team.
Alejandra Pena

| Live Oak

Alejandra Pena is a digital and media print journalism major at The University of North Texas. She loves her pug,
cold brew, and the color yellow.
Rachel Shafer

| Zeitgeist: A Memoir in Letters

Rachel Shafer is a Midwestern transplant to Texas and a senior majoring in international studies with a minor in
Arabic. Growing up along the poverty line, she spent much of her childhood in the library with her brother-- the
roots of her voracious reading habits. When not engaged in her studies, she dabbles in disaster drills, hiking to the
highest peak in every US state, and crosswords. An avid letter-writer and salsa-dancer, with the ultimate vision of
living in a lighthouse, ‘Zeitgeist: a Memoir in Letters’ is her first published piece.
Gioia Luck Schwalm

| Under the Shadow of the Mountain

A lifelong Dentonite, Gioia is currently a junior at UNT, where she is majoring in English with a concentration in
Creative Writing.
Megan Oshiro

| My Future

Born and raised in Tulsa, Oklahoma, Megan Oshiro is currently a sophomore at the University of North Texas
majoring in music education. As a violist, Megan has always loved the fine arts growing up, and she has participated in many music and art related activities throughout her life. In her pursuit of a musical career, Megan has
always embraced the visual arts and has won numerous awards including a state level award called the Scholastic
American Vision Award. Because of her understanding of visual arts, Megan is able to incorporate an individualistic artistry into her music making. She believes that music and the visual arts are similar in that they give the
artist the freedom to express themselves in ways that are unique to their character. Although she Is pursuing the
life of a musician, Megan plans to continue incorporating her love for art in her life.
Patrick Iversen

| Whatever You Think You Need

Patrick Iversen is a trillionth-year senior and Creative Writing major at UNT. Patrick plans to attend graduate
school before the apocalypse. This – his first attempt at fiction – is his first published piece of any kind, an
unsustainable success rate. When it collapses, you will still find him online, tweeting about hockey and Star Wars.
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Zoe Ariel Martinez

| Submersion

Zoe Martinez was born in the Dallas area, but grew up in a small town in Northeast Texas. She will graduate in
Fall 2019 with a BFA in Photography from the University of North Texas. Currently figuring out own personal
her style and brand in photography, Zoe attends exhibitions and art shows in DFW to show case her photographs.
She is also an avid lover of all thing cat related and an active member UNT Photography Association (Parallax.)
Kelsey D. Glass | The Sound of Rain
I am a Creative Writing major at UNT, having transferred from Naropa University Jack Kerouac‘s School Of
Disembodied Poetics. My work revolves around the many processes of the human experience, studying how
humans move through the major and minor traumas and impressionable moments that shape our reality. My
writing strives to connect people with their own processes and to relate them to the ebbs and flows of the human
experience- be it loss, change, growth, or finding themselves. I am a motivational and mindfulness coach in my
spare time, and camp and hike constantly to commune with nature as a reminder that all these processes are
natural and necessary.
Ashley Gallegos

| Courtney Barnett; Father John Misty

Ashley Gallegos is a concert, lifestyle & event, and portrait photographer currently based in North Texas.
Sera Harris

| The Room

Sera is still in that room, but is applying to graduate schools for creative writing and literature.
Peyton Aston

| Doodle Collage II

Peyton Aston is a senior year English major and Music minor. He wishes to teach high school English while
writing music and poetry.
Caegan Jones

| The Game Master

I worked with excellent mentors since my introduction to art classes in the 8th grade. I, overtime, built myself up
slowly as an artist with a passion for creating interesting concepts, characters, and scenarios. In my childhood, I
watched a lot of animated movies with my dad, a lot having cyber-punk themes and robotic characters that have
greatly influenced my style in drawing. In addition, games have always been a part of my life and the immersion
they can provide to make you feel somewhere else for awhile. This piece is an homage to all of the past creatives
that have inspired me throughout growing up without me realizing it, with subtle references to artists of all fields.
In most of my larger pieces, I’ve incorporated a large amount of detail to encourage viewers to take a closer look
and see what they can find. I enjoy it when people take the extra moment to look and find something others
missed, it often says more about what they’re looking for rather than what they’re finding.
Lauren Dennis

| Untitled

Lauren Dennis is from San Angelo, TX, but currently resides in Denton, TX. She is pursuing her BFA in Studio
Art: Drawing & Painting and Ceramics at the University of North Texas.
Suzanna Tanksley

| Madame Morrible

Suzanna Tanksley is studying Fashion Design and Theater in the pursuit of a career in costume design. She uses
old clothes and other textiles from thrift stores and outreaches to make costumes. Madame Morrible is one
example made up of a bridesmaid dress, a children’s dress, two window curtains, and bottle caps.
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Margaret Campbell

| Thalassophobia; a false idol

Margaret Campbell is a Psychology major at the Univeristy of North Texas. She has been writing creatively
since filling her Kindegarten journals with clumsy poetry and hasn’t stopped since. Her passions in life include:
literature, politics, and coffee. Lots of coffee.
Ari Solorio

| Deceit; The Artist

Born in Guadalajara, Jalisco, Ari Solorio is an artist and senior in the Communication Design program at UNT.
His approach to art and design is heavily influenced by C.G. Jung, Jonathan Haidt, Robert Moore, Jean Piaget,
Viktor E. Frankl, ancient mythology, and the love from his friends and family.
Tayler Hubbard

| Day Off

Tayler Hubbard is a 25-year-old Texas native. She is a freshman who transferred to UNT last semester to pursue
a degree in Health Promotion. Since she’s been at UNT she recently made the Dean’s list, she is active in her
community she volunteers at Habitat for Humanity Restore, and she participates in an reverse liter organization
that picks up trash around North Texas. She enjoys working out, writing short stories, and poems when she isn’t
writing or working out she is taking photographs of nature, spray painting, or reading.
Brandon Suzuki

| The Days Following the Death of James Amsden

Brandon Suzuki is a senior at the University of North Texas, finishing his Bachelor of Arts in English, with a
concentration in Literature. He has been writing short stories, long prose fiction, and poetry for over 10 years. In
his free time, he focuses on writing for his Dungeons and Dragons group and eating copious amounts of ramen.
Jenifer Elms

| ditsy dreamer

I am a Creative Writing major and am originally from a small town called Burton, TX. I discovered my adoration
for writing my sophomore year of high school and have yet to be able to put my pen down. I hope to become a
successful author, and maybe even dabble in editing/publishing, in the future.
Phillip “PREECHKID” Burton

| America is always starving

My name is Phillip Burton and I am a spoken word poet. I have been writing and performing for years. I enjoy
turning everyday events and traumas into stories and I hope to one day publish a collection of my poetry under
my slam name “PREECHKID”.
Emily Mullins

| Viena-May

Emily Mullins is a sophomore at the University of North Texas, where she studies History. This is her first
publication.
Han

| Alleyway to Rest; District 1-14

My ceramic pieces began with influences in nature and I had emphasized abstraction through gestures and poise.
I strived for my work to have a sense of flow and natural freedom. The most important elements I considered
when making my work is uniqueness, overall balance, and the ability to use it in our daily lives. I believe that a
handmade object is a living object and that is very important to me as an artist.
People as a whole have distanced themselves from nature, and the modern person has lost their state of relaxation. As an artist I want my work to bridge the gap between people and nature, and show the passion and beauty
of both. Creating ceramics is an exit for my imagination and emotion; it is a material I use to expresses stories,
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nature, and balance. I strive for my work to speak to me as well as the individuals who use it. In the present day
people manufacture ceramics more easily as technology develops. On the other hand, many people appreciate and
find joy from looking and using original ceramic pieces that are made by hand. Traditional methods of making
ceramics take time, effort and patience. I know that being a professional ceramicist comes with a particular set
of challenges. However it is with my love and dedication that I will strive to overcome any of those challenges in
order to realize my future and dream.
My recent works have had an idea based on a Korean tradition of images being stacked on each other, and
being compressed. The piece is based more on sculpture than functionality, and the focus is on the space and
surface. While it is still functional, I am trying to blur the lines between the two. The etching on the surface is
my attempt at fusing the past and future together, using ceramics to build the old way, and laser etching to use
technology that we have now to add to that.
To use a material as simple as clay and to breathe life into an inanimate object is something I set as a personal
goal as an artist. To be able to transfer my thoughts into my hands to shape clay is no easy task, but the gratification I feel when earth, water, air and fire come together to create something is a feeling that makes it all worth it.
My work has primarily consisted of ceramics but I have also have been experimented in sculpture and painting.
This has made me more versatile as an artist, providing different methods, and this process has given me the
ability to incorporate different ideas into my work. I want to continue to evolve as an artist and always seek new
experiences.
Anne Sab

| an open letter to my 亲爱的

I am a third-year Computer Science major with minors in Philosophy and Psychology.
Alejandro Galindo-Juarez

| Mother Made

Born in Anaheim, California. Moved to Houston, Texas at the age of 5. 2nd son of Victoria and Alejandro
Galindo, 2nd son out of a total 5 sons. My life has been rocky but it created a path for me. A path that led me to
wanting to become a teacher. A teacher that will change the world, one student at a time.

| Bargaining

Amanda Leavell

Amanda Leavell is a senior studying Speech-Language Pathology & Audiology. A Denton native, she enjoys
theatre and is active in the local performing arts community.
Alexa Schrunk

| Just Brothers

Alexa Schrunk is an interdisciplinary studies major in the College of Education specializing in special education.
She is looking forward to graduating in May 2020 and plans on becoming a high school special education teacher.
Harrison Geosits

| The Majestics; On Birds of the Night

Harrison Geosits is a peddler of creative nonfiction (and, occasionally, poetry), and an all-around decent guy.
His work has appeared in Split Lip Magazine and wildness literary journal. He is the editorial assistant for the
American Literary Review, prefers margaritas on the rocks, and serves on the Executive Board of the local chapter
of Sigma Tau Delta Int. Honor Society. You can request to follow him on Twitter at @HGeosits.
Danielle Kortrla

| A Stickshift Wayward Sun; Clothes That Do Not Fit: An Inventory

Danielle Kotrla is a senior studying creative writing and philosophy. Her work has appeared or is forthcoming in
The Pinch, Pidgeonholes, and Sonder Midwest. She hopes to one day love the world like Mary Oliver.
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Sydney Wilson | The Paradigm; The Core
Sydney Wilson is a printmaker whose work focuses on the inner workings of nature and time, as well as the
patterns and cycles that unconsciously guide the order of the world. With her work she aims to call attention to
these patterns so that we as humans can look at ourselves and find our place in them. She uses the woodblock in
her work to symbolize the idea of rebirth. What began as a dead tree is now reborn into a piece of art that will
continuously live on in the minds of the people who view it.
Jacy Stone | Spoon; Coathanger
Jacy Stone is a senior pursuing two degrees in media arts and English with a creative writing concentration. She
likes critiquing postmodernism and babytalking to the campus squirrels
Nel | Zodiac Logic
I’m an English major, and a senior. I write because I believe that stories, and narrative have power. I haven’t really
gotten to see myself, or my community in canonical narrative, and I’m doing my best to remedy that.
Allen Hall | Red House by the Water
Allen Hall is a student at UNT studying Media Arts. He enjoys expressing himself with many art forms including
filming, playing music on his guitar, writing and of course photography. If you want to see more of his work you
can look up his page Allen’s Films and Photography.
Adam Dube | Broken War-Fractal
“Adam Dube is a Junior at UNT, majoring in Theatre Arts with a concentration in Performance.”
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INFORMATION
The North Texas Review is an annual publication of the Department of English at the University of North Texas. It is edited and
designed by UNT students.
Correspondence should be addressed to ntreditor@gmail.com.
For an electronic copy of this publication or any past editions of
NTR, or for information on how to join NTR or submit your
creative work, visit NTReviewOnline.com
Body text is set in EB Garamond, Sub-headlines in Helvetica, and
headlines in Abel.
Cover Art by Maria Haag.

Cortexparency I by Maria Haag

Isabella Luxenberg | Screen Capture
Isabella Luxenberg is a sophomore English major and Sagittarius. She enjoys writing sad songs, watching foreign
films, and vegan chalupas from Taco Bell.
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