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Dear reader,
 
As you well know, we find ourselves in the midst of global turmoil, engulfed in tragedy and 
unrest. In times like these, it is hard to hold on to why this matters – the creation of a magazine, 
or of any piece of art. What purpose does my art even hold? Amid suffering, near and far, the 
threat of capsizing – what’s the point? It’s an undercurrent question, one that confronts me with 
dead-end despair in more isolated moments.
 
But something shines through. It’s quiet, but there, a reaching hand. You. Pulling me forward, 
upward, parting collective chaotic thoughts. You, who I may or may not know. How can I 
question what the point is, when you keep making things, despite the downpour of reasons not 
to? We may be a small boat on high seas, but we are together.
 
I have many people to thank: Ben, you’ve kept Calliope afloat and cohesive this past year – 
without you, we may have crumbled into pieces long ago. Tara, thank you for meticulously 
sculpting Calliope’s public face, and for your innovative ideas reaching others to spread the 
word. Julianne, your exuberant enthusiasm and willingness to try new things is admirable; the 
spark of your energy is present on every single page. I am grateful for each of your guidance and 
encouragement during our travels through Calliope land.
 
To the art and editorial boards – I am continually inspired by the passion and care from each 
of you as we’ve pieced our magazine together. It has been a joy to be part of this with you, and 
I will greatly miss our meetings. You are the foundation on which Calliope is built, and I cannot 
thank you enough.
 
Making art is quiet. It is time spent alone, in all sorts of hidden spaces. Beneath the noise, 
but not separate from it. I want you to know that it matters. Arriving here matters. It matters 
because we are doing it together. To our contributors, everyone who submitted, and to all of you 
out there making things – I see you, and implore you to keep going.
 
There is hope, yes. Easy to miss. Peeking in through sidewalk cracks, between leaves when the 
light hits right. It’s there if you look for it. Calliope is an amalgam of you – you are in these pages. 
It matters to me. I hope it matters to you, too.  
 
With gratitude,
 
Gabriella Brandom
Editor-in-Chief
Calliope Art & Literary Magazine, Spring 2021
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Tumbling Language
Lizeth De La Luz • Poetry

I tried creating a new language 
For you and I to speak 
Though it fell apart 
As it left my weary lips 
And pooled into my cupped hands
(That were meant for prayer) 
And caved through my fingertips 
And left a burnt artery on the 
Aching pavement our bodies used to dance on 

 I hope whoever stands underneath 
  As it tumbles and washes through 
  Murky clouds  
 Drinks from the tones and punctuations 
 That will fall in a new order 
  Melting exhausted fragments 
  That belonged not on plastic tongue 
 But if their lips listen 
 To the mutter of my voice 
 They might hear what could have 
 Been ours 
 And fall 
 In love 
 Too
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an inconcrete seeking validation 
Elliott Ector • Poetry

3 Quarters, 2 Dimes, and a Nickel
Angela Darjuan • Digital Art

i conceptualize you in colors to which i can give no name, no shade or hue 
or saturation, but which weigh on my visual cortex more heavily than any of 
these concrete beauties.

to put these colors to canvas, never mind the mediocrity of my brushstrokes, 
composes an image that reads as a foreign language, an aged cipher waiting 
to be understood by as yet too-feeble mind processes. it lies unsold beneath a 
ragged curtain in the basement, sniffed at and ignored by rats and museum 
curators who don’t cotton to cuneiform finger paintings.

these colors, barred from dictionary entries, thrown from rod-and-cone 
nightclubs for unruly behavior: when will their crash of relatable recognition 
lightning itself across your cheekbones? where can the synesthetic memoir 
stewing so in my synapses find itself in body and form?

on this two-sided plane of pigeonholed line-restrictions, what could i possibly 
lay out to make you marginally wallow, reading it, as i do, recording it in 
piecewise ink?

perhaps such words, such praises, are equally elusive, a four-legged game that 
my hounds will never catch the scent of.

or perhaps they will exist one thousand years from today, and i will defy the 
confines of my coffin and transcribe them with rotting knuckles on your next-
door headstone.

perhaps you will at last raise yourself to read it, and i will at last find rest.



 54 

Red’s Maintainence
John Finnegan • Fiction

We regret to inform you that starting on 10/02/4519, the color red will be undergoing
maintenance, and will be temporarily unavailable. We apologize for any 
inconvenience this may cause.

First, you may notice your senses being slightly dulled due to gaps in your 
sensory perception. Do not be alarmed. Your body is simply adjusting to the new 
circumstances it finds itself in. During this period, in all likelihood you will not notice 
the absence of red. However, your mind will. The place which the color formerly 
filled in your mind will start to be filled by new patterns.

Eventually you will notice the absence of the color red. When eating a strawberry, 
looking at a stop sign, or watching a fire truck pass by. Do not be alarmed. These 
things still exist, and will continue to perform the same functions they always have. 
But your mind will not see it this way. The strawberry will no longer seem like the 
sweet, summertime fruit it was in the past. Instead, a simulacrum of it will have taken 
its place. Something not quite the same as before.

The world will begin to deteriorate. Things you never even noticed were red are now 
missing one of their essential qualities. That which formerly brought you pleasure 
will become burdensome. Do not be alarmed. You likely will not realize how much 
the color red meant to you until you lost it. Here is where you will feel the absence of 
it the most. Despair will settle in, as your mind will crave a world with red in it, not 
wanting to exist in this one. Do not give in.

Red will return. Eventually. There won’t be an alarm or notification. And red will 
not return all at once. But slowly, and surely, it will begin to fade back into your 
perceptions. The stop signs will regain their hue, and the fire trucks will shine that 
same bright shade. Even the strawberries, now glowing with an iridescence that you 
never noticed, never appreciated, will bring warmth, will regain the color red. But it 
will take time for red to return. Please be patient. We are hard at work.

Anima (The Plight of Male Femininity 
in the Face of Toxic Masculinity) 
Henry Littleworth • Assemblage
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Edgar Edgarson
Gabriella Brandom • Fiction

Edgar Edgarson wore a Victorian overcoat to school, and when I 
mentioned this to him, he did not hear me. We walked along the hallway 
together, his canvas boots out of place among Converse and sandals and the 
second-hand falling apart things on my feet. I could not imagine someone 
like Edgar sitting in a classroom with other people, but he did. He sat next 
to me. Often, he arrived with a story in his eyes, and he would not tell it to 
me until later. He spoke of ships so tall that the crew could not see the ocean 
by looking over the sides, and of a tropical world past the ice at the top of the 
globe. I never wondered if the things he told me were true or not. They were 
Edgar’s stories, and Edgar’s stories were always true. 

“There’s an ancient temple buried deep in the forest,” he told me, after 
we emerged from the main school doors. I crunched on a rice cake and held 
the books that didn’t fit in my bag. Algebra I and Earth Science. I was unable 
to focus in those classes, because I didn’t know anything about math or the 
world, and my legs were itching to run out and walk beside Edgar, and listen 
to the things he had to say.

“We mustn’t go and look,” he said. I glanced at his eyes, which took 
effort, as we were walking at the same pace. “It is best to leave things alone 
out there.” But his eyes caught mine, and I smiled wide.

So we went and looked. The forest was not a forest, more of a gathering 
of wispy trees. Much too small a place to house an ancient temple. We left 
our backpacks at the base of the chain link fence that cut off the recess field. 
We stepped over the part that was low and dented, and walked through the 
beginning of the woods. 

We turned rocks over and felt the bark of trees, until we came upon a 
great log that had fallen. It was one of those wispy trees, and it probably blew 
down in the breeze.

“A fallen mast,” Edgar said with a gasp, kneeling down. His coat touched 
the pine needles beneath us. “Do you think so?”

I nudged the log with my foot, and nodded. I had never seen the mast of 
a ship, and this was as much one as anything. 

“Ah, you have a sailor’s eye.” He said it with such conviction that the 
forest floor became the deck of a ship. 

“Let’s put it back up,” I said.
We did. We ran around and tried to prevent the ship from sinking, as the 

fallen mast had brought down the sails, too. I pushed with all my strength, 
and so did Edgar. “Harken!” he yelled, the sea wind billowing dark hair 
across his face. “It’s what people say on ships.”

“Harken!” I repeated. Edgar knew a lot about ships. He knew a lot 
about everything. We pushed it up one last time, and the log rose and leaned 
against a sturdier tree. Edgar and I stood together, and I laughed with my 
hands on my knees. 

“What heroes we are,” he said. “Edgar and Jack.”
Edgar and Jack. Him in an overcoat, and me in a hoodie. My shoes had 

holes in them, and Edgar thought I was a hero. 
Edgar walked me home. Each step was a new day of stories, until we 

had walked through months of time. I had nothing to say that Edgar didn’t 
already know, so he told the stories. He knew what I thought before I could 
even think it, and he had more ideas than I would ever have. We came to my 
house just as the sun was setting. My door looked out of place. We had just 
wandered away from some great cavern beyond time, only to return here. 

I stood there and faced him, and he looked down. He always did that, 
staying there until I closed the door, like he didn’t want to be the first to leave. 
We stood for a long time, and I wondered if I should shake his hand. I waved 
instead, and he saluted me. I closed the door. I never asked if Edgar was okay, 
in case I didn’t like the answer. 

 
It was late the next day when I saw him again. He wasn’t in class; he 

must’ve been off on some new adventure. I had never considered where 
Edgar went when I wasn’t with him. I stood on the balcony down the side of 
the main hall, the one that overlooked the wildflowers. I saw his hands rest 
next to mine on the railing, and he laughed when I jumped in surprise. 

“I’m going on a voyage,” he said. 
“Where to?” I asked, wishing I could have guessed or created the path 

before him.
He gave a tremendous smile and slung his backpack over his shoulder. 

“I’ll depart by ship,” he said. We did not live near water. But that was Edgar’s 
way, making things happen where they were least likely to happen. 

I expected him to continue, but we came upon a silence instead, like the 
weight of the stories had collapsed upon us. 

“I hope you don’t mind,” he said finally. 
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“I don’t.”
He looked at me strange, like he had forgotten I was there. He was 

young, really, and he had a softness to his face that I had too, and there was 
something sad in his eyes. 

“I am leaving,” he said, turning his face away so I couldn’t see him. 
“Tomorrow, Jack. I scarcely want to say it.”

“On a voyage?” I said, and nudged his foot with mine. 
He shook his head. “We packed up the house. It isn’t a voyage at all. It’s 

a long drive away.”
We didn’t talk about things like this, real things. I didn’t consider Edgar 

having a house, or a family, let alone one that would move someplace else. He 
wrapped and unwrapped his hands on the railing, and I said nothing. 

Something spiraled down beneath us, but it was just the wildflowers in 
the breeze. He held out his coat to me, draped over his hand. I took it without 
thinking. He was smaller without it, and he wore a t-shirt, and before then I 
had never seen his arms. 

I wanted to hug him. I didn’t know how. He nodded deeply, and I gave a 
little bow. He did not walk me home. 

I can’t tell the story of where Edgar went; at least not how he could. 
Maybe he traveled somewhere distant, and discovered things unknown. He 
comes to my mind often, in that Victorian overcoat. I still have it. I hang it by 
the door and think about taking it with me on the way out, just in case I see 
him again.

get me out
Sarah de Surville • Photography 

Shot on the set of Maya Lucia’s music video for her song, “get me out”
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About The Flowers You Gave Me 
Calista Kirk • Poetry

We planted our roots underneath the kitchen table.
My scarred kneecaps. 
The hairs on your legs. On yours, on mine.
We intertwined.
Our soil was the hardwood of your parent’s house.
No wonder it took us four months to grow. 

My first blossom was a sunflower.
I wore all black that day and
You touched me for the first time.
Brushing blades of grass off my back.
Fingers as light as light.
Tickling my spine and all its funny bones.

My second blossom was an oxalis.
The little yellow weed.
Peeking out
Underneath the weight of our bodies.
You bundled them together as I read you a poem  
I wrote about our hands.
How we both pick at hangnails. 
Our palms are both callused from holding onto things too tightly. 
You kissed my knuckles. 

My third blossom was a pink carnation.
Whose neck I stepped on getting into your car.
Whose pot was too small for its size.
You don’t know how to handle plants.
Killed all the ones I gave you.
But I nurse them,
Replant them. 
In new dirt, until they die too.
I tend to overwater. 

My fourth blossom was baby’s breath.
The bouquet fertilized with a sorry.
I could barely see the florets through the dark.
Just white specks like mealybugs.
Eating away at a damp lawn.
When you offered them to me,
My hands—saturated. 
The wet and the bugs gnawing and the sorry.
I could barely see you through the dark.

Now I tend to my garden of 
Wilting, rotted flowers.
Not because of you, your memory.
You were not a seed.
Just a breath of the breeze blowing them to me. 
I am the one to bring the spring.
They will grow into something bigger.
I will watch them bloom again.
Alone. I’ve uprooted myself.
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W**** Washed
Madison Meadows • Fashion Design and Creative Direction

Not for the Week
Claire Tafoya • Poetry

On Monday the carrots Mom packed me were soggy and grey where their shoes 
should’ve been. I threw them to seagulls and Ms. Villin kept me after class, telling me 
I was ungrateful. I looked for God in the classroom ceiling, but he didn’t show up.
 On Tuesday I gave my fingers hats made from raspberries, but no one laughed  
 at me the way they did at Talulah. The vending machine gave me free water  
 when I gave it a kick and it was warm the way our sodas were in the summer  
 when the fridge broke.
  Wednesday, our cat Toby died and my brother Ricky said it was my fault  
  because I didn’t go to Sunday service last week. I thought maybe it was his  
  fault since he smoked a lot with Toby in his room. Toby’s pale fur was  
  yellowed when we buried him next to Grandma in the cemetery, and the  
  man walking the grounds said we were sick.
   On Thursday Ms. Villin’s eye bloomed purple the way bruises  
   pop up on peaches and our principal with the bowl cut asked 
   her to leave our class. The substitute had eyes like a fox and she  
   reminded me of the color green. Mint chocolate chip ice cream,  
   duck heads, the dyed bagels they sell on St. Patrick’s Day.
    Friday, Ricky drove me to the beach instead of school.  
    The tar kissed at my heels, not letting me go. The salt in  
    the air made my lips dry and when I swam with my  
    jeans on I felt heavy. The waves rolled over looking like  
    marbles, and I wondered if this was what Toby saw  
    when he died.
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Island Bones
Clarisse Guevarra • Poetry

When they tell you your tongue
has been scrubbed white
yet laugh at your skin
for browning instead of  burning,
remember that your fear
of  the ocean swallowing you whole
was replaced with longing for a reason
—that the salt of  the water tastes sweet
like the sugar we put in every dish,
every bread roll, every song—
that the sand feels like meadows
because that’s where you run free, and 
gourmet rice served on banana leaves
eaten with nothing but bare hands
is finer than porcelain and silver.
No matter how far from home you are
or how long it’s been since then,
the sun will gladly kiss your telltale nose
(a gentle caress, hot and tender).
So when they laugh at your skin
for browning instead of  burning, say,
“My bones may be white,
but I will never be.”

Trouble in Paradise
Brycen Sochiratna • Digital Art
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the roxy
Kathryn Bernhardt • Poetry 

red poured over us in buckets and buckets of  paint light like phosphorescence 
 and we melted into the walls into the cool metallic texture like our bodies
 were coated in the silver stuff dripping off us in sheets of  sweat sweat
sweat everywhere blending with the tears and sloshing pounds of  pitchers and 
 the laughter so loud that we could only listen to the music through our 
 fingertips
and there’s orange orange in your beanie her socks the flower in my drink and  
 i’m wondering if  sunset is reoccurring just for us
in this basement where the lights are turning us blue and purple or maybe  
 that’s just my eyes because the ceiling looks like a kaleidoscope and it
 seems your eyes were always violet or at least meant to be that way
your face keeps flashing at me like a neon stop sign headlights reflecting off
 your tan skin too harshly
even after we’ve left the human jungle where all lights are trapped and people  
 are too until you crawl hands and knees stumbling up the stairs into a  
 dark that feels too bright
too bright even as we walk through the cold feel the rain seeping through our  
 clothes as we strip off the metallic sweat and sunglasses and eat cake from  
 the gas station
 at 3 am and it’s the best thing you’ve ever eaten over and over until it’s  
 gone
until the next day when your eyes have readjusted and the colors seem duller 
 and nothing will ever taste that good again
and you just want to crawl back into that feeling when you look at the sun and 
 the blind spots dance before your eyes

Failure
Jay Dye • Poetry 

I write        failure poetry            words of  defeat
and I revel        in it                I find                joy
in being        bad                at writing                  I
am the                worst                writer        in the
whole world        and        that is          something
to be                proud        of                  because it
takes                talent        to be                this bad
it takes                talent        to                         die
because        I could        never            get it done
so I                gave up                I told you          I
cannot        die                believe me           I tried
I tried        and                tried              sometimes
I wish              I could                 drink something
to make me              feel                          emotion
like                joy or        ennui or                regret
regret for                your old                            life
when I                        was still                involved
when I                was still                    unknowing
it would be        warm        like            apple cider
bitter        like honey               in my        stomach
my blood        would        pick it up      from there
and send it           to                brain        and spine
a drink that                makes me                  able to
cry        a drug that        makes me              hunger
where can I             buy                a new        dress
a new                face              to make me        look
happy        in this                noise of            city life
a car             to drive                my mind        away
like                melting                ice                  I am
in need                of  a                 fix                a real
fix                for good                one final          one
and then                        let it                          all go
so I can be                happy so                  I can feel
something                anything                      ecstatic
violent                        numb                      delirious
plain                          simple                              joy
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The Land We Lived On
Claire Tafoya • Poetry

We lived on a patch of  infertile land, 
  a place where they tried to convince us berries grew in the summer.
Nothing ever bloomed except our cigarette trees, growing rich in winter.
The smoke was stagnant and held its flight all January. 
Daddy blamed us for his barren farmland 
 and blamed Mama for our smoking habits.
His wrath was taken out on butterflies, 
 slapping them down with the back of  his shovel.
He tore at the ground for foods he never planted, 
 cursing the devil with every unfilled hole.
  To make Daddy happy, we stole potatoes from the grocer 
      and covered them in soil, 
 hoping maybe he would see God in his mashed potatoes that night.

a very long party in green
Li Anne Liew • Photography
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The Experience Machine
Amy Asmussen • Experimental Fiction

 Take a pinch of  herbs and crawl inside the magic light box and watch the 
lines in your skin wiggle and watch the world float by, knotted up in red strings. 
There’s a spider at the center, tugging the strings, tightening them, weaving 
them and tearing them down. It’ll be another millenia before she’s hungry 
again. 
 Watch the jetliners riding on dandelion tufts—they’re called wishes and 
they’re blowing away. Everybody’s getting high these days, didn’t they tell you? 
It’s time to forget about everything. We’re abandoning ship, so plug yourself  
into the Machine, it’s nice. There’s no more suffering, no more pain.  
 Veins are slippery. Hard to pierce. Have you ever contemplated the 
coloration of  veins through skin? Dusky lilac, or is it mauve? I wonder if  
mantis shrimp have names for all the colors we cannot see. I don’t think 
shrimp worry themselves over the names of  colors. If  shrimp have names for 
colors, then we may as well accept the possibility of  secret shrimp societies, 
and that’s absurd. 
 Your veins are dark. If  you’re lucky, the doctor will get it on the first try. In 
a few minutes, it won’t matter. You won’t feel anything at all. 
 The lab coat’s too white, and his smile’s a little lopsided, but morphine 
never hurt anyone, dear. The world’s unfixable. The sporks and plastic bags 
in the ocean are becoming islands, and the cardboard man’s mouth is still 
moving, so don’t be shy. He’s putting in the needle now. You can watch, but 
you don’t have to. It’s easier to ignore the pinch if  you close your eyes. 
 You’re so heavy, how do you walk around carrying all that weight? Did 
you want to save the world, once? Do you, still? I gave that up a long time ago. 
It’s a grim affair. And lonely.  
 Don’t you want to rest now? 
 Don’t you want it all to stop? 
 Do you see the little green things conspiring? There’s a reason fish flee 
the reef, and it’s not for human fumblings. Did you know we’re sending out 
messages in bottles, borne into a cosmic ocean? Did you know whales sing in 
space? There’s a scarab in her wrappings, and she lives and dies a hundred 
deaths. This, here? This is the key to happiness.  
 You’re thinking about the woman on the train again, aren’t you? Her 
pink parasol and delicate, white hand, the cracked gem set in the ring on her 
pinky finger jutting out from the teacup like an exclamation point. You met 

her in another lifetime, and it wasn’t a teacup but a wine glass clutched in 
those manicured claws. Her gaze unzipped your skin, like a leopard, who with 
bloodstained jowls, contents himself  to sit at great heights and rule his domain. 
Ensnared by her vibrating strings and certain she could feel the rabbit’s 
heartbeat under your tongue, you expected her to lower her lips, bruised up 
with matte lipstick, and lick rubies from your cheeks. 
 You feel it, don’t you? The edges are a little softer. You can close your eyes 
if  you want. Sometimes the transition is easier.  Don’t fidget so much, dear, you 
don’t want to dislodge the needle, the doctor’s only just put it in. 
 You’ve made the right choice, you know. If  you’re doubting it, take my 
advice: once it’s done, it won’t matter. You won’t know the difference. 
 You’ve seen the world coming apart at the seams. You know it is; you 
don’t live under a rock. You’ve seen the cracks between the branches of  the 
olive tree grow longer. I harvested your memories personally, dear. There are 
no secrets between us. I’ve seen you sit at the kitchen table, pushing that wad 
of  gum around your mouth until it lost all its flavor. I’ve seen you stare at your 
reflection until it wasn’t you anymore. I know your goldfish died when you 
were five, and when you flushed it down the pipelines to happy oblivion you 
didn’t cry, even though you thought you ought to. I know you’ve sat in the 
passenger seat of  your mother’s car and wished she would crash, wished you 
could melt and become shapeless and mean nothing. 
 You cut your hair—loose and straight and slashed at the throat in one fine 
cut. You cut off all that hair unapologetically. Like ridding yourself  of  a cancer. 
It felt good to hold the scissors. How could it not? You, trapped in that wooden 
corpse, parading across the stage for an audience of  your own invention in 
that ceaseless, one-woman show. You cut your hair, you cut your strings, and 
you fell. You built a fort, just a pile of  blankets without beams to hold them up. 
Imploding. 
 You’re waiting for the knot in your stomach to unravel, just a little. I’m 
going to up your dosage, now. Close your eyes, dear. Consult with the stars, but 
don’t trust them too much.
 Your memories belong to me. You signed them all away before the doctor 
put a needle in your arm, don’t you remember? 
 They’re slipping away. Let go, dear. It doesn’t do any good to try and 
hold onto them. The tighter you grasp, the more difficult it is to remember the 
shapes and colors and smells. What did his face look like? You used to map 
every freckle, every blemish. 
 You can’t even remember the color of  his eyes, just that they were like 
the sea. What color is the sea? It doesn’t matter. His eyes were like the sea 
because they hid things. There were currents under the surface you couldn’t 
read or memorize. You wished you were some water-dwelling thing so that you 
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mister scary
Mia Ochalek • Painting

could live in his irises. Perhaps a shark or a nudibranch or some single-celled 
organism. 
  It’s warm, why don’t you stay a while, and live inside the fish tank and feel 
the quiet, and the sunlight. Don’t you miss the sea? Don’t you miss the kitchen 
on Christmas morning and your mother’s checkered bathrobe, the way she 
smelled with her hair wet; don’t you miss the park at night, the damp grass and 
the tricks of  the light? And you were already self-medicating by then, weren’t 
you? 
 You tried to freeze that moment, didn’t you? You tried to tuck it away. It 
doesn’t matter now; the whole lot’s up for grabs.
 Even this one. 
 The two of  you, barefoot. You sat there, silently loving him, as was your 
nature to do. You should’ve said something, dear. He would’ve thanked you for 
it. That’s the sad thing, isn’t it? You had so much love to give and he needed 
it so badly. It’s a shame you wasted so much time shutting up about it. You 
could’ve run away. You could’ve fallen asleep with him somewhere safe and 
beautiful. 
 It doesn’t matter anymore. You can’t remember his name. 
 How can eyes be like the sea? How can people be like things? How can 
things be like other things? 
 It’s silly to think that a person is anything more than a person, but I’ll 
entertain the idea because it comforts you. I’ve always been rather romantic. 
 He is the ocean and the salt and sky and she is the color red and a 
multitude of  paper cranes and perhaps people can be like things after all, 
and what are you, really, but a little tin house in the rain? What are you, but a 
squalling baby bird trying to make noise in this big, loud world?
 Maybe people are none of  those beautiful things, maybe they’re 
something that twinges and oozes in the quiet moments. I think the latter is 
more likely, but who am I to decide? 
 You’re looking a bit green around the gills. I’ll call the doctor. 
 This is better, really. It’s better to forget. It’s better to let go. You can’t save 
the world. You can’t even tell him you love him. 
 And there’s so little time. Your heart rate is slowing down. You’re so tired; 
why don’t you rest? Why don’t you let go? 
 I’m upping your dosage, dear. It’ll help you sleep. 
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lower-case god [with resentment for 
albert hoffman]
Saif Khan • Poetry

then the trees began to breathe.

beautiful and aloof  in their wisdom

branches of  twisted flesh splayed with secret certitude

and paying no attention to me.

i brought my hands to my face

purplish hues swirling infinite galaxies

contained entirely in the ball of  the thumb.

my thoughts scrambled in search

of  signposts, footprints, a tattered map of  personalization

but instead found a clearing at a bluff

some sun-soaked vista of  unnavigated truth.

i had nothing in my pack but platonic entitlement and a plum

which I snatched and bit into

juices dripping from my chin alongside artifices of  pride.

yet at the pit remained a sourness

and skies darkened with the turn of  the tenth hour

hunter s thompson and neurochemistry casting blankets of  grey

so that Ego, undead,

could pull itself  from the grave.

ANGEL PHOEBE, WATER WINGS
Madeline Humphrey • Poetry

She is there
 at the bottom
of  every coffee cup
and in the middle
of  every sandwich
between chicken and cheese
bologna and bread.

Secret sister,
plum picker,
morning mermaid,
stroller soul,

I part with her
at the bottom of  every 
pool, lake, ocean,
my lungs, yearning for oxygen and oxyg and ox

  not crouching
 ,shrinking
,suspending
tightroped trachea crept        

|slowly|

I am learning to understand the why,
the ‘what happens’ 
when we go to drown.
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Virgen Mosaica
Natalia Ventura • Painting Acrylic and glitter on 20x20in canvas

The Birth
Amy Asmussen • Poetry

She waited for me. 
I see her prone in the shade, licking her hooves
and I know it is time. I stick out my tongue, like a child would, 
trying to taste snowfall, rosy-cheeked and rosy-eyed I return to that
hillside, to the eaves cluttered up with tumorous swallow’s nests. 
She’s getting impatient, kicking up dandelion poufs of  sawdust, excavating. 
She’s building a nest. Unhappy with her work, she destroys it 
grinds her hooves into the foam floorboards angry 
and afraid—a sculptor. Not good enough. Erasing and 
creating, over and over, with renewed urgency. It is an act of  rebellion 
an attempt to delay the inevitable. Not good enough.
She stomps, grinds her teeth.
Bites me, because I’m standing too close. Grunts bears down
sinks to her knees, and I swallow the boulder in my throat, 
because I have never seen something so close to
defeat, in her body her eyes. Sixteen minutes, three seconds 
since the last, kaleidoscopic tightening tight tighter. I give her
space, and it pains me to do so. I watch her build her little nests, 
walls to keep something in something out. She builds a home and 
stretches it, until it suffocates her, and I do my best to temper myself, 
to calm the waves instead of  creating them. In an unspoken way 
of  speaking, I know she understands, though she resents it, that
she needs me. I built my own kind of  nest to make room for her, 
I slogged through bogs of  mud at cursed hours of  the morning to tend to 
her, shoes-soaked through shivering listening to coyotes sing of
murderous tragedies in a distant valley, feeling the ligaments begin to
soften, placing my hands on either side of  her planetary belly,
always asking the same question—Is tonight the night? 
Like trying to find a pulse, my open palm against her navel, 
the tugging jabbing dragging of  experimental movements, the 
quickenings of  a womb, a world, hidden way. Night children, I think 
bemused. She abandons her nest altogether, moves outside,
black fur rusting in the sun. Forcing her head against the
fencepost, she braces against the corkscrew tightening of  her uterine 
walls, weathering the storm. For my sake, perhaps. She grunts, groans
bemoaning her fate. Her sisters smell it on her, some of  them mothers
themselves, familiar with the task and wary of  it. Wary of  new, screaming
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and needy mouths. They gather at the fence. She yells at them, a string of  
profanity, a challenge. Come closer, she jeers, eyes
glazed up with pain. I dare you.
She decides she doesn’t want an audience, returns to her nest, all in shambles. 
I retrieve the go-bag I packed weeks ago, sift through its contents.
Soft, clean towels, dental floss, for tying off the umbilical cord, 
stoppering up the blood before the first, 
ultimate separation. Iodine, for sanitization. With my arsenal of  tools,
I kneel in the dirt and glimpse the first hint of  a large, white nose, the delicate
curve of  one, white hoof, but only one.
He’s too big, and his foreleg is bent underneath him.
Swallowing the big, furry thing that had crawled into my throat and died, 
trying to recall the diagrams I’d printed out, memorized, redrawn. 
I pull on gloves, 
coating my arms to the elbows, and it feels like armor. It’s my turn to brace,
to count to ten, and then I’m thrust into the thing which 
I can’t do which I must do,
Invading, screaming apologies as she screams hateful, wretched things at me.
The moment of  the final push, he emerges in a slip-n-slide of  amniotic fluid
and a tangle of  limbs—gargantuan, perfect. 
Taking a towel, I clear his eyes and nose,
drying his paperthin ears and placing him beside keening, bleating, 
bleeding Mother, who lowers her face to her son, and her furious, rasping 
tongue breathes life into him. I kneel to meet those first, tentative steps into the
world, within eleven minutes of  his birth, mistaking my legs for his mother’s. 
I run my fingers through his fur, matted with blood and membrane—
infatuated. His tiny, pink tongue searches, but his mother pushes him away.
I watch the sinewy muscle ripple, pulse. His sister’s arrival is quick, painless 
compared to his. They’re both nursing, though it’s clear she favors her son,
who is identical to her, who drinks his fill while her daughter waits
on the outskirts, barely three hours old and already second, already making
soft, quiet sacrifices. I retreat to my corner, the immediacy of  the thing, the
sharp edges beginning to fade. Still, I’m hesitant to leave them. I take 
her face in my hands and press my lips against the soft patch of  white 
fur between her eyes, and she expels a sigh that tears some ragged
hole in me and I, in that moment, understand what Rachel Eliza Griffiths
meant when she asked me to praise the guts and grace of  mothers.
I scratch her chin, the spot between her shoulder blades, running my
hands over her withered, husk body, warm steady
constant against mine, speaking without speaking,
speaking by way of  exhalations.  
 

the soldiers’ cemetery
Kyra Jee • Poetry

spear thin droves grow rows of  poplar arbors, & 
crouched graves crave crowds of  teeming trees, boughs bowing
in — STANDING ROOM ONLY — starved inwards, insidious, spit innards
by company after company; have you ever seen trees 
knot together on purpose?

poplar tiptoes up spindly; 
striped bark strips parts of  paper sunlight 
to clothe their leaves in pencil-stick gold.

     then—

          dies—

               dries—

trees do not cry but their eyes swell shut,
each eye on the trunk keeps vigil past chlorophyll’s shrivel, &

split riddles sing drivel & shiver, SOW UNCIVIL REST! buried poplar 
wood rests not, yet rots roots of  their own descendants—!
who writes the last chapter of  these trimmed limbs? wails, 
whose rites are these?! there is none AT EASE; 
whose rights are these? 

oh poplar, keep them! in the diyagonal diyamond 
pulse of  white poplar pulp! gulp 
down their offensive defenses, bound 
down their lifeless dreaming!
ensconce their lesions, but let loose their lessons & brethren consequences.



 3130 

poplar,     hold     the bones     of  evèry ivory lodger; let lies lay interred 
beneath these pearly early earthy plots of  youth—! & the youth still march
     towards fall,
          toward falls; 
               their honor guards 

them, tries & — justifies — disguises — identified only by 
incisors unmarred by fiyre! til who is left to 
milk/teeth 
from the copse’s corpse 
& bury ‘neath the pillow of  their casket?

The Boys at Highwater’s Point
Tikva Velazquez • Fiction

 Nobody thought Bobby Clarkson, second Clarkson child, three-time stu-
dent of  the month, would jump. The balancing game was one all the children 
in Braithwaite, Massachusetts played. The rules were simple. Stand on the 
cliff, Highwater’s Point, above the Highwater Reservoir, right at the edge. Bal-
ancing on one foot, hold your other in front of  you, and count. 1, 2, 3… Right 
or left, players choice. Simon Bly held the record. 624. I had only ever made it 
to 214. We all played it once, some more than that, some every weekend until 
the fear of  death gripped them too tight. Parents knew, admonishments were 
made, but never a step was taken to stop the game. 
 That was, of  course, until Bobby Clarkson, third baseman, newspaper 
boy, jumped. They used to call us rebels, trouble makers, wild, children. We 
used to be the teachers’ least favorite, the rat pack in town. But now we are 
only, and will always be called, ‘the kids who were there when Bobby Clarkson 
jumped.’ 
 My wife asked me once if  I knew what would happen. A question so 
strange it left me mulling for hours. But if  there is one clear truth in my life 
it is this: I did not know Bobby Clarkson was going to jump. None of  us did. 
And that is what makes it all the more terrible. 
 I think we liked to risk our lives because it was the last thing anyone would 
think we would do. We had everything to live for. White houses with perfectly 
mowed lawns. Schoolrooms with the newest books. Prospects of  good schools, 
good marriages, good lives. Even at twelve years old, we were each soon to 
be ‘good, hardworking men.’ Aaron would play football, for the Browns like 
his father almost had. Luther would go to Harvard and be a doctor. I would 
become a dentist and work at the family practice. And Bobby would take over 
his father’s car dealership. It was all so beautiful, and it all turned out so true. 
Except of  course for Bobby. Who jumped. 
 Ask a soul in Braithwaite, Massachusetts older than twelve and they will 
tell you it was an accident. Inevitable, a result of  poor safeguards and police 
action. Sheriff Monty, to this day, maintains it was an unfortunate oversight. 
He retired one year later. Four mayors have passed since the incident, and 
all have given heartfelt speeches at the anniversary memorials. Each more 
tear-jerking than the last. The papers reported ‘Tragic Accident at Highwater 
Point’ but the story never reached farther than the tree-lined border of  town. 
But if  someone does know the story, and they learn where I come from, even 
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with how hard I’ve tried to forget, and they realize who I am, they will ask me 
what happened. And I answer as I always do, as I told the cops, and the press, 
and my parents. “I do not know.”

***
 It was August 14th. Summer was warm, not hot, but warm and wet and 
everywhere. We didn’t want to go back to school, what twelve-year-old boy 
does? So we thought maybe we’d run away. Aaron’s favorite movie was Stand 
By Me so it seemed like a good idea. We were making lists of  what to pack. 
T-shirts, shorts, socks, matches, Swiss Army Knife, Luther’s dad’s compass. We 
would survive in the woods, foraging for food, and be real, strong men. But we 
would have to go home and gather supplies without notice. A troubling feat 
considering Bobby and I had very strict mothers. Bobby’s loose with the wood-
en spoon. So by the time we were nearing Highwater’s Point, the plan was 
almost dust. “Let’s play the game,” Luther offered. And we all agreed. And we 
all have regretted it to this day. 
 Luther went first. He was left-footed, unlike most players, and he always 
held his hands out to his sides. He yelled at us when we talked, he couldn’t 
keep focus. His red hair reflected the sun and his leg never wobbled. He made 
it to 101. Today he is a pediatric surgeon in Kentucky, with a wife and child. 
He has a house with blue shingles and red roses, and he told me once on the 
phone that he was very fond of  his life. He has returned to Braithwaite every 
Christmas, but never more. He stopped playing because he was bored, and 
101 was respectable at best. It was, to some. 
 Aaron went next. He’d played more than all of  us, inching closer and 
closer to the high score. He only threw his hands out if  he lost balance, but 
that day he only made it to 34. He lost his balance and jumped back from the 
edge with wide eyes and a racing heart. Today he is a retired football player, 
having only played in a professional game for a total of  five minutes. He and 
his wife are divorced, and now he coaches peewee football. He hasn’t returned 
to Braithwaite in five years, and I haven’t heard from him in four. 34 was the 
lowest score he ever got. Though none of  us really remember. 
 I went next. Second to last. People always seem to point that out. My 
highest score was 200. Sometimes I liked the game. It made me feel rebellious 
and wild, and I’d been working up the nerves to close my eyes for a split sec-
ond. And sometimes, I hated the game. It left me sweating and breathless and 
I always felt so guilty when I got home and my mother asked me what we’d 
been up to. I couldn’t bring myself  to tell her I was risking the life she’d given 
me. 
 That day, I only made it to 50. I was sweating too much and had begun 
to slip in my shoe, my sock losing its traction for a fraction of  a second. It was 
the second most terrifying moment of  my life. I hopped back from the edge, 

Luther pulling me back, assuring me it was “good enough” as Aaron busted 
a gut. When my breath returned, I started to laugh. I’m not quite sure why. 
Maybe because I was scared, or delirious, or genuinely thought it was funny. I 
was still laughing as Bobby Clarkson, fourth place in the science fair, my best 
friend since first grade, stepped up to the ledge. To play the game. 
 His highest score was 100. He could balance better than all three of  us 
combined, but he enjoyed it the least. Every time he stepped back, he’d shake 
his flushed red cheeks and insist that we were all “idiots.” It always seemed to 
sour his mood, and I would ask him why he agreed to play. His answers varied. 
He didn’t want to be left out, didn’t want to be called a chickenshit. But most 
of  the time he simply answered, “Why wouldn’t I?”
 He began to count. 1, 2, 3… He stretched his arms out to the side, like 
Jesus on the cross. His left foot was lifted, bent at the knee. 8, 9, 10… He didn’t 
shake, or wobble, I swear, I don’t even think he breathed. 13, 14, 15… 
 I think Bobby would have been a good car salesman. He had a smile that 
made you feel safe, and he was much too charismatic for a twelve-year-old. 
And I thought he would’ve been a good father, the kind that always came 
home on time and barbequed with an apron that read ‘Kiss the Chef.’ 
 I think a lot about Bobby. More than I’m willing to admit. I look for him 
in strangers’ faces. Any man I pass with brown hair and blue eyes, I wonder 
if  that’s what he’d look like. Would he be tall? Short? Handsome? Homely? 
Would we go years without seeing each other but still be able to recognize the 
boys we once were? But more than anything, I see him standing on the edge 
of  Highwater’s Point, his arms out, left knee bent, his back to me. In the dark-
ness, in sleep, in boredom, in sadness, in happiness, I see him, standing on the 
edge, right before. 
 19, 20… The numbers stopped. That was against the rules, you had to 
count. But before any of  us could tell him he lost, berate him and laugh, he 
unbent his knee and leaned forward as if  taking a step. And he went right over 
the edge. A split second, that’s what people don’t understand. One moment he 
was there, counting, and the next he was gone. As if  someone had just erased 
him. 
 People have often asked me what the three of  us did after that. The three 
boys at Highwater’s Point when it happened. I know we ran, through the 
woods as fast as we could until we reached the road and waved down Mrs. 
Peters. Luther said something to her, repeated over and over again that “some-
thing bad happened.” Aaron had begun to cry. She called 911 and the never 
ending questions began. None of  us looked over the ledge, Sheriff Monty took 
the most issue with that part of  the story. I never understood why. We hadn’t 
looked because we didn’t need to. We knew just as the police did that no one 
could survive that fall. 
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 Our parents seemed to go through a series of  emotions when they 
learned the news. First, they were sorrowful, crying with us in their arms at the 
tragedy that had taken place. Then they were comforting, tiptoeing around 
us as if  we were caged animals waiting to pounce. And then they were angry, 
stormed into the police station insisting gates be put up, locking us in our 
rooms for the rest of  the summer. And then, they were relieved, because it 
hadn’t been their son who jumped. 
 The words jumped and fell have been used interchangeably within 
Braithwaite. The papers went back and forth, the cops tried to decide which 
was better, the school held assemblies regarding safety and suicide prevention. 
But myself, Aaron, and Luther never faltered. Bobby Clarkson jumped. And 
we all watched it happen. 

***
 Almost thirty years later the one question that gets asked the most is why? 
His parents have insisted he was a happy boy. Loved and beloved. I know this 
to be true. But I also know Bobby liked to stare out windows. And sometimes 
he’d go quiet. For hours or days. And sometimes he’d ask to stay at my house, 
for no reason at all. I’ve asked both Luther and Aaron why they think he did 
it. Luther tells me we can never really know what someone is thinking, or what 
their home life is truly like. Aaron didn’t like being asked this question, he said 
he didn’t know and then found a reason to hang up. I’ve never thought to ask 
them if  they knew what was going to happen, I assume the answer is the same 
as mine. And I know once the question is asked, it can’t be taken back. So I 
suppose I should spare them the pain, bear it as my own. 
 Over the years as I grow out of  the boy who was there that day, the 
details begin to blur and I begin to trick myself  into misremembering some-
thing. Maybe he was actually on his left foot. Maybe there was wind. Maybe it 
never happened at all. But then, I see him standing on the edge with his arms 
out, left knee bent, his back to me. 19, 20… Did I know Bobby Clarkson was 
going to jump? No. None of  us did. That is the only thing I know to be true. 
And that is what makes it all the more terrible.

Junkyard Art
Aliza Shiah • Photography 35mm; Slab City, California
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womanhood
Chloë Rosichan • Poetry

cover yourself  
in golden sparkles

glued to you
by that
thick

                  dripping
                                          mod podge

  drying clear, invisible
  hodgepodge of  unbreakable

call that:
femininity

call that:
being a woman

call that:
bitch

Growth and Decay
Henry Littleworth • Collage and Illustration
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chimney sweep
Olivia Cheney • Poetry

gurgles on black lungs
in his grave
while he waits
and thinks of  chaetura pelagica
whose child is this?
on what daisy chain has he strung
his fingerprints of  synesthesia
painted lavender dreams in the walls of  his barrow
is there
oenomel dripping from cracked lips?
what have you fed this hungry stomach for it
to be so filled with Vitriol?
  [poison]
poisonous word
grown in bouquets of  Amanita Phalloides
stroked
by greased palms on cushions
  under ashfall
he’s scraping
scraping the soot from the chimney’s
walls

  Poisoned promises kill this child.

Side-Swipe 
Lexi Freund • Fiction

 The jerk of the car and screech of metal on metal snapped me back to 
reality. I slammed on my brakes and lurched forward against the seatbelt 
which had tightened, the woven polyester of it digging into my collarbone, 
and Newton’s first law of motion had done its job.
 I stared ahead for a moment, frozen, in shock perhaps. My collarbone 
began to sting and this flash of pain jolted my senses, jolted my awareness of 
where I was and what I had done.
 “Oh my god. Oh my god.”
 I put my Prius in park, got out, and circled around to the passenger side 
where I had felt the collision. I didn’t even care about my car. My eyes settled 
on the Mercedes at the curb, and more pressingly, the giant scratch across 
its black paint. My hand flew up to my mouth, where I bit the skin below my 
knuckles to keep from sobbing. What had I done?
 “What have you done?” I asked myself.
 I ran my hands through my hair. My fingers got caught in a bad tangle, 
and it was this minuscule inconvenience that finally brought tears to my eyes.
 I looked through blurred vision at empty sidewalks. A wind chime sang 
in the distance, but there was no other noise. Maybe nobody had heard the 
crash. Well, calling it a “crash” is a bit of a hyperbole. I had side-swiped the 
Mercedes, a result of zoning out in the middle of the suburban street.
 This wasn’t the first time I had zoned out while driving, although it 
usually happened on the freeway, during long stretches of traffic-less space, 
where the noise would drop away and the scenery would blur, and the stable 
coasting of the car going eighty in a sixty-five would allow me to fade into 
a mindless state of existence. I liked it; to be able to turn off my mind, tune 
out the world, and drift through space. It was like falling asleep. Or dying, 
maybe. Then I would come to, the bass and synth of pop music flooding back 
into my eardrums, and I would wonder how long I had been gone. Had I 
tapped the brakes when the car in front of me merged into my lane or had 
there simply been enough room in between us that they drifted in unnoticed? 
I was unsure how I made it so far without colliding.
 Now I had.
 I glanced up at the humble, craftsman house behind the Mercedes. I 
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wasn’t sure if the Mercedes belonged to the owner of the house, but I always 
found it jarring when I saw a luxury car in the driveway of a small, old home. 
It reminded me of the game MASH that I used to play on the school bus, 
where you would pick random numbers and get told the kind of house, car, 
career, and pet you’re going to have in the future. 
  My collarbone ached and I thought of the seat belt tightening around 
me, thought of when I learned about Newton’s laws of motion in ninth grade.

 We had to write three pages, one page for each law of motion. For 
some reason, I didn’t do the assignment, which was very unlike me. I only 
remembered the assignment during lunch, fifteen minutes before class, and I 
begged my friend Lucy to let me look at hers. “Friend” was a stretch: we sat 
next to each other and would pass notes back and forth.
 Fine, she said. But change it a little so it’s not obvious.
 Lucy was the kind of girl who didn’t actually care about a thing until 
she realized someone else wanted it. She had over-tweezed eyebrows that 
pointed up in the middle, and whenever she felt powerful the left one would 
involuntarily raise an inch higher than the right. I always wanted to reach 
out and push it down when that happened. She emailed me her assignment 
and I ran to the handicapped bathroom on the second floor, which was just 
one private room where you could lock the door. I started working on my 
own assignment, glancing at hers for mere inspiration, but I had only gotten 
through one page when I realized there were five minutes left until class. 
 Our teacher isn’t actually going to read twenty versions of the same thing, right? 
 I copy and pasted her last two pages underneath mine and ran to class 
right as the bell rang.
 The next day our teacher asked Lucy and me to stay back after class. He 
pulled his jeans up and sat on the edge of his desk and stared at us in the way 
teachers always do when they’re disappointed but don’t want to tell you why 
because they want you to “tell me for yourself.”
 Lucy and I played dumb and by some miracle managed to get out of the 
conversation without getting in trouble. Maybe it’s because Lucy tossed her 
hair and batted her eyes and Mr. Peters was always a little bit creepy. As we 
walked out of the science lab, Lucy spat under her breath.
 What the fuck is wrong with you? I told you to change it.
 Cussing was never allowed in my house, and so far I had only heard 
students cuss when they were happy about something.

 Jordan’s party is going to be fucking sick!
 Kanye’s new album is the shit!
 The new girl is hot as fuck!
 No one had ever cursed me out when they were mad. I was so stunned—
and, honestly, scared—that I couldn’t say anything back to her. She scoffed 
at my silence and a droplet of spit landed on my nose. I knew she hadn’t 
purposefully spit on me, but by the look on her face, she might as well have. 
 Lucy had a party at her house that weekend and I wasn’t invited, but I 
knew that I would have been if not for the Newton Incident. All of my best 
friends went without me. I guess it was a really good party because they were 
talking about it for three months after the fact, and I was never able to join 
in.
 You make so many little mistakes in life, and for some reason, some stick 
in your memory more than others. The Newton Incident was one of those 
mistakes.

 I shook my head, unsure why the memory came to me now. I dropped 
to my knees on the park strip, the wet grass pressing against my denim jeans, 
and finally looked at my car. The right front of my Prius had a black smudge 
across the silver paint. The Mercedes, on the other hand, had multiple, ugly 
silver stripes across the left side like someone had taken their keys to its paint. 
 I dug my key into the side of his pretty little souped-up four-wheel drive.
 Those Carrie Underwood lyrics flashed in my mind, and I thought of 
the last time I heard that song: two years ago, almost exactly, while sitting in 
the bathtub at Mona’s house.

 You need to show him that you’re more mature than other sophomores, Mona said 
as she puffed on a joint. I had chugged one too many canned piña coladas 
and the smell of weed was making me sick. She held the joint out for me. 
I hesitated, but Mona was my rebound friend; she took me in after my old 
friends deserted me for Lucy and I clung to her like saran wrap. She was a 
year older, a junior, sexy and exciting and scary. We met in the nurse’s office 
when she had cramps and I was trying to avoid running the mile in PE.
 I like your hair, I had said, nodding to her red highlights.
 She sucked on a lollipop and smiled. I could do them on you, she said.
 I went to her house after school that day and lay in her bathtub while she 
dipped my blonde hair in Kool-Aid.
 Then I was back in the bathtub while ten other juniors were downstairs 
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passing around a bong.
 You just need a boost of confidence, that’s all, Mona said. She tapped on her 
phone and started playing “Before He Cheats.”
 Isn’t this song about an affair? I asked.
 Mona rolled her eyes. The lyrics aren’t important. It’s about how the song makes 
you feel. It’s a female empowerment song. 
 I wasn’t sure that trashing someone’s car was empowering; in fact, it 
played into the sexist “crazy ex-girlfriend” stereotype. But I didn’t say that.
 He doesn’t even know my name, I said.
 Jack knows your name. He told me you were cute.
 When?
 Hmm. 30 minutes ago? You went to the kitchen and he whispered it to me.
 Really? He’s a senior.
 So what? He’s still 17. Perfectly legal.
 I blushed. I’m nervous.
 Mona moved the joint closer to my face. That’s what this is for. So I puffed 
on the joint and coughed violently, which made her laugh. You’re so cute.
 She pulled me out of the tub and took me back downstairs, still coughing. 
We went outside and I couldn’t tell which thing gave me goosebumps: the 
crisp air, or Jack walking over.
 Hey, he said.
 Hi.
 Mona patted him on the back and before I could object she walked away.
 I’m Jack.
 I know.
 I like your hair.
 I ran a hand through the now faded pink tips.
 Thanks.
 My eyes stung as the joint’s effects settled in. I hiccuped and could taste 
acid and smoke in my throat, nauseating me.
 Are you okay?
 I shook my head, which made me dizzy. The foliage began to spin 
around me and I threw up, vomit landing on Jack’s jeans and sneakers.
 What the fuck?!
 I wanted to say sorry, but I knew if I opened my mouth it would happen 
again. Mona ran over and took me back upstairs and back to the bathtub.
 Word travels quickly at a small high school, and by Monday everyone 
knew what happened. Mona lied and told me it wasn’t as bad as I thought, 

but some boys fake gagged as I walked past their table at lunch. 
 Hitting that joint was another stupid mistake.

 My life was a scrapbook of stupid mistakes. A new page could be 
dedicated to this side-swipe. I ran my hand over my Prius and my heart 
rate increased with each scrape that I touched. As I stared at the scratched 
Mercedes, memories of other stupid mistakes flashed in my mind.
 When I forgot my lines during Guys and Dolls in front of the entire school. 
When I bad-mouthed my friend Olivia and then turned the corner and saw 
her standing there listening. When I cheated on my anatomy final. When I 
told my mom I hated her right before leaving the house.
 My mind ached with mistakes and pressures and burdens and chances 
and regrets and questions and what-ifs.
 The light around me shape-shifted into a vignette as if I had just entered 
a tunnel. There was a sudden sharp pain in my gut and my skin began to 
vibrate. My hands were sweaty and I tried to wipe them on my legs, then 
realized I couldn’t feel my legs. My head dropped into my lap and I pushed 
on my scalp like I could squish the thoughts if I squeezed hard enough.
 “Miss, are you okay?” 
 I looked up and saw a middle-aged man with wireframe glasses and an 
olive green shirt with white monkeys on it. 
 I shook my head.
 “I...I accidentally swiped this car,” I said with a shaking voice and 
pointed to the Mercedes.
 The man looked at the Mercedes. He circled around it, surveying the 
damage, and ran his hand over the chipped paint like I had a moment ago. 
He stood still for a moment with his hand on his chin and his eyes on the car. 
His brow furrowed briefly, almost unnoticeably, but I saw.
 Then he looked back at me. He looked at my wet eyes and my wet jeans, 
and his eyes softened. He dropped his hand from his chin and held it out to 
me.
 “It’s okay,” he said. 
 “No, it’s not.”
 “It’s my car. And I say it’s okay.”
 My breath caught and my chest went solid for a moment. When my 
breathing resumed, it had calmed.
 “I’m so sorry.”
 His shoulders shrugged. “It was a mistake. Right?”
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 I nodded.
 “‘To err is human,’” he continued. “Alexander Pope.”
 There was no way for him to know what was going on in my head, I 
know that. But sometimes there’s someone who says exactly what you need to 
hear when you need to hear it. And that was what I needed to hear. 
 I grabbed onto his outstretched hand and he helped me to my feet. We 
exchanged information, pictures of IDs, and insurance and license plates. 
Then he gave me a little nod and took his monkeys up the driveway.
 If my eyes were closed and someone had told me to envision a green, 
collared shirt with monkeys on it, I would have pictured something tacky. But 
that shirt, on that person, was tasteful. Maybe because, despite me hitting 
his car, he still helped me off the ground. He showed me kindness, against all 
odds, and there’s nothing more tasteful than that. Kindness keeps the world 
on its axis, and it kept me from spinning off of mine.
 As he closed the front door behind him, I pulled out my phone and 
Googled the Alexander Pope quote.
 To err is human; to forgive, divine.

Through the Cottonwoods
Katie Bussoletti • Photography
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Post-COVID Syndrome
Kelly Taylor • Nonfiction

 I’ve always been deathly afraid of  needles. One of  my earliest memories 
is being held down at the pediatrician while the nurse came at me with the flu 
shot. It’s absurd, really. A stupid little tick. A childish antic. Something I was 
supposed to grow out of. 
 “All done,” my nurse whispers, capping the last vial of  blood and setting 
it on her mobile station. I don’t watch as she removes the butterfly needle and 
tapes a square of  gauze to the area. She scans my plastic wrist band and makes 
to leave. “You can go back to sleep now.”
 I nod my head with a wince. “Okay.” 
 She shuts the light out as she goes. I sigh into the darkness and try to 
position my head exactly right on the pillow. If  I can just angle it a little more 
to the left…no, that’s not it. Maybe if  I switch sides the pain will be a little 
more manageable? It isn’t. I don’t know why I expected it to be. 
 I give up my dance in the papery thin sheets and take up my game of  
pretend. I pretend that my head isn’t pounding. I pretend that I haven’t been 
sick for weeks. I pretend that I am home, that I am healthy, that I—that…
 My eyes find the IV stuck into the crook of  my elbow under a square of  
clear tape. 
 I’m not afraid anymore. At least, this is what I tell myself  as my gaze snags 
on the thin silver line leading from the plastic tubes to my skin. Not afraid. 
 The timestamp on my phone reads 4:13 A.M. 
 I can’t sleep. 
 I don’t want to be awake anymore.
 If  I can just make it another two hours, then the nurse will be back with 
another round of  Benadryl. I can make it two hours. I have to. 
 I close my eyes and try not to feel. I wait. I don’t know what I think about. 
I sit there writing and rewriting stories in my mind. I never get past the first 
few lines. The words start to tangle with each other until they form a strange 
song. It falls into a sort of  rhythm with my brain as it pulses against my skull. 
“If  this was my last breath, I would use it to say I love you. But it’s not my last 
breath, so I blow it out.” I sing this to myself  over and over again. I’m almost 
convinced the pounding in my head sounds like a heartbeat.
 The words match my situation, but they’re not meant for me. Yes, I came 
up with them while shut in an MRI machine for an extended period of  time, 
but no, they are not mine. In my head, they belong to a young man who is 
boxing up his things and trying not to look too long at the woman on the other 
side of  the room. They’re breaking up. I’m not exactly sure why, but it’s what 

 the words demand. 
 In spite of  everything, I smile into the darkness. If  my mom was here right 
now, she’d make fun of  me for not knowing why my characters are breaking 
up, only that they are. I’ve tried to explain it to her, that you don’t have to 
know, that it’s not the point of  the story, that I haven’t had enough time and 
concentration to figure it out yet. But she’s not here. No. It’s just me and my 
words, my pathetically unfinished story. 
 That’s the worst part. That I’m alone. That even my stories are not 
enough to fill the void that is time. I can’t write them in any corporeal form, 
not while my eyes refuse to cooperate. Every shred of  light feels like a bullet 
to the brain and the excess fluid in my head blurs my vision. So I can’t write 
and I can’t read. I can’t even concentrate long enough to finish one precious 
story. All I have is the image of  a man packing boxes. Two sentences that mean 
everything and nothing. “If  this was my last breath…” 
 The problem is that no one knows which breath will be the last. 
 My veins burn from the fluids slithering out of  the IV and up my left 
arm. I almost had a panic attack in the ER when I first felt it, like a fiery snake 
leaving an angry trail in its wake. I asked the nurse if  everyone’s veins burned 
like this. He frowned at me and said it was fine. He said I was probably just 
extra sensitive to it. He didn’t answer my question though. 
 I cradle my arm at an awkward angle as it is attacked by my worst 
nightmare. A singular butterfly needle. 
 “Deathly afraid.” That’s the phrase I used. “Deathly.” Did I even consider 
what death was when I so carelessly tacked on that adjective? I was foolish. A 
child. My annual physical examination was the scariest thing I could conceive 
of. 
 Maybe it isn’t the needles I’m afraid of. Maybe it’s what comes with them, 
after them.
 “Good morning,” the nurse croons. I sigh at the sight of  her. It’s 6:03 
A.M.
 She stops my IV drip and attaches the syringe with the Benadryl. I stiffen 
as the substance enters my body. It absorbs immediately and I feel the room 
spinning around me. This too, I am overly sensitive to. It’s like my body knows 
to reject anything that comes out of  that infernal needle. 
 I put my head back on the pillow and pretend to be comfortable. In a 
few minutes, I won’t be pretending anymore. I’ll be asleep. Blissfully and fully 
asleep. 
 “Goodnight,” I whisper and the word works like a prayer. “Goodnight.” 
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i long for the me i was before i met you
Joie-May Silvers • Nonfiction Prose Poetry

i am drinking earl grey tea even though it is slightly bitter because i miss 
my mother and she always drank it at home and my bone bruise is making 
sure i know that just because i want to move on doesn’t mean it’ll let me and 
the banana on my desk is dying a slow death of  brown spots that make it 
increasingly unappealing, though i can’t bring myself  to put it in my mouth 
and end its misery and the tea is hot and my mother close yet far away and my 
ankle aching and my banana browning and my hair growing into little curls 
that i cut away a month ago in an attempt to build a new me, a different me, 
but i was the same me and i will always be the same me no matter how hard 
time slams into me; i’ve been told i’ve got a nice rack but you wouldn’t know 
it because i don’t show it because hungry eyes don’t ask permission and i’m 
a strong believer that you shouldn’t take something unless it has been given...
that night in her bed you touched me and my body said yes and i didn’t say 
no but you never asked me in the first place and maybe if  you had i would’ve 
said yes or given my boundaries or had the presence of  mind to gather my 
head; i would have been content just laying there with your arms around me 
like chainmail protecting me from the coldness of  the monster under the bed 
that wasn’t even ours—and you were not the monster i was hiding from, but 
you never asked permission, and my hips swayed and my legs opened and my 
mouth moved and i had wanted you, but not like that...not when i was lulled 
into a false sense of  security, eyes closing, falling into sleep while i was pressed 
up against you and then your fingers were pressing into me and i didn’t know 
how to think and maybe it was a misunderstanding but i couldn’t stop thinking 
about how i wasn’t sure if  you had known that i wasn’t completely awake and 
sometimes i do things that i don’t mean but even if  i applied a rhythm against 
you under the grogginess of  sleep and sheets, nobody had ever put their fingers 
inside of  me and i never even had the chance to wonder if  i was ready and i 
don’t care about perfect memories but i hadn’t wanted the first time someone 
did to be remembered like this—stuck between being taken advantage of  and 
asking for it; my best friend tells me that you never do anything to her without 
asking if  she’s okay with it. 

what was different about me?

this ghost of mine
Li Anne Liew • Photography
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I Told Everyone She Died
Emily Liberatore • Poetry

All my old records have the same scratch.
Harmonys and hymns tainted,
lyrics gone to waste. 

There’s more whimsy here than I remember. 
Pixie dust and pirate ships line the walls of  this closet, 
music seeps through hung dresses. 

We used to sit for hours,
your hand over my mouth, your fingers in my hair. 
Afternoons alone laid gloss atop my gratitude for your thumb, 
there to wipe tears if  they fell. 
I held onto your voice until it was over, 
my beat up converse tied back into bows.

A repeating chorus that screams I don’t want to grow up, 
getting lost on a street corner after school, 
skateboard wheels on concrete, 
yellow paint dripping from my fingertips, 
my mother’s split ends—

I’m threading in the peace as I see fit, 
confessing my grip on the girl I claim to have outgrown, 
said to have dropped dead instead of  tasting wine. 

Lyrics that painted adulthood into nightmares, 
boarded her up with wood and nails, 
a plot that swept childhood out from under my feet. 

I didn’t have it in me to kill the eight year old girl I was, 
but she didn’t stand a chance against the adult I needed to be. 
Survival is empowering, embarrassing 
impossible to bring up now. 

So I tucked her away 
in the wooden box upstairs, 
and I told everyone she died.

Lost
Katie Bussoletti • Photography
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When my dad says silence
Gabriella Brandom • Nonfiction

 When my dad says silence, he doesn’t mean that. When he says silence, 
he means the constant buzz of  the air conditioner, the thump thump thump 
of  the washing machine. The mechanical whirs of  a life in motion. Silence for 
my dad is not silence for me. He comes down in the morning and grinds coffee 
in the coffee machine. His shoes shuffle and so does the cereal, into the bowl. 
“What a nice day!” he says, turning on the faucet to fill the sink with soapy 
water for dishes, hot enough for the smell of  the detergent to carry. 
 He was a dish washer once. A miner, a milk boy, a mower of  lawns. He 
was an engineer. Every story he tells reveals someone I didn’t know he was. 
When people ask me what my dad does, I never have a good answer.
 “Nepal has the deepest valley in the world!” I say at dinner, turning my 
computer to show my family some Wikipedia article. Sometime later, maybe 
the next day, my dad says that he’s been there. When he was twenty-five, he 
hiked the Himalayas, alongside goats and a friend and windy valleys, and he 
cherished stops for little village apple pies. 
 I try to piece it together with other things I know about him, from old 
photos and the half-stories of  mismeasured bridges, kangaroos, and storms. He 
plays Midnight Oil and Crowded House in the car and tells me about being in 
college in Australia, and in the window I see the possibilities of  who I can be. 
 “What’s mine is yours,” he says, cutting his sandwich in half, splitting 
his coffee into two cups, then three. My dad knows everything, I think. The 
answers to those unanswerable questions, like how many miles there are in a 
kilometer, and how a trebuchet works. His ankles click when he walks up stairs. 
We always know when my dad is there, because of  the clicking, and all the 
other sound. 
 I listen to Crowded House and Midnight Oil in my headphones and 
pretend I’m in some other time. I look in the mirror and wonder if  I look how 
he looked, and I think I do, just a bit. I walk up the stairs to my dorm and my 
ankles click and it makes me smile.
 When my dad says silence, he means the distant whack of  a closing gate, 
metal striking metal. What is silent to him is not silent to me. Silence is the 
space between. A lull, a brief  moment beneath the pulleys of  an elevator 
before it dings and opens up again. It is the breath between the crash of  a 
surfing wave, where the ocean meets unthinkable depths, where my dad says 
his waves were much larger, colder, shark-ridden, and I know he surfed them 
anyway. 

Swamplands and Raging Seas
Elizabeth Wolfinger • Fiction

“You don’t ever do it?” Sammy asked, dangling from the tree branch. It 
wasn’t particularly high up (she had to tuck her knees in to keep her toes from 
scraping the ground), but she liked swinging back and forth nonetheless. She 
liked the callouses that appeared on the bases of her fingers. She picked at 
them in school when she was bored. 
 “Never,” Bradley said. “Twelve-year-olds don’t play pretend.” He was 
climbing the neighboring tree, a great big elm that must’ve been planted a 
hundred years ago, judging by its size (though Sammy never claimed to be 
a great tree-age-guessing expert, so take the estimation with a grain of salt). 
Bradley was more daring than Sammy—either by nature or some budding 
instinct for showing off—and so he climbed higher, and higher, until Sammy 
could only really see the bottoms of his sneakers peeking out through the 
foliage, red and caked with dirt and gravel from the driveway. 
 She peered back at the house, which was a hundred yards or so down the 
lot. She and Bradley were allowed to play in the outcrop of trees at the back 
of Grandma Ruth’s yard, but they probably weren’t supposed to climb up 
that far, and Sammy really did think Bradley was just showing off, plain and 
simple. She contemplated shouting for Grandma; the kitchen window was 
open, letting some air into the little one-story. Maybe Grandma would hear 
her and come out on the back stoop to scold Bradley. But, she realized that 
if she did call for Grandma, Bradley would also hear, and that would be the 
end of her friendship with a sixth grader. And, even if the friendship was only 
founded on their being cousins, befriending a sixth grader as a fourth grader 
made you cool. Like, really, really cool. 
 Sammy had never been cool before. (Maybe her instinct for tattling on 
wrongdoers had something to do with it.) Bradley’s transferring at the start 
of this school year—from Oaks Elementary to Prairie Elementary—had 
made her more popular, somehow, even though they only really talked when 
they passed each other in the halls or at assemblies. And she wasn’t about to 
jeopardize her newfound social points over a little bit of tree-climbing. 
 Ethan, her crush since the second grade, had actually asked her to play 
cards with him at indoor recess on Friday. Sammy’s hands had sweated all 
over the Uno deck by the end of their twenty minutes, but Ethan didn’t seem 
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to notice. He had asked her to play again at their next indoor recess. He said 
she was good. Admittedly, being good at Uno wasn’t terribly important to 
Sammy, but she would take Ethan’s praise any way she could get it—and 
Ethan wouldn’t talk to her again, much less play Uno with her, if he thought 
she had fallen out of Bradley’s good graces.
 So, she shouted nothing to Grandma, and silently wished that tomorrow 
would bring a torrential downpour and another indoor recess with it. 
 “You’re getting a little too old for it, yourself,” Bradley called down. 
Sammy couldn’t see him very clearly anymore, just flashes of his purple shirt 
and jean shorts when the branches shifted the right way. 
 “Too old for what?” Sammy asked. She had forgotten what they were 
talking about. It was easy to do that when thinking of Ethan. He had nice 
hair. Not too many nine-year-old boys knew what to do with their hair just 
yet, but Ethan did. He must have used gel on it. Something like that. 
 “Playing pretend, blockhead,” Bradley said, grunting as he hoisted 
himself higher still. 
 “Oh. I’m only nine,” Sammy said. She was trying to shimmy her way 
back and forth on the branch without her feet touching the ground, inching 
one palm and then the other, but her arms were “noodles,” as Dad put it, 
and she found herself inadvertently cheating by touching down on her tiptoes 
again and again. Each time she noticed her shoes were touching the ground, 
though, she flung her calves back up to her butt and focused really hard on 
keeping them there, so she figured she hadn’t really lost her game yet. 
 The rules were simple: the ground was a swamp filled with snakes and 
alligators (or crocodiles—which ones resided in swamps?), and each time 
her toes broke the sludge of the water, the beasts felt the ripples and came 
swimming over to her, silent and ready to eat her feet. The only way to throw 
them off her trail was to shimmy back and forth across the vine.
 The elm trees had disappeared into the water; the grass had offered its 
coloring to the green of the swamp; the branch to which Sammy clung had 
transformed into a wiggly vine. She could smell the stink of decomposing 
plants and long-dead animals, hidden just out of view. She could feel her hair 
frizzing up in the humidity, the air sticking to her skin. All around her, bugs 
were chirping and buzzing and jittering about. She knew all this to be true, 
just as she knew the alligators were waiting for her, just below the surface of 
the marsh…
 But her arms were growing shaky, and as she palmed her way along, her 
fingers slipped and she fell into the swamp, landing on her haunches. 

 She screamed, “The alligators! The alligators! Oh, help, help!” and 
reached up on her tiptoes to regain her grip on the vine. Her fingertips 
fumbled with the bark, which crumbled into her upturned face, and she 
hoisted herself back up to safety, muscles trembling, barely able to keep her 
toes in the air. “Oh, thank goodness gracious. My clothes just got wet, that’s 
all. The gators can’t eat me if I’m up here…unless they can jump.” She 
curled her feet up at the thought. 
 “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 And, just like that, she was back in Oklahoma, back at Grandma’s, back 
on a regular schmegular Sunday afternoon at the thatch of elm trees. The 
sun was far along in its setting and made the trees and grass glow golden and 
cast soft shadows. 
 Sammy let go of the branch. She pulled her shirt back down over her 
stomach, brushed her palms off on her shorts. They were white with little 
hearts sewn on the pockets. Mom wouldn’t be happy with her dirtying them 
up, but it was too late to do much about that. 
 “I was talking the hell about the swamp,” Sammy said, inspecting the red 
spots on her palms that would soon become callouses. Right now her hands 
were sore, but they’d make for good skin-picking later. 
 “You’re not allowed to say hell,” Bradley said.
 “Yes I am,” Sammy said. 
 “No, you can’t.”
 “Then why did you?” 
 “Because. I’m twelve!” he shouted from somewhere in the treetop, like 
he was the first boy in the world to reach the glorious milestone of being a 
tween.
 “So? I’m nine!” Sammy said in an impressively comparable shout, before 
immediately fearing that the neighbors would hear and tell Grandma to keep 
her guests quieter, thank you very much.
 “Exactly. You can only say ‘H-E double hockey sticks.’ Like a baby.”
 Sammy rolled her eyes. She knew she wasn’t a baby. And Dad had told 
her that any boy who teased her, he was the real baby, because only stupid 
little kids pick on other kids for no reason. Like saying hell, which was 
perfectly fine because hell was a place and not a swear word like the F-bomb. 
Saying hell was like saying Toronto. Locations couldn’t be bad words, but the 
blockhead didn’t know any better.
 “What swamp were you screaming about?” Bradley asked, apparently 
abandoning his attempt at provoking his cousin. 



 5756 

 “One in South America, I think. With alligators and pythons.”
 “And Bigfoot?”
 “Sure.”
 “There is no Bigfoot, dumbo,” Bradley said.
 Sammy marched up to the base of Bradley’s hundred-year-old elm and 
put her fists on her hips, like Mom always did when putting one of the other 
PTA moms in her place. 
 “Well I never said there was, so why’d you bring him up if you don’t 
believe in him, dumbo?” Sammy asked. She waited for a response, but seeing 
as Bradley didn’t have one just yet, she wound up listening to the birds 
instead.
 “I’m not a dumbo,” Bradley eventually said. 
 “I don’t think you are. But don’t call me a dumbo if you don’t wanna be 
called a dumbo back. I’m not a dumbo either.”
 “Okay,” he said. “So what was the game?”
 “They were trying to eat me. So I had to go back and forth on the vine 
to shake ‘em off, and I couldn’t let my feet touch the ground.”
 “But you fell off the branch?”
 “The vine.”
 “The vine,” Bradley said. 
 “Yeah, I did—but they didn’t eat me, because I got back up quick 
enough.” Her stomach rolled inside her. “Should I see if Grandma’s got 
dinner for us?”
 “Not yet. I’m not hungry.”
 “Well, what do you want to do?”
 Bradley crouched down and lowered his face into a gap between 
branches, nosing his way past leaves. “Climb up here.”
 Sammy looked up at him. He kind of seemed bodiless. Like a face with a 
mane of green leaves. He was very high up. 
 “I’m not allowed,” she said. 
 He huffed and rolled his eyes, making his mane flutter. “Baby.” And he 
disappeared back into the foliage. 
 “I am not a baby,” Sammy called, mad that he’d taunt her and retreat 
before she had the chance to retaliate. 
 He jutted his face back though the leaves to say, “Baby,” and he vanished 
again. Then: “Only babies scream at imaginary swamp monsters just 
because you touched the ground.” 
 Sammy had been having fun. That’s all. Nothing kiddish about that. 

Adults have fun, too. Quieter fun, but fun nonetheless, and Bradley was 
too thick to think through any of what he was saying. But he wouldn’t ruin 
Sammy’s swamp adventures. 
 “I’m gonna tell Grandma you’re being rude.” 
 She began to cross the yard toward the house, when Bradley shouted, “If 
you do, I’m gonna tell Ethan not to talk to you anymore.”
 Sammy stopped, only a few feet into the yard. She sighed. Ethan was 
very cute. But Bradley was very annoying and deserved to be told off. She 
turned to face him.
 “Well that’s just mean, Bradley. And kiddish,” Sammy said. She could 
feel her face growing hot. Luckily, he couldn’t see her. “I thought we were 
friends, kinda.”
 “We are, blockhead,” he said. “But what’s the point of being twelve if I 
can’t give nine-year-olds grief for still playing pretend?”
 She strode back to his tree, saying, “I bet you played pretend when you 
were nine.”
 “No,” he said, “I really didn’t. Who would I have played with?”
 “Your friends,” Sammy said, knitting her brows. “And Uncle Nathan. 
Plus, you don’t even need to play with someone! You can just pretend they’re 
there.”
 Silence again, save the birds and the sound of Grandma’s telephone 
ringing. Probably time for her evening check-in with Mom.
 “I told you,” Bradley said, “it’s for babies. It’s stupid and a waste of 
time.”
 “Then…what did you play when you were nine?”
 “I don’t know. Baseball. Stuff like that, guy stuff. Dad likes coaching and 
likes it when I’m on the team.”
 Sammy craned her neck, trying to see Bradley, but all she could find was 
an elbow sticking out. “Did your mom like to play with you? Like, not sports 
stuff?”
 “Far as I remember. Yeah. It’s all a while ago now.”
 “Oh.”
 “Yeah. I don’t remember that much. But I think we had a lot of fun. 
I bet we did.” He bolstered his voice and said, “I have fun now, though. I 
like baseball and soccer and stuff, I do. Don’t go telling Dad I don’t. I know 
you’re a tattletale like that.”
 Sammy began to retort against the tattletale comment, but thought 
better of it, and simply said, “I won’t.” She waited for him to reply. “Well…
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you want to come down? For dinner?” She picked at one of the unraveling 
heart threads on her shorts as Bradley made up his mind. 
 “No. How about you come up?”
 Sammy peered back at the house. Strained her ears. She could hear 
Grandma laughing, faintly, and decided they still had time before they were 
due back. 
 “I don’t know if I can climb that high. You’re taller than me. You’ve got 
tree-climbing limbs.”
 Bradley grunted, and the tree started to come alive. A leg appeared. 
“The hell does that mean?”
 “You’re gangly. What’re you doing?” His other leg, his hips, his torso 
made their debuts. 
 “Helpin’ you up.”
 Sammy watched him climb down, shoving bits of the tree out of the way 
and causing some leaves to float down, where they landed on the warm grass. 
He jumped the last few feet.
 “Need a lift?” he asked. Sammy looked around, hunting for the nearest 
branch. They were all a few inches out of reach. She nodded, “Yes, please,” 
and extended her arms. 
 “Your stomach’s poking out,” he said, and he wrapped his hands around 
her waist and hoisted her up. His fingers jabbed into her ribs and she giggled. 
He did, too.
 Sammy threw a leg over the branch with a grunt, and then scoped out 
her surroundings for the next target. Using the trunk to steady herself, she 
slowly stood, and found the next branch at knee height. She lifted a foot to it. 
 “You got a good start?” Bradley asked. Sammy “mhmm”ed.
 “Good,” Bradley said. “Ready to race to the top?”
 Sammy looked up, open-mouthed. “The very top?”
 “Well, as high as we can get.”
 She peered back down at him, already six feet or so below her. “We 
can race. But—” She could see it—the trees were already transforming; 
Grandma’s house was melting away. In its stead was a ship, a large one, close 
to capsizing on the waves. It had holes in its body for cannon heads, all of 
which were pointed at Sammy and Bradley. She could feel her ship, the Lady 
Elm, rocking beneath her feet. The air was wet and her Captain was shouting 
orders. 
 “—we’re pirates. We have to get up to the lookout to give the Captain 
a report on what the enemy ship is doing, but there’s not much time, and 

whoever doesn’t get to the lookout first—gets hit with a cannon ball—”
 “What? Why do we both have to go up to the lookout, why can’t they 
just send—”
 “I’m on my way, Captain!” Sammy shouted to the sky, scrambling up the 
mast, squinting her eyes against the salt in the air. She looked down as a wave 
crashed onto the deck. “Grab on, or you’ll be swept away by the storm!”
 Bradley looked at his feet. His boots were glistening with ocean water; 
it was seeping into the floorboards. He fixed his gaze back up on Sammy, a 
hard look in his eyes.
 “Not so fast, you fiend!” Bradley shouted. “I’ll send their cannons after 
you if it’s the last thing I do!” 
 And he, too, grabbed onto the mast, and cried out against the thunder, 
and marveled at the beauty of the angry sea.
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,as opposed to Mindy after, 
rain tongued
with childish wisps
of hairs, summer blonded, 
sun ripened avocado 
plucked from plant fibrous 
and tan lined
 wide ruled,
 wide hipped, 
 Monday dipped 
 ,distracted
 tantrum teeth.
 (That unfiltered mud of 
 mug  crazy.)
      
She doesn’t twist her gum anymore 
from mouth
and into finger B//tweens,
doesn’t bite the bullet
 doesn’t care 
for the taste of metal
or progestin, home-blooded
resin like chemical or bad bracelet: 
a fresh banister, I think,
lick it up.
      
Mindy before
,as opposed to Mindy after, 
bright and candle bound 
unconsenting wick,
lengths unrecognized, unseen.

MINDY BEFORE
Madeline Humphrey • Poetry

Pasadena
Tatum Lenberg • Photography 35mm film
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ribcage treasure chests
Kyra Jee • Poetry

they flit away from electric tension
in the air, their static laughs shorting out. 
they love like lightning strikes: 
reckless & feckless & fleeting & oh don’t worry darling, 
love never stays long.

& then i look at you.
pulse like rain, breath like thunder — 
is it any wonder that i want more? 
let me stand in the eye of your storm
til     lakes       grow      oceans.

let me tip my face up to yours & 
drink
you
all
in.

i want to taste brine in the hollow of your throat
when i mouth that you’re mine.
every time our teeth clash, the skies crack &
the echo of your laugh resonates,
so      kiss       me        fierce.

rock the boats from pier to pier;
i have nothing to fear from you. 
with this kiss to kiss resuscitation, 
trade the words from my lungs; 
i’ll give you my breath instead.

your mind is a hurricane in a bottle,
each smile you gift me canon fodder,
so pull me from the wreck, the resurrection — 
i could spend a lifetime, find a lifeline
in the blue streaming down your wrists.

The Long Wait
Angela Darjuan • Digital Art
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when you take me close, i feel
life      beat      beat      beating
inside our ribcage treasure chests. 
collect my shattered seaglass pieces
& press me back together in your palms.

New Year’s Eve
Elizabeth Tran • Poetry

You and I walk along 
The snow-covered sidewalk 
In the opposite direction 
Of the countdown. 

Days old Christmas wreaths 
Still sparkle from lamppost-lined streets,
And the exuberant shouts 
Start to fade from behind us. 

For just a second our shoulders brush, 
And then your hand grazes mine.
Fingers calloused, not smooth like 
How they’d been when we were younger.

(But your skin’s still as warm as I remembered,
Like summer on a winter day.)

Not sure if the drop in my chest 
Is relief or disappointment
When you pull your hand back.
I feel the absence of warmth like a phantom limb. 

(But maybe that’s not right,
Because how can I miss what was never mine?) 

Then your jacket is around my shoulders. 
I breathe in, and the scent of you embraces me. 
Smoky pinewood that reminds me of the open fires
We sat in front of, sipping hot chocolates after a snowball fight.  

We walk back to that apartment on the East End, 
The one that we’d shared over a decade ago. 
The snow globe you’d given me still sits on the windowsill,
And the Polaroids—yellowing and frayed—remain untouched. 
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(Unlike us.)

Once upon a time on these rooftops, with the city glittering below,
I ran and you chased, like the children that we were. 
The rhythmic beating of my feet against the pavement 
Interwoven with the hauntingly beautiful melody of your laugh. 

I remember the first time I jumped 
From this roof to the next
Not sure if the pounding in my chest 
Was fear or exhilaration.

(Falling falling falling— 
But falling’s really just landing.)

And I wanted to scream and laugh 
All at once 
Because I’d never felt 
So free. 

You ask, “What’re you thinking?” 
I say, “You know that feeling when you’re falling
And you’ve never felt more alive?”
You look at me—eyes so blue blue blue that I’m drowning. 

Then you say, “Yeah. 
I know the feeling.” 
And I wonder if (like me) 
You’re not just talking about rooftops.

It’s been years since I’ve known you
And you may as well be a stranger now 
(But I can still recognize 
Your laugh anywhere).

When the clock tower chimes at midnight, 
I stand on the tips of my toes
And press my lips against your cheek. 
“Happy New Year.”

Sisters
Victoria Baroody • Photography
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Unpacking
Lauren Bramlett • Nonfiction

 My family moved this week. This morning, my mom told me she was 
going to come “check my room” at some point, which means to evaluate 
whether my unpacking and cleaning is satisfactory. As usual, her need to 
verify my competence to complete menial tasks irks me, despite the fact 
that I’ve been here for a week and have only opened one box. Before sifting 
through the scattered mounds of clothes on my floor, I cover the essentials.
 I remove the rainbow striped dress from its concealed home in the 
ukulele case I’d used to carry it in from the car. Rainbow is misleading, the 
dress is a hand-me-down from J. Crew and is decidedly not a part of their 
Pride collection; it would be better described as multicolored. But I’m not 
taking my chances. My new closet has less storage space than the last one—
fewer hiding places. I roll the dress up and place it beneath a salmon footstool 
against the back wall. I run through a mental checklist to ensure that I 
don’t miss any similar items: my navy shirt with rainbow stripes remains at 
the bottom of the third drawer of my dresser, my “Girl Power” top, which 
is okay to wear but not worth my parents’ eye rolls, is nestled in next to it. 
The two pairs of jeans with subtle rainbow detailing on the back pockets are 
somewhere in the mess surrounding my feet. I’ll be sure to place them at the 
bottom of the pants stack.
 I think about last summer, when my family traveled to Alaska to 
celebrate my sister, Audrey, at the finish line of her 4,000-mile bike ride. 
She’d been gone for 70 days and we hadn’t talked since the night before 
she left. In the days leading up to the ride, my parents told my brother 
and I about how dangerous it was, reminding us that we needed to pray, 
saying that Texas 4000 was the only established cross-country bike ride 
during which no one had died. Their voices lingered on “died,” leaving the 
inevitable “yet” unspoken. 
 I called Audrey the night before her trip for an untimely confessional. 
I explained that I’d lied six months before when she confronted me on 
Christmas Eve. I asked how she’d known, and she said it had clicked when I 
called Noah Centineo “objectively cute” after watching To All The Boys I’ve 
Loved Before. She cried because she was afraid that I was going to “leave the 
family.” She said she’d only asked because our mom had asked her. I cried 
too.
 The day before Audrey was to arrive at the finish line, we went into a 

few souvenir shops in downtown Anchorage while we waited for our table 
at Snow City Cafe. I couldn’t tell what color the walls were from behind the 
hundreds of t-shirts on display, most of them tacky. My mom offered to buy 
me one, and I pointed to a shirt with the outline of a mountain—Denali—
and a sunset behind it. The shirt was gray, the mountain white, the sunset 
comprised of three disjointed stripes: red, yellow, and blue. 
 “Wow, you really love rainbow clothes recently.”
 She glanced over to gauge my reaction, at once daring me to say 
something and pleading with me not to. I’d like to think that I looked calm, 
but that seems unlikely. I escaped with the first excuse I could conjure: “I 
don’t really think that’s rainbow, but okay. I’m gonna go to the bathroom, 
you can choose a different one, I’m good with whatever!”
 After confirming that suggestive items are hidden from my mom’s 
thorough gaze, I organize the three racks around the perimeter of my closet. 
I move my new yellow shirt to the lowest rack. I call it yellow; my mom 
calls it putrid. Audrey’s boyfriend said it reminded him of bile, but that’s 
because he thought that I didn’t like it. I purchased the shirt this summer 
because my mom kept asking me to buy clothes that would “accentuate my 
womanly curves.” Then she told me she didn’t like it because the color was 
incompatible with my skin tone, but she told Audrey she didn’t like it because 
it was too tight. I am now seeking clothes that accentuate my womanly curves 
but are also shapeless and are not multicolored but are also not the wrong 
shade of a singular color.
 I keep a sweatshirt in my car for the days that I leave the house in 
something that clings to my chest in an attempt to please her. I tend to slip it 
on at the first stop sign I hit, and I take it off before I go back inside. The tight 
shirt smothers the girl I want to be, the sweatshirt swallows the girl my mom 
wants me to be. Two versions of myself, neither complete, mere reciprocals of 
each other. 
 I have another tight yellow shirt, closer to the color of mustard than 
stomach acid. I wore it to my first college party, October of freshman year. 
October was the month that my mom and I didn’t speak even once over the 
phone—I know because she came to see me perform in a dance show on 
September 28th and we didn’t talk again until the day after Halloween. The 
party was fine, but not an experience I was eager to repeat. My night ended 
with a friendly Beta pledge leading me back to my friends after finding me 
alone on the back porch, sitting on the ground with my knees pulled into my 
chest and my head resting on my forearms. I think I might’ve been napping. 
I never told my mom about that party. Partially because I thought she’d be 
mad I went, and partially because I didn’t want to admit that she was right; I 
don’t like parties. 
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 I’m afraid for my mom to see my rainbow clothes, to realize that I’m 
not the person she wants me to be. I’m afraid for her to hear of my disdain 
for parties, to realize that I am the person she wants me to be. But when I’m 
away at school, I still don’t wear the rainbow clothes. I go to parties even 
though I don’t enjoy them, or I make up elaborate excuses to avoid the truth: 
“I just don’t want to go tonight.” Sometimes I like the way I look in tight 
shirts and feel like a fraud. 
 There’s a bag of returns that I haven’t yet made on the floor. In it, three 
pairs of denim shorts from my obsessive summer pursuit to find some that 
fit. I failed, as shorts that fit my waist can hardly be pulled over my thighs, 
but shorts that fit my thighs have three extra inches in the waist. There’s also 
an orange dress that I thought would be casual but turned out to fit like a 
bodycon clubbing outfit, and a corduroy fanny pack which I bought in some 
sort of episode where I tricked myself into thinking I would use a fanny pack. 
I know my mom will be mad that I’ve let these items sit here since mid-
July, going to the effort of packing them for the move instead of returning 
them. I stick them in the attic next to my room, hiding the evidence of my 
irresponsibility.
 To their right in the attic is a bag of Audrey’s old t-shirts, the ones she 
saves for a quilt that I know she’ll never make. I think of my favorite t-shirt 
of hers, light pink with fuchsia lettering that reads “empower women.” It’s 
baggy enough to hang over my disproportionately large butt without having 
“short” sleeves that droop down to my elbows: a treasured rarity. I wore it 
on November 3rd with black Adidas shorts and a gingham mask. When I 
walked into my polling place, a blonde woman pointed toward a teenage boy 
sitting behind a table in the far-right corner. 
 “The empowered young man over there will help you get set up!” she 
said.
 I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not.
 As I walked back from the elementary school where I voted, I saw 
my mom watering the plants in front of our house. She stopped me as I 
approached the front door, and I knew by the way her sternum sunk into her 
chest that she was going to say something I didn’t want to hear.
 “I don’t think it’s a bad thing for women to be empowered! I’m 
empowered! But why do we have to say it?” She sounded genuine. She asked 
me to take the shirt off before her friend Jenny came to help pick out new 
chairs for our breakfast nook, or to stay upstairs while she was over.
 Later, I heard Jenny ring the doorbell, and the sound of her raspy laugh 

that followed felt intrusive in my bedroom. I wanted to go downstairs and 
try whatever gooey baked good I knew she’d brought, but I didn’t. Instead, I 
sat wrapped in my favorite grey blanket, Audrey’s “empower women” t-shirt 
crumpled on the ground beside me.
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Hulk Juice
Abbie DeMuth • Poetry

Packed like sardines in the backseat of my father’s gold 1500 Chevy truck
are moments made of molasses, sticky and fossilized:
The intimate laughs shared between me and my sisters pale lips,
Cyndi Lauper’s True Colors on the broken stereo, 
The wrappers of the Slim Jims and Hot Cheetos decorate the floor,
Seats stained with Mountain Dew as it made a home in new hands.

Hulk Juice.

Nature exists in odd numbers: 
1,000,001 clouds
53 daffodil petals
and 7 apricots on an exhausted branch.
Nature existed in threes between the endless limitations 
of our quaint two bedroom condo:
my dad
sister
and me.

Cotton sleeping bags encompassed our bodies on dirtied carpet 
of his bedroom floor, as stories escaped from my father’s lips 
and decorated our imaginations.
Cardboard boxes transformed in Olympic sleds and rusty bike helmets 
fitted our sweaty heads, as we raced down
the snow-capped mountains of our stairs.
Lifeless sneakers engaged in a permanent kiss with their laces, 
before we draped them over local power lines.
Faint light bulbs and stained white walls morphed into a hair salon.
Using craft scissors, my father trimmed our water-locked hair, and
combed it like he used to comb his: gentle, patient, untangling every knot 
with his calloused and bruised fingertips.

Time for more Hulk Juice.

But soon my dad wanted someone to share his life with, 
and there was no longer a time for Hulk Juice. 
No. She said I had to earn it. 
I was a 12 year-old-girl who had to run a mile 
to drink Hulk Juice with her turkey sandwich.

Nature doesn’t exist in threes anymore,
and I just exist. 



 7574 

Head in the Clouds 
Kaelin Tester • Digital Art

The Tinkerer
Aria Valle • Fiction

 It starts with a light. A small and unassuming flare fizzling slowly into 
existence at The Tinkerer’s calloused fingertips like a budding fire. He 
picks at the spark with his bitten-back nails, pulling it and stretching it until 
it becomes full and bright and gold-hued. The Tinkerer hunches over his 
dilapidated and swollen desk, rocking unevenly on his stool, and picks up a 
brush.
 He furrows his overgrown brows, and hot breath spills through his 
crooked teeth and cracking, chapped lips. Gingerly, he dips the brush into 
a murky glass of water, then onto his palette. This time, he starts with reds 
and yellows and oranges, slowly covering the light orb. The Tinkerer paints 
careful swirls and spirals of climbing colors, all hot and bright, and as they 
consume the orb, he must turn on his headlamp.
 One bit of light still shines through the burning paints. Sloshing the 
brush in the water, The Tinkerer moves to a serene blue like a blossoming 
forget-me-not flower. He covers the remaining light, locking in the burning 
core with the blue oasis. Maybe this pool will learn to hold life. The Tinkerer 
grasps the orb in his rough hands and scrunches his face tight. The sphere 
gets hotter and hotter until it singes the flesh of his palms, paint turning to 
fire, a calming pool the only reprieve at a single fingertip. The Tinkerer 
waits a moment, letting the heat fill his palms, wondering if the tiny bit of 
water might spill over and sedate the flames. The sloshing pool sizzles into 
steam, and the fire takes hold like a promise stolen.
 He does not smile at this creation; instead, The Tinkerer pushes back 
from the desk, his stool clattering like thunder behind him. He turns sharply, 
and with one charred hand throws open the lid to a steel chest. The Tinkerer 
drops the flaming world into it and curses as he moves to the paint-stained 
sink to run fresh, cold water over his newly forming blisters.
 The world clinks against other worlds, planets of ice or gas or now fire, 
like marble against marble. The Tinkerer sighs, making his thick mustache 
bristle, and turns back to the chest. He watches as the weight of the new 
world makes it sink into the others until it disappears completely, a sun 
dipping behind the sea.
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An Immigrant’s Vegetable
Eliana Nava • Poetry

I dream 
of cabbages.
 
In neat rows of field, softly peeking,
flowering, awaiting your brown hands.
Tonight, they glisten green, slick, 
paper-thin trails darkened from earth, 
holding onto bloom. 

I watch,
your fingertips graze the leaves. 

Tender, eager, cracked-red,
always gentle
still warmed from a light gone.
Pull, pull, pull, sundown, limp,  
the pulse fades.  

I tell you,
stop. 

Under moonlight, 
yell, kick, scream
like the toddler in your lap again,
I pull, pull, pull
out the dollar bills torn
in your dirtied Levi’s. 

You smile, sunny,
rough palm steady over mine.

You tell me:

 I do not dream of cabbages. 

Instead of wilt-green you see 
endless brown cascading down, 
your body reveling in it, healing, 
joyously thanking the earth, laughing. 

Hands outstretched, you pull me, 
into this dream.

We twist, twirl, 
trample over cabbages, rubbing 
ground onto our faces, collapsing 
onto the field, sunrise, stand, 
alive. 

I half-laugh, 
half-cry. 

Because I still dream of cabbages, 
but tonight, I also dream of 
how beautiful the brown lines of 
your face look, gleaming against the sun.  
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Home 2
Kaita Pannor • Digital Art

Water the Plants
Fiona Delaney • Poetry

There is not much to do
not much I can do
to help the plants grow
and flourish in their stems

I cannot force their roots
to hug the ground
form their foundation
under the soil

I cannot lift them up
by their stubborn leaves 
to reach the sunlight better
grasping radiant rays 

All I can do is set them
in the right place
where the sun hits happy
and water the plants
with a gentle hand

sit back
and watch them grow
(or wilt, because 
we never know)
on their very own
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