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A NOTE TO READERS

“Poetry is an echo, asking a shadow to dance.” —Carl Sandburg

Among his many accomplishments, Carl Sandburg was also an editor, 
and following in his footsteps we, the editors of Ponder Review, 
welcome you to another issue; an issue that we hope offers revelatory 
works from a diverse and extraordinary group of contributors, works 
filled with light and shadow, love and pain, grief and rebirth. As we 
venture out into the the world again, we are reminded that life is about 
all of those things, and it seems to us that it is time to emerge from 
our isolation back into the collective, back to dancing and connection, 
poetry and art. 

In our isolation, we longed to see faces and hear voices besides our 
own, and many have turned to creativity to satisfy that longing. 
This issue features multiple pieces that encourage us to seek human 
connection in unlikely places, whether through connections with 
strangers like in Nikki Zambon’s essay, “Klo” or across generations, like 
in the poetry of Ellen June Wright which leaves us seeing and seeking 
balance between past and present, beginnings and endings.

While we have sought human connection, as artists we have also 
turned inward with extraordinary results, including reconciling difficult 
memories as Mark Doo does in his essay, “Remembering My Violin: 
A Letter to My Mother.” Connection to others and ourselves, we hope, 
can lead us back to the light in this world. 

We’ve been thinking lately about the work of our cover artist, Michelle 
McElroy, and how she is inspired by light and dark. As an early-
morning runner, McElroy encounters many “…silent, people-less 
places with striking light/shade contrast from streetlights or the 
morning sun...” and those quiet spaces come to life in her work. 

Those quiet spaces and places have served as a reminder to us, that 
even though we have been through immense darkness, there has also 
been light. We just had to find it, in each other and in ourselves. 

In these pages, we hope you find the results of putting our innermost 
fears and desires to paper with a stunning realization of how connected 
we truly are, and we hope that you find your way back into the world, 
into the light, and into all the difficulties and wonders of this life. 

Sincerely, 

The Editors
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

NIKKI ZAMBON

KLO

Klo lived in a house made of concrete in a small, Colombian mountain 
town called Minca. The house, turned hostel, had 15 beds and she slept 

in a different one almost every night. She took people into her home as if 
they were stray animals and took in animals as if they were her own children. 
I could hear her making kissy faces at the dogs in the quiet morning, the 
sound echoing off the cement walls. 

The water never worked. She slapped her tiny feet against the cold floor 
in a hurry, cursing at no one in particular, though anyone in earshot felt the 
words like a cut. ¿Qué es esta mierda? Hija de puta…she shook her head. 
But she called everyone darling in English. 

In every corner of the house, stacked up to the knees and covered in dust, 
were wooden toys and chipped paintings made by her art students from 20 
years before, when she taught in Bogota. Her English was perfect and she 
told animated stories about her classroom and showed me pictures of her 
students, all grown up now. Her hair in the photos was undyed, black, and 
bouncy, her nose smaller, but I recognized the same tiny frame and pointy 
elbows. Her mouth, impenetrable. Wide, then tight. Thin lips naturally tinted 
purple-brown. When she spoke of teaching, her voice dropped an octave and 
grew stronger, more measured. Proud.

She told me, There are no problems, there is a solution to everything, 
darling, but she still couldn’t fix the broken pipes. 

The men in her life were useless. They ate her food and lazily strummed 
guitars while fans blew in their ungrateful faces all day. She swatted at their 
shirtless chests with a broom, shouting at them to help with chores. Solo soy 
una sirvienta de estas reinas . What more do they offer but pretty faces?

One night, she was robbed and couldn’t trust anyone. This happened 
often in Klo’s house. She kicked us out onto the street until early in the 
morning, when she finally found the cash and her small stash of coke that 
she’d accidentally hidden from herself. We sat on her front steps, waiting for 
the inevitable. The door flew open, Oh darlings, isn’t Klo a fool?

Klo, a truly tiny bird. Her lungs were two black marbles from smoking a 
pack a day for 30 years. She woke the house at five a.m. every morning with 
her loud hacking. She spat tar on the ground near the old art. 

Once, she thought my silhouette was a man with a gun coming to kill her 
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in the night, before realizing it was just a guitar, strapped to my back. She 
slapped me hard across the face for scaring her.

Klo. She locked me in her own bedroom the first night we met. Too much 
cocaine, she knew, she said, because she battled with the same monster 
herself. She shut me in that room for days with the fan off and windows 
closed to help me sweat out the poison. I rolled around in the gritty sheets, 
joints aching, wide-eyed watching the butterflies she had painted on the wall 
fall up and down and up and down. Their wings weren’t identical, though 
you wouldn’t know at first glance. She told me she painted them that way on 
purpose.

I’d doze off and wake to her shrill voice yelling at the neighborhood dogs 
who tried to mount her little pampered, trembling Chihuahua, Fruna . The 
male dogs would get stuck inside of the poor thing and there was nothing 
anyone could do but sadly watch them waddle around town, conjoined, 
sometimes for days.

When I’d finally come out of her boiling bedroom feeling weak but clear, 
she told me she was a radical. She told me that everything she says, she 
means. And that I could stay for a little longer if I wanted. Help her keep up 
the hostel, seeing as the men were useless. 

People in the small town were afraid of Klo. It was unusual for a woman 
to be running a business by herself. She had dumped her husband years ago, 
though I never found out why. Klo was known for being a mean old lady (no 
one knew her exact age), screaming in the middle of the street, right there on 
the main road. She lived next to a tall church—the town’s greatest treasure— 
and sometimes, when she was shouting, I thought I saw her spit soar and 
pelt the holy-white building. But it was a pretty long shot, so I could never 
say for certain.  

When she was really letting someone have it, she would jut out her hip, 
put one hand on her waist, the other in the person’s face—her pointer finger 
practically up their nose—and whip her head around madly. Her energy was 
much, much greater than her little frame and it erupted from every part of 
her body, but mostly her head. I always watched, mystified, waiting for her 
short hair to fall down from its precarious bun poised atop her head, but it 
never did. 

Her rants would invariably end with some twist of the same message: 
What good are you, anyway? If I want something done, I’ll do it myself . 
Which was worse than being slapped. We all wanted to impress Klo, even 
though we knew she was unhinged. We wanted her to find some use in us. 

A couple in their 20’s from California agreed to pay 20,000 pesos a night 
to pitch their tent in Klo’s backyard for a few days. On the second day, they 
complained that the water didn’t work, that they heard unpleasant noises all 
night and that little Fruna had peed on their tent. Klo pumped her tiny chest 
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and yelled at them to stop being ungrateful and get the hell out. She stormed 
off, leaving them shocked. I apologized and helped clean off the piss.

“You know, I’m not a psychologist or anything, but I seriously think that 
woman is schizophrenic. Like, I’m concerned about you working here,” said 
one of the campers, who didn’t really look concerned for me at all.

I stood up straight. “Oh, I’m alright. And actually, she’s really not that 
bad. She just hates stingy white people.” I turned on my heels dramatically, 
like I’d seen Klo do so many times, and left them to pack their things and get 
the hell out. 

Klo shouted at me later that evening for failing to collect last night’s 
payment from the furious couple. She accused me of pocketing the cash and 
her eyes turned as wild as a cat’s. I carefully explained that I was on her side 
and if she really wanted, she could look through my things. She laughed, 
abruptly, and patted my face. All you gringos are the same .

One evening, I took a taxi down to the coastal city of Santa Marta 
with some of the other hostel workers. Two of the boys got into a fistfight 
in the cab. My Spanish was terrible but I gathered it had something to do 
with women and drugs. After the driver brought us back to Klo’s and they 
explained what happened, she wouldn’t let them sleep inside. They begged 
me to sneak them in the back door when she went to bed, but I said nothing 
to ease their minds, just shook my head and locked the house.

The boys laughed and pushed each other playfully the next morning. 
Neither Klo nor I understood this behavior. She pursed her lips and said she 
would never forgive someone who hit her. I wondered if I was really a radical 
after all. 

Every day at lunch, we’d all find a seat in her cramped living room and 
eat ham and cheese sandwiches, watching Telemundo soaps on the fuzzy 
TV screen. The water still didn’t work. Instead, we scooped rainwater into 
buckets from the catchments outside to clean the dishes and flush the toilet.

I wanted a lover and Klo could tell. I fed a ham and cheese sandwich 
to the Uruguayan boy named Drigo—one of the guys involved in the taxi 
brawl—in hopes that he’d fall in love. He ate it without looking at me so I left 
the hostel and walked down the rainy street, my broken shoes flooding with 
dirty water.

After a month or so, I found a new place in town to live, a small bungalow, 
shared with other girls my age who liked to party. I wrote Drigo a letter 
before I left the hostel for good, saying how lovely his curly hair was, how 
perhaps, an opportunity had been missed but I wished him all the best in life. 
I pressed the note into his palm, knowing he wouldn’t be able to understand 
the English, and kissed his cheek before turning to Klo. 

I gathered her wiry body into my arms and thanked her for cleaning 
me up, for loving me like a dog. I told her that she was the Saint of Minca, 
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scaring all the white mice away. She laughed and shooed me with her bony 
hand, Okay, be safe, darling . You know I will see you around .

After I left, she translated the love note for Drigo. He began to show up 
wherever I was. La discoteca, the store, the river—he was there. He even 
wrote a song for me, Nikki Queen, which I’d often hear him playing on the 
guitar and singing loudly in the park for passersby. I always blushed when 
I heard him howling out those two words: Nikki Queen. But his accent was 
thick and I didn’t want to assume anything, so I said nothing. 

Klo winked like the devil every time I walked by her concrete house, 
cigarette dangling from her upturned lips. She’d send the boy out for daily 
errands. I didn’t understand how she could know all the places I’d be and 
when, but she always did and he was there, goofy and full of fake confidence. 
We didn’t speak a shared language, so the interactions tended to be brief and 
awkward. 

One night, I stepped out of Donde Raul’s—the dingy, but beloved, local 
discoteca—to get some air, drunk and high on bad coke. The stars were 
lovely and buzzing above me. I could hear their electricity, live wires close 
to skin. I wanted to grab a hold of one. When I turned around, he was there, 
watching me. 

That evening, Drigo didn’t go back to the hostel.  
If anyone were to look, they would’ve found us behind the white church 

next to Klo’s house, kissing until our lips turned chapped and tearing apart 
the moment we heard the big bell ring out, declaring the sun had risen. Then 
we scattered like a couple of faint-hearted mice.
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WILLOW WELLS

HUSTLE



12

[PR] Spring 2022

MCKENNA THEMM

OUR BODIES, THESE JARS

“There is no blue without yellow and without orange .” -Vincent van Goh

A jar only knows how empty it is 
when it begins to fill again. I 
remember running across the still damp 
grass that baptized our bare feet— 

brush strokes of green and sunrise yellow.  
We were impressionable 
like brand new pennies, pressed with wishes and
tossed into the pond, as we rested on 

our bellies, stealing glances at our own 
faces dancing, reflecting in the blue and orange 
of the afternoon, tempting us to stay. And  
now I cannot capture the remains of 

cumulus clouds when I remember the way 
you once had breath. Now your 
lungs are empty as though 
they’re waiting to be filled again. 
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A.M. YOUNG

THAT TERRIBLE ROAR

The boy with wings and the boy with horns play hide and seek through 
the long hallways. They take turns creeping around corners, carefully 

sneaking to within inches of the other’s back before letting out a yell that 
bounces and skips across the undecorated stone. 

It is the boy with horns’ turn. Finding his friend is no trouble. He merely 
follows the scent of wax and paper and something warm, something that 
makes him think of sweat and fire but isn’t either of those. The boy with 
wings always smells like this, wax and paper and warm. When the boy with 
horns asked what the warm smell was, the boy with wings didn’t understand 
the question.

He closes his eyes and sniffs at the air, rocking his head side to side. His 
friend is around the corner to his left. He grins and begins to tread oh-so-
slowly. The boy with wings is crouched next to an opening in the hall and 
keeps peering through it as if expecting to see someone there. As the boy 
with horns comes close enough to touch his friend, he must suppress a wild 
giggle that threatens to bubble up his throat. Instead, he takes a deep breath 
and shouts his friend’s name, as their game requires. 

Only it is not a shout that tears from his lungs. It is a roar. The roar 
reverberates through the halls, magnifies, and becomes something 
monstrous and uncontrolled.

The boy with wings falls back, scrambling away from the source of that 
terrible roar. Whatever made that sound must surely want to hurt him, to eat 
him, or worse, to simply tear him apart. Pulling arm from shoulder and leg 
from hip and head from neck for no reason other than it wants to. He closes 
his eyes. The father of the boy with wings has warned him about coming 
here to play and now the end has found him. Now he will die with his wings 
unfledged, never having flown, and then the monster will go after his friend 
too.

It is the thought of his friend in danger—and the fact that nothing has 
happened yet—that makes the boy with wings open his eyes. He so expects to 
see a monster that at first the form before him is dark and large and ominous. 
But he blinks and it is just the boy with horns. It is his friend. 

The boy with wings leaps up. He is yelling and crying. ‘What did you 
do that for? I thought you were my friend,’ he shouts. ‘My dad was right. 
Everyone was right about you!’ The word monster is barely unsaid. He jerks 
his forearm along his nose. ‘Why would you be so mean?’
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That is the echo. Years later, when the boy with wings has long since 
stopped coming to visit and the boy with horns is now the man with horns. 
There are no more bouts of hide and seek. No laughter ringing off the stone 
hallways. There are only smoky torches and offerings of meat stained with 
the scent of fear. But on the day when his entire existence is measured by 
the length of a single piece of thread, the man with horns returns to that 
memory. When the flashing sword arcs towards his neck, he sees for the first 
time the fearsome visage of red eyes and snorting breath and dark fur and 
black hooves and curving, sickle horns. And the man with horns will again 
hear, ‘Why were you so mean?’

And the Fates will barely give him time to wonder, ‘Why didn’t you trust 
me?’
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MICHELLE MCELROY

ROOM TWELVE
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DEBBIE
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UNSOLVED
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JADE DRISCOLL

TO BESS MARVIN:

I’ve read your adventures with Nancy over
and over since I was a kid, and I’ve determined
you are the real star. Oh, Bess—
described as the weaker, fatter, more afraid
version of Nancy, down to the hair color—
every time a narrator tries to make me
laugh at you, to be embarrassed by you,
to see how Nancy is so much smarter than you,
the opposite happens. I am delighted when you
say men can wear jewelry, surely to show
how strange you are for the ‘60s, but instead
to tell me you just let others live.
I am amazed when I read two books in a row
where you are kidnapped, and you’re a brave
badass in both. I am empowered when you
ignore your (so-called) friends’ shameful teasing
about your weight, your second desserts,
your hearty portions of dinner. Oh, Bess—
you’re far from the fat representation
I need anymore, and you were hardly
the fat representation I needed back then, either,
with the books’ drawings showing you
as only slightly less stick-thin than Nancy.
But, oh, Bess, you were one of the first
characters whose descriptions told me that perhaps
I could go on adventures, too, and I’ll remember
you fondly, distantly, in every fat character
of my own.
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LAURIER TIERNAN

THREATENED

They demolished
My first chapel 
My grade school
And my childhood home but
Left my high school; Built upon
A bomb shelter 
This town may
Need
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

MARK DOO

REMEMBERING MY VIOLIN: A LETTER TO MY MOTHER

PART I

I was ten when I fell in love with the violin. 
It was assigned to our homeroom class for a semester as part of the 

school’s music appreciation program. Our instructor was Mr. Cherkovian 
who oversaw the school’s symphony. He was a short wiry man, dark eyes 
gazing intently through thick, black-rimmed glasses, and always striding 
purposefully, as if heading somewhere important. He spoke in short crisp 
sentences and rarely smiled. But he was respectful of us and not unkind. 

In our first class he told us some facts about the violin: that it was 
invented in Italy in the sixteenth century, and basically unchanged to the 
present. The wood used, usually willow, maple, or rosewood, giving each 
their distinctive tone and coloration. I was fascinated learning that the 
strings were initially made with sheep intestines, now nylon, and the bow 
still being made with real horsehair. He explained how a sound is created, 
by drawing the bow across the strings and producing vibrations, which then 
echo within the body of the violin. Nimbly tucking it under his chin he made 
a few brisk strokes of his bow.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. 
He had us come up one at a time, selecting an instrument for us which 

we were to use exclusively throughout the course. When it was my turn, he 
glanced quickly at my hands and turned to the rack behind him, selecting a 
violin and handing it to me. I carefully took it from him and went to my seat.

I began examining the instrument in my hands, my eyes admiring its 
intricate shape, looking like a beautiful piece of art. Mine was lighter in 
color than the others, more blond than brown, with dark swirls running 
throughout its body. It looked well-used, giving the wood a lovely worn 
finish, and feeling smooth under my touch. Lightly plucking a few strings 
producing warm notes giving a hint of its promise. 

The next week I walked into the classroom and headed towards the rack 
of violins, recognizing mine immediately and gently lifting it off. I selected 
a bow, gazing down its length to ensure it was straight and checking that 
no hairs were broken. Mr. Cherkovian explained that our goal would be 
learning to play a short song by the end of our semester. He began by having 
us draw our bow across a string while trying to produce a clear note without 
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screeching. Nothing could sound worse than twenty-five kids playing the 
violin for the first time. I made up my mind that I wouldn’t be sounding like 
that for long.

He taught us that proper technique was everything: controlling the speed 
of the stroke, applying the right amount of pressure, and using the edge or 
flat of the bow. One of the most challenging was making the transition from 
the pushing and pulling of the stroke unnoticeable. After several weeks I was 
feeling confident about my progress and was producing consistently clear 
notes. And if I wasn’t, I knew how to fix it. Most of our practicing was done as 
a group, but once a week he would have us play a few notes individually. He 
never said or showed any expression whether he liked or disliked anyone’s 
playing other than commenting on what we needed to work on. 

A week before our last class, we were told we could invite our parents 
to hear us play. Asking Dad was never an option. Me being your favorite, he 
seemed to have a hands-off role to my upbringing. And I already knew your 
answer. You had attended a May Day program the year before. 

“Well, I came to yor event . Das da last one I’ll be coming to, so no ask 
me again .” You laughed. 

But I knew you were serious. I couldn’t blame you as it was basically 
the entire fourth grade dancing around a maypole. But this was different. 
I would be performing by myself with an instrument I really loved playing. 
Arriving home that day, I, hopefully, walked into your room.

“Hey Mom, I’m going to be playing the violin next week and parents are 
invited. Do you want to come?” Your answer was brisk and final. 

“I tol you, I went to yor event last year and I wasn’t goin to no moa .” 
About two thirds of the parents showed up. Mr. Cherkovian welcomed 

them, explaining what we had been doing for the semester and about the 
song we had learned. Then asking them to state their names and who their 
child was. 

He began calling on each student whose parents were there, with each 
performance bringing enthusiastic applause for their child. One father even 
giving a shout out, “Way to go, Chad my boy!” 

“Is there any parent whose child hasn’t played yet?” Mr. Cherkovian 
asked after everyone seemed to have finished. There was no reply.

I felt an immense sadness. Looking down at the violin cradled in my 
arms realizing that I’d never play it again. 

“Mark, would you like to play?” Startled, I looked up to see our teacher 
staring intensely at me. 

“Uh, my parents aren’t here.” I managed to stutter. 
“I know. Why don’t you play anyway?” A warm smile suddenly appearing 

across his face.
Nervous, but oddly confident, I slowly stood up. Tucking the violin under 
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my chin and readying my bow, I began. 
My first notes were shaky. Then I quickly settled in, applying everything 

I had practiced, turning nerves into focus, and becoming one with my 
instrument. Music began filling the room, with each note coursing through 
my body. It was like being on a magical journey while inviting the audience 
along for the ride. I was feeling more than happiness. More like bliss.  Then 
it was over, every nerve in my body tingling as I sat down to polite applause 
but missing the exuberance of an attending parent. I wished you were there. 

“Thank you, Mark.” 
He stood up, explaining to the parents that a letter would be sent out 

to them in a few days asking if their children wanted to continue taking 
classes. They only had to sign the authorization form and return it. Eagerly 
anticipating the letter, I waited for you to tell me that it had arrived. A week 
and a half passed into the weekend, and I couldn’t wait any longer. You were 
sitting at the outdoor dining table having your coffee. Ellis was next to you 
eating his breakfast. I walked to the landing. 

“Mom, did you get a letter from the school about my taking violin 
lessons?” 

You slowly took a sip of coffee before replying, “Yeah, I didn’t think you 
wanted to do that, so I threw it away.” 

Stunned, I stood staring at you. Reacting quickly, you glared back at me. 
“Why you like play da violin? You know dat’s only for high mucky-muck 

people! Ahah Ahah Ahah.” You started laughing while looking at Ellis as if 
inviting him to join you. He jumped at the opportunity. 

“Whaaaaat? You like play da violin!” He hooted mockingly. 
I stood watching the two of you having a great time laughing at me 

together. Bonding over your newfound enjoyment in my humiliation. A 
precursor of more to come.

“No, I guess not,” I said, fighting back tears while walking away, listening 
to your laughter continuing unabated. 

PART II

I was sixty-seven when I mourned the loss of my violin. 
You had died five years prior, two months after reaching your hundredth 

birthday, and fifty-seven years since throwing away the letter that would 
have allowed me to continue taking violin lessons. Robbing me of a lifetime 
of music. Most Asian American mothers would kill to have their young son 
play the violin. But you weren’t like most mothers. Asian or otherwise. Being 
your oft-proclaimed favorite child, I grew up revering you, and couldn’t face 
being humiliated again. An unconscious trauma I carried long into my adult 
life, preventing me from attempting to play any instrument, and certainly 
not the violin, until taking guitar lessons a few years ago after you had been 
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dead a while. But I had to give it up, not having full feeling in my fingers from 
having been physically abused by the son you enticed to laugh with you. I 
knew as a boy that crying while the two of you were having such a good time 
embarrassing me would only invite further ridicule. So, I forced myself not 
to. Those tears remaining dormant for almost six decades. Until last night. 

I was walking home from dinner along the River Walk, a pleasant 
pedestrian path winding alongside the San Antonio River in the city where 
I now live. In the daytime the River Walk welcomes tourists, joggers, and 
nearby residents taking a leisurely stroll. Ducks quack and turtles rise in 
the greenish sunlit waters. At night, it has an entirely different quality. 
Warm muted lighting enshrouds a few meandering souls with a reflective 
quiet. A few minutes into my walk, I began hearing the lovely strains of a 
violin and immediately recognized who was playing. I had heard him before 
but not since the Covid lockdown. I always thought he was very good and 
usually tipped him. But for some reason I never stayed to listen. Tonight, 
was different. The notes soared in the moonless sky in a way I hadn’t heard 
before. As I approached, I saw why. He had stationed himself under a broad 
highway overpass towering thirty feet above the river. The wide expanse of 
concrete creating an acoustical quality like a great concert hall. The music 
reverberating within its concrete chamber triggering a long-forgotten shiver 
through my body. I threw a big tip into his open violin case. He saw the bill 
and gave me a big grin mouthing, “Thank you,” while continuing to play. 
This time I decided to stay and listen.

A man and woman were snuggling together, sitting on the edge of a 
planter about twenty feet in front of him. I walked to the side and leaned on 
a thick column. When the song ended, the man walked over to the musician 
and said something to him, while tossing a bill into the case. The violinist 
nodded and began playing, “Nearer, my God, to Thee.” It’s the song from the 
climactic scene in the movie Titanic as it’s beginning to sink. The ship’s string 
quartet already conceding their fate, stand serenely on deck, continuing to 
play their music amidst screaming passengers running frantically around 
them. On a dark starlit night, we were being given a private concert, listening 
to an intensely moving piece in a makeshift concrete amphitheater along 
the river. And the violinist performing as if he were the featured soloist at 
Carnegie Hall. Watching him intently, his body swaying to the music, eyes 
closed, completely lost in the moment, imagining how he felt taking us along 
on his magical journey. Arousing a glimmer of a memory. I couldn’t help 
wondering if I might have sounded as good. And I began crying. Harder than 
I can ever remember. Tears streaming down my face. The darkness providing 
me freedom in releasing a grief kept decades in custody. My body heaving 
as I sobbed. The music enveloping my sorrow. While he was looking like 
the most blessed person on earth. Finishing with a final stroke and flourish 
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of his bow, I joined the couple in their enthusiastic applause, and turned to 
leave. Not willing to listen to any more. 

Walking home, I remembered the most important advice you had ever 
given me as a child. Even quoting it at your eulogy. 

“Neva feel sorry fo yorself! Not goin do you any good!” 
You said it with steely affirmation, recounting to me how your in-laws 

tried to break you, but you wouldn’t let them. I didn’t know then that you’d 
be the greatest cause of me feeling sorry for myself. But I wasn’t. 

I was mourning the loss of something I had loved. 
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CHRIS S. BLACK

EXTRA SLICE
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RICHARD WEAVER

A BELLHOP LIMPS

across the marble foyer, left leg dragging after a freak luggage accident
in which a padlocked and chained sea-chest of memorabilia, weighing
more than the Statue of Liberty on a rainy day, escaped its handlers 
and avalanched down a flight of 20 marble steps, tossing turning
spinning and spitting sparks at dowagers, over-bred dogs, and any
species of politician in its path, until it entered the lobby and introduced
itself to our hero, the bellhop, who promptly bowed out of respect for
its tenacity, perseverance, momentum, and overly whelming presence,
and was frontally embraced in a dance ritual which spun through the 
foyer, out the doors faithfully held open by those whose fate it is to do 
such things at all times, and thereunto T-bone a Prius, waiting to be valeted.
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PETER KENT

WELCOME HYMN

Soon, you’ll find us, 
squawking like gulls 
over uneaten fries or 
pecking like pigeons 
for microscopic nothings 
in the seams of concrete 
and asphalt. Your mother 
and I have strapped a car seat 
into the back row of my Honda, 
so that we might bring you home 
safely once you’ve arrived. 
It’s noisy in this city where you’ll 
be raised—the garbage trucks in the alley 
gobbling up bags this morning in a symphony 
of shattering, an off-key busker somewhere nearby 
with a mic and a cranky amp, dissonant church bells 
imploring us to worship an elusive yet almighty god. 
The more difficult pilgrimage, you’ll find, is seeking 
insight and solace, rooted like an exhausted seed within 
the dark cavern of who you’ll perceive 
yourself to be. It’s not clear yet what 
we’ll call you. You’ll be called a lot of things 
in time. We’re a species that cherishes 
categorization. Whatever boxes you find yourself 
placed in, know that their lids are always permeable 
as cloud. We’re eager to see you wake to this world, 
little soldier. We’ll do what we can to keep you
in the army of peace and knowledge.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

EVAN J. MASSEY

CHILDREN OF THE EARTH

On my phone, a murmuration of yellow-headed blackbirds collapsed 
mid-flight in Mexico. Hundreds of corpses with scintillating scalps 

coated the street and sidewalk. Though, while I counted the birds, some 
of the flock’s fortunate souls seemed to come back to life. They’d wished 
their dead homies good luck on their final flight to the underworld and flew 
away to tweet the tales of their kin, to birth hatchlings in their honor. I read 
that scientists believe the birds may have died from inhaling toxic fumes 
from agrochemicals or were shocked by an electrical wire. Some experts 
posed the possibility of a raptor or hawk harassing the flock, causing the 
higher birds in the murmuration to crash into the lower birds. Though it all 
remains mysterious. What was also mysterious during a morning run, was 
the motive of one particular bird that dive-bombed my head. The sun blazed 
behind me. The air hung thick and buzzed with humidity, and I’d noticed 
the bird’s dark and descending shadow as it darted toward my brain. Its 
beak pecked at my crown, attempting to prick off my sweaty skin while its 
feathers clipped my neck as it violently beat its wings. I swatted and struck 
the bird with the back of my hand, prompting it to retreat before quickly 
returning. Swooping down to attack again and again. After I dealt one final 
blow to its little battle-charged being, it fluttered away and disappeared. I 
thought about what Martin Lawrence’s character said in National Security, 
after allegedly being viciously beaten by police officer Steve Zhan, that he 
was also attacked by an “anti-Africanized attack bee trained to hate Black 
people.” Days later, while driving, I spotted its nest tucked into the branches 
of a young tree under which I’d sprinted too close for the bird’s comfort, a 
nest which appeared to be assembled with an assortment of twigs and trash. 
In a TikTok clip, next to a woman’s head, a bat had landed, accompanying 
the TikToker on the asphalt, displaying its large leather-like wings stretched 
across the pavement. The bat lay stoic before thrashing its wings, spooking 
the TikToker, prompting her to cease recording. It should be said that bats 
do not intentionally seek out humans; they are simply hunting the insects 
we attract. We essentially help them score a meal. Eight years before my 
first breath on this earth, Ozzy Osbourne bit the head off a live bat on stage 
in Iowa. Though it was accidental. “I thought it was a rubber bat,” Osbourne 
claimed. “I picked it up, put it in my mouth, crunched down, bit into it, being 
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the clown that I am.” On the real, I’d listen to Ozzy Osbourne growing up, 
compiling a catacomb of his songs in a folder on my computer. I’d bump 
tracks like “Mama, I’m Coming Home” and “Flying High Again,” in secret, 
never admitting to my friends that I was rocking out to heavy metal since, 
through their eyes, Black folks weren’t supposed to like such music. Once, 
I’d slipped up and disclosed that I had copped Linkin Park’s Hybrid Theory 
and was asked why I just didn’t listen to DMX to supplement whatever anger 
was driving me in the direction of rock and metal, I guessed. “It’s the same 
shit,” they’d say. But it wasn’t. Hardly anyone could match Ozzy’s voice, how 
it took on distortion with hardly any application of presets or modulations. 
Every note naturally sounded synthesized and eerily electronic. I’d 
learned that bats produce sounds from their throat by contracting their 
larynx, projecting out probes and waves. Each echo that responds reports 
back information on the size and shape of objects, building a map of the 
surroundings in the bat’s brain. We can’t hear their calling. And shouldn’t. 
If it weren’t for ultrasonic frequency, bat calls would be gravely damaging to 
human hearing. Wuhan-based virologist Shi Zhengli has recently identified 
dozens of deadly SARS-like viruses in bat caves, and there may be more 
out there. NeoCov, another type of coronavirus, infects Neoromicia bats 
found in Africa. Even as it is known that NeoCov does not affect humans, 
studies have shown that it may be fatal in the future, just as long as there 
is no maestro of metal decapitating bats with their mandibles. The rise of 
tequila and mezcal consumption, America’s oldest distilled drink, has led 
to the overharvesting of agaves before they yield nectar. The plants die 
when harvesters extract their piña—the agave heart and source of their 
prized sugar. The lack of agave is imperiling the plant’s main courier and 
pollinator, the Leptonycteris nivalis, or the Mexican long-nosed bat. Flying 
from flower to flower and migrating across the southwest United States 
and Mexico, the fur of long-nosed bats is often crusted in pollen. Shown 
clutching a ceremonial knife in one hand and a human heart in the other, the 
Mayan bat god, Camazotz, whose name translates literally to “death-bat,” 
was said to possess the head of a bat and the body of a man. Mesoamericans 
believed the caves, such as Cueva del Infierno, inhabited by bats, led one to 
the underworld. Many factions of the Maya closely associated themselves 
with bats, naming towns after the nocturnal animal, addressing kings as 
Lord Bat or Chief of the Bats. According to Aztec legend, the Codex Borgia 
portrays the tale of the first bat, which was conceived from Quetzalcoatl’s 
semen, transporting fountains of blood and flowers to the fertility goddess 
Xochiquetzal, who was also closely associated with lunar phases. The bats, 
in keeping with lore, became representations of redolent flora and were fed 
on by hummingbirds. For the Maya, much like how birds were considered 
messengers, bats were thought to be messengers of their ancestors. As a 
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joke, given their miniature stature and sporadic movements, I supposed, bats 
were once considered the Children of the Earth. Zinacantán, in the Nahuatl 
language, means “land of bats.” Its inhabitants once referred to themselves 
as “bat-men.” In 2014, mistaken for an actual ancient artifact, artist Christian 
Pacheco constructed a Batman bust for a Warner Brothers promotion. The 
bust is ornamented with iconic Maya geometrical shapes flowing across the 
shoulders to the chest, gliding down the temples and forehead, coursing 
below the eyelids. It was in celebration of the 75th anniversary of Batman. I 
somehow found it strange that there has never been a Black Batman, at least 
not on film. However, Stan Lee was said to have created a Black Batman 
named Wayne Wilson, an ex-con who befriends a bat while in jail and gains 
a pardon by protecting the warden during a riot. His bat-suit came equipped 
with night-vision lenses, sound-amplifying sensors, and a glider cape. Unlike 
his white counterpart, the Black Batman doesn’t abide by the no-kill rule, 
which, as I’d thought, may or may not have something to say about race and 
morality. I never killed the numerous bats that swept through my room as a 
kid. Slipping through the AC registers, they’d flit in front of my face, nearly 
grazing my forehead, black wings ripping through the air, drowning out the 
volume of my television. After touring my room and scaring my Ma half to 
death, I’d found a bat lying in our bathtub, clutching its wings close to its 
body. I threw a towel over the bat, scooped it up, and cradled the little thing 
outside, throwing the towel into the grass of the courtyard. On nights when 
me and my homies hooped til twilight on the back patio of this meth-addict’s 
house—who’d spectate from his back window—hundreds of bats wheeled 
above our heads. I recalled the evening my homeboy Sage dribbled, pounced, 
and grew pinions, flying, dunking, and nearly breaking the rusted rim. Sage 
seemed to, at that moment, levitate effortlessly, as if he had aerial ancestors 
in his bloodline. We all awakened at night, skipping, or sleeping through the 
school day. When that meth-head’s patio lamp groaned an ancient hymn, 
when the moon fed us light, we’d bud wings and bloom.
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SANDRA SALINAS NEWTON 

ACCIDENT SURVIVED

I was not there
But later in dreams
I saw your child’s body thrown inward
Toward your father who was driving
When that screaming metal
Struck your car
And shattered glass
Like hurled stones
Embedded in your cheek.

I was safe at home
Reading about the stars
So I could tell you about
Orion, Virgo (your sign), Cassiopeia.

Instead
After the doctor sewed
Over one hundred sutures
In your swollen cheek
The outlines of the constellations
Were traced with surgical thread
In your face
And the shards of glass twinkled in your hair.
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K.L. JOHNSTON

WE ALL LEAVE TOGETHER
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SHADOW DANCER
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J. WEINTRAUB

EASTER SUNDAY

CHARACTERS

MATT: middle-aged man, 40-50, HELEN’s younger brother

HELEN: middle-aged woman, 45-55, sister to MATT

SETTING: 

A sitting room in an assisted-living center. Time, the present, late 
afternoon.  

SYNOPSIS: 

A brother and sister meet on the day of their mother’s death, revealing 
the deep and irreparable rupture in their own relationship fostered by 
their parent’s aging and death.

    ACT ONE 

(A table, downstage center . On one side sits HELEN, facing the 
audience . She’s a middle-aged woman, wearing casual clothes meant 
to be comfortable . An empty chair is positioned on the other side of 
the table . )

(Enter MATT from upstage . He’s wearing a business suit, slightly 
disheveled, as if he’s just disembarked from a long flight. He’s carrying 
a cup of coffee and stops behind the empty chair. HELEN looks up 
towards him, as if expecting him to apologize for something . )

MATT: Can I get you a cup of coffee? There’s a full pot in the dispensary.

HELEN: It’s not a dispensary. It’s a kitchen. They like to make you think 
you’re at home here.

MATT: Can I get you a cup? It smells like it’s been freshly made.

HELEN: No thanks. I’ve got a sour enough taste in my mouth.

MATT: A glass of water, then? 
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HELEN: I’m perfectly capable of getting myself a glass of water if I want one.

MATT: Ok, ok. But you won’t mind if I sit down, will you?

HELEN: Not at all. Be my guest.

(MATT sits down in the empty chair, facing the audience . He begins 
to sip his coffee. ) 

MATT: You were right. She looked just awful. I hardly recognized her.

HELEN: It’s been terrible these last few days. You have no idea what it was 
like. I wasn’t ready for it to happen so quickly. So much all at once. . . 

MATT: Well, at least that was a blessing in disguise.

HELEN: A blessing?

 MATT: . . . in disguise. It’s an expression. Remember, it could’ve been long 
and lingering, like Dad’s.

HELEN: You missed that one, too, didn’t you?

MATT: Look, Sis, I came as soon as I could. When you called on Friday. . . 

HELEN: I called you first on Wednesday. Wednesday, if I recall correctly.

MATT: Right, but then she began to improve. Or at least, she wasn’t getting 
any worse, and. . . 

HELEN: Who told you that?

MATT: The head nurse here. You know I’ve been in contact with her, and she 
knows to keep me informed.

HELEN: Oh, so I guess my opinion wasn’t good enough for you?

MATT: She told me her blood pressure was stabilizing, tests were 
inconclusive. . . 

HELEN: Did she also tell you she hadn’t eaten a thing for two days and was 
becoming more and more incoherent? No, that you heard from me.

MATT: Just like in January when I flew in on the redeye, and then found her 
eating ice cream in the dispens. . .in the kitchen, as happy as a clam, and the 
time before when. . .

HELEN: For two days! They alerted the hospice people on Wednesday. She 
could hardly even drink a glass of water! I told you that on Wednesday. 
Wasn’t that enough?

MATT: Look, the nurse said. . . 
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HELEN: The nurse? Who knows better than me?

MATT: You do exaggerate at times.

HELEN: Well, I guess I wasn’t exaggerating this time, was I?

MATT: What I meant was, you’ve always been too close. Nurses have a sort 
of professional distance.

HELEN: Distance? I could see why that would appeal to you.

MATT: Look, Sis. . . 

HELEN: Too close, right? That’s right, what would I know? After all, I was 
here all of three, four times a week this last month. That sure could wreak 
havoc on anyone’s objectivity. Way too close! And then seeing that she always 
had the right clothes, clean underwear. Her makeup, too, and the hairdresser, 
and the monthly dental appointments, and, oh yes, those late-night hospital 
emergencies. Much too close. And if she was up to it, dinners out on Sundays, 
and Mother’s Day—now that was a real disaster—and Thanksgiving. . . 

MATT: I was here Christmas.

HELEN: Right. Just under the wire to keep your average up to two visits a 
year. . . 

MATT: Look, Sis, it’s a long flight. . . 

HELEN: Four hours and forty-five minutes to be exact. You keep reminding 
me. And expensive, too. Six hundred and thirty-five dollars. That was 
Christmas, wasn’t it?

MATT: Closer to a thousand this time. When it’s the last minute. . .  

HELEN: And how much for the rental car? Thirty-five a day?

MATT:  Forty-five. Like I said, when it’s the last minute.

HELEN: And still you couldn’t get here on time.

MATT: Look, I came as soon as I could. When you called on Friday. . .

HELEN: And you were dead sure I wasn’t exaggerating. And even then, you 
waited until today. Sunday afternoon.

MATT: It’s Easter weekend, for God’s sakes. It wasn’t easy finding a flight. 
Sunday morning was the best I could do, and even then I had to get up at four 
a.m. 

HELEN: There were three flights Saturday.

MATT: You checked?

HELEN: United, American Airlines. You want their numbers?
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MATT: Those were all morning flights, right? I told you over the phone we 
had an emergency budget meeting Saturday morning. I had to be there. It 
was a crisis. And there were no flights open after two p.m.

HELEN: An emergency? A crisis?

MATT: That’s right. We didn’t get approval for our budget. We had to redo 
it. I didn’t have a choice.

HELEN: We always have choices, Matt. It’s just that some are harder to 
make than others. Pity you won’t get a second chance on this one.

MATT: Look, Helen, I’m sorry. I. . . 

HELEN: I’m not the one you need to apologize to. . .Oh, Matt, she wanted 
so much to see you. She was so desperate, as if she knew it would be the last 
time, as if she was holding on ‘til you got here. She just wouldn’t let go. Even 
when she fell into that coma, she was still struggling so. . . 

MATT: Coma? What coma? Nobody said anything about a coma. When did 
that happen?

HELEN: Early Saturday morning. I went out for some fresh air and breakfast, 
and when I returned. . . 

MATT: So, I guess it wouldn’t have made much of a difference if I’d flown in 
yesterday, right?

HELEN: She was in and out of it. She was struggling so hard against the pain 
at the end. It was awful, twisting and moaning as if the bed were on fire, and 
when they tried to change her position it just kept on getting worse, so bad 
they doubled the morphine. . . 

MATT: Morphine? Morphine and a coma?

HELEN: She would’ve known you were here. I’m sure of it. Sometimes, 
yesterday, this morning, I could feel her pressing my hand. And then the 
expression on her face would soften, and I could see the recognition in her 
eyes. I’m sure of it, and I’m sure I heard her saying my name a couple of 
times, and yours, too. She was holding on, just waiting for you to get here so 
she could say good-bye. So she could let go.

MATT: You think so? Above the coma? Above the morphine?

HELEN: I know so. I’m sure of it.

MATT: Well, at least she had time enough to say good-bye to you, and 
apparently that was sufficient. 

(He rises from the chair . )
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MATT: I’d like to go back to her room one last time. I’d like to hold her hand 
for awhile. To say good-bye in my own way. Who knows? Maybe she’s still 
around, still waiting for me. Above death. After all, if she could overcome 
coma and a double dose of morphine. . .Do you want to come?

HELEN: No. I’ve seen enough these last few days. I don’t want to remember 
her like that.

MATT: Ok. I won’t be long. And then we’ll go back to the house. We’ve got 
a lot to take care of. We should get started. We’ll need to make lots of calls. 
We should make a list.

HELEN: A list?

MATT: Sure. Relatives, our friends need to be informed. I’ve got to call 
Carol, make arrangements for her. And then there’s the lawyer, the estate. 
. . and then the funeral, the obituaries, I can’t even begin to enumerate. . . 

HELEN: I don’t want to think about all that now.

MATT: That’s exactly what we should be thinking about now. That’s what 
it’s all for, all those details and rituals, and friends and relatives. All those 
things to do. Bury yourself in the details so you can forget about all this. It’s 
all part of the grieving process. A process, to help us get back to our normal 
lives and get over all the. . .unpleasantness. So, we’ll go back to your house 
and do what needs to be done.

HELEN: What needs to be done. Ok, you hold Mom’s cold hand for as long 
as you like, and I’ll wait for you here. I’ve got to pick up the kids first, and 
then we’ll go back home and make a list of all those things and do what needs 
to be done, and when it’s all done with, we’ll do our best to get over all the. . 
. unpleasantness. Just like you said.

MATT: That’s right. We’ll do our best. We’ll do what we can to remember the 
good and forget the rest. Ok? 

(MATT waits a moment for an answer, and when he doesn’t receive 
one, he finshes his coffee and exits upstage. )

HELEN: But I won’t forget. No, I’ll never forget. . .

(Pauses a bit, and then quietly, but with assurance in her voice . )

And I don’t think you will either. . .No, you won’t . . .I’ll see to that.

BLACKOUT
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KATHLEEN HOLLIDAY

LEARNING TO SWIM

I begin the day 
sitting on the edge of the bed
uncertain, before launching
myself into the shallows.

I move through the day
breasting waves
toeing for certainty
swaying like kelp.

More often, letting go,
giving in to buoyancy
I move through the day
where all I take with me
is a memory of shore.
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CLAIRE SCOTT

OLD AS THE HILLS

As time flies, we are becoming an old folks’ cliché,                                                                             
although we may not be exactly having fun
with all the scowling doctors and ridiculous tests.
We think each other’s thoughts, no longer
needing words for moments to matter.

Thin and wiry, slightly stooped, like our sagging
front porch with its side by side Adirondack chairs, 
red paint peeling like a summer sunburn.
Wisps of thin hair white as O’Keeffe’s bleached bones. 
Edging toward eighty and androgyny in our Levis, 
Eddie Bauer sweatshirts and seen-better-days sneakers.
Carbon copies we tell our kids, who have no idea what
we’re talking about. They say get Twitter accounts, watch 
Apple TV, buy the latest iPhone. Get with the program.
They don’t understand. This is the program.

Restless nights tossed like stray stars. Looking for 
a place of ease for an aching hip or a throbbing shoulder.
The first question of the day: did you sleep well?
No longer: what did you dream?
But we still dream. Don’t we? Dream?

We are becoming a cliché. All our eggs
in the frayed wicker basket we bought in Barcelona
a lifetime ago. We stay home most days in the rhythm
of the retired: green tea with The New York Times, 
tentative walks around the block, carefully balancing
on walking sticks, long naps after lunch, a little laundry,
a little reading, the evening news before supper.
Get a life insist our kids. Take a senior cruise 
to Alaska or an Amtrac to Seattle. You can’t judge
a book we say. The grass is never greener.
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Now there is no gap between us 
for sparks to fly across. We no longer want 
surprises to startle. All that glitters is for magpies. 
We live well within the lines of a child’s coloring book, 
our relationship like the Nebraska plains
in the dim of winter. White on white.
Comfortable as old boots in the snow.
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HEATHER BARTOS

THE TIME LADY

It’s like when I was a kid and I’d buy those little paper envelopes of corn or 
lima beans, and I’d sprinkle them into the earth, lumpy dried little wads 

of life, back in the corner of the yard where the woodpile and all the scary 
spiders were. And I’d go back and forth every morning, and I’d wash my face 
in the morning dew like I’d read fairies did, and search for the tiny green 
shoots that would mean the magic had worked. When I’d open the door and 
put my bare feet on the concrete, the April chill would rush up through my 
calves like friendly surf. 

Every month, I am the patch of ground next to the woodpile. 
I’ve developed this bizarre ritual. I go to the train station—I like the way 

everyone has a destination and a ticket—and I go to the pay phones, and I call 
the Time Lady for the time. I put in my fifty cents and listen to her say, “The 
time is…” and I feel my throat burn with tears. The station gets all blurry 
and I want to slam the receiver down, again and again. I keep listening for a 
different connection, a little voice, and every month I get the pre-recorded 
version of the Time Lady telling me there’s no more time, that there’s even 
less time than I had before. 

I feel like that stretch of land in South America, where the wind howls 
and the prairie’s breath snarls and claws at your face, where ships go down 
off the coast and where all those boats of Portuguese explorers crashed 
trying to find the Americas. The soil is frozen there. Just too damn cold to 
grow anything. 

I have a friend who is Guatemala to my Patagonia. She’s the Land of 
Eternal Springtime, and her days are full of pink and blue baby bonnets 
and little feetie pajamas and colorful educational toys too big to choke on. 
She has the blessing of the fertility fairy. She’s never wasted a dime on a 
pregnancy test that didn’t give her the two lines that remind me of medals 
given in some battle, like the ones my dad used to pin on his Army jacket. 
She’s joined the Rank of Mothers. My home pregnancy tests should have a 
fortune cookie that says, “Why bother?” 

All of us are two, trying to become one in this world. Look at how hard 
women try to make two one—speed dating, perfume, low cut dresses, short 
skirts, long eyelashes and high heels, as if these opposites could somehow 
shrink distances between what we say we want the most—a man. And then 
once we’ve secured that biological and cultural prerequisite, we spend the 
next fifteen years of our lives trying to become two. Becoming one didn’t 
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answer the ache inside, didn’t close the circuit. So why are we so sure that 
becoming two is the answer now, that two will be the solution when one 
could not be? 

Each month, I go back to this little patch of ground and look to where 
I planted seeds, and nothing ever grows. The days are creeping on, through 
July into August, and even though the thunder clouds hover above, they 
don’t bring any rain. 

I meet for coffee sometimes with these two other women around my age. 
One is the wheat fields of Kansas—beautiful kids standing tall like sunflowers. 
The other woman wants desperately to go to Kansas, too, but even though 
there’s lots of tickets for sale, and every single one of her friends is going, her 
flight has yet to be called. They’ve stopped asking me to join them. The last 
time we met, the one with the pair of baby booties under her bed for good 
luck wouldn’t sit next to me. Who can blame her? Nobody wants to drive by 
a funeral on the way to their wedding. 

When enough tears have fallen for long enough, they begin to carve you 
into different shapes, eroding what’s inside. I close my eyes and see desert 
wilderness, spires of red rock, canyons yawning and sprawling, ready to 
inhale and swallow. I live in Arizona now. It is starting to be too much effort 
for anyone else, those who I thought were my friends, to change their travel 
plans. 

I stand in the phone booth, watching the people move back and forth, 
holding their tickets, dragging their baggage. I’m about to call the Time Lady 
again, just to hear her solid assurance, just to ask for more. 

And while I’m standing there, I see the older guy with the sign who 
wanders through the train station now and then. He wears a grimy Army 
jacket, his shaggy, salt-and-pepper hair scraped off his face. Sometimes I put 
a few quarters into the red Kool-Aid cup on the ground in front of him. The 
commuters give him lots of space, pushing past him like he’s a large rock in 
their personal rivers. He is a human scar, a reminder that wounds heal, but 
never perfectly or completely. 

The sign he’s carrying changes from visit to visit. This time it reads, “I’m 
helping you, too.” 

He told me that, one of the times I gave him money. 
“I’m helping you, too,” he said to me, with a matter-of-fact certainty. 
I thought maybe he had. Maybe through this act of kindness I had 

changed things. Maybe putting those coins in his cup was my good deed, the 
equivalent of tossing them into a fountain along with some prayers. 

The next month came. Nothing changed. 
Today, right before I make my last call to the Time Lady, the phone rings. 
For a split second, I don’t know what to do. It’s not for me. My husband 

doesn’t even know I’m here. Nobody knows I’m here. 
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I pick it up. “Hello?” 
There is only sobbing on the other end. It’s the kind of sobbing that 

tears through you like gusts of wind, a tornado of grief unleashed, uprooting 
things that have grown there for a long time. It is a female voice making 
these sounds, I’m pretty sure. It is a clear connection. 

“Hello?” 
More gut-wrenching crying, the kind that makes you feel like you should 

look away in order to give the mourner some privacy. But it feels wrong to 
hang up. 

“Hi,” she says, in staggered breaths, like she’s climbing up a flight of 
stairs. “I’m calling for help.” 

I want to tell her right there to stop. I have nothing to give, less than 
nothing to offer. I can’t even help myself. She’d be better off consulting with 
the guy in the lobby holding his sign. 

“I think you have the wrong number,” I tell her cautiously, even though 
I don’t know what the number in the phone booth even is. 

“I just took some pills,” she says. “A whole lot of them.” 
“Umm…what are they?” I ask. 
“The doctor gave them to me,” she said. “It’s okay. They take the pain 

away. And pretty soon I won’t have any pain at all, you know? That sounds 
so good.” 

My heart starts to race, unsure if we can get to her in time, if we can even 
figure out where she is. 

“I think you need to call an ambulance,” I tell her, with the authoritative 
voice I sometimes drag out of the costume box in my head. It’s the voice I put 
on when I don’t know what to do. “What if you took too many?” 

Her voice is tender and sore now. Those raw, jagged sobs have stopped. 
I can hear where it’s bruised and beaten. I imagine the red lines where she’s 
cut herself in the past, trying to let the pain out, badges in a different kind of 
war. 

“I took the right amount to take the pain away.” 
“How many is that?” I ask. 
She laughs a little. “All of them.” 
I bite my lip, hard enough so that I taste a little blood. 
“You need to call.”
“I am calling.” She sounds surprised that I don’t know this. “I’m talking 

to you.” 
I want to bang the receiver against the glass wall of the phone booth. 
“Where are you?” I ask. Maybe I can call an ambulance myself after I 

hang up. 
Should I hang up? 
“Somewhere big,” she says, in a wondering tone. “It’s very quiet.” 
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“Are you inside or outside?” 
“Inside.” Her voice shifts. Now she sounds irritated. “I don’t want you 

to do anything. Don’t worry about me. Just keep me company until I fall 
asleep.” 

“Why did you take the pills?” I ask her. Maybe if I can keep her talking, 
she won’t go to sleep. 

“Because it’s too hard,” she said. “She doesn’t love me.” 
“Who doesn’t love you?” I ask. 
“My mom,” she says. “She told me to get out.” 
Okay, I think. On the streets, under eighteen or close to it . 
“Do you have someone you can talk to?” I ask. 
She giggles. “You, silly! That’s why I called you!” 
“Sure,” I tell her slowly. “We can talk. No problem.” 
I think back to every police show I’ve ever watched. Can they trace her 

call? Can they figure out where she is? What do I do? Hang up? Keep her 
talking? 

There is a large piece of cardboard on the floor in the phone booth that’s 
been under my feet. I bend over, keeping the receiver at my ear, and move 
my feet back and forth until I can lift it up. On one side, it reads, “Handle 
with care.” The other side is blank. 

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” I ask. “That must be awful, to feel like 
she doesn’t love you.” I don’t add that she’s wrong. I’ve taught school long 
enough to know that not all parents love their kids, and that the ones who do 
aren’t always capable of showing it. The earliest lesson many of them learn, 
and all of them learn eventually, is that life is not fair. 

She starts to sniffle. “It is. I want her to.” 
I cradle the receiver between my shoulder and my neck, dig around in 

my purse for the dry erase markers that inevitably migrate there from my 
classroom. I find one and yank off the cap. I hope it’s one that still works. I 
scribble and am relieved to see black ink ooze onto the cardboard. 

I write, “Call an ambulance” in as large letters as I can squeeze into the 
space I have. I hold it against the glass window of the phone booth with one 
hand. The commuters are all gone now, a lull in the evening rush. From 
several feet away, I can see the homeless guy with the Kool-Aid cup. 

Look up, I think at him as hard as I can. Look up. 
And somehow, he does. I don’t know if he can even see the sign I’ve 

plastered with my sweaty palm against the glass. I don’t know if he can see 
well enough to read it, or if he can read. He peers at it, stands up, walks over 
to the phone booth. I wedge the sign there so I can use my free hand to cover 
the receiver, where she is still talking. 

“I’ve got this kid on the phone,” I tell him in a low voice. “She’s taken 
too many pills. I think she’s trying to kill herself. Can you call 9-1-1 from the 
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phone next to me and tell them what’s going on?” 
He nods and takes out two quarters from his Kool-Aid cup. He goes into 

the booth next to mine. 
“I bought a ticket,” she’s saying now. I strain to hear her since it sounds 

like she’s moved further away from the phone. “She said she wanted me out. 
I’m going to try to find my dad.” 

“That sounds good,” I tell her. “Do you know where he is?”
“Um, kind of? I know he lives in Texas.” 
In the booth next to mine, I can see the Army guy pick up the receiver 

and start dialing. 
“It’s supposed to be nice there,” I tell her. “Have you ever been there 

before?” 
“No,” she says. Then she says, “I think I’m going to throw up.” 
“Don’t hang up!” I tell her. “Just leave the phone where it is. I’ll stay 

here.” 
Every cell in my body is on alert, is tightened with tension. There is no 

part of me that is not listening or watching. 
And then, listening to the silence on her end, I see the phone booths 

across the lobby, an identical row of four just like the set on this end. The 
glass door of one of the booths opens, and a slight, slender girl, disheveled 
and dressed all in black, sprints towards the sign that says “restroom.” I’m 
not sure, but I think I see the phone off the hook, dangling.  

It could just be a coincidence. It might not be her. 
I watch, focused like a hawk. Do I go into the bathroom to see if it’s her? 

Do I wait here? 
The Army guy knocks on the door of my booth. I shove it open a little. 
“I called them,” he says. He smiles, a big, gap-toothed grin that lets the 

light in. “They said there’s nothing they can do if you don’t know where she 
is.” 

“Oh,” I say. “Well, that’s helpful of them.”
He grins again and shrugs. “The cops generally ain’t that helpful, ma’am.” 
I sigh. “Okay. Thanks for trying.” 
Right then, the girl in black comes back out of the bathroom. I can see her 

smudged eye make-up, an attempt to add age and experience, sophistication 
where there is none. She picks up the receiver. 

“I’m back,” she says. “Just tossed my cookies all over the place. Praying 
to the porcelain god, you know?” 

Her voice comes through the phone. How can she laugh about this? 
“Do you feel any better?” I ask. 
“No. Not really.” There is a pause, and then she says, “It’s a waste of the 

pills. If I just throw them up, they won’t work.” 
I bought a ticket, she had said. I’m going to try to find my dad.



[PR] Spring 2022

47

“What color is your backpack?” I ask her. From across the way, I can see 
her look down, almost in surprise that it’s there with her. 

“It’s red,” she says. “I wanted a black one, but they were out.” 
It’s her. 
I put my hand back over the receiver and beckon to the Army guy. He 

pulls closer to the door of the booth. I gesture to the row of booths across the 
lobby. 

“That’s her,” I whisper to him. “In the black jacket, with the red backpack. 
Call them again.” 

I hand him my last two quarters. He goes back into his booth and picks 
up the receiver. 

She’s going to run out of quarters too, eventually. She’ll have to hang up. 
“Are you hungry?” I ask her. If she buys something from the vending 

machine, it will give her change and she can keep talking.
“I just threw up,” she says, in that teenage way where most bodily fluids 

are a thing of amusement. “My mouth tastes like crap. Anything I eat is going 
to taste like crap, too.” 

I’m out of things to say. My hands are shaking. 
I hear myself ask her, “What do you want to do when you get to Texas?” 
“I don’t know,” she says. “I rode a horse once. Maybe I’ll do that. Or 

maybe these pills will work, and I won’t go.” 
“I don’t think so,” I said. “I think you’ll live. I think you’ll go to Texas and 

meet a cute cowboy. Home on the range, you know?” 
She giggles. I try not to stare at her across the way. A police officer is 

walking over to her booth, strolling with no visible sense of urgency. 
“Will he ride a white horse and wear a white hat?” she asks me. 
The police officer knocks, very gently, on the door of her booth. She 

looks up, startled. 
“I have to go,” she says. “Someone needs the phone.” 
“Oh, okay,” I say. “Nice talking with you.” 
I hang up. I start to cross the lobby. Before I reach her, she crumples to 

the ground, a little brightness hidden in a black puddle of clothing.  I think 
of the words on the back of the cardboard: “Handle with care.” 

“Do you know what kind of pills?” the officer asks me. 
“She didn’t say,” I answer. 
“Good work spotting her,” he says. “Stay here with us. I already called 

for an ambulance.” 
The Army guy drifts a little closer, but stays clear of the cop. 
“Thank you,” I tell him. 
He smiles again, with all his heart, strength under the scar. 
“Told you I’d help you,” he says. He shuffles off to his regular spot on the 

train station floor and sets his red cup back on the ground. 
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I wait until after the ambulance arrives. I ask them to call me at home 
and let me know how she is, but they say they can’t unless her parents give 
permission. I write my phone number on a slip of paper and ask them to call 
me once she’s able to and awake. I draw a picture of a horse and a man with 
a ten-gallon hat. I don’t know if she will remember. 

After they leave, I step away from the train station, away from its 
cathedral-like ceiling and polished wooden benches like those pews in a 
church, and go back inside the phone booth. I pick up the receiver. I hear her 
voice, calm and collected, sharing the time with anyone who asks, recording 
the passage of the most precious thing we have. 
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PETER ROWAN

FORTY-SECOND STREET FOREVER

CHARACTERS:

MALE/JOHN: male, age 63, maintenance worker

SEAN: male, age 33, chief architect

SETTING: 

Old New York City movie theater, exterior and interior

TIME:

 late afternoon, autumn, 1994

PLACE: 

Forty-second Street, Seventh and Eighth avenues, New York City 

SCENE ONE

(We hear the SOUND of construction equipment—jackhammers and 
loud machinery . )

LIGHTS UP ON

 (The Harris movie theater is boarded up . In front, a MAN, age 63, 
dressed in green work pants and buttoned down shirt, sweeps with a 
broom and long handled dust pan . )

(SEAN, age 33, walks up to the theater dressed in a London Fog 
trench coat, blue pin-striped Brooks Brother suit, light blue buttoned 
down shirt, maroon tie, and black shoes . )

SEAN: (to the MAN) Excuse me, I’d like to see the general contractor.

MAN: General what?
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SEAN: The general contractor on this job.

MAN: I don’t know what you’re talking about.

SEAN: The Forty-second Street Development Project.

MAN: (thinking) Look, pally, nobody’s here right now. Come back tomorrow.

SEAN: Then, you bring me inside, sir.

MAN: Who the hell are you?

SEAN: The architect in charge.

MAN: Mister, come back in the morning. Okay? There’ll be people here. I 
got work to do.

(The MAN resumes sweeping. SEAN stares, transfixed, at his 
uniform . )

MAN: What are you looking at?

SEAN: That uniform.

MAN: What about it?

SEAN: I knew someone who worked here. Wore the same one.

MAN: Really?

SEAN: Long time ago. He wasn’t maintenance. He was a scientist. His 
laboratory was inside.

MAN: (surprised) Laboratory? Scientist? You pulling my leg?

SEAN: No, sir. Was an important man. Everyone on this strip knew him.

MAN: What was this fella's name?

SEAN: John.

MAN: (thinking) John what?

SEAN: (amusingly embarrassed) I—I don't know.

MAN: You don’t know?! Couldn't have been that important.

SEAN: He was! He was my Uncle John—not my blood uncle—my Godfather. 
My parents'—anyway, I’ll come back. Thanks.

(SEAN walks away . )

MAN: Hey, it’s getting cold. (PAUSE) Come inside and warm up. What the 
hell, right?

LIGHTS OUT 
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LIGHTS UP ON

(JOHN and the MAN walk inside theater . )

MAN: Beautiful isn’t she? Look at that mural. From Shakespeare. John 
Barrymore played here. Those Chandeliers! Carved angels! Columns. 
Molding. Can’t find detail like that anymore. Try to keep it sparkling, but it’s 
tough for one man.

SEAN: (looking around) It's pretentious. Should have been torn down years 
ago. Build something people need.

MAN: Another skyscraper? Shopping mall?

SEAN: I spent a lot of time here with Uncle John. He took me to double 
features—and lunch at Tad's Steaks. Sometimes, he would let me have a beer.

MAN: (studying SEAN) That must have been around seventy—

SEAN: —seventy-five.

MAN: (thinking) I worked here then. What's your name?

SEAN: Sean Nolan. I’m big with the Renovation.

MAN: Is that right? Well, I'm John.

(The MAN and SEAN shake hands . )

SEAN: (surprised)Like my Uncle?

MAN: It’s a common name, Sean. When was the last time you saw him?
SEAN: (thinking) My thirteenth birthday. We saw ‘Bullitt’ and ‘Bonnie and 
Clyde.’ Cliff was with us.

MAN: Cliff?

SEAN: Cliff was Uncle John’s best friend. He managed this theater. That’s 
how they met. My parents had gone away that weekend, so Uncle John 
took care of me. Got to stay at his apartment in Queens. Stayed up late and 
watched tv. Me, Uncle John, and Cliff. We had a great time. (PAUSE) That 
weekend was the last time I saw them.

MAN: Why?

SEAN: When my parents returned, I told them about my great birthday 
weekend; they were quiet. Thought they were jealous, but they asked me 
these strange questions about Cliff. I don’t think Uncle John told them about 
him. After that, Uncle John’s name never came up. Every time I asked, they 
changed the subject. And, life went on. (PAUSE) Wonder what happened to 
Uncle John and Cliff.
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(The MAN is silent and in his own world . )

MAN: Cliff's dead.

SEAN: What? How would you know?

JOHN: I’m Uncle John, Sean.           

LIGHTS OUT

LIGHTS UP ON

(SEAN and JOHN walk into a room . SEAN looks around 
disappointed . )

SEAN: Where's the computers?

JOHN: Computers?

SEAN: —the machines with blinking lights!

JOHN: Blinking—

SEAN: —the inventions.

JOHN: (confused) What inventions?

SEAN: Technology ahead of its time.

JOHN: I don’t know about that. I repaired whatever broke down.

SEAN: Remember my train?

JOHN: What—

SEAN: You made my DC train run on AC current!

JOHN: Sean, I don’t know what you’re talking—

SEAN: My mom—you remember her—bought me this train set to play with 
the other kids. Except she didn’t know what to buy, so she bought some 
cheap battery operated oval set. The kids laughed because mine wouldn’t 
run on electricity. Then, you brought me here, said this was your ‘top secret 
laboratory,’ and you made it run on electricity.

JOHN: (Thinking and smiling) I remember! You were upset, and you 
thought this was a laboratory, so I played along.

SEAN: I wouldn’t have been an architect if it wasn't for that. You used to say, 
‘you gotta—’

JOHN:  —have the math. Yeah, I said that. You GOTTA have the math.
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SEAN: I flunked out of Pratt because I didn’t ‘have the math.’ I spent over a 
year relearning it. I daydreamed about how proud you would have been of 
me, and both of us having in depth conversations on physics, math, form, 
design, and composition. And, finally, here we are in your ‘fix it’ shop. Do 
you realize if it wasn’t for you, I’d never have been an architect?

JOHN: And now you want to tear this down?

SEAN: If not me, somebody else.

JOHN: I see the ghosts of friends with shops and restaurants that are all 
boarded up because of that ‘development.’

SEAN: You read the paper; it’s been in the works for years.

JOHN: How would you like to lose your livelihood?

SEAN: I would have planned ahead.

JOHN: Come on, I want to show you something.

LIGHTS OUT 

LIGHTS UP ON

(JOHN and SEAN enter an underground Forty-second  Street now 
open and alive as it once was before the Renovation with lit movie 
theater marquees advertising old films: westerns, action, kung fu, 
and horror . Also, there are cheap fast food chicken, gyro, pizza, and 
hot dog eateries; a Tad's Steaks; and an Orange Julius . In addition, 
there are clothing shops and game arcade . )

SEAN: What the—how the—?

JOHN: The old Forty-deuce ain't going nowhere.

SEAN: (staring in amazement) Resembles some decadent seventies theme 
park. How’d you do it?

JOHN: Every theater on the strip had a trap door leading down here. Houdini 
used them. They don't want it above, fine. It's down here where it belongs.

SEAN: Who built this?

JOHN: We all pitched in. Everybody down here had a shop, a theater, or 
a restaurant at stake. Gutted the old speakeasies and burlesque dressing 
rooms, and built this paradise.

SEAN: How do you find customers?
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(JOHN takes out a flyer and hands it to SEAN. )

JOHN: It’s got the private entrance showing customers where to go. 
Affordable entertainment for the working class. You could help us, Sean. 
Said your name holds a lot of weight.

SEAN: There's nothing that I can do.

JOHN: Why not?

SEAN: They’re tearing up the strip as we speak. Get out now.

JOHN: We like it down here.

SEAN: My hands are tied.

JOHN: You used to think I was a scientist.

SEAN: You're something to pull this stunt off.

JOHN: Forty-second Street would still be going strong if it wasn’t for crack 
and Mayor Giuliani.

SEAN: Big things are happening. There'll be jobs for everybody.

JOHN: We like things the way they were.

SEAN: They’ll chase you out.

JOHN: We’ll fight them.

SEAN: With what?

LIGHTS OUT 

LIGHTS UP ON 

(SEAN sits in a chair, speaking into a small recorder . )

SEAN: (thinking): Thursday, October sixth, nineteen ninety-four. Develop a 
proposal for a new Forty-second Street Renovation attraction called 'Forty-
second Street Forever.' (PAUSE) What if there were an underground park 
below street level? Movie theaters, greasy fast food establishments, a Tad’s 
Steaks, an Orange Julius, etc. The only thing not incorporated is the porn, 
but there may be a way around that loophole in the future if this is a success, 
and we open one in the Netherlands. I would like to set up a meeting to 
discuss the details—

LIGHTS OUT
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LIGHTS UP ON

(JOHN stands in front of the theater holding a stack of flyers.) 

(We hear the SOUND of construction machinery growing soft to 
loud, competing with JOHN . )

JOHN: (holding a flyer up to the audience) See a show on Forty-second 
Street! We’re open. Come inside. Great double features! Westerns! Sci-Fi! 
Giallos! Exploitation! Softcore! Something for everyone! Stay all day. Stay 
all night! We're here, and here to stay! Shows starting every minute! Don't 
be late!

BLACKOUT
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JANE COSTAIN

THE PERSIAN CARPET

Over one hundred years old,
its beauty still intact,
although edges are frayed
and pile worn in places—

the colors are vibrant
in the timeless pattern
of intricate flowers, leaves 
and vines, signature medallion—
the exotic name—Farahan Sarouk. 

It has heard the language
of Rumi spoken—
poetry from tongue to fingers
to yarn—magic delicately
woven in it. Yet somehow

it has journeyed here, to lie
under the glass coffee table,
where it catches spilled crumbs—
while flavoring the everyday
with a touch of its poetry.
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DIAMANTE LAVENDAR

SPIRIT OF CHRISTMAS
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RESHMI HEBBAR

WAYWARD DESIRES

All Manu Reddy had wanted to do was confirm that his daughter’s marriage 
ceremony would be legitimate. Pallavi and her partner, Mallory, had 

expressed interest in having a Hindu officiant perform the rituals, but Manu 
and his wife were skeptical.

“After we told her that we don’t approve, how does she think someone 
from the temple will allow it?” his wife, Usha, had asked so softly that he’d 
had to peer into her now stormy eyes. Her words were still slurred when she 
spoke in English instead of Telugu.  

Somewhere in the vast communications infrastructure of the fifty-year-
old temple, his daughter’s request would be logged. Some young, enterprising 
volunteer might steward the query through other temples in adjacent states. 
It would be ignorant to suppose that Indian children weren’t claiming to be 
gay in places beyond Pittsburgh. As Usha breathed softly next to him, Manu 
entertained a thought that spooked the sleep inside him and held it back: if 
only she would get on board with this idea. If only the matter of resistance 
lay inside his own heart and not primarily inside his wife’s compromised 
one.

Even after her stroke, Manu always had Usha by his side to guide how 
he should act. When their younger son had been caught with drugs decades 
before in his teens, Usha had wanted to send him to boarding school, but 
Manu had remembered one or two distant relatives in India gambling over 
cards and spending too much time drinking. Some of it was just boys, he’d 
observed, though that didn’t explain why he’d never had such an inclination 
himself. Instinct, however, told Manu that sending the boy away had not 
been the answer. One did not come all the way to America, leaving behind 
entire networks of family and security, only to send one’s children away. 
This one instance of decisiveness stood out like a buoy in the murky sea of 
past trials. 

Jagdish Raman was the one who notified Manu that Pallavi had contacted 
Swami Sukathaya. Manu did not remember Jagdish speaking so much on 
the phone before, and he wondered if separation from one’s wife did that 
to a person, loosened up pent-up observations. Jagdish reported another 
development, the fact that his own daughter had been chosen by Pallavi 
to be “Maid of Honor.” Manu listened for signs of sarcasm in his friend’s 
voice, which was easier to detect when the two spoke in their native tongue. 
But Jagdish seemed in earnest. And then, like a shock caused by carelessly 
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removing a plug from a socket, Manu remembered that Jagdish’s daughter 
was herself now divorced. He hadn’t factored Indian divorces into that 
hidden tide of wayward desires stirring and possibly gaining momentum in 
the younger generation while old immigrant pioneers like him sat back and 
tried to enjoy their golden years. Who knew that temples these days hosted 
weddings for women and men who had once been divorced?  

While Usha took her afternoon nap, Manu googled the Swami. To his 
surprise, the holy man, long ago a regular dinner guest in their home, was 
now on Twitter and Facebook, sending out nuggets of spiritual wisdom. 
After reactivating a Facebook account he’d abandoned in favor of WhatsApp, 
Manu requested to add the Swami as a friend. Three days later, again while 
Usha slept, Manu met his old contact for coffee outside at Dunkin Donuts. 
There was no point in upsetting Usha by discussing the matter at their home. 
And even with the vaccines, at their age it was better just to keep things out 
in the open air.  

On the drive there, Manu felt the panic of having his back turned against 
a powerful wave. Didn’t the Swami’s willingness to meet with him indicate 
that the temple elder was already strongly considering participating in 
Pallavi’s wedding, and if that were the case, wasn’t he, Manu, wrong to try 
and convince him of the folly of his own judgment? He needed someone with 
much stronger opinions about that type of thing, someone like Usha.

“You see, Manu,” the Swami said to him as he nursed his sugarless tea 
at the plastic tables outside the shop, “if I don’t perform the rites, they will 
simply find someone else.” The guru had not aged much. His body seemed 
to hum with vigor, his fingers twisting the paper cup, his eyes not fearing to 
look deep into Manu’s own.  

“But maybe someone else would better than an authority like you, 
correct, Swami? How can our community enforce Hindu rules otherwise?”

Manu thought he had the man then because the Swami said nothing for 
some time. Instead, he smiled at a squirrel that dashed through the parking 
lot. 

“This question of what it means to be a Hindu,” the Swami began finally, 
“I am very glad that I don’t have the answer. But I know what a community 
is, and that is people bound together by love. Love of what? Love of each 
other, hopefully, but mostly love of a common life. Who am I to tell a young 
person what that common life is?”

“But, Swami,” Manu cut in, and then he had to stop to find his point 
again. “Will it be ok with the temple? Will it be ok with others if you do this 
thing?”

This time the Swami was ready. “Who is part of the temple? Priests, yes, 
but also people. People like Pallavi. People like you and Usha. We should 
also decide, isn’t it?”
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Manu tried once more. “But won’t it lead to ruination, Swami? To sin?”
“Ah!” The Swami seemed to get excited. “That is a beautiful question. 

The question. Which one of us commits the greater sin?” 
Manu felt that it would have been better for him to take a siesta with his 

wife than embark on such a philosophical enterprise.  
The Swami was looking at him searchingly. “I asked them, asked Pallavi, 

why she wanted me for the ceremony, and she reminded me that long ago, 
so many years back when I worked for the temple, I told the children that 
they weren’t really living if they weren’t also doing things that made them 
feel afraid.”

“Meaning what, Swami?” Manu asked, too lost now to mask the 
impatience in his voice. 

“This means, I think, Manu, that the real sin must be to deny oneself 
what one knows to be true.”

Manu suddenly felt himself enlivened by doubt. “Then anything goes, is 
it? Whatever people want, they should get?”

Once again the Swami grew quiet, and this time he did not smile. 
“What I know is this. Knowledge of the self and knowledge of love are 

ever expanding, ever changing, ever deepening. Like the tides, they must not 
stand still.”  

Manu had no response.  
“You know,” the Swami mused on, “years ago when all this internet 

media started, all this connecting on the screen, I grew somewhat angry. 
How people were turning their eyes away from the splendor of the world and 
all the time staring into tablets and what not.” Here the Swami took his own 
phone from his pocket and waved it. “But then once in a while somebody 
would find me, and by reading what they commented, I felt like I was back 
in my workshops again, seeing all the ways people try to hide their need for 
love. They are embarrassed by having to ask for it. When it’s so easy now, 
you see, to click ‘like’ and reassure people in this way. It takes so little.”    

 The Swami nudged his chair back, so Manu did the same. He raised 
his hands in namaskar and walked back to his car still heavy-headed. It 
was like having been helped to the shore through the aid of a lifeguard who 
abandoned you a moment later to climb back up to his tower.

Usha was watching CNN when Manu got home. Her eyes were fixed on 
the commentators’ faces, their knowing looks, their theories about the dire 
fate of his adopted homeland, this despite the relief of the election the year 
before. Despite all the chatter about a new wave coming and true change 
cresting in it. Manu greeted her and then entered the den. On his laptop, 
he went to Facebook, scrolling through the few contacts there to find his 
daughter’s page. As the advertisements blared from the living room, he 
leaned in to read a caption about her wedding arrangements—why would 
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she give away details like this?—and before he could stop himself, he clicked 
the “like” button. He sat back. Then he scrolled through the pages of a few 
others, clicking the “thumbs up” icon almost indiscriminately, and in that 
way, feeling a bit like God himself. Afterwards, he closed his laptop and 
joined his wife in the other room.
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ALANNA SHAIKH

YOU DO KNOW

There’s a Buddha in a box on the corner
Easy to look at and safe from monsoon
Accepting food and flower offerings
Guiding foot and driver traffic

It’s not a special corner
We’ve got lots of Buddha boxes
Though some corners have Mary
Or Jesus
Or Ganesh
There’s no shortage of guides

At times I bring a question
To one of the boxes
The answer’s always ocean
and sunshine
and crows
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LEAH BROWNING

MISCALCULATIONS

Only 50 meters separated the house and the stable, which I think he forgot 
to take into account when he doused the kitchen table with kerosene 

and struck a match. The pond at the front of the property was stagnant 
that summer, humming with mosquitos, and as the flames rose, they were 
reflected in the green water that was still visible between the floating patches 
of scum.  

It had been a hot, dry year, and everything was kindling. He grabbed 
a garden hose and tried to beat back the fire before it reached the horses; 
he’d been drunk and miscalculated, or maybe forgotten altogether, but he’d 
sobered up in the meantime, and he was crying out there in the dark when 
the fire trucks arrived.  

In court, he wore a drab gray suit. His hair had been cut too short and 
slicked away from the part. The comb marks were still visible. It was either 
that or bankruptcy, he said, shamefaced. 

Six months earlier, a woman in the next county had done roughly the 
same thing, but first she’d shot her sleeping husband and stuck a lit cigarette 
between his fingers. The judge was inclined to go easy this time around, on 
a desperate man whose wife had died barely a year earlier with no funny 
business, no inflated life insurance policies or mysterious shell casings. 

He didn’t know what he was doing, the lawyer said, and the man rocked 
back on his heels. I was in the gallery, close enough that I almost could have 
caught him. It was shocking to think that we had once imagined sharing a 
life together, that we had made plans for the future. We had been young, 
then, but those thoughts had reignited in my mind after I heard about the 
death of his wife. I had written his phone number on a pad by the phone, but 
still, for the sake of decorum, it had seemed necessary to wait.

As he was led from the courtroom, he didn’t look up or see me, and it was 
just as well, because he was no longer the person I had known. That night, 
I looked out my kitchen window into the darkness. My chest was tight with 
grief. We had been made small, all of us, by circumstance.   
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JENNY KETO

TX-71 TO I-10

It occurs to me as I road trip alone that the wildflowers
along Texas highways bleed Spring into Summer

like sunset. First the Sleepy Daisy wakes roadside
and stretches petals to sky the color of Blue Bonnets—

they come next, and then the land reflects what it sees
laying as it does, facing what could be in the Big Blue.

On a pit stop, I snack on slices of Gala apple and admire
all the blue on blue. As if the landscape is a painting

in pointillism, I back up and together, the bonnets become
the sky in afternoon light. Up close, I can see a single

budding as a panoramic of this bright sky in miniature.
A turret of yellow turning in the wind could be our sun

and smidges of white could be puffs of cumulus whipped
to cream so enticing the sky can’t help but take hands

and dip petals for fingers into all that sweet, wet white.
The colors gather and accumulate like crowds in solidarity

brought together by the kind of green that matters enough
to rise above mud rock and reach sight. Just as the light

turns to end the day, our world lends us Firewheels.
Like the faces of many tiny sunsets, one for each

of the passing days ahead, they unfurl a blanket
as thick as acrylic—the colors of heart and lit wick
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that cover the wide-open space men can’t help
but flank with the black lines I wheel seventy miles

an hour down. I set my car to coast, so I can stretch 
my legs, pull knee to chest and rest my eyes on what
 
pigment this Earth can make—the kind of red we see
when blood makes its way from a body and meets

the sky—the kind of red that must envy embers and
covet all that Spring heat—keep as chlorophyll in plastid

to make pistil and stamen and all the stuff of sex. I drive,
and look, and think, and see—until the sun meets my path

at its vanishing—a place where all lines converge—
a point when the sun is the color of a Mexican Hat

that tips its brim with a last wink and nod toward destination.
And still, while the colors fade, I keep driving into dusk as

Evening Primroses—withered from the passage of day— 
wait with Baby’s Breath, baited for the next coming to bloom.
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ALAN TAYLOR

RIDING WITH MEMPHIS
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

OSCAR RODRIGUEZ

EL OTRO LADO/THE OTHER SIDE

At the age of fifteen, when other girls might have been reminiscing  about 
their quinceñeras, Francisca Campos Moreno, aka Abuela, was claimed 

by an unscrupulous twenty-five year-old civil engineer from a neighboring 
ranch. She would bear the machista math whiz five Depression Era children—
the first two of whom would not see their third birthdays—and suffer his 
philandering until a prostitute’s syphilis had him follow his late progeny 
to an early grave. So, my scrappy forbearer moved on to another typically 
arid pasture to produce four more offspring, all destined—after Abuela’s 
scandalous split from yet another Latin playboy—to extend the thorny limbs 
of our Mexican Mesquite to the other side of el Rio Grande, forever reaching 
up for the American Dream. 

Like tía Juana, who married and divorced a land owning gringo from 
Florida while combining Abuela’s work ethic with her hairdressing skills to 
open up a successful beauty salon in a state overrun by retirees looking for de 
Leon’s fountain of youth but settling for a haircut or perm from a fake blonde 
with a Mexican accent. And like Abuela, and Mom too, my aunt seemed to 
get along just fine without a man around. 

In any case, during the summer after fifth grade, Abuela and I took a 
Greyhound from Houston to Palm City, a small town on the southeast coast 
of the long peninsula, for what turned out to be something of a safari for this 
big city kid, my older, half-white cousins, George and Paul Motz acting as 
my Sherpas. 

***

The swampy expedition started in the dense woods that bordered their 
big Spanish style adobe house. The lush thickets thrived with the bugs, 
lizards, cottontails and the feral cats that troubled them all. Then there 
were the snakes—at least one green, glass or moccasin per block—as we cut 
through their upscale subdivision.

“Where are we going, Georgie?” I asked the freckled fifteen year-old with 
straight, dirty blonde hair, cut in an oblong bowl that rested on his skinny 
shoulders—a look I’d always wanted but which my wavy black hair would 
not permit.
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“To the beach,” he said, a braided black and tan leather whip coiled up 
in his right hand.

“Y’all can walk to the beach?”
“Well, the bay,” he admitted.
“Oh,” I said, not quite knowing the difference. “To go swimming?”
“Are you fucking crazy?”
“Hell no,” I said, defensively. 
“There’s an alligator,” interjected Paul, a less prickly twelve year-old, 

who’d inherited Abuela’s more olive-hued skin and dark, kinky hair.
“For reals?”
“Why do you think I brought this?” George said, uncoiling and snapping 

his Indiana Jones inspired weapon right next to my ear.
Pop! 
“Oh,” I said, pretending not to be startled.
“Don’t worry,” Paul reassured me. “We’re really looking for clams.”  
“Clams?” I asked as we walked out of the wooded trail toward the 

brackish water of the bay.
“Yeah, man, we’re clam digging,” George said, elbowing Paul. “You 

know, hunting for pussssy.”
“Oh.” 
“And I’m not talking about kitty cats neither,” George said as he and Paul 

kicked off their cool, well-worn Vans. Mine were those obviously “bogus” 
ones from K-Mart the Motz boys thought were hilarious. 

“I knew that.”
“Yeah right, you little taco bender,” George said. 
“What’s a taco bender?” I said, and the brothers had another good laugh 

at my expense.

             ***

“Guess we missed him,” Paul said as the three of us waded out to a 
sandbar a good thirty yards from the tree-lined shoreline.

“No shit, Sherlock,” George sneered, seemingly unafraid of the prospect 
of a sudden and horrific death. There were, after all, no traces of those 
prehistoric killing machines, not until I stumbled across the two-foot wide 
trench trailing up the thin strip of sand, its ghostly, windswept paw prints 
dotting either side of the displaced sediment.

“Holyfuckingshit!” I said, trying to sound as tough as my roguish cousin, 
John Paul Gonzalez, from back in the barrio of Magnolia-Houston.

“Pretty cool, eh?” Paul seconded.
“For real!”
“Too fuckin’ bad,” George said, lashing a barkless tree trunk that had 
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beached itself on the embankment. “I was really gonna give it to his ass this 
time.”

“You mean y’all really mess with that thing?”
“He’s too big and slow to catch us,” Paul said with a certainty more 

settling than all of George’s bravado.
“Are there more?” I asked, scanning the surface of the calm water for 

those creepy, floating eye ridges they showed on Wild Kingdom. 
“There aren’t as many down here as up in the Everglades,” George said.
“Yeah,” Paul said, “I haven’t seen any others.”
“Still, it’s kind of scary.”
“Yeah, yeah,” George said, hanging his rolled up whip on the trunk’s lone 

limb, “Now, let’s get some clams man, before it gets dark.”
“Yeah!” Paul seconded, and we spent the next hour sifting through the 

sand, finding a couple of small clusters George dismissed as hardly worth 
the trouble.

Then I found a baby alligator skull that suggested, along with the 
disappearing sun, we should get back to civilization.

***

“That’s fuckin’ rad, Cocoro!” Paul said, as we stopped beneath a corner 
streetlight. 

“I know, right,” I said, running my fingers over the smooth surface of the 
triangular braincase until the bloodlust snarls of what sounded like a pack 
of rabid Dobermans sent the three of us tearing down the dark road like the 
devil himself was on our asses. 

And evidently, all that soccer, football, and little league—along with a 
healthy shot of adrenaline—had helped open up my awkward, pigeon-toed 
gate. 

“Holyshit you run fast, Oscar!” George laughed as he caught up to me a 
block up the road.

“Huh?” I panted, seeing the band of medium size mutts that frolicked 
back into the shadows beyond the streetlight.

“Dang, Cocoro!” Paul said, bringing up the rear. “Where’d you get those 
jets?”

“I don’t know, dude,” I said, a bit taken aback, not just at the fact that I’d 
just smoked my two older cousins, but at their compliments, remembering 
that time the Gonzalez clan erupted like a pack of hyenas when they got 
a hold of my eight year-old fists pumping furiously, like my crooked feet, 
toward one another instead of up field. 

“Guess those dogs really lit a fire under your ass,” George said with a 
laugh.

“Guess so,” I smiled.
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“No shit,” Paul said, and we all laughed.
“Wait a minute,” I said, checking my pockets and coming up with sand. 
“What?” George asked.
“Goddammit, I dropped the skull.”
“We should go back and get it,” George said matter-of-factly.
“There’s no way in hell I’m going back that way,” I scoffed. 
“I’m pretty sure those fuckers are gone,” Paul offered.
“I’ll be right back,” George said and trotted off. 
“Thanks, Georgie” I called out after him, the silhouette of his cool bob 

bouncing up and down as he reached the light and started combing the 
grassy shallow ditch that shouldered the street.

“Why’s your brother being so nice all of the sudden?”
“I don’t know,” Paul said, pausing thoughtfully. “It’s kind of random. 

You know?”
“Yeah,” I said, picking up a rock from the side of the road. 
“My mom’s that way too.” 
“I know what you mean,” I said, inspecting the reddish brown, quarter-

sized oval. It was like the thousands upon thousands of cobblestones my 
uncle Manuel—John Paul’s choloish dad from Klute, Texas—dumped onto 
the worn strip of Abuela’s lawn, where most of my tíos parked their pick-ups 
for El Día de las Madres o El Día del Guajolote or Christmas. It took me all of 
second, third and fourth grade to clear each and every one of those projectiles 
off that makeshift driveway, imagining entire seasons batting for the Astros 
with either my favorite metal pipe or that little wooden fan-appreciation bat 
I got at the Astrodome on one of those magical weekends when the Cuellars 
would whisk me away from our septuagenarian matriarch. At least she never 
said a word about all the base-clearing doubles, triples, and homers I dinged 
over the power lines that divided her side of Avenue L from the always empty 
parking lot of the Ship Channel Workers’ Union Hall—the higher the wire, 
the bigger the hit. And not to brag, but I got pretty damn good and should 
thank Manuel for quite literally laying the groundwork for those big hits that 
night against the mighty Cubs, not to mention that perfect throw in Palm 
City, when the little me-shaped devil on my shoulder whispered, “Do it,” 
and my ready right hand all-too-willingly obliged, the street light revealing 
a slight right to left break of a shit-seeking missile that tracked right at 
George’s big fat mouth.

“Oh my god,” Paul said.
Then whack! and whatever speed the stars had just granted me against 

those hellhounds was passed on to George, who trampled me like a cheetah a 
warthog and deftly straddled my chest, pinning my elbows into the soft grass 
with his sharp, bony knees. 

I struggled, but he snagged me by the collar and, like John Paul or his 
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namesake, the Pope, got ready to make me pay for my sins.
I closed my eyes and waited for the dull thuds to rain down on my skull, 

but heard only the betrayal in his voice, then saw the confusion in his eyes.
“What the fuck, Oscar?!”
“I’m so sorry Georgie!”
“Why’d you do that, man?!” 
“It was an accident!”
“What do you mean, an accident?” he said, his grip slackening slightly. 

“You fucking threw it!”
“I didn’t really think it would hit you!” 
“Why’d you throw it in the first place?!”
“I don’t know dude!”
Paul snickered and shook his head. 
“What’s so fucking funny?” George asked, his fist coming down. 
“Nothing, bro,” Paul said. “It was just a good fuckin’ throw.”
George looked down at me, rubbing his chin, and said, “It sure as fuck 

was.” 
“I really am sorry, Georgie,” I said.
“You better be,” he said as he got up off me. 
“I am,” I said, standing up.
He turned his profile toward the distant light. “Any blood?”
“I don’t see any,” I said. 
“No blood, no foul,” he said and led us back to the house with a white and 

red “CONTRACT PENDING” notice attached to the big brown and yellow 
Century 21 sign posted in the front yard.

***

“Please pass the potatoes,” Paul said to the new Mrs. Motz, a nice, slightly 
overweight white woman with wavy brown hair that hung down past the 
middle of her back. Soft-spoken and pale, she reminded me of my younger, 
prettier aunt Alice: the well-to-do doctor to whom my uncle Miguel hitched 
his law degree on his way out of the Magnolia.

“Sure thing, sweetie,” she said and handed Paul the requested dish. 
“Thanks, Mom,” Paul joshed as he heaped a giant scoop of the buttery 

starch onto his plate, the skins still in them.
 Abuela’s pude de papa had absolutely no skins, and I never served 

myself.
“You’re quite welcome, son,” Mrs. Motz kidded back and then turned to 

me and George and said, “Would y’all like anything else before I get up and 
start prepping the pie?”

“No, ma’am,” we both said.
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“How about you, Mr . Motz?” she asked George Senior as she stood up.
“I’m good, hon,” said George Senior, a tall blond man with thinning 

shoulder-length hair, his smiling blue eyes pointed at me. 
“How about you, Mr. Rodriguez?” he asked with a wink. 
“Excuse me,” I said, a phrase Miguel had drilled into me as the right way 

to ask what.
“Would you like some more mashers or another glass of Elsie’s finest to 

go with your dessert?”
“Excuse me?”
“You know, Elsie?” Paul said.
“Mrs. Motz?” 
They all laughed.
“No, dummy,” George said playfully and pointed at the happy heifer 

wearing a lei of yellow daisies around her neck. “Elsie the cow!”
“Oh,” I said, endeared to that wholesome brand of homogenized milk, as 

well as my gringo cousins, for years to come.

***

By that summer, I had been on far more bus rides than I care to recall, 
especially the ones where Abuela and I had to transfer through downtown 
Houston at night to catch the Canal 20 back to the east side. The wait 
was inevitably long and my only recourse against the mind numbing 
boredom was to count the endless number of rats scouring the rubble of a 
downedparking garage across the street from the junction.

So I was glad to have Paul, or Polo—his chosen Spanish name—as 
company for the ride home, while George stayed back to help pack up the 
house and salon for their move to Texas. But by the time the overcrowded 
porta-potty on wheels made it to Tallahassee, that consolation was rendered 
moot, since opening our mouths would only add to the olfactory assault 
already taking place inside our skulls. 

But as fate sometimes smiles on the least fortunate, when we reached 
the terminal, they transferred us to a Red Arrow bus with softer, cleaner, less 
occupied seats and a much less offensive lavatory. With Abuela’s permission, 
Paul and I scurried up toward the front of the bus, sitting right across the 
aisle from a young, larger than average black man with a two inch afro that 
reminded me of Earl Campbell, my all-time favorite Oiler.

“Where you boys headed?” he said, in his friendly Florida drawl.
“Houston,” we both answered.
“Is that so?”
“Yes, sirree,” Paul said.
“That’s where I’m from,” I said with not a little bit of Texas pride.
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“Ya don’t say?”
“That’s right.”
“So you must know this one,” he said, then raised an index finger and 

sang the last bar of the popular fight song, “Houston Oilers, number one!”
“I love that song!” I said and made an instant connection with a perfect 

stranger, who must have sensed something familiar in the two boys headed 
west with their aged overseer. Maybe he’d inherited a similar lot of single 
moms, absentee dads and grandmother stand-ins. Maybe there was no 
divorce and two strong parents that showed him how to give unto others. Or 
maybe he was just bored and looking to pass the time on his way to California 
on a football scholarship.

Whatever the case, he made us feel as smart, cool and funny as we 
thought him to be—like the best cousin, brother, uncle or dad a kid could 
hope for—while that deus ex machina sped us all-too-quickly from the 
whipping end of the Bible Belt to its gaudy, Texas-shaped buckle.

When we pulled into downtown, there were no more travel games or 
laughter, just the sudden, sad realization that we’d never see each other 
again. I don’t even remember him saying goodbye, just something about 
how we need to look out for our gramma and a big hug that said I know it 
hurts, boys . I feel it too . 

Then Paul and I were perched on the wheel-wells of uncle Manuel’s pick-
up with our elbows on our knees and our knuckles interlaced as in prayer—
neither of us daring to make eye contact as we dammed up the rivers welling 
up in our tender throats and rolled past the congregation of red, white and 
blue street people holding court beneath the I-45 over-pass.
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HARI B. KHALSA

CHANCE

My brother is handsome, popular 
in high school—swims butterfly,

runs hurdles, star half-back 
on the football team, number 22, 

wrenches his knee senior year— 
best thing that ever happened. 

Born 4/24, draft number’s two. 
The doctor scribes a quick note 

and he’s down as 4F, so not to be
one of the thousands who board 

a plane to Saigon, fight the Tet 
Offensive, blister from the reign

of Agent Orange, fly home in a box. 
The future has no favorites, hands 

it off to a turn of the wheel—
tackle and touch of the fates.
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CONOR WATSON

A PROBLEM HALVED

We have him for a whole week. I witness, daily, the agony of my colleagues: 
eyes of raw anguish, joyless smiles drying out their teeth. I promised 

I’d show him around on Friday, the inevitability of which properly ruins my 
Monday-to-Thursday. All week I wish illnesses upon him, pray for a strike, 
try to conjure a tornado. Nothing happens: each day he’s there punctually at 
nine and leaves eight hours later, having considerably shortened the life of 
whoever had responsibility for him.

Infuriatingly, Friday morning follows Thursday evening. Mentally slapping 
myself hard in the face during my drive to work, I tell myself I can do it. 
Because I can talk a good game in the two areas that will surely loosen the 
tongue of any surly lad: football and contemporary music. I stride manfully 
up to reception, ready to assault him with charm and zest. A pained-looking 
secretary is waiting for me to collect him; one glance at him vanquishes my 
confidence.

He’s hunched defensively and his face exudes outrage, as if the week is 
the vilest injustice ever suffered. The Birmingham Six in a boy. He shakes my 
hand with reptilian indifference and I feel the insincere smile erupt across 
my face. Involuntarily, I am grinning and bearing it, as my colleagues did the 
four previous days.

Open-plan offices are horrible inventions; everyone’s half-hiding behind their 
monitors, half-watching me drown. I’ve explored half a dozen conversational 
cul-de-sacs waiting for my computer to start up, which it does slowly enough 
to let perspiration patches begin conquering my shirt. I explain my role in our 
institution using a falsely jolly voice I didn’t know I was capable of, and sense 
him inwardly scowl. My sweat patches grow, coalesce. 

Computers! Boys love computers. But there are no zombies to shoot here. 
All the pretty graphics I try to wow him with portray data so rooted in 
reality, so sterile, so crushingly adult that I may as well read him insurance 
brochures for the rest of the morning. He’s looking at his shoelaces, his 
phone, and some paradise in the middle distance. I could start dictating Nazi 
propaganda and turn into a giant panda and he wouldn’t notice.

All the wackily-colored layers of data I’d hoped would at the very least 
elicit a response have yielded nothing; my shirt is now a soggy mess and 
I vow to desecrate the grave of whoever dreamt up the open-plan office. I 
can’t decide what irritates me more: the little been-there-done-that smirks 
of those who suffered before me or the pity-soaked looks of the more 
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sympathetic. Either way, I abruptly decide it’s time to show our trainee the 
real world, which will involve leaving the office and driving to some sites of 
scientific interest.

The sun’s shining and it’s breezy. My shirt dries out during the long 
walk to my car; I begin to feel semi-human again. You are privileged to be 
accompanied by someone who’s invested perhaps a quarter of his disposable 
income in music, young man! Any band, singer-songwriter or DJ you may 
like, I have either seen live, bought an album by or read extensively about. On 
this ground, your recalcitrance cannot last! Our student-mentor relationship 
begins now.

I drive off and press play on my cooler-than-thou, genre-hopping mix 
CD.

“So, what kind of music do you like?”
A long silence.
“Metal.” 
Another long silence.
“And rock.”
No more details forthcoming.
“Eh…any bands in particular?”
A long silence.
“No.”
Brilliant: he has slain the name-dropping beast within me before I’ve 

even released it. Better move things on to the safer terrain of football.
“So, who do you support, then?”
A long silence, in which I swear I see his eyes swivel up to the heavens.
“I don’t like football.”
“What’s your sport then?”
A long silence.
“Don’t have one.”
I get it. If I ask him what his two biggest passions in the entire world are, 

he’d answer “things” and “stuff.”
We drive on in silence. My sweat patches reappear.
As I cook in my own juices, a big boring daddy-goose, I ponder whether 

the taciturn enigma next to me contains a rebel waiting to be unleashed. 
Aha, is that it? Is his poor teenage soul simply overwhelmed by society’s 
injustices? Listen to me, young man. Let me stoke the fires of your rage.

And what better place than the disused refinery, where the huge evil 
corporation upped and left, shoving two fingers up at the river’s fragile 
ecosystem and ruining the local economy? The oil tanks underground 
flooded quickly without operational pumps; it wasn’t long before we found 
dead fish, poisoned birds. As I’m explaining what happened, I point to the 
opposite bank of the river but he doesn’t even bother to look up. I notice a 
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tear forming in his eye but know it was caused by a poorly concealed massive 
yawn.

There is no feigned interest and very soon he won’t even be able to feign 
indifference: this is surely the worst day of his life. This is boring; I am 
boring; this is all one colossal waste of time; one huge distraction from his 
“things” and “stuff.” We approach a jetty where the oil visibly seeps from a 
tank into the highly sensitive waters of a protected site. This was meant to be 
the righteous climax: we, the worthy little local authority, are the David to 
the corporation’s Goliath. We stand over the jetty and look at the perversely 
pretty patterns oil makes on the surface of water. I prattle on about the 
escape of organic contaminants into the estuary. His eyes glaze and he looks 
dolefully downwards.

I genuinely consider drowning him. 
I stop, thinking of the boy’s poor parents. 
Would they feel compelled to write to me and thank me? Campaign for 

my early release?
To waste time, I drive him circuitously to a couple of other sites. At least 

my favorite tunes partially make up for the excruciating lack of conversation. 
By the end of the day, I have no idea what makes him tick, but at the very 
least I know what doesn’t: sport, computers, my music, my conversation, 
my colleagues, the council, the environment, facts, and other human beings. 
Exasperated, as I drive him home I ask him why he chose the council for his 
week’s work experience.

A long silence.
“I didn’t. They just send you there when you don’t put anything on the 

form.”
He exits my car without thanking me and I exit my working week with 

profound gratitude. I enter the nearest pub, armed with a fresh pay-packet 
and a great deal of self-pity.

I put a dent in the first pint of my weekend. A jovial dullard I half know 
joins me uninvited and starts inflicting stories on me, all of which are deeply 
uninteresting and concern his favorite football team. This isn’t necessarily 
what I want at this moment. Having tried all day to chat to a wall, I’m now 
being assaulted with tedious bricks. I don’t feign interest and soon fail to 
feign indifference: I am irritated and forlorn, and my companion finally 
notices.

“What’s bugging you, old chap?” he asks.
A long silence.
“What’s bugging me? Closures of public libraries. People recovering from 

quadruple bypasses buying double-sausage suppers. Politicians who end their 
every sentence with ‘moving forward.’ Everyone else ends their sentences 
with ‘to be honest with you.’  The sight of four young friends sitting together, 
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not talking, swiping fingers over phone screens. ‘Handling fees’ when you 
buy tickets online. Skinny jeans on unskinny people. Current-affairs radio 
stations that follow up features on child soldiers in South Sudan with chirpy 
jingles. Current-affairs radio stations that bookend features on anything with 
chirpy jingles. People who write ‘lol’ in texts. The fact that I know what ‘lol’ 
means. Tattoos of corporate logos on peoples’ necks. ‘Literally’ now meaning 
‘figuratively.’ En masse obliviousness to global warming. Homeopathy. The 
World Cup going to Qatar. Creationism. My lack of tolerance. The trouble 
with the world is, as someone much smarter than me once said, that the 
stupid are cocksure and the intelligent full of doubt.”

A long silence.
“Aye, good point. Tell you what though; I don’t think the Rovers have 

been the same since they sold Coyle, to be honest with you. Midfield lacks 
bite.”

I sigh, head to the bar and order another pint. There’s little else to do. All 
going well, I’ll get a double-sausage supper on the way home.
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M. PATRICK

SOPHIE SCHOLL
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MARISA P. CLARK

NEVER LET ME GO

At the cinema downtown,
we sat a bit too close
 to the screen, you between
 
your wife-to-be and me. In the dark,
as the drama played out, I noted
 your hands
 
stranded in your lap. How dare she
leave you untouched? If I had
 her luck, we’d join hands,
 
you and I: lace fingers, press palms
till they grew too warm, then loosen
 the grasp, but not let go
 
unless we both wanted. I checked
myself then, found fault. We three                                        
 were growing close—jealousy
 
would ruin us. I resolved to play
the part I’d been cast in, stop coveting
 the romantic lead. The movie
 
was good, but didn’t capture
the reach of Ishiguro’s novel that traced
 the varieties of love that link
 
three people powerless to change
their fate, a destiny preordained
 by soulless institutions. I’d taught
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the book. I’d gifted it to many a friend.
I’d given it to you. When the credits rolled
 and the lights came on, tears
 
streamed down your cheeks. Hers too.
My eyes stayed dry, though I wasn’t
 unmoved. That night was the last,
 
and one of very few, I ever felt jealous
of the two of you. We slipped into
 our jackets and headed outside,
  
three friends strolling shoulder to shoulder
toward a future we’d each imagined
 but no longer believed could happen.
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LAURA CODY

TELL US HOW IT HAPPENED

Yesterday, the sun beckoned my daughter with her siren’s song, gorgeous 
and irresistible. The offer of a warm caress, the electrifying tingle of a 

lover’s tongue. Surrender.
When she opened the window, luminescent rays converged upon her 

chest and flowed with the power of a thousand oceans through long legs 
and slender arms. She glowed golden, a statue of Aphrodite gazing at the 
heavens. A light breeze tousled her hair and billowed her dressing gown like 
the sail on a pirate’s ship. She tossed her head back and devoured the sun. It 
ravished her from inside, surging beneath the translucent skin of her neck to 
flood the regal vessel of her body. She closed her eyes and smiled. 

She stepped forward to become the light.

***

But that’s not how it happened.
Yesterday, the sun called to my daughter. A cheeky invite to a reluctant 

playmate.
My daughter walked to the window. The air was thick and still, and 

she lacked the will to lift the sash. She rested her forehead on the glass and 
listened to muffled birdsong. Stale air coated the inside of her nostrils like 
dry sawdust. Breathing felt burdensome. Then, somewhere in the distance a 
horn honked, and a little spark of adrenalin ignited her senses. 

She remembered what it felt like to play. 
The window was flung open. Fresh air rushed her skin and dried her 

sweat. She leaned forward, reaching for a nearby tree branch. 
An epic grab for freedom. 

***

But that’s not how it happened.
Yesterday, the sun forgot about my daughter. The majestic queen of 

the sky shone brightly upon the earth, swept up in other pursuits. From the 
bed, my daughter watched lengthening shadows stretch from one side of the 
room to the other. Lazy dust motes hung in the air. She heard a dog bark, 
a lawnmower growl, a fragment of laughter. The day was long and lonely. 
When dusk came and the light began to fade, she walked to the window and 
scanned the horizon with dull eyes. Streaks of pink, violet, and orange.
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A trellis leaned beside the window, suffocating within tangles of ivy. 
Amidst the glossy leaves jutted the head of one perfectly improbable yellow 
rose. She pushed open the window and touched the velvet petals. The air 
was scented with delicate perfume and vibrated with echoes of chatter. It 
was life, calling to her from beyond the smudged window. An invitation she 
couldn’t refuse. Grab me, it said, grab me while you can. 

She hooked an ankle over the sill. 

***

But here’s what really happened.
Yesterday, the sun did not come out. That lazy bitch took a whole day off, 

and my daughter’s room stayed dim and grey. She lay on her back studying 
the ceiling. When I brought her pills, she held out her hand and put them 
in her mouth. I watched her larynx bob gently as she took a sip of water. I 
murmured soft words, trying to cajole a few in response. It didn’t work. I 
laid down on the bed beside her. Protection through proximity. I prayed for 
healing strength to flow from my body to hers. 

Then this happened.
I fell asleep. A voice called to her. The song of a different siren. It lured 

my daughter to the window with lies and dismal promises. She raised the 
sash quietly, so quietly. She removed the screen and cast her eyes downward 
to judge the distance. The breeze whispered in frustration, finding no hair 
to tousle and no nightgown to billow. She’d shorn off all her hair weeks ago, 
worn the same stretched-out black leggings and sour shirt for a week and 
counting. 

Yesterday the sun reclined behind thick clouds. 
Yesterday I dozed under tangy sheets. 
And yesterday, while neither of us were looking, my daughter stepped 

off into the void.

***

People are asking what happened.
I sit at the kitchen table staring at a wood stain next to an untouched 

cup of tea. Voices rise and fall in the next room, and there is an amorphous 
assemblage of people at the periphery of my awareness—counselors, family 
members, well-meaning neighbors. 

They say: Tell us. Then they look away quickly, embarrassed to have 
asked.

I describe Aphrodite glowing in the sunlight. The people cough and shift 
their weight from one foot to another. I explain about the tree and the trellis. 
There is some clearing of throats and sideways glances. When I say the word 
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“fall,” there are a few nods. My heart dissolves like the sugar cube at the 
bottom of my teacup. There is some hushed muttering. Heads shake and 
people look at their shoes. A tissue dabs an eye. The word jump ricochets 
around the room, and then bores into my chest like a three-inch drill bit. I 
start to hyperventilate, and an oval tablet is pressed into my hand. Someone 
offers to stay, but I send all the people away.

I walk through the quiet house, tracing framed photographs with a 
finger and closing doors to rooms I am not ready to face. The pill makes me 
loopy, jumbling my recollections. Words and images fall through my mind 
like sand through a sieve. I flail about within the blur, looking for truth. 

I find this: There are many ways to tell a story. 
And this: The sublime form of Aphrodite, giving a content smile and 

a small wave as she follows a trail of yellow rose petals on a sunlit journey 
home.
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MEGAN HUTCHINSON

MOUNTAIN TONGUE

—In response to Shakespeare’s Richard II, 1 .3 .154-73 .
 

If my tongue is an instrument
it is a dulcimer or a mandolin playing “Barbry Allen”
on my grandmother’s back porch, echoing
the familiar chords of my Scotch-Irish ancestors
who brought their ballads of sweet sadness
to a lonely mountain hollow.
 
If my tongue is an insect
it is a jarfly on a dying summer evening,
sending up secret songs through the wild onion grass
and into the honeysuckle-scented dark.
Together the crickets and the tree frogs
and the far distant barred owls form an orchestra
as old as the mountains themselves.
 
If my tongue is a bird
it is a mourning dove, crooning at the crack of dawn,
the night’s melodies still stuck in its head
as it weeps over woods and graves and sleeping homes,
for it knows the meaning of those notes.
It knows the beauty inside the pain
and the lives forged out of hardship
just as Appalachia herself was warped and weathered
by the Sculptor’s hands.
 
How, then, can you cage that tongue
without severing the oft-played strings?
Without severing the delicate tymbals?
Without severing the cords in the dove’s own throat?
 
For all the lovelorn ballads, homesick hearts, calloused hands
there aren’t tears enough in these mountains
to soothe a tongueless land.
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AIMEE JONES

EMERGENCY
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CATHLEEN COHEN

JUST THIS

In life class, drawing the model, 
I think I am creating 

something, but isn’t this merely
gesture? I sweep

my arms, fingers and chalky lines across paper, 
recording…what? 

Dreams, and whose? 
The model drowses on a brocade couch.

Dust permeates,
flows up and down like angels 

on an obscure ladder, 
impossible to sketch.

So I mimic the model’s recline,
reaching my arm towards the window,

a foot towards the door, 
teetering, trying to feel 

what she feels. 
She might be making shopping lists. 

Or reliving a tryst. 
Is the lesson to let go?  

Her volumes spill across fabric 
like apples in a still life,  
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green and ocher with a blush
on the tips of her fingers,

the summit of her spine.
Silence is vast, like a desert,
 
only shifting easels,
scratch of charcoal on paper.

No wind bursts into the room. 
No voice echoes, bestowing

direction or promise. Only this 
still, sumptuous moment.
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JOSH PRICE

GOLDIE

Sam slipped two twenties from the till into his pocket. His money was always 
gone the same day he got it.
While making sandwiches, Goldie told him the goddess Lakshmi would 

help her win big with the scratchers she’d bought. She showed him the 
tiny calendar she kept in her purse: different colored animal gods for each 
month. She cupped it in her hands like a precious object. Maybe it was—but 
Goldie kept losing.

Catholics light candles with pictures of saints; Goldie’s gods did 
different things when you prayed to them. People always pray for money 
and happiness. What else is there to ask for when you’re miserable?

Sam never bothered to pray.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

CHRISTOPHER HADIN

THE GRAVEYARD OF FEATHERS

When I was very young, I lived in a leafy suburb of a major Midwestern 
city. The houses were all on straight streets and most were prewar, 

with many bedrooms and deep back yards. But there were also postwar capes 
that, even twenty years after their construction, seemed out of place on their 
small treeless lots. The rest of the neighborhood was shaded by tall, mature 
elm trees that met over the road and formed a green tunnel. My great-aunt 
always said the trees were shaking hands.

It is hard for modern children to imagine, and even for some of their 
parents, that in the mid-twentieth century, kids were simply turned loose 
to play in the neighborhood. There were no arrangements made by fussy, 
worrisome parents, and no adult hovered over us to see that we all played 
justly and fairly while achieving our developmental milestones. No one 
documented our progress with a thousand photos. We were completely 
unsupervised any time we went outdoors and I went where I wanted to go. 
While the inside world belonged to adults, the outdoor world was entirely 
our own. Free from the onerous chores that would have occupied children 
only a few generations before, we were able to fully indulge the whims of 
our curiosity any way we wished. There were some annoying geographical 
boundaries. I was not to go past Main Street to the east, Washington to 
the West. Aqua Court was the limit on the north side and Houstonia to the 
south. But of course, I simply went beyond these limits as my curiosity drove 
me to do so.

There were a lot of kids on my street. On the south corner of Main was 
an enormous house that was occupied by the Boyds. They were a large family 
with many children, but the only one I remember was Mary. She was several 
years older than me, and sometimes would babysit when my grandmother 
was occupied and my mother was not around. I remember her being very 
kind and indulgent with her attention as I demonstrated the muscular way I 
could set up and then knock down wooden blocks. There was Michael, a year 
younger than me, who lived in a small ranch house next to the Boyds. He had 
little brothers and we once vowed to collect one million dead mosquitoes to 
make a mortar for mixing with sand. This, we theorized, would make our 
sandbox castles never fall down. Michael’s dad was always in a bad mood, 
and I’m sure our plan to amass a million mosquito carcasses did not help. 
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Once, completely out of the blue, he gave me a torturous lecture on the 
properties of water—it’s weight, freezing and boiling point, and a detailed 
description of surface tension. He may have been drunk at the time. 

In the next house was Margaret, at least two years older than me. She 
had a pool and in a shrubby corner of her yard was some kind of boiler, a 
piece of machinery that predated her house and perhaps all the houses. We 
were told we would get lockjaw if we played on it, and so we played on it 
nearly every day, sometimes pretending that lockjaw had occurred. Through 
clenched teeth we implored our friends to please . . .get . . .help. There were 
other kids, including my best friend, Ronny, from whom I was inseparable. 
We seemed to spend most of our time trying to ditch his little twin brothers, 
Terry and Jerry. There was another tribe/family called the Friedly’s, and 
they also had a large house with many kids. The house was often a wreck, 
the front yard was dirt, and the youngest, a boy named Johnny, often had a 
filthy face and dirty clothes, but he had the virtue of being unfailingly polite 
to adults while being up for any kind of trouble with us kids. Johnny was 
game for anything.

So it was with great interest that one day when I was seven, I saw two 
girls on my street that I did not know. They may have been ten or eleven and 
looked no different from any other girl at the time. I walked toward them 
trying to be nonchalant, paying close attention to the clouds and bushes 
until they were within a few feet. Then I said hello.

“We just came from a funeral,” one of them said. She wore cut-off jeans, 
a yellow t-shirt, and had her blonde hair in loose pigtails, tied with fuzzy 
pink yarn. In her hands were feathers, the quills held between her fingers 
like a bouquet of tiny flowers. The other girl was taller with brown hair that 
hung loose and was unbrushed. She wore similar clothes—cutoff jeans and a 
purple t-shirt. She had a copper POW bracelet, which she drew my attention 
to by making sure the name was facing out. 

“I’m Funerella and this is Coffinia,” the blonde girl said.
“No you’re not.”
“We changed our names this morning,” Coffinia said. “Don’t call us 

Wendy and Angie.”
“No, he can.”
“Nooo! We’re Funerella and Coffinia.”
“No. He’s allowed to call us Wendy and Angie,” she said, implying that 

there were others for whom this was not permitted. 
I told them my name was Chris. 
“We just had a funeral for a boy your age named Chris,” Wendy said. “It 

was real sad.”
This got my attention, and though I did not believe them, the idea of a 

funeral for a boy named Chris gave me a poignant feeling of melancholy, and 
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now I was sad too. At that point in my life, no one I knew had died, though 
I was aware that it was something that happened, and on the evening news 
there was a daily toll of American soldiers who had died in Vietnam. There 
were rioters and snipers and kidnappers and these things caused people to 
die, but it was all far away and might as well have been on the moon. 

“Do you wanna see our church?” Wendy said. “We’re having a funeral 
because we have to bury these feathers.” I didn’t answer. Wendy plucked at 
my sleeve. “You’re coming to our church.”

“Yeah,” Angie agreed. “You have to pray for these dead feathers.”
Every child must navigate the delicate balance between fear and 

curiosity. It makes a small amount of danger very enticing. The girls were 
strangers, asking me to go with them, but they were also girls, and not adult 
men, demanding I get into a car. To go with them, presumably, was to go 
beyond the established boundaries of my territory. I had ventured outside 
these boundaries before, though the last time, I had been spotted by a 
neighbor, placed in his car with my bike in the trunk, and unceremoniously 
taken home to a scolding.

Angie plucked at my sleeve. “You have to come pray. It’s Sunday.” It was 
probably not Sunday but to a child in the summer, the days have no names, 
so I believed her. 

“Where?
“Over there.” Wendy waved her arm behind her, indicating an 

unspecified area in the direction of Washington Street. “It’s just right there,” 
she said, this time not gesturing at anything. I looked past them, down my 
familiar block, as though a church was there and I had somehow not noticed. 
She took my hand, something I was not used to, coming from a girl, and 
especially one that I did not know. Angie handed me a feather. 

I went.
The girls had longer legs, and I had to hurry to keep up. We walked past 

the Friedly’s and I looked for Johnny but he wasn’t there, just an older sister 
who came out to the porch, screamed something back inside her house then 
got in a car. “Where is it?” I asked, getting more nervous as we approached 
the end of the corner. 

“It’s just over there.” There wasn’t a church, but I looked anyway, 
squinting at the familiar houses, trying to see one.

A scream came through the windows of the last house on the block. 
“What was that?” Wendy and Angie grabbed each other’s arms in mock 

terror. They staggered a little. 
The man who lived there had been a prisoner of war in the Pacific. 

Occasionally, when the Midwestern heat and humidity made the air thick 
and unpleasant to breathe, he could be heard screaming and crying. Usually, 
the sound was lost in the mix of children playing, motorcycles, and airplanes. 
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I was told to never talk about it so I didn’t answer them. Angie giggled and 
we crossed the street with hardly a glance for cars.

We walked south on Washington for about half a block stopping in front 
of one of the older houses on the street. A large silver maple had cracked 
one side of the driveway. Wendy and Angie put their hands together in 
prayer and walked on the grass between the strips of pavement, arranging 
their feathers to fan out from their fingertips. I did the same with my single 
feather, though it felt strange. I had been taught to lace my fingers together 
for prayer. In the backyard of the house, a small playhouse stood, though 
I suppose it was more of a fairy-themed decoration than an actual place to 
play. Plywood elves and fairies on metal rods were stuck in the ground. The 
doorway was just large enough to crawl into. 

“This is your new church,” Wendy said. “Go in.” I hesitated, all at once 
feeling that this game had gone too far.

Angie shoved me out of the way. “Oh fine, I’ll go first,” she said. She 
dropped to her elbows and knees and wriggled in through the doorway. 

“Go on. It’s time for the funeral.” Wendy took my feather and I crawled 
inside. It got very dark when she came through behind me, but once she 
settled next to Angie, there was enough diffused light to see. On the wall 
opposite the doorway was an altar made of bricks. A dinner candle was stuck 
to a single brick, set vertically on top of the rest. From her pocket, Wendy 
pulled a book of matches. She pulled a match loose.

“Close it,” Angie reminded her. In those days, matches had the striking 
surface on the front. Wendy closed the cover and struck the match. It took 
two tries but the head finally jumped to life and she held it to the candle. The 
dark interior of the fairy house lit up with a single flame.

On a small shelf of bricks, the girls gently laid the feathers in a row. They 
sat on their heels and looked on their altar with quiet reverence. I was a little 
confused. Being quiet was something I endured, but never willingly chose. 

“This is the viewing,” Angie whispered. They stared at their arrangement. 
Wendy reached out to straighten a feather that was crooked. “This is when 
you’re supposed to think about what these feathers mean. What do they 
mean to you?”

I didn’t know. “Birds?” I said.
“God’s birds,” she whispered. Wendy smiled and nodded, stroking my 

cheek. It was an affected, well-rehearsed gesture, too tender and affectionate 
for a ten-year-old. At this point I began to cry, and even now I am not entirely 
sure of the reason. Children are always a little vulnerable when removed 
from familiar settings, but I think it was this little row of feathers in the fairy 
house that opened the door to a place of understanding, a place where I 
could see the stark realities of life laid bare. It was the acknowledgement that 
I lived in a world where God let birds fall from the sky and death sometimes 
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came to children my age, possibly even with my name. People had screaming 
nightmares in the daytime. The war on television was a real thing. Cities 
had snipers that shot you for no reason and kidnappers took children away 
from their homes. Acknowledging death meant acknowledging that all these 
things were happening somewhere for real, not just on TV. 

“Go ahead, let it out. You’ll feel better,” Wendy said, words she had no 
doubt heard, or perhaps had even been said to her. I had certainly cried 
before. When mad or frustrated, I let loose with the waterworks, but never 
had tears come from grief. It was a new feeling, though somehow it was also 
familiar, as though after a long absence I was returning to somewhere I knew 
and found that it was still there. I had existed in a safe, insular world of 
peanut butter sandwiches and Gilligan’s Island, living comfortably at my 
grandparents’ house with my mother and young uncle, but now there was 
this new thing; girls I didn’t know had included me in a game of mourning. 
It had elbowed its way into my life, and now everything else had to adjust. 
The world outside this small elf house would be different than the one I left 
behind. My crying slowed to sniffles. 

Wendy picked up a thick piece of bark from the corner and handed it to 
me. “Dig the grave.”

“Where?”
“Over there.” She pointed to a spot against the wall inside the door. 

The elf house had been there a long time and the soil was dry and loose. I 
scratched a little hollow spot in the ground and handed her the bark. She 
carefully put it back in its place. Angie picked up the feathers one by one and 
laid them in the grave. 

“Pray again.” I imitated their hands, placing my palms against each other, 
fingers pointing straight up. “God please take these feathers to heaven,” she 
said. I started to cry again but she stopped me. “It’s time to be happy.” With 
her hand, she pushed the dirt back into the hole, covering the grave. “They’re 
with God.”

Angie blew out the candle and crawled out into the bright summer day. 
I followed, then Wendy. As we walked single file down the strip of grass in 
the middle of the driveway, the old lady that lived in the house opened the 
side door. 

“I told you not to play in there!” she said. “That’s no damn jungle gym!” 
The girls shrieked and broke into a run. I tried to follow but they had 

legs like little deer, skinny and powerful. They were up the street, down a 
driveway, and out of sight before I even reached the corner. 

I crossed Washington and walked down the block. My neighbor’s house 
was quiet, his trauma temporarily stilled. The sound of a baseball game came 
through an open window somewhere. Heat pressed down on me but also 
reflected up off the pavement. It seemed to block out immediate sounds, and 
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only the ambient noises of a midsummer’s day drifted through the leaves of 
the elms. Even at the Friedley’s house, with the front door and every window 
open to the darkened interior, there was no sound. 

In my grandparents’ driveway sat my uncle’s Pontiac along with a car I 
did not know. They were visiting—Uncle John, Aunt Marilyn, my cousins, 
and possibly their friends too. My world had so dramatically changed, I 
assumed everyone would know. They would see on my face that now I knew 
the secrets kept from children: God lets birds fall out of the sky and there are 
funerals for kids like me. Somewhere there are riots. Somewhere there is a 
war. Snipers and kidnappers are loose in the world. Even on perfect summer 
days with hotdogs and potato salad, even when your aunt and uncle visit, 
things die. 

It happened all the time. 
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STEPHANIE MCCONNELL

COME

Come, soldiers with your boots and drums.
Come people of my past, bearing your baskets 
of grievances. Come catastrophe girls with your 
lipstick, dollars, and lacrosse sticks. And come, 
my young brothers, with your empty
fishing lines. Come, Marcel Proust, to talk to me 
about memory and the smell of asparagus in piss.  
Come, let’s carry the wine bottles around like lanterns.  
Come airplanes and take me away. Come spring, 
dandelions, and thawed creeks. Come, my one love.
Come men from the old neighborhood 
with your wrenches and ratchets. 
Come tap and clap and fiddle and reel.
Come focus your lens and make it flash.
Come all my former selves from way back and redact.
Come and don’t bring a damn. Come meet me, 
Nico, one more time at The Bombed-Out Bar.
Come aunts who stood around when the priest
poured water on my crown. Come many miles
to settle new lands. Come harvest the tobacco 
and hang it to dry. Come, Stephen Dedalus, 
and strip down to your skivvies 
and swim with me in the River Liffey.
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GARY DUEHR

MEA CULPA

Thank you all for coming this morning. I deeply regret my actions two 
nights ago, and I take full responsibility for whatever I may or may not 

have done. I have already reached out to the parents of the other first graders 
at the birthday party as well as the hosts, and I want to extend my apology to 
any of the constituents in my district who may have been adversely affected, 
or who have reason to doubt my judgment. I assure them, and you, that I 
have never found myself in this position before as an elected representative, 
a wife and mother, or private citizen. 

I’d like to read a prepared statement, and then I would be happy to take 
your questions.

First of all, I’d like to clarify the basic facts of what is known to date.  
None of the children, I repeat, none of the children required medical care. 
A handful of parents, when they rushed over to pick up their child, did seek 
the advice of one of the mothers who happens to be a dermatologist, but 
no ambulances were called. The police and firetruck arrived as a matter of 
course in response to the 911 call placed by the mother of the birthday girl. 

Unfortunately, I have no memory of this, as I have repeatedly told 
the press. The last thing I remember was being given an Elevor PM in the 
driveway by one of my closest friends, a woman I’ll call “Rachel.” We had just 
popped by to check on our kids. I was feeling nervous about my daughter’s 
first big party, and Rachel told me this would take the edge off. I managed to 
swallow the red-and-blue capsule without water on an empty stomach. This 
may have been my first mistake.

I remember wondering why the hydrangeas had gotten so blurry, and 
why the front door was so far away. It sounded like a loud plane was landing 
on the roof of the house. The next two hours are a black hole. When I came 
to, I was handcuffed in the back of a police car. My pants were smeared with 
ashes and what felt like candle wax. Some dads I recognized from school 
were beating their fists on the windshield and shouting insults at me. Their 
faces were red and sweaty. 

As for what has been reported in the press as a profane, incoherent 
rant by myself, directed at six-and seven-year-olds while they were tossing 
cornhole bags in the backyard, that is not who I am. I would never knowingly 
verbally assault small children until they were crying and screaming, nor 
would I chase them around the yard waving a kitchen knife. I have no 
rational explanation other than the hallucinatory state I was evidently in. 
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Rachel told me she grabbed me by the elbow and ushered me into the 
house. She shut me in the bathroom to calm me down, but she admits she 
neglected to put out the aromatic candles on the tub. Again, I have no memory 
of this incident, but Rachel has told me she heard me chanting something 
about “the devil’s work” before she smelled smoke seeping under the door. I 
want to thank her personally for breaking down the door to rescue me.  Let 
me emphasize, in no uncertain terms, that no so-called Satanic altar was 
found by the police, and I am not now, nor have I ever been, affiliated with 
any coven. My family attends First Baptist. 

I am not a bad mom. I am not a bad person. My neighbors in Meadowbrook 
and my colleagues in the State House will attest to this. I ask you, who among 
you has not at one time or another found themselves in a situation not of 
their own making? Who has not inadvertently crossed a line they weren’t 
even aware of, and found it impossible to make their way back?

I have been told the flames were quickly extinguished, but not before 
what has been described as a stampede by the party goers for the front door, 
in which a few of the smaller children were supposedly pushed to the floor.  
Of course, I’ll reimburse parents for any damage to the kids’ clothing, such 
as ripped-off buttons or torn sleeves, that ensued from the panic. I have seen 
the TV interviews with next-door neighbors who heard what they said was 
a “hysterical outcry” erupt from the house, followed by a stream of young 
children collapsing, sobbing, on the lawn.

I have retained a lawyer to handle the parents’ lawsuits, and the school 
has brought in a grief counselor to help the children process any trauma they 
may feel they have experienced. I intend to fight the House vote to censure 
me with every fiber of my being. I am not a quitter, and I won’t let myself be 
knocked down by rumor and innuendo. My husband, who has temporarily 
taken custody of our two children, is in an undisclosed location but promises 
me his full support.

Now I will be glad to take your questions. Tina of CNN?
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E. LAURA GOLBERG

HEM

The hem on the fabric of his memory
is coming loose—not Gaudi’s parabolic

droop with many stitches missing—
but an unexpected snap of thread, 

small slack. I’m still surprised 
by these frequent mild signs: 

forgetting we’d agreed on toast, 
he scrambles eggs. Each time, I reach 

for my sewing kit—should I make
that phone call he’s forgotten

these past two weeks? I know 
more stitches are bound to break,

the hem gradually sag.
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MELISSA BROWN

SEVEN OR EIGHT THINGS I KNOW ABOUT HER

Texas-sized

In college she started her morning routine early: 5:30 am spinning, followed 
by the tanning bed, followed by a shower, full blowout, hot curlers, then thirty 

minutes to apply warpaint as thick as spackle, or a protective topcoat. She called 
it “putting on her face” as if she was a sixty-year-old grandma. She wore denim 
short shorts that showed off her toned ass and pointy red cowboy boots like an 
exclamation point. Giant pink bows, or some days, a huge silver barrette in the 
shape of the state of Texas perched without irony atop her high ponytail. 

Chew and Spit

To stay skinny, she invented Chew-and-Spit. “It’s like bulimia, but healthier, 
because the food never gets swallowed,” she would preach cheerfully, 
encouragingly, to the girls on her freshman hall who had slowly become softly 
padded with pounds from carb-laden cafeteria platters and endless kegs of beer.

Hawaiian Punch

When she drank, she avoided beer, sticking with grain alcohol shots doctored 
up with sickly sweet Hawaiian Punch. It was a taste that reminded her of sitting 
home after school in Houston trapped in the air-conditioned desolation of their 
house, while her mom nursed the sick in the hospital; and her dad, formerly 
deployed with a Special Forces unit in Afghanistan, sat alone upstairs, watching 
reality TV, sidelined by a Job-like alphabet of problems: PTSD, MS and OCD; 
and her younger sister hung around like a sticky, whining weight around her 
ankle, keeping her home and in charge.

Bathrooms

Once, her roommate found her passed out on the filthy damp floor in the 
third-floor bathroom at Theta Chi. Another time she was carried unconscious 
from where she was wrapped around the toilet belonging to a law student with 
the goatee and mustache of a cartoon villain. The last time, a guy friend had 
a crisis of conscience and called for help during the act. Her sorority sisters 
stormed in and found her dancing in the communal shower at Kappa Sigma, 
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bra on but no underpants, babbling incoherently. Three guys were in a shower 
with her: one touching, doing things, two watching. Luckily, no one had a cell 
phone. There was no record. No one told. After, she sat in Epsom salt baths that 
smelled of lavender and something minerally medicinal every night for a week. 
She apparently does not remember any of this. It did not happen.

Campus Crusade

Sophomore year, Campus Crusade found her, or she found them. When she 
got saved, she saw a light, felt a peace come over her that smelled of lavender, 
sugar, and the warm embrace of total righteousness. She smiled at everyone 
she passed; she walked on a cloud, high on sexy-scrubbed-Jesus-love, waved 
across the quad at friends, and prayed for their damned souls. She was relieved, 
protected, clean.

Jews for Jesus

After college, she ended up at law school with a vague idea of fighting for 
conservative causes. When her housemate and friend Carolyn got engaged to a 
guy named Brian Levine, she started bringing home Jews for Jesus pamphlets 
weekly, intent on convincing Brian he could be saved and yet, stay Jewish, 
the ultimate epistemological have-your-cake-and-eat-it-too proposition. In 
the beginning, Brian enjoyed sparring with her. They debated the issue over 
the big platters of the homemade Pad Thai that she could make to perfection.  
 “But the thing is, we are Jews because we don’t believe Jesus is the son 
of God,” Brian would patiently explain. “Great guy, not the savior.”

 She couldn’t give up though, so when Carolyn and Brian hit their 
limit and told her to stop, she explained, in her throaty drawl, “If you were in a 
burning house I would try to save you and the house is on fire.” 

Prayers for Marriage

In her late 20’s she married a guy she met at her megachurch in Arlington. 
The groom was 6’5”, lovely and awkward. He had been raised in the faith so he 
was actually a real-life 30-year-old virgin. Her friends outside the church were 
astounded; they couldn’t stop talking about it. Before the ceremony, there was a 
prayer circle where her Bible study bridesmaids held hands and sent up prayers 
for the wedding night. Really specific prayers. Her younger sister, who definitely 
wasn’t saved and had flown in on the red eye from her job in PR in LA, cringed 
as one lady prayed for the groom to go down on her older sister.
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Rescue

If she was honest, which she was not, she would have said their sex life was 
perfunctory and unsatisfying, but they were trying to get pregnant so they did 
it on a schedule and hoped they would be blessed. She took to rescuing senior 
dogs, sad cases with halitosis and urinary incontinence. The latest one, a yappy 
chihuahua with cataracts, curled up and pressed himself against her stomach 
as she slept. In the darkness, she placed her hands around his warm small body 
and held him close like a benediction.
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BETH CRAWFORD

SAN FRANCISCO
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I grew up during the Cold War and as a child was fascinated by images of 
the Berlin Wall covered with the outrage of the inhabitants of that divided 

city. I chase those images in my art as I photograph graffiti in cities around 
the world and use those images to create books and photo transfer objects. 

I am fascinated by the punk, law-breaking aspects of all graffiti—but 
I am most drawn to the constantly changing, inadvertent graffiti collages. 
Graffiti as a raw, evolving being. 

My favorite graffiti walls are created without intention other than 
individual expression—there is no plan to create these mosaics of images—
they organically evolve. The continuum of art, as stencils fade and stickers 
tear and are replaced by new images and words, is the opposite of static art 
forms. 

I like that it is public art in both the sense of being in the public domain 
and created by the public. Graffiti is more than just street art—it is created by 
a community whose connection is the desire to make a mark on a particular 
space.
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DEVON BALWIT

DIGGING DEEPER 

Dear Doctor: I am feeling very sick,
I have a heart in my stomach which throbs
and mocks…Small talk becomes desperate .

 (Sylvia Plath)

My sister always betters me,
knowing exactly what to say
to the beldam to be given a gift.

Me, I’m only myself. Scavenging
sour berries from the vine,
hoarding remnant mushrooms.

I share what and when I want.
No surprise then, to be cursed,
each parting of the lips, snakes

and spiders. Some would bite
their tongues in shame. Me, I talk
all the more, a reptilian flood.

Let her have her castle and her prince. 
I find the bear warmer company,
his rank den closer to the root.
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ELLEN JUNE WRIGHT

ANGELA

Angela, from the African region known as Angola—
tall, dark, thin, sinewy, flat-chested—prepubescent?
grower of figs, keeper of pigs, recorded as Angelo. 

Watched over by angels for whom she was named, 
survived the crossing in a ship’s bowels, 
survived pirates and disease. Traded as cargo.

First African woman recorded on the land 
that became America: Jamestown, Virginia, 
distant outpost of the British empire. 

Before the Mayflower landed, she was here.

Distant outpost of the British empire 
that became America: Jamestown, Virginia.
First African woman recorded on the land.

Survived pirates and disease. Traded as cargo.
Survived the crossing in a ship’s bowels. 
Watched over by angels for whom she was named.

Grower of figs, keeper of pigs, recorded as Angelo. 
Tall, dark, thin, sinewy, flat-chested—prepubescent?
Angela, from the African region known as Angola— 
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CONTRIBUTORS

DEVON BALWIT walks daily in all weathers in the Pacific Northwest, during 
which she may be considering any of the above: tardigrades, Ashurbanipal 
and the fall of Nineveh, Shostakovich pacing his hallway awaiting Stalin’s 
goons, the chicken pecking order, why prose is so much harder to write than 
poetry, or how in the hell she can keep her students off their phones. For 
more about her and her work, please visit her website at: https://pelapdx.
wixsite.com/devonbalwitpoet. 

HEATHER BARTOS lives near Portland, Oregon, and is originally from 
California. Her personal essays have appeared in Miniskirt Magazine, 
Fatal Flaw, Stoneboat Literary Journal, You Might Need To Hear This, 
The Bluebird Review, and HerStry. Her flash fiction has been published 
in The Dillydoun Review and The Closed Eye Open, with upcoming pieces 
in Tangled Locks Journal, Scapegoat Review, and Drunk Monkeys. When 
she is not writing or working, she enjoys running, gardening, reading fiction 
(Elizabeth Strout and Anne Tyler are particular favorites) and spending time 
with her family and friends. “The Time Lady” is her first published short 
story. 

CHRIS S. BLACK grew up all along the east coast of the US. They were 
born in New York and have lived in Maine, Florida, and Minnesota. They 
currently reside in Seattle where they work with individuals who have 
physical or intellectual disabilities. Their work has been featured in The 
Hole in the Head Review, The Evocations Review, Beyond Words Literary 
Magazine and The Scapegoat Review . 

MELISSA BROWN is a graduate of Duke University and has a master’s 
in journalism from the Medill School of Journalism at Northwestern 
University. She worked as an investigative broadcast journalist for MSNBC 
and for ABC News affiliates in Seattle and Washington, D.C. She is enrolled 
in the creative writing master’s program at Johns Hopkins University. She 
lives in the Washington, D.C. area with her family, where she avoids political 
discussions, frequents farmer’s markets, and heads out to the Chesapeake 
Bay whenever possible. She has been published in Subnivean and is a finalist 
for their 2021-22 Fiction Prize. She is currently working on a novel. 

LEAH BROWNING is the author of Two Good Ears, a mini-book of flash 
fiction published by Silent Station Press, as well as three short nonfiction 
books and six chapbooks. Her fiction and poetry have appeared in Harpur 
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Palate, Flock, Necessary Fiction, Four Way Review, The Petigru Review, 
Valparaiso Fiction Review, The Threepenny Review, Watershed Review, 
Newfound, Superstition Review, Santa Ana River Review, The Homestead 
Review, The Forge Literary Magazine, Random Sample Review, Belletrist 
Magazine, Poetry South, The Stillwater Review, and elsewhere. In addition 
to writing, Browning serves as editor of the Apple Valley Review. She is 
originally from New Mexico.

MARISA P. CLARK is a queer writer who grew up on the Mississippi Gulf 
Coast and came out in Atlanta. Her prose and poetry appear in Shenandoah, 
Cream City Review, Nimrod, Epiphany, Foglifter, Free State Review, Rust 
+ Moth, Texas Review, Sundog Lit, and elsewhere. Best American Essays 
2011 recognized her creative nonfiction among its Notable Essays. A fiction 
reader for New England Review, she lives in New Mexico with three parrots, 
two dogs, and whatever wildlife and strays stop to visit.

LAURA CODY is a forensic psychiatrist in New York who likes writing 
fiction almost as much as case reports. Some of her fiction has appeared in 
Cosmopolitan (digital edition), Pussy Magic Heals, Café Lit, and Bewildering 
Stories. She is currently working with a partner on an adventure series that 
follows five childhood friends in the aftermath of a global catastrophe. 

CATHLEEN COHEN was the 2019 Poet Laureate of Montgomery County, 
PA. A poet, painter and teacher, she created the We the Poets program to 
encourage students’ creativity and literacy (www.theartwell.org). Painting 
often inspires her writing, which has appeared in journals such as: Apiary, 
Baltimore Review, East Coast Ink, Minyan, North of Oxford, One Art 
Journal, Passager, Philadelphia Stories, Poetica, River Heron Review and 
Rogue Agent. She authored Camera Obscura (Moonstone Press), Etching 
the Ghost (Atmosphere Press) and Sparks and Disperses (Cornerstone 
Press). Her artwork is on view at Cerulean Arts Gallery (www.ceruleanarts.
com) and www.cathleencohenart.com.

JANE COSTAIN is the author of the chapbook SMALL WINDOWS (Main 
Street Rag, 2018). Her work has appeared in various literary journals 
including Plainsongs, The MacGuffin, Pinyon Review, and Iris Literary 
Journal . She has a master’s degree in Creative Arts in Learning from Lesley 
College and taught for over thirty years in public schools.  She lives with her 
husband, Gary Moore, in Denver, Colorado.

BETH CRAWFORD has always loved art, but after a high school art teacher 
told her she didn’t draw well enough to be an artist, she decided to go to 
law school. But art always beckoned her. She doodled in the margins of 
legal briefs and sat in court daydreaming of the next thing she would make. 
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Recently, she shed the black robe she’d worn for a decade in order to spend 
all her time making art. Her graffiti photos have appeared in several literary 
magazines and her graffiti books are sold in Brooklyn, NY.

MARK DOO was born and raised in Honolulu. He is the youngest of six 
and a second-generation Chinese immigrant. Though he wanted to be a 
writer since the age of twelve, he instead spent forty-four years muddling 
away in business, facing two bankruptcies, saving the second, and selling 
it to support his fledgling writing career. He self-published his first book, A 
Toxic Education, at age sixty-four. Life-changing realizations led to divorce 
and moving to San Antonio, embarking on a new path, and working on his 
second book, Memories of Mabel, about his hundred-year-old deceased 
mother. “Remembering My Violin: A Letter to My Mother” is an excerpt.

JADE DRISCOLL is a recent graduate of Central Michigan University with 
a master’s degree in Creative Writing. When she’s not writing, Jade enjoys 
reading, listening to music, learning Korean, and walking in local parks. Her 
work has previously appeared in Atlas and Alice, Plainsongs, Remington 
Review, and more. You can find her on social media @thepoetjade.

GARY DUEHR has taught poetry and writing for Boston University, Lesley 
University, and Tufts University. His MFA is from the University of Iowa 
Writers Workshop. He has received an NEA Fellowship, as well as grants and 
fellowships from the Massachusetts Cultural Council, the LEF Foundation, 
and the Rockefeller Foundation. His writing has appeared in Agni, American 
Literary Review, Chiron Review, Cottonwood, Hawaii Review, Hotel 
Amerika, Iowa Review, North American Review, and Southern Poetry 
Review . His books include In Passing (Grisaille Press, 2011), THE BIG 
BOOK OF WHY (Cobble Hill Books, 2008), Winter Light (Four Way Books, 
1999) and Where Everyone Is Going To (St. Andrews College Press, 1999).

E. LAURA GOLBERG emigrated to America from England in 1969. She has 
lived in Washington, D.C. for the past fifty years where she met and married 
her American husband. In 2021, Laura’s poems were nominated for both 
Pushcart and Best of the Net Prizes . Her poetry has appeared, or will appear, 
in Barrow Street 4X2, Rattle, Poet Lore, Laurel Review, Birmingham Poetry 
Review, Spillway, RHINO, and the Journal of Humanistic Mathematics, 
among other places . She won first place in the Washington, D.C. Commission 
on the Arts Larry Neal Poetry Competition .

CHRISTOPHER HADIN is a writer, naturalist, and environmental educator. 
He is currently planning a section hike of the North Country Trail through 
Northern Michigan. His work has appeared in Sky Island Journal, The 
Thieving Magpie, Better Than Starbucks, October Hill Magazine, Schuylkill 
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Valley Journal, The Headlight Review, Loud Coffee Press, Another New 
Calligraphy, and others. He lives in Ferndale, Michigan. 

Originally from North Carolina, MORIAH HAMPTON has lived in the 
Hudson Valley region for the last eight years. Since the Covid outbreak, she 
has returned to photography, an interest she set aside decades ago. During 
the many months of social isolation, she sought new photography projects 
that she could accomplish in the confines of her home. Her photography, 
fiction, poetry, and photopoetry have appeared in Wordgathering, Quail 
Bell Magazine, Brief Wilderness, The Sonder Review, and elsewhere.

RESHMI HEBBAR is a writer and associate professor of multicultural 
literature at Oglethorpe University in Atlanta, where she also produces a 
podcast on South Asian lives. A 2021 alumna of Barrelhouse’s Writer Camp, 
her fiction has been published in Appalachian Review, Santa Fe Literary 
Review, West Trade Review, The Chaffin Journal, among others, and is 
forthcoming in The South Carolina Review. Her work has been nominated 
for a Pushcart Prize.

KATHLEEN HOLLIDAY is a poet living on an island in the Salish Sea in 
Washington State. Her poems have appeared in The Bellingham Review, 
The Blue Nib Literary Magazine, Cathexis Northwest Press, New Ohio 
Review, Nimrod International Journal, Poet Lore, Poetry Super Highway, 
SHARK REEF, The Write Launch and other journals. She is a graduate of 
Augsburg University, Minneapolis, MN. Her chapbook, Putting My Ash on 
the Line, was published by Finishing Line Press, November 2020.

MEGAN HUTCHINSON is a fiction writer and poet from the Appalachian 
foothills of southern Ohio. She received her MFA in fiction from Western 
Kentucky University, and her writing has appeared in Gravitas Poetry, 
Kentucky Philological Review, and HeartWood Literary Magazine, as well 
as other publications. She also won first place in the 2020 KSPS Grand Prix 
Poetry Contest. She currently resides in a rural Kentucky town with her 
husband where she works as the editor of a newspaper.

K.L. JOHNSTON’S first photos appeared in 2014 in South Carolina ETV 
Endowment’s in house magazine. Since that time her images have appeared 
in such literary magazines as Camas, Burningword, Wild Roof Journal, 
Pensive and others, as well as in online galleries. She has worked as a 
makeup artist, a bookstore manager, a professional substitute teacher, and 
later stumbled into a career as a dealer in art and antiques from which she 
is gleefully retired.  She is self-taught, nontraditional, and nonacademic. She 
is passionate about nature in general, Lindt 85% dark chocolate specifically, 
and her family tribe.
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AIMEE JONES is a visual artist, current MFA candidate and current 
candidate for a graduate certification in Women and Gender Studies at the 
University of South Florida. She has exhibited in Spain, Texas, Florida, and 
was a participant in the HANNAC Can Borni Residency in Barcelona. She 
specializes in painting the human figure that is transformed in both domestic 
and botanical landscapes. After studying advertising in Texas, she moved 
to Italy to study under a ceramic artist specializing in Italian tile painting. 
From there, she moved to Madrid for 3 years to be an educator and has been 
creating work as a response to her life experiences and research since.

PETER KENT is a poet living in Boston, Massachusetts. His poems have 
appeared in Cagibi, Cimarron Review, Lullwater Review, New Millennium 
Writings, The Opiate, Sixfold, and other journals. “Welcome Hymn” is 
the title poem in a chapbook manuscript. Poems from this collection are 
forthcoming in The Greensboro Review and Smartish Pace.

JENNY KETO is a poet, psychiatric nurse, former actress, and origami 
enthusiast. Much of her poetry grapples with the space between the heart 
and the intractable psyche. Her most recent publications appear and are 
forthcoming in Gris-Gris, Open Minds Quarterly, Write Launch, Stanchion 
Zine, and Cathexis Northwest Press. She lives on an acre of land in San 
Marcos, Texas with her fiancé, three dogs, two cats, and lots of love.

HARI B. KHALSA grew up in a small town in Central Oregon and has 
spent the majority of her life in Los Angeles, loving the sea, sun, and the 
availability to be a part of a vibrant arts community. Her poems have been 
published in multiple journals and are forthcoming in Chapter House 
Journal, Qu Literary Magazine and The New York Quarterly. She is the 
author of a chapbook, Life in Two Parts, and a book of poems, Talk of Snow. 
Her award-winning chapbook, She Speaks to the Birds at Night While They 
Sleep, published by Tebots Bach, was released summer 2021. Her website is 
haribpoet.com.

DIAMANTE LAVENDAR lives in the Midwest. She enjoys using art to 
explore the issues of life with a strong emphasis on spirituality. Most of her 
work is mixed media digital art comprised of photography, fractals, drawing, 
painting, and digital effects. Diamante’s work has been shown in over eighty 
online and “brick and mortar” exhibitions and has been awarded in many 
of those shows. She has also been recognized in the American Art Awards 
for five consecutive years (2017-2021) and many of her pieces have been 
published in art and literary magazines. Diamante’s portfolio can be viewed 
at www.diamante-lavendar.pixels.com.

EVAN J. MASSEY is an African American, US Army veteran who served his 
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country in Afghanistan. His work can be found or forthcoming in Hunger 
Mountain, Bat City Review, The Pinch, Indiana Review, Gulf Coast, and 
various others. He holds an MFA from Virginia Tech and teaches upper 
school English at The Rivers School. He can be found at evanjmassey.com.

STEPHANIE MCCONNELL is from Lancaster, Pennsylvania. In addition to 
poems, she has published literary essays on the poetry of Robert Browning 
and Anne Carson, and on the work of Flannery O’Connor. She now lives and 
writes in New England.

MICHELLE MCELROY is a New England artist from Massachusetts, who 
studied painting at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and who 
currently calls New Hampshire home. Her work is inspired by strong 
examples of light and shadow in quiet, everyday scenes. As an early-morning 
runner, she came across a lot of silent, people-less places with striking light/
shade contrast from streetlights or the morning sun. She considers a piece 
successful when someone can really relate to an ordinary scene feeling like 
a special moment.

SANDRA SALINAS NEWTON is a Filipina-American professor emeritus of 
English currently living in Austin, Texas. Her published work includes texts, 
essays, fiction, and most recently, poetry in over thirty-five online and print 
journals. She is also working on a novel. She spends much of her mornings 
cleaning out the cobwebs from her mind. Her website is www.snewton.net.

M. PATRICK is a Pittsburgh-born writer, artist, and musician. While attending 
college for history and journalism, M. Patrick worked as a guitarist and 
freelance artist. He has been featured in several publications for his prose 
and oil paintings. Restoration, leathercraft, gardening, and carpentry take 
up his time while he is not working on his art. To follow his artistic journey 
and see his latest works and words, he can be reached at mpatrickriggin.
com. Twitter and Instagram-@mpatrickriggin.

JOSH PRICE loves coffee, watching cartoons, gardening, and playing his 
many guitars. He lives in Northern California next to a giant lake at the foot 
of a volcano, with his patient wife and two lovable dogs. He has forthcoming 
flash with The Los Angeles Review and Scribble Magazine, and South Florida 
Poetry Journal, The Daily Drunk, 365 Tomorrows, F3LL Magazine and 
Burningword Literary Journal have published both his flash fiction and 
creative non-fiction. You can visit him at josh-price.com, Twitter and 
Instagram @timepinto, and www.facebook.com/sjprice1213.

Originally from Houston, OSCAR RODRIGUEZ transferred to UT in ‘96 
to finish his B.A. in English. In ’08, after he missed winning a Michener 
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Fellowship by one spot, he and his wife moved to San Miguel de Allende—her 
to teach, him to start writing of his own volition. Now, back in Austin, they’re 
raising a golf-ringer of a son—who claims to be the next Tiger Woods—as 
Oscar helps manage the outside crew of a public golf course. Save Muny! His 
work has appeared in the online journals, Flume and Scribble, as well as the 
print publication, Vagabonds.

PETER ROWAN is an East Coast actor, writer, and teacher. Previously, he 
wrote, directed, and co-starred in the film The House on the Hill, which 
won Oklahoma’s Bare Bones Film Festival. As an actor, he has appeared 
in the film Mona Lisa Smile and the television shows Boardwalk Empire 
and Public Morals. As a remote teacher, he has taught many subjects that 
include English, Acting, Creative Writing, and Photography. He is proud to 
be accepted in Ponder Review with his ten-minute play Forty-second Street 
Forever.

CLAIRE SCOTT is a recently retired psychotherapist who is enjoying having 
more time to write, take long walks and try to stay ahead of the weeds. She 
is excited to be spending more time with her five grandchildren who are 
scattered over the country. Claire is an award-winning poet who has received 
multiple Pushcart Prize nominations. Her work has been accepted by the 
Atlanta Review, Bellevue Literary Review, New Ohio Review, Enizagam 
and Healing Muse among others. Claire is the author of Waiting to be Called 
and Until I Couldn’t . She is the co-author of Unfolding in Light: A Sisters’ 
Journey in Photography and Poetry .

ALANNA SHAIKH is a first-generation American and the daughter of a 
Muslim immigrant. Her poetry is influenced by the landscape of Northern 
New York state where she grew up, daily life and literature in the seven 
countries she’s lived in, and her work in global health and pandemic 
response. Her poetry has been published or accepted for publication in 
Examined Life Journal, Crab Creek Review, Gordon Square Review, and 
Moon City Review, among others.

ALAN TAYLOR is local tattoo artist working at Dark Water Tattoos on 417 
Main Street, Columbus, Mississippi. Alan is an up and coming digital artist/
NFT designer with interest being shown on platforms such as Open Sea. Born 
in Amory on November 25th, 1985—he has lived the majority of his life in the 
city of Columbus. A graduate of Hamilton High School, Alan pursued higher 
learning with the University of Phoenix—receiving an Associates degree in 
Information Technology and a Bachelor’s degree in Business Management. 
Both of his children are attending The W for college. 

MCKENNA THEMM is from San Diego, California and is graduating with 
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her MFA in Creative Writing: Poetry from SDSU in May 2022. Her chapbook 
Ever Yours, Vincent was recently published by Dancing Girl Press and is 
about the life and art of Vincent van Gogh. She is the founder and editor-
in-chief of the online poetry magazine Boats Against the Current and the 
managing editor at The Los Angeles Review. Some of her favorite things in 
life are coffee, her plants, and bouquets of fresh flowers. Say hello to her on 
Instagram and Twitter @kennathemm.

LAURIER TIERNAN is a multidisciplinary genderqueer artist born and 
raised in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada. Possessed by a nearly incendiary 
love of music, writing, and travel, they aspire to reside in central London, 
England. Their songs have been broadcast by one hundred radio stations, 
and two of their handwritten poems were selected in the spring of 2021 for 
Living While Marginalized, an exhibition of LGBTQ+ and BIPOC art at 
the Penticton Art Gallery in British Columbia, Canada. They are currently 
seeking a publisher for their first self-illustrated poetry book and host the 
weekly Tiernan depuis Tokyo on CKRP radio in Canada.

CONOR WATSON emigrated from his native Scotland to Germany in 2006. 
He’s gainfully employed at a university as a soil scientist but enjoys using 
the other half of his brain in his creative writing group. The participants 
uphold Bradbury’s belief that we must stay drunk on writing so that reality 
doesn’t destroy us. He has previously had stories published in Pushing Out 
The Boat, Gutter, Orca, Meat For Tea and The Ocotillo Review.

RICHARD WEAVER hopes one day to once again volunteer with the 
Maryland Book Bank, and return as writer-in-residence at the James Joyce 
Pub. Weaver’s 2022 pubs include: After the Pause, Big Windows Rev., Black 
Moon Mag, Blue Unicorn, ellipsis, Gone Lawn, Mad Swirl, Misfit, New 
South Jrnl, Shot Glass Jrnl, & Spank the carp. He’s the author of The Stars 
Undone (Duende Press, 1992). He also provided the libretto for a symphony, 
Of Sea and Stars. Recently, his 160th prose poem was published under a 
cone of silence. He remains a founder & former PE of the Black Warrior 
Review.

J. WEINTRAUB has published fiction, essays, and poetry in all sorts of literary 
places, from The Massachusetts Review to Modern Philology, from Chicago 
Reader to Gastronomica. His translations are various, from Eugène 
Briffault’s Paris à table: 1846 (Oxford UP) to Nicola Lombardi’s The Gypsy 
Spiders and Other Tales of Italian Horror (Tartarus Press). A member of the 
Dramatists Guild, he has had short plays produced throughout the USA and in 
Australia, New Zealand, Germany, and India. Easter Sunday, published here, 
was first produced by Theatre One Productions at the Alley Theatre (Middleboro, 
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MA). More at https://jweintraub.weebly.com. 

Born in New England, WILLOW WELLS grew up surrounded by old 
cemeteries and macabre folklore. This deeply impacted her path toward 
becoming an artist and exploring themes related to allegorical symbolism, 
with a particular interest in narratives themes that deal with the feminine 
representation of the “grotesque.” Wells’ work has been exhibited throughout 
the East Coast. She received a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from the Lyme 
Academy College of Fine Arts in Old Lyme, CT and is currently completing 
the Master of Fine Arts program at the University of South Florida in Tampa, 
Fl.

ELLEN JUNE WRIGHT was born in England but currently lives in New 
Jersey. Her poems have appeared or are forthcoming in River Mouth Review, 
Santa Fe Writers Project, New York Quarterly Magazine, The Elevation 
Review, Paterson Literary Review, The Caribbean Writer, Obsidian: 
Literature & Arts in the African Diaspora and elsewhere. She received five 
2021 Pushcart Prize Nominations for poetry. When she is not writing, she 
enjoys crocheting, swimming, and watching British crime dramas. You may 
follow her on https://twitter.com/EllenJuneWrites.

A. M. YOUNG works as the Director of Content at a startup and earned her 
undergraduate degree in Creative Writing at George Mason University. She 
has lived in Kentucky, Nebraska, and Wyoming, but currently calls Northern 
Virginia home with her husband and cat. In her spare time, she can be found 
playing complicated board games or cooking for her friends. Her original 
fiction and creative non-fiction has appeared in Underground Art & Literary 
Journal, Northern Virginia Review, and one short story anthology. She can 
be contacted at author.a.m.young@gmail.com.

NIKKI ZAMBON is from a small, dirt road town in Montana. After traveling 
for several years, she returned to her home state and graduated with a degree 
in journalism from the University of Montana. Her creative work has been 
published or is forthcoming in The Oval, Witness, and Ink Babies Lit Mag. 
Her journalism has appeared in the Montana Kaimin, Missoulian, Billings 
Gazette, MTPR, and others. She currently lives in Missoula, Montana but 
leaves whenever she can.


