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Dear Reader,

 Welcome to the inaugural issue of Oakland Arts Review. When we initially set out 
to create an international literary arts platform for undergraduate students, we knew our 
goal was lofty. We knew, starting out, that we would be honored to receive submissions from 
our neighbors in the Midwest region alone. Still, we cast our nets wide and we are elated to 
say that in addition to regional representation from every corner of the United States, our 
submission pool included students studying in Australia, Canada, England, Hong Kong and 
the United Arab Emirates.
 To those of you who spread the word, and to those of you who accepted our call for 
submissions, we are humbled by your overwhelming response. Thank you for sharing your 
enthusiasm and investing your time and energy. Indeed, dear reader, we are guessing that 
you have found our little journal in part because you know or number among one of these 
invested parties. We extend our gratitude. It is thrilling to find you here, on the page, poised 
to peruse the creative work of individuals who have surprised and delighted us with their 
artistic voice.
 You’ll discover one of these individuals is Julian Peters, a professional (non-
undergraduate) comic book artist and illustrator from Montreal who granted our staff the 
interview that bookends this issue. When he agreed to allow his rendition of “The Love 
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” to make it into in our pages, it inspired the nerds among us to 
remind everyone that the T.S. Eliot original verse made its debut in a literary magazine 
(Poetry, July 1915). Needless to say, we are more than pleased to be a growing speck in 
this vast literary landscape and we hope this curated selection of work engages in the rich 
dialogue of the literary journal tradition that we are indebted to.
 We would be remiss not to include a few notes of additional thanks—to the 
English Department and the College of Arts and Sciences at Oakland University for 
supporting the review and allowing it to blossom madly into being; to our dedicated 
graduate advisers, Shannan O’Neil and Katie Gillary, for adding editorial duties to their 
already demanding academic workloads and for enduring random, impassioned rants; to our 
tireless staff, for their patience and determination over the past several months; and to Dr. 
Alison Powell, our faculty adviser, who first envisioned the journal and whose final efforts 
have helped craft it into the beautiful object you are now holding. A special thanks to her for 
adding her charm and grace to these pages.
 And finally, cheers to you, our readers—may this work animate your own creative 
vision and capture your attention for however long and for whatever reasons you see fit. You 
have found us. We trust we are in good hands.

Please enjoy,

 Lindsay Olson, Managing Editor
 Katrina Prohaszka, Managing Editor
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DESERT STARS
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Sarah Holtkamp
University of North Carolina, Asheville

What kind of music are you supposed to play on a trip like this? Are you supposed to play 
music at all? I want to interrupt this weird silence with something we both like, but this is 
his truck and as I rummage through the cassettes in the glove compartment, it’s easy to see 
that the only bearable choice is between Best of the Eagles, Best of, some group named Trui-
mph, and Best of Johnny Cash. None of them are actually the best of anything, and none of 
them seem very appropriate now that the party’s over and the happy vibe and friendly faces 
start to wear off.

Fiddle focuses too much on the road, and I see his jaw start to set in that way it sets when 
he’s thinking too hard about something. I ask if he’s okay. He blinks at the road and says 
he’s fine, just tired. I don’t believe him. I must be the twentieth person to ask what it feels 
like to be eighteen, but I ask anyway, and he seems to get the difference between the polite 
party small talk and this question right here, right now. His jaw relaxes, but not by much. 
He says he’s not sure. Says it in a way that’s melancholy and heartbreaking, but I don’t apol-
ogize for asking.

I say, Fiddle, where are we going? And he says, Not sure. Stargazing, I guess. I say, That’s 
cool and ask if he remembers the time we took that astronomy class sophomore year in high 
school, and we never so much as touched a real telescope because it was always cloudy on 
the lab nights? And he says, Yeah, I remember. I say, It was a real shame. Wanna listen to 
Johnny Cash? He shrugs and drums his fingers on the steering wheel, so I pop the cassette 
out of its case and don’t bother rewinding the tape or checking the side before shoving it in 
the slot. It starts in the middle of a song I don’t know. I don’t really listen to Johnny Cash 
a lot except for when I’m riding with Fiddle in this truck, but he likes it, and his jaw relaxes 
the rest of the way. No more silence, but we’re still not talking. I can’t tell if it’s awkward or 
comfortable, but that’s just how things are. That’s all we can hear, Johnny Cash and an old 
truck engine.

We’re out of the city now, on one of those quiet stretches of highway that the Midwest is 
famous for—the kind you always see on postcards because the road is literally the only in-
teresting thing about these dusty states. The kind of highway you can ride for hours without 
seeing a single soul. That kind of highway. I like them, too, and don’t blame Fiddle or the 
postcard photographers for coming out here.

The sun set a few hours ago. It was cloudy before, but now it’s clear and the stars are out. 
There’s Venus, I think, just coming over the horizon. I spot Orion, with his belt of three 
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stars all in a row, but I can’t tell which are Rigel and Betelgeuse out of the rest of the con-
stellation. I could be wrong, though. I never learned much about the constellations in that 
astronomy class.

I can’t see any other constellations from the cab of the pickup, so I pick at the hem of 
my shirt and pretend the silence is normal, looking out the little back window at the trail 
of dust billowing behind. We slow down, and I look ahead to see if we’re turning onto an 
exit or something, but the truck rolls to a stop on the side of the road. Here? I ask. Here, he 
says, and we get out and stretch our legs. He turns off the engine but leaves the key in, and 
Johnny Cash keeps singing about walking a line. You go, Johnny Cash, I think, you walk that 
line. And then he starts singing about a dying man and love for Rose, and I get sad and start 
wishing we were listening to “Hotel California” on that Eagles tape.

Stargazing, huh? I say. Good night for it. Yeah, Fiddle says. Stargazing. I say, Quit your 
moody act and tell me what’s wrong. You brought me out here for a reason, and you’re not 
that torn up about your birthday. He sighs, says Yeah, you’re right. I think you might wanna 
sit down or something. We go to the bed of the truck and let the hatch down and sit on the 
cool metal.

Burns, he says, we’ve known each other for a long time.  
Since third grade, I say.
Yeah, he says, third grade,   And you’ve been my best friend all that time, and I really 

appreciate it.
I say, It’s no problem, Fiddle, you’re my best friend, too.
He says, Good, that’s good. His legs dangle over the edge of the hatch.
I say, You’re acting weird—are you okay? All while trying not to jump to conclusions and 

also figuring out a response to what he’s going to say before he’s even said it. My face starts 
getting warm as possibilities run rampant in my mind. He says, I’ve been meaning to tell 
you something for a while now and never found the right time, but now seems to be my last 
chance, so...

Spit it out, I say.
I’m leaving, he says, and all the blood rushes to my feet.
Leaving? I say. Where are you going? I thought you didn’t apply to any colleges.
 I’m not going to college, he says.
Where are you going, then?  
He says, Up.
 Up? Up north?  
No, up and out. The heavens and all that.
You’re not gonna kill yourself, are you?
 No, no, space, Burns. I’m going to space. I swear, a guy tries to be poetic and it flies right 

over your head. He sweeps a hand over his hair and makes a whooshing sound with his 
mouth.

Space? I say. Why space? How? You’re not an astronaut. You’re still a kid practically.
I’m an adult now, he says.
I say, By the law, yeah, but mentally...
They seem to think I’m plenty old, he says.
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Who are they? You’re not making any sense, Fiddle. You’re scaring me. Don’t kill yourself, 
please.

I’m not gonna kill myself, Burns, Jesus.
Then quit being so cryptic. I hate when you do this. Just tell it to me straight, I demand.
All right, all right, fine. So aliens, right? Yeah, aliens. They’re not scary or nothin. They 

got this system. That astronomy class you took, you know the Local Group?
I nod. Yeah, the Milky Way and Andromeda and stuff like that. All the galaxies closest 

that are all bunched together.
Yeah, that’s it. Think of them like countries or continents or what have you.
So there’s life out there?
Yeah, lots of it. Or at least enough to warrant a kind of government.
Government?
Yup.
Like President of Andromeda or whatever?
Yeah. Every civilization gets a turn to be in charge. It’s Earth’s turn. My turn.
How come I never heard of this before?
We’re doing a good job.
You’re crazy.
He shrugs. Maybe I am.
I feel like I’m in a Bon Iver song, with soft melodies and mumbled vocals and you can 

hardly make out anything the singer’s saying, but the words you do hear make you cry and 
you can’t understand why.

Sorry, he says. I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. I’m breaking the rules bringing you here. 
I was just gonna disappear tonight. Maybe that would have been better. But I wanted you to 
see this.

I’m guessing I won’t be allowed to tell anyone. What’s the story the aliens are feeding 
everyone? Suicide? Murder? An accident?

I don’t think you’ll even remember this. Nobody will remember. It’ll be like I was never 
here.

Then why drag me out here? What’s the point?
It’s the principle of the thing. It’s for me, mostly.
You’re selfish. You’re mean. You’re crazy. How am I supposed to believe any of this? 

Where’s your proof?
Don’t have any.
I’m leaving.
You can do that. I understand. But you’ll miss it. It’ll be beautiful and you’ll miss it.
I’ll forget it anyway.
It’s the principle of the thing.
I take a breath and hold it. My head’s spinning, and the stars swim, but when I blink they 

stop. My lungs start to burn, so I exhale. This isn’t fair. This isn’t how it was supposed to go. 
He wasn’t going to confess this; he was gonna confess his love or something, and we’d kiss 
under the stars, hold hands until morning,  go home, and our parents would get these know-
ing smiles and tell us they always knew we’d get together. But now everything’s ruined.



Can’t you rule the galaxy from here? Don’t you like Earth?
Rules are rules.
The rules suck.
It’s quiet again, and this time I’m sure it’s awkward. Even Johnny Cash, a disembodied 

voice trapped in the cassette tape, seems to sense the awkwardness and stops singing. I 
lie down in the bed of the truck and let my legs continue to dangle. It’s not a comfortable 
position, and there’s probably dirt or mud getting in my hair, but I can’t stand to sit up 
straight anymore. I’m left looking at the sky, the stars and darkness filling my stomach with 
ice cubes and hot coffee, and I feel like I’m gonna throw up. Fiddle doesn’t say anything for a 
while. I see him in the corner of my eye, still sitting on the tailgate, his head craning up, his 
face to the sky, and I have to look away or I’ll start to cry.

You’re crazy, I say again, but the words have lost their meaning. I check my phone for the 
time. Eleven-thirty. Are these aliens operating on some dramatic midnight witching hour 
bullshit? Did they actually go to that trouble to pick a significant time to do... whatever’s 
gonna happen? I ask Fiddle. He says it might happen like that, but he’s not sure. Says it 
could really happen any second, or it could happen in a few hours. I tell him I don’t wanna 
wait a few hours. My parents would worry. He makes a noise of agreement, but doesn’t say 
anything else, his eyes trained on the sky. I ask him what he’s looking at. He says he’s trying 
to memorize it. How the stars look from this spot. I ask if he really thinks he’s leaving. It 
all sounds too crazy. Should I call a mental hospital? I say, I’m worried about you. He looks 
down at me. With his drowning brown eyes, freckled cheeks, messy hair, flannel shirt on a 
lanky frame, he doesn’t look like galaxy-ruling material. He’s a kid. He’s just Fiddle. He’s my 
best friend. He’s just...

He looks away and says, Stop making me doubt myself. Let me have this.
I say, I’m sorry, but you’re killing me here. Either you’re insane, which is awful, or you’re 

leaving forever, which is also awful. Either way, this isn’t ending well for me. Yeah, for me! 
What about me? What about my feelings? I didn’t agree to this. I woulda never made friends 
with you if I’d known it was gonna end up like this. I woulda never fallen in love with you.

He says, Wait, what? You like me?
I say, Oh, great, mister King of the Galaxy here can’t figure out when a girl likes him. Je-

sus Christ, we’re all doomed. I sit up and look him in the eye. His face is scrunched up, like 
he’s really that dense and just realizing that yeah, being best friends for nine years can do 
that, but he still doesn’t get it. Something flashes, probably headlights, but I ignore it. We 
are in the shit now. I ask him how he could be so stupid not to realize when somebody likes 
him? How could we spend pretty much every day together without this coming up? God-
dammit he’s not even looking at me. I say, I get it if you don’t feel the same, but to tell me to 
my face that you never knew how I felt? Or did you know from the start and now you’re just 
fucking with me?

 He says, Burns, look behind you.
I say, Go fuck yourself, Fiddle, I’m sick of your shit. You’re just playing with me. Here I am 

being honest with you, and you’re spilling stories about aliens and pretending like you never 
figured it out.

He says, Bernice, I’m serious.
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I cringe. I hate it when he calls me that.
I get out of the truck and turn around. My legs fell asleep, and now I feel like I might 

collapse on the dirt, but I stomp my feet a few times and take a step forward to get the cir-
culation going again. I say, Don’t you Bernice me... what is it?

And then I look up, and all of a sudden there’s something there. Like a figure or a ghost or 
something, all dark and misty and glowing from this spot in the center of its chest where its 
heart shoulda been. It doesn’t have a face. It’s like 2D or something. It’s like a place where 
there’s nothing else. It’s a thing that isn’t. A void. I say, Fiddle, what the everliving fuck is 
that? He says Hush—be polite. I say, Fuck that, I’m freaking out here, what in the hell is 
that? He says, Please calm down, and I say, I can’t, you didn’t give me time to prepare emo-
tionally for this shit. He says, Sorry, but I’m being serious here.

I take a breath and hold it again, but it doesn’t help at all, and I end up exhaling before I 
get dizzy from lack of oxygen. I should really stop doing that, I think. Kills brain cells and 
whatnot. I certainly need them if I wanna understand what the hell is happening.

It doesn’t move, whatever it is. By that I mean it doesn’t walk. It kind of wavers at the 
edges, though, like all of the stuff around it is fighting to occupy that space of isn’t. I hear 
Fiddle hop out of the truck and walk up behind me. I step back so that I’m beside him. I 
don’t know if I should grab onto him or get behind him or what, but my fingers find the 
sleeve of his shirt, and he doesn’t pull away or anything so I guess it’s okay.

I’ll ask again, I say, what is it? Or who is it? Is it gonna take you away? He says, Yeah, 
that’s it. This is it. In disbelief he says,  Holy shit, this is actually it. I say, What? I thought 
this was your thing? You brought me out here and told me all this shit, and you weren’t even 
that sure of yourself? He says, Of course I knew this was gonna happen, but it’s like… It’s 
like graduating high school all over again. It doesn’t feel real yet. I say, There is no way this 
is even remotely like graduating high school, and he says Yeah, it kind of is, and I say No, it 
absolutely isn’t.

We probably woulda kept bickering if that thing hadn’t started making noise. It’s like… a 
keening. Popping, too. Clicks, crackling, like ice splitting apart or whale sounds. Heh. Space 
whales. What was that part of Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy with the whale and the petu-
nias? And the petunias thought something like… “Oh, dear, this again.” No, that’s not the 
exact quote. It was more like, “Oh, bother…” Something more British? Goddammit why can’t 
I think of it? Oh! It was, “Oh, no, not again.” Yes, that’s it. And that’s all it thought. Oh, no, 
not again.

I shake the thoughts away. Completely irrelevant. What a bowl of petunias has to say has 
nothing to do with what’s going on now. The most pressing issue is that the thing is making 
noises that aren’t words, but they feel like words in my head, the keening and clicking and 
popping somehow flowing together to make meaning. They communicate something that 
can only be crudely paraphrased in English, or any other language using words, I suspect. 
Fidel Eric Simmons is coming home to fulfill his purpose.

I think, nobody calls him Fidel anymore. Not since the kids at school figured out that 
he shares a first name with the famous Marxist. It’s like naming your kid Adolph. You just 
don’t do that.

To my surprise—and maybe to Fiddle’s, too—the thing corrects itself. Oh my god, I real-
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ize that they’re actually gonna call him that. Fiddle, King of the Galaxy. I sneak a glance at 
him, not quite grinning, but also making no effort to be serious. He’s got a sour look on his 
face, and I wonder if he’s gonna change his name to something else. Something strong and 
proper. I hope he doesn’t. I really hope he doesn’t. Nothing else would fit him so well.

I ask, Fiddle, you’re hearing this too, right? And he says Yes, I hear it. Is it omniscient? 
I ask. Not quite, he says. Almost. Why doesn’t it rule the galaxy, then? Tradition, mostly, 
he says. You’d think that omniscient beings would look past tradition and do things more 
effectively, I remark. Fiddle shrugs.

The thing—I realize I should probably ask what it is exactly, but if I’m gonna forget every-
thing anyway then it’s no use—its edges start wavering more, like it’s losing a fight against 
everything else to exist. It shrinks, collapses into itself, into the glowing core that I can only 
recognize as a tiny, burning hot star. (But that’s not what it really is, right? It’s not a star. 
Stars are big.) It drops to the ground with a thud. Some grass catches fire. It’s as small as my 
fist, but bright as a campfire, casting long shadows in all directions. Fiddle picks it up.

They can’t keep their shapes for very long, he explains.
Won’t it burn you? I ask.
No, not really. Not me. He squashes the flames in the grass beneath his shoe and says, It’s 

warm, though. Really nice. It’s like love.
That’s so corny, I say. He grins and hands it to me. I cup it in my hands, tempted to toss it 

in the air like a baseball. It pulses. My fingertips tingle. Fiddle’s right. It’s like love.
I was expecting a saucer, I say. You were gonna get zapped away or something. Beams of 

light and cows and all that noise. Cows? Cows. No cows here. I give the thing back to Fiddle. 
He rolls it between his hands, mumbles something, shuffles his feet.

I guess this is goodbye, he says.
My heart goes cold, and I frown. I want the thing back. I want to feel loved, but I put all 

my heart into Fiddle. I invested too much and look where it got me.
For the first time that night, tears prick at my eyes. This is too weird. I don’t know what 

to say. I just kind of… put my arms around him. Just hug it out. We can’t kiss. We’re not like 
that. Weren’t meant to be. His hands are in my hair. Goddammit, I’m not crying. I’m not.

He pulls away first knowing I would have held on forever. I’ll miss you, he says. I nod, 
looking at the ground, not trusting my voice. Hey, look up, he tells me. You’ll miss it. It’ll be 
beautiful and you’ll miss it. I look up. He’s crying, too, a wobbling, uncertain smile span-
ning his face. He steps back a few feet, into the middle of the empty highway. Holds up the 
thing. Shows it off. Winds up his arm like a softball pitcher and lobs it in the air as high as 
he can. My eyes follow it on instinct. It explodes at the zenith of its arc, a blinding flash of 
color and light  When my vision comes back I see that it’s not a void after all, but a portal. I 
see the Milky Way stretched beyond its horizon. Stars of all colors, dense clouds of dust and 
gas, the bright yellow bulge in its center. No telescope could have captured such mesmer-
izing beauty. This is my kingdom, he says. This is my inheritance. I’ll take good care of it. I 
promise.

The portal shrinks back to a person shape. It’s Fiddle-sized. He reaches up, arms out-
stretched as it falls faster, faster, and he catches it, and in an instant, vanishes from view. 
Vanishes from history.
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I get up from the ground (how did I get down there?) and brush the dirt and dry grass 
from my pants. Must have fallen asleep. I always do that when I go out stargazing. I’ve 
missed too many meteor showers because of that. I glance up at the sky, stricken with some 
aching chest pain. Something is missing, but I don’t know what. I imagine the horizon 
falling away and being surrounded by stars and space and just… being. Being what, I don’t 
know. Small, I guess. I feel small.

I stay there for a long while, staring up, trying to remember something. A dream I had, 
maybe. It feels important. Urgent. A word bubbles up to my lips. Fiddle. I say it out loud 
and don’t know why, and soon enough I forget I even said it. The stars fade, and the sky 
catches fire in pinks and purples. Whatever I had slips from my mind. I get in the truck and 
head home, and even though I could have sworn this side of the cassette ended earlier in the 
evening, “Give My Love to Rose” plays one more time.



CARDINAL, IN RUST

Serena Solin
 Columbia University
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  outlived the symbolism
we gave it  as things like this
often do  as soon as we could
we left  each our own way
of leaving on my part, not a fixture
  but a division: step 
  and rock 

at first in this poem there was smoke
on the television, the blue sky, 

  the pill my father takes 
  every day for the seizures,
  the thick hale of forsythia 

then there was the house and the maple
behind it  still later,  girls in and out of bed
  like work  the divorce
    the fibrous thrashing

had we believed in such easy benevolence
we might have realized how little
of our lives we’d spend in the safety
of seasons but every year
  there were birds
  to name stillness

  at first in this poem:
  the cardinal circuiting the yard
each winter the spirit it bore improbably

  now, the language of death
  we have all this time been using
  and the metal that once held the image



OARALMONTASER

My uncle slits the throat 
of a goat one evening. He whispers 
soft blessings in lyrical Arabic. I tightly 

shut my eyes, invite camel-long lashes 
to veil death. I named it weeks ago.
Dotingly fed it celery and grape leaves,
 
ignorant that I was fattening up
our dinner, but the sand stained beneath my feet
looks like someone spilled a barrel

of forbidden wine. I sleep
hungry. I think I love this poor, blistered country.
I was only nine when we first met, soft hands

full of useless American dollars.
But that single summer melted and fused
into the flesh of my memories.

I miss it with my entire being.
What new progress comes next
for this old, war-torn home of mine? I’ll

fall like a headless, bloody animal
if I let the thought of nothing changing
loiter in my mind for too long.

ELEGY FOR 
BAQAR THE GOAT

Threa Almontaser
North Carolina State University

19
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“Oh my God, what have I gotten myself into?
         I’m a human corkscrew and all my wine is blood.”
                               - John Prine, “Jesus The Missing Years”  

Guided by the headlights of a few cars lining the levee, I walk out into the water. It’s just 
past dusk, darker here down in the valley than where I live up on the hill, the namesake hill 
of Pleasant Hill.2 

The water is cold. The lights of the dam, a stone’s throw away, are warming up for their 
night’s work. Further out from the banks the water is seething, but here, closest to the 
banks, the stagnant slower refuse lives up to reputation.3  

In socks, I careen over sand, sunken clams, buried slate, and broken bits of bluff from 
somewhere. It’s easy to know the direction from whence they came, but travelling isn’t sim-
ply measured in distance. They also will move on someday.

The preacher man is following me. He’s large, flounders a few times with all that mass 
against all that moving water. He’s telling me to find a warm spot. The distinction between 
“too cold” and “too deep” is a thin one as we wander further away from the bank. Somehow, 
even now at 11 years old, I know that judgments are determined  only by what surrounds.4  

 

THE SINNER SINGS 
A RIVER HYMN

A. Gregurich
Drake University

1

1  A Guide for Singing: 
This is an essay about being baptized in the Mississippi River. 
The setting: a place most folk songs are singing about getting back to.
The characters: a preacher man, some church flock, much kin, a brown Astro van.
These notes: the things, these words here at the bottom of the page, which were washed away that night by 
the Mississippi River. Think of that gouging line up there as a dam, the place where everything I tried to 
escape (not much at 11 years old) has collected. Think, too, of that gouging line as the distinction between 
memory and truth, between the way the story sounds and the way the words telling it are pierced by the 
cultivator hooks of time. 

2  In summers when the river floods, heat and ruined snow fueling the threat, those living at the bottom of the hill 
start getting nervous. From my family’s perch on the hill, you can see the town shiver and tighten as the levels get 
higher. Those of us on the hill don’t fret much because if the water starts coming up to where we’re at, then something 
biblical is afoot and eternal salvation is to be clamored for. My brother’s name is Noah.

3 You’d stink too if the swill and sweat of several millennia were traveling through you. Of all the places to cleanse a 
soul, this certainly was a stretch of the imagination. I wouldn’t swim in the river growing up because you’d smell like it 
for days after, like a five-gallon bucket that’s held a catfish for too long.  

1.
2.
3.
4.
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I’m searching for a warm spot. I’m concerned that I will drown out here.5  I’m concerned 
that my sins will cling to my socks, get caught in the dam, and never fully leave me or this 
place where I live.

I’m concerned that a gar will come trolling along my ankle and attach its foul mouth on 
the soft skin just east of my knee.

I’m concerned by the familiar fear welling, that actions and thoughts do not counter-
act one another. No matter how dramatic the gesture, how deep the water. Not when the 
almighty God is watching and listening. 

 

After walking out and finding enough difference in water temperatures to confuse one for 
warmth, I turn back to face the levee. The headlights make it hard to make out faces. Dark-
ened heads with large shadows reach out towards us. 

He asks if I am ready.6 
“Yes.”
He lifts me up from the sand and cradles me, my neck in the crook of his elbow, my knees 

bent around his forearm. His voice echoes out from beneath a white t-shirt. He is attempt-
ing to reach them at the bank and counteract the roar of whirling water at the dam behind 
him, us.

“Avery, do you believe that Jesus Christ is the son of God, who died on the cross to for-
give you of your sins?” 

“Yes.”7 
“Do you accept Him as your lord and savior?”
“Yes.”8 
“I baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.”
For an instant, the world turns brown.
 

4 My marble of the world is caught like a minnow in a seine. To the immediate west: the Mississippi River. To the 
immediate east: the Illinois River. Nearly every act of travel requires aide over a restless body of water: several bridges, 
one built in 1928 that closes during the floods and in the wintertime, so enough patchwork may be done on it to get 
it to last another year, and a ferry running through a town that floods every year without fail. I interviewed an artist 
once after he’d gotten good and high at 11 a.m. I had, too. I told him that he and the rest of the Quad Cities he’d called 
home for his entire life had “taken all the bridges from the rest of us.” He didn’t get the joke.

5  I cannot, nor have I ever been able to, swim for shit. I can, however, float with the best of them. They call it “dead 
man’s float”: face upturned, eyes closed, arms outstretched, ankles touching, a drowned Christ emulation surfacing 
not from behind a rock, but from the true bottom of water. When the form is broken, you immediately sink like a 
dropped coin. Being baptized is like submitting yourself to a dead man’s float, except for the addition of someone 
else’s arms cradling your extremities, a cotton thread dance between submersion and surface.    

6 I have never seen a baptism first hand that didn’t seem rushed, as if perpetually hurry-racing against that ever 
looming judgment day: end-of-the-week church camp baptisms are like checking admissions at state fairs; ones at the 
end of church services are always rushed by the impending kickoffs of professional football games. This one was no 
different. 
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7 I was almost positive that He wasn’t.  I was here by accident.  I was here because I’d raised my hand a couple years 
earlier. 
The scene: acoustic guitars strumming syrupy contemporary Christian pop songs, sung with capos; a county wide 
youth revival held in a church a bowling ball’s roll from a funeral home. Sitting in pews, heads down in a prayer guided 
by a young man so consumed with the spirit that his skinny jeans were threatening mutiny. He asked who was search-
ing for God tonight: “Keep your eyes closed and raise your hand.” Out of all these types of spirit-based gatherings I’d 
been to in my life, uncountable at 9 or 10 years old, all with a moment exactly like this, there was always a plethora of 
hands reaching up. I know because I peeked. This time I didn’t, sure the recipe would stay true whether or not I defied 
the man with the microphone’s command.

Turns out, I was the only one who raised my hand that night. I was led to a small room away from the sanctuary to talk 
with the guitarist. He asked me this same question. I said, “Yes.” He asked if I’d like to be baptized that night. I said, 
“No.” When I got back in the sanctuary, my father was smiling. My father asked me many times between that night and 
now, out in the river, when I wanted to be baptized. He never asked me where, as if there was nowhere else for it to be 
done but the Mississippi.  

8 I have been saved by God once. I’ve been saved by B. Dylan, J. Prine, L. Helm, B. Charles, and the rest of the vinyl 
saints much more. Perhaps because I can hear them a little clearer. 

I am being cradled by the great river.
I am facing away from the current, and however much of it reaches over here near the 

bank pulls my t-shirt taut and my gym shorts tight. 
For an instant, I am pure. Reborn. Whole.

 

“I almost didn’t get you back up.”
The preacher is laughing and I laugh with him. I’d felt something slip, a further descent 

downward, but I’d assumed that was the weight of the world rinsing right off of my shoul-
ders. Turns out it was the faulty footing of the preacher.

I trudge to the bank, and I can already hear her singing. 
Pat. 
If ever a matriarch for a whole town lived and breathed, here she stands in front of her 

and Cecil’s van, with a blanket around her shoulders.9  Now, she’s singing softly: 
  “Now I belong to Jesus
      Jesus belongs to me
  Not for the years of time alone
    But for eternity”
A chorus. No verses. I’ve heard it dozens of times. Mainly in the sanctuary of our church 

back in town. Sometimes at a church camp baptism. Twice out here at the river in years 
before: once for my mother; once for my brother.10 

It’s a song that envelopes, surrounds. It’s a song that lends itself to the tone deaf, the 
melody lost, as it is so entrenched with this sacred, eternal act. I’m sure we would sing 
“Down To The River To Pray” if we knew the words. We don’t.11 
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It’s customary practice for the gathered to form a prayer circle after a baptism, and so we 
circle around, holding hands. The summer night can’t do enough to warm my blood and I 
shiver in that circle. When someone is finished with a prayer they squeeze the hand next to 
them, the preacher at the center, starting and finishing the thing. 

Whether or not I prayed for myself is lost with the night.12 

9 Pat has taught Sunday school for decades, baked oatmeal raisin cookies for countless Vacation Bible Schools, and sent 
infinite birthday cards to those who’ve come through the church and stayed and especially those who have moved on. 
I still get them.  Her Sunday school classes have dwindled in number for decades for varying reasons, most of them 
petty, but this is the state of affairs in Pleasant Hill if not elsewhere. Some mornings, I’m sure, when no one shows 
she takes an opportunity to be an honest saint in other ways: preparing communion for the later service, sweeping the 
pews, folding the bulletins.

10 The three of us all had different preachers, which paints the state of the small town church circuit in as truthful 
colors as can be imagined. Why my father “missed out on that boat” of being baptized in the river goes like this: he 
came home late one night during his sinning days. My grandmother was there and awake, and she grabbed him and his 
friend Tony by the ears and planted them in front of the television. Jimmy Swaggart preached to them that night. My 
father was baptized soon after, though not in the river.  

11 O Brother Where Art Thou hadn’t made it to Pleasant Hill yet. The nearest movie theater is an hour in any direction 
from Pleasant Hill, and the resurgence of gospel tunes and old time hymnals this film eventually caused in churches 
everywhere, even my little church, cannot be denied. Now, the church has no one to play the organ, the piano, the 
guitar, or the feeble drum kit, and so pre-recorded tracks are pushed through a fairly new speaker system. 

12  It was my father’s idea to be baptized in the river. For all of his teachings about the evils of calling attention to 
one’s self there remained in him a palpating vein for flair.  Both of my parents are youth ministers, church camp 
counselors, members of the worship team, and organizers of concerts and events—the most famous of which was a 
recurring concert and worship night at the community park. It is called “Sold Out For Christ.” The youth group was 
held at my house every Sunday for nearly the whole of my childhood, adolescent, and teenage years. I peered through 
a pair of French doors into a room built exclusively for the purpose of holding a youth group, until I was old enough 
to join. As a member of my house (and therefore the youth group) I took on varying roles in the community: leader in 
prayer after football games, still in shoulder pads over the ground I had cursed ceaselessly for the whole of the game; 
preacher, once, during Youth Sunday; volunteer at an orphanage in Springfield, IL; and, the one time we went caroling, 
saxophonist in “When The Saints Go Marching In.”

It was on an afternoon drive just before crossing the Mississippi when I told my father I didn’t believe in God. We were 
driving to karate lessons, where the motto was “Building Character and Confidence Through Jesus Christ. The Place Where 
God Is Part of the Curriculum.” It couldn’t have been long after the baptism. I remember there not being enough air in the 
car for the both of us and somebody rolling the window down. I believe this is truly the first time I broke my father’s heart. 
There have been many times since. I believe he told me that I just “have to believe.” Similarly, he told me when I couldn’t 
sleep: “lay down, close your eyes, and eventually, you’ll fall asleep.” Neither piece of advice has worked in full.

Every time we speak on the phone, every day they call to see if the big city hasn’t swallowed me whole, he says, “I pray 
for you every night.” I’m sure he prays for my brother too, but perhaps not as hard. As his name implies, Noah is a 
pious man in the way that word was first intended. He graduated from Lincoln Christian College, preaches occasionally 
at services and funerals of family members, farms our family’s land, lives with my grandmother, takes missionary trips 
to Haiti, and teaches at several schools during the winter months when the ground is frozen.

An old friend, whose pacemaker is long in coming, writes his letters to me parked at the base of the Mississippi River, 
a few miles north of the damn. The last time I saw him, I made him drink for the first time in many years. Over red 
wine in a Styrofoam cup, he said, “I’m 71 years old. I need to be figuring this stuff out.”  

I told him then what I always try to remember: we can’t all be saints. 

He has never disagreed.
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You tell me that my scars are hideous 
I respond by saying “Hideous, tu madre.” 
You formally inform me, in a Times New Roman letter 
That my schoolwork is “below average.” 
I ask you, “And exactly what is your definition of average?”

You laugh at the music blaring out of my 
‘93 nearly broken down pick-up truck 
Rusty paint chipping away like the old folks at the country club 
But my music,

My music es de mi papá 
This music represents beautiful colored women
In beautiful colored dresses 
Multicolored ribbons 
Floral head pieces

Canciones del país de mis abuelos 
México Lindo 
What my nana calls it

So please, continue making fun 
Of her thick Spanish accent 
While you sit there 
Ordering wet burritos and carne asada fries 
From the Mexican food restaurant

Down the street from the multi-million dollar houses 
In Del Mar

Because my culture is pinche beautiful 
And so is my abuelita in her plaid mandil and sweaty forehead 
And those mariachi lyrics I yell out proudly 
Beautiful are my dark eyebrows which you make fun of 
But I know they were passed down from my hard-working mother
My culture is pinche beautiful, 
I refuse to allow you to tell me otherwise.

RAÌZ

Briana Muñoz
Palomar College



THE RESERVOIR

Loren Smith
Utah State University
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Legs heavy as anvils
I pump the pedals 
behind my brother to the reservoir where, 
red brow salted with sweat,
I drop my bike by the shore.

Rigging up, we skewer the worms
and watch their bodies soar 
through the ripples of the sun’s volcanic rays
to the blue marble below.

A phantom thrashes on the line and 
I crank the gnashing reel until 
a fish leaps from water to shore
and beats itself against the stones.

I hold my victim high and my brother
smiles and hands me the knife and 
I hold the knife to the fish’s eye but
the fish doesn't blink.

Instead, a river of wind blows
along his tail and the sun asks
for color from his scales and as the 
reservoir ripples blue, the sun and the fish
answer red.

And I can see the fish suffocating,
his mouth fixed open to dust
and death and my brother says
“I'll do it for you.”

“No,” I say and shove the blade 
into the fish’s belly and cut 
between the red.  



OAR DUPONT

My cousin reached out today, sent a 
message. She said she couldn’t remember
the color of my eyes, that it had been
at least 35 moons since 
we danced to the waves as they crashed
against the California coast. I lied to her,
I said my eyes were green and didn’t she remember?
My mother always said she had hoped
my eyes would be green like my father’s, The only
good thing about that bastard were his eyes 
and he couldn’t even give you that!
I love the way green symbolizes new life, growth, something fresh, 
which is what I want to be. Not this 
brown-eyed brunette, this shadow-self, 
lurking around computer screens,
clicking “Like” and thinking of how
wonderful it would be to invite death inside 
for a drink and a game of cards.

MY EYES WERE GREEN

Azia DuPont
University of Colorado, Denver
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You knew me as Attila,
the empiricist,
the corporeally ensconced
Epicurean, filling myself 
with silly mathematics

dirty fucking sophists

you were convinced of my position
when I squinted at you
in ambivalent disbelief for
bringing me a flower incongruous
with the pattern on your skirt

slutty witch-doctoress

after surviving a plane crash,
unharmed, however, I have
gained a reverence for
the controlled predictability
of particular phenomenal pleasures

spoon-bending misanthrope

but, because I already 
feel adept at un-collapsing, 
I helplessly regret 
the mellow and careless means
with which I held your fragile self

they say clairvoyants cannot truly love

THE GOOD WEEK

Samuel Moulton
 Tulane University
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I am afraid of roosters, thanks to one particularly terrifying experience when I was six. I was 
in the coop, preparing to pour water for our chickens, when the arcana rooster started to 
flap his wings at me. He didn’t appreciate me meddling with his harem of hens. He crowed 
and I cowered against the wall as he flew at me in a rooster’s rage. I screamed as he ripped 
my shirt and skin. I cried as I bled, pinned against the wall by a bird three times smaller 
than me. From then on, I carried a plastic bat into the coop with me. Sometimes I would 
hit that rooster for no other reason than to make him as afraid of me as I was of him. He 
couldn’t scare me after that. Not when I had a bat in my hands.

Here is what happens to our bodies when we experience fear: first, a small almond-shaped 
portion of the brain called the amygdala sounds the alarm and sends the distress signal to 
the hypothalamus. The hypothalamus then activates the sympathetic nervous system, the 
system responsible for all of the automatic functions in our bodies of which we are not even 
aware. The signals reach the adrenal glands on the kidneys, which begin to pump epineph-
rine—more commonly called adrenaline—into the blood stream. The heart beats faster, in-
creasing pulse rate and blood pressure. Breathing turns shallow and rapid. Our pupils dilate, 
allowing more light to travel to the photoreceptors in our eyes, meaning we see more and 
we see clearer. The airways to our lungs open wide, increasing oxygen intake, oxygen that is 
then pumped to the brain, making us hyper alert. We hear things, more than we otherwise 
would. At the same time, glucose is synthesized due to the increased presence of epineph-
rine, shooting energy into our muscles, muscles that begin to contract as we prepare to fight 
or run away. We don’t notice it, though, because we are focused on everything else. This is 
what we mean when we say we are “put on the spot,” nervous, afraid. Thankfully we do not 
have to remember all of this useless information to focus on staying alive. 

I don’t remember almost getting hit by a truck very well. My dad runs across the road, 
leaving me on the other side. I dart after him, ignoring the truck that is coming, fast. It 
most likely swerves, and the driver probably honks or shakes his fist. I only vaguely recall 
the muffled shouts of my father. What I do remember is how my heart beat in my ears and 
how I felt an energy I did not know I had.

It is the same feeling I have the morning of my last cross-country race. Standing on the 

NERVOUS PATHWAYS

Brent Foster
Brigham Young University
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starting line, I feel my pulse, I smell the wet grass. My muscles tense when the gun is in the 
air and the official shouts “Runners to your mark!” We all step to the line, opting to fight 
and run simultaneously. The gun goes off, and so do we—five kilometers, slogging up a hill 
and through mud. When I start I know I am running too fast. But I have to go that fast if 
I am to qualify for State. Four years of trying, and I failed every year. I am afraid of failing 
today, too. When I see the clock at the first mile mark, I almost trip. 4:55. I am running way 
too fast.

Unfortunately, adrenaline only gets you so far. Mud splatters up my legs, and then I re-
member that I have another hill. I slow down and others accelerate and I talk to myself.

You have to go faster, says competitive Brent.
If you go faster, you will vomit, says realistic, tired, and sore Brent.
Up, then down, around and around to the final chute. I finish and I fall, crawling towards 

the orange plastic mesh, the holding pen for those finishing the race.
That’s it. Guess you won’t ever go to State, first Brent says.
It’s too late, now. Never again, says the other. Finally, they agree.
I cry, thinking no one can see me, leaning against the plastic mesh in the rain, afraid of 

the failure I had become. As I am sitting there, head down, sweat dripping, I feel someone’s 
hand stroking my hair and I hear my dad say everything is all right.

Holding hands can be a scary thing. Sitting on the couch with a girl watching Scrooge in 
November, listening to the music and sitting at that awkward angle where the boy’s arm 
gently touches the girl’s arm. There is no comfort there, and he feels his pulse in his temples 
and his heart in his chest. Finally, during one of the songs in the musical, he asks, “Do you 
mind if I do something?”

“What?” she says.
Without another word, he lifts his arm around her, nearly knocking her over as she 

laughs.
Victory! He thinks. Except now he’s not sure what to do with his hand on her arm, so he 

taps the beat of the music. Suddenly she grabs the hand, fingers interlocking, and the amyg-
dala releases a flood of chemicals. But there’s more than adrenaline here as he contemplates 
pulling away or holding very still. From the pituitary gland comes oxytocin, sometimes 
called the cuddle drug. The heartbeat eventually slows, and the brain tells the boy that what-
ever just happened is right. 

Unbeknownst to him at the time, a few days later he would be met with another flood of 
adrenaline and confusion with a simple text message: 

I just don’t want to lead you on. I want to be able to be friends with you, but I feel like it would 
be dishonest for me... because I’m not interested in you that way. Sorry if I’ve been hard to read.

He does not think too hard—that’s the nice thing about adrenaline. The response is 
automatic, thoughtless even. He goes numb in the icy water of rejection. Unfortunately the 
confusion comes later, after the event, when he wants to forget. Eventually that deadens, 
too. Eventually he realizes that life, indeed, goes on. Eventually he laughs.

Language can express our fears. For instance, I wanted to distance myself from the text 
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message and handholding of the event I just described. That’s why I wrote in the third per-
son, why you probably called me out to “own” my own experience. Yes, I am “he,” but I would 
prefer to pretend that it didn’t happen to me. Who wants to remember holding a girl’s hand 
only to be friend-zoned two days later? If you know someone who wants to remember that 
for me, then by all means tell him my story and then contact me. He can have it. I’m not 
copyrighted yet, so he won’t be breaking any laws. Nothing to be afraid of. Except that I am 
afraid of the memory, of what others will think as I enter the story of the cliché. 

My language reflects me. I am the cliché. I am embarrassed, ashamed. Let’s make a 
pact—I’ll be honest from now on. No more manipulative language to avoid responsibility for 
my actions.

Research suggests that swearing stimulates the amygdala the same way drowning would, 
with the cascade of chemicals that accompany fear or pain. The swearing apparently helps 
the victim fight through the pain and shock. I, for one, do not swear. Not aloud anyway. I 
tend to use replacement words like “Heck” or “Shoot” or “Screwed.” I wonder if those words 
have the same effect?

In a particular study, college students were asked to immerse their hands in a bucket of 
icy water. They were told to keep their hands in the cold for as long as they could, with the 
option to say anything they wanted. Those who swore kept their hands in the ice water 
longer, suggesting that the observed hypoanalgesic—or pain-lessening—effect may occur 
because swearing induces the fight-or-flight response. By this logic, saying “Dammit!” will 
give me the boost to fight longer, whatever the situation may be. But this makes sense. 
Response to pain and stress is among humankind’s most primitive instincts, and swearing 
reflects those basic instincts, deadening the senses so the subconscious may take control: 
for the sake of endurance and survival, or to overcome fear.

Imagine primitive man, with his loincloth and spear. He is walking through the tall grass, 
eyes and ears alert for food and potential danger. He parts the grass ever so slowly. He sees 
an indistinct shape, tawny and yellow. The outline is burned onto his retinas, shooting 
impulses through the visual pathway to the occipital lobe, where the image is viewed and 
interpreted—a crouching lion. The hypothalamus shouts and primitive man whispers the 
caveman equivalent of “Fuck!” and voilà! The first swear word is invented. The lion turns 
and primitive man freezes. Run or throw the spear? He shouts something like “Shit!” and 
drops his spear. The idiot thinks he can outrun a lion. I can only hope he gets away, but I 
have my doubts.

My girlfriend is afraid of spiders—a fear so common to humankind that it has a special 
name: arachnophobia. Even the word sounds like it will attack you. To be fair (and in case 
she reads this), she would want me to clarify by saying that she is only afraid of “big hairy 
spiders.” According to her, if you can count the individual hairs on the spider’s legs you 
reserve the right to run away. Personally, I think if you’re close enough to count the hairs on 
a spider’s leg then you are much too close to something that wouldn’t hesitate to make your 
life miserable.

She was hiking by herself one day when she saw a tarantula approximately the size of her 
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outspread hand. She called her sister on her cellphone. I don’t know why she called. Appar-
ently family gives the needed relief in dire situations on a backcountry trail. 

What did you do? her sister asked. 
I left it alone, she replied.
Maybe there is something to that—leaving fear alone. Observe it carefully from a dis-

tance. But whatever you do, do not poke it with a stick. That’s a good way to get bitten. And 
everyone knows that getting bitten sucks.

In case you were wondering, the fear of roosters is called alektrophobia.

Humor helps us cope with our fears. In fact most jokes are funny because they make fun 
of the fears we all have. Maybe that is why you shouldn’t take anything I say seriously—it’s 
all a big joke to me. So here, have a laugh:

“Oxygen is proven to be a toxic gas. Anyone who inhales oxygen will normally die within 
80 years.” 

Death is the scariest thing of all, and it’s chasing after all of us. But there is something 
refreshing about knowing that all of humanity has that same worry. I think that is why we 
can laugh about our fears, even knowing how terrifying they are.

Xenophobia is the fear of the unknown, particularly in regards to peoples and cultures. 
Racists suffer from xenophobia, although they try to pass it off as something else. Most 
international conflicts can probably be linked back to this one word, this one word that is 
more than a word, a word that is an idea, festering in the minds of small-minded people. I 
don’t mean to judge. Fear is fear, after all. Maybe they are suspicious of the differences be-
tween cultures, of skin color, religion. Maybe disagreements are the source of their discom-
fort and they just want to address their fears. This is not bad or evil. However if they are not 
careful this fear will overwhelm them into doing terrible things, like beheading Christians in 
Saudi Arabia or crowding Jews into gas chambers in concentration camps.

I recently saw The Diary of Anne Frank performed as a play. I saw a family of Jews huddled 
in a tiny attic, afraid for their lives during the Nazi regime. I saw how they shivered when 
they heard the signal from Miep, their caretaker, at unexpected moments. How with every 
noise and sound of a voice from downstairs they “Shushed!” each other, how they took off 
their shoes to be as quiet as the mice they lived with. I saw the dreams of a young girl as she 
discovered the beauties of a developing adolescent body, dreams that I knew would not be 
realized. I saw the love of parents, the desperateness in living off meager rations of potatoes 
and their peels. I saw a Hanukkah celebration, whispered in the dark light of a candle, Jews 
singing songs that no one else could hear. I saw how they pointed fingers as the thief stole 
from downstairs. I saw them move the furniture in front of the door to stop the Gestapo 
from coming in, me knowing it was in vain and there was nothing I could do from my seat in 
the audience. I heard the strain in a father’s voice when he said, “For the past two years we 
have lived in fear. Now we can live in hope.” He fought and did not flee—not in the sense 
of fighting back, but in the sense of encouraging his family in a moment when the fear 
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response should have taken over. He fought the fear and, in a sense, lied to himself and his 
family. There was no hope where they were going. 

Is it better to be naïve and have hope, or to be realistic and fear? I wonder if there is a 
right answer to that question. Hope gives you a reason to survive long enough to do some-
thing more, I suppose. Realistic fear, on the other hand, is paralyzing. What is the point, you 
might say, if I’m going to die in the end, anyway?

I am xenophobic. Without the homicidal tendencies, of course. I discovered my xenopho-
bia when I was a 19 year-old on Delta Flight 105, service to Brazil. A young boy, maybe eight 
or nine, stared curiously at me, a flop of dark hair over his eyebrows. He bounced out of the 
seat in front of me and tapped my chest with his finger. Then he spoke.

“Qualéseunomeoquesignificasuaplacetaoquêvocêestáfazendoaquifalaportuguês?” 
I chuckled, straining to maintain my composure on the outside while on the inside I want-

ed to run and all I could think was, What am I doing here?
“I’m sorry, but I don’t speak Portuguese,” I said.
I stood and removed my blue suit coat, given to me as a Christmas present from my par-

ents precisely so I could look good while talking to strangers. It certainly served its purpose 
that day. At least I knew I looked good sounding dumb. I folded it into a neat rectangle and 
stuffed it into the overhead compartment jammed with bags and zippers and other knick-
knacks of total strangers and I realized that I was the stranger, the intruder, on that plane. 
We waited and I was silent for the next fourteen hours, trying to be invisible, trying to be 
forgotten. 

There are some things we can do to overcome nervous stress—therapy, if you will, to 
help us deal with our fear of failure. I remember my first molecular biology test, when I saw 
the score on the TV screen in the testing center, how I choked. I honestly don’t remember 
the score. Let’s just say that I failed it. I walked to the piano practice room in the freshmen 
dorm and I pulled out “Prelude in C# Minor” by Rachmaninoff. I played from my back and 
shoulders and I could feel the tension, the knots in my muscles as I screamed at the keys 
through my fingers. One chord at a time, loud then suddenly soft, the soft requiring more 
energy than the loud. The last measures began and I pounded, holding my foot on the pedal, 
hearing my piano teacher’s voice in my head: Don’t you let that pedal up! Each chord softened 
and then faded away, echoing in the small room. I sat there with my head tilted to the side, 
ears nearly scraping the keys, and I waited for the music to die so that I could go on living.

 
It is better to have more than one way to manage stress and fear because there is not always 

a piano handy to bang around. I discovered that writing, in a strange and simple way, is ther-
apeutic—those moments where you write down whatever comes into your mind, anything at 
all, and you spill it out. I sometimes call it a “vomit write,” because sometimes only vomiting 
makes you feel better. And occasionally, every once in a while, something you say is worthwhile, 
a small treasure that can be mined for ideas and insights, future therapy, and feel-goods. Of 
course sometimes there is nothing meaningful and the words are just vomit on a page.
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I think of those times when I am in chemistry or linguistics or writing or some other 
class, daydreaming about the date I have later that night. How my teacher calls me by name 
or maybe just points, how the class goes silent and I realize that they are all looking at me. 
The sudden twitch as I look at my notes and realize that I have been doodling, and I wonder 
what it is that the professor asked. There is a natural response called the freezing effect, 
in which the animal or person who experiences fear freezes. This is why cows and goats tip 
over, why deer stare at the headlights of an oncoming truck, why a mouse might freeze in 
the presence of a cat so as to go unnoticed. It is a moment of indecision and at times it can 
be costly. So first I freeze. Then comes the decision. 

Do I fight and make up a pretend response:
“The answer is obvious. After the hydrogen is removed from the carboxylic acid, the 

resulting conjugate base is stabilized by the shifting of the pair of electrons in the double 
bond to the electronegative oxygen, thus forming an equivalent resonance hybrid structure. 
For this reason, the K constant is significantly lower than that of the other compound.” 

Or do I flee and admit ignorance:
“I am unaware of the correct response to your question, professor, and I defer to my fel-

low pupils to provide the proper answer.” 
These are purely hypothetical, of course.
But why the fear? There are at least three possibilities:
1. The professor approaches godhood in his might and power and I know—just know—

that he is trying to illustrate his brilliance in the wake of my stupidity. 
2. There is an unwritten social contract I make with my fellow students, and I am afraid 

that if I make a fool of myself that they will rip that contract to shreds and leave me to hang 
in front of the class. There is no honor among students.

3. I am a wimp.

At what point do I realize that it’s okay to be wrong, to stand in the headlights of a speed-
ing truck and think? Or do I only ever see the lights and think, “I am so screwed”?

Fear can be exhilarating. Some people are adrenaline junkies. They are the people who 
jump out of planes or from tall buildings, who climb mountains without any protective gear. 
Funnily enough, these people have a higher mortality rate than ordinary people, people who 
are content to live average lives. But I sometimes wish that I could be one of those adrena-
line junkies, one of those people who takes risks and, funnily enough, finds the fulfillment 
in living by almost dying. 

The closest I ever came to something like that was in theatre arts, on stage, wearing 
tights. Pathetic, I know: it is clearly not the same and I did not do it for fun. I was Mercutio 
in Romeo and Juliet. But there was something about the rush and beating heart as I prepared 
to step on the stage in front of an audience, with my sweaty palms and my memorized lines. 
On stage I didn’t have to be me. On stage I could cat-whistle (except that I don’t know how 
to whistle; Zach Cathcart, or Romeo as he was known, had to whistle for me). I could tweak 
noses. Heck, I could even wear tights and not be made fun of for it. On stage, I could play 
with swords the way I would as a child. I died there, onstage—three times! And three times I 
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was resurrected. I was no longer me, but Shakespeare’s comic relief. I was nervous, yes, but I 
felt alive and bold in my fear.

Contrast that to a first kiss. 
Warning: There is nothing bold about this. But, unlike my first handholding experience, I 

will own the reality of these events as I depict them. 
Sitting on a bench at night, my arm around my girl, the two of us talking. Crickets chirp 

and the oxytocin is pumping through us both as we cuddle. In my mind I am thinking how 
should I do it, should I warn her or just go for it? I can only imagine what she is thinking 
(who knows, really? A woman’s mind is an enigma, but that is a subject for another time). 
The moon casts its blue shadow and we talk. There is a break in the conversation and I ask 
what she is thinking. She smiles and does not say anything. A while later she turns the 
question to me, and I think . . . No. The pulse in my temple twitches and I breathe a little 
faster—adrenaline. Kiss or run away. Those are the options, the only options. I play the 
scenes in my mind:

1. The unrealistic movie scene. I wrap her in my arms, staring into her eyes, and I tell her 
how much I love her and how much she means to me. In a fit of passion we simultaneously 
lean toward each other. We kiss.

2. The dreaded possible-reality scene. We sit awkwardly, both thinking what the other is 
thinking (I think . . .). After several minutes we cough nervously, turning away. She then 
stands up and demands that I take her home, annoyed at my paralysis.

Here’s what actually happened: 
I do not feel so much alive as pathetic. Finally I turn to her and say, “You promise not to 

tell your friends that I pulled a move on you?” Confused, she asks what I mean. Without 
another word, I aim a kiss at her lips. 

And I miss. 
To this day I blame it on an excessive shot of adrenaline in the moment that caused my 

muscles to contract faster than I was able to control, affecting my smooching aim. Still, I 
think, there’s more to this than simple chemistry.

Three words scare me in my budding relationship. You can probably guess what they are. 
The words are simple enough, all one syllable: the first person singular pronoun “I” connect-
ed to the second person singular pronoun “you,” with the verb “love.” Attached to all those, 
of course, is the baggage that comes with “love.” Commitment, changed routines and habits, 
gifts, expenditure, constant thoughts of trying to impress—or if not impress, actively 
engage in making the other feel important. Because that is how it should be, because she is 
important and she should feel important. 

But should it be scary? Linking “I” and “you” with something as powerful as “love” is 
tricky business, not for the faint-hearted. Those two pronouns mean that two individual 
lives are at stake, at risk of losing something precious. What is it? I’ve been trying to put my 
finger on it for a while now, ever since I started dating the girl I think I love. Why can’t I tell 
her I love her? Because what happens if she doesn’t love me in return? The phrase “I love” 
makes no sense without “you,” and without the assurance of “you” being on the other side 
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of my love I so freely give, I am scared. I do not want to give my love away to emptiness, 
because I hope it will be returned in full measure. But that is why I fear those three simple 
words. It’s a risk, like jumping from a plane not knowing if your chute will open, and the 
rush is the same. As you think the words, your brain preps the body for the plunge, and you 
have to decide whether you will fight those words out of your mouth or run away without 
ever saying anything. Take the risk, I say. The higher the stakes, the higher the gain, and 
there’s no poker game like loving the one you love.

The Bible says, “There is no fear in love; but perfect love casteth out fear.” What is that 
supposed to mean? I read the word “casteth” and I picture an Elizabethan bartender throw-
ing a punk out of his pub, shouting at him in perfect iambic pentameter, “Foul sir, make 
sure to ne’er return again!” 

How can I do anything perfectly? Does that mean that I am doomed to fear all the days 
of my life? Probably. I wonder if that is necessarily a bad thing. I do not think it is wrong 
to fear; fear is what keeps us alive, after all, what keeps us moving. Looking at the order in 
which the Bible strings those words together, I suppose for love to cast out fear, that means 
that fear has to exist first: the muck-maker has to exist before he can be thrown out. I won-
der, though, if love can exist without fear. Or if having fear means that I love and am in love 
any less perfectly. I do not think that God is saying I have to be perfect and fearless; to me, 
it seems more like a power struggle between two forces, diametrically opposed. Just because 
you “cast” something out does not mean that it will never come back. 

I told my girlfriend that I loved her in the car late one night. She kissed me.

I fear the very thought of perfection, mostly because I know I will never be perfect. 
Everyone else around me, though, seems to have everything figured out perfectly. I see 
them—the mechanical engineer designing cheap prosthetic limbs, the woman with a degree 
in genetics who is studying words like bilious and impecunious to prepare for the GRE and 
graduate school, the philosophy major who discusses the bioethics of physician-assisted 
suicide and plans to attend law school—and I feel like a con-artist selling my performance 
while they all succeed with their lives. You think I’m smart? Well, I can pretend. At least for 
a little bit. I wonder how long I can hold the con as I flounder my way through life. I know 
logically that they are just as imperfect as I am, but I don’t see their flaws. I only see mine. I 
am caught in that web, and that is terrifying.

The woman who is studying for the GRE is my girlfriend. I hope she does well but I am 
afraid of what will happen when she does. I fear the future, not because I think I’m not up 
for the challenge (although that thought has certainly cropped up more than once), but 
because I simply do not know what it holds. I fear what I cannot see. The future is funny 
like that. We’ve talked about getting married. We’ve talked about our goals and dreams and 
desires. We are honest with each other. In our talks I have learned more about her.

My girlfriend suffers from Ranaud’s Disease. This means that her blood vessels are too 
small for blood to transport oxygen to her extremities, particularly in the cold. Sometimes 
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her legs will turn purple and it will look like she is bruised. She also suffers from rheumatoid 
arthritis. This means her joints are inflamed and her bones are fragile. Basically her bones 
look like they belong to a 40-year-old woman—although when you look at her you would 
never guess it. Sometimes when we are holding hands she will twitch and pull her hand from 
me to rub the pain away. She told me this because she wants me to be aware of what a future 
with her will hold. She since has asked me what scares me the most about thinking of a 
future with her. Here is what I have since thought:

I am afraid of hurting her. I am afraid of holding her too tight, of being pushed away. I am 
afraid of coming home to see her writhing on the ground in agonizing pain, knowing that I 
will wring my own hands in helplessness. I am afraid of not being able to take her pain away. 
I cannot hurt for her as much as I am willing to. I cannot empathize and so I am afraid of 
feeling alone. I am even more afraid that she will feel alone. 

I am afraid that I am quite useless.

Fear will always exist, in whatever form it may be, for however long a time. The chemicals 
will cascade throughout my body with the resulting physiological effects, and I will have to 
make a decision. Scientists may question my actual ability to “choose” what to do. They may 
argue that I have no choice but what my body forces me to do. In a sense maybe they are 
right. The stimuli will come—the rooster’s claws, the coming trucks, the scary kisses and 
what their futures hold, with the flood of epinephrine and electricity coursing through our 
bodies to keep us alive, away from harm. This is inevitable, unavoidable. It will happen. Fear 
will always sneak its way in or pound obtrusively on the doors of our brains. I will always 
be afraid of something. And in those moments when I am not afraid— well, just wait for it. 
Ready or not, I predict nervous pathways ahead.
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DISLOCATION

Sun Jiayin
Hong Kong Baptist University

OARJIAYIN

goldfish  swimming  in  the  fishbowl  are  not  the  masters  of  the fishbowl

people  wandering  in  the  cemetary  are  not  the  hosts  of  the cemetary

   trees      and      woods      speak     different     languages    perpetually

 you   in   the   mirror   and    I    are   in   opposite    directions    eternally

    when   the   moon    and    stars    take     the    place   of   the   sun

      do           you           know           what           they           replace

         when               you              brush              past               me  

   do             you              know             what               we               miss

      retrospects                        saturate                                advents

           pursuit                             intertwines                              elapses

   open                                    my                                     hands

                       palm                                           prints

           are                                              left

                                 deeply
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BOMPA

Danielle James
Baruch College

His favorite word was Jackass
his name, Bompa (boom-pahh)
was from the Flemish word for Grandpa

   \’jak-’as\!
he spit this out of his throat while driving
flung it at bankers and mothers and teenagers and teachers
when they clogged the avenues in their cars

if the sun was out and his window was down
he broiled his fist into the air

he unclenched his fist to cook eggs with eight cheeses on Sunday
  to play backgammon and sip smoked whiskey 
  to tell his story about the monk in the mountains
  to thumb through books
  to write a poem about a cat
 
he uncrumpled dollar bills on a counter to buy my eleventh birthday present
a Merriam-Webster Dictionary
big and red 
a monument, it now lays on my desk

tucked inside was a letter
   Treasure, 
he called the dictionary
   Jewels, 
he called words
   Beloved, 
he called me
he wrote his name phonetically, with two o’s in the middle 
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The dictionary sat next to me 
when I ate Bompa’s pasta with salt and butter 
from a bowl filled with pale little dinosaurs 
a stegosaurus, a triceratops, some sauropods, I swallowed them whole
grease stains decorate the pages 
where the paper absorbed my fingertips
I looked at words until they filled me up 
until the sun disappeared
and Bompa called me from his book-lined study

Bompa’s voice vibrated, as if from a whale’s belly
   Danielle, there are no Rice Krispies in the house
he boomed
his paper skin reflected off my grandmother’s copper colored complexion
his head was a mound of sleek waves
hers a thick black halo 
oil and water, not expected to merge
it hurt the eyes of bystanders to see them together

to soften the glare, they only looked at him
not at the woman, two boys, one girl, and tiny dark haired baby clustered next to him
   Can’t you see these are my children
   No we will not sit in the back, this table suits us just fine
   This is my wife
he boomed
waving away insinuations and would-be insults
when Bompa died, his hands were blue
and his back was warm.
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WHEN I’M THIRTY

Em Hammett
 Sarah Lawrence College

The mock job interviewer gazed just to the right of my head, not quite eye contact like I 
expected. That’s probably when he noticed the food stain on my dress. My grandma had just 
sent me the dress for my 20th birthday and the very next day I wore it to this very mock 
interview, as it is as professional as it is flattering, or so I thought. Perhaps the dress was 
just new and I was eager to test-drive it, not just the dress, but this professional practice of 
dressing up, making eye contact, and convincing a stranger that you are qualified, eager to 
work, and worthwhile. In this case it was like acting: acting like a grownup. The interviewer, 
an actual newspaper editor of the Norwood Newspaper, never made solid eye contact with 
me. He just looked off to the right of my body. He had posed his question, the question, the 
same damn question my dad poses every time I go home to the motherland (Ohio). Some-
times he asks me over the phone when the conversation runs dry. Mister Interviewer asked 
it too, very strategically.  

“Where do you see yourself in ten years?”
For the interviewer, my answer had to be fleshed-out and speculative, assertive without 

sounding too set in my ways—confident, but with an air of exploration. I had to tell —
sell— my story (any story would probably do; this was acting after all, right?):

Well, I don’t really have any serious career plans yet (I turned 20 yesterday). Ideally, I 
can see myself in a position where I write a lot (like, a novelist or a memoirist, because 
what other writing jobs are there, Mister Journalist?), perhaps for an online pop culture 
forum (since that seems to be where the creative writing majors are funneling). I can 
see myself in education (when all else fails), teaching either high school or a more 
professional level (grad school, here I come). Immediately after college I see myself 
teaching English abroad (because I won’t have enough money for grad school right out 
of college. Or will I? How does grad school work, Mister Interviewer-Journalist? Did 
you go to grad school? What are your credentials?), getting the global experience of an 
expatriate while I’m young (transnationalism for the win). Anyway, those are most of 
the ideas I have for myself for the next little while. (Cue cheesy smile.)

For my father, I make up facetious answers every time he asks the “What are you doing 
with your life?” question:
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I’ll live in the attic and help take care of Claire and Patrick (my baby half siblings who 
will be 13 when I’m 30, and thus need to be chauffeured and entertained while their 
physician parents see patients and plan their retirement).

I’ll be a writer in New York (isn’t that why people come to this city?). I’ll sit on a 
bench on a subway platform, preferably one that’s really deep underground and away 
from the police, and type short, on-the-spot flash-stories and poems for passengers as 
they wait for the trains, on a little typewriter on my lap. I already have the typewriter, 
a teal Olivetti 32. Its name is Christopher Reginald. I’ll supplement the tips from these 
brief pieces with some sort of day job. After all, I have retail experience, thanks to Papy-
rus and the Columbus Zoo and Aquarium.

I’ll be an admissions counselor at some competitive institution of higher education—
Sarah Lawrence College, for example— until they stop admitting normal humans and 
start admitting robotic, super humans who are flawless and programmed by the most 
elite college-prep schools in America. I’ll quit when I lose faith in humanity. 

I’ll get an office job in an embassy in a transitioning country. Or I’ll teach 10th Grade 
English to diplomat kids at an American school in Africa. Or South America. Or Asia. 
Maybe some parts of the Middle East. I’ll send a bunch of applications all over the 
world and pick the one that responds first. Or I’ll let the U.S government pick for me. 
It’s not too late to take an international relations course, right?

I’ll move into a sketchy but affordable apartment with my boyfriend and start a 
blog where I take pictures of the Domestic Animals of Columbus, Ohio. I’ll take these 
comical portraits and interview them, extracting these life stories out of these animals 
we pass on the street every single day. If HONY can do it, so can I. All I need is a digital 
camera and a humane society.

Married with five kids: Emma, Emerson, Emmanuel, Emilia, and Emmett (I would 
have to get started on that pretty soon if this is all going down in ten years). 

I’ll open a bookstore-bar. It’ll be a bookstore with a…bar, after five; there will be a 
coffee bar open all hours. Maybe two bars in separate locations, maybe one bar. I hav-
en’t decided yet. There will be two spaces/rooms/sections: in the front on one side of 
the room will be a few genres on shelves, some feature book displays, some seating and 
tables, and maybe a stage area to host open mics, poetry readings, and author appear-
ances. On the other side of the room will be the bar. That would be more of the enter-
tainment room/space. In the other room/space there would be the other book genres 
and comfortable seating, where you sit and read a book. I can’t stand bookstores where 
you can’t sit and read for a little bit (I’m looking at you, Strand). If there’s enough space 
there would be some, maybe just one, sturdy work / writing tables, like at Stoff ’s Coffee 
Shop in Grandview. I could live in the store room until business takes off. We would 
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also sell cards, stationary, and journals as part of our inventory. I think there would 
need to be two managers: a bar manager and a retail manager (I could do the latter; af-
ter all, I spent two summers selling plush animals and t-shirts that cost three times my 
hourly wage), but that’s logistical and can be decided when I get my business scheme 
together. Maybe I’d call it Form Equals Content (F=C). Or Em Dash: you know, like—, 
but also my nickname. I go to school with somebody named Dash; maybe we could be 
business partners. I really think it would do well (I explained this business plan to my 
skeptic father at a restaurant once, and when he expressed his skepticism, the woman 
sitting next to us said she would totally go, and she’d bring all of her bookish, beer-lov-
ing friends, too). 

All of these answers carry the same meaning: in ten years, I see myself as thirty. 
For Christmas this year, I’m giving my understandably curious (read: anxious) father a 

career counseling book: You Majored in What? Mapping Your Path From Chaos to Career. It’s 
red and full of interactive assignments where I fill in some blanks about my own life while 
studying the chaos theory of “career mapping” (or letting events shape my career path), 
winging myself away from the linear theory of career mapping (political science majors be-
come politicians, biology majors become doctors, music majors become band teachers, etc.). 
That way he’ll know that I do in fact zone out in Japanese literature class and daydream 
about my future. 

To preface the section in the book on how liberal arts students really find jobs, the author 
Katherine Brooks quotes this very tongue-in-cheek career counselor, talking about students 
like me who attend mock interviews in hopes of increasing their job opportunities: “It’s 
ridiculous to ask liberal arts students what they plan to do in five years. They don’t even 
know what they plan to have for dinner” (8). Ha. Cute. The career counselor may be right 
about the former, but they’re incorrect about the latter. I know exactly what I’m eating for 
dinner: cafeteria food, because I am an inept cook. It’s one of my strongest shortcomings as 
a person. At least the cafeteria at the bottom of the hill is a constant in my swirling, unde-
cided life. 

I even know what I’m doing tonight after I have my cafeteria food dinner. I’ll march back 
up the hill with a full stomach and swipe my keycard into the side door of my dormitory. 
The door will unlock, but I won’t be able to open the consistently-jammed metal door. I’ll 
kick the door, then it will open; then I’ll think I should be nicer to the door. I’ll hike up the 
white emergency staircase, just to the third floor, and enter my hallway. It really is my hall-
way; I’m the resident adviser. I listen to freshman freak out about papers while I decorate 
the walls with information,  promotional posters for various on-campus events and services. 
I’ll walk about halfway down the hall, unlock my door, enter, cross the room, and flip on 
my lamp (there is a light switch for one fluorescent light, but it makes the room feel dank). 
Then I will plop down in my desk chair, survey the table space, and think, This isn’t where the 
work gets done; this is just a tangible construction of my scatterbrained mental processing system. 
But I’m wrong: my desk is just where I keep my toys, and I’ve decorated it the same way for 
as long as I’ve curated my own workbench.

When I’m thirty, I hope I have a cluttered desk. I hope desks won’t be obsolete, that we 
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will still work in stations and at tables, sometimes with technology, sometimes with pen and 
paper. I hope handwriting is still in practice, and that I continue to write in journals in order 
to find the words to fill the word processor (will Microsoft Word survive the technological 
evolution, I wonder?). And I hope I still have a wall of books facing me, with little trinkets 
and distractions here and there. These are the toys in my life: books and figurines, mugs, 
and a big, black laptop. The 15” screen I glare into blares light at me, like a wall, distracting 
me from the other tangible objects with which I surround myself. 

I had two favorite toys when I was two, eighteen years ago. They were a pair of orange 
Lego brachiosaurus dinosaurs: big ones that I wouldn’t be able to choke on, not like little 
Lego pieces that artists use to recreate the island of Manhattan. We— my family and I— 
called one “Mama Dino,” because it was bigger and perhaps feminine, and the other “Baby 
Dino,” as it was little and could be attached to the back of Mama Dino. The baby was con-
structed completely out of one mold, but Mama Dino could move its neck 90 degrees into 
a vertical position, like it was looking around, and a horizontal position, like it was eating 
or just looking at the ground. They were beloved, well-traveled toys that accompanied me 
everywhere I went. I think the pair had a tour with my younger sister and brother, too (the 
two that aren’t currently two years old). Now their spots are faded, chipping, two decades 
past mint-condition, and Mama Dino can’t hold her neck in an upright position. The Dinos 
didn’t follow me to the dorm; the last time I saw them they were on my dad’s desk in the last 
house we rented. I don’t claim them as my own anymore. They now belong to him, as do the 
memories associated with raising kids in his thirties. And forties. And now his fifties. 

Maybe I will have small children (but not five) with Lego dinosaurs when I’m thirty. 
There’s a startling thought.

The toys and distractions on my desk predominately inhabit the rim of the table, support-
ed by two adjacent walls. The desk is in the corner of the room next to the window, in the 
opposite corner from the door. I’ve always done this in my own home, too, and I actually got 
some affirmation from Stephen King in his memoir On Writing that I was on the right track: 
“It starts with this: put your desk in the corner of the room, and every time you sit down to 
write, remind yourself why it isn’t in the middle of the room. Life isn’t a support system for 
art. It’s the other way around” (94). Art supports life: I’ll remember that for my next mock 
interview. I’ll sound intellectual and well-read, so they’ll hire me on the spot. That’s how job 
interviews work, right?  In reality, the desk is in the corner because that’s where the office 
of residence life put it; there’s no other good spot in the room, unless I swap it with my bed. 
It’s a good place; it keeps all of the contents from falling off the edge.

The toys sit on top of, next to, and between the books. I currently have four piles of 
books, because I inherited the hoarding gene from my father’s side of the family. One little 
plush hedgehog, Vonnegut, sits on my lamp fixture, watching me type and overseeing the 
comings and goings of desk activity (my aunt Kathy surprised me with him when I visited 
her in Indiana. We went to a bookstore in Bloomington and she got him for me while I read 
through Slaughterhouse 5, unaware that the transaction was taking place. Ergo, Vonnegut). 
Most of the books in piles are ones I’m actively reading for class (novels by Kenzaburo Oe 
and Haruki Murakami, Renata Adler, Maggie Nelson, the scientists who wrote the intro-
duction to my genetics textbook). Randomly, there’s a Kill Bill DVD that I’ve renewed twice 
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from the library, though I haven’t managed to finish it. Nothing sits on the piles, though; 
they’re on call, waiting to be read,  because books have aspirations, messages, and mean-
ings. The books on my desk are forever waiting in line.

There’s a verb in Japanese, tsundoku, which translates to “buying books and not reading 
them; letting books pile up unread on shelves or floors or nightstands.” I didn’t learn this 
word in the Japanese class I took last year; Facebook taught me that one. I look at my desk, 
at the piles, at the disorganization, and consider tsundoku to be my fortunate reality. There 
are books that stand vertically: eight writing manuals, three dictionaries (one is for French 
verb conjugation, one is a Random House college dictionary from my grandma, not the 
one mentioned two thousand words ago, and one is a rhyming dictionary purchased for 43 
cents), four short story compilations, two student publications, three random novels, a book 
full of interviews by famous and forever rising novelists, six CDs sent from home, five DVDs 
(my dad sent me three Robin Williams DVDs for my birthday after the comedic legend 
passed; I’ve only finished Good Morning, Vietnam), and two disconnected computer speakers. 
Keeping each one standing is a set of wooden bookends that my grandparents brought back 
for me from when they traveled to Africa a few years ago (this is the grandma that gave me 
the dictionary). I do the tallies, I look at the wall of books, and remind myself that the books 
were collected over time, gradually, not all at once. That’s how hoarding happens— unless 
you’re a compulsive shopper, then tsundoku may be more your reality, too (it’s the piles that 
decide it for me). When I’m thirty, I hope I have different books lining the end of my desk. 
More current. More relevant. More frequently read. 

There are two relevant bumper stickers taped over the waiting line of books: one says 
“BOOK JUNKIE” and the other one says “Reading is Sexy.” When I’m thirty I’ll have a used 
car, maybe a Nissan Cube, with a bumper plastered in those stickers I have currently taped 
around my room and the others stored in an old Converse shoe box, permanently advertis-
ing my personality for all of the driving strangers I cut off when merging on the highway.  

One of my trinkets is a guardian angel found in a plantation-converted-to-museum in 
Natches, Mississippi. She’s a cotton ball; she has a little bead for a head, with a face and a 
pipe cleaner halo. Her wings are open cotton shells, and her body is full bloom cotton. Sit-
ting on top of a book (The Snark Bible, I admit) is a little clay man, the Duke of Wellington, a 
souvenir gift from my high school when I graduated. He looks toward the little angel, trying 
to swoon her with his impressive history. She’s not having it. He’s been trying for years. 
She’s uninterested in his big head. 

I mean it: I never stopped playing with toys. How would that sound in an interview?
On top of one of the unemployed computer speakers sits a plush, fluffy character from 

Hayao Miyazaki’s animated film Tonari no Totoro (My Neighbor Totoro). Not only is it my 
favorite Miyazaki film, but it’s also my favorite animated film. It’s about two girls who move 
into the Japanese countryside and befriend spirits that live in their giant tree. My Totoro, 
a Comicon souvenir from my best friend, Zoe, gazes into the corner of the ceiling, watching 
for small black spirits (a reference from the movie). On the other computer speaker sits a 
gift from my friend Emiko in Japan, a plush, fabric, pink neko (cat), with a stitched flower 
on its belly holding a fish over its head. Cats are a motif in Japanese culture; on the tabletop 
two small cats, also from Japan, sit and watch me work. Behind the cats three Kokeshi dolls: 
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wooden dolls from northern Japan, wearing kimonos and sporting long, dark wooden hair, 
that stand together like friends. The big one is wearing a green kimono (a graduation gift 
from a teacher), a shorter one is wearing a pink kimono (from a trip to San Francisco), and 
a small one wears a yellow kimono (from Miyazaki, Japan). Beside them is an even shorter, 
white Daruma doll. Daruma are interactive; they come with two white circles for eyes. You 
color in one pupil to make a wish, and when the wish comes true you fill in the other eye. 
My Daruma is currently waiting for a wish; I’m saving it for a dire, academic situation. 

I could see myself in Japan when I’m thirty. Totoro will be 37 years old.  
The table surface of my desk is mostly mugs and other drinking devices. Currently there’s 

a coaster that says “I is a college student.” I do have four other coasters: two have Keith 
Haring prints, one is the skyline of Columbus, and one is a souvenir from my aunt when 
she went to London around the time of Kate and William’s wedding; it is merely a coaster 
with their faces on it. There’s a displaced oven mitt, the career counseling book for my dad, 
a Mark Z. Danielewski book I’m trying to read before my boyfriend can get his hands on it, 
a leather journal I’m trying to complete (another graduation gift), and a blank whiteboard. 
It wouldn’t be blank if I had dry erase markers. I might be more organized if I had dry erase 
markers. 

This is twenty: this messy desk, this rambling essay. Twenty is uncertainty and possibility. 
Twenty is a hoarding period, the daily grind, the wondering, and the stressing about won-
dering. Twenty is neither tied down nor tied up. Twenty is waking up in the morning and 
wondering what you’re doing with your day; twenty is staying up at night, staring at your 
ceiling or a book, wondering what you’re doing with your life in ten years, twenty years, thir-
ty years, in any time frame. Twenty is not realizing that this wondering, this life contempla-
tion, never ever ends. It won’t suddenly cease to be when I’m thirty. It won’t be over when 
I’m forty. Twenty is figuring it out. Twenty is practicing your interview skills, even when the 
interviewer doesn’t make eye contact with you.

“You should work on projecting your voice,” he says in his feedback. “And you should work 
on your objective, what you want to do with your life. It’s sort of all over the place, and you 
need to think about how an employer will help you reach your goal.” 

“Thank you.” What else can I say?
“It looks like you have a food stain on your dress, too.” He points to my right shoulder. 

“Make sure you don’t have any stains in actual interviews.”
Sigh. “Okay.” 
“Regardless,” he puts out his hand. “Not a bad job. You’re definitely on your way. Good 

luck with everything.” 
I shake it. I wonder if he’s wondering what he’ll be doing in ten years. “Thank you for your 

time.” 
When I’m thirty, I wonder if I’ll look back on that mock interview on October 1st and 

think, “Yep. That was twenty.” I hope I don’t, and I bet I won’t.
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MYSTERIOUS DEATHS,
OR KALMAC’S BIRTHDAY

Ethan Cohen
 Vassar College

 ~~ prologue ~~

I dreamt a novel
Kalmac rode through birthday snow 
until a U-turn

years propelled, Kalmac
emerged from summer sand, and,
facing the remnants 

of the crowd that had
seen his foil off, claimed the
protagonist’s role

 ~~

I looked at the night
I said, Night, why are you dark?
Night said, Who gives a

After the shooting
we watched a famous film and 
critiqued gender roles

The daughter of chefs
had an eating disorder
and she killed herself 

A superhero
wore a mask to shield her loved.
Cops shot. “He’s ISIS!”

Salesman ingested
Ambien. Aircraft change! Slick
needed a wheelchair 

In the album of
ancestral Jewish photos
I pray for non-whites 
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 ~~ interlude ~~

My fiction chats come
from unhealthy male peers, who
profess at the wheel.
As though teaching me,
they list their wives’ shortcomings.
I reply, Ya, um…
they play hip-hop and 
talk over the lyrics. I
Google them later. 

 ~~

“The Wet Chest”
Is it possible, 
to brush your teeth standing up-
right, without dripping?

“Addiction to Dreams”
Are drugs substitutes for night
somnambulism? 

Through how many rains 
have I ducked in umbrellas
with boyfriended girls?

Are camp memories
the intestinal lining
of my existence? 

My friends and I love
each other in photos. Smile,
future dead faces.

Mysterious Deaths
are not so Mysterious
after a while 
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TODAY, IT’S WARHOL

Alyssa Knowling
 Webster University
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producing a Nike ad, 
finger to the corner of his mouth, 
lips all puckered and thin.
I don’t know, he drawls,
asking an intern to scoot
one shoe a microinch to the right.

It’s Warhol going home      
to microwave a Hot Pocket 
and watch Spongebob, 
his face blank, 
his eyes squinted, blinking.

Warhol by himself
in a king-sized bed, 
scrolling through Twitter, 
opening an internet tab, 
amazed by all the free pornography.

Andy dreaming of screen prints 
and holograms. Andy listening
to DJ Khaled with his mouth open. 
Andy flabbergasted,
toying with a faulty Google Glass.

Andy ending up at the zoo one day 
standing in front of a leopard, thinking
It’s just a leopard,
and taking a photo
with his iPhone.



MEMORIES (SELF PORTRAIT #1)
Eric Parr
Texas Tech University 



OCEAN OF NOISE (ZEN GARDEN #1)
Eric Parr
Texas Tech University



NEW HAVEN UTOPIA: UNTITLED V
Alonzo Pantoja
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 



THE ISLANDS
Zac Treuer
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 



WASH AWAY
Samantha Pearson
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 



SE
LF

 P
O

RT
R

A
IT

 A
S 

A
 F

A
M

O
U

S 
D

ET
EC

T
IV

E
M

eg
ha

n 
B

ra
un

er
K

an
sa

s 
C

it
y 

A
rt

 In
st

it
ut

e



C
O

M
M

EN
T

 O
N

 M
Y

 F
EM

IN
IN

IT
Y

 &
 I

’L
L 

PU
N

C
H

 Y
O

U
 I

N
 T

H
E 

FA
C

E
B

as
ha

 H
ar

ri
s

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 W

is
co

ns
in

-M
ilw

au
ke

e 



EX
PO

SE
D

H
su

an
-y

u 
H

o
U

ni
ve

rs
it

y 
of

 C
al

if
or

ni
a,

 S
an

 D
ie

go



OARGEORGES 57

GUSTO

William Georges
Oakland University

When night renders cranes inoperable
the workers—their eyes fixed just right—
arrange them into the moon’s steel candelabrum.

A bulb’s halogen lifts swirling particles—
lunar pallor alchemizing the atmosphere:
emblazoned gourd, incandescent belt.

And corroded pipes. Or spirit.
A woman steps backward across a locker room pulling
her mop, pauses. Waters: ichor
labyrinthine behind the girls’ room walls

lets the bronzing grid one oxidized gasp
as if something foreign moves through its works.



Some scientists and philosophers believe 
that alongside our universe in all its 
infinite glory lies an increasingly infinite 
array of parallel universes, existing in 
dimensions beyond our comprehension. 
Each time a decision is made in ours 
or any other universe, a quantum shift 
occurs, and a new universe splits forward.

This means that conceivably, in a subverted 
plane of existence, there is a version of the 
Guggenheim strung with original Hitler’s; 
his early stuff, fresh out of art school,
and another plane where John, Paul, 
George, and Ringo are Joan, Pauline, 
Georgette, and the female facsimile of Ringo. 

There’s a universe where Nixon wasn’t 
a crook, and Clinton never got Lewinsky’d. 
One where the American Revolution 
is a quiet scuffle in British history books,
or one where they never bothered 
to colonize across the Atlantic at all.

Maybe by now we’ve made it to Mars 
in one of our alternate timelines, or maybe 
we’ve been conquered by automatons 
hailing from distant Andromeda. There’s 
probably a version of the Milky Way 
where our sun never started to shine,
this quadrant of space is bereft of life
but if you’re Andromedan you’re totally fine.

Somewhere out there I’m a millionaire
and somewhere else a soldier, 
but what really keeps me up at night 
is that scattered among these infinities
must be a number of parallel me(s),
of whom I am infinitely jealous
for being with a number of parallel you(s)
while I’m stuck here in this crummy universe
without you parallel to me.

M-THEORY

Corey Morrill
Southern Utah University
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These are the true cottonwoods:
leaves jagged-edged and waxy, the size of children’s hands,

leaves waving in the breeze like those hands through the windows of school 
buses, cool lush triangular verdancy with ridges like the branches around them:

branches zigzagging like dodging jackrabbits, fur-colored branches bounding into 
the bluest depths of the sky. Branch joints bulge like arthritic hands whose pain 

their bark can ease. Pale xylem flutters from scraped bark like stiff streamers, 
remnants from a porcupine’s feast. Children break the smaller twigs at the 

knuckles to see the star-shaped heartwood. On the larger branches, the bark
is fissured so deeply you feel you can put your fingers in the crack and

pry it apart, and step inside the horse-wide trunk like it was a wardrobe,
while the bark swings closed behind you as you wander into 

Yggdrasil.
You can see

how the river
has built these
trees, how they

hold enough water
to be an extension
of the river itself:

vertical streams connecting
atmosphere and landscape.

DELTOIDES

Claire Reardon
Prescott College
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MY BEAUTIFUL GENOME

Theresa Duncan
California Lutheran University

What if instead of teachers there were these metal helmets that dropped down from the ceil-
ing and attached to our heads, sort of like oxygen masks in airplanes, but instead of feeding 
us oxygen they inflated our brains with history and science and math and English and all 
the subjects that take too long to learn? We would put the helmets over our heads and BAM! 
We’d know everything about grammar and cursive and multiplication tables and Indians—
except the helmets would be politically correct and call them Native Americans. And it 
would also know whether you were Christian or Buddhist or Muslim or atheist, and would 
only teach certain kids evolution and other kids creationism or nihilism, based on their be-
liefs. That way no one would argue or get offended in school anymore or be made fun of for 
thinking the world was really created as a science fair experiment by bored Martian children.

The helmet would also know if you were left brained or right brained. I learned in school 
how we have two hemispheres in our head and one hemisphere is better than the other at 
math and science and shapes and logic, and the other side is better at language and com-
munication and creativity and words. But the two hemispheres have a wall between them, 
sort of like the Berlin Wall, and it’s really hard for either side to dig a tunnel or rappel over 
because some Stalin is in there ordering everyone about. So the metal helmets would pluck 
Stalin out like an earwig and our two hemispheres would finally be able to communicate. 
And everyone would finally understand everyone else and there would probably be a lot 
more Picassos and Da Vincis in the world and comedians who were also Einsteins and really 
nice moms who could explain entropy to you while also baking chocolate hazelnut soufflé.  

I told Grandpa about my helmet idea when I went to go visit him in the hospital. He gave 
me a book on the Human Genome Project, about this guy named Watson who discovered 
DNA was shaped like a double helix which made everyone think he was really great and ev-
eryone really loved him. But then during an interview he said that “the proportion of idiots 
among Nobel Prize Winners is equal to that among ordinary people” and no one liked him 
anymore. I still liked him though, because if everyone had my helmet they could cure people 
of stupidity and then everyone could win a Nobel Prize. I told Grandpa my helmet would 
also get rid of the genes that make people sick or give people Alzheimer’s like he has, and it 
would also cure the genes that make Mom sad and it would give Dad happy genes when he 
came home angry and it would remove my sister’s mean genes so she wouldn’t come home 
and tell Mom how I was talking to plants at school and embarrassing her, even though I was 
only trying to figure out the phenotypes. I asked Grandpa why they don’t get rid of all the 
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genes that make people evil to each other, and he said that would be impossible because 
then we would all be emotionless robots and it would create a domino effect and turn into 
“youth in Asia.” I didn’t know what was so bad about youth in Asia, because they were sup-
posed to be really smart and might end up helping me build my learning helmet for me one 
day, and I was confused about how kids in Asia applied to my question at all anyway. 

Grandpa told me about these things called SNPs, which cause mutations in our genome, 
kind of like the people in X-men. So then we tried to figure out what kind of single nucle-
otide polymorphisms we would want to mess around with our thymine and cytosine and 
adenine and guanine configurations. Grandpa said he’d want web-wielding, like Spiderman. 
That way he could finally get around the city because the DMV took away his license last 
year since he was too old to remember which one was the gas petal or how to use a blinker. 
I thought spinning webs would be a pretty awesome mutant gene too, because then I could 
shoot them at Jenna’s mouth when she was having a mean day and making fun of my fossil 
collection. But then I thought I’d really want to read people’s minds, because then I would 
know if I was about to offend or embarrass someone and then I could figure out what would 
make my parents happy and make them smile again.

When my parents were especially sad and their voices got too loud, Grandpa and I listened 
to Beethoven and played Animal Alliterations: Sassy Seahorses, Randy Rhinos, Ostenta-
tious Otters, Bombastic Bonobos, Elusory Emus, Hardy Heffelumps, Dilapidated Dolphins, 
Sprightly Springboks, Maudlin Meerkats, Amalgamating Armadillos, Pernicious Penguins. 
We would chant at each other like one of those Rorschach tests until we couldn’t think of 
any more adjectives. “Did Beethoven give up on piano when he went deaf?” Grandpa would 
say. “No!” So then we’d get out the 20 pound, 1000 page Webster’s Dictionary and look up 
all the words that didn’t want to remain between our ears. I wondered what it would be like 
to be deaf and not be able to experience your own artistic masterpieces.  How would you 
even know if they were masterpieces? What if you performed and the only reason people 
applauded was because they pitied you?

Before Grandpa got sick he used to come over every day while Mom was at work and Dad 
was too tired. His favorite thing to do was read my textbooks from school. It didn’t matter 
what it was or if it was really boring. He would put on his glasses and read about the Feder-
alist Papers and how the Constitution was way better than the Articles of Confederation, or 
about Columbus and killing all the Indians. I mean Native Americans! Or about the sacrifi-
cial practices of Aztecs, which I didn’t really want to know about, but sort of did, or about 
cells and mitosis and the differences between prokaryotes and eukaryotes and he would go 
on about how happy he was to be a complex organism, but imagine how glorious it would 
be if he was photosynthetic so he could have an excuse to lay in the sun all day! “Here’s a 
secret,” he said, “never stop learning and you’ll live forever.” 

One day Grandpa was reading about Darwin’s finches and about evolution and how we 
all used to be monkeys, but then we got better hygiene, and he got really inspired. “How do 
you think we are going to evolve in a hundred years?” he asked. I said we’d probably grow 
gills or proboscis like crabs or flippers like dolphins because I learned in school about Global 
Warming and how the entire world was going to flood, so a little deep sea marine anatomy 
would be pretty useful. Otherwise we’d be really wet and really dead. That was a day when 
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Mom was feeling inspired too and washing everything in the house five times over until we 
were all breathing in disinfectant, and I thought that if anyone peered down my throat and 
into my stomach my organs and intestines would be as white and sparkly clean as the coun-
tertops. Then Dad came home and the house was dirty again and their voices got too loud 
again so Grandpa took me to the park to find things out about bugs. 

There are millions and millions of species of bugs and they all belong to families with 
really odd names, like hymenoptera, which are common bugs like ants, and then there are 
rarer bugs like coleoptera and phasmatodea. Grandpa didn’t really care about the common 
families so we looked for the ones that had strange anatomies and didn’t particularly want 
to be found. I wondered if the ants ever fought with each other, because there were so many 
of them they were bound to get into arguments every now and again, and I wondered if they 
ever wished there were less of themselves. It must be pretty hard to stand out as an ant. I 
wondered if they were scared to stand out because then the other ants might gang up on 
them and it’d be sad and lonely in an ant home with no one being your friend.

We found three rare insects: a stick insect and two beetles that were in the coleoptera 
family. We put them in a Tupperware container my Grandpa brought, which we filled with 
dirt so the coleopteras would feel like they were in a familiar environment and be less 
scared. By then the moon had replaced the sun so Grandpa took my hand and we started to 
walk home.

“We can keep them and study them for a little bit,” Grandpa said, “but not for too long. 
Everything in this world has a place to belong and it’s good to get out of it for a little bit. 
Not forever though, otherwise you forget who you are.” What if they don’t like the place 
they belong, I asked him, what if they want to escape? “You don’t have a choice in where you 
belong,” Grandpa said, “But you have a choice in transforming it into something you can call 
a home.”

We got back and put the dirt and the insects into the bottom drawer of my dresser. I won-
dered if they would like it in their new world, if it would be an adventure or if they would 
be sad and miss the park and their families. I hoped I could be a good family for them for a 
little bit. I would protect them and I wouldn’t make them feel bad if they felt like standing 
out. Maybe when I took them back to the park, they wouldn’t be so afraid of being different 
anymore. “Enigmatic Ent,” Grandpa whispered as he closed the door good night. “Perennial 
Polymorph,” I whispered back as I closed my dresser drawer. 

The next day Jenna went into my room to “make sure I wasn’t trying to grow mold and 
cause asbestos and kill us all again” and opened the bottom dresser of my drawer to see 
if anything was decomposing in there, and she screamed and ran and told Dad. Dad was 
having an angry day.  He was very angry that I was doing things that were making him an-
grier. He made me watch as he squashed Sigmund, Albert, and Stephen with the heel of my 
fossil-digging boots. I was worried Grandpa would be angry because he loved the cleopteras 
as much as I had. Grandpa didn’t get mad though. He walked with me to the park and helped 
me bury them in the dirt. “Don’t feel bad,” Grandpa said, “they still made it back to where 
they belong, and their bodies will make the dirt richer and make their home an even better 
place for the rest of their families to live.” 

The night before Grandpa died I told him I changed my mind about the SNP I would want. 
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I told him I would want a gene that could erase all my other genes so I wouldn’t inherit 
Mom’s phobias or Dad’s manners. Grandpa looked at me like he was studying the pictures 
of Darwin’s finches or puzzling over the long words in the dictionary. He said, “Have I ever 
told you how there are wolves inside all of us?” I shook my head and pondered this because 
a wolf inside of us sounds very painful and it would probably be clawing at our innards to 
get out and everyone would be really bloody and really dead. But Grandpa was as smart as 
that Watson guy and always knew what he was talking about so I listened. “There is a battle 
between two wolves inside us all. One is evil. It is anger and envy, jealousy and sorrow, 
regret, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego. The other 
is good. It is joy and peace, love and hope, serenity and kindness, benevolence, empathy, 
generosity, truth, compassion and faith.” I thought about this for a minute, then asked, “If 
it’s a battle, which wolf comes out alive?” “The one you feed,” he said.

When we went to his funeral the next week, I thought about the bugs we had collected, 
the dirt we had placed them in, and about Grandpa and spreading his ashes across the city 
and in front of the doors of the library and the cafes and our house and the places he always 
went. I think he would be happy knowing he was where he belonged. And one day when my 
parents don’t have rules for me anymore and I can stand out, I’ll be able to find my Grandpa 
again and we’ll be wearing my metal helmet, still learning, never dying.  



BRONX

Alana Costello
SUNY Purchase
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Joshua picks me up 
at 167th and Concourse

 introduces me 
 to his cat/his mother
 /his abuelita/
 his brother 
 slams through the door
 
 with bottles 
 of Culitos Merlot
 and Coconut Moscato

  I had a dream
  where Joshua 
  kissed my fingers
  tenderly.

“I’m strapped with 10 guns
—test me!”
cries a man on the street

cops pass laughing—what joke?

move and move 
and the street—it moves
and a woman is yelling

 and us—
 “where is Angel with the weed?”

 and us—
 sitting in the park
 with poems running over our heads

the 4 train—interrupting—

zombie men push by
—pushers—move slow—
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  and I had a dream
  that Joshua 
  kissed the white
  of my arm, tenderly

in the yard the feral cat hunts

someone is watching 
from the fourth story window

curtains move/people move

 Joshua and I 
 free speak dangerously

4 train—interrupts—

  crashes toward 
  Crown Heights/Utica



THE SOMETIMES DOOR

Amanda Pekar
Prescott College
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It’s never there when I go looking, but 
sometimes when I wander downstairs in darkness, 
winding my way among boxes and bookshelves 
to the farthest corner of the house, 
sometimes there in the blue wall 
is my door, 
pale, unassuming, where I must 
have overlooked it, and while 

sometimes remembering it is there is enough, 
sometimes I unlock the door 
– does it have a lock? I cannot remember – 
and step through 
carefully,
like some people enter closets 
or little girls look in mirrors, because 
everyone knows worlds change in doorways 
and different doors lead different places, and so 

I am not surprised that 
the backyard through my sometimes door 
is not the backyard I might reach by walking 
out my front door 
and circling round, 

or that the stream burbles at me as I walk 
down the hill 
into the woods 
and leap over the stream, 
travelling through my neighborhood before there were houses in it 
to the house on top of the hill, 
where a friend I have never met
meets me, 
and we walk around his house 
like I might have walked around mine and 
through his sometimes garden gate, 
out into the fields where sun shines behind grey clouds 
and the wind stretches out



EVERY MORNING

Camille Craig
Naropa University
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My mother would bathe in a dawn of new things every morning. 
It’s not to say she had any children left in the house, 
Just gas heaters knocking and windows scalding, 
Framed mullions in misted grasses.

Peeling the copper jackets from onions, 
Which could only resemble butterfly eggs 
On the hanging geraniums in popcorn vertices. 
Fried up the kale and rosemary, molasses and water, 
In an iron cast pan.

The rooms were barren for drips of taps. 
The dim holler 
And barking of whippoorwills, 
On a lagoon in the shrugging afternoon.



FLOATING

Bernadette Ewing
Oakland Community College

I was 10 the year Elian Gonzalez came. A dark boy, fished from darker water. It was November, 
1999. He was all over the news. Boy Sails to the United Sates from Cuba. Boy Survives Raft Ride 
Hundreds of Miles. Journey to Freedom: Mother Risks All to Deliver Child to America. 

It was the year I made the discovery. The year I became an adult.
Everyone had an opinion, including me. I was 10 and knew everything. 
I knew little of Hispanic culture. To me, Spanish was a class in school. Hispanic meant sién-

tense, lavántense. Chicle, a la basura! It was the chocolate-eyed woman on the bag of tortillas at 
the grocery store. Muy auténtico. Gram would quiz me. 

“How do you say ‘orange’ in Spanish?”
“The fruit or the color?”
“Look at this one. Brains and sass. Both, smartass.”
“Naranja. Anaranjado.”
“That’s my girl. Keep it up.”
My teacher used the whole thing as an excuse to teach us about communism. She mentioned 

hard and masculine things—hammers and sickles, iron fists, and the Berlin Wall. 
“You were only babies when it fell,” she said. “But it was a good day.” 
She told us that Cuba remained one of only a few communist strongholds and that Amer-

icans weren’t allowed to visit. It struck me as odd that freedom meant not being able to see 
what the opposite was like.

I asked Mom and Gram about it. 
“This is the greatest country on earth, Allie.” My mother shoveled spaghetti onto my plate. 

“You can do whatever you want. You’re a smart girl. You study hard, go to college, and get a 
good job. It’s not like that other place. Not like where that little boy is from. That Alien Gonza-
lez boy. You’re lucky here.”

Here was a suburb of Detroit, and I knew she was right. We lived in an apartment. Not the 
best, but no cockroach motel, either. Middle Class. American. A good, clean, street, a nice 
school, and a town named after a tree. We saw the news. Drive-by shootings in the city. Arson. 
Kidnappings. Carjacking. We were lucky.

I sympathized with Elian. I felt caught between worlds. Child and teenager. Girl and woman. 
Me and something else. The court case dragged on and on. Photographers showed up at his 
relatives’ house day and night. They took pictures of him wearing Nikes, eating ice cream, smil-
ing. He looked like a commercial. Months passed. Christmas, New Year’s, Easter. Every holiday 
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brought new images of Elian. Eventually, people grew tired of his name. 
One afternoon that spring, our teachers divided our fifth grade class into boys and girls. I 

knew something was coming. I had sensed it for a while. Things felt different. I had fallen madly 
in love with my best friend, Paul, and thought I might die when I caught him staring at another 
girl’s chest. I cried for an hour and lit a candle in church that Sunday, asking God for breasts.

They showed us a movie that day: Your Changing Body. The film referenced pubic hair, mas-
turbation, and menstruation. “The Red Menace,” they called it. That sounded like communism 
too. The boys’ video interested me more, probably because it didn’t make me feel bad for not 
having an Adam’s apple the way I felt bad for not shaving my legs yet. It’s all perfectly natural, 
the video kept saying. It felt like learning a new language. Dysmenorrhea, nocturnal emissions, 
progesterone, testosterone.  When I got home, a package lay on my bed tied with a pink ribbon. 
Inside was a box of maxi pads and a journal to keep track of my feelings “and other things,” the 
card read. “Love, Mom.”  

I made the discovery on the last day of school.
I didn’t tell anyone until years later when I was 16. I was smoking pot under the stars with a 

boy named Tristan. He took a long drag and coughed. He passed it to me and when I glanced up 
at the sky, it looked like water. The stars reminded me of the blinking lights on buoys. Tristan 
spoke first.

“You know that song… ‘Animal Crackers’? The one Shirley Temple sings? Something about 
animal crackers in her soup? The first time I heard that song, I thought she was singing some-
thing else. I thought it was the craziest song I’d ever heard. But now I can’t remember what it 
was I thought she was saying. I’ve tried to remember for years.”

He looked at me and we laughed like hell. It wasn’t really funny, but it was funny enough if 
you were high enough. He turned on his side to face me. I could see he had a bit of dirt on his 
neck from propping himself up in the grass with a dirty hand.

“Your turn,” he said. “Tell me a funny story from when you were a kid.”
I took another hit. And another. The smoke clouded the stars. I felt suspended in space.
“I found a baby once,” I said.
He thought I was joking.
I told him the whole story. I was walking home from school. Usually I ran, and I would’ve 

been home by then, but it was hot and I was upset about leaving my friends. Half of us were 
going to attend the middle school in town the following year. Half were going to private school. 
Everything was changing. I had only ever been to my elementary school and I felt uprooted. 
Life moved so quickly. I took my time that afternoon. 

I had stopped at a gas station a few blocks from the apartment to buy a candy bar. Behind 
the store, three younger boys were throwing rocks at a white cat near the dumpster. The cat 
cowered but she didn’t run. Before I knew it I was marching up to them. I was filled with emo-
tion—my feelings for Paul, my changing life, my changing body. It was hot and those boys were 
the last straw.  

“What the hell are you doing?”
They turned around. The fat one yelled back.
“Shut up, girl! What’re you gonna do about it?”
I grabbed the biggest rock I could hold with one hand and lifted it above my head. The boys 
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looked at each other. They seemed to weigh their options and decided against being beaten by a 
girl. The one spat near my shoe and they left. 

As they trotted off, I heard the one yell something over his shoulder. It sounded like “Flat 
chested bitch,” but maybe it wasn’t.

I checked to see if the cat was hurt. She was shaken, but the boys hadn’t managed to hit her. 
She stared at me out of weird black eyes and leapt into the dumpster and it was then that I saw 
it. 

A bluish newborn wrapped in a bloody t-shirt, thrown in with the rest of the trash. Its neck 
was covered in buzzing flies. The smell was terrible, like congealed meat. The cat looked at 
me, waiting for me to do something; I’ll never forget that expression. Hollow. It never made a 
sound.

I started vomiting. I vomited so hard my ribs shuddered. I pulled my hair back and found it 
sticking to me in the heat. I staggered backwards and ran the rest of the way home, shaking, my 
heart beating in my ears. I had forgotten about the candy bar.

I looked over at Tristan. He was quiet for a while. Then he cleared his throat.
“Are you serious?” he whispered. His eyes were wet.
I slept with him that night. I didn’t know what else to do. We were young and afraid and the 

sky was icy water. 
It wasn’t love, but I wasn’t looking for it. I was looking for someone who knew how I felt. 

I looked down at him, at his pale nipples bathed in moonlight, circled with a few dark hairs. 
Perfectly natural. 

Tristan held me in his arms and before I fell asleep I thought back to that afternoon when 
I was 10. I had come home out of breath and my mother and grandmother were watching the 
television. They looked worried. Pale.

“Finally, you’re home,” my mother had said. “Little Elian’s being sent back.”
I was silent. I let my backpack fall to the floor and a drop rolled down my cheek. A tear or 

sweat, I’m not sure. The apartment looked somehow meaner. Uglier. The curtains were drawn 
back and the light exposed a thin layer of dust covering the floor and furniture. 

My grandmother patted my trembling hand. She looked at me without saying a word. 
I wondered if I smelled like the dead baby. I couldn’t get it out of my nose. I kept seeing its 

dry lips and flattened head. And the way the cat looked at me.
“It’s all so sad.” Mom shook her head. She paused. “How do you say ‘sad’ in Spanish, Allie?”
My eyes didn’t leave the screen. I stared at the dark boy’s face one last time and my throat 

burned with bile. I was sure I smelled like it. The television showed people sobbing and praying. 
A sign said, Pensad en el niño. Is this what becoming a woman meant? Becoming responsible 
and helpless? My stomach ached. My head ached. I wanted to fall asleep and wake up to a clean 
apartment and a skirt that covered my knobby knees. I wanted to sit in the bath until my skin 
became three shades lighter. This is what a woman was. 

Everything smelled like the dead baby. The room, Gram, the pitcher of iced tea in the win-
dow—it seemed to pulse through the air, coating everything, like the dust. I thought I might 
vomit again. 

“Allie, I’m talking to you. How do you say ‘sad’ in Spanish?”
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NORTHERN BEACHES

Brian Thomas
Ursinus College

Sunlight stripes on the moonish tooths 
And the toast toasted in a pan, as black
Sacks beneath our eyes droop like coffee. 

Pinot noir, cork popped/poured, spilled
Down our gullets as we undressed tumbling
Into bed. And I lay awake, contemplating

The “ebb and flow of wine, food, and friendship,”
The dictator, the metaphor, the sentence. 
The next morning as we sat cloaked in steam,

Our snaky/silky humble limbs caressing each other
And looking into the worn porcelain, 
(Delicious Helix). We didn’t speak. The crash

Of shower separated us like a veil. Attempted return,
The poets will burn until the waves crash down like a
Frightened bird, letting out their barbarous final plea,

And we recognize that the lonely goes on like
Sunshine for miles and miles. 



Stricken bereft
By dunes receding to the west,
Houses stand on rotten pilings
At surf ’s edge
Amidst salt-killed trees
Petrified in sand.

A fossil forest,
Tide-washed,
Where dry soil once
Anchored foundations for men.

BARRIER ISLAND

Jack Christensen
St. Lawrence University
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She ate her orange in the shower, letting the juice run down her chin and land on her stom-
ach, to be washed away by the water. It was ripe and vibrant against the grout of the tiles. 
She bared her teeth at the nozzle to clear the pulp from her teeth. When the peels were emp-
ty she balanced them on her shoulders and pretended to be a knight with citrus epaulets, 
saving shampoo damsels from drain dragons. The hot water ran out and she stepped out 
of the tub, carefully lifting one leg over the edge, then the other. The damp, leathery peels 
went into the trash. She wrapped a white towel around her body and shivered, catching her 
reflection in the mirror. Steam had obscured half of the glass but she wiped it away. She 
turned from side to side, looking in the mirror, and pressed her hands against her slight 
hips, her belly, her thighs. Sweetness lingered on the back of her tongue. There was a light 
knock at the door.

“Mary,” her mother said. “Dinner’s ready.”
“Coming,” she said, adjusting the towel. She unlocked the door and peeked out. Her moth-

er was halfway down the hall and turned around to smile, her hand gripping the stair railing. 
Mary smiled back and her mother went down the stairs, creaking on every step. Humming 
tunelessly under her breath, Mary went to her room and got dressed, tugging on the ratty 
gray sweatpants handed down from her older sister Jessica. Her room was neat – the vac-
uum lines she had made across the thin carpet were straight, leading predictably from the 
wall to the bookcase, full of used ACT prep books and dog-eared textbooks.

When she sat down for dinner with her parents at the small dining room table, her father 
didn’t look up, and passed the spaghetti without a word. She frowned and scooped a small 
portion onto her plate. Her mother looked between them but said nothing, nudging the 
plate of broiled chicken toward Mary’s placemat. They filled their plates and ate in silence 
for a few minutes, until her mother put down her fork and looked at her father. He sighed 
and turned to Mary.

“Sweetheart,” he said. She had just taken a bite of chicken and it sat heavy in her mouth. 
She tried to chew but it stayed there, stubborn and rubbery between her teeth.

“Sweetheart,” he said again. “There is no easy way to tell you about this, but your mother 
and I have agreed that you should know, before—”

Mary’s mouth went dry and she reached for her napkin. She spit the chicken gingerly into 
it, then folded it into her lap, looking down at the table. Her mother reached across the table 
to hold her father’s hand.

AFTERSHOCK

Sarah Schmitt
Kalamazoo College



“Jessica had something bad happen to her,” he said. “She’s fine now, of course, but it 
might affect her when she comes home for the summer.”

Mary opened the napkin and looked at the half-chewed chicken between her thighs. It 
was tiny and mangled past recognition. It had felt bigger in her mouth.

“What happened?” she asked.
“She’ll talk to you about it when she comes home,” her mother said, “if she needs to.”
“Okay,” she said.
“However,” her father said, “in the meantime, your mother and I think that it might be 

helpful for you to be more involved with our church.” Mary glanced up. 
“Okay,” Mary said. “How?”
“We already talked to the pastor, and you’re welcome to join youth group,” he said. “It 

meets Sunday afternoons after the service.”
Mary nodded, then folded her napkin and set it on her plate. “May I be excused?” she 

asked.
“Yes,” he said. “Our ETD for mass tomorrow is 9:30, remember?”
“I remember,” she said, standing up from the table. She pushed in her chair and picked up 

her plate, still heaped with spaghetti. “Thanks for dinner, Mom.”
“Of course, honey,” her mother said.
Mary took her plate to the sink and scraped the food into the garbage disposal, then 

rinsed the plate and placed it in the dishwasher. Plates on top, bowls on bottom, silverware 
in the middle. She looked back to the dining room. Her parents were leaned together, speak-
ing too softly for her to hear.

As she was getting into bed later that night, the screen of her phone lit up with an incom-
ing call. Her sister’s face, round and permanently beaming, appeared on caller ID.

“Hello,” Mary said, picking up the phone. She sat on the edge of her carefully-made bed, 
creasing the sheets with her weight.

“Hey little sister,” Jessica said. Her voice, usually loud and boisterous, seemed small. “Did 
they tell you?”

“They told me that something bad happened.”
“That’s it?”
“I believe they were leaving it to your discretion.”
Jessica snorted. “I don’t think they have a very high opinion of my discretion,” she said.
“Oh,” Mary whispered, smoothing down the blanket next to her.
“Listen, I hope this doesn’t change what you think of me, but…” Jessica trailed off and 

swallowed audibly. 
“Go on, Jess,” Mary said.
“There were circumstances.”
“Yes,” Mary said. 
“I talked to the counseling center here and they told me, you know, what the best thing to 

do was.”
“Okay.”
“I had to tell Mom and Dad. Insurance, money…”
“What happened, Jessica?”
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“According to Mom, at least, I killed your nephew.” Jessica barked out a short laugh. “I don’t know 
where she got the idea that it was a boy, but hey.”

“Whose child was it?” Mary asked. She stared at the carpet in front of her.
“I don’t know. Mine, I guess.”
“Okay,” Mary said.
“That’s all I had to tell you,” Jessica said, after a pause. “I’ll see you in a few weeks, then.”
“See you in a few weeks,” Mary agreed. She hung up first. 
After church, her mother walked her across the street to the church’s recreation center. The service 

had gone long and now the sun beat down on the tops of their heads. They faced a large building 
made of cement blocks, a gray mountain in their small town skyline. She kissed Mary on the fore-
head, holding her gently by both shoulders.

“This should be good for you,” her mother said. She stepped back but still held on to Mary’s shoul-
ders. With her thumb she lightly touched the protruding arch of her daughter’s collarbone. “Healing.”

Mary reached up and patted her mother’s hand. They shared a smile and then she left her in front 
of the door. Mary watched her walk back to the car, distorted by the glint of sunlight off the blacktop, 
where her father was waiting. They drove away. One of their taillights was out.

“Hey,” someone said.
Mary turned and came to face a tall young man, dressed in church clothes that hung baggily on his 

frame. She narrowed her eyes against the glare of the sun, looking up at him as he loosened his cher-
ry-red tie and pulled at his collar. He offered a wide grin that helped to offset his prominent, hooked 
nose. 

“Hello,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Mary, here for youth group.”
“Hello Mary Here For Youth Group,” he said, gripping her hand tightly. “I’m Thomas.” The door 

opened behind him and he dropped her hand.
“Hey kids,” said the man who had opened the door. He leaned against it, propping it open and 

allowing a wave of air conditioning to escape. Despite the temperature inside, he was glistening and 
red-faced, with wet patches peeking out from underneath his arms. The buttons of his dress shirt 
strained against the curve of his protruding stomach. He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and 
looked at Mary. “I’m Bob. You must be Mary!”

“Yes, thank you for having me,” she said. He nodded enthusiastically, his jowls jiggling slightly with 
the movement. She shook his proffered hand, then wiped her palm against her dress when he turned 
to Thomas.

“Trying to make her late for youth group, Tommy?” Bob asked, laughing. “Come on, don’t drag 
others down with your tardiness.”

“Sorry, Bob,” Thomas said. “By all means, let us go.”
“Absolutely!” Bob said, coming outside to hold the door fully open. “Please, Mary, Tommy.”
Tommy stepped aside and swept his arm in front of him, bowing slightly. He looked at Mary 

through his eyelashes and grinned. “After you,” he said.
Mary crossed her arms in front of her chest and walked into the building. A group of teenagers was 

moving folding chairs to the middle of the floor while one of them stood onstage, fiddling with a pro-
jector. Bob walked by Mary and up the ramp to the stage, shooing the boy away from the electronics.

“Welcome to AfterShock,” Thomas said, coming up behind her. 
“Thank you,” she said, tugging at the pleats of her floral dress. His presence was warm at her back 
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as she watched the last of the chairs be set into place.
“AfterShock is a weird name, don’t you think?” he asked.
“I suppose.”
“Let’s snag the good seats,” he said. Without waiting for her response he stalked over to 

the rows of seats, hands in his pockets, and sat down in the second to last row. He sat with 
his knees spread apart, leaned back, his arms slung over the neighboring chairs. The others, 
done with their chore, saw him and migrated over to where he sat. They were all smiling, 
talking, touching each other’s arms. Mary stood by the door, hands folded behind her back. 
Her nails dug into her palms.

Thomas turned around in his seat, interrupting the story of one talkative blonde. “You 
coming, Mary?” he called. The girl looked back, following Thomas’s gaze, and waved, beck-
oning. 

Mary gave a small wave back, unclenching her hands, and walked over to the join the 
group. They exchanged the usual introductions and niceties before Bob tapped on the stage 
microphone, interrupting their polite conversations. 

“Hey there kiddos,” he said, pushing back damp strands of hair to cover the bald spot 
threatening the top of his head. “If we could just take a seat now?” 

The group of milling teenagers obediently found their seats, arranging themselves by 
groups that Mary couldn’t yet distinguish. She hesitated a moment, then sat one chair over 
from Thomas. He nudged her shoulder with his first two knuckles, his arm still slung over 
the chair between them. 

“I don’t bite, you know,” he said. She looked pointedly at the stage. Bob pontificated for a 
little less than an hour about God’s laws in Exodus. He had fifty-two lecture slides, half of 
which went over the proper building of the tabernacle. 

“Any questions?” he asked afterwards. The microphone amplified his heavy breathing. 
Someone sneezed. “No? Wonderful.” He glanced to the other end of the room, and clapped 
his hands together, beaming. “Looks like Mrs. Griffith brought some taco fixin’s!” A few kids 
in the front row cheered. 

“Snack time!” Bob said, edging carefully down the stage ramp. Everyone around Mary 
stood up and resumed their conversations, except Thomas.

“You into tacos?” he asked, leaning across the seat separating them.
“Not particularly,” Mary said, watching the other teenagers wander off. She stood up and 

smoothed the pleats of her dress. “Shall we?”
“If you don’t like tacos, I can get us some better fare,” Thomas said, standing and catching 

her wrist. “Let the proletariat masses have their feast.” 
“Okay,” she said. “Do you have any fruit?” He had released her wrist and was already walk-

ing, heading toward a short staircase she hadn’t noticed before. 
“Come on,” he stage-whispered, looking over his shoulder. “Do you want your fruit or 

not?” With one last glance back toward Bob and the others, she followed him down, clutch-
ing the wooden banister. The stairs lead to a dark, carpeted hallway, but bright lights clicked 
on upon their arrival. Doors lined both sides of the hall.

“Is the kitchen down here?” she asked. Her voice felt muffled. He turned around and 
smiled, shaking tawny hair out of his eyes.
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“And on your left you’ll see the cook’s quarters,” he said, opening one of the doors. She 
walked into the small room and placed her hand on the cool linoleum counter. There was a 
sink, a mustard-colored fridge, and a matching microwave. 

“Poor quarters for a divinely-ordained cook,” she said. He laughed, too loudly. The sound 
rang off the tiles. 

“It suits our needs, here at AfterShock and Co.,” Thomas said. He moved closer to her, 
eyes narrowed as though to fake the crow’s feet from a smile. The small of her back pressed 
into the edge of the counter. There would be a bruise. 

“What does AfterShock mean?” she asked, scooting sideways. He put his hand on the 
counter, his arm blocking her sidling movement. 

“After an earthquake,” he said mildly, “there is sometimes further damage. We, the chosen 
youth, are the effects of the Bible’s teachings.”

“That does seem odd,” she said, turning her face away as he used his free hand to brush a 
stray lock of hair behind her ear. He hesitated. 

“We can go back for tacos, if you don’t want fruit,” he said, forming the words slowly, as 
though talking to a child. 

“I want fruit,” she said, looking over his shoulder. On the peeling stucco wall hung a 
portrait of Caucasian Jesus, his hand resting on a beatifically blank-eyed lamb. Mary’s body 
sagged against the counter as Thomas inclined his head to her neck. She closed her eyes. 

Twenty minutes later, she was standing alone in the unforgiving light of the parking lot, 
squinting to see the family car as it pulled up next to the door. The windows were rolled 
down.

“Did you have fun?” her mother asked, both hands on the wheel as Mary opened the pas-
senger door and slid into the seat. 

“Yes,” she said, buckling her seatbelt. She looked out the open window as her mother 
shifted out of park and saw Bob opening the door. He lifted a hand in farewell, frowning, his 
thick lips drooping at the corners.

“Hope to see you next week!” he called. Her mother waved back.
When she and her mother walked into the front door, her father was sitting on the living 

room couch, staring at the short card table in front of his knees. The television was off. He 
stood up when he saw them. 

“How was youth group?” he asked.
“Good,” Mary said, taking off her shoes and leaving them neatly by the doorway. “How 

was the game?”
“What game?” he asked. She raised her eyebrows.
“Isn’t there a game you people watch every Sunday?” she asked. Her mother chuckled and 

cupped her hand around Mary’s elbow.
“Very funny, sweetheart,” her mother said, trying to tug her into the living room. Mary 

pulled her arm back to her own side.
“Do you want lunch?” her father asked. Her mother let her hand fall from Mary’s arm and 

went to stand next to him, behind the table. They looked at their daughter.
“No thanks,” she said. “We had tacos there.” Her father nodded and sat back down, with 

her mother beside him on the molded cushions. Mary nodded at them, then backed out of 
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the room until she hit the stairs.
“Casserole for dinner?” her mother called, as if it were an afterthought. 
“Sure,” Mary said, before heading quickly up the stairs, her calves burning by the time 

she reached the second floor. She went to her room and fetched an apple from her bedside 
table. She turned it over in her hands. It looked fake, red and glossy, like she would be biting 
into plastic. She took it to the bathroom with her and locked the door, setting the apple 
on the sink as she went to the business of drawing a bath. She stripped off her dress as the 
bathtub filled, letting the fabric crumple around her feet. She left it on the tile. Picking up 
the apple she stepped into the bathtub and eased herself down. Her knees stuck out like 
goosebump-covered monuments from the warm water. She bit into the bottom of the apple 
– slowly, methodically, she ate her way up, gnawing on the fibrous core, cracking the seeds 
between her molars. The skin of the apple wedged itself between her teeth. She leaned her 
head back onto the cold porcelain and wondered if it was true that apple seeds held trace 
amounts of arsenic. The stem she saved for last. It hung out from between her lips like a 
farmer’s comforting wheat. 

In church the next week, Mary got there early and sat in the front row. She heard Thom-
as’s laugh as he walked in mid-conversation. She kept her head bent and tried to remember 
the prayers she had learned in that morning’s service.

“Hey Mary,” Thomas called. She turned in her seat and saw him sitting in the second to 
last row. The blonde girl was next to him, watching Mary and sucking on her front teeth. 

“Hi Thomas,” Mary said. She turned back around before he could say anything else. Bob 
was heaving himself up the ramp of the stage. 

“Are you ignoring me?” Thomas whispered from the seat behind her. She started, sit-
ting upright. His breath was on the exposed skin of her shoulder, between strap and braid. 
“Come on, we’re comrades in Christ, Mary.”

“You ditched your friend,” she said, watching Bob lean against the podium and catch his 
breath. 

“Alright now,” Bob said, clicking on the projector. A PowerPoint slide of floral arrange-
ments filled the screen behind him. “Today we’re talking about – you guessed it – flowers! 
Flowers of the most grievous sort.” 

A few girls tittered in the audience and Bob wagged his finger at them. “This is serious,” 
he said. “Now, heads up – you might feel uncomfortable today, due to this conversation, but 
God doesn’t care about that.”

“God seems to have some issues regarding consent,” Thomas murmured, gently kicking 
the back of Mary’s chair. She inhaled hard but didn’t turn to look at him.

“Imagine that every one of you is a flower,” Bob said, gesticulating wildly. “Now, God has 
someone for you to marry in the future. He has that person for you.”

“In cryogenic storage,” Thomas mumbled.
“And every time you do something physical with someone – not like sports, but you know, 

intimately physical,” Bob went on, “you are plucking one of your own petals! Yes!”
“Wait, we aren’t even allowed to pluck our own petals?” Thomas whisper-gasped.
One of the other youth group girls was nervously twisting the purity ring on her finger. 

She caught Mary looking at her and stopped. 
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“Kiss and lose a petal, hold hands and lose a petal – now think about this, kiddos. Do you 
want to hand your future spouse an empty stem?” he asked, observing them from above his 
glasses. “Do you want to be an empty stem? Think about what you do with your petals, kid-
dos.” He pontificated for a while more, then dismissed them for the sake of freshly delivered 
pizza. 

“One man’s opinion,” Thomas said as he stood. Mary’s phone rang before she could do the 
same, and she hurried to dig it out of her small purse. 

“That your boyfriend calling?” he asked. “Your petal-plucker?”
“Please, Thomas,” she said, putting the phone to her ear. He held his hands out to her, 

palms up, and grinned. She shook her head. 
“Hey Jessica,” she said into the phone, turning her back to him. He sighed noisily. She 

walked away from the chairs, leaving Thomas standing there alone, and headed for the door.
“Leaving so soon?” Bob hollered from across the room. She hunched her shoulders and 

pushed open the door, keeping her eyes on the ground. 
“Look sharp, little sister,” Jessica said. “I’m here.”
Mary looked up and saw the family car pulling up to the sidewalk with Jessica at the 

wheel. She hung up the phone and got into the car, almost closing the door on her skirt. 
“When did you get home?” she asked. “I thought you weren’t on break for another week. 

Have you talked to Mom?”
“Train got in about an hour ago,” Jessica said, swinging onto the main road. Mary started 

to ask another question but didn’t, closing her mouth tightly. The rest of the drive passed in 
silence. 

“Wasn’t that such a surprise?” her mother asked, wringing her hands, when they walked 
into the foyer. The television was on in the living room, providing the dulcet sounds of foot-
ball. “So nice that she’s home for dinner.”

“So nice,” Jessica said, brushing past her and heading up the stairs. “I’m ordering Chinese 
food for dinner, by the way.”

Her mother looked at Mary, who shrugged. “Not hungry,” Mary said, following Jessica up 
the stairs. 

“Sweetheart?” her mother asked, standing at the foot of the stairs. “Sweetheart?”
Jessica’s door slammed shut. Mary went to her room and lay on her bed, face-up and fully 

dressed. The white paint on the ceiling was beginning to peel. She closed her eyes and tried 
to even out her breathing. Hands folded neatly on her stomach, she fell asleep.

When she woke up the bathtub was filling loudly down the hall. Something splashed. She 
sat up, rubbing the back of her neck. “Jessica?” she called. She stood up and kicked off her 
shoes, then walked down to the bathroom and leaned against the doorframe.

“Come in,” Jessica said, through a mouthful of rice and chicken. “And shut the door.” She 
was naked in the tub, steam rising from the water. Flimsy carryout boxes decorated the 
floor, leaking soy sauce onto the tile. Mary took off her church clothes, folded them, and put 
them on the floor. The hem of her skirt soaked up some of the sauce. Jessica motioned for 
her to choose a carryout box. Mary hesitated.

“Little sister,” Jessica said, waving her chopsticks. “Don’t pull this shit with me.” She was 
smiling, face pink from the heat, with strands of wet hair clinging to her neck. Mary picked 
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up one of the boxes and stepped gingerly into the tub. They maneuvered their bodies to fit 
together in the tub, elbows and knees poking out into the cold air. Mary opened the box and 
stared at the lo mein. The smell was heady. Jessica nudged her with her hip.

“The rice will clog the drain,” Mary said.
“And my arteries,” Jessica agreed. She stuck her tongue out, showing off the clumps of 

half-chewed food. “Who gives a rat’s ass?”
Mary laughed and leaned back against the wall. She scooped her hand into the warm, 

mushy noodles and brought them to her mouth, sucking the sauce eagerly from her fingers. 
A few of the noodles slipped into the water and floated alongside them. 

“Do you want to read our fortune cookies?” Jessica asked.
“No,” Mary said, wiping her mouth with the back of her wrist. “Who gives a rat’s ass?”



  Midnight moon    
  –the waterglass on the bedsill 
  has a fly in it

So this is the book written without clouds.
A midnight book. A study on impulse: blue
eyelids of daybreak, light's lash crowds
closer to the flower head. New

England dawn: clouds of pink, ripped cables;
a moat, raw bridge of tongues around the moon.
A small, fork-tailed swallow swerves circles in the stables,
scratching, a dove calls, flowers bend to the shape of noon

while night writes the motion of it.
Hands poised in a cool mist
of language, I reverse, split
by two suns, arthritic, with problems in my wrist,

to wring a poem from a rising smoke,
summon, by a streak of magic, a ghosting license, and a white cloak.

  This life!  –A spider
  rescued from water yesterday
  today found dead in the pool

SUMMONS

Julien Blundell
Naropa University
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  What I thought was a crow
  in the early morning cold–
  a curly black wig

We're all on vacation. I only dream of salvation jokingly.
The more tattooed people I meet, the more
I need your help. A conversation, like circuitry,
flickers out quick without another end. You sore

sport. A conversation is an atoll in a sea 
of sickly city lights. Kick them off the street
to do their texting on the sidewalk. She 
dreams of a lost world where word sublimates neat

ly. Please, dog years are the same 
as human years: they're both earth years.
The stars won't show a face around here, their flame
is short and smoldering. Night appears

like a deep-knee bend to the medicine cabinet
for warm beer. I sleep suction-cupped to the internet.

  Will we stay friends
  now your phone is dead? Or else–
  how far a poem travels



  Is it fall?
  Three paper recycling bags
  stuffed with sunflowers

A winter without snow, in me 
everything froze but water.
Three parts rose to the subtle daylight, we
questioned the cold clay. Hotter

days blew by; memory took you 
by the hand and gripped harder.
Could you trust yourself infinitely? Who
I was looked for you with ardor.

This creeping clay, voice clumped numb
with lust. Spiders share the same nimble thread.
But it was dual, two unprivileged subjects meeting, a sum
of us, with laws more complicated than the black lead

of sense will allow. I never learned to knit, but saving
the days like glass, sea-scratched, saw my reflection in there waving.

  Hum of the record player
  after the song. Outside:
  crickets
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When my dad talks about his heart surgery, he always says he was “cut and cracked.” It is 
an accurate, albeit grotesque, description of what the surgeon did to him on the operating 
table. Saw chews through flesh, eating a neat incision into his sternum. Retractor applies 
steady pressure at the wound, slowly spreading the ribs until they crack open (with a “wet 
pop,” I later learn from someone who has seen a similar operation take place). From there, 
the process was more delicate, I suppose. The Internet vaguely tells me that the surgeon 
would have trimmed, shaped, or rebuilt my dad’s leaky mitral valve. Further research also 
calls into question whether his ribs were completely cracked open; the British Medical 
Journal insists this is a minimally invasive surgery, although I don’t fully understand how 
touching a man’s heart is minimal in any way. Regardless, my dad insists that the “cut and 
cracked” phrase is accurate, and despite not knowing who, exactly, is bullshitting me, the 
phrase is something that sticks with me nearly a decade later. I can hear the sound it makes 
when his chest finally gives in to the retractor. I have always been able to hear it, but unable 
to compare it to another more commonplace sound. I only recently realized that the sound 
ringing in my ears is the sound of a beer can being opened.

In my first conscious memory, my dad is shaking me awake and asking if I want to see 
something cool. Eager to learn about my favorite person’s definition of cool, I dislodge 
myself from my pile of Beanie Babies and follow him down the stairs and into my backyard. 
We climb up the hill where I would run wind sprints in compliance with his coaching several 
years later, and then he points to the sky: “Look”

Light splays across the sky like lines of white paint flung by Jackson Pollock onto an 
obsidian canvas, but they move and bounce like a heart monitor in the ICU, taking God’s 
pulse. We live in Illinois and are too far south for an actual Aurora Borealis, but the faded 
light show still hypnotizes four-year-old me. I am both transfixed by the Northern Lights’ 
vague appearance and overwhelmed with pride that my father chose to share this moment 
with me.

MEETING MR. STROH

Angela Ufheil
Drake University
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My mother and I clashed from the moment I was born, when our conflicting blood types 
poisoned me until my heart nearly stopped. Children cannot choose a favorite parent—to 
do so would be unjust—but I preferred my father. He was the fun parent, the one all my 
friends loved to joke around with, the one who slipped me a twenty dollar bill when my 
mom was being stingy. 

I liked to imagine that my dad’s heart wore out because it was so busy being everyone’s 
friend. I liked to imagine that the flap between his left atrium and left ventricle became 
exhausted by the constant flow of charm and goodness and fell asleep on the job, allowing 
blood to leak back into the atrium even after the poor chamber had worked so hard to trans-
fer its contents into the ventricle.

 
The sky is taking someone’s pulse again. I am ten and still believe that “someone” is God. 

This time the light beams are not lethargic but come in quick bursts, the heartbeat of a deity 
racing a mile or falling in love. 

Colorado storms blow Illinois storms out of the water, and my dad and I are watch-
ing from the front porch of the cabin our family has rented. The lightning show sparks a 
memory for my dad. He tells me about how he wanted to be a meteorologist, about how he 
didn’t try hard enough in school, about how he never went to college and never got to study 
the weather. He is a plumbing supply salesman—a good one— charismatic and trusted by 
his clients now (“my daddy sells toilets,” my sister and I proclaim proudly). He works from 
home, and his company often pays for him to take customers out golfing; they pick up the 
bar tab, too, paying for the Heineken and Stroh rum. I am unaware that his life contains 
anything other than satisfaction until that moment, and I sit in the rustic-wood chair, 
beaming as bright as the lightning bolts cutting across the sky, honored that my dad trusts 
me enough to share his regrets with me. 

I am twelve when the flashing lights migrate from the sky and park in front of my house. 
I am standing outside in the rain, watching paramedics load my dad into an ambulance. 
He is having a heart attack, and I need to go down to my neighbor’s house with my sister 
and wait for my mom, but I have forgotten to depart, just as I have forgotten to put shoes 
on.  My socks are damp and the sky stays grey as the ambulance pulls away, perfecting the 
hyper-sensationalized media photograph in which I wait, frozen, to see what happens next.

My dad was born with two of his toes welded together on each foot, so that each foot only 
has four bony structures jutting off of it instead of five. I guess he never bothered to look 
at his siblings’ feet, because he did not realize that his webbed toes were different until he 
asked a five-toed friend why that friend’s feet were so weird. This backfired on him.



Childhood is funny like that. Kids live with their heads perpetually up their ass, never 
realizing that not all people have webbed toes, never realizing just how many empty cans of 
beer line the sink each morning.

As a sixth grader, I was highly aware of hearts. I understood that the blood is supposed to 
flow from the left atrium into the left ventricle. I understood the nature of the mitral valve 
in between the two chambers, the way it is supposed to close after each rush of blood, and I 
understood the way it worked in my dad: closing only partially, allowing blood to leak back 
into the atrium, forcing his heart to work twice as hard. The term “Mitral Valve Regurgita-
tion” was part of my vocabulary. The term “Alcoholism” was not. 

The surgeon cuts and cracks my dad and removes his booze-soaked heart, replacing it 
with what truly belongs there: a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon, a handle of Stroh rum, and a 
crystal shot glass. He wires my dad’s ribs closed, leaving a neat red line down the center of 
his chest like a zipper. I imagine my dad unzipping his chest to get a drink.

The recovery is painful, and my dad is weak when we go to visit him. He sits in a wheel-
chair and we carefully push him around the hospital wing, until a nurse decides he’s been 
sitting up long enough. His back cramps up when they put him back in bed, and they knock 
him out with morphine. 

He tells me later that he would rather die than go through the surgery and recovery 
process again. I am vaguely insulted. Why not extend your time on earth with me as long as 
possible? My sixth grade mind asks this, but self-soothes: he doesn’t mean it, don’t worry. 

Maybe I should have seen a glimmer of my dad’s sickness then, when he quite bluntly 
revealed that he does not know how to deal with pain. Maybe that comment was my big clue 
that something other than his mitral valve was broken. But back then my dad hid it well. For 
the longest time he was the King of Functioning Alcoholics, drunk only at night and able to 
hide his hangovers in the morning. I only ever saw him drink beer but my mom tells me that 
he hid stronger stuff, that a handle of vodka was always in his golf bag, that whiskey lurked 
within a drawer in his desk. There were clues, but I ignored them for years. I am twenty 
when I learn that Mr. Stroh is my dad’s best friend, not me.

Now I wonder what truly made the recovery so awful that my dad would rather die than 
do it again. Was it the pain, or the lack of access to alcohol? I ask a lot of questions like that, 
ever since the night I spent sitting in my dorm hallway speaking to my sister on the phone. 
She told me that he drinks every night, and that on Fridays he gets so bad that he screams 
at her and my mom. She tells me that she finds sunflower seeds scattered across the kitchen 
floor, evidence of drunken clumsiness in the face of late night cravings. She tells me that 
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when it’s late enough in the evening, he slurs his words when he speaks to her. She tells me 
I’m lucky I’m not at home to see it get worse and worse, to see the King of the Functioning 
Alcoholics lose his throne.

Accepting his alcoholism has answered a lot of questions for me. I understand now why 
he sleeps in the basement. I understand why my mother is such an unhappy woman. I un-
derstand why he is so forgetful. I understand why he once told me about an article he read 
about Bernie Sanders, without realizing that I was the one who wrote it.

Accepting his alcoholism has raised a lot of questions for me. Was he drunk when we 
watched the Northern Lights? How much did he have to drink in Colorado? Who is he when 
he isn’t drinking? Would he still be my dad if he quit? I sift through my favorite memories 
with him and draw a can of beer into each photograph, for accuracy’s sake.

My family is scattered around my therapist’s office, staring at their hands. My sister does 
most of the talking. Her memories are strongest, while mine are stashed in a photo album 
somewhere. I do jump in once to call my dad an asshole. I do jump in a second time to let 
him know that we wouldn’t be telling him this if we didn’t love him.

My dad orders club soda and lime instead of his usual Ketel One on the rocks. Outside the 
restaurant, while he takes a smoke, my mom tells me that he has gone to a few AA meetings 
and hasn’t had a drink in two weeks.

She tells me we should be proud of him. She tells me not to get my hopes up.

I am still standing in the rain without shoes on, wondering what will happen next.
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 We are delighted to bring you the work of Julian Peters, a comic book artist and 
illustrator from Montreal who has spent the last few years adapting classic poems into 
comics. We initially sought Peters out when our Managing Editor, Katrina Prohaszka, 
discovered his work in an online forum. He has published many of his works online and 
in print, and in addition to agreeing to let us publish his rendition of “The Love Song of J. 
Alfred Prufrock,” Peters granted our staff the following interview, conducted by our Poetry 
Editor and comics aficionado, Paige Rowland. Please enjoy.

SELF PORTRAIT

Julian Peters
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What’s your creative process? 
In terms of my comics adaptations of poems, it begins with some image or images 

starting to take shape in my mind’s eye as I read a poem (some people have complained 
that my adaptations are “overly literal,” but this is the direct –and intended- result of this 
approach). Afterwards I’ll flesh these images out further in my mind in a more deliberate, 
conscious way, and start to work them out on paper. At the same time I’ll begin to think 
about how to connect everything together in terms of the visual narrative of the comic, 
and how it complements the narrative of the poem, if there is one. Normally I’ll also do a 
good deal of visual research, in books and online. For instance, for Edgar Allan Poe’s “An-
nabel Lee,” a poem written in the 1840s, I had to look into the children’s and adult fashion 
of the 1840s, and also the architecture and atmospheres of the mid-nineteenth-century 
American Atlantic seaboard, which was my chosen setting.    

 
What do you think the medium of comics and graphic novels can offer in storytelling that 
other mediums of storytelling cannot offer?

So many things! To answer this question adequately would take a whole book, and indeed 
there are a number of books dedicated exclusively to this subject. To take one example, 
there’s nothing like comics to make a character come alive in the mind of the reader. 
Among the many brilliant observations in Scott McCloud’s comic book about comics,  
Understanding Comics, is the insight that the simplification and stylization of faces and 
facial expressions in comics allows the reader to better identify with them, or at any rate to 
“fill up” the character in their head. This makes for a particularly engaged form of reader 
interaction with the story at hand. 

There’s also the very satisfying impression that comics can produce of allowing one to 
move about within a picture. I recently read some lines by H. P. Lovecraft that really struck 
a chord with me: writing about the old town of Quebec City, Lovecraft calls it “a realisation 
of that always-beckoning and bitterly-tantalising conception of imaginative fancy –a fairy-
tale picture into which one can actually walk.” I think comics could be seen as another way 
of realising that fantasy.     

I noticed in some of the comics you have made, like “Prufrock” and “Annabel” and 
“Witch-Wife,” that you choose poems that have a similar theme: love and heartbreak. 

INTERVIEW
WITH JULIAN PETERS

By Paige Rowland
Oakland University
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What draws you to adapt these kinds of poems?
Well, I’m attracted to adapting great poems, and aren’t most great poems about love and 

heartbreak? I almost feel as though poetry has its origins as a direct outgrowth of human-
kind’s need to express the sorrow of love –love lost, love unrequited, love, the great missed 
opportunity. Music, on the other hand, seems to my mind like the direct natural outgrowth 
of humankind’s desire to express the joy of love, or if not quite the joy, the heady passion 
and desire. That’s why in pop songs an uplifting melody is often combined with sad lyrics.   

What inspired you to start transcribing classic poetry into comics?
My passion for poetry continued to grow throughout my twenties, in the same period 

that I was getting more and more into comics. So perhaps bringing the two together was in-
evitable in my case. I noticed that the poetry I liked the most was often evoking some very 
definite images in my head, and at the same time how certain combinations of text and im-
age in comics had a very peculiar poetic power that was very specific to them. I mean they 
had a power to evoke feelings that was far greater than the text or image on its own, or that 
the single comics panel would have had in isolation from a sequence of panels.   

What’s your favorite piece that you’ve created? Why?
Probably my adaptation of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” by T. S. Eliot. I find 

the drawing style seems to match the tone of the poem rather well, and it’s also one of the 
poem adaptations in which I find my own personality comes across the most. I definitely 
put a lot of myself in the depiction of the character of Prufrock.

I’m also quite fond of the adaptation of Edgar Allan Poe’s “Annabel Lee.” That was one of 
my very first attempts at translating a poem into comics, and I find there’s something in 
the lingering naivety of the drawings that suits the content of the poem.

There’s also an illustration I did inspired by Rimbaud’s “Song from the Highest Tower” that 
I really like, even if technically it has a lot of issues. I feel it expresses a very definite kind 
of feeling, a particular kind of almost triumphant solitary happiness that I’d be at a loss to 
adequately put into words.    

Do you believe that the travel you did at a young age influenced your art? How so?
Absolutely! I grew up in Canada, where my dad was from, but we often went back to Italy, 

where my mom is from. My parents liked to travel, and they always took my sister and me 
along with them, something for which I’m extremely grateful. Travelling around Italy you’re 
inevitably confronted with stunning works of art around practically every corner, and looking 
back it was probably these encounters more than anything else that sparked my lifelong 
passion for the visual arts. I think that growing up partly in Italy where the art of the past is 
all around you and forms the backdrop of your day-to-day life makes it so that you’re more 
likely to feel a certain personal connection with this art, and to more easily feel comfortable 
drawing inspiration from it, if you should happen to be artistically inclined.   

The self-portraits posted on your website are interesting. What do these self-portraits 
represent about you, and why did you choose to represent these aspects of yourself?
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In almost all of these self-portraits I appear in period costume of some kind, as if I 
were someone from the Italian Renaissance or the Romantic era. I think that comes from 
always having been fascinated by the history of art, as I was just mentioning. The cult of 
the “great artist” is a big part of the way that history is traditionally taught, and certainly 
how it was presented to me as a child. And celebrated self-portraits by great masters such 
as Leonardo, Raphael, Dürer and others play an important part in that whole myth-making 
approach to art history. Although I recognize the deep flaws in such an approach, I must 
admit I still find it an exciting and inspiring way to think about art production. I think my 
historical self-portraits represent a playful and tongue-in-cheek attempt to imagine myself 
within that narrative.

A lot of the poems you choose are heavy with existentialism. Do you experience exis-
tentialism often in your life? Or are you just drawn to the Lovecraftian concept of not 
mattering in the universe?

I am in a constant state of existential anxiety, I’d say. Existential anxiety is probably the nat-
ural by-product of having an excess of time on one’s hands to obsess about abstract problems, 
but then a lot of great poetry is probably born of that condition as well. I suppose I don’t dis-
agree with the concept that we don’t matter in the universe, to the extent that “mattering” can 
be understood to mean anything. As (I think) the French Existentialist philosophers put it, it’s 
up to us to decide what gives our own lives meaning. It’s clear to me from reading Lovecraft’s 
fiction and essays that, whatever he may have liked to posit as his personal philosophy, he was 
very far from interacting with the world as if nothing in it had any meaning. His passion for 
colonial architecture for instance, seems almost erotic in its intensity.       

You have written your own poetry, yet you have only drawn comics of poetry created by 
other people, with the exception of “Les aventures de Rimbaud.” Why do you not make 
comics of your own poetry, and which do you find more useful and satisfying when ex-
pressing yourself, writing your own poetry or making a comic of someone else’s work?

This is a very interesting question, but I should say right away that I am very far from 
considering myself a poet, or even a person who writes poetry. I could count all the poems 
I’ve even attempted to write in all my life on two hands, I think. Even if I did write poems in 
earnest, though, I don’t think I’d have much of an interest in drawing them, for the reason 
that they would have their origin in a different impulse. The driving impulse for the very po-
ems I created came partly out of a feeling, of course, but largely out of a certain pleasing com-
bination of words that has begun to form in my head. Whereas my poetry comics take their 
driving impulse from some images that have begun to form in my head as a result of reading 
someone else’s words. I suppose if I could write poetry of my own that I considered really 
good, that would be a far more satisfying accomplishment for me, as I wouldn’t have to take 
a backseat in terms of credit to the poets I’m adapting in my comics poetry. Presently I would 
like to try my hand at both writing and illustrating some comics stories. Maybe I’ll attempt to 
insert something a little bit poetic into the writing component every so often. 

Your art style changes swiftly in your work, which I noticed especially in “Sweet Child 



O’Mine” and “The Hat and the Heron Master.” Your art can go from being realistic to being 
caricature-like to being hyper-stylized and sharp. Was it difficult to master being able to 
switch styles so frequently? What methods did you use to develop your art style?

I guess I’m a bit of an artistic chameleon that way. Partly this is a result of never being 
completely satisfied with anything I do, and thus wanting to strike out in some new 
direction in the hopes that will lead to something I could be happier with. In the case of 
“Sweet Child O’Mine,” a graphic novel of mine that I started many years ago now and never 
finished, the idea from the beginning was to combine a wide variety of drawing styles, 
sometimes even within the same panel, in such a way as to bring out different facets of the 
characters’ personalities and emotions, and to intensify the atmospheres of the settings. I 
was mostly inspired to do this by the work of Andrea Pazienza (1956-1988), one of my all-
time favourite Italian comics artists. 

You’ve said before that Arthur Rimbaud is one of the major reasons why you became in-
terested in poetry. What about his work resonated with you so much?

I didn’t really start to respond to poetry at all until I was about seventeen or eighteen. I 
discovered Rimbaud about a year or two after that, and his poetry was the first that I really 
got excited about. Of course his whole bohemian persona and dramatic life story was a big 
part of the appeal, but I think I also responded to the simplicity and directness of his lan-
guage, and the way it was combined with such fantastically imaginative visions.

Do you search for poems that have content similar to Rimbaud’s work? Or just whatever 
intrigues you?

I’m rarely ever seeking out any particular kind of content in poetry. When I like a poem, 
it grabs me the same way a piece of music grabs me, in a visceral, almost physical way. 
Sometimes it may take more than one reading, just as a piece of music may take repeated 
listenings before one “gets it,” but it’s not an intellectual understanding. That’s really what 
I find the most interesting about poetry –how a combination of words can create a kind of 
music. That’s not to say that the meaning of the words isn’t important, far from it, but the 
meaning alone is not enough to create true poetry.    

What concepts and ideas do you usually try to include in your work?
In my most ambitious moments, I’d say melancholy, nostalgic beauty, sehnsucht (that 

is, the longing for a place one has never been to but which nevertheless feels strangely 
familiar), stuff like that. I also strive to create something somewhat original while still 
maintaining a strong connection to what has come before, even long before. And hopefully 
slipping in a bit of understated humour.
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Threa Almontaser can be spotted by the arrestingly loud scarves she wears on her head. An 
undergraduate studying English and Creative Writing at North Carolina State University, but a 
native of New York, her writing has been published in regional and national magazines. Besides 
writing, Threa enjoys short walks to the fridge, talking to her plants, and all things blue. 

Julien Blundell attends Jack Kerouac School for Disembodied Poetics at Naropa University. 
He is co-founder and editor of Thesis, Naropa’s upcoming literary journal. Along with a num-
ber of other Boulder writers, he is working towards reviving renga as a collaborative poetic 
practice. During the year, he sleeps most frequently in Boulder, Colorado.

Meghan Brauner is an artist working primarily in the realms of photography, filmmaking, and 
installation. She has exhibited in The East Gallery in Kansas City, Missouri, the Yale Norfolk 
Gallery in Norfolk, Connecticut, as well as La Corte Arte Contemporanea Gallery in Florence, 
Italy. She was awarded the Yale/Norfolk Summer School of Art Fellowship in 2015 and has 
studied at Studio Art Centers International in Florence, Italy. Meghan is currently living and 
working in Kansas City, Missouri. She is a BFA candidate at the Kansas City Art Institute, dou-
ble majoring in Photography and Art History and is expected to graduate in May 2016. 

Jack Christensen is currently a junior-year student at St. Lawrence University in Canton, 
New York, where he is pursuing an interdisciplinary major in English and environmental 
studies. A native of Connecticut, he primarily writes poems and creative essays, many of 
which are inspired by the culture and landscapes of New York and New England. His work 
has appeared or is forthcoming in The Allegheny Review, The Merrimack Review, Bluestem 
Magazine, and The Quaker.

Ethan Cohen is a New York-based avant-garde author and playwright. His work has been 
published in East Coast Ink, Danse Macabre, and performed at the 13th St. Repertory Theatre 
in NYC. He studies English, History, and Hispanic Studies at Vassar College and spends his 
free time performing standup comedy and jazz guitar. @EthanHCohen

Camille Craig is an undergraduate student at Naropa University. She studies Writing and 
Poetics at the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics. Camille currently lives in Boul-
der, Colorado and was raised in Vancouver, Washington.

Theresa Duncan is a senior California Lutheran University majoring in Creative Writing and 
Literature. Spending her first three years at University of Montana, she learned how to write 
in freezing temperatures and isolated wildernesses. Some of her favorite writers include 
Joyce Carol Oates and Margaret Atwood. Theresa believes the Bildungsroman to be a greatly 
fun and illuminating form of writing and hopes you enjoy her stab at it. 

CONTRIBUTORS



Azia DuPont is a human. You can find her online at www.aziadupont.com or via Twitter 
@aziadupont

Bernadette Ewing is a pre-nursing student living in Metro Detroit. She has been previously 
published in Hour Detroit magazine as well as Red Cedar Review. When not writing or study-
ing, she enjoys travel and dedicates time to humanitarian work both at home and abroad.

Brent Foster was raised in northwestern Pennsylvania, where the livestock populations rival 
that of the humans. He spent two years in Brazil as a missionary for The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints. He is currently an undergraduate student at Brigham Young University 
studying neuroscience. Brent plans to attend graduate school and research the connections 
between the brain and language. In the meantime, his life is still in the drafting stage.

William Georges is a junior at Oakland University. He is studying poetry and psychology in 
hopes of teaching creative writing. Stephen Malkmus, lead singer of the band Pavement, is 
his one true love. 

Avery Gregurich lives in Des Moines, Iowa, and sells groceries most days. He’s never strayed 
too far away from the Mississippi River. He keeps a hole at averygregurich.com.

Alana Gutierrez-Costello is from Long Beach NY and  currently is a senior in the SUNY 
Purchase Creative Writing department, studying under poet Monica Ferrell. After grad-
uation she  plans to study and teach in Costa Rica before eventually pursing an MFA in 
Writing. Previously, her work has been featured in Italics Mine, Nat. Brut, and Five2One. 
She owes who she is to her mother and grandmother, and thanks them for their constant 
love and support.

Em Hammett is a sophomore at Sarah Lawrence College studying writing and foreign lan-
guages. At school she plays softball and works as a Resident Adviser. Other published or 
produced works include fragments in Sarah Lawrence College’s The Cliffhanger (Vol. 5 and 
Vol. 6), one of those “funny” list-articles on Collegetimes.com, and three short plays: one 
produced by MadLab Theatre Company in 2013, and two produced by Downstage Theatre 
Company in 2014 and 2015. She is originally from Columbus, Ohio, and can list all of the 
U.S states in alphabetical order in two exhales. She would like to warmly thank OAR for 
publishing her work in its inaugural issue.

Basha Harris was born in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, where she continues to reside. Harris is a 
Bachelor of Fine Arts student finishing her senior year in Jewelry & Metals and Community 
Arts from the University of Wisconsin – Milwaukee. She manipulates various media, pri-
marily metals, to work toward social justice. To use art as an agent in creating social change 
is an overarching goal and theme in all of her works.

Hsuan-yu Ho is currently studying at University of California – San Diego. Ho believes the 



idealized images on social media has caused a disconnection to reality and strives to show 
that disconnect through art. 

Sarah Holtkamp is a sophomore at University of North Carolina – Asheville and has been 
writing short fiction and other things since 2010. Writing started out as a guilty hobby, but 
now she’s a Creative Writing major and is wondering how on Earth she’s supposed get a job 
after college. She’s minoring in computer science just in case something explodes.

Danielle James knew she wanted to be a writer since she was eight years old. She didn’t 
start writing, however, until her first creative writing class at Baruch College. She is current-
ly a senior there, majoring in English with a minor in Communications. Outside of school, 
Danielle is the Marketing Coordinator at MongoDB where she works on the organization’s 
10+ annual events. She recently launched MongoDB’s Diversity Scholarship and MongoDB 
Gives Back, two programs that aim to support groups who are underrepresented in the tech-
nology industry. Danielle loves Muay Thai, reading, writing (duh), and traveling.

Sun Jiayin is a third year student majoring in Creative and Professional Writing at Hong 
Kong Baptist University. She was born in Beijing, China. Her passions are travel, life, po-
etry, and  peace. She dislikes following others’ ways and obeying fussy rules. She considers 
poetry as one of an effective medicine to cure the pain of confusion and loneliness. Yin 
never dreamed of being a poet, but hopes to enjoy a poetic life. She is happy to share her 
thoughts and introduce her world to more people.

Alyssa Knowling is a poet and artist from St. Louis, Missouri. She will be graduating from 
Webster University in May 2016 with a BA in Creative Writing and a minor in Art History. 
Her wide variety of interests in the arts has led her to museum work, photography, design, 
and collaborative work with visual artists. She is committed to the city of St. Louis, and 
hopes to bring attention to the creative work that is blossoming in her city. 

Corey Morrill is a senior in the Creative Writing program at Southern Utah University. 
He was born in Keircheimbolanden, Germany, but spent most of his life in Salt Lake City, 
Utah. He writes poetry, performs stand-up comedy, and cannot wait to get out of Utah. Any 
success he has with poetry, he owes to his professor and accomplished poet Dr. Danielle 
Dubrasky.

Samuel Moulton is a current junior at Tulane University double majoring in English and 
Philosophy, with respective focuses in poetry and metaphysics. He was recently appointed 
head poetry editor of the Tulane Review. 

Briana Muñoz is a student at Palomar College in San Marcos, CA. She writes short stories, po-
etry, and creative non-fiction, all inspired by her surroundings. So far, she has been published 
in the Bravura and LA BLOGA, and enjoys sharing her works at poetry festivals and open mic 
events. Briana is hoping to continue her education, travel, and become a published author.



Alonzo Pantoja is a BFA Painting & Drawing candidate at the Peck School of the Arts at the 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. He has received training from both the Santa Reparata 
International School of Art in Florence, Italy, and Architecture & Design studies in Almere, 
Amsterdam & Utrecht, Netherlands. His work addresses the conventions of still life through 
humor and what it means to make a still life in today’s contemporary art world. 

Su Min Park is a photographic artist from Chung-Do, Korea. He will be graduating from The 
School of Visual Arts in December 2017 with a BFA in Photography. He was nominated as 
honorable mentioned at APANY photo contest in 2013, and he recently had his first solo 
exhibition in Seoul, Korea, titled “Light and Life of Cuba.” This photo is part of the series 
and can be found at www.sparkphoto.net.

Eric Parr was raised Mennonite until the fourth grade, therefore excluding him from popular 
culture, television, and music. This perhaps led to his independent thinking and love of flaw, 
ideas which surfaced in depth during his experiments with paint at Texas Tech University. 
Throughout this time, Parr developed his unique style of mark-making and painting. When 
coupled with abstract portraiture, he was suddenly presented with a way to discuss his jour-
ney thus far. His awards include the Designation of Studio Space at the School of Art, and 
publication in the Harbinger Journal in both 2014 and 2015.  Previous shows of 2015 include 
the TASA one-foot exhibit, LPA More Than Paint show, Whispers, and BLANKA show.

Samantha Lynn Pearson is a current undergraduate student at the University of Wisconsin – 
Milwaukee, working toward a degree in Digital Studio Practice with a concentration in tradi-
tional drawing and painting. She was born in Racine, Wisconsin and received her Associate of 
Arts and Science degree from the University of Wisconsin-Baraboo/Sauk County. Exploration of 
personal identity, sexuality, and an aesthetic interest in macabre art inspire much of her work.

Amanda Pekar is a BFA student in Writing and Literature at Prescott College. She is a two-
time graduate of the Alpha Writing Workshop. She has been awarded the James and Judith 
Walsh Award in both Creative Non-fiction and Poetry, and her work has been published 
in Alligator  Juniper, a national literary magazine. In her free time, she enjoys knitting and 
playing classical violin.

Claire Reardon is an undergraduate student at Prescott College in Prescott, Arizona. Originally 
from Albuquerque, New Mexico, she is studying Environmental Science and Creative Writing. 
She has served on the staff of the Prescott College literary journal and was Assistant Managing 
Editor of the Alligator Juniper. In her free time, Claire enjoys baking and bagpiping.

Sarah J. Schmitt is an English major at Kalamazoo College. She is interested in early modern lit-
erature, particularly Shakespeare’s relationship to alphabet soup. Having recently studied abroad 
in Scotland, she plans to continue writing fiction and to make haggis popular in Michigan.

Loren Smith is a senior at Utah State University in Logan, UT. An eclectic poet, his work 



has appeared in such places as Prairie Margins, Straylight, The Red Cedar Review and other 
journals. When he’s not writing, Loren loves to travel with his fiancée. Some of his favorite 
destinations include Ecuador and Ireland. After Loren graduates, he hopes to enroll in an 
MFA program so that he can continue to hone his craft.

Serena Solin is a senior at Columbia University writing her thesis on African-American 
ecopoetry. Her work has appeared in The Columbia Review, The Atlas Review, TheEEEL!, and 
received the Philolexian Prize in 2014 and 2015. 

Brian Thomas studies English and Political Science at Ursinus College in Pennsylvania. He is 
the 2014 recipient of the Iris N. Spencer Poetry Award from the West Chester University Po-
etry Conference. His work has appeared or is forthcoming in Epigraph, Melancholy Hyperbole, 
The Blue Route, Eunoia Review and others. He is a co-founder and editor of the magazine 
Aux./Vox.

Zachary Michael Treuer loves the art community for how diverse and weird it can be. The 
surreal becomes the real in the art world, and that attracts the hell out of him. His dreams 
come true with art, like infinite pizza bagels. With art, infinite pizza bagels become a nearly 
real idea. What a world.

Angela Ufheil is a junior at Drake University. There, she helps make a magazine and tutors 
fellow writers. In her spare time she makes soup, eats soup, and talks about soup. Great 
thoughts and recipes can be emailed to angela.ufheil@drake.edu. 
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