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Foreword 
Medland Wallace, Editor-in-Chief 
 

The spring season is perfect for the birth of something new. As this semester 
comes to a close, I hope we can all take a moment to slow down and feel gratitude 
for where we all are in our lives. I know I feel grateful to work on this exhilarating 
project with some of the best people I am lucky to have crossed paths with. 
Moreover, to see our hard work come to fruition is a moment to relish in. 

 
Our collection is blessed to be filled with impressive voices. Aubrey 

Atkins’s poem “entropy.” depicts vivid imagery and hair-raising language; the last 
line of the poem is just electric. The mixture of forms in Abby Uphoff’s  “On 
Sixteen-year-olds Who Play Moms in High School” is both exciting and dynamic 
in its intensity of its portrayal of a young girl’s coming of age. Lastly, “Beloved” 
by Elizabeth Marszalek is haunting and is a great portrayal of the dynamic 
relationship between science and humanity.  

 
My team and I would like to thank every student who submitted their work 

for consideration to EPIC this year. We are always amazed by the stunning prose, 
poignant poetry, and the raw talent that comes out in the submissions. Our 
organization truly considers it a privilege to experience the talent of MU writers 
and artists year after year, and hope that you consider submitting to us again in the 
future.  

 
We would like to extend our sincerest gratitude to the MU English 

Department for all the support that they give us, and especially to Scott Garson, 
our advisor, for supporting us in our innovation and for cheering us on.  

 
Happy reading! 
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Polymath  
Kip Soucie 
  
Sometimes I feel like I am not allowed to look at you, 
like how I’m not allowed to look at the sun. 
  
I can pin my eyepiece to you, 
see you in parts, 
through a needlepoint. 
It helps me understand. 
  
Sometimes you show up like a  
Ghost of the Metaphysical: 
         the humming in the back of my throat 
         the reverb on the Steinway 
         the shriek of violin strings 
  
You speak to me in echoes and vibrations, 
even as you sit next to me. 
  
You speak to me in fossils. You speak to me in crawdads. You speak to me in algae blooms and 
slippery rocks. 
  
You speak to me in heat and sweat; the warmth of the sun. With your elbows, with your feet. 
  
Polyglot polymath, 
write to me your love like a kid’s book, or 
write it on my palms like a grocery-note. 
  
Say it with your hands. 
Speak to me in a language that I know and I will tell you back 
everything. 
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Sisyphus  
Elizabeth Marszalek 
 

It starts with death. 

A lot of things do, admittedly, but this death is special. This death is a death that Henry 

did not and does not want to happen. He’s supposed to be celebrating his fifth anniversary at the 

city’s most expensive eatery (“Oooh,” Sharon had said, planting a wet kiss on his temple, “ an 

‘eatery’. That’s how you know it’s fancy.”). He isn’t supposed to be kneeling on wet pavement 

with a body in his arms. The body isn’t supposed to be growing colder. The body isn’t supposed 

to be Sharon’s. 

And because the body isn’t supposed to be Sharon’s, he goes to report it to the higher 

authorities.  

“So,” Death says, flatly unimpressed, “that’s your argument. ‘She isn’t supposed to be 

dead’. That’s all you got.” 

“I love her,” Henry adds, and Death shoots him a look that could kill.  

“Try someone who cares,” she says, and alright, that hurts a little. 

“I’ve already been to everyone else,” Henry says, ignoring the jab because he’s an adult 

and also, he really needs this to happen. “They all agree that you’re the one to handle it. So.” 

“So.” 

Henry feels something in him crack. “So please,” he says, and he can’t quite keep the 

desperation out of his voice. Someone once told him that to be granted a favor from Death, you 

had to keep it professional. They hadn’t mentioned how goddamn hard that would be, 

considering the subject matter. “I love her. She’s a - she’s a pediatrician,” he stumbles over his 

words with the sudden hope that rises in his chest when he remembers just why Sharon matters. 

He hasn’t really thought about it before now. “She helps kids.” 

“And I care about saving lives why?” Death sneers. 

Henry’s stomach does a weird dip and swoop as his mind races for an answer. 

“Overcrowding?” he snaps back with. “Surely you don’t want to be too busy?” 

Death contemplates. “You’re not wrong.” 

Henry doesn’t let himself relax. “Besides, how many boons do you actually grant? This 

could be--” 
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“Don’t push it,” Death says sharply, but her expression isn’t quite closed off yet. There’s 

a short pause in which they stare at each other, in which Henry prays that he made the right 

decision in coming to Death first, and not Hel or Hades or whoever else was on the roster he 

Googled.  

Death heaves a great sigh. “Alright.” 

Henry’s heart stutters. “Alright?” 

Death looks at him, eyes sparking. Her lip quirks. “Alright,” she says, and then she snaps 

her fingers. 

* 

Simon and Garfunkel are playing on the radio.  

         For a moment, Henry just sits there, taking stock. He’s in the car. The stars are visible 

through the windshield. His hands are on the wheel, loose with confidence. A sweet voice is 

singing beside him, humming along to The Boxer with the confidence of someone who knows 

the melody but none of the lyrics. Henry turns his head to look at her. To look at Sharon. 

         They nearly fly off the road ten minutes early. 

         Sharon shrieks as Henry corrects their path, hand coming up to clutch his bicep 

unhelpfully as he maneuvers. The entire car bounces as the right wheel climbs back onto the 

pavement and he nearly swerves in the opposite direction, earning another scream from Sharon 

before they’re finally back on the straight and narrow. 

         “God,” Sharon snaps, giving Henry a weak smack on the arm. “What the hell was that?” 

         “Sorry,” he says, but it’s more automatic than anything and he doesn’t doubt that she can 

tell. He can’t bring himself to care. It’s taking all of his willpower to not stare at her, to not soak 

in the sight of her living and breathing when the last time he’d seen her, she’d been missing an 

eye.  

         “Wanna try that again?” she asks, and he huffs a strangled laugh. This was absurd. 

Uncanny.  

         A gift. 

         He gives Sharon a cheeky grin, but he doubts it comes across as more than shakily 

relieved. “Not particularly,” he says, and he glances at the clock. Five minutes until it all goes - 

went? - to shit. “What’s the date?” 



 9 

         He can feel Sharon’s stare like two hot brands on the side of his head. “What do you 

mean?” she asks, and he tightens his grip on the steering wheel.  

         “It’s still the ninth, right?” 

         A pause. “Considering the fact that midnight hasn’t come yet,” she says, “yeah, it’s still 

the ninth.” She speaks slowly, like he’s lost his mind. Maybe he has. His meeting with Death is 

smoky, like it had occurred in a dream that had happened years ago.  

         Two minutes. He pulls over. 

         “What-- are you okay?” Sharon asks, her voice rising as they roll to a stop. He reaches 

out to grab her hand, heart leaping at the warmth of it. Almost instantly he recalls the feeling of 

her cooling body in his arms, that same warmth leaking out of her along with the blood, and his 

grip on her hand tightens. He shoves the memory down.  

         That was - that’s not going to happen. This is his second chance, and he isn’t going to 

squander it. The memory is obsolete. 

         One minute. 

         “Are you going to tell me why we’re parked on the side of the highway, or?” 

         Henry snaps his head around to look at her, to meet her eyes for the first time since the 

first time around, and his breath catches in his chest. Sharon raises her eyebrows expectantly, her 

mouth twisting in the way that means she’s truly getting angry. Henry will take it over the non-

expression that she’d worn when-- 

         “I just thought we could use a break, you know?” he says, shoving the thought back into 

the corner of his mind.  

         “On a twenty-minute drive?” Sharon asks, voice going shrill with disbelief. He’s just 

huffing a self-deprecatory laugh when the growl of a sports car going too fast drowns him out, 

zipping by them with such force that it shakes the car slightly. 

         Henry has three seconds to be relieved. Three seconds to think thank god, to think it 

really worked, to think I saved her. 

         Just up the highway, the sports car careens into the silver minivan going five miles under 

the speed limit, and they both go spinning off the highway. 

. 

         Simon and Garfunkel are playing on the radio. Sharon is singing along. Henry’s hands 

are loose around the wheel. 
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         This time, he tries speeding. 

         This time, he has five seconds to be relieved before he’s crashing into a motorcyclist. 

* 

         Simon and Garfunkel. A sweet voice. Loose hands. 

         Henry waits until the sports car reaches them, and swerves just in time. The driver’s side 

is hit instead of the passenger side. 

         For a blissful second, there is darkness. 

* 

         Henry hits the power button on the radio before Paul Simon can finish the first lai la lai. 

Sharon stops singing abruptly. His hands tense around the wheel before he can even marvel at 

their relaxation. 

         “Hey!” Sharon snaps, and Henry turns to look at her. His heart still jumps in his chest. He 

ignores it, just like he’s ignored everything else about this goddamn situation, if only to save his 

sanity. Or at least what’s left of it. 

         “What would you do,” he says, instead of turning the radio back on like Sharon wants 

him to, “if you were stuck in a time loop.” 

         “What.” 

         It takes her a while to get over the radio and into the ‘hypothetical’ he’s posing, but she 

gets into it. She’s always loved a good puzzle, and Henry thinks he might kill for a solution to 

the one he’s in.  

(He already has, hasn’t he?) 

         “It sounds like the loop restarts whenever someone else dies,” Sharon says, and Henry 

nods. He’d figured that out in a loop where Sharon had gone to work, and the patient that had 

been saved by the woman who’d covered Sharon, well, hadn’t been saved.  

         “Yeah,” he says, earning himself a sharp look, “but how do I make that stop.” 

         Sharon shrugs. “Don’t kill anybody.” 

         “That’s literally impossible.” 

         “Nothing is impossible.” 

         “But it is. In this case.” 

         “You’re saying that just to be difficult.” 

         “No. It just is. Factually.” 



 11 

         “Factually.” 

         “Yes.” 

         “It’s a hypothetical about a time loop, Henry,” Sharon snaps. “There aren’t facts here.” 

         Henry rolls his lips between his teeth to keep from snapping back. “But say there are.” 

         Sharon levels an unimpressed glare at him. “Fine. Then you let the original person die.” 

         Henry’s stomach bottoms out. “What?” 

         “We don’t exchange lives, Henry,” Sharon says, a hint of passion bleeding past the 

frustration. “No one’s life is worth more than another.” 

         “But--” 

         “No one’s.” 

         They sit in silence for a moment, as Henry glares out the windshield and Sharon stares at 

the side of his head, blatantly trying to read his mind. That had been a joke between them - 

Sharon putting her fingers to her temple like Professor X and squinting her eyes at him until he 

finally broke with a laugh, his problems spilling out with an ease that hadn’t been there three 

seconds prior. 

         They still have seven minutes until the sports car comes. Henry thinks he’ll swerve the 

car again, make himself the target. A few seconds of nothing would do well for him right now, 

he thinks. 

         “She’s right, you know,” a voice from the backseat says, and Henry nearly slams on the 

breaks before he realizes that he’s already stopped. 

         He turns his head to look at Sharon only to find that she’s stopped too, face frozen in a 

small frown as she looks at him, eyes glazed over. He glances in the review to see Death staring 

back at him, gaze boring straight through him to his soul. He shifts uncomfortably, even as relief 

makes him feel weightless.  

         “Do you know what’s going on?” he demands, ignoring Death’s statement and barrelling 

ahead. He will control this conversation. He has nothing left to lose. (Except Sharon). “Why the 

hell can’t I save her?” 

         “Did you listen to your wife at all?” Death says, and the pure scorn in her voice knocks 

him flat on his ass. “Lives can’t be exchanged.” 

         The world tilts. “You said you could save her.” 

         “I didn’t. I said ‘alright’. No more, no less.” 
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         “But--” 

         “You have two options,” Death says, and she holds up two fingers for emphasis. “You 

can loop. You can loop for the rest of eternity, living in the tiny pocket I’ve made for you with 

your wife.” Death turns to lay down across the bench seat, feet flat against the window. She turns 

her head to look at him dead (ha) on. “Or, you can let her die, and live the rest of your life as you 

were meant to live it.” 

         Vomit rises in his gorge. He wasn’t supposed to-- this wasn’t supposed to-- “I can’t--” 

         “You have to,” Death says harshly. “You can’t choose whether she lives or dies? Lies. 

You asked for this when you came to me asking for the chance to choose life. This is me giving 

it to you.” 

         Henry takes a shaking breath. He can’t bring himself to look at Sharon. “How am I 

supposed to choose whether-- these are impossible choices.” 

         Death just looks at him, still lying across the seat, hands folded across her stomach. A 

bolt of frustration runs through him at the mere sight of her. 

         “How am I supposed to choose?” he asks, voice dangerously close to a yell, and Death 

just shrugs, that gleam back in her eye. Amusement, Henry thinks, I’m amusing her.  

         “I don’t know,” she says, “you tell me.”  

         And then she’s gone, and the world has resumed. 

         Sharon starts talking, but Henry can’t hear her. All he can hear is that sports car, engine 

revving, speeding towards them in the rearview like a bullet. It fills his ears, his eyes, his lungs. 

         His hands tighten around the wheel. The sports car arrives unbelievably quickly, engine 

unbelievably loud, and Henry-- 

* 

         Henry wakes up in bed. The sun creates soft patterns on the sheets, curtains blowing 

softly against the open window. The fan is blowing, creating a sort of white noise, almost 

hypnotic in its static. 

         Henry curls up on his side, and he sobs for what he can’t have.  
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Erasure  
Rebecca Jackoway 

 

-From Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë 
 

The eve of separation remains. 
Come! Stars enter heaven to-night, 
and weary travels can’t be helped. 
My heart, my ribs, my little frame 
will be snapped, bleeding. 
  
I yield – shaken, impetuous, 
born to vehemence. 
I grieve buried communion, 
expanded departure 
in the shape God gifted me. 
  
I am not the medium of mortal 
flesh, passed through 
the grave and at God’s feet, 
in his arms. Yet for such a union 
I struggle, rending independent will. 
  
Come to paradise, drink in again and again. 
Atone at God’s tribunal. Hasten off, my joy.  
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i fall under you in perfect cubes  
Kip Soucie 

  

When I ask you if you want me to chop the onions and you say yes 
I am flattered and terrified 
as I have seen you chop onions before and it looked like how it felt when you first touched me. 

  
You are so careful with me. 
You ask me if your hands are rough when all I know of you is softness, 
when all I know of you is your body gentle on top of mine, 
or your hand around my neck like a tourniquet. 

  
I am casting aside my premonitions for this moment of your 
fingers running down my ribs like guitar frets or piano keys or bottle rockets. 
This moment of you playing me like a violin that’s been mounted on a wall for 20 years as         
decoratio decoration. 

  
And here you are with me blooming under you and 
maybe we’ve been grafted, I think, or maybe it’s how oak trees that touch each other for too  

long fuse together,  
muscle and bone and tendon and cellulose, 
into one beating body. 

  
I don’t know how else you would know to touch me like this if 
you couldn’t feel it yourself, like 
you can’t know how to tune a guitar without listening to the strings. 
  
Can you feel me moving, 
in a molecular way, 
under you? 
Do you have the magnetic bird-sense? 
Do you know which way my atoms would like to go? 
  
How else could you know what I don’t? 
How else could you know? 
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Untitled  
Lauren Brady  
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A College of One’s Own 
Della Rodenbaugh 
 

Trigger warning: This essay contains mentions of sexual assault, rape, alcohol poisoning, and 

violence against women (and sexual violence in general). This piece is a response to Virginia 

Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, and explores the relationship between how far women’s college 

education has come and the problems it still has. I speak at length about the epidemic of sexual 

assault occurring at Mizzou right now, so please be warned! 

 

I recently listened to Virginia Woolf’s essay A Room of One’s Own on audiobook from 

the public library. It’s a combination of two speeches she gave to women’s colleges in 1928, a 

time where women were lucky to go to college at all, and even more so lucky to be independent. 

It struck me, mostly because I was listening to it in a room of my own. The day I listened I lay in 

bed until three in my apartment by myself, wrote an essay at a co-ed college where my work is 

appreciated (at least, I hope it is), did not do my own laundry by hand but by machine; took my 

own car to the store to buy whatever I wanted, and then came back to an empty apartment where 

I can sit and imagine all alone, without interruption. That is not to say I am truly independent: I 

don’t have 500 a year of my own income, and my parents still support me. But here I am, 20 

years old, at Mizzou, and in charge of myself. I do what I like when I like, for I have a room of 

my own. When I go out with girlfriends we go to bookshops in new shoes and spend too much 

money, and the owner of the shop asks for our opinions on the books we’re reading. We go 

swimming and talk about our jobs, and what events and revelries we are planning. We go to 

parties, and dinners, and parks, and our male friends ask us to proofread their papers or about the 

movie we last saw. 

         So here I am, twenty, alone with nothing to take care of but myself and my plants. No 

dog, no husband, no children, no meat to thaw before I come home. I read, and I think, and I sit 

in a room of my own. This is the main idea of A Room of One’s Own: not only women having 

equal rights, but being independent enough to make equal choices and accomplish equal things. 

One of my friends bought me a calendar that was a year out of date as a back-to-school present. 

She liked the pictures in the calendar—they were all quotes from “inspirational” women—and 
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she said I should cut the pictures out and hang them in my apartment. So I did, and now my 

apartment walls are full of pictures of accomplished women. Nowadays girls don’t just have Jane 

Austen and Emily Bronte to look to for fiction-writing guidance, but they also have Toni 

Morrison, Margaret Atwood, and, well, Virginia Woolf! And in most novels nowadays, the 

women do like each other, both as friends and as something more. 

I feel like we women have come a long way since the 1920s! We actually have credit 

cards in our own name now, and can strive toward total financial freedom, which we only 

attained in the 1970s. We can attend colleges—co-ed colleges in fact—and most of us join the 

workforce and lead independent lives, well, at least since the 1980s. 

 * 

  The same week I read A Room of One’s Own Mizzou was in the midst of a common sort 

of crisis—the crisis of people in power actually having to take women seriously. On September 

19 I and everyone else at Mizzou received an email warning women about “predatory drugs in 

drinks.” At every bar and nearly every fraternity house women all around Columbia had reported 

a shockingly high occurrence of drugged drinks, designed to make the drinker pass out so that 

they can be taken advantage of. The email warned us about these predatory drinks, stating, 

“Some may have involved fraternity social events.” They ensured us that all the proper steps 

were being taken to put an end to this problem, but that in the meantime they “offered the 

following tips to reduce the chances of being drugged: always get your own beverage, never 

leave your drink unattended, create a buddy system, and consider taking a self defense class” 

among other possible ideas. At no point did they offer the advice of, “don’t put drugs in 

someone’s drinks.” 

         On September 24 I received another Mizzou email detailing a sexual assault that 

happened “at an unknown location committed by an unknown individual.” Well, what did the 

University know? Later on the next day they updated us with the fact that the assault occurred 

somewhere in an apartment complex where many students lived. More and more reports of 

sexual violence and druggings appeared in the news the next few weeks, with no official 

statement from Mizzou. In fact, I found out most of the information through social media and 

outside news sources, not from the college where these crimes were occurring. A series of 

protests followed, the most notable one being on October 7. Over 500 people attended and 

shared their stories about how they were assaulted at Mizzou. The most popular post made about 
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the event said, “It was my first week on campus. My first experience with MU Health Care was a 

rape kit. My first experience with the student center was the Relationship and Sexual Violence 

Prevention (RSVP) Center. My first experience with college was rape.” 

It is worth noting that the RSVP Center mentioned above was defunded almost entirely 

last year, and is now under new management. In fact, while doing research for this piece, I 

clicked around the student website and found that the RSVP website was a little lackluster–

there’s not too many resources on it, and it’s not very mobile friendly. You can’t even access the 

site on a cellphone through the Mizzou Police Department website, even though they have links 

to it. This was a little shocking to me, as we know statistically that many victims of sexual 

violence come from low income backgrounds, which makes it highly likely that the students 

trying to access these websites might not even have a computer. 

 * 

         Throughout all of this, Mizzou released no statement. When I went out, my friends only 

gave me covered drinks instead of punch bowls, and I was advised not to walk the two blocks 

back to my apartment from any meeting or event after 7 pm. Students kept coming out about 

their experiences with Mizzou and rape, and the druggings continued. Over Homecoming my 

Snapchat was full of girls complaining about being verbally harassed by boys and their fathers 

at bars and parties all around the city. This was clearly a problem being ignored by Mizzou all 

because it was being endorsed and perpetuated by their alumni. 

         Things came to a head when a freshman boy was found unresponsive the morning after a 

fraternity party at Phi Gamma Delta (Fiji). He was in a coma from alcohol poisoning, and even if 

he fully recovers physically he will never have the same life again. This finally managed to get 

Mizzou’s attention, and they suspended all fraternity and sorority events, a suspension that was 

lifted a few weeks later. Why was this the event that made them take action? Why is it that as 

soon as a man is in trouble and done wrong, the college responds, whereas women have been 

reporting this exact experience every single year, at almost every single fraternity event? This 

boy’s life will be forever changed, and he should be given the justice he deserves, but so should 

every single woman who Mizzou has ignored for the past weeks, months, and years. 

 * 

         The Kansas City Star released an article in 2019 detailing responses from a Mizzou-wide 

survey about sexual assault and campus responses. The article, while mostly containing statistics, 
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did a great job emphasizing that most sexual assaults, on campus or off, go unreported, so there’s 

no way to know the true scope of the problem. However, the article was overwhelmingly 

positive, even though the statistics were not– the Mizzou survey revealed that only 49.6% of 

students believed that the University would conduct a “fair investigation” into sexual assault 

cases. That is not a positive figure, it’s a failing grade, and let’s be real: how honest are people 

going to be in a survey that they were paid $5 to take? The same day I read this article I passed 

the remnants of a candlelight vigil in support of survivors, so I’d like to know why a less-than-

half figure detailing trust in the University is a promising statistic. 

 * 

  I can walk on the grass in the Quad, until it’s dark, when I have to be driven home. I sit, 

looking out my downtown apartment window, looking at all of the men walking by at 9 pm. 

Sometimes, when it can’t be helped, I have to walk from the parking garage to my apartment 

after dark, and I’m sure to observers I look nothing like the men I see from my own window. I 

don’t pause by the railing, looking in a basement window–I look straight ahead and keep an even 

speed. I don’t feel the same freedom they do when they walk back to their cars from a night out. 

But if I complain, it’s my fault, and I should’ve covered my drink, or had a buddy, or not gone 

out at all. These boys and their rich alumni fathers and their patriarchal clubs can violate me 

every time I leave my apartment–well, no–even in my apartment, because when I posted about 

my frustration on Instagram, a man messaged me to explain to me how I was wrong. My anger 

was in the wrong place, and I didn’t know what I was talking about, all while I was sitting in a 

room of my own. 

         I have a room of my own, but I’m paranoid about it being locked before I go to bed. 

Every night I check every room and closet in my apartment, and try the door several times. I shut 

all the blinds in my bedroom and some in my kitchen, and put my makeup case in front of my 

bedroom door, as the handle’s sticky and it won’t stay shut. Every day I wake up and I’m told 

that another girl on campus was raped, but it’s not Mizzou that tells me, it’s Twitter. I finally 

have a voice that is loud enough to be heard, but which is still shrill enough to be ignored in 

favor of one in a lower register. I have a room of my own, but will I come back to it? Will it stay 

mine? Or will I be the one in a coma from alcohol poisoning, or will someone find me on the 

stairs of a parking garage? I will graduate college, and I will be formally educated, but will I also 

be sexually assaulted before I’m done? The education of women is a weird dichotomy of 
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progress and leaping backward. I wonder: if I feel like this now, when I can walk on the grass 

and use the library without permission, what would I have felt like when Virginia Woolf was 

writing? My education is a blessing, but my college experience can be a curse, and sometimes I 

wonder if I’ll make it through with the same body I came in with, or if some man will take it for 

himself and leave me with scraps.
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Lion Man of Hohlenstein-Stadel, Germany 
Elizabeth Derner 
  
Someone’s hand set down 
the little Lion Man sculpture 
in a corner of a cave. They followed 
everyone outside, the last wisps of smoke 
lingering in their noses, music ringing 
in their ears, stories tingling their 
imaginations. Twinkling dots  
wrapped around the earth. 
  
Before hands passed the Lion Man  
between enough hands to smooth its edges, 
someone’s hands got blisters 
from hundreds of hours scraping, 
scraping, scraping, scraping, 
ivory from a mammoth tusk 
with a piece of flint. 
  
Their small tribe spent hours 
hunting, gathering, cooking, 
and fashioning tools to survive 
the brutal cold, predators, illnesses, 
and hunger—and let them craft 
a human body with a lion’s head,  
standing 31 centimeters tall,  
its arms down, chin up, 
eyes open to nature. 
  
The Lion Man sat in the dark cave. 
People came and went, swirling around 
Germany. Earth curved around and around 
and around the sun. After 40,000 years,  
someone’s hands picked up fragments 
of the Lion Man. They left the cave, 
admiring the stars that glinted above 
the last person who touched it. 
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Their hands pieced together 
thousands of fragments, for years, 
slowly discovering a human shape, 
then a Lion Man shape, the shape 
someone carved instead of 
leaving a tusk a tusk  
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What A Vet’s Daughter Will Learn  
Lillian Caldwell 
  

If they come home together, 

hand in hand, 
broken out in smiles 
and cloaked in clean, white lab coats, 
you’ll know it was a good day. 
  
They’ll talk about the patients they saw over takeout dinner- 
vulgar things like expressed anal glands, larva filled abcesses, and  
removing misshapen eyeballs from decaying sockets- 
all in front of the Chinese food.  
  
They’ll sink into the couch afterwards,  
dirty dishes left to keep the table company, 
and watch lectures from growing fields of research, 
like cannabis treating anxiety in canines, 
or whole grain, vegan, gluten-free, keto-friendly foo foo kitty kibble 
preventing arthritis in felines. 
  
Meanwhile, their own three siamese cats, Boo, Bee, and Skippy, 
will curl up on their laps feeling a little cheated on 
smelling Mittens, Max, and Marley 
on their hair coated dress pants, 
Yet they can never stay too jealous  
with bellies full of their own foo foo canned kitty kibble  
 
 
But when they arrive home, 
one by one,  
sympathy cards tucked in their pockets 
and a permanent seam stitched up between their brows, 
you’ll know it was a not so good day.  
  
They’ll retreat to their bedroom, 
and your takeout will turn into hot dogs cradled in moldy white bread  
or microwaved spaghettios and bologna sandwiches. 
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Don’t worry though, the dirty dishes and scavenging cats keep good company. 
  
Muffled arguments will leak under their door. 
Snippets like “I can’t keep being” and “wife and business partner”  
will hang above your heads,  
everyone unsure of just how empty they are as threats. 
  
You’ll never quite eavesdrop close enough, 
to hear what they left unsaid. 
  
But the following morning,  
she’ll wake before even the cats can prod her from sleep, 
to whisk together buttermilk pancakes  
with blueberries that spell out i’m sorrys 
in the hearts and smiley faces she cooks into them, 
and you will be full and content. 
Until your next bologna sandwich.   
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For my family, 
Olivia Hughes 
  

settled everywhere 
st. louis, jacksonville, houston, phoenix, chicago, baton rouge, tulsa, all Great Black Cities, 
working as nurses, teachers, mechanics, temps, 
for my family, 
raising each other up, 
brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, cousins, grandparents, all alike, 
for my family, 
doing the best we can with what we have, 
laughing, singing, talking, crying, screaming, 
the stress away. 
  
for my family, 
we don’t see each other very often, 
birthdays, funerals, thanksgivings, graduations, the occasional family reunions, organized zoom  
calls we come together 
for my family, 
the loud, the meek, the nice, the mean, the judgmental, the welcoming committee 
for my family, 
consuela, keke, gina, vell, shanna, lloyd the first second and third, gilda 
the struggling single mom, the sisters who raise one another without complaint, the hard worker,  
the one that got away, the strict family man, the double nicer version, the struggling young  
father, the gone but never forgotten 
for my family, 
strong Black men, with even stronger Black women. 
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Five Good Things 
Haley Schmid 
 

Five good things. Go. 

1. It was boiling outside. 

      1. My sunglasses were only slightly cracked. 

1. It was a sunny day. 

2. A girl smiled at me when I held the door open for her. 

3. I’ll be on time to class. 

4. Maybe I’ll talk to the skateboarding guy who sits next to me. 

5. Nothing bad happened yet. 

      5. Today will be a good day. 

  

Everyday I think of five good things on my way to class. If I mess up, I rewrite it. 

  

I think my last therapist would be proud of me. 

  

I go to class. There’s someone else in my seat. I sit in the back corner instead. Far away from 

people. Far away from Skateboard Guy. It fits, somehow. 

  

Class ends. I go to the next one. 

  

Class ends. I go to the next one. 

  

Class ends. I go home. 

  

1. It was colder outside. 

2. I passed my quiz. 

3. I failed my other one. 

      3. There’s free food at the event tonight (Like I need it). 

4. I got someone’s number. 
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5. I only bled a little after falling down. 

      5. I saw someone as miserable as I am. 

      5. Tomorrow is Saturday. 

  

I go to class. They run out of seats. I sit on the floor. 

  

I go to class. I count the amount of times I blink. I get up to nine hundred and twenty-three. 

Approximately 18.5 blinks per minute. 

  

I go to class. I see someone in a football jersey. I dig my nails into my arm to keep myself calm. 

  

I breathe in. I breathe out. I tell myself I can continue. 

  

I continue. 

  

Class ends. I go home and cry. 

  

1. It was a Saturday. 

2. A new restaurant is opening soon. 

3. I could get ahead of homework. 

4. I’m alone. 

      4. I have the dorm to myself. 

5. I have no friends. 

      5. I have nothing to do tonight. 

      5. The possibilities are endless! 

  

I stay in bed until it’s dark outside. 

  

Rinse and repeat. 

  

Five good things. Go. 
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1. It was a warm day. 

2. I have an exam later. 

      2.  I have an easy presentation. 

3. I got a new plant. 

4. I had food poisoning. 

      4.  I tried something new. 

5. The math homework was easy. 

  

The good things were getting harder to come up with. 

  

1.  I drew a picture today. 

2.  I remembered to wash my dishes. 

3.  I’m alone. 

      3. I’m single, ready to mingle. 

4. That show is making a spin-off (It won’t be as good as the original). 

5.  I wasn’t late to class. 

  

1.  I have to get out of bed soon. 

1. Class starts soon. 

1. The sooner I’m out, the sooner I can get back. 

1. If I really try, I can get out of bed. 

2.  Maybe tomorrow will be easier. 

  

      4. My roommate is too loud. 

      4. I have company. 

      5. The week is almost over. 

  

      2. It’s a Monday. 

      2. It's the start of a new week. 

      3. Oliver Prince’s new album sucked. 

      3. My favorite artist made more songs. 
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      4. It snowed again. 

      4. It looks nice outside. 

      5. It’s cold as shit. 

      5.  My boots aren’t waterproof. 

      5. It’s hot chocolate season. 

  

1. … 

  

I wake up. I go to class. I count my five good things. I see someone who looks like him. I breathe 

in. I breathe out. I tell myself I can continue. 

  

I continue. 

  

I go to class. I wear a half-assed Halloween costume. I pass tests. I fail tests. I sit in the dark and 

count my five good things. My roommate talks to me. My roommate doesn’t say a word. I leave. 

She leaves. I sit in the dark some more. I breathe and breathe and breathe. 

  

 I tell myself I can continue. 

  

I can’t. 

  

I lie in the dark and cry. I stay very still and cry and cry and cry. I breathe, hard. I cry until it 

hurts and breathe like I’m never going to again. 

  

I don’t remember moving. I don’t remember going to class, but I do. I go to class. I count ceiling 

tiles and letters on the board and chips in the paint instead of five good things. 

  

I still breathe though. In and out. Heavy enough that it sounds like a sigh, but at least I do it. 

  

Class ends. I go home. 
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Rinse and repeat. 

  

I go to class. I breathe. I sit still. I leave. 

  

Rinse and repeat. 

  

I go to class. I think of fairy tales. Specifically Alice in Wonderland. “Five impossible things 

before breakfast” is what she told herself. My five good things make a bit more sense now. 

  

I give them another try. 

  

1. I’m failing school. 

1. I’ll have to retake classes. 

1. I wasted my time. 

1. My parents are disappointed in me. 

  

Then another. 

  

1. I’ll do better next time. 

2.  I can do this. 

3. This isn’t the end. 

4. I’m breathing. 

5. I’m alive. 

  

I go to class. I focus. I take notes and count the numbers I’m supposed to. I study. I relapse and 

sit in the dark. 

  

I still breathe, just not as heavily. 

  

I count my five good things. I go to class. Someone sits next to me this time. I read the 

assignment. I do homework. I go home and talk to my roommate. 
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Rinse and repeat. 

  

My grades improve. I go to class. I participate. I make a joke. People laugh. I count it as one of 

my good things. I remember to breathe. I hang out with my roommate sometimes. I count it as 

another good thing. 

  

Rinse and repeat. 

  

I go to class. I talk to Skateboard Guy. I catch up on homework. I remember to breathe and 

count.  

  

I sit in the dark. I go for a walk. I get ahead of classwork. Skateboard Guy gives me his number. 

I go out to eat with friends. 

  

I forget to count my five things sometimes. 

  

I go to class. I don’t sit as still. I ask questions. I laugh. Skateboard Guy asks me out. 

  

I breathe in. I breathe out. I ask myself if I can continue. 

  

I can.
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Sun’s Advice 
Aubrey Atkins 
  
how to write poetry when the only poems you’ve ever 
sold were birthed from emotional explosion divulged tenfold? 
so often left mourning gestational molds of 
sentiment-script prematurely deprived their umbilical nourishment. 
   needlessly rotting. 
  
today’s the day you go rogue 
Plasma coaxes through cloudy window, 
his rays straining to prod Pavement’s 
folded divots. 
waxing wonders need not demand passion as prerequisite. 
offer everyday bits, preserve those that stick, and affix willing segments 
to the weave. 
You’ll see. 
he departs with a wink, leaving goosebumps and fingertips perched eagerly 
to impart tendered-tale on obedient keys. 
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Resilient  
Evelynn L. Bond 
  
From the dawn of time 
The very earth beneath you rumbled 
The great sequoias predating it all 
Reduced to humble twigs 
  
Mountains shook and time stood still 
Desperate beaks probed your husk 
Trying to break you open 
And make off with what little life you contained 
  
You were scared. How could you not be? 
The fires of hell were raining down 
From that insurmountable 
Vesuvian eruption 
  
All of life’s forces were in chaos 
And your virgin flesh was soft 
And the ones who could take advantage 
Did everything they could to do so 
  
And somehow. 
You made it. 
  
Molten hell solidified around you 
Into brittle obsidian glass 
Obscuring you from what little evil 
Was not incorporated into smoldering heaps 
  
Feathered bastards charred just right 
Surrender their smoky morsels 
To your little creeping roots 
Making use of the useless devils 
  
Unbroken sheets of hot black glass 
As far as the eye could ever hope to see 
Punctuated with your indescribable scarlet 
Your petals bloom in the wake of it all.  
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Beloved  
Elizabeth Marszalek 

Editors’ Pick - Fiction 
 

Three weeks after Victor F.’s Miracle Elixir becomes available to the wealthy and prestigious, 

Raoul Hassan dies. 

         It is 1889, and unlike the Miracle, consumption knows no bounds. It takes from the poor, 

the rich, the guilty, the innocent. It takes Raoul, Alma’s little brother, despite the fact that she 

still has things to say to him, to fix, to clarify. It doesn’t care that he’s only seventeen, that he 

cried when one of the family dogs died, that he still brought Alma flowers from the field even 

after she’d practically spat in his face. Tuberculosis still stains his lips and his cheeks scarlet, still 

eats from him until there is nothing left but a corpse. 

         Thirty minutes after Raoul dies, Alma sends for the Miracle she’s seen plastered 

throughout London, because while consumption doesn’t care for money, the Miracle does, and 

she happens to have it. 

         Do you still have words to give to your departed? She remembers the posters asking. Did 

you miss their final moments? 

         Yes, she screams within her own mind, yes, I do, I did, please help me. 

         So, she sends a messenger to the address written at the bottom of every poster, and she 

waits. Pictures the glass vile that will be held to Raoul’s still lips, the magical elixir that will 

force him to draw breath. Just for a little while, the adverts say, but that’s alright. A little while is 

enough. 

         She just needs to apologize. 

         She remembers how she’d been when he was still breathing, when he still had enough 

strength to hold a book and turn the pages. She didn’t speak to him. Didn’t smile at him or bring 

him broth. Didn’t ever go near him. 

         She had refused to enter his sickroom - refused to go near horrific, chest-rattling coughs 

and bloodstained handkerchiefs, weak hands and sallow skin. She looked in on him, however. 

Leaned against the doorway when she knew he was reading or sleeping - more sleeping, the later 

it got - and took in the dull figure her once bright and mischievous little brother made. 
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It was hard - still is - to match the Raoul before her to what he used to be. She remembers 

how his eyes, dull and red, had sparkled with a relish for life she herself had always been rather 

envious of. How he’d been unafraid to run through the halls, to laugh during some poor girl’s 

demonstration of her talents, to smirk into the face of their father. He’d been allowed to, even - 

because of his age and because of his sex, because of the charm that already rolled off of him in 

waves despite the fact that he hadn’t made it very far past sixteen before his illness. 

They’d been thick as thieves, once. But then Alma had grown old enough to go out into 

society, to attend balls and parties and operas, and so could no longer indulge in Raoul’s 

mischief. She grew mean, grew cold. Raoul had blamed their mother, blamed society, blamed 

age. Alma had let him, because she knew what it really was. 

Jealousy. 

Envy. 

Both. 

When he’d finally shown some weakness, she hadn’t hesitated to condemn him. To wield 

her disgust and vitriol as a righteous weapon rather than a shameful secret. When she’d seen him 

with that boy - when she’d seen him for what he truly was - she hadn’t flinched from the sliver of 

fear in his eyes. In fact, she’d relished in it: for once, he was wrong. He was the reason for their 

troubles, the reason for shame. She had fantasies of blaming him, even, for her own hesitations, 

her own thoughts, and his outbursts and reactions would only encourage their father’s shame of 

him. 

Her moment of triumph hadn’t lasted long. Three days after she’d caught Raoul with the 

stable boy, he’d been locked into his room to prevent any potential scandal. One week after, the 

stable boy had been blamed and sent away, their father tight-lipped about where despite Raoul’s 

begs and pleas, and no more had been spoken on the matter, by neither Raoul nor their father. 

Two months after, Raoul fell ill with the sickness that had taken their father two weeks 

prior. Once he became bedridden, too weak to make it up and down the stairs and eventually 

even to the doorway, Alma had thought this to herself: at least he won’t be able to shame us in 

this state. 

Now, Alma stands in the center of Raoul’s bedroom for the first time in over a year, and 

she wishes more than anything that she could scrub the memory of the thought away, like a maid 
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scrubs grease from an iron pot. There’s no hope for that, however, and so Alma settles for 

scrubbing Raoul’s sickroom clean of its stagnant air and dusty, disused furniture. 

         Raoul had died in the same bed he’d spent the last eleven months in, and so she busies 

herself making the covers nice and the pillows fluffed. She carefully combs his straight dark hair 

into something presentable, and wipes the blood off of his lip. Once she can no longer distract 

herself with this, she turns her attention to the rest of the room, desperately pushing away the 

anxiety that threatens to tear her inside out, the impatience that makes her want to hurl Raoul’s 

water glass across the room. And so she sweeps and tidies with a painful lump in her throat, her 

eyes just barely kept dry and put together. She can’t exactly be in the midst of a fit when the 

Miracle Man comes, now can she? Not when he holds the key to her absolution. 

         The last time she’d gone into a rage over Raoul, it had ultimately resulted in the roiling 

guilt she feels now. Resulted in her sudden desperation when the maid had told her Raoul was 

gone, had been gone for some time. Resulted in her sending that same maid out into the streets at 

midnight to call for the Miracle, desperate for some chance to alleviate the guilt just now 

threatening to eat her alive and careless of what she had to do to get that chance. 

         She finds herself grateful that she hadn’t felt like this while Raoul was still breathing, 

because she doubts she could have withstood it for more than a night. She feels even guiltier for 

the thought, and she shoves it deep, deep down. 

         It’ll be better, she tells herself, when she can apologize. All she needs to do is apologize. 

         After Raoul’s punishment was dealt and all acknowledgement of it ceased, there was no 

room to gloat, no room to mention it - it was as if Raoul had never done anything at all. It chafed 

at Alma, made her rage within her mind and then at her father, screaming and throwing her 

books or her fabrics or her curlers. It wasn’t until she’d dared to take a step towards her father 

that he threatened her with Bedlam. From then on, she was careful to leave when she felt that 

familiar rage itching at her fingers. 

She didn’t have much longer with either of them after that. 

Her father finally surrendered to the coughs and fevered cheeks he’d spent months 

ignoring, his once straight, proud presence reduced to a thin figure on the bed. She’d hardly been 

able to look at him, that way. Seeing her father shrunken, pathetic, unable to keep his eyes open 

for more than a few minutes at a time. But she’d held his hand as he died, and taken pleasure in 

the fact that Raoul wasn’t allowed into the room, due to his own illness. 
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She wonders if Raoul would have wanted the Miracle, if only to say goodbye to his father 

without risk. 

         Three hours after Raoul dies, two of Victor F.’s many Miracle Men arrive, their eyes 

strangely dull. Alma opens the door for them, and the one nearest her gives her a thin smile that 

looks like it could be blown away with just a puff of air. 

         “Evening, Ms Hassan,” he says. He sticks out his hand, which Alma takes with only 

some reluctance. “Jonathan Shelby, at your service. My colleague here is Dr Clerval. We will be 

administering the Miracle for you here tonight, is that correct?” 

         Shelby is short, a few inches shorter than even Alma, and rail thin. He’s pale, like the 

ghosts he’s come to represent, with carefully parted dark hair and glasses perched in front of 

piercing blue eyes. Clerval, standing just behind him, is almost comically his opposite: tall, wide, 

and blond. A frown is set on his face, almost in direct contradiction to Shelby’s blank politeness, 

and an unkempt beard covers the lower half of his face. It’s nothing she would have expected of 

a doctor, and especially odd against Shelby’s professionalism, but it isn’t the strangest thing 

about the pair. 

         The oddest thing is their clothing: they’ve both forgone any longcoats or jackets, instead 

clad only in their shirtsleeves and waistcoats. They each wear a white apron over it all, crisp and 

free from any signs of previous use. Black rubber gloves stretch all the way up to their elbows, 

gleaming strangely in the lamplight from the hall. 

         Alma nods, trying not to stare as she stands back to let them both into the house, tries not 

to wonder just what all of the protective measures are for. She motions towards the hulking 

object cradled gently in Dr Clerval’s arms, any clues to what it is hidden beneath a white sheet. 

“What’s that?” 

         Shelby frowns at her. “The Miracle, of course.” 

         He says in such a way that Alma finds herself hesitant to prod further, despite the fact 

that in every advert shown for the Miracle Elixir, the elixir had been just that - an elixir. For fear 

of upsetting him, she swallows her protests down and smiles ruefully. “Of course.” 

She leads them up the stairs, a strange, weightless feeling in her stomach accompanying a 

newfound ringing in her ears, like she’s dangling her toes off the edge of a cliff. “He’s just in 

here,” she says, voice soft despite the sharp pinpricks in her fingers as she opens the door to 

Raoul’s bedroom. 
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“How long has he been dead?” Shelby asks, voice near-toneless as he and Clerval make a 

beeline for the bed. Clerval sets the massive object down onto the nightstand, recently cleared of 

glasses and books and bloodied handkerchiefs, and it gives a strangely metallic shudder. 

It takes Alma a moment to tear her eyes away from Clerval and wrap her mind around the 

question. “What?” 

Shelby’s lips thin just slightly. “If the patient has been deceased for over six hours, the 

Miracle won’t work, Ms Hassan.” 

Anger is her first reaction. How dare he ask that, like Raoul is just another one of his 

cadavers, like he’s some research subject ready to– 

She shoves it back down. She needs the Miracle. She won’t ruin this with her anger like 

she’s ruined so many things before. “Four hours,” she says. “Four hours since he - since he 

passed.” 

Shelby gives a short nod, turning to inspect Raoul, turning his face from side to side with 

deft fingers. Alma curls her hands into fists to keep from blocking him, her nails digging into the 

meat of her palms. She uses it to ground herself, turning her attention towards Clerval, who has 

removed the sheet from what appears, at first glance, to be a pile of junk. 

Instead of the small, clear potion advertised in the papers, Victor F.’s Miracle Elixir is a 

pile of metal - prongs and prods and iron plates with thin copper wires hanging seemingly 

haphazardly, strung between one large rod and a gigantic battery. There’s a gleaming gold lever 

attached to all of it, ornate etchings weirdly set against the utilitarian nature of the rest of the 

machine. It looks like it would struggle to power a small lamp, much less accomplish all of the 

things it’s been touted to do. 

“There’s no such thing as magic, Ms Hassan,” Clerval says, seemingly reading her mind. 

She startles a little at his voice - she’d almost expected him to remain stoically silent for the rest 

of the night. “Not even a magic potion. But with electricity,” he runs a reverent hand over the 

gigantic battery attached at the back of the machine, “anything is possible. People like the idea of 

magic - like the idea of an elixir that can cure even death. ‘S why we advertise with it. Put it up 

for all the wives and the gypsies. But electricity - electricity’s the key, Ms Hassan.” 

“They’ve been running these experiments for quite some time now, haven’t they?” Alma 

says lightly, feeling ill. She remembers her father reading about Galvani and Volta and how he’d 
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scoffed at them, had told the little girl sitting at his feet that these men and more would go to hell 

for their attempts at playing God. 

How he must be tossing in his grave, to know that same little girl is trying to do such 

things to his favored son. 

“Alright,” Shelby says, interrupting any reply that might have been forming on Clerval’s 

tongue. Small bloodstains dot his formally bright white apron, the red startling amongst other 

new, grayer stains. “The pegs are attached. You want to do the wires, or shall I?” 

Clerval’s reply is lost on Alma, because she’s too busy staring at the aforementioned 

‘pegs’ - Shelby has stripped Raoul, has stuck small silver bolts into the sides of her little 

brother’s neck, into the insides of his wrists, the junction between his inner thighs and his groin, 

the backs of his knees. He’s stuck several directly over his heart, metal gleaming in the lamplight 

like little silver coins, a mockery of Charon’s fee. 

Her father would have never– 

Alma cuts the thought off. She stares, sick to her stomach, and thinks to herself: it’s 

worth it. She has to do this. She won’t be able to live with herself, otherwise. 

Shelby begins wrapping a sliver of wire around each bolt, fingers wet with too-little 

blood from the wounds he’s inflicted on Raoul. She watches, digging her fingernails harder and 

harder into her palms, punishing and grounding all the same. When Shelby finishes, he gives a 

short nod to Clerval and turns to Alma, wiping his fingers off on the sheet that had been covering 

the Miracle. 

“Are we waiting on anyone else, Ms Hassan?” 

Alma shakes her head, her heartbeat beginning to race as Clerval places his hand on that 

strange, ornate lever. “Only me,” she breathes, and Shelby sucks in a deep breath through his 

nose. He looks less than enthused, and Alma’s stomach churns with unease. He nods sharply. 

“You will have around fifteen minutes to say your words, so have them ready,” he tells 

her, stepping back from Raoul to complete the small semicircle Alma and Clerval have made 

around the bed. “Dr Clerval?” 

“Jonny,” Clerval answers, and then he’s pulling the lever. 

The machine CRACKS and Raoul suddenly arcs up, limp body abruptly filled with 

tension, dead muscles contracting with the current running through them. White-hot sparks fly 

off of the machine and along the wires, popping loudly. An unpleasant buzzing sound fills the 
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air, near-deafening in its intensity, but it’s not until Raoul starts screaming that Clerval switches 

off the machine, and Raoul’s screaming abruptly cuts off as he collapses back onto the bed like a 

puppet with its strings cut, muscles once again limp and unmoving. 

Alma watches with baited breath, eyes glued to his slack expression, heart beating so fast 

that she can feel it in every extremity, fingers pulsing along to the beat filling her eardrums. Her 

words - her last words, the words she wishes didn’t have to be her last - sit on the tip of her 

tongue, waiting, waiting, waiting. 

Raoul’s eyes open, bleary as if awakening from a long sleep, and Alma rushes to his side, 

ripping free of the hand that tries to catch her arm and ignoring the pungent scent of burnt hair 

hanging in the air like a haze. 

“Raoul,” she says, and she grasps his fingers. They’re cold, stiff, but she ignores it in 

favor of meeting his eyes. “Raoul, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” 

The lump of tears suddenly makes itself present again, and Alma finds herself unable to 

press it back down, choking on it briefly as she tries to continue. Raoul just stares at her calmly, 

waiting for her to say her piece. He always was so patient. 

So perfect. 

“I was horrid to you,” she forces out, ignoring the tears welling up in her eyes and trailing 

down her cheeks. “I didn’t - I didn’t understand, and I should’ve, Raoul, I should’ve, you were 

no different, you didn’t do anything, anything like I said--” she cuts herself off to draw in a 

shuddering breath, guilt cracking in her chest like raw ice. She looks down at where she’s 

clasped his hand, unable to meet his eyes for the shame in her heart. “That other boy I saw you 

with-- when you were-- I should have tried to help you. You needed help. You were so 

unapologetic, so defiant, and that made me so angry. I called you so many-- threatened you-- 

I’m so sorry for the way I reacted, for the way I ignored you, for the way I acted like I didn’t 

love you, because I did, Raoul, I did! And I do. 

“I’m so grateful for this chance to mend things, Raoul. If only to let you know - to make 

sure you know that I love you, and that I never stopped, no matter what.” Alma sucks in a deep 

breath, finally finished, her burden lifted from her heart, and she stares at Raoul’s hand in hers, 

waiting for his reaction. For his absolution. His forgiveness. 

When no sound but raspy, uneven breathing come for several long moments, Alma 

finally musters up the courage to look into Raoul’s eyes again. “Raoul?” she says, heart sinking 
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as she tries to catch his now-dull black eyes, missing the way they used to glitter both with 

mischief and happiness. They seem to stare out at nothing, now, refusing to focus on her or 

anything else. His expression remains slack, blank. 

The look behind his eyes is one of a stranger. One of nothing. 

Alma snatches her hand back as if burnt, standing abruptly from where she’d been 

kneeling on the floor. “You didn’t shock him right,” she says, turning back to stare accusingly at 

the Miracle Men. 

“Ms Hass-” 

“Look at him!” she shrieks, pointing back at the thing they’ve made out of Raoul, out of 

her little brother. Both men startle, and it shakes her out of it enough to take a deep breath, to 

regain her poise. “Do it again,” she commands. “And do it properly this time.” 

“Ms Hassan,” Shelby says, stepping forward with his hands raised up in surrender, “the 

body can only take so much of the current before it--” 

“Do it,” Alma says coldly, sharply, “or I’ll ensure you’re all fired.” 

Shelby grimaces at her, but he nods the go-ahead to Clerval. Clerval looks like he wants 

to protest, but refrains, instead stepping up to the machine and switching it back on. 

The reaction, again, is instantaneous. 

Raoul starts screaming immediately this time, body writhing over silk sheets like a 

creature from another world. The sparks travel from the wires to his skin now, and the scent of 

burnt flesh has filled the air by the time Clerval switches off the machine, looking rather pale. 

Alma ignores him in favor of her brother, who is now sucking in such ragged breaths he hardly 

sounds human. 

“Raoul?” she tries. “Can you understand me?” 

Raoul is grimacing, which is better than before, and his eyes are widened, but they’re still 

as empty and dull as before, if not bloodshot. Frustration and fear bolt through Alma like 

lightning as she whirls around on Shelby, who stands just behind her with an unreadable 

expression on his face. 

“Again,” she hisses, and she clenches her fists when he shakes his head. 

“This is how it is,” he says, and all of his oily politeness has dropped in the face of her 

desperation. “This is how they all are. The current brings their bodies back, but their minds, their 

souls…” 
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“No,” Alma says, because he’s wrong. He has to be. “He needs to come back. He needs 

to hear me.” 

“Perhaps--” 

“He needs to forgive me!” she shrieks. She looks at Clerval, anger rushing through her 

like a drug, adrenaline pushing urgency into her every movement. “Again!” 

Clerval shakes his head, opens his mouth to say something. Alma can’t hear it, blood 

rushing through her ears so loudly that everything else has faded to a murmur, a soft bang. She 

can hear her own breaths, just as ragged as Raoul’s. Clerval steps away from the machine, likely 

in a show of refusal, but Alma sees her opportunity. 

She leaps for the lever. 

Clerval dives after her, and she sidesteps him, Shelby’s fingers just barely missing her 

skirts as she darts forwards, grabbing the lever and pulling it firmly down. 

Every light in the room dims as Raoul lets out an unholy scream, electricity popping 

through his body like it’s made of dry twigs. His face is screwed up in torment, and he tosses his 

head from side to side, little lightning shaped burns tracing up his neck towards his eyes. Alma 

watches with barely concealed hope, pleased with such a show of emotion. Surely it’s working, 

surely the creature inhabiting that body would now be Raoul? 

Clerval grabs at her, but she dances out of reach once again, hand firmly on the lever. She 

won’t get another chance - she can’t let this end too early, not before Raoul comes back. Not 

before she can be absolved, before she can let this guilt slough off of her like a rotted coat. 

They struggle, she and Clerval, him wrestling her away from the machine and her 

wiggling out of his grip, hitting at him blindly. She catches him in the nose just as he gets a firm 

grip on her wrist, and she’s so close to winning when– 

The lights go out just as the machine sparks so brilliantly that it leaves stars in their eyes, 

crackling and popping deafeningly in a show that could parallel any circus’s fireworks, drawing 

out Raoul’s horrific screams. It forces them all to freeze where they stand, staring wide-eyed into 

the bright white bolts of lightning slithering across the machine in mesmerizing waves. 

It stops just as suddenly as it starts, and they’re left with the nauseating scent of burnt 

flesh and hair, and lights only just barely flickering back on. 

Alma tugs her wrist away from Clerval’s now-slack grip, her heart in her throat. Raoul is 

too still on the bed. Raoul is… 
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Christ. 

The world tilts. 

Raoul’s skin is covered in lesions and welts, ranging from red to yellow to purple and all 

split, exposing crimson tissue and white bone. His eyes are blown open wide, the right 

completely destroyed and the left only slightly better. His expression is still twisted into a 

scream, frozen on his face like a wax figurine. 

His chest no longer rattles with difficult, miraculous breath. Instead, he lies completely 

still, just like before. 

This time, however, Alma can’t imagine that he’s sleeping. 

She falls to her knees, unable to tear her eyes away from her little brother. He’d never 

reached his eighteenth birthday. He’d spent his seventeenth in that bed, with blood on his lips 

and a sister too ashamed of him to even enter the room. 

She can’t stop staring. She feels suspended in time, the silence making her ears ring, 

making her float. A footstep brings her back down, jerking her back into cold reality. It’s Shelby, 

letting out a sigh like this means more paperwork than he’d planned. 

“You have done that boy a grievous wrong, Ms Hassan,” he says. 

Alma hangs her head, letting out a sob, for she has. 

This just makes it the second.  
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river song  
Rebecca Jackoway 
  

river, breathe me in and breathe me out. 

         press your hands to mine and crack 

                     my cockle shell skin, my arbiter of the 

                                 fire-fisted world, my delegate for the 

                       bloodless and indelicate, my teeth and nails 

         have gone soft, bloated with your salted swell. 

insulate me from the blame i cannot access, 

             for i am weak-wristed and know only you. 

                         i wish to be wrapped in mourning weeds of green, 

                                    bled through with honeyed sun, a queen 

                                               of scales and stones and psalms and 

                                                            onyx palls passed over painted eyes. 
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Reunion  
Esra Jackson 
  

You sit across from me, a hopeful  
glare stuck in your tired eyes, battleships   
between us, as fluorescent lights beam   
and flicker, prancing on our heads. How   
have you been?   
 
On the hushed drive over, I wondered   
what you would look like. How many months  
have passed by?   
 
We walk into a tall building with   
Bank of America plastered on 
The gritty stone, but it’s not a bank. 
It’s a supervised family reunion.   
 
The floor tiles are plain: beige speckled with   
tiny copper dots, and the empty,   
off-white walls loom over everything.   
 
When I enter the room, I see you 
immediately. Rather, I try   
to see you. But all that comes to mind  
is your grip on her. Firm, damning, no   
stopping you.   
 
 
Familiar face full of contempt, as   
you dialed 911 with her, somehow   
thinking you were justified. Surprised   
when they clipped handcuffs around  
your wrists and not hers.   
 
Why were you so angry? Why was she   
scared of you? Why did you hurt her? Where   
did you go? What did you do? How did   
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this happen? Why am I here? What   
happens next?   
 
Questions I don’t ask, as I guess E9   
sinking the last ship on your luckless grid,   
a carrier, no clue as to where this   
moment would take us.  
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Nursery Rhymes to Mother  
Colton Hicks 
  

Eeny meeny miny moe,  
I think there’s something you should know.  
If I stumble, please let it go 
Because this secret, I’m scared to show. 
  
Mother may I, tell you straight 
About the love I’ve found of late.  
O Mother may I celebrate,  
My great love that I know you hate.  
  
Hey diddle diddle,  
I love a boy that speaks in riddles.  
Words dance like fingers on a fiddle,  
While mouths make magic out of spittle.   
  
Girls were made of sugar and spice 
And everything nice,  
But I can’t seem to shake my terrible vice,  
For which damnation will have to suffice.  
  
Hickory, dickory dock,  
Mother, I’m sorry to say that I like–  
The shock, I feel when he makes time stop like a clock 
Tick, tock. Tick, tock.  
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These Women Who Have Such Great Laughs 
 Naomi Garson 
 

I’ve often heard people say laughter is the best medicine. And it has been proven that 

there’s a link between laughter and healthy functioning blood vessels as well as a reduction of 

stress hormones. When a person is laughing the brain will also release certain endorphins that 

cause a reduction in physical pain. 

Some philosophers believe laughter is a part of “relief theory,” which means it is an 

action brought on from the feeling of relief. For instance, a joke may cause a certain confusion, 

which then, upon being made sense of, brings relief and laughter. And it’s true, it’s not 

uncommon for a group to collectively laugh after the passing of a dangerous situation. An 

obvious relief. It can be a coping mechanism. 

The philosopher Nietzsche believed laughter to be a reaction to the extreme loneliness 

and existential mortality of human life. So. 

         A couple weeks ago, when I was at work serving people their daily custard, I had an 

interesting experience with laughter. One with a good mix of dopamine and existential dread. 

I was working the drive through window and these two women had come through to 

order their respective treats, the type of which I can’t remember. I counted their change and put 

the coins in between the dollars so I could hand it over. But as sometimes happens, actually quite 

a lot (it’s a bit of a problem), the change slipped out mid-journey to the women’s hand from 

mine, and fell to the ground. Some customers get more upset about this than others. Sometimes I 

apologize, quickly recounting the amount for them. Other times they say not to worry about it 

and accept their change’s new fate, to lie on the ground outside the drive- through window. Of 

course, the coins will still inevitably be ripped from their new home when one of the employees 

begrudgingly goes out and picks them up all up while wondering what careless drive-through 

worker could have possibly dropped this much change. 

In this case after dropping the change, without thinking, I said, Oh shit. And before I 

could ask if they wanted some new change, the women began to laugh uncontrollably. I stared at 

them for a moment, confused. It was the kind of loud, high-pitched, but also deep laughter some 

women have, that I love. The kind you can only have when sharing a good joke or hilarious 

situation with a friend. I could tell they were great friends. I couldn’t stop a giant smile from 
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taking over my face. It was nice to be the cause of such laughter. I even laughed a much quieter, 

slightly embarrassed laugh along with them; their laughter was so contagious. I immediately 

looked at my coworkers to see if they were witnessing this hilarious moment. They were. 

Probably anyone within a ten-mile radius was. That’s how loud the women’s laughter was. And 

they didn’t stop. I attempted to give them a couple new pennies, which just caused more laughter 

and head-shaking. They said, No it’s okay. My face was bright red, but I was really quite happy. 

I kept looking back at my coworkers to see if they were with me in this moment and I shared 

smiles with them as I saw that they were also amused. That’s the thing about laughter you can’t 

explain, how it brings people together. I felt connected to these odd women laughing 

uncontrollably in the middle of the drive-through, or maybe I was the odd one for cussing while 

in customer-service mode, which is actually pretty odd especially considering I barely ever even 

cuss in normal, non-customer-service conversation. I guess there’s just something about being at 

that drive-through window that brings it out of me. 

Before the women came, I had felt as I often feel when I’m at work: dead inside, or ready 

to accept death if it would just end my shift. But with this something changed. I felt momentarily 

cured: my back pain lessened; my brow relaxed. I was a person in the world, alongside other 

people in the world, and we laughed. 

I had successfully evaded—something. What exactly, I cannot say. But I knew it was 

something no one could ever take from me. How could they? You can’t pin down a laugh. 

A laugh, which is a sign: that we were all here and alive.  
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Under the Knife  
Esra Jackson 
 
The surgeon's knife: cold 
Reminder of feeling 
  
Sterile sentiments. 
Impersonal passion. 
  
Expert carvings and 
Discrete dissection. 
  
An open chest, 
Weeping privately 
  
He pulls at its contents, 
A magician 
  
In this hat 
All sorts of things: 
  
A dead mother, 
A dead gender, 
A dead savior, 
  
The trinity 
Mine. 
  
Sanguine and sticky, 
Throbbing with warmth. 
 
Pooling at his feet, 
Too fragile to hold shape. 
  
For this trick 
He’ll make ink of the blood, 
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Dip in a pen, and 
Become a scribe. 
  
Then, with gaudy scarves 
Suture me taut 
  
Carefully, 
Scour the body 
  
No tear left behind, 
Spotless.  
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Matryoshka  
Eric Gershilevich 
  

Matryoshka found my mother when she was young, 
each layer put together by her small hands, 
on the red carpet of her communal apartment, 
where five other families spoke and lived, 
and shared a kitchen in the center. 
  
Where children played in powder snow with wooden guns, 
one side the Russians, the other German, 
wearing stained leather and tattered denim, 
until they were called back in as night awoke, 
to eat small plates of cheese and meat. 
  
She carried the doll through the streets of her gridded town, 
eating chocolates that her father brought from the factory, 
where he brought light and mended wires, 
where he held the only Jewish last name, 
where his first name held little weight.  
  
The doll was nested in thin luggage that carried clothes and papers, 
onto train carts that left behind their heirlooms, 
their fine white china plates with seagull designs, 
their marked doors with growing heights, 
their signs of life. 
  
As they screeched and huffed into the heart of East Germany, 
with Israeli soldiers waiting at the stop for comfort, 
surrounded by foreign gray and clouds, 
it’s only a stop, my mother appeased, 
as her mother squeezed tighter. 
  
Matryoshka was fed Italian red wine and pasta, 
as she waited for six months under summer air, 
as documents and surroundings were processed, 
and everyday a building was entered, 
and a lottery of cities was called. 
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The family to the left, who came with violins 
to New York. 
The family to the right, who came with one son 
to Chicago. 
The family ahead, who came with their jewels 
to Philadelphia, 
The family behind, who came with nothing 
to Los Angeles. 
  
Her family to St. Louis. 
  
And under an arch she undid the doll, 
pulled it apart with each turn of its hip, 
till there was nothing but the smallest girl, 
with no layers or warmth around her, 
who would have to rebuild herself.  
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On Sixteen-Year-Olds Who Play Moms in High School 
Abby Uphoff 

Editors’ Pick - Non-Fiction 
 

Judy Garland was thirty-two years old when she starred in A Star is Born. 

She was ten when her mother gave her pills to keep her up and pills to fall asleep. S 

he ate chicken soup and black coffee and smoked cigarettes. 

She delivered a baby on this diet. 

She was four feet and eleven inches tall. 

She could never seem to keep the weight off. 

She could never seem to fall asleep without the barbiturates. 

She could never. 

She was forty-seven when she was found dead on her bathroom floor after she took too many of 

the pills she had been taking every day for thirty-seven years. 

She showed us the way. 

# 

“What size?” 

“Eight, please.” 

The two stage mothers looked at each other. 

“Let’s try ten first,” said the first, peering at my waist as the florescent ceiling lights 

reflected off her large glasses. 

“Maybe twelve. He wants them long.” 
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My breath caught. Before I could ask to please go to the water fountain to collect myself 

and the remains of my dignity, I was stepping into a pile of gray tulle and black velvet. The two 

women pulled the dress up and over my legs, catching a little at my hips. It itched. 

It felt so unfair that the hands zipping me up were thicker than mine. How dare these 

women, just because they haven’t been able to remove their wedding rings from their swollen 

fingers since their third child, label me an ugly two-digit number that I did not deserve. As the 

velvet settled on my shoulders, I hated them. I hated that I would have to stand on stage, 

spotlighted in my own failure. I hated the bile rising in my throat. My eyes were too blurry to 

watch as one of them wrote my name and the ugly number on a large white tag, marrying them 

forever. 

 It was a perfect fit. 

# 

So if theatre is all “play,” and “make believe,” can I make believe that I’m a fairy even though 

I’m five foot eight? I would need some big fucking flowers to daintily sit my periwinkle ass on, 

but I could do it. It’s like… it’s like Cats. Or Starlight Express. And probably some other weird 

shit Andrew Lloyd Webber made. If real human beings with mortgages and taxes can clock into 

work and pretend to be hypersexual homeless cats or glittery trains on roller skates for two and a 

half hours, I can pretend that I’m beautiful. 

Burning 

A Short Play 

Characters: 

MOM, beautiful, slim, painful 

GIRL, sixteen years old, hurting 

Lights up on a typical middle-class American kitchen. The walls are gray and the 

cabinets are white; it should be as devoid of color as possible. The decorations are typical for 

this sort of place: milk-white bowls of various sizes, chalk art, light whicker baskets. It is ten or 

eleven at night. The moon, its silvery presence perfectly matching the décor, can be seen through 
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the window. The faint sound of constant footfalls on a treadmill can be heard. MOM stands 

alone on one end of the island, listening. After about a minute, the sound stops. After another few 

seconds, GIRL enters from a door, sweating. 

MOM 

Hi, Ms. Lou. 

GIRL 

(startled) Hey, Mom. 

MOM 

Good run? 

GIRL 

Yeah. 

She makes herself a glass of water. Silence for a while. 

MOM 

 I’m proud of you. 

GIRL 

 For what? 

MOM 

For putting in work. 

GIRL 

All I do is put in work. 

MOM 

Right. 

GIRL 
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What? 

MOM 

What? 

GIRL 

Do you not think so? 

MOM 

I mean, gym class isn’t really… 

GIRL 

 I’m not in regular gym. 

MOM 

Sure. 

GIRL 

I’m in athletic fitness. With Aiden. And we work out like, with heart monitors. It’s insane. 

MOM 

Yeah, I guess. 

GIRL 

 And musical. 

MOM 

 Musical does not count. 

GIRL 

Mom. The principals are in every single dance. Every one. The show is two and a half hours 

long. 

MOM 
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Right. Dancing. 

GIRL 

Jesus fucking Christ. 

More silence. The island between them seems impossibly long. 

GIRL (cont.) 

 My legs hurt. 

MOM 

Good. 

GIRL 

Mom. (beat) Isn’t it past your bedtime? 

MOM 

 I’m going in a second. 

GIRL sighs. She goes put her glass in the sink. MOM stiffens. 

GIRL 

What? 

MOM 

It’s bedtime. 

GIRL 

 I just got home. I have homework. 

MOM 

Kitchen’s closed. 

Stillness. 
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GIRL 

 I know. 

MOM 

I hear you down here. 

GIRL 

Mom. 

MOM 

 It’s bad for you, Abby. I don’t care if you run. But no eating. 

GIRL 

Obviously. I don’t. 

MOM 

 Sure. 

Silence. GIRL slowly exits, defeated. After another few beats, MOM follows. Another 

victory. 

END OF PLAY 

# 

I played a lot of moms before I turned eighteen. 

And I was really, really good at it. I learned how to cross my arms and purse my lips 

disapprovingly at my young ingenue daughters, mastering the energy of women whose chances 

have passed them by. As I huffed and puffed and pretended to do laundry or prepare plastic food, 

the age-old lines like “Milly, I’m worried about you and your dreamin’. When you wake up, 

you’re gonna be married,” and “When I was a girl, these things simply did not happen. Men had 

their affairs, naturally, but they were not allowed to break up married life” slipped easily off my 

lips. I held my head high and my shoulders back. My hair would be in a severe bun for several 
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shows in a row. I painted lines deeper into the ones that were already forming on my face. I 

found power in fading beauty, in joints beginning to rust. 

But I still wanted to be the daughter. I wanted to put my embroidery cloths and whiskey 

bottles full of Arizona Iced Tea down and take up the book, the flower, the ring. The audience 

would never know it, but my hair was long and curly, swirling past my shoulders. I wanted them 

to see it. To admire it. I wanted to sing high and long about love instead of warning against it. I 

wanted to trade my strong arms and legs for those that could barely hold the weight of my 

dreams. 

# 

“Next!” 

“Good morning. What’s your name?” 

“Alright, Abby. What will you be singing for us today?” 

“Perfect. Whenever you’re ready.” 

“Alright. Thank you. We’ll be in touch.” 

Repeat. 

# 

MGM cut Judy’s contract after over two dozen movies. 

Demi Lovato blamed their cuts on rubber bracelet. 

Around the same time that the media called her fat after Mean Girls, Lindsay Lohan was spotted 

several times in public with cuts on her arms. 

Miley Cyrus. 

Drew Barrymore. 

I wish I could bury more of myself. 

I wish I wish with all my might to be the star that shines tonight but I must 

Audition. 
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Get cut. 

Audition. Get cut. 

Audition. Cut. 

Rehearse. Cut. 

Cut. 

Cut. 

Cut. 

# 

“We live in such a diverse country filled with endless shapes and sizes. By only representing 

smaller bodies onstage, you are doing a disservice to audience members who are not a size 0 or 

who don’t have six-pack abs. Fatness crosses every race, creed, and culture, and you want to tell 

me the only people that are worth seeing onstage are thin? Please. You can get on board with 

helicopters landing onstage, witches flying through the air, and puppets, but not a size 22 playing 

a lead?” (Rogers). 

# 

College was different. I played a starlet. A lover. Susan B. Anthony. My measurements were 

shrinking. I upped the dosage of my thyroid medication. They loved me. The directors, the 

crowd, everyone. I was loved here. 

# 

Dear everyone, 

Attached is the call time for tomorrow. Thanks!! 

FULL CAST: 

1 PM-3 PM: choreography 

3 PM-5 PM: staging 

5 PM-6 PM: break 
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6 PM-10 PM: music rehearsal 

Remember, please be on time and sign in! -SM 

# 

These hours are so long. 

When’s lunch? 

Did I bring lunch? 

 Wait, maybe I didn’t. 

I can’t eat. 

The choreographer says to only fuel my body with healthy foods. 

I can’t sleep. 

I’m so tired. 

One two three four five six seven eight go. 

# 

I got paid to act over the summer. 

I was in Madagascar: The Musical as Maurice (I’m fucking serious) and a concert series 

portraying multiple famous roles from musical theatre. They gave me a song from Waitress to 

sing. Dawn. 

I get paid to sing. Dance. Act. 

I get paid to stare at myself in the mirror. 

 I get paid to spend money on vegetables in a vain attempt to not be the biggest girl in the cast. 

I get paid to not watch the rehearsal promo videos on Facebook so I don’t see my body in them. 

I get paid to wonder how worth it getting paid is. 

# 
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My hands shook as I tied the white apron around my waist and stepped out into the spotlight. 

“Post it!” Averey exclaimed. They might have turned her mic up too much, or I was just so 

nervous that everything sounded louder than it was. 

“This is a mistake.” 

I clutched my fake Samsung Galaxy close to my chest. Thank God my character is 

supposed to be on a verge of a nervous breakdown. 

“Dawn, this is your one and only life. Seize the freaking day!” 

Raynesha’s eyes were wide, engaged. She was sending me the energy I so desperately 

needed. It was my cue. I started to sing. The lines came out of my throat from the chest, a hard 

staccato. I got so frantic I almost dropped my fictional dating app; a carefully calculated move. 

The donors in the front row laughed. It was time for the chorus. I took a deep breath. 

I took a huge step back into my dream world. 

“What if when he sees me, what if he doesn’t like it? What if he runs the other way and I 

can’t hide from it? What happens then?” 

The lights switched from bright white to a vibrant blue. The men in the cast whirled 

around me, reaching out hands for me to hold or let go of. I spun, too. As the notes got higher 

and higher, I gave myself away to Dawn. To her love. To her energy. My long hair swung across 

my shoulders. The tag on my dress said XL. I thought it looked beautiful on me. 

I looked up, directly into the spot. My eyes glittered: blue, gold, white, purple. My voice 

didn’t crack as tears collected on my lashes. The rest of the cast, singing my backup, seemed to 

carry me to the catwalk above, floating. 

Applause. 
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Relax  
Justice Thompson  

 
When I was a little girl, I had oxymorons for dolls  
Black Barbies with thin noses  
Light skin  
Fine hair  
 
The beads of my ancestors’ braids rattle as they roll over in their graves every time a cream in a 
jar convinces a  
Black girl her coils are not enough  
 
That oh so tempting chemical concoction whispers to her  
It says  
Adapt  
Obey  
Relax  
Heed to the demands of those who are so envious of your God-gifted curls  
Loosen your hair as they tighten the ropes of eurocentrism & self-loathing  
You have not yet witnessed the true power interwoven between your locks  
 
I am much too familiar with the kicking of my kinks against my straightener  
Every morning the heat would burn any strand that dare resist its flat irons of oppression  
 
My mother passed down the tradition of assimilation  
Showed me how to style my hair with the gel of conformity  
Sold me delusions of resentment because it was all she had to give  
Not even she knows the truth  
 
To be knowledgeable of one’s self is a threat  
 
A Black woman with a book is like a Black woman with a bullet  
Especially if that book tells stories of the intelligent civilizations from which her ancestors came  
 
That’s why my people have a culture that’s taught by word of mouth  
Escaped by maps embedded within cornrows because it was too treacherous to do otherwise  
Trails of freedom traced along the scalps of girls who were mourned before they were even 
birthed 
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Brushed aside by historians who couldn’t care less whether or not you know the origin of your 
complexion  
Of your vernacular  
Of your hairstyle  
 
What happens to a people when you tell them their skin is too dark?  
Hair too nappy? 
Noses too big?  
I look at my sister with tears in my eyes and weep as I realize she envies a nose bridge  
Prays for strands of hair much too weak for a Black girl with a soul so strong  
Wishes for blue eyes from a white Jesus because she believes they’ll bring her an ecstasy & 
peace her genes could never provide  
 
This is the time  
The time we overcome all that is dragging us under  
Preserve our culture like we have learned to preserve our curls under silk at night  
 
This is the time  
This is the time we don’t relax 
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Lauren Brady  
As the Sun 
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The Pond  
Libby Trotier 
  
The original meditation, 
Feet pressed carefully to the cool grass, 
Blades hiding roots and small sweet wild onions 
And damp dirt, tiny twigs that snap unnoticed. 
  
O pond, 
You place for thoughts, and frogs 
And memories of seasoned days gone by, 
Each cold and bright and warm and shadowed morning and evening 
  
Afternoons of the three, four, five, two of u 
Circle of held hands expanding and contracting 
With the ice melting and cracking atop the duck-dotted water 
As the sun rises and sets on each imagined adventure that gave way to adulthood. 
  
The place remains, but the place changes 
Each circumambulation bringing new leaves, new pumpkin-peach seeds, 
New you, new me. 
The small island sank, the rough rock wall tilted and was repaired smooth. 
  
And my best friend, you and I, 
We grew apart and together, rising towards the sun, 
Six houses down and across a lifetime 
Circling, and circling, and circling, and settling down together into the cool, sacred darkness of 
the mud  
sheltered under the water.  
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Good Grace  
Aemilia Sturgeon 
 
I was born in light and fury, and I was made 
shaped in a mold, my purpose made known to me. 
I was like my brother in all ways but sin, 
and I was the lowliest creature in Heaven 
and I am the luckiest creature on Earth. 
I hit the road on Sunday and stopped to watch the flowers 
twist in the afternoon breeze, the afternoon sun 
I laid in the grass and watched it burn around me. 
When the grass burns, it smells like retribution, 
like justice, it’s like cutting off a sickened limb. 
And I’ve been to Hell and back, 
and it’s not so bad. You just need a reason 
something to reel you back. 
And something that’s worth it, sending you there. 
Like the creases on my lover’s brow 
as he counts down the miles in his borrowed car. 
He says, “We’ll be there soon.” 
Whether he’s talking to me or the engine, I can’t tell, but I don’t care. 
I want to ease the clench of his jaw 
but his desperation must mean something. He is his father’s son. 
His father before him left the world 
much like the way I entered it. 
He comes from a line of sorry saints, 
and I, from no line at all. 
He taught me the conceits of this human life of mine 
sought me everywhere he went— 
town to town, back to the leather seats again 
with one hand on the gear shift, and my hand on his leg. 
I played pool in dusty bars and played God in my spare time 
and other games on this Earthly checkerboard, 
and I won some, but still lost many more. 
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The Boy Who Ate Pepper 
Naomi Garson 

 
The girl saw the boy who ate pepper every morning. When she opened her window at 

dawn, she saw him out laying in the middle of the street, both hands folded neatly on his bare 

stomach. She thought she should tell him to put his hands in his pockets before they fell off. It 

was cold. She closed the window.  

The girl had frequent toothaches. It always started in the backs of her teeth, her molars, 

and inched its way out. Never in. Out into the sides of her cheeks, moving back to the beginnings 

of her ears. She liked to map out where her toothaches would go. They would never go far, but 

still, she was always aware. Always aware.  

She remembered when mother had gotten angry with her. The girl had been blowing up a 

balloon for a small party, when the air became too much, and she popped. An opening was 

created in her jaw, just beneath her ear, near the backs of her teeth. An opening was created that 

the girl desperately wanted to sew back. Sew back.  

But Mother had never learned to sew. Mother had said, “stop your yapping girl, nothing 

has happened to you.” Nothing has happened to you.  

The boy who ate pepper wasn’t at the small party. He was never at any of the parties. 

That night the girl went into the bathroom with a stolen pepper shaker from the small party. She 

laid on the cold tile of the bathroom and consumed the pepper, filling the empty opening in her 

jaw that wouldn’t sew back. The girl knew her toothache could never escape now, and she cried. 

It could never escape now.  

 
  



 71 

entropy.  
Aubrey Atkins 

Editors’ Pick - Poetry 
after Jeffrey Little 

  

i. 

i came upon a buddhist in chicago under an absolute-albedo 

bean offering beaded wisdom for a donation of five dollars 

& inability to say no. wrapped half-assed creation ‘round my 

  

wrist & marveled at singularity paint chips - edges making 

mockery of generous naive mindset. & now, three years 

later, discombobulated bits rest hidden in pocket of leather 

 indifference & i wonder if five dollars was really worth the trip. 

  

  

ii. 

no less than two instances a week, my time terminates. stills 

to accommodate trivial ticks of persons whose wants i deem 

necessary just for the kick of it, w/ beta particles trailing 

  

unnoticed behind. i’ve affixed myself in a line defined by 

volunteering up the best parts of me - cosmos-kissed and 

deficient of dimensions essential to a prudent existence, 

bent backwards over flawed obligatory assistance & need to 

  

appease. if commanded, i’d get down on my knees until quarks 

crack underneath just because you simply said please & thank 

you. & due to such particle whims my cells have begun to stretch 
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thin - i’m beginning to think string theory ain’t got nothin’ on this. 

iii. 

a feline furball known as mcclane whispered you’re going 

supernova down my gullet as i attempted for the umpteenth 

 time to justify the merits of an iron core fueled by lack-of-self 

-care fusion. told him hawking radiation was on my side but 

  

the self-developed cosmic background surrounding begged 

to differ, & i was left to debate how much longer until my 

nuclei decayed on my own. & it was here - w/ cat splayed on 

lap, rough rug underneath - that i was forced to face my fate 

of energy displacement. just know i’m done being a white hole. 

  

just know i’ve heat-deathed myself into motion. 




