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EDITOR’S LETTEREDITOR’S LETTER

This January, around the same time weekly Aonian meetings began, I bought 
a succulent plant and put it on my kitchen windowsill. I kept track of its watering 
schedule obsessively (not too much, not too little, cold water every few Saturdays); 
every time a leaf turned slightly brown, I felt a pang of guilt and dread, imagining that 
the next day, it would be dead. Despite all my fear, a few weeks after I brought the plant 
home, it surprised me by blooming – one small, yellow flower, then two more in the 
days following.

Creating this year’s Aonian has been a similar effort. At times I’ve panicked, assuming 
that my ignorance or recklessness or inexperience has killed it for good. Still, every 
time, it continues to grow, to blossom. I have learned that a collaborative work like 
this magazine, assembled from the efforts of so many people, cannot be destroyed or 
sustained by just one person; in a way, the Aonian is a living document, a testament to 
our time here at Hendrix. It is a garden to which we all tend, one we get the privilege 
of replanting every year.

I love our garden. I love all the things planted inside, all the poems and stories and art, 
and I’m grateful to everyone who has contributed.  I’m so honored that I was afforded 
the opportunity to watch the Aonian bloom this year. Thank you for tending the garden 
with me.

Ellie Black
Editor-in-Chief
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be my
mosquito

baby
bite me

full of west nile

so i can
scratch
my skin red and

shiver
my spine
once you lay
me up in bed.

skitter
Robbie Borrello
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Jazmin
Christina Santner

aquatint color etching
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Our spines pop bend break beneath 
The weight of a world who hates 
Children, teens, young adults 
The old and middle aged
For simply being.

A love, a lust, a life
Seemingly so different from theirs
Like night and day
Life and death.
They cannot see how
These fates fall indiscriminately
How night will fall on every golden boy,
Every black sheep, and every
Jezebel just as sure as 
Life persists in every breath taken.
There is none of us in them.
They know it to be so.

Someone sent upon us a plague  
Aid unrendered, as first sons 
Died in dirty hotel rooms 
And on suburban lawns 
First sons and others, more, most.  
Our actions are marked, 
Our love deemed defiling.  
We are afraid. 
We do not have chains or masters 
Whips at our backs or bastards in our bellies  
So I only ask for a piece.  
A small slice of Moses 
To deliver us.

A Slice of Moses

Samantha Fish
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Anna Conard

 color film photography

Their beach was made
   from mountain tops
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Papers
Fly into the deep
disappearing--
My grandmother has been dragged with a fine-tooth
Iron rake
Through the muddy soft earth, grass, and leaves
of this week, this year, this life
But the unknown will not have her
Her eyes fly open at every noise
Icy and blue
Hard and blue
I wrote about them once for school
Her lids split as if pulled by stubborn, cruel strings
Yanked by creaking chairs
Contracting muscles
ever-falling leaves
She is alive
But I doubt she wants to be

A Break
Abby Lynch
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Never liked the color.  Plenty of people described it as pretty, warm, even 
hopeful—but Margaret couldn’t see it that way.  For her it was a sickly color.  Caustic, 
distorting, disgusting.  It was perversion, it was decay.  Seurat’s yellows were unstable 
and have since turned to brown.  The ancient Greek language didn’t even separate 
yellow from brown.  Did you know that?  People ought to know that.  The great 
classical painters used yellows derived from arsenic or lead.  Someone once tried to 
tell her it couldn’t be all bad, since Van Gogh’s favorite color was yellow.  Yes, and 
look what it got him, she’d said.  She wouldn’t budge on the issue: never liked yellow 
things, never like the mention of the word, even disliked people with blond hair.  
 When she was a little girl, the last time they’d come home from visiting her 
mother in the hospital, she had a kind of a revelation.  She remembered distinctly, it 
was the first time she understood the term “tubercular sky.” She had read it before, 
but couldn’t picture it—thought it made sense, but was one of those poetic phrases 
that you never actually saw in real life, like a nervous person wringing their hands.  
But on that day she could picture it just fine.  Through some caprice of the weather, 
the sky was an eerie yellow ochre.  It looked the way she imagined the aftermath of 
a nuclear fallout.  Yellowcake uranium is a required substance in the manufacture of 
nuclear weapons.  Did you know that?  You probably knew that.  
 After that, Margaret went on a lot of camping trips with her father.  They 
would fish and hike and make up stories by the fire.  Then one September, when 
Margaret was a young teenager, they pitched camp as usual, permitting the fact 
that nothing was as usual.  More and more, every cast of the rod, every split of 
the log, every step on the trail felt like a shadow of the original, vain imitations of 
gestures that once held great meaning.  As they lied in the tent, they could each feel 
themselves drifting; and neither wanted it; and neither knew how to stop it.  Forever 
after that, she could recall taking down the tent, and glancing up at her father, up the 
road a ways packing up the truck.  She saw him there, framed in the towering walls 
of yellow leaves, unreachable.
 In medieval art, Judas Iscariot was depicted in yellow, introducing an 
association with betrayal.
 Margaret sat on the motel bed and wrung her hands.  The day’s pure blue 
was fading fast.  Her lover had just departed after receiving a tearful phone call from 
his wife at the worst possible time.  As he dressed himself, Margaret had clung to 
him and pleaded.  There was no need for him to carry on this false life with his wife 
any longer.  Please.  Just do it this time.  Tell her it’s over.  He promised he would do 
it and be back for her within the hour.  There she sat, two and a half hours later.  She 
looked around the room.  Oh, I see.  The yellow brush, strands of her own yellow 
hair, the yellow sun streaming through a yellowed window pane.

RGB
Bradford Harper
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Internal Perspectives

John Frank Freeman

aluminum wrappers, ink, acrylic paint on canvas
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You found me face down in a plague
of crabs, buzzards balking. 
They peered beneath my wings,
mourned this swollen relation—their King? The Opposite
of Yours?

Your wife shooed them, branded my side, nursed me
on mothballs. I didn’t come for your son I protested
in vain because I had 
and you couldn’t hear
my native language. 

The equator beleaguered me
with its clockwork—twelve twelve
and quartered into sixes. Finite
sunlight and infinite 
coral. I stayed after you released me

from my cage, yearned for your toddler’s cackles, his moon
face on my chest— how he pressed
it into the dog’s fur—but he cried
when I limped into your kitchen. You banished me
to a corner of the courtyard.

I didn’t come 
for their son I lamented
as I left in a fit of black 
feathers and white pus, in a cloud 
of fresh cut onions.

Guests
      after “A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings”
  by Gabriel Garcia Marquez

Leah Bishop
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My earliest memory of our living room in Bartlett, a suburb just outside 
of Memphis, Tennessee, is my dad banging his hand against the big, black window 
above the couch to get our dog Sam, our first dog, technically my sister’s dog, a 
golden retriever chow mix who died two years ago, to stop barking. He broke 
straight through the glass. The shards stuck to his hands like tiny, jagged knifes. I 
don’t remember yelling, but there must have been. Afterwards, my sister and I hid 
in the upstairs closet for at least an hour.  
 We moved into the house a few months before I turned four and my parents 
divorced when I was around the age of six, so I must have been about five when this 
happened. Making my sister eight or nine. I don’t remember what our living room 
looked like. It changed so much after that moment. 
 When I was six, my family used to have movie nights. I had picked the 
movie: Pippie Longstocking. The one with the real people. I hated the cartoon 
version. My sister and I sat on our scratchy rug way too close to the small, black TV 
that didn’t have cable until I was in high school while my parents sat on the lumpy, 
tan sofa behind us. The movie hadn’t started yet. My father cleared his throat. They 
told us they were getting divorced. My dad told us he was gay. My sister began to 
cry and pace around the room. I told my dad he couldn’t be gay because then there 
would be no one to wear a wedding dress. Eventually, my parents left the room I 
guess to go talk things out more. They told my sister and me to watch the movie. We 
could hear their barely concealed yelling from behind the closed door of the study 
just down the hallway. It turned out I had picked the wrong movie. The one with the 
cartoons. Even though it was in the packaging with the real people. My sister and I 
didn’t stick around to watch it.   
 After my parents got divorced, my mom went through a renovation stage. I 
don’t think there was a day that went by where my sister and I didn’t come home from 
school to find the living room rearranged or painted a different color. Sometimes it 
was a dark red. At one point it was so dark it was almost black. For a few days, it was 
tan and my mom bought flowy, white curtains and put flowers all around the room. 
It was very beachy. I liked it. Everyone else thought it was tacky.  
 My freshman year of high school, my mom complained to my stepdad about 
how she wanted more open spaces. The next week I came back from my dad’s house 
to find the wall in between the kitchen and the living room completely torn down, 
the Vent-A-Hood hanging haphazardly from the ceiling, the scraggly paper back of 
the kitchen cabinets in plain sight of the now cream colored walls of the living room 
across large piles of debris littering the wooden floors. It was over a month before 
you could actually walk through the living room again.  
 My mom sold the house shortly before I moved away for college and packed 

Renovation
Olivia Ensley
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up for Houston, Texas. She’s moved twice in the three years she’s lived there and is 
now preparing to move yet again. Once after my freshmen year of college, I drove 
back to the house in Bartlett. I didn’t stay long and I haven’t been back since. 
 Sometimes, though, I close my eyes and try to remember how my living 
room looked before all of the renovation. The image is largely gone to me now.
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Trieschmann by Night

Everett Roddy

oil on canvas
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In hot water
I tried to wash away my sin,
The scent of you.

Wire brushes and lumps of soap
To tear free from this body
The pieces of flesh you touched.

I emerge new.
I emerge still carrying pieces of you.

And Into the Boiling Pot

Shelbey Winningham
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In hot water
I tried to wash away my sin,
The scent of you.

Wire brushes and lumps of soap
To tear free from this body
The pieces of flesh you touched.

I emerge new.
I emerge still carrying pieces of you.

Girl with Pigeon
   at Piazza San Marco

Lexi Adams

digital photography
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It was the pale core of winter, and we were out building a house. My dad and 
me. It was my land, its seven-acre heart of wild, untouched forest cleared for my 
future living. My dad hadn’t built a house himself in twenty years, not since he 
started his own company, and his body was unaccustomed to the labor. He kept 
pausing to watch the birds dip in and out of the tree line, two hundred yards away. 
He didn’t like when I saw him do this and always pretended that he had only been 
studying the vastness of the space. “This is good land”, he would say, even though he 
didn’t know anything about the land, if it was good or not. I didn’t care if he liked 
the birds—I understood—but I knew he thought it was feminine and embarrassing. 
I pretended not to notice when, during particularly loud portions of construction, 
he would turn and observe their disturbed ascent. 

I had designed the house, planned the exterior, the circle drive, the screened-
in back porch, the round library, the seclusion. He had made comments. “You don’t 
want to do it that way.” “You can’t do it that way.” “Well this is very arty.” We eventually 
came to agreements. After it was cleared, I drove him out to see the land. He didn’t 
understand why a city girl like me had bought something so rural, something with 
coyotes. I shrugged and muttered “I don’t know,” gave him an adolescent answer 
because he didn’t know I don’t talk that way anymore. I didn’t tell him I had bought 
it for the solitude, for the stiff silence that only vibrated, never broke. He shoved the 
toe of his work boot into the ground, said “good land though.”

We were working one day when a storm came hovering over. We hauled out. 
The radio weatherman in dad’s truck said it wouldn’t last long, so we went together 
over to the diner for lunch. He got a burger and I got a chicken sandwich, and we 
both chewed slowly to kill time, but there was still a heavy downpour when we left, 
so we went to the hardware store and got a blade he needed for his saw. I spent half 
an hour curating a pile of paint samples. When rain stopped, we returned to my 
fledgling house. I measured some two-by-fours for the ceiling joists, and when I 
looked up he was a small figure against the forest, bent forward with his hands on his 
knees, examining a fallen tree. I kept measuring, stacked up a whole pile of marked 
lumber before I heard his voice right in front of me.

“Got some nice land. Got some nice trees over there.”
I nodded. We worked until the light was leaving. When he went home for 

dinner with his wife, I trekked to the edge of the clearing and found what I expected: 
a damp baby bird, dead and nestless, thrown from the fallen elm.  And a shroud that 
was a handkerchief from his pocket, and a few sticks weighing it down.

Nestling
Peyton Coffman
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From the sitting room, I hear my mother and José 
talking low, the mower’s noise suddenly quiet. 

I follow the half-silence out in the driveway. 
José stands facing my mother’s car,

its rear window blown out by a stray rock 
from the mower’s drive. What’s below 

the car catches my breath: the ground like a river 
flooded, covered with more glass than seems possible. 

My mother stands two feet away, saying, It’s 
okay, it’s okay. I should have put it in the garage, 

but she doesn’t answer when José says he’ll pay 
for it, which we know he can’t. She’s stalling 

because she’s unsure what my father will say. 
I don’t know that anyone recognizes I’m here,

a small blessing because it is not my place to 
watch, barefoot, in my pajamas, almost kneeling 

by the constellation of glass, then looking back up 
to José, who’s stuck on repeat. Lo siento, lo siento

lo siento. From the kitchen window, my cat 
stares out, disinterested. When my father calls 

José that night to say, Please forget this 
even happened, I can hear through the telephone 

quiet crying.

Early Spring
Meg Boyles



  30

I dashed across an untouched field. 

     It was filled with the low bonsai trees, 

          and the towering Sumatra flowers. 

               Bonsai crunched under my feet and tripped me. 

                    Sumatra filled the air with the smell of corpses. 

                         At the end, I stumbled upon an expanse of asphalt. 

                         When, then, I felt the bullet. 

                    From the asphalt, it punched my back, 

               plunged in to my flesh, and tumbled out of my chest. 

          All my mouth could release was a bird song like bells, 

     And the air began to brim with the bird bell scream. 

As the bullet arched my blood across the bonsais. 

Outside of myself in the air with the song, 

     I saw myself fade from vibrant color. 

          My skin becoming the Sumatra flowers, 

               my bones becoming the bonsai trees, 

                    and my blood becoming the blanketing dew. 

                         Suddenly the vibrancy of the field dimmed as I did, 

                         and the asphalt reached out to the field. 

                    It cascaded over, merged them together. 

               A green black blur of the inanimate and the organic. 

          The trees and flowers were corrupted and rotted. 

     The deathly smell of the flowers infiltrated every pore. 

All that was left was the asphalt and the bird bell scream. 

A Half-Forgotten Dream
Jessica Campbell
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Fishermen embarking
    from the seashore

Aditya Katke

digital photography
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michelle

Geneva Hill

oil on canvas
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Chilled wisps of exhaust fumes flow from the undercarriage of the 
white SUV in front of me, lazily meandering upward until they blend into the slate-
grey December sky. Stuck in the traffic jam of a newly placed but already faulty 
stoplight, I envy them, the only things not frozen in place, able to move forward 
toward a destination, a home.

I’m less than a minute away from my own home. I could have been there by 
now, sitting by the fire and watching the sleet mist over rare sprawling pastures still 
untouched despite the city’s best efforts, but I took the short cut against my better 
judgment and now I’m stuck at this damn light not fifty feet from the mall I just 
left, trapped in my car alone except for bags full of my Christmas shopping.  I have 
nowhere to go, but anywhere to be. Anywhere but right here.

Looking for an escape, I peer through the swirling drizzle and the bone-
rattling chill, letting my eyes and my mind wander toward an immaculately kempt, 
fenced-off field just across the intersection. This area used to be covered in fields 
like that, before the city council and the developers and the bulldozers. Before the 
concrete and steel and chrome so cold and ominous they put the winter sky to 
shame. When I was little, I loved to watch the cattle that would graze in those fields 
day in and day out.

Nowadays the cattle have been replaced by lawnmowers manned by hired 
help and the only thing you see that is remotely close to a “field” anymore is actually 
nothing more than a large, manicured, glorified front yard. No one seems to care 
that things have changed so much, or even to remember that the city was ever any 
different to begin with.

And the saddest part is that even though I have spent all nineteen years of 
my life here, growing up alongside the city like sisters, I almost can’t remember it 
either. Any time I try to picture what the land looked like even a few years ago, I 
draw a blank. There is nothing but this – the mall, the highways, the crowding. No 
space. No trees. Nothing but human nature. No matter how hard I try.

I love the smell of Starbuck’s and success as much as anyone, but a little fresh 
air would be nice.

***

Come on back home, my city calls,
drive on through the night.
Down the streets that take their names

Home: A Change of Scenery
Amanda Ayers
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from the dogwoods and walnut trees
that used to grow alongside them
or the cardinals who used to nest
in their branches.
Keep going.

They replanted, of course,
put in lampposts like new trees,
with their cinderblock roots, concrete trunks,
and spindly steel branches that shed
leaves of light that shine
too bright.
You’ll like it.

Oh, I liked it.
I liked hiking along the creek
in the woods behind the house,
splashing my way toward the pond.
where I learned to skip rocks
and climb sycamore trees. I liked
that place of first kisses and campfires,
of goodbyes and catching fireflies
to the tune of the whippoorwills in the branches.

All that is gone now, cleared
for the sake of “progress.” For malls
and salons and liquor stores and money,
money, money. The stars
that once watched over me and my wandering
mind as my parents slept
are now suffocated by smog and city lights
and I am lost in a distorted land
straight out of a fever dream –
I cannot even call it home.

  
The only birds that land anymore
are crows.
It’s the same place you knew,
just better.

Of course it is…
Better…

Amanda Ayers
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The chirpy bugs were back again, sawing out their songs from the tops of 
the dark, dense trees in the woods behind our house. Cicadas, Mama called them. 
They come out at sunset. They sounded more like frogs to me, the ones Daddy and I 
heard croaking in the heat of the summer nights when we went to the pond to skip 
rocks.

Mama and I tied our shoes, grabbed our buckets, and hiked down the 
driveway and over to the vine-covered fence line that bordered the yard. There were 
blackberries and honeysuckle flowers buried in all those weeds, Mama said, and it 
was our job to pick them. But I wanted to explore the overgrown field on the other 
side of the fence. The grass was so high I was sure it was full of treasures, and it was 
always teasing me through the barbed wire.

“Mama, what’s over there?”
I knew there had to be a baseball or two and about a bucket’s worth of golf 

balls since Daddy and I played out in the big front yard all the time. But I wanted to 
know more. Surely there was buried gold or rare jewels just below the dirt.

“That’s where the animals live. All the bunnies and mice and snakes and 
skunks and coons. Probably some coyotes and stray cats, too.”

“Whoa! No way! They’re like our neighbors!”
I read about all those animals in my books. Watched shows about them on 

Animal Planet and the Discovery Channel. I was going to be a biologist when I grew 
up.
 “Yep. And they’re not the only ones. There are owls in the trees – you can 
hear them at night if you’re real quiet. And a family of deer lives in the woods, too.”
 “Whoa.”

***

 Seven years later, they cleared the field next door and built a nursing home. 
Massive.  Clinical. Jamestown. The banging hammers and buzzing saws from the 
construction silenced the animal chorus that sang me to sleep every night. It never 
really returned.
 Around fifty residents live there now, where their quality of life and care is 
better than it would be anywhere else. It’s been great for the community. Progress. 
Improvement.

***

Home: A Change of Scenery
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It’s progress, you say,
and I know that. 
You throw around words
like improvement
and infrastructure
and prosperity
and I know you are right.
It’s what will be best
in the long run. 
But it is not the long run yet.
It is now. And it hurts
now.
They say
Everything looks better
through rose colored lenses,
so I don mine as I move forward,
high-speed down the highway,
headed “home.”

The harsh light of day
is softened into honey, slow and sweet
but still sickening.

Maybe I’m just stubborn.
 

***

I looked out the window to see the pristine white Corvette, brand new and 
shining, inching up the gravel driveway.

Dad was home.
I rushed out to meet him, watching as his sleek sports car rolled into the 

garage. He killed the growling engine and emerged from the driver’s seat.
“Hey Dad!” I chirped, skipping over to him and hugging him carefully, so as 

to not wrinkle his oil-black business suit and blood-red tie, so befitting of his job at 
the development corporation. He hugged me back just as cautiously, then released 
me.

“Hi sweetie,” he said, looking down first at his polished shoes, then at his 
precious car, then brushing nearly imperceptible dirt off of both. He then reached 
back into the car and took a small stack of envelopes off the console. “Take the mail 
inside for me, okay? I’ll be there in a minute.”
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 “Okay,” I agreed, snatching the envelopes from his hands and rifling through 
them as I trotted inside.

One envelope in particular caught my eye.  t was thick and off-white, flecked 
with random colors. Recycled paper. Emblazoned on it was an acronym I knew all 
too well: ONSC.

The Ozark Natural Science Center. Ever since a fifth grade class trip, I 
had been obsessed with the place. I spent a week there every summer, hiking and 
camping and swimming and caving and more.  

Feeling entitled thanks to familiarity, I tore open the envelope and hastily 
unfolded the pamphlet inside just as Dad trudged into the kitchen. What I read 
made my heart stop.

“Hey, Dad! We got a letter from ONSC. It says the center might be shutting 
down due to lack of funding, and that the land might be bought up and cleared for 
construction,” I began, my voice starting to quiver. “The only way they will be able 
to stay open is through donations.”

Dad’s face darkened as I spoke.
“So those hippie tree-huggers want our money,” he spat, then grumbled 

under his breath, “Don’t they realize that that land could be a hospital, a factory, a 
food plant, hell, even a car dealership – something actually useful for the city?”

“We should help them out! Keep ONSC open so everyone can hike and 
learn about animals, recycling, and conservation whenever they want!”

“No,” Dad replied bluntly.
“But Dad, why not?  I mean –“
“I said no.  You wouldn’t understand anyway.”

****

 ONSC ceased operations the next year. Too many people thought that a 
conservation research and education outlet was unnecessary in this city and in these 
times. I wouldn’t learn until later that it was Dad’s company that ultimately bought 
up and developed the grounds when it closed.  

A Tyson chicken plant now sits in its place.
 Hundreds of jobs. Thousands of dollars in revenue. Profits. Paychecks. The 
boost the city needed.

It is good for the city.
I know.
It will help people.
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I know.
It was going to happen eventually.
It was only a matter of time.
I know.
You love it, too.
You know it.
Don’t lie.
I – 

***

The weatherman had been calling for snow off and on for the past week 
and a half, to no avail. But today was different. Today, with a little luck and the 
inexplicable but undeniable magic of a pre-bedtime snow dance, we had made it 
happen, gotten our wish. Finally, we had a snow day.
 We prayed for days like these. Days free of fourth grade schoolwork and full 
of hot chocolate, snowball fights, and, best of all, creek hiking. It was our tradition: 
wait for the first good snowfall of the season, beg Maggie’s mom to brave the icy 
streets to drop her off, bundle up, and head into the woods, where we would follow 
the small, frozen creek that wandered between the trees as far as we could before the 
cold sent us scurrying back to the house.

“Come on!” I yelled as I bolted out the back door, across the patio, then 
the yard, boots crunching through the packed snow on the ground with every step. 
Maggie followed, quickly overtaking me with the help of her runner’s legs, and slid 
to a stop in front of a section of the fence where, if you pulled the barbed wire up just 
right, you could crawl under and reach the woods on the other side. We took turns 
prying the wire apart and shimmying under it on our bellies, pretending we were 
penguins sliding across the ice.

The second we set foot over the threshold of the forest, we became explorers 
navigating our way through the whitewashed mystery of a far off land. Our 
imaginations ran wilder, faster than our feet as they carried us over the slick stones 
and rotting logs in the creek bed. Fallen branches became walking sticks, then 
swords and magic wands, our weapons of choice in our quest to slay the invisible 
dragon that terrorized the trees.

“Quick! He went that way!” Maggie called, pointing toward a clearing in 
the trees.

“We can’t let him get away!”
“Let’s get him!”
She sprinted off toward the clearing and our fiendish, scaly foe. I followed 

hot on her heels. Too close.
“Ouch! Why’d you stop? We can’t let the dragon get a—“ 
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My words died in my throat. I followed Maggie’s stunned gaze to see for 
myself just what was so important that it would interrupt our mission.  

I gasped.
I realized that we weren’t in the woods anymore. This clearing wasn’t just a 

break in the trees. The forest had stopped altogether.
Is that a Taco Bell?

 “God, this AP Chem report is brutal,” I griped from my bed where I sat 
surrounded by textbooks, notepads, periodic tables, and lab handouts, an island in 
the middle of a stormy sea of stoichiometry. “We’ve barely started the semester and 
Mr. Lee’s already acting like we’re experts!”
 “I feel you. This AP Lit reading isn’t easy either,” Maggie said from my 
bedroom floor, where she had sprawled out, nose buried in Shakespeare.
 We fell back into the silence we had sat in since we got to my house after 
school. No one had told us that high school would be so much work; we had to learn 
that for ourselves.

And boy, were we learning it. We had been at this for two hours.
“That’s it! I can’t do this anymore. If I have to read any more iambic 

pentameter, I think I’ll explode. Plus, I’m starving,” Maggie huffed, dropping her 
head into her book with a defeated thud. My head snapped up at her outburst.  

“I’m all for a break,” I said, thankful for the break and more than a little 
proud that I hadn’t been the one to give up first, “but as for food, we’re out of luck. 
There’s nothing good in the fridge and the only things in the pantry are my mom’s 
gross nutrition bars.”

Then it remembered.
“Wait. I know what we can do! Remember how the woods behind my house 

back right up to the Taco Bell on Walnut Street?”
With that, we were off on our mission for faux-Mexican food. When we 

squeezed under the fence wire, no dragons awaited us in the woods. We ignored the 
long-dried creek. Sticks were just sticks and stayed where they lay in the dying grass. 
We were adults – almost – and we were on an adult mission.

Through the years, Dad and I would continue to argue, 

about the Jamestown and the hospital,
 “If you got sick, wouldn’t you want to have a better facility with better 
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doctors closer to you?”

about the mall,
 “All those stores are going to bring a lot of jobs and a lot of money to this city. 
You could even get a job of your own there, if you got up off your lazy butt and applied. 
And plus, you love Barnes and Noble, American Eagle, and the Malco!”

about the new high school,
 “It’s going to give so many kids a better education, and a better place to get 
it.”

about Taco Bell
 “Who needs trees when you can have tacos?”

I hate to admit it, but he was right
most of the time.

Most of my younger years were spent in spent in tattered, mud-encrusted 
jeans and worn white sneakers running through open pastures, dodging cow pies 
and the animals that left them behind just for little towheaded girls to step in. 
Hopping fences, climbing and

           falling
    out

         of
   trees, tying my own rope swings. Hoisting 

myself up to the top of Hay Bale Mountain, the first barn-housed Wonder of the 
Southern World. I grew up with sawdust and sheep, cattle and stray barn cats. The 
only grandkid to never set foot in a show ring with one, but the best hand Pop ever 
had come feeding time or calving season.
 I spent my summers in tents, canoes, and hiking shoes, getting up close 
and personal with the deer and the ‘coons and the snakes that hid camouflaged 
underneath the rocks I picked up in search of fossils to add to my collection. The 
ticks and I became thick as thieves, stuck like glue at the hips and legs and anywhere 
else. I mastered bird calls, found out why the algae and the fungus got married (they 
took a LICHEN to each other!), and learned that conservation – whatever that was – 
was the only way to save the Earth.
 But I’ve never made any claims of being a “country girl.”
                  Or a “naturalist.”

              Or a 
“tree-hugger.”
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I can’t.
 Not without being a hypocrite, at least. Because, really, I’m more of a city 
kid than anything else.

Growing up in Rogers, I had an all-access pass to the urban sprawl circus, 
and I guess I went so many times I forgot what life was like before it rolled into town 
and took over with its shining Big Top and flashy lights. And now I can’t imagine 
my life without it.  

Because life is good. I can’t deny it.
I love the malls, the movie theatres, the sushi restaurants, the mega-

churches. I shop, watch, eat, praise as much as anyone in this town, if not more.
For as much as I love the forests and the creeks and the fields and wish that 

civilization would keep its paws off land rightfully owned by our pawed and clawed 
neighbors, I am as guilty as anyone else for what has happened. 

Guilt by association.
  Guilt by assimilation.

Guilt by acceptance,
  affluence,
   apathy.

When you are a part of the problem, you can’t demonize it without implicating 
yourself.

So what
does that

make
me?

 Angry honking assaults my ears, jerking me, blinking, out of my reverie. I 
flick my eyes upward and see what I had missed. Green arrow has replaced red circle 
on the stoplight and I am free to go home.

Finally.
 I step on the gas and speed through the sharp left turn. Within seconds, 
I can make out the approaching pastures of my grandparents’ farm through the 
thickening sleet. The first snowflakes mix in with the falling slush, drifting down to 
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rest on the grazed-over grass.
 I wonder how long it will be until these pastures disappear like the fields 
and forests that came before them.

Amanda Ayers
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Thanksgiving in Vietnam
Steven Hulsey

The road coughs up gravel under my tires like an asthma patient in a boxing 
ring. You’d be surprised who joins the Army. 
 
The scrim of thorny weeds is flinging itself forward onto the road. They have the 
determination of the refugee mother. She struck out like that, jumped from the 
sinking raft with her children on her back.

I’m coming up on the bridge and the creek and the last turn and the short driveway, 
and it’s all so close and farther away than the goddamned election or the drink-
delayed orgasm just get it over with over with over. 

The trees near the road are too young to remember the outrage of the lynch mob; 
the broken rope hanging by the creek must have only hung black tires. Only that I 
ever saw. 

They teach you to spy shapes through the leaf-patterned light, where smoke becomes 
tigers following the men who left the rind of blackened, cooling stones. They teach 
you to see the man in the ashes.

The tree in the front yard is not so young, nor so fortunate in its memories. There 
are faint char marks around the base. The back of the crowd held swimming races to 
pass the time. A man sold roasted chicken. Another sold postcards.

The house looks like the meth lab that won an award for its inspiring architecture. 
Function and form have been merged so much they’re all but inbred at this point. 

The dog’s name is Joker, or his daddy’s was, and he answers to it well enough. The 
smell of this place still hasn’t washed off me, I guess.

There are at least five hundred animals in a one-mile radius capable of killing me, 
including at least one full-grown deer buck, several nasty species of spiders and 
snakes, the dog, and more than enough human beings just inside the door. 

Mama yells my name, my nieces and nephews come streaming out in their church 
clothes to collect me. The three sisters follow like captains herding an infantry 
charge from the rear. A brilliant maneuver; I am outflanked and surrounded.
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Self Portrait with Scoliosis

John Frank Freeman

acrylic, oil pastel, and spray paint on canvas
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Follow me down. O,
follow me down
and fall over me like

I have strings for fingers
tied taut
around each of your knuckles. Just

let them slack and fill back with blood
before pushing me
through all

two hundred counts
of thread. O, suture me into
the scratched white and silver

stitches of this bed, and
please don’t leave, please
don’t leave before breakfast,

but if you do, won’t you
leave me some scissors
on the nightstand so morning

come, I might cut myself loose

Threadbare
Robbie Borrello
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a prayer is someone else’s breath
ghosting across your neck,

the slow smile that slides
from laughter to longing,

the fall from grace
and into familiar arms,

the pirouette of plate-spinners,
freshly drunk, picking up

their broken china. god:
a million picketers’ shouts 

or the silence after,
the blazing carnival of news

or the starving winter air,
the unmapped black

at the end of a record
and the place a road turns

into dirt, trees,
sea, or nothing.

on religion
Liam Carey
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i.
Marilyn Monroe was born blonde, and she died blonde. Between these 
two occasions, for a long time, she was not blonde. Perhaps as she grew her hair 
absorbed the world around her; by age 14, she was by many accounts brunette. The 
transformation back into her child-self was gradual. She went lighter, lighter, lighter. 
Eventually her hair was just as light as it had been when she was a baby. I hear it took 
five to seven months – a sizeable chunk of her remaining lifetime.

ii.
Brad Johns has spoken out so frequently about his experiences coloring Carolyn 
Bessette Kennedy’s hair that he has been ordered to cease and desist. He says her 
hair was beautiful, so beautiful. Even before she died he spoke of her to anyone who 
would listen. Because of this, she had to leave him. The next stylist, Michael Angelo, 
refused to bleach Carolyn’s hair. He didn’t want anyone to think he had broken off 
any part of her, intentionally or otherwise. Everyone wanted her whole.

iii.
When Princess Diana met stylist Sam McKnight, she asked him what he would do 
if he had free reign with her hair. “Cut it short,” he answered. She said, “Could you 
do it now?” She was a natural blonde. Sometimes, she snuck off to get perms; it 
was, after all, the nineties. She and Sam laughed about it, he says now. Why a perm? 
Rebellion, obviously. She had princess duties to uphold. For seven years, until her 
death, he kept her hair short, always light. And then, of course, on the last day, it 
was all red.

iv.
They call it her “platinum summer,” the way she bleached all the color out of her hair 
after her first suicide attempt. In the pictures, she lies smiling on the sand – white 
hair, white skin, white teeth, white bathing suit. Sylvia looks so clean. Perhaps she 
has washed herself empty. A white towel beneath her knees. The platinum summer 
ended with the changing of the seasons. She lived ten more years.

v.
Anna Nicole Smith was Vickie Lynn Hogan just like Marilyn Monroe was Norma 
Jeane Mortenson. Norma Jeane only lived twenty years until Marilyn burst forth; 
Vickie Lynn lived twenty-five. Anna Nicole lived a life three years longer than 
Marilyn’s, all things said and done. And Vickie Lynn was blonde too, just not as 
blonde as Anna Nicole. I hear Larry Birkhead accused Anna Nicole of dyeing their 

Bombshell
Ellie Black



    49

baby’s hair, too, but I guess nobody can prove that now.

vi.
I am letting him touch my hair when he asks if it’s real. The color. I say, yes. I say, 
mostly. He says, what do you mean by mostly? Highlights, I tell him, and he yanks 
my hair up to look at the layer beneath. That’s not blonde, he says. I tell him, yes, it is, 
it’s just not highlighted, and besides, the underneath layers of your hair never see the 
sun so they’re darker. He doesn’t know the difference; he is dark-haired, his family 
all dark-haired. He doesn’t believe me about the sun, and keeps tugging at my hair. 
It begins to hurt. I say, don’t you understand how blonde hair works? He tells me I’m 
lying. I start to believe it.
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Blind Light
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Self Portrait

Christina Santner

 black and white film photography
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They say that if a house is on fire and a woman has to choose between her child 
and another—her husband, her lover—she will choose the child. What if I told you 
I would choose differently? What do you think of me now?
 What if I told you it happened in a dream and that’s how I know? That in the 
dream there were liquid orange flames flapping against the melting sidewall of my 
house. That all I did was sit down and watch.
 And what if I told you I saved no one? Not my child, my husband, my 
dog, my old father with dementia, and not my high school sweet heart who I never 
seemed able to forget. Not the neighborhood gossip or the high school marching 
band. Not the cashier at McDonald’s or the first boy who ever looked at me like I was 
pretty. I didn’t save any of it. I didn’t even save the parts of myself that were trapped 
inside.
 In this dream, all I did was sit and listen to all the people, all the babies, all 
the stupid military men that I couldn’t save shriveling and screaming inside. And 
what if I told you that all I felt was relief—the kind of relief top soil probably feels 
when a forest fire clears away the underbrush.
 A few days later, I saw my son sitting out in the front yard looking at the roof 
of the house. It was one of those summer days so hot that you looked behind you 
as you walked across the parking lot to make sure the rubber on your shoes hadn’t 
melted and wasn’t leaving sticky bubble-gum-colored footprints in your wake. He 
had leaned back on his little pink elbows, crushing the dry grass beneath him. I sat 
down next to him and handed him a Capri-Sun. 
 “The house is on fire, Mommy,” he said.
 The heat of the day was shooting off the house in barely visible waves.
 “It sure looks that way,” I say. “If it were on fire, what would you save?”

Lawn Boy

Marie Kressin
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artifact

Geneva Hill

egg tempura
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I am a generally clean person. I use non-scented hypoallergenic shampoo, 
conditioner, soap, and deodorant. I have the expensive, fluffy, smooth toilet paper, 
because it is both aesthetically and tactilely pleasing. And though my mother 
doesn’t believe me, I actually brush my teeth everyday, morning and night. To be 
fair, when I was a young boy, I would lie to my German mother telling her that I 
brushed my teeth so thoroughly I brushed them away therefore never needing to 
brush them ever again ever, upon which she would call me a liar and send my back 
to the bathroom crying and wishing that she would stop being German and turn 
into a person. My mother hardly has perfect teeth, and has gone to reasonably great 
lengths to correct her teeth by having braces twice. She has also had 18 cavities and 
mostly just doesn’t want me to make the mistakes of her youth. 
 She used to stick dental floss in my lunch box in elementary school to 
remind me to floss after I eat. When I was in high school she used to put post it 
notes on the mirror and the toilet that read, in the first person, “Did I forget to 
brush my teeth?” as if had asked myself the question. My first semester in college, 
the first piece of mail that my German mother had sent me was a toothbrush with 
a handwritten note that said, “A hangover is not an excuse.” I had become very self 
conscious of my teeth, not because they were crooked or straight, or fat or skinny, I 
had simply been the product of dental bullying.  
 If you practice good moral and dental hygiene, you are supposed to get your 
teeth cleaned about every 6 months, and since I had been gone at school in Arkansas 
for a semester at this point and hadn’t gotten my teeth clean for months before that, 
my mother decided it would be an appropriate and extra special Christmas present 
to give me an appointment to get my teeth cleaned. I was less than thrilled. 
 Our society doesn’t respond to dentists very well, calling them “evil,” 
“sadists,” or “sociopaths," and I can’t help feeling like those labels are justified when 
I walk through Dr. Burton’s D.D.S. office. I’m always greeted pleasantly by the 
woman at the front desk and I think to myself naively, “Nothing is wrong with this 
particular establishment,” but I’m stupid and she hates me because she lets me walk 
through those doors and into the office with flickering fluorescent lights, paintings 
of clowns, mossy linoleum, and wild rabies infested deer running rampant only to 
end up under the supervision of the Dr. Burton D.D.S. which is the scariest thing of 
all. But then on this unreasonably warm winter morning, everything changed.
  I was escorted to Megan’s little cubicle. Megan is the new dental hygienist 
at Dr. Burton D.D.S. office. Megan is honestly a shining ray of hope that shines like 
destiny through the black miserable office making everything... shiny. 
 Megan had just gotten lasik eye surgery when I met her allowing her patients 

D.D.S.
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to get lost in the tropical white sand Atlantic ocean that is her eyes, allowing me to 
drown out Dr. Burton D.D.S. telling a woman that he had mistakenly numbed her 
tongue permanently, and then telling her that it was a joke. Ha ha. Another joke 
from Dr. Burton D.D.S. rich with humor.
  Megan is from Washington state and loves the cold and rain, which is, 
like, so funny because I love the cold and rain. She went to college, which is so 
funny, because I go to college. Her father is a dentist, which is so funny, because 
my father could have been a dentist had he not wanted to be an air force pilot, or 
actor, or writer, or lawyer. She keeps her dental hygienist cubicle nice and clean 
and organized which are things you look for in a dental hygienist, but... like... it’s so 
funny, I’m nice, clean and organized.
  My brother had gone to see Megan the day before I did, because he’s the 
bastard of the family and feels entitled to get to everything first. He turned 18 first, 
he got a car first, he got attractive first, he got into college first, he was born first. He 
just takes and takes and takes and never gives. He reported back to me that the new 
dental hygienist is “such a babe, Noah. Such a babe!” like the patriarchal, rude, fast 
motherfucker he is. Of course I didn’t believe him, because Dr. Burton D.D.S. is evil 
and wants everyone to suffer by generally hiring dental hygienists with ironically 
bad breath.
  As part of my preparation for going to the dentist, I brush my teeth 10 
minutes before I arrive so as to give the illusion that my teeth are always squeaky 
clean and need not be cleaned for very much longer, allowing me to escape faster. 
The first thing Megan said to me when she put her hands in my mouth was that I 
had really nice teeth and that she could tell that I took good care of them. All of my 
insecurities went out of the bulletproof windows Dr. Burton D.D.S. had installed for 
some reason, along with my mother’s critiquing German voice reiterating that my 
teeth would never be good enough. Megan was nice and was pretty and had nice 
breath. I had never seen someone with the whole package before, but she has the 
whole package.
 I had asked her what she was doing that weekend and she informed me that 
she would be going apartment hunting in Santa Barbara because it was pretty up 
there. I told her, “How funny!  I’m totally going apartment hunting too, even though 
I don’t live here or make money but sort of just for fun. I’m really fun. Maybe I’ll see 
you there!” 
 “Ok!” she told me. 
 “It’s a date!” I said. She laughed and I skipped away happily, finally succeeding 
at asking a girl out on a date for the first time. My well deserved skips were halted 
by Dr. Burton D.D.S. standing at the end of the hallway in spandex short shorts, a 
skin tight bicycle shirt, a shaped bicycle helmet, sunglasses, and bicycle gloves as if 
to show people how aerodynamic he was.
  See my parents, in a ploy to make more money to afford to keep our house, 
built a guest house that would be rented out to whomever decided to occupy it for 
however long. The tenant we have living there now, let’s call him Theodore, because 
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I don’t know his name, is a complete mystery to me except for the fact that he is 
old, wears spandex short shorts and hates my friends for parking their cars in his 
“designated parking spot.” Our previous tenant was a man named Richard, but 
called himself Ricardo, who was a brain surgeon turned self help guru, who had an 
illustrious career of writing books with awful titles, wearing an incredible amount of 
spandex short shorts and hating my friends. But the tenant before Ricardo was Dr. 
Burton, D.D.S. Because he is middle aged, was kicked out of his house, and living in 
a guest house, he felt that that warranted him to start the awful spandex short short 
curse that plagues my guest house to this day, and, let me tell you, his thighs were 
not up to the standards that thighs should be if they are to be constantly exposed like 
that. The bulging blue veins in his legs formed together like they’re the paintings of 
death and sadness the devil himself had created. If you had the unfortunate chance 
to be walking down the street as he biking towards you, standing directly in front of 
him, as many victims did, my friends included, you would be exposed to the horror 
that was his sweaty genitals. So, on this afternoon, to avoid his genitals, I bolted to 
my car and drove home as fast as I could.
  Upon arriving home, I found my bastard brother sitting on the couch where 
I joined. It was surprising to see my brother at the house for he’s often reluctant 
to spend more than one day at my house because he is always pretending like he 
has something really exciting or important to do in Los Angeles. I asked him what 
he was doing home still and he told me that he was going to help Megan look for 
apartments the next day. I gasped. That bastard had invited himself along and now I 
couldn’t go, because, let’s be honest, if there was a fire and you could only save me or 
my brother, you would save him. He’s more charming than I am, like a bastard. He’s 
tanner, like a bastard. He graduated magna cum laude from UCLA, like a bastard. 
He takes better care of his teeth, like a bastard.  He’s also just a good person, and I 
can’t compete with that. So I didn’t go. 
 My brother spent every day with Megan for 10 days, and I asked my 
brother what he had done with Megan, and he told me that he had taken her to 
a sushi restaurant, and because he used to live in Santa Barbara he knows all the 
best fucking sushi restaurants and Megan loves sushi, which, like, is so super funny 
because I totally love sushi. I knew I had to get Megan to notice me away from my 
happy, handsome, well-adjusted, bastard brother and choose me over him. I had no 
choice but to bite the bullet and go back to Dr. Burton D.D.S. office to see Megan. 
 Instead of biting a bullet, I decided to stick a hand full of pebbles in my 
mouth and bite down on them, breaking, with agonizing pain, the back tooth on 
my right side. My German mother was furious with me. “How could you do zis to 
us?!” she screamed in a fit of German rage, tearfully sending me to the dentist that 
afternoon. 
 I went to Dr. Burton D.D.S. office with an orchid to substantiate my feelings 
for Megan. I went into the office but was instead placed in the care of Dr. Burton 
D.D.S. and before I could run away, he stabbed a needle into my mouth numbing me 
up. “Now, how did you break this tooth?”

Noah Lashly
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 “I bit down on a rock.” 
 “That’s an odd thing for a young lad to do.” He said. 
 “Um excuse me!” I said. “I’m technically a man and I don’t appreciate you 
undermining my position in society by labeling me a ‘young lad’ when I am legally 
a man, you insensitive bigot!”
 He was taken aback. I was too, for that matter. This was out of character for 
me. I’m a very non-confrontational and generally passive aggressive person.  He 
knew this, so he told me he wants to try something. He brought his portable x-ray 
down to my check and shot x-ray beams through my face and a moment later images 
appeared on his screen. He nodded and made noises as if to show me he understood 
the black and white images. 
 He turned around to me and said, “Noah. Oh my god. I think you might 
have a brain tumor. It appears that way. I’m really really sorry.” 
  He then proceeded to tell me why he thought that, but I wasn’t listening. A 
tumor. A tumor? How could this happen? I felt like the Earth beneath me opened up 
and swallowed me whole. I couldn’t breathe. I’m dying? I’m dying. 
 I looked at Dr. Burton D.D.S. with tear filled eyes as he cracks a smile and 
started laughing hysterically. “Got you!! I’m just kidding. I thought a little levity 
would help. It’s just a cracked tooth.” 
  I started to cry. 
 “Are you kidding me?!” I screamed through sobs. “Levity? What the hell 
is that? I do not appreciate your humor and perhaps, PERHAPS, your office of 
dentistry is not the best place to practice your comedy routine! You’re not Patch 
Adams! You’re not aerodynamic. You’re... You’re a dumby!”
  I was so enraged, I almost threw the orchid on the ground. But I stopped. 
I looked at the orchid and remembered why I had come to this dank cave of sorrow 
in the first place: Megan. 
 I picked up the orchid and walked over to Megan and handed it to her. 
  “Oh my gosh, thank you Noah. I love orchids.” Which is super funny, 
because I love orchids too. I told her that I thought she was pretty, and smart, and 
had nice breath, that she was the whole package, that we have so much in common, 
that I don’t want to be without her, that I love her, that I really love her … 
 She set down the orchid, walked over to me and set her hand on my shoulder. 
What was she doing? Was she going in for a kiss? Our first kiss? Was this what love 
feels like? Like a warm hand on your shoulder? 
 “Noah. You’re very sweet, but you’re a little young for me, don’t you think?” 
 What? I had never even considered our age to be a problem. I mean, granted, 
I was 19 and she was 28. Maybe she’s an agist, which is so super funny, because I’m 
agist. 
 “I’m sorry.” She said, “It looks like your brother and I are dating now. It’s 
actually going really well. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”  I told her that it was fine and 
that she and my bastard brother were both very lucky. I walked out of the dentist 
office with my head held at a reasonable level, after having successfully confessed 

D.D.S.
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my love to someone for the first time, and being rejected for the first time. An 
accomplishment, nonetheless. 
 It’s now a year and a half later, and my bastard brother called a “special event 
family dinner,” because apparently he has the power to do that. This being just a 
couple of days after my uncle married my now aunt, my brother and Megan decided 
to tell the whole family that Megan had just accepted his proposal and that they are, 
too, planning on getting married next June because June is Megan’s favorite summer 
month, which is so funny, because June is my favorite summer month. 
 So I guess it is a happy ending. My brother is engaged to a woman that I’m 
honestly thrilled to call my sister-in-law, Dr. Burton D.D.S. is no longer my dentist, 
and I haven’t had a cavity in a year and a half, making my German mother very 
proud. I have happily moved on. 
 I was just at this awesome party in Austria and I was explaining to the 
Austrians how my brother and I met his fiancé at the dentist office and how I goofed 
up my teeth in the process when this guy, Tony from Tennessee, came up to me and 
said, “Hey, you. For the record, you have great teeth. It looks like you take really 
great care of them.” He walked away and I knew... I was in love. 

Noah Lashly
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and played it for our mother in the rental car while I pulled 
at a thread on my corduroys then minor chords filled the backseat
so thick I rolled the window down but November was colder
in St Louis where your parents had moved so I rolled it back up and
he glared at me Stop crying he said you don’t even like jazz I didn’t 
know I was and I didn’t know I didn’t and I think my professor 
had said something similar when I tiptoed through her office doorframe 
to say I’d be missing our final exam Stop crying she said are you 
getting enough protein? I didn’t know if I was 

Your shirt shrunk in the wash two months later so I stopped 
eating (protein) and I shrunk myself into it and I hung the dream 
catcher you gave me for my seventeenth birthday even though
I knew as I did that it was cultural appropriation because I had become queen 
lesbian in the social justice warrior crowd of my liberal arts college and 
then I turned on Miles Davis and I didn’t like it but I turned it up loud 
enough so that my roommate came in Stop she said why are you 
crying? I didn’t know I was

I hardly ever visit home anymore and when I do I don’t drive
past the clapboard house downtown rented out to trust fund
kids not because I ever used to picture us planting rosemary in 
pots on the front porch or taking baths in the dingy tub upstairs but 
because I hate the gentrification and I never drive up to our school’s gym 
and not just because that’s where my brother took you to prom 
but maybe because when I do I don’t ever sleep well but not because 
I dream of the time you faced me topless in the cabin behind campus 
Stop crying you said that kiss was platonic I didn’t think I was 

I am running now and listening to talk radio because I have to have 
voices in my head that aren’t ours as I come up to the intersection 
and then the train is screaming like it does six times a day here 
to remind me that I won’t ever know if you screamed when 
one hit you but it’s so close to me that I fall Stop I’m crying 
Stop Stop Stop and this time I know I am and I know I’m not

My brother wrote you
  a song called elegy

Leah Bishop



    61

ever going to get back up either and I wonder if my brother
will write me a song too or if he will still resent me for 
kissing you
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It wasn’t said to me in one specific place, but multiple: in the streets of in New York, 
at the age of ten; in the kitchen of our home in Arkansas, while straddling the time 
between middle and high school; in the car driving through Virginia, when boys 
became more than just friends.  I imagine it now: My arms crossed on a granite 
countertop.  Parents standing in front of me, the light behind them darkening their 
faces.  Their voices bind the space between our breaths.  It was easy for them to point 
fingers in order to protect me from straying.

We are not 
  like them: addicts, alcoholics, snooty uneducated greedy
Americans.
  You understand, right?  Our values are 
different.    

It’s followed by the story I often heard growing up, the one that perfected itself like 
a manicured nail.  

We moved here for  
 you,

 your education,   
 a better life. 

 Don’t  
    let 
   us  
  down.

You understand, right?  We’ve worked too hard for you to become like them.

Ground Rules:       
No  drinking shorts  talking  back  boys   
Be religious studious respectful  successful 

The Training

Anushah Jiwani
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Aunt: I technically have two sisters. Three if you’re counting the one that 
passed not even an hour after her birth. She had Trisomy 13 and would’ve had many 
health and mental problems if she had lived. Now, I have another baby sister who 
my dad and stepdad adopted this summer. She is seven months old. Because of the 
age difference, I will probably be more of an aunt to her. That’s too bad. I always 
wanted a little sister.   

Black widow spider: Although 700 baby spiders can be born in one egg sac, only a 
few survive because black widows are cannibals. As soon as they hatch, the stronger 
spiders begin to eat their brothers and sisters.    

Choke: When I was little, I annoyed my big sister, Caitlin, a lot, as all little sisters do. 
One day when we were getting out of our banged up white van that smelled of puke 
and playdough my father walked around to the side to find her choking me. He had 
to haul her off even as her tiny hands and feet continued to lunge at me.    

Drown: Several years later, Caitlin tried to drown me in a hotel pool when we were 
on vacation in Hot Springs. My friend who was with us at the time had to pull her 
off.    

Elephants: In African elephant families, the older sibling looks after the baby. I 
wonder if she ever resents this responsibility.    

Family: My parents were always harder on my sister. When she was in middle school, 
she got thyroid disorder and gained twenty pounds within a matter of months. After 
this, my dad constantly criticized her eating decisions, refusing to let her eat fast food 
and scolding her when my mom snuck it to her anyways. Though she was close to 
my mom when she was little, after my mom married my stepdad, they increasingly 
grew apart. Now my sister barely speaks to my parents.    

Grace: My friend Grace has a younger sister named Hope. When Grace left for 
college, Hope made her a book full of pictures of them together and reasons why 
she’s grateful they’re sisters. At one point Hope writes: “Having a sister is like having 
a best friend that you can’t get rid of. You know whatever you do they’ll still be 
there.” I resent Grace’s relationship with her sister the same way a hardworking B/C-
student might resent the straight-A student who doesn’t even try.    

Hyena: Pups are usually born two at a time. If pups consist of one brother and one 
sister, they will get along okay. If both are the same sex, they usually start fighting 
while very young, and the weaker one may die because their fighting can get fierce. 
Full grown hyenas are among the fiercest animals on earth, and their sibling fights 
are serious fights.   

Joseph: When I was eight and my sister was twelve, our mother got remarried to a 
man named Joseph. My sister disliked Joseph. She though he was mean. Joseph says 

Sisterhood
Olivia Ensley
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she never gave him a chance. When my sister was in high school, we used to hear 
his loud, booming voice complain to my mother about how Caitlin had turned into 
such a “bitch” and was “ruining the family.”   

Mental Health: My older sister currently works at Mental Health Association of 
East Tennessee where she directs educational programs that go to middle and high 
schools to talk about mental health. When I was in high school, she was the only 
person I admitted that I had no friends to. She is also the only family member I 
willingly told that I used to cut myself, when the isolation became too much. After 
I told her, she used to call or text me every week just to remind me she loved me.    

Olsen twins: My sister and I grew up watching the Olsen twins on their TV show 
and reading their books. A few years ago, I remember seeing a magazine article in 
the Walmart checkout aisle about how Mary-Kate had been rushed to the hospital 
for an eating disorder. As soon as she’d heard, Ashley had flown to her in a private 
jet.    

Peregrine Falcon: Peregrine falcons practice hunting with their siblings. They take 
turns being the hunter or the prey. They hunt by swooping down and striking a duck 
or pigeon at speeds up to 200 miles per hour. This stuns or kills the prey. They are 
careful not to injure each other, however, when practicing with their siblings.  

Resentment: After my mom got divorced from my dad, she was depressed and had 
difficulty taking care of the two of us on top of working and trying to pay her bills on 
a teacher’s salary. Although no one ever said anything, my mother often needed my 
sister to help take care of me. Even though my sister has never said anything about 
this, like the African elephant, I know she must.    

Sister: There’s a home video of when I was first born where my sister,  who is four at 
the time, is visiting the hospital. She looks at me with her big blue eyes and bouncy 
blonde curls and strokes my hair. “Is that your brother?” my dad asks behind the 
camera. She looks up and giggles. “No, she’s my seee-ster.” She drags out the vowels 
in her young, southern accent. I honestly can’t tell you how many times I’ve watched 
this video. She’s precious.  

Tickle: I hate being tickled. It is the worst thing in the world. Though it may sound 
like I’m shrieking from laughter, my shrieks should not be mistaken for anything 
except the sounds of a torture victim. When I was eight, my stepdad Joseph, a 
man who used to fly planes for the army, was tickling me. Hearing my shrieks, my 
sister, whose room was down the hallway, rushed down the hallway, came barreling 
towards him, and attacked him.    

Walrus: One day when we were young, as I was standing on the staircase, my sister 
came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her. “You look like a walrus,” 
I told her, and walked away. Though she has reportedly long forgotten this incident, 
I still feel bad about it.   

Young: When I was growing up, I used to think of my sister as a second mother. She 
certainly acted like she was at times. And though I found this extremely obnoxious 
at times, at others I sought comfort in this. Now, I find myself constantly annoyed 
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by how immature she is, by how insensitive she seems to be to other people’s 
feelings, by how much she’s shunned our family without even giving them a chance. 
I wonder why she can’t just grow up, why she can’t just get along with my mom and 
stepdad, why she won’t reach out to family anymore, why she’s so bad at returning 
my messages. Sometimes I hurl this question at her when we’re fighting. And then 
quickly regret asking.

Olivia Ensley
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Robbie Borrello

Cold nights

can’t you
just cover me like
kudzu? All

tendrilled
legs coiling
mine

a Mississippi hill more
spindly green

than mud. Love,
hide me

like a pine. I don’t want
to move. If you’ll
come on

creep over, little vine, trace
my veins with roots.
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take my body to the top of the mountain
where rams catch in thickets
and the voice of the Lord
is loud even in
its whispers

Cremate the body then sift
through the ashes for a relic

   a tooth
    a glass eye

                      a diamond

maybe you’ll worship it
keep it

in a cold locket over your heart

Or
if you can truly not live

without me, join me
on the pyre 

and we can burn 
together

Make it so 
when we come into God’s hands

we slip right through
his fingers

and fall
            
right

                      back
                 down

to rejoin the dust
and the demons
we came from

When I die before my time
Amanda Ayers
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not stupid. “Of course things gets better,”
I want to seethe, “but nothing stays better. Don’t you know?”
I don’t think they know

and I have reached my quota
for pseudo-therapeutic patronization because I know
that life is not just being drunk on cheap wine in an IHOP with friends and
having two consecutive Blink-182 songs come on Pandora

and compliments from girls too pretty to look at head on but
why can’t there be more of that?
“It will get better,” they tell me, “everything gets better.”
“You think I don’t know that?” I want to bellow, like great-grandma Trudy

when she was told that the bellboy didn’t want to steal
her no-longer-white tennis shoes, purchased before great-grandpa Sol
had liver spots. There are so many days when the drink that comes
isn’t the drink that was ordered and it shouldn’t matter but it does and

there’s nothing to do about it but cry, and days when the only illness
is of the brain but food is still unthinkable, and days filled with the wish
that slicing sharpness across skin still held any appeal at all
because then the pain would be real and explicable.

“You’re so strong.” This is their refrain and I thank them.
“It will get better.” “When?” I ask and I know it won’t be anytime soon because
I’m still getting anxiety attacks at stand-up shows even when I’m not the one
performing, and I’m still having to take my pills one at a time each night

because if I take them all at once I will vomit, and I’m still
sleeping poorly because I keep dreaming that a tiger
is hunting my brothers and I can’t save them and I know
it means something but I don’t know what and

“That’s life,” they tell me
    and I am bipolar,

Lex Ellenthal
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HUCKABEE:
“And the fact is there are a lot of things happening at the federal level that 
are absolutely beyond the jurisdiction of the Constitution. This is power 
that should be shifted back to the states, whether it’s the EPA, there is no 
role at the federal level for the Department of Education.”

I remember in the yonder
when I was the populist
when I could stretch out my hand to corn-
crossed palms and be welcomed.
Now, the meeting-house shutters slam bangs!
into a silent shell, and the revival tents fold
and pull stakes at my coming. The flock wanders
to new and greener pastures, while I’ve been put out
to graze on leavings, and get fat again. 
But I’ve always been for the little man;
the little white farmer man is my friend,
I just wish he knew it better. I remember when,
in the yonder, he knew it good, and God
was on our side then. I don’t like big men,
but that’s all we’ve got to work with now,
and they tend to block God from view.

The Candidate
Steven Hulsey
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1, A Date Which Will Live in Infamy

2. Knife to Meet You
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After waiting outside the USCIS Office for two hours in the cold, I 
turned to my parents and said, “This is the government’s last chance to punish us 
for being foreigners.”  They responded with disapproving looks, but after 12 years of 
pursuing this process, I had no patience left.  We were back for my Naturalization 
Oath Ceremony, a month and a half after my interview.  I glared at the American 
flag above the building as it bounced happily in the wind.  Groups of white people, 
presumably family members of other immigrants, had arrived much earlier than us 
and were at the front of the line, asserting that this treatment was unfair.  
            In response, an officer said, “If you have somewhere else you need to be, we 
can reschedule you for the next ceremony.  It’s in two months.”  
            A child of no more than four years of age was attached, as if glued, to the 
body of the young woman in front of me.  She was dressed in a white hijab with a 
leather jacket over her full-length, western-style dress.  In fact, this woman was one 
of twelve hijabi women in line.  Her family was from Yemen, and they conversed 
loudly in Arabic.  Telling joke after joke, the family made the most of their wasted 
time, with no regard to how foreign they looked or sounded.  I blatantly judged 
them: this was one of the most important events of our lives.  How could they take 
it so lightly?  And why were they being so loud?  Did they not have any regard for 
others?  I stood quietly, scowling in contrast.  My family was bundled in slacks and 
jackets.  My mother was trying to placate me; my father was entertaining my sister 
with a game.  We were quiet, like most of the other people in line.  That’s what we 
were supposed to do, right?  
 The family from Yemen turned around frequently and glanced at me, and 
in the mirrored wall of the building, I could see how they probably saw me.  Skin 
just as tawny as theirs, but hidden behind a fitted black suit.  Straight hair falling in 
sheets, covering my wrinkled forehead.  Their stares made me uncomfortable.  Did 
they think that I was trying too hard to be American?    
  There was a time when I didn’t care about what others thought.  I was 
raised as a Pakistani girl living in America.  Before my sister was born, before we 
moved to Arkansas, before my uncle got married and left us, we were happily, and 
unapologetically, authentic.  It was when we lived in New York as new immigrants, 
and there were plenty of opportunities to practice our Pakistani culture.  We would 
drive to Jackson Heights, a neighborhood in Queens filled with South Asians.  Below 
the apartments were Indian and Pakistani restaurants, movie theatres, and clothing 
stores.  Hindi and Urdu flowed in and out of window shops, carried by the air.  I was 
content in this place, but maybe this contentment was due to naivety.  Is that where 
we belonged?  A place like New York, with its pockets of distinct groups?  I don’t 
know what’s more dangerous: a place where differences are emphasized, or a place 

The Ground Beneath Our Feet
Anushah Jiwani
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where they’re erased.   
            As I got older and as my family and I got used to life in America, we shifted 
from being a collective entity to individuals.  For the sake of our health we traded 
the oily and spiced meat of Pakistan for salad.  I focused all of my energies on school, 
fueled, by my parent’s hardships, to succeed.  Urdu began to disappear from our 
tongues as we used English more and more outside the home, and somewhere along 
the way, the practices we carried with us dissolved.  I realize now that I had hidden 
the Pakistani parts of my life in order to fit in with Americans, until slowly, they fell 
away.  And seeing myself in the mirror behind the hijabi woman now was jarring.
            An older, cream-skinned woman, after listening to the Yemenis family for 
quite some time, turned to the young woman and, putting a hand on her shoulder 
affectionately, mentioned that she was from Lebanon.  “Oh, but I don’t speak the 
language,” she added.  “After my grandmother immigrated here, she didn’t want any 
of her children speaking Arabic—in fact, she forbid them from speaking anything 
other than English.  So neither I, nor my parents, know the language.”  She said this 
with such pride, but her glowing smile was returned with an awkward look from the 
young woman.  These were two different women who had to live with two different 
choices.  I chose to conform, to become like Americans.  But I never chose to forget 
Urdu, to do away with my Pakistani heritage.  So how did I let it happen? 
 As we continued to wait, many family members left the line to warm up 
where the sun cast its light in the parking lot.  The boy who was stuck to the young 
woman in front of me continuously whined, shivering as the wind surged all around 
him, his bright brown eyes watering.  His mother scolded him in Arabic, her words 
seemingly crueler than they might have been because of their guttural sounds.  I 
wondered why she was upset with him—he had every right to complain.  But the 
very next minute she kneeled down next to him and rubbed her hands up and down 
his arms, whispering prayers of warmth.  Why didn’t she send him toward the sun, 
where her husband was?  
            But what I didn’t know was that he, too, was becoming a citizen along with 
me, along with the young hijabi woman.  Later, inside the lackluster grey building, 
as we sat in rows of ten, facing the American flag, the Director of the USCIS office 
spoke into the microphone.  If any of you have children who were born in another 
country, they will also become citizens today.  I watched as the boy who was no more 
than four years of age ran toward the young hijabi woman, giggling gleefully as his 
mother grabbed him onto her lap and squeezed tight.
            Would he know the significance of today, of the choice his mother made for 
him?  My parents tell me they came to America for my benefit.  One day, this boy’s 
mother will tell him the same thing.  He may never second-guess his status as an 
American citizen, may simply continue on with his life, like my little sister, who was 
born here, and who did not witness our family’s struggles, does.  But I do not have 
that privilege.  I did not choose the country I was born into, nor choose the country 
I migrated to.  In a sense, I did not even choose to become a citizen—it was just 
the next step in the plan my parents had for securing my future.  But what wasn’t a 
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part of my parents’ plan was our complete evolution.  In their minds, we were still 
Pakistani on the inside. 
 But is assimilation, even if it was unintentional, a bad thing?  I subconsciously 
changed my behavior because I thought that I had to do so in order to succeed, 
in order to be taken seriously in America.  But this hijabi woman was clearly 
comfortable practicing her culture out in the open.  We were both immigrants, and 
we would both receive the same Certificate of Naturalization.  I want to say that 
she showed me that there is more than one path to becoming an American citizen: 
assimilating is just as legitimate as finding a way to reconcile the two cultures.  I 
want to say that it is possible for me to retain my culture and still be American; that 
I don’t have to be whitewashed.  I want to say that in that office, I had a moment of 
clarity and decided that who I had become was alright as long as I knew in my heart 
that Pakistan would always be my home.  But if I said that, I would be lying, because 
it’s not that simple.  The discomfort I feel when I look at myself and see who I’ve 
become is still present.  A part of me wants to be like the hijabi woman and practice 
my Pakistani culture out in the open, but another part of me knows that I do not 
have enough courage to do that.  In the end, I’m left wondering: is there a way to 
become who I used to be?  Is there anything left to preserve?

Anushah Jiwani
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I will never be your morning breakfast,
Eggs sunny side up,
A cool glass that kisses
Your lips and nurtures you.

I am more like the traffic jam on your way to work.

Rush Hour
Shelbey Winningham
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You are spending your summer with Winona Ryder. She has invited you to 
join her on a yacht, or at a lake house, or in a fine country club, even though from 
what you know of Winona Ryder these places would likely be of little interest to her. 
Maybe instead she asks you to brunch, or vintage shopping. Of course no matter 
what you always say yes – you can’t deny an invitation from Winona, sweet, doe-
eyed, gentle Winona. The day goes perfectly, and you and Winona never disagree. 
Yellow flowers line the walls of every place you go. The next day, she asks you to a 
different activity, or perhaps the same one. Please, she says, you absolutely must 
come. Of course! Beautiful Winona. She demurs in conversation about her myriad 
of famous and well-loved films: Heathers; Beetlejuice; even a mention of Stranger 
Things causes her to flush. She is so modest and you adore her. In fact, you adore her 
so much that it is impossible to keep all this admiration bottled up. You understand 
what Johnny Depp was thinking when he got that tattoo. Winona Forever. Yes, 
forever and ever.

Ellie Black

Summer with Winona Ryder
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New York, As the Light Was Changing
    
    Sable Starr, age 16
    Johnny Thunders

Meg Boyles

It is hard to remember how it happened. 
In 1973, I stopped being a groupie and moved 
in with Johnny. New York was good 
at first. The band wasn’t on tour, so Johnny stayed 
in the apartment with me for weeks. We held hands as we fell 
asleep at night, and at Christmas, he gave me a puppy to start our family. 
I did not mean to get pregnant. In the mornings, I cooked 
scrambled eggs for him, and he ate them. 
He would ask me again to keep the baby. 
When I said no, he’d squeeze my wrists until they changed 
color. He stopped when they looked like wine. 
This was the year we all became half 
of a pair. Lori and Jimmy. Julia and Steven. 
All us Baby Groupies finally found a home. 
My home was starting to get rotten. Sometimes, 
when Johnny kissed me, I would turn small without meaning to. 
When he asked who else I was sleeping with, 
I said, “No one.” When he yelled, his eyes looked 
like my wrists. At night, I thought about the year before, 
when I breathed hot air against the windows in Bowie’s suite 
and wrote into it everything I desired. 
Johnny said he wanted Sable Starr back, 
and I didn’t know when she had left. 
Or where I had left her, like car keys before a road trip. 
He was telling me he needed me, and I didn’t know 
where I was. Johnny was so beautiful and loved me so much, 
and whenever he shot up, I would go 
into the bathroom and close the door. When I looked into 
the mirror, I would tell myself over and over, “Wake up.”
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Um, hi, ma’am. Excuse me, miss? I’m sorry, but I see by the box of polenta in your 
hand that you eat polenta. I’ve gotten turned around, lost, but I have a direction, 
and it’s the box of polenta you have in your possession.  See, you took the last box,  
and I’m not gonna say that I freaked out, because I didn’t freak out, I don’t freak out, 
that’s not what I do, that’s not what I’m about, but I did breathe a little faster and 
get a little flushed and I started talking to myself in a little bit of a hush. That’s why, 
ma’am. I’m in need of your polenta.
  I need a corn dish, a comforting corn dish, because I have this person 
coming over and I need to have this aura, this aura, this aura, that I have my shit 
together. The person that’s coming over, who’s staying over, see, he’s this boy. This 
boy that I really like, who is a big butt, brainy, bug eyed beauty that I enjoy. His 
name is Brady, and Brady is from Hot Springs, the one in the south, where Brady 
can eat barbecue and drink beer with his buddies as he talks about what’s been 
beating him up lately. I’m one of those buddies. But because I can’t bear the taste of 
barbecue sauce and because I come from California, I thought that I could cue up 
some California barbecue and make polenta with maybe some zucchini, summer 
squash, grilled endive and feta! 
 I feel like polenta is the right way to go, the only way to go, you know?  
Southerners know about comfort food, because they try as much as possible to 
make themselves comfortable in that inhumane humidity, insane hostility, and 
ingrained hospitality. Polenta may not be grits, but corn is food and food is comfort 
and comfort is food thus polenta is comfort food. It just sits there and stews and 
zens, and you stir it and it goes with the flow. Like I’m sure that buddha ate polenta. 
And that’s my goal, to make him a fat happy man at the end of my dinner table. 
  No, yes. I understand that you have a family reunion and your uncle may 
be dying, and I don’t want to trivialize your problems, but this night, tonight, could 
be the night that my world changes, that something finally changes. The polenta is 
the key! No. You can’t go! You can’t just take it!
 Just hear me out! See, grocery shopping is a stressful endeavor for me, 
because, like, well you know, everything is a fucking decision nowadays. Half price 
this, add avocado to that, organic, gluten-free, or free of fat. It took me a really long 
time to land on polenta. I was trying to decide on what I wanted to cook, taking in 
all the considerations, and I thought polenta. Then I got here and I was like, do I 
want polenta for dinner?! I don’t even know if I like polenta that much, and, like, if 
I’m eating rice on Thursday, quinoa on Wednesday, and couscous on Friday,  doesn’t 
polenta seem like overkill? I read an article that said the grits are actually better for 
you then polenta because the way grits are made are great and polenta is essentially 
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like... poolenta for your body when you ingest it, so why should I invest in it? 
 Who cares if southerners are right for first time in like 500 years, grits may 
be better for you, we get it, but you can’t have a California barbecue without polenta, 
you can’t. It’s a staple, and it’s important that people branch out, it’s important that 
people try something new So, I need polenta, some Arnold Palmer, and sunglasses, 
and then it’s a motherfucking party!
 I could, you’re right, just get something else, but I just want everything to 
be perfect, because everything has been the same for so long, you know, and I’m 
over it. Please, for God’s sake, if you hand over the polenta you could be president, 
madam president, because the world can change. You could be changing the world. 
And not, like, to imply that the world revolves around me, but its revolving around 
something, and yet it feels like it’s not evolving at all. You can eat polenta any other 
day of the week, why do you have to choose today? Today of all days. Why?! Give me 
the polenta! Give me the polenta! Give me the polenta! Give me the polenta! Give 
me the polenta! God damn it! GIVE ME THE POLENTA!!!
 I need the polenta, ma’am. Because I can’t say words like I like him, not 
to him, because the words that would come back would be sent worlds away from 
where I need them to go. Like, if I were Jupiter, because I’m big, and noble, and 
gassy, he would shoot right past me and hit a galaxy so far away science wouldn’t be 
able to comprehend it and it would retire, and he’s a scientist.
 This, tonight, the polenta, you, would be like the butterfly effect, like you 
would be that beautiful little butterfly that flaps its wings to cause a gust of wind to 
cause of tornado to cause a swell to cause a tsunami to cause a vibration to cause an 
earthquake. The earthquake that shakes the world awake, that shakes the world into 
place, you know? People can stop crying, dying, and buying useless shit, and lying. 
People can sit around a dinner table to eat polenta and meet again like he knew all 
along. 
 So would you please just give me the polenta!
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Sierra
Geneva Hill

Norman Transcript

October 22, 2013

Police investigate teen’s death

The body of a 17-year-old Norman student who was reported 
as a runaway Saturday was found Monday evening in the 500 
block of 36th Avenue NW.
A Norman police spokesman said officers are investigating but 
said suicide was the most likely cause of death.

When I awoke that October morning, with swollen eyes and a tight throat, 
to the smell of pumpkin waffles and the shuffle of pots and pans in the kitchen, 
it immediately became apparent that everything was wrong. It was a Tuesday 
morning, and my mom was busy in the kitchen an hour after she was supposed to 
have left for work. The overwhelming smell of pumpkin waffles, which used to smell 
like comfort and home, felt sickly sweet and wrong in my nostrils. The night before 
indeed had happened. The last time my mom had made. pumpkin waffles was the 
morning after my grandfather died.

I later found out that she had tried to hide the newspaper from me that 
morning after the news broke– stealthily plucking it from the driveway under the 
fleeting cover of darkness just before dawn, folding it up delicately and sandwiching 
it between last week’s news and a old yellowbook in the garage’s recycling bin. I 
wouldn’t find it until the week after, pulling it out and crying as I read the short 
article back and forth and back and forth again until the letters no longer resembled 
words.

Sierra arrived to my high school in the ninth grade, a gangly 14 year-
old, all freckles, red hair, and a gap-toothed smile. She reminded me of Pippi 
Longstocking. She came to Norman, Oklahoma from a tiny town in the panhandle 
called Guymon, full of fields, cows, and not much else. She was nervous that first 



  86

day in the lunchroom, grasping a tray in trembling hands, her wide green eyes 
scanning the sea of unfamiliar faces, looking for a flicker of a smile, a friendly face, 
anything. That’s when I saw her, frozen like a deer in headlights, her firetruck-red 
hair a beacon surrounded by grey. We locked eyes from across the room and both 
smiled. She headed over to our table that was full with the exception of one open 
chair. It seemed as if it was meant to be.

In a few short weeks, she became inseparable from my friend group. Sierra, 
my best friend Sara, and I instantly bonded, as if we had been super glued together. 
Of course we had other friends– Avery and Kennedy– but everybody knew that 
the three of us would always be the closest, bonded by secrets whispered under 
blankets and summer nights spent lying in the cold grass, laughing at nothing and 
everything. I was close to Avery and Kennedy, but not in the way I felt with Sara 
and Sierra. We conquered freshman year by each other’s sides, and moved onto 
sophomore year with ease, grateful to no longer be on the bottom of the heap.

Sierra instantly became well-liked at Norman High, due to her easy ability 
to become friends with anyone she met, which soon came to make Sara secretly 
jealous. Sierra would start up a conversation with a stranger in the lunch line, in 
the hallway, anywhere, and after only a few minutes would make plans to hang out 
later that day. She had a natural ability to make you feel warm and loved: important 
to both her and the world. She was kind in an unusual and all-encompassing sort 
of way. 

Sara was, in high-school terms, simply cool. She exuded a sort of easy, 
carefully fabricated confidence that I spent so much time desperately trying to 
replicate, terrified that people would figure out that I wasn’t like her. I spent all of 
middle school and those first two and a half years of high school glued to her side, 
hoping that her effortless ability to talk to people, to flirt, to not care about anything, 
would somehow rub off on me. Sara had something about her that made you drawn 
to her– a magical ability to make you strive to earn her affection, to make you do 
anything for her to like you. Sara liked me, so I felt as if I’d been chosen, special, 
better than the rest.

I was always jealous of the times that Sara and Sierra spent without me. If I 
discovered that they had spent time alone, it felt deeply personal, like a slap in the 
face. We all were fiercely possessive of Sara, wanting nothing more than to be the 
sole recipient of her affection, as if her love was worth more than anything in the 
world. In my times of doubt of her approval, Sara assured me that she “liked me 
best,” I was her “best friend,” I was “special.” I believed her, even despite her growing 
flow of cruel words towards me, leading me to possess a quiet and shameful sense of 
superiority over Sierra, Kennedy, and Avery. I would repeat her words over and over 
again in my head at night, attempting to convince myself. I’m special, I’m her best 
friend. Her only best friend. I would later find out that she had always told the others 
the same: identical promises made alone under the wash of her bedroom’s red string 
lights. “You’re my favorite,” she would whisper in their ears. “I promise.” 

Sara constantly made fun of me when I did anything that she deemed “less 
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than cool.” Everyday, it was something new– the shoes I was wearing, the way I 
agreed too much with her, reading a book. But I took it, never standing up for myself, 
making myself such an easy target. Desperate to please her, Avery and Kennedy 
would join in on the teasing, but Sierra never did. She would sit there, stony faced 
and silent, always looking as if she were just about to say something. But even as 
kind as Sierra was, none of us were ever brave enough to stand up to Sara, and she 
was no exception.

That October of our junior year, winter in Oklahoma came earlier than 
expected. The dark reds of fall shriveled and transformed overnight into muddy 
browns, leaves detaching from their branches where they were left to crunch and 
decay underfoot. It carried a bone-chilling wind that cut through thin sweatshirts, 
necessitating trips to the back of the closet to retrieve last year’s winter coat, and 
shrouded Norman in a heavy and pervasive grey that seeped into the core of the 
town. 

Saturday, October 19th, 2013 was an unusually cold and bitter day for mid-
October. Looking back now, it seems as if the world had known of Sierra’s fate, as 
if it were preparing itself for her impending loss. But at the time, we shrugged off 
the sudden change, swapping our shorts for jeans, and digging out our forgotten 
mittens from storage.

 I had briefly seen Sierra just the previous day during lunch. She had seemed 
slightly off, strangely quiet and distant, but I didn’t think anything of it, as I was in a 
hurry to get to a study group. I finished my sandwich in a few bites and rushed off. 
I forgot to say goodbye.

Saturday, October 19th, 2013
6:04 PM
Sara drops Sierra off to start her 6 PM shift at the Sooner Fashion Mall, an outdated 
shopping center that had been taken over in recent years by a slew of middle 
schoolers in Aeropostale shirts. They get into a small fight on the way to the mall: 
Sara was late in picking her up, again, and Sierra was worried about losing her job. 
Sierra reminds her to pick her up at 10. 

6:06 PM
Sierra arrives at work– late –as her co-worker will tell the police when they file the 
missing person report the next day. She will tell them that Sierra looked “upset,” but 
thought it was “better not to pry.” 

Sierra
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8:10 PM
Sara picks me up from my house, pulling up to my driveway in her rusted silver 
Camry. We’re headed to a party, but if you asked my mother, she’d say we were going 
to a sleepover at my friend Olivia’s house. I’m wearing a skimpy lace tank top under 
my bulky Stanford sweatshirt that I peel off as soon as my house is out of sight in 
the rearview mirror. My blood pounds in my ears as I try to keep cool; I’ve never 
been to a party before. I once snuck a couple shots of rum from my mom’s liquor 
cabinet with Sara that past July, and we both pretended to be much drunker than we 
were, stumbling around my bedroom, giggling at everything, but I’ve never been to 
a party. 
 There were going to be older boys there, college boys, Sara had told me 
excitedly two nights before, and even though my stomach had tightened at the 
prospect, I had reluctantly agreed to go. The lie to my mom had proved to be much 
easier than I thought it would, it simply slid out effortlessly over dinner the previous 
night. She had smiled. “Olivia’s? Sure!”

8:47 PM
Sierra places two calls on her cell phone from the mall: one to her on-again, off-again 
boyfriend, and one to Sara. Neither pick up the phone. She doesn’t leave a message.

Sara’s phone buzzes six times. We don’t hear it over the music, a loud 
screeching of heavy metal, music I’d never listen to, but that I’m pretending to enjoy. 
I feel so small and freshly sixteen in my lacy pink shirt and starch white converse– 
everyone around us is wearing short skirts and combat boots, band t-shirts, and 
ripped jeans. It seems as if all eyes are on me, as if they can all tell that I don’t belong 
here. My face burns red-hot under a thick layer of makeup that I think makes me 
look older, cooler. Can they tell?

I’m sitting uncomfortably on a ratty couch next to a boy I have a small crush 
on: the type of crush that only a 16 year-old who’s never been kissed can have. His 
hair is long– down to his shoulders, and he wears a permanent lazy smirk on his 
face. Across the room, Sara sits perched on the lap of a 20 year-old boy with a beer 
in hand, and throws her head back laughing at a joke that I’m sure wasn’t as funny 
as she made him think it was. He has his hand on her waist. 

9:05 PM 
Sierra leaves her job at Claire’s early, exiting out the back door and making her way 
in the dark to the forest that lines the edge of the surrounding suburbia. She turns off 
her phone.

Crush boy pulls out a joint from his pocket and lights it up all in one quick 
motion, running his fingers through his hair. He inhales deeply and exhales the 
smoke in my face, laughing at my involuntary aversion. “Want some?” he asks me 
with his signature smirk. I hesitate for a second– I’ve never smoked before, but I 
don’t want him to know, so I take it from his hand in an attempt to be bold and 
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carefree. I inhale, the acrid smoke filling my lungs. Immediately, I start coughing, 
and double over on the couch, tears streaming down my face. Laughing, he hands 
me a lukewarm Bud Light to soothe my throat. I try not to make a face as I drink it. 
Cool girls like beer.

9:15 PM
In the cover of the trees, Sierra pulls out a bottle of sleeping pills stolen from her 
mother’s medicine cabinet. 

I drink the rest of the beer Crush boy offered me and I start to feel bubbly 
and less anxious. I scoot closer to him on the couch. Sara’s always telling me to let 
loose, relax, be cool so I try to do just that, attempting to imitate the effortless toss of 
her hair and flirty smile. Crush boy smiles back.

9:30 PM
Sierra takes 11 of the small white pills, letting the rest fall to the ground with the bottle. 

Crush boy pulls me closer to him on the couch, a hand placed on the small 
of my back. 
“Wanna go for a walk?” he breathes in my ear. My heart flutters in my chest. 

Sierra stumbles through the trees, disoriented, falling down onto her knees, scraping 
her hands on the brambles.

Crush boy takes my hand and leads me outside onto the back porch. Nobody is out 
here– the pounding beats and screams from the party dampen as he shuts the door 
behind us with steady hands. My stomach tenses up into a tight knot– I’ve never 
been alone with a boy like this before. 

Sierra falls down the incline towards the creek bed at the bottom of the ravine. 

Crush boy moves in closer to me on the porch, eyes glazed over, like an animal 
stalking its prey. He takes my head in his rough hands and kisses me, hard, tasting 
like weed and whiskey and cigarette smoke. My heart pounds in my ears, screaming 
at me to get away, to go back inside, as his stubble scratches my neck like sandpaper. 
His hand toys at the waistband of my jeans.

Sierra vomits up the contents of her stomach.

We are moving too fast, much too fast, but I can’t speak, frozen in place, back pressed 
hard into the rough bricks of the house. I tell him to stop, slow down, or at least I try, 
but the sound that emerges from my mouth is nothing but a faint squeak, a whisper. 
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The autopsy will say that Sierra has a seizure after vomiting, on her back in the ravine, 
head tilted up towards the stars. 

Suddenly, in one quick movement that surprises me, I push his heavy body off me 
and run back inside, slamming the screen door in my wake. 

Sierra stops breathing. 

Crush boy’s voice calls to me me from outside, while I frantically begin to search for 
Sara. I find her after a few minutes, making out with the 20 year-old on a couch. I try 
not to make a scene while biting back tears. “Can we go?” I hiss. Slightly tipsy, she 
doesn’t notice I’m upset, and protests for a few minutes, but ultimately gives in when 
I remind her that she has to pick up Sierra at 10. In the silence of the car, she pulls 
out her phone and sees the missed call from Sierra at 8:47. She calls her back, but 
the phone goes straight to voicemail. Shrugging, she throws it in the center console.

10:05 PM
We pull into the mall parking lot, now sparsely populated, as most of the 

employees have left for the night. Sara tries calling Sierra again. We see her coworker 
walking out the back door of the mall, lighting a cigarette, cupping her hands to 
shield the flame from the October wind.

“Sierra still in there?” Sara yells out.
“She left ‘bout an hour ago hon’!” she throws back, shaking her head.
We both assume that someone else picked her up, that she’d been mad from 

earlier and called another friend, so we don’t worry. We go to Sonic to get tater tots.

The call from Sierra’s mom came at 9:35 AM, waking me and Sara up from 
a deep sleep. Sara picked up on the fourth ring, answering with a groggy “Hello?”

I was laying on the other side of the bed, still in the process of waking up, 
but I could hear Sierra’s mom’s voice loud and clear over the phone. She sounded 
frantic.

“Can I talk to Sierra? I’ve been trying to call her since last night but her 
phone’s dead. Is she mad at me? Let me talk to her!” Sara sat up in bed, wiping the 
sleep from her eyes. That’s when we looked at each other, when we both knew that 
something was terribly wrong. Sara danced around the subject before admitting to 
her mom that Sierra wasn’t with us, that we didn’t know where she was. Her voice 
became shrill and muffled by the phone’s static, so I could no longer distinguish 
individual words. A fog of foreboding began to spread across my body, turning my 
mouth dry, a pit beginning to form in my stomach. Where was Sierra? Why hadn’t 
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we been worried the night before? 
I don’t remember how many times we called her phone that morning. At a 

certain point it became a routine: Dial. Voicemail. Dial. Voicemail. Still, with each 
call, I expected her to pick up the phone, her familiar voice ringing out over the line. 
Every time I was disappointed.

This wasn’t like her. Sierra had disappeared before, for a few hours at a time, 
or maybe even for a full night once, forgetting a charger for her phone or accidentally 
leaving it behind, but never for three days without any updates to the people that 
she was closest to. She was forgetful, but not negligent. She was always going off on 
“adventures” of sorts, with some stranger she’d met that day, or driving to the lake 
on a whim, but there would always be a call or text to us no more than a few hours 
later. We’d answer the phone on the first ring with relief, and her comforting laugh 
would twinkle through the phone: “You’ll never guess where I am!” But this time, 
our phones were painfully silent. 

Even when we stressed this to the police, when we insisted that something 
was deeply, profoundly wrong with the nature of her disappearance, they didn’t 
seem concerned. They told us not to worry. They gently reassured us, panic stricken 
16 year-olds, that she had probably run away from home. They called it “typical” for 
a girl her age. They stamped “runaway” on her papers.

My prickling worry had increased to a full blown panic that grew with every 
minute she wasn’t found. I was suffocating slowly, imaginary fingers tightening on 
my windpipe as time continued to slip through my grasp. Seconds turned into 
minutes, then to hours, then to days. 

Her mother probed the four of us incessantly with questions about her 
daughter’s whereabouts over those three long days, hoping desperately that one of 
us knew something. She begged for us to tell her anything, all of us wishing secretly 
that one of us was lying to her, hoping that Sierra would emerge fresh and unharmed 
from a secret hiding place, and flash us her gap-toothed smile. Sometimes, I think 
she blamed Sara and me for that night. If we’d more vigilant, paid more attention, 
been better friends, maybe her daughter would still be alive. Sometimes, on bad 
days, I think that too.

Sierra had been missing for a full 68 hours when we got the call that confirmed 
our biggest fear. It confirmed what we had been afraid to say out loud, afraid to even 
acknowledge the possibility of. The scream that followed was something I didn’t 
know I had within me, almost as if it had been waiting my whole life to escape at the 
proper moment, sitting dormant in my throat, plotting for years. Like a swarm of 
frenzied insects, a warbled cry that tumbled from my mouth all at once. I yelled for 
my mom, who was busy downstairs in the kitchen, cleaning up dinner.  

The four of us: me, Sara, Kennedy, and Avery, despite our parents wishes, 
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drove over to the crime scene, my mom forced to drive my car for me because I was 
shaking too hard. We arrived at the scene just as news crews were showing up, men 
and women carrying massive cameras jumping out of vans, and rushing towards the 
forest. A line of burly police blocked our path.

Body found. Teenage girl. All we know. Step back. Step back! 
Strangers drew from all over town to the flashing lights and sirens along the 

forest, hungry for tragedy that was not their own. Their curious eyes probed and 
assessed us, as they milled around the edge of the scene, not daring to get too close, 
as if disaster were contagious. They whispered to each other, a cacophony of hushed 
voices that carried through the night. 

It can’t be her. It’s not her. It can’t be. The four of us echoed Sierra’s mother’s 
screams of denial, holding and reassuring each other, repeating the words, trying to 
convince ourselves: “It’s not her it’s not her it’s not her it’s not her.” 

I knew it was Sierra. I knew in the way the growing pit in my stomach was 
spreading like poison across every inch of my body. I saw it etched in the faces of the 
police who were attempting to hide it from us. I felt it in the way the October wind 
sliced through my thin sweater; sharp like a kitchen knife twisted into my back.

I thought I had seen pain before I saw a mother lose their child. Sierra’s 
mom crumpled into herself when we got the confirmation, like a deflated balloon, 
heaving up and down. She howled into the night, sounding as if she was choking 
on her own lungs, drowning on land. In a way, we all had known it was her from 
the second we knew a body had been found. Still, nothing had prepared us for the 
final blow, the weight of it all hitting us in the chest; snatching away our oxygen and 
replacing it with shards of glass. That October night, we huddled together around 
a broken mother, four grief-stricken children, becoming adults under the wash of 
flashing blue lights and the wails of sirens, too close, much too close to home. 

Sierra never told us she was depressed. Or at least, not in so many words. One 
night the summer before, at a weekly sleepover, we realized that Sierra had vanished. 
After spending 15 minutes looking for her, in the basement, the backyard, upstairs, 
we finally found her laying on her back in Sara’s front yard, staring unblinking at the 
stars. She looked washed out and feeble under the moonlight, arms and legs splayed 
out as if she were a small child making a snow angel in the grass. She didn’t notice 
us until we called out to her, but still, she didn’t move. Almost absentmindedly, she 
said, “I just needed to be out here alone for a bit.” The others didn’t seem to think 
anything was off with her, Sara even laughed, but Sierra seemed different to me that 
night, disconnected, distant. After a minute, she got up from the grass and smiled, 
the effect not reaching her eyes. Later, when we were finally alone, I asked her if 
everything was okay. “Of course it is!” She replied with her usual gap-toothed smile. 
“Why wouldn’t it be?” I didn’t know the answer.
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I only saw her body once, a few hours before her funeral. The four of us: 
Kennedy, Avery, Sara, and I, along with Sierra’s mother, were granted access into a 
viewing room before the service, to have some time alone with her to say our final 
goodbyes. I stepped into the room– Pepto-Bismol pink with a shiny white coffin 
open in the middle of the floor like a beacon. The walls seemed to pulse and throb 
around me, the sickly sweet smell of death drowned in perfume filling my nostrils. 
I desperately tried to convince myself that it wouldn’t be her, that the whole ordeal 
had been some sort of misunderstanding. 

 But as I stepped closer to the coffin, the tip of a pale freckled nose started 
to emerge over the side of the box. The edges of my vision began to go black and 
fuzzy, a rush of heat overtaking my body followed by a deep chill. It can’t be her. It’s 
not her. But as I edged closer, Sierra’s face came into view, puffy and washed out, her 
red hair slicked back and pinned into place with two baby-blue bows, giving her the 
appearance of an overgrown 10 year-old. She didn’t look as if she could be sleeping, 
as they always say in movies. She looked grotesque, her skin yellowed and stretched 
out. I stumbled and felt as if I was going to be sick. I pushed open the door and ran 
out, and began dry heaving in the hallway, hands on my knees. The funeral home 
employees all looked at me with a mixture of pity and disgust.

I slid down the wall, bringing my knees up to my chest, my heartbeat in my 
ears drowning out the muffled sobs leaking out of the room. Thump. Thump. Thump. 
For what seemed like hours, I sat on the cold linoleum floor, waiting. Everything 
seemed far away, barren, foreign, like I was watching a channel that I couldn’t 
change, the TV frozen on a horrible scene. Nobody came out to check on me. 

After the viewing, my friends all said that they could feel her presence in 
the room with them, that they had felt Sierra’s spirit watching over us all of us. I had 
felt nothing other than the stifling air of the room around us, but I lied and said I 
felt her too. That’s when I knew she was truly gone. Up until that point, I hadn’t fully 
accepted the bitter reality, the permanence of it all, that I would never see her again. 
My Sierra had left us for good, leaving nothing behind but a bloated shell of a body 
and questions that had no answers. 

After the funeral, I became closed off, my grades dropping in every class 
I was taking. I was quiet about this, beginning to skip school and isolating myself, 
refusing to talk about Sierra even with the people I was closest to. Dynamics began 
to change among our friends in the months following; Sierra’s death tore some of 
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us apart and brought others together. She had been the glue that held us together as 
one, and without her, we were unsure how we fit as a group, as friends, as people. I 
started to become closer to Avery and Kennedy as we began to shut Sara out, slowly 
coming to realize how she had manipulated us all, her magic wearing off. Hardened 
by the ordeal, I could no longer take her constant degradation, and we began to see 
her for who she was: an insecure bully. Our friend group splintered off in different 
directions, Kennedy finding solace in Orchestra, Sara transferring schools, and 
Avery and I becoming each other’s closest friend, realizing that it was only Sara that 
had kept us apart for years.

On a recent break home from college, I visited Avery at her school in Dallas, 
and while talking over coffee, Sierra’s name was mentioned. I don’t remember how it 
came up, maybe laughing over a memory we had shared with her in high school, but 
a heavy silence came over us once we realized what we were talking about. Unsure 
of how to proceed, I began to open my mouth to speak, but Avery got there first. 

“I miss her,” she said, all in one breath. 
“I miss her too,” I said, taking her hand.
Avery paused, and then smiled. “Remember that time Sierra laughed so 

hard milk came out her nose?” she asked through laughs. And then suddenly, we 
were speaking about Sierra openly for the first time in years, laughing together, 
sharing stories and memories of her. And I know that’s how she would have wanted 
to be remembered, over warm conversation between two best friends who had loved 
her more than she knew. Sierra may be gone, but she is everywhere.
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sun traces veiny swirls on the asshide of closed eyes. lost souls rush 
through gilded days. bubbles up through beer melt into frozen 
foam. chalky kids write elegies onto sidewalks in the ink from well-
scraped skin. raspberries break apart on open lips. virgins squeeze 
their knees stealthily in smoky backseats. they make love sweat heat. 
every stop and start is a little defeat. summer in the park. darkgrey 
sharpskin uncaged into blackeyed nights and teeth of white like 
broken bars. ribs are just wet mens’ elephant tusks. fingers are just 
dry womens’ scorpio pincers itching to pinch the stars like stolen 
diamonds. the mystics call this cheating fate. burning the test and 
bubbling drunkenly on the grave of a standardized god. this is 
how the self is found, this is how the soul is lost. in the fire. in the 
numb fingers that sift through ashes for bits of skull. in the skull 
that shatters to settle land disputes between devils in dealership 
suits. in those brought to court to choke on rented justice. those 
who stripsearch blacks to find mythical maps in their veins and 
guts and spilled out hearts. in stacked stanzas that rise quickly to 
suicidal heights. in the blueskinned hawkeye officer who shoots to 
see a sliver of symmetrical bars, white, unbroken, revealing a cage: 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I 
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sun traces veiny swirls on the asshide of closed eyes. lost souls rush 
through gilded days. bubbles up through beer melt into frozen 
foam. chalky kids write elegies onto sidewalks in the ink from well-
scraped skin. raspberries break apart on open lips. virgins squeeze 
their knees stealthily in smoky backseats. they make love sweat heat. 
every stop and start is a little defeat. summer in the park. darkgrey 
sharpskin uncaged into blackeyed nights and teeth of white like 
broken bars. ribs are just wet mens’ elephant tusks. fingers are just 
dry womens’ scorpio pincers itching to pinch the stars like stolen 
diamonds. the mystics call this cheating fate. burning the test and 
bubbling drunkenly on the grave of a standardized god. this is 
how the self is found, this is how the soul is lost. in the fire. in the 
numb fingers that sift through ashes for bits of skull. in the skull 
that shatters to settle land disputes between devils in dealership 
suits. in those brought to court to choke on rented justice. those 
who stripsearch blacks to find mythical maps in their veins and 
guts and spilled out hearts. in stacked stanzas that rise quickly to 
suicidal heights. in the blueskinned hawkeye officer who shoots to 
see a sliver of symmetrical bars, white, unbroken, revealing a cage: 
I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I 
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Miguel is crying. It isn’t the first time.
“I can’t escape,” he moans. “The walls of the exam room are closing in on 

me, with their skeletal diagrams of the foot bones and their informational posters 
about fungus, so I throw open the door, but the office hallway is full of tan male 
nurses in mint green scrubs, carrying metal trays with all different sizes of toenail 
clippers or guiding barefoot grandmothers into orthotic fitting machines, and I try 
to scream but I’m suddenly engulfed in a cloud of Dr. Scholl’s Original Foot Powder, 
and there is nowhere to hide, no one to call, just me and my feet and the handsome 
nurses and their old lady friends and their feet and oh God oh God oh God.”
 A collective shudder runs through the room. We’ve all had this dream in one 
form or another—the podiatrist’s office. I haven’t been haunted by this particular 
night terror since my first year of AA meetings, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t 
feel beads of sweat forming at my temples and the fine hair on the back of my neck 
prickling into goosepimples. 
 “And what did you do, Miguel, when you awoke from this dream?” Raymond 
asks. “Did you call your sponsor?”
 Miguel isn’t with us, his sweet baby face pale and splotchy, his eyes transfixed 
by some night apparition that has followed him into our sanctuary circle of folding 
chairs, a demon only he can see. We all understand, though. We have our own 
phantoms hovering over our shoulders or expanding inside of our ill-fitting socks. 
 “Nah, he didn’t,” I answer. I know this because I, in fact, am Miguel’s sponsor. 
This is the first I’m hearing of his relapse. Miguel hasn’t called me in weeks, actually, 
and I’m secretly relieved to hear that it’s because he’s having a personal podal crisis 
and not because he’s not into me anymore. I know you’re probably wondering if 
it’s against AA code for sponsors to be intimate with their sponsored parties. It 
technically is, which is why I haven’t been able to talk to anyone about the anguish 
I’ve been feeling as I’ve laid awake each night staring at my cellphone, waiting for the 
message from Miguel that never comes.
 To be honest, I’m not sure how much Autopodimutilators Anonymous 
has really helped me. It’s a twelve grab program, and I’m on grab eight: making 
reparations to all who my illness have harmed. It used to be a twelve step program, 
but the ambulatory reference was so triggering to the intended clientele base 
of podophobes that the pilot program was a flop. Delving into the depths of the 
externalities of my unhealthy relationship with my feet has been a much longer 
process than I expected. I miss the days when my treatment was all mindfulness 
meditation and vision boards. The last time I’d seen him, Miguel had brought his 
newest vision board to our coffee date at Tim Hortons. We had spent the bleak 
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December morning in Madam Tussauds. I used to find this kind of exposure therapy 
helpful, too, but now I just go for Miguel’s benefit. The wax figures do have feet, but 
the feet are made of wax, not flesh, so they can’t hurt us. I like taking Miguel to 
Madam Tussauds because of the tingling I get from head to ankle when his fingers 
intertwine with mine, my touch emboldening him to lower his timid gaze to Lionel 
Messi’s cleat suspended in a game-winning kick. 
 “I don’t know, Mark,” Miguel said to me, steam rising from his paper cup 
and creating a drop of condensation on the tip of his pink nose. I wanted to lick 
it off. “I feel like I’m in a really good place right now. Like, just look at my newest 
vision board. It’s showing ambition that my autopodophobia hasn’t let me feel in 
years.”
 Miguel’s vision board made my stomach flip the way that it often did 
when confronted with Miguel’s earnest stupidity. It simultaneously disgusted and 
entranced me. Miguel’s vision board was a collage of magazine cut-outs glued to red 
construction paper. Block letters spelling out “BELIEVE” were superimposed on a 
background of reptiles and roller derby girls. 
 “What the hell is this?” I asked. 
 “I think I want to travel Australia taming tetrapod vertebrates,” he said 
bashfully. I wondered if he, too, had spent the previous Thursday night watching a 
marathon of Crocodile Hunter re-runs. “That, or join a roller derby league.”
 “Miguel, honey,” I sighed, reaching across the table to place a reassuring 
hand on his wrist, “you can’t do either of those things. You would need feet.”
 His hopeful smile crumbled into the same expression of resigned 
disappointment that I’d seen when I explained to him, at various moments over the 
course of our two-year relationship, that he could not be a door-to-door salesman, 
a grape-stomper, or an anklet model. These are universal human aspirations that, 
as autopodimutilators, our condition cruelly denies us. Three quarters of Miguel’s 
right foot were still intact at that point, a blessing and a curse. Miguel could do a 
great many things that I, having no flesh left below my ankles, could never do, such 
as engage in tibial rotation or wear a shoe. On the other hand, he still had part of a 
foot following him everywhere he went, which is objectively horrible.
 Today, in our AA meeting, Miguel isn’t wearing his one shoe. Instead, a 
white swath of gauze protrudes from the bottom of his right pant-leg, revealing the 
truth that he is too ashamed to say: he has again succumbed to the temptation of 
autopodimutilation, overcome by the fear of his own feet, and has sawed off what 
remained of the limb using, as we all do, a pizza slicer. Though no one is willing to 
say it aloud, because it goes against all the principles of recovery, there is a palpable 
sense of relief at there being three-quarters less of a foot in the room than there 
used to be. The only feet left belong to Raymond, who managed to treat his disorder 
after removing only his pinky toes. Raymond thinks of himself as a very relatable 
therapist due to his personal knowledge of our condition, but, needless to say, we all 
distrust him because of his obvious conflict of interest in the ongoing battle between 
us and feet, possessing feet himself.

Leah Bishop
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 “Mark, let’s hold space for Miguel to share his story,” Raymond says. “Miguel, 
what happened when you woke up? Did you call your sponsor?”
 Finally, Miguel looks up in my direction. He won’t meet my eyes. 
 “No,” he says, “I didn’t.”
 “Miguel, what happened when you woke up?” Raymond is a broken record. 
 Miguel gestures at his gauze-swaddled stump.
 “I need you to say it,” Raymond says.
 “I… I don’t want to,” Miguel says.
 “I need you to,” Raymond says.
 “I can’t,” Miguel says.
 “I cut off…” Raymond prods.
 “I cut off…” Miguel echoes.
 “…my own…” Raymond prods.
 “…my own…” Miguel echoes.
 I tune out. As much as I like seeing Miguel’s childish chagrin, as much 
as it turns me on, Raymond’s behavior today feels particularly cruel. On the 
bleak wall facing me, Raymond has hung a print of Julia of Corsica, patron saint 
of foot pathologies. I should be asking her to grant Miguel strength in his battle, 
but instead I am daydreaming about the time that he and I spent a week in bed 
together watching The Muppets and eating matzo ball soup when he had the flu. The 
Muppets is a fantastic T.V. show, because puppets are only filmed from the waist up. 
In fact, I think puppets only exist from the waist up. When I tune back in, the group 
is reciting the closing prayer. I join.
 “God, grant me the serenity to accept the feet I do not have, the courage to 
face the feet that still exist, and the wisdom to know the difference.”
 Our group files up the stairs of the church basement and out into the January 
night. Raymond is the first out, obviously, since he is the best walker, and Miguel is 
the last, fumbling with his crutches and newfound lightness. I wait for him on the 
sidewalk below a glowing streetlamp. The city is so sinister at this hour, flocks of 
bundled bodies rushing by on their terrible appendages. Miguel hobbles up to me 
sheepishly. His crutch slides on a small nugget of dog shit, and I catch him before he 
crashes to the concrete. I keep holding him, even when it is clear to both of us that 
he is safe. No harm will come to him. I whisper this into the balding patch on the 
crown of his head. 
 “Sorry I didn’t call my sponsor,” he whispers back.
 “It’s okay, honey,” I say. 
 “Sorry I cut off the rest of my…” he trails off.
 “It’s okay, honey,” I say.
 “Do you ever wish we could just be Muppets?” he asks.
 “You’ll always be a Muppet to me,” I say.

Autopodimutilators Anonymous
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is my body too     or so I’ve determined     tense hands     thin legs     small and filled     
with foreign objects in hopes     of improvement     Judy Garland was shorter than me     
by three and a half inches     and they called her fat and hopeless     and wrapped her 
up in corsets     and she danced until     her bones snapped in half     until there was 
no body left     to dance     she loved men who wouldn’t     love her back    this was 
no accident     Judy Garland’s breath smelled     of paraldehyde     and her eyes never 
blinked     her mother and the studio     insisted upon two abortions     and yet Judy 
kept sticking inside     of this body     this body     she wanted out of     so badly     and 
now I think     she is here in mine     in my hands     and my eyes     and my mouth     
still moving her feet     hello Judy Garland      I am     so sorry

Judy Garland’s Body
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I am the Starbelly Boy.
For me is the way made clear,
For me are the palm fronds raised.

I am the Starbelly Boy
I understand that you are human
And in my magnanimity will even acknowledge as much.

I am the Starbelly Boy
And I know the tools, the correct opinions
I can name drop ‘em, what flavor?

The aggressively academic?
    Anscombe   Butler

Or maybe the staunchly unincorporated
   Solanas    Barbara Smith

Even have some non-English ones on tap
   Nelken     Castellanos

I stand a little taller on top of them.

I am the Starbelly Boy, and I am good at notting
 I can not-vote for Donald Trump with the best of them
 Can not-use gendered slurs
 Can not-touch without asking
Just don’t ask for doing.  I not, I don’t do.

And should you call this into question,
I can break out a savory defense, I’ve been saving it you can tell,
“You don’t have to tell me,” a confidential smile, “I watch Broad City.”

I am the Starbelly Boy
And I will make the self-effacing joke

Starbelly Boy
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Will listen when you speak
Can even dress myself
And these will make me a plaster saint (so low is the bar set).

I am the Starbelly Boy
And I wield these like Don Juan or Casanova
--well, a little slack, it’s not about sex.  Seriously, it’s not.
It’s about the approval.  The attention.

I am the Starbelly Boy
And I thought if I stripped naked on this page and gave my pound of flesh
I could make performance into something inexpressibly real.
 Because despite everything, I do want it to be real.
But I fear that even this penance, this poem
Is itself well within the script.

I am the Starbelly Boy
I am different, I am special

I am the Starbelly Boy
Fall down and worship.
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One day I realized my identity is
relative, changing the way some 
people’s eyes look when they wear certain  
 
colors: lime, if they wear the skies, ocean
 if they wear the grass. But for me, the colors are white, 
brown, and everything in  
between. That day, in college, in Arkansas, light
spread itself like cream cheese on the bread  

of my legs. My feet crushed and halved    
pecan shells as I walked, and I saw an international    
student from Pakistan whose skin was three shades 
darker than mine, I suppose, to match the depth  
of his eyes. My free hand followed his gaze and I pulled 
my shorts down in vain. The first words he ever spoke to me:  

So, you were born in America, huh?  
I looked to the clear glass in my hand, coated in the ochre 
liquid of chai: Pakistani tea mixed with white 

milk, with remnants of sugar collecting at the 
bottom. Earlier this morning, assuming coffee, an American 
Boy pronounced: You’re such a basic white girl. In the pecan 
grove, the shadows of leaves danced on the Pakistani 
Boy’s skin. No, I said to the Pakistani. I was born 
in Pakistan. But hearing it changed everything. Deception
of tongue on my lips. An unstoppable 
mobilization, PAH like a backwards 
slap, a breath so small it could’ve been   
an afterthought, followed by a K(h) so casual  
it was curvy, and a slanted IS. Stop here, you can still fix  
it, but before I could the TAN rolled out like a long  
towel you spread out on the grass. This was not PAH-KISS-THAN, 
the PA(H) as pure as a child’s first sound, the KH sturdy 
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like a mountain’s foundation, the ISS as if   
coming from a snake sneaking up behind my shoulder, only to yield 
to THAN, the slam of a door on those who disregard
what it means to live as one but to be 
another, to practice one so much that you lose  
the other. My mother refuses to speak  

English because the sound of tongue on lips would reveal 
her truth, her origin. But I seem to have the opposite 
problem: no matter how much I wish for it 
to stay, the Urdu keeps slipping away. I look back 
down at the slumped pair of teabags, white 
coating the dark insides, the ochre stains shining 
clearly through the glass.
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Bird of New York
Peyton Coffman

Then there was the time she tried to get her life made into a television series 
but failed. She was living in Queens then, writing copy for a dying advertising 
agency and deejaying for clumsy teen parties on the weekend. Reality TV was in 
back then. Vlogging was in. The ordinary was in, so she jumped on the bandwagon. 
She called her old co-worker Linda, who had written some small plays, and they 
started working on a script together. They wrote a twenty minute pilot in which the 
camera followed her around as she demonstrated how fascinatingly normal she was, 
jogging along the East River, eating brunch, washing her delicates, that sort of thing. 
For the title sequence, they filmed her feeding the pigeons from her favorite bench 
in Central Park. The show was called “Just Phoebe.” They thought about filming 
her breaking up with her boyfriend, but she ended up doing that alone. They sent 
the script around for a few months and no networks were interested, so they edited 
a little bit, even added the footage they caught of her being mugged, but nobody 
wanted it then either. They got one letter saying it was too pedestrian; it had missed 
its time. Eventually they gave up. 

Phoebe moved on, moved back to Missouri for the winter. She waited tables 
at Bahama Breeze Island Grill. She waited tables at Olive Garden. She drove her 
mother to the hospital once a week and never flirted with the doctors, even though 
they were cute and rich and she wanted to. 

Phoebe’s mom caught her ogling one day. After her treatment, when they 
got back to the car, she playfully scolded Phoebe. “Remember what happened when 
you were screwing that orthodontist.” 

“Yeah, I remember,” Phoebe muttered. He had left her for an oncologist 
from his church. A thirty-five year old Oncologist. It still stung. 

Phoebe’s mom saw the shame on her daughter’s face and regretted the 
comment. “Oh, I’m so sorry sweetie,” she lifted her hand, placed it on Phoebe’s 
shoulder. “He was a gold-digging prick. It’s not your fault.”

Phoebe threw her weight backwards into the driver’s seat. “Yeah, except he 
was a successful adult and I worked at H&M, so you can’t really blame him.” 

“If that’s how you think about yourself, no wonder he left you. You are 
funny, smart, creative, beautiful. Have some confidence!”

“I’m almost twenty-six and I’m waiting tables, the same thing I was doing 
in tenth grade. Last week, I saw a girl from high school in Costco and I hid so that 
I didn’t have to talk to her, because then I would have to tell her that, hey, I’m a 
fucking loser that flirts with dads at Olive Garden for tips. Do you want me to be 
confident about that?” She started the car. 

“Phoebe, Phoebe.” Her mom shook her head. “I know you hate it here.”

Peyton Coffman
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“Never mind, Mom.” She lifted her back off the seat, turned her head to look 
out the rear window.  “I’m here for you. I’m not going back. I’m a waitress. It’s fine. 
It’s not a big deal. I felt like my soul was being sucked out of my body when I had an 
office job, too, so I’m used to it now.”

“But remember, you wanted a show! You should have a show.”
“Mom, I’m not ever going to have a TV show.” She backed the car out of its 

parking space. “And really, it’s okay. I’m just being dramatic. My life isn’t that bad.”
“But I shouldn’t be keeping you here,” her mom shook her head. “I shouldn’t 

be keeping you here like this.”

And then there was the time she moved back to the city with her mom. 
Phoebe never drove in New York, so they rode the subway to the hospital. On the 
first trip, her mom almost sat on a used diaper that was limply resting in the seat.

“This is a fucked-up city, Phoebe,” she said. “People here are strange. Do 
you ever write this stuff down? You should be writing this stuff down. This stuff is 
hilarious, granted you don’t sit in it. Start an internet glog! Normal people will think 
this stuff is hilarious.”

So then there was the time she started a blog about riding New York City 
public transportation. The wildly unordinary was fascinating, and the wildly 
unordinary lived on the subway. She would ride in the late nights and early 
mornings, when the beautiful bizarros of the city would crawl underground, and 
jot down the weird stuff that she saw—a man with two large dogs curled together 
into his tote bag, a woman dressed as Edgar Allen Poe in the front and a raven in 
the back, a man who had strapped a small crock pot to his head and would, from 
Astoria Boulevard to Lexington Avenue, periodically reach up with a ladle to collect 
some of the contents for tasting. The blog was nasty business, but people loved it. It 
collected hits by the tens of thousands so quickly that she felt as if she were spiraling 
into success, and she could hardly keep up with the other bloggers blogging about 
her blog, and the congratulatory emails, and the angry emails, and the ad revenue. 

They moved into a bigger, more modern apartment. It was too expensive, 
but they needed the space. She figured the blog was gaining enough popularity that 
she would be rich soon, next week or next month, but definitely before she was 
evicted. The new apartment was in the East Village above a bakery, and she could 
lean out her window and smell the fresh bread’s sweet scent mixed in with the dirt 
and the exhaust and the piss of the city.

Her mom stayed home most of the time. She slept a lot, and when she wasn’t 
sleeping, she was trying to get to know the neighbors. 

“Mom, this is New York City,” Phoebe said. “No one gives a shit about their 
neighbors.”

Bird of New York
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“You young people are so impersonal! I met a very nice man next door—
Adam. You two could be friends! He has a beautiful apartment, great decorating 
taste. And he said that when he was younger his uncle had cancer, too, and that if I 
ever need anything I should just swing by!”

Phoebe snorted. “He’s probably a murderer.”
Her mom gasped. “I didn’t raise you to be so rude! He’s a perfectly nice 

person, and you could learn from his example!”
“Yeah,” Phoebe rolled her eyes, “we’ll see.”

 And then there was the time Adam became her manager. He convinced 
Phoebe’s mom that Phoebe must have a manager if she wanted to make it. He also 
mentioned that he was absolutely willing, by the way, if she didn’t have anyone else 
in mind. Phoebe’s mom convinced Phoebe, and Adam come over the next morning 
to introduce himself. He brought gourmet chocolates that he had made himself. 

“I learned back in culinary school, but that doesn’t matter.” He set the sweets 
down and grabbed Phoebe’s hand. “I want you know that I am so happy to represent 
you, and that I already have so many ideas!” 

She nodded back at him.
He looked at Phoebe’s mom. “Oh, Marlene, isn’t this so exciting? Look at 

your daughter. I’m going to make her into a star! An internet star!”
Phoebe’s mom shook her head and smacked her hands together. “I can’t 

believe it!”
“Yeah,” said Phoebe. She was pretty sure that a blogger did not need a 

manager for any reason, but she couldn’t deny her mom this thrill. “So exciting.”

A few days later Adam stopped by with her itinerary for the week, which 
included a small speaking event and an interview for a popular zine. He told her he 
was working on getting her a slot on Ellen. A week later he told her that there was 
absolutely no way that he could get her a slot on Ellen, but maybe he could get her a 
slot on New York Views, which was the big apple’s most watched daytime local cable 
access talk show. He knew somebody whose SoulCycle instructor knew somebody 
who said one of the producers was a big fan of the blog. 

“Oh, and by the way,” his voice got higher, slower, more apologetic, “I may 
have suggested to your mom that smoking pot could ease some of her pain.”

“How is my mom going to get pot?”
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Adam paused, “Well that’s the thing.”

Then there was the time she had to go buy weed for her mother. Adam’s guy 
was apparently “the best” and “totally trustworthy”, but he didn’t deliver his product.

“It’s cheaper for you that way,” Adam had said. 
So she visited an apartment on the Upper West Side and met with Adam’s 

guy. He gave her an eighth for $50, and then convinced her to smoke some of it 
from his pipe—a hand-blown piece of glass he got in Portland, a whole spectrum of 
greens and golds swirling around inside. After a few hits it made her think of The 
Wizard of Oz, and of the long, long, golden path home, and of a sentinel rainbow 
guarding somewhere special, and of forests with nature angry and unreal, and fruit 
forbidden, and of Dorothy’s airy gingham dress, and of the sun shining off dew-
adorned poppies in some soft, mystic morning, and of that great, glinting emerald 
city that stood high and firm above it all, and promised so much, and harbored a 
sham.

She breathed out. Adam’s guy, she forgot his name, asserted again that it was 
good shit. She agreed. His apartment was small and smelled of eggs and hairspray. It 
made her uncomfortable. She told him thank you and goodbye and left. 

She took the subway home, where she found her mother impatiently waiting 
on the couch. 
 “You know, I’ve never been high before.” 

“First time for everything,” Phoebe replied. She handed her mom the bag.
Her mom held it up to the light, twisting it to inspect its contents. She 

brought it down to her face, opened it, and sniffed it. 
“Okay,” she said. “So how do I smoke this stuff?”
“You don’t have anything to smoke it with?” Phoebe asked.
“No, I thought you were getting me a bong or something.”
“Mom, I just bought you weed. There is no way I’m ever buying you a 

bong too. But lucky for you, I’m an experienced young woman, and I can solve this 
problem.”

She searched the kitchen for an apple, dug a tunnel through its center, poked 
a hole in its side, carved a crater into its top. Her mom accepted the finished pipe 
with admiration. 

Phoebe retired to the couch and wrote a blog post:

Woman on the L train got out a cutting board and started chopping onions. Lol. 
Shout out to all the hardworking ladies out there doing the most—even if that means 

you gotta start dinner before you even get home. I see u. 
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 When she looked up, her mother was sitting in her recliner, directly in front 
of the open window, blowing smoke into the city smog.

 “Adam, you’ve turned my mom into a stoner.” 
“She only comes over to smoke occasionally.” His voice came in fuzzy 

through the phone. 
“She smokes at your place too? She’s always smoking at ours. She’s smoking 

right now. She bought a bong shaped like a mushroom. It glows in the dark.”
 Adam sighed. “Look, Phoebe, I know this is hard for you, but why don’t 
you let your mom be comfortable? Why don’t you let her live out her final days in 
peace?”

“Actually,” Phoebe retorted, “my mom’s cancer is non-life-threatening, and 
she’s going to be perfectly fine. The issue is that I don’t think that she even hears the 
things I say to her, and I worry that she feels displaced. Here in New York, I mean. 
This is not the kind of life she comes from. She needs to adjust, she needs to get out 
there and do things, but she can’t if she’s pent up in the apartment trying to blow 
smoke rings.”

“Oh,” Adam muttered, “well, I have something that will make up for it!”
“Do you, Adam? Because my blog is losing attention, losing followers. I 

need to pay my mom’s hospital bills. I need to pay my rent. The blog sounded fun 
at first, but I have real responsibilities now. And do you know what my mom thinks 
about this situation? She thinks it’s totally cool and totally chill and that everything 
will work out. And can you guess why she thinks that? It’s because she’s smoked 
herself onto another planet—with weed that I’m buying with money that I don’t 
have.”

“Phoebe, honey, what you need is positive publicity, and I have just the 
thing.” 

“God, please. Go on.”
“Okay, well, lucky for you, there’s this guy from my food co-op that knows a 

guy whose roommate at NYU was Andy Samberg!”
When she didn’t respond, he yelled louder. “Andy! Samberg!”
“Oh, the guy from The Social Network? That’s cool, but how is that going to 

help me?”
Adam huffed. “No, that’s Jesse Eisenberg. I’m talking about Andy Samberg. 

Of Saturday Night Live. He’s single, he’s looking, and my co-op guy might be able to 
get his friend to set you two up. Might be able to. I can’t guarantee it yet. But it could 
happen. Andy Samberg could happen.”

Two days later, Phoebe’s phone buzzed with the news that Andy was interested 
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and that they had a date. Phoebe accepted the opportunity because her blog was in 
desperate need of attention, not because she wanted to date Andy Samberg. His 
celebrity unnerved her, made her feel like she was a completely different kind of 
person, maybe a different species. She thought about googling him to find out what 
his interests his were—if he had a hobby, if he liked dogs, if he had a favorite sports 
team—but figured it would be weird. She didn’t want to invade his privacy.

They were supposed to meet on a Thursday night at an Italian restaurant 
in Brooklyn, but when she got there, she couldn’t find him. She wondered if he had 
changed his hair, maybe for a movie or something. Maybe he was unrecognizable 
in such romantic lighting. She scanned the restaurant again, and then realized she 
had been awkwardly hovering at the entrance of the room for too long—there was a 
man staring at her. She accidentally made eye contact with him. He raised his right 
hand and waved it quickly. She was confused. He was not Andy Samberg. He was 
older, at least forty, and he was much skinner than she thought Andy was, and his 
hair was much longer and greasier.  He was looking at her expectantly. She glanced 
behind her at the door, and then back at him. He began to rise, and then paused in 
an inelegant half-crouch, not entirely loyal to the idea of standing all the way up, but 
not wanting to be overlooked. His right hand was still waving.

Phoebe spun around and headed for the ladies room. She locked herself in 
a stall. There was no way that man was Andy Samberg. Was there? She Googled him 
to make sure. She opened his Wikipedia page, studied the photo. No, she was sure 
the man in the restaurant was not David A. J. “Andy” Samberg (born August 18, 
1978). Maybe he thought she was someone else. Maybe Andy was late because he 
had been swarmed by paparazzi. Maybe she was at the wrong restaurant. 

She hobbled out of the bathroom, toward the hostess stand. A stack of 
menus read “Salsiccia.” It was the right restaurant. 

She caught the hostess’ attention. “Excuse me, I’m supposed to be meeting 
someone here. It’s um, it’s actually,” she lowered her voice, “it’s Andy Samberg? Is he 
seated somewhere…special?”

The hostess tilted her head and gave a sympathetic frown. “No, actually, I 
don’t believe we’ve seated an Andy Samberg. Are you sure that’s the name?”

“Yes, I’m positive.”
The hostess looked down at her podium. “No, I’m afraid we don’t have any 

reservations tonight under the name Samberg. But we have an empty table ready 
now. Would you like to be seated and wait there?”

“Phoebe!” The greasy man that was not Andy Samberg appeared at Phoebe’s 
side. 

“I’m sorry,” said Phoebe, “have we met? Are you a fan of my blog?”
He pulled on her arm. “Yes, I’m Matt. A friend of mine knows a friend of 

yours. I’ll explain. Come sit with me.”
“Is this your date?” asked the hostess.
Phoebe yanked her arm away. “No, this is not my date.” 
“Phoebe,” said Matt.
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“Sir,” said the hostess.
“Please,” said Matt. 
“No,” said Phoebe. She took a step back. “I don’t know you. This is strange.”
She took the subway home. On the way, she read the entirety of Andy 

Samberg’s Wikipedia page, which explained that he was married. Next to her, a 
dead-eyed teenager poured a carton of strawberry milk into a cereal box. He used 
his hand as a spoon. The milk soaked through the cardboard and dripped onto her 
heels. When he wasn’t looking, she took a picture and posted it:

Oats from the underground. I think this kid’s going through some existential 
shit.

She felt bad for him, though.

When she got back to her building, she stopped downstairs to collect her 
mail. She had a catalogue from Ulta, a bill from the hospital in Missouri, a water 
bill, a promotional flyer from a car dealership, a bill from the hospital in New York, 
a religious pamphlet asking her to go to attend United Methodist Church, and her 
rent bill. She flipped through the pile as she stomped up the stairs. Junk, bill, bill, 
junk, bill, junk, bill. She placed the bills in her right hand, the junk in her left. 

She knocked on the apartment door with her elbow. Her mother answered, 
red-eyed and cocooned inside a throw.

“Ooh, sweetie, how was the date?”
Phoebe stepped past her into the kitchen. “You mean my date with a random 

psychopath who, by the way, is not Andy Samberg, and who has probably been 
stalking me? Yeah, turns out I’m not into that kind of thing.” She threw her purse 
on the floor. “Too bad, I know. We could have made a stellar couple if I didn’t mind 
him clipping off my hair in the middle of the night and adding it to his shrine.” She 
leaned down and shoved the junk mail through the top of the trash can at the end of 
the counter. Its lid rocked back and forth as she stood and waved the pile of bills in 
front of her face. “And we have more bills! Or I have more bills.”

Phoebe’s mom stood still. “You mean it wasn’t Andy Samberg? Who was it?”
“I don’t know.” Phoebe walked forward into the living room and threw 

herself onto the couch. “Some crazy guy. Maybe ask your friend Adam—he’s the one 
who set it up.”

Her mother followed her into the room and rested on the arm of the couch. 
“Did Adam know? Was it a prank?”

Peyton Coffman



    117

Phoebe sighed. “No, Mom. I don’t think so. Or maybe it was, I don’t know. I 
don’t really care. My biggest problem, believe it or not, isn’t my date, but those.” She 
pointed at the stack of bills sitting on the kitchen counter.

Her mother shifted herself onto the cushion next to Phoebe. “Well, why 
don’t you talk to Adam about this? He was just trying to help you. This idea didn’t 
turn out well, but I’m sure he has more.”

“No, Mom. First of all, I really don’t need a manager at this point because 
I’m not making enough money or getting enough attention.” Phoebe laid down and 
rested her feet across her mother’s lap. “And if I did need a manager, I still wouldn’t 
choose Adam because he’s completely unqualified and has no experience as far as I 
know.”

Phoebe’s mom stared blankly at the wall they shared with Adam.
“Mom?” Phoebe shook her head. “Are you still listening? Has this 

conversation gone on too long? Do you need a quick smoke break? A bag of 
Cheetos?”

“Phoebe! What is wrong with you? You shouldn’t talk to me with that tone 
or talk about Adam with that tone. Sometimes you are not the person that I raised.”

Phoebe pulled her feet up toward her chest. “Sometimes you are not that 
person that raised me.”

“I moved here for you!” Phoebe’s mom slapped the arm of the couch. “I gave 
up my life back home for you so you can pursue your dreams. And now that you 
have the opportunity, you don’t want to pursue them. You act like Adam is a burden, 
your blog is a burden, doing nothing but riding the subway is a burden. Please.” She 
punctuated her statement with a snort. 

Phoebe stood up and leaned over her mother, shouted down at her. “Yes, 
you moved here for me, but only after I moved back to Missouri for you, after I gave 
up my life. And my blog wouldn’t be such an issue if it were enough, but it’s not 
because of your bills and the rent for this apartment and all the fucking weed you’re 
buying!”

“Oh, so I’m your burden?” Phoebe’s mom shouted back. “Maybe you’re 
right. But I’m also starting to think that my faith in you was a mistake. You clearly 
can’t handle having a real job or a fun one. You move on way too fast. Commit 
yourself for once.” 

“Oh, God! Please, Mom, listen to me.” Phoebe leaned down until her eyes 
were level with her mother’s. She lowered her voice. “I am not the problem here. I 
am not the one who sits around stoned and does nothing all day. And don’t try to 
convince me that you only smoke for the pain. It’s because you’re bored and Adam 
encourages you and dotes on you and treats you like a poor dying baby.” She stood 
up and walked toward the kitchen.

“Do you want me to get a job?” Her mom’s voice came out soft, and she 
suddenly seemed small between the cushions of the couch. “I can try.”

“No, Mom. I don’t expect you to do that at all.” She leaned against the 
kitchen counter. “I’ll do that.”
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Phoebe’s mom let her head rest against the back of the couch. “We both 
have our problems to fix, sweetie.” She turned to face Phoebe. “But please, until 
you find a job, until I get out of my rut, please give this blog your best shot. Have a 
serious talk with Adam. I’m sure he’s capable of understanding.”

Phoebe picked up the bills and placed them in a drawer. “Until I find a job. 
Oh, and you can smoke weed if you want to. Just don’t overdo it.”

  

“You know what Adam, this is really not a situation that’s working.”
“You want your mom to move out?” He sat across from her at his kitchen 

table, chewing on chocolate-covered coffee beans. “That’s harsh.”
“No, Adam, oh my God.” She leaned back in her chair. “I want you to actually 

help my career, a request I don’t think is too unreasonable, considering that you’re 
my manager and that you take fifteen percent of the money I make.”

“I am helping you! I got you that zine interview.” 
“Yeah, dude, and you set me up with a crazy man that you thought was 

Andy Samberg. So there’s that. And you said you could get me on New York Views, 
and that hasn’t happened.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll think of something.” He popped a bean into his mouth.
Phoebe leaned forward. “Yes, you will, because I have to support my sick 

mother, who is of no help. The other day she lost her lighter, so she planned on 
lighting her bong with a candle. It took me two whole minutes to explain to her that 
if she doesn’t have a lighter, she can’t light the candle either.”

Adam nodded. He ate his last chocolate bean. “I see. Have you talked to 
her?”

“Yeah, I talked to her about it, but I don’t know if it’ll change anything.”
Adam was silent. Phoebe tapped her fingernails against the table. “Look, I 

don’t want to move again. I don’t want to move her. I’m looking for a job right now, 
but I don’t know how long it’s going to take me to find one. And even then, she has 
medical bills, and they keep piling on. I don’t give a single shit about what I put on 
this blog, but I have to make ends meet for my mom. I’m not paying you anymore 
if you don’t help me.”

“Okay,” he clapped his hands together. “Okay.”

When she stepped back into her apartment, her mother was awake watching 
late-night TV. The room was glowing. Her head turned toward Phoebe when she 
heard the door shut. 

“You know, sweetie, that I can go back home if you need me too. I’ll take 
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care of myself.”
Phoebe bent down and slipped off her shoes. “No, Mom. No, Mom, you 

won’t have to do that.”
She stepped across the room and shut the window.

Guy uptown is wearing a Chewbacca suit made entirely of human hair. How 
do I know? He told me. I hadn’t asked. Also tried to charge me $50 to take a picture.

PS. Might be my last post for a while. Moving on to better things. 

After her job interview downtown, Phoebe went to her bench in Central 
Park to be alone. It was her bench. It had been her bench for years, but when she 
thought about it, she figured it was probably other peoples’ bench too. She had first 
sat on it right after she had moved to the city, when she was taking classes at Pace, 
before she dropped out. She had chosen it because she needed to sketch trees for an 
art class, and the bench was the only one she could see that was empty. But it was 
pressed against the woods, facing the Great Lawn, and it hadn’t taken her long to 
realize that the bench was better for people-watching than for work. She made a 
habit of sitting there, wasting away afternoons. 

Out on the grass, some college kids threw a frisbee around. She watched as 
it got blown astray. She watched a family of tourists wander around between clusters 
of blankets and take pictures of everything: twelve clicks to capture the skyline, three 
clicks to immortalize a floppy-eared dog, five clicks to take home the sun behind the 
trees. This was the New York City her mother should be experiencing, not the inside 
of an apartment, or a hospital room, or the subway.

On the corner of the lawn, Phoebe noticed a flock up birds rising up to meet 
the top of Fifth Avenue. 

Her phone buzzed. She fumbled for her purse and fished it out. It displayed 
her mother’s picture.

“Yeah, Mom?”
“Sweetie, you’ve got to come home and see this. There’s a man outside 

blowing bubbles. They keep floating up through the window. They float. And they 
float up through the window into the living room. They have all sorts of colors that 
constantly change. It’s so delightful.”
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“That’s great, Mom. I’m glad you’re having fun.”
“Yes, sweetie, but do you have any here in the house? So I don’t have to wait 

for them to float through the window?”
“No, but I can get you some on my way back.”
“That’s great honey, that’s great.”
Phoebe hung up, got up from the bench, stretched. She couldn’t stand the 

idea of the subway, so she made up her mind to walk. On her way out of the park, 
she glanced up again. The birds were gone. She wondered what they saw up there, 
if the city just seemed gray, if everyone looked the same to them, if they could even 
see it when she moved.
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Városliget City Park, Budapest
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i remember:
rain falling on the heads of pines above us and cicadas singing out to one another 
in the night
raindrops hitting our scalps, running down the backs of our necks, sliding under 
the collars of our
shirts
the two of us standing under a street lamp on the side of the highway
how we thought every sound was an approaching car

june bugs clinging to the screen door that opened into your mother’s kitchen
the house, full of splitting warm and golden light after we had been driving the 
whole night
your mother, asleep on the couch in the living room
when you woke her, her eyes filled with tears as she pulled you into her arms

i didn’t know what to do with my hands

driving to the hospital, your mother quiet in the backseat
cee lo green singing fuck you, fuck you through the radio as we ran through red 
lights
watching raindrops trace lines down the car windows
how none of us said a word

when we finally saw your father, i remember:
his eyes, downturned, not fully closed
his skin, warm to the touch like a bruise
lips, slightly chapped, not quite shut
hands, torn and bleeding but still soft
wrists, jutting out from his sleeves
the collar of his shirt, buttoned to the throat
the smell of lysol and burning rubber and gasoline

The Night Your Father Died

Michelle DeLouise
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A hospital bed. A Father and Son.

Harlan:       In the house my father built there are jackals 
at the door in the henhouse the foxes nest 

       and the crabgrass grows round and round 
the place like dancing children taunting the fat
little ginger boy with a face like a squashed toad
 

Bob:          found stuck to the softening tires of a beat-up truck
barely worth the beating for the joyride through town 
crouched down in the foot well with a scarecrow propped up
headless in the seat scaring people off the road 
that’s crumbling back down to sand like grits

Both:         between dentures cobbled together from bailing wire
 

Harlan:       and broken plates 
how the hell do you plan 
to keep china together in a place like this anyway Joann 

Bob:       learned how to make pie from thin air thickening
out into the long exhale of spring when the raw
wet cough at the back of the throat brings lungs up 

Harlan:      on the screen right there Mr. Hulsey is the little fucker’s
gone kill you right out 

Bob:          the back door and never looked back
at the peach blossoms already witling on the steps 
my father built from concrete and prayers

 
Harlan:      sweet Jesus if I have to put up with this inanity 

any longer we’ll miss the market shift 
the Personal Computer is going to mean 

Bob:          everything to me dad 
and if my son means that 

Steven Hulsey
Last Thoughts



  126

Both:         how did you ever stop feeling that way about me

Harlan:      what did I ever do to deserve this 
choking out in some hospital bed where they’re already 
packing up everything that used 

Both:         to keep us together?
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I’d hide my garden in your cupboard, sow
foreign bodies underneath your dill and thyme,
sing them midnight blessings so they’d grow,
return to bed before your clock would chime.
Indifferent, you’d wake each morning, so
my voodoo love seeds waited for a time
you’d reach far back for canned spaghetti-o,
pull out bouquet, and pick me for my crime.
I’d sneak in on the nights you’d quote Rousseau
to other girls and probe them till daytime,
the count of buried objects swelled, but no
new sprout sprung forth from where I’d lost my mind.
 I’d planted hair pins, underwear, my spleen,
 my eggs, my drugs. No flowers. Nothing green.

Garden Sonnet

Leah Bishop
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