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EDITOR’S LETTER

Ellie Black
Editor-in-Chief

Before the Aonian was the Aonian, for many years, it was called Potpourri. The Aonian 
in its current form didn’t exist until 1996, the year I was born – in fact, it’s a few 
months older than I am. And here it has been over the past twenty-one years, 
growing and changing and learning, as I have.

This year, I served my second – and final – term as the Editor-in-Chief  of  the Aonian, 
and I couldn’t be more honored to see our sixtieth issue through. The inspiration 
for this year’s visual theme, gemstones, comes from the use of  diamonds as the 
traditional sixtieth wedding anniversary gift, in turn inspired by Queen Victoria’s 
Diamond Jubilee. I think of  this issue as our very own jubilee: an occasion on which 
to celebrate the past and the future of  our magazine, all the things we’ve done as 
well the things we’ve yet to accomplish.

As I pass the torch to next year’s editor, I consider the time I’ve spent with the Aonian 
and the deep connection I feel with it; it’s hard to give up something to which you’ve 
given years of  your life. Still, I know the magazine will be in good hands. Every year, 
we all receive a book full of  new, beautiful gifts – these gems, these shining things at 
which we love to look.
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I.	
         lichen, cold mornings,  
         earth, my mother, sleepy 
                        afternoons, songbirds 
                        in canopy

II.	
i have been driving for miles  
& miles, always this back & forth  
between us. i want to tell you 
that the yellow flower-weeds 
have started growing  
in walkway cracks  
again 

III.	  
i am blissful in sitting, in sitting around  
people for whom my heart always beats so  
heavily & sitting below the growing canopy of  trees,   
feeling whispers of  rain fall from their leaves  
landing on the top of  my head, sliding  
down the back of  my neck. 

IV.	  
in stillness, my body  
stops ringing. i remember  
that i am full of  grief  & longing  
& that this has always always been the case  
but all that feeling is consequence of  the fact  
that i am here, & that all of  everything  
is happening  
always  
               happening 

V.	  
     & right now i am yawning in my 8 am class,  
drinking coffee with too much sugar  

In the Index of My Days

Michelle DeLouise-Ashmore
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from the shop on campus while in another city,  
a mother is picking out the color of  the coffin  
for her first-born son, & at home, my father  
sits in his kitchen brewing coffee, alone.  
somewhere, along highway 85, you are sitting  
in traffic,  
humming along quietly to the radio 

VI.	  
i am overrun with memories  
of  all this silence between us,  
rooms where i have been held carefully  
along the small of  my back. memories  
of  being a child playing kick-can in the yard  
with other children, & even today -  
the soft voices we use with one another  
on warm, quiet afternoons.  
there are little schools of  fish  
swimming through my eyes  
all day 

& night
VII.	  

these days i speak of  myself   
in past-tense, writing about today (yesterday)  
as though tomorrow is no more  
than early morning dew settling on blades  
of  grass. the whole sky this morning was ringed  
in peach & apricot at the horizon, the honeysuckle  
wearing a faint veil of  pale green. The daffodils & dandelions  
have been patient in the cold, the new moon is coming,  
& the birds, always the birds, on their way. i think of  days  
when this weather meant you were not so far away, & the light,  
changing so fast now i believe i can see you  
turning a corner & then the rain comes in,  
     smelling of  pine & moss, a kind  
of  shameless intrusion on the quiet seeds of  spring   
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Blue Succulents
Arin Soileau

acrylic on canvas
16
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Before we leave for the trip, my mother spends an hour on our dinosaur 
computer, looking up cases of  flesh-eating bacteria. “It’s not like Sandestin,” she 
says, meaning the fancy resort in Florida we visit in the summer, “the water is dirty.” 
She pulls up article after article on badly designed local news sites, reports of  people 
rushed to the emergency room after spending time in the water of  the Mississippi 
Gulf. It’s true that the water looks dirty there, muddy and thick in a way that the 
clear waves of  Florida are not.  
 The water that splashes up against the shoreline carries a brown tint. It kisses 
up towards piles of  sand that seem gray in the sunlight, littered with McDonald’s 
cups and empty whiskey bottles. A handful of  people sit in beach chairs set out in 
the sand, but the water itself  is empty save the distant silhouettes of  fishing boats. 
They rise from the horizon, an almost ominous sight from the backseat window of  
my mother’s Honda. The interstate shoots along the beach, nothing but a line of  
shabby palms and flattened dunes separating us from where the land disappears 
into the Gulf  of  Mexico. On the other side of  the car, my sister looks out at hotels 
and casinos, topped off with glowing signs and giant palm trees lit up in neon. 
 I watch children fill buckets with water to use on sandcastles and wonder 
if  their mothers know that the sea is full of  deadly bacteria here. Still, part of  me 
wants my parents to pull the car over so I can jump in after them. The water, even if  
it is smelly and brown, seems to lap up against the bright blue sky in the endless way 
only the sea can. If  I strain over the crackle of  the radio, I can imagine I hear the soft 
waves creeping onto the shore.

 The Mississippi Gulf  Coast is notoriously ugly. Even my cousins, who live 
right in Gulfport, drive six hours down to Destin, Florida for their annual vacation. 
My mother watches the news eagerly, drinking in the list of  beaches with CDC 
warnings about bacterial infections. The waves are unimpressive and heavy with 
silt. Even for this Spring Break trip, we drive farther away, to Alabama’s Dauphin 
Island, rather than contract an infection or face a burglary. None of  the cities on the 
Mississippi coast are particularly attractive places.
 The sea that reaches the shoreline is the backwash of  the Gulf; the currents 
that get caught between the line of  barrier islands and the coast. Without the 

In a Gulf

Callie Summerlin
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endless cycling of  movement available in open water, the mud usually washed away 
sticks around, gathering at the bottom. There is nowhere for the debris of  human 
occupation to go, so it washes up in soggy piles among screeching gulls. Everything 
smells of  fish and boat fuel. 
 When we cross over onto the island, the beach becomes familiar again. 
The shoreline stretching alongside the road is white and blue, clear and open. The 
early April weather is not quite warm enough to swim, but we make plans to pluck 
seashells from the dunes as we pile out of  the car. The hotel parking lot is empty, and 
there is no sound except for the waves and a breeze that curls through palm leaves. 
It feels like a place giving up to nature again, the dunes around the edges seeming 
to eat away at the cracked asphalt. I follow my father inside, past the small patches 
of  discarded sand that indicate a beach is nearby. The building is a flimsy structure 
that smells of  shrimp and Fabuloso, although the promise of  an indoor pool gives me 
hope for a resort vacation yet. 
 There are two families crammed into the hotel suite—I share a room with 
my best friend and her sister. The hotel sits towards the Western end of  the island, 
where a long finger of  land stretches into the Mississippi Sound and divides it from 
the Gulf. We decide to trek across it, as far as we can go, on the first afternoon of  our 
trip. After half  an hour, we tumble into the sea despite the cold, drawn to the foamy 
waves that reflect the sunlight. The water is clear, a deep blue-green, and filled with 
tiny fish that dart in and around our legs. It is frigid, and goose-bumps sprout on 
our limbs as we drag each other into the surf. Clumps of  seaweed float lazily in the 
pull and push of  the waves, tiny forests of  green and maroon and yellow. This is the 
beach I expect, the smooth white sand sliding cleanly into bitter water. When we get 
too cold, we crawl back onto shore to dig for more shells, towels wrapped around 
our shoulders like capes.

 The main coastline and the barrier islands are shockingly contrasted—the 
islands to blame for the brackish water are where clean beaches pull tourists. Ferries 
and concrete monoliths carry packed cars across the tidal flats, past the silt-heavy 
backshore areas. They spread out across the Gulf, guarding the main shoreline, 
dotted with military forts and old French trading posts. The islands are constantly 
shifting, flattening and rising at the behest of  the tumultuous hurricane season. 
A history of  Ship Island reads like a list of  storms; Hurricane Camille, Hurricane 
Georges, Hurricane Gustav and, right after it, Ike. The East half  of  the island has 
nearly been wiped clean off the surface, submerged and eroded away by the constant 
barrage of  wind and water.
 Barrier islands form from a number of  geological conditions. The islands 
that stretch along the Gulf  of  Mexico have no clear origin, but create the necessary 
setting for the development of  the swamps, marshes, and wetlands that guard the 
ecosystem of  the Southern states. Sediment from the delta, swept up in the eddies 
and drags of  the Mississippi River, gathers on the bottom of  the shallow sounds and 

Callie Summerlin
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bays that separate the islands from the coast. The water here is brackish, thick, the 
ideal place for native species to thrive away from the predator-strewn open sea. It 
smells fishy and off, dead sea creatures and mud putrefying without ocean currents 
to stir them away.

 The communities that live on these islands are working-class and small, 
consisting of  fishers and workers from the oilrigs that line the Gulf. Infrastructure 
is poor, and houses stand tall on wooden stilts in expectation of  flooding. Hurricanes 
have left them with boarded-up buildings and the half-sunken remains of  charter 
boats lying prone and forgotten in abandoned marinas. There are no casinos, 
no flashy malls or water parks, just lines of  old hotels and tourist stores selling 
personalized sand dollars. During the off-season, the emptiness makes the people 
who remain seem like survivors of  some global disaster.
 It takes us about two hours to reach the end of  the island, and as we walk 
onwards the stretch of  land grows thinner and thinner. Eventually, I can see both 
the Gulf  and the Sound, spreading out from either side of  the beach. If  I squint, I 
can just make out the westernmost tip, shimmering in the distance. We walk on, 
watching the land disappear around us. On one side, waves crash and slide across 
the sand, rolling over themselves and breaking onto the continental shelf. On the 
other, the water is eerily silent, rippling slightly with the wind. There are no swells 
or currents pressing the water up against the beach, only a gentle slope into murky 
silt. When the round tip of  the end of  the island comes into view, the scene feels 
apocalyptic. We stand on the edge of  the land, and it seems like the only things that 
exist are the sun, and the sand, and the brown and blue water.

 After a few moments spent watching the gulf  surf  tumble onto the shore, 
I tiptoe into the Mississippi Sound. The mud sucks at my feet as I go. The water is 
warmer on this side, shallower, and the shelf  doesn’t slope downwards into a drop-
off the way it does on the other. It remains around ankle-deep, barely growing 
deeper as I walk farther and farther out. When the water creeps up to my calves, I 
sit in the muck, the warmth a decadent contrast from the cold of  the surf. I decide I 
could sit here all day.
 Even on the barrier islands, these landmarks that prevent the main coastline 
from being beautiful, rust and erosion dominate the landscape. At the horizon, just 
beyond the sugar beaches and tourist stores, rows of  hulking, primordial structures 
pull black oil from the earth beneath. The Deepwater Horizon spill of  2010 is still 
an ominous memory when we take this spring break trip, and disaster lingers 
everywhere. We don’t spot oil slicks among the waves, but foreclosure signs and 
rows of  gutted storefronts haunt the roads around us. Here, damage from Katrina 
and damage from the oil spill fit hand-in-hand, smoothed over slightly by attempts 

In a Gulf
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to bolster the tourism industry in a shaky bid for economic restoration.
 The balcony of  our hotel is tiny, more of  a porch since we’re on the first floor. 
Nothing but a stucco wall, an empty road, and a row of  scraggly palms stand between 
me and the Gulf. It stretches on, towards Mexico and the rest of  the Atlantic. On the 
horizon, the lights of  the oilrigs create their own maze of  constellations, reflecting 
off the dark water. Above them, the stars are cold and far away, but the lights cast 
a warm glow around them. They seem almost to blend into the stars, growing to 
the sky from the dark water. I lean against the wall, drinking in the waves crashing 
against the beach and the cicadas screaming from the bushes. There is something 
enshrined here, in the warmth of  the orange oil lights. 
 I have to remind myself  that the oilrigs are not beautiful, drudging up images 
of  oil-slicked birds and curls of  black pitch in otherwise clean water. But, lined up 
against the darkness of  the sky, they seem otherworldly. I wonder if  this is what the 
people who live here year-round see when they look out at the Gulf.

 On the drive back home, I watch the dark water of  the backwash curl up 
against the muddy sand shoreline. It is still brown, still a warm soup of  bacteria and 
mud stirred around by the wind. But there is something captivating in it, too. The 
Gulf  Coast holds an unapologetic rust, and bears its grime on its face. Men hawk 
fresh-caught shrimp from the beds of  their beat-up trucks, taillights busted, hoods 
pockmarked with hail damage. Empty foundations still stand in quiet remembrance 
of  the homes and stores ripped from them by Katrina and Ike and Camille. 
Something in the nastiness is honest and tense, a juxtaposition of  environment 
and man revealing the deeper tangles in our relationship to the natural world. The 
degradation speaks to a history of  survival, a history of  people fishing a living out 
of  a tempestuous landscape. It lacks the curated pleasantries of  our summer resort, 
but the web of  decal and renewal cast a candid beauty to the area. 
 Back on our own land, across the Mobile Bay, we stop at a diner. It was once a 
part of  a sort of  bed and breakfast, with a deep pool and a hollowed out hotel off to 
the side. All that remains is the restaurant, a greasy affair playing Jimmy Buffet over 
dusty speakers. The booth seats are sticky plastic, the menus torn and stained. We 
order fried seafood and milkshakes and peer through a window to see if  we could 
see the coast. 
 We explore the abandoned bed and breakfast, pressing against the doors 
to see if  any of  them remain unlocked. Our parents wait inside the cloud of  air 
conditioning and cigarette smoke as we poke around the drained pool, an amoeba-
shaped hole in the concrete behind the diner. I chase my friend around its edge, 
threatening to push her into its maw and the pile of  yellowed palm leaves and 
sand gathered at the bottom. She climbs the rickety remains of  a lifeguard tower, 
swinging her long legs back and forth. Behind her, the sky is full of  reds and purples, 
the setting sun casting her and the tower in shadow.

Callie Summerlin
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Boudhanath Stupa, Kathmandu, Nepal

Ivy McGrew

color film photography
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it took seven hours to see you 
 i.   think the last time, there was    
  a.  death in the family
 ii.  knew you didn’t know 
 iii. was going to be there and
 iv. never been so nervous 

so i thought of conversation topics: 
i.	 watch the same show you do 

a. bout zombies
b. cause you do 

ii.   learned to play the same instrument you do 
a.	 vain attempt to 
b.	 like you 

iii.  have the same laugh as you 
 a.   loud one 
iv.  never noticed until now

you said six words to me that night 
 i.    counted

a.   hi and a good 
  b.   ye and a good to 
  c.   you 
 ii.   felt like a stranger feels
  a.  lone
 iii.  was in your house but not 
  a.   home
 iv.  figured it out since then 

i have the same dad as you 
 i.   think you’re trying to forget him and 
 ii.  am not helping but
 iii. wish you wouldn’t blame me for 
  a. mistake 
 iv. not made 

Kaitlin Lowe

conversation topics
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Disheanna Brown

How to Be a Mistress Trained in the Art 
of Extramarital Affairs

Entice a hot, gullible man, preferably rich, from his simple, demure wife, with 
the invitation of  sex. Achieve this by wearing a red open-back dress that shows the 
little dip above your butt that signals to him all the bendable ways you can contort 
your body in bed. “Accidentally” bump into Mr. Handsome at the grocery store. Call 
him Mr. Handsome. Flirt, but not too much. Play hard to get. Play hard to catch. Play 
with his emotions. Tease him till you hear a knock at the door at one in the morning. 
Open the door to find him there. Inquisitively ask him why he is there drenched in 
rain and eyes pooling over with desperation. Eyes full of  need and wanting love, 
your love, the kind of  love only you can give him. The illicit kind, not from his wife, 
but the dangerous, heart pumping, chest-pounding, thrilling kind of  love. That is 
what he tells you on the cusps of  the doorway drenched from head to toe. Give him 
a little smirk. Pretend to think twice about your decision. Invite him in for a cup of  
coffee and a towel. Help him dry up. Help him dry up passionately all night long. 
The next morning, make him breakfast. Tell him to keep your relationship a secret. 
Tell your best friend about your new rekindled love. Change your hair to match 
his wife’s hair. Blond with brown highlights. Copy her style, wear the same A-line 
dresses with nude pick-toe heels and red lipstick. Wear her same rose-scented 
perfume that reminds him of  responsibility and home. Because before he was hers, 
you used to date in college and before he noticed you, he was your secret love. Before 
she separated you, before he broke your heart and fled to the safety of  her arms 
and her father’s money. Insist that he call you Evelyn. Tell him you love him. Tell 
him you love him every time you meet. Every time you and him are making love on 
the floor passionately. Tell him in the most breathless voice possible, letting each 
syllable float between your shared breath before moving on to the next one. Let your 
words travel on air, across town to his home, so that when he is in bed with his wife, 
they sing him to sleep.
 One afternoon go the park. Watch his wife playing happily with their three 
little girls, Sarah, Molly, and Hannah. Fantasize about what your life could have 
been. Should have been. Send yourself  some flowers. Hell, send yourself  a whole 
damn box of  chocolates with his best friend’s name on the card saying “Can’t Wait 
For Tonight.” Have it arrive when you are not there. Beg his forgiveness. Do this to 
keep him interested so that he will stay. Do this just to keep him tangled in your love 
web.
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 After, befriend his wife at the local women’s book club. Have brunch with her. 
Tell her that her husband is cheating on her with someone very close to her. Tell her 
it is you. After, go to a local bar filled with stratus-like cigarette smoke and the smell 
of  desperation, order two Martinis, and relish in the sweet taste of  satisfaction.



Red Man

Chantal Danyluk

oil on canvas
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Self Portrait
Rachel Elmakiss

digital photography
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A ring of  forty-one crosses each bearing a name. 
Orbiting them for miles, women & children—
Brown-eyed children selling flutes then joining the maras
Beautiful women too young to be women
Dressed in vivid thread flower chains
Wed to them, men—
Carrying death in their blood
Never understanding how it feels to carry death in your womb
To risk giving your own to the graves and graves and graves

But at the center of  my universe for now the crosses—
Forty-one girls burned alive by their own mattresses
Who their comedian president cannot resurrect with jokes or impunity
Who died centuries ago
At the hands of  their great-grandmothers’ masters.

Guatemala City, 2017
Susannah Stubbs



Melted Man
Alex DerGazarian

sculpture
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tight grips ripple hemispheres of  flesh or fruit. peach pits and apple cores engorge 
themselves on blood. blossom out from veins. find a way of  gripping back. of  dripping 
from the eyes. of  oozing down the backbone like a shiver of  thought or half-golden 
papaya pulp or the marrow laid bare in bone broken by bared canines, by bald 
mens’ dentures soaked in seltzer water and stained with the unspeakable. consider: 
super-markets colored by oranges, oranges painted with edible stickers. consider: 
the nation-hood beating in the heart of  a mango. consider: the wrinkled hearts and 
broken skulls mulched into apple pie. consider: the battery of  brown batter in a bowl 
that whisks away a simile or encourages a metaphor or encourages an orator whose 
tongue tangentializes language or is a contradiction or doesn’t get diction or drapes a 
red and purple Persian rug across addiction or picks a plum or plumbs the depths or 
thumbprints the deficit or numbly thumbs the plum into pulp or warms the warped 
purple orb of  a grape in the pit of  one palm, a palm that knows, at the intersection 
of  a hundred invisible wrinkles and a thousand forgotten years, how easily an apple 
splits between our teeth, how apples surrender their skin and seed to the blade of  
a fingernail, how empty, how heavy, how red an apple feels in the middle of  your 
palm as it calls your body, as it calls you back, as it calls your body dirt, food, or fruit. 

A political document about apples

Liam Carey
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It was a quiet evening in April and everything on earth was vibrating with 
the promise of  new life, when Icarus fell out of  the sky. The farmer, who had woken 
up early that morning to ready his field for the turning over of  the earth, wiped the 
sweat from his brow and looked up. He saw the setting of  the sun in the distance 
and knew that soon he would be able to quit work ad head home for the night. He 
thought of  everything waiting for him at home: his wife just getting off work, the 
warm bath, the soft glow of  the fire. Nearby, a sleepy shepherd looked out at the 
horizon as his flock wandered aimlessly about the nearby hill where they were 
grazing. His sheepdog heard a splash in the background, and moved to turn his head 
to inspect, but the shepherd rested his hand gently on the dog’s head, bringing his 
attention back to what mattered.  
 When Icarus fell, he landed in the sea below, near a soft-spoken fisherman. 
It was at this moment that the fisherman turned his back to the lake to inspect the 
rustling of  leaves behind him, ignoring the large splash - he assumed it was just a 
fish. In the bushes the fisherman found one of  the shepherd’s sheep, and he ushered 
it back to the rest of  the flock. He turned and sat down in his spot by the shore, gazing 
absent-mindedly at the delicate and expensive ships across the bay. He took a sip out 
of  the mug on the ground next to him and felt a tug on his fishing line. One of  the 
men on the delicate and expensive ships heard the splash of  Icarus, that forsaken 
cry. He swore he had seen something incredible, an angel melting out of  the sky. The 
other men on the ship laughed, and the man chuckled nervously, questioning his 
vision. He shook his head and wiped his eyes, assuming he was just tired. The ship 
sailed on. 
 Icarus’s father had failed to notice his son’s absence in the sky next to him. 
He made it safely home to Athens, where he wrapped himself  around his wife and 
settled in for a restful sleep. Weeks later, over breakfast, she asked him what it was 
like, flying home on wings made of  wax and feather. It was a warm summer morning, 
a nice breeze coming in over the nearby sea. Daedelus thought back to that day, the 
sun on his back, the wax melting every now and then, and faintly remembered a 
splash. 

Splash
After Pieter Bruegel’s “Landscape with the Fall of Icarus”

Michelle DeLouise-Ashmore
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Arkansas Summer
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You are five years old, standing in the woods with your father, still like 
observant deer. The sun has gone down, but the sky is still a deep blue, which you 
can only see through the black lace of  the lush spring trees. The air is thick with 
Arkansas Ozark humidity and frog-song until the heavy drone is broken by a 
cheerfully lonesome chant, “Whippoorwill! Whippoorwill! Whippoorwill!”   
 “You hear how close it is?” your father whispers. You’ve never seen the 
Whippoorwill before, the bird that returned every late spring to sing you to sleep. 
The bird that said summer was here.   
 You and your father are breathless and mesmerized, until he takes a few 
steps forward, rustling the leaves that carpet the ground. Your hand is in his when 
the sudden sound of  panicked fluttering wings startles you, and the flash of  tan 
feathers rips the air out of  your lungs.  
 

 Beginning in 1961, white  herbicidal  mists  cascaded  from United States 
military planes onto the jungles of  Vietnam. To flush out Viet Cong guerilla fighters 
from the dense jungles, the opposing side opted to simply wipe out the trees. After 
an initial spray, the leaves from the trees would fall, leaving their limbs unclothed 
until the next rainy season, as long as the tree survived that is. A tenth of  the trees 
didn’t. The ones that endured were sprayed again and again until they finally gave 
out. Napalm fires took care of  much that remained, the raging orange flames 
eviscerating the verdant foliage into grey ash.  
  The white mist was coined “Agent Orange,” named for the color of  the bands 
around the barrels it was stored in. 

 Your grandfather, a man you have always feared, but fiercely loved, will sit 
in the corner of his living room, up the road from your house, skeletal and quiet, up 
until the day he dies. He hardly ever speaks to you when you are over at their house, 
until it’s time to leave. 
“Go hug Poppee goodbye,” your parents remind you, heading out the door of  your 
father’s parents’ house to drive two minutes back down the hill to your own home.    
 “Bye,  Poppee.”

On Orange Forests and Minds
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  You climb up into his creaky armchair with him and wrap your arms around 
his neck, his whiskers prickly and his plaid flannel shirts fuzzy and worn.  
 Your nose is overwhelmed by the smell of  Listerine and tickled by the hint 
of  tobacco that he had long ago promised your grandmother he had given up. You 
will realize when you are older that there was a harsher smell on his breath than just 
Listerine and the faint remains of  a Marlboro Red.   
 “Bye, Sarah Jane,” he says quietly. It is a name only he calls you.  
 

 You are five years old, perched like a wide-eyed parakeet on the living room 
loveseat, your eyes flickering between your mother’s face and the window as the 
world outside darkens.  
 “Have you wondered where Daddy is?” she asks carefully.  Her eyes droop 
with exhaustion and a pain you will not understand until much later, an exhaustion 
and pain that will linger in her face and daily tears for the next fifteen years, visible 
even behind her outspoken, stubborn, and determined nature.  
 You realize with a bit of  surprise that no, you haven’t wondered where your 
father is. You hesitantly shrug, confused as to where your mother is going with this.   
 “Daddy’s in the hospital and he may be there for a while.”  
 “Daddy’s sick?”  
 “Yes, Daddy is very sick.” 

 

 The main component of  Agent Orange is dioxin, a term referring to a 
chemical compound that is now known to be one of  the most toxic substances on 
earth. Dioxin is made up of  carbon, hydrogen, chlorine, and oxygen atoms, which 
bind themselves to proteins found inside the cells of  living things. This can alter 
gene expression, something that not only affects the individual, but offspring as 
well.  Dioxin bioaccumulates, meaning it travels through the food web, from soil to 
primary to secondary consumers,  then back into the environment as the cycle of  
life crumbles bodies back into dust. It seeps into the ground, into water, into cells; 
an indestructible and invisible conjurer of  sickness. Diseases such as diabetes, 
cancer, and heart disease have been linked to dioxin exposure, as well as endocrine 
disruption, which interferes with the functioning of  hormones.   

 

 When your grandfather gets up to shuffle to the kitchen, you make sure to 
stay out of  his path. By the time you were born, he was almost entirely blind due to 
lack of  diabetic care, but his acute sense of  hearing is legendary. So is his temper.  
 On Sundays, Mimmie usually asks you to stay over after the two of  you have 
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gone to church together. She always serves toast with supper, which seems both 
homey and sophisticated to you.  
 One of  those Sundays, you heard your grandfather cursing at the top of  his 
lungs at her while you cowered in the breezeway, hoping he didn’t know you were 
there. You’ve gotten really good at being quiet.  
 “Now, Donnie.. .” you  hear Mimmie try to speak back, voice shaking, but 
resolute and well-seasoned. You could only pick out a few words, muffled by the 
kitchen door. When she comes out of  the kitchen she looks at you and beams ear-to-
ear, yet the usual youthful look in her clear blue eyes is dulled. Both of  you pretended 
you hadn’t heard a thing.  

  

 You are seven years old when you see your father’s head pop in through the 
front screen door, his eyes landing immediately on you.   
 “Hey, Squirrely, come look at the bats,” he says, his quiet voice urgent with 
a child-like excitement. You immediately run on the balls of  your feet out to the 
porch with him. You’ve been anticipating this summer ritual for weeks. Small 
moths graze your face, as they throw themselves towards the yellow porch light. 
You keep your lips Ziplocked going through the doorway so they don’t fly into your 
mouth. You face westward sky as the deep orangey-purple remains of  the melting 
sun as it slides past the tree-line. Dozens of  black bat silhouettes zig zag closer and 
closer until dipping and diving about above your head. You and your father watch in 
comfortable silence. Moths clink as their bodies collide with the hot glass bulb.   
 “I like bats,” your father says contentedly.  
 “Me, too,” you say.  

 

 From 1965 to 1969, the U.S. government contracted nine companies to 
manufacture Agent Orange, including the Monsanto Company, which now produces 
agricultural herbicides and GMOs, crops with herbicide resistance and pesticides 
artificially woven into their DNA.  
  Agent Orange was not only dropped from planes, but also sprayed from 
thick hoses on the ground manned by soldiers, whose superiors reassured them that 
exposure was perfectly safe. By the time the use of  Agent Orange was halted in 1971, 
over 10 million gallons had already been sprayed.   
 

 You are eight years old and  it is late summer, the leaves all around your 
house dulling into a khaki green, the tips curling with brown. You are standing on 
the far edge of  your front yard with your father, who accompanied you to investigate 

Sarah Weems
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a chilling cry coming from the edge of  the woods. Just under the tree-line, lies a 
thick, sprawling black snake, its sleek scales glistening in a patch of  sunlight shining 
through the trees. Its jaw is wide open, glassy eyes empty. Coming out of  its mouth 
is another mouth, also wide open, shocked and red. The snake has nearly swallowed 
a leopard frog whole, feet first, letting it feel its body be devoured before its death.  
 All four of  you are motionless, your father observing pensively with mouth 
drawn in and brow furrowed.  The leopard frog’s eyes are full of  a piercing fear and 
disbelief, locked on your own. Now, its mouth moves silently, as if  pleading for you 
to save it, or grasping for a message for you to pass on, like soldier bleeding out in 
his friend’s arms on the battle field. You’re both utterly trapped, helpless. Neither of  
you can get away.    
 The frog jerks forward in a useless last attempt to escape and the snake 
clamps down harder, its fangs sinking in deeper to the frog’s soft flesh. The frog 
gurgles, its muscles twitching, and lets out a bone-chilling squeak. It falls silent.   

 

 Overall, 5 million acres of  forests and 500 thousand acres of  farmland were 
destroyed by Agent Orange, withering as if  scorched until almost nothing remained 
but shattered ground, cracks in the soil splintering the grey earth.   Without 
the support of  coastal mangrove trees, the soil became devastatingly eroded, 
eviscerating the ecosystem. Wildlife communities were pushed near the edge of  
extinction, including tigers, buffalo, elephants, and deer. Invasive grasses and rats, 
both once rare to Vietnam, took over the ecosystem, inhibiting forest restoration 
and crop growth. Some have estimated that full recovery of  Vietnam’s forests will 
take at least 100 years. Some say full recovery is impossible. 

 

 You are eight years old. You stand still, your chest feeling utterly icy, and 
peer with one eye from the edge of  your bedroom doorway into the living room 
at your father. He seems to take up more space than usual, his eyes darkened and 
burning. Light seems to bend around him. He stomps forward, rattling the china in 
your mother’s cabinets, knocking over objects sitting on shelves and tables. His face 
is a deep orangey-purple, like lava.   
 “FUCK!!!” he screams from somewhere deep in his belly, a word you had 
only heard other eight-year-olds say with laughter in their throats. It echoes in your 
ears, as he slams a chair into the ground. In this moment, you know this man is your 
father, but you also know he is not your father. 

 

 In the 1980s, the EPA began a comprehensive assessment of  the severity 
of  the risk of  exposure to dioxin on human health. They have yet to complete that 
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assessment and remain one of  the only science organizations not to recognize it as 
a “definite human carcinogen.” 

 

 You are twelve years-old  when Mimmie and  Poppee  begin eating out for 
dinner on a weekly basis, rotating between a handful of  restaurants, depending 
on your grandfather’s mood and no one else’s. Trout at Myrtie Mae’s, chicken 
enchiladas at Sparky’s, or a pulled pork sandwich at Bubba’s. Every week, no matter 
which restaurant he chooses, the waiter brings him a glass of  white wine before 
he has to ask. He nods, not looking up from under his navy-blue Vietnam vet cap, 
“U.S.S. McKean” embroidered in gold letters on the front. He nods every time they 
ask if  he wants another glass. Mimmie doesn’t say a word.  
 Your grandfather rarely looks up from the hands in his lap, not even when 
speaking for hours with your father, who often sits with him holding a notepad. They 
talk about family history and their old 1971 Land Cruiser and radio encryption. Your 
grandfather’s brain  is almost  encyclopedic, though  much of  his  life is a mystery. 
He served in the Navy for twenty-two years, but no one really knows what he did 
after the war, when he travelled the world, what he was doing exactly in Greece for 
three years when your father was in elementary school.  
 During the war, however, he worked on the U.S.S.  McKean as a 
cryptographer. While positioned off the northern coast of  Vietnam, he would stand 
out on the deck, looking out at the shoreline, as white mists spraying over the trees 
blew out to sea and washed over him.  

 

 The VA covers veterans with one or more of  only fourteen illnesses linked to 
Agent Orange exposure. To this day, there is a mile-long list of  illnesses found among 
Vietnam veterans and their children that the U.S. government refuses to recognize 
as being linked directly to their exposure to Agent Orange. Actually receiving any of  
those benefits, though, is often an arduous struggle between the veterans’ families 
and the government.  
 Your family fought for three years to just prove your grandfather had the 
potential to be exposed while serving on the U.S.S. McKean. After years of  letter-
writing and a search through the national archives for proof  of  the ship’s location 
near the foliage, your grandfather and other crew members of  the U.S.S. McKean 
were finally approved for benefits.  
 Your father’s illness has supposedly not  been proven to be connected 
to Agent Orange.  

 
 You are ten years old and you hear the term “Agent Orange” a lot. You think 
you  truly  understand what it is, after years of  straining your ears just to hear it 
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whispered behind closed doors. You’ve had the spiel down for a while now, for when 
people ask: “There’s a cyst on my dad’s brain, so a bunch of  his memories are gone 
and he gets really mad sometimes. He doesn’t work anymore.” Really, that’s most 
of  what you know. What you’re allowed to know. It’s curious how wide-eyed people 
get when you tell them the story so bluntly, almost disinterested.  But deep down 
you worry about the sickness, if  it will find its way down to you.  

 

 Every year for Christmas, your parents order your grandfather thick-soled, 
fur-lined, diabetic slippers. The diabetes  has ravaged his feet to the point he can 
hardly stand without stumbling. One night, a few years before his death, your 
mother will rush up to your grandparent’s house after a panicked call from Mimmie. 
He will be washing dishes, as he does almost every evening, when a sudden drop in 
blood sugar will drain away his consciousness. As he lay on the kitchen floor, your 
mother, still dressed in her purple scrubs after work, will pour maple syrup down 
his throat and rub it into his nearly-toothless gums with her fingers. 
 You are fourteen years-old when your  grandfather’s tired body  finally 
gives  out. After a massive heart-attack  a few years before, the medication Plavix, 
a blood thinner that has kept him from having another one causes a massive brain 
bleed instead. Perhaps it’s a gift for him to be relieved from the pain and numbness 
that riddles his body. It is Christmas Eve, after all. Weeks later, you find a box of  
slippers, unopened, under the tree.   

 

 You are sixteen years old when your mother sits you down in the same way 
she did all those years ago, carefully and earnestly. You watch her with numbness 
and vague sympathy, as explains to  you  that  she’s  started seeing a counselor 
for depression and potentially PTSD, after experiencing your father’s swift 
transformation into an unstable, often distant, shadow. She recommends you do the 
same, but you ignore her advice, as you always do. You don’t really remember what 
he was like before, anyways.  

 

 Years after Vietnam’s forests were obliterated by Agent Orange during 
the war, traces of  its byproducts were still found in the soil. Dioxin found its way 
through the dead woody flesh of  trees that has since decomposed from the war 
into the soil, and then into lakes and streams, where it found its way into the fatty 
tissue of  fish and ducks, an invaluable food source for the Vietnamese.  It’s found 
its way into the children being born in Vietnam today, who continue to be born with 
gnarled limbs and missing eyes, among many other tragic birth defects. The forests 
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are recovering, but will probably never be quite the same. 
 

 You are twenty-years old, and even though you have a car of  your own, you 
still like to sit in the passenger seat with your father driving, listening to the Police, 
his go-to band. The two of  you like to explore the backroads of  Carroll County, 
winding around mountains and looking out over the Kings River, as the hills fade 
from the bright oranges and golds into rusts and browns. His four-wheel-drive 
Mercury Mountaineer crawls over potholes in poorly-paved roads with ease, as he 
tells you stories of  his grandparent’s farm, the history of  your Scottish ancestors, an 
article he’s written about wolves, something funny his best friend did in high school. 
His mind, like his father’s, is almost encyclopedic, but so many pages have been 
ripped out and he struggles to remember which stories he’s already told you, which 
stories are even still there. But you don’t mind hearing them again.  
 You both decide to drive down to McIlroy, a 14,435-acre Wildlife Management 
area in the next county over. Created in the 1950s, the land seems almost untouched 
and wild, despite the sparse campsites and the occasional encounter with a Fish and 
Game officer. You drive over creek beds, dead, fallen leaves crunching under the 
tires.  
 The two of  you decide not to talk about your recent break down, when you 
called your mother one morning and revealed to her the darkness you had fallen 
into. She replied, “Well, sweetie, it’s in your genes.”  
 Instead, you and your father point at gnarled trees with no leaves left and 
wonder how old they are, how much they have endured. 

Sarah Weems
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Fathers of  Catholic families,

                                                                                                                        tell your kids that you’re gay! 

curious little lambs, they will ask you 
all kinds of  questions and you might as well answer 
truthfully the first time 

                                                                        baptize your flock in the rainbow realities
                                                                        of  today and the Life of  the World to Come (amen!)

stir up the sanctimonious holy water of  the home 
with bedtime stories recounting your closeted country past,
 
                                                                                                      of  playing dress up with your sister, 
                                                                                                      of  your Dolly Parton-envy 

imagine the children’s relief  when they find out that their mothers divorced you not 
because you secretly hate children, 
or have a disconcerting fetish, 
or are actually pro-choice,
but simply because you want to know other men in the biblical sense! 

                                                                                          The kiddies probably won’t know what 
                                                                                          gay means yet anyway, 
                                                                                          or that it’s only a sin if  you act on it, so kick

down the walls of  traditional families with a rosary in your fist and 
Mika songs on your lips

                                                                            and save your offspring from years of  wondering 
                                                                            about why you left and came back 
                                                                            came back and left

don’t even think of  keeping the sacrament of  marriage holy until 
you just can’t take it anymore and fall in love with an alcoholic barber named Greg at 
a teacher’s conference in Oklahoma 

Hail Holy Queen
After Frank O’Hara’s “Ave Maria”

Abby Lynch
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                                             . . .instead, act on your right to have sex with whoever you please 
                                             (after marriage, of  course)

transubstantiate your inner homosexual into the bread of  your life 
and eat of  it daily

                                                                                                                            so that years later, 

when your daughter falls for Shego from Kim Possible, 
and then Chelsea from That’s So Raven,
and then Alice from Twilight,
and so on

                                                                    she won’t feel like God is trying to trick her, 
                                                                    by way of  surprisingly attractive fictional characters,

into becoming

             the Patron Saint of  Perdition
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Anna’s older brother had The Shivers
he had little lines on his inner elbow,
he had a trench coat he was a nice boy
he fucked a teacher when I was in high school
Sean had them too but now he is a motivational
speaker with a baby and he talks to his girlfriend
through google translate and she should be back in Portugal
but they are getting married

I feel the shivering light and the moon above me
the chill and street lamp’s gaze watchful
of the pansies growing to my right
it is too much for me
and I sit on the sidewalk when I should be on my way to his
room I hear crickets cicadas and the hum of the earth and generators
I look at the moon so long that when I look away I see dots in my eyes

Hamp has The Shivers, measured out
in coffee spoons and needles
he can’t go home
the house where he had his first kiss
his old apartment at App State
until they pull The Shivers from his body
and release them in the air
I look up from my phone and see Janis smiling
when I saw him, we went
to the aquarium and saw the whales
and penguins tinted by blue water

he can’t drink coffee anymore.

Gabrielle Fulton

The Shivers
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Last week, I washed the blood out of  Kurt’s coat
‘cause I was washing all the other coats
and thought, well, all the coats need to be washed.
And I guess it’s easier to clean something
with no stiff body in it, easier
to ring an empty skull out in the sink,
wipe out a chest that’s hollow from the start.
Maybe that’s why you’re so obsessed with me:
the vacancy. What do you want to see?
My hands around his neck, his wrists? My fist
inside his heart? Oh, please. I’m not even
real. I’m what you want to hate: Girl with
the most cake, wasted. And no one can get
rid of  me. I’m not leaving yet. Not yet.

Courtney to the Public, 1994

Ellie Black
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Phantom 309
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acrylic on canvas



49

 A line of  ambulances ferries mummified bodies through a haze of  shrapnel, 
flashing lights, and broken glass. The Federal Building is half  ash, half  intact. A 
timestamp in the margin reminds us that those who stumbled bleeding from their 
jobs died halfway to the hospital, that their pain is past tense. Today the studio lights 
are warm, revealing, forgetful. McVeigh is cold-eyed, soft-spoken, and completely 
recognizable. This is a man who bombs daycares. This is our neighbor, stinking of  
fertilizer and flame. Three cluttered plates lie untouched on the coffee table. We 
huddle close, our eyes ripe with the same variety of  fear. He talks calmly of  the 
needle that he knows will stop his heart. This is easy, he says, to die like this, so 
much easier than to suffer death at random. The sprinklers hiss and jerk outside. 
Questions echo and answers fail. The interview stalls. His prison becomes an 
afterthought. Bars blur in the background. His voice is in the air, bouncing from dish 
to dish. His words are underground, winding up through the soil, every syllable an 
insect burrowing networks underneath our feet. Hardwood feels less and less like 
native ground. Our eyes are wet with tears that never fall. A bitterness, a biting of  
our lips, a futile disappointment. We wanted a black hood pulled down beneath an 
untrimmed beard. Documents revealing a network of  foreign influences. Anything 
but calm and clean cut. Dad is sitting still, his fists clenched, straining to forget this 
face.

60 Minutes Interviews
Timothy McVeigh

Liam Carey
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Birdhouse Window
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the first time i heard cicadas, singing to one another in the dark  
canopy of  trees i thought it was my father snoring,  
the heaviness of  his sleep shaking the walls  
between our bedrooms & i thought he was alive then, thought  
we were there home, only. only we were here 
an entire ocean away from that house  
only it was summer in arkansas the heat & humidity  
so heavy so oppressive we sat and marveled at it this heat 
we would say to one another this heat but at night. 
at night the cicadas, snoring in the trees outside the pink house  
& it’s funny, you know. how I can’t remember my father’s name  
or even his voice, but still every summer the cicadas come calling  
calling & then. then i am overwhelmed by this memory  
of  lying in my bed at night, the sun setting into the pacific  
outside my window, open as far as it will go & i am listening.  
listening to my father sleeping, shaking. & now.
now the cicadas are at my window, still open as far as it will go but somewhere else  
& i still don’t know how i will survive another summer another  
summer of  this heavy air so thick you can feel it as it seeps  
into the small spaces between your bones but the cicadas. the cicadas are calling  
 & my father is still somewhere, sleeping. snoring 

Somewhere, My Father

Michelle DeLouise-Ashmore
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Jimmy’s father said to come by the church, they should have a talk. 
Everybody knows what that means. And when I say everybody, I mean everybody. 
Nothing stays a secret for too long in this town. Martha down at the library is the 
lynch pin of  the rumor ring. Yes, the Martha who ripped her pants at last year’s 
Thanksgiving potluck. No one checks out the newest edition of  Biblical Digest without 
hearing who skipped church to visit their son in prison or how young Mr. McDaniel’s 
new wife is. She’s 28. 
 No, Jimmy’s talk with his father was no quiet affair. In fact, the whole idea of  
a talk was conjured up by the Women’s League, the chapel choir, the book club (with 
Martha leading the charge), and half  of  the City Council. Jimmy, who was never too 
popular, has been the talk of  the town ever since he skipped the annual retreat that 
the youth group puts together. It wouldn’t have been such a big deal if  he hadn’t 
moseyed on through town the day after he told everyone he was “sick in bed.” After 
that, it was not bowing his head during prayer, then it was wearing black just a little 
too often. No, not the stylish black. It was the ‘look at all the black I’m wearing’ black. 
 The town never put two and two together, though, at least they never wanted 
to. They refused to believe Jimmy was the “a-word.” No, not asshole, well, maybe. 
He was an atheist. It was simply not possible. Nothing like this had happened to 
this small town since they mistakenly printed a version of  the local paper in which 
the editor accidentally published a letter to his ex-wife who left him years ago. It 
was not a pleasant letter. No one even thinks to call Jimmy an atheist either. That’s 
a dangerous game around here. Martha’s ring accused a new family who moved in 
last February of  heresy and it turned out that they were only Methodist. Suffice it to 
say, the Jacksons moved out two months later.
 The real reason no one could slap the scarlet letter on his chest was because 
Jimmy’s father was the pastor. As a normal parent, Jimmy’s father was the last to 
catch on to any unusual behavior. It was only after a few anonymous notes with 
subtle messages were left in the mailbox reading, “Your son is a sinner,” that Jimmy’s 
father understood what was happening. If  you attended any League meeting, choir 
rehearsal, or Council session, you would know who sent those letters.  So Jimmy’s 
father said to come by the church, they should have a talk. That’s why Jimmy is at 
camp and why we don’t chat with Martha anymore.

A Public Denial

Trey Dyer
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Eldest for Dinner
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HOUSTON, TX
My aunt Michelle decorated my house for my mother when I was in 
high school in a fleeting attempt to fix their relationship. She ordered blue plastic 
Eiffel chairs to match my mother’s mid-century modern couches, eradicated fifteen 
years’ worth of  accumulated clutter, and arranged my mother’s antique toaster 
collection on upscale shelving. My mother’s hodge-podge of  artwork became 
charming instead of  disorienting, and my aunt hid the washing machines in the 
garage. My house felt like the inside of  an eclectic Airbnb. Wind chimes made of  
sea-glass and bottle-caps rattled on the porch, and a collage of  family photos and 
children’s artwork hung over the entryway table. Even though I sleep on the couch 
in the sunroom when I visit, it still feels like home. 

CONWAY, AR
 I sat in the kitchen of  my campus apartment in July, determined to enjoy 
my own company. Being alone felt like leaving an itch unscratched. No matter 
what I did, I itched to be somewhere else: somewhere with someone else. Inside my 
apartment, I stared at the walls—blank. I went in my room, looking for something 
to do, and pulled out my box of  photos, spreading them on my floor like a sheet. 
 Analyzing height, busyness, color, warmth, I reorganized the photos like 
a museum curator. Photos that I no longer cared about, I tossed into an old bin. A 
photo from Oxford, England surfaced—my friend Alexa hugging me at Thanksgiv-
ing. It was the first photo I took with her abroad—my first friend I made overseas. 
I set it out in a new pile. Another photo depicted us rowing down the Isis River. It 
went in the pile too. I stacked photos up like a Jenga board; finally faltering, the 
pile splashed across the floor. I tugged painter’s tape out of  the dispenser and held 
the edges of  the photos so as not to smudge them. I pressed them into a collage on 
my wall. I stuck and pulled free, angled and re-angled. Then I poured over notes, 
postcards that matched colors. I chose family photos first, then the Texas flag. 
 The next afternoon, I read a book on my bed for the whole afternoon. The 
light on my pictures faded as the sun went down. 

OXFORD, ENGLAND 
 The rooms in Oxford were off-white: a flat white sheet stretched over my 
bed, blending into the cream walls, pouring into beige carpet. If  anyone had lived 
here before, I wouldn’t have known. When I walked outside on my first day of  a 

Homemaking

Joy Spence



55

three-month venture, European cars sailed by in the opposite direction. It felt like 
an alternate reality. Buses rumbled by inches from my elbow, the force making me 
step back on the sidewalk. In Tesco’s, the local grocery store, the clerk asked me 
questions that I didn’t understand. I became irrationally afraid that I wouldn’t be 
able to speak to anyone for three months because of  my American accent. 
 On the third day, I finally got Wi-Fi and went to my room to call my mom. 
She told me to decorate my room as soon I got the chance. In the quiet, I pulled out 
pictures of  her, of  my home in Houston, where I was wearing my favorite clothes. 
This made me cry, my tears picking their own paths down my soaked cheeks. I taped 
pictures on the walls, on the mirror, on my desk. Even though I would be charged, I 
bought thick tape and pinned children’s artwork from my preschoolers in a row on 
my closet door. Later, I bought a colorful blanket at the store and draped it across my 
bed. In a week, my roommates started to gather in my room, bringing their laptops, 
just to talk and look at pictures. 

HOUSTON, TX
 I went home after the Hurricane Harvey. We pulled in front of  a house in 
our old neighborhood. The innards of  the house had bled onto the yard—chairs, 
tables, and stuffed animals were piled on top of  sopping mattresses. We snapped 
on particle masks and gloves.  My dad started walking towards the screen door, 
and my mom, sister, and I followed. Two volunteer workers stepped out of  our way 
as we walked through the door; my dad waved. After we walked in, I realized that 
they were the homeowners. We’d never met them, but stood awkwardly inside their 
living room, waiting for them to return. It was as if, in its devastation, the property 
became public. 
 Their home smelled like rotten wood. The air felt thick; even through the 
mask you could taste the must, seemingly feel the spores coat your lungs—my dad 
had stayed up coughing all night the night before. Sheetrock was cut in jagged edges 
two feet up from the hardwoods, leaving wooden stilts. A fan blew white noise 
through the house. 
 My sister and I made our way into one of  the bedrooms on our own, unsure 
of  what to do. “Landon” was spelled across the far wall. Inside the bedroom, Nerf  
pellets were sprayed across the floor. The frame of  her son’s room was still intact; 
he had an array of  books on the shelves, just out of  reach of  the water. It felt strange 
to look at his things, so I tried to pick up the Nerf  pellets, hesitant to touch anything 
else.
 The husband finally joined us. We carried out the boy’s mattress, our faces 
craned away from the damp upholstery. His wife stayed in the kitchen, hardly 
talking, trying to figure out how to pack each dish into boxes that we could carry out.
 Later on in the afternoon, I rode in the car back to the storage unit with the 
woman, air conditioning spinning on our clammy faces. Looking out the window, 
she remarked that she didn’t see the inside of  her house after the flood. It filled with 
two feet of  water, and her family evacuated. When they came back, crews from her 
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church were already trudging through the house. They’d taken out furniture and 
photos, thrown them into a pile in the front yard. She was unable to see what the 
water had done. I watch her, wondering if  this is the first time she is saying any of  
this out loud. She seems interested in her own words, almost surprised by them.

HOUSTON, TX
 My grandmother’s apartment is on the seventeenth floor of  her building. 
The far wall is almost all double-paned glass; she watched the 72-hour storm on an 
IMAX screen. We sat at her kitchen table. I’d made myself  a sandwich. She watched 
me and twiddled her thumbs, telling me about the quilt she put together during the 
flood. Despite the tragedy, she seemed happy to have someone inside her space. I 
could already feel the respite from being up high, away from the destruction. 
 The quilt on her bed was new, and her bathroom was redone. Whenever I 
go to her house, she has always made small changes in the space: new paint, new 
pictures, new décor. Sometimes the style will have changed from beachy to austere 
red and black. Ever changing are the pictures. She used to have a wall of  photos of  
her and her husband—one for each year of  their marriage—fifty in total—on the 
wall. When he died, she took them down. Her style of  decoration is always moving, 
growing, changing. Nothing is stagnant or significant, except the pictures of  her 
grandchildren on the wall, frozen at five years old. 

OXFORD, ENGLAND
 From the bus, the yards in Oxford did not really seem to be yards at all, just 
concrete entrances. The city seemed concerned with utility over space or comfort. 
However, as I wove down the sidewalk on a run behind the protective glass of  
my bright American athletic ware, my music from home, my running routine, 
the neighborhood started to loose its grayness. I noticed that there were flowers 
everywhere—Dahlias and tulips, flowers with orange and red spikes which I’d 
never seen before, even sunflowers and cherry tomatoes. I turned down little roads 
and marveled at the variety. Each five by ten yard—the size of  which had originally 
scared me—became a little square of  self-expression—a patch to decorate. Each 
plant species chosen and planted. Each chair or glassware tied to a memory. My 
neighbors’ humanity seeped out of  their choices, their attempts at artistry. The 
cobblestone and brick of  the city became simply a different—not better—choice 
than any of  the stone in my own cities. 

HOUSTON, TX
 The neighbors painted “yard of  the month” on a table stacked on a thirteen-
foot pile of  furniture in their yard. White kitchen chairs, an ornate wooden dresser, 
and rolls of  carpet crumbled on top of  each other. I stopped, dabbing the sweat off 
my stomach with my shirt. Lots of  the furniture still seemed usable, and I felt slightly 
guilty, mentally looting someone’s house. They had good taste—their furniture 
looked expensive, even piled on the street. 
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 Later on in the afternoon, I peeled off from the house we were volunteering 
at and drove by my old neighborhood—my most recent house—with my dad to get 
gas for the car. From our view on the street, we could only see fences, not yards. 
As we turned into the station, everything looked intact. However, I looked closer 
through gaps of  the fence at one of  the houses across the street. Shoes, clothes, 
furniture, and bed linen were spread across the backyard. For some reason, this hit 
me harder than any of  the mold or destruction. The life they’d constructed, strung 
up on a clothesline, set out for everyone to see.

CONWAY, AR
 At the end of  the summer, I stood in the bare room of  my apartment in 
Conway. Someone would be coming by soon to check inside my cabinets and sign 
my room agreement. I picked up the final grocery bags of  odds and ends inside my 
house, and walked through my bedroom again to see if  anything was left. The day 
before, my walls were filled, wrapping me in a patchwork blanket of  decor. Today 
they are stripped. As I scooted the stilts of  my bed out of  the way to check for dust, 
I found a crinkled butterfly. It must have fallen off my candle, where I’d placed it, 
behind my bed. Perfectly intact, its black and orange wings left dust on my hands. 
It would have been my only mark on the room. I wondered what the next occupant 
might have thought when they found it; who they might have guessed had lived 
here. 
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beats the anticipation of  pregaming for a hangover 
or slipping a note into a stranger’s hands— 
                                 Call me at 304-333-6792. XX.  
because you use your herpes like ammo for justice 
because you always wear that one sweat-stained sports bra
because we walk at the same pace
because we pee behind dumpsters faster than anyone else on Cowgate St. 
when we are together, in our boots and long, green jackets
it’s hard to believe that any other two people could demand so much 
out of  a club that doubles as a trivia pub on Thursdays and a stage
used for extra seating between six and nine o’clock 
where we have perfected the casual demand for attention 
that Miro captured in ovoids, red and yellow 
folks that stand on each other’s toes in an empty room because 
it’s steadier standing with you, dancing in a kaleidoscope
three way mirrors reflect us infinitely, and 

the empty club feels like it’s buzzing, like the walls are as lively and drunk as we are 
you suddenly wonder why in the world you called Marius back
                                 I like   
loping between tables and chairs to meet you halfway. In the middle
of  your oscillating bob that can only be interrupted by assholes
men that you kiss, full and long 
before turning to smile in my direction. The open sores on your mouth wink at me 
and I would rather dance with you than with all the men in Thrasher sweatshirts in 
the world 
except possibly for Asa, a man I knew in high school who cuts meat for money, and 
anyway 
there’s a bartender here who looks just as tall, just as handsome
hell, what good does all this empty space do when they don’t have you
it seems as they were all cheated of  some extraordinary fun
                                time spent spinning with you
                                smiling as wide as the circles we make with our bodies 

Kissing People with You
After Frank O’Hara’s “Having a Coke with You”

Madelyn Carlson
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It was the summer
After Neil Hilborn

Michelle DeLouise-Ashmore

I ate nothing but apple slices & eggs,  
hard-boiled lightly salted. It was the summer  
of  forgetting. The summer of  scrubbing my tongue  
until it bled. Trying to get that taste out of  my mouth.  
I can’t remember if  this was the summer I spent  
every night drinking myself  into a hole, but I do  
remember this being the summer I began opening  
my bedroom window again, the katydids chitter  
drowning out the thoughts of  that boy still stuck  
on the tip of  my tongue even though I never wanted him there  
in the first place. It was the summer we pretended  
that that night had never happened, we pretended  
I’d said yes, the entire time. 
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 The static bubbles, magmic, vaporous, a pixelated matrix of  rock and gas. 
The smog clears and reveals the rocket: several inches of  glow ringed by plastic 
and wood. Somewhere in Florida, steel rigging chokes a towering needle with a 
thousand layered skins. We huddle hushed around its ghost, its electric hope, 
worshipping the aspirational specter. This is a day of  little kin, say the TV’s hidden 
speakers. Most of  the house is empty. Our toaster pops. Papa rings his hands. His 
glasses twin the television. The timer ticks invisibly as the cameras shift to show 
rows of  white-shirted, bespectacled men crouched over calculations. At the two 
minute mark, Mama grips my shoulder as if  my body could also go careening into 
space. Steam balloons up from chinks in the armor of  the rocket, blurring into a 
chalky fuzz across the Magnavox. Firing command coming in now, we are on the 
automatic sequence. Papa’s nostrils flare and release a pneumatic hiss. Sulphurous 
clouds surround the rocket and light fans outward, boiling the dead metal of  the 
launchpad. U S A blurs past a camera on the rigging. Applause erupts and everybody 
smiles. The Communists are sweating. The ghost grows brighter. Somewhere south 
of  us the sky is broken by tongues that say nothing but burn and burn until they lick 
the black. Mama says however high they climb that’s how close they’ll get to heaven.

Apollo 11
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 The shuttle rises from the launchpad looking like an orca tied to bundled 
thrusters and gallons of  fuel. It roars then flies up nine times faster than a bullet. 
Popcorn butter greases my fingers and teeth. Salt crystals sting a scrape on one 
knuckle. Mom and Dad sit on the couch, reflections flashing in their childlike eyes. 
Dark birds flee while onlookers smile and cheer. The heater hums. Our house smells 
like a fireplace, like gas and imminent flame. The new year explodes with a spark, 
disappears in a fraction of  a second. This one soundless pop, this single second 
of  death took decades to become tangible. The shuttle is now a stone cast through 
its own window, a shattering of  steel revealing the naked guts of  a vessel. I sit to 
the left of  the screen, close enough to click my fingernails against the glass. Inside 
is a starburst trapped between blue and black, an image that widens, an entropy 
that deadens the senses. Mom’s voice is barely above a whisper. A camera tracks 
a chunk of  metal as it falls into the sea, smoke unspooling like black yarn behind 
it. All trace of  the launch disappears. The sky is so much bluer than it was that 
none of  us know what to fill the air with. We forget how to breathe. Dad presses a 
palm against his mouth. After a minute, they run the footage again. Ten seconds of  
electric resurrection. The second time the rocket rises, some part of  us says disaster. 
The second time it fades to blue we start to catch our breath.

Challenger

Liam Carey
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Upper and Lower Yosemite Fall
with Puddle Reflection
at Cook’s Meadow

Amy Crump

digital photography
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1
I pull my voice recorder out of my pocket, and press the red button. “Hi, 
mom,” I whisper, not wanting to disturb the peace, “one time, you asked me what the 
mountains sound like.” I pause to outstretch the recorder in my palm and add, “Well, 
here it is.” I wait for a few seconds, standing still with my eyes closed, and focus on 
the vast silence and gentle wind. I end the recording and place it back in my pocket 
before opening my eyes to gaze into the distance, noticing the braided river winding 
through the valley, thick dark-green willows, piles of  rocks that lie discarded under 
peaks, and the mountains that rise out of  the valley, imposing and somehow still 
welcoming, freshly blanketed in snow. 
 I smile warily at the mountains and walk back to our tent that is creatively 
staked, roped, and clipped together with a collection of  rain flys and poles. We 
couldn’t set up a tent with matching parts tonight because we don’t have all the 
parts. The snowstorm that rolled in a few hours ago is too dangerous for the small 
bush plane that dropped us here in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to return. 
Our tent parts and the rest of  our group will stay hundreds of  miles away in the 
nearest town for tonight. 
 Coldfoot, Alaska is a desolate town: the last census reported only ten year-
long residents. It is the largest town for hundreds of  miles, and can be found on 
almost every Alaskan map. The ten people that live in Coldfoot can find their home 
marked on maps of  the entire Artic Circle, listed among the Russian towns of  Tiksi 
and Nordvik, Finland’s Severomorsk, Sweden’s Hammerfest, and Canada’s Inuvik. 
 Even though Coldfoot appears large on a map, it feels small on its own. I 
feel even smaller as I lay in my sleeping bag an hour’s plane ride away in this 
38,000-square kilometer Refuge. It might be the most freeing thing that has 
happened to me - to live simply and disconnected for a while - but also the most 
unfamiliar. 
 As I find myself  stuck in the middle of  the Arctic, in the middle of  a transition 
in my life from a child of  my home to an adult of  the world, I know that I am here 
to develop, as David Thoreau put it in an essay in 1862, the “genius forsauntering:” 
for walking for miles each day, without direction, going “a la Sainte-Terrer,” which 
sounds like saunterer but means, in French, “to the Holy Land.” I suppose I am 
searching for something I have yet to determine, hoping to find new familiarity 
within myself  in this unfamiliar place.   
 For now, I do what’s familiar and sleep. But in the Refuge, I learn that it’s a 

Beauty Sleep
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different sleep: a sleep where my shoulder and hip bones are in constant conflict 
with the tundra, where I wake up at a different angle than when I fell asleep, where 
I must burrow deep in my sleeping bag (unable to see the light or feel the cold air) to 
stay warm. 

2
 The weather changes on a dime. Last night it was snowing, and tonight I’m 
sweating on top of  my sleeping bad, wide awake and nearly naked. The sun does 
not set in the Refuge; instead, it circles the sky, occasionally dipping behind nearby 
mountain peaks for a few minutes, offering a brief  respite from its intense rays: so 
close at this elevation and constant this time of  year. 
 I pull my sleep mask over my eyes that reads “sommeil de beauté.” I bought it 
last summer at a dollar store in Canada, on the eve of  my first long backpacking 
trip. It’s French, and since we don’t speak French, we can only speculate its meaning. 
We are together now and gleefully jabber French gibberish to each other. Sommeil 
de beauté: something about beauty, we agree; maybe even something of  beauty. The 
meaning of  the message, like the mask, seems frivolous in this wild land, hidden in 
white cursive script and adorned with black lace trim. When I pull it over my eyes, 
my world becomes dark. I can no longer see the sun’s light, but I can still feel it on my 
skin: a constant reminder of  how far away I am from home. 
 When I wake up, the mask is lost in my hair. I climb out of  the tent and 
realize that the stream that was only a trickle last night has grown. Our tent, set 
up on cobbled rocks in the center of  the braided river, is now sandwiched between 
two streams, like a moat surrounding a castle. I grab my wet sneakers, hop over the 
glittering creek, and boil water for coffee. When the others wake up hours later, 
they burst out of  the tent to escape “tent bake,” the result of  the sun’s light radiating 
inside our tent all night long, making the temperature in our tent several degrees 
hotter than the outside air. Sweaty and red-faced, they dunk themselves in the 
stream before coming to join me a few hundred yards away, sitting in the center of  
the river on a bank of  cobbles.

5
 Tonight, instead of  climbing inside my tent, I’m sneaking out. I’m driven 
outside by homesickness and dreams where we are blown away, our tents floating 
into the sky like helium balloons, vanishing without anyone ever knowing. I sit 
cross-legged on a rock looking over the valley. My friends sleep, but I sit and watch: 
the water slipping over rocks; the mountain peaks boldly poking the sky, weaving 
themselves in and out of  the clouds; the arctic terns suspending themselves in the 
strong arctic wind, appearing still in midair unlike anything I have ever seen before. 
These birds, a little more than a foot from beak to tail, stay in the Refuge for a few 
summer months before migrating all the way to Antarctica. They will leave in the 
fall and return next spring, their bodies tired from carrying themselves all the way 
to the end of  the world and back. Their homes are always changing, a few months 
here, a few there, and the rest spent traveling between the two. For now, they are 
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here with me in the Refuge and I watch them play in the wind, diving and floating in 
its strong currents. 
 I wait for the sun to rise, somehow forgetting - despite its warmth on my 
cheeks - that the sun will neither rise nor set here. In the meantime, the sun circles 
my body, centered on this rock in the middle of  nowhere. This is the same sun that 
is welcoming a new day for thousands of  people around the world: women squatted 
around fires in Nepal, men joking and drinking coffee in the streets of  Madrid, and 
my family, doing lord knows what in Wisconsin. Miraculously and ridiculously, the 
sun will not announce a new day for me. 

7
 Hours ago, when I spotted this peninsula, it was a dreamy stretch of  land 
that extended into the center of  the river. It’s romantic to stake our tents here, to 
choose pleasure over practicality and disregard the rules that determine where 
to place our tents. I am paying its price as water droplets land on my forehead, 
soak into my sleeping bag, and wrinkle the pages of  my book. We decide to switch 
our heads to where our feet should be and lay downhill, to stay a little dryer and 
maybe a little warmer. Dynamic pressures interacting miles above our heads in the 
atmosphere produce strong winds that threaten to snap the poles of  our tent. Dirk 
Kirsch, our bush-pilot and sole local information source before this journey, said 
that thunderstorms are rare in the Refuge. Tonight, it’s defying all odds. 
 Around the world, 1,800 thunderstorms are booming and crackling every 
moment, zapping the Earth about a hundred times a second. Tonight, we are paying 
our dues, sharing a cosmic boom and bust with an odd 1,799 other places in the 
world. Maybe my home is among them, filled with my family cuddled in the living 
room, playing Hearts without me by candlelight.
 When I wake up, my head pounds from the blood pressure that can only be 
the result of  spending an entire night with one’s feet above their head. Everything I 
have is damp. “Sommeil de beauté” floats in a small puddle by my head. The rain fly is 
torn and it flaps in the wind. As I step outside, I announce to the Refuge that There 
Is A Goddamn Lake In My Tent. 

8
 I crack open my book, “A Short History of  Nearly Everything,” and begin to 
read. Even though it’s the next night, our tent (and everything inside) is still wet, so 
I’m seeking refuge in the other tent. The seven of  us adventuring these unknown 
braided river valleys and scree-covered peaks are currently not exploring, but 
squished together in one four-person tent. 
 We are all reading, pulled outside of  the Refuge and into the pleasant 
world of  our books. Bill Bryson and I engage in an imaginary conversation. He says 
Welcome. And Congratulations. I am delighted that you could make it. Getting here 
wasn’t easy, I know. In fact, I suspect it was a little tougher than you realize. I don’t 
do much conversing these days, opting to spend time on my own with my thoughts 
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as I hike. I have made close friends with my companions, but sometimes I prefer 
my own company, and occasionally, Bill’s. We are not the best conversationalists 
(after all, he is confined to his 500-page book), but I can make it work. I stare at the 
black-and-white photo of  him on the back cover, leaned to the left casually, looking 
like an intellectual with his circular wire glasses, sweater coat, and trimmed beard. I 
ask him about the formation of  the cosmos, the planet, and myself. He responds to 
my curiosities and explains the origins of  the atoms and energy that compose me. I 
ask about the formation of  this place: the untouchable mountains, winding rivers, 
mysterious pingos, and hidden drainage streams. He lists off geological processes, 
rock formations, and weather patterns. I try to come up with a rebuttal, certainly not 
everything in this place, and this world, can be explained by the past and predicted 
in the future. But he does not take my bait. Our conversation halts and I close the 
book, unsatisfied.

13
 This feels like a milestone: it’s night 13. It could be Friday; I don’t know. Dates 
and times have lost their value. I run on my “body clock”: eating when I’m hungry 
and sleeping when I’m tired. My friends at home won’t be able to comprehend this 
since they are unable to envision a world without watches and schedules. Above the 
Arctic Circle in the Refuge, it’s even harder to know the time. Hours and minutes 
pass without count; the time in a day is starting to seem arbitrary. Months later I will 
learn that sometimes we ate dinner at 3 am, or went to bed at noon, and often hiked 
through the night. Each time, our circadian rhythms would pull us back to a 24-hour 
day, unable to deviate from our normal cycles in this abnormal place for too long.
 Still, I hope it’s not Friday. I’ve inherited superstition from my grandmother, 
who died, thankfully, Thursday the 12th. If  it’s Friday, I can only conclude that I’m 
doomed for the rest of  this journey. My life seems too perilous right now to be taking 
unnecessary risks. I unzip the door to the tent, poke my head outside, tell The Gods 
how much I love them, and add in a little love for my grandmother for good measure. 
I put on my sleep mask, just like she did every night, and doze off.

15
 I have developed a love/hate relationship with my sleeping pad. It seems to be 
the only thing I can depend on, a comfort that separates me from the unforgivingly 
rocky tundra. It takes an astonishing amount of  lung capacity, and increasingly, will 
power, to inflate. I am grateful for it, but I wish, like so much else here, that it was 
easier. 

16
 I unzip the tent and find a cute bear cub looking for its mom. I scoop it into 
my arms and give it a kiss. Moments later, a bear claw slices through the thin fabric 
of  our tent. I jolt awake, my pulse racing, body sweating. It takes a few minutes to 
calm down. I double check that the Bear Spray is within reach. 
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 “Bear stress,” what we have named the ever-present fear of  grizzly bears 
and its accompanying awareness of  our surroundings, follows me everywhere and 
infiltrates my dreams. The scientific name for grizzly bear, ursus arctos horibillis, 
translates to the Latin word for bear, followed by the Greek word for bear, and 
finished off with horibillis, the Latin root for the English word “horrible.”  So, no 
matter which part of  Eastern Europe my ancestors were from (the linguistically 
Latin-derived parts or the Greek-influenced parts) where Grizzly Bears were first 
named, they could understand they were bad. Their name literally translates to 
“Bear Bear Horrible.” 
 The size of  the grizzlies that inhabit the Refuge are incredible: they can 
weigh up to 1,720 pounds and the width of  their shoulders can span the size of  my 
body, head to toe. Contrary to the myth that many grown men in my hometown hold 
dear, handguns cannot kill ursus arctos horibillis. Their skin is too thick for a bullet 
to penetrate it. We don’t carry a gun, instead opting for super-potent pepper spray 
designed to deter bears. 
 We’ve encountered a few grizzlies already. Once, washing in the stream 
nearby while we made breakfast. Once, drinking from the water by our campsite 
while we set up tents. Once, crossing a glacier while we hiked up a nearby peak. Each 
time, they drop a pile of  poop on the ground the moment they see us, and clomp 
away, heavy footed and terrified. 
 In the morning, I find fresh bear poop not more than 10 meters from where 
I slept.

19
 My stomach twists and rumbles, unhappy and making sure I know. My body 
is starting to weaken in this harsh land after holding up for so long. I can’t be sure 
what my body is so upset by, but my only option in our first aid kit is the bright 
pink Pepto Bismol pills. I chew a few more, roll around in my sleeping bag, and fuss 
with “sommeil de beauté”: stretching and folding, somehow unable to sleep with it or 
without it. 
 In the middle of  the night, I unzip the door of  the tent to relieve myself  and 
I freeze. Hundreds of  caribou slowly move across the tundra, their hooves clicking 
softly on the rocks. I have never seen anything like this before: the migration of  
a herd through the wild. The caribou follow each other, nose to tail to nose to tail 
to nose, for thousands of  miles. Some stop and stare at me with their dark eyes, 
trying to figure out what I am and what I’m doing in their home. But most are too 
busy to notice me and they focus on the rocks in front of  them, not wanting to lose 
themselves on their 3,000-mile route through the Refuge, their very own saunter to 
their Holy Land. 
 For the next few hours, I watch as thousands of  the 120,000 members of  the 
herd traverse the tundra, in route to a new home under the midnight sun. We climb 
into one tent, unzip the door, and watch “America’s Serengeti” unfold before us. 
Eventually, I doze off, dreaming of  joining the caribou: holding onto their antlers 
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and riding on their spotted backs all the way home. 

25
 We’ve decided to designate our 25th night as Christmas, and we celebrate by 
exchanging gifts. I decide to cash in on my coupon for a foot massage from Nora and 
savor it. Pleasure, I’ve learned, is marvelous. In this harsh place, little things can 
make all the difference: heart shaped rocks, a spoon full of  cocoa, sunny mornings 
and sunny nights. 
 We welcome this holiday season with crisp air and snowflake flurries. Maybe 
our excitement is due to holiday spirit; maybe it’s because we have no other option. 
Either way, our welcome doesn’t disguise our trepidation of  this cold weather.  We 
are short on food and don’t have enough calories in our meals to sustain our bodies 
or maintain a reasonable body temperature for long. This adventure has taken a toll 
on my body: when I lace my boots every morning, I cannot help but notice that my 
legs get smaller and smaller each day. I feel my body in my sleeping bag, running my 
hands over my arms and down my ribs, wondering when I became so bony. 
 I have not seen myself  for 25 days. It’s probably for the better, since I haven’t 
showered in that long either. I trace my fingers over my nose, lips, and cheekbones 
and realize that I’ve forgotten the way my own face looks. It doesn’t bother me: I feel 
happy, and happy people are beautiful (at least, that’s what my mother says). This 
happiness is not as carefree as I imagined it, but it is peaceful. I pull out my sleep 
mask and wonder for the 25th time what it means. “Sommeil de beauté”: something is 
beautiful, I decide. This Christmas, it is me. 

34
 Tonight, we are crash camping. Our tents are placed on the flattest spot in 
sight, which is, for all intents and purposes, not flat. I slide down my sleeping pad 
and find myself  cramped at the bottom of  the tent the whole night, squashed against 
the door of  the tent in my sleeping bag, pressed up against Sophie, who couldn’t care 
less about the incline. 
 Since I can’t stay asleep for long, I wake up early and bring my sleeping bag 
outside. These mountain faces are unlike any part of  the world I have ever seen 
before: jagged, ancient, and striped with green, violet, and turquoise sand that has 
washed into the streams and rivers, leaving a trail of  multi-colored sand in the 
valley below. The stripes in the mountains match my jacket, my mom’s fleece that I 
snuck inside my pack the morning, now months ago, that I left home. It’s from the 
80s and has a loud geometric snowflake design in eccentric blue, green, and purple. 
I snap the collar all the way up and feel the knot in my throat rise. I miss my mom. 
I imagine her here with me, sitting on this rock. She would ask about the food, the 
weather, and the views. I would tell her as best I could: that we ran out of  salt and 
started eating plain quinoa and I didn’t mind it; that I thought my clothes would 
never dry, but somehow they did; that the river beds went on for miles, and we spent 
entire days hiking across the tundra, able to see our last campsite at the new one; 
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that I almost always felt loss and loneliness alongside joy and freedom; that I feel a 
deep sadness, now, when I know that no matter how many stories I tell or adjectives 
I use, my mom will never understand this place like I do, like I want her to; that I 
can’t say when I grew accustomed to the ever-present sun, but now I am afraid of  
what it will be like to sleep in the dark; that it was my choice to leave home and 
once I left it felt like the place I most wanted to be, even among beauty and peace; 
that someday I want to come back to this unfamiliar place that is now familiar, but 
somehow I know that I won’t and that feels the heaviest of  all: that I have reached a 
point in my life where my home is transient, never to be returned to, just left alone 
but not forgotten.  

Beauty Sleep
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I am walking down the
sidewalk as I see a man with
a heavy backpack kicking a
crushed can on the
hard cement. 

I move slightly to the side
so I don’t interrupt his
path of  clack clack and
I think of  songs to
send your way

I look up to see Jesus’s back towards me
little rivets hold him up
and I see the tree’s reflection in his hair and hands, grey
like the monument or trees when they burn down 
(the ground is orange, the trees are dying too)
If  I threw a stone, the fragments
of  his body would crash to the ground, 
outside and inside
just like tumors tear through
flesh

The train screams against the silent black granite
Ashes make little peeks from the inside
do you remember when we were here last? 
it was 4am but now it is 3pm and I am freezing

You haven’t said which way you want
whether ash or box
I imagine you dreamt that your parents
wouldn’t know, but they do
all three of  them, even your dad
who made your future out of  pine
by hand, with his brothers

A mixtape for my cousin with 
six months to live

Gabrielle Fulton
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your mom escaped him in the night
along with the women behind two-way mirrors
and robes, 
you still care for robes and detest sin
though not the kind that forces you to live 
in a commune
radicalism hasn’t frightened you since
neither has the tumor that grabbed 
your shoulder and pulled you 
back into bed
in your parents’ house still
you’ve lived here for forty years
never left the eggshell carpet
in your attic bedroom
you will live here for six months more
along with wires and drip bags 
surrounding a new bed
that allows you to sit at an incline

Someone is playing organ music.
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-13:17:07:24
Nora was looking for a smell, some ingredient to spark her next creation. She 
wasn’t sure which scent yet—she would only know once she found it. She ducked into 
the deodorant aisle of  the commissary. Nora knew she looked harmless in her blue 
woolen coat and boots, hat a little off-kilter from the bitter Pennsylvania wind—but 
if  someone in the store saw what she was doing, they might misunderstand.
 Nora uncapped rows of  deodorants and smelled them until her head hurt. 
Just a couple of  weeks into Jim’s deployment the flannel sheets lost their scent. The 
must in the dusty closet consumed his sweaters. He took his cigarettes with him, and 
his soap dissolved in the corner of  the shower. Every day, things were fading. If  he 
didn’t come back, she would be left with nothing.
 She stood in the spice aisle now. It was seven o’clock in the morning, before all 
the old veterans and their spouses would arrive and clog the aisles with indecision.
 Parsley, nutmeg, sage. Nothing flashed images through her mind, gave her 
that inexpressible feeling that pulled her away into the past.
 Nora continued through the aisles. She was opening boxes now, and 
uncapping bottles, closing her eyes and furrowing her brow with every searching 
breath. A younger man in uniform raised an eyebrow at her, slowly rolling by his 
cart of  flank steaks, bread, and peanut butter. A smooth tenor voice crooned over 
the speakers a song about snow and being home.
 A different cashier was working the early morning shift today, one that 
wasn’t used to Nora’s visits. The red-haired, wiry kid looked barely old enough to 
have a job, and barely awake enough to have driven to work. However, she had 
noticed Nora and was taking too many glances at her with two heavily lined, half-
open eyes.
 Nora decided to avoid a confrontation and retreated through the store’s 
sliding doors, pushing into the wet wind. It didn’t have the earthy scent that usually 
came before spring or summer or autumn rain. The ground was cold, ungenerous 
and refusing to yield the fragrance of  its moisture to the air. The uniform trees 
lining the sidewalks looked flat and bare in the overcast morning greyness, but 
they rustled with whispers. They were right in the middle of  Advent, and many 
of  the white clapboard homes along Nora’s street glowed through the bleakness, 
icicle lights strung up over gutters and tangled around front porch columns. They 
displayed a hope for the inevitable, the savior that had already come and gone. 
Something is coming, whispered the lights.  

Pink Nose and Purple Heart
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 Why hope for something that comes every year? thought Nora as she approached 
her own glowing house. Her husband had hung the yellowish string lights last year 
before he left early in the summer. So she wouldn’t have to if  he didn’t make it back 
in time, he had said. Nora loved Jesus, but she never had to worry about him making 
it back to her for Christmas, or at all. She knew she had Jesus, always. And she had 
bottled the smell of  Christmas long ago—the Douglass fir tree they had bought 
together last year, the cookies the girls burned and made the house smell of  for a 
week, the homemade cinnamon rolls on Christmas morning, the dusty scent of  
Jim’s parents’ farmhouse the day after. Even if  it somehow failed to come this year 
she could have Christmas whenever she needed it. 
 Every two weeks or so, Jim would usually send Nora an email from 
Afghanistan. He couldn’t tell her places or plans, but he told her about the silly 
karaoke nights he had with the rest of  his company, and how many Pop-Tarts he 
had eaten since he had emailed her last (usually in the double digits). He told her he 
loved her and even though he knew it was bad, part of  him wanted things to be like 
they had been that last couple of  weeks in Iraq, at the very beginning, when they 
were each others’ whole worlds. 
 An email hadn’t come from Jim in three weeks. Every morning she turned 
on CNN and watched the coverage from the front lines of  the war, if  it could even 
be called a war. At this point it just felt like a confused struggle, a string of  needless 
deaths on all sides. She couldn’t help but search for Jim’s face. Every morning she 
didn’t see him she felt pulled tighter and tighter. She had been told he might get to 
come home for Christmas, but that guaranteed nothing. That didn’t mean he would 
make it. Two weeks is a long time in Afghanistan. Two weeks is so many IEDs, so 
many patrols, so many ambushes waiting to happen. She and Jim had both made it 
through the Gulf  War. It would be cheating fate if  he made it back this time, Nora 
told herself. One of  them would have to die, and she had missed her chance. Nora 
could feel her heart rate increasing as she entered the house. She took deep breaths 
and tried to loosen the strings inside of  her that were threatening to break. She had 
work to do. 

-13:07:37:09
 Nora had been out gathering plants. When she came in, she could tell that 
her daughters were home. A pair of  green converse and a pair of  running shoes lay 
in a miniature heap at the door, with a trail of  four wet socks leading to the dining 
room, from which music and the sound of  scratching pencils floated.
 They were listening to one of  Jim’s CDs in the dining room. The guitar’s soft, 
scratching strum seemed to be calling the sun back to its bed behind the bare trees, 
the bottles on the shelves losing their glimmer with every minute. The singer’s 
gravelly voice swelled with the words ain’t that America. Nora felt a small pinch in 
her chest. She knew the girls missed Jim’s jokes and his bear hugs. They always asked 
about his emails, and though they thought that they were hiding their excitement 
when the rare letter came from Jim addressed to them, she saw how eagerly they 
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ripped open the envelopes. He had been teaching Imogen to play guitar, but he 
had only taught her two songs before he left. Jenna had begun complaining about 
Imogen’s lack of  repertoire a week into Jim’s deployment. Maybe I should sign her up 
for lessons somewhere else, Nora thought. She pushed the idea away when she realized 
that she was imagining a future without Jim.  
 Nora picked her way through the cluttered kitchen that had turned into a 
makeshift chemistry lab, the place where she did most of  her work. The house had 
descended into chaos lately, and Nora knew that it was all her fault. She had an 
unmatched capacity for creating messes, and the messes felt especially suffocating 
in the tiny house. Their home on the army post was one of  the four dozens of  “Smurf  
houses” jokingly nicknamed by the military families for their cramped size. In the 
dining room, rows and rows of  jars and vials lined the flaking white built-in shelves, 
and vacuum-sealed bags of  random specimens covered half  of  the stained table.
 The girls were sitting with their homework spread over the clean half  of  the 
surface.  Imogen’s hair trailed in waves over the back of  her chair. She had inherited 
Nora’s black hair, slightly tanned skin, and gently curving nose, but her father’s 
green eyes shot sparks wherever she looked. Imogen was a quiet girl with a vibrantly 
creative mind, always sketching anime characters or reading dragon novels or 
writing songs. Jenna, on the other hand, had dark eyes like her mother, crowned 
with thick brows, one of  which always seemed to be raised at a questioning angle. 
Her lanky figure stretched taller than both her sister and Nora’s. She was a runner, 
like Jim, but her athleticism hadn’t swayed her from school. As a child she had told 
Nora that she planned on being a meteorologist, then an astronaut, then a computer 
programmer, then a physicist. Nora felt a surge of  pride. Jenna was seventeen and 
Imogen two years younger. At that age, Nora had never been so smart and brimming 
with dreams. 
 Nora gave each of  the girls a squeeze on the shoulders. Imogen smelled like 
strawberry shampoo, and Jenna like grass and the sweat of  happy exertion. “So, how 
was school?”
 “Good.”
 “Fine.” 
 Imogen and Jenna both glanced in the general direction of  the kitchen 
pantry. 
 “Okay, then.” Nora could sense that something was off, but she wasn’t sure 
what. “Oh, Imogen, how’d your Shakespeare audition go?”
 “It was good. I think I’ll get a callback.”
 “What?” She had gone back into the kitchen and had noisily begun gathering 
potatoes and onions and various cooking wares with which to make soup.
 “I think I’ll get a callback!” Imogen repeated. 
 “Wonderful! I knew you would. Your Lady Macbeth monologue was 
flawless!”
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 Dinner was soon ready, and the soup provided a welcome warmth. The 
heating hadn’t been working properly, and Nora and the girls had grown accustomed 
to wandering the house in at least two sweaters, a blanket always at hand. In a huddle 
they sank into the floral couch with their bowls and spoons, silently watching a 
British baking competition on TV. They had discovered that watching television 
during dinner helped to fill the silences that had grown larger without Jim’s random 
questions and impromptu history lessons. 
 “Mom, are you an alcoholic?” Jenna spoke quietly.
 Nora turned her head to look across the couch with furrowed brows. Jenna 
had discarded her empty soup bowl and had a pillow hugged to her chest. She 
seemed to be bracing herself  for something, surprised at her own sudden speech.
 “Of  course not, honey. Where is this coming from?” The garishly cheerful 
music of  a commercial filled a seconds-long pause.
 Jenna spoke with more than her usual animation, her sleek black bob 
swishing with the jittery movements of  her hands and head. “We found the alcohol 
in the pantry. You never used to drink. You’re staying up, like, all night and sleeping 
most of  the day. You’re, like, obsessed with this whole smell thing. People at church 
are praying for you because they think you’re going crazy. They look at us like we’re 
orphans or something, but you don’t notice.”
 Nora shifted to face Jenna on the couch, and Imogen was caught in the 
middle, listening wide-eyed.
 “Jenna, the Everclear is for my perfume making and nothing else, I promise 
you,” said Nora. “I’m not drinking. And I’m not—I’m not having any serious mental 
health issues. This is just how I deal with”—she lifted both hands from the blanket 
in her lap and dropped them again— “things. And yes, your father being gone was 
what started it. But what do you want me to do?”
 “Just—just be our mom, for once! It’s like you don’t even notice us, or anyone. 
Not even Dad. All you care about are memories, not even real people. If  it’s not 
alcohol that’s making you like this, then what is it? Where are you, Mom?” 
 Jenna left the couch and thumped up the stairs to her room. Imogen and Nora 
sat speechlessly at the couch for a long moment. They both looked at the television 
screen, Nora’s eyes stinging and Imogen searching for something to say to break the 
tension. 
 “Snow!” exclaimed Imogen in a whisper.
 Like a godsend, a winter weather warning had flicked up on the bottom right 
hand corner of  the TV screen. Their county was filled in with pink. Imogen escaped 
through the front door to search the sky for signs of  snow, but the grey gossamer 
clouds were too gaunt to show any real promise. Nora used the reprieve to retreat to 
the kitchen. Imogen called a muffled “I love you” as she crept back inside and up the 
stairs to bed.
 Nora repeated the words, but her mind was somewhere else. She felt the 
frustration turning into despair in her chest but she held it back. She had learned 
to turn anxiety into energy, despair into creativity. Now the house was silent but for 
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the ticking of  a couple of  clocks and the barking of  a dog next door. Nora donned her 
husband’s oversized, paint-splattered denim shirt. They’d never been allowed to 
paint their own houses, because they’d never really owned their houses, but they’d 
bestowed new coats of  color upon dressers and desks on warm Saturdays when 
they didn’t have training. The dusty, acrid smell of  the paints wafted into her mind. 
On the shirt’s sleeves she could see pale periwinkle flecks, the color they had given 
Imogen’s cradle. 
 Nora moved from the dining room to the kitchen with grace and energy, 
gathering jars and vials from the shelves. Finally, she reached to the top of  the 
pantry for the bottle of  Everclear—once she had finished formulating her scent, 
its high alcohol content would make the perfume’s notes unify and then diffuse 
most effectively. She wondered if  the girls had tasted it when they had found it this 
afternoon. She hoped not. The stuff was dangerous—she was thankful that it was 
odorless, because the smell of  it would have taken her back to some of  her worst 
nights in college.
 Everything was ready. Nora stood over her kitchen island lab and breathed 
in. She had been reading and gathering and sleeping all day, preparing for the 
night’s long work. She almost had it—her last day with Jim. They had taken the 
girls for a ride in a rented convertible in May, and though the sun was out it had 
started sprinkling as they drove home from the movie theater. They had screamed 
and smiled as the droplets pelted them on their drive down the winding, corn-
rimmed roads. Jim fetched them paper towels from the local diner’s restroom to dry 
their tangled hair, and they shivered from the cold and the sugar in their chocolate 
milkshakes. The smell of  warm, wet earth steamed from the grass in their front yard 
when they got home. The girls went to bed early—they would have to wake up very 
soon to go to the airport and see their father off. Jim had smelled like the earth and 
cheap bar soap and fabric softener and pine needles. Nora had tried to remember 
more of  that night, all of  the kisses and the words they had said to one another, the 
odd mixture of  contentment and dread, but all she was left with was a smell. She 
couldn’t piece together Jim’s voice or the feeling of  his arms around her waist, but if  
she could just find the right ingredients, maybe these things would follow. 
 The pine needles had been soaking in oil for seven days. When she opened 
the jar and held it close to her face she saw the flickers of  sun through the trees and 
felt Jim’s fingers intertwined with her own as the girls giggled in the backseat. Nora 
added a small bit of  the pine-scented oil to an empty beaker. She then unscrewed 
a vial of  precious vetiver oil, normally used by professional perfumers to evoke 
the clean, earthy odor of  rain. This along with the pine would form the base of  her 
fragrance, the part of  the scent that would last. Next would come the middle note: 
this was where Nora had been struggling. She had experimented with different 
amounts of  aloe and cloves for Jim, and hints of  cinnamon and jasmine for the girls, 
but nothing had quite worked yet. 
 She used a dropper to add tiny amounts of  the vetiver oil to the beaker 
and contemplated her next move. Perhaps she would try something different this 

Susannah Stubbs



81

time—cardamom and clove, maybe. She slowly added tiny amounts of  a few oils 
and extracts. As she added the spicy sweet cardamom to the earthy mixture, though, 
something happened.
 

 The smell of  hot food and brewing tea wafted from the house’s window out 
onto the dark, dusty street. Captain Nora Li, twenty-five, tucked escaped black curls 
back into her Kevlar helmet. The rest of  the group awaited her signal. She took a deep 
breath and pointed two fingers and the team of  twelve soldiers burst through the 
door. A child was calling out somewhere in the dim house, and a woman, probably a 
mother, cried something else, something more urgent down the hall. 
 Suddenly, gunfire. 
 Nora’s smell and sight were ripped away into the noise and a green night-
vision blur. When they rushed into the next room the child was gone. The insurgents 
were not supposed to be waiting for them. Nora saw a familiar head and shoulders 
peer around the corner at the end of  the hallway. It was one of  the men whose 
photograph had been posted on the walls of  their headquarters. She lowered her 
eye to the scope on top of  her gun right as the man lunged into her sights. She 
fired, but she didn’t see where the man went. In the bang and jolting of  the shot 
she felt a warmth spreading through her abdomen. She felt light-headed. Her vision 
darkened and she slowly lowered herself  to the ground, wondering where the little 
child was, hidden or dead—
 “Mom? Are you okay? It sounded like something broke.”
 Imogen was perched sock-footed in the doorway of  the kitchen in an 
oversized t-shirt with hearts and flowers stamped onto it in fabric paint. She looked 
like a preschooler that had been forced into an oversized smock to do an art project. 
Nora realized that she had been on her knees and rose immediately. The beaker that 
had held the scent was shattered in the sink.
 Nora nodded that she was alright and put her hands around the back of  her 
neck. Her cheeks were wet. She couldn’t speak because she knew she would cry, and 
she couldn’t do that in front of  Imogen. The girls were already doubting her. 
 Imogen padded over and leaned against the edge of  the counter, placing 
a thin arm around Nora’s shoulders. Something broke. Nora put her head in her 
hands and cried, harder than she had ever cried since she had joined the army.
 “Are you okay? Mom, do I need to call someone?”
 “I’m going to be okay. You can just, just—go back and get some sleep. I’m 
sorry I woke you.”
 “But Mom—” 
 “I’m fine.”
 Imogen retreated.
 Gunfire still echoed in the back of  Nora’s mind. She walked to the darkened 
living room, switching on the television and curling into a ball on the couch. The 
screen flickered over her huddled, blanketed frame. She would do better tomorrow. 
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She had to. 
 Nora let the melodrama of  another competitive cooking show drown out the 
anguish in her mind until she was asleep. 

-07:14:36:52
 It was the third Sunday of  Advent. In the army post’s chapel, the mostly 
middle-aged praise band made a well-meaning but off-tempo attempt at 
contemporary worship. Meanwhile, the blue stained-glass windows did nothing to 
throw the accusing morning light from Nora and the girls as they snuck into the 
back of  the sanctuary during the second song. 
 The sermon came from Isaiah. Every warrior’s boot used in battle and every 
garment rolled in blood will be destined for burning, will be fuel for the fire. For to us a child is 
born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders… 
 Nora wondered what Jesus would put all the soldiers to work doing when 
there was peace on Earth, why the the teenage boy sitting in front of  her had 
showered in Abercrombie cologne that morning, and when she would see Jim 
again, all at once. With a scrunching of  the nose she realized that this was the same 
pungent boy that had taken Jenna out on several dates. Andrew. His parents were in 
the Sunday school class that Nora and Jim had attended before he left.
 The chaplain prayed for all of  the troops everywhere but especially in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, and as usual he pronounced Afghanistan “Ahhf-GAHNN-is-
TAHHN,” which sounded ridiculous but somehow gave him more credibility. Nora 
opened her eyes to slits to look at the chapel bulletin in her hands. It was printed on 
thick, odorless beige paper with military precision. On the back cover, in pristine 
Times New Roman font, was the prayer list, a litany of  “the family ofs.” There they 
were in their usual spot halfway down the page: The family of Maj. Jim Owens. 
 Nora knew that she should feel comforted by this, and in part, she did, 
but there was a time when she hadn’t been just the family of. Until her honorable 
discharge, she had been a fighter, too, like Jim and so many of  the men and women 
in these pews. But each Sunday they came to this chapel and talked about God’s 
victory and never talked about the battles they had fought and sometimes lost, the 
ones they were still losing over and over—
 “And all of  these things we pray in Jesus’ name, Amen.”
 The chaplain finished his prayer and with a benediction bid everyone to 
stand up and greet those around them. Nora watched all of  the families of hug and 
laugh and tell each other they were “good, how are you?” The Herrera family did 
the most laughing. Captain Herrera had arrived back from Iraq just yesterday. His 
three-year old daughter bouncing in his arms, he towered over the rest of  his little 
family. His black hair was in a fresh crew cut and his corduroy sport coat had been 
resurrected from the depths of  his closet. His eyes crinkled as he talked animatedly 
with the chaplain. 
 Nora sent Imogen and Jenna off to their Sunday school class. Before she left 
to walk the short distance home, she stopped to use the restroom. As she swung 
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open the squeaky door, the smell of  bleach hit Nora with full force. 
 

 About fifteen hours after she was wounded, Captain Li had awoken in a 
bright, sterile room with the smell of  bleach holding her by the throat. A young 
soldier sat in a folding chair next to her, writing in his government-issue notebook. 
He was long-limbed, and even through the wrinkles and folds of  his loose uniform 
Nora could tell that if  it weren’t for PT his arms and legs would be paper thin. The 
honey-brown hair peeking from under his hat was military short, but just long 
enough to suggest that it had once grown in soft waves. He raised his bespectacled 
gaze to the olive green cot as if  he hadn’t been expecting her to be looking back at 
him. When they made eye contact he stood, shutting his notebook with a snap. He 
had an awkwardness and an energy about him, like he was really an eleven year-old 
trapped in a twenty-something’s body.
 “Hi, uh, Captain Li. I’m Lieutenant Owens. I’ll be your nurse for the next 
couple of  days.”
 “Hello, Lieutenant. Was I shot?”
 “Yes ma’am, you were. We’re going to keep you here for the next couple of  
weeks until we can arrange your way home, then it’s back to the States. You got any 
family?”
 Nora’s eyes widened. “Did I shoot someone?”
 “Yes ma’am. You took down one of  the most dangerous insurgents in the city. 
You’ve got a Purple Heart coming your way, ma’am.”
 The nurse had been adjusting Nora’s IV. He let go of  the tube running to her 
wrist when she raised both of  her hands to cool her face. “I killed that man.”
 Lieutenant Owens returned to his chair and leaned forward, elbows on his 
knees, making a steeple from his long fingers. “That man was responsible for the 
deaths of  at least forty people in the area. You saved so many lives by killing him.” He 
shifted in his seat. “You know, I haven’t ever killed anyone in combat, but I’ve seen a 
few soldiers die under my watch. It’s a strange feeling.”
 Nora was silent. This was his first time being deployed, too. She could tell. 
They were both naïve; all they had known about war before this came from movies 
and training in fake warzones constructed in American deserts. 
 Nora had been living at Fort Erwin in California when Desert Storm had 
begun. When she returned to that desert it felt too familiar. She was given honorable 
discharge and a Purple Heart, and she bought a German shepherd and moved away 
from the desert, up to San Francisco. It was just eight months later that she had gone 
to a support group for Desert Storm veterans on a nearby post and noticed a familiar 
face in the circle of  chairs. It was Lieutenant Owens. He looked even gawkier in cargo 
shorts than he had in his uniform. They went out for drinks after the meeting, and 
they married the following November. 
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-00:03:44:27
 Late on Christmas Eve, the last hours of  Advent quietly drew on. The moon 
was just a sliver away from fullness. The two windows in the front of  the Owens’ 
small house glowed, and the girls and their mother cast moving shadows in the 
yellowish rectangles as they prepared for one more evening meal. The twinkling 
Christmas lights crowning the house whispered with a less holy message than the 
others on the block: The boyfriend, here he comes.
 Dinner was mostly the clinking of  silverware and Nora asking Jenna’s beau 
polite questions. Andrew had auditioned for the role of  Banquo in Macbeth, and he 
was thinking about joining the army as an engineer. He shot searching looks across 
the table at an unusually quiet Jenna, but her eyes flitted away. 
 “So, Mrs. Owens, I heard you are really into perfume making. Is that like, a 
hobby for you, or do you sell them?”
 Nora wondered how much Andrew actually knew. “No, I guess it is more of  a 
hobby, not a business. I just like having them around.”
 “What’s your favorite one you’ve made?” The kid was making a valiant effort 
at conversation. Nora chose an obvious answer.
 “Well, I really like the Christmas scent I made a while back.” 
 “Oh, that sounds really nice. What does it smell like?”
 Jenna cocked her head at her mother and interjected, “Yeah, Mom, what does 
it smell like? You’ve never let us smell any of  your stuff before.”
 “The thing is, they’re not really perfumes, they’re more like, uh, scents I’ve 
made that capture certain memories for me,” Nora replied. “I just think it’s better if  
I keep my work to myself.”
  “Come on, Mom, just let us try it,” said Jenna.
 “I really don’t think that’s a good idea, Jenna,” said Nora. 
 “Leave it,” Imogen whispered to her sister. Jenna lunged for the labelled vial 
on the shelf  behind her and started unscrewing the lid.
 “Stop!” Nora stood and her silverware fell to her plate with a shattering 
sound.
 Nora registered the shock on Andrew and the girls’ faces and sat back down. 
Jenna replaced the bottle slowly.
 “I’m sorry,” said Nora.
 “I’m sorry, Mrs. Owens,” Andrew mumbled, eyes facing downward.
 Andrew was the last person to speak until the group walked to the chapel for 
the Christmas Eve Service. They stood in a row singing with candles casting nervous 
flickers over their faces.

-00:00:00:09
 Midnight. The minute came and passed. Jesus was born for what felt like the 
first time but was really the thousandth, and parents nestled their drowsy children 
back into their coats. Nora, the girls, and Andrew slowly made their way down the 
aisle to leave. 
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 “Nora!”
 It was Captain Herrera. He must have already gone outside and for some 
reason had come back in. He hurried towards her from the front doors, out of  
breath, flecks of  snow fading from his dark coat. “I think you and the girls should go 
outside.”
 “Alright then,” said Nora with a polite smile. The girls followed her to the 
doors, silent and still feeling the weight of  the night’s earlier conversations. 
 Nora heard voices behind the large wooden doors. She pushed them open.
 “Dad!” the girls exclaimed.
 Jim stood on the church steps in his uniform. Before he could say any words 
of  greeting, Nora rushed to him and his arms swallowed her and squeezed her so 
tight she thought she might disappear, just become a part of  him. Her monolith 
Bible still was cradled in her arms and she was cradled in Jim’s, the book’s heavy but 
soft form pressed between both of  their sets of  ribs. Nora didn’t mind. Finally, all of  
the holes in her memory of  his scent were filled. Summer rain. Soap. Lawnmower 
clippings. Smoke and new mulch. How could she have forgotten? There were new 
notes to his smell now, but she pushed them to the back of  her mind. Jim was home.
 Nora tore herself  away from him to let Jenna and Imogen receive their bear 
hugs.
 They came home with drooping eyelids and cold cheeks aching from smiling. 
Nora and Jim sent the girls up to sleep so they could prepare things for the morning. 
Nora went into the kitchen to make some decaf  coffee for herself  and Jim, and he 
followed, holding her by the hand. The hand dropped as he saw the mess of  bagged 
plants and soil and vials on the island. 
 “Nora, what is all of  this? Some kind of  project?”
 “It’s nothing. It was just something to pass the time while you were gone. 
Perfume making.” Nora could feel her cheeks flush, though her nose stayed cold. She 
took off her knit hat and laid it on the counter, looking down as she flattened it out 
with her hands. After a moment she whispered, “I didn’t know if  you’d come home.”
 Jim wrapped her in his arms again and kissed her for a long time. A new 
memory, thought Nora. The smell of  the coffee mixed with the smell of  Jim, and the 
smell of  winter clothes that have been outside for long enough to absorb the air 
around them. When he let go of  her, though, Nora noticed Jim eyeing the kitchen 
counter. 
 On Christmas morning the girls woke up to presents under the tree and a 
clean house. The dining room shelves were emptied of  the glittering bottles, the 
kitchen no longer a makeshift perfumer’s lab. They were all together, sprawled 
amidst a paper avalanche of  red and silver in their pajamas as the morning dawned 
stark and bright. 

-298:12:43:05
 Spring was coming, the snow was gone, and Nora and Jim nestled safe in 
their flannel sheets. Nora opened her eyes. Jim’s wavy brown hair had grown out 
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from his usual crew cut, and his face looked blankly serene as he slept. Nora felt a 
twinge of  envy. She still hadn’t figured out how to go to sleep at night. 
 Nora carefully untangled her cold feet from his and slid out from under his 
arm to seek some sort of  nocturnal activity. She put on her slippers and deep blue 
robe and meandered the darkened house. She dodged boxes in the hallway. The only 
thing on the shelves in the dining room was a framed picture of  the four of  them 
grinning, pink-nosed on the steps of  the church. 
 When the girls’ semester ended they would all be moving somewhere 
warmer, where it never snowed.
 It was three in the morning. Nora found herself  standing at the island in 
the kitchen, staring at the arrangement of  scarlet tulips that Jim had surprised her 
with last week. Nora had found some work with a local bakery. Jim had placed the 
tulips in the kitchen, and she had found them when she came home from her first 
early-morning shift. They still smelled faintly sweet. Minutes passed. She found 
herself  standing on a chair, peering into the very top of  the pantry. A panel in the 
back corner of  the top shelf  slid open to reveal a box of  minute rice. She had learned 
to be more careful. She opened the rice-less box, reached in, and pulled out a small 
glass bottle that had originally held vanilla extract. 
 Nora had finished her project in secret after Jim’s return. She had thought, 
Why wait and worry for Jim to come home every time he leaves? Now that she had bottled 
his smell she had Jim whenever she needed him, and without the new smells he had 
come back with, the smells that had sunken into his skin, that reminded her too 
much of  the lively, deadly streets that she had patrolled nearly two decades ago. 
 She sat on the couch in the living room now. She held the bottle in her 
hands like it was some sort of  magic potion and watched it glimmer in the passing 
headlights of  a car through the window. Then she unscrewed the tiny red cap and 
inhaled.  
 Nora saw flickers of  sunlight, heard rock music radio blaring and felt fingers 
interlacing with hers. She saw mischievous smiles and paint flying and Japanese 
characters blurring by in neon. She touched rough stubble and soft plaid shirt 
collars, and the snowflakes touched her with their startling gentle coldness. Jim’s 
voice said Hi, I’m Lieutenant Owens—do you want to get drinks after this—if people ask can I 
tell them you’re my girlfriend—will you marry me—do you think we’re ready for a kid—do you 
think you can handle this on your own—how are things back in America—are you alright—are 
you sure you’re alright? I love you.
 Nora smiled with her eyes closed and felt prickles down her spine at how 
real it all felt. A salt-smelling tear or two brushed her cheek, then her chin, then the 
blanket as she wrapped it around herself  and curled into a ball and drifted to sleep.

Susannah Stubbs



Edwardian

Arin Soileau

colored pencil

87



88

In the front room we hardly used
sat the loveseat my mother called 
the “two-butt chair,” where my brother 
and sister and I would wedge 
our butts between the arms
and prove my mother wrong. 

We used to chase our chocolate lab
and each other
down that never-ending hallway
in that L-shaped house 
cradled by the L-shaped yard. 
In the Johnson grass, we planted

a kidney bean that sprouted 
into a pool of  bright blue water,
where I had my first swim lesson,
and thirteen birthday parties, 
since September in Texas 
still scorches.

Each summer we swam in the bean
under the watchful eye of  Southwest Airlines,
Boeing 747’s descending due west 
into DFW from Atlanta or Charleston 
or Chattanooga, right over our little blue bean
and the letter L. 

I still wonder what we looked like 
from up there, 
like Tetris pieces of  tan and green,
our house and 
the backyard of  Johnson grass
that cradled our bean.

8027 Eagle Trail
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I wonder if  they could see me waving, 
or my sister dashing inside
to escape the juddering engines 
that always frightened her.
Their low deceleration 
cutting our L in half. 
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The first time I heard cicadas singing to one another in the night, I thought 
I was back in Hawai’i. It sounded so much like my father’s snoring, the air outside my 
bedroom window humming and vibrating the way the walls between mine and my 
father’s bedrooms vibrated with the heaviness of  his sleep. We’d been in Arkansas 
for three weeks; my father had been dead for four years. 

 Sometimes I forget that I am adopted. I forget that the man I call my dad isn’t 
biologically my dad. I find more of  myself  in him than I do anyone else: my love for 
cooking, my sense of  humor, my taste in music. On Saturday mornings we would 
dance around the kitchen listening to Elvis Costello while making pancakes. During 
the school week he would put extra-sticky peanut butter on mine and my brother’s 
off-brand Eggo waffles, just so we would make these especially dumb faces trying to 
get the peanut butter off the roofs of  our mouths while he drove us to school. 
I forget that I have a biological father, a man who looks like me and gave me half  of  
my genes, my entire identity. When he died, I was between the ages of  four and six, 
which I know is a large span of  time to just forget, but I cannot honestly remember 
how or when he disappeared, when the abuse stopped for good. 

 My childhood was kept in a shoebox in the back of  my mother’s closet. One 
Christmas when I was twelve or thirteen, I’d been poking around the house trying 
to find presents when I kicked the shoebox with my foot. When I opened it, I found 
photograph after photograph: me, sitting in front of  my elementary school, my 
mom wearing a shirt with a huge weed leaf, holding a beer. My brother and I sitting 
in a wicker chair wearing matching red outfits, for Christmas. A shoebox full of  
photographs of  things that had happened in my life that I couldn’t remember. There 
was a photograph of  my family, standing in front of  the brown house from the day 
we moved in. It was the first time we’d ever lived in a real house of  our own. The 
house was by far the ugliest house in the neighborhood, even uglier than my friend 
Princess’s house which had been painted a terrible green color that looked like pee 
when the sun hit it right. 
 I eventually brought the shoebox into my room and spreading the photos 
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out on the carpet before me. There was a photo of  me in the treehouse I remember 
my dad building, though he tells me that the treehouse had been there long before 
we’d bought the house, and I remembered the two nights I’d spent living in the 
treehouse, paying rent with money I’d stolen from our Monopoly set. I spent the 
entire afternoon attempting to piece together my childhood from the photos in the 
shoebox. I slowly began to remember things – Tutu and I planting the small garden 
behind our house, my brother and I standing in front of  the banana tree in our 
backyard. 
 At the bottom of  the box, tucked inside an envelope, was a photograph of  me 
as an infant, my head cradled in the arm of  a man I didn’t recognize. It must have 
been the day I came home from the hospital because I am still wearing the hospital 
blanket. We are outside a house I didn’t know: a small blue house, the sand of  the 
beach visible in the background. In the photo, the man is smiling down at me, a wide 
and goofy grin spread across his face. This was the photo on which  I lingered the 
longest, attempting to place him in my memory, trying to figure out why he had such 
a goofy grin while looking at me. 

 When I was a kid, after my father disappeared, I tried finding him in every 
brown man I saw who vaguely looked like he could be my father. I didn’t have a good 
frame of  reference for what he might look like, he’d died when I was too young to be 
able to remember his face. Once, when my family was spending the day the beach, 
I thought that I had found him. A man, tall and dark with thick curls, walked past 
our spot in the sand carrying a surfboard under one arm. He looked so much like he 
could be my father, his curls almost mirroring mine. I wanted to reach out my hand 
to grab his, wanted to call out to him, but before I could do anything my brother hit 
me in the back of  the head with a soccer ball, and the man continued walking away. 

 I didn’t know what my father looked like until I saw that picture. He was tall. 
Handsome. A head full of  thick curls like mine. As I stared at this picture, I began to 
wonder what he sounded like. What music he listened to, what foods he liked to eat. 
I wondered what else I had inherited from him, other than my curls and the color 
of  my skin. I kept the shoebox in my room from then on. On nights when I couldn’t 
sleep, I would pull out the box and look at all of  the photos, carefully constructing a 
narrative for my childhood, always ending on the one of  me and my father. 
I still don’t remember much about him, and the few memories I do have are clouded 
and violent. I remember the moment in the McDonald’s bathroom. Mom finding the 
bruises up and down my legs, across my back. I remember feeling guilty when she 
asked me what had happened. I remember sitting in the cop car on our way home, 
asking them to turn the lights on. I remember not being allowed to see my father 
and not fully understanding why. Then, somewhere in the midst of  all of  that, my 
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father disappeared. Presumed dead. I didn’t know how I was supposed to feel. 

 I stopped thinking about my father. Stopped thinking about the abuse, my 
trauma. I wouldn’t talk about it. There were too many other things that needed to be 
said. Like how Tutu loved plants and bees. She once told me that bees communicate 
through dance and that that is how we learned how to dance the hula. Once, while 
making two-finger poi on the stove, she taught me our family hula, a dance she and 
her mother had created when she was a kid. I don’t remember the dance now, but 
sometimes I think I can feel the rhythm. 
 On my last birthday in Hawai’i, we went whale watching. We woke up early 
in the morning, drove down to the spot on the beach where the boat was launching 
from. I fell asleep on the ride out to the deeper parts of  the ocean, and when I woke 
up, a humpback whale was blowing water out of  her blowhole. I thought it was 
raining. I put my raincoat’s hood up and ran to the side of  the boat in time to see her 
diving back under the water, her tail coming up and splashing back into the ocean. 

 It is not hard to separate the good from the bad of  my childhood. When people 
ask me what it was like growing up in Hawai’i, I stumble over my words as I quickly 
try to tell them everything: living five-minutes away from the beach, listening to a 
volcano erupt as you fall asleep, feeling the low rumblings gently shake the walls 
of  your bedroom. My mother and I trying to find the Menehune around our house, 
little mythological creatures who live deep in the forest and hidden valleys of  the 
island. 
 I forget sometimes that the bad even happened to me. When I think about it 
now, it seems like something that happened to someone else, one of  those terrible 
stories you hear on the news, but think could never happen to you. I forgot that 
my brother was missing for two years. I forgot about my mother’s depression, her 
addiction. I forgot about my father. I invented my own origin story, imagining that 
one day my parents found me one day while they were walking down the beach and 
decided to keep me. It was easier. 

 I have been trying to figure out how to wrap this up in a neat way. Trying to 
find a way to just end this essay and move on, but I am realizing that that might not 
be realistic. I haven’t seen my father in fourteen years. I can’t remember his face 
without looking at a photograph. I can’t remember his name. My senior year of  high 
school, I got a letter in the mail from the Hawai’i Police Department, saying that 
they’d found my father. He was two islands over, working in a sugar cane field. I 
didn’t, and still don’t, know how to react. Sometimes I will suddenly remember that 
my father exists, as I am making coffee in the morning or cleaning my apartment or 
walking to class. His memory hits me in the gut, out of  nowhere. I still don’t know 
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what to make of  his existence. I haven’t tried to get in contact with him, though I 
think about it often. I wonder what I would say to him, if  he would even know who I 
am. 
 There is a part of  me that feels like I need to take my childhood trauma and 
make something meaningful of  it. Like, I need to justify my life today, despite the 
things that have happened to me. It’s ridiculous, I know. Trauma doesn’t have to 
mean anything. It doesn’t have to be poetic or meaningful. Sometimes, it is enough 
to know that I made it out. It is enough to know that I am still here, today. 

Too Many Other Things That Need to Be Said
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It’s hard to tell whether my sister Laura is joking or not. She has a 
flair for the dramatic and an odd sense of  irony, a way of  throwing her voice around 
words that makes it unclear if  she means them. When I ask her why she does ballet, 
her response is flat: “Mom dropped me off one day when I was four and she just kept 
doing it. It’s something to do.” 
 I smile, knowing that just out of  frame is the exorbitantly expensive 
ballerina painting our mother had haggled out of  an art festival a few years ago. 
My sister had nearly been in tears over it—she’d told our mother that she had never 
wanted anything more in her life. Her room is full of  ballet—a Degas mug, a duffel 
bag stuffed with tights and leotards, the ribbons of  her pointe shoes dangling down 
the side. The sport fits the light pink walls and delicately curated décor—spreads 
cut from Vogue, post-it notes artfully arranged with Rupi Kaur quotes. Her aesthetic 
choices seem out-of-balance with the crassness of  her humor. I’ve often told people 
she’s the most interesting person I know, a wild card who never seems to act as 
expected. This is why, when asked to write a profile essay about someone, I find her 
on the other end of  a FaceTime call. 
 “It’s like people who do cocaine,” she says when I ask about the intensity of  
high-level ballet schools, “I don’t really understand it, but you get to a point where 
you’re like, ‘might as well, I’m going to die anyway.’” She had tried to convince our 
parents to send her to a boarding school in Ukraine once, to no avail. My sister is 
seventeen—she has never tried cocaine, or even alcohol, and spends her Friday 
nights going mini-golfing or baking cakes. During the interview, she tells me she 
plans on doing cocaine the day she turns 70, and I’m still not sure if  she is serious or 
not. 
 To some degree, she’s always joked like this; when she was four, our mother 
walked into the kitchen to find her sitting on the counter, hunched over the plastic 
cat food container. Her little fist buried in kibble, her mouth full, she had looked up 
at our mom with big eyes and explained herself  with a “meow.” Pilfering cat food in 
the early hours of  the morning was a repeat offense—we’d all caught her at some 
point. She would always meow at whoever discovered her, and once she asked our 
father if  he could get her some chocolate milk to go with her breakfast. She says 
she doesn’t remember what the cat food tasted like, or why she liked to eat it, but 
she does recall making the decision to meow—if  our parents found it funny, she 
reasoned, she wouldn’t get in trouble. 
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 For the past few years, whenever someone has asked her what she wants to 
do with her life, she has claimed to plan on becoming Rob Kardashian. 
 “I’m going to go to law school out West, like in California, and make a bunch 
of  connections. Then I’ll be a celebrity lawyer and make millions and get tons of  
plastic surgery,” she says, “but biology’s pretty cool, too, so who knows.”
 As a shorter, louder version of  our mom, she would make a good lawyer. 
She is not one to mince words, and works well in emotionally stressful moments. 
Sometimes I wonder at how different we are—she is extraverted and spunky, and 
absolutely fearless. When we were kids, she would race to the front of  the line for all 
the largest fair rides, and I would watch her climb into the shining metal husks from 
the sidelines. 
 Even as she was fearless, she terrorized every adult in charge of  her. Her 
birth was traumatic and three months early, leaving her scrawny and asthmatic. 
Apart from the premature birth, the right side of  her body was significantly larger 
than the left. Her legs were visibly mismatched, her skull bulging out oddly on one 
side. Congenital Isolated Hemihyperplasia provided her with a future of  corrective 
procedures and constant cancer screenings. In baby pictures, she peers out at the 
camera lens from underneath the bulky white helmet designed to mold her skull 
into proper shape. It was covered in stickers, placed clumsily by my chubby toddler 
fingers when our parents weren’t looking.
 Laura is very familiar with the insides of  hospitals, and she loves them. 
When she was very little, her asthma meant that every cough meant an emergency 
room visit. This was more of  a precaution than anything else; she never stayed long, 
but she got excited whenever she had to go. “There was McDonald’s in the hospital,” 
she told me later, “and dad would always feel bad and get me a Happy Meal.” Our 
mom had a strict prohibition on fast food—a rule that was rarely ever broken.
 She regarded her conditions with cool nonchalance, pronouncing words like 
“congenital” and “hemihypertrophy” to whoever dared ask her why she wore a lift 
on her left shoe. Footwear was an ordeal—we had to buy two pairs in different sizes, 
and take the smaller one to be specially fitted with a lift so she could walk evenly. 
Despite this, she gained a reputation for climbing any vaguely vertical surface she 
could find. We would walk through a doorway to find her clunky shoes dangling off 
of  the door, or the refrigerator, or the cabinets. When she was a baby, she would 
clamber over the bars of  her crib and drop to the floor during naptime. She tells me 
her earliest memory involves one of  these breaks for freedom:
 “I landed on the floor and someone—probably mom—came, and told me I 
could have gotten hurt. I remember thinking ‘I won’t get hurt, I’m a monkey!’”
  

 She brushes off her surgery with the same irreverence, claiming not to 
remember much. I try to pull up my own memories of  that time—the cheerfully 
painted walls of  the children’s hospital, the plastic skateboard cast, the sickly pink 
antiseptic our parents had to wash her leg with every night. They seem distant, as 
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if  they happened to some other kid. When she glances away during the interview, 
pensive for a moment, I wonder if  it’s the same for her. 
  Distraction osteogenesis involves surgically breaking a bone and using a 
rack and pinion system to gradually pull it apart before letting the natural healing 
process fill in the newly formed gap. Developed in 1905 by Alessandro Codivilla, 
his study participants had such a high rate of  infection and tissue death it was 
ignored by the wider medical community. It wasn’t until Gavriil Ilizarov studied 
thousands of  patients in the 1950s that the method was perfected, the pins and rates 
of  separation fully fleshed out. It’s horribly painful, with a long recovery time and 
intensive physical therapy. Anti-inflammatory painkillers inhibit proper tissue 
development, so there isn’t a lot available to help with the pain, and doctors were 
wary of  giving an eight year-old opioids, anyway.
 It was the physical therapy that my sister truly hated—agonizing exercises 
meant to restore the muscle tissue of  her legs and insure proper blood flow done 
every afternoon. She would leave her third-grade classroom early several times a 
week to have more intense sessions with a physical therapist. After school, I would 
sit in the waiting area of  the sports clinic and do homework, pretending I couldn’t 
hear her screaming from a little ways away. 
 Her cast was hard plastic molded for her leg, blue with a skateboard pattern. 
Laura had never skateboarded in her life, and had never shown any interest in it, 
either, but she picked the design over the pink cats and green birds all the same. You 
could barely see it under the shining metal encircling her leg, set in place with pins 
drilled into her bone and small rods stabilizing them. It was a heavy contraption; 
she would waddle around on her walker, swinging her left leg to the side. She still 
turns her left foot out when she walks. 
 The cast was swapped out for another when it was discovered that, somehow, 
another bone in her leg had broken. For weeks, she had walked around on a leg 
broken in two places, and she blamed the physical therapist for it all. She laughs now 
and calls the woman a bitch, rehashing the time she handed our dad a plastic baggie 
with the clumps of  hair she had torn out during a particularly dreadful session. 
 “Like it was a tooth I’d lost, or something. I thought that was weird,” she says 
with a smirk. I remember seeing the dark brown hair in the baggie and wanting to 
throw up.

 She got into trouble at school one afternoon, when the recess monitor lost 
track of  her. This was months after her surgery, and she had recently abandoned 
the walker for good, although her leg was still fitted with the bulky cast meant to 
heal two bones. It was late spring, not quite a full year after the surgery, and she was 
ready to take on the world again. 
 The recess monitor was less thrilled when she couldn’t find my still-waddling 
sister among the thralls of  kids playing foursquare. She looked everywhere, growing 
alarmed, unable to spot Laura’s awkward gait or hear her deep-throated laugh, until 
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she glanced up. 
My sister was sitting in a basketball goal, legs dangling off the side of  the net. I can 
imagine her left leg, still in its cast, jutting awkwardly out before her, while her free 
leg swung happily back and forth. She was content up there, having kicked her shoes 
off to grip the slippery pole. The recess monitor was less amused.
Of  all the Laura Grace stories our mother pulls out at dinner parties, this is my 
favorite. It’s chock full of  her open personality, her tendency to write her own rules. 
I ask her, now, whether she ever thought of  her condition as odd. 
“Nah,” she says, “I just figured—like, it’s who I am. I have brown hair, I have weird 
legs, you know? Someone has to be the fucked up kid with cancer or whatever.”

 Her first surgery was on her jaw, again using distraction osteogenesis, but 
on a significantly smaller scale. The metal piece fixed into her jaw jutted out of  her 
neck—she liked telling people to watch it bob up and down while she swallowed 
water. It was much less painful, required no physical therapy, and had a negligible 
recovery period. She still has the metal device that stuck in her cheek for a month, 
sitting in a glass jar in her room. I’m not sure why she kept it. For a while, she was 
considering arm surgery as well. It would be a less invasive procedure, purely for 
cosmetic reasons, the fourth surgery she would have before turning eighteen. 
Throughout her childhood, she went back and forth about it, changing her decision 
every other day. Our parents would shrug and say she had plenty of  time to make up 
her mind. Her arms are noticeably different, one rounder and longer than the other, 
and her left hand is comically small. The pinky finger could belong to a child, which 
used to bother her. 
 She’s pretty sure she doesn’t want the surgery, because “it’d be a hassle” and 
would get in the way of  ballet. As soon as she could get around without a walker, 
she’d signed up for ballet again, determined to flit around the music room of  our 
elementary school in a leotard, pins or no pins. The ballet teacher, Ms. Howell, made 
it work, creating special moves to account for her limited abilities and bulky cast. 
She stayed in, dominating the recital in a tutu fitted with Velcro so she could get it 
over her leg.
 I went with her to buy her first pair of  pointe shoes, a year after the other 
girls her age had done so. Our mom was worried, prepared to launch into a spiel 
about the different sizes of  her feet and ready to ask a million questions about how 
standing on her tip-toes atop wooden blocks would effect her posture. The woman at 
the dance store looked at us strangely and told us pointe shoes were sold individually, 
fitted precisely to each foot. 
 The back wall of  the store was filled entirely with shelves of  pointe shoes. 
Boxes, all colored in gentle pastels, were stacked from the floor to the ceiling. I 
watched the woman wrap a tape measure around my sister’s big foot, then her 
small foot, and write a note on the back of  her hand. She pulled boxes from the 
wall, skipping back and forth to produce a pile of  varying brands and styles. Laura 
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sat on a stool and tried them on, rising to test the fit of  each one. They were bare-
bones without the delicate pink silk I’d come to associate with the sport. My sister 
looked up at my questioning face and explained that the girls sew the pink cloth and 
ribbons to the shoes themselves, and occasionally reshape the insides in some way. 
I discover this when, later, I find my sister sitting on the floor of  her room, sewing 
needle stuck between her teeth, smashing away at her shoes with a hammer. I’m 
taken aback the first time I see her do this—it’s violent and loud, dissonant with the 
canary-yellow ribbons she sewed onto them for a performance. 
 In the store, I sat as she slipped her feet into the final pair of  shoes, lifting 
herself  off of  her stool. The flattened toes knocked against the hardwood floor, and 
she put an arm out to steady herself  as she tapped out a number of  moves. I think of  
the fancy French terms for the way her legs curve and dip around each other, and the 
blisters that have formed and popped and bled. When I ask, during the interview, if  
dancing en pointe hurts, she shrugs.
 “Really, the worst part is when you lose all the skin off your big toe,” she says, 
“but it grows back. Eventually you don’t even think about it.”
 She pauses before adding that dancing in her pointe shoes feels like floating. 
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Straight to his house the clear-eyed Pallas went,
Full of  plans for great Odysseus’ journey home.
She made her way to the gaily painted room
Where a young girl lay asleep . . .
A match for the deathless gods in build and beauty,
Nausicaa, the daughter of  generous King Alcinous.
Two handmaids fair as the Graces slept beside her,
Flanking the two posts, with the gleaming doors closed.
But the goddess drifted through like a breath of  fresh air,
Rushed to the girl’s bed and hovering close she spoke,
in face and form like the shipman Dymas’ daughter,
a girl the princess’ age, and dearest to her heart.
Disguised, the bright-eyed goddess chided, “Nausicaa,
How could your mother bear a careless girl like you?
Look at your fine clothes, lying here neglected—
With your marriage not far off,
The day you should be decked in all you glory
And offer elegant dress to those who form your escort.
That’s how a bride’s good name goes out across the world
And it brings her father and queenly mother joy. Come,
Let’s go wash these clothes at the break of  day—
I’ll help you, lend a hand, and the work will fly!
You won’t stay unwed long. The noblest men
In the country court you now, all phaeacians
Just like you, phaeacia-born and raised. So come,
The first thing in the morning press your kingly father
To harness the mules and wagon for you, all to carry
Your sashes, dresses, glossy spreads for you bed.
It’s so much nicer for you to ride than to go on foot. 
The washing-pools are just too far from town.”
             With that
The bright-eyed goddess sped away to Olympus, where, 
They say, the gods’ eternal mansion stands unmoved,
Never rocked by galewinds, never drenched by rains,
Nor do the drifting snows assail it, no, the clear air
Stretches away without a cloud, and a great radiance
Plays across that world where
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What a beautiful day, raining so hard. Storming with such purpose and quiet 
god-like knowing. On the trees in the courtyard, the leaves curtsy, the branches bow 
in reverence. Everything becomes a pool. Insects float in the hollow places, in the 
troughs and buckets in the stable, in the stone hands of children that leap up from 
the fountains. They  stretch their  skinny  limbs, looking for something to cling 
to. When the priest kneels to pray in the garden, the water reaches his chest, laps 
against his lungs. The air is wet. The day is dim. The king is dying. 
 And he has been dying for some time. He is old, sick, lying in his chamber, 
surrounded by the vases and bouquets and bowls of  the lilies that have been brought 
in to mask the smell of  his decay. He is awake and waiting for his daughter, who is 
just now running up the outer stone steps of  the keep, the water lapping under her 
feet, her tunic soaked and heavy. She had been in the undercroft alone when it began 
to flood, when the page came in and reached out toward her and said your father, 
the king, in the solar. He is behind her now, his arm still held out toward her back, 
saying my lady, my lady, do not fall. The rain is rushing down past her, streaming off 
each stair down to the next, past the page, flowing into the flooding yard. And when 
she passes through the doorway the rain ceases above her, but she can still hear it all 
around, rising. Her hand is on the wall. She is looking up as if  she can see her father 
through the stone, through the bottom of  his wooden bed. Her feet press the water 
from her shoes. The keep seems taller than it ever had before, like it is growing, like 
it is always spiraling out of  the step one above her. 
 And eventually the rain starts pouring down the steps from the top of  the 
keep, from her father’s chamber, where it’s flying through the windows. The page 
says my lady, please, my lady. Petals flow past. The page urges her to take care. The 
water drags her tunic down. She stumbles, and then rounds the final bend and 
emerges into the solar, where the rain is puddled six inches deep across the floor. 
The wind has blown it in. The lilies wilt and float around the room in a whirlpool 
until the staircase sucks them down. She treads toward her father, who looks, at 
first, asleep. He lifts his head up towards her. Whispers. She says what, my King? 
He repeats himself. She kneels in the water, leans her ear toward his mouth. Yes, 
father? And he whispers again, but she only hears the rain. 
 The priest is there beside the bed, and the doctor, and the page is still behind 
her. She looks up for some clue. What did he say? Did you hear him, what did he 
say? They shake their heads and the hem of  her tunic floats out around her. She 
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grips his hand, still dry and warm. Father. He opens his mouth. The water is at her 
waist. His sheets, hanging down, begin to balloon out around the bed. He smiles at 
her. She says father. Father let me hear. The rain pours in faster now, spills into the 
room. She feels the water draining toward the stairway. She imagines it pulling her 
away from the bed, carrying her down until she meets the flood water rising from 
below, imagines herself  being lifted back up again, the page floating beside her, my 
lady, my lady. 
 Father, King. 
 The king leans back.
 Father.
 The priest is looking at the window, at the rain like sheer curtains flowing in. 
This is impossible, he says. It must be halfway up the keep.
 But the king’s daughter already knows, already feels the weight of  the 
flooded rooms below her. She feels the gardens becoming reefs. She feels the water 
spilling over the castle walls, into the land surrounding. It’s not raining out there, 
she knows, not raining in the hills or plains or forests. Not for miles and miles, not 
forever all around. Only here, where there is a mourning to lift and carry off with. 



















AONIAN
vol. 60
2018

Hendrix College


