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F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R

Introduction

It is hard to comprehend that two whole years have gone by, and 
we marvel again (as always) at your support. We have great hopes 
for our third year. Our Prose Chapbook contest is currently open 
(through end of  July) and will be a great companion to our suc-
cessful Poetry Chapbook, the second of  which will be out this 
fall. We have more workshops and learning opportunities on the 
way, as well, and we’re excited about all these new endeavors.

The support of  our readers and writing community has also al-
lowed us to work with several students interested in the literary 
arts over the past few months. We’d like to acknowledge the con-
tributions of  our spring and summer interns: Autumn Fulgenzi, 
Erin Weller, Pierre Azou, Julia Walton, AJ Comsti, and Nicollete 
Visciano. 

As you read this issue, we hope you can take a moment to pause 
and enjoy this work. While the last two years have exhausted our 
societal use of  the word “unprecedented,” one thing remains 
constant: our humanity and the ways in which we connect to each 
other through the arts. We hope you value these pieces as much 
as we did when we selected them. We wish a summer full of  
health and healing for you and yours, wherever you may reside. 
Stay safe, enjoy the season, and remain—as ever—stubborn. 
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My mother won best pie at the Dexter Fall Festival 2 years in a row.
When you work the dough, touch it as little as possible� 

Although my pie crust, without Iowa lard, crumples 
into a raggedy mass I have to smash together,

although it tastes mostly like pasty goo inside lumpy, pasty flour, 
I still carry rhubarb back to California, in baggies in my checked luggage.
 
Because we live in a made world: fields and furrows, 
brocaded hallways. We sing the old songs because they sing to us. 

We follow the same dirt paths through barn yards and across the pasture 
because our feet love them. 

And when summer evening cools into night, 
we draw over our bare legs the quilts—

those kaleidoscopes cut 
from boys’ shirts and cotton feed sacks, 

their thousands of  stitches, a net around each of  us to hold 
whatever tart stems we’ve made sweet enough to treasure.

J E N N Y  H Y K E S  J I A N G 

Rhubarb

The sour stalk—costlier than opium, 
discussed in ancient apothecary tomes, 

carried with silks, cinnamon and musks
from the Tangut mountains and the banks of  the Volga, 

smuggled across the Bosporus straits, 
grown by candlelight 

in sheds in Leeds and Wakefield, 
and brought finally to the farmyards of  Iowa—

unfurls its damp, curled leaves to raise tall red prongs
just as winter unlocks its gates. 

It ripens first in every side yard beside lilac sprays, 
long before garden or strawberry patch. 

Maybe that’s the reason why the women take rusty kitchen knives to 
the pinkening barbs, separating them from glossy poisoned fans, 

to slice into a pile of  crescents covered with sugar and corn starch,
to bake them hidden under pastry smooth and supple as a sheet.  
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J A C Q U E L I N E  S TA I K O S

Hot

J A C Q U E L I N E  S TA I K O S

"Hot"
alcohol inks on yupo paper

12x10 inches, 2016

The greatest influence on my work is nature; the changing of  sea-
sons, the different cycles, the journey of  one's life and the evolu-
tion of  the soul. All reminders that nothing is permanent.  

Inks are my favourite medium to work with. It's so exciting to 
pour them onto yupo paper. As yupo is smooth and imperme-
able, the inks flow and move about in an exciting and uncon-
trolled way. I am forced to allow what will happen to actually 
happen. I could step in at any time and impose my will, but I've 
discovered over time that the best results are achieved when I 
simply sit and wait. It is an intuitive process, and it's at this point 
that a piece reveals itself. It almost feels like it's telling a story.  
I then work with the piece by applying ink with a brush or by 
removing ink with alcohol. It's when I feel satisfied that I apply a 
fixative to complete the work.
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TA R A  I S A B E L  Z A M B R A N O

Potholes in the Sky

My father cleaned the Mumbai city gutters during the day and 
dug our backyard at night. He said he was looking for a treasure 
that my grandfather buried before he died. On his breaks, my 
father sat under the banyan wiping his sweat with the edge of  his 
undershirt, worms curled around his wrists, mud stuck to his fin-
gers. I brought him snacks and water from the house. When he 
got up, he pinched my ninth-grade, calcium-deficient cheeks and 
went back to digging with the confidence of  someone not risking 
anything, not even his sleep.

“After you dig out something, you cleanse it of  its previous 
life. Those are the rules of  excavating,” my father said. He pulled 
a doll, naked, a magenta pout, her hair golden or what was left 
of  it. Her eyes staring as if  widened by the thin tint of  the night. 
After washing the doll from a garden hose, I draped her in an old 
kitchen rag and named her Janaki–she birthed from the earth like 
Sita, wife of  Lord Rama. 

Inside our home, my mother binge-watched an old soap on 
the TV. In between, she pulled the curtain to check on father and 
frowned that he didn’t look at her. The idea of  digging appealed 
to her because everything existed in duality–wealth and misfor-
tune, life and death.  Often, she ran her fingers on the white, 
untanned bands on her left arm from her gold bangles, the ones 
she sold at a pawn shop to buy one month’s ration when father 
was laid off  from his job at the municipality.

During his breaks, my father talked about the shit he cleaned 
during the day–the underbelly of  a metropolis lined with rats, 
cockroaches. How he saw specks of  gold amidst the dust and 
grime of  Zaveri Bazar. How he was a part of  a rescue operation 
when a two-year-old fell in one of  the open potholes in Dadar, a 
suburb. 

“To dig is to locate a past,” he said. “To dig is to connect with 
its suffering.”

“Did the kid survive?” I asked.
He got up as if  startled by the hanging roots of  the banyan, 

swaying like ghosts in a pre-monsoon breeze. “If  someone dug 
the sky–moons, galaxies, suns would fall out,” he said, pointing 
at the smog-thickened ceiling. “The stars are the potholes of  the 
sky.”

I bit on the hard candy I’d carried in my pocket for weeks, the 
citrus sugar coating my tongue, before falling into the pit of  my 
gut and wondered what passed down from my father to me, his 
hands, his urge to dig and how he fitted into this ping-pong of  
life and death. We were all in a hole of  night, trying to come out 
clean from our past lives, our history dense around us like mud. 
Around us, whirls of  humid air climbed like a ladder. Something 
in the banyan moved, possibly a bird. 

On Diwali night, my father took a break from digging. He 
washed the copper idols of  Laxmi and Ganesh, lit two ghee 
lamps. Ma smelled of  kerosene and spices, frying puris and fluff-
ing the boiled rice with her long hairpin. The front door was 
kept open to welcome Laxmi. We took turns watching the door, 
the chilled breeze waking me up when I dozed off. The lamps 
burned to the last drop of  ghee, illuminating our hopes and fi-
nally dying out, wicks charred like the new moon night. 

The more my father dug, the deeper he wanted to be, as if  
he was like a man who just broke a lifelong fast and didn’t know 
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when to stop eating. He stopped going to work and started on a 
different patch, his bare feet pressing on the loose soil, pushing 
him in. He rarely came inside the house, the night hollow around 
him. He said he could put his ear to the ground and hear voices, 
whispering, guiding him. The mounds rose–hills decorated with 
splayed weeds and exposed earthworms–little flags on the dirt as 
soft as a newborn’s skin. I kept Janaki on the side of  the fence 
watching him.

“How long until you stop?” my mother asked him.
“Until the earth has returned everything it took from me.” He 

laughed, his loamy breath escaping, his yellow-stained teeth shin-
ing like gold from the darkness they were rooted in.

L I N D Y  B I L L E R

Clingstone

92 degrees, back-to-school creeping up around my legs, and 
my father sends me out back to gather the peaches. 10 cents 
each, he says cheerfully. It’s insulting that he still insists on paying 
me. But he’s in a good mood and I don’t want to spoil it, so I 
grab my bucket and gloves.

 
The trees drape their tired arms over our backyard quilt of  

grass and moss and clover. Green everywhere, dotted with pink 
and orange, more peaches on the ground than in the trees.

 
In the storeroom, there’s an old photo of  our family in front 

of  the first sapling, sixteen years ago. Dad, grinning broadly, his 
arms spread wide like the glowing V of  a motel vacancy sign. 
Mom, looking bright and young with fluffy, eighties hair and a 
striped romper and a tolerant smile. Me in her arms, a bundle of  
pink blankets and pale flesh. When my boyfriend saw the picture, 
he said I looked exactly like her, and I spent hours wondering 
whether to take it as a compliment. 
 

Elberta: My dad’s favorite. A good, old-fashioned peach, he 
calls it. Named after the wife of  the man who cultivated it. She 
died and he remarried. His new wife, Pearlie, never got a peach 
named after her. Good for eating and canning. A little too tart 
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for some people. Highly susceptible to disease, which is probably 
why most of  ours are rotting from inside, rotting while they’re 
still on the branch. Elbertas are freestones. If  you cut into one, 
the pit will fall right into the palm of  your hand.

 
Dad planted the first sapling for my mother. A wedding gift. 

He planted a new tree every spring after that, four more times, 
until Mom bubbled over like the peach compote Dad left on the 
stove and forgot about. We have more peaches than we could 
ever eat in our lives, she said, dragging him down to the base-
ment. Jars upon jars upon jars, yellow half-moons cradling each 
other in syrup like liquid sunshine. I’m sick to death of  peaches 
and I used to love them. Mom knocked one of  the jars off  the 
shelf  and it shattered, syrup bleeding toward the walls. Then the 
smoke alarm went off  and she ran upstairs to stop the house 
from burning down, and Dad noticed me standing in a sea of  
broken glass, barefooted. Don’t move, Cupcake, he said, and he 
swept up the glass and the glass-studded peaches, glittering slugs 
the color of  egg yolk, and then he threw away the broom. 

 
Strawberry Cling: My favorite, back when I used to like 

peaches. White flesh, mildly sweet. Clingstone. The flesh adheres 
to the pit, unwilling to let go. There are probably several methods 
to force the stone out. I like to use a grapefruit spoon, the kind 
with serrated edges. Once the pit is removed, you can tell how 
big it was by the raw, red-flushed wound it leaves behind.  

 
When my boyfriend came over to “study” a few weeks ago, 

Dad gave him the tour. He showed him the basement, and I was 
surprised to see our supply dwindling. Only a few dozen jars left, 
some of  them dated several years back. Those can’t be safe to 
eat, I said, but Dad reassured me that most of  them were from 

the past year or two, he just didn’t bother peeling off  the old 
labels. He led us back outside and picked an Elberta for my boy-
friend. Ain’t she one hell of  a peach? he said proudly, as though 
the peach was the younger sister I’ll never have, and when my 
boyfriend said, wow, yes, that’s one hell of  a peach, I wondered 
if  he was mocking my dad, but later, in private, he told me that 
he thought it was so cool my family had an orchard. It’s not an 
orchard, I said. But later I looked up the definition of  orchard (a 
piece of  land planted with fruit trees), and I guess technically our 
little fenced-in backyard is a piece of  land, and I guess techni-
cally our peaches qualify as fruit. My dad does not qualify as an 
orchardist. When Mom was around, he pruned the trees once in 
a while. Watered them sometimes. He had dreams of  a roadside 
fruit stand, of  the two of  us gathering the day’s harvest, of  Mom 
in her fictional checkered apron and her fictional warm, adoring 
smile, ready to peel and slice peaches for canning. Now he mostly 
wanders through the yard, tasting, looking bewildered. Some-
times he sprays for peach borers, just enough to keep the rotten 
fruit growing.  

 
Georgia: My boyfriend’s choice, when Dad asked his favorite. 

You must mean the Georgia Belle, my dad said, an attempt at 
saving my boyfriend from what he perceived as embarrassment. 
I’ll grab you a few others to sample from the basement. We’ve 
got extra. My boyfriend looked out at our clearly overburdened 
trees, the way their elbows touched in some places and their fin-
gertips dragged in others. Do you need some help with pruning? 
he offered, before I could stop him. My brother’s an arborist; I 
could borrow the tools. Dad didn’t respond. He just turned and 
walked back inside.

 
My dad thinks my boyfriend is a Poor Choice. He’s too good-
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looking, Dad insists, he has a tattoo, what kind of  parent would 
let a 16-year-old get a tattoo? He’s 18, I say, my first mistake. 
I’ll probably get a tattoo someday, I add, my second. You’re just 
like your mother, Dad says, flat-voiced, and I don’t understand 
what he means. Mom didn’t have tattoos, as far as I know. She 
didn’t like the idea of  doing anything permanent to her body. She 
didn’t even have pierced ears. If  it was the peaches that pushed 
Mom to leave, it’s hard to blame her. The juice always sticks to 
my skin and seeps through the pores, even with rubber gloves. 
The first time my boyfriend went down on me, he said my cunt 
tasted sweet, like peaches, and I didn’t speak to him for a week. 
I’m sorry, he said, in texts, at my locker, with flowers and old-
fashioned scribbled notes. (Maybe he’d like the Elberta.) I’m so 
sorry. I didn’t know how you felt about the C-word. I forgave 
him. I tried to explain. I’d been begging Dad to prune the trees. 
Or better, to chop them all down. Imagine having sunlight in the 
kitchen, I’d say, but Dad would pretend not to hear me.

 
Red Haven: Actually, this one might be my favorite, if  I had 

to choose. They’re semi-freestones. They start out clinging, but 
once the fruit ripens, the pit becomes easier to remove. Their 
skin is gold with splotches of  red. They’re self-pollinators, which 
means they don’t need another tree to bear fruit. 

 
My dad is still home. He might be watching. I don’t want him 

to suspect anything, so I pull on my gloves and start working. 
The first peach oozes black goo. The second is formless as unset 
jam. The third caves in like a softened skull under the pressure of  
my thumb. Bees and hornets hum around my legs, drawn to the 
exaggerated sweetness of  rotting flesh. After a while, Dad’s pick-
up truck coughs awake in the driveway. He’s going for groceries, 
which means he’ll be gone at least an hour. He likes to explore, 

looking for new brands of  cheese, weird flavors of  Klabrunn. 
Sometimes he buys grocery store peaches and puts them in our 
kitchen as though we grew them, and I act like I don’t notice. 
When I hear him drive away, I send a text, and then I sit with my 
back against Elberta’s smooth bark, waiting. 

 
Champagne: My mom’s favorite, before she left. A melting-

flesh clingstone, white skin tinged with pink. Some might de-
scribe them as blushing. A sweet, delicate, juice-down-your-chin 
peach. Most grocers can’t handle them. They bruise easy. They 
are delicate and prone to fungus and you can’t squeeze too hard 
when you pull them off  the branch. This is the tree my dad 
planted the year his marriage failed, to beg her to stay, and I won-
der if  he ever knew her at all. 

 
My boyfriend has brought pruning shears, a handsaw, a pole 

pruner that towers like a flagpole. He offers to do all the work, 
he says I can grab a drink and relax, but I tell him to leave the 
tools and go home, and I’ll text him later. This feels like a private 
moment, a mother-daughter thing. Like getting your period, or 
trying on a prom dress, or pushing out a baby after nine months 
of  growing it and deciding, right in that split second, whether it 
was worth all the labor and the sweat. Maybe that’s not how it 
works with babies. I don’t know. I’ve never had one. 

I grab the shears. I start with Elberta, her lowest branches 
first. I think of  Dad’s ruined peach compote, how the smell 
burned my throat. I think of  Mom in that photo, already with a 
faraway look. The pole pruner next. It’s addictive: just line it up, 
pull, and those unreachable top branches snick into the grass 
around me like shanks of  long hair. At first the bees and hornets 
stir up around me, but soon they settle into my bucket, tasting 
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the sticky-sweet remains.
 
When Dad gets home, I’m sitting cross-legged under Elberta’s 

branches, nursing my torn, bleeding palms against a cold glass of  
water. I’ve pruned too much. She’s thin and scraggly and ex-
posed. I can feel sunlight coming through. Dad must be looking 
out the window. He must see what I’ve done. But he never comes 
outside. When I wash my hands and sit down for dinner, he 
passes me the blistered potatoes and the peach chicken bake, and 
he doesn’t say a word about it.  

 
Elberta: I lied earlier. This one’s my favorite. Yellow flesh, tart 

and sweet. The pit falls out easy, right into your hand. It doesn’t 
even put up a fight. 

 
As it turns out, peaches grow better when you prune them. 

Any ten-year-old could’ve guessed this. My father is delighted. 
He kisses me on both cheeks like we’re in France and he goes 
out to the hardware store for plywood. He fills the basement 
with jars of  preserved sweetness, still with old canning labels in 
Mom’s slanted handwriting. He takes down the old family pic-
ture, claiming he only kept it to remember the sapling, how small 
it was back then, and no matter how much I search, I can’t find it 
anywhere. He puts peaches in his cereal, on pancakes, in smooth-
ies, and on ice cream sundaes with whipped cream and toasted 
pecans. He slurps them between his lips like squirming goldfish, 
swallows them whole. We will never, in our entire lives, eat this 
much fruit.

C H R I S T I N A  Y O S E P H

Assyrian Etymology

I.

When my grandmother speaks to me, I imagine the sound of  the 
Tigris outside the hospital where she gave birth to her young-
est child. When I ask Google how to say moonlight, how to say 
crow, how to say I don’t care, in our language, I have to scroll up to 
make sure it hasn’t defaulted to Arabic. 

“Raqa means ‘the escape,’” my father tells me. But I learn that 
there are other Assyrian words that mean escape as well. Mia, as 
in water, as in the river our family crossed. Susa, as in the horse 
they used to cross it with five people hanging on until home was 
safely behind them.

II.

In our homeland, truth is: 
1) a footnote in a bill of  rights drawn up by a succession of  

bloodthirsty rulers who may or may not be related, such that
a. My father’s birth certificate claimed him as property of  

the Arab state;
b. My great grandfather’s claimed him as property of  the 

Ottoman empire;
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2) an archaeological hill, a century-old collection of  human 
bones protruding from a dirt mound across from a grocery 
store in northern Iraq; or

3) a border for a new state drawn with the help of  foreign 
hands, eastern nobility, and hungry villagers within the bor-
ders of  the older, still-new states.

In our flight, freedom is:
1) a fight. My grandmother’s paternal grandmother, Surma, de-

fended her family’s villages against invaders in southeastern 
Turkey during the Assyrian Genocide that began in the early 
twentieth century; and 

2) a living. My grandmother’s father, Polos, kept a British man’s 
house in Habbaniyah in central Iraq in the 1930s; my grand-
mother cleaned rooms in a hotel on Stockton Street in San 
Francisco starting in 1973. See also, the make-shift deli run 
out of  the family garage in the Sunset District, selling home-
made cookies and sandwiches to earn extra money.

III.

In Iraq, my grandmother left school by the fourth grade, return-
ing briefly to night school as an adult when the Ba’ath regime 
socialized education. She brought my eight-year-old father with 
her. Before long, she left school for good to raise my dad and his 
siblings.

My grandmother and her family decided to run from Iraq after 
Ba’athist police arrested and tortured my grandfather for three 
weeks. Before they left, my grandfather instructed her to gradu-
ally sell their furniture, so it looked like they were going on vaca-
tion. They left with little. 

After that, they were refugees in Beirut for one year and one 
month.
 
My grandmother tells us about Beirut: Even those with little 
money dressed up and enjoyed the nightlife. In my grandparents’ 
bedroom, a two-foot-tall photograph of  my grandmother in 
go-go boots with waist-length hair is displayed next to the bed. 
Leaving Iraq made my grandmother a citizen of  nowhere for 
over a quarter of  a century. Her raqa.

IV.

When my grandfather speaks, his words are a slow, lazy grove, fat 
with ripe oranges. I take my time plucking the familiar ones and 
digesting them, a byproduct of  the British occupation of  Iraq 
that began during World War I, and one that is far less digestible 
than his charming pronunciation of  aluminum or use of  queue in 
place of  line. 

I tell my grandmother she will live forever. I believe it when I 
say it. When her words rush past me, I long for the slowness of  
my grandfather’s Assyrian. My grandmother’s words are a river. 
When I listen carefully, the din of  the current slows, becomes 
familiar. A vein through another body I call home. 
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A K H I M  A L E X I S

On the Transit of  Our Great-
Grandmother

The moon is the color of  failing memory, which is to say the 
moon is the color of  my great grandmother’s brain, a phantom 
of  uncertainty, and with every passing day the shape of  her skull 
shifts: even if  she can’t feel it, even if  we can’t see it, she is lean-
ing into her metamorphosis as a Quarter Moon. We adjust our 
language to survive in an environment where her memory is in 
flux, a hummingbird of  moments; we speak in cyclic permuta-
tions so our narratives align. Her questions are delivered with a 
bursting repetition. How old are you again? What’s your name? 
Then she gazes at the sky, eyes glassy with reflection, turning 
back to me with a smile to ask with fresh interest, how old are 
you again? As every day passes, her condition reminds us that the 
hummingbird fluttering inside her will fly away someday, never to 
return.

She likes to sit in the gallery, near the railing, overlooking 
the bushes and trees of  avocado and mango and bay-leaf  and 
hibiscus. Her caramel skin wrinkled and loose to the bone, her 
white hair a stubborn cloud soft to the touch of  breeze, she 
code-switches between English, Dutch, and Patois as a tide of  
languages come rushing back to her like a long-lost tsunami 
returning to its place of  origin. We nod and laugh with patient 
approval. We never talk about the ageing or her forgetfulness—

we simply adapt to this new phase like the city adapts to night. 
We witness our moon shrinking before us. We attend to her with 
reverence, a deity of  sorts; we look up to our Waning Crescent, 
even if  she hardly recognizes us. I visit her on weekends; when 
the day is clear, we stay at the pool until the sun sets.

She documents herself; with every word she utters, she carves 
her autobiography. She grasps her great-grandson’s hand, my 
hand, and I glimpse her former life: 

Long ago we would eat plenty of  cocoa; there were cocoa 
trees all over the place. Are you my son’s son? Who is your moth-
er again? Simone? Yes, yes Simone. How is your mother going? 
Wait! Wait, why do you have this long-long beard? I don’t like 
to see my men with long-long beards. I ever told you about the 
cocoa we used to eat? Mmm, how old are you again? Ho oud ben 
je ook alweer? Hou je van lezen? You know what language is that 
boy? Haha look how my boy get big-big! How old are you again?

I respond when I can, when her words get into a traffic jam, 
allowing her to pause and drink in some air. I am 22 years and 
I have to shave. I just haven’t done it yet, I say. She always re-
sponds with a smile. Sometimes I think if  we told her there was a 
bomb, she would smile and nod, answering, I think I’m ready to 
go and take a little sleep. Her days are punctuated by naps—her 
body runs on audacity and the will to see the sun, her rival, one 
more day before she goes.

During the week, I compartmentalize for my jobs as a tutor 
and admissions assistant. I was in a meeting when my mother 
calls me crying, her sobs rattling through the phone, her words 
caught in her throat. I know what’s happened before she can ut-
ter the words. On that morning I look to the sky, the sun scorch-
ing in triumph down on bustling bodies, assaulting my forehead, 
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proud and boastful. That morning my great-grandmother transi-
tioned into a New Moon and walked into a new beginning. And 
as the day comes to a close, the sun makes way for her arrival, 
and her glowing shadow stuns the city as night falls. R I C H A R D  L I N -

G O

Delivery

R I C H A R D  L I N G O

“Delivery”
Photograph 

2015

Murano, Italy is world famous for its blown glass. Visiting is a 
photographer's dream because of  the architecture, color, street 
life. This photo shows all three while portraying the need for 
deliveries to be carried out from boats using the Venice Lagoon.
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L U N A  R A N J I T

children pray for gray days / 
collateral damage #1

for Zubair and Nabeela in North Waziristan

bright blue skies 
bring out the flying toys
from lands far away
to play   to score
points by turning
homes into rubble
weddings into funerals
children into ancestors

a boy barely a teen witnesses 
his grandmother transform
into million red flowers and
scatter across the smoke-filled 
garden as fragments of  metal
lodge above his knee 
reminding him to pray 
for gray days

echoed by his sister
and children across Pakistan

in Afghanistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia
children with futures 
held hostage by buttons pressed
in windowless rooms in Las Vegas
imprisoned by the forever 
wars of  terror

the children 
they pray for gray days
so that they can go out and play
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K AT H L E E N  F R A N K

Trails to the Tetons
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K AT H L E E N  F R A N K

(Previous Page)
“Trails to the Tetons”

Oil on canvas, 48x60 inches, 2020

Having been an art teacher, woodcarver, and a printmaker in my 
formative years, I emerged as a painter, joyously overwhelmed 
by color and searching for pattern. Color and pattern are every-
where, but the seeing and interpretation of  them are different 
for each of  us. Pattern in nature is primal to me – which fuels my 
desire to find a glimmer of  logic in vastly complicated, confusing, 
and tumbled landscapes. I do also seek out the vibrant hues
in landscapes. My oil paintings begin with a saturated red orange 
backdrop. This is overlaid with the main imagery, applied with 
distinct brushstrokes of  brilliant color. Hints of  the red back-
ground peek through like a woodcut, creating subtle impact with-
out drawing attention away from the primary subjects. Several 
times a year I travel throughout the Southwest, hiking and photo-
graphing vistas for future paintings. The goal is to catch the light 
and design in these scenes in all its strangeness and beauty. It is a 
lofty goal, but I find when the quest is shepherded with paint and 
brush it is a delightfully daunting adventure.

J A M E S  C U R T I S

(Next Page)  
“Glass Fish”

Altered photo, 2016

The combination of  computer technology with photography 
has produced great creative synergy and also a new artistic role. 
I think of  myself  not primarily as a photographer but as a visual 
artist who uses photographs as raw material to produce an image 
of  something that never existed in nature. This photo was taken 
at Gilroy Gardens, Santa Clara County, California.
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J A M E S  C U R T I S

Glass Fish
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Ochanya was raped severely by her aunt’s husband and his son from age 8 till she 
passed, due to reproductive health disease complications at 13 in 2017

Uwa’s lifeless and violated body was found in a church auditorium where she was 
fond of  studying during the COVID-19 lockdown in Nigeria

E H I - K O W O C H I O  O G W I J I 

stories that I hate to remember 
but cannot forget

Justice is the only dew that should fall on the graves of  girls 
whose eyes were once showrooms for dreams. Girls like Och-
anya, Uwa, and the other nameless girls who cannot eat a kiss 
without puking, whose bodies are resistant to romance, whose 
moans string together into a dirge for their innocence. There’s a 
lady who is thinking about the politest way to tell her man to put 
a trigger warning on his crotch because of  how it reminds her 
of  the man who burgled her body. There’s another girl, holding 
coloured candles on her eyelids and its wax dripping from the 
corners of  her eyes. She said it’s nothing serious… Just a memo-
rial night in honour of  something which died. That memory is a 
graveyard but not everything that dies has a tombstone by which 
one can lay flowers. Another girl in a see-through dress, thinks of  
herself  as a midnight snack and asks to be eaten at a fee, but she 
is actually a flower which withered before the florist came by. A 
rose which did not have the luxury of  getting a decent sniff  from 
happy lovers. Some nights, I am one of  these girls. My body is a 
scroll of  many stories that make me want to be a snake. So, I can 
shed this skin together with the stories that I hate to remember 
but cannot forget.
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a concrete scar from our divide.

if  i told you that i looked for you in every era,
would it make a difference?
i have dripped with primordial oil, 
numbered each constellation,
helped geese assault the sky at dusk.

when the moon eats the sun in their marriage rite,
people tell me the world is doomed as the air turns bloody,
but all i see is the ragged portal, 
another chance to find you
clothed in starlight.

i was a soothsayer once, though that is yet to start,
and between the clouds, a wet plum in the sink, half-eaten,
hangs moronic, and i feel another shift begin:
i guess we’ll wait for one more year.

do you know 
why the planet spins on its axis?
though gravity rebukes me,
i am pushing the world to get to you.

T O B Y  S H A R P E 

celestial bodies

the next solar eclipse visible in London will be on 29th March 2025,
and in eight minutes my flatmate’s alarm will go off,
so that i may listen to him make eggs beneath a rusted fan.
in 1997, my mother bathes me in the amber bathroom,
soap bubbles mixing with blessings i only know by sound,
while across the centuries 
my ancestors are wrapping themselves in yearning,
shepherds offering up their flocks to the horror.

i want you and i to build a cardboard temple
and face down that upended moment, an eternity:
history means nothing if  we can find each other.

what i am trying to tell you is that in 
attempting to learn the name for heaven in every language
i have found myself  unmoored from now,
stepping across time, each galaxy a lilypad.

a russian rabbi in moldova tells my great-great-grandfather
that when you are in the womb, just thirty days from birth,
your soul is cut in two, and i nod from the ceiling
as he explains that our spirits bleed 
until we find our half-self, our soulmate.
we are all ripped peaches, the stone 
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TA N N E R  B A R N E S

In This One We Drank Too 
Much

for C 

At night, it was always a crowd, a crown of  hick kids
and metalheads, half  buying weed from your bedroom
and the other playing cards on the floor. I would sit
mute, munching on mac & cheese, whatever was cheap,
and drink. You sat next to me and we listed
the songs we would like to be played at our funerals.
I told you my mother would demand something slow
so I could sleep. You wanted the whole thing recorded,
every record you had ever touched getting a minute
of  rotation, a microphone instead of  a flower clasped
between your hands, broadcasting
to the world as each friend walked to the casket
and told you about how they had stolen twenty dollars
from you or slept with your ex-girlfriend.

Did you know that Miranda loved you?
That the whole ride up from Florida she rubbed your name
into the leather of  her car, that week we spent on your couch
in Charlotte, the city of  the traffic cone. All three
of  us were nineteen but a friend of  yours worked

at the gas station, so you would grab
a blue Lowe’s bucket and lug it the half-mile walk, before 
filling it with staggered layers of  40 oz Smirnoff  Ice 
and lottery tickets. Our quarters scratched
against the paper surface until they turned to dimes.

By the time we drove back all Miranda could talk 
about was how the traffic would kill her, how your 
teeth were too crooked, and that you drank too much.
We drank too much.
You were an addict like me and said you would spend
the next month clean, and I wonder if  you did. I never 
talked to you again, and I don’t even know how you died,
but last week a friend called to ask if  I knew a drug dealer 
in North Carolina, and I almost said your name. 
This must be how your mother feels, 
a mother to the dead, standing in Walmart, surrounded
by shoes, trying to remember your size.
I’m calling your number, crushed when a stranger says 
No, there is no one named Caleb here. 
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Clouds drone above me, my two ordinary
eyes sealed in sleep. Every vision is redolent & terrible.
Every temporal sight either a miracle or a mistake.

S A R A H  G H A Z A L  A L I

Theophanies

If  nothing else, at least this clemency: two whorls
in each face, round pistils burrowed & searching.
Tariq asks what I saw in my sleep. I weave a sweet

lie about my mother’s pomegranates, the kitchen
tiles we bloodied digging for the seed in each
rumored to belong to a mirror tree in paradise.

The truth: a girl with melting eyes
who holds my gaze all night, vitreous rivers
gushing down our faces until one of  us wakes.

There is no unseeing it. The whites thick
& clotted, erupting into weeds where they fall
by my feet. My people don’t share what darkness

we’ve seen—fear always a message from the devil.
Tariq says true dreams reveal themselves at the first
inhale of  sunrise. How to hold wide my eyes

for the ineluctable light? On a disappeared horizon
a bush continues to burn, a lilied cervix swarms green,
& Jacob is still sightless, forty years lost to grief.
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a lone raven, but the connection was not strong enough to hear 
anything clearly. 

“I’m just in the mountains,” he says, as if  stopping by a new 
bar after work. “I wanted to see the sea, but so far there’s only 
stones. No porcupines either, even though the map promised 
some.” I laugh, hoping it arrives as solid as it feels in my chest. 

“And you? You’re all settled in? Don’t forget to buy some 
pears. Steam them with rock sugar. Has your mother ever made 
this for you?”

“Yes, I know.” For a moment, I hear an echo of  my mother’s 
voice. She always ended phone calls with him this way. I know, I 
know. When I was little, I used to fill in the rest of  the sentence. 
I know you are coming home soon. I know you are going to take 
Ester to feed the ducks for her birthday. I know you would not 
leave without your blue oatmeal bowl and favorite grey slippers. 
“Don’t worry, she helped me move in.” 

“And are you painting? Do you like your apartment? Which 
way does it face? North, I hope. You need the warmth.” 

“Fine. Everything’s fine.” For a second, I am not here be-
tween the walls of  the payphone, but there in the mountains, the 
atmosphere spooling green into my lungs. 

“I’ll call you sometime, Ba.” I thread the bags back through 
my fingers and inhale the cold metal of  the city. 

“Sure,” he says. We both let the birds sing a while before 
hanging up. 

I moved to Chicago after I found my boyfriend painting one 
of  our old classmates. After art school, we had moved in to-
gether into a cottage across the lake from my mother. Pear trees, 
violets already in the garden. My mother thought the town’s 
name, Bear Lake, was a bad omen. “Bears sleep on top of  nests 
of  bees. Snakes too,” she said. But I didn’t pay attention to her 

S TA R  S U

Color Study

My mother always said to eat white things when autumn came: 
pears, daikon radishes, snowflake wood ear. She reminds me that 
eating these will help release negative outlook and crystallize 
thoughts. It’s hard to argue with three thousand years of  Chi-
nese medicine, even harder with my mother, so I take the orange 
line uptown. As I watch the train doors wheeze open and shut, 
I try to remember what to do with daikon. How to coax it from 
its stained green jacket and render its marble flesh translucent. 
I have these thoughts often now. How did my mother take this 
vegetable apart? What did things look like in her hands? Were 
they always this heavy? How had I not noticed the weight of  
leaves and fruit once they were plucked, taking with them some 
of  the earth’s gravity? 

On my way home, I stop at a payphone to rest. The cord is 
long enough for me to sit on the pavement. The payphone has 
no walls, but I felt sheltered by a large maple nearby, its leaves a 
blanket of  copper. The sunlight is bright, paying no mind to the 
frost spreading blue across the sidewalk. 

“Hello, it’s Ester.” At first, I think I have someone else’s father 
on the line. There are birds on his side, much sweeter than the 
usual evening traffic in Shanghai. 

“Ba, where are you? Can you hear me?” The birdsong grows 
louder, so silver and sudden that I imagine it dropping like coins 
through the phone. I thought I could count thrushes, chickadees, 
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To live in a new city, I gave up all my paintings, even the ones 
I had promised to my mother. We hauled them to open-air galler-
ies on Grand Avenue and LaSalle, to gallerists who swore collec-
tors hunted for these landscapes. So pure and wild; it would be 
like having their summer cottage in their downtown apartment. 

Once, a gallerist asked if  a painting of  Bear Lake on the cusp 
of  summer was a real place. I said nothing for so long that my 
mother asked me what was wrong. “Nothing,” I said. “I am 
ready.” The gallerist took it with a smile, almond-shaped nails 
scalloping the dried paint. I pressed my hands against the canvas 
one last time, rough where I had scraped out waves from an end-
less blue.

On the drive to my new apartment, my mother’s smile was 
strained in the rearview mirror. I explained the woods behind 
our house would always be there. Whenever she wanted, I would 
be back to paint the birch trees and ravens in the backyard. The 
waves of  Bear Lake would chew the same spits of  sand, and per-
haps, the glaciers melting meant that there would be fewer inches 
of  beach—and didn’t she always think the shore was too stony? 
She nodded, reaching over to tug my ponytail, just as I used to 
do to her from the backseat. 

When we said goodbye on the curb, I promised to see her in a 
few months, to take the train back to Bear Lake with all the new 
paintings I would make here. She gave me a kiss, mauve and cit-
rus tint, a stamp on each cheek. Then she was gone, turning the 
car onto a street whose name I did not yet know. For weeks after, 
I would go into cosmetics stores, uncorking tubes of  balms and 
lipsticks, searching for the color she wore.

In Lakeview or Pilsen, the studios were built as seriously as 
chapels. Perhaps if  I painted plastic squares or obsessed over 
lines instead of  color, I would have made enough to work there. 

superstitions. I had grown up with barn owls as large as dogs, 
their faces as familiar as moths circling the porch. Nothing 
seemed dangerous. 

On a day when the sketches fell fast in my lap and the sun 
was sweet enough to demand lemonade and a six-pack from the 
store, I had come home to find the door open. A pair of  unfa-
miliar white flats in the doorway. Leather, which I could never 
afford. A little kitten heel, which I could never wear through the 
grass, all the places that demanded a closer look. 

In the studio, my boyfriend was stretched over one of  our old 
classmates. I had never seen him bare in daylight and his naked-
ness embarrassed me. It made me glad that we had never slept 
together with the lights on, bright enough for me to see his belly, 
beginning to distend with a potent concoction of  age and beer.  

One of  his brushes was poised over her breast. The other 
had already been painted to become a sunflower. Buttered petals 
fanned from her dark nipples. I had to give him credit because it 
was some of  his best work. Delicate and sensual. Maybe bet-
ter than what I could do. Later, this would become his style. 
Magazines would hire him to drape orchids across models’ hips. 
Cut cornflowers across their cheeks and spray lilacs on their 
stomachs. I would always wonder when these brushstrokes had 
started. 

There was no need for him to explain. I had watched my 
mother beg enough men to know what to do. I walked around 
them into the bedroom, taking only my brushes and a few sets of  
clothes. Everything else—the canvases we had stretched together, 
even the jeweled paints we had saved for by eating cereal and 
unripe pears from the garden—seemed better for him to keep. 
Sometimes the only way to leave is to just leave. 

On my way out, I wore the white flats. Fresh canvas.
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they waited for the train. The dandelions in crevices and butter-
cups in the park made willing, if  shy subjects. 

Everything else had a harder edge of  color—everything man-
made that is. The trees were anemic, leeched of  grain and color. 
How badly I wanted to stop and kneel at their allotted square of  
soil. Pour some red bean soup, like my mother would prescribe 
on days my hands were cold. I wanted to blow the steam as she 
did, before letting the tree have a sip. The beans would cover the 
roots, rose-colored silt and steam, and I would wait until it swal-
lowed, before giving more. 

“So what are you painting these days?” my father asks. I un-
fold a newspaper to mop up the turpentine I spilled earlier but 
was too lazy to clean. 

“Nothing,” I say. “I think I’ve forgotten how to make greens 
and blues.”

“I thought you were giving up on landscapes. You are going 
back to them now? I understand, it’s hard to let go of  the things 
you know well.” I imagine for a second, that he speaks of  my 
mother. He continues, “It’s autumn now, shouldn’t you be finding 
your reds? Purples too, right? You explained this to me, I think.”

“Yes, it takes a lot of  colors to make red look like red. You 
have to pummel it with purple, brown, a little blue.”

“That sounds like you’re making a bruise. Or a storm.” My 
father laughs. “But maybe you’re right. The leaves here are turn-
ing darker and darker like blood.” He tells me of  the trees in 
the mountains, growing like unruly giants, and I examine a small 
beech tree some distance away from my window. Rubber bands 
wrap around its trunk, and the bark buckles around the ties. Its 
leaves are soft crimson tatters.

“Are you eating enough?” he says, changing the subject. I can 
hear him moving in the kitchen, picking up fruit and testing their 

Light cast everywhere, a vacuum of  sturdy quiet. But I painted 
trees, which was only enough for a place in Bridgeport, where 
the shadows of  warehouses stretched longer than I had known 
possible. 

At first, it was not always easy even to breathe. The air was 
thick with hot grease, either from the manufacturing or the 
neighborhood deli, I couldn’t tell. My landlord was very polite 
when I tried to explain how the air smelled worse than death, 
worse than a family of  chipmunks decomposing in the attic that 
I wish I didn’t remember. Meatball sandwiches, he says. Lunch 
time. 

At least the sky was the same. I remembered when I told my 
boyfriend the skies were special in the Midwest, he didn’t believe 
me. When I went to the paint store, I was not surprised to find 
a tube labeled Midwestern Blue. A blanket of  cerulean so bright 
it made soft geometries across the backs of  your eyes. Someone 
else had bottled it too. Ex-boyfriend, I corrected myself  as I 
picked out Naples Yellow and Mars Red, sparing no expense now 
that there was only one of  me. 

Though I had abandoned the landscapes, it was almost a relief  
to do so and wait for new paintings to arrive in my mind. I was 
sure they would come soon. They were most likely stalled some-
where between the pages of  my sketchbook and a late train to 
the city. Perhaps they were watching the thickets and woods blur 
into light as the train moved into a tunnel. Perhaps the paintings 
had motion sickness, trying to remember how to stay upright, 
when even the light resisted going forward around it. 

I sat on fountain ledges, in empty doughnut shops, waiting for 
ideas to strike. Even if  I had wanted to sketch passersby, I was 
left with pigeons who were at ease even when crowds welled up 
from the L. People moved swifter than birds, left greased feath-
ers of  takeout containers and shopping bags they condensed as 
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the room spins with the rhythm of  a pot burbling, like birds in a 
fountain. I am hungry for the first time since getting here.

When I tire of  the taste, I flush it all down with hot water. I 
am usually not so afraid of  getting sick, but I want living in this 
city at least to be easy. I listen to my mother, and drink. 

The sun is a haze today. My cold cheeks drink in the weak 
light. The air doesn’t smell terrible yet. I’ll take this teacup of  
quiet.

“Mama, where do you think we go when we die?” 
“I’m not coming back for sure.” 
“But what if  you had to? Don’t you think we were something 

before this?”
“I would be a bird,” she says. “Definitely not too beautiful, 

but one that can still sing, with a gold or green belly.” 
“Okay, I’ll be a tree.” 
She hums and we consider this new arrangement. 
“What do you think Ba would be?” The distance between us 

makes me bold. 
“We don’t need him with us,” she says. 
“But in a past life? Don’t you think he gets a chance?” I say. 
“He’s too hungry to live with us. Your father would have been 

a tiger or wolf. Vampire maybe,” she sighs. “Not sexy enough.” 
“Is that why you’re a bird?”
“I don’t know,” she says. “Why do you want to be a tree?” 
I don’t know either. None of  the reasons fit inside my chest. 

Perhaps I’ve projected too much onto trees, how you could stake 
a home around them, how you could have one foot underground, 
the rest trying to touch the sky. I do not blame her for not speak-
ing with my father. Still, we are creatures of  want. 

Sometimes in the night, the city sends out arms of  light, and I 

ripeness.
“The turpentine makes everything taste like it. So it’s either 

painting or—”
“Seeing people?”
“More than enough. I’m meeting a friend tomorrow for 

lunch.” I imagine him settling on an orange, reducing it into rind 
and soft fruit. Mama always said he carried an orange wherever 
he went. 

“Promise.” I link my pinky finger around the phone cord. We 
both know that I am lying. 

I imagine how he is the orange now, strands tied in his teeth. 
The pulp, effervescent on his tongue. How he will let me have 
the first word. 

“I guess Mama was always the better actress,” I say, and he 
laughs softly.

“That’s why you paint right? Have your fiction.” He swallows, 
and I want him to peel another for me. I know it’ll taste better 
that way, even if  it’s sour fruit. 

I eat the pears I bought immediately. I know I should put 
them in a bowl of  salt water, peel the pesticides away. But even if  
the sink water isn’t pure, I think it’ll be good to have a little metal 
in me. 

It is hard to imagine the pulp, wet and sweet, clearing heat 
from my body. My mother says eating pears will save me from 
colds. They are soft enough that even their cores come apart, so 
I eat those too. I leave the seeds on the counter, like slivers of  
fortune waiting to be read. If  I were really my mother’s daughter, 
I would know how to coax them into tall fruit-bearing trees. 

The radish and snowflake wood ear are harder to eat. I soak 
the mushrooms until they turn gummy between my fingers. 
Cooking them with rock sugar makes the kitchen my mother’s, 
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“You left as fast as you could,” she says.
“That’s not true.”
“What about all the times you begged me to go live with your 

father in Shanghai? How come you’re so fuzzy about this? This is 
a good thing, Ester.”

“They’re paying a lot of  money for it, aren’t they?” 
“This is how cities are built, Ester. Just ask your father. That’s 

his job.”
“Let me guess—they’re not touching Barton. Someone would 

throw a fit if  that happened.” The houses there cut a private 
swath by the lake. Driveways so long the houses hid behind a 
curtain of  hedges and ivy. Everything lathered, trimmed, plucked. 

“Will you just let me finish?” she says. I hear her crack open a 
soda, metal puncturing the air. I knew if  she had taken the deal, 
she would have bought the expensive ones. Glass body and real 
sugar. 

“I haven’t signed anything,” she says. “Still here.”
“Okay,” I say and think of  the deer. All those tufted white 

tails, preemptive surrender. How they don’t even know this is 
what gives them away. 

“So you’re just going to let her do it,” my father says. 
“Can’t you do something? It’s not just Mama, our house. The 

university already bought Blimpy’s Burgers and the old theater 
on State Street. They tried to buy Angelo’s but thank God they 
wouldn’t take the money.”

“Angelo’s? That sounds familiar. Did we ever go?” I want him 
to stop asking questions. He never understands where my line is. 

“Good hash browns and avocado omelets.” I only know 
the Chinese for avocado because my mother told me yesterday. 
More cow oil fruit for tonifying yin. The characters sprout in my 
throat, obscuring what I actually want to say. 

learn there are no hours early enough to be alone. There is always 
a train going somewhere, splitting the dark open. Cars singing 
their grievances. When my mother asks if  I can see stars there, I 
don’t even know the answer. The more she asks, the more I learn 
to make secrets. 

“I’m practicing portraits,” I say, the plastic walls of  the phone 
booth muffle my voice. “Do you remember when I used to be 
obsessed with mixing skin color? Still just as hard. Especially 
when you know the person.”

“Don’t put me anywhere,” she says. “You can draw much 
more interesting things.”

“Like what? Landscapes? I can’t be successful if  I keep paint-
ing those things.”

“Why not? You don’t have enough for rent?” Her voice curves 
away as she stands. I know she is by the window, the big one that 
arches beneath the maple. It must be all red now. Or yolk yellow. 
The tree alternated colors each year. I couldn’t remember which 
color year it was now. 

“I’m just looking for something new to draw,” I say. 

When my mother first gave me the news, I thought of  rabbits. 
How if  you let them make one house in your yard, then in ten 
years, they would own your house, collapse it from the ground 
up. 

“The government—actually the university—wants to buy 
our house,” she says. For years, the government has been buying 
properties all over Bear Lake. Like rabbits—each warren a move 
towards eating the whole territory. 

“Jesus,” I say, knowing this would make her wince. “Why do 
they want it?” Our house is small, wedged between the cornfields 
and forest. Wasp nests in the bathroom light, butter burgers and 
frozen custard down the road. Unpaved, but we liked it that way.
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hands always at the task of  raising me. Her fingers holding onto 
a new offering, burnished sweet pancake. I want to remember 
how her eyes met mine, if  they were mixed with the same colors 
I use now. 

“Ba thinks we should keep the house,” I say. Faint flakes of  
snow crisscross in the air. I try not to be enchanted with them 
now. I know how they will settle into frozen rock, ice cubes on 
my neck. 

“Does he?” my mother says. “Where were his opinions when 
I had to raise you alone?”

“He made some mistakes,” I say, even though I know little 
about them. 

“Don’t do this. Don’t make me feel this.”
“Mama, he’s old now. I don’t see—I don’t see why you let 

me talk to him if  he’s so bad.” When I pressed my face into my 
mother’s hair after she moved me into this apartment, I saw the 
first white strands. It made me wonder if  they were spun over-
night, or there all along. They must have been multiplied on my 
father, who was born in the year of  the tiger, six years older than 
my mother, born in the year of  the monkey. 

“Ester, I’m not talking to you about this.” She uses my Eng-
lish name, and this makes me desperate.

“Okay, we don’t have to listen to him. But I’m grown up now, 
Mama. You can tell me whatever it is that happened. Why he 
left.”

“This isn’t about the house anymore, is it?” she says as if  she 
can see me nodding through the phone, from her perch. Her 
voice is quiet. I have always thought it was impossible to talk 
about my father without shouting. 

“Your father is a hungry man. He might not seem that way to 
you now, but he got to start over with you. 

“I’m sure we went,” I say. Somehow, we’ve always agreed to 
pretend that he’s visited me many times. Not just once, when I 
was five, when I did not even know how to make memories that 
stayed.

“Your mother will move on,” he says.  
“That’s not the point.” It is possible he is trying to be kind. It 

is possible I don’t know how to apologize. I get that from him. 
The phone goes in my other hand, and I try again. 

“I mean it was just the two of  us for so long. And the house 
was there for all of  it. Something just feels so wrong to leave it.”

After a long quiet, he says, “I know.”

The portraits of  my mother are difficult. I wish I had taken 
pictures. Even if  they were just from a cheap camera, they 
couldn’t have been blurrier, more fallible than my own memo-
ries. It wasn’t poetry or principle when I listened to my teachers’ 
advice to paint from life as much as possible.

I work on the paintings whenever I need her company. If  
she had known that I had been watching in these moments, she 
would have thrown a dish towel or covered her face even if  her 
hands were floured. What’s there to see, I know she would say. It 
is with these faint outlines that I trace out an image of  her. 

The light by the kitchen window lathers her in blue evening. 
Her back is turned, but I know she is reading a recipe, some new 
way of  tricking me into eating lotus root. On the counter, veg-
etables sway in tubs of  water, their roots softening to let go of  
the soil. Her hands surround flour and water, clearing it against 
the bowl until a new surface emerges from it, luminous and 
supple. There’s a swipe of  flour across her cheek, hard to get the 
dust right with brushes, as she turns to call me downstairs. It’s 
here that it is even more difficult for me to fill out the shapes. 
Her shoulders aching by the boredom, the fatigue of  work. Her 
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“When I got pregnant with you, I was honest. I told my PhD 
advisor. I told your father. I was stubborn because I was young. 
Because then, if  you were a teacher, once you started showing, 
they wouldn’t let you see your students anymore. Don’t you see?”

“Yes,” I say even though I am finding it difficult to breathe. 
My breath shallow, square, inside the lines.

“They gave my thesis away, but that was nothing. Your father 
told me to give you up. Adoption or foster care.” The words split 
me through the middle, the color of  a fresh bruise. 

“Now you know,” she says. 
I cradle the phone a little closer. 

When I go home to Bear Lake, to paint that picture I prom-
ised before the birch were stripped away, it’s nice to not use the 
phone anymore. My mother is right here, in the next room over. 
She tells me I have an hour before dinner. I wear the wrong 
shoes, and the gravel snaps between my toes. The road soon 
turns into forest. Wet grass kisses my calves. 

Light falls like patchwork between the trees, shaved and 
shorn. In all the years I knew them, they were knit too tightly 
together to let the sun through. The construction has stopped 
chewing for now, leaving the cicadas and owls to their evening 
duet. 

I make my way through a tangle of  Queen Anne’s lace that is 
beginning to bear burrs instead of  white flowers. A thrush ca-
reens through the darkness. Its song has changed since my father 
taught me how to listen for them. 

When I look back, it is almost dark again, time to go back. I 
step onto the veins of  asphalt that do not lead anywhere. And 
yet I stay for just a while longer, wondering how to paint this thin 
light that holds me here. 

M A R Y  A R D E R Y 

Swimming at Becca’s Before 
We Heard What Happened

We drank the cold Cokes so fast they were gone
but the cans were still sweating into a puddle, flooding
the small glass table between our lounge chairs.

All summer we’d had late curfews, sipped vodka 
from water bottles by Lake Monroe after dark, driven buzzed
to get garlic fries and hide the booze on our breath. 

In an hour, we’d learn a girl from school was dead.
We weren’t smarter than her. Weren’t less reckless.
For no good reason we were luckier. Just luckier.

Becca lifted her empty can and twisted the metal tab 
just short of  severing. Another? she asked and stood,
still dripping from our last swim. Her wet feet

smacked the limestone pool deck. Behind her, 
the screen door slammed. The stone was so warm
her footprints barely appeared before the sun took them back.
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J A K E  Y O U N G 

The fire dancers spin

The fire dancers spin flames to entertain the tourists, the tradition 
of  Thai dancing remade into a modern practice to earn a living, 
just as generations of  fishermen now steer longboats fishing only 
for tourists. My brother and I have hired such a boat, and our 
guide, a man named Arune, takes us to see the famous beach that’s 
been closed, a lagoon with towering cliffs and turquoise water, and 
reefs where we can snorkel. It’s my brother’s first time snorkeling, 
and he’s thrilled with each new discovery: a parrotfish, rockfish, 
lionfish, pufferfish, a barracuda, and even two young reef  sharks. 
It’s been twenty years since I last went snorkeling, and though I 
too can’t help but laugh as a school of  fish swim past me, I also 
can’t help noticing how much coral, nearly all, has been bleached. 

On our final dive, I step down, breaking the glassy surface of  the 
water, and feel my big toe pierced by the single spine of  an 
urchin. My toe begins to throb with a warm pain. I warn 
my brother to watch out when he enters the water. Starfish 
and sea otters will eat urchins, and even I have dined on their 
delicate flesh that tastes so strongly of  the sea. I float above a 
herd of  the spiny creatures, reflecting on how it’s hard to stay 
mad at someone that’s only doing what they must to survive. 
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cesses on the computer, and as a result they no longer look like pho-
tographs. He holds a PhD from Columbia University, and taught for 31 
years at the University of Missouri-Columbia. He is now a Professor 
Emeritus, which is why he has time to create floral images.

Marla Faith creates paintings, collages, and drawings in Nashville, 
TN. She has worked in art education in schools and museums there, 
in New York, and in Chicago where she graduated from The School of 
the Art Institute of Chicago. Marla is a long time meditator and devo-
tee of Meher Baba, and a spiritual optimistic viewpoint informs her 
work. She has published three books of her art and poetry. See more 
about them and all of her art at marlafaith.com. 

Kathleen Frank is a landscape artist raised in Northern California. 
She has a BA Design/San Jose State University, a Masters of Art/Penn 
State, and has studied woodcarving and printing. In Pennsylvania, 
she taught printmaking and costume design, and co-founded the 
Printmakers Studio Workshop of Central Pennsylvania. Frank then 
shifted to painting, seeking light and pattern in Pennsylvania farms, 
California scenery from mountains to sea, and now the unique land-
scapes of the Southwest. Publications include Southwest Art, West-
ern Art Collector, and The Santa Fe Travel Insider; exhibitions include 
Jane Hamilton Fine Art, Desert Caballeros Western Museum and the 
Susquehanna Art Museum. Collections: Desert Caballeros Western 
Museum, Pattee & Paterno Library at Penn State.

Jenny Hykes Jiang’s poetry has appeared in Arts & Letters, Caesura, 
Tule Review, and elsewhere. Raised in rural Iowa, she has taught Eng-
lish as a Second Language literacy skills in Asia and throughout the 
United States. She lives with her husband and three sons in the Sac-
ramento area.

Richard Lingo is a retired educator who travels the world in search of 
the perfect photo. Recipient of multiple awards, his work has been 
exhibited worldwide.

Ehi-kowochio Ogwiji is an agriculturist/rural development enthu-
siast and a freelance and creative writer/editor. Her writings have 

C O N T R I B U T O R S

Sarah Ghazal Ali is a Pakistani poet with roots in California. She is cur-
rently an MFA candidate and Juniper Fellow at the University of Mas-
sachusetts Amherst where she also teaches composition and creative 
writing. Her poems have appeared in or are forthcoming from Fron-
tier Poetry, Memorious, Tinderbox, Waxwing, and others. Find her 
at www.sarahgali.com, on Twitter (@caesarah_), and Instagram (@
caesarah). 

Akhim Alexis is a writer born and raised in Trinidad and Tobago. He 
holds an MA in Literatures in English at the University of the West 
Indies, St. Augustine. His work has appeared or is forthcoming in The 
McNeese Review, Contemporary Verse 2, Juked, Finished Creatures, 
Gordon Square Review, No Contact, Welter, Moth Magazine, Feral 
Poetry, Blue Earth Review, Moko Magazine, The Caribbean Writer, 
and others. He can be found on Twitter @akhimalexis1

Mary Ardery is originally from Bloomington, IN. Her work appears or 
is forthcoming in Missouri Review’s “Poem of the Week,” Fairy Tale 
Review, Cincinnati Review’s “miCRo” series, Prairie Schooner, Salt Hill, 
and elsewhere. She holds an MFA from Southern Illinois University-
Carbondale, where she won an Academy of American Poets Prize. 
You can visit her at maryardery.com.

Tanner Barnes is an MFA student at Florida State University. His work 
has previously been published/is forthcoming in the Rappahannock 
Review, Journal of Compressed Creative Arts, and the Sierra Nevada 
Review, among others.

Lindy Biller grew up in Metro Detroit and now lives in Wisconsin. 
Her fiction has recently appeared or is forthcoming at Pithead Cha-
pel, Flash Frog, Emerge Literary Journal, and X-R-A-Y. She works as a 
writer at a small video game studio, creating learning games for kids. 

James Curtis is a visual artist who creates (mostly) floral images. They 
begin live as photographs, but he puts them through multiple pro-
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Jake Young is the author of the poetry collection American Oak (Main 
Street Rag, 2018), the poetry chapbook What They Will Say (Finishing 
Line Press, 2021), and the essay collection True Terroir (Brandenburg 
Press, 2019). He received his MFA from North Carolina State Univer-
sity and his PhD from the University of Missouri. Jake also serves as 
the poetry editor for the Chicago Quarterly Review.

Tara Isabel Zambrano is the author of Death, Desire, and Other Desti-
nations, a full-length flash collection by OKAY Donkey Press. Her work 
has won the first prize in The Southampton Review Short Short Fiction 
Contest 2019, a second prize in Bath Flash Award 2020, been a Final-
ist in Bat City Review 2018 Short Prose Contest, and Mid-American 
Review Fineline 2018 Contest. Her flash fiction has been published in 
The Best Small Fictions 2019 and The Best Micro Fiction Anthology for 
2019 & 2020. She lives in Texas and is the Fiction Editor for Waxwing 
Literary Journal. 

If you enjoyed this issue, please let us know 
via our Readers Respond form. 

Live link: https://forms.gle/VBeSD7msAz8LvtfE7

appeared in Lolwe, Harpers Bazaar, Upper Room Devotional, Gyro-
scope Review, Ake Review, WRR Chapbook Series, and elsewhere. Her 
poem, “An Artifact of a Groin War” won third place in the 2019 Ni-
gerian Students Poetry Prize. She is also a cowinner of the 2020 Girl 
Rising Storytelling Challenge, and author of the poetry chapbook, 
Icebreaker.

Luna Ranjit writes across and between boundaries of personal and 
political, state and society, US and Nepal, poetry and prose. She 
mostly writes prose, and only recently started writing poetry. Her 
poems have been published in Newtown Literary and Koseli, and 
is forthcoming in the Asian American Writers’ Workshop’s folio, A 
World Without Cages.

Toby Sharpe is a queer writer and editor from London, UK. He is an 
MFA student at the University of British Columbia, and the co-found-
er of Project Myopia. His work has been published in the Glasgow 
Review of Books, One Sentence Poems, and Adjacent Pineapple. His 
instagram handle is @tesharpe.

Jacqueline Staikos is a largely self-taught contemporary artist living 
in rural Ontario. She has exhibited her art in several Ontario galleries 
including shows in Toronto, Kingston and in New York City. Her cre-
ative process involves working with inks, acrylics, oils and mixed me-
dia. She is currently working out of her home studio in Newtonville, 
Ontario. More of her art can be viewed on her website jstaikos.org or 
on Instagram @jstaikosart.

Star Su grew up in Ann Arbor and is a recent graduate of Brown Uni-
versity. Their fiction appears or is forthcoming in The Offing, Jellyfish 
Review, Pithead Chapel, & elsewhere. They read flash for Split Lip 
Magazine. Find them on Twitter: @stars_su.

Christina Yoseph is a writer and illustrator of Assyrian and Greek de-
scent. Her essays and poems have appeared in Glass: A Journal of 
Poetry, The Rumpus, The Smart Set, and more.
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