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Joshua Effiong
“Self  portrait as vow”
Digital Illustration, 2021

Self-portrait as vow is an artistic representation of  commitment 
caught in the web of  beautiful chaos. You’d see a knot which 
holds the weight of  a covenant. The combination of  ribbon-like 
interceptions sprouting from various angles cuts through the 
subject of  compromise. The goal is to catch the beauty in this 
strangeness. It’s a complicated adventure, but I feel when this 
quest is hosteled with digital brush and paint it is always a worthy 
experience. I still remember the evening I created this art with 
my picsart app on my device, it stretched into the night and I just 
wasn’t satisfied until it portrayed my thought. While this seeks to 
interpret the multifaceted nature of  a vow, it also offers clarity to 
our inner struggles to hold onto the promises we’ve made.
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F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R

Introduction

2022 is a time that calls for change, as well as retrenching and 
resilience as we evaluate the year behind us and step forward into 
the new year. At Chestnut Review, we are making plans that will al-
low us not only to meet the demands put on us, but to challenge 
the future. We are pleased to present former prose editor Maria 
S. Picone as our new Managing Editor, and Brooke Randel and 
Nadia Staikos as our new Prose Editors, replacing Maria and her 
co-editor D.E. Hardy, who will remain on staff  as a prose reader. 
We are also welcoming new readers, many of  them former con-
tributors and all talented writers and great humans, to our volun-
teer staff. We extend them all our deepest thanks and the best of  
luck—both of  which we also extend to you, our dear audience.

We are thrilled to showcase the winners of  our Stubborn Writ-
ers Contest in this issue, with nine gorgeous works of  poetry and 
prose. We want to give special thanks to our judges, Cathy Ulrich 
and Dorothy Chan. We’re also excited to let you read the pieces 
selected this quarter, with memory, desperation, survival, and 
want running through the issue.

Whenever you might be reading this, we hope you find the 
space to keep creating, and keep being stubborn. 

J U L E S  C H U N G

SHORT FICTION: FIRST PLACE

Posting From a Secret Post-
Op Bedside

You finally get the kid on the phone. He’s at college. You 
need to hear his voice, to know he’s happy. You need to know 
that giving permission is the right thing. You talk for three 
minutes. It’s enough. He’s never been a phone talker. You wrap 
up when he says, I’m excited. Thank you. I love you and Dad so 
much. 

You hang up and breathe out. You know it’s right. Now your 
body just needs to catch up.

You’ve always believed knowledge is the way through fear. 
You approach the day like you’re reviewing for a huge exam. You 
go online to reread all the articles. The first time, they took your 
breath away. Now, your breath holds steady. Your jaw loosens. 
The scientist’s dispassion envelops you, and you feel crisp and 
competent. You realize these websites are where your kid has 
lived for years, finding hope. Others like him. 

There are so many pictures. Everyone shares them to help 
others. Pictures of  Befores and Afters. Of  scars, yes, but more 
strikingly, of  smiles, of  showing off  in sharp suits and board 
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shorts. 
Your sister is panicked. She keeps sending emails even though 

you stopped opening them a while ago because reading them 
summoned the twitch under your left eye. They contain articles 
warning of  regret. She is a mother too. She identifies with moth-
ers who hear their child say This is who I am and are afraid. That’s 
not who you are: you identify as the mother of  a child who has 
chosen to be reborn. How can you argue with your kid wanting, 
finally, to live?

Your best friend gives you a fresh angle. What she says makes 
your shoulders relax: He’s having something removed that is making him 
sick, like a tumor� 

Your neck gains length. Your spine untwists. Your friend’s way 
of  looking at it feels like the sun streaming into your core. 

This is not like when you were a tomboy. You used to wear 
men’s boxers as shorts. You sewed up the fly, but your parents 
still thought it was outrageous. You wore them with baggy T-
shirts, black Chucks, and chopped hair. Your mother winced 
whenever she looked at you.

You’re so pretty, she’d say. Such a waste! 
Your father grabbed you by the roots of  your hair in a fit of  

temper one day and shook you so hard you thought your neck 
might snap. 

What the hell is this? he yelled. Do you even know what you 
look like?  

Jessica is going by his Korean name now, you tell them on 

Skype.
Oh, Joon-hee wants to use her Korean name? Cool. Cool. 
Your parents both give a thumbs up.
Yes. He’s Jun now, you say.
Your father’s face changes. You wonder if  he’s going to call 

out your pronoun switch. You can tell he’s absorbing it. That’s 
what you want. The truth all at once would be blinding. It was 
for you. You need to let the light seep in a bit at a time, like sun-
rise through a crack in the curtains.

Your mother says, How he spell? J-o-o-n? 
She sounds so cheerful. She loves the idea of  her grandchild 

going by a Korean name. Your mother’s pronoun switch is just 
her usual pronoun confusion. Keeping he/him and she/her 
straight has always been impossible for her, the pitfall of  English 
that she can never avoid. You stopped correcting her years ago. 
Your bratty teenage need to school her yielded to an older daugh-
ter’s need to feel like a good daughter. Besides, who were you 
to correct anyone when you could barely string two sentences 
together in Korean?

Actually, you say, It’s Jun like the month. But no e.
J-U-N, your mother says. Ok. Cool. More artistic.
I’ll tell Jun you like it, you say. You smile. Your mother beams 

back. Your father manages a smile that’s a little stiff, but that’s 
not unusual.

It’s going to be fine� Manage the message� Bit by bit� It’s all going to be 
fine�

We’re taking him to Florida for his birthday, you say before 
hanging up. We’ll put photos on our Story.

The kid is 21! 
Meet Jun, everyone!
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grandparents?) and their son leaving the clinic all smiles, arms 
linked. A mother handing over a credit card to make the final 
payment while her son beams. Everyone elated thinking about 
the After. 

Your parents weren’t there to see this, so you know it is your 
job to convey this energy in all of  your interactions with them 
going forward. They won’t understand unless they see the end 
result is joy. Or maybe they will never understand—they probably 
won’t—but they can console themselves if  they see that the end 
result is joy. In the end, it’s not about them anyway. 

You exhale. Every out breath is a prayer.

Celebrating the 21-year-old in Florida! 
You singsong for the camera. You’ve picked a fun filter with 

music and animation. It almost looks like the two of  you are at a 
bar where music is blaring and people milling. You raise a frosty 
glass. A gin and tonic, extra gin. He holds a frosty glass of  ice 
water with a sprig of  mint and a slice of  lemon. It looks like a 
cocktail. He can’t raise his arm so you instinctively bend so you 
can clink glasses as you say Happy Birthday! 

Smile. Cut. Post.
Haha, he says, from his sofa with the big wedge pillow. He has 

to stay sitting up for a few days.
What, you ask.
Grandpa sent a funny text, he says. He reads it: Happy 21st 

birthday to my first and handsomest grandchild. I love you! 
Proud of  you, Jun, sir!

You hide your surprise and just say, That’s so sweet!

Clearing his drains is old-hat by day two. You drag all the 

Love Jun’s new look� #shorthair #nevergoback

Before the day of  the top surgery, you take group selfies in 
your street clothes and post a bunch. Mom, Dad, and Jun, shoul-
ders mantled in each other’s arms. The selfies are at the beach, 
and the sea breeze tosses your long hair to add just the right 
touch. You look extra carefree. Jun, who cut his waist-length hair 
this year, looks drop-dead gorgeous and so happy. He checks the 
photo before you post and up-votes it.

Do you feel bad lying to your parents?
It’s not a lie, you say. We’re celebrating.
He does that smile-smirk thing.
Positive comments and emojis pour in. Your mother’s reac-

tions are among the most heart-filled and enthused. Good look-
ing!!! Heart eyes, heart eyes, heart eyes!!!

Your husband leaves the day after the surgery. He has to pick 
up Jane, Jun’s sister, who will be done with tennis camp. Before 
he goes, he stocks the fridge, fills all the prescriptions. He also 
tips the building’s concierge and valet generously, in the hope 
they’ll be there just in case there’s an emergency. Because there 
will be a post-op patient. Because your child’s body will be held 
together with dissolvable sutures and gauze.   

During, you think about joy. You remember the multiple 
scenes of  pre-op joy in the surgeon’s waiting room. You close 
your eyes and that’s what you focus on—the images of  joy that 
were all around you—as you wait for Jun to come out of  surgery. 
A young man cuddling with his girlfriend. Older parents (maybe 
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relief. It’s done. You just dive in, and the water is warm. Under 
the water, you look around, open your mouth, and shout. Long 
and loud, you shout. Bubbles churn until there’s nothing left. You 
break the surface and breathe hard as the water rolls off  your 
face. You tread water and lift your arms. Your heart is clean.

blood and fluids down into the vial by pinching the tubes. You 
apply counter tension with a firm pinch with the fingers of  your 
left hand so the action doesn’t tug at his incisions. You unscrew 
the vials and pour the contents into the sink.

He can’t move his arms for several days, so you need to help 
with the toilet. It’s embarrassing for him, but it’s fine. It’s still 
your job to be reassuring. Forever Mom. 

You wash his hair while he stands, head bowed, at the kitchen 
sink. The pull-out nozzle makes it easy.

The follow-up visit goes well. He gets unbandaged and loves 
what he sees in the mirror. That stunned happiness on his face 
is beating inside you too. You realize this is what it’s like to be 
aware of  your own birth.

The night before you leave for the airport, you ask if  he’ll 
be okay alone for 30 minutes. You want to take a swim. Go, he 
insists. He’ll be fine. He’s going to shower.

What if  he falls? What if  he makes a sudden move and tears the heal-
ing skin? What if ? What if ? 

You tell him you’ll go after he’s showered. Go, he insists. He’s 
got it, he says, annoyed now. He seems strong and steady. You 
decide to go before worst-case thoughts creep in and change 
your mind. 

You pull your swimsuit out of  the drawer and suddenly notice 
the size on the tag. It’s not yours. It’s the suit that used to belong 
to him. It’s the exact same color (black) and style (one-piece), but 
it’s one size bigger. He had fuller breasts than you. You put the 
slightly loose suit on and throw on your cover-up and flip-flops. 

You’re the only one at the pool. You pull your cover-up over 
your head and kick off  your flip-flops. You don’t even test the 
water. You’ve moved past the land of  circumspection and it’s a 



9  |  W I N T E R  2 0 2 2 C H E S T N U T  R EV I EW  |  1 0

Her mother takes a deep breath. Avery hangs behind her 
mother’s slender body as they exit the elevator on the third floor. 
At eight years old, she’s nearly as tall, inheriting her father’s 
height and his sloped, Germanic features, but her mother’s olive 
skin and dark hair. She feels awkwardly aware of  her body, and 
she senses her mother feels the same—that she doesn’t want to 
enter the apartment, although they’ve come all this way. 

“Zamira!” Halla Drita cries, touching Avery’s mother’s face 
with affection. She doesn’t look at all like the woman in the pho-
to. She’s heavier, and her hair has thinned enough to see ripples 
of  brown dye on her scalp. One of  her eyes seems to be slipping 
down the side of  her face, like a teardrop. 

“Oh, Halla, you’re an old woman!” Avery’s mother teases 
in Albanian as they exchange kisses. On the plane, her mother 
explained how she lived with Halla and Daja for a few months 
when she was a girl, when Avery’s grandparents went to the old 
country to care for a relative.

“Come and kiss your Halla!” Drita cries, pulling Avery toward 
her. She playfully cups her hand over Avery’s mouth, then holds 
her by the shoulders at arms’ length. “Beautiful, beautiful! Her 
skin has turned lighter, thanks God!”

Avery greets her aunt in Albanian. She isn’t fluent, but she 
knows basic words and phrases. When she was younger, she 
would pick up random objects around the house—a clock, a 
banana, a pair of  socks—asking her mother to say their names 
in Albanian, and she would repeat them in slow, careful syllables 
until the words came naturally. Her father has asked them not to 
speak Albanian when he’s around. But sometimes Avery does it 
anyway, saying something funny to make her mother laugh and 
watching her father’s face for signs of  jealousy. 

As they enter the apartment, smells of  paprika paste and 
camphor bring indistinct pictures to Avery’s mind, fading before 

E M I LY  A N D E R S O N  U L A

SHORT FICTION: SECOND PLACE

Visitation

Avery doesn’t remember this place. She was just a baby the 
last time they visited. On the drive from the airport, she no-
tices the lack of  trees along the gray city streets, the sidewalks 
crowded with pedestrians, the cage-like doors lining the shop 
fronts. Her mother sings along with the radio, which she never 
does when her father is in the car. Before the trip, her mother 
brought out a photo of  her great Uncle Florim and Aunt Drita 
and reminded her how to address them in Albanian, the words 
for aunt and uncle, Halla and Daja. In the picture, her uncle has 
thick, dark hair and a handle-bar mustache, accentuating a notice-
able frown. Avery thought he looked sad or perhaps scared. “Is 
it because he knows he’s going to die?” Her mother laughed and 
said he wasn’t sick when the picture was taken. It was his wed-
ding day. 

Avery’s parents argued about whether she should go to New 
York. “You’re taking our daughter to see that man?” her father 
asked. 

Soon, they ascend a steep driveway and arrive at a sallow 
building overlooking the train tracks. Humidity wraps itself  
around Avery’s limbs as she gets out of  the car. She’s never met a 
dying person, and as they enter the complex, she asks, “What will 
we say to him?”
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Avery’s mother bends to kiss both his cheeks and motions for 
her daughter to do the same. Florim does not take Avery’s hand, 
so she quickly kisses the side of  his head, near his hairy temple. 
She can hear the air swishing through the little pipes up into his 
nostrils. He smells of  urine and bouillon cubes. As she draws 
away, his sunken eyes grow large and fix on her as if  she were a 
ghost. 

Avery hurries back to her place on the sofa beside her mother 
and inhales her familiar sandalwood scent. She wishes they were 
home, alone. Sometimes her mother lets her skip school, and 
they lie in bed together, eating Lucky Charms from the box and 
watching old movies. “Don’t tell your dad,” she says. “It’ll be our 
secret.” This is a game they play when they’re alone, or when 
Avery’s mother slips into her bed at night. “Tell me a secret,” her 
mother says. Avery tells her she has secret powers—that some-
times she can make things move using only her mind, like the 
blown glass globes hanging in the corner of  her room. How the 
other girls in her class don’t invite her to birthday parties. “Now 
tell me a secret,” Avery says. Her mother says sometimes she feels 
scared for no reason. That Avery’s father doesn’t understand her. 
She writes letters to someone she used to love. 

The dog, called Nicolas, has hopped up on the couch. Avery 
pets him, noticing clumps of  honey, or perhaps peanut butter, 
matted in his fur. “Everyone born in this country likes dogs. You 
want him?” says Drita. She laughs, without waiting for Avery to 
respond, then turns to Avery’s mother. “How is Brian, good?” 

“Busy with work. He’s sorry he couldn’t make it.” This is a 
lie. Avery’s father refused to come with them. Yesterday, her 
parents sat in the car parked out on the street, like always, so 
Avery wouldn’t hear them yelling. From her bedroom window, 
she watched the way their hands moved behind the glass as they 
spoke, sharp and quick, like birds pecking the ground. 

she can pin them down. Strange wooden crosses, dried garlic 
cloves, and stuffed animals with large button eyes hang above the 
doorways. A superstition, her mother whispers, to keep evil spir-
its away. Somewhere a fan is blowing, and the air tastes sweet and 
wooded, like Catholicism. Drita leads them into the living room 
and gestures for them to sit on the sofa, which is draped with a 
floral bed sheet. The curtains are drawn, and the only light comes 
from a small lamp in the corner. There is a small television with 
antennae perched on a shelf  across from the sofa, turned to the 
news without any sound. 

Drita sets a large platter of  food before them on the coffee 
table. There’s prosciutto, melon, sheep’s cheese and whole stalks 
of  green onion. “I expect you’ll want to see him?” Drita asks. 
Avery’s mother hesitates before nodding.

Drita disappears down a dark, narrow hallway and emerges 
after a few moments, Daja Florim’s lean body draped against 
her like a velvet curtain. One of  her hands clutches his narrow 
waist. With the other, she wheels an oxygen tank. Florim’s feet 
drag against the carpet with each forced step, turning inward, 
like those of  a marionette. Drita helps him into the armchair and 
places his hands nicely in his lap. A little gray dog parades into 
the room with a yawn and arranges itself  at Florim’s feet. 

Daja Florim stares ahead at the shelf  mounted to the wall. 
At first it seems he’s watching television, but his head begins to 
droop and wander. Avery watches him from behind the shield of  
her mother’s body. His eyes have sunk into deep, dry beds. They 
have a soft, sleepy look about them, until he startles, and they 
become viciously alert like those of  a prehistoric bird. 

Avery notices her mother’s hand trembling as she rises to 
greet Florim. “Daja, do you remember Avery? She was very small 
last time.”  

“Some days he’s confused,” says Drita. “It’s the new pills.”
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the hall. 
“Goddamn you, Nicolas!” Drita shouts. “Avery can get the 

dog, yes? He’ll be sick.” 
Avery follows Nicolas down the hall. He darts into the dark-

ened room where Florim is sleeping. She slips in through the 
half-closed door and army-crawls beneath the bed, where Nicolas 
has spit the peppermints into a little pile so he can work on them 
one at a time. He swallows the first and bares his two teeth as 
she inches closer. “I’m only trying to help,” she whispers, but he 
refuses to give them up. In his haste, the peppermints lodge in 
his throat, and his little body begins to heave. “Now look what 
you’ve done to yourself.” Avery grabs his snout and uses her 
finger as a hook to extract the candies from his throat. Nicolas 
coughs and runs off  ungratefully into the hallway.  

Avery emerges from under the bed and surveys the room for 
a place to dispose of  the slobbery mints, finally deciding on a 
wooden cigar box on the nightstand. Daja Florim is still sleeping, 
his mouth opened wide, revealing gold molars. The bedsheets 
cling to his bones, pinning him down. His large nose is arched 
toward the ceiling, and the light from the window fills the hol-
lows of  his eyes. Avery counts the seconds between each of  his 
breaths. Suddenly she feels large and unafraid, standing over 
him. She touches one of  his hands, which are folded across his 
sternum, yellow with blue, raised veins and tufts of  hair sprout-
ing from his knuckles. His skin is softer, more buoyant than she 
expected.  

“Poor Uncle,” she says, placing her hand to his forehead, 
mimicking the tone her mother uses when she’s sick. “Does it 
hurt?” Daja Florim lets out a small, animal sound and opens his 
eyes. He blinks at the spackled ceiling. 

Avery holds very still. 
Florim’s brow furrows as he gains awareness of  her presence, 

Daja Florim has remained silent, the same haunted expression 
on his face. Avery quietly asks her mother if  he can speak. Her 
mother laughs and repeats the question aloud to Drita. “Yes, he 
talks. But sometimes too tired. Today is bad day.” Drita places 
her face close to Florim’s, a hand on his collarbone. “Why don’t 
you say hello to Avery? Isn’t she beautiful?” He looks around the 
room and into his lap. Drita strokes his head. She takes a green 
onion from the platter and places the root into his mouth so the 
stalk protrudes like a cigarette. 

When the decanter whines on the stove, Drita rises to fix 
Turkish coffee and returns with two steaming espresso cups and 
a handful of  peppermints for Avery. Halla Drita and Avery’s 
mother switch to Albanian, stealing glances at Florim. Avery 
pinches her mother’s arm, a signal meaning she’s ready to leave. 
Daja Florim is scowling at her, his mouth gaping. The onion has 
dropped into his lap, leaving a thin, elastic trail of  drool. She 
leans closer to her mother and slips her hand beneath her gold 
bangle bracelet, pressing her fingertips against the soft skin of  
her wrist, her quick pulse. 

Soon, Drita announces Florim needs to rest, and she helps 
him back to the bedroom. “Please can we go now?” Avery whis-
pers. Her mother has promised to take her to dinner in the city. 
Then they’ll spend the night at her cousins’ house in Queens. 

“Just a little longer, I promise,” she says, smoothing the frayed 
strands of  hair from Avery’s ponytail. When Drita returns, they 
fall naturally back into their chatter, while Avery pulls on the 
fringes of  the candy wrappers, watching them unfurl as the pep-
permints fall into her lap. 

Nicolas watches intently from the arm of  the sofa, cocking 
his head at the sound of  crinkling plastic. As soon as he gets the 
chance, he dives at the pile in Avery’s lap. With quick jaws, he 
manages to snatch several candies and make off  with them down 
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even more haunting than her dying uncle. When she is thirteen, 
Avery will be left to comfort her father, after her mother asks 
him for a divorce and walks out of  the house with the same ex-
pression of  mockery and quiet defiance. Her father will sit on the 
stairs of  the entryway, asking Avery what he missed. Why didn’t 
he see this coming? He’ll look at Avery like a pleading child, and 
the memory of  her frightened uncle will return. She’ll think of  
telling her father about this day, about Uncle Florim. How some 
secret part of  her has known all along. Instead, she’ll only sit 
next to him, tracing the swirled pattern of  the carpet with her 
fingernail. They’ll stay like this, silent, helpless, until the house 
darkens, neither of  them bothering to get up and turn on the 
lights. 

and he struggles to lift his head from the pillow. He catches hold 
of  her wrist, his body trembling as he tightens his grip. Avery is 
surprised by his strength as he pulls her in, close to his face, des-
perate. “Please, Zamira,” he whispers, calling her by her mother’s 
name. “Please forgive me. I’m sorry.” 

He looks like a frightened animal, and she can’t turn away. The 
moment seems endless, his long nails digging into her arm, his 
stale breath on her face. Suddenly, she hears her mother’s voice in 
the hallway. “Avery? What are you doing in there?” Florim re-
leases her, and Avery turns around abruptly as her mother enters 
the room. “Everything alright?” Avery nods. “Go help Halla clear 
the plates. I’d like a moment alone with Daja.” Avery leaves the 
room, catching one last glance of  Florim’s ghostly eyes. 

Instead of  helping Halla, she lingers in the hallway, examining 
the red crescent marks Florim’s fingernails have left on her arm. 
Through the crack in the door, she watches her mother standing 
over the bed. Her shoulders are shaking, and there are tears in 
her eyes, because she’s crying. Only she isn’t crying, she’s laugh-
ing. Looking down into the frightened eyes of  the old man. “You 
can’t hurt me anymore, Uncle,” she says. Avery watches a tear 
form in the crease of  her uncle’s eye and roll slowly down the 
side of  his face until it slips into his ear canal, leaving a barely 
noticeable gloss, like the tracks of  a snail. 

On the way home, Avery will replay this moment in her mind, 
trying to get the details right. For years, she will dream of  her 
uncle. Sometimes he is menacing, reaching out from the bed to 
grab her, to slap her across the face or guide her hand beneath 
the blankets. Sometimes he can rise from the bed and dance, like 
the grandfather in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Other times, 
he is just a wisp with large, lonely eyes, and her mother is there, 
laughing at his pain, threatening to smother him with a pillow. 

She won’t be able to forget the look on her mother’s face, 
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but in public, well, the look of  the machines were entirely unac-
ceptable with their scratched-up plastic cases and cheap fluores-
cent lighting, and she wished someone with some power would 
just ban them once and for all.

When the valet drove off, Mrs. Kang finally got a clear look at 
her friend’s daughter. Juhee wore a pearl necklace, a canary yel-
low cardigan, and white silk tuxedo pants: all terrible choices in 
Mrs. Kang’s opinion. Juhee had always worn the most unshapely 
garments, including that one summer she stayed at Mrs. Kang’s 
home in the States when she seemed especially fond of  over-
sized wool sweaters that would make just about anyone look like 
a middle-aged librarian. Mrs. Kang’s daughters might not have 
Juhee’s impeccable manners, but at least they had some ounce of  
style. 

The older woman lowered her sunglasses. “Spectacular, and 
your body looks just amazing. Imagine, after having a baby just 
a few months ago!” She walked up to her and lifted the young 
woman’s small breasts with the balls of  her fingertips. She knew 
she could do this kind of  thing with Juhee. Her daughters would 
have shoved her away and yelled something accusing and loud, 
but in Korea, elders, were elevated to positions with unchecked 
powers, and she found this to be the case whenever she came 
back for a visit and dealt with those younger than her.  

“Last year,” Juhee corrected. “I had the baby last year.” Her 
voice was calm and respectful, showing no sign of  irritation at 
being fondled. “She’s at home with her father,” she said, as if  
Mrs. Kang cared to know, which she didn’t.   

“Yes, that’s right. I can’t believe it’s been two years.” Mrs. Kang 
rested her hands on her hips and sighed as she went on assessing 
the young mother’s figure from behind. “Having a baby does the 
most awful things to the mother’s body, doesn’t it? Even after ten 
years the body never goes back to being the same.”  

E L I Z A B E T H  L E E

SHORT FICTION: THIRD PLACE

Small Gestures

Mrs. Kang peered down at her Chanel watch and realized her 
friend’s daughter wasn’t late after all. She sighed, admiring the 
clean narrow street before her. Memory, she knew, had a deli-
cate veil that could easily slip off, the essence rearranged to suit 
a better kind of  story. Then again, the fact the street was once a 
bombed out alley during the war might make the better story. She 
shook the thoughts from her mind and glanced at all the attrac-
tive young couples coming in and out of  the cafe. In her dozens 
of  trips to Seoul, Mrs. Kang had decided neighborhoods close 
to Apkujeong and Gangnam Station were the best pick for social 
gatherings. Just south of  the river, McDonalds and multilevel 
Starbucks were interspersed with French bistros that offered 
picturesque patios for wealthy, lunching housewives. Teenagers 
smoked and chatted in English in front of  clean, lit-up store-
fronts with names like Dream Cloud Purple and Elite Strawberry, 
sporting the latest fashion from the States. No one seemed to 
notice the names of  the stores were nonsensical; things written 
in English simply sold better. But despite these obvious improve-
ments from just forty years earlier, there were the daily reminders 
that not everything had reached its full potential after the war–
coffee from vending machines, for one. In private, Mrs. Kang 
might admit that the forty-cent coffees weren’t all together bad, 
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fidgeted with the clasp on her bag, eventually pulling out a slender 
black box, and opening it.  

“My mother always looked up to you. I know that she would 
have wanted you to have this,” she said quietly, presenting the 
gold Rolex watch to Mrs. Kang with both hands. As she did this, 
she turned her face away from the older woman’s face as a sign of  
respect.  

Mrs. Kang marveled at these small gestures. She gave up trying 
to teach her American-born daughters the values of  etiquette and 
respect back in their elementary school years when they refused, 
once and for all, to go to Korean language school. Why teach 
them anything about Korea at all if  they weren’t even interested in 
learning the language? 

“Well! Your mother was the best possible friend a woman 
could have asked for.” 

The waiter brought two plates of  cheesecake and Mrs. Kang 
immediately plucked the glazed strawberry from her cake and bit 
the tip off. “Truly, it has given me nothing but pleasure to help 
you and your brother with your education. She pushed Juhee’s 
hands away. “So just go ahead and keep it. One day you might 
want to pass this on to your own daughter when she gets older 
and needs a nice watch. The day will come, believe me.” She 
winked.  

Juhee tried to offer the watch once more, but Mrs. Kang shook 
her head.

“You’re so good-hearted, just like your mother. I wish my 
daughters had the manners you have! But then again, they are 
from a different culture.” She laughed, suddenly embarrassed. 
After thirty years of  saying the phrase, “from a different culture,” 
she had lost track of  what it meant. She had the vague sense it 
used to once explain things, important things, about who she used 
to be and who she was becoming in her new country, but like so 

Mrs. Kang walked right past the tall hostess in the patio and 
stopped at a table framed by a tall cactus and lavender pots of  
lilacs. “This will do, thank you,” she announced to no one in 
particular. She turned around and gestured for Juhee to join her, 
and then took one of  the young woman’s shiny black curls and 
gave it a playful pull. It bounced back up into Juhee’s face, and she 
blinked.  

Mrs. Kang took both of  Juhee’s hands and they sat down, 
hands clasped across the table like lovers. “You look so young and 
healthy!” And Juhee did, in fact, look young and healthy, though 
not totally beautiful which Mrs. Kang had expected after she had 
her procedures. As a present for Juhee’s sixteenth birthday, Mrs. 
Kang had insisted on paying for Juhee’s nose job and double eye-
lid surgery. She had read all the Korean newspapers, she explained 
to Juhee’s parents, and they reported that western-looking eyes 
and noses increased young women’s chances of  securing jobs at 
prestigious companies and husbands from good families. Juhee 
and her parents agreed to the operations, and Mrs. Kang compli-
mented the young woman’s new features after the bruising went 
away, even though Juhee looked rather odd afterwards, like she 
was always surprised. Still, Juhee had her sweetness, Mrs. Kang 
decided, which was, after all, the most important factor in attract-
ing a good man.   

After the waiter came by to take their orders, Mrs. Kang no-
ticed the younger woman’s eyes were moist.

“Hehjin oh-moh-nee.” The trembling in her lips was almost 
indiscernible.   

Mrs. Kang patted her hand. “I would prefer being called aunt. 
It would make me feel closer to you.” She had known Juhee’s 
mother since elementary school, and except for her father’s nar-
row nose and pronounced chin, Juhee was a spitting image of  her. 

Juhee nodded politely and bent her head towards her lap. She 
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father are no longer with us, I have to try my best to look after 
the well-being of  my brother. I’m doing everything I can,” she 
said. Her face was full of  a fervor Mrs. Kang found endearing 
and somewhat pathetic. Moments like these reminded Mrs. Kang 
of  Juhee’s mother who was also passionate and extremely inse-
cure.  

“As you may know, orientation is in late August, which is only 
four months away. I am very ashamed to admit this to anyone, 
but I know I must for my brother’s sake.” She leaned forward. 
“The truth is, we do not have the money to cover his housing 
costs. After the IMF crisis we had some difficulties like the oth-
ers, and, well—”

“Please,” Mrs. Kang said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry you’ve 
had to explain this far. Your brother is welcome to stay with us 
in Boston. We have plenty of  room and there is a bus line across 
the street that goes directly to Harvard Square. He can stay with 
us, go to church with us, and maybe we can even help him find a 
good social life with the other Korean students so he won’t feel 
so homesick. How does all that sound?”  

Juhee’s eyes were bright, and she let out a long sigh. “Yes 
aunt, thank you, thank you so, so much, I don’t even know what 
to say! I have been losing nights of  sleep between worrying over 
his future and tending to the baby.” She added quietly, “Her first 
teeth are coming in, and she’s been crying nonstop.” 

“I know it must be hard for you to miss your mother and 
need her guidance, being a new mother and all.” 

Juhee looked up, her eyes moist and sad. She nodded. A tear 
raced down her cheek. 

“Juhee, you know that I have three daughters.”
Juhee wiped the tear away. “Of  course. They were very good 

to me when I came to Boston for the summer.” 
Mrs. Kang chuckled. “Oh come, you exaggerate! I scolded my 

many other things over the years, the words felt empty, just noise 
in her mouth. Deja vu. The last time this happened, her daugh-
ters had been begging her to tell them about her childhood dur-
ing the war when life was hungry and desperate. But why would 
she talk about such complicated things? She deserved to feel 
good. That day, the diamond helped to bring her mind and body 
back into focus. She stared once more into the diamond. And 
just like that, something mysterious clicked inside, and she felt 
the same self-assuredness wash over her. “As I was saying,” she 
continued, “they are from a different culture, and I don’t expect 
these things from them. Not anymore.”  

Juhee’s cell phone suddenly rang, catching both women by 
surprise. “Excuse me, how rude. This will just take a second.” 

Mrs. Kang shook her head. “No, it’s okay! Go right ahead! 
Someone’s waiting for you to pick up.” Her eyes wandered over 
the fake ivy covering the pergola as she listened.   

“Okay, I understand. I’ll see you tonight at home, then. Don’t 
be out too late with your friends.” Juhee put the mobile back 
into her handbag and cleared her throat. “That was my younger 
brother, Sangyuck. He received some very good news this week, 
so he called to tell me he’ll be going out late tonight to celebrate.”  

“Oh?” Mrs. Kang asked innocently, putting a yellow crescent 
of  cheesecake onto her tongue before flattening it out against the 
roof  of  her mouth. She frowned, remembering how dreadful the 
cheesecake was at that particular cafe. 

Juhee beamed. “He has been accepted to Harvard Law with 
full financial benefits.”  

“Ohhhh,” Mrs. Kang replied, clasping her hands together. “I 
heard from your mother many months ago that he had applied. 
That’s just wonderful!”  

“Yes, we are all so proud,” the younger woman replied softly. 
Her face reddened.  “You know, Mrs. Kang, since my mother and 
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daughters for months after you left because they didn’t make you 
feel more at home. Really, you are such a charming girl that you 
can’t say one bad thing about anyone. It’s just so sweet!” She re-
membered Juhee’s father suddenly, and how he was always saying 
that about Juhee’s mother when he was first getting to know her.

 It stung Mrs. Kang to hear it those first few times, what with 
her feelings towards him, but she knew he was right. After all 
these years, and she had yet to meet anyone sweeter than Juhee’s 
mother. She took Juhee’s pale hand and squeezed it. “Well, the 
youngest is twenty-two years old and I’ve been wanting to find an 
appropriate match for her.” 

“Yes, of  course you do,” Juhee said, nodding.
Mrs. Kang lifted a white shopping bag onto the table and 

pulled out a light blue Tiffany’s box. “I bought a little something 
for you for the days you forget what it is to feel like a woman, 
and not just a tired mother and a tired wife.” 

Juhee grinned as she quickly undid the fancy knot of  irides-
cent ribbon. There was a gold chain inside with a purple stone 
pendant and a green stone shaped like a leaf  on top.  

“Real emerald,” Mrs. Kang cooed. “I want only the best for 
my dear friend’s precious daughter. And of  course, for her son 
too.” 

Juhee covered her grin with her hand. “This is too much for a 
young woman like me.”

Mrs. Kang motioned to the waiter at the doorway. “Another 
piece of  cake? Shall we try the tiramisu this time?”  

Juhee nodded, still looking at the purple gem. 
“I like your brother, Juhee.  I think he will do very well in 

Boston and I think that he should get along quite well with Kihy-
ang. She is two years younger than him. She has interest in law as 
well.”   

“I see,” Juhee replied. She took another bite of  the cheesecake 

and chewed slowly.  
 “I think they will like each other very much, and I think it 

will be good for both of  them, my daughter, your brother.”
Juhee’s eyes darted back and forth in quick movements as if  

she were solving an equation in her head. “Mrs. Kang, you have 
been such a blessing to this family—of  course you know this, it 
has been so obvious, your generosity’s effect on our family—but 
I do feel obligated to say that my little brother is seeing someone, 
and quite seriously for that matter.” 

Mrs. Kang nodded. “Your brother is a clever young man with 
a bright future ahead of  him. I know that he will do the right 
thing when he comes to America, whatever that might be.” 

Juhee’s lips parted and she closed them again. “Yes, of  
course.” She smiled uncertainly and looked at her companion’s 
untouched coffee. “Oh! I’ve never noticed your ring before, aun-
tie. You have the nicest things!” 

“Oh,” Mrs. Kang chuckled, looking at the ring as if  she had 
never realized it was there. “Well, it wasn’t always that way.” She 
suddenly noticed one of  the prongs securing the diamond in 
place was missing. 

“I know. My mother often told stories about you and my par-
ents during college. How the three of  you were good friends, and 
tried to help each other out because you were so poor.”  

Mrs. Kang nodded. She remembered having to eat ramen, 
spam and the cheapest kimbap she could find so she could af-
ford to buy western clothes and tickets to American movies. A 
fly buzzed around her head, and she swatted at it several times 
until it landed on her head. She swatted one final time, knocking 
her beautiful hair bun out of  its little barrettes. Her hair tumbled 
down like a beautiful, collapsed cake. “Oh dear.” She tried to 
push it back up with no success. It had been weeks since she 
had dyed her hair and she knew her roots were unfolding for the 
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another buzzing had begun deep inside her head, certain memo-
ries poking out from the recesses from her brain she’d rather 
not revisit. She desperately wanted to get away from her friend’s 
daughter. 

It wasn’t until Mrs. Kang’s taxi had brought her through 
afternoon traffic and over the Han River, after the driver asked 
her about America and whether she liked her life there, that Mrs. 
Kang found herself  tearing up. As she looked out the window, 
listening to the driver drone on about her strong Pusan accent 
and how badly he wanted his own children to study in America if  
only he could only afford a good English tutor, Mrs. Kang spot-
ted white sailboats and yachts with varnished wood panels gliding 
along the river, and wondered if  their owners were happy people. 
The thought soon disappeared, and she wiped the tears away. 
The old country had truly become an impressive sight. 

“Did you hear about how this bridge collapsed last year?” 
Mrs. Kang met the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror and 
looked again towards the river. She shook her head. “The con-
tractors tried to copy the Golden Gate bridge in San Francisco, 
but they cut corners in order to finish it quicker.”

 He clucked his tongue and sighed. “Sometimes I wonder why 
we are so impatient to forget the past.”

Mrs. Kang spent the weekend at her favorite Korean bath-
house getting a facial, and a good, hard scrubbing, and it wasn’t 
until Monday morning at the office of  Seoul’s best jeweler, that 
Mrs. Kang bent over her ring with its four matching platinum 
prongs securely fastening her three-carat diamond in place, that 
she exhaled deeply, and thanked God she had something so 
beautiful to behold. No matter, she thought, smiling at the owner 
of  the store and nodding, she’d simply find another match for 
her daughter.

world to see. “Sheebal,” she muttered, clenching her teeth. Son of  
a bitch.

“Excuse me?” 
Mrs. Kang knew the blood had risen to her face because her 

cheeks suddenly felt hot. She spoke just like her father until her 
Japanese teacher in grade school said she sounded like an uncivi-
lized farmer and it was time to stop speaking Korean altogether. 
“Nothing, it’s nothing! Please, you were going to say something?” 
She reached into her purse and found two bobby pins which she 
used to promptly secure the loose strands.  

“The thing is, I want success for my brother,” Juhee contin-
ued, staring at Mrs. Kang’s barely eaten cheesecake, “but more 
important, I want him to be whole. To be happy.” She made a 
circle with her fingers. “There are some things like love that we 
cannot control.”  

Mrs. Kang felt a stab of  sadness in her chest, watching this 
young woman express herself  with her hands, and talking about 
dreams and being whole like they were real and possible things. 
Mrs. Kang remembered being in love once, but it was a long time 
ago and he had chosen someone else. The memory of  the feeling 
tingled inside her with such strangeness, she put her hand on 
her breast and kept it there until the sensation vanished. “Love 
is a strange thing, Juhee. You’ll forget what it once meant to 
you as time goes on, and soon, the forgetting will take the place 
of  this idea of  love, and it will help you love new things every 
day.” She gestured to the waiter and looked back at Juhee who 
looked more confused than surprised just then. “Shall we get our 
check?”

“Auntie, we still have our tiramisu coming.” 
Mrs. Kang caught the waiter’s eye and made a large ‘x’ with 

her hands. “All this coffee and conversation has gotten to my 
head. How about another time?” The fly had finally left, but 
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expected brothers, a current of  life shifted: a lotus never blos-
somed. 

My mother sometimes laughs and says, at least she was given 
love for her part in bringing

the boys into the world. But I think of  her name, 犧 to sacrifice, 
子 for the men, and how her name

dried up her life from the bud. How it is the most unfair for 
the one who most deserves

the spirit of  lotus, emerging from the thickest mud. 

In the lineage of  蓮, among the four lotus sisters, lay the one 
without the fate of  the Yeon. With her

own twisted fate, she was taken away her petals, curled up in 
the unbreakable shell

to be returned to her sisters she was destined to end. But, 
today I call her 喜子, laugh and delight.

D A B I N  J E O N G

POETRY: FIRST PLACE

My Mother’s Sisters - III

The never-ending mystery of  my younger days: how my 
mother’s sister was rid of  the blessing 

of  becoming the lotus flower, the Yeon girls. Lying down next 
to my mother’s sisters, 

in the night of  closed invitation for the secret-bearing, fate-
twisted women, I step across 

the doorsill of  the open arches of  the eyes, into the dark void 
of  the retina to arrive 

at the star-studded field waking up to the unwelcomed cry. 

When my mother’s sister was born, after her sister, and her 
sister after her older sister, the household held 

the belief  that they were cursed with endless daughters. Chas-
ing after an admirable monk, high 

up in the mountains, they finally came into a possession of  a 
name fortunate 

enough to forsake the curse. Thus, she was blessed with the 
name of  an end-girl. The name without 

meaning: the name that only intends to end: to end this: to 
end the unwanted lineage

of  girls: the name meaningless unless a boy follows: the for-
saken girl. For the sake of  her
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its border // donald took a page from drone strike policy which 
studied oil-driven bloodshed // donald copied off  of  manufac-
tured drug wars funded by jim crow nest eggs // donald said if  
he could, he would end the civil war without freeing the enslaved 
// donald was ousted in 2015 for wearing blackface while serving 
at her local NAACP // donald blends in like a mass shooter in 
bible study // donald blends in like a proud boy in congress // 
donald inherited clown shoes from his father // donald perfect-
ed circus paint in business school // donald wore a loose-fitted 
handmedown suit to his inauguration // donald was a car full of  
himself  speeding past me on the sidewalk calling me outside my 
name // donald was a manager at a grocery store who called me 
a monkey // donald was a manager at Pizza Hut who asked me 
why Black boys loved their mothers so much // donald couldn’t 
answer when i asked why his grandparents were so good at killing 
mine // donald does not think jokes about his heritage are funny 
// donald laughs at the thought of  not knowing where he comes 
from // donald brings no original ideas to this imperialist group 
project // donald might fail his mission if  we stopped giving 
forgeries full-time jobs.

D A R I U S  S I M P S O N

POETRY: SECOND PLACE

Irrefutable Proof  I Know The 
President Personally 

After Morgan Parker

donald was my partner for a presentation on the civil rights 
movement in 3rd grade // donald was my best friend until we 
reached middle school and then // donald was the quarterback 
casually tossin around the n word on the playground // donald 
was born in the hatchback of  a red Ford pickup truck // donald 
was raised by both parents in the center of  a cul de sac // donald 
shot a protestor in the face and got a promotion // donald shot 
a kid in the stomach and his coworkers didn’t blink // donald 
mowed down a woman with his car and his criminal record didn’t 
flinch // donald got all his best ideas from a middle school 
history book // donald’s best jokes about Black people are 300 
years old // donald passed me on the sidewalk and clutched her 
purse like a football // donald walked into a booth and voted for 
himself  73 million times // donald voted for his opponent too 
// donald started a women’s movement for herself  and still lost 
the election // donald is allergic to the words liberation and aboli-
tion // donald said if  you don’t vote, you ain’t Black // donald built 
a wall around the word amerikkkan and started a war to guard 



3 1  |  W I N T E R  2 0 2 2 C H E S T N U T  R EV I EW  |  3 2

when she wants hard cover

because I read what I can remember, verses in my eyelids in 
the plane

straight lines | that punctuate | stay home | like bricks | on 
my | favorite lane |

now I have to stop in dots that have spaces before and after
there is room, but always foreign, like people I won’t touch 
even for a handshake for months
words don’t fill themselves around me . . .

because a language on the tip of  my tongue leaves with au-
tumn wind

A N U J A  G H I M I R E

POETRY: THIRD PLACE

punctuation

because they didn’t believe her howls
and feet clawing craters on the cement floor 
of  the missionary hospital
my mother tried twice to bring me into the world 

because I leave my mother four times seven seas away
at the airport, vermillion, yogurt, and sugar 
mixed rice on her forehead 
pull my alphabets like grain 
क ख ग घ ङ्

because the first leaving, I don’t bring poems in my two 50 kg 
suitcases

and lose the scent of  sweat in my mother’s neck in the transit 
at Frankfurt

two German women give me hard candy to halt my hiccups

because I leave my adolescence on the shelf  
the epics, lyric stories shabdakosh, the word treasury 
I bought after three years of  lunch money 
and loose change, reward for good grades
a girl worried about cash packs food that won’t spoil
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E M I LY  W I C K

Game Piece

E M I LY  W I C K

“Game Piece”
Photograph, 2021

I began my nightly practice of  photographing bubbles in the 
summer of  2020. I use an ordinary toy bubble wand with a giant 
bubble solution (a mix of  water, Joy® brand dishwashing soap, 
and J-Lube™ brand powdered lubricant), and no special lighting 
or equipment other than an on-camera flash.

I typically blow bubbles in a narrow area of  my backyard with 
a view of  the night sky. Each night, I aim to take one hundred 
photographs, then edit them down to a small handful that meet 
or exceed my criteria. Over a longer period of  time, I further 
select the best of  the best, give them titles, note the time and 
date the bubble was created, and release them as prints. “Game 
Piece,” photographed on September 9, 2021 at 10:19 PM, was 
one of  my top 12 images of  2021.
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yond twice my age. I arranged my face into a smile and said, Sí, 
when he asked me afterward if  I had liked it. He said, in Spanish, 
slowly, so I could understand, “your mouth says yes, but your 
eyes say no.” 

Maggie wants my boots, for when she goes to the Galapagos 
tomorrow morning. She’s asked twice now. She has proper hiking 
boots in nondescript green. I have black leather Doc Martens 
that lace up my shins. Their tread is shot, and they hurt the hell 
out of  my feet. They make everything else work though, or al-
most work: my lumpy sweater, my too-tight jeans. My cheap tank 
tops, poofing with space where curves should be. The boots are 
the best thing I have. 

I wonder, suddenly, if  I should touch her leg. The urge just 
appears. Her leg is flowing there beside me, like a river. There’s 
also the white line of  her underwear circling her hip. It hasn’t, 
until this moment, occurred to me to touch her, though we’ve 
curled close in our sleeping bags these past four nights; though I 
can’t always breathe when I hear her unzipping the tent after her 
afternoon shower; though I’ve decided now to grow out my arm-
pit hair after catching sight of  hers, dark and sparse, slick from 
the cutback trail we climbed until our thighs nearly gave out—me 
panting, terrified I’d fall behind—until finally we disappeared 
into the mountaintop mist and found what we had come for: the 
hanging orchid garden.

There’s heat in my groin, and the minute I feel it shame floods 
my body so loudly it’s like a physical invasion. I slam my eyes to 
the shelf  above and land on a half-used pack of  AA batteries 
trapped at the very bottom, smashed under all our things. I keep 
my vision pinned there while Maggie snaps on her bra. The bat-
teries are a mockery. I have something between a thought and a 
feeling about how it is for me, always waiting until dark to change 
out of  my clothes. My AA bra.

L E A H  FA I R B A N K

FLASH FICTION: FIRST PLACE

Maggie

Maggie and I are in the tent. She’s complaining about her 
body in that way I already love. Her stomach is loose, she claims, 
but she’s touching her breasts as she says it, which are perfect. 

“I like how my legs look, though. I look up at them when I’m 
having sex.” She dangles a naked leg in the space between us and 
gazes up at it. “Don’t you think?” 

Her toes brush the netting shelf  above our heads. It’s about to 
overflow, her things now piled on top of  mine—headlamps, Dr. 
Bronner’s, 2nd Skin Blister Pads—all drooping precariously like a 
basket of  fruit. 

We met four days ago, both seated alone in the empty restau-
rant eating the same ‘vegetarian’ soup swimming with chicken 
claws. Reading the same guidebook. She didn’t bother to set up 
her own tent; we talked until 3am and fell asleep side by side. She 
told me, while we were searching for the hidden bookstore in the 
jungle, that she didn’t expect to meet anyone she liked as much as 
she likes me. My heart swelled nearly out of  my ribs. She told me 
things I couldn’t imagine—that her father kept a corner of  his 
wine cellar for bottles worth more than a Ferrari, that she turned 
down a Fulbright and came to Ecuador instead.  

I turned 19 last week, and I’ve had sex three times with three 
different men. The last was a Colombian man somewhere be-
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depot. Then she’ll be on a boat. Then she’ll be gone. 
“Maybe the cute Israelis will be back tonight,” she says, 

Cheshire grin returning. I force my spine to straighten a few 
inches, arrange my face into a smile, and say, “Sí.” 

The tent is unbearably humid. I heave up, push open the tent 
flaps.

“Can I wear these tonight?” She asks. Same smile. Same sing-
song. Finger on a Doc Marten. 

We both know I’ll say yes, but what comes out is “No.” My 
voice is crusted with frustration and another layer of  heat de-
scends around me. I feel as though I’m sinking in quicksand—
any move will only bury me deeper. I can’t feel this much at once, 
or. . . maybe I’ve been feeling this much all along? I close my 
eyes.

Legs like rivers. 
Orchids rooted overhead in a braided rooftop of  living tree limbs� She 

grabs my hand in awe, then brings it to her chest� We tiptoe through the gul-
ley, the petals of  the orchids droop low, brushing our foreheads like blessing 
after blessing after blessing� 

 If  I cry in front of  Maggie right now, I will cease to exist. 
“Hey,” her eyes widen, “you okay?”
What can I say? Your leg is like a river? I think I love you? I’ve 

never said the words to anyone but my parents. I’ve only ever 
dreamed of  hearing a man say them to me.    

“I can’t give you my boots,” I don’t know why I say it, and I 
can’t help it—tears start to fall. 

“Oh honey!” She leans right over, soothes my hair back from 
my forehead. She’s so close, I can’t bear her.

“Hush,” she says. “It’s okay. They’re yours.”  
I feel like I’ve made the wrong choice. My boots, rock solid, 

holding me to the ground, making things almost work. But the 
thing I’ve traded—was that a trade?

I dry my face with my bare hands and scrub at my eyes until 
my vision clears. 

“Let’s go eat,” she says. Tomorrow, she’ll walk five miles into 
town. She’ll find her bus in the riot of  color and yelling at the 
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ground, she carries jars of  light up from the root cellar to illu-
minate her house. Sunlight gives her warmth and brightness to 
make dinner and read a book. The stars and comets cast a calm 
glow throughout her small home. 

Phoebe gathers the Northern Lights to celebrate the equinox. 
Once trapped, the reds and greens swirl both inside the jars and 
across her walls. If  her light waxes as the winter trudges on, she 
bundles as best she can and wades through the snow to collect 
crystallized fragments of  the Aurora or moonlight.

When friends visit, she decorates tables with fireflies that 
dance and blink. Luciferase combining with luciferin shine won-
der and delight across their cheeks and chin. She would offer to 
send fireflies home at the end of  the evening, but friends would 
always tuck their hands away like little children and shake their 
heads. “I would just kill them,” one said.

At Imbolc, the midway point between the winter solstice and 
vernal equinox, Phoebe prepares for the blizzard of  the century. 
She checks her animals, ensuring they’re safe and warm, and 
secures the barn against gales. Her shovel stands ready by the 
kitchen door for the several feet of  snow predicted. She snuggles 
under her covers to listen to the winds scream through the bare 
trees. She keeps her sunlight jars by her side.

She awakes to a thunder-like crack in the middle of  the night, 
but no flash of  lightning. She winds herself  more tightly in her 
hand-stitched quilt and falls back to sleep. 

The next morning a slab of  cloud continues to hang thick, 
shedding more flakes. Phoebe shovels her way to the animals to 
see that they’re safe and fed, then continues her way to the street. 
She sees her neighbors gathered around a downed pole. 

“Is everything ok?” she calls to the group.
“Didn’t you notice there’s no power?” a neighbor yells.
“She wouldn’t. She doesn’t use electricity,” someone else spits.

C H R I S T Y  O ’ C A L L A G H A N

FLASH FICTION: SECOND PLACE

Light

From the vernal to the autumnal equinox, Phoebe amasses 
jars filled with light, preparing for the bleak winter months 
ahead. She and her ancestors have gathered the beams of  the 
natural world for as long as they can remember. Her neighbor’s 
ancestors have long forgotten the joy in harvesting instead turn-
ing to electricity for warmth and sight. 

She leaves jars open on the deck on sunny days while working 
in her gardens and tending her chickens, goats, and pigs. Even 
steeping her sun tea in a giant Mason jar filled with a mixture 
of  black tea, herbs from her garden, and spring water for her 
afternoon break. Before shade touches the jars holding light, she 
closes their lids tight and stores them in the cabinet at the back 
of  her root cellar. 

At night, she ventures out with empty jars to a clearing in the 
forest behind her house. Running her fingers through the moss 
as she lay on her back, absorbing that evening’s celestial show. 
The jars sit open on a flat rock nearby, collecting beams from 
full moons, constellations, comets, and meteor showers, which 
she seals before returning home and stores next to the sunlight. 
On lucky nights, she captures fireflies—poking holes in their lids 
with a hammer and nail.

As the days grow short and snow covers the leaves on the 
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R O B E R T  S .  H I L L E R Y

FLASH FICTION: THIRD PLACE

How to Sit Shiva

Pull up to your brother’s house. Confirm the return ride a 
week from today and tip the cab driver too much to ensure he’ll 
remember. When you walk in the house, console Mom and Dad. 
Wish that Barry’s memory be a blessing. Try really hard to be 
sincere. Try really hard to believe it. Dodge their questions about 
your current level of  observance. Tell them you’re here for their 
and Nicole’s sake. Remind them how much Barry hated this shit. 
Still, for the next seven days, don’t shave. Don’t bathe or change 
your clothes. Take off  your shoes before you enter the house. 
Silently mouth the prayers and don’t let on how surprised you are 
to remember most of  them.

Notice that everyone’s clothes have been torn. Curse under 
your breath because you wore your favorite suit, which happens 
to be the most expensive piece of  clothing you own. Sigh, and 
carefully tear the seam along the right side of  your coat pocket. 
Put a reminder in your phone to call a tailor when you get back.

Sit on the floor, next to Nicole. Don’t bother bullshitting her 
with the sympathy card line, but put your hand on her shoulder 
for a while. Give it a little squeeze when you feel it start to shake. 
Look around the house and try to imagine everything as Barry 
saw it. Ignore the poorly concealed burn markings snaking their 
way up the kitchen walls. Focus on the candle and portrait of  

Standing in her driveway with the snow piled up over her 
knees, she doesn’t know how to respond. Their backs turned to 
her, leaving her out of  their misery.

“If  it helps, I have some extra jars of  light I could spare.” She 
points to the soft glow in her windows.

The crowd shifts. Their faces disclose no gratitude or need, 
just the sourness of  disgust. A cloud grows thick over their heads 
as they breathe harder.

“We don’t need your witchcraft,” a sharp voice cuts through 
the silence of  the snow.

“I’d rather freeze to death,” another grumbles.
Phoebe no longer recognizes her neighbors. She’d always 

shared her eggs and goat’s milk with them. A few weeks ago, she 
delivered lavender sachets she made from her garden during the 
summer for the solstice. They’d always accepted her offerings 
with a polite thank you. Maybe they never invited her to sit at 
their table, but she thought they were civil, at least.

“I’m only offering to lend you warm and light until they can 
fix the pole,” Phoebe mumbles. The handle of  the shovel grow-
ing heavy in her hands.

The crowd returns to their cold dark homes, leaving behind 
Phoebe and their boot prints filling with snow.
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the difference between sitting here with six-days-thick stubble 
instead of  where Barry is. Realize that you don’t particularly care.

Leave the house after the seventh day. Pretend you want your 
parents to visit you. Pretend you’ll visit your parents. Don’t look 
back as the cab pulls away.

Barry against the far wall. Smirk, because you knew they’d use a 
picture at least three years old. Notice the immaculate, framed 
high school degree hanging next to the picture and wonder if  
Barry would have even received it if  he hadn’t rushed into the 
kitchen the morning of  tests beseeching you with, “Teach me 
how to study,” until you relented and gave him the bare mini-
mum of  guidance. Settle in for a long week.

Sit in uncomfortable silence, which occasionally gets broken 
by a consoling neighbor at the door, arms full of  food. Wonder 
how much you’re missing at work. Complete every Sudoku on 
your phone. Consider keeping the beard once this is done. For 
six days, think about everything except the thing you’re there to 
think about.

On the last day, try not to look at the clock too often. Make 
sure you’re pretending to stretch your neck when you do. When 
Nicole lights a stick of  the same incense Barry used as cover 
during high school, relent. Close your eyes tight, because that 
smell, the smell of  his old room, drags Barry to the front of  
your mind more forcefully than any picture or old story. Try to 
remember whatever good times the two of  you had. The time 
he picked you up from school in your mom’s minivan when he 
was fourteen, how he said he’d do it every so often if  you didn’t 
snitch. The time you and your cousins hot-boxed the bathroom 
at your family reunion with your grandparents asleep in the next 
room over. The time your family got stuck in Florida during a 
hurricane, how you and Barry ran bare-ass-naked and screaming 
into the worst of  it. Don’t linger on how the adrenaline coursed 
through you, because this will only make you remember Barry, 
red-eyed and shaking as he sucked on a cigarette like it would 
dissolve between his lips if  he wasn’t quick. This will only make 
you wonder how close you really came to crossing the same lines 
he did. Consider where exactly those lines are, what constitutes 
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J O Y  G U O

Cicada Month

As a child, Ah Gong used to fish cicadas out of  the trees in 
Beijing and bring them home by the bagful for his mother to 
boil into soup. I didn’t know whether to believe him when he 
said things like that, and he would bellow with laughter at the 
expression on my face, his gold tooth spitting back flecks of  sun. 
Turning somber again, he’d launch into an unsolicited lesson 
on the paradox of  cicadas, how, of  the insect family, they live 
the longest, with a childhood wrapping around the sun multiple 
times, but, above ground, shedding their mature exoskeletons, 
they barely last the month.

That month we spent together, right after I had taken a 
leave from college, I was coming off  little white pills I stole 
and cheeked, stole and cheeked, a rhythm strung together like 
a necklace, like days molting into each other. I wanted fervently 
to get better. I blocked texts and phone calls from bad friends. I 
kept a journal of  all my apologies. I forced myself  to remember 
Ma cleaning up my vomit, how withdrawal turned the thinnest 
bedsheet into long, yellowed fingernails peeling at my skin. Yet, 
the itchiness for a high never faded. I braced myself  for each mo-
ment where I would be watching television or washing the dishes 
or mowing the lawn, and I suddenly couldn’t sit still, everything 
around me spinning like off-kilter planets.

Ma moved Ah Gong into our house to keep an eye on me 
when she was at work. In theory, the idea was terrible—how was 

an eighty-five-year-old supposed to fend me off ? I was small 
for my age, easy pickings for bullies in letterman jackets and 
gym teachers in high school, but I could be ferocious and mean 
when I wanted to. Ah Gong and I also hadn’t talked in years. As 
I watched the airport taxi putter up the driveway and Ah Gong 
clamber out, hauling just one duffle, I wished I had called him 
more, just to see how he was doing. Put me on the spot, and I 
couldn’t tell you his birthday, his favorite food, or even what I 
was supposed to call him. 

Ah Gong, Ma said. 
Ah Gong, I repeated. My Mandarin had rusted, and the words 

felt cotton-thick.
But him staying with us worked, at least for the first two 

weeks. Every morning, as the cicadas hollered and wailed and 
gnashed their teeth, Ah Gong and I walked the entire length of  
our town. Circled around laundromats, car washes, an abandoned 
auto-manufacturing plant, where men, propped against pick-up 
trucks or squatting in the shade, stared suspiciously. Wandered 
past the Burger King. Once, Ah Gong bought one of  everything 
off  the dollar menu and took a bite of  each, not saying anything, 
brow furrowed in dismay at the taste of  mayo. 

We walked around all the crevices and nooks, littered with 
bottles and trash, where I used to stud my mouth with little white 
berries to the beat of  80s rock. I gave those spots a wide berth, 
darting ahead, forcing Ah Gong to stutter-step to catch up. 

Man yi dian, he complained.
I didn’t know how much Ah Gong knew, and he never asked. 

He seemed preoccupied by the flora and fauna of  America, 
peppering me with questions about what species a certain weed 
was or pointing at leashed pit bulls in someone’s backyard. The 
cicadas, he greeted like old friends, snatching a handful off  a 
tree trunk, cupping them against his chest, whispering blessings 
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for their children. Once, we stumbled upon one just as it was 
emerging from its husk. Ah Gong insisted on watching the whole 
process unfold. It seemed like tortuous work, the cicada wres-
tling with itself, pausing every now and then to gather reserves. 
For a moment, it gave up entirely, frozen under our scrutiny. I 
felt sorry for it. 

Let me help. 
No. Ah Gong brushed away my finger. It needs to learn how 

to do this on its own. In his words, I detected a mild reprimand. 
I stood up, shaking away the soreness in my legs.  

Ah Gong, come on. 
Give me a minute. From the back, squatting there in the dirt 

in ripped sandals and a pair of  shorts I had outgrown, he looked 
terribly young. 

I woke up the next morning with the urge pressing against 
the back of  my throat, like if  I could cough hard enough, I could 
spit it up like a wad of  phlegm. I could already see all the steps I 
would have to take, all the lies unspooling, the furtive scurrying. 
Later, once a different kind of  clarity took hold, I would replay 
the sequence, trying to pinpoint when exactly things could have 
turned out differently. Maybe it was when I broke my ankle from 
skateboarding, requiring a cast and a prescription of  a dosage I 
exceeded little by little. Maybe the first time I acknowledged to 
myself  how good it felt to be cocooned. No, maybe it was the 
time I ground up the pills into flour, wet a finger, and rubbed it 
into my gums, not caring Ma was in the other room, telling Ah 
Gong on the phone that she was worried about me.  

Quietly, I padded to Ah Gong’s room in our basement. Ma 
had apologized profusely for how cramped it was, the boiler 
taking up half  the space, but Ah Gong said it had everything he 
needed. Now, I traced the treads he had worn into the carpet, 
surveyed the three books, furry with dust, stacked against the 

wall, a shaving kit, and his sneakers, kept pristine by spit and 
toothpaste. In a row along the ledge of  his cot were three cicada 
husks, the whorls of  the insect’s body preserved perfectly. 

Under the pillow lay a clip of  bills. I shoved it into my pocket 
and turned around, already knowing I had been caught. 

Meesh, Ah Gong said, taking a step forward. 
Mitch, I responded automatically, like all the times I had 

corrected him before. It’s pronounced Mitch. Look, I’ll be right 
back, okay? I’ll just be a few minutes.

I ducked around, but Ah Gong was nimble and cut me off. 
Meesh, stop. Please. He held out a hand. I swatted it aside, 
but he moved closer, then sank to his knees and wrapped his 
arms around my waist. The sunspots on the crown of  his head 
gleamed in rebuke. 

Thinking back, I could have unfastened him easily, the way 
you pluck a grape from its stem, but for some reason, in the 
moment, I could only scrabble against his binds and mumble, 
Let go, let go, until the words smudged together in pitiful, nasal 
wheezing. Ah Gong didn’t say anything. He just held on. Latched 
together like that, we stumbled around, until, finally, I yanked my 
arms free and shoved him backwards, harder than I intended, and 
he collided with the cot, hands coming down hard on the ledge, 
snapping it in half. 

Ah Gong sat on the floor with his left wrist jutting like a fin. 
Stop, he said, when I tried to help him up, stop. Just give me a 
minute. 

He told Ma that he had tripped down the steps, and, when she 
turned to me to confirm, I nodded, the truth dissipating between 
us. That night, when we were alone and I apologized, he shook 
his head and said, Sorry counts for even less than that, motioning 
to the shards of  cicada shell. 

Ah Gong moved back to Beijing at the end of  the month. 
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I’m tired, he said, tugging at his sling for emphasis, and though 
Ma immediately blamed me, neither Ah Gong nor I would say 
anything else. Before he left, he made me promise I’d mind the 
cicadas, taking care not to step on any that might be lying under-
foot, leaving alone the ones that had yet to emerge. And because 
it was the least I could do, I agreed. 

Years later, watching the cicadas leaden the branches, I re-
membered their lightness, how I could close my fist and they’d 
ash into nothing. Yet, they had outlived my recklessness, the mis-
takes I had made over and over again. I thought back to what Ah 
Gong used to tell me—how cicadas had barely any time between 
sleep and death, how, in the air, their breaths served as a constant 
weight inevitably pulling them back down to the dirt. 

And still, he’d say, smiling down at his palm. And still.

L U K E  W O R T L E Y

The Early Days

The whole world’s oceans have turned to milk, and I’m wear-
ing a t-shirt with a milk carton on it. There’s milk in the horses’ 
troughs and milk bottles littering the streets. There are milk stains 
on every mustache and loggers are quitting their jobs to work 
dairy farms. There are milk floods and milk rain, an anti-milk 
coalition, milk lobbyists. Milk in the clouds and milk in vending 
machines like it always was, except  it’s more popular than ever. 
Milk on my tongue. Milk droplets clinging to your knees and 
milk soothing our aching bones. There is life in the milk, too, 
and milk is life. There is milk running out of  my eyes like tears 
and milk replacing bullets in guns. The opposite of  fire is not 
water. It’s milk. Milk drowns and sustains, leaks out of  our son’s 
mouth. There is milk on canvas. Milk evaporated, nestled in cans. 
And there is a childhood consumed with hunger, a want so deep, 
coiled in the waking hours of  these first nights. 
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R I C H A R D  V Y S E

Flora

YA N I TA  G E O R G I E VA

I Watched It Happen, and It 
Happened to You 

It’s amazing what our minds
remember and forget. Example. 
You say home, I see a firecracker in a jar.
You say Christmas, I smell tangerines
over the radiator. You say man,  
I hear a dog growl, flare its poison teeth. 
I hear a leather belt, the ice crack, a victim caught 
under the wheels. You say you don’t 
remember this. It’s been a decade and I hear you  
every time I’m in a quiet room.  
The past is such a dodgy witness.  
The city burned down to a crisp around us 
but when they ask what we remember, 
we say breakfast. Everyone can see the coal  
under my fingernails, but when they ask 
what I remember, I remember living: 
how big the elevator felt, how small the bus.  
How close his hands seemed when we couldn’t 
touch. How the road glowed orange in the rain,  
how good the coffee tasted, how the streets 
cheered for us, every night. 

R I C H A R D  V Y S E

“Flora”
Watercolor, 2021

Celebrating beauty in spontaneous brush strokes to capture a 
moment and a mood.
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who told me it was normal. It felt sort of  normal, but impos-
sible. You don’t recover from death, you just ignore it. I wanted a 
map and there were none.

“Since Mom died,” I told Hannah, tucking my hand into the 
back of  my jeans and kicking something, a bored impulse to 
appear especially American in this moment, before my inevi-
table death. “Since Mom died, I’ve been thinking about death 
so much. I really—do you think about it? Like, do you ever get 
really afraid of  dying?”

“I mean, what’s the point?” Hannah said. She has this jaw-y 
way of  flattening her words. “I mean, we’re all going to die one 
day, so there’s no use in freaking out about it. I think about get-
ting murdered, though.” 

It wasn’t the same.  
I thought about Mom a lot, of  course, too. Living. Missing her 

made me into a child. I thought about her descent into death. It 
ripped me open, that I wasn’t there to walk her into it. I grabbed 
at my own hair because there was no hand for me to grab.

●

 Usually the documents are presented to the decedent’s 
survivors in a series of  phases. There’s a postcard that goes out 
to confirm your address. Then, a check-boxed list of  options of  
four different reports. 

Thinking about death and feeling like a child made me des-
perate for intimacy. I threw my phone under a running faucet to 
stop me from calling an old ex—a man who was taller than me, 
with rough hands, whose need to protect and forgive me cre-
ated the illusion of  meaning. But I knew if  I called him, I might 
marry him. I couldn’t trust my grief-self, wild in fugue. 

M A X I N E  S T O K E R

Grief  Services

When Mom was murdered, the government assumed I would 
suffer an existential crisis and prepared the documents. They 
weren’t wrong. Mom’s death didn’t seem to affect my sister Han-
nah the same way, but they sent her the documents as well, just 
the same. She hadn’t been speaking to me. She said I was toxic. I 
had been favored as a child. I’d even apologized. 

She began speaking to me again after Mom died, though.  
We went back and forth on the phone for a while—she lives in 
Alaska—about how shocked we were and how horrible it was. 
We both had nightmares, but they were very different. Discussing 
our nightmares felt more invasive than I would have expected. 
Mine were about trying to save Mom and failing. All sorts of  
variations, some very abstract. I had one—I didn’t tell Hannah 
about this one—where I had a complex but satisfying sexual 
encounter with a married man. When I turned back to the bed 
where we’d had sex, the sheets were denim and soaked in blood. 
She’d been wearing a denim shirt that day. 

She told me hers were about Mom being alive and dead at the 
same time. I gasped. 

I felt so naked standing next to Hannah’s zombie dreams, 
there on the porch of  my apartment building in fucking Aurora, 
holding the phone to my ear. I had been thinking about death 
constantly. I could hardly get anything done. I wasn’t suicidal, so 
I couldn’t find a hotline or anything. I called a grief  counselor 
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I put the autopsy back into its envelope. I tap it to my chest 
the number of  times she was stabbed. 

●

I have two weeks off  work. Mom—the body—is in North-
ern California. I could find a flight for less than three-hundred 
dollars but don’t. My grandparents don’t plan a funeral. We’re all 
too angry with ourselves. Staying in Aurora feels like holding my 
arm against a hot stove coil. I want Northern California worse 
than ever. My childhood grabs at me with sobby little hands. I 
look around and have nothing to feed it. I’ll go once you let go, I tell 
the neediness. I’ll go when you no longer want me. It tugs at my 
pelvis, the base of  my spine. 

●

When the social worker shows up, she’s embarrassed. I hadn’t 
been expecting her. Apparently I was supposed to get a form 
asking if  I wanted a social worker, to help me go over the docu-
ments. A snafu. I invite her in.

Roberta’s stocking feet clutch the barstool rung. She blows on 
her coffee. I threw a little schnapps in there for her. 

“It is,” she says. “It is tough. It’s not that I’m steeped in death, 
because the death is over. I’m steeped in grief. My work is in 
grief, every day.”

“How do you handle that?” I swirl my mug like it’s wine.
“Honestly, I have to just detach. I have to build a defense for 

myself, in my mind. Compartmentalize. When I leave the last 
house of  the day, I—this is—well, I have this ritual. I do a little 
ritual to end the workday, so I can leave the grief  behind. It’s—
well here, I’ll show you. I don’t know why I’m doing this.”

I thought: I should be alone, I should get used to this. Jump-
ing off  these edges. These abysses will make me brave.

I hadn’t known autopsy technology was so advanced. Because 
they found Mom so soon after the murder, and she had been 
healthy at her time of  death, they were able to electromagnetical-
ly record a considerable amount. I checked all the boxes, because 
I figured, why not? There was a fee of  fifteen dollars. I wrote a 
check.

They all came on the same day, in separate yellow envelopes. 

●

“Did you get the documents?” I asked Hannah that night.
“Yeah, I read them.”
“Already? Wow. You weren’t…. Wasn’t that hard?”
“I mean, of  course it was. But you just have to deal with these 

things.”

●

I hold the first envelope and resent my sister because I want 
this to feel special: this flimsy yellow thing, there at my eraser-
colored kitchen counter, in such hopeful hands.

The actual autopsy and crime report are very straightforward. 
Candice Thompson was a healthy 66-year-old female. She had 
deep lacerations on her hands, chest, and arms. The perpetrator 
was a former lover. 

I had met him, stayed at the house with him for a long 
Thanksgiving weekend a few years ago. Jordan. After killing my 
mom, he waited for the police, and when they came, he reached 
for his empty pocket to get shot twice—in the head and neck—
by a cop who may or may not feel shame. 
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She stands up and closes her eyes. She lifts her hands, places 
her fingertips at the center part of  her hair, holds them there a 
second and then brushes them down. She repeats this in an odd 
series, some strokes grand and gentle like the first, some quick 
little flicks. She sits back down. I feel embarrassed. 

“And that gets the sad off, huh,” I tell the sink. I hold up the 
schnapps bottle, more?

She shakes her head, can’t, wish I could� “It does, in my mind. 
Stupid as I probably look doing it.” She laughs. It’s like a wagon 
wheel splintering. I love what it does to the room.

When she leaves, she thanks me. 
“I know you’re going through a lot right now,” she tells me in 

the doorway, her DKNY shoes and blazer back on. “And I am 
here for you. If  for any reason you decide you need me, you have 
my number. But thank you for this. I don’t get to do this a lot. I 
hope it was helpful for you, too.”

I say that it was. We tell each other to take care.
 

●

A form the size of  a magazine subscription tear-out tumbles 
from that first envelope. On it, grief  services are offered. The 
fees are broken down as follows:

 Pain experience: $60
 Death experience: $120
 Combined pain and death experience: $150

●

I develop this ritual: I get stoned and ride my bike for hours, 
listening to Toni Braxton’s Secrets on loop. It’s hard to eat, even 

when I’m high, and craving that album is the closest thing to an 
appetite I have. But after a few days, the album gets tainted by 
my grief. Every song I’ve ever listened to reminds me of  the last 
time I listened to it, which is a time that has passed, which is a 
death. I try to put on new music but it all makes me dizzy. It’s 
like having to learn a hundred dance moves in a foreign language 
under gunpoint. New songs don’t understand me. Their hands 
don’t know the shape of  my head. I run out of  weed and decide 
it’s best I don’t buy more. I keep riding my bike. My knees ache, 
and in the mornings they are Frankenstein-stiff. 

 
●

I open the second envelope: Failed Survival Strategies. 

Failed Survival Strategies:

At 5:11:03 p.m., Candice Thompson took her final breath. 
Her Final Survival Plan (FSP) occurred from approximately 
5:09:16 to approximately 5:11:03. It should be noted that due 
to blood loss and panic/disorientation, the decedent’s cogni-
tive abilities were significantly impaired. 

A cognitive map of the decedent’s survival strategies has 
been recorded via Vital Force Retrographing. This map has 
been interpreted and translated into the timeline below:

5:08:09 p.m. - Survival Plan A: Physically remove self from  
 attacker via front door.

5:08:15 p.m. - Survival Plan B: Physically protect head and  
 neck with hands.
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Sometimes, thinking about sex saves me. I go on five-hour 
mental sex jags every few days, in which I consider the logistics 
of  irrational erotic fantasies, review every person and thing that’s 
ever been in a bed with me and color it back to life, to a better 
version. Nothing short of  vicious pleasure is enough to hold my 
attention, but when I finally achieve perfect focus, perfect furious 
arousal, I am delivered to a deathless plane.

I watch porn in desperate fits. I become hotly preoccupied 
with my asshole. I reach my fingers into my throat as if  to purge 
but pull them out instead, slick with throat-spit, and reach be-
neath me to press in one, and then two digits. It’s almost enough. 
I wonder if  Mom was into this stuff. I wonder if  her asshole was 
ever a comfort to her. I wonder if  she felt shame. I feel shame. I 
am so afraid of  death. 

●

I watch my hands tear open the third envelope. 
Possible Alternative Scenarios is the thickest packet. Hold-

ing it reminds me of  my dreams about very small stab wounds 
on enormous bodies. I wonder if  in any of  these scenarios the 
murder happens on a bed made in denim sheets. Sleeping lately 
has just been insane. 

 

Based on the Event Variables and Probabilities formulation, 
as set to the conditions in place at the time of Candice Thomp-
son’s death, the most likely change of fate for the deceased 
would have arisen as a result of human intervention. The 
following are the most likely human interventions that could 
have potentially occurred to alter the fate of the deceased:

5:08:18 p.m. - Survival Plan C: Physically remove self from 
 attacker via front door.

5:08:20 p.m. - Survival Plan D: Invite possible intervention  
 through vocalization (screaming “Help”).

5:08:21 p.m. - Survival Plan E: Physically protect head and  
 neck with hands.

5:08:32 p.m - Survival Plan F: Curl up to minimize exposed  
 body surface area.

5:09:16–5:11:03 p.m. - FSP: Escape reality via dissociation. 

I feel my ankle cramped on the rung beneath the barstool and 
adjust it. I wonder why I am doing this. I guess because lists are 
soothing. But when I get to the end, I’m so dizzy I have to read 
it again. When I try to look up from the page, I see my blender. 
It can’t follow me into death, and I already miss it so deeply I’m 
gutted. How unfair that I’ll be forced to abandon my blender. I 
reread the list until a periwinkle boredom slumps my mind. My 
nausea pales. It’s pleasant. I’m almost hungry. I take a bath. I try 
to think of  who I can call and remember my phone is toast.

●

The documents follow me around while I try to function. I 
bring them into bed with me, keep one hand on them while I 
sleep. I wail at night, try to see how loud I can wail until I feel 
stupid and self-conscious and go back to sleep.  

●
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1. (Most Likely) The intervention of a neighbor as the 
result of a successful Survival Plan A (SPA). (Physically re-
move self from attacker via front door—see form 2A, case 
34691028). While it is unlikely SPA would have been indepen-
dently successful in preventing death due to relative speed of 
the deceased versus the attacker, human intervention by a 
neighbor—specifically the witness of a neighbor--would have 
very likely prevented death by intimidating the attacker. 

2. (Moderately Likely) The presence of another adult 
person in the location of the crime scene. The presence of 
another adult person at the crime scene would have likely 
changed the fate of the deceased by intimidating the attacker. 
While this alternative scenario would have almost guaranteed 
a change of fate for the deceased, the deceased’s living alone 
makes it less likely to have occurred.

The short paragraphs hang like cliffs. I begin to skim the rest, 
which feels unsacred. I can’t quite tell how much of  this impulse 
is my masochism and how much is my lack of  masochism. Had 
she known the neighbors better. Had she tried to get to her 
phone. Had she gotten to her phone in time. Had she never met 
Jordan. Had she sought protection from Jordan earlier in their 
relationship. 

I set the packet down. Somehow I’m in my bedroom room 
now. The kitchen must have gotten too sad. I sit on the floor so I 
don’t infect my bed. 

Had she been a runner, taken self-defense, had access to a 
firearm. Had her voice been louder. Had she moved to a new 
residence. Had she heard his key in the door. Had it been a new 
lock. Had she been called into work that day. Had she gotten a 
dog. Had she been a dog person. Had she always been alone. Had 

she never been.
At the end I am told that for additional information, I can 

enter the case number into a webpage. 
 

●

I ask Hannah if  she made an appointment. 
“Nah. I mean, I already died. Remember the boat?” She’s 

referring to when her heart allegedly stopped after a near-drown-
ing. (It didn’t.) 

●

I look at the form and drink schnapps from the bottle until 
it’s gone. I decide it’s best if  I don’t buy more. I keep looking at 
the form, though evening has dampened the light by my window. 
Finally, I call Roberta. When I emailed work telling them I had 
no phone, they inexplicably sent me a new one, a flimsy burner. 

“Hey Roberta, it’s Megan. From Glasser Ave.”
“Megan!” She sounds a little drunk. “I’m so glad you called! 

How are you?”
“I’m okay, hanging in there. I’m actually calling about this 

death experience form.”
“Mhmm.”
“I just. I’m sort of  weirded out by it. I read about it online a 

little. I don’t totally get it. Like, why do people want to do this? Is 
it normal?”

“Megan, that is a great question. It is normal to give it serious 
consideration. The death of  a parent is very scary to most peo-
ple. It’s not unusual for someone to consider their own existence. 
Maybe even their own death, in an abstract, prospective way.”

“But do they actually do it?”
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Have you done it before? The world is a crowded supermarket, 
and I am always lost. Have you died before? Can you walk me 
through it?

●

“Do you think this will help?” I ask Roberta.
“Do you?” She asks.
“I mean, all I think about is death. I’m sick with it. I miss my 

mom so fucking bad. I’m so angry I wasn’t there. I think, more 
than anything, I feel unforgivably helpless. She experienced death 
alone. I watch crime shows and keep waiting to get obsessed with 
murder like my sister is, but I’m not afraid of  getting murdered. 
I’m too afraid of  death. I have a zit on my chest and I’m con-
vinced it’s cancer, and I’m 26 but keep thinking I only have a few 
years left, and I don’t know who will be there when I die. No one 
will walk me through it. It’s all I think about.”

“Do you think your mom ever thought about death?”
“Probably not. She was so realistic. She was too down-to-

earth to think about death. I don’t know. She probably did some-
times. She probably wanted to die sometimes, just like everybody, 
right?

“What do you want to learn?”
“I want my mom to teach me how.” A hunk of  my cheekbone 

cracks off  like a glacier and tumbles from my face. My eyelashes 
freeze. 

“Someone has to walk me through it.” My throat spasms 
around ice pushing up and out of  me. My cold teeth crack and 
wince as I choke.

“I don’t have parents. There’s no one to protect me from what 
death is. What if  it isn’t okay? What if  my mom isn’t okay?”

“What if ?”

“The service is only offered to a relatively narrow demograph-
ic. Because you are a nonreligious, single, educated woman, and 
because you were the youngest of  the decedent’s children, they 
offered it to you at the discounted rate. Also, because you have a 
fairly small family and don’t have a highly structured job. Anyway, 
these services are rarely advertised, and when they are, people 
usually have to pay a fortune for them. The government recog-
nizes that it could be an extremely harmful exercise for some, so 
they typically dissuade folks from seeking it. You were a candi-
date, however. A percentage of  candidates do select that option. I 
can’t say how many.”

●

The last envelope is thin. When I open it, I feel sick, which is 
life-affirming.

Final Regrets and Desires. I read on the first page that the 
decedent’s major life regrets and final desires are estimated based 
on a combination of  systems. Brain retro-imaging is used to ren-
der an approximation of  pronounced longings. The Failed Sur-
vival Strategies report and family interviews, when available, are 
also considered. Final Moment Documentation experts use their 
advanced training to provide an outline. I was never interviewed. 

I text Hannah and it takes her a whole day to respond: “No. 
They asked me, but I declined.” 

I don’t read it. I put it back in its envelope. I fan the four en-
velopes out before me. This one I’ll save for a sunnier day.

●

Every time I look at people, I see their unfinished death fears. 
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I don’t regret opting out of  the pain. I don’t remember anything. 
Nothing like dreams. There’s a satisfaction in that. I might be 
more comfortable with bitterness than I was before. I’m still 
wearing the blue date dress. Roberta is on the floor. I’m standing 
there, looking at her. She snakes her hips, lays her arms over her 
head.

“Symbolically, you have returned your mother’s death to her, 
now that you’ve had your own. And you’ve turned over your guilt 
for not…being the decedent.”

There is nothing inside me, so I shrug. Leaning against the 
wall, I look at Roberta’s bliss as she lobs her face over her shoul-
der and inhales her decorative scarf  deeply. I look around at the 
blank ceilings of  myself. Roberta runs her fingers through her 
hair. Flicks away the sad. I watch her bright teeth. Her fingers 
rove like sea creatures. Like they could just go on and on, pulling 
it all out forever.

 

“If  she could show me how she did it, then I would know 
what to do. I would know it’s okay.”

 
●

I was encouraged to bring a personal comfort item. Roberta 
mentioned some people wear an item of  the decedent’s clothing, 
but all Mom’s clothes are in Northern California. Hannah already 
volunteered to go sort through them. Mom gave me a dress that 
I’ve never worn and still feel guilty about, so I wear that. It isn’t 
comfortable. It’s a date dress—blue, strappy, Mediterranean. She 
had been so excited to give it to me. 

●

The room reminds me of  a spa. 
“You’ll be dead for sixty seconds,” the doctor tells me. She is 

citrusy and beautiful. I feel warted.
“What about dying? How long does it take from starting dying 

to being dead?”
“Once your heart rate begins to slow, it will keep gradually go-

ing down for five to seven minutes. You won’t be conscious after 
about two minutes, though.”

 
I can’t keep her numbers in my head so I just nod and lie 

down. 

●

Roberta comes over that evening to ask how it went. She 
brings a bottle of  wine and drinks it herself. 

I want to say something spiritual. I’m convinced it was a scam. 
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acapella in the cracked bone of  time, the  
hopper clicking, let the copper coins clinking on  
the concrete floor not, let grief  that wrestles 
the mouth, fills it with moths & molten light 
not be yours.

S U S A N N E  S WA N S O N  B E R N A R D

“Valley of  the Raven”
Paper collage, 2021

(Next Page)

“Valley of  the Raven” is a collage I created out of  my love for 
nature. It is a hand made or an analog collage, in which paper im-
ages were cut to create a new image.

The mountains and raven in particular appealed to me, because 
they symbolize freedom and spirituality. These things are special 
to me. I hope they will also have a special meaning to people who 
view my art. 

E R N E S T  Ò G Ú N Y ẸM Í

Glory

when I open my mouth & my voice tastes good  
to my ears, I know that bipolar wants me  
to dance, because on most days I don’t enjoy 
music or anything at all. on Molly tonight  
& I am immersed in the song, I go to places. 
when you are young you need as many horizons 
as you can get, & the ones at home are never really 
enough, Junot said—I launch myself  into every 
truck of  magic, I open my ears, fly my curiosity. 
it is summer now. it is winter away. it is spring 
now. harmattan away. somebody asks  
why all my poems are just about me missing  
my mother, that is not enough. & I wanted  
to bark, Golden One, there is no rosebush  
in the marble cage, no glory in watching  
your mother turn to twig, your hands there 
by your side, unable, impossible. I miss you 
mom. I miss you mom. I miss you mom. I miss 
you mom. I miss you mom. I miss you mom. I 
miss you mom. I miss you mom. if  my grief  
bores you, let the wind not, let the birds making 
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S U S A N N E  S WA N S O N  B E R N A R D

Valley of  the Raven
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plans for the weekend. Nothing that would give our secrets away.
After the game, sitting in my car in the high school parking 

lot, the football field lights strobe across the sky—permanent 
stars. The lightning flashes and we press our lips together until 
the thunder booms. But I can’t block out the lights. I know that 
someone from the neighborhood behind the stands will call the 
police, who will rouse the principal, who always yells breathfully 
into my father’s phone. It’s the third time he’s forgotten to turn 
them off  this season. My dad will be here any minute. 

The thunder gets closer. Mandy tells me that’s impossible; 
that sound is neither far or near as she moves my hands from her 
neck to the space between her thighs. 

Lightning again, a slice across the breath-caught windows. I 
pull away from her, and her tongue hangs between her lips, glides 
across her teeth, and all I can think about is my dad lumbering 
out of  bed, farting on the bench seat of  his old truck, window 
cracked, the rain spitting on him, keeping him awake as he keeps 
an eye out for deer. 

“Shawn!”
“I have to get those lights.” 
I open the car door, rain tapping on the door handle. She 

grabs my hand. “They’ll find out, Mandy.”
“No one cares, Shawn. No baby and no one cares.”
I want to explain about the deer. The one we hit when I was 

six, the way its head cracked against the windshield, how I still 
see its eye, searching, before it tumbled off  the hood of  the car. 
My father mumbling prayers in the driver’s seat, marshalling his 
fear, while my heart punched at my chest, trying to escape. We’re 
all just one accident away. That’s what this town preaches.  

Her shirt is scrunched like a teeter-totter, one shoulder bare, 
the other side blanketed. I have an urge to bite the bulb of  her 
skin, to take some of  it away on the ridges of  my teeth. The rain 

T O M M Y  D E A N

The Running of  Blood

In this town, everything hinges on your reputation. Football 
on Fridays and church on Sundays. And purity in-between. It’s 
not a choice: there’s nature and there’s religion, and somehow, 
we’re all expected to be on the right side of  these invisible laws, 
Sunday school lessons running interference.

So when Mandy touches my lips with her finger, pulls at my 
ear, asks me if  she’s all I’ve ever wanted, I tell her I love her for 
the first time. At seventeen, I’m a body pulsing with song lyrics, 
balancing that good boy fear of  sex and the first tastes of  not 
giving a fuck. And I love you is all Mandy needed to hear. 

Mandy insists that she doesn’t mind the car, doesn’t mind the 
chances of  getting caught with underwear around our ankles. 
Our first time will be special enough, she says, making sure I 
know how to lie to my parents, how to make it look like I care 
for once about the football game, how I plan on cheering for the 
home team.

Friday night, my father finds us at the bottom bleacher of  the 
student section. A wave or a salute, a wink, and he’s gone, grease 
stains dotting the back of  his coat as he checks trash cans and 
picks up litter. Students boo and laugh, cheering around us, while 
Mandy squeezes my hand. I’m having hard time not imagining 
that each sound’s directed at me, my father. Boys on either side 
of  us pushing us closer together, each jostle a reminder that we 
aren’t alone. We try to talk around them. Classes and homework, 
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starts to puddle, mixing with the discarded gum wrappers. The 
smell of  mold and bubble gum, and something I can’t name. I 
stumble out of  the car, clutching at my un-buttoned jeans. The 
rain swarms around the lights. Lightning exposing me as I run 
past the ticket booth toward the football field light box. 

I want to shout back to Mandy, make her understand that you 
can want multiple things at once, but something eventually wins 
out, that the deer are always there, cowering, streaking through 
the dark, instincts rooted deep in their blood, ready to run. 

K O L B E  R I N E Y

particles

Long have I learned / skin / is the most open / of  organs / like 
light in / that it is the first / gift to this world / When they ask 
me / my legend / I will tell them / how I made / my skin into 
light: // by fracturing / as a sun-spot / ruptures / into the dark 
/ bruises you see / from the telescope / as a child / held soft / 
in my arms / turns translucent / when the bilirubin tides / break 
inside her / beneath the fluorescents / green in, yellow out // 
by shedding / the way it is / touching / every surface / cells left 
/ in bright gulps / between your fingers / the little bits / of  my 
reaching / hands through the water / like beams / catching, car-
rying / on the scales / of  fish / Always both / glowing / turn-
ing mirage / aspens / glittering / a thousand wings / in the sun 
/ From beyond / I ask you / if  you see me / in the flash / if  I, 
too / am shimmering yet.
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I can’t point out Ilocos on a map, can’t stomach bloody
pork or lifeless fish eyes. when people ask me if  I’ve been
back, I say there’s no back to return to. my childhood is
central valley dust and walnut shells, asthma and learning
how to prove my worth in a language that people say should
be my second. say hi in your language, they order. hello,
I say, and they’re disappointed that I use white words yet
loathe shakespeare. actually, I don’t know who’s more
frustrated. where does it hurt, my gym teacher asked me
after a ball hit my chest. she looked me a question when
I said my suso. the word vagina startles me, so I still think
pepit. I curl into a ball as I gush thick blood onto a white pad.

HI K A R I  M I YA

being brown in fifteen minutes

I didn’t get into Harvard but it’s not like I was
going to be a doctor anyways. flesh colored band-
ages are just streaks of  flour on my bread crust
flesh, nude underwear telling me I’m raw and
unbaked. I didn’t know how to use chopsticks
until I was an undergraduate, couldn’t speak
beyond hai and tempura udon onegaishimasu to 
Fumi-san at her café. I stared down my D+ in
elementary Japanese and it stared back, its gaping
mouth a loud empty watermelon, seedless and sad.

mom still believes that listening to classical music
(the kind I played cymbals and triangle for in orchestra
and pretended I knew on the piano) makes people 
smarter. but as much as I listened to the music sharpened
by the spidery fingers of  long dead whites while doing
introduction to calculus homework, the highest score I
ever got on those exams was a twenty eight percent. if  
I could take the derivative of  für elise and build a fence
around it against the side of  a cliff  whose side is x, then
maybe I could stop beating my heart with a worn rice scoop.
I’ve stopped eating white rice. only brown for me.
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C H I W E N I T E  O N Y E K W E L U

Even My Darling Comes Back 
To Me 

“I, too, write love poems”— Koleka Putuma

In this poem, there is no grief,
no brushfire,
not one bloodstain I will not bleach.

Was it not L-Abunassar that said,
as a matter of  fact,
fact has no matter. I mean, I am

the brightness in my father’s eyes.
We walk
barefoot through sand dunes, his

face incandescent & yellowed out. 
& this is love,
the way it nudges him into light,

lifts him backwards into the years
smooth as a plum,
where his child was still his child.

They say, breathing is the first
attempt to life 
& so is love. This I know: I was 

born harmless. Everything ravenous 
came afterwards,
came when our silence became 

a leech, became the wide mouth 
of  a gun.
I mean, there is something that 

keeps washing into the sink. 
I mean, 
he got drunk most of  the night & I lost 

my voice where I sobbed till dawn.
I mean, this is 
a love poem anyways. So I take 

with me what I want to take. & yes, 
I choose this.
I choose to look into the crack & 
find it unsplit.
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gy, but I peeled them from my lips and folded them inside, afraid 
that you might take them away again to give to someone else.

I spent the hours alone sitting in the square cavity, held 
by memories of  weekend picnics and your face as you licked 
whipped cream off  my nose. When you wanted to pull me along 
into your madding crowds, I stayed behind, preferring to listen 
to the records you no longer played. You called me delusional, 
trapped in nostalgia. I only shut the lid and thought instead about 
how the trunk’s bowed interior mirrored the curve of  your spine.

You suggested counseling. You suggested therapy. You sug-
gested I go to hell. But I wouldn’t be able to take the trunk there 
with me. It’s easier to fold myself  up between the walls like a 
sleeping flower and breathe the air of  our old laughter. I knew a 
time must come when I would stay here forever. 

Pounding on the panels, you demand your life back, but it all 
belongs to me now. You will never get the keys to my lock.

C R E S S I D A  B L A K E  R O E

Schrödinger’s Love Story

We bought the trunk at a bottom-line clearance store—big 
enough for hiding a body, but we only wanted it to replace the 
newly jettisoned baggage from past lovers that contained our 
fathers’ heterosexual complaints. We lugged it home and set it up 
in the corner, the lid propped open like a hungry mouth, waiting 
to be filled, piece by piece, by our interests and our belongings 
and our love.

The secondhand flannels, smelling of  wood fire and each 
other’s soap, went in. So did the paperback copies of  Brontë, 
dog-eared and musty, and the punk-rock tapes, always with one 
inexplicably skipping track. You and I planted ourselves in that 
old leather case, our bones full of  flowers to bloom into a new 
future. It will be different, I thought, from the grave Heathcliff  
wanted to share with Cathy. We supposed ourselves a new de-
composition.

The seasons turned over, and the posters from the concert we 
went to on our first date came down, rolled up, tossed in. I found 
the bracelet I gave you for our second anniversary in the bottom 
corner, the clasp missing. The third night you came home drunk 
and smelling like some slimeball’s cologne, I pulled the vodka 
bottles from the cooler and threw them against the lid, where 
they shattered and flooded the room. You traded kisses in apolo-
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steal bikes and ride them off  the dock. 
Aaron, who stole money to buy drugs,  
who raped a boy we knew and loved—high  
on crystal meth—and died in a motorcycle crash.

Then one of  us will have to turn down the stove,  
and one of  us will open another bottle,  
as night begins its descent into another world, 
one buried long ago, left for dead.

D I A N A  D O N O VA N

The Babysitters 

One of  us will say, Remember Mabel? bring up  
how you used to steal her wig off  the nightstand, 
run down the hall, glorious in Motown Tresses 
while she hollered in her towel, hair short and patchy,

and we list each one—the one who sat on her canary, 
the one who saw Jesus wave from the crucifix at St. Ignatius, 
the one who cursed in Gaelic at the Solid Gold dancers,  
the one who got fired over the topless photos.

As girls, we soaked up every bit of  their private lives, 
borrowed their hot curlers and strawberry-scented lip gloss, 
tried on their Dr. Scholl’s sandals and lacy bras,  
listened to them whisper to their boyfriends on the phone.

Eventually, one of  us will bring up the one we snuck off   
to have an abortion—hold our breath until one of  says,  
Remember the one Aaron slept with  
that summer on Martha’s Vineyard?

And we’re not laughing—we’re thinking about Aaron, 
blue eyes, floppy hair, mischievous grin. 
Aaron, who showed us dirty magazines, 
taught us how to smoke cigarettes, 

M E L I S S A  L O M A X

“1970s Ski Jacket”
Crayon and Watercolor, 2021

(Next Page)

As a longtime illustrator and cartoonist, I am a storyteller by na-
ture. “1970s Ski Jacket” grew from a solo exhibition titled, “Lite 
Brite”, where I truly let my imagination run free. This compo-
sition is inspired by early childhood memories of  cold winter 
months in the Midwest. Days and nights happily spent in the 
layers of  puffy jackets, pom-pom hats and hand-knitted scarves. 
I use a watercolor-resist technique in creating this artwork. 
Drawing with wax oil pastel and crayons, then finishing with 
black watercolor washes—the final results are always a complete 
surprise! As someone who typically illustrates with a lot of  detail 
and control, I love working in a style that is unpredictable and 
delightfully spontaneous.



M E L I S S A  L O M A X

1970s Ski Jacket
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daughter, and she is not.) Maybe I should be grateful, that I get the 
memory medicines. That I don’t remember how the aliens made 
my body so weak—so old—so suddenly. That I don’t remember 
how they brought me here, exactly, except sometimes in night-
mares. The abduction. The tests. The orifices probed.

But it’s really not so bad, life with the aliens. They don’t 
shackle me to the bed or strap me down, like in the movies, only 
pen me in with cushions and pin me down with this awful heavy 
heavy heavy wool blanket. Just trying to keep me comfortable. 
It’s all they ever talk about, crowded around my bed, whispering 
to each other, “Is she comfortable?” over and over again, like 
monks puzzling over some sacred riddle, not wanting an an-
swer, really, just wanting to be able to say they’ve at least asked, 
when the time for judgment comes. I’d still give them an answer, 
if  I could, but something always snips off  the thought between 
brain and tongue—I think it’s the medicines. So instead of, “Yes, 
I’m comfortable, thank you, but I’m also quite frightened, and 
actually I’d really like to go home now, please, please,” I end up 
grunting, or grasping towards them, or just trying to say it all 
with my eyes, please, please. They never understand, but I like to 
think they’d listen, if  they could. Yes. I like to think that.

I still hate them, of  course. The ones in lab coats with the 
medicine needles and the scalpels to drain my bedsores. The 
ones in monotone clothes who put me in diapers and shoo away 
the cat. The ones who come to visit that I’ve never seen before 
but still ask do I remember them, do I know who they are, am I 
happy to see them. Holding me captive, all of  them, even the one 
who looks like my daughter but isn’t. I have dreams, whole vivid 
lucid miracles, sometimes while I’m still awake, where I pull the 
pillow from between my knees and rip the blanket off  my body 
and leap up from the bed when nobody’s looking, and I yank 
the bedside lamp out of  its socket and go on a rampage crush-

J O S H UA  B E G G S

Off  Planet

It’s not so bad, life with the aliens. Under observation. In cap-
tivity. Really, it’s not so bad. They keep my window shades open, 
let me see a little of  their world, a world I’ve never known, won’t 
ever know. Let me at least see the sunshine, even if  they won’t 
let me out to feel it. And they feed me, mix thick nectary goop 
that tastes like salty-sweet functionality, press huge bowls of  it 
to my lips and spill it down my throat as fast as I can swallow, 
sometimes even faster than that. And they even have a cat here, 
a little souvenir they must’ve stolen whenever they abducted me. 
The cat has to stay on the floor, whenever the aliens are around, 
because it could smother me, you know, if  it got up around my 
face, if  I were asleep, that’s what the aliens say. But sometimes it 
sneaks in when they forget to close the door all the way, and it 
never smothers me, only curls up by my neck. Smelling like life. 
Like old memories. Like home.

So it’s really not so bad, life with the aliens, even if  it’s unfa-
miliar, seems more unfamiliar each time I wake up, like someone 
crept into my room while I slept and picked up all the furniture 
and set it down again in exactly the same place, just to see if  I’d 
notice. The medicines are the worst part, really, the medicines to 
make me forget things. That’s what the aliens always say, “They’re 
for her memory,” that’s what they tell the one alien who comes to 
visit sometimes, who looks exactly like my daughter, only isn’t my 
daughter at all. (Don’t ask me how I know. I would know my own 
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ing their alien skulls and alien sternums and delicate alien fingers, 
cackling and crying and gasping so hard because I’m free—I’m 
free—I’m finally free! And I smash open the window, and I tuck 
the cat under my arm, and I climb out, into the sunshine, into the 
world I’ve never known.

H UA N  H E

Peeling Oranges

a meat cleaver hangs over the edge of  the kitchen island, 
watching over the tile floors lightly streaked with grime, I 

sit at the head of  the dining table peeling mandarin oranges, 
watching the pot of  wontons slowly boil over itself, engulfed

in a swamp of  foam, my mother rushes in with her good hand, 
un-lidding the pot to breath: there are so many ways to peel

mandarin oranges, you can start with the chubby sides or  
behead the short stem or finger the bottom dimple until the 

orange opens itself, a slow undressing staining my 
unsteady thumbs. Peeling, I quiet myself. In the corner of  my

eye, my mother lifts the ladle to set the water again, a calming 
sizzle over my nerves to tell her, I cannot be the son she wants, I 

cannot unfold myself, so I hold orange flesh, noticing the insides 
are slowly starting to spoil and need to be eaten soon.
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M A C K E N Z I E  M C G E E

Snow Day

Eight inches in Fayetteville, Arkansas / overnight. I cry in the 
shower till the water / runs cold. I tell my love / I moved / to 
the South for / a reason. Wet draft / through the doorframe / he 
coaxes me outside / and I stomp / all the way uphill. To an out-
sider / this tantrum looks like / joy / powder flies. He tries / to 
make a snowball. It’s so cold / the snow won’t hold. He presses 
harder. It dusts / his gloves. I tell him / you need a little heat / 
a little love to join snowflakes / into something more than / id-
iosyncrasies. I say / it’s too cold for this shit. He / bares a naked 
palm / a little love offering / scoops more snow / manages to 
eke out / a glittering globe

Someone from my high school / laughs at Dallas. Tweets / don’t 
these hicks know / to salt the roads / to shovel their driveways and drive 
slow� I never / had a snow day growing up� Not / one week without 
power / food / shelter. Even Austin / boils water. They shouldn’t 
/ have voted for Trump, then / more hungry children in Texas than 
/ people in Fayetteville. The South / is a web of  folks trying / to 
get by and leaders / trying not to listen. Someone from my high 
school / will never travel / South of  Iowa. Really / thinks red / 
states deserve this. I say / the cold can follow me / and my love 
and I / and the many who care / won’t stop working / to bring 
the thaw.
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