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Devout
Lillian Barry

It’s less rebirth,

and more clawing at dirt,

waiting for the rot to fall off.

Divine intervention granted you salvation,

but perdition and paradise hurt the same.

(You are no martyr, no messiah.

You are a sinner, like the rest of  them.)

Is it still a house of  worship

if  it was built by heathen hands?

You want to sever these rotten, gangrened limbs,

but prayer doesn’t always heal.

After everything,

the holy land

is only land.
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Roadkill
Alanis Rupprecht

 Dust stirred into the air behind them as they drove towards the lake. The 
sand from the broad desert that bordered their father’s blue Chevy truck sifted across 
the road like ocean tides, covering the hot asphalt below. The two boys sat in the bed 
of  the truck, giggling as their father sped up upon reaching the top of  a hill, their 
small bodies floating in the air for a split second only to land harshly against the 
tailgate. The road turned down sharply, dropping them out into a flat expanse of  
sand, boulders, and Joshua trees. 
 They had taken this drive many times. 
 Hills in the distance appeared in a haze, with the visible horizon seeming 
to drop off  like it was the edge of  the earth. The boys rearranged themselves to lean 
on one side of  the truck, the dry air wicking away sweat before it left their pores. 
They decided to do the usual. 
 “Oh! There’s one!” Derek shouted, pointing at the side of  the road. Ja-
son looked over to see what may have been a rabbit. The creature’s bottom half  had 
been crushed; the fur matted where blood had flowed. The stain was cooked black 
under the scorching sun.
 “Oof, that gotta hurt. Ah! Ewww, look at that one! Had to be a 
semitruck!”
 Derek glanced at a coyote bent in half, its head caved in and flattened. 
Both boys squeaked in disgust and amusement. They continued for some time, the 
game shifting to identification. That darkened stain here, that ball of  dried guts 
there. The boys guessed what creatures the corpses were before they became roadkill, 
each mutilated animal worse than the last.
 “A lizard, maybe?” Jason pondered.
 “Impossible! That much blood for a lizard? I say cat,” Derek replied 
confidently.
 “Ah, that one is definitely a bird. Its feathers were hit right off…”
 “That one was a snake!”
 “A squirrel!”
 “A rat!”
 “Definitely a dog! Poor Benji.”
 They laughed, cringing at their own jokes. Derek was surprised by how 
many creatures they had spotted in such a short amount of  time. He closed his eyes 
for a moment.
 “Hey Derek! Look!” Derek opened his eyes slowly, finding his brother 
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pointing out to something on the road. He followed his brother’s finger. “It’s me!”
 Derek’s eyes widened and the bare amount of  saliva left on his tongue 
evaporated in the rushing wind, his mouth agape in horror to see a child on the 
road. Horizontal cuts covered the body, some deep and others shallow. The Pokémon 
T-shirt and light-up shoes, the chocolate hair that curled just like his mother’s. 
Derek turned swiftly to verify his brother’s existence next to him.
 Emptiness. Desert landscape stretching endlessly. A ringing in his head. 
His brother was—
 Derek woke up to the sound of  his phone alarm going off  on 
his nightstand. The man rubbed his eyes and sat up sluggishly, reaching 
for his phone and hitting the snooze button multiple times. Nausea 
overcame him; the taste of  vomit mixed with an afterburn of  vodka, 
causing him to dash to his bathroom, drop to his knees harshly, and 
hug the off-white toilet seat as he puked up whatever he ate last night 
with his squadron. What was it again? Tamales? Fuck, Mexican food does not 
go well with alcohol. Derek sighed in relief  to find no one in his apart-
ment, grateful to not deal with the drama of  a one-night stand while 
hungover. His apartment was a wreck, his trash can smelled like shit, 
and he had an appointment to make.
 After a quick shower with watered-down body wash and an 
obligatory toothbrushing followed by a cup of  Listerine, Derek tapped 
through the list of  endless emails on his phone as he kicked through 
dirty laundry for a shirt. After scrolling through mostly junk mail, he 
found the itinerary details. 9:00 A.M., Kenosha, WI. He tucked his 
phone into his jean pocket and got dressed in a shirt that didn’t smell 
too bad. About 20 miles away, no rush. Derek piled his dirty clothes onto 
an already-full basket of  laundry, pleased when he managed to balance 
it out. He packed a bag with clothes, toiletries, and other items in a 
careless manner before leaving his bedroom.
 He grabbed a stale Walmart croissant from a plastic container 
on his kitchen counter. Memories of  his dream made the tough bread 
taste even worse, or maybe it was the hangover. Derek sighed at the 
tension he felt in his body. Work kept him busy—deployments gave 
him excuses to tell the family—but this year his shore duty coincided 
with the family Christmas party. The worst part was that in two hours, 
his younger brother Jason would be landing in Wisconsin, and the two 
were expected to drive to Ohio to their father’s new house. Five years… 
Derek’s hand twitched, digging through his pockets to pull out a pack 
of  cigarettes. He pulled one out and set it between his chapped lips but 
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paused before lighting it.
 Bad habits.
 He shoved the box and almost empty lighter back into his 
pockets, grabbed his bag along with whatever was rotting in the trash 
can, and walked out of  his military housing. Once outside, he felt the 
full brunt of  the wind chill that came with living near the Great Lakes 
and zipped up his jacket. He tossed the trash and hopped into his rusty 
Chevy, the blue paint fading and peeling, and started to drive.
 Derek assumed his dream was a culmination of  too much 
alcohol the night before and stress about the upcoming Christmas par-
ty. He had lived in Yucca Valley, CA, with his parents and brother five 
years ago but was stationed on the West Coast following his graduation 
from bootcamp. He was 18 when he left, his brother Jason just starting 
high school, when Derek flew out, and they had not seen each other 
since. Derek ran a hand through his black hair. I wasn’t there. It isn’t my 
fault shit hit the fan. Old feelings lingered in the back of  his mind, emo-
tions left unaddressed and buried in time, poking out like bones lost in 
the sand. He hoped they would be covered once more. 

****
 The sky was gray and dreary when he arrived at the airport. 
Not wanting to pay for parking, Derek drove his truck up to the pickup 
gate and parked, turning his emergency blinkers on. He munched on 
a bag of  chips he brought for the drive. He could almost see the bags 
under his eyes, and started to wonder if  he could catch a nap while he 
waited. He glanced at his mirrors, noting that barely anyone was there. 
Today must be my lucky day. Derek leaned his seat back, the soft drone of  
country music playing on the radio. His body relaxed, exhaustion luring 
him easily into sleep…
 While the man-made lake appeared unnatural in the heat of  day, like 
a puddle of  mud in a sandbox at night, multitudes of  stars shone brightly off  its 
unmoving surface. The boys stared in awe at the sight. They had snuck out of  their 
tent to stargaze together atop a nearby boulder. Water lapped softly against the 
rock, the graffiti and vandalism that decorated most of  its rough surface veiled by 
the darkness. Curiosity brimmed in both Derek and Jason, the two side-eyeing each 
other. 
 “Let’s do it, they will never know,” Derek whispered.
 “But what if  something happens?” Jason asked meekly.
 “Nothing will happen, just hold onto my arm and we should be fine.”
 The two climbed off  the boulder, carefully stepping around the sharp peb-
bles that littered the lakeside beach. Derek walked towards the enticing water with 
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Jason squeezing his arm and trailing behind him. The water brushed their toes, and 
they both hissed at how cold it felt, laughing at each other as they tried to keep quiet. 
With heavy breaths, the two started to make their descent into the starry water. 
Jason tugged in resistance.
 “Derek, I’m scared.”
 “Ah, c’mon, there is nothing to be scared about. We swam here earlier.”
 “You won’t let go of  me, will you?”
 “Of  course not, as long as you don’t slow me down.”
 “Derekkkkk…”
 “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. I promise I won’t let go.”
 Jason followed Derek into the water, the cold liquid reaching to their 
knees, then their stomachs, their chests, until they both took a deep breath and dove 
underwater. Derek let himself  float under the surface. He opened his eyes to find 
that beneath the stagnant waters, the lake was completely black, like the galaxy 
above was hiding a massive black hole. Unease seeped into his chest as he twisted 
his body to see if  he could distinguish up from down. Only the smallest flecks of  
light flickered from the surface of  the water. Derek felt a bit disappointed. He also 
noticed that his arm felt light. He looked around underwater, seeing no one. He 
paused when he heard muffled voices. His parents. 
 Ah, shoot. They caught him, didn’t they? He swam closer to the shore, 
their voices getting louder. 
 “This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening! My baby!” 
 “Call the cops.”
 “Oh my God—”
 “CALL THE COPS!” 
 Derek heard sobs along with the sudden muted sound of  dripping water. 
It sounded like drops of  rain falling into a puddle, the drops repetitious, echoing in 
his ears, muted. 
 “You’re going to be ok, everything is going to be ok. Please, just stay with 
us. Please.”
 Derek felt his heartbeat racing, panic causing him to swim quickly 
towards the surface, but the surface felt so far away.
 “How could this have happened! What did we do wrong?”
 “Jessica, calm down, please. Get me that towel so I can stop the bleed-
ing.”
 Derek felt tears well up in his eyes, guilt sinking into his gut. What 
happened? Did Jason trip on some rocks? Is he ok? Why did he let go of  my arm? 
Is this my fault?—
 In a sudden burst, Derek reached the surface and gasped for air, the 
dripping sound suddenly clear. White porcelain. Green curtains. Shampoo bottles. 
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He found himself  in the bathtub of  his childhood home. The sobs were coming from 
behind a cracked door. 
 “Jason, please, don’t leave me, baby. Wake up.”
 “You’ll be fine, my boy. Everything has to be fine.”
 Derek’s breath quickened upon hearing his parents’ pleading voices. The 
faucet before him continued to drip. He reached out to turn the nozzle completely off  
but froze at the sight of  something on his hands. Crimson. The water was tainted 
with it. The trail went out the door, watered down and spread across gray tiles. 
Derek’s body shook and his mouth opened to scream, but nothing came out.
 “Sir, sir!”
 Derek jumped at the knocking against his passenger window. 
He quickly leaned over and rolled down the glass to find a woman in an 
airport police uniform looking down at him in dissatisfaction. 
 “Uh, is there a problem?”
 “You need to move your truck, sir. You can’t loiter here. Drive 
around like everyone else.”
 “But it’s not even…” Derek trailed, noticing that there was 
suddenly a lot of  traffic behind him, families and friends picking up 
loved ones for the holidays. He glanced at the time. 9:15 A.M. “Ma’am, 
my brother should be here any minute now. We haven’t seen each other 
in years, I want to make sure to be here.”
 “You got five minutes. If  he doesn’t show up by then, drive 
around. This is your only warning.” 
 The woman left with a huff. Derek sighed, his head pounding. 
His mouth tasted sour. He pulled out a cigarette and flicked his lighter 
to light the tip.
 “Still smoking? Thought you quit by now.”
 The sudden voice pulled another jolt out of  him, the cigarette 
slipping out of  his mouth. As he fumbled to catch it before putting it 
away, his eyes locked with the amber ones leaning into his window. Just 
like his own.
 “Trying to quit,” he mumbled, getting out of  his truck. He 
walked over to the stranger before him. Taller than he remembered. 
Unreasonably bundled. Hair tied back in a small ponytail. Other than 
his eyes and the freckles that speckled his face, Jason seemed com-
pletely different. The most disturbing part was that his lips remained 
constantly flat, an expression that seemed unnatural to Derek when 
thinking about his younger brother. He helped Jason load his lug-
gage into the back seat of  the truck. Paint chips crumbled off  as they 
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squeezed the suitcase into position. 
 “Is this Dad’s old truck?”
 “Yeah, she’s falling apart, but she still has some life in her.”
 “Hm…” Jason tapped the frame with his boot, chunks of  
rusty metal clinking against the pavement. “If  you say so.”
 Derek smiled slightly. Maybe things wouldn’t be weird. Maybe 
they could joke around like they used to. Jason’s unmoving face begged 
to differ. 
 They loaded into the truck, and Jason had to slam his door a 
few times before it fully latched. Specs of  white caught Derek’s eyes as 
he hit the gas and pulled out from the airport overhang. 
 Snow.

****
 “So…how’s college?”
 “Alright,” Jason replied flatly. 
 “What are you majoring in?”
 “Philosophy.”
 “Huh, interesting…What are you going to do with that?” 
Derek asked, trying to sound as interested as possible.
 “Teach.”
 “Mm,” Derek waited a moment, wondering if  Jason would 
continue, but his lips remained tightly shut, eyes staring at the passing 
snow. “Any girlfriends?”
 “Not your business.”
 “Boyfriends?”
 “I said not your business.”
 Derek frowned. They were already a few hours into their drive 
and his brother had barely said anything, short and curt on any topic 
Derek brought up. Perhaps this was a bad idea, having them meet like 
this. His father was the one to suggest it, telling him “I’m sure he will be 
excited to see you” and “Just act as you always do, and you two will definitely pick 
up where you left off.” Derek wondered if  he should trust his father when 
it came to Jason, especially after what happened. 
 The snow was getting heavier, and the houses had become 
scarce as pine trees began to take over the surrounding road. Despite 
the sun still hanging high, the heavy clouds and large trees darkened 
the road. Derek turned on his headlights and squinted to see the yellow 
lines through flecks of  precipitation. When Jason was distracted, Derek 
looked at him out of  the corner of  his eye, noting the thick coat he was 



15

wearing, the ends of  a long-sleeved shirt poking out from the cuffs. 
The sleeves covered his arms all the way past his wrists.
 “Aren’t you hot?”
 “I’m fine.”
 Silence. 
 “Anything you want to see in Ohio while we’re there?”
 “Not really.”
 More silence.
 “So…”
 “Oh my God, Derek. Just…stop talking.”
 Derek’s hope turned to hurt, then irritation. He turned up the 
radio, static filling the cab. He fiddled with the tuner in search of  a clear 
radio station, a red line sliding across the green horizontal range, num-
berless and finicky. Music notes flickered for a moment before falling 
back into static. Derek slowed his thumb, trying to hit the station just 
right. Music notes. Static. Slightly muffled music notes. Almost there…
 “Hit the brakes!”
 Derek looked back at the road to see the black eyes of  a deer 
before his truck slammed right into it, cracking as the animal crumbled 
under the vehicle. Derek held onto the wheel, slamming the brakes. 
Jason shouted and clung to his seat while the back end slid. The truck 
slid into a snowbank and came to a stop. Derek let out a heavy breath.
 “Are you ok—” A loud popping noise blew their ears out, 
the car falling down a foot on the driver’s side. Derek quickly got out, 
finding that his tire was completely deflated. “Fuck…”
 Jason stepped out, boots crunching in the snow. He looked 
back to see a trail of  red smeared on the road. He leaned down in front 
of  the truck, the wide, lifeless eyes of  the poor creature they hit staring 
back at him. Its body was folded like paper under the vehicle, its antlers 
snugly drilled into the bottom bumper, neck snapped. The smell of  
blood filled Jason’s nostrils, forcing him to stand up straight and wave 
away the foul smell with his ungloved hand. 
 “Jesus Christ, Derek. Weren’t you paying attention?”
 “Of  course I was, it came out of  nowhere.”
 “Sure it did.”
 “I’m fucking serious.”
 “Whatever, let’s just get the spare tire. Doesn’t look like it 
caused too much damage below.”
 “About that…”
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 Jason looked up at him for the second time today. “What 
about it?”
 “I don’t have the spare tire.”
 “What?!” Jason huffed in exasperation. “It was always under 
the bed! How could you not have it?”
 “Well, the brackets rusted from the humidity. I live by the 
Great Lakes, after all. And you know those stupid speed bumps they 
put in front of  parking lots? Well, I hit one and…it broke off.”
 Jason screeched under his breath, white fog floating out of  
his mouth as he mumbled unintelligibly. He quickly reached into his 
pocket and pulling out a black smartphone. Derek could almost see the 
glimmer of  hope leave his eyes. 
 No service.
 “Great! Guess we’re stuck! Exactly where I wanted to be right 
now!”
 Derek didn’t bother to interject as Jason paced in the snow, 
kicking at buried branches and broken pieces of  asphalt. He pulled out 
his cigarettes instead, deeply desiring some relief. He flicked his lighter 
multiple times along the tip of  his cigarette, but to no avail. He pulled 
the lighter closer to his eyes, shaking it. It was empty.
 “Piece of  shit.”
 “Language.”
 “I’m an adult. I can talk however the fuck I want to. So can 
you.”
 “Doesn’t mean I’m gonna sound like an idiot.”
 Derek regretted coming here. He opened his truck door and 
leaned into the back, digging through a toolbox under the seat. “If  you 
want to be useful, stand near the road and look for somebody coming 
by. If  you see them, drag their ass down to help us.” 
 “What are you going to do?”
 “None of  your business.”
 Annoyed, Derek slipped on a pair of  thick work gloves. 
Slamming his door unnecessarily hard, he moved to the front of  his 
truck. The headlights illuminated the ground and caused a long shadow 
to flow behind him. He leaned down, grabbed on to the antlers of  the 
dead deer, and began to pull, more paint crumbling off  his truck. He 
grunted as the creature refused to budge and decided to put his foot 
on the bumper to gain more leverage, but with one pull, his foot went 
right through. A rusty spot. 
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 “Motherfucker!”
 He tugged and swung his arms around. After much effort, the 
antlers came loose, taking much of  the bumper with them. He dragged 
the corpse away from the car and flipped it onto the side of  the road. 
Yellow light illuminated its mangled body, its skin coming apart from 
being dragged under the truck. 
 “I don’t know why he did it, but he’s ok.”
 He cringed at the way its back had been broken, its neck fully 
twisted.
 “Life gets tough sometimes, so we aren’t pushing him to talk about it.”
 His mouth felt dry, his lips cracking. He moved his tongue in 
his mouth, swallowing futilely. 
 “Maybe you should talk to him? Oh, you’re busy? I understand. Defend-
ing our country is no easy task! Maybe you can call him sometime.”
 He could feel his nails digging into the fabric of  his gloves, 
old, dried mud slipping under them, digging into his skin underneath.
 “Glad to hear you’re doing well. Have you guys had a chance to talk? 
He misses you. No? I see…Maybe next time.”
 The snow was beginning to form a layer on their shoulders as 
they continued to stand around. The isolated road was silent and life-
less. Jason was leaning against the passenger side of  the truck, staring 
out into the road with his hands tucked snugly into his pockets. Derek 
walked up to him.
 “Jason.”
 “What?”
 “Why did you do it?”
 Jason looked over at him, an eyebrow lifted. “Do what?”
 “You know what I mean.” Derek didn’t look at Jason as he 
waited, though he felt eyes on him, heard a strangled noise scratching 
at Jason’s throat.
 “How dare you.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “You have no right.”
 “Jason, I know I wasn’t there, but I couldn’t help that.”
 “You have no right to ask me that! No…God! What the hell 
is wrong with you?!”
 “I—I just want to understand, maybe it’ll help you—”
 “Since when do I need your help?”
 “Well, you’re acting different, you—”
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 “Me? Acting different? Take a look in the mirror, Derek! 
You’ve been acting fake all day! Asking me all these questions like you 
actually give a damn!”
 “That’s not true and you know it!”
 “Oh? When did you start caring? I hadn’t noticed since you 
were too busy getting laid in every port you landed in for the past five 
years!”
 Derek snarled at Jason, grabbing him by the collar. “You don’t 
know shit!”
 “Neither do you! Get off  me!”
 The two wrestled, Jason trying to flee as Derek kept his grip 
on him. Their feet compressed the snow below, footprints scattering 
around them as they swayed in resistance. Ice sent them tumbling onto 
the cold ground. 
 “Why are you acting like this?!” Derek shouted, his hands 
clinging to Jason’s jacket. “I’m just trying to—! Fuck, I’m just trying to 
understand you! I just want to understand, isn’t that what people like 
you want?!”
 Jason’s eyes widened, and he swung his fist into Derek’s face, 
surprising him enough to kick him off. Then he climbed on top of  his 
brother and hit him again, teeth clenched, frozen fingers aching.
 “I never asked you to understand! Never!” Derek glared, 
blood reaching his tongue, but his eyes softened at the sight of  the 
glossy chocolate eyes above him. “I just—I’m mad, ok?! All I wanted 
was for you to be there for me! You didn’t need to understand! You 
didn’t need to fix my problems! I just—I just didn’t want to be alone 
and you never said a fucking word! Never even talked to me about any-
thing! About what you were doing, when you were going to visit, about 
any of  the things we used to do! You—you just disappeared!” 
 Derek easily shoved the lighter man off  him, a yelp escaping 
Jason as he fell back into the snow. They panted heavily, neither moving 
as their jackets became wet, the cold reaching warm skin. It hurt. All of  
this hurt.
 “Language,” Derek mumbled.
 “Fuck you,” Jason replied, voice breaking.
 Derek’s eyes fixed on the falling snow. “Can we ever be like 
we used to?” 
 “No.” 
 Derek’s heart ached. His body felt numb from the frigid 
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dampness consuming his back. He closed his eyes and hoped that this 
was just another bad dream, but he knew better. 
 “We can’t be like we once were. That’s impossible. So much 
time has passed, Derek. Five whole years.” Derek could hear Ja-
son standing up, the snow crunching under his weight. He sniffled. 
“But…” Derek opened his eyes to see a hand stretched out towards 
him. Jason looked tired. His hands were turning pink from the cold. 
“We can eventually become something else, in time.”
 Derek took his hand, staring at him in disbelief, but then 
smiled. They brushed the snow off  each other’s backs, briefly discuss-
ing their next course of  action. The snow lessened, and for a moment, 
the sun peeked out from behind the clouds. Despite the uncertainty of  
how they would get home, they moved forward, walking side by side.
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Mimi
Brittany Hervonen

 I can’t stop thinking of  that time in her kitchen. I had just 
helped clean her and had given her the pain meds with her sister. I 
elevated her legs, mindful to not put pressure on the heels of  her feet. 
You stood there and watched. Told us you had a bad back and that you 
couldn’t help. On one hand, I was aggravated; it would have been nice 
to have more help, since her sister wasn’t much younger than she was. 
On the other hand, I was glad. There aren’t many things in this world 
that I know with absolute certainty, but I did know that I loved her, and 
I was indifferent to you. I loved her selfishly, in the way most grandkids 
do, I suppose. My affection for her was so strong that I didn’t want 
you, a person who breezes through our lives once every ten years, to 
have such an intimate experience with her and me. You stayed on the 
sidelines, as you always had, and Grandma and I had our time, as we 
always had, as she always made sure we had. I remember entering the 
kitchen afterward, and I kept glancing at her in her hospice bed while I 
was talking to you. This was not an act of  malicious intent; it was more 
from the creeping knowledge that I didn’t have long to look at her. I 
wanted to be a sponge.
 “Alright Cindy, uh…I have to go to the store to get the special 
water she likes and some briefs, do you want or need anything?” 
 I looked over to you and saw you pause. Your mouth was 
partially open, and you exhaled a bit before you spoke. 
 “You know, I am your grandma. You can call me Grandma, 
not my name.”
 I blinked hard two or three times. I suddenly remembered 
that, yes, you were my dad’s biological mother. Technically everything 
you said was correct. You gave birth to my father and then let your 
mother raise him and, by extension, your mother partly raised me. I 
had to swallow everything that I was feeling, numbness turning to hot 
bile in my throat. The truth of  the matter was that I hadn’t considered 
the importance of  a name when you came back to town. I knew I was 
taking too long to answer,  so my brain went on autopilot, not thinking 
of  the consequences. 
 “Um…no, I’m not going to do that. Do you need anything 
from the store, Cindy?” 
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 I didn’t do it to be mean, and honestly, I was so surprised by 
your request that I can’t believe that I didn’t just do as I was asked. 
 “Well, you can call me Mimi. That’s what Bradley and Joey call 
me,” you replied.
 I wrinkled my nose at that. I don’t know if  I physically did, 
but it felt like I did. I couldn’t stop myself, even though I knew it would 
get around the family. I had to process what she meant. What the 
fuck was the name Mimi? Some nickname that I had no tie to. Right, 
Bradley and Joey, the cousins I hardly knew, called her that. My father’s 
brother had two boys that Cindy helped raise. Last time I saw them, 
they were in diapers, or at least the youngest one was. They’re fully 
grown now, and I shook my head and felt the words leave my mouth 
before I gave them permission to. 
 “I am not, at 27 years old, about to start calling you Mimi,” I 
said. 
 I laughed it off, as though it was a joke that both of  us were 
in on. My laugh was hollow and singular, the only thing that accompa-
nied it was your raised eyebrows. I didn’t let myself  sit with the silence 
that followed. I grabbed my keys and I glanced once more at my grand-
ma. My grandma, who was laying not five feet away from us in her 
hospice bed. She looked like a marionette, but the strings were cut. Her 
hair was a bit matted; her usually box-dyed red hair was gray, and that 
was the color it would remain. Her arms and legs had been positioned 
meticulously by her sister and me. It was a position meant to ensure 
comfort, but it was obvious that a human would shift too much to keep 
that position. She didn’t shift at all. I nodded once and smiled in case 
her eyes were open and working. They probably weren’t. 
 I got in my car and my hands whitened as I clenched the 
steering wheel. My breaths were coming in through my nose, fast and 
too hard. I was so angry that I couldn’t even cry. That woman lying and 
dying in her hospice bed, she was my grandma. She helped me make 
my first gingerbread house, brought me to my first flea market, taught 
me how to make Rice Krispies Treats from the oven, drove me to my 
first musical, and attended my elementary school shows and my band 
performances in high school. She remembered every birthday, congrat-
ulated me on getting my driver’s license, and went to my graduation. 
She did everything that I never thanked her for. And now you. You. 
You stood in her house, not five feet away from where she was dying, 
and asked me to call you by her name. The name that she earned? Not 
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because she felt like she had to, but because she wanted to? The answer 
would always be no. 
 Truth be told, I never harbored any hurt feelings towards you. 
You didn’t want to be in our lives, and you didn’t have to, because she 
seamlessly, without any effort, was there for us. You were never a sore 
spot for me because I never missed an experience with my grand-
mother. That was the first time in my life that my jaw clenched because 
of  you. There are still half-moon dents in the steering wheel of  my car 
from that drive to Walmart. 
 I’ve read somewhere that when someone is dying, their hear-
ing is the last sense to leave them. I hope that’s true. I hope she was 
able to witness the moment when I wouldn’t let you take her title, when 
I wouldn’t let you try to replace her when she was gone. 
 I hope she heard me choose her.
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Uncomfortable
Madison Liming

My three-year-old converse are too small. My toes have no room, and 
there are blisters on my heels, but I’ll wear them tomorrow.

My necklace rubs me the wrong way. The chain is turning color, and it 
hangs far below my neck, but I won’t take it off.

My jeans ride up my waist. The button leaves indents on my skin, and 
the pants cuff  my ankles too tight, but I’ll keep them in my drawer.

My jacket is too thin. The zipper is broken, and the sleeves fall off  my 
shoulders, but I’ll still throw it on tomorrow.

My makeup is melting. My foundation looks smudged, and my mascara 
is running, but I’ll put it on again in the morning.

My lover makes me uncomfortable. He raises his voice and changes the 
color of  my skin, but I’ll still kiss him tomorrow.
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Among Lions
Monroe Miller

           after William Blake’s “The Tyger” 
 
Who dares tease the Tiger for their stripes?
Proclaims them unnatural and disgusting? 
Asks the Tiger to strip themselves away
for their own viewing pleasure? 
 
They scorn you, Tiger.
You do not bow to their standards,
their constructs of  ordinary.
They do not understand. 
The universe united to create you.
The others want the Tiger to fit into their frame. 
What immortal hand or eye
could frame you? 
 
Tyger, Tyger,
Thy fearful symmetry has stripes. 
The Tiger will not take your comments
at face value.
The Tiger has claws for a reason.
 
It will use them. 
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Winter Woods
Madison Liming

 An assembly of  barren birch and stiff  oak stretches infinitely, 
their towering limbs sugarcoated in a recent drift. Usually, I would feel 
suffocated, as if  the layered snow had collapsed on my heavy head; this 
time, though, I feel weightless. She used to remind me that the hood of  
my sweatshirt wasn’t meant to be worn all the time. She would reach 
her fingers behind my ears, intent on letting the hood drop, insisting it 
was meant for catching snowflakes. I haven’t reached for my hood yet, 
but I will, later, to see what boundless flurries had floated in. She’d like 
that.
 The hovering limbs act as overseers, providing clarity above 
and below. Light pours through openings in the branches and reflects 
off  the snow, piercing my eyes. It’s refreshing. Every now and then, 
the trees blow powdered kisses that land on my shoulders, comforting 
me on my unescorted visit. I soon realize that these are the trees of  
storybooks and Christmas cards. The ones that line avenues in seasonal 
paintings. The ones that artists sketch in attempts of  capturing a mo-
ment they desperately want to share with others. 
 The charcoal trees mock me the same way children do when 
they do not get their way. Their awkward bodies imitate my own, 
arched and flexed, distorted almost. I notice the way they bend and 
bow, suggesting their unpredictable growth. I have never felt so envious 
of  these creatures and how they compose themselves. Even in slum-
ber, they stand unbothered. I wonder, though, if  the chorus of  white 
overspread had danced the night before. Their swaying silhouettes 
consumed by darkness, only to be revealed by the luster of  the moon. 
How I wish to have stumbled upon such a scene. I would have joined 
them. We would have joined them. 
 Woven in the Earth’s layers lie the roots of  an oak that 
intertwine until they lock with the anchors of  another. They stretch 
and sprawl until a secure foundation satisfies the lively giant. Bound 
together, they are united; the Earth and trees become one. I wonder 
whether this will happen to me once I am gone and buried well below 
the ground. Will I too become one with the Earth? I know she had. 
 She had forced nature’s hand a long time ago, something I’ve 
never been able to do. Instead, I forced her hand into mine, the same 
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way new roots push through soil, in hopes of  holding her down. But 
my grip wasn’t tight enough, and she slipped through my fingers like 
loose dirt, only to return to the place she adored most. I couldn’t be 
too upset. 
 The atmosphere feels different here, lighter almost. The 
harsh wind grows calm, and the cooing of  nearby doves echoes off  the 
wooden walls, leaving me to hum a similar tune. The soothing sounds 
of  neighboring waterfalls slow as if  the water is undecided on how to 
freeze. The sun hovers above this sanctuary, shining light in the most 
unreachable places. It is blissful. While some find it strenuous, winter 
rejuvenates me. Right before life becomes dark and overshadowed, 
everything around us turns white and mysterious. An innocence, a 
complete and overwhelming cleanliness surrounds our lives. From 
there on out, it seems that clean slates have been handed to all of  us, a 
second chance some would say. We deserved a second chance, her and 
I. A second chance at love, a second chance at life. We were robbed of  
that, and this is the only place I could admit it. Afterall, this is where we 
were most vulnerable. We stumbled upon this spot during the peak of  
a past winter and spent every second there since. I was hesitant to share 
this spot, worrying that an argument or breakup would leave this place 
vacant, but now, it’s what I’m most grateful for. It’s the one thing she 
left behind. 
 I become desperate the longer I stay here. I wish to freeze 
time, to capture this moment and replay it like a worn-out song. It is 
not fair that I must turn my back on this place knowing it will look 
different the next time I visit. It is like coming to see her, time and time 
again, just to meet a different version of  her. Versions come and go. 
 It was inevitable that I’d come back, to her, to this place. It is 
selfish, I admit. I could not imagine the scene to be any more beautiful. 
I find myself  holding my breath, only to exhale when I am capable of  
taking it all in. I notice the rough bark on these trees and how it has 
been engraved. Scratches and scars there to stay until the tree can no 
longer stand. She had similar flaws etched into her almond skin. Some 
intentionally, some accidentally. My favorite of  hers, a tattoo of  the 
giving tree, climbed up the spine of  her back. 
 I observe the routine paths created by animals, permanent 
trails taking them to and from safe places within the woods. I compare 
the thick, overgrown paths next to the trampled and how each provides 
something different. While there are no footprints here, I am remind-
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ed that this snow-covered land has been visited by many others in the 
past. I imagine scared children huddled together, hiding behind thickets 
and chasing one another. I picture elderly couples strolling down the 
lane, satisfied with what is now their place of  peace. I visualize all the 
critters that have passed, coming and going as the seasons change. I 
worry that my own footprints, even my trail, will be covered up and 
left without a trace, leaving me to roam these woods, unaware of  what 
lies ahead or behind. Do I belong in such a place? Getting lost in this 
museum of  memories is something I had never wanted to do until 
now. I feel welcomed here, invited. There is no one refusing my visit 
and nothing encouraging me to leave. In fact, I feel humbled by the 
presence begging me to stay. It is as if  the voices in my head had come 
to life, intentionally starting silent conversations—conversations with 
her. 
 She isn’t here, but she is, all at once.
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Black Puddles
Alicia Olis

A few months ago,
Before my mind was black,
Cascades of  lights
Danced upon my back. But
Every now and then,
For a brief  moment,
Good thoughts come through my pen.
How to return?
It’s impossibly improbable. 
Just be happy, they say.
Kinder days are coming.
Lights will dance upon you again,
My mom responds.
No, I think, black puddles will
Only be jumped through.
Picking through the thorns of  my mind,
Quit thinking so hard, I cry. 
Run away from the dark—
Scars only last forever. 
Tomorrow will be better.
Under the bed, the monsters hide,
Vulgar and hungry for my mind’s eye.
What should I do? They are not
Xenial creatures.
Yearning for just a moment of  peace, I’m
Zipping up my mind, waiting for the black to cease.
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Chai Can’t Fix My Grade
Sarah Hecker

 The spritzy taste of  cinnamon chai danced on the back half  
of  my tongue as I sat and sipped in Brenen’s Cafe. Blurred bodies 
moved in static motion around my window seat as I slumped deeper 
into my espresso chair. Everyone had someone to talk to about some-
thing today. And my professor had had to talk to me earlier. I thought 
it was odd, calling in on my cell phone. I recognized her rumbling voice 
right away, but to be polite I still introduced myself  and asked for her. 
 She said I failed the class. I had bombed the first essay and 
never reached out for help. She asked me why. I mumbled that I 
thought I could have done better on my own. That was the truth—
well, half  of  it. The other half  was that I was a terrified brown recluse. 
I never spoke to my professors unless I absolutely had to. I’m afraid 
they’ll all see the fog behind my graying eyes. They used to try and sail 
right through it, but always ended up dashed against the rocks of  my 
frontal lobe. So, I keep them from building a boat to begin with. 
 My professor asked if  I had done the readings for the second 
essay. I said I had, like a liar. I had gotten the two titles mixed up and 
wrote about the wrong book. Static crackled. She shifted in her seat. 
She asked me to take out my MLA handbook. I grabbed a copy of  
Kafka’s The Metamorphosis and rustled the pages loudly, making sure to 
call her ma’am. She told me to flip to page eighty four and read the first 
sentence. Fuck.
 I put my face in my hands and let out a shoulder-shaking sob. 
I felt like a fox in a tap without the mettle to get though the last few 
bites of  its leg. I bit the bullet and came clean. I told her I couldn’t read 
it because I didn’t have the book. 
 I wondered what her face looked like on the other side of  the 
line. Was it wrinkled with disappointment? Or smooth with knowing 
judgment? 
 My professor’s voice raised to a higher pitch. Her words 
became too sweet, like they were powdered with a bit of  confection-
er’s sugar. She asked me what was going on. I had a wonderful GPA, 
a clean record—why was I lying to her now? She made it clear that I 
messed up, but said I wasn’t completely to blame. It was probably the 
nicest way I had ever been told I was a failure. She even said I was 
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lovely to have in class.
 Through half-bitten tears and that tight, sour feeling I get in 
the back of  my jaw from crying, I eventually told her I was struggling 
through the semester. I had just gotten diagnosed with major depres-
sive disorder and PTSD. She said she knew I wasn’t a bad kid, but it 
made me feel like I had fooled her. She said that to save my GPA I 
should withdraw from all my classes for medical reasons. She made a 
great point. Why slog through school now when I could be better in 
the future?
 I rolled my eyes at myself. There was no getting better. Who 
was I kidding? When I first got diagnosed, my psychiatrist told me not 
to google my condition. So, when I went home, I googled my condition 
straight away. A drop down box appeared with the question: can major 
depressive disorder be cured? No, it cannot. At barely twenty years old, I 
knew that the rest of  my life would entail a messy room, cat litter all 
over the bathroom floor, a pile of  clothes never to be mended, and 
a list of  people I pushed away. Do you know why a rabid dog bites 
its owner’s hand? Because it is in pain. Depression is the one force in 
nature that can turn a mother against her newborn. 
 The clinking of  glasses slowly faded into my consciousness 
as I realized the barista was washing dishes. The whir of  the coffee 
grinder had been totally lost on me, along with the hopping scent of  
steamed milk and cinnamon. This place was truly a work of  art, senso-
ry-wise. And I was the blind fool who wandered into an art gallery. As 
if  asking to pet a dog without hands. I simply was not in the mindset to 
enjoy the feeling of  a warm chai slipping over my tongue and water-
falling down my ribs. How ungrateful. I had finally moved out, made 
something of  myself, just to fail a class and end up graduating late. 
What a waste I was.
 That left the big question. I mulled it over, rubbing my 
thumbs up and down the sides of  the warm paper cup, feeling the 
slight prickle of  the rough cardboard holder. Should I just drop out and 
come back when I’m better? The first thought that came to mind was 
that I might never get better. Despite what all those motivational kitten 
posters said on my doctor’s wall, it was a very real possibility. People 
lose their battles to the bittersweet, jealous mother of  depression; she 
lulls us in with her sweet songs of  comforting sadness, only to rip us in 
half  and fuck us over. 
 The second thing lurking in the depth of  a more rational part 
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of  my mind was that I literally could not afford to retake this semester. 
That, and I didn’t think I could emotionally handle retaking all of  my 
classes again this late in the game. I paused my brooding to take anoth-
er sip. What if  I never got better? If  I was never going to get better, 
then why not finish school while the wind is pushing me in that direc-
tion? I thought about what my mother would say. The only kid who 
made it to college, dropping out. I took another sip to lift the weight 
off  my head, the warm tea desperately trying to hug my insides, digging 
its nutmeg nails into the inner lining of  my cheeks. It hurt more than it 
helped.
 Peering out onto Court Street, I saw couples walking shoulder 
to shoulder in the cold weather. Dads hoisting their little daughters up 
on their shoulders. Groups of  friends bent over to their hips laughing 
hysterically. Broken bottles littered sharp, jagged chunks of  amber that 
reflected the bright winter sun. And here I was, alone and unhappy 
with my favorite drink. I set my cup to the side of  the table and placed 
my face in my palms. I rubbed my thumbs over the creases under my 
eyes. I dragged my nails lightly down until my hands slapped onto 
my knees. I raised my head to look out the large window, but instead 
was met with the transparent reflection of  myself. Hollow cheeks and 
chapped lips, surrounding a slightly upturned nose. If  my eyes were 
blue before, they certainly were not now. How the hell was I going to 
make it out of  this one?
 I still had half  a cup of  chai, and half  a head full of  problems.
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Dear Token Black Girl
Iana Fields

Dear Token Black Girl,

I want to tell you that I am proud of  you,
Just in case no one has told you before.

I want to tell you that you’ve got this,
And that you’re doing great, honey.

That time you put down the flat iron,
And styled your hair in an afro—

Genius!

Or when you decided to sit in the front of  the class,
Instead of  hiding in the back—

Incredible!

And what about when you told the strangers who asked,
That your lighter pigment doesn’t mean you’re mixed—

Amazing!

Or when you refused to let that white man talk over you,
and claim your idea as his own—

Powerful!

I know it can be hard
To be the only one in class

And have everyone stare,
And ask to touch your hair,

To constantly have people
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Demean,
Belittle,
And trump over you—

But you’ve got this,
I believe in you.

From one black girl to another,
Never stop fighting.

Never silence your laugh
Because you’re afraid it’s too loud.

Never quiet your thoughts
Because you’re afraid they won’t be heard.

Never let them burn out your bright light.

It’s okay to cry.
It’s okay to be angry.
It’s okay to feel.

So, honey, keep going.
Lift your head up high,
And never stop fighting.

Because to me,
You are more than

The Token Black Girl.
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The Flea of  Álzaga
Benjamin Ervin

 The mules came up the trail, bearing casks of  nitroglycerin in 
sawdust. The old man guided the mules as Louis rode with the casks. 
Louis gently tapped the sides of  his mule with his worn boots. He took 
off  his hat and looked out onto the valley. 
 Louis had journeyed into the country with a suitcase of  work 
clothes and a service pistol tucked into wool socks. He drifted from 
bar to bar asking for passage to Álzaga. The old man, a fixture in the 
cracked bar, called Louis over. “¿Tienes miedo de nitroglicerina?”
 “No.”
 “Bien. Ven conmigo.”
 The mountain roads overlooked mist-filled valleys where vil-
lages spread out along creeks and moss hung on rocks, growing dense 
enough to spot in the distance. The air was dry, and heat lightning 
flickered over the countryside. On a distant slope, a man led sheep into 
a pen, his whistle traveling out through the valley. The snowcaps melted 
down like pads of  grease and fed into small farms and communities. 
 Álzaga sat on a plateau in the shadow of  a mountain, where 
snowmelt dripped down the rocks, through the village, and down into 
the valley proper. It was built around a church, an old cobblestone 
structure with a bright red roof  and a nice fresco finish on the inside. 
The wood crossbeams holding up the roof  were hauled up the cliffside 
by pulleys when the conquistadors were long dead, and the Spanish 
Empire was a small fish in a great pond. The village was terraced. On 
these terraces grew corn, potatoes, and beans in wild messes. Goats 
walked the streets eating grass between the cobblestones. Old women 
smoked pipes in the square and played cards in the shade of  parasols. 
There wasn’t a man in sight, like a war was raging on. 
 Louis crossed one of  the town’s two bridges. Downstream, a 
few women were washing their clothes against the rocks. They waved at 
the pair, and the two returned the greeting in kind.
 Beyond the village stretched the ridge that continued up 
between several mountains, ending in a slope of  broken rocks. It was in 
this valley that the foundations of  an airport were laid. It was a terrible 
place to land planes or to do commerce, but one man wanted to change 
that. Louis had heard about him as he traveled up the mountain slope: 
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a reclusive British aristocrat who lived in an old viceroyalty home two 
streets up from the main square by the name of  John Donne. He had 
ingratiated himself  into the world of  trade under the tutelage of  Car-
men Zapata. 
 The former owner of  a henequen plantation, Zapata was one 
of  the first to escape Mexico in 1910. He set up a new business prac-
tice in London where he imported henequen from his former hacienda. 
Business was interrupted with the Spanish Civil War, for which Zapata 
had volunteered. There he met John Donne, his future protégé. Zapata 
and Donne invested in a small hacienda in the Argentine countryside, 
with intentions of  cutting out the middleman. 
 Zapata’s sudden death halted construction before it could 
begin. Donne—his sole beneficiary—saw the death as an opportunity 
to give Álzaga what he thought it needed more than a hacienda: an 
airport.
 “That’s what I’ve heard.” The old man’s words stuck with 
Louis. It was the only time he spoke to him in English. The old man 
left Louis in the square and kept going up the mountain path towards 
the airfield, the casks gently rocking. Louis walked around the fountain 
and rested his case on the rim. Around the edge, a woman walked with 
a bag of  vegetables. Louis called out. “Hola, señora!”
 “Hola, chico.” She turned and looked at him from boot to 
hat. “¿Eres un guacho?”
 “No señora, me llamo Louis. Viajé a su pueblo para trabajar 
en el aeropuerto de las montañas. Estoy buscando un luego alquilar.”
 “Oh, un gringo.” She smiled and pointed up the hill. “Vamos 
pa la casa. Tengo una habitación libre.” A cobblestone path ran up 
the incline towards the mountain. The streets were lined with porches, 
leading into homes. Wind chimes tinkled in their shade, and slotted 
blinds gave short glimpses of  stained porch furniture, and the occa-
sional person gazing intently on the street while smoking or drinking. 
 “No soy un gringo, señora. Yo soy de España.”
 She turned and looked him over again. “¿Como se llama?”
 “Louis, y usted?”
 “Tita.”
 Louis stood outside the porch’s cover as Tita pulled a key 
from a fold in her clothes. She opened the front door and sat the bag 
of  vegetables on the table while Louis waited in the doorway. 
 “Esta cama.” She pointed above Louis into a loft. “Aqui, se 
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duerme.” Louis nodded and carried his luggage up the stairs. He came 
back down to find the vegetables laid out and Tita cooking. The room 
smelt of  wood ash and piss. When she turned around and saw Louis 
on the stairs, she smiled. 
 “Puedes trabajar a cambio de tu alquiler.” Tita walked past the 
stairs and through a back door. The house had a small yard, a terrace 
of  land that ran parallel to another house. All the terraces were walled 
in with short stone fences, and the yards were separated by simple 
doors. Tita’s was big enough for a woodpile, a few chickens, a shed, and 
a garden. Louis stepped out into the terrace, setting his hat on a pile of  
split wood. 
 “¿Tienes hijos?”
 “Sí, tengo dos.” Tita pulled an axe and a pile of  uncut wood 
from the shed. Louis knew the exchange and set up the blocks to be 
chopped. As he went through a few chunks, Tita stopped him and 
picked up one of  the blocks. “Treinta, necesito treinta pedazos de 
madera.” She tossed the block back on the pile and let Louis continue 
his work.
 She watched him from the kitchen, turning just long enough 
to see the blade split a log. He held the axe handle by the head as he 
positioned a new piece. He took a step back, then brought the axe up 
and over his head in a quick motion. It came down, and there were two 
hollow thuds. Louis arranged the log, grasped the end of  the handle 
with both hands, and moved his grip downward with a slick motion.
 “Yo hablé con mi vecino.”
 “¿Sí?”
 “Si, mañana me encuentro con Miguel.”
 “Ay, que bueno.”
 Louis continued to chop the wood well into the evening, 
while Tita prepared a meal.

****
 Louis woke up early, took the service pistol from his suitcase, 
slid it into his waistband, and walked outside. To his surprise, Miguel 
spoke perfect English. 
 “The supervisor, John Donne, would love another English 
speaker on crew. Come on, I’ll lead you up.” Miguel was a tall, tanned 
man who was missing a finger and covered in sailor tattoos. He pointed 
out over the valley, just a few feet from the road. “Out there, far into 
the valley, my mother is knitting some socks.”
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 “Socks?”
 “Of  course, for the child. Sophie is pregnant, quite far along.”
 “That’s great news.”
 Miguel shook his head as he patted Louis on the back. “I tell 
you what’s great. I got this job to make the money for the child. Donne 
contracted me in, and I couldn’t get out. Speaking Spanish and English 
so well. With you,” Miguel smiled again, his mustache poking into his 
mouth, “I can fly the coop. So to speak.”
 Louis only smiled.
 “Why you here?”
 “Work.” Louis responded without meeting Miguel’s eyes.
 “People don’t come here for work.”
 “No?”
 “No. They come here to hide.”
 Louis looked over to Miguel. “You hiding, Miguel?”
 “I should be asking you that.”
 Louis took off  his hat and scratched his forehead. “I got 
nothing to hide from. And nothing to go home to.”
 “Mhm. Why Álzaga then? Out of  the world, you pick this 
small town.”
 “Oh, Donne and I have a history.”
 “Oh?”
 “Yeah, the job here is a favor.”
 Miguel shrugged, “Hell, man, why now?”
 “I’d like to keep it a surprise.” Louis put his hat back on and 
saw that Miguel was willing to oblige. 
 The developing airfield was built on a flat river valley sur-
rounded by mountains with enough leveled land for a few dozen cars. 
The future airstrip was marked by chalk lines along uneven earth. In 
between the chalk lines stood the skeleton of  a hanger and a watchtow-
er. Workers were using mules, mattocks, and a few tractors to level the 
earth, as bits of  masonry speckled the dark soil. This debris was piled 
near a tent, where it was appraised then placed in crates to be sent out 
by mule. There was little asphalt put down, only a small test strip large 
enough to show progress. 
 At the far end of  the valley were several sheds where men in 
only shorts worked as they mixed in the nitroglycerine to make dyna-
mite. The windows had slats that cast thin rays of  light over the sweaty 
men. The rooms were tight, and the tin roof  trapped the heat. Most 
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came to work with a bible in their back pocket and the saints memo-
rized for a spontaneous prayer. When Louis arrived, there hadn’t been 
a death by dynamite, though the occasional boy took a hoof  or horn or 
tire to the torso, leaving them a battered mess. The graveyard lined the 
slope coming into the valley, the tombstones blank.
 Miguel led Louis along the edge of  the worksite. The animals 
had fled the area long before, and their absence was felt when the air 
filled with John Donne’s raspy voice. “Work for Álzaga.”
 A second path led out of  the valley back to Álzaga through an 
old plank bridge that also connected to the viceroyalty’s former home. 
The path was built by indigenous indentured servants in the 1800s. The 
stairs were their legacy, and they had stood for nearly a century with 
eight repairs to their name. At the edge of  the bridge, a man sat under 
an umbrella beside a lock box with a glass of  iced tea that left a water 
ring on a table full of  Nude playing cards. 
 “Ain’t pay time yet, Miguel. Who’s the gringo?”
 “My replacement.”
 “Señor Donne know about this?”
 “He will once I walk across this bridge.”
 The man nodded and let Miguel pass. Louis didn’t look at 
the man. Instead, he looked out at the field where all the men worked. 
He didn’t turn his back to the wage man, in fear that he would notice 
his ill-fitting pants. He pulled a piece of  paper from his wallet, gently 
unfolding it along the edges. It was a yellowed image from a newspaper 
with the caption “John Donne promises airport.” Louis thought of  the 
man he knew. He imagined where he would put the bullet…
 Louis could remember the night his mother collected all the valuables in 
the house and smelted them at the abandoned blacksmith’s shop. In the distance, 
bombs rained down on the mountainside, casting orange flashes. She held up the 
container and poured the gold into a bar mold. As it cooled, she struck a match for 
a pot of  tea and a cigarette. She examined the bars that were still hot in their mold. 
“Lay down, Louis, I will wake you when it’s time to leave.” Louis laid down on his 
back as the bombs struck a distant village. Gunfire cracking like fireworks. Louis 
couldn’t imagine falling asleep. He kept thinking of  the places beyond the moun-
tains—his English tutor, his mother Isabelle, his father—until he fell asleep.

 A few hours later, Isabelle wrapped the gold bar in a cloth rag and 
packed it in a burgundy suitcase with a few sets of  clothes, bread, and their pass-
ports. She let the animals out from their pens, and they scattered across the lawn in 
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a small freedom. She led Louis out onto the dirt road and handed him the suitcase. 
“Carry this.” She walked back to the house, lit up a kerosene lamp, and tossed 
it on the floor. The fire quickly spread, flames leaping out the windows, billowing 
smoke.
 Louis could hardly carry his suitcase. The gold bar was pulling him 
down. “Mama?”
 “Yes, Louis?”
 “Why are we running?”
 “We aren’t running. We’re leaving,” she said while carrying the steaming 
teapot. “Before it gets worse.”
 “Will it?”
 Isabelle nodded. “It always gets worse.”
 Louis tried to keep up with Isabelle, but she walked a few paces ahead. 
“You’ve been in a war?”
 “I nursed in France. Now, no more talk.” Isabelle pulled her shawl 
tight. Louis knew she wouldn’t say more, so he went silent. 
 As they neared the mountains, Louis noticed snow in the trees. He was 
feeling the high altitude as they walked up the slope, and he began to lag. He strug-
gled not to drag the case along the ground. His mother noticed his plight and smiled. 
“We’re close, not much farther.” Louis looked up. She was leaning against a stone. 
She shook the teapot in front of  her and smiled. “Next stop is another tea break, 
some bread too.” 
 Then the teapot burst. A clean bullet hole cut on one side that sent what 
little water was left spraying onto the ground. As Isabelle’s eyes crossed, the pot fell 
from her hand and rolled to Louis’ feet. Crimson blood slowly soaked through her 
shawl as she collapsed.
 Louis dropped the suitcase and lifted his mother’s head towards him, her 
eyes lolling to one side. “Mama. Mama!” That was how Donne found him, cradling 
the head of  his mother, tears running down his face. Behind him stood Zapata.
 “Good shot, jackass. She’s a civilian.”
 “How was I supposed to know? She had something in her hand.” Don-
ne shouldered his rifle.
 Zapata looked down the slope. “A teapot.” Zapata stepped around 
Louis and lifted his suitcase. “Hijo, se muere.” Louis wouldn’t let go, so Zapata 
knelt beside him and waited till he stopped crying. 
 They buried Isabelle under a nearby pine and led Louis back to camp. 
He held the suitcase in his arms, staring into the fire. “What’s your name child?”
 He didn’t respond. Louis watched Donne across the fire as he tapped his 
pipe against a dirty boot sole and cleaned his gun, the image of  the man burning 
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into his mind. Donne spoke to Louis only with an order, “Hijo, gather water.” 
That’s how they spent the rest of  the war: Louis silently following Donne’s com-
mands.

****
 Miguel returned with a poorly written note. “He’s at the other 
end. He would like to meet you.”
 “Thank you, Miguel.” Louis shook his hand.
 “What do you mean? You’re helping me. That’s the set-up 
here.” Miguel turned to the wage man. “Boss says give me two weeks 
leave.” Miguel passed him the paper.
 The wage man looked at the note, then at Miguel, his glass eye 
stationary. He passed over two weeks of  pay. Miguel patted Louis on 
the shoulder and made his way down the slope. 
 Louis walked the path to the viceroyalty’s home. It came to a 
small courtyard just outside the house. There was a shed, a fountain, 
and a small two-person chapel where a man was painting. He gave 
Louis a side-eye and continued to paint the whitewashed chapel. Louis 
walked through the courtyard and up a dais to the rear porch, then 
through a set of  double doors into the dining room. The maid was 
dusting a portrait above the fireplace. “La pintura esta bien.”
 She turned around to see Louis standing in the light, his hat 
high on his head. “Sí.”
 Louis walked around her and into the main lobby. The phone 
was ringing as he stepped in, and the maid stepped out of  the dining 
room and picked up the receiver. She was speaking Italian, so Louis 
didn’t bother to eavesdrop. A man called out, “Who is it, Melissa?”
 “Journalist.”
 “Tell them I said my piece, now fuck off.” John Donne 
walked to the banister. He was wearing a silk kimono, with nothing 
underneath. He was sweating, and the hairs on his chest were oiled 
down. His skin was loose, leathery, and scarred. He tapped the pipe on 
the banister, sprinkling ash on the expensive rug. “You. You the man 
Miguel sent up?”
 “Yes, sir.” Louis took off  his hat, showing a shock of  black 
hair oiled from pomade. 
 “Speaks English. You hear that, Melissa? English.” He 
laughed as he tapped the pipe again and walked into the study. “Come 
up, we’ll talk business.” 
 Louis looked over to Melissa, who didn’t meet his eyes. 
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Instead, she reached for a dustpan to sweep the ash off  the carpet, and 
Louis walked up the staircase to the second floor. 
 “Close the door.” He did, as John Donne pointed to the ban-
ister. “Look out there.” He took his seat as he spoke. Short walks had 
made him tired in his old age, so he smoked his pipe and took shallow 
breaths. “What do you see?”
 “The airfield.”
 “My airfield.” A loud explosion rang up the valley, a large 
cloud of  rock and dirt flying up into the sky in a solid column. 
“They’re blasting today, so we should talk loud, fast, and short.” There 
was a second blast. “What’s your experience?”
 “I went to Oxford for a degree in Mathematics and ended 
with a master’s in literature.”
 “Well-read man?”
 Blast.
 “Yes, I am.” Louis sat his hat on the banister.
 “I got a master’s in literature.”
 “Small world,” Louis remarked.
 “Indeed.” 
 Blast.
 John Donne tapped his pipe. “What else?”
 “I served.”
 “Korea?”
 “Spain.”
 “Where in Spain?”
 “Near Pyrenees.” 
 Blast.
 John Donne became uneasy and began to shift. “How about I 
pour us a drink, how do you take yours?”
 “Straight.”
 “Ice?”
 “No.”
 John mixed the drink with his back to Louis. Louis reached to 
his waistband and sat the pistol under his hat. As John turned about, he 
smiled. “Come out of  the sun, get your drink.”
 “Bring it to me if  you don’t mind. I’m in a good spot.”
 John walked over and handed one of  the glasses to Louis, 
then stood eyeing him as they each took a sip. “You like it?”
 “Spot or the drink?”



45

 “The view.”
 Blast.
 “It’s a lovely village. Álzaga is something special.” Louis took 
another sip.
 “It truly is.” John walked back to the chair and sat down in his 
sweat stain. “The viceroyalty loved these mountains. They felt it was 
key to watch the masses from afar, while the mountains made a perfect 
wall.”
 “That’s why you’re building an airport, to strengthen your 
position?”
 John smiled over his drink. “No, it’s for pleasure.”
 Blast.
 John continued, “I miss British culture. Not so much the 
place. Planes help with the import. I commissioned an airport, and I 
can write it off  as a business expense.”
 “Business expense?” 
 “Archeology’s a rich man’s game. Every world leader from 
Genghis Khan to Napoleon knew the value of  history. Little did they 
know, what they left in their path has paid us ten times over. Sell it high 
and I can write off  the expenditure on the airport as a necessity. By 
next fall, this project pays for itself.”
 Blast.
 “What’s your story, Donne?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “An Englishman in Argentina. Peculiar.”
 Donne took a drag of  his pipe and eased a hand into his 
pocket. “Not too odd.”
 “Yeah, but the airport. Why import what you can experience 
first-hand?”
 “To imply that I can’t.”
 “Can you?” Louis’ question was punctuated with a blast.
 Donne moved the gun about in his pocket. A late gift from 
Zapata. “Who are you?”
 “Louis.”
 John began to sweat again. “Really? And you’re here for 
work?”
 “Of  course. That an issue?”
 Blast. 
 John adjusted the pipe and looked at Louis. Each man had 
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one hand wrapped around a cup and the other around a gun, though 
neither was aware of  the latter. John was on the back step when he 
spoke, “No, just coincidence.”
 “Why is that?”
 John felt a little uneasy as he thumbed the hammer of  his gun. 
“Oh, just, a name that I heard once. In London, actually. You’ve been?”
 “Yes.”
 “Rained in a deluge from Sunday to Sunday. My former men-
tor, Carmen Zapata, brought me along. You’ve heard of  him, correct?”
 “No,” Louis lied.
 Blast.
 “Zapata was a cautious man. Slept with a bell on his door, 
service pistol on his nightstand.” John puffed on his pipe and watched 
Louis, Zapata’s gun cradled between his fingers. “He never really trust-
ed me. Never trusted anyone.”
 “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 “It’s all under the bridge now, but I must say it’s a funny 
thing.”
 Louis lifted his hat from the banister. “What is?”
 “Well, in England, he was always seeing someone. At odd 
hours, just visiting friends from his address book.” Donne took a long 
drag of  his pipe and let the smoke escape his mouth as he spoke. “I ac-
quired the book in a series of  circumstances that I won’t bore you with. 
What interested me was a single name—no occupation, no address. 
Louis Longfellow.”
 “That is funny.” Louis took a sip of  his drink. “That’s my 
name.”
 Blast.
 John sat as the explosion rang in his ears, his finger wrapped 
about the trigger waiting for Louis to speak some more. He filled the 
silence. “What a coincidence.”
 “I don’t believe in them myself.”
 “Surely—”
 “No.” Louis sat his drink down on a counter and smiled. “I 
told you, I’m here for work.”
 It was then John knew. “Hijo.” He didn’t wait. He pulled the 
trigger, but the pistol popped and singed his pocket like magician’s 
smoke. “Shit.”
 The thirteenth blast masked Louis’ shot perfectly. The bullet 
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pierced the front of  John’s skull and blew out the back of  his head, 
brain matter splashing against the high back seat like a painting. His 
eyes moved loosely in his head before the glass rolled from his hand 
and hit the floor. Smoke rose from the bullet hole, and pipe smoke bil-
lowed out of  his lungs, forming a blue-gray spirit just above his head. 
Louis picked up the shell and dropped it in his front pocket before 
sliding the smoking gun into his waistband. He looked at John Donne 
one last time, shock written across his face. Then he stepped out of  
the room. The maid was just outside, and Louis smiled at her. “Señor 
Donne said my clothes were not up to snuff. He said I should go to his 
room for a new set.” He held up his hat by the bullet hole, spinning it 
around his index finger. “Seems it’s worn with age.”
 The maid wasn’t looking at the hat. “Where is Donne now?”
 “Está tomando una siesta.”
 The maid fought a smile and led Louis to Donne’s large 
room. She left him alone and went on a smoke break. 
 Louis entered the room. He found Zapata’s address book by 
John’s bed and placed it in an ashtray. As it burned, he went through 
the walk-in closet and found a pair of  boots that fit. He packed a 
leather belt, three silk shirts, two suit jackets, and underwear. He went 
through several hats before deciding on a wide-brimmed gaucho. The 
edges came up like crow wings, with a rose band tied around. In the 
sock drawer, he found a stack of  pesos. He pocketed it.
 He loaded a suitcase and went to leave. He stopped by the 
bureau, lifted a bottle of  cologne, and pocketed it as well. The maid 
was absent, so Louis walked out the front door. 

****
 Tita was outside drinking when Louis walked down the main 
street alone. He smiled at her and didn’t speak. He passed her a stack 
of  pesos and walked down the road. She realized he forgot his burgun-
dy suitcase and ran into the house to find it by his well-made bed. It 
was full of  clothes. She left it, imagining he would remember and turn 
back.
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Critique of  “I Made a Collage Out of  a Deer”
Sarah Hecker

I ripped the head
off  a mother doe
in another story 
I wrote. The
Buddhist in my
class said it was
unnecessary. It 
wasn’t her fault;
I left it out of  the 
essay—that the deer
had only two legs,
and two hands that
they used to lay
on my breasts.
But I didn’t make note
of  her 
complaint, because
the child in me
deserved a better
ending.
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Something Personal and Real
KT Bugenstein

I am one step outside of  my body. 
As I stand in the boundary of  the kitchen
and living room, watching you watching
the tv, splattering demons and slinging webs,
I am almost mute, my throat closed up, face numb.
My body is foreign and unresponsive. I had
only come downstairs for a soda,
and the can is heavy in my hand.
I make no move to open it.
I sit heavily, my limbs stiffly folding.
You look at me carefully, speak to me carefully,
talk liquid to buoy my mind that is floating
somewhere not quite where we are,
but close. 
“You feeling alright?” 
I hum, testing the act of  making sound,
noise that will cement my existence 
and remind my body to firmly hold me
where I can be perceived. 
I am not graceful when I come back 
to myself. I still feel misshapen, and now
my throat forms words too easily, and
I talk too much saying little that you
don’t know. But you smile, carefully,
and I finally drink my ginger ale.
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Daffodil, for the Last Time
Ellie Faber

 Estelle was beginning to dread she’d never sleep long enough 
for the dream to materialize. She estimated she’d been in bed for at 
least three hours now, switching positions but never able to find com-
fort, sprawled on top of  her duvet and nearly naked. This sort of  heat 
was unheard of  in New York this time of  year, and of  course her AC 
had stopped working. She was certain that, if  she ever were able to fall 
asleep this week, she’d find herself  standing barefoot on a rock, staring 
down the throat of  a swollen river as brown water rushed around her, 
deep between the walls of  a ravine in an unfamiliar forest.
 It was the same dream she’d had every year, for as long as 
she could remember, in the week approaching her birthday—the same 
rock, the same river, the same feeling of  paralysis as the cold seeped 
into the soles of  her feet. It wasn’t pleasant, but it was also the only 
constant in her life right now, so she just laid there, waiting for sleep, 
staring up at the shapeless swirls in her popcorn ceiling.
 Back home in Michigan, her mother always used to take her 
and Max on a picnic in the park to celebrate the last day of  school. 
Max saw all sorts of  patterns and pictures in the wisps of  clouds in 
the sky. God, isn’t he creative? Her mother had gushed, as twelve-year-old 
Max pointed out the shape of  a boot, or a rabbit, or a snake wearing a 
top hat.
         No matter how much she turned her neck or squinted her 
eyes, Estelle could never make out the pictures Max claimed to see.
 “Honey, try to use your imagination!” her mother would 
encourage her. But even at ten years old Estelle could sense disappoint-
ment in her voice, like there was something defective about her, even 
though Estelle knew that she was the smartest kid in the fourth grade, 
that her teacher always used her work as examples, and that she had 
won the class science fair and had the little blue ribbon to prove it.  
 She didn’t see why her mother made such a fuss about this, 
creating shapes and stories out of  water vapor that would be blown out 
of  sight by the next gust of  wind, but it seemed to pay off  later. Even 
though Max never graduated from art school, he was ‘discovered’ half-
way through his second year and moved to Boston, where his paintings 
sold out at auctions. Estelle never understood this—she had seen his 
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paintings, and she wouldn’t have hung one in her house even if  he gift-
ed it to her. She’d never buy one for such an absurd amount of  money. 
Max created these huge canvases full of  vibrant color and jagged brush 
strokes with no sense or form to them at all. Maybe, like the clouds, 
she was missing something, something only people like Max could see, 
patterns and shapes that only revealed themselves to certain eyes.
 She would never admit her resentment towards her brother’s 
accomplishments to anyone. Maybe she wouldn’t feel so bitter if  it 
made more sense. After all, she had done what everyone is supposed 
to do; she went off  to college, stayed for all four years, made the dean’s 
list every semester, and moved to a big city with a stable job. Max had 
always been reckless, but, somehow, he was lucky. If  all of  life was 
based on some great game of  random chance, then every ounce of  
hard work Estelle had put into school and her career had amounted to 
nothing. It certainly seemed like this was true—now that she had been 
laid off, the world was crumbling around her, while Max was a rising 
superstar. 
 When they were kids, nobody cared that she could name all 
the different types of  clouds. Those fluffy ones that hung low were 
cumulus—the one that looks like a turtle? Max would ask—the sheets of  
blue gray that veiled the sun until it was a dimly-lit disk were altostratus, 
and the white patches that looked like ripples on the surface of  water 
were cirrocumulus, ice crystals suspended high in the sky.
 She supposed she had always liked to classify things in this 
way. She turned over, body aching with discomfort, to see the pair of  
binoculars and the little field guide that sat on top of  her nightstand. 
Lately she had taken to birdwatching in Central Park. She’d go for long 
walks and see what types of  birds she could spot, and, every time she 
identified a new species, she would cross off  the name on the back of  
her birdwatching guide. There were ink lines slashed through the names 
of  fox sparrows, yellow-bellied sapsuckers, orchard orioles, great egrets, 
and dozens of  others. Recently, she’d even spotted a Swainson’s war-
bler—extremely rare in the city, and almost invisible against the bark of  
a tree with its pale brown feathers and long, pointed beak.
 This interest started on her eleventh birthday, when she had 
received a beautiful little canary that she promptly named Daffodil, af-
ter her favorite flower. Daffodil came with a dainty, white wire cage that 
she could set on the dresser in her bedroom, and a big bag of  special-
ized pellets. Estelle loved Daffodil; he gave her a sense of  routine, a set 
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of  steps she followed to keep the little bird alive and happy, the ability 
to keep a living thing living. While this didn’t seem like a massive feat, 
the dozens of  fish and two hamsters Max had killed with his negligence 
over the years had made her own quest to get a pet seemingly impos-
sible, and she was determined to prove to her parents that this was yet 
another category where she could outshine her brother.
 In the mornings, Daffodil would sing, and while Estelle didn’t 
mind the early wake-up call, the rest of  her family detested it, her father 
muttering over breakfast one day that they may as well have gotten her 
a “goddamn rooster.”
 It was on one of  these early mornings that Max charged into 
her room without as much as a knock, wearing nothing but his boxers, 
hair matted and sticking up like a child’s neglected doll.
 “Christ, Stells, does that thing ever shut up?” He walked over 
to the cage and lightly rattled the bars until Daffodil’s singing turned to 
frantic chirps.
 “You’re scaring him!” Estelle had shouted, throwing back the 
covers and leaping across the room to stop Max from terrorizing the 
little bird further.
 “He’s fine,” Max grumbled, turning to leave before stopping 
and smiling. He crouched down until he and Daffodil were at eye level.
 “You know,” he said, resting his chin on the edge of  the 
dresser, “they used to send these little guys into coal mines.” He looked 
at Estelle, and his smile dropped,  “The mines, they’d be full of  these 
poisonous gases, see, and they’d send in canaries just like this one.” He 
jabbed a finger at Daffodil, who was now perched against the opposite 
wall, head tucked back into his neck until only his flesh-colored beak 
protruded. “And they would be singing, singing, singing…tweety tweet 
tweet…” Max let out this shrill whistle, pitching up and down haphaz-
ardly.
 “You’re not funny, Max—”
 “And then, the singing would stop,” Max whispered. “And the 
little bird would start gasping, and gagging.” He clutched his throat, 
his eyes bulging out. “And the smell of  sulfur would fill the air, and the 
miners would start panicking, wondering how much time they had left, 
wondering how much air they could breathe before it poisoned them 
too, and the bird would fall like a stone.” He pressed his face against 
the bars of  the cage, grinning horribly, and the cage rocked. Daffodil 
let out a series of  frantic chirps, and Estelle screamed for her mother, 
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who had arrived in the room bundled in a bathrobe and was not at all 
pleased to have been woken up for this.
 Only a few weeks later, Estelle came home from school to 
find her mother standing in the kitchen, firmly holding the wrist of  a 
red-faced Max. Estelle’s eyes darted between the two of  them, until her 
mother nudged Max.
 “Do you have something to say to your sister?” Her voice was 
quiet, the way a teacher might talk to one of  Estelle’s classmates when 
they were in deep trouble.
 “I didn’t mean to, I promise.” Max started crying, shoulders 
shaking, fingers pressed up against his face, but underneath his hands 
Estelle swore she saw a smile.
 “What?” Estelle blinked once, twice, looking to her mother 
for an answer, who only jabbed Max again.
 “I’m sorry!” He shouted. “All I did was feed it some apple 
seeds. I didn’t know the dumb bird would go and die—”
 Estelle felt her stomach jump like a startled frog. “You killed 
Daffodil?”
 “It was an accident!’ He dragged his hands off  his face, and 
Estelle was now sure that he was holding back a mischievous grin from 
the way the corners of  his mouth were twitching.
 “How do you kill something by accident?” Estelle shouted. She 
felt her hands shaking as she pushed past her brother and ran into her 
room to witness the empty cage. Max followed her.
 “Apple seeds have poison in them, dumbass!” Estelle whirled 
around, burning tears blurring Max’s face.
 “Estelle, language!” Her mother snapped from the hallway.
 “How was I supposed to know? Birds eat seeds, okay?”
 The clueless mask Max wore on his face was enough to make 
Estelle scream. And she did. She screamed until her throat felt like 
she had swallowed a spoonful of  sand, until she was curled up on her 
bed sobbing and pounding her fists against the pillows, until her father 
came home from work, and, upon hearing the noise and being inter-
cepted by her mother’s explanation, went into Max’s room and yelled 
for a while.
 As deep as Estelle’s suspicions about Daffodil’s murder ran, 
she had to admit that Max eventually seemed to feel terrible. He crafted 
her a little bejeweled shoebox to bury Daffodil in and painted a small 
portrait of  the bird on the lid. It was the only painting of  his she ever 
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appreciated. He dug a small hole in the garden, right between bunches 
of  the very daffodils the bird was named after. He even gave a short 
eulogy as he stood with her over the makeshift grave.
 Max had always been this way. It was impossible to know how 
to feel towards him, how to act around him. One day, he was murder-
ing her pet, and the next he was helping her bury it. It was as mysti-
fying to her as the artwork leaning against his bedroom walls. Some 
weeks the paint would be red and yellow, the brightest shades he could 
find, but, on others, it would be nothing but gray, layered over and over 
again like a monochrome web that stretched forever.
 At Daffodil’s funeral Estelle still refused to speak to her 
brother, but she had to admit the ceremony he put on was nice; he let 
her throw dirt over the box at the end and pat it down over the bird’s 
resting place as she said goodbye to Daffodil for the last time.
 
          Estelle stared at the birdwatching book. In red-jointed num-
bers, the alarm clock reminded her it was past 3:00 am. She groaned 
and buried her face in a pillow, hoping she could smother herself  to 
sleep. 
 She thought about picking up the phone, dialing his number 
even though she knew there would be no answer, letting it ring until 
she heard the cheerful voice asking her to leave a voicemail, just like 
always. She turned her gaze to her cell phone, eyeing it, until she even-
tually drifted off.

 Estelle woke up around ten to her cell phone buzzing on the 
sheets next to her, sunlight from the window glaring off  the screen. 
Her hand shot out from under the covers to grab it, and without check-
ing to see who was calling, she answered.
 “Max?” She mumbled, her voice muffled by her pillow.
 “What? No, honey, it’s me. I’m just calling to see how you’re 
holding up.”
 “Oh. Oh my God—” Estelle scrambled to sit up, her entire 
face burning. “Sorry, Mom…I mean, yeah, I’m fine.”
 There was a pause. Their phone calls had become more and 
more awkward, and Estelle found herself  increasingly responsible for 
filling these silences.
 “Any word on Max?”
 “No. No, nothing new.”
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 Estelle opened her mouth, then decided against it, swallowing 
down the words she’d been trying to muster for the past two months 
as her faith deteriorated, fully aware of  the possibility that Max might 
never be rescued, that he might never come home.
 “Look, Mom, I’ve got to get going, so…”
 “Where are you off  to?” Estelle hated how surprised her 
mother sounded. 
 “Job interview. It’s…a venture capital firm. Um, legal assis-
tant. Got to go.” She lied through her teeth, ending the call before her 
mother could respond. 
 Max had been convinced his trip would be a good idea. He 
told the family, all gathered for their mother’s birthday four months 
ago, that he was heading west to backpack through Yosemite—a solo 
expedition. To get away from everything for a while. He’d been missing 
since March. 
 Her mother refused to even entertain the possibility that Max 
was dead. When he first disappeared, all she said was that if  one of  her 
babies died, she’d feel it, right here—she’d make a fist over her chest—
like her heart had been torn out, like a tree falling down and dragging 
all its roots up with it.
 Estelle set her cell phone on the nightstand, dragged herself  
out of  bed and into the kitchen, and opened the door to the refriger-
ator. Met with nearly bare shelves, she turned to face the open laptop 
on the counter, her unedited resume staring back at her, the cursor 
blinking expectantly after the last word. She slammed the laptop shut. 
 From the bedroom, the phone rang again, the ringtone of  a 
songbird’s whistle cutting through the silence of  the apartment. 
 “Estelle, it’s Carol.” She recognized the secretary from the 
slightly nasal tone of  her voice. “You’ve left some of  your things at 
your desk, and we were wondering if  you could come in and pick them 
up—”
 Estelle hung up. The last thing she wanted was to go back 
to that place, where the memory of  her boss, sitting across the desk, 
hands folded solemnly, telling her she had been laid off, was still a fresh 
wound. Nothing personal, he promised her. Strictly business. 
 Bullshit. 
 It had been months since the layoff, and Carol wouldn’t quit 
calling her. Her hand, clutching her cell phone, hovered over the trash 
can for a moment. She considered throwing the thing away, letting the 
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garbage collectors cart it off  to the dump, where it would ring and ring 
for eternity, never to be answered again. To disappear completely, just 
like Max.
 Estelle remembered the last call from him, two weeks before 
he left for his trip. She’d sent him a new raincoat in the mail, as a gift 
for his expedition. The tag read “Canary Yellow,” and she thought it 
would make a good joke. Besides that, it would keep him dry, and make 
him pretty hard to miss in case he got lost.
 He had called to thank her, then hesitated. She could tell he 
was hiding something.
 “Stells,” he said finally, tentatively. “I, uh, talked to Mom the 
other day.”
 “Yeah? Is she still being a pain about your trip?”
 “Actually, she was worried. About you.” 
 Estelle scoffed. “Worried?” She tried to keep her cool but felt 
her voice pitch higher. 
 “Yeah, you know, with the layoff…” He paused, obviously 
waiting for her to say something, but Estelle remained silent on the 
other end in protest.
 “I could send you some money, if  you need any. It really 
wouldn’t be any trouble—”
 “Jesus, Max, I’m fine!” Estelle found herself  yelling in the 
middle of  the kitchen. She inhaled, slowly. “I had a big severance. In 
fact, I’ve got so much money, I’m thinking of  buying one of  your 
paintings. You know, the one that looks like vomit.”
 “Stells—”
 “Tell Mom to mind her own business.”
 “Come on—”
 “That goes for you, too!”
 And then she’d hung up, furious. 
 
 The night after her old job called, it took Estelle even longer 
to fall asleep. Finally, she found herself  standing on top of  a massive 
gray slab of  stone, above the river like it was her own island. The trees 
growing from the sides of  the ravine seemed to bend over to touch 
each other, branches reaching out and interlacing like fingers, covering 
the sky. Although she searched, she couldn’t see any birds. She could 
only hear them, tittering and squawking at each other, the cacophony 
of  an invisible choir growing so loud that it drowned out the rush of  
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the frothing water. 
 On the muddy banks, purple myrtle was beginning to bloom, 
and daffodils were growing, but Estelle’s attention was diverted away 
from the flowers when she saw a scrap of  fabric, floating down the 
river, ripped through the water by the relentless current, tattered and 
muddy and canary yellow. 
 Jolted awake by the dream, Estelle checked her alarm clock 
to see it was still the middle of  the night. For some reason she found 
herself  thinking about Max’s apartment. 
 He’d lived in the city too, in a loft on the top floor of  his 
building in the Village. She had a key to his apartment; he’d given it to 
her when she first moved to New York a few years ago, telling her to 
stop by whenever, but she never took up his offer because his apart-
ment scared her. She’d only been there twice in her life. The first time, 
he’d invited her over for dinner on her first night in New York. It was, 
without a doubt, the home of  an artist, with cluttered shelves housing 
random, off-putting trinkets that looked like junk. She remembered 
examining them as Max prepared sushi in the kitchen, a skill he had 
learned in some cooking class. He came over to her and picked up the 
piece she was gawking at, a small gray-green clay sculpture that re-
sembled a misshapen swamp creature drawn from a child’s nightmare. 
He’d tossed the sculpture in the air like it was a baseball, caught it, and 
smiled, before telling her it was a gift from an artist friend that could 
probably sell for fifty-thousand dollars or more.
 Her least favorite part of  the house was Max’s bedroom. 
He’d shown it to her, gleaming with pride. Surrounding the huge mess 
of  clothes on the floor and the unmade bed stood four walls, every 
inch covered in gobs of  thick, colorful paint of  the brightest and most 
garish colors she could imagine: neon orange, lime green, cobalt blue, 
egg-yolk yellow. It was exactly like all the rest of  his paintings—utterly 
senseless, shapeless, pointless. She told Max she hated it, and that she 
could never sleep somewhere so chaotic, but he just grinned at her 
and told her that his room had significantly driven up the value of  the 
place. 
 The last time she’d visited Max’s apartment was a week after 
he left for his trip. Her mom had called her, fretting that Max, in his 
excitement, might have forgotten to ask a neighbor or a friend to water 
his plants or collect his mail.
 She remembered stepping through the front door and prepar-
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ing herself  for the mess that was bound to greet her. Gray light seeped 
in through the window, revealing those horrible shelves, once full of  
Max’s garbage, to be empty. Every surface in the apartment gleamed, 
completely bare, as if  it were a display at a home improvement store. 
Worried she had somehow walked into the wrong unit, she approached 
Max’s bedroom and saw his bed perfectly made, the clothes on the 
floor gone, and the paint on the wall completely different from her 
first visit—black and gray and red and navy and purple, the colors of  a 
fresh bruise, slashed across the surface in frantic crisscrosses.
   When the sun finally rose, Estelle dragged herself  out of  bed 
into the kitchen and saw the daffodils growing in the box outside her 
window. She liked to think they stayed around long enough each spring, 
just for her birthday, before withering back down into the earth. As 
she passed her closed laptop on the counter, she thought about what a 
shame it was that she might be seeing the flowers for the last time this 
year. She opened the window, heat rising from the black asphalt below. 
The flowers were perennials, and she imagined them wilting and dying 
only to bloom again, year after year. Before she knew it, the window 
was open and she was ripping out the flowers, one by one, right down 
to the roots, and letting them fall four stories below, until the box held 
dirt and nothing more.
 Estelle walked back into the living room, sunk into the couch 
cushions, and reached for the remote, but before she could switch on 
the TV, she heard her phone ringing from the bedroom and figured it 
was her mother calling to ask her how her interview went yesterday, or 
perhaps it was her old job, pestering her to come pick up her things. 
She closed her eyes and listened to the ringtone, the bird’s song lilting 
softly, a haphazard melody with no clear pattern, echoing through the 
apartment, until, at last, it stopped.
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You
Grace Koennecke

If  only you could know how much I love you,
Then maybe you would change your mind.
Your violent heart would take over mine,
And I would submit to darkness,
Watch the old me die.

I know it’s pathetic to let you have this hold on me still.
I wish I could erase you from my bedsheets,
But I’m too scared to let you go,
Since maybe there’s still hope.

“How could you be so stupid?”
He told you months ago,
“It won’t work,
It’s not worth the show.”

I know.
I just want to go back to the place where we used to be.
Where everything felt real,
Like he was tempting me,
Where I actually believed he saw something in me—
The heart of  gold that always has a beat—
Where I could look over at him, and he’d be smiling for once,
Only at me.
Where our eyes would tell stories in just one look,
And we could laugh about all the memories that I mistook
For love.

I’m sorry that I still think about you,
That I’m a mess through and through,
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And that I dial you up only when I’m under the influence
Of  whatever it is to get my mind off  you.

I just wish you knew how much I miss you, 
You’re my best friend,
But I know not all of  what we said to each other was true.
Because how could I tell you anything,
When you’ll just ignore its meaning
And deceive me through some other girl.

Please, tell me something.
Slam my head against the wall,
Get the message through.
Either hold me,
Or let me be rid of  you.

I don’t know what to do
When it’s always been you,
You.
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My Cat Stole My Keys
Sarah Hecker

I was late to class
because my cat
knocked my car keys
off  my desk. I found
them stashed between
the old couch cushions.
I called my mom,
laughing as we spoke.
She told me to get rid
of  her. I’m not
mad at either of  them—
I’m not even upset.
My cat was just doing
what cats do. And my
mother was just doing
what mothers do.
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Decomposition: A Love Letter
April Dale

 The treehouse was in competition with the corpse, and it was 
losing.
 The rusting of  its joints was a slow, slow process, oxygen 
gnawing at the nails and hinges. With every flake of  gritty brown dust, 
more of  the metal was exposed, and the feasting went on. The creaks 
of  the empty old thing were the sounds of  an aching body fighting 
against chemistry itself.
 The shingles were the first to go. Waterlogged and crudely at-
tached, they fell off, rotting fingernails exposing the frame underneath. 
The rope withered and frayed in the wind, swinging. Its silence was 
only matched by the silence of  the corpse’s jaw in rigor mortis. Neither 
of  them wished to speak to the other, though they would watch each 
other the way racers glanced at their opponent coming from behind.
 Baby blue paint peeled and flaked, covered in algae and mold 
that crept up the sides and huddled in corners. The bones of  the beast 
still stood sturdy, aloft in the sky, held up by a dead brother. The chem-
icals, the pressure—its wooden flesh had been crunched under water 
and weight and copper until it was tinted green and inedible.
 The corpse had an advantage. Corpses got hot, hot, hot, mi-
crobes unleashing a frenzy. Proteins stiffened and then were eaten, cells 
breaking and cannibalizing each other. Enzymes tore each other apart, 
and synovial fluid leaked onto the floor—the dusty wooden floor—and 
the treehouse thanked it. Moisture made it easier to rot.
 A cotton t-shirt stood no chance against the acidic fluids. The 
thick fabric of  the baseball cap only made it a couple more years before 
falling victim to the moths. The corpse’s jeans took the longest, with 
metal rivets trying to hold it together like nails in a board. The corpse 
was smaller than most, faster, too, and so it had an edge in the race. 
Less flesh for the bugs to eat.
 Flies came and laid their eggs—nose, ears, eyes, groin—and 
eggs hatched, maggots, boiling each other alive with the heat of  their 
bodies. They became a rotating mass of  wriggling worms, escaping to 
the outside so they wouldn’t be cooked, escaping to the inside so birds 
would not peck at them, though there should have been no worry. The 
creeping rust had not yet destroyed the window latches. The treehouse 
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drove the vultures and birds away with its walls, its chest, still sturdy, 
still shielding its fragile, tiny guest. It protected the corpse in death as 
it did in life. The treehouse was glad to have the eternal company of  a 
visitor that had been destined to grow up and leave.
 Beetles came for the eyes and brains and guts, in high com-
petition with the maggots, who were already dead and laying eggs and 
living again. The putrid, rotting gas escaped. The corpse breathed again 
like a doll made to sip tea, and more fluid leaked out. The maggots had 
done their job well—the skin sloughed off  and the joints eased off  and 
the meat was eaten. A smell came up but there were no noses to mind 
it. The treehouse certainly didn’t.
 Both yearned for the dirt to come up and take them. Mourn-
ing for a proper grave of  soil and grass and fungi, sprouting up in fairy 
circles. They waited, comrades in arms as they fought to die properly.
 The treehouse’s termites came much later, going to the gut 
of  the thing, the nails lasting even as the wood gave way to splinters, 
to dust. Wood creaked, moaned, groaned, but the corpse, once so 
talkative in life, remained silent. The maggots were gone now. The skin 
shriveled up into black leather, covering the uneaten bones, and, still, 
the treehouse provided shelter from the birds and baking sun.
 A cathedral of  ribs. Corinthian columns of  teeth. Archways 
of  eye sockets and fluting on spines. The treehouse had imperfect 
geometry, and it envied the architecture of  its companion. The corpse’s 
bones weren’t done fusing yet, still young and pliant, while the tree-
house’s old and rotting wood craved the flexibility to bend rather than 
splinter.
 They were both empty now. The bugs, the birds, the bacteria 
had left them dusty, lonely, devoid of  anything worth giving. Cellulose 
consumed the wood until it was only a fragile husk. 
 And the skeleton stayed with skin peeling off, laying in the 
embrace of  its lover. One day, a storm would come along and tear it all 
down until only the rusty nails were left intact. The storm would come, 
and they would be reunited with the soil, together at last, mingling in 
the afterlife of  mycorrhiza. The storm would come. It had to.
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