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FOREWORD

As I write this foreword, I’m keenly aware that I was doing the exact same thing, twenty-five years ago, for the inaugural issue of Bellevue Literary Review. Of course, it was all terra incognita at the time—everything from choosing the fonts and finding a printer to reading through the bounty of submissions and curating a balance of poetry, fiction, and nonfiction.

But a foreword—despite its name—is always something of an afterthought. After the months-long sprint and the balls-in-the-air juggle of pulling the issue together, you just want to collapse in your seat and draw in what feels like the first full breath in ages. And then it suddenly dawns: oh wait, there’s still one more thing. The issue needs some sort of welcome for the reader.

I wrote the foreword to BLR Issue 1 while sitting in my clinic office at Bellevue Hospital. The poems, stories, and essays were laid out on the exam table. (Submissions were all paper then, and the rectangular shape of my exam table was ideal for visualizing the breadth of literary work that comprised the issue.)

At its founding, BLR was a project within NYU’s Department of Medicine, but our physical—and spiritual—home was at Bellevue, the oldest public hospital in the US. It’s where I’d done my training, and where I was laying down roots for what would turn out to be the site of my entire medical career. The inspiration for that first foreword, then, came directly from this hospital where I was sitting.

“If great literature arises from an unflinching examination of the tender underbelly of human existence, then a literary journal is a natural development for an institution such as Bellevue,” I wrote. “Its halls have witnessed two and a half centuries of human drama. Bellevue Literary Review was created as a forum for examining the human condition through the prism of health, illness, and healing.”

These words still ring true to me today, a quarter of a century later. Even though BLR became an independent nonprofit during the tumult of the Covid pandemic in 2020, our creative roots remain connected to Bellevue. I still work in the clinic, and every day I witness how the struggles with illness and healing impact our everyday existence. Long after our submission process became digital, we still printed out the first page of every story, essay, and poem; laying the pages out on my exam table still felt like the only way to order the contents of each issue. We were seeking to balance theme, style, perspective, voice, and emotional charge, but it was inescapable that every page in hand was the physical manifestation of a human story.

As we celebrate BLR’s 25th anniversary, we still view our mission as a forum for examining the human condition through the prism of health, illness, and healing. Over the years we’ve received and read some 75,000 submissions, each one a window into a unique world. In the first 50 issues of BLR, we’ve published 250 essays, more than 500 stories, and over 1,000 poems, including more than 125 literary prizes. That’s roughly 10,000 pages of creative writing from over 1,500 authors!

It is a true delight, then, to welcome you to the 51st issue of BLR, an expanded 25th anniversary edition of the journal. There is a bounty of creative writing within these pages, and I encourage you to savor it all.

The fiction in this issue does what fiction does best. It takes us around the world—to Nigeria, Afghanistan, the Philippines, Cuba, China, Turkey, and the Jersey Shore—and to all manner of situation. The protagonist of “Our Lady of Slaughter” by Scarlett Diaz Power is a self-possessed nine-year-old who discovers newfound authority after surviving illness. In his first published work of fiction—“Asymptote to Silence”—Pitoyo Hartono writes of a math professor adjusting to novel and strange surroundings. Sarah Juma, in “How to Sell a Deathbed,” describes the uncanny sales pitch made by a nursing-home owner to prospective residents.

This issue’s nonfiction brings us into the lives of real people, and how they navigate their unique circumstances. In the essay “Divide,” medical student Novi Zheng explores how the Chinese language and mathematical metaphors of their parents provide context for otherwise invisible ADHD and gender dysphoria. Paul V. Brock, in “The Sound Offensive,” illuminates the unsettling experience of reentering the world of the hearing when he dons hearing aids. In “Winking at the Sun,” Mahru Elahi grapples with a rebellious thyroid, while the monarch butterflies around her fight to survive.

The poetry in these pages conveys emotion and narrative with an economy of phrase. Peggy Ann Tartt’s poem “Bilingual” opens with the couplet: “My father’s second language /was silence, and he was fluent.” Mubanga Kalimamukwento, in the poem “Birth,” recalls losing her mother when she was a young child: “The morning after my mother succumbs to her illness, / I wake up forgetting, waiting for her Good morning to come…"” In the poem “I'm Not Bothering Anybody With My Blues,” R. Nikolas Macioci wonders if he “like William Stafford, / will write a poem on the last day of my life,/ or will I grab a handful of sun and try to hang on?”

Because Issue 51 is an expanded anniversary issue, the additional pages offer us room to bring you some delightful extras. Poet Meghan O’Rourke shares the wealth of poems that sustained her through her own illness, in an inspiring essay that will appear in her forthcoming anthology, The Story of the Body. Book review editor Kate Falvey has assembled recommendations from eight of BLR’s stalwart book reviewers, who offer you bucket lists of books, poems, and even single lines to turn to when you need solace or support.

BLR has also invited a selection of eminent authors to share thoughts about how writing intersects with health, illness, and healing. You’ll enjoy wisdom imparted by Edward Hirsch, Sarah Ruhl, Susannah Cahalan, Porochista Khakpour, Theresa Brown, and Damon Tweedy.

And because art is so interconnected with healing, we are especially delighted to share a special feature showcasing art from New York City’s public hospital systems. The cover of this issue is a detail from a striking collage by Romare Beardon that hangs in Bellevue Hospital. Further on in our pages is a gorgeous insert with some highlights from the more than 8,000 works in the NYC Health + Hospitals art collection.

No creative entity can be static, and BLR has grown and evolved over the years into a full-fledged literary arts organization. The journal remains both the cornerstone and the north star of our creative endeavors, but it’s been enriching to experiment with a variety of ways to connect with our community. At our start, we held precisely two events per year, a reading to launch the new issue each spring and fall. Now we’ve been able to supplement these launch celebrations with in-depth author interviews, BookTalk events, and the BLR Book Club to read together. The “Reading the Body” initiative yielded a series of short films featuring dancers interpreting BLR poems, which won numerous awards at national and international film festivals. Our live storytelling events bring stories to the stage in off-Broadway theaters. The Writing Illness onto the Page workshops connect aspiring writers with BLR editors to explore the craft of fiction, nonfiction, and poetry. BLR’s Studio Visits provide a window into the creative process of the artists whose work graces our covers. BLR’s Conversations on Creative Writing in Healthcare series brings together preeminent authors for fascinating discussions. The Art in Medicine program offers clinical trainees the opportunity to hone close-observation skills using BLR writings and cover art.

I gaze at this list and remain astounded at the generativeness of this community and of the intense creative passion of BLR authors, editors, reviewers, board members, volunteers, subscribers, readers, viewers, and audience members. At a moment when societal vulnerability feels almost akin to the vulnerability experienced during illness, a community that is thriving, passionate, and welcoming is indeed a balm. Thank you all for being part of this very necessary prescription.

And a very special thanks to all of the people and institutions that have enabled BLR to thrive—the many generous individual donors, the New York State Council on the Arts, the National Endowment for the Arts, the Brandt Jackson Foundation, the Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund, the Arts in Medicine program at NYC Health + Hospitals, the Leslin Healthcare Leadership Foundation, the Goldenberg and Buckvar families, and so many other supporters. These votes of confidence have been foundational to BLR’s ability to support our writers and artists, and serve our community.

We are excited to find out what the next 25 years will bring. We can’t wait to discover what poems, stories, and essays are churning in writers’ minds that will fill the pages of the journal. We are eager to see how the conversations and connections flow within the BLR community. The next chapter is unfolding and we are so grateful that you are part of this story.

Danielle Ofri

Editor-in-Chief





ILLNESS AS MUSE

A ROUNDTABLE ON WRITING AND HEALING

“[H]ow astonishing,” wrote Virginia Woolf in her essay “On Being Ill,” from 1926, “when the lights of health go down, the undiscovered countries that are then disclosed*…” Illness—however undesired, unpleasant, or inconvenient—has always been a muse to writers, yielding some of the greatest works in the literary canon. On the occasion of BLR’s 25th anniversary, we asked several notable writers to reflect on how writing has intersected with their experience of illness, grief, or healing. These writers, who’ve all been connected to BLR in some way over the years, affirm the reasons why we continue to publish creative writing on these themes.

Susannah Cahalan

Writing about my illness gave me the ability to return to a time when I felt the crushing weight of powerlessness and impose on it a sense of narrative structure, which gave me a feeling of control, at least in retrospect. When I was sick with autoimmune encephalitis, I behaved in confusing and embarrassing ways. I did things I still don't understand. I did things that I don't remember. I did things that I do remember but wish I didn't. There is a lot of shame in this remembering, especially when we're talking about psychosis and other psychiatric symptoms. You feel it’s your fault. That there’s something wrong with you on a soul level. But writing my memoir and really understanding the role of, for one example, glutamate in the brain and how it affects behavior and memory, gave me a sense of wonder of my own body and empowered me with the knowledge that allowed me to examine my illness as an experience, as an outsider looking in. Returning to the illness with that distance allowed me to establish a narrative frame, which gave me the freedom to let go of some of the guilt and shame around it. Learning about how the brain works and breaks also helped me heal. I don't think I would have ever properly integrated my experience with autoimmune encephalitis without having written about it.

Susannah Cahalan is the author of Brain on Fire, The Great Pretender, and The Acid Queen.

Sarah Ruhl

Writing about illness and the body has had two massive consequences for me. First, the process of writing about my unresolved Bell’s palsy gave me a narrative way to understand the emotional distress that I’d done my best to shove far below the surface. I’d become, in some sense, a different person once I’d lost my smile. Writing into the body knit those two selves together and gave me the chance to put chronic illness—quite literally—in the past tense, and healing in the present tense.

Writing about facial paralysis may have also saved my health in a much more concrete way. A reader, an infectious disease doctor, tracked me down after reading my book Smile. He was convinced that I had chronic neurological Lyme disease, and that was the reason my paralysis was not improving. I told him that was impossible, as I’d already had the bloodwork, and it was negative, even though I’d been exposed to Lyme in the Long Island woods when my husband came down with the classic bull’s eye rash. This reader-doctor convinced me to get better testing at Stonybrook Hospital. There, I had a spinal tap, and indeed, I had Lyme disease. It took twelve years and writing a book to finally get a diagnosis. Were it not for writing about my illness, I never would have found relief. I am forever grateful.

Sarah Ruhl is a playwright, poet, and author of Smile and Lessons from My Teachers.

Damon Tweedy

Writing has been a companion throughout my three-decade journey in medicine. My experience of grief and illness is what brought me to it as a young medical student. At the time, fresh off my grandmother’s death from a stroke and congestive heart failure, I was diagnosed with hypertension and early-stage kidney disease. I had entered medical school envisioning a training experience that equipped me to treat others in need, but quickly found myself in the patient chair, worried that I was the one whose life might be altered by illness. Scientific data and clinical research, what I was learning about in my medical studies, offered me statistics on these conditions and the latest treatment options, but also brought uncertainty and fear. Only through writing, transmitting my internal tensions to the page did I find a way to begin to soothe those edges.

These same processes have been at work in my clinical career, as I navigate my role as physician, bearing witness to human suffering while reflecting hope, to the extent possible. In medicine, people often come to us during the worst periods of their lives. But in a healthcare system focused on production and efficiency, it is possible, common even, to become tired of these stories, to become jaded, and cynical. Putting words to a page forces me to articulate the specificity of that story. It reminds me that each person I see is not simply a diagnostic code, but a human story. Each patient has their own history, their own voice, and their own need for care.

Damon Tweedy is a psychiatrist and author of Black Man in a White Coat and Facing the Unseen: Centering Mental Health in Medicine.

Porochista Khakpour

I’ve spent a great deal of my life in illness, but writing about it was not something that came naturally to me. My interest in fiction overlapped greatly with my desire to escape my body and mind and I could not imagine spending my time in art expounding on what threatened my art the most: the truth, which increasingly meant facing the limitations of my physical self. I didn't want to be a memoirist. But at the same time, at my sickest, I was constantly using the written word to connect with my communities: social media posts, emails, text messages, long narratives for doctors before a first appointment, etc.

When I finally did write my memoir about being ill, it wasn’t cathartic in the way that people seemed to expect. Recounting the past intertwined with an uncertain present, threatening any concept of the tomorrow that I desperately needed to conjure. And when the book made its way into the world, I was too sick to even understand what was happening, having collapsed from illness midway through the book tour. But even while bedridden, far from the world of narrative and audience, the story carried on without me. It turned out that in rendering my body, I’d actually escaped my body more than ever. In some ways, it now belonged to public. I’d almost not survived myself, but my book had.

To this day, people still write to me, saying how important this book was to them, an experience I haven’t had with anything else I've ever created. And as the years have gone on, I too lean on memoirs of illness and disability by other writers. These networks mean the world to me and so I will never regret telling my story. It's everyone's story, the one we're all in the middle of, every one of us alive in this moment. This kind of writing will always be of the most essential genre of all, the most honest work we have in us.

Porochista Khakpour is the author of the memoir Sick and the novels Sons & Other Flammable Objects, The Last Illusion, and Tehrangeles.

Theresa Brown

My work in nursing—in bone-marrow transplant and hospice—has been characterized by grief. I grieved for my patients who were suffering and I grieved their deaths. I grieved for my co-workers, who had to watch their patients die every day. Writing about that nursing work, which I loved despite its emotional and clinical challenges, allowed me to express that grief. I wrote about one of my patients—a husband and the father of a young child—“Like all of us, he was ordinary, and like all of us, he was extraordinary.”

Reflecting on sorrow might sound depressing, but writing about my grief helped me survive it. We live in a world that asks us to constantly go fast, move on. Turning my grief into words allowed me to slow down, look it in the face, and appreciate my capacity to care for patients. I’m now working in primary care and that sense of caring has come with me. Exploring my grief on the page helped me realize that all patients, whether dying or not, need and deserve such grace.

Theresa Brown is a nurse and author of the New York Times bestseller The Shift and the forthcoming The Cost of Care: How Four Nurses Put Patients First in a Profit-Driven System.

Edward Hirsch

When my son Gabriel died, I was utterly lost, walking around with a 50-mile stare. I tried to write Gabriel’s biography and was able to get the facts in order, but it was just a document. I realized that I had left myself out of it. To make something of what I had written I had to tell Gabriel’s story from my own point of view as a father, and in the manner that was most natural to me–poetry. Slowly I found my way to a form and a format, a book-length elegy with meters and metaphors that seemed to capture something of Gabriel’s wild spirit. I turned to other poets who had lost children, bringing them into my poem as a kind of chorus, a collective mourning. Writing the elegy gave me something concrete to do with my grief, but I also felt that I was with Gabriel when I was writing about him. Gabriel: A Poem became my act of mourning, my Kaddish.

Writing does not bring back someone who has died. It is not life. But it can help you feel that you are doing something on their behalf by remembering them, by keeping something of them alive. Writing about someone who has died is a way of honoring and inhabiting grief. It is a ritual act that is both an ache and a prayer. It is a way to turn grief into action, transfiguring it into something that will, hopefully, last. That is the work of making art.

Edward Hirsch is the president of the Guggenheim Foundation and author of How to Read a Poem, Gabriel, My Childhood in Pieces, and ten collections of poetry.





POEMS OF ILLNESS

MEGHAN O'ROURKE

I’d known I was mortal, but I hadn’t understood how much my body mediated my experience until I got sick in my early thirties. Whatever was wrong with me didn’t show up on tests. At first my symptoms came and went, but soon enough they settled in for the long haul, upending my days. One of the most debilitating symptoms was what patients call “brain fog,” which made it challenging to read, write, or even think. Until basic functions fail, we don’t quite grasp the mysterious, contingent nature of qualities such as thought and perception that we take as a given condition of human life.

Being sick was isolating: I spent many days alone in the Brooklyn apartment my husband and I shared. Because I was young, few of my friends could relate to my experience. America’s fragmented health-care system proved alienating, with fifteen-minute appointments and bureaucracy standing in for human connection. As the historian Charles Rosenberg has argued, modern medicine is shaped less by the imperatives of healing and interpersonal care than by the system’s needs for classification and by technologies that promise to see inside the body, that mysterious vessel in which we travel from birth to death. This meant that a disease like mine—which didn’t show up on initial tests—was illegible or even invisible to most of the doctors I saw. So, too, was my suffering.

Misdiagnosed, with electric shocks and burning pain flickering across my arms and legs daily, wondering what my life now amounted to, I turned to poetry. Although I couldn’t read books of any length, lyric poems, with their talismanic intensity, cut through the mist in my mind. They kept me company during the long and lonely days and made me feel I had not disappeared from my own life.

When I finally received a diagnosis and got treatment that helped me recover, I began writing about my experience. In the wake of publishing The Invisible Kingdom: Reimagining Chronic Illness (2022) and Sun in Days: Poems (2017), I heard from scores of readers who reached out for recommendations of poems to share with loved ones who were sick or for themselves, to help them understand the existential crisis that serious illness or diagnosis brings with it. I began to make a list of the poems I have read and returned to over the years, and to think about what characterized them—what they told us, that is, about our human experience of illness, whether as patients or clinicians or caretakers.

Illness forces us to confront mortality, and to reckon with the forces of shame, failure, and faith. That reckoning, as the poets I read attest to, is never tidy, either for the person who is sick or for those who witness illness. The individual, in a body that no longer functions as it once did, must construct a new self—one estranged from former capacities and dislodged from past ease. In the crucible of illness, we change. Illness makes us reassess what matters, and leads us to radically reorient ourselves toward the state of being alive. When those around us let us down, afraid of the knowledge our bodies carry, we have to create new ways of relating. Indeed, that is the subject of one of the most emotionally challenging poems I came across in this time: Robert Hass’s “A Story About the Body,” a poem that helped articulate for me—as both a reader and a writer—the stakes of speaking about sickness.

This spare prose poem describes an erotically charged encounter between a young composer and an older painter at an artists’ residency. The painter’s vulnerable admission that she has had a double mastectomy elicits a failure of empathy from the composer. The next day she leaves a bowl at his door: “It looked to be full of rose petals, but he found / when he picked it up that the rose petals were on top; the rest of the / bowl—she must have swept them from the corners of her studio—was / full of dead bees.” This image, enigmatic and devastating, captures the complexity of illness’s toll and the painful distance that can arise between the sick and the well. The poem resists resolution, instead offering a haunting metaphor of the body’s story as something that cannot be simply, or easily, accepted or rejected.

“A Story About the Body” compels us to reckon with the limits of care, the difficulty of seeing another’s suffering clearly, and the ambiguous, often wordless aftermath that illness can leave in its wake. Hass attempts to face what we cannot fully name. The story of the body, he suggests, is not one story but many—unresolved, but still worth telling. The act of recognition that a poem stages is the first step toward seeing our mortal condition more clearly.

Why do we read poems when we—or our loved ones—are sick? What illness takes away, the poetry of illness remakes, but not falsely. Poetry renders suffering as a site where identity reshapes itself, and where art emerges through hardship. Many of the poems I read and reread are more than records of pain; they are acts of transformation. Shaped under pressure, they emerge with a clarity that illness, paradoxically, makes possible. Together, they offered me a record of what it is like to be sick.

After all, poems offer a mode of knowing that resists neat causality or conclusion. A poem is “a way of happening,” as W. H. Auden once put it, like no other kind of writing. The language of poetry is not transactional; a poem makes meaning through its sound—affecting us somatically—as much as through what it says. Reading a poem, the poet Archibald MacLeish once suggested, is like thumbing an antique medallion, at once pleasurable and resonant; the medallion, touched by time, speaks to us without saying the thing directly. Because it both speaks and sings, a poem distills the intensity of illness into sound and silence. A single line—such as Gerald Stern’s description of a man with cancer whose “life [was] still pouring out voluptuously / like wild water through all his troubled veins”—may crystallize the entire complexity of life after diagnosis.

Last but not least, we do not just read poems; we reread them, again and again, thumbing them like MacLeish’s old medallions. When illness interrupts a life, rereading becomes a way to metabolize the unspeakable.

As I built my list of favorite poems of illness, I found lyric, narrative, even concrete poems; poems in the first person, in the third person, in a collective “we”; poems that seek fluency and poems that shatter the norms of syntax. These poems are all different in form and approach. But what they have in common is their resistance to the flattening, euphemistic language that is often deployed when we talk about illness. As Marie Howe writes, addressing her brother, who died young, in “How Some of It Happened,” illness is “what you have feared all your life, / the unendurably specific, the exact thing.” The specificity of suffering is where these poems dwell, naming “the exact thing” so as to make it legible and, in doing so, reminding us that illness is a social experience, part of the human condition itself. Or, as the seventeenth-century poet and cleric John Donne reminded us, writing after his own grave illness in a London outbreak of what was likely typhus, “No man is an island.” Rather, “every man is … a part of the main.”

This is why so many of us want to read poems when we are sick. Illness touches all of us eventually, and yet we often lack the language—or the cultural permission—to speak of it openly. Many readers I heard from hungered for ways to name and share the experience of illness, whether their own or that of loved ones.

Today, more people than ever live with chronic illness. Collectively, we have lived through a pandemic that reawakened our awareness of our bodies’ interdependence and fragility, and which left millions living with long Covid and other long-term health consequences. And illness is a fact of life. As Susan Sontag famously wrote, “Illness is the night-side of life, a more onerous citizenship. Everyone who is born holds dual citizenship, in the kingdom of the well and in the kingdom of the sick. Although we all prefer to use only the good passport, sooner or later each of us is obliged, at least for a spell, to identify ourselves as citizens of that other place.” When we or our loved ones become citizens of that “other place,” poetry offers a way to navigate the passage, reflecting on what resists articulation, filling the gap, and speaking across the border.

The poems I read helped me better understand the bewildering interiority of illness. For clinicians, I would imagine that they offer a counterpoint to the distorting effects of clinical discourse, reminding us that care is a deeply relational act. As Moses Maimonides, the twelfth-century philosopher and physician, is said to have written, “The physician should not treat the disease but the patient who is suffering from it.” Lovers of poetry will find that illness provokes formal invention: to render the disorientation of being sick, poets find new ways of speaking on the page.

In assembling the eighty-two poems I eventually gathered for an anthology of illness poetry, I took a capacious rather than an encyclopedic approach. Most come from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, but others date as far back as the sixteenth century, capturing shifts in medical care and human experience. Because I had so many poems to choose from, I selected only English-language poems. I included poems about physical illness, mental illness, and disability where it intersects with illness—but not work about disability on its own terms, since disability itself is not an illness. Mental illness deserves its own anthology—there’s more than enough good poetry to fill several—but it belongs here, too. It is a vast, essential part of illness and inseparable, as we are coming to see, from so-called “organic” disease.

I found scores of poems where illness serves as a metaphor for political or cultural pathologies—a mini-genre of its own. Most are not about illness itself, but I made room for several, including Evie Shockley’s “philosophically immune” and Yusef Komunyakaa’s excerpt from “Requiem,” to gesture toward that broader tradition. Shockley’s poem evokes the racialized politics of HIV pharmaceuticals as a way of tracing how geopolitical disparities show up in medical care. Komunyakaa’s poem is at once about Covid-19 and an extended metaphor for American racial pathology: “…but then springs up a novel virus / through our old racial memory / rolling back to the gray mounds / of smallpox blankets torched / by soldiers, ancestral loneliness / working its way down through / victims who were born talking / rumors of war…”

In that sense, so much contemporary illness poetry exists in dialogue with feminist, queer, and postcolonial traditions that have long insisted that pain is not only a biological fact but also a political one. Writers like Shockley and Audre Lorde explore the body not as a neutral site of medical inquiry but as one marked by gender, race, and history. Illness, in their work, becomes entangled with questions of agency and systemic neglect.

Many of the poems I read and loved make visible the interplay of identity and biomedical encounter. Fady Joudah’s excerpt from “Pulse” speaks from a body bearing ancestral, diasporic legacies alongside immediate ailments: “In paradise, hospital beds / Sit under ageless / Mahogany and sycamore that bear / Every kind of fruit. / Hot meals are autumn leaves, / Branches are waitress arms / And also poles for drips.” Poets like Joudah resist the clinical gaze, writing toward a more radical intimacy with the suffering body; they protest the idea that the body is an object to be managed and remind us that the sick person is a subject speaking in many registers at once.

There is another reason we turn to poems of illness: the lyric is equal to the unruliness of illness itself. Illness—in which the sick body falters or enters diagnostic uncertainty—resists narrative logic. Our accounts of it shatter; early on, we are often stranded in what the sociologist Arthur Frank calls the “chaos narrative,” despite all our attempts to reclaim order and predictability. By contrast, the lyric doesn’t seek resolution; it tries to speak what feels unspeakable. Compressed and elastic, it gives form to the discontinuities of illness. Unlike narrative, which presses ever on, the lyric pauses in the moment of breakage and inhabits what happens when resolution fails to come.

A line break or a syntactical swerve can enact the vertigo of that certainty, the search for outcome. In Harryette Mullen’s “Wipe That Simile Off Your Aphasia,” the syntax buckles; grammar itself becomes a site of loss. As the poem brings us inside aphasia’s disordered time and fractured cognition, Mullen offers us a new way of thinking line by line: “as dictionary as you like / as shadow as promised / as drinking fountain as well / as grassfire as myself / as mirror as is / as never as this.”

Perhaps most of all, lyric poems create space, for poet and readers alike, to be what the artist Robert Irwin called “available in response,” which is a way of staying open to what emerges, whatever may come. Even when your health collapses, after all, you continue to live, to respond to what still is, to search for meaning. “To be / Brought down at last / From the cold sighing mountain,” James Merrill’s Christmas tree declares, even as it faces its own death. And yet, at the same time, it finds ways, as the tree puts it, “[s]till to be so poised, so / Receptive. Still to recall, to praise.”

Tim Dlugos’s “D.O.A.” explores the cognitive dissonance of a speaker who lives with HIV—then a likely death sentence—yet remains vividly attuned to the pleasures of the everyday: “the ripest plum tomatoes of the year / and prosciutto for the feast I’ll cook / tonight for the man I love.” The poem stages the simultaneity of the speaker’s humming life and the shadow of death within him. (Then, too, the poem implicitly asks, aren’t we all already dying?) Dlugos, who passed away in 1990 at the age of forty, turns to understatement and ekphrasis—closely reading the noir film D.O.A.—to render the AIDS crisis newly intimate for readers.

Even harrowing poems offer comfort by forging meaning in the company of another consciousness puzzling over what can’t be controlled. “I do absolutely nothing,” the young poet Max Ritvo, then living with Ewing’s sarcoma, a rare cancer, wrote in “Poem to My Litter,” about the mice that are research subjects for scientists studying his disease. “And if a whole lot / of nothing happens to you, Maxes, that’s peace.” The line captures the wish of a sick young man for boredom, for stasis, in a body that faces death far too soon. (Ritvo died in 2016 at the age of twenty-five.)

Poems like these don’t make sense of illness so much as they make space for it, keeping us company in an experience that is often profoundly lonely. They name what is unnamed and render the invisible visible. They offer solace by acknowledging suffering, resisting the cultural tendency to avert our gaze or to try to resolve pain. Instead, they stay available in response, sometimes with grace, at other times with dry amusement. Liam Rector’s poem “This Summer,” describes a summer of cancer treatment: “This summer / I have conversed with death every minute / And found out I have the talent / To submit, to leave, even to flee, / And, in this, there’s nothing exceptional / About me.”

Or consider Emily Dickinson, writing about headache or breakdown, attentive to the crisis that breaks her speaker’s sense of wholeness, leaving her “Wrecked, solitary, here.” “And then a Plank in Reason, broke, / And I dropped down, and down—” The fall is metaphysical, epistemological; reading it is a kind of delicious pain.

If we were to define illness poetry as its own genre, what might that definition look like, and what history of it might we trace? One thing is clear: Dickinson is a presiding foremother of modern anglophone illness poetry. Her elliptical and unsettling poems elucidate both the inward disintegration of the self and the irreducibility of physical pain. In this sense, her work stands at the threshold of physical crisis and metaphysical reflection.

Illness poetry maps—through form and theme alike—its speakers’ unsettling journey from stability to vulnerability. We might note that in finding language for the experience of crossing from the kingdom of the well to the kingdom of the sick, poetry of illness aims to capture the passage as well as the transformation that attends it, and that they often do so by relying on metaphor to zero in on the way sickness and treatment warp time. They foreground voice as a kind of material. In Lucille Clifton’s “lumpectomy eve,” the speaker imagines surgery as something one consents to “for love for love.” The line becomes at once chant and invocation. Clifton deploys white space to render the dissonance of a surgery that cuts into the body to try to save the body, as well as the cognitive dissonance of living with disease.

In earlier centuries, illness was often framed in religious or moral terms—as a test of the soul, a sign of divine judgment or grace. Today’s poets bring new vocabularies: biomedical, yes, but also feminist, racialized, queer, and ecological, interrogating systems as well as symptoms. In this way, illness poems of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries register (and illuminate) the historical specificity of the ways we experience disease. In the mid- to late twentieth century, biomedical language became prominent and, with it came a tonal shift toward the bureaucratic and diagnostic. This rise of clinical terminology in poetry reflects not only changes in medical systems but also the psychic weather those systems produce in the sick people who move through them.

As I collected illness poems, though, I realized that it didn’t necessarily make sense to read them chronologically. That method, while illuminating, emphasizes medicine’s evolution more than it does the shape of subjective experience and these poets’ various ways of making meaning out of suffering. I wanted to see what collecting these poems told me about the human experience itself. What I found were commonalities in how poems think: how they name, resist, and reimagine illness from the inside. I found that across time, the poems shared certain throughlines: some were about diagnosis as a reckoning, even transformation; others concerned the fragile contract between patient and caretaker; others about stubborn and transcendent human resilience.

The poems of what I call “Crisis and Diagnosis” explore how illness rewrites our understanding of the body. These poems chart a break in perception, when the body ceases to be a kind of background to our mundane days and becomes a site of crisis. They capture moments of onset and realization, or dramatize what it is like to live with increasing debility. Some reckon with the surreal moment of diagnosis; others, like Emily Dickinson’s “I felt a Funeral, in my Brain,” capture the unstable boundary between mental and physical illness: The poem can be read as a description of something as concrete as a headache and as hard to pin down as a nervous breakdown.

Then were poems about what I call “The Clinic and the Medical Gaze,” which reflect on the lived experience of institutional medicine, evoking the hospital as a liminal space that is impersonal, yet charged with meaning. These poems depict the diagnostic gaze, the bureaucracy of care, the paradox of feeling both hypervisible—all those MRIs and CT scans—and erased. In Ted Kooser’s “The Urine Specimen,” humor and dread coexist. “…you trickle your precious sum in a cup….It’s like holding / an organ—spleen or fatty pancreas, / a lobe from your foamy brain still steaming / with worry.”

Another group, “Caretaking and Witness,” comprises poems of tending to those who are suffering and documenting the complex and often invisible labor of care—its resentments but also its spiritual intimacies. In “The Raincoat,” Ada Limón writes, of being a very young child driven by her mother to many appointments to correct spinal stenosis, “My mom would tell me to sing / songs to her the whole forty-five minute / drive to Middle Two Rock Road and forty- / five minutes back from physical therapy. / She’d say, even my voice sounded unfettered / by my spine afterward. So I sang and sang, / because I thought she liked it. I never / asked her what she gave up to drive me, / or how her day was before this chore.” Such poems register the paradox of proximity, how love draws us close but cannot spare us from our isolation.

Poems of “Metaphysical Reckoning” enter the philosophical territory that illness opens up. What does illness teach us about being alive? What does suffering reveal about the soul or its absence? These poems explore suffering as a revelatory force that strips life to the bone, and in doing so reorients us. “Only wait a little and listen: / music of hair, / music of pain, / music of looms weaving our loves again. / Be there to hear it, it will be the only time,” Galway Kinnell writes, in “Wait,” one of many poems that see the sick body as a site of metaphysical intensity.

And then there were what I call poems of “Recovery, Resilience, and Recompense.” Recovery here involves a turn to health and also the construction of a new, and perhaps newly limited, self. John Ashbery’s “How to Continue” reckons with what it means to survive after loss, evoking the heyday of queer community on Fire Island—an ephemeral era made possible by post-Stonewall freedoms and brought to a tragic end by the onset of the AIDS crisis. It ends with a transformative invocation of community: “And when it became time to go / they none of them would leave without the other / for they said we are all one here / and if one of us goes the other will not go / and the wind whispered it to the stars / the people all got up to go / and looked back on love.”

When I assembled the collection of the poems of illness that most spoke to me, I hoped that reading them might help me (and others) meet the pain and shock of illness with greater presence. What more can we ask of poems? They can’t heal us. But they can see us and help us see ourselves. For those who are ill, they offer companionship and insight, a chorus of ways to think about the experience without pretending that illness is something you can “battle” or control. For clinicians, they offer companionship but also a chance to rethink the asymmetry of the clinical gaze: to see the patient not as a case but as a consciousness in flux. For the rest of us, they remind us of what is most essential about the human enterprise

The greatest poems of illness accomplish what Merrill’s “Christmas Tree” and Ashbery’s “How to Continue” do: they haunt us with all that we have lost and all that we will lose. They also remind us, viscerally, of the gift of what was and what remains. It is, in its own way, a kind of miracle that even in the midst of suffering, as Brenda Shaughnessy once wrote in a poem about caring for her son, “someone chose to make a song / over all other things on this earth.” Poems cannot save us. But they can, perhaps, make us more available in response.
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I’M NOT BOTHERING ANYBODY WITH MY BLUES

R. NIKOLAS MACIOCI

I wonder if I, like William Stafford,

will write a poem on the last day of my life,

or will I grab a handful of sun and try to hang on?

Will death be a surprise to the onlookers

of my existence, shocked that such an event

can happen unannounced? It must have, no doubt,

been passion that drove Stafford to pen

those last lines. Today, I feel a tick in my chest,

the squeezing pressure of angina, a warning

about the brief distance between now and demise.

At first I think to call someone to tell them

that I might be about to face the great calling,

but I don’t want to clutter other people’s day

with something that could turn out to be

a non-emergency. I decide to keep the weak

whimper of fear to myself. Moreover,

just in case I might be facing an ending, I, too,

want to write something on my last day.

I turn toward my study, find a pen and

a scrap of paper on my desk, write about

the yellow light of winter, how it clusters

on the window like a snowdrop,

an imminent hint of spring.





THE RIVER

YAN RUAN

It was Lanhua’s fourteenth year at the Long Peace funeral parlor. Lanhua didn’t necessarily respect death, but she did respect the deceased. She took her work seriously, helping grieving families choose auspicious cemetery plots, respectable coffins, and the proper burial clothes that matched the coffin. But she found the funerals themselves to be tedious processions of forgettable rituals, each one dissolving into the next.

Lanhua remembered only three. The first was of a thick-haired girl who’d died of drowning. She looked fifteen or sixteen, not much older than Lanhua herself had been at the time. The body lay waxen in a pool of flowing black hair that reached her hips. Her eyes and mouth were wide open, as if surprised by her own death. Ah-Jun, the more experienced worker, took out a tin of brown sugar and smeared it across the girl’s hardened eyelids and lips. “That’ll do the trick,” he said. With an inaudible sigh, the corpse relented.

The second was Lanhua’s father’s. Lanhua had no family left, but she’d held a memorial anyway, serving tofu rice to neighbors and passersby who stopped to pay their respects. Afterward, Ba was cremated. What remained was a heap of stark-white bones, the white unbearably pure, alongside his pacemaker and belt buckle, all blackened and stubbornly intact. She asked the burner at the crematorium not to crush the bones into ash, and took all of Ba home in a wooden chest. Old Zhang, the owner of Long Peace, told her to take a week off work, but she went back right away. She’d been saving up for a house before, and with Ba dead, she would instead save up for a cemetery plot. The chest had been sitting in the living room for a year now, beside a golden statue of the God of Prosperity, heavy and patient.

The third funeral Lanhua remembered was her own. That is, she had to arrange her own funeral. She’d always assumed none of the death rituals would matter to her, but when the time came, she carefully chose every meaningless item required. Her burial clothes were in peony pink, and her paper coffin was lined with yellow silk—colors she liked but had long ago decided were too bold for her. For Lanhua, the preparations for her funeral would be the only pleasurable part of dying.

Lanhua had met her death, or rather, the certainty of it, one fateful February morning when she was crossing the bluestone bridge. The bridge spanned a narrow muddy river that separated the cemetery from the rest of the town. Lanhua and Ah-Jun were heading to the cemetery side to meet a client. The rising sun shone brightly on the stones, each slab rectangular and worn smooth, gleaming like large sheets of yellow silk, and for a moment, Lanhua couldn’t open her eyes. When she finally did, she saw the blind fortune teller, Ah-Bing, approaching from the other side.

“Back to the morning market, Uncle Ah-Bing?” Lanhua greeted, as Ah-Bing limped by, a bronze bowl rattling in his hand.

The smooth gray of Ah-Bing’s eyes fixed on her without movement. “Too much yin and not enough yang around you,” he said.

Ah-Bing passed through their town every now and then, always stationed by the wonton stall, shaking his bronze bowl for coins. He was known for having answers to questions such as where a misplaced checkbook would surface, or whether a long-lost brother would return before year’s end. When Lanhua bought a bowl of wonton, she often tossed the change in Ah-Bing’s bowl, or helped him fish out the spirit money thrown in by mischievous children. He would nod faintly in her direction before turning back to the steady rattling of his bowl.

“We’re right by the cemetery,” Lanhua said. “A cemetery is full of yin.”

“No. The yin is coming from you,” said Ah-Bing. “Your lifeline is weak.”

“We don’t have time for your inauspicious talk,” Ah-Jun snapped. “Why don’t you tell us if our client today will buy a cemetery plot instead? Old Zhang said whoever makes a sale this month gets a bonus.”

Ah-Bing didn’t move, as if not having heard Ah-Jun at all. With a swiftness that belonged to a seeing person, he clasped Lanhua’s wrist. “It is inauspicious, yes. Seven days from today, you will die.”

The firmness of Ah-Bing’s grip and the specificity of his prophecy shook Lanhua. She stood still, forgetting to pull her arm back. “Seven?” she said.

The sun was sharp, and Lanhua suddenly felt feverish. This was certainly bad news, as Lanhua did not believe in any form of afterlife. She turned away from Ah-Bing’s crumpled, upturned face. From where she was, she could see the cemetery gatekeeper coming out of his tiny white booth and talking to their client at the entrance of the cemetery. Both waited with their hands in pockets, their necks stretched long like geese.

“How will I die?” Lanhua asked.

“Water follows your fate,” Ah-Bing said, “and your death. That’s all I know. If there’s anything else, it’ll take more than a blind man to see.” White foam trembled at the corners of his dark plum lips, and Lanhua watched them as Ah-Bing spoke.

“I don’t know how to swim,” she said. “That sounds about right.”

Ah-Bing limped away. Neither Lanhua nor Ah-Jun spoke as they made their way to the cemetery.

By the time they reached the first row of plots, a strange heat still lingered behind Lanhua’s eyes, as though she had been standing in the sun too long. She remained quiet as Ah-Jun rambled on about the cemetery, half-running and half-trotting to stay a few steps ahead of the client, who was a middle-aged man with hair combed back shiny, as if licked by a baby calf. Shiny Hair examined every plot up and down with the precision of an electric scale, finding fault with each one.

“These trees are too thin,” he said. “They can’t give any decent shade in the summer.”

“We planted these cottonwood trees recently,” replied Ah-Jun. “They’ll be fully grown in three years.”

“Cottonwoods shed so much fluff in the spring, the plot will look like shit,” Shiny Hair went on. “If I’m dropping five figures, I’d at least want something that doesn’t look like shit. It’s like buying a house. You wouldn’t buy a house that looks like shit, would you?”

Ah-Jun forced a smile. “That’s why we’re here, to help you pick a good house.”

“Sure,” Shiny Hair grunted. He paid no attention to Lanhua.

At twenty-nine years old, Lanhua was plain looking. No one had ever called her pretty. She’d already found two white pubic hairs, which meant her looks were only going downhill. Older clients tended to like Lanhua. With younger ones, Ah-Jun would step in to do the talking.

“I think you’ll like this one,” Ah-Jun said, as they arrived at an empty plot tucked at the gentle bend of a small, snow-covered path. “Number 880, auspicious number. Beautiful willow trees around.”

“How am I supposed to find the tomb when it snows?”

“The location is perfect. Good Feng Shui, no busy foot traffic that would disturb the deceased, but not so isolated that they’d feel lonely. It is the most expensive plot in the cemetery.”

“Money is not an issue,” Shiny Hair said.

Lanhua felt like she’d had enough. “Are you sure about that?” she interjected. Both men turned to her.

“She’s joking,” Ah-Jun quickly said.

“No point in wasting time,” Lanhua said to Ah-Jun, who’d started to scratch his brows furiously. “He’s not interested in buying. You should sell the plot to me. You’ll make a sale, and I’ll have a grave.”

“What are you playing at?” Shiny Hair narrowed his eyes, looking back and forth at Lanhua and Ah-Jun. “Is this some sales tactic? So I’ll be compelled to snatch it right away?”

“Not at all,” Lanhua said evenly.

After that, the tour wrapped up quickly. The path looped back to the cemetery gate, and Ah-Jun walked Shiny Hair to his shiny car, nodding and bowing, bending himself smaller with each step. Lanhua did not follow. She stayed by the gatekeeper’s little booth.

The gatekeeper was a village man with round eyes, a bulbous nose, and a miniature mouth, with which he took careful sips from a rusty-red thermos. After a moment, he looked up at Lanhua and offered a tight, shy smile.

“Drinking tea?” she said, more out of politeness than curiosity.

“Drinking tea,” he said, and took another slow, miniature sip.

Lanhua felt a bitter envy for his repose. She was envious of anyone who didn’t yet know the shape of their death.

Ah-Jun rejoined her a few minutes later, and they started down the road together in silence. They were fluent at handling death after it had happened, not before. The silence didn’t break until Lanhua almost slipped on the top of the bluestone bridge on a hidden piece of thin ice. Ah-Jun grabbed her. “That was dangerous,” he said.

Lanhua stood still and watched the water. She could feel Ah-Jun glance at her. Ah-Jun had small eyes like two slits pinched out by fingernails; even when he was looking at someone, it wasn’t always apparent. Lanhua felt Ah-Jun’s gaze intensely on her, so he must have been looking at her extra hard.

“Don’t worry,” Lanhua said. “I’m not dying today. You heard Ah-Bing.”

“I’m going to smack Ah-Bing’s mouth the next time I see him,” Ah-Jun said, pulling out a cigarette. His gaze flicked to Lanhua as he thumbed the lighter a few times. Instead of lighting it, he handed the cigarette to her.

“He only told me what he knew,” Lanhua said. Nearby, a pair of yellow stray dogs wandered aimlessly, their long nails clattering on the bluestones. It was afternoon already. “It’s better…” she finally said, “to know.”

Ah-Jun lit Lanhua’s cigarette, and while he fiddled with his own, she held hers between two fingers and watched it burn like incense. One of the stray dogs lifted a hind leg and urinated on the edge of the bridge. A wisp of white steam curled up into the air above the yellow stream, which was dripping down into the river underneath.

“Granny Lin knew,” she said, more to the water than to Ah-Jun.

One year ago, Granny Lin’s gas cylinder had caught on fire. At ninety years old, Granny Lin ran back into her burning house, hauled the gas cylinder out, and twisted the valve shut before the fire could spread further. When people asked her about her bravery, Granny Lin, with her face charred and bruised like a grilled eggplant, shrugged and said, “Ah-Bing told me I’d live to ninety-seven.” She did live to ninety-seven—and one month and eight days, to be exact.

Lanhua stared into the muddy water underneath. She wanted to say that she didn’t mind dying. There wasn’t much to say about her life except that it was lonely. Lanhua had no husband. She had never seen the ocean, nor did she expect to. Abandoned as an infant by the foot of the bluestone bridge, wearing only a thin cotton shirt to ward off the snowstorm, Lanhua knew to not hope for much more. Any alternative, she reasoned, would have been worse: dying in infancy, losing one of her limbs to the cold, or being raised by circus people instead of Ba, a traveling peddler who didn’t talk much except when he was selling homemade ointments. Lanhua had never held onto life very closely, and now that it was about to end soon, she felt only relief.

But before she spoke, she caught Ah-Jun looking at her, as if he wanted to announce something. She turned back to him.

“Are you going to smoke that?” he asked, nodding toward the cigarette.

Without a word, Lanhua handed over the cigarette, burnt down to its last bit. Ah-Jun took a long, lingering drag, before snubbing it dead on the ground. “No point in wasting a quality cigarette,” he said.

That night, Lanhua had Old Zhang over. As usual, she lay on her back, propping herself up on two pillows, so she could watch his round head, which resembled a large rice ball, buoying diligently between her legs. Lanhua had started sleeping with Old Zhang the year she grew her first wrinkle. Since then, Lanhua called him whenever she felt the sudden weight of an ordinary day folding in on itself, which was about once or twice a month. Old Zhang was a good lover; married, but still a good lover. She didn’t want him to be anything more.

When she was close—and felt like she had made him wait long enough—she pulled Old Zhang towards her, anticipating his knees to nudge her legs apart with a resolve that didn’t match the roundness of his body. But Old Zhang only knelt, a lump of shriveled genitals cupped between his thighs. That was when she noticed Old Zhang’s eyes, blinking wetly at her like a donkey’s. There was no desire in them, only pity.

“You know,” Lanhua said.

Old Zhang nodded, and then slumped beside her.

“Ah-Jun’s mouth is looser than the waistband of a granny’s underpants,” Lanhua said, pushing him out of the bed. She sent him away, knowing it would be the last time he’d come over.

At the door, Old Zhang hesitated. “Maybe you should take time off work. To do things you need to do.”

“Like what?”

“Say your goodbyes.” Old Zhang cleared his throat. “Do something fun, exciting, new, before … beforehand.”

“I’m content with dying,” Lanhua said, hand on the doorknob. “I don’t want to try anything new that would make me want to live.”

Old Zhang cleared his throat again, as if he were choking on a cottonwood fluff.

“For someone so creeped out by death, you really shouldn’t be running a funeral parlor,” Lanhua said, slamming the door shut.

In the dark, Lanhua’s hands reached back down to retrieve the broken thread of desire. No use: it was like trying to pour wontons from a teapot. She stared at the ceiling, or at least at the darkness where the ceiling was supposed to be. She felt a sudden ringing in her ears. The room was completely dark, boundlessly dark, and she was alone, alone and cold. Overcome by an ancient terror, she lay stiff with her legs straight and her arms crossed over her stomach, as if she were already inside a coffin. Lanhua, who never had trouble falling asleep, lay in her own cold sweat until dawn, when she finally succumbed to exhaustion.

Early the next morning, Lanhua stopped at the market on her way to Long Peace, as she always did. She ignored the mixed looks and whispers from every vendor she walked past, until Auntie Wang, who was rolling wonton skin, stopped her. “Want a fresh bowl? Free for you.”

“You know about my impending death too, then,” Lanhua said.

“Small town,” Auntie Wang said, pressing the dough flat beneath her rolling pin. “Someone farts on one side, you can smell it on the other side.”

“Glad you got wind of it,” Lanhua grumbled. She looked around at the vendors, the passersby, who quickly turned away when her eyes met theirs. Everyone knew; everyone in this town, whom she saw and greeted daily, but never so much as drank a pot of hot tea with, knew more about her death than they did about her life.

Auntie Wang laughed dryly. “If you’re looking for Ah-Bing, he already left. Said he was going southward.”

Lanhua shook her head. “I wasn’t. And he can’t change my fate anyway.”

Auntie Wang’s sympathetic gaze made Lanhua lose all appetite for wonton. Lanhua left the market and walked on the sidewalk of the road that led to Long Peace. The sun hadn’t fully illuminated the road, yet it was already busy with traffic. A white car kept trying to pass a black one, but the black car was fast too. The local dogs were nosing for discarded food on the sidewalk. Everyone had a purpose, it seemed, except for her.

She had a purpose too, Lanhua suddenly realized. She had a grave to buy.

The shiny-haired man was at Long Peace when Lanhua arrived, balancing his large torso on two short legs and polished black shoes. His hair, somehow, contained even more product than yesterday; if a fly landed on his hair, it would probably slip and twist its ankle. Ah-Jun was nodding excessively, like he was pounding garlic with his head, as Shiny Hair pointed at Lanhua. “That woman tried to trick me into buying 880 yesterday.”

“I was trying to save us all some time,” said Lanhua.

Shiny Hair turned to Ah-Jun. “If she’s not reprimanded, I’m not buying the plot,” he said.

“That’s fine, because I’m buying it,” Lanhua said to Ah-Jun with a calmness and determination that surprised even herself. Ah-Jun’s mouth hung open, and she wanted to smear brown sugar across his lips just to make him close his mouth. “The grave is too secluded for you,” she said to Shiny Hair, who was now fuming, “but perfect for Ba and me. No one will come to visit us anyway.”

Ah-Jun sucked in his cheeks. “I can’t take sides,” he said.

Lanhua stared into Ah-Jun’s narrow eye slits, but he refused to meet her eyes. “Let’s get Old Zhang then,” she said.

“We both know who Old Zhang will side with,” Ah-Jun mumbled.

Before Lanhua could respond, Shiny Hair cut in. “If you want it, then it must be a good plot,” he said. “You work in the industry. You have insider knowledge.”

This time, Lanhua was the one left with her mouth open.

Shiny Hair’s eyes twinkled with the smugness of a businessman spotting a good bargain. “There must be something special about the plot.”

“That’s got to be the stupidest thing I have ever heard,” Lanhua said.

“How about this,” Shiny Hair said. “I’ll give you five hundred yuan for your trouble, and I take the plot.”

With an all-consuming fervor, one she had never felt, as if this was the only thing she had truly wanted, or was sure of wanting, Lanhua announced, “I’m taking the plot. For myself.”

“Our accountant is sick with diarrhea today,” Ah-Jun said. “All transactions need to wait till tomorrow.”

Lanhua spent the rest of the day making funeral arrangements. She picked out the burial clothes, the coffin, and then went to the notary to draw up a will. It was a simple one, since she didn’t have many possessions to distribute. Ba’s old house was worth practically nothing, which would be taken by the government, the notary said, after she died.

“So nothing will be left of us,” Lanhua said.

After a long hesitation, the notary nodded.

“Good,” replied Lanhua.

She moved through the day with unusual efficiency. For a while, Lanhua almost forgot why, until she closed her eyes at night. Once again, she was haunted by insomnia. The familiar darkness, which had once been welcoming, now rejected her entrance. If dying was tedious and tiresome, waiting to die, it turned out, was even more so.

She was in a foul mood the next day when she saw Shiny Hair waiting behind her in the bank line.

“Just withdrawing money,” Shiny Hair said, “for buying the plot.”

“Me too,” Lanhua said.

“I can pay it in cash,” he said. “Not just the down payment. All of it.”

“Wouldn’t you know it, so can I.”

“I’m driving the money over as soon as I withdraw it.”

“Not before me, you’re not.”

“This is silly,” Shiny Hair said, his tone suddenly more conciliatory. “Let’s all take a step back. Both of us are emotional, from grief. I know that’s why I was acting like a jerk.”

“You could say that again,” Lanhua said.

“We can find a way to resolve this peacefully,” Shiny Hair said. “I’ve just been beside myself, really.”

Lanhua examined his rectangular face, and was surprised to see actual sincerity in his eyes.

Shiny Hair continued, “Ever since my dog passed, I–––”

“A dog?” Lanhua said. “You are hellbent on buying the most expensive plot, which I plan to bury my father and myself in, for a dog?”

Shiny Hair’s face resumed its businessman sliminess. “If I purchase the plot, who cares what I bury in it?”

“You need a death certificate to buy a plot in the cemetery,” Lanhua replied, turning back toward the teller. “Dead dogs don’t get certificates.” If there was one thing Lanhua knew after fourteen years at Long Peace, it was the rules surrounding death.

Lanhua withdrew every last yuan and walked out without looking back at Shiny Hair. The check in her pocket pressed against her thigh as she made her way back to the cemetery.

It was a cold morning. The frozen grass lay patchy and leafless trees clicked in the wind. The gatekeeper was sitting in his booth, steam from the hot tea in his rusty-red thermos clouding the window.

“I’m coming by to see plot 880 again,” Lanhua said as the gatekeeper opened the window. “I will be purchasing it.”

The gatekeeper looked solemnly at Lanhua. “I’d rather guard your grave than that idiot’s,” he said. “He talked with his nostrils turned upward.”

“Thanks,” Lanhua said.

“You were always nice to me. I’m sorry that you’re dying.”

“You heard too?” Lanhua asked. “You’re not scared to talk to me, knowing that I’m dying soon?”

The gatekeeper shrugged. “We’re all dying, sooner or later.”

Lanhua passed by his little booth every week, but she’d never talked to him beyond the basic greetings, and had never thought to do so. Up close, he looked much younger than she expected, maybe twenty years old. Above his large nose, his eyes were bright and clear-colored. Lanhua smiled at him. “What’s your name? I should probably learn that, since we’ll be spending a lot of time together soon,” Lanhua said.

He stared at her, perplexed.

“It’s a joke. Never mind,” Lanhua said. She was going to explain herself better—after all, she still had four days to live, no need to make it too awkward—when she got a call from Old Zhang at the funeral home.

“The guy is back! He’s got the money and the documents. He’s buying the plot.”

It took a few seconds for Lanhua to piece it together. “But how? You can’t get a death certificate for a dog!”

“He must know someone in the government,” Old Zhang said.

“That dogfucker!” Lanhua said. “I’m on my way.”

Propelled by sheer rage, she sprinted toward the bluestone bridge. She’d been robbed of all the things she could have had—her birth parents, her Ba, and soon enough, her own short life. She was not about to let this man, with his idiotic hair and stupid dead dog, take her grave from her. She ran with all the strength in her, without paying attention to the slippery bluestones on top of the bridge or the secret patch of ice that she’d slipped on two days ago and was now stepping onto. With a sudden hollow burst in her stomach, Lanhua was airborne. Her head struck a stone jutting from the bridge, and she hit the river pelvis-first.

Cold water rushed inside her clothes, inside her mouth with its brown muddy taste, and she couldn’t breathe. She flailed, sinking deeper and deeper. The river was finally claiming what her birth parents offered twenty-nine years ago. Her lungs were burning, so much so that the heat in her lungs started to travel through her body, and she was warm again. She thought of the beautiful burial clothes she’d be wearing soon and felt her eyes relax from their straining, when she felt a firm grip on her right arm.

It was the gatekeeper, dragging her from behind. Lanhua could feel the scrape of his knuckles against her shoulder and ribs, his fingers digging into her skin. Together they were rising upward, the way balloons did. That’s right, she wasn’t dying today; she still had time. And she took the time to stare at the gatekeeper—she could only see the bottom part of his face—the muscles that bulged in his neck, dense and solid, and the little hairs growing on his jaw, still too wispy to be a beard. She imagined the little hairs behind his neck were just as wispy, almost transparent, and she imagined running her fingers through the lightest hairs.

The gatekeeper was breathing fast and heavy, his arms pulling Lanhua out of the water. Lanhua could no longer see. She pictured his face in her mind—his thin, boyish lips trembling, his clear eyes brimming, not with fear, but worry, and all of it for her. There was only darkness where the world had been, and yet she felt, all at once, an infinite tenderness—the kind that comes from being wrapped in warmth after too long in the cold. She had been held before, men whispering into her ear with practiced ease, but she’d never felt anything. Not really. She had never been in love. The closest she had come to love was in high school, with the boy who sat beside her. He wasn’t the tallest or the funniest or the most handsome. Like her, he was quiet, easy to overlook. But he had gentle eyes and a patient way of explaining math problems, and she would watch him as he talked, studying the slope of his jaw, the fine light hairs along his temple and brow. That was before Ba got sick, and she had to leave school to take a job at Long Peace Funeral Parlor.

It was all so stupid. The shiny-haired man, the cemetery plot, her resigning herself to tedium, year after year, as if she’d spent her entire life rehearsing for her own death. She still had time, and she could do something with that time. With a clarity that required no vision, she made the first, and last, decision towards happiness. She was going to love the gatekeeper. He was the only person she could love, and the only person who deserved her love.

Lanhua felt herself lying on solid ground now, and she wanted to open her eyes, to tell him how she felt, to get a good look at his face for the first time.

“Please, miss, don’t die,” the gatekeeper was saying. He sounded as though he was about to cry. “I don’t know what to do. I haven’t even told you yet, my name is—”

But Lanhua could no longer understand a word he said. She knew then: he was speaking a different language than hers, the language of the living. So she stopped trying to understand, and simply listened. She listened to his voice, which was young, a little raspy from the cold, fading further and further away from her ears. He was still a boy. He would be loved by a girl, someday, or many girls. But no one would love him as much as she did at this moment, with the whole quiet force of her body reaching toward his, ready to wrap her arms around him and make him as warm as she was.

That was Lanhua’s last thought. She died four days later in a nearby hospital.





MY GRANDMOTHER THINKS I’M POET LAUREATE

MARIANNE KUNKEL

She said so on a call today

and I didn’t correct her because I’m damn flattered

and also because what jerk

gets hung up on minor details with a 94-year-old?

It’s enough she understands

the cancer in her breast is spreading.

I know why she misspoke:

she saw online I read with the poet laureate of Kansas

and in that cafe I shared poems

about baking pie in my grandmother’s home,

hoarding frayed, sepia-toned

baby photos of her, and is this poem about her

or me, my ego? Perhaps the reason

I didn’t set her straight today is because I am

only who she says I am.

Sweet girl, she wrote in a note tucked

in a songbook I recently found,

and sweetness is like a song I can sing eyes shut,

memorized—why I sneaked

out of my office to buy an ice cream cake

for a coworker who let slip

she wanted one on her birthday and didn’t get it.

If my grandmother says

I’m poet laureate it must be true—

call the Library of Congress, I’m moving in—

but hurry. When she dies, I won’t know myself

from a puddle of ice cream.





STRENGTH TRAINING

BECKY TUCH

There’s a girl that comes in on Wednesdays. She kind of moseys about. “Mosey”—a word my Aunt Carol would use. Still, it’s true. This girl stands out in the weight room, which is, let’s face it, mostly dudes working to get jacked. Which is cool. I’m here for the same reason—a dude wanting to get jacked. Though in the past few years, we’ve had more women coming in, which I’m glad about. Everyone should be lifting, is my view. But this girl, she comes in, and just, like …what can I tell you. She moseys.

My shift starts at six thirty in the morning, right when the Y opens. I took some time off from college and hope to finish this year, though now I’m working five days a week. The money is part of it. A big part. But the main thing was Carol telling me to get out of the house. Do something, Jake. She might have told me to stop moseying about. LOL. I applied for the job here because I’ve always come to this place. The Y has seen me through summer camps and swim lessons, back when I first ditched water wings and it was Mom who would be waiting with the fluffy Paw Patrol towel, pulling me in close after that cold shot of pool.

I get a discounted membership and I’d like to use the weight room more myself. But for real, I get tired after work. Who doesn’t. Still, I try. I’ve got a buddy who spots me on the chest press, the bicep curl, who likes to say things like, Elbows locked, Jake! And, Finish strong. Smash it! He’s not afraid to make noise in the weight room, shouting and popping veins like he’s in a battle with the ugliest demons this side of the Allegheny. Maybe he is. Maybe we all are.

It’s late on my first day back after the long holiday weekend. About three, a time when the weight room is real slow. I’m just sitting at my podium, nodding at the regulars. Not much to do at this hour. The people who come in mostly know how to use the equipment. They wipe it down with paper towels, take turns, don’t hog the machines, don’t ask me, How do I…? Don’t ask me to spot them, either, because they know I’m not supposed to. The gym’s got trainers for that, and I’m not certified. Really, I’m just supposed to sit here and make sure no one loses their shit, pops a knee or dislocates a shoulder or drops a thirty-pound weight on their toe.

In she comes. Early autumn light at the window, too, like she rode in on a wave of gold. She’s got white spandex, a baggy grayish long-sleeved T-shirt that looks like it was once black before the washing machine ate it a few thousand times. White high-top sneakers, bunchy white socks. So skinny. The way I thought girls were supposed to be, until I understood about lifting, understood that too many skinny girls have bones made of ash. Now I want to teach every skinny human I see about hypertrophy, progressive overload, creatine and protein supps. About building bodies meant to last.

She does this loop around the weight room, like she always does. This time, she stops. She stands under the pull-up bars, eyes herself in the full-length mirror.

I watch her watch herself, wondering what she sees, when she catches my eyes on her. Shit, I think, and crouch down, ruffling under the podium where my backpack is, as if suddenly retrieving a pencil is of magnificent importance.

Too late. When I look up, she’s spun all the way around. She’s stepped toward my desk. “Spot me?” she asks.

I open my mouth to speak. We can’t, I should say. Not supposed to.

But there’s no one in here at this hour, and god if I’m not a little bit (a lot bit) hypnotized by this girl.

So I look down the hall toward the quiet exercise studio, then behind me toward the empty treadmills, then nod. And we move from the pull-ups to the bench press. She adjusts the weights perfectly, like she knows exactly what she’s doing, though not once have I ever seen her use the bench press. She lays flat on her back. I glance once at her breasts, flattened in their sports bra, covered by the baggy gray shirt, then quickly look away. I focus on her arms reaching for the barbell. Her grip is tight, knuckles clenching. I watch her lift the weight off the rack, lower it to her chest.

She struggles to push it up. I feel my heart jig because I’m not sure if it’s too heavy. Your first rep shouldn’t kill you. But I don’t say anything. She wants this. I can see in her face she wants it. She squints her eyes, puffs out a breath, pushes up, and I don’t touch the weight, not for this first rep, just offer two fingers to help keep the bar steady.

She does two, then three, then four, then five. Her face is red. She’s hissing out air like a balloon.

“Come on,” I tell her.

She meets my eyes. God, they’re bright. Gray and blue and clear. And wanting. So wanting. Not of me, but of whatever is on the other side of this lift. I can see that. I know that, deep.

“Three more,” I tell her, which seems to satisfy her. A tiny nod, then she pushes. And I offer my palm to assist her with the barbell, but she doesn’t need help. She pushes the weight up from her chest.

She does one with a groan. Two with a louder groan.

She does three with a scream, a full-on roar that has me looking suddenly toward the hallway. I could seriously lose my job for this shit.

But it would be worth it too. That roar, deep from the base of her throat.

She hits the height. Then she holds the weight there. A long moment. She’s done it. Smashed it. Hell yeah.

I know just how she feels. Heart pounding, head light. An impossible thing, just completed. I lift the weight gently from her and we set it on the rack.

She sits up slowly. “Thanks.”

“Welcome.”

She looks at me, her red face draining back to whitish pink. “My name’s Darya.” She leans over her knees to catch her breath. When I don’t reply right away, she looks up at me and says, “It means water, you know.”

This is something she doesn’t need to tell me. Somehow, I already feel like I know.

On my days off I try to study at the library. I can’t study at home because my Aunt Carol smokes and the smell stays in the furniture and makes me sneeze. I know, that’s nuts. I might be the only person on the planet who sneezes at the smell of cigarettes, but it’s true. Easier for me to focus anyway at the library, which is meant for this sort of thing. Open books, writing and such.

I’m not sure I even want to go back to school. Scratch that. I know I don’t. I never really understood the point while I was there, except that I would want a job someday and for some reason this thin certificate might be the line between where I stood now and where I could stand in the future. Kind of absurd when you think about it. As if six more credits—Monsters in the Middle Ages and Advanced Geology—will guarantee me a place in the workforce.

But that’s not the point, Carol has told me. And I know in some ways she’s right. The point is finishing what you start. The point is believing in your own future. Not being defined by the things that happened to you. By what you lost. Who you lost.

Study. Train. Focus on the next right thing.

I can’t focus today though. It’s like people are reading too loud or something. There’s a dad playing chess silently with his kid across the room and just the fact of them is making my whole face tingle sharp. Only six credits and I can finish up the semester but the library is damp and too noisy in its quiet, and a mother is helping her kid pick out a book and the kid is grinning in a big contented way, and that’s it. I slam my books shut, stuff them into my bag, and leave.

I’m not sure exactly where I’m going until I get to the marble entryway of the library and see one of the statues—a giant muscular dude, probably Greek, wearing a long toga, lifting his arm. The guy is swole as fuck. Which, whether they mean it to be or not, is actually pretty inspiring.

I head to the gym.

And, of course, I’m hoping I see the girl. Darya. Water.

When I get there though, stuff my bag in a locker and enter the weight room, say hey to Trish and them, my eyes quietly scanning the place, there’s no sign. Not disappointed, I tell myself. It’s cool. I’ll see her again another time. Or else I won’t. Don’t sweat it.

Then, right as I’m starting my warm-up by the mirrors, she walks in.

The smile just escapes from me, like a bird.

I don’t know what it is about her. Maybe I don’t need to know. It’s enough that there’s something. Kinetic, might be the word. Like I can feel the air between us actually changing. Bubbles rising, molecules tangling, static everywhere. Those white spandex shorts. High-top Nikes like wrestlers wear. Bunchy white socks. Baggy long-sleeved T-shirt. I don’t know whether I want to kiss her or lay on top of her or just stare at her, or do all of that at the same time.

“Need a spot?” I ask, and I don’t even remember moving across the room to her, or deciding to open my mouth. Is this what hypnosis is?

“Nah,” she says. “Not today.”

And my heart drops like a crater.

But then she says, “I’ll do you.”

Today’s not chest day but fuck it. Did anyone ever die from doing sets on the wrong day? So I lay down on the bench and choose a weight that feels right. Press it up once while she stands above me, her forehead creasing with the most lovely concentration. Fixed on me like this is not just a matter of lifting a weight but sheer survival, like if she doesn’t get this exactly right alarms will go off in the gym and we’ll all be forced underground, or, I don’t know, I’ll just drop a hundred pounds of iron on my own face.

“So,” I say, setting the weight back a moment and cracking my knuckles. “How was your week?”

Again, the words just jumping out of me. Who is this girl? Why does she have this power to pull language straight out of my body?

She shrugs. Then a half-smile. “You gonna lift, or what?”

“Right,” I say, and lean back.

I lift the weight. Lower. Push. Up, down, up.

She watches me. It’s five reps, same weight I did last week. Actually, just a bit lighter. Truth is, I don’t really want her to have to spot me. I want her to see how easy all this is for me to lift. I can even feel how dope my triceps look, and I imagine her wanting to touch them, to lick the little curve where the muscle is, run her fingers along—

“You’re not flying,” she says.

“What?” I stare at her, confused. “Flying?”

“Trying. You’re not trying.”

I laugh. I am too trying.

“You need more weight.”

She leans across me then. And holy god I swear I lose consciousness for one long moment, disappearing from this earth and into another realm, clouds converging and stars sparkling swirling and the bow of a violin teasing the string with one long feather-like caress. And then someone clangs a set of weights down and I’m back here, and I see she’s added thirty pounds.

“I can’t lift that.”

She just stares down at me.

“No, really,” I say. “That’s too much.”

She doesn’t say a word.

“I’m serious. I’ll break my back with that load.”

Again, the silent treatment. This girl. Who even is she?

I don’t say anything more. I guess I’ll have to show her. Prove to her not what I can lift now, but what I can’t.

I squeeze my hands tight around the bar, feel that warm knurled metal pinching my palms. And I clench my teeth and I push. It’s almost gratifying to show her. The weight is not budging even a tiny bit. It’s too much.

It’s too much to lift.

My head sinks against the bench. But soon the gratified feeling goes away as my eyes close and my mind takes me to that place, the one I can’t stand to look at, but see all the time. Mom and Dad. The ice-slicked road. Car toppling and me screaming and sirens like ears on fire. My life turning upside down with that car, me never wanting to get inside a moving thing again, never wanting to go anywhere again, wanting only to freeze time to that place when I still had everything. All of life stopping that day. Yet not stopping enough. Not enough for me to hold onto it.

Me, falling and falling and falling, into emptiness. Into Carol and her smoky furniture. Into endless moseying. Into nothing.

But the girl—Darya—is here. She’s waiting for me. Her index and middle fingers come out and she loops those fingers around the metal bar, right in the center of my chest. I don’t know if she’s actually lifting the weight or just holding her fingers there, but I glance at her hand, at her wrists.

That’s when I see, inside the dropped cotton of her sleeves, the scars tracing her flesh. Long, jagged white highways. From the crooks of her elbow to her wrist creases. Scars from something that happened years ago. Or something she did. Healed scars. But, not healed, if you know what I mean.

She sees me looking. Our eyes lock.

“Lift,” she says.

So I close my eyes again. And I clench my teeth so tight my jaw aches. I inhale, then exhale. Then, like all the men in here, all those men I used to find so embarrassing, I hear it come out of me: a roaring scream, like a bowling ball rolling up from my chest and out of my mouth. A living bowling ball.

I scream. And there are tears in my eyes, leaking hot and salty down the sides of my face.

I feel the strain in my muscles, a hard and terrible and beautiful and powerful strain. She’s spotting me, maybe, or maybe I’m doing it on my own. Either way I know we’re doing this together.

Lifting. Fighting gravity.

Carrying what’s much too heavy.

When I set the bar back in its platform, I’m out of breath. My heart is going like a motor, and I don’t look at her but I don’t wipe the tears away either.

I stay there, in that deep and necessary rest between reps. Then, just a bit longer. I know we’re going to lift that bar again.

And again.





I AM TRYING

CLAIRE SCOTT

for my sons

Today the library picked up

ninety boxes of books

some dog-eared, some scribbled in

some tried and found lacking

others with unbroken spines

I donated my poodle skirts

and twin sweater sets to Goodwill

I sent two sets of dishes

from various marriages

to the cancer society

I sold my stacks of scratchy 78s

on eBay for practically nothing

But certainly not my comfy couch

despite how shabby and spotted it is

and not my collection of vogue dolls

or my fifties crock pot or the boxes

of Christmas decorations

the whimsical elves with emerald eyes

now gathering dust in the basement

They will still be here

when I leave this earth

I wish I had cleared out more

to make it easier

to let go

.





STILL LIFE WITH SISTERS

KAT MOORE

At the Guggenheim in June of 2018, on what would become my penultimate visit to my sister, Lanie and I walk the curve of the building until we find the luminous face of Candy Darling. We’ve come to see Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs of her.

Standing next to the row of Polaroids on the wall, me a little taller as always, I ask Lanie if she thinks our brother, Bob, may have been transgender like Candy, or if he just had a feminine side that he liked to express. We know that some of his friends called him Barbara or Babs.

“Possibly,” she says. “But we have no one to ask.”

Like our brother, most of his friends are long gone. Like our brother, they had the brutal experience of contracting AIDS in the ’80s, when President Reagan refused to address the crisis, refused to allocate funds for medical research. Candy is long gone, too. She passed in 1974, from cancer likely caused by hormone treatments, which were then unregulated and illegal.

In “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” André Bazin argues that at the root of visual art is a need to defeat death. I have this need. I want to undo the deaths of my brother, my father, and, most recently, my mother and Lanie, in a car crash in 2022, while Lanie was in Memphis visiting our mother. I want to stop my own death from coming.

While still standing with my sister in the museum in New York, near the photos of Candy, Lanie asks if I remember the photo of us in a Howard Johnson’s motel right before we dropped her off at college. She tells me it was her favorite.

I remember that photo clearly: Lanie leaning across the open suitcase on the bed, her strawberry-blond curls cascading, her hand tugging playfully on my ponytail. My hair is brown and my braces glimmer. I am all smiles, while Lanie’s lips curve upward as if she noticed the camera a split second later. Time stands still, no longer moving forward to its corruption of aging and death.

It was late summer in 1991, and I was thirteen. Dad had driven us the whole way from Memphis to Philly, Mom in the front passenger seat smoking cigarettes that she would give up for good a year later, and Lanie and I in the back under blankets, headphones on our ears. After the photo was taken, we dropped off Lanie at the University of Pennsylvania. I watched her skip toward her dorm. She was so happy to get away, out of the South, out of the Bible Belt. She was free.

Bob died the following summer. He was thirty-two, much older than Lanie and me, from our father’s first marriage, though we never once thought of each other as half-siblings. Lanie had planned to stay in Philadelphia over her first summer break, but she ended up taking the bus home for his funeral.

We see the self-portrait of Mapplethorpe: a pitch-black background, his white face hovering, hand in the foreground wrapped around a cane with a skull carved into the top, death looming. Death was always around us. Lanie and I understood this, believing we had escaped early deaths, unlike our brother.

Inside the Guggenheim, Lanie is alive. We stand side-by-side gazing at images of people who are likely all gone now, by a photographer long dead from AIDS. My heart beats inside my chest as I lean slightly forward and breathe in Lanie’s scent: the dry shampoo she uses because she is allergic to the regular stuff, the hint of mint from her sugar-free gum, the petals from her rosewater toner.

In 1994, two years after Bob died, I visit Lanie in Philadelphia. She’s a senior and near graduation. I’m sixteen and it’s the first time I’ve ever flown. Memphis was in the sixties when I left, but in Philly the February air feels like ice, and snow covers the ground. I’m surprised my mother let me miss a week of classes in the middle of high school. I’m not excelling; in fact, I do the bare minimum to pass. I don’t like school—girls whisper mean things and boys shout homophobic slurs at each other in the hallways. Perhaps my mother, in an act of kindness, understood that I needed my sister, and decided to allow me this life experience with Lanie. Or maybe she was convinced by Lanie—the trusted daughter, the one who excels in academics, the one who makes rational decisions. As I walk through the airport, I can’t stop smiling. I feel like an adult. I feel free.

The movie Philadelphia is playing while I’m in town. Lanie and I go to the theater to watch Tom Hanks die of AIDS. Tom Hanks and Antonio Banderas were not gay, but we are moved by their performances because there are so many aspects of truth—Hanks shrinking to bone, the splotches on his skin, echoes of what we witnessed Bob go through. We hold hands and weep over the montage at the end, footage made to appear grainy like home videos.

My parents had one VHS tape with Bob on it. There is no sound, but Bob, around twenty, smiles into the silence, and I, a preschooler, hover next to him until he finally picks me up and kisses my head.

Our family hardly talked about how Bob died. Only during my father’s drunken binges would he cry and clutch Bob’s high school portrait. A month after the funeral, I sat with Dad on a curb where the swath of grass began in front of our apartment. He placed his hand over his heart and said simply, “It hurts, it hurts.” When my father was sober, he and my mother made up funny lyrics and danced around the house. But the sober days disappeared.

The year before I visited Lanie in Philadelphia, Mom moved us to another apartment, leaving my father behind. Dad eventually bought a house one street away from the cemetery where Bob was laid to rest. Ten years later, Dad died from a heart attack and was buried one row up from Bob. I was twenty-five at the time, struggling with my own drinking, which I would eventually give up for good two years later.

Lanie takes me to see Mask and Wig, Penn’s all-male theater troupe. It’s at a small theater in South Philly. We walk down the streets through slushy melted snow, me strutting in a babydoll dress with black tights and boots, Lanie gliding along in bell-bottoms and a baggy black sweater. I think we look hip, that I look older, that I look like I belong in a major city. In Mask and Wig, the men dress as women and perform comedy sketches. Looking back now, the punchlines relied too heavily on cross-dressing.

When I was eleven, I noticed the edge of a Polaroid picture sticking out from under a pile of mail on the kitchen table. It caught my eye and I pulled it out. There was Bob, wearing a red wig with short, glamorous curls. His face is long and slender—the same shape as mine. Brown eyes with black eyeliner and smoky eyeshadow, the classic Hollywood look of red lips slightly opened. In his hands, a half-rolled joint. A red feather boa around his neck.

When the photo was taken, Lanie was still at home and Bob was alive. I showed it to my father, who claimed it was a joke for Halloween, pointing to people in the background. I have a photo of the Polaroid saved on my computer. I took it with my phone when I visited a friend of Bob’s years ago, the picture tucked inside one of Bob’s photo albums that his friend had inherited.

In Philly, Lanie and I sit on her bed in the apartment she shares with two roommates, plotting ways for me to stay. Lanie suggests I enroll in a high school there or take the GED. But we both know it would be too much responsibility for her. Lanie works all the time, juggling work-study and other jobs because our family doesn’t have the money to pay for her education. And we know Mom won’t allow me to move to Philly.

On this trip, we never pause for photos. We are so young. Death is still far away, and old age is a place we assume we will both be one day.

In the summer of 1996, just before I turn nineteen, I visit Lanie again, this time in New York. After graduation and a short stay on the West Coast, she’d moved there for the indie film and theater scene, and because Bob had lived there briefly, in the ’80s, perhaps a last hurrah before the symptoms started and he needed to move back home.

At the time, I’m heavily into ’90s punk rock. My hair is dyed black with random splotches of bright red, a home bleach-and-dye job that didn’t go well, but it doesn’t matter because that just makes it more punk.

Lanie takes a photo of me atop a rock in Central Park. I’m wearing my blue-jean shorts, the ones my mother hates, the ones held together by safety pins and patches with logos of punk bands. I’m eating a Bomb Pop, the red, white, and blue popsicle, but I don’t feel patriotic. My hair is short, and the red splotches look like off-color roots. My armpits and legs are a mess of wild curly hair. I’m wearing a black tank top, and it’s obvious I don’t have a supportive bra. I hate my boobs, which are too large for a girl trying hard not to be feminine. At the time, I don’t feel pretty enough to be feminine. I dress to shield myself from the ’90s gaze that demands waiflike girls with eyebrows plucked thin and body hair waxed off completely. I don’t yet have language for nonbinary, or know that gender, like sexuality, can be fluid.

Lanie doesn’t like to be in photos. I don’t know if it’s because she struggles with seeing her own image, or if she prefers to be the looker and not the looked-upon. Our mother always wants photos of us and my sister always refuses as long as possible, until she can tell that if she doesn’t give in, our mother’s feelings will be hurt.

Over the years, I visit Lanie in New York frequently. We see plays, movies—some she directed, wrote, or produced—and wander through art museums. Our favorite exhibits are Mapplethorpe at the Guggenheim, and Basquiat at the Brooklyn Museum. The only photos I have from these trips are of scenery, like the double rainbow above Coney Island on Lanie’s birthday in 2021, alighting the gray sky with vibrant color. Or of the art, when the gallery allowed it—snapshots of lines from Basquiat’s journals, the self-portrait of Kahlo.

In April 2015, we walk the High Line overlooking Chelsea and the Hudson River, and the friend we are with snaps a photo of me and Lanie. After Lanie dies, I search for the photo on my phone, on my computer, on social media, and can’t find it. Then, one day, it appears in the memories section on Facebook. Two sisters: Lanie with her hair tucked inside her baseball cap, wearing a light layer of makeup, all a shade of peach. Her eyes squinty from the sun and Benadryl (for her peanut allergy, after sipping a vegan milkshake that tasted a little nutty). Me in a black dress, hair long and loosely braided, skin pale, eyelashes caked with black mascara, bright red on my lips. Our arms around each other; me a little taller, as always. Green shrubs and a concrete walking path behind us, the sides of tall buildings all around. Her skin is warm, her heart still beating. We smile.

The body moves from subject to object when the life it once held is gone. Much as death is a negation of being, a photo is a negation of time. In the days before the digital era, images were captured on film through negatives: the movement of time negated onto film, and then turned into an object called a photograph. One day, we will be expelled from our bodies, out of time. Is a photo also an expulsion? Bazin claims it preserves an image in the way that mummification preserves the body. Sontag referred to photos as memento mori, objects that remind us of the inevitable fact of death. But I want to see photos not as a reminder of the death of the person in the photo—or of my own mortality—but as a reminder of being alive.

In the weeks following the fatal wreck, I post photos of Lanie and our mother to my Facebook page constantly. Photos of the two of them in Paris to see the French Open in 2004. Photos of Lanie on a payphone in the West Village. Photos of the three of us on an Easter Sunday in the 1980s. Photos from 2019, Christmas in Key West. Photos of us on vacation in Clearwater, Florida, a month before the wreck—the last picture of the three of us together, the sun setting in the background. The photos stop the grief from swallowing me. Even years later, I have bursts of reposting these photos, my attempt, perhaps, at resurrection.

Mapplethorpe died in 1989, at the age of forty-three. The portrait of him with the skull-tipped cane, taken a year earlier, presents him as a ghastly figure peering out of the black void; however he is very much alive. As a viewer, I can see that he is sickly thin, but still possesses a flair for art. He still has a desire to depict his living self, even when close to death.

The reality, though, is that we are always close to death. If not disease, if not old age, a car could crash into us and break our bodies. Mapplethorpe’s photo is about what it means to be alive.

Peter Hujar photographed Candy Darling on her deathbed. She was fully made up, with white powder on her cheeks, Revlon Fire & Ice on her lips, arm stretched over her head, a red rose against the white sheet. It may have been her deathbed, but Candy was alive. So was Bob in his red wig with his red lips, his hands rolling a joint in the middle of some fabulous party.

Later in life, I too will dare to be pretty. I will don dresses and bright red lipstick, even try out Candy Darling’s Fire & Ice, and realize who I am. I wonder if Bob felt the same way.

Three months after the wreck, I find the motel photo in a drawer in my mother’s bedroom as I pack up her house. In this photo, Lanie’s hair will always be cascading down over her shoulders, curls wild and thick. I will always be thirteen, braces glinting from the camera flash. Lanie will always be at the start of a smile, the corner of her lips sloping upward, a glimpse of front teeth, college waiting for her. She will always tug on my ponytail, her fingers wrapped around my sleek brown hair. In this photo, Lanie will always be alive. In this photo, we will always be together, unmoving, but full of life.





CYCLIC

ARI B. COFER

mothers warn their daughters not to be reckless

and i chased after touch like a knife. prayed to be

protected by a god i didn’t end up needing. i was

late once. peed in the cup and everything. no baby.

no explanation. fought against the rickety stirrups

at the clinic, pretended the ultrasound jelly was KY

from the Walgreens down the street, spent the night

in another stranger’s bed. the doctors eventually

found it, all of it. the diseased uterus and scar tissue

and the words i couldn’t pronounce. i went against

doctor’s orders and gave myself an orgasm a week

after the surgery and god, it felt good.

i held my abdomen like a mother.

and bled for the first time in months.





BILINGUAL

PEGGY ANN TARTT

My father’s second language

was silence, and he was fluent.

Without complex grammar

or senseless idioms, an easy

language to learn for anyone

willing to withdraw from the family,

to be a magician, invisible

even while present.

For someone, like me, who prefers

the rhythmic accents of the sea,

the gush and warble of its vowels,

it is hard to comprehend

the pronunciations of silence—

to read the stillness of his lips.





GOD'S SQUARE MILE

GRIFFIN GUDAITIS

Mo always took the last Sprite from the fridge, and it pissed me off. Right there in front of me, she flicked the tab and guggled it down.

“Why are you so different from Mom?” I asked.

Mo put the empty can on the table and sat back in her chair. Mom looked over from the kitchen counter. With a chef’s knife, she cut slices from a rotisserie chicken and tossed them to our dog, Ron-Ron, who jumped and snagged them from midair.

“The way siblings turn out is just like a science experiment,” Mo replied. “They have the same parents, live in the same house, maybe even sleep in the same bedroom—just like your mom and I did.” She opened her mouth and burped loudly. “But in the end, they turn out totally different.”

Mom wiped her greasy hands on her jeans and turned to RonRon. “That’s all you’re getting from me.”

I looked from Mom to Mo, and then it just burst out from me: “So, why don’t you just stay in your own stupid bungalow, Mo! Yours is right across from the beach.”

“Farrell, you’re being rude.” Mom’s voice was as sharp as her slap on my hand. Mo stood up with a dark look in her eyes and said she had to use the bathroom.

I tried to make a fist, but it stung like a million pins and needles. “That’s what you get for hurting your aunt’s feelings,” Mom snapped.

“But why isn’t Uncle Larry taking care of her? Why do we have to do it?”

“Mo is our family.”

I didn’t really know Mo until she moved into our bungalow all of a sudden about three weeks ago. I remember that day because it was one of those rare surf days that comes once or twice a summer. The Wave Report app registered six-foot sets at thirteen seconds, an offshore wind that carved sea chop into pure glass, and—the best part—a light drizzle. Surf Beach in Ocean Grove would be dead empty.

“Ron-Ron, do you know what that means?” I asked, kneeling down. He licked my face with his purple tongue. “No boogie boarders dropping in and cutting me off,” I said. “No Europeans with their johnsons flapping around their banana hammocks.” I ruffled his ears. “I can finally catch the perfect wave.”

I grabbed my nine-foot Wave Storm, which I’d just bought for a buck shy of a Benjamin at Costco on the last day of seventh grade, and hopped on my skateboard, cruising through puddle after puddle, splashing in the light rain. I reached Ocean Avenue and could see the wooden cross that marked Surf Beach standing, as always, in the grassy dunes, but a figure blocked my path.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Mom was holding two industrial-size garbage bags.

I dragged my heel on the wet pavement, skidding to a stop. “The beach.”

“First you’re helping me take Mo’s clothes to our guest room.” She held out one bag.

I stared at it. “How long is she staying?”

“As long as she needs to. Mo is our guest.”

“I was boutta catch the perfect wave.”

“You’re not catching any waves if you don’t listen to me. How boutta that?” She stared at me and I knew I had no choice. I heaved the bag over my shoulder and followed her back to our bungalow, clutching my surfboard with my free hand.

Mom opened the gate, marched through our garden toward the front door. As soon as Ron-Ron galloped up to her, she was all smiles. “Let’s get you some chicken,” she said to him, and the two of them slipped inside.

When the screen door bounced to a close, I dropped the bag on the front stoop and kicked it. Hard. Next thing, the bag split, and Mo’s clothes spilled out onto the wet garden grass. Underwear, T-shirts, sweaters. I wasn’t going to pick them up.

“Need some help, Ferret?” asked Mo as she skipped around the side of the bungalow. Like always, her brown hair was spun into a frizzy bun that looked just like a cinnamon swirl. As the drizzle grew into a downpour, her hair lost its frizz and wrapped around her neck in short, wet strands.

“How many times do I have to tell you? Don’t call me Ferret.” I stared at her until she went inside. Cursing under my breath, I picked up her soggy laundry and stuffed it slowly back in the bag.

Mom said Mo’s cancer was back. Over that summer, she’d take care of Mo during the day and then work in the hospital at night. When I asked why Mo had to live in our bungalow, she just said, “Larry and her are renting out their bungalow this summer.”

While Mom hung out with Mo, I hung out with Ron-Ron. On our long walks around Fletcher Lake at the south edge of town, he’d slip out of his collar and chomp through a pile of geese poop. Then, when I’d wash him off, he’d run straight into our garden of hydrangeas, and he’d roll back and forth until he was caked in mud.

Ron-Ron and I didn't have much time together, only summer vacation and Christmas. That’s just the way things were. Seven years ago, Mom and Dad got a divorce, and Dad moved to Greenwich, Connecticut. Mom couldn’t afford a place there, so she moved into the bungalow, which used to be our summer beach house. Then she started working night shifts at Jersey Shore Medical Center in Neptune.

That meant I had to live with Dad for school, but it was so lonely there. Dad and I didn’t really talk. At most, we’d murmur a hello in the hallway. He was a partner at a firm in New York City and poured his scant free time into golf tournaments. From my first swing of the club, it was clear to him that I would never become a star at anything.

I liked to paint pictures, read books, and play with animals. At school, the kids sang and clapped as I sat down at lunch, “Farrell is a fairy! Farrell is a fairy!” Farrell was Mom’s maiden name. To top off the stupid first name I got from Mom, I got an even stupider last name from Dad: Miskinis. It was just about the only thing he ever gave me. None of my teachers could pronounce it. Not even my Latin teacher.

The only thing I ever wanted was some company. Sure enough, the first summer after my parents’ divorce, when I was back at the bungalow with Mom, she came home with a purple-tongued puppy. He was the smallest little fuzzball, the runt of his litter, with a brass name tag that read, “Hi, I’m Ronald!”

Mom beamed. “What’re ya gonna name him?”

“He already has a name,” I said. “Isn’t that right, Ron-Ron?” That night, Ron-Ron hopped into my bed and curled into a ball on my pillows. I scooched past him slowly, lay down flat on my back, and rolled over. Every holiday break from school in summer and winter, we’d fall asleep in those exact spots curled up against each other, but I didn’t mind. He was my dog.

The summer that Mo came to stay with us, she ate whatever she wanted for breakfast, lunch, and dinner while I picked at last night’s leftovers. When Mom pulled a fresh batch of chocolate chip cookies from the oven, Mo was the first to choose. “One for good luck,” she’d say, swiping away the most golden cookie. “Another for safekeeping.”

She never really seemed bothered that Larry didn’t call. On the doctor’s orders, Mo wasn't allowed to breathe the polluted city air, so she couldn't stay at their apartment in Brooklyn. Her doctor said the ocean air would heal her lungs, so here she was. And every day Mo came walking with me and Ron-Ron.

“There’s no place like God’s Square Mile,” she’d sing on every single walk. We’d stroll past bungalows painted in yellows, pinks, and blues—the kind of dainty color palette that comes straight out of a storybook. She’d point out the particulars of each house we’d pass, mentioning over and over again how no town in America had more Victorian houses than Ocean Grove, as if I didn’t know. And that the weird town motto—God’s Square Mile—came from the same reverend who founded the town. “It’s said that it came to him during prayer.”

Mo’s favorite bungalow belonged to my neighbor, an elderly man whose lush hydrangea bushes sprawled the entire length of his front yard. Just outside his white picket fence was a collection of painted clam shells lining the rich brown soil. Pretty boring stuff if you asked me, but for Mo, stopping to look at painted clam shells was just about the coolest thing in the world.

I think what made her happiest, though, was that she got to live with her little sister again. “Like all of us, Mo has her limitations,” Mom told me. “She needs someone to watch after her now that Grandma’s not around.” The way I saw things, though, Mo did us more harm than good.

“Do you want to hear about the time I pierced your mom’s ears?” Mo asked me, one night when we were cleaning up after dinner. “When your mom was five and I was twelve, I asked her, ‘Do you want me to make you beautiful?’ She said, ‘I already thought I was.’ I told her, ‘Not until you have earrings.’ So I stole Grandma’s sewing needle, held the tip against a flame on the kitchen stove, and while it was still glowing blue, I jabbed it straight through her ear. She screamed, ‘Help me! I’m dying!’ The kitchen smelled like burnt bacon for weeks.” Mo laughed until she had to wipe tears from her eyes.

Mom frowned. “And what happened when Grandma got home?”

“She grounded me for six months and said, ‘Now pierce her other ear, Maureen.’”

That’s the thing. Mo’s real name wasn’t even Mo. It was Maureen. But I guess Mo wasn’t all that bad. On Mo’s first day of chemo, Mom brought home bags from Ace Hardware, jam-packed with planks of wood, cans of beeswax, and pink glue. Following Mom’s orders, I took Ron-Ron on a long walk around Fletcher Lake. Twice. When I got home, I found my first-ever painting—a total rip-off of Van Gogh’s Sunflowers—hanging in a golden antique frame. Mo tucked her sticky hands behind her back.

“A painting that belongs in a museum should get the right frame at least.”

In the first week of August, waves started booming again. One day, a Category 4 hurricane narrowly drifted past New Jersey, dragging monster waves from the North Atlantic. This would be my last good surf before I left for Dad’s house for the school year. If I didn’t catch the perfect wave now, I’d have to wait until next summer.

As I hopped on my skateboard, Mom closed the screen door behind her. She wore her old green scrubs, her hair knotted in a ponytail. “Don’t forget to walk Ron-Ron,” she said, climbing into the minivan.

“But I’m about to go to the—”

“I’m late for work. Walk Ron-Ron and watch Mo while I’m gone.” She slammed the door shut and turned the key in the ignition. It clicked until the car started. Then she pulled away from the curb and disappeared around the corner of Pilgrim Pathway. I threw down my Wave Storm and cursed like a madman.

A voice came from behind me. “Do you want me to walk Ron-Ron?” I turned around and saw Mo standing on the porch, cocooned in half a dozen blankets.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

She steadied herself on the porch railing. “I think so.” Ron-Ron stood behind the door, tilting his head, wagging his tail. To tell you the truth, I doubt I said goodbye. I can’t remember anything from the porch at all.

What I can remember is paddling. Each time I paddled outside the jetty, the ocean pushed back to shore, where the wooden cross loomed tall in the white sand, like its T-shaped shadow was marking some kind of grave. All day long, one set after another of monster waves plowed over me like an avalanche. Even if I managed to get outside the waves, it didn’t matter; each set crashed down before a barrel could form. In the end, I didn’t even catch a single one.

I staggered home close to sunset. My arms were shred to spaghetti. When I got to the bungalow, Mo was sitting on the front steps. Ron-Ron’s collar was in her hands. His brass name tag glittered in the dying light.

It took me a second to put two and two together. “Where is he?” I shouted.

“I don’t know.”

My stomach twisted into a knot. “What do you mean ‘you don’t know’?”

“He must’ve smelled some geese poop or something. One moment, he’s in the collar. The next, he’d slipped out and was sprinting towards Fletcher Lake. When I got there, he was already on the other side in Bradley Beach. When I finally reached there, he was gone.”

Without any feeling left in me, I looked up at the sky. The sun dipped below the horizon, and a dark, cool blue swept across the distant stars. Tears burned in my eyes, then poured down my cheeks. I sat down on the sidewalk and sobbed.

Mo kneeled beside me, offering her dirty Kleenex. “Don’t worry. We’ll find him,” she said. “He’s only been gone for a few hours.”

Eight days passed with no sign of Ron-Ron. I stapled “Lost Dog: Reward” posters with a picture of Ron-Ron to every telephone pole in Ocean Grove. As I made my rounds, I watched each poster disappear until only shards were left hanging by a loose staple to the telephone pole. Every day, I rode my skateboard up to Sea Bright and down to Seaside Heights, covering a distance of forty miles. I called, I whistled. Nothing.

Each night, I’d fall into bed so tired that I couldn’t dream. What seemed like a second or two later, glaring sunlight burst through my stained-glass window and scattered across my sheets in a dizzying kaleidoscope of blues and reds and greens. I’d roll over and look at the pillows at the head of my bed and remember. Ron-Ron was gone.

Later that August, I was lying under the hydrangea bush in our garden, which used to be Ron-Ron’s favorite hiding spot. Like him, I’d curled up in the bed of flowers, but by now, the bush was starting to die. As I dozed off, I repeated what Mom once told me when I was little: “Hydrangea always wilt in August. It’s not something to grieve but just the way things are.”

I probably would’ve fallen asleep there if I hadn’t been woken up by the sound of laughter. Through the dead hydrangea branches, I saw Mom and Mo sprawled across the wicker couch on the porch, clinking together wine glasses the size of bowling balls.

Mom took a long sip, then smacked her lips. “I really do have a bad taste in men, don’t I?

“Oh, you do have an awful taste in men.” Mo tipped her glass.

“Maureen, you shouldn’t be drinking during chemotherapy.”

“I’m not dead yet,” Mo said, draining the glass and placing it on the arm of her chair. She looked thinner and wore a red bandana around her head. She turned to Mom and widened her hands. “You have big feelings, so you get hurt big.” She pinched together her thumb and index finger. “I have little feelings, so I don’t give a crap.”

Mom glared at her. “Maybe I’m just nice, and maybe you’re just mean.”

“Maybe I have just one more fill.” Mo picked up her glass. “Please?”

Covered in dirt, I crawled out of the bushes, then stomped up the porch steps.

“Farrell!” Mom cried, putting a hand on her chest. “You scared me.” She stepped towards me. “How long have you been out here?”

I chirped back, “I’m happy you two can have fun even though Ron-Ron is still missing.”

That shut them up. Mom tried to take my hand, but I pulled away. “Honey, you know that we’ve been looking everywhere for him,” she said. “Ron-Ron was an old dog.”

“Old dogs don’t just run away.”

“Maybe he just wanted to run free one last time.” She sighed and her shoulders sank. “The worst part of having a dog is having to watch them go.”

I glared at Mo. “If I got to watch my dog go.”

Mo waved her hands. “Ron-Ron will come back. He’s probably safe and sound and chomping down some geese poop.”

I clenched my jaw. “Do you want to hear a joke, Mo?”

“Sure.”

“Farrell,” Mom said, in that sharp tone only a mom can muster.

Mo poked her. “C’mon, little sister. It’s been a long summer. I’m sure we could all use a good laugh.”

I cleared my throat, then looked at Mo dead in the eye. “Why is it that you’re always here when you need us, but never when we need you?”

Mom screamed, “Farrell, go to your room or—”

“I have a joke for you too, Mom. Maybe if you weren’t such a pushover, then Dad wouldn’t have cheated on you.” Mo jumped up and slapped me across the face. For real. Everything became dead silent. When I dabbed my nose, my finger shone bright red with blood.

I whispered to Mom, “If you didn’t have such bad taste in men, then I wouldn’t have to be here.” Then I whispered to Mo. “And neither would you, would you?”

Nobody told me, but I knew Mo’s marriage was kaput. Uncle Larry hadn’t called Mo once since she moved into our bungalow. That’s why Mom and not Uncle Larry was nursing her during chemotherapy. That’s why I had to deal with her even after she lost Ron-Ron. If only Mo and Ron-Ron could trade places, things would go back to normal. But that’s not how things turned out.

I stormed into the house and slammed the screen door behind me. Halfway up the stairs, I stopped and crept back down. Mom was sobbing. “I’m a terrible mother,” she wailed. “What did I do wrong?”

I stayed crouched on the floor, inside the screen door, wishing that I had Ron-Ron to hug. The tips of my fingers grazed the door handle. I wanted to go back out to the porch and apologize and say how much I loved them. But instead, I crawled back up to my room, listening to Mo’s reply to Mom.

“It’s just that age. A middle-school boy can be the meanest human being in the world.”

I didn’t return to Ocean Grove until Thanksgiving. Mom had stopped working in September to take care of Mo full-time. Dad didn’t even drop me off at the bungalow; he just left me at the edge of town and skedaddled.

Ocean Grove’s stone gates stood thirty feet tall, but I barely noticed them. I’d walked through those gates into town about a bazillion times. The plaque on one read: “Enter His Gates with Thanksgiving.” The plaque on the other: “And Into His Courts with Praise.” Classic heebie-jeebies for the Jesus freaks, I thought, but this time something felt off.

On the long walk home, I had only one thing on my mind: my thirteenth birthday. Once I turned thirteen, I would shed my tween skin and finally become a teenager. Everything would change. As I stepped onto the corner of Pilgrim Pathway and Abbott Avenue, I caught sight of the bungalow. Dry weeds twisted around the spindles of the porch railing. The wooden columns that held up the porch roof were rotten at the base and teeming with termites. The entire garden was dead.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I whipped it out and saw five missed calls from Mom. She answered on the first ring. “Mo had an accident. I’ll be home in ten. Don’t call the police.” She hung up.

I tried her back twice. Straight to voicemail.

I pushed open the screen door of the bungalow and yelled, “Anyone here?” The screen door bounced to a close. Not a single lamp was on. I could see my breath in front of me, a gray-blue cloud in the dark. On the kitchen table, I noticed a pile of unopened, official-looking envelopes from credit card companies, banks, and lawyers. There was only one opened envelope. I pulled out the paper and read, “Jersey Shore Oncology Center.” Underneath “Maureen Elizabeth Farrell” was a table with dates and payments and medical words I couldn’t pronounce. At the bottom it said: “$85,200. Due by 8/30/2012.” That was almost three months ago.

Then a violent scream came bellowing from upstairs. Before I reached the top of the staircase, I caught a whiff of this absolutely terrible smell. The bathroom door was open slightly. Mo was on the floor, half-naked, and there was shit everywhere. By the look of things, she’d probably slipped and fell before she could reach the toilet. Her bald head was near the door, and I could see thready veins circling the crown of her head like spiderwebs. She must’ve weighed no more than seventy pounds.

As I stepped through the dirty floor, Mo looked up at me with tired eyes. I wrapped my arms around her back and held her.

“I’m sorry, Farrell,” she said.

“It’s all right, Mo. It’s not your fault.” I lifted her up and sat her on the toilet.

Once I finished cleaning her and the bathroom, I draped my bathrobe over her shoulders. I didn’t know what to do next. She didn’t want any water or food or medicine. Even just sitting there, she struggled to catch her breath.

“Are you dying, Mo?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m dying, Farrell.”

I sat down on the floor, next to the toilet. I used to hate Mo for staying with me and Mom in our bungalow. I blamed her for letting Ron-Ron run away. And I even blamed God for cursing me with such a weird family. Looking back, I don’t think it was God’s fault, and I know for a fact that it wasn’t Mo’s fault. It was my fault. Part of me had wished her dead, and now my wish was granted.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry, Mo.”

“There, there. Everything will be A-OK.”

Two days after Thanksgiving, Mo and Mom threw me a birthday party. We sat at the kitchen table over a Fudgie the Whale ice cream cake from Carvel. It was Mo’s choice for dessert, but I wasn’t complaining.

In her good moments, Mo looked at me with mischief in her eyes and rubbed her shiny head. “At least I don’t have to shampoo anymore. Not that I did much anyway.” But there were very few good moments. Mo’s cancer spread fast. One week after my birthday, she was receiving hospice care in the bungalow.

Mom’s siblings traveled to Ocean Grove from far and wide, including Uncle Mike. Of all her siblings, he’d been my favorite because he always brought a box of chocolate chip muffins for me. But when I saw him standing in the bungalow doorway, cradling a cardboard box of gourmet fast food, I wondered why he didn’t help Mom take care of Mo.

We didn’t think Larry would come down from Brooklyn in time, but he did. Somehow. The priest was blessing Mo with holy water when Larry walked into the room. We didn’t hear him come in; we didn’t hear him leave. Not a “goodbye.” Not a “thank you.” Not anything, really.

In Mo’s final moments, Mom stayed glued to her side. She dabbed her burning forehead with a damp cloth. She sat in a chair right next to Mo’s bed, holding her hand while they both dozed off. Even when Mo didn’t wake up and her heartbeat on the monitor barely flickered and Uncle Mike and the other siblings went out to Dunkin’ Donuts for another large hot coffee, Mom stayed. That morning, I heard her whisper, “It’s okay, you can go now.” She kissed Mo’s forehead. “I love you. Say hi to Mom for me.”

Mo died on 12/16/2012 at 10:31 a.m. It was a Sunday. Since Mo and Larry were already divorced when Mo’s cancer came back, Mom was entitled to Mo’s bungalow as her next of kin. Although I wanted to keep it in the family, Mom had to sell Mo’s bungalow to pay off the debt for her cancer treatment. Their siblings didn’t pay or help during the treatment, but when Mo’s will was announced, each one came home for money and left.

The new owners of Mo’s bungalow tore it down the day after closing. Then they began construction on a brand-new beach house in time for next summer. It was the same kind of McMansion that you see everywhere along the Jersey Shore, all plastic and metal, the kind that keeps easier than Mo’s wooden bungalow, but it didn’t really matter. After Mo had died, I felt numb. I was a teenager now, and everything had changed.

The next summer, Mom and I were walking around Fletcher Lake with our new dog, Petunia. Unlike Ron-Ron, Petunia didn’t eat geese poop, but like a normal dog, she’d lunge at geese and smile at strangers. Mom called her “Tuna.” She had these huge paws, and we knew one day she would become a big dog. By some odd stroke of luck, Tuna had a purple tongue. Just like Ron-Ron.

Halfway around Fletcher Lake, we bumped into a garage sale. An old woman sitting under a beach umbrella waved us over. Spread across her flannel quilts were vintage knick-knacks, like a collection of mint silver quarters, blue-and-white porcelain dishes, and even sepia-toned photographs of Ocean Grove dating back to 1869. Before I turned thirteen, I never appreciated this kind of stuff. I never felt at home anywhere. Not in the world, not in myself. But the one place that felt the most like home was Ocean Grove. It was just as Mo said, “There’s no place like God’s Square Mile.”

I showed Mom a pair of creepy bisque dolls with straw hats. “Mo would’ve loved these.”

“Mo—now that’s a funny name,” the old lady said, standing up and hobbling over with her cane. “Who’s Mo?”

“Mo’s real name was Maureen, but I couldn’t say that as a baby.”

Mom pulled me close. “She was my big sister. We lost her in December.”

The old lady made the sign of the cross. “The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away.”

Back when I was a tween, I never used to trust those Jesus freaks. But the old lady had a point. Just as soon as I thanked her, something else caught my eye. In the trash pile to the side, there was a Victorian parlor chair. I saw it was missing a leg. “That used to belong to my mother,” the old lady said.

“What’s it doing in the trash?” I asked.

She sighed. “My son is moving me to a retirement home. It already costs a lot to move, and a lot more to pay my rent. ‘Everything has got to go,’ he said.”

“Well, I got an idea about this chair,” I said, pulling it from the trash, coughing a little from the dust. “Ma’am, could you please tell your son something for me?” I brushed a layer of lint off the parlor chair. “Tell him I think he’s a butthole.”

“Farrell!” Mom snapped. “You apologize this instant. On top of that, don’t go digging through people’s trash. You’re being rude.”

The old lady nodded. “Now I don’t appreciate that kind of language. My son is the son whom the Lord gave me, although you do have a point.” She turned toward Mom. “And don’t worry, miss. It’s nice to see young people try to fix old things.”

Over the next few weeks, I repaired the old lady’s chair with Mo’s goodies from Ace Hardware, the same goodies she used to build the frame for my first-ever painting. To tell you the truth, fixing the chair was a real pain in my ass sometimes. My hands got stuck together with glue. Petunia even stepped in a can of mint paint and left a trail of paw prints on the living room floor. But now, every time I see that chair, it reminds me of sitting in the kitchen with Mo and Ron-Ron, just after she’d guzzled the last Sprite from the fridge, and the three of us walking together through God’s Square Mile.





USURY

DOUGLAS FRITOCK

When we read The Merchant of Venice

in tenth grade English, just a bunch

of disinterested fifteen-year-olds

restless at our desks while Ms. Townley

expounded on the evils of usury,

I thought Shylock’s demand

for a pound of Antonio’s flesh

was just hyperbole, or metaphor,

some sort of literary device employed

by Shakespeare to demonstrate

the wickedness of exorbitant interest.

But decades later, watching my father’s cancer,

ruthless as a loan shark, exact pound

after pound of flesh from his ruined body,

as if he had accrued a debt

he was no longer able to pay,

I am reminded that according

to Dante usurers are condemned

to the inner ring of the seventh circle

of Hell for the sin of unscrupulous gain.

I guess that’s where tumors reside as well,

once they’ve collected what’s theirs.





FULL CODE

MIHAN HAN

When you forgot

your way back to the house

you’d nearly burned down

by unattended stove,

they put you in a home,

seldom visited

until you forgot

their names and faces.

When they claimed your voice

and decreed you ‘Full Code’

in the chart, you lay

bedbound, tranquilized,

pressure ulcers contouring

your sacrum, like the borders

of maps long forgotten,

beneath diapers heavy

with urine and feces.

And when you forgot

hunger and thirst, they shipped you

to the hospital, where

we pumped you so full of saline

you swelled like a drowned corpse.

And when you forgot

the rhythm of breathing,

we flogged your spent heart

with lightning to remind it

how to keep time.

Thunder was your ribs

cracking as I pounded

on your chest, silently

praying for you

to forget everything.





HOW TO SELL A DEATHBED

SARAH JUMA

I heard you built a dumping ground for our elderly. Abomination.

A woman told you this last week when she came to visit Serenity Gardens, the nursing home you own in the hills of Asokoro; you sought proximity to Nigeria’s one percenters. The woman wanted to see this for herself, up close, and curl her lips down at you. You must let this cheap chatter roll over your shoulder. She will not pay these heavy bills, but the bed space you sell successfully will. And why—in the first place—should the voices of people who once laughed about your calling echo through your personal space? The women in church behind you that one time, who shook your hand when asked to greet their pew neighbors, but could not speak sotto to save their lives?

Careful o, the woman said to her friend. She dey pack old people shit for London.

With her two hands?

Yes.

You noticed one of them look at her hand; the retching from her throat was audible.

Here are the sales notes you must write—in bold, not scribble—on your notecards, so you can commit them to memory before each prospective client tour:

We serve three meals a day, with a complimentary array of seasonal fruit readily available throughout the day. In the foyer. In the dining room. Next to the tennis courts. And there will always be Pink Lady apples.

A high-earning daughter brings in both parents well into their final phase of life; the father wears an old Holland wrapper that was maybe last circulated in 1998. But his daughter is a big madam. You can tell from the seams of her black leather bag—perfectly straight, no puckering at the corners where cheap bags betray themselves. You’d learned to read these things back in England, where you sought greener pastures twenty-two years earlier after being trapped in a decade-long white-collar job hunt at home in Nigeria. The families who arrived in cars with quiet engines versus the ones with exhausts that rattled. Who would tip at Christmas, and who wouldn’t. Who would complain that their parent’s room smelled, and who understood that old age has an odor no amount of bleach can mask. Maybe the old man likes the wrapper that way, and it won’t matter if his daughter buys a dozen new ones. In these last days, there are memories entwined with the fibers he’s unwilling to let go. There’s a sinking wooden chair at home he probably likes to sit in which you must convince him to trade for the boucle recliners in your functional rooms. Hard sell.

But this daughter will pay. You can tell from how she holds the handbag—casual, loose, like money is not something she has to grip tightly. You wonder if she’s the only child, like yours is. Or is there a son somewhere whose wife will receive the blame that he does not carry his weight? Buying her jewels and opening their doors to her own parents instead?

The reasons for her duty are hers alone. Yours, you realize, is to sell the certainty that money can now buy everything her parents never had. You must tell this dutiful daughter that each meal comes with protein.

When she was young, the daughter tells you, her mother took the three hundred naira her father gave for soup, for four days, for five people, and she bought a sliver of white beef fat. The one dangling from the edge of the butcher’s plywood, which he’d trimmed off to discard. But she cut off the pink parts of it. And she made sure her children’s bowls saw these parts. A spindly chicken—or guinea fowl—was for birthdays. Its pieces always nested atop a mountain of rice, which must be taken down to the last grain before the drumstick could be touched as a reward. But that was then.

Now when the money troubles are no more, parents draw closer to the grave each day. They do not eat every gram of protein the nutritionist on your staff said they should.

You tell them that Monday’s breakfast will be tuna club sandwiches—the fish mixed with mayonnaise that’s real Hellmann’s, not a watery substitute—with Greek yogurt parfait layered with granola that teeth need not battle and crowned with kiwi slices. That for lunch, your kitchen staff will grill turkey, the skin crisped to bronze, and there are also boneless parts for those with weary dentition, meat so tender it falls apart when prodded with a fork. That for dinner, there will be shrimp—not five pieces, not ten, but an abundance of them—pink and curled and glistening with butter and garlic, enough that the daughter’s parents can leave some on their plates if they want. Enough to waste.

We pride ourselves on leisurely activities and intellectually stimulating pastimes. Our art instructor visits twice weekly.

Our library contains over 200 titles in multiple genres.

The daughter who brought her parents asks about activities. She is worried about boredom. About her father sitting in the corner the way he sat in their boys’ quarters back in Igando, staring at the wall, angry that his body would no longer let him climb up a ladder to fix the bulb.

You show her the room with the easels. The instructor is not here today, but the canvases are—some half-finished, some complete. One of your earliest residents—an old widower who doesn’t record many visitors—painted a cascading river. It rushes and empties itself in some ocean out of the frame, sparing nothing in its path. There is no vegetation on its banks; it is alone.

Your husband used to say painting was nonsense. Useless. He must have borrowed that voice from your father, who, when you submitted illustrations to the town’s newspaper, said you would not chase unemployment under his roof, and who, when it was published at last, stuffed the paper between his mattress and the obeche bed frame. When you mentioned evening classes once, back in London, he laughed. Who will pay for this rubbish? You didn’t tell him you’d already looked up the cost. Thirty-five pounds for six weeks. You were working then at the Ashford Care Home, making nine pounds an hour. Thirty-five pounds was nearly four hours of Mrs. Bartlett’s sponge bath. Of Mr. Carr’s bedpan. Of the smell of disinfectant that stayed in your hair even after two washes.

You never took the class.

But you bought the paints for this place. Oils, acrylics, watercolors. Brushes in different sizes. The filberts and the flats. Surely, these will matter to someone who knows the difference. The art instructor—a young woman who studied at Yaba Tech before she couldn’t find work—asked you why you wanted this, though she wasn’t complaining about the offer, having searched for work for twenty-three months. You told her it was for the residents. That people who spent their whole lives being doctors and engineers, accountants and black sheep, might want to remember what their hands could do besides sign papers.

When she guided the first painting class, she told all in the room, including you, to picture a day when they were happy. You looked at your blank canvas, and all you saw was the guava tree in your grandmother’s red laterite-soiled compound in Agatu. How you used to throw stones at the fruits, trying to knock them down, and your grandmother would shout that you were wasting good guavas by bruising them. How the juice ran down your chin and your arms, sticky-sweet, and for those few minutes you didn’t think about school fees or your father’s drinking and how he bragged to everyone at the beer parlor that his daughter would become an accomplished surgeon. And buy the tables, the chairs, and the crates. And buy his fellow jolly drinkers as servants to wipe down the tables. You see a boy you sat with on the branches. One your schoolmates dared you to kiss. One you might have married and maybe wouldn’t have had to mop up piss for a living.

You tell the daughter that her father can paint if he wants. Or he can sit in the library with Cyprian Ekwensi, and be lulled to sleep by an audio tape of June Jordan. Or he can do nothing at all, and that is also fine, because sometimes rest is a debt they owe their bodies.

We offer rooms for couples—en suite and stand-alone options available. We understand that comfort means different things to different people.

The newest prospect is a seventy-five year-old woman; she found you on Facebook. Her profile picture is a digital snap of a sepia hardcopy, from sometime around 1978—you can tell from the shoulder pads, from the way her hair is curled and sprayed into submission. She comes alone for the tour, though later you learn she has three children and a husband.

She asks about the rooms immediately. Not the meals, not the activities. The rooms.

You show her the couples’ suite first, because this is what you’re supposed to do. Two beds, or one large bed if preferred. En suite bathroom. A sitting area with two chairs. The window faces the tennis courts.

She looks at it the way you used to look at your husband when he came home drunk from the pubs—after having begged his friends to put him on their tabs—before you stopped looking at all. Tired. Resigned.

“I want my own room,” she says.

You don’t ask why. You’ve learned not to ask why. Instead, you show her the stand-alone option. Smaller, but the bed is queen-sized. The AC unit is new—you make sure to mention this—and she can set it to whatever temperature she wants. There’s a small television. The window faces the garden where a row of salmon-colored begonias can be tended to by any seniors with green fingers.

“How much?” she asks.

You tell her. You also tell her that if they take two rooms under one account, there’s a discount. Ten percent. You say this carefully, because you need the money, but you also see the way her shoulders have straightened since she walked into this smaller room. The way she runs her fingers over the AC remote control’s downward arrow button like it’s something precious.

“At home it’s always twenty-four degrees. He likes it that way,” she says, still holding the remote. “I haven’t slept well in years. But he says anything lower makes him shiver.”

She sits on the edge of the bed. It doesn’t even sink by a quarter of an inch. Orthopedic, and it cost a fortune.

“But hot flashes, oh God,” she continues, “and when they hit, he still wants—” She stops. Starts again. “But people say if we don’t, they’ll get it outside, o. So even when I’m burning—”

You nod. You know this too well.

She tells you her own television is imperative. At home, a certain finance channel has become a living room fixture. And when she wants to watch British Bake-Off to follow along, whipping sponge cakes in the kitchen, she’s instead bombarded with the names of cryptocurrencies the husband wants to put their retirement savings into. Stubbornly. Against the advice of their children, a wealth advisor among them.

She asks what shade of lipstick you’re wearing.

You tell her it’s MAC Ruby Woo. “You like?”

“He always said lipstick was gauche,” she says. “Too much. But I used to wear it before we married. Red, like yours.”

Her husband will come later, she says. With the children. They’ll want to see the place, ask their questions, make sure their parents aren’t being dumped in a place that smells like piss and defeat. But she’s already decided. You can tell.

After she leaves, you write on your notecard, so confident she will become a resident:

Bring a new MAC Ruby Woo to Room 12 as a welcome gift. Help her put it on. Set AC to 18 degrees before she arrives.

You remember the first time you wore lipstick, for a wedding in the extended family, after you moved back to Nigeria two years ago, on the cusp of fifty. You went to ShopRite and you tried a few shades of red until the undertone was perfect against bronze skin, and you put it on in the car park before walking in. A security guard smiled at you. You smiled back.

You’d forgotten what your mouth looked like when it wasn’t pressed into a thin line of endurance.

Your husband likely still prowls the East Finchley streets—you’d left him there, finally, after twenty years of his nothing. You overheard someone at the party say to another that they heard he was a chieftain, a big man, now, and he had replaced his stingy wife with someone who understood generosity.

They come back three days later. The husband. The three children. Their spouses. The oldest son does most of the talking, asking about meal schedules and medication protocols, whether there’s a doctor on call. You answer everything. Better than you’ve rehearsed.

Then the son says, “So they’ll be in the couples’ suite, yes?”

“Actually,” the woman says, and her voice is quiet but clear, “I’ll be taking a separate room.”

The son’s mouth opens. Closes. Opens again. “Mama—”

“It’s already decided,” she says.

The daughter-in-law—the middle son’s wife, you learn later—lets out a small sound. Not quite a gasp, not quite a laugh. The kind of sound that means she’s been waiting for this moment for years. And the smirk on her face confirms this.

The oldest son grabs his mother’s arm. “Mama, are you sure?” But he’s not asking. He’s not asking at all.

“I’m sure.”

The husband says nothing. He’s looking at the tennis courts through the window, his jaw tight, and you wonder if he’s calculating how much this will cost him. Not the money—the son will pay for that—but the other cost. The one men like him never thought they would have to pay.

You wait. You’ve learned to wait in these moments. Let the family work it out. Your job is to hold the space.

Finally, the youngest daughter—she’s been quiet this whole time—says, “If that’s what Mama wants.”

And that’s how it ends. Not agreement, exactly. Inevitability.

When your loved ones inevitably—or maybe skip this word so that your clients, in this moment, do not borrow grief from the future—pass on, our protocols to notify you are of the utmost professionalism and sensitivity. You will first receive a text message asking for your availability. We will then call you at a time of your choosing, when you are in a comfortable environment. A chaplain, counselor, and funeral director can be made available immediately if desired.

You practiced this part eleven times before the first death. Mr. Bako, seventy-nine, heart failure, died in his sleep on a Tuesday morning. His son lived in Abuja. His daughter lived in Ottawa.

You sent the text at 8 a.m.: Good morning. This is Mrs. Owoicho from Serenity Gardens. Please call me when you have a moment to speak privately. It’s regarding your father.

The son called at 8:47 a.m. You were in your office. You’d made sure the door was closed. You’d put a glass of water on the desk, though you didn’t know if it was for you or some imagined version of the son who might need it through the phone.

“Mr. Bako, I’m very sorry to inform you that your father passed away peacefully this morning at approximately 6 a.m. He was not in pain. The staff were with him. I want you to know that he was cared for and comfortable in his final moments.” You enunciated the way you had practiced. Slowly. With pauses for breath.

The son was quiet for a long time. Then he said, “Thank you for calling me like this… thank you.”

You gave him the chaplain’s number. The funeral director’s number. You told him he could come anytime, that his father’s body had been moved to the facility’s holding room with dignity, that nothing would be rushed.

After you hung up, you sat in your office for twenty minutes before you could stand up. Oh Mama. Your very own Mama. The grief coursing through your lower belly was a rip current.

You were changing Mrs. Bartlett’s bedpan in Saint Bridget’s when your phone rang. It was 11 p.m. on a Thursday. Your shift ended at midnight.

The number was Nigerian. You knew before you answered.

“Sister, your mama don pack up.”

Pack up. Like a suitcase? Like a market stall at closing time? Like something to be folded and stored away? “What?” you said, though you’d heard.

“E no tey, just this afternoon. She complain of headache, then she just… pack up.”

The voice was your cousin’s. The one you’d said no to three years before when he called about supporting an extensive roofing project for his village home. He called you close-hand at a family meeting you only heard about later, through another cousin who still spoke to you. You asked that cousin if she laughed or agreed, and she kept mum.

They always called with requests. When you sent money for your mother’s hypertensive drugs—a pack that came with three trays of capsules—they would tell the chemist to sell them one tray and use the rest for spaghetti, and sardines, and butter bread. Mama would run out of tablets by the second week, and they would call again, aggrieved that you didn’t send enough.

You could hear it in his voice. Not quite glee, but something close. The satisfaction of being the one to tell you that all your London money couldn’t keep your mother alive while you were wiping an English woman’s backside.

“When is the burial? You people are not planning to bury without me, are you?!” you asked, knowing the cruel but customary swiftness of funerals in your clan.

“They say Saturday. But you know how it is, they can postpone until next week if people can’t gather the mon—”

You hung up. Salty tears were sliding into the corners of your lips. But you stopped them. With a speed that is enviable.

It wasn’t long before Mrs. Bartlett called for you. The bedpan was still in your hands, heavy with her piss, and you were standing in the middle of her room, and she kept calling your name—not your name, she never got your name right, she called you “Anne,” because it was her own daughter’s name, though you’d corrected her a hundred times—and you couldn’t move.

You didn’t make it to the burial.

You never forgave yourself for that. Not for missing it—you couldn’t afford the flight on three days’ notice, because of that big project you were saving for in Nigeria—but for the fact that when you finally wept, really wept, it was three weeks later when Mrs. Bartlett died, and her daughter came to collect her things and thanked you for taking such good care of her mother.

You wept for Mrs. Bartlett, whom you’d known for eight months.

You never did for your mother.

To you it was an admission of guilt.

We encourage family visits at any time after 7 a.m. and before 10 p.m. Our dining hall is also open to guests during meal times.

While vacationing in Nigeria this summer, your daughter—whose college tuition you paid for in full, whose job hunt lasted a week after graduation because she inherited your smile and charmed them in her final-round interview in one of those Canary Wharf skyline giants you’ve only seen from afar—comes every day at noon. She brings her own lunch sometimes, or sometimes she eats what the kitchen has made. Today it’s jollof rice and chicken. The kitchen staff know her now. They give her extra plantain without her asking.

She sits with you at the table near an open archway, where you can see into the leisure room and what your residents are up to. You used to tell her she didn’t have to come so often, that you were busy, that she had her own life. She told you to shut up. She’s the only person who can tell you to shut up. You suspect that when time comes and you have a colorful cocktail of medications to take—for arthritis, high blood pressure, glaucoma, incontinence—she’ll say the same if you protest their sour taste. But she will be soft, and slowly prop your mouth open with her delicate thumb, because this is the way you have taught her.

“Room 12 asked about you,” she says. “I was walking down the hallway and she thought I was you from behind. Thanked me for the lipstick she saw on her bed.”

“Was she wearing it?” you ask.

Your daughter nods enthusiastically, “And she looked beautiful.” She scans the room for agile silver-haired men sitting alone, “Maybe she’ll meet someone.”

You laugh and shake your head. “She’s married.”

“Still… If it’s not happily,” she teases, evading eye contact and stuffing her mouth with a chunk of chicken.

“Please o. I didn’t open this space for that,” you scold mildly, “but… it can happen.”

She bursts into laughter, high-fiving you.

You look at her. Your only child. Your only friend. The one you kept because you couldn’t bear to be childless, even though another mouth to feed meant another year with the bedpans. And another. And another.

You never told her about the others. The three times you went to the clinic in Moss Side when your secret contraceptive had failed. You could not have more than one child with that useless man. Each time, you thought: This is practical. This is necessary. This is survival.

And it was.

The dining hall starts to fill with more residents. The kitchen staff bring out the afternoon fruit—supple yellow pineapples today, carved into spears, arranged on plates like an offering. What a beauty. You look at the room and residents with sudden pride. You look at your daughter with love.

You built this place with your two hands.

Yes.

Your daughter will come tomorrow at noon. And the day after. She has promised this, and one daughter who keeps her promises is worth more than the others they said you should have solely because who will take care of you when you are old?





THE VISIT

CHERYL DYER

A short time before she died

I drove to see her, my grandma.

And finding her near a sunny back window

of the new memory care unit, she looked

up at me with eyes like marbles

and told me I was gorgeous—a word

I’d never heard her utter. Kneeling

next to her wheelchair, I noticed

her fingernails were painted.

I wheeled her out of that building

to take a slow, sunny loop around the empty

dirt clod block primed for new suburbs.

In an unexpected moment of clarity, she spoke

in a voice and cadence so familiar, I warmed up inside.

You must think your grandma is crazy.

And when she fell again into her new, unusual silence,

I thought of how I used to ride with her

on the elevated train to and from her home in Chicago,

how she would recite to me

all the transit stops—street, after street—

something she was made to memorize as a child

so she wouldn’t lose herself.





A STABLE LIFE

LISA NIKOLIDAKIS

Look at me: fifteen and exhausted. Fifteen and black-lipped, hair streaked purple, ready to burn the world down to find answers. I strode past Orange Julius and Cinnabon in the mall, beyond Mandarin Garden and Scotto’s Pizza, directly into Waldenbooks, where I scanned: no cameras, no door sensors, one underpaid teenager at the counter. Hovering near Self-Help, I thumbed through The Unabridged Poe while I waited until someone asked Counter Boy for help and he left his perch. With a magician’s flick, I shoved the absurdly thick DSM-IV down the front of my oversized jeans and walked out of the store, determined to figure out what was wrong with my brain. On the bus ride home, I hugged the book to my chest and watched the New Jersey landscape whip by. I didn’t once think of my father. And I certainly didn’t think about horses. Not yet.

My parents’ overdue divorce had been finalized the year before, and my father didn’t live with us anymore. Mercy, amen, hallelujah, woot-woot. Without him in the house, the apex predator was gone. No more rage stomping the halls. No more guessing what his mood might be from second to second. No more visits to my childhood bedroom, his weight on my creaking box spring, his revolting body heat. I should feel victory, I thought while I wept and wept. Why don’t I?

I spent months highlighting the DSM-IV. Like a first-year psych student, I convinced myself I had everything. Mood swings, insomnia, racing thoughts, risk-taking behavior, persistent sadness. I found pieces of myself in so many disorders: eating, substance-related, mood, anxiety, dissociative. That’s also the trouble of being a teenager; we try on identities so easily that I was a cheerleader one day, a queer goth the next. Why couldn’t I have bipolar I and oppositional defiant disorder?

Diagnosing myself with the entire DSM convinced me that I was crazy and broken beyond repair. I had at least six pieces of evidence to back up both claims.

1.I talked to myself constantly. Alone, in public, no matter. I answered, too.

2.I loved booze and drugs and the men who gave them to me. I had zero regard for my welfare and took big, stupid risks.

3.I had daily panic attacks—often many a day—and what brought them on was as mysterious to me as theoretical physics: driving over a bridge, being in a store, a hot room, speaking aloud, a fucking breeze.

4.I spent every moment believing hidden cameras filmed me. Of course, I had been watched. My father watched me through phone taps, through the curtains of my bedroom, through a hole dug through the wall of my brother’s closet. But at the time, it served as more evidence that I was nuts.

5.Grand swaths of memories were missing. This often happens to people who were abused in childhood, but I didn’t know that then. I could memorize the entirety of “Prufrock” in an evening, but ask me to recall my eighth birthday and I had a fat goose egg.

6.I slept three to five hours a night max, every evening bursting with nightmares. If someone touched the handle to my door—if they so much as whispered near it—I awoke instantly.

I now know the word is hypervigilant. But you don’t need to know what something is called to feel its effects, and hypervigilance is utterly exhausting. Before he moved out, my father’s erratic behavior demanded I constantly scan my environment for danger. With him gone, my radar turned inward, and the DSM convinced me that the call was indeed coming from inside the house.

I knew, fiercely, that my brain wasn’t like other people’s. But, eventually, I dumped my dog-eared DSM into a bin at a local Goodwill. Sure, I’d checked off diagnostic criteria across a thousand pages, but I hadn’t found myself. And not finding an answer in The Big Book of Crazy to my singular question—what the fuck is wrong with me???—cemented how alone I was. I must be some new kind of crazy that hadn’t been discovered yet, or I was the only person with my kind of crazy. The word neurodivergence wouldn’t arrive on the scene for another twenty years. It would take me about the same amount of time to understand that you can’t find what hasn’t yet been named. Even now, as psychology has moved onto the DSM-V and awaits the release of installment VI, there is no real language for complex PTSD (CPTSD) in those pages.

A few years later, I turned eighteen and was already a bar regular, slamming down vodkas on the rocks. Soon, I started tending bar—a job that normalizes excessive drinking—and put down glass after glass of rum throughout my shifts. The panic attacks were still there. They came in the morning when I showered, in the supermarket checkout line, in the blazingly hot kitchen at the local steakhouse/nightclub where I worked. And so I drank. I drank and drank and drank until the noise in my brain waned from scream to mumble. I drank until finally I could pass out, which felt an awful lot like sleep. Booze: not much of a life plan, but it was mine.

That worked far longer than it should have. It worked through my father’s death, a Master’s Degree, a PhD in creative writing, and the start of my first academic job at age thirty-eight.

I’d accepted a teaching job in Indiana and had to consult a map to see where the state was. Turns out, I’d transposed it with Illinois; to a Northeasterner, the middle all looks the same. I said yes to the visiting writer position, hoping to finish the memoir about my father that I’d been working on for a decade. J, the man I’d been dating for six months, agreed to move with me. “We can do anything for a year,” I’d said. “It’ll be an adventure!”

When we arrived in flat, gray, conservative Indiana, a neighbor walked over and told us not his name but that he always carried. He flipped up the hem of his flannel to reveal the butt of a revolver. Another neighbor stopped by the next day and asked if we’d been saved. “From what,” I joked, motioning to the rundown neighborhood. She warned me that I didn’t want to “wind up a trophy on the devil’s wall,” and I immediately started taking notes for an essay. Neither J nor I ever felt at home in Evansville, but at least we’d get some good creative material.

So we drank. We tossed down expensive IPAs and stouts alongside tallboy cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon. We blew through bottles of silver tequila and amber whiskey, and I couldn’t keep the wine rack stocked with enough Old Vine Zin. We gulped and guzzled everything in sight, and if my brain hadn’t sideswiped me one night when I was thirty-eight, I’d have drank myself to death right there on Sycamore Street.

After five months in Indiana, I finished what I foolishly believed was the final draft of my memoir, so I poured us a boutique scotch and clinked cheers. But I didn’t feel the elation of a project done. Instead, my hands shook. My body felt twice its weight—the weight of exhaustion and sadness and the secrets of my now-dead father. I should feel victory, I thought. Why don’t I?

Afterward, we drove to Turoni’s, a locally revered pizza joint hosting trivia night, where we split a pie and double-fisted pints of their house IPA plus shots of Don Julio. After our team of two, Stone Cold Jane Austen, came in second, we got a growler to go and continued the party at home. At the kitchen table, more beer, more shots, and soon enough, the room unmoored itself to spin just a little. A warning.

“I don’t wanna be this drunk,” I said and stood, banging my knee on the table leg. “I wanna stay up and play.” J, always a generous laugher, cackled.

“We need coffee,” I said, and poured the day’s cold leftovers into a pint glass.

“Dude, it’s two in the morning,” J said.

“So?” I asked. So. So callous. So sure the body can handle anything. Tipping my head back, I downed the pint black. Then I did it again. Nearly thirty-two ounces of caffeine rammed into an evening’s worth of booze. Stimulant, meet depressant. The shittiest of speedballs. Almost instantly, I regretted everything.

Nervous breakdown is not the preferred flip of phrase. It conjures an era of misdiagnosed women’s hysteria—1950s housewives failing to be happy with their limited lot in life—and a time when psychology solved woes with heavy jolts of electricity. But no other term so adequately expressed what happened when my CPTSD crashed through my barriers of booze. The lesson was so loud, I’ve spent my life repeating it: whatever you don’t deal with will deal with you.

I didn’t believe it was possible for me to panic while drinking; that’s why it had been my sole coping mechanism. When I had a full-fledged panic attack while drunk—when my levees broke—everything I’d worked so hard to keep quiet rushed forth in a sound that thrummed through my body, noise so loud that I couldn’t think anything but I’m crazy I’m crazy I’m crazy I’m crazy, my insides yowling the truth they’d believed since I was a teenager.

That night—the night I finished writing about my father—it wasn’t just that a behemoth panic attack set in; it was that it didn’t subside in a couple of hours, as these attacks usually did. It lasted months, and I no longer knew how to calm myself. My brain likewise seemed unaware of how to regulate my body. I can only describe how I felt as this: Imagine that for every second you’ve been alive, a version of yourself was created. And every time you’ve worried about the future, that’s a self, too. Now picture each of those selves as paper dolls connected by their tiny hands, so many they’d wrap the Earth more than once. What if you stacked them all—stacked them so high they blew past the troposphere and stratosphere, reaching into the mesosphere, the thermosphere? Can you picture your little paper selves teetering beyond what the human eye can observe? Now open your mouth wide. Wider. Swallow the truth of every self you’ve ever known in one gulp. Jam all of the regret and shame, all of the worry and trauma into your digestive tract. How noisy the doll-selves are. How impossible to hold them all. How terrifying what they remember, what they whisper.

The hippocampus is a seahorse-shaped structure in the brain responsible for memory processing and emotion. Alzheimer’s sufferers frequently have damage to this area, and studies have shown that children exposed to ongoing trauma are more likely to have shrunken hippocampi. Hippo is the Greek word for horse. Campus means monster. If the part of my brain responsible for long-term memories and regulating emotion is ruled by a shrunken horse-monster, no wonder it’s so turbulent in there.

Perhaps you’d prefer a metaphor more grounded in science. You’ve seen nerves: drawings of them in biology class or on display at a museum. It is impossible to look at a nervous system and not picture trees: the way their dendrites sprawl and intertwine like branches, how thin they grow at their endings. Being exposed to ongoing trauma in the developmental years keeps the body steeped in stress hormones. It is also a crucial difference between complex PTSD and traditional PTSD. If you experience a trauma as an adult—a Category 5 hurricane, an abusive relationship—but your childhood allowed for the brain to develop healthily, you have the groundwork for handling stress. Yes, you may have flashbacks and nightmares, markers of PTSD, but your treatment in therapy can rely on the foundation of resilience and healthy responses you learned in childhood, when you were nurtured, when your needs were met.

But if your basic needs weren’t met, if you were neglected and abused again and again while your child brain was forming, what can you rely on? Think of CPTSD as a hedge trimmer whooshed across the top of your nerve trees, the poor bastards no longer able to make necessary connections. An example: in line at the store, heat from an overhead vent swipes the back of my neck, and my brain yells, GET THE FUCK OUT NOW, and it is not a choice or up for debate. It is a demand, the only demand, and it must be obeyed. My connections were severed, my nerve trees hacked when they should’ve been watered.

So when my brain broke down one night in Indiana after too much booze, stress, and caffeine, my body had nothing available to break the fall. I inventoried my meager and dusty toolkit—exercise, healthy food, breathwork—and realized nothing was up to this task. I needed specialized tools. I needed help.

The anxiety attack that lasted months only had brief reprieves sponsored entirely by Xanax, prescribed by my new therapist, which was the only way I managed any sleep. What I couldn’t do was what I’d always done: drink. I was terrified to add caffeine, booze, or even allergy meds to a mind that still felt so unstable. Unstable—truly, I hate that word, the value judgment attached to it like a parasitic fish. But what other word is there for someone who cannot function, whose days drip with fear? If my brain hadn’t bullied me into quitting, I likely never would have stopped.

Two years later, I was selected as a writer-in-residence at a nature preserve in Kentucky. Two years and sober and still I felt the ripples of that breakdown. Headed to a quiet space in the middle of nowhere, I worried about how loud my brain would sound, but I was determined to revise the memoir about my father. Again.

I drove to the outskirts of Louisville, pulled onto the three-hundred-acre plot, and parked in front of an enormous Greek Revival farmhouse. The moment I opened the car door, heat slapped me. With no one in sight, I walked over to a plaque that read The Presley Tyler House, tour hours posted beside it. The residency had come with so little information, I’d no idea what to expect. After wandering for a bit, a John Waters doppelgänger materialized and showed me around the grounds while sweat slid from my scalp down the length of my back. Historic blah blah hiking blah. I couldn’t focus on his patter; it was ninety-eight degrees.

I perked up when we met the animals: two donkeys and a tribe of goofy goats. Pats on the head for all, and then we walked to a different gate. “The horses wander out here,” he said. “You’re welcome to let yourself in the pen with them.”

I shook my head. “No thanks, I’m good.” The inside of the enclosure swayed with spikes of silver grass and rye.

We moved along to my living quarters at the back of the grand farmhouse, and as soon as the door shut behind me, panic arose. It was ninety. Indoors. “This floor is entirely yours,” the docent said, “but we ask that you don’t go downstairs. That’s the museum.”

I wanted to assure him that I had zero interest in whatever antebellum garbage they kept on display, but I had trouble masking the wobble in my voice. “Is there, uhm, air conditioning?” I asked.

“Don’t know why that’s off,” he said, and studied the thermostat as if it held all the world’s answers before flicking it with his middle finger. “Says it’s on.” I took a step toward the door, ready to run. “Trouble is, it’s Saturday. Won’t be able to get anyone out here until Monday, earliest.” He pulled a couple of fans from the closet.

“Right,” I said, feeling the color drain from my face.

“In the meantime, enjoy the solitude!” he said, a bit too cheerily, and then left me alone: just me, the animals, two fans, and three-hundred acres of isolation.

I spread my books out at the kitchen table and pointlessly opened my laptop. I knew I wouldn’t get any work done until that AC kicked on, so I went back out to the paddock with a bag of mini carrots and soon became Queen of the Goats. Later that night, when I went to lock up the house, my stomach cramped. I’d heard the man say that the downstairs was off-limits, but it hadn’t occurred to me that meant I couldn’t check the locks on the lower level. Could someone saunter through the downstairs front door at any moment? Had the docent secured it before he left? My days of being watched were supposed to be over.

I pulled a kitchen chair into the bedroom and wedged it under my door handle. On the nightstand next to me sat a fan and the biggest knife I could find. I spent hours flinching at every belch of the house and eventually faded out, only to be awoken the next day by an even hotter August morning. I slid on my shoes and went outside with coffee. To my surprise, the horses were at the edge of their pen. To my greater surprise, I wanted to get close to them.

There’s an infinitely adorable photo, stolen from my mother’s sticky-paged album, of four-year-old me in pink pants with matching barrettes, kissing a pony, unafraid. In high school, a friend of mine had horses. Sometimes I caught a glimpse of them in the pasture, but mostly I focused on my friend’s riding gear, the first I’d ever seen in person. I quickly filed it all under rich, toys of the wealthy, we’re probably not real friends.

Then, in my late twenties, on an ill-advised trip to Cancún, I got so drunk one evening that I awoke with a $400 charge on my credit card and a pamphlet on the nightstand that read, RIDE A HORSE THROUGH THE RAINFOREST, ON A BEACH. Somehow, I’d booked this terrifying, non-refundable trip. I made myself go to teach myself a lesson in drunken bravado, but I knew so little about horses that I wore a short skirt and ballet flats. The men in charge of the event comforted me by periodically slapping my horse’s rear, prompting it to gallop while I screamed. Once we made it to the beach, the horse wisely tried to roll me off of it.

That was the sum of my equine experience.

At the pen, I said good morning to the horses, and a brown one with white freckles maneuvered her gargantuan head toward me. I told her she had pretty hair; I didn’t think to call it a mane. I immediately felt guilty for objectifying her—dear god, graduate school ruins us all—so I added, I bet you’re smart too.

Her ears swiveled toward me, and my pulse throbbed in my throat. I am always stunned by how large horses are in person. I lifted my hand to stroke the silk of her nose, but as soon as I touched the soft muzzle, she jerked her head and stomped a hoof. I jumped to the side. Is that wrong? I asked, but she edged toward me. A second chance. What about this? I asked, and ran my fingers against the coarse curve of her jaw. Her eyes closed partway, and I inched closer. Can I touch your neck? I whispered, and slid my hand to that sleek, solid expanse where I let it rest.

A UFO hovering in the sky wouldn’t have surprised me as much as what happened next: My anxiety floated away, my mind fully and finally quiet. “I love you,” I whispered. “I’ll be back.”

I darted into the house for my wallet and keys and found my way to the local grocery, where I bought fifteen pounds of carrots, twelve of apples. Back to the nature preserve I hauled twenty-seven pounds of produce and a flake of hope that maybe, finally, I’d found a healthy way to cope.

I wish I could say that after that sublime moment, writing about my father and his abuse grew easier. That I cruised through revision and made the residency proud. I did not.

Instead, I spent every minute I could with the horses, often waiting for them to appear from behind that wall of grass and weeds. I hadn’t mustered the courage to join them inside their enclosure, but I stood daily in the mud, my slippers long ruined, talking to them and feeding them snacks. Every time my hand touched one, my anxiety hushed. At the time, it seemed like magic. At the time, it felt like mercy.

Anxiety lives in the past and the future: I should have and what if. But a horse forces you to be present. One distraction before a thousand-pound animal and serious injury could come your way. I’d tried to be present before—yoga, breathing exercises, fruitless meditations interrupted by to-do lists—but until I touched that mare (I know now she’s called a mare) nothing had worked.

When my week was up, I had no pages to show for it, but I cried with gratitude as my tires stirred up the dirt driveway on my way out. The memoir wasn’t revised, but I possessed something much more important.

When I returned to Indiana, it took me three weeks to gather the courage to send this incredibly weird message to every place near me that had horses:


Hi! I’m a professor at [college in town] and I have anxiety. It sucks. One of the things that calms me most in the world is petting horses—and feeding them carrots or apples. … Would you consider letting me stop by from time to time, just to say hi to the horses? Thanks for any thought you give this.



Only one place answered and I’m surprised I got even that. I felt like a jackass showing up at a stable that specialized in riding lessons; people looked at me to see where my child was, which horse they were on. Soon after, I discovered that Mary, a professor who’d been hired at the same time as me, had horses. I sent her an email and offered to muck or do yard work—anything—for some horse time.

A secret I learned: everyone with horses needs help. She said yes without hesitation.

Mary introduced me to her lovelies: a bossy, espresso-colored Tennessee Walker named Mav; a skittish stallion, Scout; and a chestnut mare, Flirty, that I immediately started calling Rebecca because hot damn, Flirty is a bad name. Once or twice a week, I showed up and asked question after question. How do they sleep? Standing or lying down. What are their hooves made out of? Keratin. What’s that weird thing behind their legs? A vestigial toe. Why’s the big guy making that noise? Asthma. Can horses get sunburned? Yes.

On and on. A child, really.

I learned to groom and bathe them, and after no time, Mary didn’t care when I came; she understood the peace a horse can bring. When she wasn’t home, I’d let myself in through the gate, usually having to shove one or more horses out of the way to swing the door open. Sometimes the pen needed mucking and I’d get to work. Other times, I’d simply press my forehead to Rebecca’s snout and inhale deeply. There is no better smell than a horse. Grass and alfalfa, earth and leather, sweaty-sweet musk. It is the scent of serenity.

Grooming horses is still my favorite thing I learned from Mary. Over fall break, I visited a farm to work on this essay. When I noticed two horses out in the field, I changed from sneakers to boots, abandoned my writing, and trucked across the muck until I got maybe ten feet away. A copper Walking Horse raised her head from the grass and studied me before coming over for a sniff. I held out my fist and let her warm breath steam up my knuckles before resting my hand on her neck. Instead of softness, my finger felt a prickle, and I leaned over to find a conical burr wrapped in her winter hair. She was covered in them. Burrs on burrs. So I stood in the field and slowly unwound nearly two hundred of them from her coat.

After I finished her left side, I was about to walk around to work on the right when I noticed she’d fallen asleep. Imagine feeling so cared for and safe. To trust a stranger’s intentions, a stranger’s hands. My own sleep was still ruled by insomnia and night terrors, my days governed by exhaustion, and so I stood, the cold ground leaching into my socks, envying a horse. She half opened her eyes, and I swept her bangs behind her ear. She looked at me fully then—my reflection stretched across her rectangular pupils, my whole torso held in her gaze.

When I saw my horsey reflection funhouse-mirror warped, my envy vanished. I am one with the horse, I thought, and laughed alone in a field at both how silly and genuine that thought felt. Pressing my forehead to her muzzle, I inhaled fully, and then began detangling her other flank, the quiet of my mind interrupted, finally, by absolutely nothing.





DIRT

JAN DONLEY

My mother taught me how to fret—

she learned how at an early age.

In the Dust Bowl, she watched the land

stage a protest. Dirt rose up—

turned the day into night, and said,

Stop treating me this way.

My mother kept up the worry, said,

Can’t anyone hear the dirt?—

said it till the day she died. People

say worry is a waste of time.

But my mother taught me something else—

she taught me to listen,

to keep my ear to the ground, and

I’m telling you—the worry goes deep.





FELLOWSHIP AT NIGHT

WILSON COMEY

Since childhood, I’ve been maddened by the framing of narratives. I hate watching the end of a movie. As a car disappears down a highway with a transformed protagonist inside, I imagine him stopping to pee in two hours, staring at himself in the rest area bathroom mirror and glimpsing the end of time in his silhouette gone dark. In quiet moments, I sense the credits begin to roll on my own life, and I find myself pleading with an invisible audience: Please don’t look away. I’m still alive in here.

I’m in the throes of one such moment when Jack calls me for the first time in months. My phone vibrates against the bathroom marble. I think of chattering teeth, cold weather. Other people’s bodies.

Jack tells me he’s in a big argument with his parents and needs a place to stay over the holidays. We’ve kept in touch over the years, but only on a biannual basis. He asks me before considering more reasonable options—his sister’s apartment, which sits empty in Baltimore, or his grandfather’s mansion in Chevy Chase. It would even make more sense for him to drive back to Richmond and spend Christmas morning with his med school friends, the people with whom he’s learning to save lives. Instead, he calls me, his high school ex-girlfriend who is now a transgender man. Breathless, he explains he needs to crash somewhere, anywhere. I live in DC, his parents in the Northern Virginia suburbs. Could he sleep on my couch? He knows it’s Christmas, but he’s desperate. He’s walking somewhere. It’s nearly eight at night. What sounds like an eighteen-wheeler shudders past. Last I checked, it was nineteen degrees outside. I tell him this, just to have something to say other than “God yes come stay with me please of course yes come right over I’m here I’ll be here come.”

I add that I’ve got my weather app pulled up and it’s eleven degrees with the wind chill. I’ve forgotten the bathroom mirror in front of me. His voice opens a portal in the room. I see his teeth chatter, his shoulders hunched on the sidewalk. Stagnant space begins to churn.

“I’m walking along Old Dominion by the Safeway. I had to get out of that house.”

I know that shopping center. I tell him I’ll come pick him up. He can wait inside the Starbucks. Has he eaten?

It’s a step too far. He laughs, nervous. Polite.

“I’ll just walk back home and drive to you. Will you text me your address?”

“Yeah. Of course. I’m on it.” The words tumble over each other. I feel the urgent need to tell him every thought I’ve had today. The danger is abstract and burnt orange, but it’s something like: If he doesn’t understand you, you don’t exist. Five minutes ago, there was no danger. I was washing a mug. I was thinking about whether I should eat dinner alone or join my parents for Christmas Eve. I have to be there in the morning, but we didn’t make solid plans for tonight.

Jack’s breath slows. He’s going to change his mind.

“Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.”

I say, “No problemo.” This is a phrase I’ve never uttered before.

A siren blares over his silence, its doppler effect cut short by the line gone dead.

The year Jack and I started dating, I was a normal fifteen-year-old girl. I wouldn’t transition for another eight years. I played on the JV volleyball team and landed a speaking role in the fall musical. I did better than expected on the PSAT. I had my learner’s permit, and my mom let me drive her to her night classes at the local community college. I read at a nearby Panera until she was ready to be picked up. I liked the same YA books and boy bands as everyone else. I tried to make up for this by also memorizing Dickinson poems. My favorite was “The Mountains—grow unnoticed” for its imagery and em dashes. Dickinson’s personification made my yearning for connection feel grand and mountainous: “In Their Eternal Faces / The Sun—with just delight / Looks long—and last—and golden— / For fellowship—at night—”.

I was aware that my sense of myself was too large. I was also aware that I was young, and so this self-centeredness was developmentally appropriate. Often, I had the sense that there was something irrevocably wrong with me. I used the word “special” to describe the churning at my center, what some might call a soul. I knew, from all my YA reading, that nearly all teenagers felt this way. We expected, any day now, to wake up with superpowers, or to the new kid outside our window with a mixtape. Again, the phrase that came to mind was “developmentally appropriate,” a scum that crusted over every feeling I had at the time, permanently dulling the memories so I would survive recalling them, just as I was able to survive living them in real time.

My friend group had a strong sense of irony developed from watching too much late-night TV at too young an age. We ate lunch sitting on the floor outside the cafeteria because any conversation held inside the cafeteria would have felt clichéd. There was nothing we feared more than cliché. Any earnest comment had to be followed by a vulgar insult. Any typical teenage experience (think first kiss, football game, movie theater, spring fling) had to be viciously mocked in direct proportion to the degree you enjoyed said experience. We had too much fun at homecoming that year, so Alice made us get drunk and watch Lost in Translation in her parents’ basement afterward rather than going to IHOP.

I was constantly conscious of my future self looking back on the adolescence I was then forging. It was like an observer breathing down my neck as I wrote an essay. He scoffed each time I flipped to my eraser. For long stretches, he went silent, and I almost had the sense I was doing a good job, only for him to flat-out laugh a moment later.

I met Jack during a group project for tenth-grade English. We never would’ve crossed paths otherwise, such was the vast difference in our social scenes. Later, he’d say he always noticed me and liked that I didn’t care what other people thought. For the project, we recreated and filmed a scene from The Metamorphosis in his parents’ backyard. I wore black clothes with a grotesque pair of antennae his mother fashioned out of pipe cleaners and naked wire. When he asked me to be his girlfriend a few weeks later, the future observer stood up and walked out of the room. Jack had a way of preventing my mind from fracturing, of making me aware that I had ribs attached to my spine and teeth in my skull. It’s why I know he’ll make such a great doctor—he can both heal the body and make it real.

He approaches my apartment with his duffel in one hand and a vanilla Frappuccino in the other. It’s a time capsule. It’s the girliest drink on the menu, the one I ordered ten-odd years ago during our first date at the Starbucks on Old Dominion.

Beneath the awning, he hands me the drink and hugs me with one arm in the way men do to each other, more slap than embrace, though it’s awkward given our height difference. Jack is the kind of tall that makes you want to kill yourself.

“Dude, I seriously owe you.”

“You’re really doing me a favor. This gives me an excuse not to stay over at my parents’ house.”

I say this as he follows me up the stairs. He stops short on the landing, five steps from where I unlock my front door. I’m taller now.

“I assumed I could just crash here without you. I mean, it’s Christmas Eve.” He laughs in advance of a joke, a savant in conversational pacing, in the necessary ebb and flow of seriousness. “I promise I won’t steal your candlesticks and split.”

“Oh.” I was a millisecond short of stopping myself, but there it is.

“Obviously you can stay if you want. It’s your apartment.”

“I want to stay over at my parents’ house.” I fumble with the key, using the deadbolt one instead of the doorknob, trying not to spill my sweating Frappuccino. “Obviously,” I add, stealing his word. If he’d started his sentence with “Woof,” I’d be on all-fours by now.

We stand in the entryway, which is basically also the kitchen and the living room, and we both start speaking at the same time. He wants to know if he should take his shoes off. I want to know if he wants a glass of water. We say no in unison. He laughs at this, so I do too. It’s nothing to write a poem about. It’s also not funny enough to get carried away over. It’s three clipped barks, tops. He finishes first. I set my Frappuccino on top of the bookshelf.

“I’ll give you the grand tour.”

This means showing him the air mattress I’ve inflated in front of the couch, the space I’ve cleared for him around the bathroom sink, the coffeepot I never use, and the view of the community garden out the west-facing kitchen window. I don’t show him my bedroom. I rarely show anyone my bedroom, as I have a nagging feeling that it looks like it belongs to a girl, that the decorative pillows on the bed, more so than my swollen chest or cracked voice, will give me away in an instant. Of course, there’s nothing to give away to Jack. He knows. I have to keep telling myself this as I lead him through the apartment: He already knows.

He widens his stance and sets his hands on his hips like a soccer coach.

“Dude, you have no idea what this means to me. You’re saving my life.”

“Do you want to talk about what happened?”

It’s a decorative pillow of a question.

“Maybe later,” he says. “I think I’m just gonna take a shower, if that’s okay.”

I lead the way.

I’d like to say the fact of Jack naked in my shower while I sit in the other room does nothing for me. In truth, it makes me question the reality of every object in my home. The water turns on, and I tap the edge of the kitchen table, skeptical. In my bathroom, water throws itself in heaps against the tile as someone moves beneath its stream. I can only hear the scene in poetry. I can only experience it as a fantasy I’ve made up to help me fall asleep.

The water turns off. He cracks the bathroom door and calls into the apartment that we use the same shampoo.

“Oh!” I call back.

He says nothing, and shuts the door, which vibrates on its hinges. I convince myself I feel its reverberations in the kitchen. I try to convince myself that his presence makes me happy, and that this happiness isn’t dangerous. The best I can muster is real. I drift toward the drink left to melt on the bookshelf and observe: I have palms that press into cold condensation; I have fingers that leave outlines in the dew.

Jack was my first kiss. We’d been dating for a month when he took me to his grandfather’s country club in Chevy Chase. We ate hamburgers and drank hot chocolate. It was ten days before Christmas. I wore an Army jacket that my mom had called too androgynous. Jack wore fur-lined corduroy that made me think of Clark Kent in Smallville. He walked me outside to a gazebo. He gave a speech about how smart I was, how good I made him feel, how I wasn’t like anyone else he’d ever met. Around me, aided by the merry-go-round structure of the gazebo, the world spun.

I don’t know what I thought in that moment. My best guess is logistics. I was performing the role of a girl, and what does one think while acting? Chest out, stand up straight, hit your mark, take his hand, say your line. One does not compare their co-star’s face to the purple mountains. One does not consider a truth they have no framework to fathom. One draws back, smiling. If lucky, one looks up to note that the sky is pure white. One wonders whether there will be snow. One feels, in the basest sense of the word, happy, and that happiness is neither acted nor authentic, but somewhere in between. Or, perhaps, somewhere above.

When Alice later asked me about the kiss, I could only recount physical sensations: it was faster and wetter than I had imagined. I’d also never considered the darkness. I’d only ever watched people kiss, usually on TV. I had never considered how bizarre it would be to cut one’s most primary sense out of such a watershed equation. Plunged into darkness, I conjured an image. In seventh-grade biology, I explained to Alice, we had dissected a squid in teams of three. My job had been to remove the beak, which left behind a soft wet opening to which, I should note, I did not press my lips. When the two of us kissed, I saw the squid rid of its beak. I saw that pink opening.

“But how did you feel?” she asked.

I answered honestly. “Happy.”

He emerges from the bathroom with wet hair and a blush that starts at his cheekbones and disappears down the front of his T-shirt. He gleams in the way of someone just baptized, if baptism worked the way the scriptures promise. I suddenly feel a zit forming on my chin, a needling pressure just beneath the skin. I should’ve washed my hair yesterday. I should’ve scrubbed the hard water marks in the kitchen sink. Nothing gleams in my entire house. Everywhere sits evidence of dust accumulated, of the gradual burial that is the essence of life.

“Do you have any beer?”

“You’re ready to talk about it?”

He laughs. “I’m ready to have a beer.”

I don’t have any beer. I have half a dozen White Claws left over from a BYOB Halloween party. I tell him this, and he laughs again. I wish he’d stop laughing. I wish he’d cry or punch a hole in my wall. I wish he’d grab both my wrists and hold them above my head.

I touch my chin. The zit is about to break skin. I give it an hour, tops.

I sit on one side of the couch, thinking he’ll sit on the opposite. Instead, he takes the armchair across the room. He looks out the east-facing window. There’s no garden here, just the sidewalk and strip of dirt where people take their dogs to shit.

“I feel so lonely in that house. It’s the difference between being watched and being seen. They want to know every detail of medical school besides my experience of it. They want every grade and course number, but the second I try to tell the story of watching a patient die for the first time, it’s time to pull out Scrabble or clean the fucking closets.” He gestures to his torso, fingers clawed as though caught in some muck. “They want me to be a symbol, and the messy truth of me gets in the way of that.”

“A symbol for what?”

“Success. Power. Prestige.”

“That makes sense,” I say, a verbal tic of mine.

He shakes his head and lets one hand drop to his lap. With the other, he takes a drink. “I must sound so stupid complaining about this. I mean, it’s the human condition.”

“So is grief, but it still hurts. You still have to talk about it.”

“Thanks for listening, man.” He clears his throat and sniffs hard. He’s stopping a layer short of the core, not because he’s unable to go there but because he doesn’t want to go there with me.

He’s still in love with his ex from college. He told me this a year and a half ago at lunch, the same afternoon I texted him that I was trans. (I’m honored you told me. I figured you were LGBTQ, but I wasn’t sure how exactly you identified. It’s amazing to hear you’re living your most authentic life.) He spoke of her in metaphors, staring out the window above my head at the gray sky over Foggy Bottom, out, away, beyond. He does the same thing now, only he’s not even talking. He’s just looking, thinking, performing absentmindedness.

He’s sorting out his feelings in his mind. He’s removing the pull-tab and setting it on his tongue. I imagine him choking on it. I imagine giving him the Heimlich. I imagine the metal shooting out of his throat and hitting the window with a ping. I imagine him turning around and looking at me. Neither of us speak. Our eyes say: We’ve journeyed together to the brink of death. Nothing can be the same anymore.

We talk for another hour—med school, the Marvel universe, AI takeovers, the Middle East. I have the sense that I’m not in the room. Eventually, a silence hangs between us for about ten seconds. He’s the first to break it.

“I’m exhausted, and you should probably get to your folks’ place.”

“Actually, I was thinking I’d stay here and go over in the morning. It’s late.”

“Right.” He walks over to where I’m sitting on the couch. He looms over me. “You look worried,” he says and smooths out a wrinkle between my eyes with the soft pad of his thumb. I close my eyes into it. When I open them, he’s smiling, softly. Like this is normal.

“I’m worried I’m a symbol to you,” I say.

His face stays calm. “Of what?”

“Innocence. Safety.”

“What do I symbolize to you?” he asks. He lets his finger drift to my cheek, then my bottom lip, then my chin, pressing each place as if entering a code.

A memory from two decades earlier: My hometown pastor gave a children’s sermon in which she asked us about a string of opposites. What’s the opposite of hot? Cold, we answered. What’s the opposite of night? Day, of course. Then, she asked us the opposite of God. Beside me, a child raised his hand and said, “Nothing,” and the sanctuary stilled in awe.

“Everything,” I tell him.

At this, he laughs and pulls his hand away. He says he’s absolutely beat and asks where I keep my hand towels. He thanks me from the other room. He says he really, really needs to sleep. I tell him that makes sense.

Later, brushing my teeth, I look in the mirror and see that the blemish on my chin has disappeared without a trace. I press the spot, feeling young and cheated.

When I was twenty-three, I felt too old for self-discovery. I accepted the decree with equal parts reverence and embarrassment. It was the middle of the night on Christmas Eve. As with most monumental revelations, it happened alone. There was only me, my childhood bedroom, and the knowledge that I’m a man.

At three in the morning, the darkness promised to last forever. The air hung too hot, my floral sheets too heavy. Seeking relief, I drank tap water from a glass that was a party favor at my senior prom. I’d gone with friends; Jack with our class treasurer, a blonde girl on the crew team who looked like a young Laura Dern. The water tasted like dust and served the crucial purpose of reminding me that I was a person who could have experiences and make observations. I ran my tongue over the roof of my mouth, which was coated in the crust of near-sleep. I tapped each finger to my thumb, something my therapist had taught me to do in eating-disorder recovery to calm myself after sitting a long period of time or eating a roast beef sandwich. I was alive, I was alone, and—with darkness spewing its current into both eyes at full blast—I was a man.

You have the choice of whether, when, and how to transition. You do not have the choice over whether you are transgender. The reality is a tide that brushes your toes, retreats, then engulfs you in gallons upon gallons of stinging foam and current. Even when the tide retreats again, there’s no denying it. You’re sopping wet and half-blind.

That Christmas morning, I had the sense a narrative was beginning. I entered a frame that was also a knife, and I felt my life up to that point fall away and hit the earth like a severed limb. With no other option, I kept moving forward, leaving all those years to rot.

I could see it all: My mother, kind and understanding and having voted for Kamala, would strip my room of all evidence of girlhood and replace kid photos of me with more recent ones. When my family exchanged stories, they would skirt around the past. We would talk about the senior musical I had starred in, but not that I played a princess in a flowing dress. We would remember my boyfriend Jack, but not that he had given me a necklace with my birthstone nestled in a silver flower. I had the sense of being born and also of dying. I felt the need to apologize for both. I clawed at time and came away with nothing but a few minutes—those minutes at dawn by the window—caked under my fingernails.

Outside, a whisper of snow coated my childhood backyard—the roof of the play fort, the posts of the fence at the edge of the woods, the metal table and chairs on the porch, the bird feeder, the wind chimes, the tarp to cover firewood, all that grass. The point of the snow was that one could die alone in the night and still wake up to a miracle out his window. The point of the severed limb falling away and rotting was that it was the truth.

At three in the morning, I find him in the kitchen. Witching hour. He stares out at the community garden, where streetlights dust the frosted soil a sterile white. He’s filled a wine glass from the tap. The hard water will leave white residue on the bulb. I should’ve told him where I keep plastic cups beneath the sink. I should’ve filled one for him with ice cubes from the tray. I should’ve ignored the wave that pummeled me two Christmas Eves ago, if only so he’d want me at this precise moment. If only so the frame might begin with two people, together, in the middle of the night.

“I was thirsty.”

“Oh.”

“Thanks again for having me.”

“No worries.”

“And for the beers.”

“White Claws.”

“Regardless.”

“Jack.”

“Yeah?”

The blinds smack the sill. He’s opened the window.

“Nothing. I just wanted to say your name.”

I’m not cut out for this life. I don’t know how people do it without starving themselves or becoming alcoholics or covering their bodies in tattoos. I guess we all choose some way of coping. Alice says the world’s pain is why she became a preschool teacher. Maybe, instead of becoming a preschool teacher, I can use the metal spatula that hangs on a hook beside the fridge to scrape the skin off my shins in long strips that curl as they fall to the tile.

He steps forward and claps me on the shoulder, meaning to pass. The sound reminds me of blinds against a window frame, of a book dropped on a table, of a horse whipped to go. It’s a sound of casual certainty, of offhand command.

“Dude, it’s way past my bedtime, and you have to get up to go to your parents’ house in the morning.”

“Jack,” I say, and this time he laughs, discomfort verging on impatience. He sets his glass in the sink with a click. He’s too sensitive. There’s no way to spring this on him. He’s already planning his rejection—kind eyes, compliment sandwiches, no physical contact.

I’m very nearsighted, and any time I need to do something gross—clean clumps of hair out of the drain or wipe dried shit from along the rim of the toilet bowl—I take off my glasses, and any nausea subsides. As long as I hold my breath, it’s all just shapes and colors. This is how it feels to confess to Jack in the middle of the night, still half-drunk, still refusing to switch on a light. There aren’t any hard edges to stop my nerve.

I tell him I’m in love with him.

Some people get tattoos.

He lets out a sigh that lasts several seconds. A wave withdraws, taking its time with the hush and soak. Whether conscious plan or instinct, his hesitation makes me grateful.

He gives a long speech, the essence of which is “I liked dating you in high school but things have changed, and you’re a great guy but I’m straight, and I hope we can still be friends, but also I’m probably gonna need some space after this, and I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but I still really appreciate you letting me crash here.”

He claps me on the shoulder one more time and shuffles past me toward his air mattress on the floor. I’ve made him feel uncomfortable. I’ve made him feel. This, at least, is something. I take a sip from his wine glass of water. I leave the window open.

The next morning, I can’t bring myself to walk him to his car. The sputter and stink of his exhaust pipe will kill me. I know this like I know what will happen if I jump off Key Bridge or slit my wrists in the bathtub. He thanks me. He calls me “bro.” I say of course. It’s no problem, man. Anytime.

I shut the door and vomit on my floor. It’s mostly bile. I beg someone, anyone, to cut away, and then there’s another wave of it. After a few seconds of breathing in through the nose and out through the mouth, I get a mop and bucket from the kitchen closet, grateful for something to do.

Once the floor is clean, I’m alone, but the air buzzes. I pad to the nearest window and glimpse the season’s first snowfall through the blind slits. The buzzing comes to a point, or rather a column, along the left side of my body. The sensation is one of expansion. A frame widens. A limb that has fallen away fuses into place—

I’m seventeen. The sky over the football field burns orange. Jack and I have been broken up for a year. He finds me in the senior parking lot after rehearsal for the school play ends. He’s just finished swim practice. His hair is plastered to his forehead. There are wet spots where his T-shirt clings to his chest. He’s in a hurry.

“My battery’s dead,” I say.

“I’ll give you a jump.”

“You don’t have to do that. I’m just waiting for my mom.”

“She has class at night.”

“Not every night. Her schedule’s different now.”

“But she does tonight?”

I pause, glancing at my phone. I have five texts from Alice. Nothing from my mom. “She’ll be here in an hour.”

“Let me do it. Please.”

And so he does, even though I know I make him nervous, and I know he’s supposed to be somewhere, though I’m too afraid to ask where. He texts someone as he walks to the trunk of his car to grab jumper cables. A girl, probably.

It takes all of ten minutes. He asks me to try the ignition, and it works. He’s quick putting away the cables, shutting both our hoods. I thank him, and he looks embarrassed. Sheepish is the word that comes to mind, which always makes me think of wool and warmth. I want him to hold me without touching my body. I want him to envelop my essence and squeeze until my life clicks into place.

He doesn’t do any of those things. I thank him, then climb in my car, which hums beneath me. I shift into reverse and steer out of the senior lot. I turn right on Old Dominion, pause at a stoplight. Stay with me here. Out the back windshield, the sky decrescendos from orange to a pale pink. I watch myself, a transformed protagonist in the rearview mirror’s steady frame. Sure enough, my silhouette glows.





WINTER ADVISORY

MARION STARLING BOYER

The snowstorm coming to bury us

was due three hours ago.

It is long past bedtime yet I stand

looking outdoors, watching for a shift.

I’m prepared, but hang in suspense.

Let it come and be over.

My husband’s memory declines slowly,

but small losses gather.

How many years now? asked the doctor.

Six? I can’t be sure.

Everyone is different, but usually

the disease is terminal at ten.

I stay up, wait for the whiteout,

not quite believing it will come at all.





Art in Public Hospitals

from the NYC Health + Hospitals Art Collection
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Development of Modern Medicine: Modern Preventative Medicine
by William Palmer; Elmhurst Hospital
WPA mural, one of 14 panels, ~300 sf, 1936-37
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Pursuit of Happiness by Vertis Hayes; Harlem Hospital
WPA Mural, one of 8 panels, 1937
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Cyrus by Katie Yamasaki; Elmhurst Hospital
Acrylic on canvas, 52 x 52 in, 2007-09

[image: image]

Norman Lewis (1909–1979), Carnivale II, Kings County Hospital
1962, oil on canvas, 64 x 51 in, signed

© Estate of Norman Lewis, Courtesy of Michael Rosenfeld Gallery LLC, New York, NY
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Alice and Her Friends in the Subway
by Abram Champanier, WPA murals, 1938
rescued from the former Gouverneur Children’s Hospital
restored, returned to Gouverneur Clinic
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The Statue of Liberty
by Abram Champanier, WPA murals, 1938
rescued from the former Gouverneur Children’s Hospital
restored, returned to Gouverneur Clinic
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Modern Surgery and Anesthesia by Alfred Crimi; Harlem Hospital
WPA mural, 250 sf, 1936
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Modern Medicine by Charles Alston; Harlem Hospital
WPA mural, 204 x 108 in, 1940

[image: image]

The Silent Seasons - Autumn
by Will Barnet;
Gotham Health, Morrisania
Lithograph, 37 x 22 in, 1969
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The Silent Seasons - Spring
by Will Barnet;
Gotham Health, Morrisania
Lithograph, 31.5 x 25 in, 1967

© Estate of Will Barnet, courtesy of ALEXANDRE, New York
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Pochoir Lithographs
Plate #4
by E.A. Séguy

[image: image]

Suggestions pour Étoffes et Tapis
Plate #17
Central Office, 1927
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Bouquets et Frondaisons
Plate #19
Coler Hospital
17.5 x 12.75 in, 1925
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Recreation in Harlem by Georgette Seabrooke, Harlem Hospital
WPA mural, 1937





CONCENTRATE

LUCIA OWEN

is what they do to oranges so you can

add the water back and have orange juice again,

the delicious and perishable, reduced

or frozen to keep from spoiling.

It’s hard to read without distraction,

to sink into alpha and meditate.

It’s even harder to concentrate,

to reconstitute the sweetness–

not easy, to recover what I’ve saved —

my life, still delicious, closer to perishable.





KASHER

LISA SARDINAS

“Kita el kavzo, kita el pekado.”

Eliminate the cause, and you will eliminate the sin.

Judeo-Spanish idiom

Sitting on the edge of her bed, slipping her feet into low-heeled leather slippers, Rejin noticed her feet were swollen again that morning. Her pedicure still looked good though, her red nails like little bonbons. A better wife, trying harder to cut expenses, might have skipped her weekly mani-pedi. But at sixty-five, she enjoyed the ritual and the company. The hell with money! She gripped the antique walnut nightstand to push herself up, then thrust her body like a locomotive toward the bedroom windows to draw the curtains.

Today was the first Thursday of the month, the day the kasher butcher’s delivery boy, Iskender, would bring meat for both this house and her daughter Lora’s, all the way from Kadıköy on the other side of the Bosporus—one of the few places left in all of Istanbul where observant Jews could still buy meat. How did Rejin remember this first thing in the morning? Did her body have an inner clock that said, today there’ll be meat delivery and tomorrow you’ll be stuck in the kitchen orchestrating an elaborate Shabat meal, even though they’d be cooking for the same three people as usual: Izak, herself, and Melek, their live-in mosa? In keeping with tradition, Lora and her family spent Shabats with her in-laws while occasionally joining her parents for Sunday dinners—when and if her husband, Rafi, was in the mood.

Already, crossing the mirrored closets—mirrors she avoided—Rejin felt a few beads of sweat roll down her armpits. It was July-hot in October. For her, the snowstorms of December would feel no cooler. At her age, everything made her sweat: her weight, her genes, the dozens of medicines she took. Her mother had been the same way. But a large physical presence was respected back then. Nowadays, saleswomen with perfect makeup and careful figures in chic cosmetics stores that popped up around town like mushrooms treated Rejin like an out-of-date loka they could fleece with endless creams: anti-aging, anti-wrinkle, anti-puffiness. “Anti” my kulo, she thought. She still returned home with tiny bags of precious night creams and serums, thinking what if. Her good friend Selma Hanım—the only non-Jew in their card group—looked great and swore they were effective. The only price Rejin had to pay was sitting through a whole night of Izak’s bickering, his voice blaring like a trumpet, when the credit card bill arrived. The solo became a duet whenever Lora was visiting, dutifully, mainly to please her father. “You eat constantly and never move. Then you spend all your money on doctors and shopping to feel good,” Lora scolded, as if she were the mother and Rejin the wayward child. “How can Papi retire if you keep spending this way?”

Of course, nothing Rejin did or said these days seemed to please her daughter. Lora’s husband had been swimming in money ever since his business took off a decade ago. But did that make his frog-faced majesty one bit more generous? Mazallah. To the contrary, Lora was allowed to spend money only on things he deemed important—fancy cars, brand-name bags, big shiny watches, a villa with a pool. Anything to show other people how far his pipi reached. But then she had to go all the way to Mecidiyeköy for a manicure to save three kuruş and hire a maid only three times a week, with two boys running amok in practically a palace! No wonder Lora was so sullen and clipped again the other week. When Rejin asked, “Are you in a mauvaise humeur?” Lora simply replied, “I’m fine. I don’t want to talk about it,” and hung up. Never called back.

If only Rejin and Izak could tell Lora to pack her things, take the boys, and come live with them. But even if their three-bedroom apartment could fit three more people, Izak didn’t earn enough to feed two growing boys and pay for their schooling. So they had to play dumb, pretending all was good and rosy when it stank!

She drew open the curtains and cracked the window open. Fresh air rushed in, grazing her face and neck, while the sounds of traffic drifted down from Nispetiye. Looking at the silvery sky above the half-barren hill Izak had dragged them to so they could “own,” leaving behind their beautiful rental in Nişantaşı, she wondered if it might rain later.

She reached for the soft pack of Marlboro Reds in the ashtray on the windowsill. That Melek had remembered to clean the ashtray felt like a little morning gift. A taciturn girl with an unhurried rhythm, Melek still needed plenty of nudging and reminding about her chores, even after eight months of living with them. In her defense, she wasn’t just new to this household but to city life, having grown up in a village in Kastamonu.

Rejin, who detested these days of domesticity, would much rather have Melek receive the meat delivery. But the monthly meat bills were huge. She couldn’t trust a maid with that kind of money, least of all a dreamy head like Melek. If only the butcher would give her a timeframe. But he refused, citing bridge traffic—how convenient!

A drag of her cigarette, and Rejin started coughing. The first attack of the day. This one would notify Melek that Rejin was awake, so Melek would know to come in. Getting help to pull up her skirt or fasten her bra was an imperious habit at the dawn of a new millennium—the kind that drove Lora crazy. But Rejin had already sweated buckets without having to wrestle her bra’s tiny hooks into their even tinier clasps, her arms twisted behind her back like a pretzel. No, it was better to accept help. Why else shell out for a live-in mosa when Izak was tired of working, even if he’d never admit it?

Melek moved deliberately upon hearing Madam’s coughing, giving the older woman time to cover herself, at least partially. It embarrassed, even annoyed Melek to have to see all that flesh. She wiped the surface of the fridge with what she imagined were an ice skater’s elegant turns, like the ones she watched on TV at nights in Miss Lora’s old room. Then she entered the master bedroom, flip-flopping her slippers extra loudly.

Madam, who already had pants and a T-shirt on, was nonetheless startled when Melek said, “Good morning, Madam.”

“God, you did it again, Melek,” she said, pressing a hand to her chest. “I swear, you move like a ghost. Make a little sound so I know you’re here.”

Melek said nothing as usual, playing deaf and mute, a habit that made it easier to live with her two employers six days a week. A Muslim girl from a village, she knew nothing about their traditions or their food, except for what her sister Emine had told her before getting married and handing Melek her old job and room.

On Saturdays—her one day off—Melek visited Emine in the basement apartment Emine shared with her husband. Tucked under a heavy blanket that smelled of hay, on the living room sofa, Melek lulled herself to sleep watching pedestrians’ legs move back and forth in the window high above her head—legs visible only from the calf down. It was a fun game, except when Emine’s husband passed through the living room on his way to the bathroom. Then Melek quickly shut her eyes, barely breathing until he was back in the darkness of the master bedroom.

“Come, please hook up my bra so I can put these soups in their cases,” Madam said. She pulled up her T-shirt, struggling inside the cotton cloud like a drowning person—an image that multiplied in the mirrored closet doors.

Melek blew air into her cupped hands before touching Madam’s moist skin. Madam’s red T-shirt already had a few blotches of darker red on the back and a small one under each armpit. Her navy-blue poplin pants were neither buttoned nor fully zipped—nor would they be all day, hidden beneath the long T-shirt like a dirty secret.

“God damn fatness, Melek. I tell you, you gotta watch what you eat. Those damn hormones get you once you hit fifty,” Madam said over her shoulder.

Melek, who, at seventeen, was still too young and spindly to worry about getting big hips, couldn’t suppress a smile. God damn, fuck, bastard—Madam spoke these words with such ease and vigor, unlike any other woman Melek knew. Melek envied Madam’s grit and freedom. But it also embarrassed her that Madam could be so crass and expansive, so carefree, taking up more space than was her due. Weren’t emotions supposed to be tucked away in an inner room so that people could live with and survive one another?

“Melek, don’t forget, today is Iskender day. Make room for the new meat in the freezer. If we have any left from the last batch, ring up the super and give it to him, will you, sweetie?”

By now, Madam must have realized that, while Melek needed reminders for her other chores, she never forgot the date of a meat delivery. It wasn’t that she was wild about the delivery boy, Iskender, yet, but she thought she could be if he gave her a reason. After all, if she ever wanted to leave this apartment and start a life of her own, she would need to meet a man and marry him. That’s what Emine had done. Even Miss Lora—educated and raised in a house like this—had left this apartment only after getting married.

Stepping over peaceful grays and sunny patches of the corridor covered in wall-to-wall light blue carpet, Rejin headed to the living room. God, how could she bear waiting for the meat delivery when her friends would be having so much fun at the card game at Vivet’s that afternoon? Daylight seeped in through the two girls’ rooms: first Melek’s narrow bedroom, then Lora’s, painted a pale lilac that Lora had chosen when she still lived there. On the walls hung a few oil paintings Lora had done in high school—paintings she recently blamed Rejin for not hanging somewhere more prominent. “You always stifled my talents,” she said. Supposedly, when Lora wanted to study art in college, Rejin had discouraged her with, Study what you want, but don’t expect your father to support you forever. A statement that had made Lora feel like a kept girl in her own home, no different from their mosas.

Except for a pullout couch and the built-in cabinetry with a TV, Lora’s old room was mostly empty now. The couch, when opened, was big enough for Lora’s two sons to sleep on, but Lora rarely brought them to visit, let alone to sleep over. The few times Rejin broached the subject, Lora brushed it off with a quick, The boys are bored here. Rejin suspected there was more to it. Perhaps Lora believed that Rejin and Izak—of course, as always, Rejin primarily—might emotionally scar their grandsons just as, Lora seemed to suggest, they had scarred her. When had Rejin become the big bad wolf of the story? If Lora was more content, would she still be picking at old wounds? But who could say a word when Lora was so malheureuse already? So Rejin listened, chain-smoking, swallowing her ija's accusations whole.

Everything about Rafi and Lora had unfolded quickly. They had been introduced formally, through an entradura—an idea Lora initially resisted, seeing herself as too modern for matchmakers. Unlike her parents, she had no objections to interfaith marriage; several of her friends had dated Muslims and perhaps so had she, though she would never have confessed it to her mother. But when she turned twenty-three, something shifted. Sarit and Sandra, two of her closest friends, married. And going to one wedding after the next had a way of tinkering with a young woman’s mind. As did a mother’s comments. Evidently, Rejin had told Lora, “You look beautiful now. But beauty is fleeting. Use it while you have it.” Was that the best advice to give? Then again, Lora didn't come with a rich Papa to give her a big dowry, nor was she likely to make a killing herself with a degree in Italian philology.

“Just meet him,” her parents had suggested, for once in unison. “Going out to dinner with a man is no promise to marry.” Normally it was Rejin’s job to play spokesperson as Izak preferred to keep a little distance from Lora’s everyday affairs. Perhaps he thought it preserved a father’s authority. His affection, too.

Soon, Lora had transitioned from saying, “He’s boring. His face is too chubby,” to spending hours getting ready to go out to the en vogue places Rafi used to take her to. (He occasionally still took her out, but only to be seen, tipping like crazy just to be treated like a Mafia king.) Yes, Rafi had won them all over at the beginning: always arriving a bit early, often bearing flowers or small gifts for Lora, never forgetting to engage the parents—Izak especially—and showing signs of being hardworking. Everything had looked so good on paper.

Rejin stepped onto the parquet floor of the living room, letting out a sigh that seemed to drop all the way down to that well of “light depression” for which the doctor had recently prescribed some expensive medications. Her latest malady elicited little sympathy from Lora or Izak, as if this depression business was simply another caprice of hers like smoking or shopping—something she could easily fix or do away with, but selfishly chose not to.

She sank down to her side of the couch, next to the coffee table, her pillow limper than the two others beside it. Soon, Melek would come in with a tray, holding a plate with a piece of toast, some white cheese, and Turkish coffee, with two antidepressant pills resting on the saucer instead of two cookies. Rejin would inevitably have the cookies later in the day—what else did she have to look forward to?

She reached for another cigarette and propped her puffy feet on an ottoman covered with a needlepoint she’d made years ago, back when she still had the patience. Across the street, on the balcony of a pink-plastered building just like theirs, Rejin spotted a neighbor—the one who moved her head back and forth like a pigeon. Was she sick, or did she have some terrible tic, the povereta? Rejin let out another big exhale.

Of course, all this waiting could come to a quick end if they stopped buying kasher meat and started shopping at a local butcher, like normal people. No reason they couldn’t do that now that Izak’s father, Monsieur Jak—the only truly devout man in the family—had been dead for over six years. The rest of them, Izak included, were bound only by tradition, not true belief.

Last spring, Rejin broached the subject with Izak while they were watching Questions Pour Un Champion on TV5. “You have good reason to stop?” Izak had asked. “If so, go ahead. You don’t need my approval.” This struck Rejin as too ambiguous an answer on which to base a decision. What if there was an afterlife, and one day Rejin would have to defend her decision to Monsieur Jak, never mind God? Not to mention that everyone in the family had formed a shared conviction over the years that kasher meat was superior. Every ten years or so there were rumors that nonkasher butchers mixed horse or cat meat into their ground beef and sucuks. So Rejin had let the topic drop, settling back into the seeming comfort of habit—a habit that ate into her days and nobody else’s.

As she organized the freezer, the tips of her fingers growing cold and numb, Melek’s mind kept returning to the upcoming meat delivery. Everything would be packed in individual one-kilo packages, neatly labeled: veal cutlets for schnitzel, ground beef, liver, bodiko, and a few whole chickens. Melek had never handled so much meat in her life, not even during the Feast of the Sacrifice in the village.

The meat always made strange sounds in her hands, as if the part of the animal it came from still had some life in it. She never gave this much thought until her older sister Emine ruined it for her on a recent Saturday. While they were preparing dinner in the kitchen, Melek casually commented on the sounds the meat made, and Emine whispered that it was wet and funny sounding down there, too. That was a good thing, she explained, because it could be dry, which made it painful when a man put his manhood in.

Yuck! Why had Emine told Melek all this? Was she trying to shock her baby sister? Or was she being generous in her own way, teaching Melek everything she knew? Either way, Melek could never look at meat the same way after that sisterly talk. She’d probably turn as red as raw liver when Iskender handed her a package later that day. Then, what might he make of her embarrassment?

On any other Thursday, Rejin, still seated in the living room with a Nescafé and a cigarette, would be having lunch with Melek in the kitchen before starting to get ready, with perfume, a silk chemise, and bijoux. Rejin loved the whole card-game ritual. She enjoyed keeping up with her girlfriends’ new hair colors and hairstyles and hearing about the lives of their ultra-rich sons and daughters, who brought home rich and famous lovers—both Jewish and Muslim. She loved the elegant Maçka and Bebek apartments, adorned with antiques and Bosporus views. She even liked that Vivet constantly complained about her chauffeur’s impudence, and Rejin got to tease her friend about her rich-woman’s problems in exchange for a few chuckles.

But instead, she’d spend most of the day alone in her living room, where daylight reached deep without revealing anything new.

She decided to get up, just to move.

“What are we cooking tonight?” she asked as she entered the steamy kitchen, where the tea kettle was nearing the end of its morning shift.

“Whatever you want, Madam. I washed the spinach so that we can eat it before it rots,” Melek said, taking the breakfast tray from Rejin’s hands and rushing it to the sink.

It never ceased to surprise Rejin that a girl so pale and frail should end up a mosa, her hands slowly ruined in bleach and Arabian soap, rather than an Istanbul hanımefendi whose arms knew only gold and silk.

“Spinach is good, and we still have kashkarikas and the meatballs, right?” Rejin opened the fridge door, not waiting for an answer.

If only Iskender would show up early, maybe then she’d have a chance to make it to her card game, surprising her friends. What an entrance that would be! But then, she might miss Lora when she came for her package, and she didn’t want her daughter coming home to an apartment full of empty rooms. She wanted to give her the welcome of a mother. She still remembered the enthusiastic little girl who used to greet her at the door after her card games, insisting on removing—and trying on—her high heels, happily chanting, Mami, Mami.

Lora, who was in therapy and had been for who knows how long, was full of accusations. You conditioned me to love you, when it was your duty to love me as a mother, she would say, right after telling Rejin about one of her boys’ swollen tonsils. Or: You made me feel insignificant, even ugly, so I’d marry quickly.

Had she, really?

“Tell me, is that carpenter still on your tail?” she asked Melek.

Melek smiled, tittering into her hand, her head bent like a dainty flower.

It was painful to see a young girl so ashamed of her own smile. Who had taught her to shrink like this? As if she was afraid to take up too much space, or some bullshit like it. Who had that right? Before she knew it, Rejin found herself standing in front of Melek, pushing Melek’s hand away, doing something she had never done before: touching one of her helpers. “Let me see it. Let me see that smile,” she said. “A smile is a beautiful thing. You should flaunt it, not hide it. Haven’t I told you that hundreds of times already?” As soon as Rejin pushed one hand away, Melek, whose face was as red as beets, brought her other hand up to her lips in a way that struck Rejin as playful. Rejin found herself laughing. For once, Melek was laughing too. What a relief, not to have to weigh her every word, every glance, even the direction she exhaled each puff of cigarette smoke, the way she had to with her own ija.

“I can see we’ll have a celebration soon,” Rejin added, wanting to prolong the moment. She was happy, for once, to discuss something beyond Do we have salad? or Have you paid the grocer? In reality, what did she know about the carpenter, except that Melek had mentioned him once and with some degree of annoyance, now that she thought about it?

A sound like a hiccup escaped Melek’s lips. Was she laughing or crying? Rejin took a step back and saw tears—not tears of laughter. Good gracious! What had she done, stupid woman! Melek was still partially hiding her face behind a hand, but Rejin saw more tears, her shoulders bobbing up and down. Should she give the poor girl a hug? No, better not cross any more boundaries. She placed a hand on Melek’s shoulder and murmured, “It’s okay, my girl, it’s okay,” before turning around and stepping out of the kitchen to give Melek a chance to recover.

Why did she have to cry like a baby? Didn’t that only confirm Madam’s suspicions about the carpenter—that Melek was secretly having an affair behind her back, essentially lying? The whole exchange left Melek feeling falsely accused, or at the very least, misunderstood.

She knew Madam was proud to have married off three servants, including Melek’s sister, and her pride was more like a mother’s than an employer’s. But the idea of marriage made Melek nervous. Her sister never openly complained about her husband, but his watchful presence could be felt in every corner of their dim apartment, even when he was absent. Meanwhile, Miss Lora, who had more than once warned Melek to take her time before marrying, made openly disparaging comments about her husband. Once, practically in front of Mr. Rafi, she said, “I don’t listen to him. Let him speak.” Another time, with two moons in her eyes, she’d whispered, “Between us, Melek, women know better—only men don’t know it. Shhh.”

But even as she spoke her defiance, and the two of them giggled, there was real sadness in Miss Lora’s eyes, perhaps even a flicker of alarm, as if she were a cornered animal.

Rejin left the kitchen feeling tomada, walking but unsure of where she was going. Instead of heading to the living room as usual, she turned right, making her way to Lora’s old room. Melek’s whimpering echoed from the kitchen, guiding her steps like a sleepwalker’s.

She entered the room, taking in the lilac walls, full of Lora’s youthful hopes and dreams. She plopped down on the sofa, facing the built-in cabinetry with the TV. The room was empty and lifeless now, but it hadn’t always been. Lora had been a spirited youth who, like most girls, was into makeup, clothes, magazines and posters, and, for a few years, her paintings. All that color and shine—on her body, on her walls—in preparation for a life she dreamed of. And didn’t find. Certainly not in her marriage. Had Rejin, in fact, stood in the way of her happiness?

One night—early morning, really—when Lora had just started dating Rafi, Rejin had gotten up to pee. On any other night, she would have used the master bathroom. But that morning, she left her room, where Izak was sleeping, tempted to confirm that Lora was safely in bed. Unlike some of her friends and her oh-so-liberal cousin Rozi in Izmir, Lora hadn’t been raised to come home at six in the morning. Izak was a strict father who rarely raised his voice. But when he did, even Rejin herself wanted to vanish for having awoken his fury. And Lora’s bed was empty that morning, the soft, furry bedspread undisturbed, the curtains open, the whole room emanating her absence. In another half hour, Izak, a lifelong salaryman with an inner clock to match, would be up. How would Rejin explain Lora’s absence to him? Worse, what if something had happened to Lora? A car accident? An attack by a maniac or a terrorist? In the dark of the night, any and all evil was possible. Should I call the police? Should I wake up Izak? Such were the thoughts whirling in her mind when she heard noises at the apartment door and practically jumped with anticipation, even relief. (Witless woman: What if she’d opened the door to an armed thief?) When she pulled the door open, standing before her were none other than Rafi and Lora, looking no less guilty than thieves, fiddling with the key, their only light the dim bulb by the elevator.

Rejin didn’t know who was more surprised to see whom: she, in her see-through nightgown which Rafi, with his puffy lips made for pouting, had never been meant to see, or the young couple, their hair disheveled, their skin pink and irritated, their expressions undefended. Caught, ashamed, and not just for coming home late. It wasn’t hard to guess what they had been doing all those hours. Bad enough if Lora lost her virginity, but if she were to, God forbid, get pregnant, that would be a scandal Rejin didn’t dare handle behind Izak’s back.

Now, sitting on the pullout couch in Lora’s old room, surrounded by her fiery flower paintings, Rejin recalled that she had been the first one to speak that morning. “Do you know what time it is? I was frightened out of my wits.” She’d kept her voice low, careful not to wake Izak, but there was no mistaking her tone.

For weeks—or was it only days?—Rejin had kept her mouth shut, to let the dust settle. Eventually, she grew tired of this game, and of keeping a secret from her husband. Why should she take responsibility for Lora’s poor choices? One day, she barged into Lora’s room and quietly shut the door behind her, in what now seemed like a grand, if reckless, gesture. Lora lay supine on her bed, plucking her eyebrows, and was taken aback by the visit. Who could recall what words Rejin managed to string together? (Perhaps Lora and her therapist could.) But her message was clear: If Lora and Rafi were doing something stupid, Rejin would have no choice but to tell Izak. Those two had been staying out later and later, always pushing past Lora’s curfew. A little fear seemed like a good tool to use. Rejin had seen the alarm in Lora’s eyes, her eyebrows still raw from plucking.

Yet despite the dramatics of that morning, and her own warnings (in hindsight, nothing but chantage really), Rejin’s first reaction when Lora walked into the kitchen with Rafi in tow and announced, with indignation rather than joy or happiness, that they’d be getting married, was not relief, but a bad premonition. Not yet about Rafi, but about the way Lora had come to her decision—how quickly. Still, what had she expected? She hugged them both. Izak was happy. It felt wrong to ask: Are you sure? Never mind, Are you pregnant?

The doorbell rang.

She was a stupid woman. Heartless, really. Why couldn’t she have put a hand on Lora’s shoulder and simply said, “It’s okay, ija mia. Whatever shit you got yourself into, we’ll take care of it together.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. How had they ended up like this, with Melek crying in the kitchen, Rejin sobbing here, and Lora too angry to cry at all?

The doorbell rang again. Could it be Lora, early for her package? Or was it Iskender? Suddenly Rejin remembered the state she’d left Melek in. “Melek! I’ll get the door,” she called out. Gripping the edge of the sofa, she stood and thrust her body forward, determined to offer the girl this small gesture.

But as she passed the kitchen, she saw that Melek was already up, adjusting a hairpin. “No, I’ll get it, Madam,” Melek said, looking composed and resolute, showing no signs of having cried. “The packages will be heavy for you.”

They walked to the door together, and Rejin caught a glimpse of them both in the hallway mirror—four women moving in sync.

Whoever was at the door was leaning on the bell now.

“Who is it?” Melek called out.

Rejin wiped her tears. “Let them wait,” she said.





VASA PREVIA

TRYSTAN POPISH

The specialist is trying

to reassure us

that medical technology

has come so far,

that ultrasounds are sharp

enough to find and follow

the journey of my errant

umbilical vessels. Today’s

vasa previa won’t

be like the old days,

when labor severed

that vital line and babies

bled out before their birth

without anyone knowing why.

Exsanguination is the way

the doctor chooses to describe

what could still happen.

Such a cold clinical term

for the potential rush

of warm blood

from my unborn baby.

Only 10 ounces of blood

fill all her tiny veins and arteries.

And all I keep thinking is

am I saying vasa previa right,

the name of this internal guillotine

hanging over my baby’s head?

Long a? Short a?

Long e? Short e?

I cannot wrap my mouth

around this term —

what hope, then,

has my heart?





THE DARK

CHERYL JEAN KELLEY

Water is boiling with intention. The radio is midway through a sentence it will never finish. Outside, the light still pretends it will stay. There is no thunderclap, no cinematic pause, just the refrigerator cutting its throat—mid-hum—and the room discovering its own edges. Darkness doesn’t arrive. It is revealed.

The house exhales. The clocks go blank at once, obedient, their red numerals surrendering without protest. I stand at the counter with a knife in my hand and feel how quickly the body takes inventory when the script dissolves. Weight shifts to the balls of my feet. Shoulders lift. The knife becomes a fact.

I don’t move right away. The dark presses gently, like a question that doesn’t need an answer yet.

Outside, a neighbor laughs, too loud, the way people do when they want the moment to stay ordinary. Somewhere, a car alarm tests its own relevance and then gives up. The street begins to make a different sound, one without the polite layering of appliances—wind in leaves, a dog’s uncertain barking, the low argument of voices rediscovering distance.

I find a candle in the drawer and the flame takes longer than it should. The light does not fill the room; it negotiates with it. Corners remain unconvinced. The walls retreat just enough to make me understand how much of vision is agreement.

When the lights are on, you forget how much your body is doing on your behalf, measuring steps, mapping surfaces, trusting that the floor will continue to be where it was a moment ago. Now, I walk more hesitantly. The hallway narrows and the doorway becomes an event. I reach for the banister and miss by an inch, a miss that matters.

In the dark, the television is a black mirror. I see myself reflected dimly—outline, posture, an unfamiliar shape by lack of detail. The couch is merely a long shadow. The table is a waiting thing. The room no longer tells me how to be in it.

Through the window, I see a child running with a glow stick, ecstatic. The dark has freed him from instruction. His laughter skips ahead of him, unburdened by outcome.

The flame of my candle barely moves, but I can feel my breath disturbing it—the smallest proof that I am here, exhaling into a room that no longer hums its reassurance. My ribs expand as I breathe. The dark presses back with equal pressure, a conversation without words. I close my eyes and it makes no difference.

That's when I feel it, the way the body has been preparing for this without telling me. How my feet already know the three steps from hallway to kitchen. How my hand finds the door handle before my mind remembers where it should be. How I've been memorizing exits and counting doorways since I was small enough to need someone to carry me through the dark; the body has already learned what the mind refuses to believe, that we have always been walking toward the day when the lights don't come back on.

Not from storm or squirrel or transformer blown, but from the slow accretion of systems built on the faith that there will always be more light, more time. The dark is patient. It knows we've been only borrowing the brightness.

And here, with the candle making its small argument against the dark, I understand what I've been avoiding: that I don't know how to live without. None of us do. But my body has been practicing anyway—slowing at thresholds, reaching before seeing, breathing into the space where certainty used to be.

The wax pools. The flame finds its rhythm. I match mine to it. In the dark space, I’m briefly honest, interdependent, alive to the edges where control dissolves.

The phone buzzes. A text arrives from the utility company, cheerful in its automation.

Outage Reported.

Estimated Restoration: Unknown.

Unknown is the only honest word the company has offered all day.

I sit on the floor, back against the couch, candle between my feet like a small agreement. The wax smells faintly floral, an optimism from some other era. Shadows move when I do. The house watches me back.

Time thickens. Minutes lose their edges. Without the microwave clock insisting on progress, the evening becomes formless—stretching, instructive. I notice the sound of my own breath the way you notice a tide when the boat engines stop. I notice how the body prefers lower stakes than the mind does.

Outside the window, the neighbors have quieted, retreating into their private darkness. The child’s glow stick snaps and goes silent. The street relearns itself.

When the lights finally return, they do not ask if I’m ready. They arrive all at once, arrogant in their success. The refrigerator resumes its duty. The clocks blink 12:00, asking forgiveness with their blankness. The radio finishes a sentence that no longer belongs to me.

The candle gutters, confused by its sudden redundancy. I blow it out and watch the smoke lift, thin and deliberate, as if making a note about exit strategies. I don’t move right away. I let the brightness wait.

Later, I will reset the clocks. I will finish cooking. I will forget how gingerly I walked. But some part of me will remember this: how the body rose to meet the dark without instruction, how the house loosened its grip on certainty, how I knew—however briefly—where to stand and how to move when the system let go.





EMAIL I DIDN’T SEND TO THE POET WHO ASSAULTED ME

ANDREA SCARPINO

I taught your poems in class today, talked about their iambs,

off-rhymes, how you describe a failing marriage,

spinning out on black ice, how sad it is to love the world

only as you’re leaving it. I wore black, rolled back my shoulders,

stood as tall as I could in my biggest shoes. I didn’t say

I took class after class with you, read every book

you told me to, longed for you to like just one of my lines,

cite my own breakthrough. I didn’t say we were friends—

I thought we were friends. They’re beautiful, your poems.

I taught them because they’re beautiful. I taught them

to prove to myself that I could say your name to people

who trust the words I say. When class ended, I walked

to a blue dumpster and threw your books inside.





OUR LADY OF SLAUGHTER

SCARLETT DIAZ POWER

We were all named Guadalupe, us seven girls. Papi’s name was Guadalupe, too. He said it was like the Romans did. “All daughters had the same name,” he explained. “Only one, and always after their fathers. Julius would become Julia.”

Mami had wanted us named Maria, after her and her Mami before her, but both names honored the Virgin, so she conceded, and we were all Guadalupe. She called us by our numbers, another Roman thing to do, Papi praised. To her, we were Guadalupe I, II, III, IV, V, VI, and VII. Papi didn’t bother with numbers. Instead, he would shout “Guadalupe,” and seven heads of dark hair would pop up from around the house, all calling back “Yes?” in girlish echoes.

When we first heard rumors of a dangerous fever in an apartment building in Havana, we thought nothing of it. It was on the far side of town and Papi said it would blow over. But then it crept closer, jumping from one neighborhood to the next, until it came to us, in our little blue house. We all caught the fever, as we did all things together. We just didn’t expect it to be the thing that separated us.

Guadalupe VII died first. The youngest but not the smallest. The fever struck, and in a night she was gone. Guadalupe IV lingered for days until death finally came as a mercy. By then, the rest of us had recovered, except for Guadalupe VI. It was like our limbs had been severed, two echoes of ourselves lost, with a third growing fainter, slowly falling into that same impenetrable void.

Guadalupe VI’s fever reached a raging peak. We sat at the table that night, ready to greet death. The sky was full of stars, and the moon was bright, reflecting into the house and illuminating our terrified faces. We didn’t dare turn on a light, as if it might invite death’s presence too soon. In the middle of the night, Guadalupe VI emerged from bed in a sweat-soaked dressing gown, and we gathered her up, steadying her nine-year-old body. She asked for one last meal of café con leche. Mami couldn’t help but say yes. What else could we do but grant a dying girl her final wish? Guadalupe VI was so weak that we had to hold her up in our lap. We placed the porcelain cup to her dry, cracked lips as she took slow sips.

“It’s good,” she murmured when she was done, voice a tenuous whisper, head lolling back onto our shoulders. We could still feel her with us then, but only just.

Afterwards, she was tucked back into bed and we kissed her goodnight—but really it was goodbye. The sweat from her forehead lingered on our lips.

The next day, however, her fever had broken. It was thanks to the café con leche, we all agreed, and as we made her a second cup of the magical substance, she declared herself no longer a Guadalupe.

“It’s Cachita,” she said, sitting at the dining room table and kicking her feet that couldn’t yet reach the floor. “I know who I am now.” With the window behind her, she was bathed in the light of the sun, haloed by the rays peeking through the branches of the large tree outside. She looked, for all the world, like a marble statue of Our Lady of Charity, the saint she’d named herself after, and the patron of our island. None of us bothered to ask why the choice of name; the loss of her from ourselves was all that mattered.

Though small for her age, there was something untouchable about her after the fever. Papi couldn’t argue with her pronouncement; he only twisted his mouth into a thin, displeased line. He had been rendered mute after Guadalupe VII died in his arms. He was not a man who was prepared to face the reality of hardship. He worked as a lector in a cigar factory, reading to factory workers all day. He lived in history, magic, and stories. His hands, washed clean every morning at work before making the sign of the cross, were never dirty.

With no voice he had no job, and Mami had to borrow money from Tía Isabela, who worked as a seamstress and had very little money to spare. Papi became a fleeting ghostly presence around the house, leaving and returning at odd hours. As the sun kept turning and the days became brighter and impossibly hotter, it took several weeks for Papi’s voice to return to him. It came out as a hoarse croak. Mami sent him off to work anyway, but he returned at night reeking of liquor and lacking in money.

Then he disappeared.

For a week, we waited. We rationed our food. Then another week passed, and the week after that we used up the last of our rice. Mami collected fruits from the trees for our meals. We washed off the ants and flies as best we could, digging our thumbs into rotted guavas. The innards of putrefied coconuts became our meat. We drank cafecito to fill our stomachs. Guadalupe Cachita poured spoiled coconut milk into her drink, calling it café con leche, though it was no such thing.

A new soul seemed to have emerged in her after the fever, one that we could not yet comprehend. She spoke to the tree in our backyard and said it gave her recipes that would feed us. She began preparing them, but with only dirt and leaves as ingredients, they were inedible at best, and rotten at worst. She snatched a dead butterfly from the ground and, plucking off its powdery yellow wings, ate it whole. Then she used the wings as a spice in a meal that she tried to serve us as lunch.

As our stomachs ate away at themselves, and our hands trembled from the cafecito so badly that we could hardly sew the embroidered cloths we tried to sell for money, Mami left to find Papi, with a promise to return soon. We sat in the backyard, weakly fanning ourselves, heads resting in each other’s laps, trying to ignore our hunger. Guadalupe Cachita sat apart from us, staring into our neighbor Ochún’s yard, watching the chickens run.

A hawk was circling them overhead, inching lower and lower to the ground. That same hawk had been coming around for ages, but Ochún always ran out with a broom to swat it away, having almost a sixth sense for when her chickens were in danger. But she was not coming to their rescue that day.

“Do you know where Ochún is?” Guadalupe Cachita asked.

“Visiting her son,” we guessed, shrugging.

Ochún lived alone, and her name was not actually Ochún. But she had named herself after the Santería goddess so long ago nobody remembered what her original name was. She was a strange old woman—widowed, but with lots of children who’d moved away. We didn’t understand why she didn’t go to live with one of them, why she stayed in her squat pink home, with only chickens for company. She left to see her son only on rare occasions, and, less often, her daughters.

Guadalupe Cachita threw a stone at the hawk. It missed, but it scared the hawk enough that it flew in the other direction, away from its meal, and into the tree in our yard, watching with hungry eyes.

Pleased, Guadalupe Cachita smiled, pressing herself against the rickety fence between our yard and Ochún’s. She was outgrowing her blue sailor dress that had once been ours. “She has so many chickens,” she exclaimed, leaning further still, nearly tumbling into Ochún’s yard, “but I don’t see any eggs.”

“What would that matter?”

“We could eat them,” she said, as if it were obvious.

“But they’re not ours.”

“What does that matter, if we’re starving?”

“Mami will come home with Papi soon, and then we’ll eat.”

Guadalupe Cachita huffed, crossing her arms in annoyance. “And if she doesn’t?” She didn’t wait for our answer; instead, she hopped the fence, landing with a thud in Ochún’s yard. She entered with determination, not looking back at us for permission or reassurance. We wouldn’t, of course, have given either.

The chickens scattered at her entrance, squawking in fear, as if they knew her mind. Perhaps they did. Maybe some part of them remembered Ochún doing the same thing to them—slowly killing their family and friends—and felt a similar danger in her. But there was one who didn’t run or squawk. It simply sat there, gazing at Guadalupe Cachita with trusting eyes. Our sister approached it slowly, steps uncertain and cautious. She needn’t have been so careful, though. The chicken made no move of resistance, only clucked in greeting, before its airways were rapidly sealed off by Guadalupe Cachita’s hands around its long-feathered neck.

The death was not pretty. The poor thing shook and spasmed, and Guadalupe Cachita’s grip wasn't strong enough, so terrible squeaks of pain and fear escaped from the creature. We’d seen Mami kill chickens before, always quick and easy, barely a sound uttered, and then we would have our dinner. We’d never witnessed so grisly a murder.

The other chickens hid behind rocks and trees, and one chicken flew onto the roof, while we stood rooted to the ground. We watched our sister struggle with the chicken, kneeling on the ground as she managed to fully twist its neck, finally putting it out of its misery. When Guadalupe Cachita looked up at us, she smiled broadly despite the tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Well, you’ve done it now,” said a voice, and we turned to see Ochún on the street, having observed from there the mutilation of her chicken. She wore a neat red dress, and her long gray hair was pulled back into a low bun with a hat on top of her head. “I come back from church to this?”

She entered her backyard, stepping easily over her fence even in heels. She went to Guadalupe Cachita, who was still kneeling before the dead chicken. “Oh, poor Sabine,” Ochún said, clucking her tongue sadly. “You were always such a sweet thing. Dumb as a brick, but sweet.”

Guadalupe Cachita looked up at Ochún, eyes bright. “I’m sorry for her,” she said. “But we’re hungry.”

“Where’s your Mami?”

“Off to find Papi.”

Ochún knelt, taking the dead Sabine in her arms. “Come,” she demanded, gesturing for us to follow her into the home. Her kitchen was untidy, with pots and pans strewn about, and cold cups of half-drunk café con leche sitting on every surface in chipped mugs, the milk inside rotten and curdled. In the corner was an altar with a statue of her goddess and Our Lady of Charity, with offerings of sweet treats for the both of them.

Sabine was laid out on the kitchen table, prone. “Do you know how to pluck a chicken?”

Guadalupe Cachita shook her head.

Ochún hummed, grasping a sharp butcher’s knife. “Watch,” she ordered, and severed Sabine’s head. “The head should have been removed during slaughter.” Then she turned sternly toward our sister. “You tried to steal my chicken, Guadalupe.”

“You have plenty,” Guadalupe Cachita shot back, crossing her arms petulantly. “And it’s Cachita now.”

Ochún began pulling out organs from Sabine’s neck, then stopped and handed over the knife. “Well, Cachita, you killed her; you prepare her.”

Our sister’s knife skills were shaky, but she did her best under Ochún’s instruction, until Sabine’s feathers were plucked and her organs removed. Guadalupe Cachita presented the chicken to Ochún.

“Take her,” was Ochún’s answer. “I have more chickens.”

“Thank you,” Guadalupe Cachita said, now clutching at Sabine’s mutilated corpse like a precious thing. “I’m sorry.”

“No, you aren’t, because I wouldn’t be.” The two stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment in some secret communion we could not understand. “Next time you want a chicken, just tell me,” Ochún said. “And say a prayer for Sabine before you eat her.”

At home, we helped cook the chicken. With no rice left and only a few spices, it was a plain meal, but more than we’d had in weeks. We ate Sabine’s flesh so ours could keep going, and we were glad of it. We were still eating her tender body when Mami walked in. Papi trailing behind her, holding an armful of yucas, and wearing no shoes.

“We sold them,” Mami said, in response to our staring at his feet, and then demanded, “Where did you get the chicken?”

Guadalupe Cachita plated some meat and handed it over to Mami. “Her name is Sabine. Eat.”

That night, Guadalupe Cachita climbed the tree in our backyard, shooing away the hawk, and making her bed for the evening. We found her in the morning, hugging the tree branch like a beloved doll. One of Ochún’s chickens had gotten through the gate into our yard and was clucking on the ground beneath Guadalupe Cachita, sitting atop an egg. Ochún was watching from her back porch, a slight smile on her lips.

“Did you do this?” we asked.

Ochún simply looked up to Guadalupe Cachita still sleeping in the tree, barren branches outstretched behind her like bony plucked wings, and walked back inside.

When Guadalupe Cachita awoke, she slid down the trunk and picked up the egg as if she had expected it. For months the little chicken came into the yard every day to deliver an egg, in payment for not being eaten, which Guadalupe Cachita honored until the winter when we ate her.

The slaughter was much more peaceful that time, as Guadalupe Cachita snapped the chicken’s neck quickly, its head coming clean off, and gave us her offering with bloody hands and her face a terrifying mask of serenity.





THE END OF FALL

ED MEEK

In late October the wind picks up

and strips the leaves off the trees.

You want to put them back.

The bare trees look like old men

without clothes. Get dressed!

You want to say

in the pool’s locker room

where the other senior swimmers

stand nude before their lockers.

They are indifferent. From an era

when men’s bodies didn’t really matter.

Jimmy Stewart’s narrow shoulders

hidden in a wool suit. Gary Cooper,

reed thin behind a badge.

The cold wind shakes the branches

of the ironwood. Dull, dry copper leaves

Litter the lawn. The rake waits

silently in the shed. Meanwhile,

in the woods, the bears are hungry.

The end of the year is near.

How many seasons left?





BIRTH

MUBANGA KALIMAMUKWENTO

Madilu ampwampu mwinungu.

The tears of an orphan fall on his own knees.

- Lunda proverb

The morning after my mother succumbs to her illness,

I wake up forgetting, waiting for her Good morning to come

she’s been in the hospital for weeks, but

that split second is the heaven she clung then fled to

nothing is fractured here, not children, not lives

but a clock ticks, my heart beats, I exhale &

remembrance flickers, becomes the fire she prayed away

the week before grade eight

my father buys me everything on my list, even

the massive backpack that will cause shoulder pain for decades

still, I complain about the not-quite-rightness of it all

it’s been nine months & the heat in my chest

should be companion by now

but it’s only when I hear another girl, complaining

“not this one, Mummy,” that I crack everywhere again

my father is on the phone, dying

but I don’t know it yet

his voice is the same, steady as forever

in the hospital for a day, no cause for alarm

when my grandmother delivers the news

I cradle the phone, dial his number,

wait again for my mother to answer

I am wheeled out of the delivery room

holding the closest thing to perfection

the door opens to countless

grandmothers in waiting

there, I am ten again

scanning the faces as I’d done the morning air

searching, as always, for my mother.





LITTLE RAT

CATHERINE TREU EHMANN

On the side of my head, there is a little nest with a pink piece of gum in it. It’s been there since Easter because I fell asleep with the gum in my mouth and when I woke up the nest was there, on the side of my head. Maybe Sharon would notice the nest if we just stayed home, but that’s not what we do most days. In the morning, her footsteps wake me up. She goes from bed, to bathroom, to kitchen, fast fast fast. Then her hand is on my shoulder, shake shake shake. “Lacey, get up.” She throws my leggings and She-Ra shirt on the coffee table. “Hurry Lacey, we need to get out of here or I’m going to be late again.” She pulls her white work coat out of the dryer and shoves it in her purse.

“Mommy, why don’t you put that on?” I ask. She scrunches her eyes closed and sighs and reminds me her name is Sharon, not Mommy. Then she tells me that some people don’t like the kind of work she does, even though she helps women.

Before her bad dream, Sharon would have noticed the nest. She would have noticed because I would still be sleeping in the bed. I shouldn’t have woken her up. I miss pressing up against her, making our bodies into one shape. I miss matching my in-breaths and my out-breaths to hers. We were soft together. When she was having the bad dream, I squeezed her tight to make her soft again, but it made things worse. She twitched and kicked and moaned. She said to get off of her, but I wasn’t on top of her, I was next to her, trying to make her soft again. When I reached over and pulled her eyelids open, she screamed. Now I have to sleep on the couch and Sharon doesn’t notice the nest. She is too busy taking me to the babysitters and going to work.

Mrs. Mauer lives in a big white house with crumbling front steps. Inside, it’s dusty and dark and smells of cigarette smoke. And dirty diapers. For most of the day, me and the other big kids sit on the floor watching shows. I’m five. So is Javi. There are lots of babies. When the five Mauer girls come home from school, they play with the babies. They change their diapers and give them bottles. Barbara, the oldest, has her own baby.

Me and Javi have fun sometimes. We jump on the furniture, play hide-and-seek and Candy Land. No one bothers us as long as we follow the rule, which is not to go near Grandma Mauer’s bedroom.

Patty, the youngest Mauer girl, likes to tell us about the rule. She points towards the door across the dining room and tells us Grandma Mauer’s room is off-limits. If we break the rule, Grandma Mauer will get us with her butcher knife.

“She used to work at the Johnsonville factory in Sheboygan Falls,” Patty says. “If you make her mad, she’s gonna cut you up and make you into sausage.”

Next to Grandma Mauer’s room is a big cross on the wall with a man nailed to it. I wonder sometimes if Grandma Mauer is nailed to something too, inside her room.

When we watch our shows, I stare across the dining room to Grandma Mauer’s room. I stare and stare until one day during Paw Patrol, I hear creaks from behind her door. Then she’s teeter-tottering into the dining room, bent over, with her head coming out of her chest. She has messy white hair, but not as tangled as mine, and she’s wearing a nightgown with puffy sleeves. It’s a pretty nightgown, but on her it feels sad, like putting a ribbon on a starving dog. Her eyes go in all directions, like nothing is familiar. “Get out of my house! Get these little rats out of my house!” she yells.

Javi grabs my hand. “Lacey, c’mon with me,” he says. We scurry up and over the back of the couch.

“You nasty little rats! Get these little rats out of here!” Grandma Mauer yells and yells until Mrs. Mauer guides her back to her room. That’s when I start having a bad dream at night too. It starts with whispers, sucking in air between its words. “Sweet little dummy. I’m not going anywhere. It’s you that’s going to disappear.” It says this over and over and over. Did it crawl from the bottom of my tummy, out of my mouth and onto the floor? Or did it come from somewhere else? I can’t see it, but I feel its shape. Long and slumped, with bony limbs like butcher knives.

It takes gentle sips at first, like a tickle, but it gets stronger and my breaths go inside it. Other parts of me do too. My feet shrivel into claws, my tummy deflates like a balloon. My face wrinkles like Grandma Mauer and my eyes turn into black marbles. I try to push out a scream, but instead little creatures with soft bellies and smooth tails climb out of my mouth, making hard pink squeaks as they run across my skin. They run up over the couch and hide, leaving me alone, until I hear Sharon’s footsteps in the morning. And then she takes me to the babysitters.

At lunchtime, the big kids go to the kitchen. Mrs. Mauer gives us Chef Boyardee and Kool-Aid. Sheba, their German Shepherd, scratches and whines at the basement door. She has to stay down there during the day, Mrs. Mauer says, because she bites. I wish I could give my lunch to Sheba because I hate the metal taste of Chef Boyardee. I swish the Kool-Aid around my mouth to make the taste go away, but it makes the metal taste stronger.

Mrs. Mauer asks me to get her some paper towels from the basement. She says her knees are bothering her, and she can’t go down those damn steps today. I’m scared of Sheba, but I’m afraid to tell her no. “Lacey, be a big girl,” she says. “And hurry up, I don’t have all day.”

I open the basement door and hide behind it. Sheba bolts out into the kitchen and knocks the cigarette out of Mrs. Mauer’s hand. She grabs her collar and yells “Sheba, sit!” Then she tells me to go fast.

I get about halfway down the steps in the dark and then a horrible smell hits me. I plug my nose, take a few more steps, and something brushes my face. Mrs. Mauer tells me it's a string for the basement light and to pull it. Now I can see where the smell is coming from. It’s Sheba’s poop. There are little piles everywhere, all over the basement floor on pieces of spread out newspaper. I see a washing machine and a dryer. Straight ahead are shelves with large cans of Chef Boyardee, boxes of cereal, diapers, and there I see them, the paper towels. With my nose still plugged, I take six giant steps over Sheba’s mess to cross the room. I grab the paper towels.

I’m about to race back upstairs, but something catches my eye. In the corner, behind another machine that looks like a big, tall can, is something long and hunched over. Is it Grandma Mauer? Or the thing from my dreams? Are they the same?

Ker-klank! Ssssssssssss!

I can’t breathe.

Sheba’s barking snaps me out of it. Then Mrs. Mauer is yelling down at me.

“Lacey! What's taking you so long? I can’t hold her anymore!”

I leap over Sheba’s mess and scramble up the stairs. Even though I escaped the basement, I don’t feel safe anymore. I shrink into myself. My smile goes all the way inside, to a place I can no longer find it. When I look in the mirror I no longer see a little girl, but a shapeless nothing, with deep, dark circles under its eyes and a fist-sized nest in its hair. When I’m in the bathroom, I hear the Mauer girls talking about it.

“… look at that rat’s nest.”

“… doesn’t care enough to brush it.”

“What kind of a mother …”

“Well I’m not touching it … hasn’t been washed in weeks.”

This makes me shrink even more. I don’t want to jump on the furniture or play Candy Land with Javi anymore. I want to be all the way hollowed out, so there is nothing left to take. Maybe then, my bad dream will stop. Maybe then, Sharon’s will too.

There’s a new kid at the Mauer house now. Blaze. He’s chubby and isn’t a baby. But he isn’t my age either. He has red curls that bounce around his face, and a giggle that makes everyone giggle too. The Mauer girls take turns swinging him around, singing lazy-Blazey, lazy-Blazey! They swing him round and round, singing louder and louder and he squeals with laughter. I try to ignore it. I plug my ears and pretend my eyes are black marbles, but Mrs. Mauer asks me to watch him while the girls are at school. “Here babygirl, you get to play with Blaze,” she says, as if she’s doing me a favor, as if Blaze is a doll she has given me. Now I spend the whole day, except for his naptime, playing with him, while she sits in the kitchen, smoking her cigarettes. We play with his dumb baby toys and he calls me Yacey because he can’t say his L’s. I have to smell his diaper and tell Mrs. Mauer when he needs a change. I have to make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid, like go into Grandma Mauer’s room.

Summer is almost here. Mrs. Mauer brings out fans and puts Otter Pops in the kitchen freezer. Today is the hottest day so far. When Mrs. Mauer calls us for lunch, I don’t feel like eating. I push my SpaghettiOs around in my bowl. My eyelids are getting heavy, but the sound of Blaze’s little hands slapping down on the high chair jolts me awake.

Otto Pop, Otto Pop, Otto!

“Be a big girl and take him outside,” says Mrs. Mauer. When she sends Javi and the other kids back to the living room, she goes to the freezer to grab two Otter Pops. “Here you go,” she says when she opens the high chair and pushes him towards me. “Just keep an eye on him out there. Make sure he stays close.”

I grab his hand and lead him down the back steps to the yard. Next to a rusty swing set is a small sandbox. I help him step in, open his Otter Pop and sit on a wooden seat in the corner. I eat mine fast fast fast, but Blaze is taking forever. He sucks up the yellow liquid in loud slurps. Sucking and slurping. Sucking after all the juice is gone.

His face is a sticky yellow mess but it doesn’t bother him. He’s having too much fun playing, pulling up blades of grass, shoveling sand into a little pail, laughing and singing to himself like a little dummy. The heat doesn’t bother him, but I can feel each drop of sweat slide down my nose, slip off and hit the sand. My forehead goes th-thump, th-thump, th-thump, th-thump. The sand, the blue sky, the white house. It’s all becoming too bright. Things outside the sandbox begin to ripple. They ripple and drift away. The swing set has sailed off into the distance. I measure it between my two fingers. I look back at the big white house, and it’s a tiny speck.

“Yacey! Play wif me! Yacey! Yaaaaacy!”

I try to swallow, but I can’t because it’s behind me, squeezing my throat with its long, skinny fingers. Getting ready to suck everything out.

Then I feel something hard in my tummy. Hard like the piece of gum that’s buried deep in the nest on the side of my head. The lump pushes its way up to my mouth. I hold it between my teeth until I can’t any longer.

“You little rat,” I say.

I look at my fists and see the sand in them.

And then I throw it in his face. I keep throwing sand in his face until I can’t see his eyes. I throw some more sand until the long skinny fingers slide off my neck.

Finally he gags and spits out a mouthful of sand and yellow spit. He vomits up yellow liquid and then coughs for a long time. And then he screams. And screams. And screams. Patty comes running out and yells, “What the hell happened here?”

Blaze points at me. “Yacey did!”

I shake my head and point to the side of the sandbox. “Nuh-uh, Patty, he tripped.”

“Why didn’t you hold his hand? What’s wrong with you? Let’s take him inside, poor little thing. When I was your age, my sweet Blazey, I used to trip over the side of the sandbox too.”

She scoops him up and goes inside, not bothering to look if I’m coming.

I stay in the sandbox. I stay until my breathing slows and the cramp in my stomach goes away. After the swingset and the house and the sky stop rippling, I brush myself off and go inside to watch shows. As I pass through the kitchen, I hear Mrs. Mauer and the girls talking about me.

“Asked her to do a simple thing …”

“Worthless …”

“… just like her mother.”

“Works at that … clinic.”

“… surprised she didn’t have one herself … and …”

When Sharon comes to pick me up, Mrs. Mauer comes out of the kitchen with a lit cigarette and her little metal ashtray. I jump up to leave, but she says, “Lacey, stay here with the other kids, I need to talk to your mom for a second.” As soon as she passes the living room, I sneak as close as I can to the front door. She is telling Sharon I did a bad job taking care of Blaze. “So I just don’t think I can trust her anymore,” Mrs. Mauer says.

“Excuse me? Why were you trusting her at all? She’s five.”

“The big girls are … with the little ones, they’ve always helped. It’s the way it’s …”

“That’s not what I’m paying you for! My daughter isn’t here to provide free labor!” Sharon is shouting now.

“I’m here alone during the day, I’ve got my hands full and …”

“Well, Lacey deserves better than this shithole. Lacey-baby, let’s go!” I pop around the corner and run right over to Sharon’s legs. She picks me up and carries me down the crumbling front steps as fast she can, all the way to her car. In the back seat, I try to put my seatbelt on, but it won’t click closed. She turns around to look at me then. She looks right into my eyes for a long time. Then she reaches back and clicks it closed.

When we get home to the apartment, the cold blast from the air conditioning feels like Christmas. I curl up on the couch while she puts a frozen lasagna in the oven. Then, she plops down next to me. It’s a risk, but I lay my head in her lap so we can be soft together. I expect to be told to sit back up, but when it doesn’t happen, I feel happy for the first time since forever. She starts to stroke my hair, but stops. She is holding the nest, like a little mouse, in her hand. She picks up a brush from the coffee table and gently separates it from the rest of my hair. She starts from the bottom, working patiently, little by little, until all that’s left is the piece with the gum. One sharp snip from the kitchen scissors, and there is nothing left but me.





THE THIRD TRY

KEN HINES

The young ER nurse unwraps a third nasogastric

tube as my hospital-gowned wife offers her tips

on the angle of insertion. It’s what you do if you’ve

been on the jamming end of the procedure more times

than the nurse is years old. Thinking back to nursing school,

where she learned this sullen art, my wife sees her own

18-year-old hands tremble as she feels her patient’s pain—

the plastic tube conducting agony like electric current

through a cable. She braces herself as the chilled tube

burrows toward her throat and, straining to relax,

manages to choke out the words Not curved enough.

Then draws a deep breath and waits for another try.





BARIUM

AARON RABINOWITZ

Because of my wonky esophagus

tomorrow I will be like Marie Curie.

I will walk in a hospital gown,

polonium in my pockets.

My notebooks will sweat

radioactive isotopes

that cause the curious

to sign liability waivers

and wear hazmat getups

before leafing through my folios.

Tomorrow I will ingest

a periodic table element

little more than caesium

but less than lanthanum,

I will swallow and doctors

will follow the lantern glow

through my internal footpaths,

the hairpin turns

of my intestines,

everything I hoped

to keep secret.





DIVIDE

NOVI ZHENG

When I was five, I always felt as though my belongings and I were playing a game of hide-and-seek I’d never agreed to. At school, when I opened my backpack in the morning, the homework I’d completed the night before had vanished. “Please, where are you?” I’d whisper into the cavity of my bag, begging the piece of paper to step out into view. When it didn’t, my behavioral card, which teachers used to score our actions, was swapped from green to yellow.

I’d get excited to show the kids at my table a new math trick my father had taught me. “Look, look, look,” I coaxed, as I scribbled 37 + 45 on the back of my worksheet. “You can split numbers into what you want them to be. 37 is 30 + 7. 45 is 40 + 5. Splitting into tens and remaining units makes it easier to add: 30 + 7 + 40 + 5 = 70 + 12 = 82.”

“Novi!” the teacher snapped. “You’re distracting the other students. Go sit at the back table by yourself.”

As I’d trudge to my new seat, alone at the back table, a math problem for the class would project onto the board: 10 + 2. “Twelve!” I’d shout. My face flushed in shame. My teacher always told me I needed to wait my turn, but my internal traffic light always flashed green, never signaling me to slow down or stop. I believed I had thoughtfully stowed each thought in one place, in one brain. Yet, it felt like they were divided amongst many minds. Another penalty led to a red card.

Tears welled in my eyes when I handed my behavioral report to my mother, crawling into her lap and wailing out apologies. I had attempted to color over the red marker with a green crayon to change my behavioral status, but the wax couldn’t cover the ink. “Clever,” she said, with a faint giggle. My heart thudded with shame. She reviewed my teacher’s notes, again ignoring the recommendation that I be tested for ADHD.

“孩子，你做事总是三心二意,” my mother said.

What does it mean, I pressed her, to “do something with three hearts and two minds?” She explained that this was how Chinese people express having a divided focus in this way. In English they call this “doing something half-heartedly,” she explained, but she preferred the Chinese expression. She did not want me to think my heart was split in half. She did not want me to believe that I had less heart than someone else.

My mother interpreted my mindlessness not as ADHD, but through these Chinese expressions. I didn’t just have a big heart, but multiple hearts, she told me. How lovely it was to have this abundance of thoughts and feelings, to feel so deeply for myself and other people! My tears dried when she said she loved my brain. She was amazed at my curiosity and reflection, how quickly I adapted to new information, how I could hold multiple ideas in my head at once. This, she believed, required more minds. We drilled a new routine where I would double-check my backpack each night to make sure I was prepared for school the next day.

When I was six, my father, who was an engineer in China before he moved to the US, taught me fractions using my blood. He explained that ½ of my blood was his and ½ of it was my mother’s, so I was made of ½ of him and ½ of my mother. I learned that I was Chinese because my blood was fully Chinese. I asked him if that was why other kids told me to go back to China, because I only had Chinese blood. If I bled out 1⁄12 of my blood, I asked him, would that make me less Chinese? And what would fill that 1⁄12 of space? If I exchanged my blood with American blood, I asked him, would I become white? Horrified, he told me I could not bleed out any of the parts that compose me.

This was the first time I wanted to change my body. I kept thinking about my blood. My father was a boy, and his blood was also ½ my blood, so was that why I sometimes felt like both a boy and a girl?

This was also the first time I learned that I had the power to change my body. I didn’t want to be a boy, but I wanted hair like one. I wanted my hair to be like my father’s, like a boy’s. I learned I could take a pair of scissors and snip. And so I did. Hair fluttered through my fingers. I looked in the mirror and beamed. My head felt lighter. I liked how the edge of my hair kissed the back of my neck. Most importantly, I liked that I did this to myself.

I sprinted out of the bathroom, parading my new haircut around the house. With just a glance, my mom’s face was overcome with horror. In her fury, she accidentally taught me a new phrase: “不男不女.” Not really a boy, not really a girl.

That is me, I realized. That is what is in my blood. We rarely spoke English at home and it was through Mandarin that I found a way for me to describe how I wanted to be.

When I was eight, my teachers told me that I could not speak Mandarin at school anymore; I needed to be American at school. But I didn’t like speaking English. I didn’t think it had anything good to say about me. “Ching chong ching chong!”

“Chink.”

“Your eyes are weird.”

“If you come over, will you eat my dog?”

“You aren’t American.”

My life began to divide. English at school, Mandarin at home. Novi at school, 贝贝 at home. I learned it was easier to live by splitting myself in two: the self that people wanted me to be, and the self that I wanted to be.

At home, every Sunday, my parents continued to teach me Mandarin.

Mandarin is a language where the slightest change in inflection can lead to another word. Yet, the language decided that he, she, and they are pronounced the same: tā/X也. Nothing has to define you to be tā/X也. No matter who you are, everyone belongs to tā/ X也.

They taught me words and ways in which I could continue to learn how to define who I am. I liked how in Mandarin, people referred simply to me. My parents taught me words and ways in which I could learn how to define who I am. Only at home with my family did I return to the fluid body I wished I could always exist in. In Mandarin, I wasn’t Chinese or American. I wasn’t a boy or a girl. I was just tā/X也.

When I was eleven, I started to see how much of the world liked to be divided into twos. I learned that in math, you can use a binary system to represent information using only two states, assigning a 1 or a 0.

For instance: boys (1), girls (0). People who are white (1), people who aren’t (0). People who have value (1), people who don’t (0). Someone reminded me of these facts nearly every day

I hated this system. I learned that not everyone was a 1, and that meant that some were 0s. Someone reminded me of that fact nearly every day.

My father, however, taught me another way to look at 0 and 1. He explained that there are an infinite amount of numbers between 0 and 1. I liked how I could be split in uncountable ways. If you divide 1 by increasingly larger numbers, the resulting number gradually approaches 0 yet never reaches the value.

1⁄7, 1⁄49, 1⁄343, 1⁄2401, 1⁄16807 … I thought about this when a boy slammed me into a brick wall, slurs spilling from his mouth. My ears rang and blood dripped down my arm. I closed my eyes, dividing by seven, imagining myself spliced into fractions, getting smaller and smaller. I divided myself closer to nothing.

In my head, I repeated, I am nothing, I am nothing, I am nothing, until he finally got tired and walked away, leaving behind what remained of me.

When I was twelve, I learned that you can divide by 0, and that 1⁄0 is undefined. I liked that. It was an English word I liked. I wanted to be undefined.

When I was thirteen, I finally stopped crying every day, stopped begging my mother to go to another school. I split and split and split until I felt close to nothing.

We had just learned about suicide in school. My mother taught me that in Mandarin it is 自杀—a direct translation in English is “self-killing.” My mother told me to not even dare to consider. She reminded me that my body was ½ her and ½ my father. To hurt it or to destroy it was also to hurt or destroy them.

My hand trembled as it held the razor blade. I wanted to stop the division. I thought maybe cutting into this body could change it. I couldn’t bleed out what I was made of, but maybe if I could see my blood, I could find what was wrong with me. I could cut myself open and sew up this incongruence in myself.

I tried to bring the blade closer to my wrist. My hand shook harder. What was I doing? Why was I being forced to hate parts of myself? I thought of my parents, of their blood running through me. I put the blade back in the bathroom drawer.

When I was eighteen, I started university. I met my first friends in that initial week of school. I let them first see ¼ of me, then ½, then ¾, and then the whole. I had been dividing myself for years to protect myself, but I learned that I could trust that some people were capable of seeing the multiple parts of me, and loving them all.

I lost my dorm key five times that year. I mixed up assignment deadlines. I rushed to a 1:30 class that had actually started at 11 Not paying attention to where I was going, I fell off the bus and tore several ligaments in my ankle. I got an F in chemistry, even though I loved numbers and formulas. Because ADHD is typically diagnosed in childhood, my professors did not think I might have that, but simply that I was a bad student.

I began to hate my brain. Every forgotten assignment, missed deadline, lost item fired a barrage of self-critiques.

You have a fucked-up brain.

You can’t do anything right.

You’ll never be successful.

You’ll never be a doctor.

Even though my grades slipped, my mother continued to insist that nothing was wrong with me. I had three hearts and two minds, and I just needed to put more heart into what I did.

When I was twenty-three, I learned a new word in English: nonbinary. Not really a boy, and not really a girl; not really a 0, and not really a 1. I realized this is how I’d always viewed myself, and how I wanted others to view me. Being nonbinary meant to be undefined. To me, being nonbinary = 1⁄0. It meant that all my divided selves could live in harmony with one another. I liked how they/them pronouns reminded me of tā/X也.

When I was twenty-four, I was finally diagnosed with ADHD. It was a relief, but still, I hid my diagnosis from my mother. Nothing is wrong with my brain, I adamantly reminded myself. You have ADHD, but you also are 三心二意.

I am twenty-five now and in medical school. I am learning that there are an infinite number of diseases between 0 and 1. I am learning that a divided self, an incongruence in the body, means that you are sick. But I don’t feel sick.

I am learning how to give case presentations, how to collapse the infinite number of characteristics of a patient into the binary language of medicine. I am learning how to funnel the irrational features of human beings into the rational algorithms of medicine. I am learning how to describe the quirks of individuals as pathologies.

Yet, I have also learned to be comfortable where others feel discomfort. I’m often able to function more easily where others reel from the disquiet of ambiguity. I hope that this will allow me to take care of my patients, who all seem to exist somewhere between 0 and 1. I’ve learned how to present a patient. This is how I would present myself:


Novi is a twenty-five-year-old nonbinary individual (they/ them, X也) of Chinese descent, with a history of ADHD and gender dysphoria. They report that their symptoms of divided focus have improved on Ritalin 10 mg daily. They are ½ of their mother and ½ of their father. They are not sick. They are well, just divided. Some things are meant to exist in more than one piece. Notably, they have three hearts. And two minds.







APOGEE

TAYLOR FRANSON-THIEL

The throats of woodthrush are cut by falling oak leaves.

They won’t stop singing. If sunbeams are blades

the moonlight is a hook tucked under my chin.

Unlike the moon, I do nothing halfway.

Must slash amber sap across my chest, must lay in pine needles,

each stab alive … alive … alive. I come to longing

in a weep of rain, limbs flung like a corpse. Wanting

the moon to catch me bare. Dangle me over delicacy.

A circle is also a cage. Either I am loved or I am leveled.





THE ECLIPSE

KAYLIE SAIDIN

This is a true story, but it was never in the papers. You won’t find it on the internet or in a retrospective magazine think-piece. It’s not written about on any message boards, and none of us who were there ever speak of it—not because we were sworn to secrecy in a blood oath, but because we know if we did, no one would believe us.

This is a story about the day that time stopped.

It was August 1989. We were twelve and about to start seventh grade. There was going to be a lunar eclipse, and we were all watching out on the dock. We, meaning Jesse, Warren, Beth, Amanda, and me, Jason. And by the dock I mean Jesse’s dock, because his house was the only one in the neighborhood that had a stream that fed into the intracoastal waterway, which bisected our neighborhood and the town on the other side. The rest of us lived farther back, in the marsh and the woods.

We were all lying flat on our backs, drinking sodas and eating candy in an effort to stay awake past midnight, when we’d see the eclipse.

“Jesse, your bitch-ass dock is giving me splinters,” Warren said. We had all just learned how to curse.

“Then stop rubbing your gross naked body all over it,” Jesse said, standing up. Warren wasn’t really naked—he was just shirtless and sweating mildly in the humid air.

Beth and Amanda laughed on cue, that squealing sound only girls can emit that makes your heart stop. Warren smacked Jesse on the back of his legs; Jesse howled. I crossed my arms and smiled, unsure of what my role was in these moments. Was I supposed to join Jesse, turn my towel into a weapon and flick it at the other boys? Was I supposed to giggle with the girls and narrate what was happening, like a Greek chorus? Was I supposed to take my shirt off too, and lie next to Warren?

We’d all been friends since kindergarten. We were the kind of friends you make long before you have any template for what a friend should look like, when the mysterious impulses of childhood move you towards someone. But that summer something chemical was shifting within us. We had to do things like notice when one of us went shirtless and point it out. Still, beneath the hormones, we were children. We rode our bikes on the gravel roads and caught fish in the creek that we threw back. We got skinned knees, and we cried while our moms poured hydrogen peroxide all over us. We stole one another’s flip-flops off our respective porches as a prank, then got dragged by the ear, door-to-door, to apologize.

We were not usually allowed to have sleepovers all together, nor were we allowed to be out this late, but tonight our parents had made an exception for the eclipse. It was beautiful, they said, and the first totally visible lunar eclipse in our lifetimes, so we had to see it. All the parents who said that were now asleep, but we didn’t question it then. Now I realize they probably colluded to allow this sleepover, because all of them—and not one of us—knew that Amanda was dying.

“The stars are so beautiful,” Warren said. We squinted up at them, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. “I wish Alicia was here.”

“Who’s Alicia?” I asked.

“Where have you been, Jason?” Amanda said, pulling her knees to her chest. “Alicia is Warren’s very real girlfriend from camp.”

“Shut the fuck up!” Warren said. “She is real. Just because none of you have met her doesn’t mean she’s fake.”

“I don’t know,” Jesse said. “It sounds a little too far-fetched. Moonlight on the lake? Partnering for paddle boarding? Also, there’s the obvious plot hole: who would want to kiss you?”

“Say whatever you want, but I’m the only one here who has kissed someone,” Warren said.

“Not true,” Beth said. “Amanda has.”

We all turned to the girls, our jaws slack. Amanda hit Beth on the shoulder, then turned beet red. She pulled the brim of her baseball cap lower to hide her face.

“What?” Jesse said, at the same time Warren and I said, “Who?”

“You two sound like owls,” Beth laughed.

“His name is Evan. You don’t know him,” Amanda said. “He’s at Avila with me.” Avila was the children’s hospital where she received her cancer treatments.

“Wow,” we all said, and fell quiet, wondering the same things but unable to articulate them, standing there like separate icebergs.

“Why didn’t you tell us before?” Jesse asked, sounding strangely hurt.

“Well, I would have told you on the walk to school, but you guys skip my house now,” Amanda said dryly.

“Only because you’re, like, never in school,” Warren said.

She stuck her tongue out at him. Beth suddenly screamed and said she felt a fish against her foot dangling in the silty water. The conversation moved on to the fish, the shrieking, a debate over the fish’s size and kind.

Amanda had been sick for a while with some kind of rare cancer of the muscle tissue. She’d been diagnosed three years earlier, when we were in the fourth grade. People from the pediatric hospital came to our classroom to teach us about cancer, showed us a video of cartoon cells duplicating and duplicating. Our teacher was wiping away tears; none of us were sure how we were supposed to feel. Pamphlets from the hospital and letters written by Amanda’s parents were handed to us in sealed envelopes to give to our families.

The adults kept saying the word cancer and all I could think of was the crab, my symbol on the astrological zodiac. We’d learned, during a science lesson a week before, that the ideal physical form for life was that of a crab. “All crustaceans slowly evolve into a crab-like body form because the crab has strong physical traits,” explained our teacher. The ability to move sideways quickly. Pincers to scare and grab. A squishy pink interior protected by a hard shell.

Amanda started missing school sometimes, but when she was there, not much was different. She cracked the same jokes, played the same games with us during recess. Sometimes she seemed more tired than usual in class, and she’d fall asleep at her desk but not get in trouble or be woken up. At some point, she began wearing a baseball cap every day, which the teachers didn’t make her remove during school assemblies.

One day during the second half of fifth grade, I was sitting behind Amanda in history class when she pushed the pointed end of a pencil up beneath her hair. She did it when she thought nobody was looking. The pencil scratched some itch on her scalp, and while it did so, it lifted up the flesh-colored seam of her hair to reveal her hair was not hair at all, but instead a wig. I was startled. The wig was the exact same color as her hair before—a tawny brown—so the transition from wig to hair had gone unnoticed. I didn’t tell the others, didn’t tell anyone. It seemed too private.

None of us ever went to visit her when she was in the hospital. Amanda didn’t want us there, and we didn’t really want to go, either. It would have been awkward. She never spoke to us about her treatments, nor did we ask her about it. We were of a separate world. We talked about the same things we always had talked about: bicycles, video games, the treehouse we wanted to build, the new additions to the food court at the mall. Once every few weeks, Amanda would be gone for a few days. Then she’d come back and we’d pick back up where we left off.

After some time, the fact that Amanda had cancer was unnoticeable to us. We forgot it was happening, and if we remembered it, it was a simple fact about her, like Jesse having one green eye and one brown eye. As an adult, it’s hard to remember how such a thing became so casually integrated into our view of her, but it’s true. It was like that.

We got older. We got taller. The years of being in class, school holidays, summers, blended together until they brought us to this night when time stopped. The night of the eclipse.

“Look!” Beth said, pointing up at the night sky. “It’s starting.”

We stared up at the sky, watching as the left edges of the moon became enveloped in a dark shadow. The shadow slowly moved outward, cloaking the bright moon and turning it a deep red color, the color of cherries or dried blood. It was happening slowly, but fast enough to watch the movement, like the ooze of molasses. The moon as we knew it was changing. There was the shape of it, cratered and familiar, and then there was the new dark red shadow. The shadow grew and grew until the entire moon was red and darkened.

We were all making sounds and saying words that came to mind with no filter. “Wow.” “Oh my god, look!” “Holy shit.” I didn’t say anything—I felt silly, but I was a little scared, or maybe unsettled. I’d seen the moon my whole life. My father had shown me how to spot the face in it, my mother had told me it was made of cheese. It was bizarre to see that the moon I’d always known had suddenly shown a different face, some kind of hidden phase, something dark and foreign to me.

“This part is called the umbra,” Warren said. Then he opened his mouth to say something more but closed it instead. He liked science and had a telescope in his backyard, but he’d become shyer about sharing what he knew.

“Whoa,” Jesse said. “This is trippy.” (This happened long before we knew the meaning of that word, yet we used it incessantly. In some ways, though, nothing in our lives was trippier than this very night.)

“Now it’s going to start moving away in the opposite direction,” Warren said.

But it didn’t. The moon stayed blood-red, that umbra above us lingering. After a few minutes all the hair on my arms stood up, that strange bodily intuition of something shifting. I scanned the moon for signs of change, but it was complete and stationary. No airplanes blinked their lights, no comets streaked the sky. There was no twinkle anywhere. The stars were just hanging there.

One does not notice the many small movements of time passing until they are absent.

There was suddenly no wind. The breeze had gone completely slack. We looked around. The surface of the water grew calm; there were no ripples or gentle ebb and flow from the tide. The intracoastal was still as a sheet of glass. In the marsh of Spartina grass, not one strand drifted, not one crab scurried in and out of the reeds. We looked at each other, turning our heads, and felt that each of our movements were intentional and consequential.

“Do you guys feel that?” Amanda asked. Her voice came clear to our ears, as if she was piped in over wired headphones.

“Yes,” I said, hearing my voice do the same.

The very particles of salt and dirt that hung in the air, invisible to our naked eyes, were suspended and unmoving.

“It’s like everything just stopped,” Jesse said.

“What the fuck is happening?” Beth said, grabbing her arms and digging her nails into her skin. “This isn’t funny. I’m scared.”

“Don’t be scared,” Amanda said. “It’s just the eclipse.”

Warren looked at his watch. He was the only one of us that had one. “It’s 12:08 a.m. Let’s go inside and see what’s happening.”

We slipped into the sliding doors to Jesse’s basement, which was full of beanbags and bookshelves. On one of the bookshelves was a glowing clock that read 12:08 a.m.

We stared at that clock for a long time, so long that it burned those numbers into eyelids and we saw them when we closed our eyes. Beth counted to sixty eight times, over and over again. The clock didn’t budge. It was always 12:08 a.m.

“Holy crap,” Beth said. “Did we enter some kind of time portal?”

She reached out and grabbed my hand. Hers was shaking. I was as afraid as she was, but I gave her hand a squeeze.

“Jesse, see if your parents are awake,” Warren ordered.

“No way. I’m not doing that,” Jesse said. “What if they’re dead?”

“If time is stopped, they won’t be dead. They’ll be frozen.”

Jesse grimaced, but he climbed the stairs dutifully. We all stood there silently, breathing slowly and heavily, until he returned shaking his head. His parents, he said, were frozen in time too. They weren’t moving. His father wasn’t snoring. He called to them, but they didn’t wake up.

We went back outside into the now-dark world. Everything was as still and silent as we had left it. It was 12:08 a.m. on Warren’s watch and in the tilt of the planet. We sat back down on the dock, dumbfounded. Time was stopped, perhaps by some kind of strange cosmic effect of the eclipse, and we were the only ones who were still moving through it.

Because we were twelve, we got over our initial panic quickly—it’s amazing how fast a child’s mind can adapt to the surreal—and we began to brainstorm all the things we could do with stopped time. We could rob the bank down the road, steal tons of money. Break into all the houses in our neighborhood just to see what they looked like from the inside. Trespass in the reservoir, which was gated off but always looked so beautiful and perfect for swimming. We could walk around naked. Skateboard on the waxed floors of the mall. Steal our parents’ alcohol. Drive Jesse’s father’s boat. All the things we weren’t allowed to do, things that would take us years to muster up the teenage rebellion necessary to do them anyway.

“Or we could all hang out,” Amanda said.

And that’s what we did—maybe because it was Amanda who said it, or maybe because it was all we ever wanted to do in the first place. The rusty orb of the moon loomed above us, the stillness of the water and wildlife around us, and we laid there on the dock, oddly unafraid of our predicament.

We played truth or dare. We’d always played this game in variants across the years, but lately I’d been dreading it. I wasn’t experiencing the suggestive fun the rest of them seemed to be, and I only felt an anxiety course through my body like a foreign chemical. I’d recently resolved to only answer with dare, because whatever they asked me to do was less daunting than telling my friends any kind of truth.

So when Jesse said, “Jason, truth or dare,” I said, “Dare.”

And he said, “I dare you to kiss Amanda.”

Leering, jesting, cackling from Jesse and Warren. Beth and Amanda giggled instinctively, but then Beth came to my defense and said, “Guys, come on. What if he doesn’t want to have his first kiss during a game?”

“How do you know it’s my first kiss?” I said, boldly.

“Trust me, bro, we know,” said Jesse.

“Fine,” Amanda said, standing up. She brushed dirt off her knees; the particles of dirt hung there in the air, probably. “You guys can’t see, though. We’ll go over to the marsh.”

Hollering and laughing from the rest of the group. I stood up and trailed after Amanda, giving them a shrug. Walking behind her away from the others, I noticed how much taller I was than her. I’d grown about a foot in the last year—I was constantly tripping over my own body now—but she seemed to always be the same height.

I followed her down the wooden path away from the dock, where the marsh lay. The grass crunched beneath our feet. We heard no crickets or cicadas, nor the usual chorus of frogs. I could hear her movements ahead of me, the creak of her bones. The way her brown hair, beneath her baseball cap, swished against her neck.

She sat down on a dried-out rotting log above the marsh, where a thin and silty creek ran through the property. I sat next to her on the log. Our knees were close enough to touch but I kept mine drawn inward. I had no idea what to say and couldn’t possibly look at her.

At last, Amanda turned to me.

“It’s okay,” she said. “We don’t have to kiss. You can tell them that we did, if you want. I don’t care either way.”

“I’m not going to lie.”

I sat on my hands and looked at the wood beneath us. There was a silence that seemed to go on forever. Twisting rivets had been chewed by beetles that now lay dormant and unmoving inside the log. The creek, which was usually jumping with small fish and water bugs, was flowing in no direction at all. I glanced at Amanda and saw that her eyes weren’t fixed on me but on something farther in the distance, beyond the water, but I couldn’t tell what.

Finally, I said, “Can I tell you a secret?”

“Yeah,” she said, and smiled softly. “Of course.”

“I don’t know if I like anybody,” I said.

“It’s okay to not know.”

“Yeah, but everyone else does. Do you think I will, someday?”

Amanda smiled and shrugged, then looked at me. The stars glinted in her pupils and the dark brown rings of her irises. Despite the dim light, her skin appeared very pale, and I could see the blue veins beneath the surface of her cheeks. “I don’t know, Jason,” she said. Then she furrowed the space above her eyes where her eyebrows once were and pointed at the sky. “Look.”

The red over the moon was moving again, shrinking in the other direction this time. The white face of the moon slowly became visible in a sliver on the right, growing bigger and bigger with each passing moment. She and I heard the sounds of the grass and woods, a symphony of frogs and cicadas and scurrying creatures in the night. Bugs began to crawl in the log beneath our bodies. They wove their tunnels and furthered the rot.

We heard the sound of our friends shrieking in the distance, likely having seen the water begin moving in the breeze again. Amanda stood up from the log and offered me her hand, which was dry, despite the summer humidity. I held it for a moment while I rose up, then dropped it. We walked back to the dock, where our friends waited for us. No one bothered to ask about us kissing. Soon it would be 12:09, and the eclipse would be over. We would fall asleep, go back to school, grow older and older. It was only when time started again that I realized I’d wanted it to stay stopped. If Amanda and I could be suspended in that moment, nothing would have to change, ever—though even at twelve, I understood that kind of stasis was outside the bounds of physics, something not possible.

Three weeks later, Amanda died in her sleep. She’d been doing experimental treatments since the spring, her cancer unresponsive to all the other things they’d tried. We didn’t know, of course, what it meant for cancer to recur. The idea that she could die was not something we ever considered, not in our lexicon of language nor our specter of reality. Our parents had not warned us; her family had asked them not to. They wanted Amanda to have a normal childhood and be treated as a normal kid.

Her memorial service was at the church near the center of town, the one we went to only on holidays. We put on the one black thing we could find in our closets; some of us had to make trips to the mall. We walked to church separately with our families, though we could see one another in the distance. As we stood in the pews, the pastor spoke about accepting the things we could not control and our parents wept. We glanced at one another in awkwardness, then looked away. It was a severing of our bond, the silent agreement we made to process what was happening individually.

Things were different after that, of course. They would have probably been different even if Amanda hadn’t died. We still hung out, but had less and less to say to each other. We joined different clubs, made different friends. I was suddenly always low-level angry, which made me get into music for the first time. I’d come straight home from school to sit by the record player in the living room for hours and avoid speaking to everyone.

Mostly, I was angry at all our parents for not telling us that she was dying, but it was a misdirected anger. I was angry at God, that abstract thing in the sky my parents referenced, or I was angry at the doctors, or I was angry at Time itself, and the way things happened. It took me a while to come to terms with the fact that things would apparently continue happening, and to realize that Amanda probably had wanted a normal childhood too.

There was no real falling out––the rest of us did keep in touch. We talked about Amanda throughout the years, and we talked about the eclipse, but we never discussed in explicit terms how time stopped. “That night was a trip,” we’d say. And we’d laugh with a little bit of fear and longing still in our eyes. That was the last night we were all together, which felt in many ways stranger than the fact that time stopped and then started again. At twelve, breaking the laws of physics and spacetime seemed more possible than one of us dying.

I’ve told this story to only one other person. We were in bed together. Afterward, he was quiet for a long time, and then he said gently, “Jason, totality during an eclipse can last for a while. Time didn’t stop that night—it just felt like it did.” And I shook my head. How do you explain the frozen clocks? The sudden slack of wind? The still and unmoving water? We were children of the sound and surf; we knew how to read tides and winds and waves for the constantly changing landscape. We knew when something was different; we knew when time was stopped.

After that summer, the years flowed onward like a flood tide. Beth and I both moved away for college, rival schools where we saw each other at soccer games and jokingly yelled. Jesse graduated and became an electrician, like his father. Every year, he is responsible for the seasonal holiday lighting displays downtown. Warren moved to San Francisco after high school, died before he reached forty.

The last time the four of us were together, it was the summer of our ten-year reunion. We met in our old neighborhood, where I live now, alone in a one-story bungalow facing the water. I have my own dock. We sat on it, drinking beers and talking about growing up in those woods and waterways, how much had changed. We were talking about the environmental landscape and the urban layout of the city, the growth and the new stoplights and developments, but I was thinking about other types of change. I was thinking about time. How for all of us, time kept moving on, but not for Amanda. The rest of us are old now, but she is still twelve forever.

On record, the totality period of the eclipse in 1989 lasted one hour and thirty-six minutes. That’s how long the umbra supposedly shadowed the moon. I’ve thought a lot about the science involved, and although most of it is way over my head, the one thing I can tell is that the time stoppage happened only to us. It exists as a perpetual anomaly of noninteractivity, an information loss in spacetime. Essentially, whatever goes in, never comes out. Like a black hole and the way those are infinite and also nothing.

Only once did I ever find evidence of the event. Or what could have been evidence. I was in a bit of a manic state, the way I get sometimes, and I was sifting through an online database of academic articles searching for any information on the eclipse. Somehow, I found an article in an obscure and now-defunct scientific journal about theoretical physics. When it referenced August 17, 1989, I literally jumped into the air.

The abstract described how a group of scientists observed something odd happening to the fabric of spacetime that night of the lunar eclipse, a blip on their recording devices. They called it the Bailey Dilation; a comment mentioned it was named after one of their dogs, a black lab with fur so dark it could have been the night sky. I didn’t understand much of the science involved, but the date lined up perfectly with what we’d experienced. Perhaps the events of that night had been observable, noted by someone else.

At first, I planned to buy the article, read it in full, and send a copy to everyone, but then I thought better of it. We were all distant friends by then, and I didn’t know how they’d respond, or if after decades of rational adulthood, they now held different memories than I did of that night. The eclipse and Amanda’s death had cleaved us from one another, sent us moving in different directions.

What would the details change? Time never stopped and restarted like that again for me or for anyone else I know. The past is this amorphous thing that lies underground, I told myself. Better not to disturb it.

But I can see it: the way we were then, sitting on the dock, suspended together in sixty seconds of eternity. Amanda, who remains as still as the water was that night, intact, moving in no direction. The color of her dark irises, and the shadow of the blood-red moon. She was the person who showed me the sacred of not knowing, and that it could belong only to me.





BETWEEN MY VOICE AND MY SON’S EAR

CANDICE REFFE

The distance between New York and Luxor,

the distance a dead Egyptian travels

by boat across an oceanic sky

to the afterlife. What does

a mother say to the teacher who says

all her child must do is stay

still in a small chair for twelve years

like cargo cinched to a camel?

Must hold like a worm in a bird’s

mouth, the question of appetite.

Or be the body double, the mummy

left behind with food,

statuettes, bottled organs while

the spirit is free to float, to break

away like my son’s attention.

He could not sit still.

Like a sail, my son loved wind whisked

across clouds toward the sun

which he thought he could touch—

Why not? He wanted

to know where day began. But what

of the sun switched off, eclipsed?

Like a bird in totality, would he

be hushed? He stopped

singing for twelve years. That is

a long time not to sing. A long

time to preserve, without use,

your own vibration. He built

a nest beneath his chair

with strips of linen inscribed

with prayers. We are all earthlings,

he sang to the car radio when

he was three, when making

a sentence was no longer unusual,

but before he had the usual words

to make them, he didn’t

say “turn it up.” He lifted

his arms as if catching

the wind from behind: Make it

loud, make it loud as the sky.





DESERTER

SUSIE YEDEN KIM

The boy was American, from Iowa, and even younger than me. More like the age you were when you fled Hanoi for a dingy suburb of Toronto. He’d seen an IED go off a few days back and he gave me a quick recap of the action. Two of them had died.

He said he almost died too. He said it in the way someone might say he lost a pen. I nodded to indicate that I’d heard him. He waited for me to say something, but I didn’t. I pulled off my night vision goggles and set them between us. From our watch, the Afghan desert was neatly divided into two great expanses: the wine-dark sky and the gleaming sand. I wanted to sit in the quiet—it was my second tour, after all—but the boy seemed unsettled by the silence of the night, so unlike our days, which were saturated by equipment clanging, tanks bellowing, men yelling.

I scratched at the overgrown stubble on my chin while the boy rambled on, wondering when I’d get a chance to shave. I’d never learned how to say platitudes. How would I say things I never heard growing up? You either didn’t believe hearing them could help anyone, or it never occurred to you to try to help. Helping with anything other than bare survival didn’t fit into the life you had. I touched my ear and felt where a small pimple was growing.

The boy talked through the night. He told me about his hometown and how there was nothing to say about it. He told me about his days lining up beer cans in the backyard to shoot them down with his rifle, and what must have been made-up stories about girls. He told me about his parents, and how his father had been an infantryman too. His mother was devastated when he enlisted, but he didn’t say how his father reacted. He’d given up on asking me questions, but if he’d asked about mine, I don’t know what I would have said. That my mother left when I was just old enough to remember her leaving? That I never tried to find her because there was no place to start looking? That there was no place to look because there was no one left alive from the bombings? That you were barely alive, bitter about the disfigured wreckage of your body? But I couldn’t have told him what any of this meant about my choices.

By the time the sun came up, I felt like I liked the boy well enough. But as was the case with a lot of these American soldiers, I never saw him again.

You’d found out sooner than I was hoping you would. Our neighbor went out of her way to find you after I put her down as my reference. My decision surprised her, and she was the kind of person who needed to talk through things to make sense of them. How could the child of someone who never wanted to go anywhere choose to go somewhere so far away? You didn’t even take me to the nearby beach when I was a child. The one time I begged, you told me if I wanted to drown in a lake so badly, I could go do it by myself.

I walked into our meager house after my shift at the auto shop, and the silence told me that you knew. The TV usually blared all day in the living room, and I would always be the one to shut it off so I could pull out the futon to sleep. I could tell, even before you uttered a single disapproving word, that the silence and my decision were connected.

It would have been easier to lie to you. I could have said that I was just applying. That it was possible I would be rejected. That I hadn’t made up my mind. Deal with the truth only as the need arose. But once you were done saying your piece about the Americans, I told you that it was just a matter of time. I would enlist, and—I confirmed for you—would request a combat deployment.

You asked me if it had occurred to me that I might die. I said I knew the risks. You stared at me for a while before reaching for the remote to turn on the TV.

We had to wear a headset when we were operating the tank, both for hearing protection and for talking to each other. There was always a steady stream of orders and jokes through the set, and it felt like the voices of my crew were being transmitted directly into my head. It went under the helmet and the helmet went under the goggles. When I put it all on, I was more gear than face. Out of the four of us, I had the smallest head and the smallest frame, so I was able to squeeze into spots the others couldn’t. When I was in a tight corner unscrewing this or hammering that, I felt useful, and the others told me so. You can always count on war to find a use for what’s useless in civilian life.

Everything about you was small too. You either never learned that it could be a good thing, or you knew but didn’t bother. Instead, you gave yourself a small life, as if it might camouflage the one truth about you that you couldn’t hide in silence.

I started putting on my gear for the long day ahead and I felt a sharp pain as I strapped on my headset. Everyone’s bodies were broken by this point—from the heavy lifting, the lack of sleep, the unknown tension. No one even complained about it because it was just ambient noise, barely noticeable. It was a shock, actually, to feel something. The pimple on my ear had gotten bigger and the headset was pressing on it. I removed the headset and tried to pop the pimple but all that did was make it hurt more. So I just piled everything back on, climbed into the driver’s seat and waited for instructions.

By the time I returned from my first tour, you’d already started chemo. We sat next to each other with the TV in front of us, the news going on about some hockey game. You were never interested in sports, so I didn’t know why you had it running. But then again, I didn’t know if you were interested in any of what was on the TV. I’d long ago stopped keeping you company, having given up on the childish hope you’d say something more to me. What flowed out of your silence was aversion, even though I was as undisruptive as a child could be, doing only the things a child must do: living, growing, changing. I thought this time might be different, me having come back from a war.

But you didn’t say anything. You didn’t even tell me about it until I commented on your shaved head. It was pancreatic cancer. You either didn’t know you could reach me in Afghanistan, or didn’t think I deserved to know. I asked you if it occurred to you that you might die. You said you probably would, soon. I stared at you for a while before telling you that training for my second tour would be starting soon, and I’d be leaving again.

We’d been working on the tank for weeks, and not a single bolt was out of place. After all our time together, my instincts were my crew’s instincts. We raced through the desert, having controlled for everything that could possibly be controlled. We were each an extension of the flawless machine.

Or at least that’s how it should have been. The pain on my ear reminded me that I was not the tank. The tank may have been perfect, but I was not. The smallest rebellion of the body became a defect of the whole unit. The debris of destruction around me had clogged even my skin.

I was called back in the middle of my second tour because you were in hospice. You ranted about your pillow, how uncomfortable it was. You either didn’t know it was the last time we’d be together, or you knew but still didn’t have anything to say to me. I sat next to your bed and wondered if I should try to change the subject, but you started yelling at the nurse who still hadn’t brought you a different pillow. I followed him out of the room and apologized to him. He was confused, because this was the first time that he was hearing about your pillow. But he said it was alright. It was just the kind of thing that happened when people faced death.

The pimple grew and hardened. The headset stung even more, but we barely had time to stop, let alone take off our gear; we had a lot of ground to cover. I couldn’t see out from my seat, but the commander kept us apprised. Desert, followed by more desert. The pain kept me awake, as did the instant coffee I dusted into my mouth and gulped down with a bottle of water. My crew thought this was disgusting and made fun of me. It was disgusting, but I kept doing it because I liked the laughter.

One night we finally had time to catch our breath and I could air out my ear a little. I must have fallen asleep because I was startled awake by the siren; there’d been an attack. We ignored the burning all around us and raced to the tank. We piled in and drove to nowhere in particular, but with furious speed. We were told two men had been seen entering an abandoned building. We gunned down the building until it collapsed in flames. We waited and watched, only going closer to see the damage when we were satisfied by the dead silence. No one said anything through the headset the whole drive back. It made bearing the pain on my ear feel pointless.

I didn’t know any priests nor did I know how to find one, and you had not made any preparations. The military put me in touch with a padre nearby and he pulled the thing together in no time. He asked me when we met if I wanted to say something about you during the service, and I said I didn’t.

It was simple and short. The padre said something generic about death never having the final say and claimed that anyone would be proud to leave behind a son like me. I didn’t know how he could be so sure, about either of those things.

Afterward he asked me if I wanted to go to the pub, beers on him, he said. Or shots, if I’d prefer, and laughed. I was never much of a drinker and the other soldiers loved having a designated driver. But it seemed like the appropriate thing to do after the funeral of a parent and I didn’t have anything else to do; I’d lost touch with everyone from the past and had no intention of getting back in touch.

I ordered a dark beer, which I’d learned to tolerate during my training in Germany, and the padre ordered something light. We sat at the bar, which meant that we didn’t have to look at each other. He didn’t say anything. Neither did I. I liked how comfortable he seemed with the silence.

Halfway through the pint, it occurred to me to tell him that you never approved of me joining the military. I wanted him to know he was wrong to have said you were proud of me, so that he wouldn’t make the mistake again for some other soldier. I explained about you, how the last and maybe only time you said more than three sentences to me was to lecture me about how irrational it was to join a military operation to help the Americans when it was the Americans who’d fucked up his own country.

It was probably the alcohol that made me so wordy, but the padre didn’t seem to mind. When I was done, he stared at me for a while before asking me if I was proud of myself. I said I didn’t know. And then tears crept up in my eyes. Before I could wipe them away, more flooded into the corners and pushed the first drops onto the bar, one after the other. I took a sharp breath to make it stop, but they just kept falling.

After the ten-day operation, we finally got back to camp. It seemed quieter than I remembered. There were fewer of us returning than had left. I took what passed for a shower in these parts. When I was as clean as I was going to get, I toweled off. As I shaved, I studied the pimple in a shiny plastic panel. It was red and ripe. I remembered how you told me, when I was a teenager, to stop popping my pimples. That it would scar, that I never knew when to leave well enough alone. The panel showed an unscathed face, and it occurred to me that you were wrong—on both counts. I squeezed out the pus and a faint stream of blood rolled down the curve of my ear. It would either hurt more, or not at all, anymore.





MEETING

TERENCE HAWES

I don’t remember my last drink, only waking to your voice

asking me to please get help, and, by some miracle,

this time hearing myself say yes. So you drove me

to a meeting at the church where you were married

and would be buried. It was the summer you were diagnosed—

your hair already falling out in those first few weeks

of being shot with particles of subatomic light. I’m sorry, I kept

saying, while you said you have nothing to apologize for.

You’re sick, my baby’s just really sick, as if pictures a machine

had taken inside my body were hung, too, on the walls of the

ward where doctors remove parts of your brain. Without a drink

since opening my eyes, my hands shake as we walk across

the church parking lot to strangers bent toward the small fires

they carry to light Marlboros and Parliaments under angels

cut out of stone. I don’t want to let go—surrender myself to a

circle of folding chairs, collapsible tables, hours that begin and

end with urns filled and emptied of black coffee. But I do, finally,

when you say: I’ll still be here after it’s all over.





THE SOUND OFFENSIVE

PAUL V. BROCK

Hearing aids are not medical devices. They are cyborg survival gear for the cacophonous, screaming hell-beast of a world they reveal to you.

After being profoundly deaf for more than twenty years, you don’t “get fitted” for hearing aids; you undergo a shamanic ritual. An audiologist—an audio-priest in a padded booth—leans forward with the solemn focus of someone about to change your life and starts bombarding you with beeps that feel like robotic death. High ones like needles. Low ones like pressure. Patterns that don’t feel like sound so much as intrusions, physical events inside the skull. Somewhere outside the booth, a machine hums steadily, indifferent.

This ritual is not testing your hearing; it is mapping absence. It is charting negative space, logging what the years quietly stole while you were busy adapting.

For two decades, you lived inside a nearly soundproof bunker. Voices were warped and truncated, missing consonants like teeth knocked out in a bar fight. You would follow lip movements, pretending you understood interactions. You learned to survive by inference—posture, facial tension, reaction. This worked until it didn’t. A conversation would collapse halfway through and you were left reconstructing the missing pieces. You nodded at jokes that might have been insulting. You laughed at funerals. “Huh?” became your mantra, your confession that you were always slightly behind the moment, arriving late to your own life.

Social gatherings brought on a particular kind of anxiety. Rooms full of fleshy puppets flapped their mouths in what you assumed was a vicious debate about your shortcomings. You scanned for cues. You tracked who laughed and when. You memorized the rhythm of when to speak, when to stay silent, when to pretend you knew what just happened.

Then you got the Devices.

They don’t ease you in. They don’t gently reintroduce sound like a forgotten language. They flip a breaker, unleashing the true terror and beauty of the modern age directly into your skull.

Day one, you walk out of the clinic and it’s like the volume knob on reality has been cranked to eleven. Your jacket rustles are a raging forest fire of nylon and static. The click of high heels are ball bearings hurled against a steel drum. Your own footsteps resound off the concrete like they don’t belong to you.

You go to a diner. Plates collide in a ceramic avalanche. Silverware screams with unnecessary force. The grill behind the counter hisses with the screams of a million tiny demons frying in their own fat. And the voices—sweet Jesus, the voices. You realize humanity does not communicate in words. Words are simply decoration. The real language is lip-smacks, saliva-swishes, nasal whines, wet consonants, phlegmatic gurgles. You are hearing the biological truth beneath speech, and it is intimate and horrifying.

You try to tune your Devices. There’s an app that makes you the DJ of your own reality. Too much refrigerator hum? Slide left. Someone’s voice sounds like it’s coming through a kazoo? Boost the mids. Restaurant mode lets you isolate your friend’s story about their gout while a blender nearby grinds ice for margaritas with the subtlety of a chainsaw. You stream the TV sound directly into your head, dialogue and sound effects bypassing your ears entirely and reporting straight to your cerebrum like classified intelligence.

You are no longer merely a man. You are a receiver, a bodily antenna tuned to everything.

You’ve plugged a hole in the universe that had been draining your life away, and now the universe is screaming back. It feels like you are being beaten with a bag of forks. You can hear a choir of ghosts you never knew were singing. You have the auditory equivalent of a sunburn on your soul; everything hurts, even the things that shouldn’t. The sound of your own blood pumping is a whitewater torrent smashing against the banks of your consciousness. You feel pressure waves running through your bones. You are drowning in the substrate of your own biology.

This is the moment you realize that something fundamental has shifted. You’re no longer hearing; you’re triangulating existence. Your body registers sound not as information, but as a threat. You become a paranoid, flesh-and-blood sonar array. A human bat. A walking surveillance system mapping the machine world in real time.

You hear the fridge cycle on and wonder if it’s failing or if this is just what refrigerators have always sounded like. You hear the house settle at night and briefly consider that you are about to die. You hear motorcycles three neighborhoods over and feel implicated, as if their noise is somehow your responsibility now that you can perceive it. You are not broken; you are listening correctly for the first time. And that, it turns out, is the real hazard.

The Devices force you to learn what not to hear. And you must become a ruthless sonic warlord, because mercy will get you killed. The app is not for fine-tuning; it’s for triage. You stop thinking in terms of “clarity” and start thinking in terms of survival. You carve out pockets of silence the way a desperate soldier digs a foxhole under artillery fire.

You discover the nuclear option: the mute button. Mid-grocery store. Mid-family dinner. Mid-sidewalk. Just off. Back into the soundproof bunker. It’s not a failure, but rather a tactical retreat. A preservation of sanity. Your brain is not a machine; it is three pounds of wet jelly and lightning. There is only so much it can take.

You are not just a cyborg. You are a fragile cyborg, the most dangerous kind. The kind that can hear a leaf fall a block away but is brought to his knees by the sound of his own heartbeat.

You develop a Protocol. The Protocol is not medical advice; it is war advice. This is no time for half-measures. You don’t just turn off the Devices; you exile them. Drawer. Pillow. Lead-lined box if available. You replace them with foam earplugs. You are seeking not quiet, but absence. A sensory vacuum. A return to the bunker you once cursed.

There are days you don’t even make it outside before you have to turn everything down. Blackout curtains. No light. Not even the sinister glow of a power strip. Lie down in the dark, not to sleep, but to simulate nonexistence. The goal is to approximate the sensory experience of a rock. In the dark, you realize you’ve been given a gift wrapped in a curse. Some days, the curse wins. Today is one of them. Your only job is survival.

Eventually, you decide to leave your bunker and rejoin the world. You open your blackout curtains. You put the Devices back in and you step back into the noise. You step back into the world, with all its artillery, chaos, and friction. Somehow, you make your way within this messy splendor that is the world. Despite its wet consonants, crashing plates, and screeching gears, there is a relentless, breathing humanity. And you want to be part of it.





ON THE WAY TO DINNER AT THE RETIREMENT HOME

URSULA SHEPHERD

Our walkers scrape the floor,

as we, a little off balance,

penguin-walk behind,

chatting, laughing

at nothing in particular.

You’d think we'd see the lines

that fan out across our faces,

the dark spots on our hands—

my limp, your stoop.

But we don’t, though our children do,

and assume we’re barely breathing.

They would never quite believe

what I see as I look at you,

something unnamable, something

that leaves me as breathless

as I was almost sixty years ago.

You’re looking at me

as you always have, with a look

that holds me fast to this life.

You lean in, whisper something

a little bawdy in my ear

and I return the flirt.

Maybe tonight, we’ll slip into

into the ladies’ room, lock the door

for a brief touch—nothing too racy.

I’ll press my hand under your shirt,

startle your skin. You’ll pull me close,

kiss my neck, whisper:

Who needs dinner?

I’ll laugh then, look deep into your eyes:

Me! There’s ice cream tonight.





THE MAN IN THE CORNER

NADYA TODOROVA

He was a very normal man, the one who died today. At least that’s what I heard. Like me, he went in for his massage appointment, but unlike me, he never came out. Well, he did eventually. Feet first. The masseuse who was with him said he just stopped breathing. I guess, if you simplify it, that’s what happens with all of us in the end. We just stop breathing.

I found out a few hours ago, as I was getting ready for bed. My brother banged on the door with an unusual intensity. I thought that our parents were hurt or sick or that word I refuse to say about them. Or that his kids were hurt or sick or that word I refuse to say about them. Or even that I might be hurt or sick or that word I refuse to say about myself.

He told me about the death of the man, who, unbeknownst to both of us, would go on to plague my thoughts until I lost my mind. He told me the man had the appointment directly after mine and that the police would probably want to talk to me. My brother is a detective, so he knows how these things go. They wouldn’t let him on the case once they found out his sister had been at the same building as the man. I thought that was silly; as if I would speak to anyone as truthfully as I would speak to my brother. My brother warned me not to say that in front of them. I was not a suspect and this was not a time-sensitive case (the man was already dead—this horrible word), so he told me I could go to sleep and they would call me in to the station first thing in the morning.

Mornings are usually my favorite part of the day. I don’t get up “with the chickens,” as my grandmother would say, but I try to be out of bed by nine. I like the idea of a day that hasn’t done anything to me yet. It hasn’t tired me out or annoyed me, rained on me or honked its horns at me while I crossed the road. The new day and I are friends, we sip our coffee and share a baked good, and we laugh at the silliness of last night’s emotions. Noon is not my friend, but she isn’t an adversary either. She’s a companion, one I can count on; she is predictable, somewhat boring. Night, though, seems born to hurt me; she exits the womb of fear with a scream and hurls herself at me, her entire weight on my chest. She and I must have been lovers in a previous life. Such deep connection doesn’t come from only one lifetime.

I didn’t sleep that night at all. As the darkness approached, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to breathe. I thought about looking up the man, to prepare myself for the questions they would ask tomorrow morning. But then I thought—if I knew too much about him, wouldn’t that be suspicious? Yet my curiosity got the best of me and I searched his name, and found too much. He was way too available online. He had shared pictures, opinions, job details, anniversaries and birthdays, thoughts on recent movies, which political party he supported. After a few hours, I knew him so well I could sell him bespoke toothpaste—could have sold him. I tried not to think about how he didn’t exist anymore. He had a crooked tooth and a small scar on his left forearm, and it would all turn to dust.

I shouldn’t have looked him up. Now I knew about the tooth and the scar, and I knew how many sisters he had and the fact that he colored his hair. I knew that he liked watching reality TV and that his favorite artist was some alt rock band I hadn’t heard of. So I listened to them. I did not enjoy it. But I knew all of this, and tomorrow, when they asked me about him, I would have to lie. I’m not good at lying. I have a tell. Maybe the people who talk to me won’t notice my tell. Maybe they will and I will go to jail. I would hate everything about jail, except the routine. I do enjoy a routine.

The man usurped every thought in my head. He spent the night fighting his way into my memories and replacing my family and friends. Now he was singing to me on my birthday; he was taking me to school every day; he was driving me to my first job interview; he was my first kiss, my first fight, my first friend, my last sane moment. He was the flowers I watered, the dogs I walked, the books I read, the songs I sang. He was a person and he wasn’t, a thought and a melody, he was my shadow, the inside of my eyelids, the word at the tip of my tongue, he was everything and everywhere, evermore. He wouldn’t let me sleep; I hated him now.

In the morning, I went into the police station carrying that hate like a weapon.

They offered me coffee that was already cold, in a cup with lipstick marks on it. I didn’t want to be rude, so I took a sip. The policewoman then noticed the red smudge and apologized profusely for giving me “second-hand coffee” and grabbed it out of my hands just as I was about to take another sip. I apologized back for not telling her about her mistake (she did ask “Oh, why didn’t you tell me?!” in a voice that suggested it was my fault), and insisted on getting a simple glass of water instead. The man stood quietly in the corner of the room. The fluorescent light flickered every time he blinked.

I explained that I had been at my routine massage appointment, a standing one I had for the first Monday of every month. I have issues with my lower back, I informed the detectives, and there’s a wonderful masseuse named Cecily who has magical hands—not literally—and she rubs and pulls at my muscles until I feel like a human again. The pain can be debilitating—I added without them asking—as it had been ever since I turned thirty, more than ten years ago, and so the appointment is very important to me. The man in the corner nodded when I mentioned Cecily’s name; he must’ve been an admirer too. I wondered if she was the one who was with him when it happened.

The detectives asked if there was anything “off” at the parlor that evening. I asked for clarification. “Anything strange, different … Suspicious.” I shook my head—it was a regular night. Maybe warmer than usual, but I doubted that the weather affected the case. They confirmed that it didn’t. The fluorescent light flung its daggers into my eyes every time I glanced up to look at the tall detective who refused to sit down. I’d squint, and he’d move to cast his shadow on me, protecting my gaze. I’d say thank you and a few minutes later the dance would repeat. He never showed any sympathy, more so annoyance. The other detective was tall too, but she’d had the common sense to sit down and face me. Both their uniforms were old and rough around the seams, some stains here and there, a missing pocket and a button loose. They looked like brother and sister.

It was clear that they didn’t see the man; he was there entirely for my benefit. I wasn’t sure what the benefit was yet, but there had to be one. His eyes were a deep green, the kind that left you wondering if he was a poet, and his hair, with its salt-and-pepper coloring, fell neatly atop his forehead in a very ’90s way. He was someone to someone, and that someone needed to know what had happened, and why.

In between their questions, I confessed to the detectives that I had done a deep dive on the man last night and now knew a lot about him. I asked them if that made me a suspect, and they laughed. They said my brother shouldn’t have told me his name but I was nowhere near being a suspect, so it was okay. I told them everything I knew—about the scar and the crooked tooth, the man’s favorite band and the color of his car. They listened but didn’t take any notes. I went home shortly after.

The man came home with me. I offered him a drink but he wouldn’t talk to me. He stood in the corner with his green eyes fixed on me wherever I went, and sometimes sighed if I forgot he was there. At first, I didn’t want to go to the bathroom, because I thought he’d come in with me, but eventually I couldn’t hold it anymore and I did. He remained politely outside.

My brother came over for lunch and told me the police weren’t interested in me anymore. In fact, they weren’t interested in anyone. They had determined his cause of death and it was entirely natural. The case was closed. The man sighed and out of the corner of my eye I could see he looked defeated. I asked my brother if they were sure—wasn’t this maybe one of those deaths that looked natural but wasn’t? My brother shook his head, as he cleaned the food out of his teeth with his fingernail. It was a natural death. Sad, because the man was only in his fifties, but the body can sometimes fail us unexpectedly. They were going to direct the masseuse who was with him when it happened to a therapist to make sure she was okay. I asked if it was Cecily, but my brother refused to share anything else with me; he had already gotten a warning for telling me the man’s name. We changed the topic to a present he wanted to buy for his wife, and I tried to concentrate, but the man’s presence loomed over my thoughts.

I didn’t hate him anymore. How could I? They were closing his case, and now we’d never find out what really happened. Without uttering a word, the man assured me people don’t just die in their fifties, and it must have been a murder. He was certain, as was I, that no person, man or woman or child, would walk this world as calmly as they did now if there was even the slightest possibility that one could cease living on a seemingly ordinary day, just like that. There was something else at play here, something sinister.

That night, the man and I cried together for a thousand years. Our tears filled the bedroom to the ceiling, and we held hands as we stretched our necks upward to get some air. Once the water subsided, neither of us could sleep in the discomfort of our wet clothes, so we stayed up all night. I dried the carpet with a hair dryer, took off my clothes and lay down. Just as I was drifting off, my neighbor banged on the door. He was screaming something about me flooding his bedroom, and what the hell was I doing up there? The man and I looked at each other and I closed my eyes, allowing myself to fall asleep. I didn’t want to stress; his bedroom would still be flooded later.

I spent the next few days getting back into my routine, and back to work. I’d asked the man to stay home, and he obliged the first few days, but after a while I’d notice him at the back of the bus or near the water cooler in the office. He never left me alone. I assured him again and again that both he and I equally wanted to know what had happened to him, but he didn’t seem to trust me. How could he, after what he had gone through? He must’ve trusted whoever it was that killed him; he trusted that the police would find the answer. His death was an eternity of broken trust.

One day, his little sister (one of two he had) came to my workplace. She waited outside the building until I finished for the day, then cornered me and threw a barrage of questions that I simply didn’t have the answers to. She told me her brother had been a world, a universe, and that God wouldn’t just take him like that. She asked me to repeat everything I’d told the detectives, and I did, but it wasn’t enough. The woman broke down in sobs, crumbled at my feet and, with her forehead pressed to my knees, begged me to help her understand. I told her I wanted to understand too. Before we could say anything else, her older sister ran up to us, breathless, and dragged the sobbing woman away. The man watched, in pain, as the younger sister clung desperately to the fabric of my pants until her fingers slipped and she was hauled to a nearby car, lifeless like a sack of potatoes.

From that moment on, the man and I stopped sleeping. I combed through every piece of information I could find. I called the detectives with each lead until they forced my brother to make me stop. I tried to speak with the massage parlor, but my pushing only led to them informing me my standing appointment was now canceled and I was no longer welcome at their establishment.

I spent day after night after day after night awake, fully aware, focused only on unveiling the horror behind the man’s untimely death. I kept getting calls from colleagues and friends who were worried, but they didn’t know I did all of this for them; so that they would know the truth, so that they wouldn’t have to be afraid of a death with no reason and no purpose, so that they could sleep well. Nobody but the man understood me, and so he remained my last true companion. I spoke to him about my findings, and the colors I saw floating, and the tempest in my ears, and the fast, distinct beating of my heart. He was still and quiet, as he always was—a born listener, a dear friend.

The world slowly caved around us two. The walls of my bedroom began moving inward, and the ceiling made its way down. The man and I lay on my bed and watched the space shrink, and so we forced ourselves to shrink too. The smaller the room became, the smaller we did too, until we were nothing but dust on a book on my shelf. Once we settled in atop the pages, the world took its old form again, with its giant walls and colossal ceilings. The man and I heard my phone ring over and over again, yet we were but dust, and the phone was far away.

My brother came to visit one day and looked for me everywhere—the kitchen, the bathroom, under the bed, even in the wardrobe—but he didn’t even think to look for dust atop a historical volume on the Greek empire. I waved my miniature arms around and screamed to get his attention, but my voice was nothing and my arms were atoms. That night, the man and I cried again, but this time our tears didn’t even reach the floor; they evaporated in the air as they fell, so small they were.

I ran between the pages of my book to find meaning, and I found countless deaths, meaningless deaths, violent deaths, but none of them as senseless as the death of the man. There were murders for power and jealousy, there were victims of illness and hunger, but if the man hadn’t been killed and he hadn’t been sick and he hadn’t been hungry, then why was he dead? The words on the pages swallowed me whole and sang in my head of heroes and villains and queens, and they would all be remembered, their deaths would be fodder for songs, while the man would remain unremembered, unimportant, unimpressive, and dead. And most of us will wind up like him, yet most of us choose not to shrink. We live on and carry that knowledge—that our death will be as meaningless as our lives have been.

The man found me between the pages and led me out by hand. He showed me the edge of the bookshelf and, wordlessly, told me that I’d need to jump. It was my time, I knew, to return back to my life. The man pulled me in close, and I felt his tears wet on my neck. He held me in his arms and, with his voice in my head, I heard him say that I must live. That I must face each day and endure each night, and that now, because of me, his death hadn’t been for nothing. It had been for me. I must live, he said. I must cry out oceans and scream out rain, and that the tempest in my ears would subside, but the beating of my heart shouldn’t.

I said I was afraid, and he said I must live, even if afraid. I must live, I must live, I must live, he repeated. And in the darkness and the fear there wouldn’t be an answer, but there would be this—he placed his hand on my heart—and this—he touched my forehead. And that they would get me through. And that even if all of my life was just getting through, getting by, that it was enough, and that the joy would end one day, but so would the sadness, and that it was life. It was life, and I must live, and he could not.

He pushed me off the edge of the bookshelf and my body returned to its usual size. I fell down on the carpet, still salty from our tears, and stayed there until the sun came up. I let the warm light lull me to sleep, putting my trust in the morning.

I never saw the man again; nor did I utter his name. The next day was a normal day. The one after it, too.





LOBECTOMY AWAKENING

CHARLES L. TEMPLETON

(for when anesthesia forgets to turn the lights back on)

I woke to three white fuzzy puppies in the corner of the room tearing apart a baby in the shadows of the Kim Long Orphanage in Hué City with the kind of ravenous zeal reserved for toddlers with juice boxes. Each muzzle dripping red like they’d found the world’s most succulent popsicle flavor.

A man on a motorcycle, in a hospital, mind you, skidded to my bedside in a green uniform so pressed it could slice deli meat. He handed me a telegram with all the ceremony of the Pony Express: “YOU’RE ALIVE. Shut the Fuck Up.” And honestly, it felt like encouragement. Pain arrived next—kicking the door in, setting up camp, and roasting marshmallows on my ribcage. Each breath was a rusty zipper, dragged through my lung, a reminder that healing is a contact sport.

Like a medical remake of Cirque du Soleil, my surgeon appeared on a unicycle—whistling Over the Rainbow. He wore Star Wars gloves with fifteen fingers, operating the VATS machinery—conducting an orchestra of microscopic stormtroopers while somewhere behind him, Dr. Atomix crooned into a mirror about how his slacks made his thighs look too big for the morning they’d test the bomb; as if the fate of the world hinged on a proper break in the trousers.

Still: between the puppies. The motorcycle. The unicycling seven-foot wizard-doctor. The pain. I realized something soft beneath the chaos: I am here. I am still here. That alone is worth a telegram.





ASYMPTOTE TO SILENCE

PITOYO HARTONO

Sudden brightness. Then dimming, as if someone adjusts the lens of my consciousness rather than my eyes, and I find myself in the north wing of the university library, Level 4, the obsolete collection—number theory, topology, non-Euclidean geometry. The old wooden chair beneath me feels familiar, though I don’t remember sitting down.

The chair and table are relics among plastic and steel, but they feel settled, as if they have been waiting. But why am I here?

The library seems darker. The lights are still on, but their reach feels limited, as if the building has withdrawn slightly from itself. My wrist is bare. I don’t remember removing my faithful Casio G-Shock. I get to my feet and walk down the stairs to the ground floor, where a large digital clock with a calendar hangs near the entrance.

November 5th. 2 a.m.

What am I doing in the library after closing? Did I fall asleep? The main door is slightly open; perhaps the night guard left it that way during patrol. I step toward it, expecting the sharp cold of early winter air on my face. Instead, there is only darkness—not air, not chill, rather the absence of both.

And then suddenly, I am seated once more in the old wooden chair on Level 4, my hands resting on the table as if they had never moved. Confusion hovers, but it is accompanied by something quieter. I have spent countless hours in this corner of the library. Nothing bad has ever happened here. Out of habit, I shove my hand into my trouser pocket. A sliver of familiar relief comes to me as I feel my old Montblanc StarWalker.

I hear footsteps; a flashlight sweeps the aisle. It must be the night guard. “Excuse me,” I say. “I’m locked in.” The guard walks past me.

It is possible that the night guard is simply ignoring me. But how do I explain my reappearance in this section of the library without physically moving? Am I outside the realm of physics—at least the physics that I know? Am I dreaming? It does not feel like a dream, but I have learned not to trust that distinction. I consider whether there is a way to decide the matter and find none that would survive its own assumptions. I set the question aside.

What matters instead are the regularities of this situation. Those, at least, appear willing to repeat themselves.

I stand and walk to the nearest shelf. It holds reprints of mathematical classics: Euclid’s Elements, Hardy’s A Course of Pure Mathematics, Rudin’s Principles of Mathematical Analysis. They are all hardbound, spines uncreased, pages faintly yellowed. I take one from the shelf; it is heavy in my hand, familiar.

I move to another shelf where more recent books are kept. The covers are brighter, the paper whiter. I reach for one and then another and another. Some books accept my touch. Others do not.

The question is not why. The question is what separates them. I need to know.

I move to the shelves of technical journals. Decades of issues are arranged in careful order. I decide to entertain myself with a binary search. I place my hand at the middle of a row. It holds. I move right to find a new middle. I repeat the process, narrowing the interval each time, until I meet the absence of resistance.

The most recent issue I can touch was printed this past spring. This process was not as entertaining as I had hoped, but now I know the partition—the date. I try another set of journals on a different shelf. The pattern holds.

I return to my chair and make mental notes of the rules I have discovered. They are strange, but they are consistent. I close my eyes. Darkness comes, but my consciousness remains.

As a student, I learned mathematics as a tool—something to be applied, something useful. What I never had time for was to read it slowly, for its own sake: not as a language for solving problems, but as prose that reveals structure. Number theory, topology, non-Euclidean geometry—subjects that promised consistency without urgency. Now there is no urgency. Now I read leisurely over what seems like days and weeks.

One day, at the bottom of a shelf, I notice a book that looks newer than the rest. I reach for it and it accepts my touch. I open it and understand why it feels familiar. It is my own book—the only one I ever wrote.

I turn the pages. It was never meant as instruction. It tried, instead, to describe structure. That was likely why it ended up with the older books on theory. I had left a few blank pages at the back for notes. I reach into my pocket and unscrew the StarWalker. The ink cartridge is visible: Midnight Blue, less than half full.

I turn to the blank pages, thicker, slightly rougher than the printed pages. I hesitate for a moment and then write a short paragraph—a clarification of an example I’d chosen that was convenient rather than exact. I replace it with one that behaves better under scrutiny. Midnight Blue flows evenly, just as I remember. When I finish, I read it once and do not revise. It is good enough. I close and return the book.

When the library is open, I mostly remain in my corner, reading and thinking. I avoid the other sections of the library then. I never see anyone in my corner. Until one evening.

A student is sitting in my chair. His head rests on the table, his eyes open. I am about to walk away when he looks up. “Sorry—am I in your seat?”

I stop. We look at each other. “Do you need it?” I ask.

He frowns slightly. “No. I didn’t realize anyone was here.”

“That’s all right,” I say.

He gathers his things. “I was leaving anyway.” He nods once and walks off. I pause, trying to adjust my understanding. Are the rules I have observed broken? Or only incomplete?

I see him again a few days later. This time I am already reading. He turns to walk away.

“This table is large enough for two,” I say without looking up.

He hesitates, then drags over another chair. He sits opposite me and takes a large notebook from his bag. “I like it here,” he says after a while. “I come here when I’m lost.” I nod.

He opens some textbooks and makes notes intermittently over the next hour. He suddenly exhales sharply and presses his palms against his eyes. “I don’t understand!” he says.

I raise my head from my book. After a moment, he adds, “Sorry. I was talking to myself.” I return to my book.

Another evening, I see him already sitting in my chair. When he sees me, he moves to the chair across the table. “Good evening,” he says. I sit down.

He takes his notebook from his bag and starts scribbling notes. After a while, he asks, “Do you know a lot of mathematics?”

“I am still learning,” I reply.

He writes for a long time without speaking, then turns the notebook toward me. “I don’t understand this. If the function δ(x) exists only for an instant, why does it matter?”

I look at the page. “An instant can leave consequences.”

He considers this and then asks, “What kind of consequences?” I am still looking down at the page so do not answer. “Is it really a function?” he asks. “And if not, what is it?”

I look up at him. “It is a way of describing an instant.”

He seems to study that word hanging between us. “So,” he says slowly, “it only makes sense when paired with another entity?”

“That is how it is defined.”

“But what is its physical meaning?” he presses on. “What does it mean in real life?”

I return to my book. He stands to leave and sighs. “I’ll think about it,” he says.

That evening, after closing hours, I unscrew the StarWalker. This pen was a present from my wife for my first tenured position. I have carried it in my trouser pocket since. It has never failed me. But the Midnight Blue is less than I thought. It will not last indefinitely. The next day I add another note to the back of my book. Over the following days, I find myself jotting more brief notes to the back pages.

He comes to my corner one day, but he does not seem to notice me. He glances around and then suddenly recognizes me. “Oh, I didn’t hear you come. I saw your book on the table, and then …”

He sits down and spreads out his books. “The library is a strange place,” he says, with a laugh. “It can play tricks on you.” He opens his notebook to begin writing. “I heard that a professor died here this spring. Quietly, at his desk.”

He studies for hours, and then finally lifts his pencil from the page. “I am beginning to understand the delta function,” he says. “It is trying to express what is instantaneous.”

I nod without saying anything.

“There is no other function like it,” he says, as gathers up his things, “but I do not fully grasp how it works.”

I remain silent. “I will think more,” he finally says, before taking his leave.

One evening before closing, he comes while I am reading. He sits down at my table, opens his notes, and says, “Now I get what the delta function means.”

I look up from my book and wait for him to continue.

“It is a mathematical expression of a blink,” he says. “Something that exists only for a very short moment.”

“It doesn’t exist alone,” I say.

He leans in, his hand reflexively cupping his ear. “Sorry, I could hardly hear you. Do you have a cold? So many people have gotten sick recently.”

I shrug and return my attention to the book.

“It’s been very cold lately,” he says and then straightens up as if he has an announcement. “I now realize that the delta function may have an effect longer than its instantaneous nature. For example, the sound of a bell being instantaneously struck reverberates for longer. Thunder is only a flash, but the sound lingers. Or … or … when you are punched, the pain lasts longer than the impact.” His voice grows more animated. “The effect is in the sound, for the bell. And the thunder too. For a punch, it's the pain afterward. So maybe …” Here, he slows down. More pensive. “Maybe it doesn't exist alone. Maybe it needs something else.”

He looks at his worn-out notebook, and I allow myself a subtle smile.

That night, I unscrew my StarWalker. Only a few drops of Midnight Blue are left. I begin to write on the last page of my book. You understand the delta function as an event whose effect persists beyond its instant. That is one interpretation. There are others. Mathematics does not merely describe things. It reveals relationships. Learning is the process of discovering the limits of your own understanding. Each answer leads to the questions that follow. Embrace your—

I look at my StarWalker, now empty, and place the pen on the page. I leave the book open.

The next evening, he returns and walks directly to the corner. I am standing by the bookshelf. He notices the book immediately and stops. He looks around once, sees nothing. Then he sits and starts reading.

His eyes move slowly. Once, he pauses longer than the rest. His fingers rest on the page near the place where the ink fades. He does not turn the page. There is no next page.

He stares at the last page, perhaps reading it again—I can’t tell. After a while, he closes the book carefully, with the pen inside. He leaves the book on the table as he walks slowly from the library.

I reach over and pick a book from the shelf: A Mathematician’s Apology, Hardy’s famous defense of mathematics.

I sit and start to read in the comforting silence of the library.





THE LAST MELON

PETER KACZMARCZYK

I grow shorter, as do the days

You took the scissors away

I contemplate the holes in my socks

Growing slowly wider, going unrepaired

Just as I do the holes in my thoughts

Darker and deeper every day

I’ve always loved bread and fruit

I have neither now

The last melon that I bought sits rotting

The trash is overflowing

I can find no knives

I guess you took those too





WINKING AT THE SUN

MAHRU ELAHI

A monarch soared across a field yesterday, alone in a vast sea of green. It rode steady off the Bay, weaving among paint splats of lupin, California poppies, and yellow mustard. I kept my head aloft for as long as I could, tracing its movement, before turning my gaze down to the rocky path. I was afraid of losing my balance. The effusion on my right knee had finally begun to heal after a year of braces, ice packs, and physical therapy.

Hidden in muddy clumps of grass, too close to the trail, lay the sequined sparkle of ladybugs, the patient limbs of salamanders. Ground squirrels kept up a steady racket of shrill chirps as my boots chewed gravel beneath the peeling shade of manzanita trees. When I looked up again, the monarch was gone. A red-tailed hawk hovered, searching the ground below; its body was a comma suspended in midair.

I didn’t worry about the hawk, with its appetite for mammals. I worried instead that a black-headed grosbeak might cross the monarch’s path. I whispered a protection prayer that encompassed not just grosbeaks, but pesticides, feral cats, and atmospheric rivers. At the top of the hill, one of the monarch’s distant kin—a cabbage white—tumbled above a carpet of nasturtiums.

In 2018, I was informed that my thyroid was underperforming. I tried to laugh it off. Who hired this deadbeat? Can I fire with cause? Blood tests indicated a compromised thyroid, the doctor said, and I understood that this dilemma was not about reaching an amicable agreement, where each party gives a little to get a little.

A diagnosis of Hashimoto’s Disease came in early 2020, during the first Covid lockdown. When my health app pinged with an updated diagnosis, I was confused. I wasn’t lethargic or gaining unexpected weight. There was no telltale lump in my throat or increased sensitivity to cold. I felt fine.

Online descriptions were grandiose—attack, destroy, infiltrate. The language itself seemed inflamed. I was told that I could look forward to a lifetime of prescribed medication. If left untreated there was a potential for heart failure, for coma. I called my mother with the news, and she did not reassure me. I didn’t bother calling my father; he was already forgetting what day it was.

The western monarch population had been declining since a peak of 4.5 million in the 1980s, but experienced a near catastrophic collapse starting in 2018. In California, the monarch count plunged from 192,000 to 30,000. By 2020, fewer than 2,000 were tallied. Late-season winter storms, herbicides, and the steady loss of habitat had combined to decimate the population.

I remember seeing only a single monarch the year of my Hashimoto’s diagnosis. The butterfly coasted on the updraft of a car, tiny against the beige slab of a supermarket. I was masked, six feet from the person in front of me, waiting on the pavement for entry when I spotted it. It had traveled too far to be met by such a bleak landscape, surrounded by commerce instead of the sheltering boughs of a eucalyptus tree. Observing the creature, dwarfed by the bulk of a regional chain store, I felt both fear and wonder. By December of 2020, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service issued a statement, vowing to monitor the western monarch as a potential candidate for Endangered Species Act protections.

I quizzed Mom and Baba’s sister to figure out if there might be any genetic factors involved in my Hashimoto’s diagnosis. My Iranian family, it seemed, had no bone to pick with their collective thyroids; all were hitting production targets. Likewise, my white American family’s collection of monarch-shaped hormone factories was healthy and prodigious.

In 2022, two years after my initial diagnosis, a series of symptoms abruptly took my body by storm. They announced themselves after a ninety-minute session of joyful pogo dancing at an Oakland A’s baseball game. It was the first time I had moved so earnestly in public since the start of the pandemic. As a frequent attendee of pre-pandemic punk shows, I was known to pogo for two hours solid with no physical consequences, save a few bruises. We attended the A’s game because they were commemorating Pride Night with a giveaway of rainbow baseball caps. As we leapt and jostled our pints of beer with abandon, our attention was captured by the DJ behind left-center field. We barely watched the game.

The morning after, I biked the hills of San Francisco’s North Beach—as I had all week—to arrive at my summer-school job. By the end of the day, I’d lost the ability to walk, let alone pedal; my hips wouldn’t rotate, and a diffuse pain radiated down the backs of both legs. I opted to wheel my bike home, hip joints burning and steps hesitant.

My doctor told me that it was time to start medicating, and prescribed Synthroid, a small orange pill. She hypothesized that the right dose, combined with physical therapy, might mitigate the symptoms. After a few months, my dosage was increased, the orange pill replaced with a lavender one. It didn’t relieve the pain and I was diagnosed with bilateral hip bursitis. The pain and limited mobility would last for over two years. I sold my bike.

In 2022, the western monarch population made a comeback with a November-December tally of 335,000. Ornithologists did not uncover a clear cause for the increase, which marked a second consecutive year of recovery after the near-extinction levels of 2020. The resurgence brought cautious optimism and determined announcements from conservation groups: it was going to take a coordinated effort to ensure the continuity of the monarchs.

Though my intentions were good, I wasn’t part of the cure. I’d scattered a packet of milkweed seeds, the sole source of food for monarch larvae, in the dirt of my backyard that fall. I wet the earth and lightly tamped it down. The following day, the seeds were gone. Later, I read that germinating the seeds in empty egg cartons was the recommended approach. By leaving them exposed under a thin veil of dirt, they became food for hungry house finches.

My doctor was just as confused with the acute onset as I was. Why the explosion, the sheer number of simultaneous symptoms? Hashimoto’s typically progresses at a sloth-like pace.

On claustrophobic days, when the clouds skulked dark like crows, I forgot the operational order of things. I locked the front door with my dog on the other side, harnessed and waiting for a walk. The kettle rumbled on the stove until I smelled carbon.

Brain fog was a series of blackout shades pulled tight. Occasionally, when I was able to push the thick draperies apart and let in some light, I could sense a clearer cognitive state just beyond my grasp. But the curtains didn’t stay open for long.

Regular bouts of insomnia weren’t characterized only by restless toss-and-turn; sometimes there was a quick descent into sleep, only to awaken two hours later and spend the rest of the night staring into the abyss. If I finally drifted off, then I’d sleep through my alarm. I was scolded at my new job for being late to early-morning meetings.

The first butterfly I lost was a monarch. I was five years old and found a chrysalis dangling from a leaf. I placed it in a small cage on our porch in Los Angeles and examined it daily. The chrysalis grew rounder; its shell callused like Baba’s fingertips. One day it presented with a crack, a whisper of life emerging. I unlatched the cage.

“Don’t touch it,” Mom said. “It must journey into the sunlight on its own.”

My hands itched to help but I returned to the house, getting lost in the long shadows of my bedroom, a lunch of canned soup. When I returned to the porch, it took me a moment to understand what had happened. There, on the brick, lay a solitary wing. Its tip caught the breeze and flipped silver. I cried out and Mom came running. She stood silently behind me and sighed.

“It must have been a bird,” she finally said. “Grosbeaks eat monarchs.” Mom owned several pairs of binoculars and The Sibley Field Guide to Birds of Western North America. “I’m so sorry, Pumpkin, but I’m sure the butterfly didn’t know what hit it.”

She patiently painted the scene for me: the newly emerged monarch had been sunning itself. The grosbeak circled above, caught a promising glint on the ground below. As the bird dove, aiming for the tender abdomen, the monarch was blissfully unaware. All it knew was warmth.

I wanted to believe her. But maybe the grosbeak blocked the sun as it sped to the ground, the monarch feeling a sudden chill before—whap—its wings were wrenched from its body, its belly caught in the bird’s beak. Maybe the butterfly knew it would die. I started to cry, a growl deep in my throat. Mom grasped my shoulder with a smooth hand, and I shrugged her off.

“This happens all the time,” she said. “Not all butterflies survive.”

No, I mouthed. No no no.

I first heard the term “flare-up” the year of my Hashimoto’s diagnosis. A physical therapist who was helping me reclaim my inflamed body used the term after I mentioned a reduction in pain. “So, no flare-ups since I saw you last?” she said.

I nodded and thought of the sun. Liquid arcs of lava were broadcast on Nova when I was a kid watching TV, trying hard to forget about the monarch I’d lost. Solar flare-ups burn at millions of degrees, pushing satellites out of orbit and disrupting power grids.

The act of sitting—especially for an extended time in the driver’s seat of a car—introduced me to another kind of flare-up: it felt like phantom shards of glass were piercing the soft underbelly of my thighs. I cranked up the stereo to distract myself; the interminable sameness of rush-hour traffic blunted as I barked power pop vocals until my throat was hoarse. When loud songs by Jawbreaker, the Parasites, and Sugar inevitably lost their curative powers, I would lower the volume and cry. I didn’t want to crash the car, so I attempted to contain my response. My eyes blinked rapidly to keep driving sightlines clear and my face crumpled with effort.

Pulling into the driveway was an act of deliverance. As I gathered myself to exit the car, I imagined pitching forward onto concrete like the toppled statue of a dictator.

No, I mouthed. No no no.

The image of the grosbeak came unbidden as I continued to sit in the car. Its orange breast was the same color as a monarch’s wing. I imagined it pick-pick-picking at my thyroid. I imagined the gland dwindling until there was nothing left. Squeezing my eyes shut, I willed myself to extend one stiff leg and then another out of the car. I hobbled up to the front door with a toy soldier’s gait.

While I initially started physical therapy for the bursitis in my hips, the nature of my need evolved. I awoke one morning and both rotator cuffs seemed to emit arcs of flame. Bra straps became instruments of torture; pulling on a T-shirt made me gasp in pain.

Initially, I didn’t know how to comprehend the range of these infernos. With time, however, I began to sense oncoming firestorms, glimpse the tell-tale glow on the ridge. They would start with a twinge, a quiver of heightened awareness. As the sensations grew more insistent, I imagined myself as an imperiled firefighter, zipping into a reflective tent to escape immolation. The embers glowed for hours or even days. All I could do was take cover, pray that I would emerge in one piece.

My childhood monarch had known the sun for only a moment. Would it have been better off remaining cocooned, an exquisite form encased behind a thick membrane, with no desire to break free?

Mom hung behind me as I stared at the ground where the monarch had met its demise. My sense of certainty seemed to slip away. Maybe it was better to be the bird and feast on the butterfly. If a monarch was born—a miracle winking at the sun—there were no guarantees. Our little family was the same: beautiful in the sunlight, but short-lived. Mom would divorce Baba in two years. I knew even before they told me.

A year after the divorce was finalized, I glared without end at the clumsy new girl in ballet class, cutting the metaphorical legs out from under her. The new girl paused in the middle of a floor routine, her lower lip quivering, then ran into the protective grasp of her mother. To survive I would have to be the grosbeak; I would have to attack the tender parts of pretty things. I smirked at her fragility, meeting her mother’s imploring glance with barbarous glee.

The monarch had no protection, no mother to repel intruders, no eyes that beseeched on its behalf. I knew what I had done was shameful, pointing the sharp beak of a malignant gaze. The new girl never returned to class.

When I was ten, my cruel eyes stared down another vulnerable girl. She had enrolled mid-year at my elementary school and sat a few rows ahead of me. My schoolmate Eddie intervened during recess. “Leave her alone,” he said, eyes wet. “She is better than you. Nicer than you!”

I scowled at him, but he looked away, placed the whisper of a hand between the new girl’s shoulder blades. She leaned into him and they walked away like that, twinned figures retreating down the covered breezeway.

Watching them, I wished someone had fought for me when our little family was torn apart. I wished I’d been there on the porch to fight off the grosbeak.

I held myself together with daily baths: drawing water, relishing the steam that loosened lungs and clouded the window. After adding cups of Epsom salt and a generous squeeze of rosemary-scented bubble bath, I’d slip under the water. The muffled thrum of a heartbeat thundered in my ears, and I could feel my flesh expand around it. This surge at my center soothed. I forgot about pain. Suspended in the slick liquid, I imagined my thyroid as a contented monarch. Its wings slowly opened and closed, like two palms.

During the spring of 2023, as my Hashimoto’s symptoms began to stabilize, I found a monarch chrysalis dangling from a vinyl rain cover in the backyard. I pressed my face as close to the brilliant chartreuse pod as I was able. The dense skin was impressed with whorls that already hinted at wings. Its presence was a minor miracle, given my failure at cultivating milkweed. Snapping a photo, I thought about rehoming the chrysalis among the persimmon or fig trees whose branches were glossy with green variation. I decided against the move, afraid of harming the chrysalis. A few days later, it was gone. No chrysalis flesh remained, no kiss on the slick plastic to indicate that it had ever been there. Eventually, I deleted the image from my phone. It was the second monarch that I lost.

Monarchs continue to winter on the California coast in shockingly small numbers. December 2025 saw the third-lowest tally—12,260—since the establishment of the count. Surprisingly, though, I’ve seen a good number of monarchs in the late winter and early spring of 2026. I searched the internet for explanations and found none, only a repetition of December’s dismal count. These days, on walks near a stand of eucalyptus, an orange flurry often catches the corner of my eye. For a moment I forget that I have a body, as I follow their dance over tall stands of grass.

Six years into the Hashimoto’s diagnosis, I no longer experience the same level of pain. I haven’t received a cortisone shot—and the accompanying impossibility of assessing which part of me hurts the most—since 2024. Now, it’s only discrete body parts that grimace, like the effusion in my right knee that had to be drained twice.

Just as the monarch’s yearly cross-border migration refuses to acknowledge the legitimacy of nation-states, my inflamed body disregards the boundary between sick and well. I refuse to swallow a tidy narrative. Instead, I gulp down the air displaced by butterfly wings, and the scent of plum blossoms warmed by the sun. On the trail yesterday, after I lost sight of the red-tailed hawk, I stopped to catch my breath. My heart thudded against the base of my throat as I drank from a battered water bottle, and the breeze from the Bay caused the hair on my arms to rise. I stretched my legs into a runner’s lunge, a movement I’d only recently been able to resume. My right knee was sturdy at a ninety-degree angle, the thigh appropriately tensed, and for a moment I felt proud of my body’s ability to heal itself from the recurrent effusion. But when I switched to the other side, stabs of pain suddenly shot through my left knee. An audible gasp escaped my lips as I felt the familiar slippage. My left knee wobbled and refused to hold. In a heartbeat, I was broken again. Was my body truly ungovernable? Maybe it was.

I slowed my breath with a deep inhale through the nose. No. No! I was not broken. My knees traded places; that’s all. A reciprocity of inflammation. I released out of my runner’s lunge in a tangle of limbs and emotion, landing gingerly on my right knee for support. When I planted my hands on the earth to steady myself, I aimed a loud exhale towards the Bay. It answered me with the crinkly rustle of manzanita trees and the chattering of ground squirrels.





ME AND HER (THE CYST) ARE BOTH TEENAGE DIRTBAGS

HANNAH MCLEOD

After ovarian torsion caused by a mature cystic teratoma

She holds no power until she threatens to turn,

another mass inside a body of masses unless

she decides to tear herself open — rip

at the tenuous borders she’s sewn

between me and her. Twist and spiral until

her insides explode into the softness around her —

what teenager hasn’t felt the power in her own possible

demise? In snuffing out the life they never chose?

But rubber gloved hands snatch her out before her

plans can materialize. They pierce her soft middle

and suck out the juices, all the body, all the

raging hair and gnashing teeth and time-chipped bone.

She slides with all her agency and power up a long slim tube

into the light of day, all her dead wretched glory on display.





NIGHT ANGEL

ZIBUSISO MPOFU

The night felt ebullient and silky. Kamara reached out and touched the moist air, tapping his fingers on its spine. Something about being out at this time of day in Manila made the tiny hairs on his arms stand up. The heat was low, making way for the night breeze. Around him, the street clamored. People, tuk-tuks, vendors, potholes, lights. Hanging electric lines. Even ants. He looked around for the stranger he was supposed to meet. They hadn’t exchanged pictures, and Kamara half expected him to look hideous.

“Hi, Sierra214?” said an unsure voice.

Kamara turned to find a small figure with a bright face standing a short length away. He smiled.

The man took in Kamara with one sweep of his eyes. The light in them dimmed.

“Oh,” the little stranger said, looking down at the shallow grooves dividing each pavement stone. His lips pursed. “Okay. I’m Kit Sam Ng, but you can call me Rambo.”

Kamara chuckled wryly. Every time he met men off the apps, the moment unfolded the same way. They took one look at him, pursed their lips like this stranger, and looked away—at shop signs, a door, a plane flying overhead, passersby—at everything but him. Like they’d expected something else—a quietly aggressive LeBron James-type gangster—and were met instead with little old Kamara, mop of locs on his head. It happened everywhere he went on the continent: Singapore, Hong Kong, Japan. Even Beijing, where he’d moved after finishing school in London and Italy. And it cut the same each time.

“Are you top or bottom?” Rambo asked. His nose wrinkled. “You look bottom.”

Kamara stiffened. Sometimes, the need for someone’s hand on his skin grew too much and he lied to please men, going along with whatever fantasy they had of him.

“I’m fluid,” he said and watched a frown line Rambo’s face.

“Fluid, what that means? You Black, you supposed to be top, lah. Strong.” Rambo flexed a bony arm to illustrate.

Kamara clicked his tongue without meaning to. He could leave, he thought. Go back to his windowless room at the hostel. But the day had already been too long. He’d arrived in the country that morning. The immigration officers at the airport, all five of them, had taken one look at his green passport and, while other travelers watched, marshalled him to a separate room. Without explanation. It was nothing new, this thing they were doing. He’d experienced it many times before. Afterward, he shut himself away in his windowless room at Best Malate Hostel, the cheapest private room they had, shaken and afraid. Wishing for another body to share the weight of that moment with. He imagined laying his head on Huang Jia Lin’s iron-steady shoulders, a solace he longed for despite the things he’d said when they last saw each other, just before he left for this trip. And then this stranger called.

How could he explain that his fluidity meant many unsayable things? It meant that sometimes he felt like a woman and made a new face for himself with his box of makeup. That he walked the streets of his neighborhood in Beijing in little black skirts and resplendent face masks. That he would respond to either he or she, depending on the day.

“We should go get that drink,” he said a little too loudly, his voice clogged with annoyed tension. Rambo shrank back. He nodded his head.

“Good boy,” Kamara said.

The building Rambo led them to stood in the middle of a row of high-rises. Dwarfed, formless, and melting into the dark, like a place that appeared only at night and disappeared again in the morning. Across the street, a group of adolescents spread threadbare blankets in front of a store. Rambo pointed at a door.

“It’s here,” he said, glancing at Kamara. The unease between them stretched. Rambo pushed the door open.

Inside, a blackened hallway swallowed them like a wormhole portal. It spat them out on the other end, where a flight of stairs led to a large dark room with high walls. Kamara could almost taste the sleaze in the air. Shiny booth-style seats ran along each brick-faced wall. A single overhead light swayed over a tiny bar area on the other end of the space. Spiderwebs hung high on the ceiling above. The place looked like a basement where surreptitious wants came to bloom.

On a small stage, a man with a sculpted bronze body danced. He tucked a thumb into his red thong and pulled.

“You can pay to sit with them,” Rambo whispered, pointing to the man on stage as they settled into one of the booths. “You can even pay to fuck them.”

Kamara looked around. Most of the other people were locals. The faces of a handful of foreigners, mostly white men, hovered among them.

“Where are you from?” asked Rambo. A nervous smile twitched on his face. He was trying.

“Sierra Leone,” Kamara said, the Krio lilt edging music into his words. To men like Rambo, he always said America, London, sometimes Sydney when he felt dangerous enough. Those places lit their faces up, and they’d look at him like they could finally see the edges of his body. But this one, he’d take joy in disappointing.

“Where is that? In Europe?”

“Sure,” Kamara said and let the lie sit. Then he added, “I live in Beijing,” before Rambo could ask any more questions. He took a swig of the bitter San Miguel that Rambo had ordered for him. The biting liquid sat on his tongue, growing spikes.

“Have you had a Chinese boyfriend?” Rambo asked.

“I left him. Language barrier.” Kamara turned to the stage, a blank stare settling over his face.

It was true. He’d left Huang Jia Lin many times in the year they’d been together. His Chinese wasn’t good enough to say the things he wanted Jia Lin to know. Like the time an old lady cashier at Burger King called him a hei gui, black devil, unprovoked, like it was a party trick she hid behind her teeth. Kamara lost his mind and wanted Jia Lin to lose it with him. But Jia Lin’s face only tightened. People were watching. They would lose face. Kamara tried to tell him about the other times. The long stares, things strangers said about him because they thought he couldn’t understand Mandarin. But the words refused to honor his thoughts, so he folded them inside his mouth. And Jia Lin chose to make wax of his ears anyway. What was the point? Every time they met after that, a stone would sit on Kamara’s lung, occluding the air just a little. So he’d break up with Jia Lin just to breathe, then miss him and his deep voice, force the poor boy to apologize, return to him, get a new stone on his lung, and leave again.

The low music died.

“Okay boys, that was Max Long Bullet,” a deep voice thundered from behind the stage. A tall, beautiful femboy with a meandering river of hair swanked onto the stage. She wore a gleaming metallic shirt tucked into a pair of tight jeans and heels. The femboy placed the underside of her hand above her face to shield the overhead stage lights and peered at the audience. Her green contact lenses landed on Kamara.

“Whoa,” she screeched. “We have a new foreigner in the house. A black one.”

The entire room followed her eyes.

“Black mamba,” shouted a white man with streaks of silver hair. A few chuckles rolled around the room. Kamara crossed his arms, unsmiling. A tiny pebble formed on his lung.

“Where are you from, sir?” the femboy asked.

“Sierra Leone,” Kamara blurted before he could stop himself.

“What?” screeched the femboy. “Where the hell is that?”

The laughter that followed stung. Kamara shrank into his chair. The pebble on his lung grew into a stone.

“Okay, now gentlemen,” said femboy when the laughter died down. “We have our next dancer. Welcome, Angel.” Her reluctant voice fizzled like air forcing its way through a balloon’s tight opening.

Another dancer, dressed in the same red thong and boots as the last, stepped onto the stage.

The first thing Kamara noticed was his eyes. They held a delicate glint, a light that sucked you in. His rippling body glistened like he’d swallowed the sun. He rooted his thick-set legs on the wooden floor and fixed his gaze just above the audience, as if granting them permission to watch. And his skin was dark. Like almond nuts baked in the sun. Or not quite milky coffee. Or wet sand on the beach, the kind you struggle to get out of your hair. Invasive, loud, bright, sad, and dark.

Angel swayed, slowly at first, his body drinking in the music. He dipped his shoulder towards the floor, smiled to himself, and brought it back up. His legs followed the movement, splitting apart just slightly. Then his lips parted. Coruscating white teeth, of course. And they refracted the light.

He dipped his shoulder again, this time lower, and raised his hands in the air when he came back up, eyes closed, lost in himself. His whole body began to move like a winding stream. The joints beneath his skin seemed to dislocate from each other, each part knowing where to go and what to do, whichever way he twisted. He spun around once and banged his foot on the stage, then paused. His eyes snapped open, and he gazed at the audience with aloof intensity, like he knew they were watching him, swept in, but he did not care. He scanned the room, a buyer considering meat at a market. His eyes fell on Kamara. He stopped. Like, stopped mid-movement—just like that. He walked to the corner of the stage closest to Kamara, spotlight trailing, and stood staring for the longest moment. Kamara returned his gaze, unable to look away, entrapped by the pointed attention.

Angel slid a hand through his hair. His muscles followed the motion, rippling, veils in the wind. He kept his eyes on Kamara as he started dancing again, thrusting his hips at the space between them. His gaze grew ferocious as the song climaxed, like something inside him wanted to rip its way out—blood, spirit, bone. The entire room watched in silence, unmoving. When the music stopped, Angel pointed gun fingers at Kamara. He mouthed pew, turned, and walked offstage.

The room exhaled, suddenly unbound. Scattered claps cracked the silence, the audience unsure what they’d just witnessed. Rambo peeled his eyes away from the stage. “That was a little bit weird.”

Kamara cut sharpened eyes at him, snapping out of Angel’s spell. “Weird?”

“Little bit boring, lah,” Rambo said and pulled out his phone. “I sometimes ask the boys, not the last one, others, to sit with me, then I give them 20 peso, 20 peso.” He stifled a sly chuckle.

Kamara rolled his eyes and stood up. “I’m going to the bathroom.”

Inside the seedy stall, wet with things he did not want to think about, Kamara sighed and closed his eyes. He imagined Angel standing in front of him, near enough that he could smell his skin. The dancer dug his long, thick fingers into Kamara’s mouth, twisting and coating them wetly. Then he put the wet fingers into his own mouth, sucking slowly like the night outside would last forever. Kamara pulled at Angel’s skin, kneading the muscles underneath. His head rang, a chord of pleasure decanting him from the solidity of the bathroom. He lifted his shirt and touched his nipples. A slight stinging pain that he loved radiated from the tiny nipple rings he’d gotten when he first arrived in London at eighteen. They were under Angel’s tongue now, he imagined, their metallic bitterness coursing through his mouth. Angel could make him feel things Huang Jia Lin, with his weak spine, could never, Kamara was sure.

The bathroom wall fell away. The people at the bar, in the booths and on the stage, smudged to formless blobs. Then the streets of Malate, the borders of Manila, and the seams of the world all faded. Kamara and Angel stood in the darkness of his mind, suspended in the void, drowning in each other’s bodies.

Rambo untwisted himself from his seat when Kamara returned from the bathroom looking disheveled.

“Look,” he said, pointing at the table next to them. Angel sat flanked by the man with silver-streaked hair and another man, brown-haired and bespectacled. Angel stared in Kamara’s direction.

“They paid,” Rambo chirped. “Personally, I would choose another.”

Kamara locked eyes with Angel. The loudness of the room, the music, muted to a faint vibration. Angel smiled that beautiful smile that now made him seem boyish. Kamara’s eyes fell to the floor. When he lifted them again, Angel was up, gesturing to the white men to follow him. He crossed the small space between their tables in three strides and planted himself next to Kamara. The white men glanced at each other, confused, then followed.

“Where are you from?” Angel asked. Their legs touched. Angel looked into Kamara’s face like he was the only person that mattered. Kamara waited for the twist of annoyance in his chest at having been asked that question for the millionth time today. He felt none and smiled.

“Freetown,” he said. “I lived in London, now I live in Beijing.” Maybe it would interest Angel to know he lived a two- or three-hour flight away. There were budget airlines he could take any time. It wouldn’t cost that much to come back here.

“Freetown, in Sierra Leone?” Angel asked.

Kamara lit up. No one he encountered ever knew where Freetown was. “Yeah,” he said, “you know it?” He could fly to Manila two or three times a month. Certainly.

“I just like to study the place, you know? Just to know. I wish to travel.” He spoke slowly, choosing and placing words carefully one after the other.

Kamara nodded. He could see them in his mind’s eye, buckling their seat belts in economy class together, going off to Bangkok or Kuala Lumpur or even Freetown. “I like traveling,” he said and immediately felt stupid.

“Of course, of course. You live in Beijing and London and Freetown. I wish to be like you,” said Angel. His arm slid over Kamara’s shoulder. He shifted closer, touching the skin of his armpit to Kamara’s shirt. The heat from their bodies met and melded them together. Kamara felt himself drowning.

The man with silver hair cleared his throat. “What about us?” he said, his nasal American accent splicing the moment to pieces. He looked older than his counterpart. A full white beard framed his high cheekbones.

Angel glanced at them like their presence irked his soul. He said nothing.

Rambo bounced on his chair, shifting closer to them. “You’re from America?” he asked, giddy.

They ignored him. The other man, whose glasses and pudgy body gave him the look of an office slave, leaned forward. “You’re supposed to be sitting with us.” His voice was a loud quack. Kamara noticed that the white men’s thighs touched slightly. They were a couple.

“What are your names?” Rambo tried again. The younger one clenched his jaw.

“Get us more drinks,” said Angel, staring at the silver-haired man. The man rolled his eyes and got up.

Angel turned his full attention back to Kamara. “Don’t worry about that,” he whispered in his ear.

They spoke only to each other, silencing the rest of the bar. Angel told him that his real name was Anthonio. That Angel was a stage name, a character he played to get clients. He lived alone in an apartment in Malate and worked here because he’d come from a small barangay in El Nido and needed a job when he moved to the city. He’d tried bussing tables, gutting fish, garbaging, but nothing suited him, so he came here to dance at the bar. He also danced in several other places, mostly in Makati where there were tourists and richer clients.

“You know here, they don’t like me because my skin is like yours and I am best-looking.” He laughed like he couldn’t believe how ridiculous everyone was. “You come with me to El Nido?” he proposed, then continued talking because of course Kamara would go with him. For this Angel of a man, he would uproot his life, if you could call it that, from Beijing to Manila, or even El Nido. He would find work here, any work. Maybe even with Angel at this club.

The older man came back. He tapped Angel on the shoulder. “We should go,” he said. “Come on.”

Kamara could tell by the dizzy swirl in his head that he and Angel had been talking for a long while. Rambo sat next to the younger of the couple, leaning into him, taking in every word the man was saying.

Angel’s eyes turned to steel. He looked away from the older man and took a swig of the drink in his hand, said nothing.

The man sucked his teeth. “Don’t forget we pay you,” he said. “We own this time, you do what we say.” No answer. The man grabbed Angel’s shoulder and shook him.

Angel slapped his hand away and stood to face him. He towered over the man who wilted under his glare.

“What are you gonna do, huh?” the man screeched. His partner jumped up. “Try it, you’ll spend the night in jail like the last time,” he said, pointing a finger at Angel.

Kamara watched the scene, stifling a smile. Here was Angel, a stranger, making tiny tears in his own life just to spend some time with him.

Angel glared at the older man for a long time before his mouth broke into a smile. “Another night,” he said to both men. He sat back down, grabbed Kamara by the back of his neck, and sank his tongue down his throat.

The men exchanged a glance. “What do you mean another time? We need you today,” said the older one. He inhaled, his open hands turning into fists. “I need you…”

Kamara wanted to chuckle at the strain in his words but held the sound in. He felt his chest swell and swell.

The younger one rubbed his partner’s back. “It’s okay, sweetie, let’s just go. We’ll take him,” he said, pointing at Rambo sitting quietly, watching, a painting in the background.

“No,” screamed the older man, pointing at Angel, “I want him!” He looked as if he might crumble to pieces.

“There’ll be other nights. We can still have a good time,” his partner soothed, glancing at Rambo.

The older man tried to grab Angel’s hands, but the dancer slapped his arm, the sound ballooning through the room. He looked around, suddenly aware of people’s eyes on him.

“You’ll regret this,” he said to Angel, then gave Kamara an evil look before turning to leave. His partner motioned for Rambo to follow. Rambo shook his head. “Maybe I’ll stay here.”

“You should go with them,” Kamara said. He drilled a cold stare into Rambo’s face. A threat. Go or be shamed. Lose face.

Rambo hesitated, then stood. “I’ll see you then,” he said, but Kamara had already turned back to Angel.

“Don’t worry,” Angel said. “They are regulars of mine here. They’ll be back.” He caressed Kamara’s face, placed his fingers under his chin, and pulled him closer. Kamara sank back into his ocean of a mouth. Time stopped again.

“You coming with me home, okay?” Angel whispered into Kamara’s ear.

Kamara moaned. “Yes,” he said, digging his fingers into Angel’s unclothed back. Angel had seen him. Angel had chosen him in a crowd where he could have had anyone.

“I’ve never had black before,” Angel said, leaning into his ear. “I want to taste you.”

Angel’s perfect buttocks clenched in Kamara’s head. They could be something. The night was divine like that. Could fold head-spinning magic into your life, split it in ways you never expected. Angel’s phantom tongue curled up his back, teasing the bulbs of bone that made up his spine. This could be the making of another home. One he’d never have to leave.

Angel bit his neck, then pulled away from his body. He stood up, the front of his red underwear now full and bulging. “Don’t worry. I’ll charge you half,” he said.

The bottom of Kamara’s mouth fell open.

“Half price.” Angel straightened. “I’ll go change now.”

He walked off towards the stage where another dancer had just begun performing, striding across like the man on it did not exist.

Kamara leaned back into the hard leather of the chair. Was Angel joking? Surely he liked him more than that. Could he not see that Kamara was different from all these other people? From those two who’d demanded his body like it belonged to them? The stone on his lung enlarged. He could say no. He could just leave. Stand up and walk out, save himself a lot of money. Go back to Huang Jia Lin who, no doubt, would be waiting for him. He imagined Angel’s face when he returned to find him gone. The disappointment.

He shuddered. Angel’s muscles rippled in his head. Angel’s hips thrust back and forth the way they had when he danced on the stage. This room-swallowing monument of a man had chosen him. That was worth something, right? Anything could happen when they got to Angel’s apartment, once his doors shut the world out. Angel could drop his mask, unwear his mouth, use his real tongue. He would tell Kamara he didn’t mean it, that of course he wanted Kamara too.

Angel returned, fully dressed, the same way he’d left. The dancer on stage flashed his middle finger as he passed.

“We go to the ATM, you take money, before we go to my apartment, okay?” he said, forcing a bright smile. He walked towards the door and stopped before the parting veils.

Kamara’s legs felt heavy. He touched the wallet in his pocket.

“Come on,” Angel urged and disappeared down the stairs into the wormhole hallway.

Kamara pushed himself up from the seat. He would show Angel. Before the night was over. Show him that they were the same. The life they could have. So much was possible. He wobbled to the door. Maybe, after Angel tasted him, he’d never want him to leave.
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STRINGS
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I have learned not to admit my distaste for children because people simply don’t believe me. Small children are drawn to me despite the fact I do not gush over them. They stare at me in my silence as though I am some creature with magical powers who, if they stare longer, will crack the spell that will release them from their smothering parents. There is no evolutionary advantage for a child to be drawn to an unresponsive adult like me. I am a paradox of biology, like a mathematical enigma that takes an army of geniuses and a million-dollar prize to solve.

Children are not going to disappear anytime soon. Even in this era of climate catastrophes and pandemics, the evolutionary imperative to reproduce is so strong for many that it may not seem like a choice. So I understood why my brother’s world was crashing down and the depths of Gehenna yawned before him. He broke the news to me over beers in Bucktown on my visit from Evanston. At least we could agree on good beer.

“You’re impotent,” I said.

“No,” he said, bitchy, as though I had insulted him. “Low sperm count.”

“Have you tried horse chestnuts?” I asked.

“You don’t need to joke, Toph.”

“You don’t need to have children.”

“You don’t need to have children.”

“Fine,” I said.

His defiant tone suggested that his problem was somehow my responsibility.

“Have you considered adopting?”

“Leah doesn’t want to,” he said. “And she doesn’t want some random sperm donor. She wants it to be our genes.”

As I considered whether to snort in derision or chide him for being a pushover, the word “our” knocked against my conscience. He said our genes, which I interpreted as his and Leah’s. But then I saw where this was going. My response should have been obvious despite the fact my brother never posed the question. No, I wanted to tell him before he said another word. No thank you. I won’t have any part of this.

“We are fraternal twins,” I said into the silence. “Not identical. Our DNA is not the same.”

He did not respond.

“Why should Leah care about genetics? She barely believes in evolution.”

No response.

“It’s just,” I said. “I haven’t given this any thought.”

“You would be the uncle,” he said. “That would be the arrangement.”

It was awful enough to imagine my sperm inside Leah. It would be worse having to explain it to anyone who found out.

“You would have no obligations,” my brother said. “Legal or otherwise. No strings.”

My problem is I have always looked like a provider, with the square jaw and dimpled chin of a testosterone-fueled running back. My crisp white lab coat—something I’ve worn since the beginning of my graduate student days—has furthered the fiction of gravitas and responsibility. Strangers tell me what a wonderful father I’d make. The suggestions to procreate have rained down on me as though I have been sitting at home my whole life wondering what to do with all my spare time and existential dread.

My brother invited me to discuss the plan further at a coffee shop. He and Leah arrived halfway through my latte as I was running models on my laptop for my master’s thesis on how climate change was eroding the beaches of Lake Michigan. As my brother ducked into the bathroom by the entrance, Leah rushed over with open arms. Her hugs always lingered longer than necessary, to signal an intimacy I never agreed to. I did not rise to greet her. She flopped her arms down in cheerful resignation and sat across from me. “Christopher!” she said as though she hadn’t seen me just last week. “How are you?”

I said things were fine, complained about the coffee, the corporatization of simple pleasures, my graduate program, but her unblinking eyes and eager smile suggested she wasn’t registering my words, as though she were awed by the presence of a film star or the Virgin Mary. My brother returned from the bathroom, wiped his hands on his pleated chinos, and sat next to her. Neither ordered anything. My brother droned on about the empty El train, a sinkhole that appeared a couple hours north, and the prescient reading in church that morning of Psalm 128 concerning the wife as a fruitful vine, how important “this” was to them, how grateful they would be if I could do “this.” He never said “sperm” or “pregnant” but spoke in code. Leah stared at me, unblinking.

“What about in vitro fertilization?” I asked.

“Too invasive,” my brother said.

Leah held her gaze on me.

“Fertility treatments?” I asked.

“Snake oil,” my brother said. He seemed to be acting as Leah’s mouthpiece.

“I don’t know…” I said, fumbling. “I need time to think about … this.”

My brother asked me what I was working on. I told him I was propagating lies funded by the deep state. He grunted an “I-believe-it” grunt, and stood to leave as Leah reached across the table to touch my arm. I flinched. “Thank you for everything,” she said, even though I had done nothing. Her hand lingered, and I wanted to leave my arm at the table the way a chameleon detaches a tail to evade a predator’s clutches. She squeezed it, then retracted her hand.

I pulled my arm to my chest and rubbed the spot as though I had been struck.

I called my brother later to discuss my concerns. He told me that I have a fear of intimacy. I told him he has a fear of solitude. He said I have an anxious-avoidant attachment style. I told him that working for a therapist does not license him to diagnose me. He asked why I wanted to be left alone when people want me in their lives. I explained the tradeoffs: Should I engage with people I have little in common with or do something about the planet? He claimed one does not preclude the other. And so it went with my brother, always.

Over the next days, I considered their proposition. My weekly board-game group invented a game called “My Dalai Lama,” where we vote on solutions to hypothetical dilemmas. I posed my scenario without naming names. No one thought it was a good idea.

I agreed. The world did not need more humans or more carbon footprints. And the idea that I would contribute to the birth of a creature, to force another human into empty promises, failed careers and failed loves, to a future of the lies we tell each other to get through each day. To subject another human to the agony of reckoning with its mortality for the rest of its life.

Perhaps I wasn’t being fair. Why should my brother and Leah need a reason to raise a child who matched their genetic profile? Does the purple-bottomed baboon need reason for the same? The problem was that my brother’s genes might not pass along to the child in the way he hoped. In fact, it was possible that he and I shared zero percent of our genes if we received non-overlapping DNA from our parents, which seemed more plausible each moment I spent with him. I asked him again about the alternatives, but it seemed impossible to convince Leah. Everything came back to Leah, as though the greatest gift to her would be an avatar of their union manifest in a living child onto whom each could project their dashed dreams. Except that avatar would not be my brother and Leah, but me and Leah. Maybe if you squinted you could see my brother in the child, but more likely you would see me.

One night while out drinking, I pressed my brother to get to the bottom of why they were insistent on roping me into this scheme. A low sperm count is not no sperm count. There had to be a way he could have a child of his own. What about persistence? Or was there something he wasn’t telling me?

A few beers in, under the guise of a joke, my brother said that carrying my child was probably what Leah wanted all along.

I choked on my beer but acted like I was laughing.

“And you,” he slurred, waving a finger in the air as if this were my idea, “you don’t have to do hardly nothing.”

We sat at that wooden table, cracked by decades of beer spills. I was not one to pity my brother, but I felt a sorrow for him, coupled with a twisted schadenfreude. The thought that Leah was using him to get to me simultaneously disgusted and tickled me, the poor guy. Still, I could see it was insecure speculation on his part, and it tripped in me an unexpected wire of compassion.

I drank my beer. It helped me see his point. I had to do “hardly nothing.” I didn’t need to carry the fetus, give birth, raise the child. And wasn’t I, too, subject to the evolutionary imperative? My brother was offering me the chance to fulfill it, with no strings.

“Then I have one condition,” I said.

He looked up with those blameless eyes he used to get whatever he wanted.

“You cannot tell a soul. You cannot even tell the child. It will be between you and me.”

“And Leah,” he said into his beer.

They lost no time in preparation. My brother told me they wanted to conduct “the procedure” at their apartment, not through a sperm bank. He said Leah wanted everything to be less clinical, more closely follow the natural way of things, which was laughably untrue. He just wanted to save a few bucks, cheapskate that he was. At least, with a white lie, I got my insurance to pay for my fertility examination to ensure this wasn’t a waste of time. The test revealed a bounty of sperm, speedy motility, healthy pH balance, copious semen. I told my brother I was cleared to go. I didn’t brag about the details.

To determine the right date and time, Leah consulted the Bible and fingered her rosary while my brother pored over charts of the heavens and murmured incantations. When the planets and their moons were aligned and the ether cleared of malignant spirits, they called. They had dimmed the lights and lit candles outside the shower where I was to stud, as though I needed to be put into some kind of mood. All I needed was the bar of soap I brought from home and the kind of imagination that would have horrified Leah’s evangelical sensibilities. In the shower, I jerked off into a Dixie cup, sucked the contents into a plastic syringe, and passed it to my brother who waited outside the bathroom. I stepped back in the shower to soap off, everywhere.

They named the girl Christine, after me. I know they meant to show their gratitude, however surreptitiously, but it felt manipulative. To keep my distance and to avoid any sentimentality, I skipped the baby shower, even the baptism. I told no one, not even the board-game group.

I saw Christine for the first time that Christmas, swaddled in a blanket in Leah’s arms when Leah presented her to me. I knew that this creature carried my genes, but aside from a vague sense of curiosity, I felt nothing else. I refused to burst with enthusiasm. Leah smiled with chagrin.

Over the next few years, while I continued to document the rise in water levels along Lake Michigan, or as my brother tells it, “squawk like Chicken Little,” everyone grew older. I did not live far from them in Chicago but visited only during the end-of-year holidays, when I could track the toll of time on my family. People looked heavier, and not just from fat. My parents had softened, sunk, whitened like oranges languishing on a countertop. Christine changed the most, of course, each change a “miracle” according to Leah, as though Christine would be unable to speak or walk without the intervention of Jesus.

On Christmas morning, the year Christine turned four, after she unwrapped a baking set, my brother said there was one more gift. He and Leah left to return presumably with a showstopper for Christine, but brought back a cardboard box from which I heard whimpering. They handed it to me. Out burst a panting ball of white fluff that had been given the name Apple, the last of the litter of a neighbor’s indiscriminate poodle. Leah left and returned with a dog crate and tote bags of accoutrements.

“You love dogs!” she declared.

“You’re lonely!” my brother added.

My parents clasped their hands in delight.

I was too shocked to defend myself.

They helped prepare my apartment, set a bowl of dog food and water on the kitchen floor, then left me and the puppy disoriented on my beat-up couch like we were on some nightmare blind date. Apple discovered objects that could be transformed into toys—my slippers, my Frisbee, my toes. I initially resisted her charms by ignoring her, but that failed in the face of her persistence, her cottony fur, and a smell of cut grass and summer. She lay next to me on the couch as I struggled on my laptop with the first draft of my dissertation. It felt nice to have a warm body next to me.

When night fell, everything changed. She whined nonstop in the crate next to my bed. The next day I was groggy. After more sleepless nights, I made a decision.

My brother arrived in his rusty compact car as I gathered the crate, leash, bowls, and food to be returned. I held Apple as he loaded the car, and she nuzzled her snout against my face and licked my cheek. When my brother approached me to take Apple, rather than feel a weight lifted, I felt heavier.

“Toph,” he said. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

I nodded.

At a family dinner the following week, my brother regaled us with the story of Apple the Topher Slayer. It wasn’t clear to me whether he was trying to apologize or to provide amateur therapy.

“I think you would make a wonderful father,” my mother said.

Leah hummed in agreement, and my father nodded.

“Dogs aren’t children,” I said.

“They’re like children,” my brother said.

“I don’t like children,” I said.

My mother changed the topic.

Leah had persuaded my brother to overcome his distaste for pets. Never mind the double standard that it is okay to dislike animals but an apparent crime to dislike children. Leah convinced him that Apple could be an opportunity to teach Christine about responsibility and the vicissitudes of life.

The first vicissitude was Apple dripping blood down their linoleum hallway. She had never been spayed. I’m sure that forced my brother and Leah to explain to young Christine that no, Apple wasn’t hurt, female mammals have eggs, not like chickens, well sort of like chickens. Just messier. The second vicissitude was Apple leaping over the dilapidated fence to freedom, to return the following day exhausted, starving, and, as time would tell, pregnant. I am not sure how my brother and Leah explained this “natural way of things.” I am sure my brother avoided the struggle of explaining how some can be impregnated in one shot while others are not so… Unfortunate? Fortunate?

The puppies arrived. They kept one and named her Appletoo. By this point, I had begun a postdoctoral research position at Scripps in San Diego to track the acidification of waters off the coast. I was too busy to return to Chicago for the holidays the next few years. I lost touch with my brother except for the birthday cards that Leah strong-armed Christine into sending me, the likes of Happy Birthday Uncle Toph! scrawled in crayon next to smiling, Picassoesque renditions of what I assumed to be her and Apple.

I did not witness Christine turning five, six, or seven. The year she turned eight, Leah called concerning the last vicissitude of Apple the Insatiable. The mutt had escaped again, burrowing under my brother’s reconstructed fence. She was clever enough to evade imprisonment but not to navigate the traffic on the nearby thoroughfare. She was hit. How the vet could have known she died instantly is unclear, but I’m sure the family took comfort in those words. I did, too.

To offer my personal condolences, I swallowed the extortionate cost of the flight home that Christmas. It did not take long for Christine to find me in my old bedroom, now also a storage room for my mom’s racks of yarn. I was playing video games and running my hand through the fur of Appletoo, whom Leah had brought along as a “member of the family.”

Christine tiptoed in and asked what I was doing. I paused the game, turned to her, and faced an unsettling recognition. People seem reluctant to admit when their children look like them. But the angle of her nose was unmistakably mine and not Leah’s, whose nose resembled the flattened upturn of a pig snout.

“What?” Christine asked awkwardly as I studied her face. I asked what she wanted. She didn’t reply, just sat with Appletoo between us, and watched me play my game.

We were interrupted by a scratching from the attic. I paused the game to look up.

“Grandma says it’s squirrels,” Christine said.

I held my finger to my lips. “It’s a message,” I whispered.

We stared at the ceiling. More scratching.

“Don’t… eat…” I said, concentrating as I translated, “… the… green… beans…”

The scratching stopped.

“Poison!” I whispered.

Christine giggled.

At dinner that evening, Christine and I avoided the beans and exchanged knowing glances as the others passed around the plates of food.

The fact I had returned after so long inspired the family to participate in a gift exchange. I gave Christine a stuffed animal that resembled Apple, my first gift to her, I suppose my way of addressing the loss. From Leah I received white tea, which is as pleasurable as drinking hot water, and a sourdough startup kit from my brother who confused me for someone who bakes. Christine also gave me a gift. I suspected it was Leah’s idea, but Christine’s eyes were so expectant as she reached for it under the tree and delivered it to me. I unwrapped it to find a framed photo of her, wearing a Scouts uniform with a butterfly alighted on her finger. Back in San Diego, the frame filled an empty space on my bookshelf.

The following Christmas, Appletoo and Christine again tracked me down in my old bedroom where I was folding laundry. Christine demanded stories. I told her how Appletoo acquired the arrow-shaped mark on her fur the day she fled a band of medieval archers through a wormhole. How her dad and I grew up pearl diving in the Caribbean before being trafficked by pirates who presented themselves to Christine as Grandma and Grandpa.

Between Christmases, when Christine called to wish me a happy New Year or birthday, I would see their Chicago number on my phone and answer, “Toph’s Kidnapping Service, may I help you?” Or, “Toph’s Runaway Hotline.” She always cracked up at that.

When Christine turned ten, she declared one Yuletide afternoon that I was her favorite uncle. I told her that was a low bar when the only competition was Leah’s brothers. The next year, in my old bedroom, she announced I “won” favorite uncle again. I blurted out—maybe I was annoyed, maybe I thought it was funny—“I am not even your uncle!”

The words had been spoken; I could not take them back. Panic rose inside me. But her confusion transformed into a smile. “Who are you then?” she said, pushing me with laughter. “Who are you?”

I pretended to peel back my face and said with a twisted expression and distorted voice that I stole her Uncle Toph’s skin, and was using it to spy for my people from planet Xyqorzog. She shrieked with glee.

That evening at the dinner table, my brother, drinking again, asked me why I visited only once a year, and for only a few days.

I said I was busy.

“Too busy for your family?” he asked.

“Too busy,” I said.

“I think,” he said, “Christine deserves an uncle in her life.”

No strings. Those had been his words. Legal or otherwise. Before I could lash back at this violation of our spoken contract, a timid voice piped up. It was Christine. “It’s okay,” she said. Leah reached to touch her shoulder, but Christine brushed it aside. “Uncle Toph is not my uncle.”

I had a mouthful of dry turkey. My brother froze as my parents turned to me for an explanation.

Leah calmly passed the potatoes, and asked, “Who is he, then?”

All eyes were on Christine.

“Who is he?” my brother growled.

Christine meekly asked her mother if she could use the bathroom.

“What did you tell her?” my brother asked under his breath after Christine left the table.

“I told her I was an alien,” I said aloud to the table.

“Well,” my brother said. “We all knew that.”

The year Christine turned fourteen marked my tenth year as a postdoc, which was no longer called a postdoc, but soft money is soft money. I wasn’t going to get rich, but with climate change I’d always have steady work, at least in California. As the holiday season approached, I found myself filled with an uncharacteristic sense of anticipation of returning to Chicago. Before then I hadn’t been much for the holiday spirit. And yet, there I was, in my old bedroom playing a car racing game with Christine on a screen I had installed in the room so we could play video games together. Between races, I scratched Appletoo’s neck while Christine dug into a bag of carbohydrates, palm oil, and corn syrup.

“Grandma says I look more like you than Dad.”

“That’s impossible,” I said, too quickly, returning my attention to the next race.

“She says I have your nose.”

I dodged a bomb that Christine had launched at my car. I, in turn, tossed a spray of viscous goo on her windshield.

“It’s your dad’s nose,” I said.

I was nervous about where she was going with these observations. I wished she had a sibling with whom she could channel these curiosities. Then I realized what creating that sibling would entail.

On the final curve, I lost control of my vehicle on an oil slick, and Christine sped past me. I told her I let her win. She threw a carbohydrate at my face. I fed it to Appletoo.

“Dad says you both used to sneak out in the middle of the night,” she said. “That sounds fun.”

“That was when your dad was fun. Before he got married.”

“Did Grandma and Grampa make you go to church? Dad says you never got confirmed. Mom says I have to or I have to pay rent.”

“Why don’t you run away?” I said, joking. Or was I? “Like, to California.”

“Why don’t you run away,” she said. “Like, to Xyqorzog!” She made a gesture to pull off her Christine-mask to reveal the alien beneath, and laughed.

The reference was several years old, but she had remembered. I put my arm around her shoulder. “Your secret’s safe with me,” I said. “From one alien to another.”

“Tell me a story,” she said.

“You’re too old for stories.”

“You’re not,” she said.

The next year she was wearing makeup, foundation to cover her acne, a daub of red on the cheeks, a shiny nude lipstick. She found me picking at the deviled eggs arranged on the kitchen counter of my parents’ house, and asked if I was dating anyone. I said I wasn’t interested.

“Have you ever been in love?” she asked.

The question caught me off guard. “Why do you ask?”

“Can’t I ask?”

I didn’t know what to say. Of course she could ask.

“Oh my god, Uncle Toph, were you in love?” she said.

“Not everyone needs to be in love,” I said.

“What happened?”

“Nothing happened. Nothing has to happen to not fall in love.”

“Seriously?” she asked. “Like, never?”

“I’m not capable of love,” I said.

She shook her head. “That is such a lie,” she said.

“Nope. Not a lie. My heart is ice cold.”

“But you love your family, don’t you?” she said, and she sounded serious.

“Why are you acting like this?” I asked.

“Just answer me!”

“You shouldn’t ask questions like that to grownups.”

She pulled out her phone. “Fine.”

She left the kitchen. The conversation had shaken me. No one had asked me the question before. Plenty of people told me I was capable of having children, sure. But was I capable of love?

At sixteen, the makeup was dark around her eyes. She had a boyfriend. I saw her purse in the front closet on a shelf, laying open and inviting. You can learn a lot about a person from what they carry with them. For example, I carry my phone, credit card, driver’s license, and keys. Simple. Low maintenance.

The fake silk lining inside the purse drew me toward a corner of plastic wrapping. A condom. I cringed and avoided it like soiled underwear. There was a receipt, lip balm, hand sanitizer, and a lighter. I paused. A lighter? At the bottom of the purse, an open paper pack confirmed my fears: menthol cigarettes. I heard kids were smoking again. But her? I shut the purse and considered my options. Pretend I didn’t see them? Throw them away?

She was in the kitchen avoiding everyone.

“What is this,” I said, brandishing the pack.

“Give them to me,” she said calmly.

“You’re underage,” I said, surprised by my anger. “It’s illegal.”

“So is going through my purse.”

She reached for the pack. I pulled back and shook the remaining cigarettes onto my palm and crushed them, adrenaline coursing through me, flakes of tobacco, tar, and paper floating to the ground as though I had activated a party favor.

“Fuck, Uncle Toph!” she said. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

“You’ll die before I do,” I nearly shouted.

“Why do you care?” she said.

My visual field turned spotty and my ears rang. I held onto the back of a chair pushed against the kitchen table for balance. Why should I care? Why should I care?

“You okay?” Christine asked, but I could barely hear her. “Uncle Toph?”

The blood drained from my head and all went black.

Different theories can explain the evolutionary advantage of vasovagal syncope, colloquially known as fainting, and they’re all true. We faint to restore blood to our brain, to drop our blood pressure during a hemorrhage, to knock ourselves unconscious when panicking is worse, and to signal to an attacker that we are dead or otherwise harmless.

I woke on my back with my head on a kitchen towel. My temples throbbed. My mother knelt next to me and my father adjusted an electric fan. Leah and my brother elevated my legs. Everyone was there except Christine. They kept talking as I came to, telling me that I hadn’t eaten enough sugar or salt, or drunk enough water, or gotten enough sleep.

“Stop,” I said when I found the energy to speak. “Everyone. Please.” The heads stared down at me, comical and sweet. “I need to be left alone.”

Someone switched off the kitchen lights and they left me in silence, except for the soothing whir of the electric fan and the muffled, low voices from the adjoining rooms. I timed my heart rate from the blood pulsing through my head. Sixty beats per minute. Steady.

A knock on the countertop drew my attention to a silhouette at the entrance to the kitchen. It was Leah.

“Hey! Toph?” she said in a quiet voice, higher-pitched than natural. “Christine told me what happened.”

“And?” I grunted.

“And nothing,” she said.

I hoped she would leave. I tried not to sound rude. “What do you want?”

“It sounds like Christine upset you.”

“It’s upsetting.”

“I’m not crazy about the cigarettes either.” The pitch of her voice returned to her natural alto. I rubbed the back of my throbbing head.

“I brought an ice pack,” she said. “One you squeeze to activate. We keep them in the car.” She squatted next to me. “May I?” she asked, gesturing toward my head. I nodded. She rubbed the pack to distribute the cold, then placed it between the pillow and the bump on my head.

“How’s California?” she asked.

“Fine,” I said.

“Do you have anyone special out there?”

“Leah,” I said groggily. “Can you please stop asking questions?”

She sat on the floor and seemed to wait for the swelling on my head to subside. “Okay,” she said. “This isn’t a question. I promise. But you know Appletoo. You know how much Christine and I adore her. But your brother, he never really liked dogs. Now he says he has an allergy. Can allergies come out of nowhere?”

I didn’t say anything.

“You’re different, though.”

For a moment, I did not know what she meant. She then mentioned a family meeting, and that Christine had an idea.

Time slowed in the same way as when an accident approaches. I could see where this was going. I wanted to weep for my helplessness before this monster of good intentions. No, I should have told her. No thank you. I am not a caretaker. Do the math.

My head pounded against the pillow. Leah did not say more. Nor did she move from her place on the floor, focused on me like a Tibetan monk meditating on the snow melt in spring.

On the flight back to San Diego, I worried about the temperature control in the hold of the airplane and the occasional jolt of turbulence. I imagined my brother’s smirk of approval and Leah dabbing her eyes. And Christine, knowing this was the right thing to do.

After I landed, the ride back to my apartment seemed interminable. When I set down my luggage and the crate, I texted my brother to say we had gotten home. I let Appletoo out, and she leapt on the couch. She curled up and peeked at me, as though confused as to why I wasn’t petting her.

In the kitchen, I popped open a beer. She tracked my every move. A choke of regret caught in my throat. Was this a huge mistake? She might whine for her old home. Or growl at strangers. She might ruin the couch, or bark and wake the neighbors.

But she was no longer a puppy. Neither was I.

“Come here girl,” I said, pouring a bowl of chow that Leah had packed in my bags. “I’m glad you’re home.”





BIRD IN THE HOUSE

PRARTHO SERENO

You have to show them the way out,

one of the poets in the Zoom Room said.

They will go, if you show them.

We were talking about the dead

when the cat brought a bird into one

of our houses. It flapped hard against

the plaster walls and ceiling, upsetting

the planters and figures on the sill.

It was was a marvel—the pageantry

that wheeled across our screens—a revelation

of falling from the formless into an ill-fitting

form, all hard edges & blind corners. The sudden

plummet from the softnesses of cloud & breeze.

It was poetry class in February, the buds

of the pear tree still closed in on themselves.

A time the dead might cozy up to:

Late afternoon, gray sky, haunting quiet.

And yes, they probably would go if we

showed them the way, but nobody did.





WORDS OF COMFORT

Recommended Readings from BLR Book Reviewers

For BLR’s 25th anniversary, we present a medley of voices and choices from past reviewers who offer a book, poem, or even a line that has helped solace and sustain them. Reviewers had license to interpret the request in any way: “maybe the book or author or poem brought you through serious illness, grief, deep sorrow, or more minor irritants that accumulate. Maybe you return to it for a mental pick-me-up when things get dicey in your life.” As expected, the responses were singularly various and moving.

As Book Review Editor and contributor of a number of reviews through BLR’s first 25 years, I have to confess that if I’d received a request like this, I’d have been intrigued but stumped. So many books/poems/lines, so much grand-scale grief and private sorrow. Plus the ceaseless irritants of life. What gives me courage to continue to practice empathy, to be attuned to the suffering in this world while confronting or alleviating my own? What makes me laugh? How many stories do I lose myself in (mysteries? thrillers? fantasies? YA series?) that have nothing directly to do with illness, just so I don’t get lost in the scary parts of this life? I recently recommended two quietly absorbing books written during those uber-scary pandemic years, to a student looking for summer reading: A Psalm for the Wild-Built and A Prayer for the Crown-Shy, Becky Chambers’ Monk and Robot series. I’m not typically wont to read sci-fi (even the cozier solarpunk genre) or any books with futuristic leanings, so maybe this is a bid for us all to read outside of what we typically turn to—just to find that delightful sense of surprise, which if the work resonates, may feel something like hope.

Kate Falvey

Associate Editor

Rachel Hadas

Late in 2004, my husband was diagnosed with dementia. Through his long decline I drew support from three different kinds of literary sources. First, were the Buddhist and Stoic writers, who were great aids to endurance, resilience, and patience: Seneca, Marcus Aurelius, Pema Chodron, Toni Bernhard all had much to offer me. I’d read them before, but they sprang into new prominence.

Second were books about dementia that I certainly had not read before. These proved to be a tremendous help as I faced the steep learning curve of a set of diseases I’d never had the need to think about. I’m so grateful to the authors of What If It’s Not Alzheimer’s? A Caregiver’s Guide to Dementia (edited by Lisa and Gary Radin); Losing Lou-Ann (Clinton A. Erb); Stolen Mind: The Slow Disappearance of Ray Doernberg (Myrna Doernberg), and many other books whose courageous authors took the time from their own caregiving to share their experiences with others.

Finally, as I’m a poet and literature teacher, I turned to poetry. Poems I thought I knew sprang into fresh relevance: Robert Frost’s “Home Burial,” Keats’s “La Belle Dame sans Merci,” Thomas Hardy’s “The Subalterns,” Cavafy’s “Walls.” All spoke eloquently to the loneliness I felt, the sense of isolation, the coming up against impossible choices. The writers may not have had dementia in mind; it didn’t matter. The human struggles they presented so eloquently were recognizable. All these readings, from all these sources, reminded me that I was not alone.

Rachel Hadas is a poet, essayist and translator whose most recent book is Pastorals (Measure Press, 2025).

Reviews in issues 18 (Beyond Forgetting: Poetry and Prose about Alzheimer’s Disease, ed. Holly J. Hughes); 33 (Diary of Our Fatal Illness by Charles Bardes; Bluewords Greening by Christine Stewart-Nunez; Malaria Poems by Camron Conaway; Looming by Jennifer Franklin); 35 (Narrative in Social Work Practice, ed. Anne Burack-Weiss and Lynn Sara Lawrence); 42 (Poisons and Anodynes by Andrea L. Fry)

Dante Di Stefano

Some days, I repeat this mantra: “through the cobbled foam-fleece,” an image that fuses pastoral woolgathering with the pavements of late nineteenth century London and renders that fusion with the precision of a Hokusai woodcut. This image from Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poem “The Wreck of the Deutschland” is the kind I could dwell in forever.

Here are two more from other Hopkins’ poems: 1) “little low heavens” for thrush eggs in a nest on the ground, and 2) “fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls” for describing a log disintegrating in a blazing hearth. Here’s another line I love, in which he condenses the oeuvres of Jane Austen and the Brontë sisters into ten syllables: “she schools the flighty pupils of her eyes.”

And here’s a phrase that, for me, embodies what it is to be a man, a father, a brother, a husband, a son, a friend, a poet: I am, even in late middle age, “a lonely began.” Gerard Manley Hopkins wreathed me with these lines and many, many more; Hopkins has been my favorite poet since I first bought a Dover Thrift Edition of God’s Grandeur and Other Poems for a dollar in the late ’90s. Almost every day of my life, whether blue-bleak embered or gashing gold-vermillion, I return to his small body of work and find a friend, a fellow traveler, a guide, a balm, a herald trumpeting the news that stays news when it comes to words and the feelings that inhabit their music: “… immortal diamond, / Is immortal diamond.”

Dante Di Stefano is a high school English teacher and poet, whose most recent book is Heartland Errata (Etruscan Press, 2026).

Reviews in issues 36 (Mosaic of the Dark, Lisa Dordal; Marvels of the Invisible, Jenny Molberg; The Book of Awe, Susan O’Dell Underwood; Another Bungalow, Maura Way) and 38 (Bully Love, Patricia Colleen Murphy and Sweet World, Maureen Seaton)

Donna Baier Stein

My recent reading of the latest novel by George Saunders, Vigil, both confirmed my high admiration for his writing and provided comfort in these often trying days of unrest and divisiveness. We all harbor our personal beliefs about what is good versus what is evil. What Saunders does in this slim but mighty book, however, is lead us up a mountain to a higher, windswept view of what those terms mean.

The antagonist, K.T. Boone, is, even on his deathbed, an unrepentant oil tycoon who has plundered the planet for personal gain. The protagonist, Jill “Doll” Blaine is charged with transporting him to his next destination, hopefully teaching him a few lessons on the way. As in Saunders’ brilliant Lincoln in the Bardo, a cast of colorful spectral characters appear to interact with both Boone and Blaine.

Vigil is much shorter and often more comical than Lincoln in the Bardo and, in my opinion, takes an exhilarating dive into exploring what makes us humans do what we do. A catchphrase appears throughout: “inevitable occurrence.”

Saunders writes, a human being is “an inevitable occurrence, upon which, therefore, it would be impossible, even ludicrous, to pass judgment.” We do what we do because of what has been done to us, he suggests, and in this perception, great compassion is born for both ourselves and others.

Donna Baier Stein was a founding poetry editor of BLR. She founded and edits Tiferet Journal, and is author of the forthcoming novel, Courtesan to the Buddha (Regal House Publishing, 2027).

Review in issue 30 (The Lioness in Winter: Writing an Old Woman’s Life, Ann Burack-Weiss)

Jack Coulehan

Some years ago, a colleague and I were walking to lunch when we encountered a homeless man panhandling on the icy sidewalk near the restaurant door. Instead of ignoring the man, my friend invited him in, handed him a menu, and told a waiter that he would pay for whatever the homeless man ordered. I complimented him on his thoughtfulness in buying the man a meal, rather than simply sticking a couple of dollars in his hat. Shortly thereafter, my colleague presented me with a copy of On Kindness, by historian Barbara Taylor and psychologist Adam Phillips, a little book I frequently turn to for inspiration and encouragement.

On Kindness begins by lamenting the suspicion and selfishness prevalent in modern society. Prosocial behavior—call it altruism, love, fellow feeling, care, or kindness—is foundational for the world’s great religions and most of its enduring philosophies. Yet, in our market-oriented culture, we remember Adam Smith’s economic theory of the “invisible hand,” while forgetting that sympathy or caring for others was, for Smith, the cornerstone of human morality. Today’s extreme individualism teaches that being kind to others may indeed be a laudable option, but it is not obligatory. We can admire wealthy executives who abandon their careers and devote the rest of their lives to helping the poor, while at the same time finding no room for small acts of caring in our daily lives. We live in an environment that encourages people to believe that kindness makes one vulnerable to manipulation or exploitation. On Kindness is a thought-provoking call to examine our behavior toward others, even homeless strangers.

Medical educators have struggled for years with choosing the best word to characterize the feelings, traits, or virtues with which physicians should approach their patients, e, g. compassion, empathy, altruism, caring. Compassion is a deeply emotional state that doesn’t fit everyday medical practice. Empathy is closer to the mark but is muddied by academic discussions of whether it’s cognitive or affective, or even can be taught at all. Altruism is hobbled by the question of how it can be possible in a world dominated by the selfish gene. And the virtue of care has lost its soul, so to speak, by being redefined as an external quantity, i.e. a sum of treatments and procedures performed. Each of these concepts has its place. However, kindness is a much simpler word to understand. Let it be the behavioral standard for all the rest: physicians ought to behave with kindness toward their patients.

Jack Coulehan is a poet, physician, and medical educator whose latest book is Leave My Soul Alone (Finishing Line Press, 2026).

Review in issue 20 (The Sound of a Wild Snail Eating, Elizabeth Tova Bailey)

Peter Bricklebank

Back when my life was alarm-bells harder, I discovered Alix Kates Shulman’s Drinking the Rain, a memoir published in 1995, that read like a long cool drink itself. The author went to live alone on a windswept nubble of Maine seashore in a shack with no plumbing, power, or—way before we were all realizing we needed to escape our devices—a telephone. She forages for lichens, tidal shellfish, wild greens, and lives, for a time, in a world I’d often thought I wanted to inhabit: close to the earth, unbothered by the madding crowd, on my own recognizance, and thus able to sink into myself beyond loneliness, into monkish insight, meditative solitude. I loved the author’s thrift, as how else did I survive back then? Her cottage was low-tech before the term even meant anything to me. And I loved the part where one day, her stairs begin to shake underneath the threatening feet of a stranger. It’s a suit from the wider, less-spiritually attuned world, in the form of a tax appraiser. I won’t ruin the scene, but the book’s appeal for me was how, try as one might, one couldn’t seem quite to escape aging or ecological disaster, or the world and its banausic business of putting everything into monetary terms.

Yet the romance of this kind of life was perhaps still salvageable. One could find a version of escape. I found myself rereading the book for several years. Eventually, I washed up in a shack of my own in upstate New York, where I annually engage the tax collector in cheery email banter, which makes paying the taxes so much salty-sweeter. The book sits on my shelf, still, like a curious pebble or worn shell. Its simple honesty, its quiet delights await any inquisitive, moody wanderer looking for a nubbin of delight.

Peter Bricklebank teaches the Workshop of Pure Critique at the Hudson Valley Writers Center.

Reviews in issues 39 (Beneath My Feet: Writers on Walking, ed. Duncan Minshull); 44 (Man of Hope and Sorrow: Stories of Refugees Trapped in Greece, Helen Benedict and Eyad Awwadawnan); 46 (Brainspotting, A.J. Lee); 48 (Intervals, Marianne Brooker)

Monique Ferrell

In 2022, I reviewed Elissa Washuta’s White Magic for BLR. The author walked her readers through a series of deeply personal and much-needed conversations about America, race, ethnicity, cultural practices and ceremony, her indigenous identity, representation, violence, family, addiction, depression, and spirituality. She did so with grace and without apology. Having just come out of Covid, the quarantine, and social unrest, it was a provocative and necessary text for our blinking eyes—now staring at the sun and our nation in a new way.

It’s been four years since my review, and Washuta’s writing has stayed with me—especially her focus on how ceremony can heal familial history and ancestral baggage and, also, her belief that we run into different versions of ourselves as we work and move through the business of living. Now, as I begin working on my next poetry collection, a work that examines the construct of time, generational anxiety and depression, egregious explorations of slavery, and violence against Black bodies within my family, I understand the need for ceremony and the power of how it cleanses. I also understand, in a new way, because of Washuta’s work, that we come into the world physically alone but, also, pushed out of the womb onto the fingertips of our ancestors.

These days, as I write my way through this difficult ancestral project, I remember Washuta’s accounts of running into many versions of her future self. They never speak but, instead, offer a type of silent acknowledgement that her body has survived and that her soul is still intact. I wonder if such a thing will happen at the end of my own deeply personal book? Who will I be on the other side of it? For now, I know myself and my ancestors in a new way, so I really do hope to see “future me.” I hope I’ll be smiling … that I’ll reach out and touch my own hand. And, I hope to be brave enough to move forward … and to speak to myself with boldness. In Lucille Clifton’s words: “Come celebrate with me that every day something has tried to kill me and has failed.”

Monique Ferrell is a poetry editor at BLR whose newest collection is bone (NYQ Books, 2026).

Reviews in issues 40 (Anodyne, Khadijah Queen) and 43 (White Magic, Elissa Washuta)

Jane Mushabac

Sometimes we crave something different. Try reading aloud Eugene Onegin, Pushkin’s novel in verse in a charmingly rhymed English translation and see if you can stop! I’m speaking of Pushkin’s 1825-1832 serialized novel which a Tennessee professor, James E. Falen, translated into American English for 1990 publication by Oxford University Press.

The book is slim. With ease, it endlessly opens on new vistas while spanning vast emotions of desire and loss. The rhyme gives a feeling of swiftness and light, of humor and conversation, until the protagonist, Onegin, eventually bottoms out on his aristocratic privilege and aimlessness. The rhythmic regularity plays with a generous variety of thoughts, observations, digressions, and lamentations while the characters desperately long for connection. As humans, we want something that makes us feel as connected to others as every line is to its happily rhymed mate. That longing at the heart of Pushkin’s novel makes it deeply moving.

What is the story? A beautiful, poetic young woman, Tatyana, stays up all night on her family’s rural estate writing a love letter to Onegin, a conceited and empty-headed aristocrat, who reads it and roundly rejects her. To follow up, out of boredom and irritation, he flirts with the woman’s sister, prompting the sister’s fiancé, the poet Lensky, to challenge Onegin to a duel.

A recent New York Times Book Review article on “beach-reads” briefly addresses an apparently popular genre of novels about “rich people misbehaving.” But those works may be sensationalized with “white-hot kebab skewers” of satire, often ending with “rock-the-town” reckonings. For the difference here, consider that Pushkin, the aristocratic author himself, knows and writes about the singular emptiness endemic to a life of privilege. In Eugene Onegin we do ultimately see the super-wealthy suffer dreadfully—but without sensationalism. Pushkin is going for something deeper than a character’s mere comeuppance or a reader’s schadenfreude. He wants the reader to experience the desolation of privilege, of thinking yourself better than everyone else because of your wealth.

For me, Pushkin speaks to today’s wealth-obsessed America in which billionaires lose sight of basic human needs. Incidentally, you might take a quick glance at Pushkin’s bio for some surprising revelations. And treat yourself to seeing Tchaikovsky’s exquisite rendition of Eugene Onegin. In the opera, you may miss the remarkable presence of the ineffable Pushkin narrator—but oh, those arias of love!

His Hundred Years, A Tale by Shalach Manot is Jane Mushabac’s novel about a peddler in Ottoman Turkey and New York.

Review in issue 37 (Sabrina and Corina: Stories, Kali Fajardo-Anstine)

Amelia Christmas Gramling

When my grandfather was dying in a nursing home in a ward called Memory Care, my father and I took turns reading aloud to him. My grandfather had always been a voracious reader, but by the end, his vision was so bad he couldn’t make out the picture on the TV. So we read him The Goldfinch by Donna Tartt. Nursing homes are non-places carefully scrubbed of any signifiers, mementos which might remind its residents that life outside old age exists. Tartt transported him to a place where the world persists. You can’t take anything with you when you leave this life, not even memory, but The Goldfinch is about the things we leave behind—the objects, the works of art—that remain and seem in some small way to remember us. My grandfather died last winter, but I still have that paperback copy of The Goldfinch, battered, cover missing, pages torn. And when I read it, I remember how he looked, impossibly small, listening to the sound of my voice.

Amelia Christmas Gramling is a writer from southern Kentucky who now lives and teaches in New York.

Reviews in issues 49 (Catch and Release, Sarah Van Arsdale; Blue Elegies, Helen Ruggieri; The Gift of Animals: Poems of Love, Loss, and Redemption, ed. Alison Hawthorne) and 50 (Mule Boy, Andrew Krivak)





CONTRIBUTORS’ NOTES

Romare Bearden (1911–1988) is best known for his vibrant collages that explore themes of African American life, combining painting, photography, and found materials. Born in Charlotte, North Carolina, and raised in Harlem, he drew inspiration from jazz, the Great Migration, Cubism, the rural South, the Harlem Renaissance, and urban neighborhoods. Bearden studied art, education, science, and mathematics, and was an occasional songwriter, baseball player, and cartoonist.

Anna Boughtwood is a poet and zine enthusiast living in Albany, New York. She is a 2026 NYSCA/NYFA Artist Fellow in poetry from the New York Foundation for the Arts. Her poems have appeared in Maudlin House, Heavy Feather Review, ONE ART, and Voicemail Poems.

Marion Starling Boyer, a professor emerita of communication, has published six poetry collections. In 2023, her book, Ice Hours, won Michigan State’s Wheelbarrow Prize and her chapbook, What Word for This, won Grayson Books’ Chapbook Contest. Boyer lives in Twinsburg, Ohio, home to the world’s largest annual gathering of twins.

Paul V. Brock is a veteran who has spent a lifetime writing essays, poetry, and recently a manuscript tracing his family history. His work explores memories and the quiet history of ordinary life. After decades of writing privately, he recently began sharing his work with a wider audience, drawing inspiration from extensive genealogical research.

Ari B. Cofer is the author of two poetry collections. They have an MFA in poetry from Randolph College, and their forthcoming collection, Inflection Point, releases in June 2027. Originally from Texas and Oklahoma, they currently live in the Pacific Northwest.

Wilson Comey (he/they) is a trans writer and high school English teacher. His work is featured in Flash Fiction Magazine, The Massachusetts Review, and The New York Times. He lives in the Washington, DC, area.

Jan Donley writes, draws, and teaches. Her writing has appeared in journals and anthologies. Her artwork has been shown in galleries and museums; and her art videos, which she scripts and narrates, have won Telly awards. She teaches writing and literature at Berklee College of Music and currently lives in New York.

Cheryl Dyer is a poet, visual artist, and calligrapher residing in Omaha, Nebraska, where she lives with her partner as a new empty-nester. She recently graduated with an MFA in creative writing and has twice received Honorable Mention for the Helen Kenefick Poetry Prize. She has had work published in The Gilded Weathervane, Tethered Literary, River, and South Review.

Catherine Treu Ehmann has published writing in Sunshine Noir III - Writings from San Diego and Tijuana, Other People, and Cove Magazine. She received the 2024 Milton H. Saier Award for fiction and teaches writing at SDSU. Her favorite things are cicadas and scary old buildings.

Mahru Elahi (they/او) is a Pushcart Prize and Best of the Net nominee. In 2026, they were longlisted for the Ploughshares Emerging Writers’ Contest. Their hybrid prose, both published and forthcoming, can be found in Mizna, Massachusetts Review, Seventh Wave, Foglifter Journal, Black Warrior Review, and Sinister Wisdom.

Taylor Franson-Thiel, author of Bone Valley Hymnal (ELJ Editions 2025) is an editorial coordinator for Poetry Daily, the former poetry editor of phoebe, and the editor-in-chief of BRAWL. Her work can be found in swamp pink, palette poetry, and EPOCH.

Doug Fritock is a writer, husband, and father of four living in Redondo Beach, California. His work has been nominated for a Pushcart Prize and has appeared in Rattle, Whale Road Review, Hunger Mountain, SoFloPoJo, and Maya C. Popa’s Poems for your Weekend.

Griffin Gudaitis holds an MPhil from the University of Oxford. He was shortlisted for the Oxford-BNU Creative Writing Award and the Oxford Review of Books Short Fiction Prize. He is the former Director of the Oxford Writers’ House. “God’s Square Mile” is the title story of his novel-in-progress. www.griffingudaitis.com

Mihan Han lives in Toronto, Canada. He practices Internal Medicine at Scarborough Health Network. His work has appeared in Modern Haiku, Frogpond, and Ars Medica.

Pitoyo Hartono is a researcher of AI and robotics. Based in Japan, he writes fiction about mathematics, memory, and conversations that do not completely end.

Terence Hawes is a writer from Montreal, Quebec, Canada. Currently studying to become a clinical psychologist at McGill University, he writes in his spare time. Terence is a thirteen-year veteran of the Canadian Armed Forces, having served as a reservist in the infantry. His poems and short stories appear in Southeast Review, Narrative Magazine, and Frozen Sea.

PJ Henry is a social psychology professor at New York University Abu Dhabi. He has short stories published in Post Road and Another Chicago Magazine.

Ken Hines has published poems in Rattle, Rust & Moth, Burningword Journal, Dunes Review, and Third Wednesday Journal, and nonfiction in Barrelhouse, Philosophy Now, and The Millions. He is a winner of the Third Wednesday Journal Poetry Prize and a two-time Pushcart nominee. Ken lives in Richmond, Virginia, with his indulgent wife Fran.

Sarah Juma is a Nigerian-born writer and filmmaker whose prose appears in swamp pink, SmokeLong Quarterly, Chestnut Review, and Brittle Paper. She is an alumna of the Tin House Workshop and a member of the British Academy of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) North America.

Peter Kaczmarczyk was raised in Massachusetts, and now resides in Indiana. His writing is assisted by cats, who think they can write better than him by walking across the keyboard. Sometimes they do. Peter has published three chapbooks and one full length book, More Than a Whisper.

Mubanga Kalimamukwento is the author of four books. Her work has been awarded a Minnesota Book Award, Dzanc Books Prize for Fiction, and Drue Heinz Literature Prize. She has also received support from the Fulbright Program, the Africa Institute, the Hawkinson Scholarship for Peace and Justice, and the Miles Morland Foundation.

Cheryl Jean Kelley has published work in AGNI 103. She is completing a memoir about survival, witnessing, and the strange architectures of memory. She lives in Florida with her son Jake.

Susie Yeden Kim was born in Seoul and raised in Toronto. After a few years in Boston, she now lives in Hamilton, Ontario. She works at a yarn shop, a church, and, occasionally, a bookstore. She is currently editing her first novel.

Marianne Kunkel is the author of Hillary, Made Up (Stephen F. Austin State University Press) and The Laughing Game (Finishing Line Press), two anthologies, and many poems, including one in The Best American Poetry 2025. She is an associate professor of English at Johnson County Community College in Kansas City, Missouri.

R. Nikolas Macioci earned a PhD from The Ohio State University. Nik is the author of twenty-three books. He was twice nominated for a Pulitzer Prize, nominated five times for a Pushcart Prize, and twice for a Best of the Net award.

Hannah McLeod is an educator and writer from Waynesville, North Carolina. She is the founder and host of the reading series Smoky Mountain Storytellers. Her fiction has been published in Nouveau Re:AL; her poetry has been published in The Banyan Review, Saw Palm, Rat’s Ass Review, and Cold Mountain Review.

Ed Meek writes poetry, fiction, essays, and book reviews. His new book of poems is Great Pond.

Kat Moore has essays in Brevity, Reed Magazine, Beautiful Things (River Teeth online magazine), Image, The Rumpus, Split Lip, Salt Hill, and Hotel Amerika. She was a 2021 Bread Loaf Writers Conference Scholar in Nonfiction. She currently teaches Creative Writing at Central Michigan University.

Zibusiso Mpofu is a writer and artist whose work appears in The Evergreen Review, Prism Review, Harare Noir, The Hong Kong Review, Brittle Paper, A Long House Journal, Intwasa Anthology, 20:35 Africa, and Water Damaged Anthology. Awards include the Arthur Lynn Andrews Fiction Prize and the Brunel African Poetry Prize. Zibusiso has an MFA from Cornell, where they are also a lecturer.

Lisa Nikolidakis is the author of the memoir No One Crosses the Wolf (Little A, 2022). Her work has appeared in The Best American Essays, Los Angeles Review, Orion, and LitHub. She teaches creative writing in Texas where she spends her time working as an interdisciplinary artist.

Meghan O'Rourke, poet and essayist, is the author most recently of The New York Times bestseller The Invisible Kingdom: Reimagining Chronic Illness, which was a finalist for the National Book Award. Her BLR essay, “Poems of Illness” is from her forthcoming anthology, The Story of the Body: Poems of Illness and Recovery. She is a professor of creative writing at Yale University. www.meghanorourke.com

Lucia Owen moved to western Maine in 1969 to teach high school English and wouldn't live anywhere else. She took care of her husband of forty-eight years at home until his recent death. Her very first poetry chapbook, All at Once, is being published this year.

Trystan Popish is a poet and essayist whose work has been nominated for Best of the Net and can be found in Pleiades and The Sunlight Press. She lives in Denver with her husband, their toddler, diabetes, depression, two dogs, and two hairless guinea pigs. www.trystanpopish.com

Scarlett Diaz Power is a Cuban-American writer and academic. She holds an MFA in writing from The Savannah College of Art and Design and lives in New York City with her dog, Guava Cream Cheese.

Aaron Rabinowitz is the author of the poetry collection Suggestions (Gaspereau Press). Recent work appears in The Southern Review, Longreads, Copper Nickel, and EPOCH. He is the winner of PRISM international’s Creative Nonfiction Contest and the Meridian Short Prose Prize, and has been cited as a Best American Essays Notable.

Candice Reffe is the author of Live from the Mood Board, published by Elixir Press. X-Sister, a hybrid of prose and poetry, is forthcoming from Fernwood Press. Candice was a fellow at the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown twice and was awarded a Mass Cultural Council Artist Fellowship. Her poems have appeared in Denver Quarterly, Harvard Review, Hotel Amerika, Ploughshares, Poetry Daily, and Witness.

Yan Ruan is a writer and artist with an MFA in fiction from Brooklyn College and a PhD in social psychology from the University of Rochester. Her short story “Graduation Day” is forthcoming in Epiphany. Her poetry and flash have appeared in Pigeon Pages, The Rumpus, and Volume. She was shortlisted for The Masters Review’s Summer Short Story Award and longlisted for the Ploughshares Emerging Writers’ Contest.

Kaylie Saidin is the author of Goose Update (forthcoming from Hub City Press, 2027), which was selected by Catherine Lacey as the winner of the C. Michael Curtis Short Story Book Prize. Her short stories and essays have appeared in Oxford American, Prairie Schooner, and New Orleans Review. She earned an MFA from UNC Wilmington and lives in North Carolina by the sea.

Lisa Sardinas is a Turkish-American writer of Sephardic Jewish descent. Her work has appeared in Chicago Quarterly Review, The Brooklyn Rail, and Water~Stone Review, and was nominated for a Pushcart Prize. She recently completed her story collection, Next Year in Istanbul, and is at work on a memoir, A Ghost of a Turk. She is represented by Rebecca Friedman.

Andrea Scarpino is the author of the poetry collections Once Upon Wing Lake, What the Willow Said as it Fell, and Once, Then. She was co-editor of Undocumented: Great Lakes Poets Laureate on Social Justice. She co-edits Nine Mile Magazine and served as Poet Laureate of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula 2015-2017.

Claire Scott is an award-winning poet who has received multiple Pushcart Prize nominations. Her work has appeared in the Atlanta Review, Bellevue Literary Review, New Ohio Review, and Healing Muse. Claire is the author of Waiting to be Called and Until I Couldn’t.

Prartho Sereno is the author of award-winning poetry collections including Starfall in the Temple, Indian Rope Trick, Elephant Raga, Call from Paris, and Causing a Stir: The Secret Lives & Loves of Kitchen Utensils. Poet Laureate Emerita of Marin County, California (2015-2017), she teaches The Poetic Pilgrimage: Poem-Making as Spiritual Practice online. www.prarthosereno.com

Ursula Shepherd lives in Ashland, Oregon with her husband and Australian cattle dog. She spent her professional life as a professor of ecology and biogeography. Her poetry has appeared in Passionfruit, Sheila-Na-Gig, Black Coffee Review, Boats Against the Current, Unbroken, Big Wing Review, Ekphrastic Review, and Persimmon Tree.

Peggy Ann Tartt holds an MFA from UMass-Amherst. She received an Arts & Letters Prize in Poetry and a Naomi Long Madgett Poetry Award, which published her poetry book Among Bones. She authored the poetry chapbook Firestarters and contributed poetry to African American Review, Hospital Drive, and Margie Review.

Charles L. Templeton is a Marine Corps veteran of Vietnam, longtime educator, and founding editor of eMerge Magazine. A writer of fiction, poetry, and memoir, he explores memory, family, and history’s echoes in ordinary lives. He is the author of Boot: A Sorta Novel of Vietnam and The Inheritance of Light.

Nadya Todorova is a Bulgarian writer/director who has worked extensively in both TV and film. In 2023, she won the Georgi Markov award in the BBC International Audio Drama Competition and in 2025, was granted a fellowship at Hawthornden Castle, where she spent a month writing her first novel.

Becky Tuch has published short fiction in Story Magazine, North American Review, Chicago Quarterly Review, Gulf Coast, Salt Hill, and Best of the Net. In 2020 she founded Lit Mag News, a bestselling Substack dedicated to demystifying literary magazine publishing. www.BeckyTuch.com

Novi Zheng (they/them) is a second-year medical student at University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill who is interested in a career in urology or medpeds. In their free time, they enjoy cycling, trail running, organizing storyslams, and reading poetry.
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This year, Bellevue Literary Review turns 25! We started out with a deep belief that health, healing, and the arts are natural companions, and in the quarter century since, our readers have shown us how true this is.

We’re grateful to have a community that believes in this shared vision. Time and again, you’ve proven that what BLR does matters. That sharing stories about health and illness matters. That using these stories as opportunities for connection and creativity might even offer a possibility for healing.

Your support means everything. A gift of any amount makes a difference. You’re not only helping to sustain BLR and its mission, but also to lay the foundation for the future.

Here is how to add your support:


	Make a fully tax-deductible donation online at blreview.org/donate

	Send a check to the address below.

	Recommend a grant through your Donor-Advised Fund. (EIN 85-1666012)

	Contribute stock. Donating securities directly can help you maximize both your impact and your tax benefits. Please contact giving@blreview.org for more information.

	Check whether your company matches donations.



Bellevue Literary Review

149 East 23rd St, #1516

New York, NY 10010
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Bellevue Literary Review is a 501(c)(3) charitable organization.

Donations are tax-deductible to the fullest extent permitted by law.
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