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Who We Are

The Iris Review is a small-town university literary magazine that 
started from humble beginnings. It’s made up from a class of 
Tennessee Tech students whose desire is to inform and entertain 
readers, showing the many creative talents that students, faculty, 
and staff at Tech and the Cookeville community have to offer. 
Through school shutdowns and natural disasters, the students 
of TTU have stayed committed to the Iris Review, their spirit 
and passion for art never faltering. The Iris Review is open to 
writers and artists of all talent levels, and those who have not 
been published yet are encouraged to submit. We want pieces that 
refresh, delight, inspire, confuse, and provoke us.

— the Iris Review editors, Spring 2022
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Silent Cacophony
Heather Richmond

The page was worn
With shattered ink
The tears lay silent—still
While words were penned
Repressed-release
Such woes ushered such will

The grim remnants
Of words they spoke
Open wounds-not sewn
Just one last breath
To shred the veil
To face the morn—alone
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Tree Homicide
Mari Ramler

Last Earth Day, 
my kids brought home
a tiny tree.

(a free tree
from the Arbor Day Foundation 
sponsored by Verizon)

I thought it aesthetically pleasing,
this future shade
from heavy heat, 

and planted it in my yard.

(centering my want 
with its need) Every day, 
I visited flowering Judas, 

fingered fragility, 
named it, non-consensually,
forgot Water Wednesdays, 

&

learned too late
roots require rhizomes
to talk to.

I gave it nothing but desire.

In the sixth extinction, the Anthropocene,
(anthropo- from ἄνθρωπος 
“human” 
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-cene from καινός 
“new”)
We, 

the “new humans” 
(victims of our own success), 
grieve the modern self, while

climate anxiety,
like white fragility, 
sucks up all the air in the room.

And I,
with my main character energy,
kill a tiny tree.
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My Canopy
Mary Mahan

I sit here, under an oak
Watching many kinds of folk
Quickly walking, being hasty
Don’t want to succumb to time wasted

A squirrel’s quick movement caught my eye
And he dropped his nut, eyes full of surprise
He scampered off up another tree
The oak said, “He’ll be back, you’ll see”

I gaze up into the canopy of leaves
Gentle movements, dancing on the breeze
Oh please, great oak, tell what it’s like
To be such a strong, sturdy type

For I am easy to move, easy to bend
Then things change on a whim
Oh please, great oak, what can you part with me
Tell me, tell me how to be free

A single leaf fell, caressed by the wind
An event that time commands again
“Just let it be,” the oak said to me,
“And sit often beneath my canopy.”
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THERE’S A GIRL, IN THE GARDEN. [VERSION V]
[EN CASTELLANO: LAS FLORES COSTALES]
[EN CATALAN: LES FLORS SOTA EL MAR]

MMXXVIII-VII/III/MMXXI-IXXX/III/MMXXI
G. Lira Houle

Beautiful awe-striking petals.

Whose silken fragility carry sweet scents.
Whose color absorbs all and holds its Value.

Yet, there are thorns that cut and scratch, leaving the stems dripped 
with blood.

The thorns which grew as the petals came too. 

    In the obscure darkness of the eternal  
    night, these petals, thorns, and stems 
    can only just hear the crashing waves 
    of the distant sea.

Are they to blame for any pain?
The petals? The thorns? 
Or is it those who carry the flower?

 Whose ignorance in handling such abrasive fragility, walks 
away with incisions in both arms and hands?

  Those who carry the flowers of the future will de-
velop unthinking methods to 
 remove thorns and still preserve the flower’s uncontainable 
beauty;
   Arbitrary strategies that cause the thorns to 
return regardless, happy to 
 puncture the new flesh of the same ignorant carrier.
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Eons of cut flesh create new red wounds, freshly soaked and 
slashed off surface skin.

  There are always questions. Especially of the blood.
     Whose presence exists in eye  
     Value.
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Gardener
Morgan Henderson

Told once and more by stone age rhyme:
Ephemerality of work.
A rose by any name, my sweet,
Still falls into the dirt.
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Butterfly
Olivia Housewright

Butterfly with me
We’ll land only when it’s sweet
We won’t be here long
So sing me your summer song
We are brilliant with color
Let’s see where we hover
Winter will be here soon
So abandon your cocoon
You were my only wish
But suddenly were gulped in a belly of a fish
Now I don’t know where to go
I knew we shouldn’t have fluttered so low
Our days seemed like so few
I can’t believe I had you
We will meet again next spring
I will know where you are by the way you sing
Here comes the snow
I guess it’s my turn to go
A bright shine taunted me to look
Oh it was only the sun bouncing off a hook
I land on the shoulder of a fisherman
Thoughts hit me as he reels in the gut that you may be in
And as the fish coughed out its last breath
There came out you defying your death
Nursing your wound
Praising the victory of your feud
With your wings on my chest
Now we can rest
Now that the earth asks us to depart 
It is well with our heart
With the new chill in the weather
We go away now together
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Pit Stop
Kylie Rowland
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Beauty in Times of Darkness
E. J. Freeman
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Relinquished
Christopher Fairchild

Crimson dirt, sodden and strong,
eroded and packed from ages unbound.
The wall casts shadows on chiseled stone.
Engraved therein, stories well-worn.

Cobbled streets cross the dirt
and guide our bodies to a temple.
One of metal, tempered in grace,
enclosed around, by a border of trees.

A domed base meets at a tower.
It stands above the planted trees,
round as their trunks, yet still,
branches of bridges, not leaves, sway.
 
They meet the canyon walls, 
guiding friends from the light above.
A city alone, in a valley of clay.
Unseen for miles, the mud too steep.

A green crack in the crimson plane
Of fertile dirt, yet with no sprout.
This land to grow, to breathe, given time.
Yet none will see, for only the wind whispers here.
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29 Acres on Island Road
Lora A. Printz Memorial Prize (Honorable Mention)

Addie Cox

I found a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon today.
It was the old kind of can,
One that needs an opener.
I found it in the ash,
Scooping up nails where the old barn was.
Someday, maybe, you should visit.
You wouldn’t recognize this place.

Remember how I got us stuck in the mud last Christmas
Showing you where I would build our house?
I ripped boards from the barn to stick under the tires,
Mud spun up on my white SUV,
The one that you told me I shouldn’t buy.
I kept babbling that I’d make it our palace,
I didn’t catch your response,
Because you wouldn’t get out of the car.

You swore that one day the rickety old thing would fall in
And kill me as I was piddling inside.
And you would never see me again
Not that you saw me that much anymore, you reminded me,
Ever since I bought you that farm.

Why didn’t you tell me
That you wanted to live in the suburbs?
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Right now, a baby is excessively happening
Erin Hoover

Welcome to your next full-bleed
adventure. A font so serifed the state 
got involved: we pushed reams, 
inked stamps, we cut cheques, 
faxed receipts, all to ferry this wee bundle
into light. Stet, I’m kidding, my baby
was enormous! It was overkill, 
the midwives racing room to room, 
ever-vigilant over my talented pelvis.
I can only now, in retrospect,
summon to mind the labor of others, 
not the price my envelope paid.
The birth was wysiwyg. She stands out, 

an exclamation point 
of sentiment,
a Comic Sans only a mother could love. 
We mothers have not a comma
in common, except somebody loves us 
no matter what. The hospital taught 
swaddle but I forgot. Taught cradle 
and crossover and football 
but I forgot. My bundle keeps smiling
and her smile runs into the void
she ripped in my cognition, carets
in every line. A mother is a work 
edited, amended, expanded, 
condensed. It was me who approved 
the changes. I wanted them all.
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Nana’s House 
Kylie Rowland

White paint cracked
The screen door rattles
After a cool breeze
The swing creeks,
The chimes sound
And the pink petals flutter down.
The smell of the home cooked meal, 
Hits as you walk through the door.

The walls hold the memories 
Of family times past,
Little did we know, 
That these would be the last. 
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Election Days
Ted Pelton

Gertie you’re playing on your tablet sitting on the couch. I’m 
sorry. That’s OK. It’s 11:54. You’re on your lunch break. I’ll make 
you mac and cheese. It’s the elbow kind. OK. Your lunchbreak 
goes for one hour. Ohhhh. That’s a pandemic rule. At one 
o’clock you’re back to work on math. OK. Savannah? I’m in the 
bathroom. I’m talking to you through the door. You’re on your 
lunchbreak. I’m in the bathroom! I know but this is still your 
lunchbreak. Oh OK. It’s 11:55. Your lunchreak goes to 1pm. You 
can do whatever you want but I want you to eat. You can also play, 
go on your computer, whatev, but for one hour, pandemic rule. 
OK, that’s fair. I’m putting macaroni now in the boiling water. 
Look Daddy. Here’s a parrot in Minecraft. Here’s a music disk. 
The parrot dances. See the parrot dances. That’s great Gertie. 
This never gets old Daddy. This never gets old!  Watch Gertie run 
into the living room from the kitchen. Make these notes. Glimpse 
at Five Thirty Eight. Every outcome in our simulation. I’m here 
to remind you that 1-in-10 can still win in a variety of scenarios. 
Voting going on right now. I have an issue with the mac and 
cheese. Gertie. Don’t you like it? I always think I’ll like it but I 
always forget I have an issue with it. What’s your issue? I forget! 
Aren’t you gonna eat it? I have an issue with it. Savannah! You’ve 
been in the bathroom a half hour and you haven’t eaten lunch. And 
the door’s open. Gertie opened it. Covering my eyes inching up 
to the door. Closing it. It’s 12:35. You’ve got less than a half-hour 
and you haven’t eaten lunch yet. Thanks Daddy. OK. I’m shouting 
now to be heard through the whole house. Ten minutes. Got that 
Gertie? No more Minecraft in ten minutes. Got that Savanah? OK 
Daddy. OK Daddy.
   *   *

If you had a choice of Joe Biden winning or coronavirus 
going away which would you choose? But will coronavirus still 



16

eventually go away if I choose Joe Biden? No you would still 
get coronavirus forever. Then I would choose Joe Biden to lose 
because I wouldn’t want you girls to have to deal with coronavirus 
the rest of your lives. But we won’t have coronavirus the rest of 
our lives will we? No we won’t have coronavirus the rest of our 
lives. Will Joe Biden get rid of coronavirus? Gertie Joe Biden 
can’t just get rid of coronavirus. Glad you could join us Savannah. 
Daddy why don’t you like Donald Trump? Well one reason is 
because I want you girls to have clean air and clean water Gertie. 
Donald Trump thinks mostly about money and he will let people 
do whatever they want to the environment if they can make 
money doing it. Donald Trump also is the only President ever 
not to have a dog. I didn’t know that Savannah. But it doesn’t 
surprise me.  The reason I don’t like Donald Trump is because 
he wants to kill all the animals. Well that’s not entirely true but 
it is true that he’s not really interested in protecting endangered 
species. If someone can make more money by him taking away 
protections for species he will let them die. He doesn’t like owls 
or wolves and we love wolves and Ramia loves owls. I don’t think 
Ramia’s Mom is voting for Donald Trump. She’s a scientist, and 
Donald Trump hasn’t made a lot of friends among scientists. Or 
immigrants for that matter. Look if Joe Biden wins Pennsylvania 
he’ll beat Donald Trump. I noticed that too Savannah. Does Joe 
Biden like animals? I’ve never heard him say anything against 
them Gertie. I think Donald Trump doesn’t like animals because 
he’s a vampire. What makes you say that? He just wants to suck 
the blood out of animals because he’s trying to win Pennsylvania. 
That’s Pennsylvania Gertie not Transylvania. But Pennsylvania 
is Transylvania only with pencils. We join Gertie laughing. 
Pennsylvania is Transylvania with pencils! Get it Daddy? Pencil? 
Vania? I get it Gertie, that’s very funny!
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and we will mourn
Leah Davis
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Castle Door
Brian Radford
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With Loving Memory 
Linda M. Stegall

Here comes the dirt again,
sprinkling on my head
just when I adjusted to the depth.

Six feet and five years under,
though it seems I was born to die.
Every step was me rolling
in my grave.

But then a sound unlike the moans
of the corpses I know.
A digging,
a scraping,
a prying,
until finally the boards give way.

Your hand pulls me up, 
lifts me into the light.
You don’t care that I’m a zombie,
that my skin’s still cold,
that my breaths don’t come,
that I remember how I died.

The dirt still sprinkles sometimes,
but you help me breathe again.
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A Societal and Historic Account of the Practice of Soul-
Charming by Richard Lincoln, Ph.D.,

as Presented to the International Society of Reborn Research and Necromatic 
Studies

Thomas Loyd

When the Dead First Rose
The first recorded man to be resurrected from the dead was 
a complete accident, but also a complete success.  David 
McIntosh was only 17 when he was in a fatal car accident on 
April 4th, 2023, and three years later, he was seen wandering 
the streets of his hometown, Marietta, Georgia, where he was 
recognized immediately by his high school sweetheart, Alicia 
Wilson.  During questioning from local authorities, he claimed 
that an unnamed man, whom McIntosh referred to only as 
“the shaman,” recited an incantation over his grave, causing 
the formerly deceased man to return to life, complete with the 
physical appearance, memories, and personality he possessed 
before his death.  After resurrecting him, the shaman offered the 
newly reborn McIntosh sanctuary at his secluded cabin in the 
Georgia wilderness.  There, the shaman kept him chained up in 
a cellar under gravely unsatisfactory living conditions, barely 
providing him with food and water and virtually depriving him 
of sunlight.  McIntosh also noted that the shaman would recite 
the same incantation that brought him back to life on a regular 
basis.   Thankfully, the recently revived man managed to escape 
his confines and make his way to Marietta, where he gave his 
account of these events.

At the time of David McIntosh’s revival, his story was the only 
real-life instance of the dead returning to life in human history, 
and there was no mistaking its validity.  After his accident, his 
body was so badly damaged that no one argued against the claim 
that he had met his end.  It was not until over a year after he was 
discovered by authorities, on August 19th, 2024, that government 
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agents were able to track down and detain the shaman that 
resurrected McIntosh, who was later identified as Lester Dubois.   
 

Dubois was hiding out in Tallahassee, Florida under an alias and 
working as a janitor at a shopping mall.  After some interrogation, 
Dubois revealed that he was part of a sizeable sect of shamans 
that have existed in America since the post-Civil War era, passing 
down their practices for generations in the hope that they would 
one day unlock the secret to raising the dead.  Dubois also claimed 
that there were other extensions of this cult in many areas of the 
globe, and that out of all the members--he claimed they numbered 
in the ten thousands--he was the first to successfully resurrect 
a human.  Other members of the cult, which was known as The 
Catalyst, had supposedly resurrected small animals such as dogs 
and squirrels, according to Dubois.  Over the next five years 
following Dubois’ capture, governments across the globe began 
hunting down shamans of the Catalyst, ostensibly for questioning, 
but many deduced their true intentions: to learn the secrets of their 
practice and how to use it themselves.  Unsurprisingly, there were 
a good amount of shamans who, either through bribery, coercion, 
or even less savory methods, agreed to share their secrets with 
the world’s governments.  Some shamans entered their employ 
as government-sanctioned shamans (laws would eventually be 
passed that would outlaw any shamanistic activity not overseen 
by the government).  Others instead opted to train government 
employees in their practice, which turned out to be the strongest 
force that tightened the governmental grip on resurrecting the dead.  
With this acquisition of a new and dangerous resource for political 
powers around the world to utilize, the specific methods used by 
the shamans became far more widely known, even by those who 
should not necessarily know.  Based on accounts from several 
shamans, both original and government trained, I have compiled a 
brief account of the process to return a deceased human to life.  

How to Defy Death
It is best to start this explanation by debunking one of the most 
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popular theories surrounding resurrection.  Many believe that 
those who have returned to life are not truly the same as they 
were before they died, despite documented proof from analyses 
of returned individuals.  Believers of this theory suggest that the 
Reborn are just walking corpses, no different than the ghouls 
depicted in such films as Night of the Living Dead and 28 Days 
Later.  Depictions of undead humans like the ones in these kinds of 
media have led to the former pop culture term “zombie” becoming 
one of many slurs used against Reborn individuals.  It should, 
however, be noted that someone who has been resurrected has not 
lost any aspect of what would make someone human.  In fact, the 
incantations used by shamans have no direct effect on the deceased 
body.  The incantation, which has been described by witnesses to 
its performance as “somewhere between speaking in tongues and 
Mongolian throat singing,” is used to establish contact with the 
deceased person’s soul.  Going against what any religion or school 
of belief has said about the human soul, The Catalyst’s practice of 
reanimation proves that the soul is an almost wholly separate entity 
from the human vessel, rather than a core component of their very 
being.  In truth, it would be more accurate to compare the soul 
to a wild animal like a racoon or possum; it is highly standoffish, 
leading some to theorize that the souls within each of us did not 
originate from our bodies, but are actually ethereal symbiotes 
that bond to each of us at birth and remain there out of a need for 
safety, though no evidence supports this.  Shamans have even 
gone so far as to claim that the spontaneous and often reckless 
tendencies of souls is the explanation to those moments when 
humans seem to act out of character compared to normal. 

To disprove other long-held beliefs regarding the soul, it was also 
revealed that it does not wander some spiritual plane or move on 
to either heaven or hell; the truth is far more horrifying than that.  
Once the human vessel dies, the soul remains trapped in the rotting 
corpse, seeing and feeling what the human consciousness used 
to, yet unable to physically interact with the world in any way.  
This led members of the Catalyst to view their goal to resurrect 
deceased humans as an act of mercy; they believe they are saving 
the souls trapped in the cadavers from an agonizing eternity of 
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restlessness and eventual insanity.  Their incantations, which vary 
from shaman to shaman and are bound to a Reborn person from the 
moment they are resurrected, work similarly to the music of snake 
charmers (a comparison made by Professor Leonard Jones, who 
went on to coin the phrase “soul-charming,” which many people 
have accepted as the default name for the practice).  The words of 
the incantation, which have no traceable language of origin, are 
used to entice and, upon success, empower the soul to allow it to 
fully repair the corpse it inhabits and restore it to its state before 
death.  All Reborn individuals, just like David McIntosh, retain 
their physical appearance prior to any decomposition, as well as all 
memories and personality traits from their original living years. 

As previously mentioned, Reborn individuals have all the same 
fundamental components as a once-born human.  Their organs, 
including the brain, function the same as any other human.  If a 
Reborn is killed again, a soul-charming may be performed again 
for the individual at the ruling government’s discretion.  There 
is, however, one caveat to the lifestyle of a Reborn individual 
that is crucial to their survival.  When Reborn individuals began 
to become more common in society, it was discovered that the 
incantation that brings them back is not a one-and-done fix to 
the condition of death; it must be repeated to the Reborn person 
every so often--studies have shown that a frequency of about once 
every two months is sufficient--to keep the soul from entering a 
permanent comatic state, leading the Reborn to return to death 
forever.  Unfortunately, there are no noticeable signs that point to 
a Reborn person needing a recital of their incantation, which led 
to all datapoints that support the two-month cycle of incantations 
being purely trial and error; in the case of London flight 1081 that 
had a Reborn pilot overdue for a recital, this was most unfortunate 
and tragic.

In addition, there is a much more important factor a shaman 
must consider when soul-charming: the age of the soul and its 
vessel.  After so much time in a long-decayed corpse, a soul is 
very liable to become feral, and if a shaman manages to charm 
such a soul into reanimating its vessel, the empowerment will 
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cause the soul to completely override the human consciousness, 
creating a murderous and equally feral human that can sustain 
itself without the need for reciting and is also fully reanimated like 
the normal Reborn.  This lesson was learned swiftly in Russia, 
when reanimated Soviet soldiers from WWII began to tear apart 
Ukrainian and Russian alike during the war between the two 
countries.  

Reborn Individuals in Society Today
Understandably, many people who had lost loved ones clamored 
at the chance to have those loved ones returned to them.  
Nevertheless, the governments of the world do not make the 
process of getting someone Reborn an easy one.  America takes 
an approach similar to its gun control policies; the applicant, or 
the once-born who lost someone close to them, would have to 
build a case that the person they want to have Reborn will not end 
up a liability to anyone if and when they are Reborn.  Then, the 
government will compile all available records pertaining to the 
deceased, such as criminal records, credit score, and employment 
history, to further ascertain the risk of performing a soul-charming 
for them.  If a candidate passes the requirements for rebirth, 
they are then held for an undetermined amount of time so that 
the government may perform a psychological evaluation on the 
Reborn.  If they do not pass this final hurdle, Uncle Sam has no 
qualms about sending the Reborn back where they came from, 
often by withholding recital until the Reborn is permanently put 
down to assure that they may never be revived by an interloper.  
Russia, on the other hand, takes a much closer look at the 
candidate’s work history and puts less emphasis on psychological 
background.  What just about every country that deals with Reborn 
individuals does is utilize a potentially infinite pool of military 
presence to completely change the way wars are fought.  Field 
medics were replaced with battlefield shamans who quickly 
reanimate fallen soldiers to get them back into the fight.  In a 
strange case of poetic justice, there has been a common occurrence 
of shamans attempting to soul charm a soldier that they did not 
initially reanimate on accident.  A mistake that, thankfully, results 
in little more than an embarrassed shaman.  Reborn individuals in 
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war also taught a valuable lesson: one cannot reanimate a body that 
has been utterly obliterated by an explosive.  This is likely due to 
the amount of power the soul would need to piece its vessel back 
together from scraps of flesh flung across five hundred feet of land.  

The return of some several hundred formerly dead citizens to a 
country unsurprisingly causes an imbalance in population and 
availability of work.  In addition, many countries mark Reborn 
individuals on driver’s licenses and other documentation.  This 
has led to a prejudice unlike any the world had seen before.  
Instead of whether one’s race defines their place in society or if 
more non-traditional forms of love and sexuality should become 
the norm, we find ourselves now questioning what it means to 
be a living human being.  Erica Moreno, the leader of one of the 
leading Reborn social groups, Dead Rights, stated at one of her 
rallies, “So many people in this country are taken from this world 
for unjust, unnecessary reasons, and only a privileged few are 
able to become Reborn.  William Jackson, a young man of color, 
was about to graduate college before he was unlawfully gunned 
down by police, and his family fought and begged the government 
to allow his rebirth, and they never saw his son again.  We’ve 
been given this blessing to reunite the departed with their loved 
ones, but your leaders are withholding from the downtrodden and 
underrepresented!”

There are some that disagree with Moreno on soul-charming being 
a blessing.  Father Rodrigo Vasquez of the Vatican had this to 
say:“The governments of the world, just like the Catalyst before 
them, do not see the blasphemous nature of their practices.  Much 
of the information about soul-charming they claim to know is 
comprised of conjecture and word-of-mouth from the shamans 
who introduced it.  God is punishing us for our desecration of the 
human spirit as we pull the dead back to the living world against 
His will.”

Father Vasquez’s claims are not totally unfounded.  There have 
been scattered reports of late of Reborn individuals who allegedly 
had smooth and successful soul-charming processes turning feral 
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seemingly out of nowhere.  Such cases include Robert Diaz, a 
Reborn husband and father, who brutally killed his wife and two 
young children in a random fit of rage.  Many will remember the 
Wesley Mall Massacre of 2038, wherein a small portion of Reborn 
civilians became feral and caused 47 casualties and injured 136 
civilians before authorities could contain the situation.  Whether 
this is indeed a vengeful act of God, or malicious acts of the 
rumored terrorist organization “The Grave,” which is perhaps 
comprised of shamans of the Catalyst that escaped capture and 
are using their incantations to drive Reborn individuals’ souls 
into frenzies, no one knows for sure.  What cannot be refuted, 
however, is the enormous and polarizing effect the Reborn have 
had on society.  Whether they and the enigmatic practice of soul-
charming will revolutionize our perspective of death or lead to 
our downfall as a species is up to the will of fate.  Though we may 
have escalated this issue beyond even her reach.  
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Atlas
Elle Grant

“They told me not to wander too close,” I whispered to the Titan, 
salt painting my face, blood pouring out his mouth. 
In reverence, I grant a kiss to the man who holds up the sky, 
whose every agonizing breath 
draws a golden tear from his eye. 

“Mortals never listen.” 
My head lifted as he spoke, eyes silken red from crying. 
Stripped of rank, tarnished scarlet,  
he looked beautiful even then. 

“Let me tell you a secret,” I whispered, 
softly, 
as though with too much breath he’d break, 
“One day, I will hold up the sky.” 
  “For me?”  
  “For you, anything.”  
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Where I’m From
After George Ella Lyon

Destiny Wanamaker

I am from gravel roads,
From nursery fields and a farm.
I am from a small but outspoken community.
(Gossip trends
 Its feet within)
I am from cold rivers,
Fresh tilled gardens whose
Dirt was always soft on
My little feet.

I’m from Nana’s candy drawer and Sunday dinners,
From the tv with an antenna.
I’m from mischievous playdates with cousins and
last minute camping trips. 
I am from the annual beach trips
With friends and family that left us with sunburned skin. 

I’m from the proud and early risers,
Timber cutting and Sundrop drinkers.
From the crawfish we caught in Papa’s spring,
Their pinchers leaving imprints on our fingers.

Below my home stood the previous
Before it was consumed by ravenous flames.
The smoke wisping away into the night sky.
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Black and Blue and Golden Light
Leah Davis
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Full Bloom
Kylie Rowland
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Sappho at Sixteen
S .F. Eleson

She has red hair like the sun  
The sun isn’t red, but it feels like the sun 
If the sun is a metaphor for beauty 
When I picture her in my mind 
She shatters my ideas of belief
Her tiger lily voice sings my name
And I feel it, the death of me 
Or maybe, it’s the beginning of me
She’s ripping out everything I thought I knew 
And replacing it with something I never knew I needed 
The end of everything I have known everything I will know  
And everything I’m meant to be 

What am I, meant to be? 
When she is life, and I am death
She makes me question my own sanity 
Is this normal? 
Am I…normal? 
I lay next to her, just friends  
But my soul prays to someone who has long forsaken me,  
Please, I don’t want to be this way 
I don’t want to fight every day of my life 
I don’t want to be this 
I would rather die than live one more day feeling like this 
Feeling for her, a girl with ice eyes, but fire skin 
 
This is wrong, I am an abomination  
Her slow breathing calms me  
Heartless, she lives her life not knowing my torment 
How dare she make me feel these things  
I’m swallowing myself, wanting to disappear  
Beauty that’s far beyond Aphrodite  
Grace…actually, she doesn’t have an ounce of grace  
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She’s clumsy, tripping over her own feet 
Unreliable, always four steps behind 
Painful, everything, alive 
More alive than I will ever be 
I live my life in fear 

She’s Athena, goddess of war 
Fighting her fear with love, passion, kindness 
She embraces the world, and she shows she is unafraid 
She’s unapologetically herself
She is the light of the world 
My skin blisters every time we touch, perfection  
Everything I wish I was or wish I had  
She is everything and nothing 
I want her to see me, the way I see her  
Gravity, pulling everyone in
Shining her light onto others
Her existence reminding us gods do exist
 
If I could tell her
Her hair smells like vanilla and kindness
Her hands look lonely, as if mine belong there
Her eyes are the color of an ocean storm 
They always find me, and I am thrown overboard 
My lungs fill with the idea of her   
Her mouth, her lips, my heart begs me to touch them 
To feel every star in the sky collide into me 
Kiss her, tell her, my mind is one with my heart 
Touch her sun-kissed skin, maybe it’ll heal all ailments 
Undo all wrongs 
She is the key, she is happiness, she is God 
 If she is God, I am the Devil  
Queen of Sin, an abomination 
I deserve death 
To die alone with nothing but failed attempts at love
If you come to me I will bring you nothing but pain 
Loneliness, fear 
She can never know the way I feel 
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I will drag her down with me 
Turning her beautiful life to ash  
Sin, sin that’s all I am is sin  
I’ll never be worthy of love worthy of her  
Endless nights begging for relief  

I want someone else, anyone else 
Maybe then I won’t feel what I feel 
Maybe then I won’t be who I am 
Who I am? 
Every time I look at her I become weightless 
Nothing matters, except for her smile 
Her freckles, her laugh  
Her laugh that reminds us all that living means knowing her 
How can this be wrong when everything feels as it should 
Being alive knowing her, how is this sin? 
How am I an abomination? 
When all I feel is love? 

I  
Love 
Her. 
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Kelly
Trinity Howard

My mama never wears perfume
But I can tell you what she smells like,
Imagine love and stress in the same room,
Her scent is lavender sweat riding a bike,
Five cups of coffee too many, a cigarette’s fume.

She doesn’t hold me anymore,
But I can tell you how her hands feel.
Imagine scarred but worn, 
Her hands are supple steel.
A laborer’s story, a gold-banded quilt torn.

She hasn’t sung lately,
But I can tell you how her voice sounds.
Imagine a guitar plucked sedately,
Her song is a haunting of the grounds.
A bumblebee’s last breath, an artist’s muse proved unsaintly.
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Home Improvement
Tony Baker

 Flip or Flop. Fixer Upper. Property Brothers. Income 
Property. Rehab Addict. Our living room TV’s default channel is 
HGTV, so these home-improvement reality shows are always on 
in my house. Contractors and home owners are always tearing out 
walls, most of which are load-bearing. They’re always opening up 
spaces, making architectural details pop, bringing in natural light. 
At some point in the middle of an episode, the contractor always 
has bad news—Asbestos abatement! Termite damage! Black 
mold! Roof replacement!—always costing thousands of dollars, a 
delay, and a dramatic cliffhanger before cutting to a commercial 
for Home Depot or Febreze. But the reveals in the closing minutes 
allow the homeowners to live happily ever after in their gorgeous, 
unrecognizable living spaces or, instead, to sell their newly 
renovated homes at tremendous profits.
 HGTV contractors, house flippers, and homeowners are 
all beautiful people—handsome, rugged men and beautiful, strong 
women who aren’t afraid of getting dirty or making decisions 
about paint colors or tiles for the foyer. They all know their 
way around a router or a tile-cutter or a concrete countertop. 
They make home renovation and repair look easy, accessible, 
and quick, always finishing the job in a single episode. When I 
watch an episode of one of these shows, I finish with a feeling 
of completion. Look at the dramatic before-and-after differences 
in this converted mudroom! See how this stain raises the wood 
grain on this salvaged door! Calculate how the spa-quality en suite 
bathroom has added thousands of dollars of equity in the home! All 
these contractors and designers can speak without a script; they’re 
masters of home improvement improv and ad lib and sometimes 
flirtations. What should we call these charming HGTV television 
personalities? Show hosts? Celebrity contractors? Reality actors? 
 Meanwhile, I watch their shows from the comfort of my 
living room La-Z-Boy, remote in hand, suspecting that I’ve seen 
this episode before, thinking about starting some laundry, noticing 
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the latest issue of House Beautiful or Southern Living on our coffee 
table. As I watch, I am purposefully sluggish, inert, passive—the 
polar opposite of the HGTV personalities performing their peppy 
productivity on my flat screen. I try not to think about my ongoing 
list of our own home improvement projects: renovating our master 
bathroom, installing new windows, painting our shutters, installing 
a new HVAC unit, cleaning out the garage. The list goes on and 
on, and we’re always adding to it. I think of it as a twenty-year list, 
which relieves me from any sense of immediate ambition. 
 These home improvement shows should spark my own 
productivity. I should be motivated by this guy who in less than 
sixty minutes upgraded a grungy basement into a two-bedroom 
apartment rentable for $800/month. I should be inspired by the 
contractor/designer couple who work without ever arguing to 
renovate a client’s ramshackle ranch while playing with their four 
adorable young children. But I’m neither motivated nor inspired. 
Instead, I’m exhausted. All that work in such a short amount of 
time—I’m weary from watching. The representation of all that 
work nearly overwhelms me; I can hardly get up to make a ham 
sandwich. 
 These shows present a fantasy of home renovation, 
compressing all the decisions and all the sweaty tasks and all the 
setbacks of several months of work into a single sixty-minute 
episode. The menial labor of bricklaying or installing a wood 
floor is condensed and excerpted into a highlight reel, sped up 
impossibly, magically, deceitfully. Witnessing work in such heavily 
edited shows is perhaps even more work than an hour of actual 
renovation work. Just watching is exhausting. But I’m enchanted 
by those French doors and the shiplap on that accent wall. Both 
would be perfect for our bedroom. Our twenty-year list just got 
longer. Curse you, HGTV!
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Salty Spray
Brian Radford
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Rainbow Falls
E. J. Freeman
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Metanoia
C. E. Harris 

Oh Mama, I could never live up to the reality you have built for 
me. 

You wanted me to bow before golden armored princes and gentle 
kings, 

but they do not belong to the kingdom of my dreams. 

Mama, I have no interest in the valiant knights that storm the 
castle walls. 

There is no beauty to be found in the dragons that try to thaw the 
ice of my heart.

My soul does not long for the painters or the singers or the poets 
that wish to immortalize me inside of their art. 

I’m sorry, Mama, but why would I want a king when I could 
have a queen instead?

I shouldered the weight of your kingdom until I could not bear it 
anymore,

and I left my crown atop the rubble even though it earned me 
scorn.

I wish that you understood, Mama, how hard I tried to be every-
thing you wanted.
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Autumn Leaves
Alexander Davidson

I pull apart the snowdrifts like shutters of a cellar door,
And glimpse a scarecrow’s daydream cast in green and golden glow.

Long roads of dirt and wheel-ruts cut a path through Celtic wood,
Where midnight brisk aromas hint icy mysteries in tow.

I know, I know, the white wind blows,
The strawman takes his grin,

“Welcome to my world,” he calls,
“And to the wonders here within.”

Consumed in sanguine lithograph, this ravine demands its fill,
With cinnamon-bread sundowns and cocoa-mountain molds,
Indulged upon on pallets draped in sheets of silk and wool,

Where moonshine lanterns hung on strings through nights we’ll 
never hold,

I know, I know, the grey wind blows,
O’er banners red and bright,

“You caress a crown of shadows…”
“… In the hopes you’ll find the light.”

Scarlet leaves and eyes of innocence adrift on wicker chairs,
Twin spirits glide from heaven in their feather-fold embrace,

The remnants of the glow that peered through snowdrifts thrust in 
twain,

For all that scarecrow’s daydream now is gone without a trace,
I know, I know, the black wind blows,

Of beauty’s fragile pace,
“How I know that autumn leaves…”

“… And winter takes its place.”
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A Virginia Witch
Lauren Morgan

When he lingers at the doorway,
Her head tilts, with a smile,
“Three turns” she murmurs, stirring in
 The cream in chamomile.

Then near the hearth, when flickering ash
Remains – their evening in,
He watches as her paring knife,
  Cuts clean an apple skin.

Satisfied, the peel is tossed,
Upon the burning oak,
And above the blackened curls, he sees
   his Silhouette in smoke.

But late again, arriving home,
Disheveled hair, and grin,
his scent is wine – the autumn leaves,
    where Solace should have been.

What refuge did he lie inside,
beyond his sleeping frame?
Before – entangled, in ochre sheets,
     he breathes the woman’s name?
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O Possum
Graham Kash

An opossum,
A possum O.
I may play dead
Or play alive
Or dumb or smart
Just to survive.
I always play
At something O.
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Jellyfish
Michael Lewis
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Camouflage
Kylie Rowland
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Turtle
Kylie Rowland

It’s me,
Your friend in the grass. 
I’m slow and quiet, 
So please watch out for me. 
My shell is tough, 
But I can still crack. 
So please,
Watch out for me. 
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Bird
Michael Steets

I used to gaze at the sky
Longing to be away from the noise
To be a bird and graze the clouds with ease
To stand above everyone, just look down in a pitiless gaze
Observing the ways of man from afar; disgusted
Every face a blur and every voice the same
Every day repeating itself into a never-ending cycle
Yet still unaware of the pace
“They are the lucky ones.”
However, through the ruckus stood a solitary melody
One that made sense and radiated a certain warmness
Welcoming as if to draw me closer to hold me down
Not a face but an impossibility of art; an untouched masterpiece
Though the birds stay far from here
They come and go whenever they please
Tasting the edge of the world and leaving all this mess behind
I would never wish to be so lucky as them
No luck could ever compare to discovering you
As tempting as it is to escape reality, you held me down, and I 

stayed willingly
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A Bird Guide
Graham Kash

His name was Peterson.
He wrote his books of birds,
His essays, paintings, photos,
The whooping crane and eagles:
Beauty and conservation:
What’s good for them is good for us.
Some said to pay more heed
To the real world: business, politics.
From the woods came his response:
“To me, nature is the real world.”
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Autobiography of a Blue Jay
Graham Kash

 This morning has a majestic orange sunrise. The sky is 
clear and blue, and the temperature is cool but not cold (about fifty 
degrees).
 You, my human friend John, can enjoy this day with me. I 
became acquainted with you when I saw you filling a bird feeder 
every day. I especially like the suet. I felt that I could trust you.
 You taught me people’s language, much more complicated 
than any sounds I previously knew. Such learning is possible for 
parrots, lyres, mynahs, crows, ravens, mockingbirds, and some 
blue jays. It’s not just the imitation of sounds; we can understand 
the words. You’ve been patient with me for a long time. Now I 
can speak, listen, and read–but I’m not good at writing. My claws 
don’t fit a pen or a pencil–and I can’t peck the keyboard like a 
woodpecker could. So I’m dictating this message.
 Why am I writing? Do any authors really know all their 
own motivations? Maybe I want to show that birds are much like 
humans and deserve to be treated right, the way you do with me.
You behaved the same toward my beautiful mate named Crest.  
 As you know, she was with me for several years. She acted 
as good as she looked. She had a wonderful disposition. We raised 
a family each summer, and most of our children and grandchildren 
remained in the neighborhood. We don’t do much migrating unless 
the weather becomes extremely cold. So we all continued to enjoy 
each other.
 Why am I using the past tense? Unfortunately Crest was 
killed. I found her lying in the middle of the road. I warned her not 
to fly in front of cars, but she was fast and made a game of it. Now 
she’s gone.
 I did some thinking: How do we honor those we love? By 
doing what they wish, if we can. Crest wouldn’t have wanted me to 
stay depressed. So I pushed ahead, as best I could.
 I found a new mate called Feathers. She was unattached, 
and she couldn’t have been any better than Crest, but she was 
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equally good. It was still just the middle of the summer. There was 
time to raise another family. We knew what to do, and we did it.  
Now we’ve produced half-brothers and half-sisters.
 I’ve stressed the positive, but there’s a negative side. Some 
say that I (and my relatives) are too aggressive toward the cardinals 
and chickadees at your feeder. I prefer to say assertive. I’ve got to 
take care of myself and my family, and you do well in making sure 
there’s enough for everybody.
 John, you ask: Will I teach human language to other blue 
jays? No! They would be playing with fire. I’m lucky that I didn’t 
get burned.
 If you wish, you may publish this writing–but say that it’s 
fiction from your own imagination. Otherwise people would call 
you crazy, unless I came forth as evidence, and I don’t want to do 
that. I must have my freedom.
 I’m busy. So long for now, but it’s not goodbye. I’ll still 
come to see you from time to time. Thanks again. You made me 
different and better.
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A Dog Reading a Book
Michael Lewis

At last I’ve found
At great a cost
The records of
A culture lost

Their triumphs bold
Their knowledge vast
Here lies the lore
Of peoples past

And though they’re gone
We still may look
Into their thoughts
Within this book

With every page 
I hope to find 
The secrets that
They’ve left behind

With good intent
I thus proceed 
But then recall
I no can read
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Elsa
Kylie Rowland
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Domesticated
Callie Fulghum
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The Orb
Elle Grant

 It was small, the grass where I found it hiding it from my 
view, causing me to just barely avoid stepping on it. It was round, 
too. Almost. It was narrower on one end, so it rolled back and 
forth, to and fro, then back and forth again. It was blue, smooth, 
and able to fit perfectly in my mouth. I hadn’t seen anything like it 
before, but it was mine now, and that had to count for something. I 
took it from the grass, keeping it close as I waited for my mother to 
open the back door. Once I was inside, I laid it down on a blanket 
and watched it, and watched it, and then watched it some more.  
 Nothing. Not a sound, not a movement unless provoked, 
and no signs of life. 
 This continued for some time. I would put the object in my 
mouth, or hide it elsewhere, finding myself strangely protective of 
the orb. Once I was alone, I would gaze at it, hoping for something, 
anything at all. I didn’t like it when it was cold, so I kept it warm. 
Under blankets, near my chest, or, once again, in my mouth. It was 
like it was supposed to be in my mouth, and several times I almost 
bit down—just to see what would happen. It was only after a long 
time that something happened. 
 It moved. All on its own. 
 I jumped, suddenly terrified of the blue orb even though I 
had practically treated it like my pet. I had even put it in my mouth. 
Oh god. I put the moving blue thing in my mouth. What if I was 
poisoned? At this point, despite all my eagerness, I was starting to 
hope that it would stop moving, but it didn’t. Parts of it cracked, 
but it wasn’t hollow like I was expecting. Something was inside. 
I scooted it under the bed, thinking that if the bed fell down upon 
it, it was for the best, and maybe even divine intervention. My 
mom had been worried about me, my days upon days of devoted 
silence not going unnoticed. She tried to distract me with motherly 
affection, food, and other things, but I was stricken. It was like I 
was a statue, watching the blue orb under the bed slowly open. 
It wasn’t the most entertaining thing, I will admit. It was taking 
forever to open. 
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 If I was going to die, I was going to die bored. 
I soon fell asleep after my mother did. When the bed didn’t 
collapse when she sat on it, and when the orb started to still as 
night drew closer, I let myself give up on watching. When I awoke 
it was the next morning, and when I looked under the bed, I let 
out a sound similar to that of a shriek. I scared my mother, and she 
yelled at me, but her presence was the furthest thing on my mind.  
 The blue orb was open. 
 The blue orb was empty. 
 And right beside it, fluffing out its little wings, was a baby 
chicken. I became angry. The chicken ate whatever was in my 
magic blue orb. The orb that I had protected for so long, now gone, 
a chicken in its place. I stood up and glared at the tiny fluffball. 
I was going to eat it, no matter how young the little thing was. I 
lurched forward, only for my mom to hold me back by my collar. 
She must have seen the chick when she got up to check on me. I 
could only let out a sad “woof” at the betrayal, and I could swear 
the chick winked at me. My mom set me outside with a slap to my 
nose and went back to the room to tend to the baby bird. I sighed. I 
shouldn’t have fallen asleep. 
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Wicked Wanderings
Leah Davis

In wicked wanderings of the mind,
I seek to find the ones in kind
Who question all the tales of old
Those sinners of an outlook bold
The ones who ask  
“How, where, and why?”
“Where do we go when death is nigh?”
“If God’s not real, then who are we?”
“If not in church, where ought I be?”

In the past, I once had thought
Through doubt filled mind I’d cast my lot,
I’d spend all my eternity  
In lakes of fire
“Depart from Me”
In present, I have made my choice
I’ll study all unknowns
Rejoice!

I’ll claim no church and claim no god 
So be it that my soul be flawed!
In my eternal, doubtful bed I’ll lay 
And so in hell, I’ll rot and stay
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Falling Asleep
Emma Mitchell

Sleep came upon me like a fog at first, 
thickening from powdery mist into heavy humidity. 
Eventually, a storm cloud was born and 
rain crashed down in waves, 
drowning my thoughts in their warm waters. 
Slowly, they began to melt and 
I lost more and more awareness. 
And then nothing.
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Camel Eye
Olivia Housewright
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Camouflage
Brittnay Carlile
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Free-Loading Rodent
Linda M. Stegall

 Early June. The RV air conditioner overexerts itself fighting 
the heat again, and I’m sitting on the couch panting. My tanktop 
and shorts are soaked with sweat, clinging to my skin like a bad 
paper mache sculpture. I twist my wet mop into a high bun, but 
even with it up, the perspiration still drips into and stings my eyes. 
Blinking the salt away again, I look over at the thermometer.
 “104 degrees? Ugh!” The end is surely nigh. 
 Since the break up, it’s been hard to stand silence, 
loneliness, and, well, myself. I have a tendency to get deeper 
and deeper inside my own head, as if it’s some body of water 
promising weightless relief and undiscovered treasures if I swim 
down enough. So far, all I’ve ever found is pressure that makes 
my body crumple like discarded “I love you forever and forever” 
notes and pictures of us, and his voice echoing in the darkness, 
schooling around like sharks to blood, biting chunks with each 
comment, memory, and lie that ever involved his toothy smirk and 
black eyes. The heat making everything itch and cling to the body 
he used is really not helping. 
 I should find something to do.
 I shut all the 70s shag carpet shades to keep the sunlight 
at bay, which is probably doing more harm than good with the air 
conditioner busted. Maybe the rotting walls will let some breeze 
in. Complaining again. Geez, I’m pretty negative today. I guess I 
should cry it out in the sticky darkness of my room. 
But my tears only add to my discomfort, and now it’s even harder 
to breathe. Focus on my heartbeat--no, focus on stuff other than 
myself. I’m getting too focused on me, and consequently, I’m 
getting too pessimistic.
 Close your eyes.
 Feel your blood pumping like lapping waves of the ocean.
 Flex every muscle in your body, take a deep breath, and 
hold.
 Hold.
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 Hold.
 Hold…
 Release.
 The birds are gathering on the fence outside, ducking under 
and fluttering over the wires. They sing to one another like lovers, 
squabbling and then chirping and then twittering together. A plane 
soars overhead flying towards the airport a few miles away; it’s 
so low that the rumbling of its engines sound like the electronic 
thunderwave in-and-out of a kicked bass song. The dog is barking, 
probably at the squirrels stealing corn and then scurrying up into 
the safety of the trees once more. They enjoy running tracks up the 
trunks in a spiral like tinsel at Christmas, chittering and free.
 BANG!
 I jump so hard at the gunshot that my elbow hits the side 
table. My phone chimes. It’s Mema. Got another one of those 
freeloading rodents! Love you, sweetheart!
 Love you too. I set my phone down and try to return 
to my meditation.A buzz--wasps are sneaking in through the 
disintegrating walls again. My clothes and now my bedsheets are 
drenched in perspiration. My head pounds from the heat pulsing 
in my ears. The squirrels are screeching over their dead loved one, 
and the dog’s barking transitions to growling and howling.
 BANG!
 Another phone chime.
 Another dead squirrel.
 Another reminder that my Mema just has to text me every 
time she fires the shotgun because “You’re just sensitive, Linda, 
and I don’t want you getting worried that someone shot me.”
 More screeching.
 More howling.
 The birds are gone, and the world is full of terror and death 
and free-loading rodents that can’t be free. The squirrels come and 
they take the corn and they play away in the trees and they deserve 
to die. I had nowhere else to go. She was the only place I could 
go. But I come home and I grab food and I retreat to the RV yards 
away even though I could stay in the house with her, away from 
the heat, the silence, the loneliness, but she wouldn’t understand 
that I love her too much to let her see me like this. I’m  taking 



61

advantage of her, I’m using the one person who let me back in 
safely. I’m not free, I’m a free-loading rodent, and I should--
 Stop overthinking.
 You’re not a squirrel, you’re her granddaughter. And you’re 
not free-loading, she told you to stay as long as you needed. 
The screen door at the house closes and silence stagnates. My 
chest rises and falls too rapidly. I need to distract myself. No, I 
need to learn how to live alone and with silence without friends 
always there, without watching Family Feud with Mema for hours 
every night, without crying or having a panic attack or thinking the 
unthinkable like “dying can’t be that bad” or “at least his yelling 
drowned out the silence.
 I sigh.
 His voice has become a raging half of my conscience that 
always knows just what to say to hurt. Or maybe he changed me 
so much, that’s just how I think now. Two years with someone like 
that won’t go away in one month alone in a shitty RV with a stellar 
sense of self-deprecation like I have.
 There’s got to be something to do to pass the time.
 I pull up the playlist of songs recommended by my guy 
friends, “Da Bois Have Cursed Me,” and press shuffle. “In Your 
Eyes” by The Weeknd comes on. The heaviness in my bones shifts 
to something resembling an exercise itch. I stand and--probably 
looking like Joaquin Phoenix in the Joker’s bathroom dance--I 
begin to move. Hips swaying, butt shaking, feet tapping, head 
rolling, arms flailing. An interpretive dance that translates to “I’m 
in pain and I’m pretending this helps.”
 But then I start singing too, the satisfying kind of scream-
singing that makes ears bleed. My face twists into different 
emotional animations, and when the song ends, another one begins 
and I do the same thing over and over for hours. Beyond the aching 
muscles, beyond the dripping sweat, and beyond thinking or 
overthinking. Just being and expressing myself, and safe.
 For the first time since the breakup, I’m alone and that’s 
okay.
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A Bedchamber Hymn
Morgan Henderson

Rainbow glass and summer backroads whisper of forgotten 
treason.

In sweetwood pews, I sing a hymn to Him.
Yet from tainted pasts, the child within me fears she’s lost her 

reason.
Each love that could not last submerges me in sin.

I Chronicle forbidden petal-paths that bring my soul’s elation.
The rose that swells foretells my Genesis.
Yet each hollow hymn untold forebodes unholy Revelation.
It is not God I seek, but a Goddess.

±

No smile can conceal the lie.
No holy light can hide the love I hold for my own kind.

I see the way he looks at me, and it eats at me inside.
I use men as gold-weighted blankets till there are none I have not

                      tried,     
But my true taste is for you.

I have cast your image in stories on cellphone screens.
Made promises to the consciousness that shivers in your lonely

                  breeze.
As we lay beneath false stars, listening to the shifting trees,

I claimed to love you then, and there you claimed that you loved
                      me,

And I hoped to hide the truth.

±

Surely, God, if we’re created in the image of Your liking,
You had a plan when you implanted all these struggles in my mind.
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Is the purpose of the wreckage and the reckless tears and fighting,
That I should admit my wrong and apologize?

Why would You bear me evil, with muddled mind and haram lust,
In a nest that would reject me if it knew the love I craved?
Why would You let me fall into another’s caring touch,
And condemn me to continue with this soul-deprived charade?

±

How can I maintain this act?
How can I live in the shadow of what I meant to a man who is now
             a memory,

When it is a woman that I seek?
A dissonance I can’t redact.

Country air will blow the dreams of angels’ saving graces to the 
                       sea.

The Earth is mine, for I am meek.

±

Every home I build around myself collapses.
I am sick of rebuilding.
I must confess the truth to the man who thinks I love him,
And find the woman who once loved me.

My rhythm is gone.
My hymn is but jumbled thoughts destined for destruction.
Help me God.
I must apologize for what I’ve done.
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EL MADRUGADORA COGE EL SOL
XX/II/MMXXII

G. Lira Houle

Before me 
in the middle of the congregation.

An old woman reprimands a child for drawing in her Book.
Over the chair 
   I pass the child my copy and say,

“You can draw in mine, but you have to put your name and 
today’s date.” 
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What Elie Wiesel Told Me
Elle Grant

do you know what germany did?
during the second war?
i know that they set up camps,
lit coffin fires and shut people in poison rooms.
but i never knew that they
played target practice,
with the newborns who wouldn’t last a day.
they threw them up... up in the air.

and shot. 

i don’t know which thought is worse:
the soldiers hitting their mark,
or missing.
leaving the babies to fall.

nameless. 
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Jasmine Seas 
Samantha Osbourne

Once, I was blind; now I dwell on jasmine seas,
I pulled apart the blinds that hid the wider world from me.

And saw no vista’s beauty – no painter’s fantasies,
But feelings lost within the folds of my ancestral memories.

The view was damp and brown, yet there was color in the air,
And the naked trees bore stories they could not but try and share,

A stray limb rose from murky depths to spark in me a scare,
For it looked as though a serpent had emerged from liquid lair.

“Never in my life,” I thought, “has a serpent bid me harm.”
“Then from where within my memory is the shriek of this alarm?”

“Where is the sinister excitement borne from winds of coming storm?”
“How many women have I been before this me was born?”

My fear of death abated, then; my life was eons old,
And guided by a wisdom’s hoard from stories yet untold,

I thank the stars I pulled the blinds and scraped away the mold,
Now jasmine seas all line the edges of my soul’s immortal road.
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Mist/Missed
Callie Fulghum
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Cold Winter’s Day
Brian Radford
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The Neighbors
Emma Mitchell

These walls between you and me are like steely gossamer.
Though I’ve never seen your face outside of reflections in car 

windshields,
I know you and I involuntarily live with you.
I hear how you suffer.
How he gets disgusting and reeks of Bud Light.
“You haven’t seen what I’ve seen,” he yells.
She cries and screams, “I’m through with you!” for the  

thousandth time,
sounding small- like a bird with no feet.
“Uhuglhuhh,” he slurs.
How can someone who seems barely human do so much  

damage with a wordless noise?
She cries something about it being 3 AM and something about 

the neighbors.
And I cry with her.
He won’t let go of her.
She sounds so pitiful.
Their cat yowls at their exchange of expletives.
Choking sobs exit her lips like static on the radio.
I wonder if I should call the cops
“You’re drunk!” he yells.
She cries alcohol-free tears.
He lets her go.
And she drives away.
Only to park the car in our lot
and do it all over again 
the next night.
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Only a Man 
Emily Kuper

John Paul II
said that women
“Need not be in an active role”
During sex.
In fact they could be sleeping, 
That’s how little agency they have
for the marital obligation.

John Paul II
said that men should figure it out.
Women’s pleasure comes first,
The “marital embrace” should be enjoyed
together. But
pleasure is a bribe
made to smooth
marital rape.

John Paul II
said many nice quotes.
Orators put them prettily on pamphlets.
But how do you rejoice at a man who loves mountains
When he is only a man.
When rapists deny their actions.
And saints call those actions 
Virtue. 
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Hyacinthus 
Elle Grant

“curse the ache inside my chest” 
a god whispered into his dear one’s curls, 
“is this pain often felt in simple mortality?”           
 [he spoke of course of 
 mourning, that desperate,
 lonely path.] 
the boy in the grass only smiled, 
happiness not yet shattered 
with one last breath and flowered gaze he told him, 
“every day.”
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Where I’m From
Based on the Novel Home Is Not a Country by Safia Elhillo
 Emma Fox, Kayden Kruger, & Alexis Crockett

I am from Aisha and Ahmed, the dancer and the coward
From the dead, resurrected

I am from the dust of my country, henna black on fingers and toes
I am the jasmine tree

the bougainvillea
the smell of sweet incense.

I am from the brittle sisterhood, surrounded by what could have 
been ours

I am not Yasmeen, a name from my father,
A father who was always meant to be gone

I am not from Yasmeen’s world, a jinni with no true form
I am from card games with Haitham,
and life lessons with Mama Fatheya

From jumbled Arabic,

And mumbled insults from bullies’ ignorant voices
From hijabs hidden away, and hats put in place
I am from a dreamlike state in a yellow dress,

From changing photos over my head,
and a mother’s love, chanting sweetly
“My precious girl, my graceful one”
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City of Scholars
Leah Davis
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In Vain
Callie Fulghum
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Around Charleston 
Graham Kash

 Welcome to Charleston, South Carolina. I’m a tour boat. 
Yes, I can talk, but not to everybody. I can tell which ones to speak 
to. It’s more what they don’t do: scream, point, gawk, and go 
idiot. So feel complimented. You’re not a touron. That’s a “tourist 
moron.”
 From the way you talk, I can tell you’re from the north part 
of the South, or perhaps the south part of the North–some kind 
of borderland. So maybe you’re impartial. I try to be. I’ll tell you 
about some bad times as well as the good ones. 
 Charleston was founded in 1680. It’s on a peninsula. A 
teacher told me that’s Latin for “almost an island.” We’re going 
south on the west side, on the Ashley River. The yarn-spinners say 
“Charleston is where the Ashley and Cooper Rivers meet to form 
the Atlantic Ocean.” Like most tall tales, this one is partly true. 
You just have to add a couple hundred more rivers from both sides 
of the sea.
 Look right. Far off is Folly Beach. It was a folly to build a 
board-walk there–a storm tore it up, a long time ago–but the beach 
is still good if let alone to be itself.
 Closer is Fort Johnson, from which the Confederates fired 
on Fort Sumter at the start of the Civil War. Nobody was killed 
except a mule, but you know what happened during the four 
horrible years after that.
 Now we’re entering the harbor. It’s really big. On the right 
is Fort Moultrie, where Edgar Allen Poe was stationed when he 
was in the Army. No, not in the Civil War–he died twenty years 
before then. Nearby is the supposed setting for his “Gold-Bug: 
buried-treasure” story. Some have tried to find it. Now just stop 
and think a moment: If there had really been any riches, wouldn’t 
Poe have taken them for himself? Some folks can’t tell fact from 
fiction.
 At the left is downtown Charleston, with colored houses–
red, yellow, and blue–like the play-hotels in the Monopoly board-
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game. Out of sight are the Citadel Military Academy; the College 
of Charleston (civilian); the Dock Street Theater, said to be the first 
playhouse in America; and the old Slave Market (sad but true).
 See the metal stanchions twisted like pretzels? That was the 
work of Hurricane Hugo. There’s the naval base–they’ll protect us, 
if anybody can.
 Yes, it’s cold. Charleston is sub-tropical. Right now, in 
February, it’s zero wind-chill: thirty degrees with a thirty-mile-an-
hour wind. Seems strange for a place with palm trees. Come inside. 
It’s glassed-in and warm, and you can still see well.
 The Pelicans are diving for fish. The black-headed birds are 
called Laughing Gulls. That’s what they sound like. I’m scared to 
guess what they’re laughing at.
 We’re passing under the huge Cooper River Bridge. There 
are lots of stories about it. One tells about an attemptedly proper 
Southern lady who saw a man about to jump off.
 “No! Don’t jump! Think of youah wife and children!”
 “I don’t have a wife and children.”
 “Think of youah fathuh and mothuh!”
 “My father and mother are dead.”
 “Think of Robert E. Lee!”
 “Who is Robert E. Lee?”
 “You damn Yankee–go ahead and jump!”
 It’s like a Neo-Confederate who had to get all the way to 
college before he found out that “damn Yankee” was two words. 
See, I told you I’m impartial.
 Please watch how you say “Cooper”--the vowel as in 
good. People around here will correct you–politely, of course. If 
you pronounce the r, they won’t object, but most will leave it off: 
“Coop-uh Riv-uh.”
 Now we have to reverse course. Rest on the return trip, if 
you wish. 
   * * * * *
 Here we are, back at the pier. You asked intelligent 
questions. You were a good guest, and I hope I was a good host.
 I see you’re giving the Captain a little something extra. He 
doesn’t expect it, but he’ll appreciate it. He works me pretty hard, 
but he takes good care of me. We get along.
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 Bon voyage,   And have a good stop,   
     Wherever you dock
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Floss
Emily Kuper

Scraping each little tooth with care.
The luxury bones of the body-
So necessary,
So fragile.

I didn’t floss for many years.
Why care for too small teeth
On a too large face,
On a body I didn’t like
In front of a mirror 
Who should shut the hell up?

Now I stand with chilly toes on a cozy bath mat,
And I tidy up each tooth
Even the imposters
And I wash my plump face
And I look into my own eyes

I let my skin rejoice at being touched, 
Caressed by the warm robe I stand in.
It is good to be cared for,
Even if only by yourself. 



79

Ritual 
Shannon Leigh

A calendar of the week
Lists of things to do
Get the grades
Get the cash
Repeat

A calendar of the week
Lists of things to do
Get the grades
Get the cash
Stay happy
Relax and rest
Repeat

A calendar of the week
Lists of things to do
Get the grades
Get the cash
Stay happy
Relax and rest
Eat every day
Stay thin
Repeat

A calendar of the week
Lists of things to do
Get the grades
Get the cash
Stay happy
Relax and rest
Eat every day
Stay thin
Hold yourself accountable

Don’t lose control
Repeat.
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CHECK ALL THAT APPLY
II/II/MMXXII

G. Lira Houle

Are you a human being?
 ☐ Yes
 ☐ No
 ☐ Unsure

Do you have a soul?
 ☐ Yes
 ☐ No
 ☐ Unsure

Have you ever appreciated any of the following?
 ☐ Music
 ☐ Paintings
 ☐ Literature
 ☐ Dance
 ☐ Theatre
 ☐ Sculpture
 ☐ Architecture
 ☐ Unsure

Briefly explain what you consider “ART”
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________

Have you ever experienced any of the following emotions?
 ☐ Frustration
 ☐ Sadness
 ☐ Fear
 ☐ Doubt
 ☐ Envy
 ☐ Despair
 ☐ Guilt
 ☐ Unsure
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Have you ever experienced any of the following emotions?
 ☐ Tranquility
 ☐ Curiosity
 ☐ Confidence
 ☐ Encouragement
 ☐ Determination
 ☐ Happiness
 ☐ Activity
 ☐ Unsure

Briefly explain what you consider “THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE”
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________

Are you cynical?
 ☐ Yes
 ☐ No
 ☐ Unsure

Are you jaded?
 ☐ Yes
 ☐ No
 ☐ Unsure

Are you aware of your own actions?
 ☐ Yes
 ☐ No
 ☐ Unsure

Briefly explain what you consider “A DELIBERATE ACTION”
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
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Uncle Adam
Clara Cox Epperson Prose Writing Competition (Fiction, First Prize)

Michael Lewis

 A vehement sermon resonated throughout the nave of 
Clearwater Baptist Church as I sat unmoved in the front pew. 
The sonorous baritone, emanating from the stout man gripping 
the pulpit, was impossible to ignore as he feverishly harangued 
imagined apostates and struck his dog-eared bible with resounding 
thuds that punctuated each assertion. Stern enough to rival 
Brocklehurst, his intimidating demeanor demanded that all those 
who attended Clearwater conform to his perspective. Despite the 
copious amount of pomade drenching his black hair, the fervor 
with which he proclaimed the word of the Lord caused several 
strands to break free from their lanolin shackles and jut out at 
odd angles that would have appeared comical were it not for his 
imposing presence and the red-faced conviction with which he 
delivered his divine message. Behind him stood a large wooden 
cross whose splintered boards he often gestured towards as though 
seeking to invoke the celestial might of the heavens. The colossal 
size of the crucifix dwarfed the preacher, but this was by design. 
 “If a mere man can frighten sinners with words, imagine 
how terrified they will be when face to face with the Almighty,” 
he said when asked about the nature of his orations. “It’s my job to 
show them that I’m the least of their worries. Scare the Devil out 
of them and love the Lord into their hearts.” This was a saying he 
inherited from his father that he frequently recited, but my friends 
and I joked in secret that he focused too much on scaring and not 
enough on loving. Even so, it was the philosophy by which he 
claimed to live his life.
 I was offered a better view than most every Sunday when 
my family and I would go to church to hear Uncle Adam wax 
poetic about the wickedness of man. From the front row, I could 
see the vein in his forehead that always gradually swelled as he 
either became possessed by the holy spirit or succumbed to his 
tempestuous anger. Though the church was fairly large, Adam 
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Whittaker knew how to project his voice so that the acoustics 
of the room amplified it, and those of us unlucky enough to find 
ourselves close to him sometimes felt the need to cover our ears as 
the volume of his strident admonishments were too much to bear, 
though we never acted on the impulse. It was also not uncommon 
to feel a sudden fleck of cool saliva upon one’s face when sitting 
too close to the altar. Adam’s spittle flew freely from his mouth as 
he addressed the congregation, and the regularity of these droplets 
increased with every passing minute as he lectured and prophesied. 
Wiping it away became as ritual as the intermittent shouts of 
“amen” that denoted the parishioners’ agreement of Adam’s 
declarations. 
 His sermons lasted anywhere from as little as thirty minutes 
to as long as a couple of hours, but there was not one man or 
woman brave enough to walk out amidst his ravings. His lengthier 
rants were mingled with hymns; he gestured towards the choir 
at intervals that I’m not certain were planned with reference to 
the song he wished them to sing. Ms. Schoolfield would hastily 
begin playing the introductory melody on the out-of-tune piano 
that served as the sole means of accompaniment for the singers 
as Mrs. Manning sang the first few lines, leading the churchgoers 
into Adam’s desired song. As the psalms progressed, Adam spoke 
over the chorus, blending his deep voice with Mrs. Manning’s 
mellifluous soprano. The two clashed as Adam continued 
criticizing opponents of the Lord. His gravelly speech grated 
against the angelic music, and the juxtaposition between the two 
was like an argument between ambassadors of Heaven and Hell.
 My earliest memories were of Clearwater Baptist. Even 
when I was as young as six years old, I found it odd that the men 
and women were separated into different “classes” every Sunday, 
and I was always curious as to why these meetings were treated 
with such secrecy. We children, who were shepherded into a 
cramped basement room with nothing in it aside from a single table 
and the blackboard on the wall, weren’t even allowed to go use the 
restroom since the women’s class, which was led by a man, met in 
the chamber adjacent to us. Meanwhile, we were subjected to Ms. 
Schoolfield’s weekly lesson over a story from the Bible. She told 
us horrific stories about macabre events like people being turned 



84

into pillars of salt, suffering from plagues, and drowning in floods. 
Coloring book pages depicting the ghastly scenes were then given 
to us to occupy our attention until the adults’ surreptitious sessions 
were finished. It was during this time when my mind began to 
wonder, and I often had questions regarding the day’s lecture.
 “Ms. Schoolfield,” I said, “if God made the world and 
everyone in it, then who made God?”
 “You’ll have to ask your mom about that,” she said after 
staring at me for a moment. I never did ask my mom where God 
came from, but I noticed Adam’s sermon next week took time to 
emphasize how God has always existed.
 There was a day shortly after that when I was playing with 
my cousin Laura, Adam’s daughter. We abandoned the swing 
set that acted as the only means of entertainment on the church 
grounds aside from the gossip that was traded like currency 
between the adults and found ourselves beneath the shade of 
the nearby crab apple tree that marked the beginning of the 
cemetery. Even though we were related, I’m not sure why we were 
spending time together since Laura always bullied me for reasons 
unbeknownst to me whenever we were away from our parents. 
Reaching up, she was able to pluck one of the light green apples 
from a branch regardless of her diminutive height and handed it 
over to me.
 “You know everyone laughs at you after you sing in front 
of us,” she said as I bit into the sour fruit. There was a part of the 
service where people could stand in front of the congregation and 
sing hymns if they wanted. My mom encouraged me to do so, 
and I sometimes obliged by putting on the occasional a cappella 
performance. “The grownups clap to be nice, but they all think 
you’re embarrassing yourself.”
 “No they don’t,” I said with a single line of apple-tinged 
saliva running down my chin as I continued to eat the fruit from 
the tree without a second thought. “Mom said they all like it when 
I sing.”
 “Your mom tells lies,” she hissed and, finding my reaction 
wanting, added, “and I heard Daddy say your dad went to Hell 
when he died since he wasn’t saved.” 
 I was unable to respond with the memory of my dad’s death 
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still fresh in my mind. 
 Content with my anguish, she danced off back to the 
parking lot where the adults were assembled. Distraught and 
holding back tears, I ate more apples from the tree as I avoided 
returning to the masses of people conversing. Once the crowd 
began to thin, Uncle Adam came and found me.
 “There you are. Your mother is looking for you,” he said as 
he approached. “Laura told me what she said,” he continued after a 
moment of silence. 
 “She did?” I asked. 
 “Yes. It’s a harsh truth, but it’s one you’ll have to come to 
terms with. Don’t worry though, there’s still a chance for you to 
join your mother and the rest of us in God’s kingdom.”
 The bewilderment I felt at the callousness of his remarks 
combined with the sour mash of crab apples sloshing in my gut 
made me sick. I turned my face away from Adam and the tree and 
vomited. 
 “Oh Daniel, you know better than to eat too much from this 
tree.”

***
 My time at Clearwater continued and, aside from Uncle 
Adam’s tirades and Laura’s incessant bullying, I can’t say it was 
entirely unpleasant. I made friends with the few other children that 
attended and played games with them to help pass the time before 
and after service. Sessions of tag or Red Rover were conducted 
in the shadow of the church, which looked quaint with its white 
paneling and single steeple jutting towards the heavens. An 
electronic bell heralding the beginning of service was housed in the 
spire and tolled every Sunday and Wednesday, ushering the flock 
inside. Surrounded by a forest of pines and oaks, the church stood 
in the middle of a field with a single road connecting the hidden 
oasis to the outside world. Apart from the church, there was only 
the crab apple tree, a swing set, and the small graveyard with its 
tombstones weathered to illegibility within the expanse. 
 In an obscure nook of the trees encompassing the sanctum 
was a path into the woods, a game trail that led to the creek for 
which the church and surrounding area were named. Clearwater 
Creek’s waters purified more than a few sinners since its discovery 
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and the subsequent founding of the church. As a child learning 
about the process, I often wondered where their sins went. Were 
they simply dissolved into nothing and carried away downstream 
to never be seen again, or did they seep into the ground and taint 
the earth? What if they lingered and found another unsaved soul to 
infect? Either way, my sins were added to the stream when I was 
thirteen.
 At the end of every service, Uncle Adam warned of the fate 
that awaited the unsaved on Judgement Day as Mrs. Manning led 
a hymn. With every passing week, I increasingly felt as though 
this ceremony was only being done for my sake since all the other 
children my age had already made the walk to the altar. I became 
more nervous each Sunday and felt guilty for being the only one in 
the entire building who hadn’t asked God for forgiveness. One day 
Adam came down from his podium, approached me directly, and 
asked “Daniel, would you like to be saved?” 
 I stood there with every eye in the church on me as 
they continued to sing, too shocked to speak for a moment, 
remembering Adam and Laura’s words from years ago about 
my father’s fate in the afterlife. Succumbing to the pressure of 
everyone’s judging gaze, I simply nodded my head. Beaming, 
Adam took my hand, pulled me into the center aisle, and led 
me to the altar as others followed. I instinctively knelt, asking 
for salvation as the music crescendoed with the frenzied energy 
increasing among the choir and the entirety of the congregation 
pled for my immortal soul. 
What could’ve been seconds or several minutes passed before the 
music died down and Adam asked, “Well Danny, do you think the 
Lord has saved your soul?”
 “Yes,” I said as we all stood up. Shouts of “hallelujah” 
and “amen” echoed throughout the church as Adam embraced 
me. We retired to our seats and, while everyone was shaking my 
hand and congratulating me, I wondered why I didn’t feel any 
different. I may have said yes when asked if God had saved me, 
but I actually wasn’t sure. Descriptions of what other people said it 
felt like, a revelation or the removal of a weight they didn’t know 
was burdening them all their lives, raced through my mind. Sitting 
there in the pew, I pondered if anyone else felt the same way when 
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their turn at the altar had come. Not wanting to endure the trip to 
the front of the church again, I kept my doubts to myself. 
 My baptism was scheduled for the first Sunday in May, 
the month after my salvation. After the day’s sermon, I donned 
the white baptismal gown that concealed my everyday clothes 
and made the short walk down the path to Clearwater Creek with 
Adam, my mom, and a handful of those who attended church that 
day.  Emerging from the forest onto the rock-laden shore that lined 
the waters, my leg snagged on a vine of briars, tearing a hole in 
my robe and leaving three deep, spiraled gashes on my shin that 
bled freely. Splotches of red began to stain the fabric as the wind 
caused the ceremonial cloth to whip about my lacerated flesh. I 
rushed to follow Adam, clothed all in black, into the creek before 
anyone noticed my mishap. The water stung my skin and did little 
to assuage the pain emanating from the gashes on my leg. As I 
approached Adam, he began to address everyone in attendance.
 “Gather ‘round friends to witness the cleansing of another 
believer as we welcome him into our flock as one reborn,” he said 
holding his arms out to the heavens. “Daniel will be washed clean 
of his sins in the pure waters of baptism.” Grabbing my arm and 
pulling me close, he continued. “One man is immersed, but another 
entirely emerges. One who is ready to begin their life anew in 
service to the Lord. Daniel, do you believe that Jesus Christ, the 
son of God, died for your sins?”
 “I do,” I said as the shadow of a hawk passed over us and 
continued downstream.
 “Then I baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit for the remission of your sins.” 
 His speech continued, but I was unable to hear it. Placing 
his hand over my face, he thrust my head underwater without 
warning. The shock from the frigid stream along with my 
astonishment caused me to gasp, inhaling the sediment-ridden 
water. Choking, I tried to break free, but Adam’s unyielding grasp 
held my head firmly in place as my body thrashed. With one eye 
unhindered by Adam’s clutch, I was able to see the sun’s light 
shining behind Adam’s silhouette through the surface of the water. 
My vision began to dim, and I remember wondering if my new 
life in service to the Lord was going to begin at the pearly gates. 
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Convinced that I was submerged long enough to rid me of my sins, 
Adam showed mercy and pulled me up. The pain from my cut 
forgotten, I staggered about in the creek, coughing up the water 
flooding my lungs as I thought back to the pictures of Noah’s Ark 
we colored in Sunday School.
 “Behold! Cleansed of filth and iniquity,” Adam declared to 
the observers while I continued to catch my breath. “Welcome to 
your new beginning brother.”
 People began to congratulate me as I made my way back 
to the shore. Amidst their praises and shouts of jubilation, I again 
found myself contemplating why I didn’t feel the warmth of God’s 
love. Had I really arisen as a different man than I was before? 
Standing there dripping wet on the shore beside Clearwater Creek 
with the shade of the nearby trees concealing me from the sun, I 
noticed the tear in my gown again. The river may have washed my 
sins away, but the stain on my robe remained.

***
 My mom and I continued to attend church for the next 
several years, but I felt increasingly distant from everyone else. 
There were no noticeable differences since my “new life” began, 
and at first I wondered if the lack of changes was somehow 
my fault. The service after my baptism came and went as 
though nothing of note happened. I expected there to be some 
mention of these events, some ramifications of having been 
born anew, but there was never even the smallest indication that 
anything worthwhile transpired. Aside from the guilt of being 
unsaved shifting to younger members of the church who were 
just beginning to reach the age of accountability, there was no 
discernible difference in my life before and after my experiences. 
Instead of this rite of passage officially inducting me into the 
flock, I may as well have never bothered. The cleansing of my 
sins also did nothing to ward off future transgressions in Adam’s 
eyes it seemed. As I continued to mature, Adam’s suspicions of my 
wicked tendencies grew. 
 Since he was my mother’s brother, it was only natural that 
he attended family gatherings from time to time. Relatives from 
all branches of the family got together every year to celebrate 
the holidays; Thanksgiving and Christmas were of particular 
importance. Adam and his family were often unable to make it 



89

to these soirees due to his responsibilities as pastor of the church 
demanding that they make an appearance at another event, but they 
were able to come to Christmas the year I turned sixteen. After the 
usual greetings, I retired to the living room where I always waited 
out the interminable time with family by reading. The maroon 
couch and lounging chair in the corner of the unassuming room 
offered refuge from the crowd of garrulous relatives bombarding 
the younger members of the family with questions. Laura 
eventually found her way there, and we began talking about school 
after a while. She had long since abandoned her bullying ways, but 
we still never really spoke to one another despite being related and 
attending the same church. As our conversation progressed, I was 
relieved to discover that my cousin and I got along fine. She didn’t 
appear to have inherited her father’s zealotry, and we chatted with 
an ease that relieved any doubts I harbored when it came to her 
affable personality.
 “You know Jason, right? From Ms. Davis’s English class?” 
she asked at one point in our discussion. “I heard his dad caught 
him sneaking Sara into his room last Friday.”
 “That doesn’t surprise me,” I said laughing. “Remember 
when everyone was talking about how Mr. Mason found them in 
the boy’s room at school?”
 “Jesus, that must have been embarrassing,” she said. 
 Our conversation continued for several more minutes until 
she noticed her father lingering in a nearby doorway, gesturing for 
her to come with him. She excused herself and did as instructed 
while I continued passing time on the couch. After a moment, my 
mother announced that dinner would soon be served. Walking 
towards the restroom to wash my hands, I happened to hear my 
name spoken through one of the shut bedroom doors in the hallway 
as I passed.
 “Daniel is a teenage boy, he is not to be trusted,” Adam 
said. He was somewhat muffled by the door, but he had, perhaps 
unknowingly, slipped into the booming tone he used when 
preaching, and I could hear him clearly enough. “You can tell me if 
he did.”
 When a fainter voice responded, my curiosity took over. 
Putting my ear to the door, I could hear that he was talking to 
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Laura. “He wasn’t Father,” she said.
 “The depravity of man knows no boundaries,” Adam said. 
“I’ll not have my daughter go astray because my sister married 
a heretic and bore his child. I did my best for Daniel, but it is 
obvious the Devil is in that boy same as his father.”
 “He hasn’t done anything.”
 “Then what possessed you to take the Lord’s name in 
vain? No daughter of mine would stoop to such blasphemy unless 
coerced by another.” Here I heard a smack followed shortly by a 
yelp and stifled sobs.
 Alarmed, I backed away from the door and hastened to 
the restroom before either Adam or Laura came into the hallway. 
Taking a moment to calm down, I contemplated what to do about 
what I heard. Was this a onetime instance or an ongoing issue? 
Adam was always a pernicious presence in my life, but to hear 
him speak so candidly about how he doubted my intentions was 
perturbing. While I debated whether I should tell my mom or not, 
there eventually came a knock at the door.
 “Danny? We’re waiting on you for dinner,” my mom said.
 “Coming,” I replied, still too distressed to decide what to 
do.
 Walking into the dining room, I saw Adam seated at the 
head of the oak table we inherited from Grandpa George with 
Laura to his left and the rest of my family taking up the remaining 
chairs. Laura didn’t raise her face even after everyone else greeted 
me with ecstatic comments about how they could finally eat. I took 
my place next to my mom, and a hush fell over everyone as Adam 
stood up and bowed his head to say the requisite grace.
 “Lord, we thank you for this meal and ask that you bless 
the food to nourish our bodies. As we sit here together with those 
who are dear to us, we are reminded of what is truly important in 
life. The bond that we all share is stronger than any other on this 
earth. I thank you for my family, with whom I share your infinite 
love. May we all cherish one another as we cherish your grace. In 
Jesus’s name we pray, amen.”
 “Amen,” chanted everyone as they opened their eyes and 
began passing bowls of food to one another. Laura did not so much 
as glance in my direction for the remainder of the evening, and 
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I’m certain I saw a redness on her face that wasn’t there earlier. 
The dinner proceeding Adam’s grace was typical, save for Laura’s 
abnormally demure demeanor and my own pensive musings 
preventing me from joining in my family’s revels. The evening 
passed, and Adam shook my hand with his characteristic vigor 
when he and his family ended up leaving, but I noticed something 
about him that I’d never seen before. In his eyes was a judgement 
so obvious I was amazed it escaped my notice for all those years. 
If Adam truly thought I had the Devil in me, was he trying to scare 
him out with his sermons, remarks about my father’s fate, and 
forceful baptism like his inherited philosophy demanded? The man 
who almost drowned me in order to save me doubted my salvation 
as though the stain that blemished my white gown still sullied my 
soul.

***
 Laura turned eighteen a year and nine months before I did 
and immediately left home without so much as leaving a note. 
Adam was furious, convinced that she somehow found a man 
to elope with despite her every moment being scheduled and 
monitored. He almost went broke trying to find her and ended up 
losing his position as Clearwater Baptist’s pastor after missing so 
many sabbaths searching for Laura. Undeterred, he found work 
preaching in whatever town he thought she may be and worked 
odd jobs when no church would have him. Laura never contacted 
her parents or anyone else in the family again, even when Adam 
had a stroke a year after her departure. Admittedly, we weren’t sure 
if she had any way of knowing about what happened, but I doubt it 
would have incentivized her to return.
 Adam died on a snowy night in February while his wife 
was at the chapel in the hospital praying for his recovery. The 
ensuing blizzard prevented the majority of the family from coming 
to the hospital, but almost everyone who knew him attended the 
viewing and funeral a week later. My mother and I arrived shortly 
before the service began and joined the line of mourners waiting 
for their turn to say goodbye. Both the walls and the cloth on the 
chairs were a subdued maroon, with black drapes lining the wall 
behind where Uncle Adam lay and a cream-colored carpet, stained 
in places, adorned the floor. A cacophony of whispers pervaded 
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the air as we slowly inched towards the coffin, and, in spite of our 
better judgement, we couldn’t help but look around to see if Laura 
was among the crowd. When my time came to pay my respects, I 
took a moment to reflect on my relationship with Adam. This was 
the man who told me my father was in Hell, cleansed me of my 
sins, and scared his daughter away with his overbearing parenting. 
Though he devoted his life to serving God, here he was as dead 
as anyone else. The slight grin stitched onto his face reminded me 
of when he attempted to comfort me under the crab apple tree so 
many years ago with promises of eternity in Heaven without my 
father, and for a moment I hated him. But then I saw a man who 
was a victim of his beliefs, who tried to do what was best within 
the confines of what he thought was right. A man who died alone 
as a result of those convictions and whose only child was ignorant 
of his passing. In that moment, I pitied him. I walked away from 
the box housing him without a word and found a seat along with 
my mother in the back row.
 Before long, Adam’s wife approached the podium near 
his corpse and began to eulogize. Her recitation of Adam’s life 
highlighted his accomplishments while avoiding anything that may 
be misconstrued as controversial. If this speech was to be believed, 
Adam was a devout Christian, kind man, and loving father whose 
daughter’s absence was the result of her own willful disregard 
for her family. Cries of anguish arose from various mourners 
throughout, and I momentarily found myself questioning whether 
my perception of Adam was accurate.
 Soon after Mrs. Whittaker’s speech, my mother and I 
withdrew from the congregation. The doors on her truck thudded 
shut before she started it up and drove away from the funeral 
home. I aimlessly gazed out of the passenger side window for a 
few minutes before speaking up.
 “Did dad go to church often?” I asked, the topic of his 
damnation fresh on my mind.
 Mom took a few moments to respond before saying, “No, 
he didn’t. The only times he went were when I asked him to.”
 “But he was saved right?”
 “I’m not entirely sure, but I don’t think he was.”
 “Then why were you two together?”
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  My mother reached into the center console, retrieving 
a pack of Marlboro Lights. She brought the pack to her mouth, 
gripped a cigarette between her lips. Flicking a lighter, she brought 
the flame to the tip where an ember formed and grew in the waning 
sunlight. She breathed out a puff of smoke and said, “We were 
together because I loved him, and I’d grown distant from the 
church ever since I was a teenager. The truth is I stopped going 
for a time long before your dad and I got together, but your Uncle 
Adam attributed my absence to meeting your dad nonetheless. 
When I was younger, I was a believer, since that’s the way I was 
raised, but I started having doubts growing up.” 
 “Then why did you take me all those years?”
 Taking another drag from her cigarette, she blew smoke 
out of the cracked drivers-side window before answering. “Once 
John died, I wanted to find that comfort I used to have when I 
lost someone, the assurance that the person I loved was in a better 
place. I wanted you to have that too. I also felt compelled to attend 
since my brother was leading the service and breathing down my 
neck. It’s a nice thing to have, religion. It helps people cope with 
the horrible things in their lives that they can’t control, but I can’t 
bring myself to believe in it.”
 “I don’t know if I believe in it either,” I said at length 
remembering my uncertainty with my salvation and baptism, as 
well as Adam’s remarks that I was no better than my heathen father 
in Hell.
 Mom was quiet for a bit as the last glowing remnants of the 
sun’s light faded from the horizon. “That’s okay. We’ll be a couple 
of sinners together,” she said rustling my hair and laughing the 
laugh of someone who isn’t sure if they’ve chosen the right path.
 I’m still not sure if Uncle Adam scared the Devil out of 
me, but I’m certain he was never able to love the Lord into my 
heart. He never really tried. I considered whether his theatrics in 
Clearwater Baptist and the creek were merely a performance meant 
to assure his followers that he was able to set his house in order or 
an earnest attempt to rescue me from a terrible fate. His wariness 
when it came to my redemption, however, ultimately left me 
uncertain as to my own destination. 
 As my mom drove us home, I stared up at the stars piercing 
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through the black of the night sky and wondered if there really 
was an afterlife from which my dad could see us, a life after death 
that persisted after our time on earth came to an end. If that were 
the case, it meant that Adam was there too, judging our decision to 
eschew the doctrines that guided him in his everyday life. Looking 
back to the headlights that guided my mom and me ever forward, I 
decided to focus on the light leading me through the night instead 
of the voice in the back of my mind ushering me further into 
darkness.
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The Trip to Nowhere
Clara Cox Epperson Prose Writing Competition (Fiction, Second Prize)

Abigail Bennett

 We set out on our journey 6 years ago. By this time, the 
people of Earth do not even remember us. Sure, the space station 
checks in on us once every six months, but other than that they 
pay us no attention. They knew and we knew that we were a lost 
mission when we set off. After all that’s why they picked us. 
Loners, outcasts, and unloved. There was nobody on Earth who 
would even notice we were gone.
 They sent us out on a mission to other galaxies to try and 
find another Earthlike planet that the human race could take over 
and eventually destroy like they did Earth. The human race is like 
a disease that wants to spread and takeover as much as they can so 
that they can have something else to complain about. NASA did 
not have a place in mind for us to look, so they have us stopping 
at every planet we come across. By now we have at least stopped 
at 30 planets, all of which are either already inhabited or not able 
to sustain the human race. We have met tons of cool species that 
invited us to stay with them and forget about our mission, but 
NASA made it very clear that they would find us and kill us if we 
abandoned our mission. 
 On the third planet we landed on we found the guthels. 
These creatures looked like little fluffballs, and their planet was 
so advanced I felt like I was in an episode of the Jetsons. Oddly 
enough they spoke perfect English. They had satellites that were 
so powerful, they could pick up television shows from Earth. Their 
favorite was Stranger Things, and they were shocked to hear that 
Demogorgons were not actually real. They celebrated us like we 
were deities, and they mourned us when we left. This was by far 
my favorite planet that we have visited, but we could never tell 
NASA about it. I just know that if they found out, the guthels 
would be placed in a museum, and their planet would be taken 
over. 
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 The next eight planets we landed on were empty, and for 
good reason. One of them smelled like a porta potty at the most 
crowded music festival you could find. Another one was like a 
planet made of goo where you sank immediately as you got off 
of the ship. I guess you could say we found ourselves in a sticky 
situation when our ship started to sink. Luckily, NASA planned 
for everything, and the thrusters easily shot us out of there. The 
technology that NASA included in our ship would amaze even 
the most advanced societies. It really shocked the creatures of our 
fifteenth planet.
 This planet was the first one we had seen in two months 
since we left our fourteenth planet. We were just beginning to 
think that there was nothing else when we stumbled across it. The 
creatures of this planet were all 20 feet tall. Even the babies were 
born 3 feet tall. It was a little intimidating when the elders asked to 
speak to us, but they were very impressed by our ship and asked if 
we wanted to stay and show them how it was built. They did not 
get our joke when we said that we were not rocket scientists, but 
simply astronauts. Once they figured out that we were not as smart 
as the people who built our ship, they asked us to leave. My friends 
and I packed our things and left as they wished. We considered 
letting NASA know about this planet, but we did not want to start 
an intergalactic war. 
 After three years, my crew and I started to miss Earth. 
Our mission was set to last ten years, and by that point we were 
all expected to be dead. The species of these planets that we were 
landing on were kind enough to give us supplies to help us on our 
journey. Realistically we could spend twenty years on this mission, 
but we were really missing Earth. We called NASA to see if we 
could come back and they told us that we could not come back 
until we found an inhabitable planet or died. They refused to send 
us the coordinates back home. It was then that we realized that we 
would never see the Earth again.
 The seventeenth planet that we stopped at was not friendly 
at all. As soon as we landed, they had their army waiting to attack 
us. We tried to explain ourselves, but they told us that if we did 
not leave immediately then we would die. We probably could have 
taken them being that there was only a hundred or so of them and 
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they were about the size of my hand, but like I stated earlier—we 
are not interested in starting an intergalactic war.
 One of the planets that we landed on seemed like the 
perfect place to stay. It looked exactly like Earth does in all of 
the movies about the beginning of time. They even had a few 
dinosaurs. We ran though when we saw the T-rex headed our way. 
Who knows, maybe one day an asteroid will hit that planet, and 
do for them what it did for us. This planet seemed like we should 
leave it alone because it already has a set course much like Earth’s.
 On our fifth Christmas in our ship, my crew and I 
exchanged gifts that we had gathered from the planets we had 
stopped at that year. One person brought a dictionary of the 
language of one of the species. This one would’ve been cool if we 
spoke the language, but unfortunately it was just a bunch of mixed-
up symbols. Another person brought a candle, which would never 
work in a spaceship, but the smell was nice. The last member of 
my crew brought a calendar from the twenty-seventh planet we 
landed on. It was their own version of a hot firefighters calendar 
which got us all laughing. I brought a board game that the guthels 
had given me so many years ago. I never liked to take things from 
the planets we landed on because I did not want to disturb them 
at all. But the guthels gifted me this game and I did not want to 
be rude. I wish I had known at the time that this would be our last 
Christmas with the four of us. 
 We had been on the ship together for five years and seven 
months when we stumbled across a planet called Nowhere. I know, 
super cliché but that’s what they told us. When we landed, the king 
of the planet greeted us. The strangest part about this planet was 
that they all looked like humans and spoke English. It was almost 
like we had stumbled across another Earth. Could this be what we 
have been looking for this entire time? We all sat down in their 
palace and had a grand meal, and they invited us to stay as long as 
we liked. They put my crew and I in one of the nicest rooms I had 
ever seen. I told my crewmates that I had a bad feeling about these 
people, but they were just happy to get off of our ship for once and 
wanted to stay for a couple weeks. 
 We stayed for a week before the weird things started 
happening. I had been walking down the hallway when I saw 
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someone change forms into a large beastly creature. It was then 
when I realized that the people of this planet were shapeshifters. 
I ran back to my room to tell my crew members that we had to 
leave immediately, but they were not there. It looked like there had 
been a struggle in the room though. I snuck out to see if I could 
find them, when I heard screams coming from across the castle. 
I followed them until I found my friends dangling upside down 
above a fire with beastly creatures circling around them. I saw the 
creature that had to be the king that we met earlier demanding that 
one of his servants find me and bring me to him.
 I hid in the castle for what seemed like days but was mere 
minutes. I was trying to find a way to save my friends. I was never 
the one who made plans, but I had to or else I would never see my 
friends again. I noticed that there was a hangar with hundreds of 
spaceships. I came up with a plan to turn on as many as I could so 
that they would think I was trying to escape. I must have turned 
on thirty before a swarm of guards came looking for me. By then 
I was on my way back to the room where my friends were. The 
room was empty now except for two guards and the king. I threw 
something to one side of the room and something to the other and 
the guards split up to try and find me. I made my way to the king 
so that I could hold him hostage in order for them to release my 
friends. As soon as I did this, I noticed that the rope my friends 
were hanging from started to fall.
 The king had seen me and ordered that the rope be cut. 
This all happened so fast that I could not save them and make it 
out alive. I knew that I had to run. I tried to do what I could, but 
my friends were already gone. I ran back to our ship with a whole 
swarm of these beasts behind me. I barely made it on the ship and 
took off before they reached me. A few managed to grab hold of 
my ship before takeoff, but they did not hang on long. Before I 
knew it, I was back in space wandering again. Only this time I was 
alone. I called NASA to tell them what happened but there was no 
answer. I waited days before someone picked up the phone. They 
told me that they had no need for my mission anymore because 
there was already a new and younger crew out searching. I was 
furious. 
 They did not seem to care that my entire crew had just 
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been killed, they just cared about their mission. I knew that I could 
not go back to Earth after everything I had been through. I asked 
myself - where do I go? Do I continue searching for a planet that 
I could land on and live alone, or do I search for a planet that is 
inhabited and hope that they will welcome me? Then it dawned 
on me. I will go back and live with the guthels. These were the 
only people on our journey that actually showed us that they cared 
for us. I headed towards their planet, but it would be at least two 
years until I got there. For two years I wondered what I could have 
done differently. Should my crew have stayed with the guthels the 
first time we landed? If we had, would NASA have actually come 
and found us. I found myself angry at myself for not pushing that 
we stay with them because deep down I knew that NASA did not 
actually care about us. Much like I knew that they did not care 
about this new mission they had sent out. They did not care about 
the people they sent out, they just cared about being responsible for 
finding another Earth. 
 When I landed on the guthels planet two years later I was 
shocked to not have the same welcome that I had received the first 
time. They told me that humans had come to their planet and killed 
half of their population before they finally ran them off. I wondered 
how this could have happened because we did not tell anyone 
about their planet. They said that three years ago ten ships landed 
on their planet and hundreds of people came out with weapons and 
started killing everyone. The guthels fought long and hard for nine 
months before the humans were gone. There couldn’t have been 
more than 100 soldiers on those ships, and there were millions of 
guthels. The humans were ruthless when it came to the one planet 
that would truly accept them. I then realized that they must have 
been tracking our ship and sending people to double check our 
work.
 I apologized to the guthels and offered them my life as 
a payback for the millions that they had lost. The guthels could 
tell how sincere I was in my apology, and they remembered 
my kindness from our first encounter. They forgave me without 
thinking twice about it. I asked them if I could stay on their planet 
because there is no way that I could go back to a world that was 
able to do that much destruction. They said that the only way that 
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I could stay is if I taught them how to fight like the humans fight. 
They knew as well as I did that there would be another wave of 
soldiers coming. I told them that I would help them fight and that 
I would protect them with my life when another group came. For 
months, we trained before the next wave came. This time with 
500 soldiers. We fought for two weeks this time and lost a mere 
fraction of what they had before. I told the guthels that I would 
send a message to NASA warning them to not even consider 
landing on this planet again or else we would come to them. NASA 
said that they would drop the mission, but I was never allowed 
back on Earth again. I told them that it was a done deal. The 
guthels celebrated and built me my own house to live in. I told 
them that we still needed to stay alert just in case because I did not 
trust them one bit. 
 A couple years went by without a word from the humans. 
By now I was fluent in the language of my new planet. We worked 
together and taught each other new things. We watched television 
together which was nice because it felt like I was back home. 
There were some days that I missed Earth, but I knew that if I 
tried to go back, I would never make it. I was very old now, and I 
knew I could not make another trip to another planet without dying 
on the way. I told the guthels that I did not have much time left 
and that I wanted to get my story back to the Earth so the humans 
could see what my mission was truly like. As I spoke, the guthels 
wrote out my story in this memoir. With my last dying breath I told 
the guthels how to send this message back to Earth in order for 
everyone to hear it. I am not sure of the impact that my story will 
have, but I hope it will show the human race not to be so trusting 
of everything that is said to them. I know that NASA tried to cover 
up my story, and I know that they have fed you all lies about where 
I am. 
 In short, I am in the one true place that has ever truly 
accepted me with the one true group of creatures that know loyalty. 
I only hope and pray that you people of Earth will learn to be even 
half as nice as the guthels are, and maybe then you will have no 
need for a new Earth.
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Somewhere Outside La-La Land
Clara Cox Epperson Prose Writing Competition (Nonfiction, First Prize)

Addie Cox

 I am elated before I even reach for the handle on the car 
door. I never tire of seeing those huge, piercing lights shining out 
Tinseltown like a beacon towards the busy interstate nearby. The 
vivid reds and yellows illuminate my grinning face as I approach 
the young boy fumbling around inside the box office.  
 “One for Rebel Without a Cause, please.”
The ticket slides under the glass and I fold it before carefully 
placing it in my coat pocket. I swing open the heavy glass doors to 
the lobby where the warm, buttery smell of slightly burnt popcorn 
greets me. I follow the aroma to the counter, and gawk at the 
massive menu of pepperoni pizza and nachos before deciding on 
a bag of popcorn. Now I am well on my way to the usher, who 
stands leaning against her podium. She half-smiles at me and tears 
the ticket.
 “Last theater on the left.”
 I begin down the hallway, observing all the portraits of the 
greats framed on the walls. Cary Grant is driving a sports car while 
maintaining his perfect hairdo. Laurel and Hardy are tap dancing 
in a mud puddle. And Grace Kelly, my gosh Grace Kelly, she is 
beaming with some beautiful kind of grit. Then the patterns on the 
carpet catch my eyes; how much they remind me of the red-orange 
hexagons in The Shining. “Come play with us, Danny,” I quote 
to myself. And I look to the end of the empty hall, for a moment 
imagining a pair of terrifying twins lurking there.
 Theater number ten is empty. That is, except for two older 
women on the fourth row. We exchange pleasant smiles before 
I take my usual seat. It is a big theater with a big screen, built in 
the days when the content of the screen took precedence over the 
comfort of the seats. The seats though are a bit squeaky, you do 
not want to lean back too far during a quiet moment. The lights 
dim, and the voice of a courteous woman asks for all phones to 
be silenced. The women behind me begin pushing each button on 
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their phones, assuming that one might control the ringer. I imagine 
what the original audience of this 1955 film would have thought 
if an announcement to “silence your phones” appeared before the 
movie. 
 A shiny Warner Brothers logo appears on the screen to the 
sound of shrill trumpets that pierce from every direction. What 
comes next I can only describe as a triumph, a real, true triumph. 
James Dean’s Technicolor red jacket becomes, before my eyes, the 
very embodiment of the angst a generation of teenagers felt sixty-
four years ago. I listen for the response of the audience behind me. 
 “There she is, that’s Natalie um… Wood. Yup, she died in 
‘81.”
 “She’s real pretty.”
 “Yes she is.” 
 There was once a time, when the orchestra crescendoed the 
final note and the screen faded to black, that the audience would 
leap to its feet and burst into applause. I have even read of long- 
ago audiences giving multiple standing ovations during a film. But 
after James Dean’s car has driven off into the night, the two older 
women rise to their feet, in search of their coats. Once they collect 
all of their things, they make their way to the exit, and I take one 
last look at that beautiful Warner Brothers logo before following 
behind. On this Saturday afternoon, the hall is quiet except for the 
conversation of the ladies.
 “Now what else was he in?”
 “Now he was only in a couple things before he died you 
know.”
 “Yes yes I know… oh, what was it?”
One woman glances back at me and then forward again. After 
seeing me, she does not expect that I will know.
 “Is it East of Eden you’re thinking of?”
She glances to the side.
 “That may be the one I’m thinking of.”
 The women take a turn towards the ladies’ room and I 
am once again alone. I continue to follow The Shining’s carpet 
which runs endlessly down the hall, passing theater after theater 
on its way. I can hear the sounds sneaking out of each door as 
I pass; loud explosions and crashing cars, terrified screams and 



103

heartbroken sobs. 
 I stop one theater to the end and check my watch. I am five 
minutes late, but I open the door anyway and tip-toe inside. I slide 
into a seat on the sixth row and spot at least ten or eleven other 
audience members; mostly older couples. The seats are much nicer 
in this theater, the faux leather is not peeling off, and they do not 
squeak. I have studied this film, an experimental costume drama, 
and I remind myself to take notice of the unique camera angles 
used by the director. But this audience responds to it with a few 
moments of nervous laughter. When the credits finally begin to 
roll, they shuffle around for their things and walk out hastily. 
 “I think that movie’s up for an Oscar.”
 “My gosh, I don’t know why, that was the stupidest movie 
I’ve ever seen.”
 “Those Oscar movies always are.”
 Once the audience has left, I make my way out of the 
theater and follow The Shining’s carpet to the door. I pull on the 
star-shaped handle and a burst of cold night wind bites at my face. 
I tuck my face into my coat and walk to my car, now sitting alone 
in the front of the parking lot. Climbing in, I take the ticket stub 
out of my pocket and place it on the dashboard. This small piece of 
paper is my trophy, and I can not help but feel a little pride when 
I look at it. Once more I look up through the foggy windshield at 
that luminescent sign, and try to memorize each of its glamorous 
colors before I start the car and pull away. 
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The “I” Poem
Lora A. Printz Memorial Prize (First Prize)

Christopher Fairchild

I
don’t know where to begin.

I say, lounging in my office chair.
I’m cycling between arching my back

and leaning into the corner of the arm
and back of my chair.

Because I can’t sit like a 
normal

goddamn 
human being.

I could do another poem on writing.
No, no. It is too late. I already put this

on the back burner long enough.
I had that big bout of inspiration a week ago!

I was driving in my car, then a big surge of raw emotion
to let loose on my own self-conscious brain.

Then, I had a paper. And a German quiz.
That’s lost.

I jump back a few lines and add another.
“Normal.”

Normal.
The fuck is with “Normal”?

Normal makes more sense 
when I don’t think about it.

Like, who cares
if I add just a drop of yellow mustard to mac n’ cheese.

Or talk to myself when I grow frustrated.
You don’t see other people doing that!

Oh yeah, I bet that sounds weird when I say it. 
Its only weird because I drew attention to it!

Now I’m ranting about mac n’ cheese in a poem
where I should get this “I” issue out of my system.
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Yeah, I can’t refer to myself because I barely matter
in my own writing. 

I don’t use first person in my head!
Why should I put it onto paper? 
What makes me so special that 
I am equal to these ideas?
Why should I care, 
when I look around and listen. 
I hear groups forming together. 
I see people throwing 

“we”
and “us”

 and “them” 
under a collective bus,

 mashing into some blurry paste.
 I, in some sort of brainwashing international conspiracy, 

have a hard time trying to state
that I am an individual!

Just like all those people 
who refuse to be individuals too!

Everyone wants to belong.
And everyone wants to be unique.

Everyone is unique.
No one is unique.

No.
No that’s an overstatement.

I’m not a 
crazy 

paranoid 
conspiracy theorist.

I’m throwing some fictional “other” under the bus
because I think so little of myself.

In a world of almost 8 billion people,
why the fuck should I make a claim

that I am normal.
Or I am superior.
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 Or I am lesser.
I should check that count while I’m at my computer.

Of course, I’m right.
What if you aren’t?

In fact, out of the almost 8 billion people on this world,
why should I have the privilege 

of spending most of my time sitting here 
typing words, thoughts, and ideas on a page? 

In a world where I can be
watched, 

studied,
and manipulated 

by just about anything at this point.
By friends

by family
anyone.

and same person beside me 
can be treated the same 

or do the same to me! 
Why should I care when 

I’m raised all my life being told
“You can make a difference!” 

Meanwhile
No amount of clicking Google’s “I don’t want to see this ad”
Button makes it go the fuck away!
I can’t even keep an ad-blocker for a fucking week
before Google,

 or Microsoft, 
or some other bullshit
forces their borderline porn, 

or borderline “natural” soap
through it! 

If I can’t even say what I want
To my own inanimate computer

Why should I care?

If I don’t care
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If they don’t care
If no one cares

Then how about I write anything.
Before I split myself apart.
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