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Editor’s Note
Dear Readers,
These last few months brought tremendous changes to Rare Byrd Review. July
introduced readers to our Book of the Month lead by Shannon Murphy and our
new logo designed and created by artist Nora Goldie Feldman. Additionally, we
added an in-depth interview to our issue with author Maddy Court written by
RBR Fiction Editor Laura Schmitt. We’ve been crazy busy but loving every second of it. We are honored that we can expand our magazine and social media
platforms to provide readers with more literary outlets and information.
We are so excited to present the Summer 2019 Issue with you all. Going through
the submissions was incredibly difficult as each piece carried a powerful array
of emotion. We all have been working hard to bring you amazing and unique
work. Each piece in this issue threads together vulnerability, beauty, and strength
that we believe was missing from the world. For all the authors, photographers,
and artists who submitted their work, thank you. And as always, keep those submissions coming.
Lastly, thank you to our dedicated readers. It’s your desire for great literature
that pushes us to be the best. Thank you for being a part of our community.
Write On,
RBR Editors
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unbidden confessions written on the back of my
class notes
Katrina Taeza
it is a boring tuesday morning when I realize
just how vexing you are.
anthropology class usually empties my head of all thoughts
but you are persistent
shouldering through the great stone walls
and rolling emerald forests
that shield me.
you run through my mind
I almost frown but
warmth unfurls from the upturned corners of my mouth anyway.
a game of tag,
catch me,
you’re it.
a tap on my shoulder and I’m reeling.
like it’s nothing,
you are gorgeous.
you ask me about facial structure
turning over the fossil cast with lithe fingers.
even though our teacher expressly hates
handling a skull and pen in the same hand,
you brazenly trace Ardipithecus ramidus’ cheekbones
with a capped purple pen.
I had to laugh.
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with pursed lips
and a tinge of embarrassment coloring your voice,
you tell me that I should just answer your question
when I remind you of Fossil Rule #1.
I give you my answer
and then follow
the wicked curve of your answering smile that says
you think so, too?
you sweep back glossy black strands of hair
out of your face, perhaps just so that
I can see your rakish grin better.
I am arrested by it, by you.
you are demanding—
even the air particles bend to your will
because I can feel the breath stutter and halt in my lungs.
it is a friday night when we’re sitting
on the pristine, frigid tiles of someone else’s bathroom floor.
it was spectacular how weeks of studying hominins
led to us studying each other.
vaguely, I remember the implications of dull canines
and wide molars
when I trace yours with the tip of my tongue.
for all the times we got into arguments over classification—
and now I can say I know what it feels like
to have that smart, silver-tongued mouth
traveling my skin.
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all at once, I am at full attention
maybe more than I’ve ever been in our class.
you whisper saccharine nothings into me,
in your trademark slow drawl
that always had me weak.
I peer into your sun-dappled face—
even as we are in a sunless room—
and your earthy eyes,
half-lidded,
reflecting heaven and the darkness that lurks just outside its gates.
I could never forget
your dazzling smile,
as you looked back at me
and through me.
it was too late;
I mapped you out
and rearranged the lines on my palms
to match yours.
when I see you in class again,
it is a gloomy monday morning.
you are still tracing fossil ridges and bumps
with careless hands
but also pretending I don’t exist.
so I stopped you outside
and asked if it even meant anything to you.
I tried to understand how we ended up here,
moving at your breakneck speed,
how I danced to your quick-step
and faltered.
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you, who misses nothing,
who analyzes everything,
who hates to be wrong,
only smiled pitifully.
I wanted to take it back,
steal away my hidden secrets where I tucked them away
in the dips of your skin, the gaps in your teeth.
because when I looked inside myself,
under my eyelids,
double checking the spaces between my fingers
and rattling my ribcage for thoroughness
I saw nothing of you
that wasn’t at least partially created by my own volition
because I have always seen
only what I wished to.
a flood washes through me,
spilling over my grey fortress towers
and devouring the planes of my mental earth.
I let you walk away.
you demand nothing of me, no longer.
it is another boring tuesday morning when I realize
just how vexing you will always be.
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The Elements of Family
Maeve Florence-Smith

Lewis Carroll once said that you can’t go back in time because you are a different person now. Lewis Carroll, one of my favorite humans. I should not have favorites, but I do.
Maybe I’m a god, a goddess, a result of uneven heating that causes temperature differences
and air currents, the adiabatic cooling and latent heat release leading to my precipitation and
hot, dry air currents. Humans have never been able to pinpoint exactly what I am, but
they’ve had lots of ideas. They call me Weather.
I don’t feel much, but humans interest me—like now, I hear a shout:
“Leave me alone!” It is a boy, his wavy hair sticking up from all angles as if one of my
heavy breezes had caught it. I watch at a window as he snatches his backpack from the grey,
stained carpet and dashes out the door, slamming it behind him, causing all the objects in the
living room to shake and shudder as if he is the one with super powers. The couple in the
apartment above shouts in complaint, but the sound drifts out their window and gets lost in
my wind. He looks up unseeingly at me, expression aggravated. Dark blue eyes blink rapidly but, despite his attempts, the tears begin to fall. His eyes flutter shut and, on that blink,
we both remember.
One Year Ago
I had been watching them then too, but I shouldn’t have. “Hey Matt, can I borrow your
jacket?” She had turned towards him, holding up a leather jacket. Her inky hair, black as a
storm cloud, framed her face in soft waves, blue eyes sparkling and deep. “Please?” she
begged, her voice light and happy as if she already knew the answer.
“Don’t you have your own?” he grumbled.
She made a face. “Well, I lent it to Emma and—"
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“Okay, fine, Annabel, if you must,” he hastily interrupted and rolled his eyes.
With a light laugh, Annabel slipped on the jacket. I could feel her bursting excitement. It
filled the room.
“Don’t come home too late,” he said.
Annabel rolled her eyes. “Who’s older?” she questioned sarcastically—he interjected,
“Only by a year.”
She dashed out the door without glancing back. She never came home. I didn’t mean it. The
way that the car swerved—as if it wanted to get away from me—it was odd, an unanticipated
event, a curveball in my afternoon of play. I’m shocked away from my thoughts and back to the
memory by a knock at the door.
“Is Emily Brown home?” It had been a deep, raspy voice.
“No, I’m Matthew Brown, her son.”
“I need to speak to Emily Brown,” the voice replied.
“She’s not available right now. Can I take a message?” Matt sounded confused.
“Do you know when she’ll be home? Is an adult at home right now? How old are you?”
“17. Mom isn’t home much. Look, are you Social Services again or something? We’re
fine.”
The police officer sighed. “I’m sorry, son. Your sister had a car accident. She’s in the E.R.,
at St. Vincent’s Hospital.” The deep voice sounded sympathetic but matter of fact. After all, he
was a man who gave world-changing news every day. Omniscient deity or not, I could still tell
you how he was there on 9/11, standing in front of the Twin Towers with the same stolid grace
that he had then as he lingered in the dank shadow of our apartment’s entry. On that cloudless
morning, he stood there, watching those manufactured dust clouds, and it felt like a car was
parked on his chest. The horror of it had settled on him, and now bad news made him seem matter of fact, waiting for what’s next.
“I..I...,” my boy said, struggling to speak. He glanced out the window right through me
to see the police car outside the apartment. I could see when his world slowed down. I could see
how, for him, time would pass agonizingly slowly and, thinking about it afterwards, it would
seem incredibly quick—but the increment of time remained the same, 60 minutes.
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You know, humans have trouble with time. I guess that can happen when you live such a
short life. Take Heraclitus, for example. He says that you can’t step in the same river twice;
time rushes past, and your people are gone. Everything is changing, and most humans just waste my time. They talk and talk, with words that beat down on you like hail, but they say
nothing. It’s enough to make anyone chronophobic.
“Let me give you a ride.” The cop’s voice was gentle.
“No, I’ll follow you.” His voice was breaking.
The cop didn’t move. My boy turned, reaching for the hook where the keys are usually
kept, but we already know that he was grasping empty air.
“Annabel took the car.” He cursed quietly. He pushed past the cop and didn’t bother to
shut the old creaky door behind him. He ran upstairs, the cop following, and started pounding
on Mrs. Smith’s door. Mrs. Smith opened the door. Everyone in the apartment complex was impressed that she had lived so long, a full 90 years. 90 years, as I’ve observed, is a fairly long
time for a human to live. Some live past that, but those people do not live like Sarah
Smith. I admired her, her curly grey hair, rosy cheeks, smile lines, how she donned a purple
cardigan and wore yellow Crocs. She was not your average old lady. She smelled of mothballs
and fresh bread, but she was always ready for an adventure. She used to take the children to
the lake and help them feed the ducks while their mother worked. They would feed the ducks
and I would blow on the pond to make ripples in the water. My bursts of
air caused the ducks to quack and the robins, soaring above, to glide and dance through my
space. On the way home, the little car crept up and zoomed down the hills, while Matt and Annie yelled about roller coasters and I looked on through a window, unable to express my glee
in the same way as them.
So, when Matt croaked out that he needed to go to the hospital, in a flash Sarah
Smith was down the stairs with him and headed to her car. They sped off, driving, of course,
15 miles over the speed limit. We waited for hours. “I need to see my sister!” Matt demanded
at the hospital’s front desk.The hospital had white walls. Its shiny floor glistened. It smelled
of cleaning supplies, a faint hint of bleach.
“Okay,” a blond man said patiently, but I already knew that his shift ended in 20 minutes
and he was trying hard not to snap at this boy yelling at him, the sound like a thunder clap,
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pulsing and throbbing though his head, and he just wanted to go home and put up his feet, turn
on the television and hang out with his kid. Instead, he was garbed in the ugly scrubs of the hospital staff, so he led Matt to the elevator and pushed the button for the fifth floor, taking us
right up to the room where Annabel was staying. I could feel myself begin to blow apart in the
elevator, which, of course, caused the other occupants to shiver with my cold.
“What about her?” the blond man asked Matt, motioning in my direction and, for a moment, I felt like I could take on human form. In human form, I think that I would
have better boundaries. I think that I would own every thought in my head. I would not have
to see into other ways of being. For a moment I can almost see myself, encased in a great barrier of flesh, independent of this sad little family and their web of friends, relatives, enemies,
acquaintances, lovers, malcontents, and loathers. Even without the flesh, I see how I could better avoid these chance encounters. It would be the sensible course. Instead, I always seem to
get entangled in these generations of family, and, as century follows upon century, I am immortal but never truly free.
“What?” Matt said, confused for just a moment, “Oh, she should wait here.”
“I’ll wait here too,” Sarah Smith whispered, but Matt didn’t even seem to notice. I
watched as he walked into the room, and everything slowed. Cool as air, I slipped through the
door after him. The beeping of the heart monitor, the yelling voices outside, the loudspeaker
calling for a Dr. James. I saw how her skin was paler than it should be, her long eyelashes casting a shadow upon her face, her hair spreading out motionless all around her, her bluish hand
peeking out under the blanket. It smelled bad there. I wished that I hadn’t come. He stood
blank-faced, seeming not to know what to do. He reached out a hand as if bracing for the cold
that he expected from her skin, but I knew that it was warm to the touch. He jerked as he heard
a doctor right outside the room, and we understood snippets of what the doctor was saying to
someone:
“Spleen…trauma…internal bleeding.” But the next thing that really registered
with us was a voice, high-pitched and anxious.
“What’s wrong with my daughter? Will she be okay?”
No one saw me as I drifted through the window and away from that place.
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At This Very Moment
His eyes snap open. Maybe he does not want to relive any more of that day. He takes off
at a run, leaving his backpack on the ground. He lets out a tiny sob, which would pierce my
heart if I really had one. A burst of wind is created, causing the leaves to dance and the old
houses to creak. The only way that I can comfort him. His feet pound against the sidewalk as
he sprints, his face turned towards the ground, and I lick his tears off his face so that they hit
the ground like the rain. He runs and runs. Until he finally gets to where he’s going. He kneels
in the dirt and looks at the gravestone.
“Hey, Annie,” he croaks. I begin to rain.
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Dad
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So Eager to Please
Sophie Ennis
I learned about love from my older brother. He brought a red headed girl home,
and they shared crustless sandwiches on our backyard playground. I would always
squeeze my chubby two year old hands between their interlocked fingers for a taste of
peanut butter--a taste of love. I wondered what sandwich sharing would be like for me.
Eight years later, I found myself yearning for a boy. This boy was so very special
to me. I often became overwhelmed in the fifth grade--overwhelmed to the point of
tears. Because of my own emotional issues, he fascinated me with his tantrums. I believed we were similar in our emotional instability. It most definitely seemed like it to
me. He had his fits, combined anger and dread revealing themselves in crossed arms
and quivering lips.
A good friend of mine informed me that our teacher, who happened to be going
through a divorce, met with our fellow classmates after class to devise a plan. Our
teacher had been plotting our tear jerking love story, assigning our tiny chairs to be so
close on the seating chart that are names and lives would mush together.
But he believed I was a ‘crybaby’. He told me so in front of our entire fifth grade
class. I burst into tears.
I had turned eleven in the early months of sixth grade. September was always a
time of renewal for me: another year around the sun, and, this time, new physical and
social areas of the vast middle school to navigate. I had gotten my genes from my
mama, causing my body to develop more quickly than my still naive mind. I had started
with tank tops with a little fabric sewn in for support two years prior, but sixth grade
was the era of real womanhood.
Gym class was never a favorite of mine. It had nothing on Social Studies with
Mrs. Genova. But, roused by the fear of a lunch detention, sixth grade Sophie participated in her nightmare.
The physical activity seemed to be the true nightmare.
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That was, until I encountered a boy who made my brain do somersaults in the air, bouncing off
each wall until my embarrassed cheeks stained the school red. Ever naive, I ran in gym class
for the sake of not getting a detention, when I should have ran from the boys’ stares. In a
spinoff, tween friendly version of dodgeball, he had apparently been taking advantage of opportunities in the game that I did not know existed. I ran towards him to escape the path of the
ball, unknowingly stepping into a more dire circumstance.
“Watch it, sugar tits!” The words were hot on my skin, scarring skin tissue and burning
my bright red cheeks. Tits? What were tits? These flowering lumps, ever growing from my still
childish chest? And what gave these lumps their sweetness? Was the sugar on his lips sprinkled
from my purity?
All I knew was that I had been defined by my body for the first time.
What is in a boyfriend? When I was twelve years old, I believed he would and should be a
shoulder to cry on, protecting me from the world. I never expected a boyfriend to be the reason
I needed a shoulder for crying.
He was my first kiss, my future husband, my everything. When I was twelve years old, I
believed the world would fall into our arms, waiting for us to hold it tight. Instead, he would
hold my waist tightly and firmly. Instead, he could not wait. I learned more from him than I
ever would from a health class, but I could not figure out why I felt so uncomfortable in that
class until a realization dawned on me. My teacher always told us that we should seek happy,
consensual relationships. Consent was not a word I had ever heard before, and my thirteen year
old teacher had most definitely never made me aware of its existence.
I never knew that he should have been listening to me when I told him to get off of me. I
never knew that he should have been held responsible for touching me even after I had blacked
out from his aggressive hand.
But my pretty friend had told me that they had kissed. More than kissed, actually, because
descriptors of his tongue being down her throat were a tad more graphic. This kiss changed
something deep inside me. It forced me to prove myself worthy to him. I began to ask him if
my friend kissed better than I could, because somehow my softer lips would change the reality
that he never truly loved me.
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After eleven months of not being good enough, he decided to break up with me, citing the
reason that I was “too depressed” for him. No question was raised about the spontaneous nature of my mental deterioration.
I still live with scars in my heart to this day. Of course, it doesn’t help to see him every
morning during first period.
My best friend fell for me before the breakup. He treated me so sweetly. We shared our
first kiss surrounded by newborn puppies. It was a simple time of kissing in the rain after my
dreams of love had been crushed. But he saw me as an object he needed to obtain while I was
in the grasps of another. When I was his, his world was complete.
But because I was so ruined, he never wanted to hurt me. I was the one to break up with
him over the phone over my own developing crush. I didn’t tell him that my crush was a girl to
avoid crushing him. We continued on as friends, occasionally striking up a conversation about
his puppies that had since grown from our kiss. We talked, that is, until he dated and broke up
with the very sweetest of my friends. She told me of the pressures he put on her, and described
sexual favors that my image of him did not seem capable of.
I realized how lucky I was to have already been a damaged object. If I had not been, like
my once wholesome friend, I would have been his for damaging.
Before this realization, I figured there was no point in trying to cover my holes with bandages. My wounds were simply too deep in my flesh to cover up. Instead, I flung myself towards haphazardous decisions that took the form of high school boys.
In the summer before eleventh grade, I met a boy online. He seemed nice enough, and his
request of thrifting by my side earned him my trust. We talked over the phone, slowly learning
new things about the stranger on the other end. I felt nothing of his punching of walls but concern for his knuckles. He liked my favorite TV show, and he told me I was hot, and that was
enough for me.
When I agreed to come to his house, an unmistakable outlier stood at his door. He had
told me over the phone that he was 5’6, and I had never minded him being a bit below average.
But there the liar stood, looking up at my 5’4 stature. If he could not tell me the truth about
something as simple as his height, what else would he hide from me?
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As soon as we entered a room littered with bean bag chairs, his plan was obvious. My
virgin eyes saw a condom for the first time, and my body was consumed by terror. I told him
that I would save it in my purse, that there would be a next time, that I would save myself for
him. He grudgingly let go of my legs and laid down next to me. I reached for my phone to
text my brother to pick me up, but he took it from my hands and scrolled through my texts.
He angrily asked who this guy I was talking to was as his pursuit of ownership continued on.
My brother’s eventual arrival would transport me to the destination of my best friend’s
arms. I told the girl that would become my best friend about this boy and what I had promised
to him. I gave her the condom stuffed in my purse, as I knew I would make no use of it. In a
fit of rather sarcastic rage, my friend took my phone from my hands and sent him a picture of
her kissing me on the cheek.
He showed up to my exact location in the town center after forcing his sister to drive
him there from a drinking party. He attempted to wedge himself between our embraces and
into my life.
As days went on, I mentioned this boy to a few girls that went to his school, and all of
their eyes went wide. They warned me of the pressure and threats set upon them and their bodies. They told me to never talk to him again. My friend from the night of the visit took my
phone once again to block him on every social platform. Apparently while he manhandled my
phone from me in my escape attempt, he obtained the phone number of the friend I was to
meet that day, because he began to spam her. He told her that she was keeping me away from
him in selfishness. He created multiple Instagram accounts to message me about how terrible
I was being to him.
The threats began, saying that if he hurt himself from this wallowing, it would be my
fault. Everything would be my fault.
Everything had been my fault all along. Why else would these boys have such a lasting
impression on my heart, so eager to please?
I was taught how to love by the boy I looked up to most, but he could never understand
that the reality of womanhood was not as simple as sharing a sandwich. Love is giving the entire portion of your heart and never getting it back.
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Side Swept Bangs
Alicia Chiu
pubescent pores pushed pimples
out, ‘tween my eyes i
didn’t hate puberty since i was
toobusyhatingmyself.
i remember
an angry red
bump, front and center and a
spiteful voice spitting
“what did you eat yesterday?”
my old lady made it clear:
she thought a few whiteheads made me
undesirable,
ugly.
it was either her nails or
the blade against my skin
(my skin)
so i
pressed it to my forehead–a
cool kiss of metal, the
edge of my ego.
every time the
face wash treatments toners exfoliators sheet masks cleansers didn’t
work,
i’d slice myself a fresh set of fringe
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every, every time
i asked the scissors that
snip, snipped
“will you clip, clip
my insecurities away?”
behold
the incantation yields
a black curtain to hide the blemishes my
mother deemed
unlovely, and now
the scars her obsessive squeezing left behind
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Orange Pop
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Querencia
Ian Taylor
“What’s wrong with me… this … what is it? I’m just… I’m just sinking and sinking. I need to get up – I need to do… to do something, but… I can’t.”
“Oh God… It’s like I’m dying.”
How many times will these words reverberate through my skull?
There’s no reason to get so hung up on them. Even if I had enough courage to
speak out, nobody will come around to listen. As far as I can tell, I’m stranded – wasting away all by myself in a remote section of a high school hallway. It’s Sophomore
year – fifth period on a Friday. For most, it’s around lunchtime.
But not for me. Up until now, I’ve barely eaten anything in months.
What’s worse, my body and mind are both completely overcome by an exhaustion
beyond exhaustion – a rapid evacuation of vitality. And as above, so below. In the absence of energy, an ever-sinking heaviness permeates the pit of my breast, trailing down
into my chasmous stomach. I am deflating; I am collapsing; I am folding and folding
and folding in on myself.
With what little mental stamina can be mustered, I deduce the origin of this foreign sensation.
Unrelenting starvation.
I have never felt this way before. Normally, the demands of academia, relationships, and hobbies have repressed any concerns of undernourishment. Food is a vice – a
distraction. Or so I believed.
Right now, however, is different. Right now, I am experiencing the tangible consequences of anorexia for the first time. Right now, I am absolutely terrified.
Exhausting the remaining embers of my residual strength, I prop my withering figure further up against the back wall. Maybe better posture will ameliorate the sensation?
“No use!” my body declares. The verdict is in: the exhaustion endures.
But it can’t endure.
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I have work to do, tests to take, expectations to live up to. I need to pull through this – at least,
until the end of the school day.
But how? I already gave all my food away. What could possibly save me from atrophying any
further?
I need to get my mind off all of this. I need to start thinking of something – somewhere – better.
Within the deep recesses of my tired mind, Georgia Heard suddenly emerges from a myriad of
memories. Or, at least, her work “Writing towards home,” – a favorite of mine growing up. Drawing from her observations of a Spanish bullfight, I remember a particular metaphysical concept she
described – one known as querencia.
Bullfights are a rigged game.
The fighting bull, a beast of herculean strength and might, could shatter a comparably frail
matador with ease. Could…but he never does. For when the match begins, a barbed banderilla
pierces the bulls hide. As red ribbons of blood flow from the site of impalement, the bull confronts
his own mortality.
And in that moment, he retreats. But not in fear. Rather, to find security – a place where he
“believes he can survive,” and “stands in his power” at his “most dangerous” as Heard put it.
Desperately, the bull searches the ring for the source of his inner strength; he searches for his
querencia.
Languishing alone in my desolate corner, I search for mine.
My eyes scour around feverishly for anything I can attach myself to. A pile of homework? My
iphone?
No, they only bring me anxiety.
Pondering, I shift across the surface I rest upon. Immediately, I realize: something has been
cushioning the cold, hard concrete behind me, providing comfort in utter discomfort. There’s no
mistaking it. It’s my green jacket – my querencia.
Though not a location, my green jacket provides refuge for my insecurities. It’s a guardian – a
suit of armor to be dawn every day, shielding my body from judgements and assumptions. A portable querencia, all things considered.
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Now, when I need it more than ever, Its protective exterior reassures me that I will survive this
experience.
The hunger begins subsiding.
And then, with some mental clarity restored, I start to introspect.
To me, querencia is not simply a place from which to draw strength of character; it is also a
place of utmost vulnerability.
Though my green jacket obscures my skeletal form, its very purpose exposes unsettling truths:
I do have an eating disorder.
It is a problem.
And it will turn me into a tired, wizened old man-child if I keep ignoring and hiding it.
Through these revelations, I gain a drive – an inspiration, a goal: I cannot let my deadly diet
defeat me so easily. If I did, it would kill me. One way or another.
So like the bull, I confront my mortality. I pull the corners of my jacket in close, letting the
green friend envelop me in a tender embrace. I enjoy it, for it won’t last forever.
Because one day, I will shed my jacket for good. One day, I will no longer feel like an underdeveloped larva. One day, I will complete my metamorphosis, reborn as a healthy butterfly.
“Someday…” I think to myself.
Lost in my thoughts, the sound of a passing bell nearly alludes me. I stand up.
Remarkable! I can get to my feet!
More than that, I am filled with a newfound resolve – a newfound inner strength. And through
the fatigue, I march onwards towards biology, confidence in my gait. The future will have to wait
just a little while longer. First, I need to ace a quiz.
But until that someday, I should really care to eat more.
After all, I want my green jacket to be my cocoon. Not my sarcophagus.
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Smooth as Honey, Light as Silk
Manya Zhao
When I was younger, my grandmother often sang me to sleep with a song about
sparrows; the way their feathers lay, each individual and bold yet simultaneously soft
and delicate. The way the birds glide across the sky like a hot knife through butter,
not necessarily with aim but carefree, oh-so carefree. I would curl against her, inhale
the sweet jasmine scent she wore. And when she sang those words in her native dialect, one that has since become foreign to my ears, they flowed out sweetly —
smooth as honey, light as silk.
We moved to the states shortly after I learned the lyrics to that song. Barely
speaking in coherent sentences, I sang that song with enough vigor to trump even
five-year-olds.
I met the American lifestyle with frissons of excitement and anticipation. It was
a whole new world with endless supplies of sugary cereals, goofy cartoons, unfamiliar words. And it was foreign, intimidating, but the other children hardly seemed to
notice the difference in my skin color or my accent, so I didn’t pay it much attention
either. I adapted fast and soon fell into the rhythm of carpools to softball games, weekend barbeques, and over-the-top birthday parties.
My entire social setting had dramatically changed as the result of one fifteenhour plane ride, but, at home, besides my mother’s new bouts of morning sickness
and rapidly growing stomach, everything else remained the same. My parents made
the same dishes for dinner my grandparents used to make, we rarely spoke in English
at home, and I was still sung to sleep with the song about sparrows every night.
When my new baby brother finally arrived, I was the one who was given the
privilege of singing him to sleep the first night home. Having listened to the sparrow
song about a hundred thousand times by then, the lyrics slid off my tongue, smooth
as honey, light as silk, almost the way they did when my grandmother sang them.
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Whether it was because I had become more sensitive to judgement or because other students
had become more aware of my differences, by the time middle school rolled around, I was experiencing a significant increase in derision for my ethnic background. My classmates often commented on my “feline” eyes, my parents’ accented words, my dark, straight hair, my lame, traditional music.
In my effort to conform to the status quo, I replaced the honey and silk that once lulled me
gently to sleep with pop and rap music laden with heavy bass drops and obscenity. I told myself
this was the music I enjoyed, this was the culture I belonged to. And before middle school ended,
I had transformed from a sweet little girl into a stereotypical teenager — a music-blaring, eyerolling, scantily-clad teenager.
My abrupt change provoked my parents endlessly.
By freshman year of high school, I was arguing with either or both of my parents practically
every day, whether it was about the way I dressed, the way I lashed out, my choice of friends, everything. During these fights, in their emotional state, my parents would let their carefully practiced English slip. My mother’s “r” sound would fade off, my father would mix up his phonemes,
and with my raging, uncontrollable hormones, I would pick apart these mistakes, brutally correct
their pronunciation.
It was cruel, unreasonable, and never even remotely related to the topic we were arguing
about, but I tended to be in the wrong, and this was the one way I could pour salt on their wounds,
like I felt they were doing to me. In the aftermath, after my emotional catharsis, I would be
wracked with guilt, but this wasn’t something where a simple apology would have sufficed, so I
never apologized.
Instead, I blamed my temper on my insecurity. It was times like these, when even more so
than usual, I hated my heritage. I was given opportunity after opportunity to right my wrongs, but
I had grown too accustomed to shrinking away from my Chinese part.
These opportunities arose when my parents spoke to me in our native dialect, when my
friends asked me about my culture, when social studies teachers asked people to share parts of
their heritage they were proud of. Yet every time, I shrank away, sided with the culture I couldn’t
fully identify with, but the one I had grown accustomed to, the one that felt safe. I responded to
my parents in English, told my friends my family observed only American traditions, avoided eye
contact with my teachers when such questions came up.
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Last summer, for the first time in years, my family and I squeezed in the time to travel and
visit my grandparents. My sweet, beautiful grandmother was now stooped with age, but as she embraced me, warm and full, the same familiar, sweet jasmine swirled around me.
On the way home, we sat together in the back of the cab. Her now wrinkled, calloused hand
covered mine as she stared contentedly out the window. And under her breath, out of habit, she absently hummed the sparrow song. The song, the lyrics, all of which I had worked hard to forget,
came rushing back.
Sweet as honey, light as silk, the sparrows glide, their feathers bold and strong, soft and delicate.
My grandmother had held on to everything I was so ashamed of, and it was then that I realized I would never fully belong to one culture or another. But that was the best part. I wasn’t like
Sophie; I didn’t have to make a choice.
And now I believe — I know — your culture, the honey and silk, it’s defined by only you,
and it’s something to be proud of
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Small and Purple
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Sun Shine
Julia Cianflone
He was curled up in a spot on the floor where the sun always hit just right in the afternoon.
At times throughout the summer it would not be an unseen sight for me to curl up with him.
His black fur absorbing the sunlight, and me then using it as a warm pillow. In the winter the
floor may have been ten degrees cooler, but the sun's rays would magnify by the reflecting
sun, a perfect balance of warm and cold. The rest of the house seemed to be a frozen prison
in comparison to the safety of the spot. Dressed head to toe in sweats, leaning against the
large window in the sunspot on a Sunday morning was a scene peaceful enough to be featured in Blue Planet or some other nature documentary. It seemed that due to the fact the sunspot was on the ground, very few dared to enter and enjoy the serenity it offered. Such a
shame to miss out on a protected place of light.
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One of Us
Manya Zhao
Kaiden is dead.
You are in G period math on the second day of sophomore year when the campus supervisor, a burly mountain of a man infamously known for being petulant, intimidating, comes quietly in. Everyone immediately sits up a little straighter. His visits typically mean a student in the class has gotten themselves into enough trouble to
be escorted to the office.
But this time, it seems different this time.
His footsteps coming up the stairs, usually strident like thunder, are unsettlingly
soft, gentle, as if any unwarranted noises will cause damage, to what no one seems to
know. But it is so quiet and delicate that the slackers sleeping in the back of the classroom don’t jerk awake until he is standing mere meters away. And even then, he pays
them little attention, as if he cannot even register the presence of you and your classmates, only gestures wearily for your teacher to follow him out.
The class bursts into clamor the moment they walk out, and you make small talk
with your classmates, catching up from not seeing one another all summer, already
forgetting the disconcerting feeling the campus supervisor had brought into the room.
But as your teacher walks back into the room, the students closest to the door
fall silent. The front of the room still hasn’t noticed that her quiet presence has reentered, and the chatter continues, lighthearted and cheerful, everyone excited for the
last period of the day to be over.
She walks slowly down the aisle, her face drained of color, jaw set. She trails in
with her a quiet aura of discomfort, subtle, yet reeking of distress. As if she is pulling
an insulation blanket over the class, everyone silences almost instantaneously as she
goes by.
And then she finally turns back to face the class, says, in a decibel barely above
a whisper, “Another senior took his own life today. I’m so sorry.”
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And then the class becomes completely silent, unmoving. No one knows how to react.
As if from a great distance, you vaguely hear your teacher reading from a sheet of paper
given to her by the campus supervisor. Generic information about coping with grief, about the
wide assortment of help offered at school. The bell rings, but still, no one moves. No one seems to
even breathe. And then your teacher stops talking, bites her lip, unsure if she should say more or
remain quiet.
She chooses to remain quiet.
Later, when you learn from your friends the last bit of information is about gun safety, because that senior took his own life with a bullet, you’re grateful she chose not to continue.
The moment your teacher falls completely silent, finished with her obligatory speech and unsure of what else to say, the two girls sitting in front of you break the trance over the class; grab
each other and cry. You’re pretty sure they don’t even know each other.
When you finally walk out of class, find your friends, everyone seems to be in a daze. This
suicide is far more gruesome, far more graphic than any previous one had been. Depressed students in your school have had a history of taking their own lives via the nearby train tracks. After
nine suicides and a plethora of attempts over the course of the last four years, your town implements security at every railroad crossing, hoping it will reduce the rates.
Yet it’s the second day of the year, and another student is dead.
You don’t know Kaiden at all. In fact, have never even heard of him — he’s two years older,
a senior, much higher on the social ladder than you.
As you almost float through the halls, unsure of how to process your thoughts and emotions
and see clusters of people who could not have all known him crying, you feel almost heartless for
not being able to shed a single tear for your dead schoolmate.
But you’re at a state of cognitive dissonance. You feel so emotional it’s hard to breathe; you
want to scream and cry and shout, yet your tear ducts remain utterly unresponsive.
The spike in temperature over the next few days doesn’t help anybody’s mood. Everyone is
irritable, lethargic, emotional. Everyone cries, whether privately or publicly, and countless teachers tell you about their own emotional breakdowns, tell you the catharsis is good, even encourage
you to let it out. You spend every day of the rest of the week comforting someone, but still, you
physically cannot express any emotion.
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You think about his death every day for quite a while, even try to force yourself to cry, just
so you can feel better, but nothing happens. Not until you see a post on social media by his best
friend exactly a month later.
The message is simple: “It’s been a month… Rest in peace, buddy, I love you. Maybe while
you’re up there, you can finally catch up on some sleep.”
And then, then is when it truly hits you. He was one of you.
Just like you, he has spent long nights struggling to finish an essay on a book he had only
ever read on Sparknotes. Just like you, he has complained to his friends about how exhausted he
was. Just like you, he has functioned off of four hours of sleep, trying to cram for a test the next
day. Just like you, he has felt sad, insufficient, unaccomplished.
You feel stupid, but it’s the fact that he too, was sleep-deprived, that finally gets to you.
And then the tears come and come and come, and they refuse to stop. You cry for the boy
you have never known and will never know, but a boy who had been a son, a brother, a friend.
But, at the same time, you cry for yourself, for your friends and your siblings, because you
can’t help but wonder what if.
What if the next one is your best friend? What if the next one is your sibling?
What if the next one is you?
These thoughts plague your mind the entire week. By the end of the week, you’re so drained
by this infestation that your family has to practically drag you out of bed to attend the annual
back-to-school picnic, an event you usually look forward to.
But you’re glad they do, because, before you know it, you’re sitting, surrounded by the people you love, laughing so hard you’re clutching your stomach. And then you look around, really
look at the people around you, and you allow your heart to finally unclench. For the first time in a
week, your lungs are not being crushed by an immense weight, and you’re able to take a full,
cleansing breath.
You look at your best friends, throwing popcorn into each other’s mouths, tripping over their
own feet trying to catch the food. You look at your parents — your dad’s arm draped casually over
your mom’s shoulders — the little gesture filled with an affection that can only be product of over
a decade of love. You look at your little brother, running, grinning, yelling, arms windmilling
wildly towards a flock of seagulls that have congregated around a dropped burger.
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You smile at his innocence, and you finally look at yourself. You find that you might’ve experienced every single emotion Kaiden had experienced, but you’re also still filled with hope, surrounded by love. You want to see and experience tomorrow, next week, next year, fifty years from
now.
You take another deep, cleansing breath and cherish the feeling of it.
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On a Future Day in April
Ana Carpenter
a forest is dying in my chest. raspberry
seeds slip from my lungs and implant
themselves in my liver. I wake up every
morning with leaves on my tongue, the
soft skin wearing away at my taste buds
until the vinegar they force down my
throat feels like water as it settles in
the soil of my stomach and poisons the
trees that erupt from my kidneys. where
has all the water gone now? now, when I
awake gasping from the burning of
withered roots plunged into my heart and
rotten fruit blooming in my lungs? the
trees have formed gnarled hands that
claw at my skin and dig through my organs
as if searching for something. I cry out in
pain again and again, each scream rustling
the branches that brush against my ribcage.
I close my eyes and dream of water.
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Beautiful in the Fall
Manya Zhao
The city of Erida was beautiful in the fall. Its hills, once covered in foliage that
had been crisp and green with youth and excitement lulled to calm, pastel shades of
golds and browns and pinks and oranges during this time. The maple leaves that had
fallen blanketed the ground with a fantastic mosaic of reds, so dense and rich it resembled spilled blood.
Each morning, the brightening sky awakened Erida’s citizens with a gradient of
largely varying colors. While the west was still blanketed in the deep, rich navy of
night, the east would begin blooming into the rose-pink of dawn. When the critters in
the hills began to wake up, the air filled with a congregation of birds harmonizing in
a dawn chorus. Gentle zephyrs followed the gliding birds, and the valleys came to
life, confessing a feeling of bliss, of tranquility.
All the while, the colors in the sky bled from the east, preparing the land for the
arrival of the sun.
While a place beautiful as this is naturally hidden from much of public, it is
well-known, and its rolling hills and deep golden valleys in all its glory could be seen
from one single point on the top of a mountain, a point that must be passed by anyone
coming from the south. The view from the sole path is usually completely obscured
by majestic redwoods and shrubbery as if protecting the exclusive city from prying
intruders. But this point, this point lay completely open to curious eyes. Whether the
trees once there were struck down by lightning, were a portal opened by God to give
despondent travelers some much-needed hope, no one knows, but the existence of
this point made many covet to experience it.
The few who walk past without noticing—those so weary and heavily tolled by
the hundreds or maybe thousands of miles of journey—even those would sacrifice
their throbbing feet to walk back for a double take. In short, the view, so aweinspiring, so breathtaking, was impossible to miss.
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On this day, Lina sat against a great rock marking this spot and peeled off her disintegrating,
mud-caked, pitiful excuses of shoes with relief. She absently massaged her aching feet and grimaced at the sting of provoked blisters. The torrential rains followed by grueling heat had shrunk
the linen loafers beyond the point of recovery, and it would be safe to estimate they were at least
two sizes smaller than they were when she had started her journey. But they were all she had, so
they were what she used.
Besides, succumbing to pain was for the weak
She gazed far-off at the sight below and felt tears of respite well up in her eyes, threatening
to spill out. Lina was not one to cry, especially not in front of her children. That too, was for the
weak, so she held them in with an immense strength she did not know she had left.
Finally. Finally. She had been told for years now that this place, Erida, was where she and
her five children, her babies, would finally find refuge. Refuge from eighteen hour work days for
pay of thirty-three dollars per week, refuge from violent gangs who looked at her girls with lust
and her boys with thirst.
She was told that, here, assuming she was willing to work hard, she would find work, she
would earn money, and her kids would no longer salivate at the sight of salt licks, having gone
hungry for so many days.
But still, she sat in that one spot, trying to force on herself the feelings of hope, of eager anticipation she knew she should be feeling. Optimistic as she tried to be, her faith had been crushed
so many times in the past that even when she was this close to her ultimate destination, it took serious coaxing for the little flame of excitement to reignite in her.
Her brief moment of tranquility was interrupted by her chattering children coming around
the bend, and she pulled herself to her feet with some difficulty and strain, forcing down her feelings of ambivalence. Her gaunt frame and disheveled yet prim look depicted anything but the typical standards of being maternal, something she was very pleased with. For whatever reason, maternity seemed to always imply being soft, nurturing, fastidious. She was none of the above.
Despite her attempts to suppress the stereotypical characteristics that made mothers weak,
her heart clenched at the sight of her gangly, emaciated Mateo carrying a sleeping, feverish baby
Zeke on his back. Behind them trailed Bri, Lenna, and Mathilda identifying plants, giggling, chattering.
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Every single one of her children’s names meant strong, and while she had been guilted and
even criticized for being unoriginal, she was a pragmatic woman, and her children needed the
strength. She liked to believe that, if not for the little blessing she gave them at birth, they would
not have made it this far with relatively little issue. Unlike many of the other unfortunate travelers, besides baby Zeke’s fever and a few scratches here and there, they made it fairly unscathed.
The children’s moods rose and fell like waves — calm, compliant, sweet one minute, only to
come crashing down in a mess of violence and noise moments later. After hundreds of miles and
weeks of walking, however, with only Teo having the physical capabilities of carrying anyone,
even Lina did not blame them for feeling this way. She would have been acting this way too, if
she could.
She looked at her children coming up the bend. If not for the streaks of dirt and tears lining
Mathilda’s face, the bright, sunny smile on her face would have fooled anyone from guessing she
had been having a meltdown just moments before.
The children quieted as they neared their mother, moving closer to guarantee she would feel
their presence, yet simultaneously allowing her to remain lost in thought. The long journey had
brought out the worst in each of them — the children had learned to be tentative around their
mother like she had learned to be around them.
Lina’s weary brown eyes met Mathilda’s grinning gray ones, ones that radiated trust and enthusiasm.
With a tired nod of acknowledgement from her mother, Mathilda took her thumb out of her
mouth just long enough to ask, “Mama, we gonna be there soon?” Her sweet little voice jerked on
Lina’s heartstrings once again. She marveled at how seemingly all children, despite any hardships
they’ve had to overcome, managed to hold onto the faith they had in the world.
She wondered at what age it was that children stopped viewing the world through rosecolored glasses.
Then her eyes shifted to Bri and Lenna, standing somberly behind their sister, eyes hollow
and subdued, and answered her own question.
Nevertheless, she channeled all the positive feelings she had been gathering, suppressed all
her doubt, and mustered a real smile.
“Soon, love, soon.”
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And soon was right. Before the midday sun had reached its apex, Lina and her children had
reached the bottom of the mountain and were looking at Erida, up-close and personal. Other travellers were already gathered, waiting eagerly to be let in after weeks of walking.
The view seemed even more magnificent now — comparable to Atlantis or Neverland or Emerald city. Lina almost wished that, like in Oz, they would be given green-tinted eyeglasses, simply to protect them from the sheer brilliance and glory.
Teo, a ways up with Zeke still on his back, turned back to her with tears streaming down his
face, mouthing something. Lina typically chastised her children for crying, for showing weakness,
but she didn’t blame him this time. They were finally here. They would finally be given the
chance to have a new life.
She sped up in his direction, Bri and Lenna in tow, Mathilda trotting in front. Her stick-thin
legs made her trip every time they ran over a rock or a pothole, but her babies kept her up and she
kept running and running, the end finally in sight. Teo was shouting the same word over and over
again, and Lina allowed herself to feel true happiness at his enthusiasm and the prospect of hope.
In the chaos, with all the people around, it wasn’t until they were a few mere yards in front
of him that Lina made out what he was saying.
“Run.”
Lina was confused. They were running, why was he still yelling?
And then, chaos exploded around them as cartridges fell, and Lina finally understood. Teo
was crying, not from the overwhelming emotions, but from the lingering effects of previous cartridges. He had realized before the thought even entered her mind, and, even in a time like this,
she felt proud to be his mother.
She looked back in the direction they had come from and finally realized that the “rocks” she
had been tripping over were cartridges. Their excitement had clouded all of their other senses.
They were being gassed.
Lina reacted instinctively — grabbed Lenna and Bri, whose hands were still gripped in hers,
and ran. As she ran, tears finally streamed down her face, and it was like opening a dam. A dam
filled with years of tears saved from mistreatment and guilt and disappointment. They kept flowing, cascading down her weathered cheeks and cracked lips, caused both by the gas and the gutwrenching guilt and pain of knowing she had left Mathilda and Teo and Zeke on their own.
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People around her ran. And dropped. Dropped like the bags of rocks the people of Erida
thought they were worth.
And then Lina’s malnourished legs gave out from under her. She had given and given and
given, so much on this journey, that there was simply nothing left to give. She knew it would be
pointless to get back up just to fall again, so, as she asphyxiated, with her little remaining strength,
a strength she suspected would kill her if used, she gave Lenna and Bri each a push.
“Keep running. Don’t look back.”
At this point, the tears were streaming down her face so furiously she could hardly see, but
still, she clawed at the ground, turning herself and rubbing her stomach raw, in the direction of her
three remaining children.
She didn’t expect to see anything. In fact, she hoped her other children had run so far off she
wouldn’t be able to see them.
So her throat constricted even more than it already was when she saw Mathilda, not thirty
feet from her, lying on the ground, coughing and scratching at her throat. Lina scooted herself in
Mathilda’s direction, knowing it would be futile, but still unwilling to succumb to the pain, to being weak.
And as she did, she looked at Erida, past all the writhing bodies and used cartridges, and
found it still glorious and spectacular as ever, almost glowing through the fog. And she couldn’t
help but admire it.
After all, the city of Erida was beautiful in the fall.
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How I see myself
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What We Talk About When We Talk About Death
Will Leggat
May we survive our loved ones, and may our words survive us.
i.

pro forma
Graham Glenn, 59, of Brooklyn, NY, passed away on Sunday, August 25th,

2019 following a two-year battle with liver cancer. He is survived by his wife, Jane,
and two sons, Lucas and Hugo.
ii.

ex ante
I, Graham Glenn, of Brooklyn, New York, revoke any former Wills and Codicils

and declare this to be my Last Will and Testament.
Dad wasn’t talking. But he’s got three months, if that, and sometimes that gives
him the right.
The three of us — dad, the nurse, and I — were sitting around, just waiting.
Waiting for what, I don’t know. But he doesn’t walk anymore, or doesn’t like walking, so we do a lot of sitting now. He was leaning back in this recliner and looking
out the window with some glazed look over his face, and it’d been a few minutes, so
I turned to him and asked him the same question I’d asked him five minutes earlier.
“How do you feel?”
“Better than I will tomorrow, Hugo,” he laughed and shifted up in his seat, bracing his arms against the armrests.
The timer on his watch went off. He took the orange bottle from his pocket and
shook out three skinny pills. Shaking, his hands guided them to his mouth. He slid
them one by one over and into his lips, keeping his eyes focused out the window.
Dad used to be a lawyer. Had this office with mahogany walls and a fern like a
thousand other lawyers.
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Offices like his always had some greenery. I guess it livened the place up a bit, made him feel
more like a human and less like a suit.
From where I sat, though, dad didn’t look like he’d ever been much of anything. Pill after
pill had made his hair thin away, made his eyes sink back like they were hiding from
something. After a while, it was hard to keep looking at him, so I turned to join him in
watching out the window.
“Dad?”
“Hmm.”
“Do you remember ever going to the botanical gardens with Lucas and me?”
“Mhm.”
“And how, sure the flowers were nice, but the best part was when that bird mistook your
head for, you know, something else?”
“Oh come on now, what are you getting at?”
“Nothing, nothing, just trying to see what’s left of you in there.”
“Yeah, watch it.”
I chuckled a bit and let the silence lie. Out the window, I could see the waves crashing onto
the beach we’d always walked along. Calm today. The wind didn’t seem to have much pull.
As the sun fell lower, casting first the beach and then the apartment in its dying light, dad got
quieter. The waves picked up, and I started to feel the wind pushing through the curtains. I was
about to get up to shut the window and draw the blinds, when I thought that dad might want to
catch the view.
“Dad, you see those waves?”
“Dad?”
An orange bottle fell from a limp hand and made its way across the room, letting out a rolling, rattling groan as it tumbled over the hardwood.
iii.

in articulo mortis
Ma kept a bible in her purse and clutched the thing like she thought it could change

anything. When she felt the light was too strong through the curtains, she pulled them shut.
“Don’t want no one looking in,” she sighed and shook her head.
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Dad’d been in hospice for a few weeks, which meant that the nurses had started bringing a
pastor on their afternoon rounds just in case today was the day.
On the TV hung in the top corner of the room, some syndicated sitcom was running the same episode for the third time today.
“You know, Graham, it might do you some good to try some exercises. I heard from the
nurses that even just sitting up can have a huge influence on your health. Exercise, sure, but also
morale and all that.”
“Graham, are you listening to me?”
On the TV, a large man in a three-piece suit missed a few golf shots, then slammed his club
down in rage. Dad let out a small chuckle, joining the chorus of the laugh track on the speakers.
“If you can pay attention to that thing you can pay attention to your own wife. Come on,
what’s the matter with you?”
“Jane, please. If I could get any better I wouldn’t be in hospice.”
“Don’t say something like that, Graham, that’s morbid.”
“It’s morbid? It’s true, Jane. You can see it as well as I can. Do I look like I’m getting better?”
Dad lifted a bony arm so frail I thought it might break when he let it drop.
The chunky golfer let out a scream and dad turned back to the TV. Mom shot him another glare,
so he found middle ground in turning to me:
“Hugo, could you get me some water please?”
“Sure thing.”
I turned the corner to the nurse’s station. “Some water for room 104, please.” In the hallway,
with the pitcher in my hand, I heard the tinned laughter again, followed by mom: “For Christ
sakes, Graham, can you turn that damn thing off?” No response. A scream less comic than the
ones before. I turned into the room and dropped the plastic pitcher to the floor.
“Graham?” The remote slipped out of his palm and fell to the floor with a crack.
“Dad?” The batteries rolled out from the case, whining as they slid along the floor.
“Oh my god, someone get a nurse. Graham!” A steady beep from the EKG.
The laugh track on the TV kept ringing out through the room, leaving a dull, metal echo
that remained long after the show cut to black.
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iv.

ipse dixit
If I never write them
Don’t get them out in some
Mad dash, some
Frenzied rush
Of ink onto paper
Of keys onto screen
If I can’t get it together
Can’t do it now
Because I said
I’d do it
Later
If I don’t tell everyone
Who I love
That I love them
Who I don’t that I won’t
If there isn’t
Another time
A second chance, after this
If I forget
To say the words out loud
Do I die with me?
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v.

inter vivos

We, the witnesses, sign our names to this document, and declare that the testator willingly signed
and executed this document as his last will.
Dad’s smile looks fake. I guess I can’t really fault the home for that, though. Even if he were
still here and really smiling, I’d probably think it was fake. It’s just unnerving, is all.
“We’ve gathered today to honor the memory of Graham Glenn,” the pastor said, stopping before dad’s name to make sure he got it right. Can’t blame him, though, he’s done it too many
times before to make it personal. For him, it’s just going through the motions. “Before we continue, Lucas Glenn would like to share some remarks.”
“The Oxford English Dictionary defines greatness as…,” I laughed, “no, I’m just kidding.
Dad always said if I started a speech like that, he’d kill me.” I turned to face the casket, “Here’s
your chance, dad. Give me your best shot,” I lifted my arms in mock protest, “… No? Alright
then.”
“When I was eight, Dad took me to a waterfall. It wasn’t all that special of a place, and, to be
honest, I hadn’t thought of the memory until it came time to write this. But when I sat down to
write this, it was what came to mind.
I remember we got to the top, we’d climbed these steep rocks and I’d narrowly missed some
falls. He pulled me up and I felt the water run past my feet, and I looked down. It couldn’t have
been more than ten or fifteen feet, but, from where we stood, I could’ve been leaning out a skyscraper. Dad laughed when he saw my face. He pulled me back a bit from the edge and we laid
down in the fall, letting the tide roll over our arms and legs as we watched the sky run past above
us.
After a while, when our fingers started to get pruny and the water began to run cold, dad got
up. He walked to the edge and motioned for me to watch as he let himself fall backwards into the
water. I rushed over, fingers clinging to the rounded corner of the precipice. From below, he
yelled for me to join him. From above, though, I couldn’t. I couldn’t tell if it was deep enough to
break my fall, couldn’t tell if I had it in me to jump, couldn’t tell if it was worth it.
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What I could tell was that I loved him, that I trusted him, that I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. I
creeped to the edge, pulled myself up, and let myself fall as he had. In that moment, suspended in
air, I was comforted knowing I was falling into that same water.
Dad was always there, even when he wasn’t. When he was away, at court or at the office, he
was guiding us with his absence, showing us what it meant to work for a family, for a better life.
Dad wanted what was best for us, and did anything and everything to get it. I always knew that
whenever I had to face something, whenever there were waters I was unsure of wading into, he’d
already jumped; I could count on him to catch me.
But now I’m standing here, and I don’t know if the water in front of me is too deep or not,
and you’re not here to catch me anymore.”
I turned to the casket, “So, dad, what now?”
vi.

postmortem
There’s a beach in San Francisco where the harsh howling winds carry life across the bay.

The fine sand molds smoothly around the feet of passersby, and morning dew glistens atop the
swaying grass. Dogs, tantalized by the flying saucers overhead, bark excitedly but never break the
calm. Tattered, royal wings balance the perched birds resting just above the quiet waters of algaeriddled ponds, their blue feathers sinking into the blooming green—swallowed by stillness. Long
fields lie in the shade of man’s achievement, a rusted beauty held taut by invisible wires above the
tides. A child walks in the shadow of his father, hand nested in hand. They laugh, talking about
nothing, their voices drowned by the crashing wake.
The child grows larger each year, but now he walks alone. There’s a tree that lies on its side
in the white sand, and through its trunk runs a crack—a scar from the storm which took its life.
Drawn to the sight of this gentle giant struck down by foreign hands, the child plants a yellow
rose, then another, in the embrace of its open torso. Golden life held in the arms of the dead. The
same winds blow as did in years past, the briny zephyr now carrying ash instead of laughter on its
journey back and forth across the bay. Buffeted slightly by the breeze, the child lies under the
shade of a willow tree, its long silky branches arched in unending mourning. Held tight in their enclosure, caressed by Gaea’s soothing arms—his chest rises and falls in sobbing breaths. He calls
out for the steady voice which had led him so many times down this field.
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His cries, carried by the wind, unanswered, echo into the bay. Wiping his eyes, the world is
warped by a misty veil—the fields, ponds, and life wrapped in a haze, lackluster.
Years pass, and after each the haze seems to clear a little more—the veil lifted slowly as time
pulls the child from his youth. Once more walking through the gates of the field, he follows the
old path to a familiar tree. His feet now fill his father’s footprints—immortalized in the
sand. Pausing a moment near the fallen trunk, he kneels and whispers a while into deaf ears. Comforted by the gentle silence and subdued roar of the waves behind him, he leaves another rose in
remembrance of the past. Turning to exit, the winds howl longingly, calling for his return as he retraces his steps to the gates—the path now seems much fuller than before.
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Wisconsin, Relationships, and Zines: An Interview With Maddy Court”
Laura Schmitt
Maddy Court grew up thinking she wanted to be a journalist. Now, 27, she is a Wisconsin writer working on her first book scheduled to be published in 2021. Her creative
career was not a straight path but one with several twists and turns that she didn’t see
coming. When they arrived, however, she took them in stride and recognized such moments as opportunities for growth and exploration. Court’s career thus far is a testament
to the fact that there is not one way to be a writer. Writing careers are often full of challenges and surprises, different from person to person. The one thing that is consistent
across all writers is the actual act of writing: it is often hard, but when you put in the
work and remain open to learning, good things tend to follow.
Court attended Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania where she studied English.
She entered college interested in journalism, but after working several unpaid journalism internships, she came to realize she did
not actually like the industry or the work.
After graduation, no longer pursuing a career as a journalist, she took a position instead at a home for adults with disabilities.
The hours were long and the job was stressful. With not many people to talk to, Court
found herself journaling a lot as an outlet. It
was during this time that her relationship
with writing transformed.
“That was the first time writing felt cathartic or like it was fulfilling a higher purpose than something I was writing for a newspaper or an assignment,” Court says.
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Shortly after, Court moved back to her home state at the age of 24 to pursue a master’s degree in gender and women’s studies at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. During the summer
of 2016, she happened to enroll in a creative writing workshop with Judith Mitchell, a fiction
writer and professor at the university. Court had not written a short story since high school, but
Mitchell saw talent and promise in Court’s work and recommended that she think about taking
graduate-level creative writing classes. Court ended up joining the MFA fiction cohort at UWMadison and studying creative writing along with gender and women’s studies. It was not something she expected, but it changed her life.
“I think of it as a weird intervention from the universe,” Court says.
Court’s fiction tends to explore the complexity of relationships, especially unhealthy relationships, and pivotal moments like breakups. She also writes a lot about Wisconsin, fascinated by its
specific background and people.
During her time in graduate school at UW-Madison, Court’s interest in relationships along
with her own relationship experiences led her to create an Instagram meme account dedicated to
posting funny things about being queer and dating. The account @xenaworrierprincess, which
now has over 43,000 followers, grew quickly as people connected with its niche, humorous content. Without really intending, she had tapped into something that deeply resonated with people,
so much so that some followers even reached out to Court directly for guidance on their personal
relationships and struggles.
“I would sometimes receive direct messages from people asking for advice, and I didn’t
really know why I was getting them,” Court says. “I didn’t ask for them, but people would send
me questions like ‘I think I’m a lesbian’ or ‘I’m in this weird relationship situation’, and I would
answer them sometimes. I would also show them to my friends, and I noticed they were excited to
talk about the questions. I learned quickly that people love the question and answer format.”
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After a summer of attending wedding after wedding and racking up a significant credit card
bill, Court decided she would put together a zine, a homemade magazine exploring the types of
questions her Instagram account received, and sell it to her followers to earn some extra money
while also writing about relationship problems that interested her. The first zine, The ExGirlfriend of My Ex-Girlfriend is My Girlfriend, came out in December 2017, and its positive reception exceeded her expectations.
“It kind of immediately became this underground hit,” Court says. The project was shared
widely on social media, and Court ended up not only paying off her credit card bill, but also publishing two more volumes of the zine, The Ex-Girlfriend of My Ex-Girlfriend is My Wife and The
Ex-Girlfriend of My Ex-Girlfriend is My Ex-Wife. Today, she is working on a book version of
The Ex-Girlfriend of My Ex-Girlfriend is My Girlfriend set to be published by Chronicle Books
in 2021.

The book will incorporate the same question and answer format of her zines as well as comic
strips and illustrations by artist Kelsey Wroten. Court is collaborating with trans writers and writers of color to answer questions so that the book offers a wide range of perspectives and experiences for all its readers. The Publisher’s Marketplace announcement describes The Ex-Girlfriend
of My Ex-Girlfriend as a book of life advice that offers queer women and non-binary folks sympathetic takes on dating, love, friendship, and heartbreak.
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With a forthcoming book and an MFA in fiction, Court has had a lot of experience with developing a writing process and learning what works best for her creatively. Usually, her writing
process begins with some form of journaling, the same style that first lead her down the path to becoming a writer.
“Typically, it starts with a phrase I can’t get out of my head or feel like it’s pulling at my
hair,” Court says. “I also draw a lot and think of my stories that way.”
Exploring stories through drawing became part of Court’s creative process after taking a
graphic novel course during graduate school. If creative work is proving to be especially hard on a
certain day or the motivation simply isn’t here, Court will write a letter or an email to an old
friend as a way to give the writing clear direction and purpose. She also makes an effort to read at
least an hour a day. Since she is interested in writing about place, specifically Wisconsin, Court
finds herself returning to the work of Wallace Stegner whose writing is often set in Madison. She
also admires the work of Emma Cline and Lorrie Moore, but as an avid reader, naming current favorites can be a difficult task.
“I feel like a dog in that way since I really enjoy most things I read,” Court says.
In addition to reading and writing every day, Court believes a supportive community is also
an important factor in aiding the process of writing. She encourages anyone interested in writing
to look around the room and locate peers who are doing work that resonates with them. Building a
community with like-minded people will help on the days when the work is especially hard or the
rejections are especially discouraging. The most important thing, however, is up to the individual
writer, and that is simply getting words on the page.
“Write every single day and focus on developing a process,” Court says. “One thing that is
guaranteed is if you write every single or day or try to write every day you’ll start to miss it on the
days you don’t do it, and you’ll just grow so much, maybe in ways you don’t necessarily see.”
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Forget and Forgive
Urvashi Deshpande
“Close your eyes,” the therapist says.
Edward closes his eyes and immediately he is travelling backwards, far, far into
the past, the ugly, nasty past.
His mother was many years younger then, and many times more volatile. He is
remembering the time when she was bending down, peering at him, scrutinizing
every inch of his delicate five-year-old face. Her eyes were wide and unmoving, like
polluted ocean waves stopped mid-crash. He couldn’t look at her any longer. Her
eyes were dirty.
His mother put her arms around his small neck roughly and held him there for a
few seconds in a clunky embrace.
“Now that your eyes are closed,” the therapist says, “think of a small flame on a
candle.”
Edward tries to think of a flame but all he sees is a great big bonfire, like the
one from many winters ago, when his young cousin’s polyester dress had nearly
caught fire when he tried to push her down.
“Can you see it?” the therapist asks.
“Yes,” he lies.
“Now take all your problems and throw them in the flame. People, places, experiences... dump them in there.”
He picks up his mother by her tiny little head, wedged between his thumb and
forefinger, because in his mind, his mother is very small. He brings her over the fire
but she is too strong and she wriggles her way out of his grip and away into the uneasy recesses of his brain.
“Done?”
Edward nods and opens his eyes.
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“Good,” the therapist says. “This is just a preliminary activity to clear your mind. We’ll go
more in depth next time.”
Edward says goodbye and takes a final look at the Audubon sketch of a warbler above the
doctor’s desk, because he vows to never return. He gives the therapist an obligatory smile and
shuts the door behind him.
The doctors at the senior home suggest that family members of patients receive counseling
themselves, so that maybe it won’t hurt so bad to learn that the affected loved one will never again
give that look of recognition, that look of familiarity, that look of love.
Edward tries but cannot recall if the doctors have said anything about unloved ones with the
disease.
At home, Edward opens the refrigerator and takes out the pear-and-peach pie that he bought
for a dollar at the grocery store. He laughs as he picks up a slice, remembering how silly he was
as a young boy to steal something so obvious, to commit a crime in such a delectably dumb way.
“Did you eat this?” his mother had asked that fateful day, pointing to the freshly eaten pie on
the counter.
Edward had eaten it, and guilt was plastered all over his forehead.
She repeated herself. “Did you eat this?”
Edward stood still with his head turned down.
“You’re a dirty little pig, Edward,” she said, as she raised her hand and whacked him across
the side of his face. He stumbled into the corner of the granite tabletop.
“Don’t ever do that again,” she said.
It was as if a vacuum had been created between his eardrum and the sound of his mother’s
voice—receiving the insults, then amplifying them. The pain echoed off his cheek, throbbing
dully and out of beat with the clock above the oven. He blinked to get rid of the fuzzy worms that
were floating across his eyeballs.
She had really hit him hard this time.
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Edward snorts again at his former folly and begins eating the slice in his hand. It isn’t good
but his mother’s certainly wasn’t either. He relishes it like he had relished that dumb pie; sticking
his face into it and letting the crumbs fall on the countertop one by one, watching as they populate
the tile floor.
The last time his mother escaped him was twelve years ago, and she will do it again by dying. He eats another slice—he needs the sugar in his blood so he can catch her for the last time before she goes.
Edward was in elementary school when he met Joey for the first time. Joey was a skinny
child with a great big wart on the back of his right arm, and his nose was perpetually oily and dotted with specks of dandruff. Joey was also an idiot.
“Why does your mother hate you?” Joey asked him one day after accidentally witnessing Edward’s mother strike him on the shoulder.
“I don’t know what you mean,” Edward said.
“She’s rude.”
“You’re dumb,” Edward said.
It was unbelievable that a mother like Joey’s could spawn such stupidity. She was a mother
among mothers, a goddess whose feet one has the urge to kiss. She was everything beautiful and
holy in the world, except better because it could be found right at home. At Joey’s home.
Edward could never remember her name, so he called her Angel. He thinks he first found he
loved her when he was about eight, one day after school, when Joey invited him home.
“Can I get you something, Ed?” Angel had said.
Oh, Angel. She had called him Ed. “No thank you. I don’t need anything,” he said.
And when he left, there she was, only slightly taller than him, her soft hand on the back of
his head. “You are such a sweet boy, Ed. Come over any time.”
Edward loved Angel. When Joey’s parents divorced, he stopped seeing Angel around, and
eventually Joey moved away forever.
The blank, blue and white hallways of the care home recall the faint smell of dried formaldehyde, as if every single person who resides within it is slowly being prepared for burial.
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Edward’s mother is at the end of the second wing of the topmost floor, as in the first floor, because care homes have a tendency of being remarkably flat so the elderly don’t walk off their balconies in the middle of the night.
Edward wonders if maybe he should transfer his mother to a taller building.
He opens the door to his mother’s room carefully. She is watching the boxy television on the
wooden stand in the corner of the room. Her head has almost fully sunk into the back of the worn
butterscotch-colored chair she is sitting in, and the television is loud but Edward cannot understand what the actors are saying.
“Hello,” he says.
His mother’s eyes remain on the television. The studio audience is laughing harder.
“Hello,” he says again. He steps in further and touches her arm as if her skin will burn him.
She turns to look at him. “Yes?” she says pleasantly.
Edward is not sure what he had planned to say. He is holding a bouquet in his hands but it is
not the right moment to give them yet.
“Nurse Liz said it was okay to have some coffee,” his mother says. “Sorry, I won’t drink anymore.” She leans forward and places her mug on the small table in front of her.
“I don’t work here,” Edward says.
“Pardon,” she says and turns her attention back to the screen. It’s the commercial break now,
and a glass of Sunfield Springs Orange Juice is in the calloused hands of a soldier returning home
to his mother. His smile is brighter than the orange label on the carafe, as if drinking juice has
ended the war.
“Mornings made better with Sunfield Springs!” the actor says, and the screen transitions to a
public service announcement about mesothelioma.
When he was 15 and depressed, he sat on the floor of his friend’s garage wolfing down
brownie bites to the Beach Boys’ “Don’t Worry Baby”, something which never would have taken
place in his own home. Not only did his mother hate chocolate, but she also had an allergic reaction to music that didn’t involve balding men and large brass bands.
Edward always wondered about her affinity for the crooners of yesteryear; perhaps it had
something to do with her husband’s inability to even carry a note.
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Edward’s father was a tall, kind man and a bad singer. For the first seven years of his life, his
father would hum tunes every night that went nowhere and made no music, but the gentle cadence
of his voice would bring peace to Edward, making sleeping an act of serenity and not one of sadness.
“What would we like to hear to-night?” he would say, imitating old radio show personalities.
“I don’t know,” Edward would reply.
“Let’s shake it up.” And then his father would proceed to hum a tune that sounded like all
the others; off-key but charming.
And sometimes when Edward was really young, his father would stay on the small black
chair in his room and wait until his son had truly gone to sleep and the subtle twitches of sorrow
had melted from his little face.
The theme song of the television show repeats, and the actors have resumed their places on
the pastel stage. “You’re so dumb, Julie,” someone says, and the crowd goes wild with laughter.
Edward switches off the television. “Do you know who I am?” he asks his mother.
She frowns, surprised that he is still standing beside her. “Who are you?”
“Edward,” he says.
She shakes her head and looks back at the TV. “I don’t know you.”
Just then a nurse comes in donning a faded but freshly ironed mint green outfit. She is carrying a towel and a set of fresh clothes. “Karen, it’s time for your bath,” she says.
Edward’s mother looks her in the eye and says, “No.”
The nurse lets out a sigh that appears to stretch infinitely with the pain of other people.
“Karen, you have to take a bath,” she says.
Karen snatches her mug. There is a dull thud; the mug is at the feet of the nurse, and the dark
brown liquid it once contained is now over the floor, seeping into the carpet. The nurse sets the
items in her arms down on the table next to her patiently, as if she has dealt with this many times
before. She picks the mug off the ground, and exits the room with no clear intention of returning
soon.
Edward watches the scene unfold at half-speed; he is nearly invisible in the tiny room.

57

Rare Byrd Review

How strange it is to be in the same space as his mother after all these years, how strange to see her
do things to others that she would only do to him. He wants to believe it’s her, it’s Karen gone
rogue, throwing a violent tantrum, but it’s the disease, tearing away at her mind like a buzzard
with roadkill. He wants to tell her to stop. Stop throwing the glass Karen! but it isn’t Karen, it’s
the disease. The disease has stolen her body and it isn’t her in there, it’s the disease...
“I’m so sorry,” his father said one day. “We’re going to have a hard time.”
He had just lost his managerial position at the oilrig, and debt hit him soon after. Edward
was 17 and for years now his father had rarely been home due to his work, and suddenly he was
always at home, twenty-four hours a day, doing nothing
“No, you’re going to have a hard time,” Karen said. She had her own job at a law firm, and
her parents were drowning in money.
Edward realizes that was the day his parents started dying.
It was a bad time to be in the oil business, and new jobs were scarce. There were certainly
none available for Edward’s father, and it was decided in the divorce proceedings that Karen was
most financially equipped to handle Edward.
Karen said nothing the day the judge ruled in her favor; she gave Edward his dinner wordlessly and it was another week until they spoke sentences that lasted longer than ten seconds.
“I don’t like her at all,” Karen sputters after the nurse has left.
Edward sits down on a little chair next to his mother’s. “Why not?” he asks.
Karen wipes her mouth with her wrinkled forearm and shakes her head. “She does that every
day.”
“Does what?” Edward presses.
“Stop it!” Karen whines. “You’re upsetting me.”
Edward has to lean back in the chair and take a moment to breathe because it’s been a while
since he has upset his mother. “I’m sorry,” he says, and he is a little boy all over again.
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“You’re going to make money and support yourself,” Karen had said to Edward after she had
filled out his housing forms and paid for all his college tuition. She waited at the bus stop with
him.
“You just want me to leave,” Edward said quietly.
Karen pretended her son hadn’t spoken and let his words hang lonely in the air. A steel gray
bus pulled up, and Edward proceeded towards its doors.
“Goodbye,” he said. His farewell was not directed at anyone in particular.
“Good luck,” his mother said.
Edward saw little of his father after the divorce. When Edward was 29 he saw his father for
the last time laying face-up in a casket he hadn’t paid for. Edward remembers hearing his
mother’s voice on the telephone, faraway and removed.
“Your father never really was a good driver,” she had said. “It was bound to happen eventually.”
The funeral was elaborate—Karen had a significant financial presence there—but it was impersonal, as if someone had mail-ordered the very best funeral service from a popular catalogue.
Edward walked out soon after it began and did not see his mother again for a very long time.
Karen appears even smaller now in her chair. Edward moves in front of the television screen.
“Leave me alone!” she screams.
“Remember me?” he asks desperately.
“No.”
He leans forward, grabbing her by the shoulders.
The old lady shrieks, and Edward is worried someone will come rushing in right then to kick
him out. He thinks if he stares at her long enough she will remember him and apologies will come
spilling out.
“Oh, Edward,” she’ll say, “Edward, my baby, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you all those
years ago...”
But she does not.
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Edward bites his lip for a moment until the flesh is white and he can taste a spot of blood.
He lets go of her and leaves the room silently, walking swiftly to the nearly-empty parking
lot, where his grey SUV is parked under a sad oak tree.
He charges towards his car, never pausing, and sends his foot flying into the side of the front
wheel. He bites down on his fingers to prevent a scream, wincing as he feels his teeth driving into
the dry skin. He kicks the wheel harder this time but the wheel is too strong; he wants it to break
or burst under his force but it just keeps sending his foot backwards. His cheeks inflate rapidly,
and he doesn’t know how it happens but suddenly strands of tears are climbing down the sides of
his face. He wipes his face on the inside of his coat and opens the car door, throwing the flowers
he had brought for Karen inside, and just as he is about to breathe his cellphone rings.
“Mr. Edward, is this a good time to-”
“What is it, Duncan?” Edward screeches into the phone.
The voice on the other end shrivels. “Sorry, sir, I just-.”
“For the last fucking time, don’t call me outside of the office!” Edward slams the phone
down on the seat. He throws his head over the wheel and stays there, suspended in anger.
“I’m back,” Edward says stiffly as he enters Karen’s room again.
His mother watches him as he inches toward her. “I got something for you,” he says, revealing a plastic box with a slice of pie that he has just bought from the store behind the care home,
and a pair of headphones.
“I love pie,” she says remotely.
“I know.” He puts the headphones over her ears. “These are for you too.”
“Thank you.”
“But I’m hungry so I’ll eat first,” he says abruptly. “Enjoy some music.” He taps a button on
his phone until he is sure that Karen can hear nothing else.
He knows the song like the back of his hand, and as he begins to devour a slice of pie, he
mouths the words: And she said, don’t worry baby. Everything will be alright.
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Karen’s pupils contract and she is being transported to a time she doesn’t remember, with a
song she remembers she hates and has hated and will continue to hate. A small scream escapes her
mouth—a little murmur of her horror at this cruel act. Edward eats his pie in as unpleasant a fashion as possible as she twitches to the music. She attempts to pull off the headphones but Edward
stands up, pushes them back down on her head, and holds them there.
“I am your son,” he says hatefully. She does not hear.
Karen begins to cry softly and she buries her face in her hands. “Please, stop,” she weeps.
Edward feels the confusion burning in his cheeks. This is not right, he thinks. This will not
do.
He stops the music, remembering that he took the flowers from his car back with him. The
arrangement is a rather cheap one of red poppies and yellow hyacinths, but appropriate for those
who believe in the symbolism of garden plants. He contemplates his decision but finally sets the
bouquet on her bedside.
He wonders if he should say goodbye, but it makes no difference. Perhaps she does remember him. Perhaps she is sorry. She just cannot say it.
Karen quiets her sobbing as she sees Edward near the door, and for a second, through his
gathering tears, he thinks he sees the look of recognition in her eyes.
But he is mistaken, for crying eyes do not see well.
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Bee on an Aster
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