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Impressions

 In print since 1974, Impressions is an annual 
publication created by and for the students of Maryville 
College and members of the surrounding eastern Tennessee 
community. Impressions aims to present the best of art, 
poetry, fiction, creative nonfiction, and other creative 
works submitted by the Maryville College community and 
the Appalachian region. Online editions of Impressions can 
be viewed at impressionsmc.org.
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Megan Wright
Rituals

 He leaves me at 6 every morning, like clockwork. 
At half past five, he rolls toward me, our husk-and-hay 
mattress rustling and the company’s cheap steel springs 
squeaking below him, and squeezes me tight before he gets 
out of bed. Those squeaky springs are what wake me, and 
then his arms, drenched in the warmth of sleep, are around 
me, and his breath is in my ear. 
 “Good morning. I love you.” I shiver, scooching 
my body tight against his, delaying the inevitable. He 
smells clean, like the smooth white bars of Cecilton’s soap 
I buy for him at the company store, but the undercurrent 
of his own scent is detectable, too; his skin smells like 
autumn, his hair like birdsong. I breathe him in deep 
during these quiet mornings. These moments alone in the 
dark are what I hold onto while he’s underground, where 
his darkness and loneliness are all-consuming
 This morning ritual lasts only an instant; he pulls 
me in closer still for just a moment, holding me so tight 
I think I can’t breathe, then releases me. I roll forward 
slightly at the suddenness of his absence, hearing his 
bare feet hit the puncheon floor in the cold dark. He begs 
me, regularly, to stay in bed until after he leaves, to rest 
and wake up only when the sun streams in through the 
window, like we do on Sundays. No company bell calls me 
in the predawn chill, no children demand me. I don’t even 
have chickens to tend. But he can never keep me in bed for 
long. The slapping sound of his feet against wood retreats 
to the front door, and then there is a lapse of silence as he 
goes outside to relieve himself and survey the morning. 
The box springs complain as I push myself up, shake the 
hair back from my eyes, swing my legs out of bed, 
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and move through the dark to the stove. I find the lantern 
and light it, using its little yellow flame to light the stove. 
By the time my husband returns from the morning’s blue 
haze, I have cracked the eggs and shoved two potatoes into 
the glowing company coals, coals he dug out of the earth 
so that I could cook his breakfast so that he could dig more 
coal so that I could cook his breakfast sothathecoulddig-
morecoalsothathecoulddigmorecoalsothathecoulddigmo-
recoal. 
 “Honey,” he grieves every morning as he saunters 
back in, “why’d you get up? Go back to bed and let me take 
care of this.” I stay silent, throwing him a look that makes 
clear I have no intention of letting him take care of this. 
I squat to prod the potatoes with a poker as he pulls my 
shawl from the nail where it hangs by the door. He sinks to 
the floor with me in front of the fire, wraps the soft wool 
around my shoulders, and leaves his hands pressed against 
my back. This, too, is part of the ritual; we stay huddled 
here together, silent, watching the fire crackle, letting it talk 
enough to fill the empty space until the eggs are bubbly in 
the skillet and the potatoes have started to hiss. Then I take 
the rag from its hook near the stove and carry the skil-
let, careful, to the table. He dips water from the pail into 
chipped china cups, water I gather fresh each day from the 
creek in a bucket stamped with the company seal. We salt 
our eggs, then reach our hands across the table towards 
each other.
 “Let us pray.” He says grace, and we eat as the first 
sunray slips under the threshold.
          ...
 At exactly 6, he fastens the clasps on his overalls, 
ties his boots, and takes the lunchpail I hand him, two 
steaming potatoes wrapped in linen to wait until the noon 
bell sounds. I smile at him, and I know by the way my face 
feels that my smile looks more like a grimace, but how do 

Wright
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you wish your husband a good day when you know that 
he’s leaving the tender sweetness of your shared morning 
to walk into the bowels of Hell? 
 It’s a grim mission, and one he’d managed to 
avoid until he married me. A single man can still make a 
living as a farmer if he’s lucky, but a married man can’t stay 
away from the coal camp for long. My husband doesn’t 
attempt a smile back; he kisses my cheek and squeezes my 
arm, then opens the door to flood our cabin with light as 
he leaves. I stand in the doorway and squint against the 
early golden rays, hugging myself as I watch him amble 
down the mountain toward the ugly brown smudge of the 
coal camp on the horizon. 
 Now comes the loneliness. I clear the breakfast 
things and quench the fire with a dipperful of water from 
the pail. He doesn’t know that I leave the cabin unheated 
most days, even mornings when our ridgetop is covered 
with twinkling hoar-frost. He would hate to know that the 
reason I knit myself so many shawls is not because I enjoy 
the hobby, but because the skeins of yarn I buy from Mrs. 
Cable cost less than heating our home when he’s not here 
to share it. I save our coal for Sundays, when he’s here, 
when I can punch up the fire and watch the pallid grey of 
the mine’s chill evaporate from his cheeks, watch the rosy 
pink return to his face. My shawls will last me a lifetime, 
and making them helps warm my hands; coal, you put 
in the furnace and watch your money burn up, quick, to 
nothing, just like the men who mine it. 
 As soon as he’s gone, I bundle up in an armful of 
shawls and let the rising sun provide my feeble light and 
feebler warmth. I take the Bible from its shelf and sit at the 
table, running my hands against the time-softened pages. 
I like Psalms, and Luke, and Esther. When I’ve read and 
prayed, I tend to the house.
 I remind myself that he built our home himself  
the summer we courted, that this cabin is an extension of 
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him, that by sweeping its floors and scrubbing its windows 
I am caring for him, too. But the tedious devotion of my 
daily care leaves little work for any individual day, and the 
cold of winter exempts me from garden work, so some 
days I walk down the trail to town, to sit with Mrs. Cable 
and haggle for yarn. Some days, when the sunlight has 
traveled across the floor and reached our bed, I crawl back 
under the quilts and nap. Some days, when I hear the faint 
clamor of bells from the smudge of the coal camp, I stop 
whatever I’m doing and I pray. And I pray and I pray and 
I pray that it’s not him this time, that please, Father, it’s 
not him this time. I pass my days this way more and more 
often now, until 6 comes again and I hear him whistling a 
song as he ascends the mountain. 
 A lot of miners expect their wives to have the ta-
ble set the moment they walk through the door, steaming 
plates of beans and biscuits and maybe pork if the com-
pany’s running a sale. But not in our home. No, evenings 
have a ritual like mornings. I leave the beans simmering 
in the pot on the stove, and I wrap the biscuit pan in a 
thick cloth to hold in the heat. When I hear him whistling 
“Cavan Girl,” I fetch a fresh rag and dip it in the water 
I gathered an hour earlier, wringing it out until it’s just 
damp. He walks in, unclasps his overalls at the shoulders, 
plunks the empty lunchpail down on the table, and sinks 
with a stifled sigh into a chair. 
 “Hey, you,” I say, sweeping his hat from his head 
and running a hand through his sweat-plastered hair. His 
hair is fire-red, but the coal dust smothers it with black 
speckles, just another of the company’s attempts to put out 
the blaze of his Scotch heritage. In the coal camps, they 
squeeze new Scotch immigrants into the worst houses, 
sometimes fourteen men to three rooms. I try not to think 
about the coal camps, to focus instead on the peace that 
exists here in our cabin, to be grateful for our bit of solace 
on the ridge. 
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 With one hand, I tilt his chin back as his eyelids 
fall closed, two moons of freckled white against the 
black-smeared skin of his face. With my other hand, I lift 
the damp rag, moving it in slow circles across his cheek-
bones, his chin, his forehead. I watch my husband return 
to me, as coal dust and exhaustion wipe clean from his 
face,scrubbing gently to unsettle both the dirt and the 
stress from the lines around his mouth. He stays silent 
and still for me, one arm resting on the table, the other in 
his lap. He knows how much it means to me to care for 
him like this, to restore a part of him to humanity. Most 
men barge in and sit down to supper with a cloud of coal 
dust hanging over their chair; I know many women who 
complain of bed-sheets stained with coal because their 
husbands refuse to clean up after work. It makes me dou-
bly thankful to do him this service. When I’ve finished, 
I drop the spent rag in the lunchpail and lean forward to 
kiss him. When I pull back, his eyes have regained their 
light, his mouth has found its smile again; I’ve freed him 
from the company’s grip for one more evening.
         … 
 We bless our beans and biscuits, and he eats hur-
riedly, his manners lost to hunger as he wolfs his plate and 
I spoon more beans onto it. Then our nightly ritual runs 
in a reverse of the morning. He goes outside to bathe in 
the dented metal tub, carrying pails of steaming water and 
a fresh nightshirt draped over his arm, while I clear the 
dinner dishes. When he comes back, white legs peeking 
out from under his shirt, I am sitting on his side of our 
bed. He bolts the door shut behind him, sits beside me, 
takes my hands in his, and together we pray. I thank God 
for our shared salvation, for beans enough to feed us both, 
for the blessings of health and wealth and children that 
await us. I thank God that the bells did not toll his death 
today. 
 “Amen,” he says, and the company box-springs 
squeak as we settle into bed.
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 So, we are in the midst of one of these important 
bouts of silence. I’m hoping that writing this letter will help me 
house ideas and words meant for your ears. 
 A letter is easy. It can either be sent, or not sent. Once 
I have expressed myself enough, talked to you enough, and 
purged myself enough, I am able to choose the more rational 
position. To store it away. Hopefully. 
 You see, I am trying to omit the thought of you from 
my brain again. This feeble notion has no effect when pitted 
against the wants and wills of my desire. My heart tells me that 
any more effort spent in this attempt would be done so in vain. 
 Shall I continue with this hollow pursuit to erase you 
from present thought? Or should I yield and accept that I will 
forevermore carry a ghost through each changing season?
 
      For you have been etched into my 
  existence. An image of you 
    resides indelibly on some 
       peripheral plane in my 
  vision, and when I see the
       world, I see you too.

 When I’m fervently endeavoring to understand the 
most interesting concepts of enlightenment—through the 
works of Kant and Descartes—I imagine talking all night with 
the only person who could understand the sudden ignitions of 
my passion.1

1 This example is not the extent of what I imagine or long for, but rather an idea of a less instigative nature 

than an alternative. Just know that for the purposes of this message, my use of verbiage has been purposeful-

ly selected. Talking all night would be nice, but not more so than holding you close to me. An embrace that 

would recall how our bodies fit together like puzzle pieces. Or, Etc. Etc.

Peters

David Peters
A Letter (Un-Sent)
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 Whenever I am touched by the beauties of nature 
and pigment, there is a split-second in which I involun-
tarily move to reach out to you, but I stop short. 
 It equates to a quick jerk of the hand, a twist of 
the lips. It is a flash of a reaction, a twitch, and it’s been 
happening since that day I opened the door. Did our love 
tangle my genes and change me at the physiological level?

 Our connection, once a feverish squall 
  that screamed loud enough
  to disorient logic and wreck
      the senses  has been 
  diminished to a low rumble 
    that resides deep down in
    the depths of decibels too 
  soft to hear without effort 
             or intention. 

 That is what we have recently done. We stopped 
to listen, and we heard something of a rumble.
 The rumble being not unlike the soft roar of ten 
thousand butterflies stirring and churning in the caverns 
of a young person’s stomach during a movement that 
would crescendo into the action of lips on soft lips. A 
rumble like a quiet shaking of the earth. 
 But we mustn’t listen to the song of sirens. We 
mustn’t  look or stop to think. We must stride onward, 
down our paths so parallel in point. If you are floating 
down the river, then the trail on which I run is just up 
upon the bank. 
 And, I do believe that with perfect pace I will see 
you again on the shores of a fjord named fate. 
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 With every sip, he was reminded that she made 
better coffee. For more than 40 years, every morning start-
ed exactly the same. Doug would take his first sip of coffee 
and ask Maggie if she added sugar. She’d reply that she had 
dipped her pinky finger in it. They’d close their eyes for a 
kiss, then he’d say, “perfect.” But this morning, the mem-
ory twisted his insides like powerful hands wringing tears 
from a sour washrag. 
 He watched the coffee cup rise to his lips and 
took a sip. He had to force the coffee past the knot in his 
chest a few drops at a time. It hurt too much to finish. 
 He leaned his belly heavily against the kitchen 
sink. A tear fell on unwashed plates. 
 Winter was coming. He watched its approach 
through the lace-framed kitchen window. The grass was 
yellow and brown. Brown circles of once bright leaves 
surrounded the base of all the trees. Their empty arms 
reached towards the heavens where heavy clouds were 
marching from the north. He studied the clouds for a 
moment. They flew in formation much like the bombers 
he shot at during the Great War. He hoped they wouldn’t 
drop their payload of snow here today. He had work to do. 
 Leaving the dishes undone, Doug walked to the 
den and put another piece of wood in the Ben Franklin 
stove. He took his house slippers off and pushed them 
against the wall on the right side of the grandfather clock. 
Maggie’s blue fuzzy slippers were still where they belonged 
on the left side with her cat sleeping on them. The eight-
day clock had died of neglect. Resetting the chains every 
Sunday morning was one of the little things Maggie did to

Westerfield

Michael Westerfield
The Worm King
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make their house a home. It was the first Tuesday after-
noon after she died that he noticed it had quit. The only 
thing worse than the tock, tock, tock, was the silence in 
between. Now only the silence remained.
 He said, “goodbye cat,” knowing it would ignore 
him again. At the coatrack, Doug grabbed his khaki wool 
jacket. It was worn thin in a couple places but still the 
warmest jacket he owned. Best of all, it was already dirty. 
He knew he’d shuck it and toss it to the ground once he 
warmed up with work. At the door, he stopped to slip into 
his garden boots.
 Glitter, tiny specks of gold glitter were in the 
mud on his boots. He managed to make the first smile 
of the day. It was more like a smirk. He hated glitter. It 
went everywhere and never completely went away. Even 
though he refused to touch it, he couldn’t count the times 
she plucked specks from his beard. She used glitter for art 
projects now and then but not once since her stroke a year 
ago. Yet here it was -- a persistent pain in his ass. Some-
how it had managed to get in the garden mud and he’d 
brought it back in the house on his boots. It was almost 
funny.
 He scraped his boots in the grass as he walked to 
the tool shed, hoping the glitter would stay outside. With 
a hoe and his favorite shovel in one hand and a bag of 
garlic bulbs in the other, he plodded toward the vegetable 
garden. Halfway up the path he stopped and looked past 
the garden to the little hill overlooking it. A casket-shaped 
mound crowned with a marble slab marked where his 
Maggie was resting. The garden was her idea and her sec-
ond love. She had spent so much time, often on her knees, 
tending to it. He’d often join her, weeding or harvesting 
side-by-side. Sometimes he’d come, not to help her, but to 
tempt her from her chores with a loaded picnic basket.
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 A second stroke took her in their sleep. He woke 
with her cold and stiff beside him. A slight, peaceful grin 
curved her bluish lips. Now she lay on the hill where 
they’d often laid together, sipping wine and watching the 
butterflies of summer. 
 Her burial was a simple affair. A dozen or so 
long-time friends attended in silence as their preacher 
read a poetic benediction. Doug walked back to his empty 
home listening to shovels of dirt drumming on the casket 
as Mr. Campbell’s bagpipes wailed and moaned.
 Memories made each breath shiver, trip and fight 
its way in. They fell out each time he gave up, but a bitter 
breeze urged him on. Doug’s fondness for falling tempera-
tures had long ago been replaced with tolerance. Heavy 
snow and a hard freeze were predicted for tomorrow so 
he steeled himself to work hard and fast. He could till the 
soil and plant the garlic before sundown, leaving time for 
dinner and a book.
 At the garden gate and let his tools rest. He sat on 
the bench to catch his breath and looked up at one of the 
birdhouses. A couple sprigs of straw hinted that bluebirds 
or chickadees may have moved in. The birdhouses were 
her idea. The first one they made still hung in the red-
bud tree near the house. He built each one carefully and 
slopped on a thick coat of paint to protect them from the 
weather. 
 Because he was missing his index and long finger, 
he tended to drop small things. His anti-aircraft gun 
position had been strafed by an enemy fighter and he was 
hit by three bullets. He’d never regained dexterity enough 
for detailed work, so they adjusted chores based on this 
limitation and life went on.
 Maggie decorated each birdhouse with bright 
designs. She considered each a work of art. She painted 
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flowers, butterflies, rainbows, smiley faces, “welcome 
home” signs, stripes, and dots. He’d gently tease her ‘cute 
and silly nonsense’ while they’d stomp through the snow 
to hang them up before the birds returned each Spring.  
Building and repairing them became a winter tradition. 
 Sunflower smiley faces with gold glitter petals 
decorated this one. He tried to remember if this was the 
birdhouse that led to their only child. A nail had slipped 
from his clumsy fingers. He started to smile, remembering 
a romantic encounter under the kitchen table. As soon as 
he hinted a smile, grief rose up to smash it.
 He jumped up and barked, “Damn it!” to chase 
the thought away. He managed to scare off a handful of 
sparrows instead.
 Grabbing the shovel, he walked to the north-
west corner of the garden. Doug pounded it on the wood 
rail edging to scare the worms away. He traded the heavy 
shovel for the hoe and started chopping. 
 Doug used a gas tilling machine when he was 
younger. The little gasoline engine sputtered and spit 
smoke. It made short work of their semiannual chore. This 
was part of the rhythm of life here. He and Maggie would 
smile at the rows of dark brown earth chopped small as 
oatmeal and decide what they would plant, where, and 
how many.
 Once the seeds were tucked in, they’d share the 
joy of anticipation like newlyweds on the news of preg-
nancy. Each time he used the tiller, he’d clean it and drain 
the gas tank for six-months’ storage until the day he no-
ticed the worms. The rich, dark leaf-mulch soil he scraped 
off the machine was sprinkled with pink and brown pieces 
of worms. 
 He got down on one knee to look closer. Some of 
the bigger pieces were still wiggling. It bothered him. His
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mind went back to the war and the battlefield littered with 
dead, dying and wounded men. Their moans and pleas for 
help still echoed in his mind. Fear of enemy sharpshooters 
kept him from crawling among the fallen to help those 
barely alive. He trembled in a corner of a bombed-out 
building, damning himself for cowardice. An hour after 
the battle there were far fewer begging for help. He shared 
his feelings with Maggie. Her tears convinced him he was 
right to get rid of anything that reminded him of the war. 
The next week he sold the tiller to a younger man for $40 
and a new shovel.
 He welcomed the exercise, thinking physical 
labor would keep him young and strong for a few more 
years. It was hard labor, but a labor of love. By the end of 
the day, he hurt from top to bottom. For her love and ap-
preciation of a job well done, she’d rub his sore back until 
he fell asleep on the rug in front of the fire. Doug would 
wake with a pillow and blanket in place and Maggie asleep 
on his chair wrapped in her favorite quilt.
 Such memories danced in his mind as he 
chopped leaves, manure and dirt into a three-inch-deep 
slurry along the West edge of the garden. His body ached, 
especially his chest, as he finished the row. The knot of 
grief grew all morning. He unbuttoned his jacket, hoping 
for relief, but got none. He shucked it, tossing it in on 
the ground it at the end of the row. He arched his back, 
stretching left then right, trying to loosen the tightening 
knot in his chest. “Perhaps I’ll just do one row of garlic to-
day.” he thought. Stretching and twisting as he walked, he 
returned to the gate for the bulbs. He hoped that focusing 
on his chore would lessen the pain. 
 He used the shovel handle to poke two-inch holes 
in the dirt. Then he leaned down and carefully placed a 
garlic toe in each hole, making sure it was upright. Each 
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time he leaned over, the knot in his chest tightened. The 
pain increased and spread, tingling through his left arm 
and leg. Trying to take another step, his leg failed to keep 
up, and he fell face first on the dirt. Lying there, he smelled 
the manure and rotting leaves. 
 “I’ll rest here a minute then I’ll be fine,” he mum-
bled. The pain waned enough to allow his eyes to open. 
Glitter, tiny specks of gold glitter, were in the mud. He 
smiled at the irony. His heart stopped beating. He let go 
his last breath and listened to the sparrows chattering as 
he fell into sleep.
 A pathfinder snowflake, the first of this year’s Au-
tumn, drifted slowly from the heavens. The gentle breeze 
hushed at just the right moment to allow the airborne 
messenger to land on Doug’s feather-soft grey curls. 
 Then all was silent. 
 The temperature dropped with the snow. What 
had been a brisk, frosty morning soon became the hard 
freeze that was predicted. That afternoon and evening, 
six inches of snow fell. Doug’s body became a white lump 
in the corner of a white garden surrounded by miles and 
miles of white lumps under a thick white blanket.
 The salty pools of blood in his heart and lungs 
were the last to freeze. Just before dawn, the temperature 
neared zero degrees Fahrenheit. Crystals started to lace 
the last of his liquid blood. 
 But right then, he woke up, as if waking from a 
good night’s sleep. 
 He was naked but warm, standing in some black 
place. He waved his hand an inch from his eyes and saw 
nothing. His mind searched for an explanation. It didn’t 
take long for him to realize he was probably dead. The 
tight chest pain, the tingling arm, the loss of consciousness 
all added up to heart attack and death. But standing in this 
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blackness, naked and comfortable, didn’t fit his under-
standing of what’s supposed to come after. 
 Ever since he wore the vestments of an altar boy, 
he knew what to expect in heaven. He’d seen paintings 
of singing angels in white robes and little fat babies with 
wings. He’d read stories told by people who died and came 
back, stories about tunnels, bright lights, sweet sounds and 
meeting those who had died before. None of this was here. 
Here was only blackness and silence.
 It wasn’t Hell either. Hell is supposed to be … 
Hell! His understanding of Hell included screaming in 
anguish and gnashing of teeth as sulfur fire ripped flesh 
from the bones of unforgiven sinners. Rather than painful 
punishment, he hadn’t felt this good in years. He put his 
hand on his forehead as he thought and noticed fingers 
touching his hairline. These fingers – his finger – weren’t 
supposed to be there.
 His hands embraced each other. The fingers he’d 
left on the bloody battlefield decades ago were back. They 
worked perfectly. Not only that, the arthritis was gone; the 
skin felt strong plump and firm. He rubbed his arms. They 
were strong and muscular again. The bullet scar above his 
elbow was missing. His chest was full and his belly flat. He 
felt the six-pack abs that Maggie once admired. 
 He closed his useless eyes to think. He stood, eyes 
closed, arms crossed, trying to make sense of something. 
All he got was more questions. “Maybe this is reincarna-
tion, or purgatory, or maybe I’m turning into an angel.” 
The only thing he knew for certain was this is not what he 
expected death to be like.
 The familiar smell of garden soil filled his nos-
trils. No one ever told him what heaven was supposed to 
smell like, but at least it wasn’t sulfur. He opened his eyes 
and it wasn’t as black any more.
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 “Hello, Doug,” a deep, soft voice said.
 He raised his hands defensively then froze in 
place. “Uh,” was all he could manage to say. 
 “Do not be afraid. You are safe,” the deep voice 
said. 
 Then, a confident feminine-sounding voice said, 
“We’re here to thank you.”
 All this did for Doug was open more questions: 
Who is “we?” Thanks for what? Where were these voices 
coming from? He stood, still trying to muster enough 
courage to speak.
 Something lightly touched his cheek, like a kiss.
 He reached up and touched his cheek. It felt wet. 
Glitter, tiny specks of gold glitter, were on his fingertips. 
He took a deep, shaky breath
 He let it out. “What the hell is happening?”
 The feminine voice replied, “You poured your 
heart into this garden and your soul followed. I’ll let her 
explain.”
 “Her?” Then he saw Maggie standing a few feet 
away. 
 She was naked, looking as she did in her twen-
ties, with wavy brown hair brushing her shoulders and big 
brown eyes that were unmistakably hers. Her body was 
as he remembered it in the early years of their marriage. 
It was firm and strong, with elegant posture from years of 
dance lessons and working in her father’s hardware store. 
The surgery scar on her abdomen was missing and so was 
the burn scar on her left hand.
 “Maggie?”
 “Yes, it’s me.”
 “How? What?”
 Then the deep voice said, “Welcome home.”
 “That’s the worm king,” she said with a shrug. 
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“Come on, I’ll explain everything.” 
 In stunned silence, he followed her as she ex-
plained how she’d woke up here just as he did. “We can 
stay here as long as we like,” she said, “as long as we take 
care of the garden. That’s our job.”
 “The garden? What garden? Our garden?”
 “Yes, our garden,” she pointed. “This one.” 
 Around the bend of the tunnel he saw rows and 
rows of unfamiliar plants. His eyes were adjusting to the 
dim light. Looking closer, he saw they were molds, fungi, 
moss, algae and tiny toadstools. They were all in neat rows.  
Vine-like algae were trained like English peas. She walked 
him down the center of this underground garden, point-
ing out her favorites. 
 “These little yellow ones taste like melons, and 
these green bumpy ones, tomatoes. You’ll love them.” She 
picked a red and white pancake-shaped growth off some 
algae. “This one’s ripe. Try it,” she said with a mischievous 
smile.
 He took a bite and his eyes opened wide. “Okra? 
Wow.”
 “What do you call these things?” he asked.
 “I didn’t bother naming them,” she replied, “but 
now that you’re here, you can name them all. It’s basically 
baby food. When it gets ripe, I eat what I need and pile the 
rest over there. Beetles ball it up and take it to the baby 
worms.”
 She picked up a small dried mushroom and 
shook it over a flat rock. A small cloud of spores settled 
like dust. She gathered a handful and poured it into a bub-
bling pool of water. 
 “Fermentation keeps this place nice and warm; 
some places, like this pool, are hot.” She grabbed a seed 
husk the size of a baseball and dipped up some of the hot, 
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black liquid in each half. She handed him one and waited. 
 Doug took a sip. 
 There was no mistaking the flavor of coffee. He 
grinned, looked at her and asked, “Did you add sugar?”
 Barely able to talk through her smile she an-
swered, “No, but I dipped my pinky in it.” 
 They closed their eyes for a kiss. 
 He recognized that kiss. It was Maggie’s morning 
kiss. He kept his eyes closed and let the feeling of her soft, 
warm lips linger a few seconds. Then he said, “perfect!”
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 “You really should do something with your hair.” 
Liam didn’t freeze, not with Quinn. He knew she hadn’t 
meant to be rude, but it didn’t keep him from wincing as 
she stared at his hair. 
 “I could cut it for you if you want.” The two were 
walking down one of the many crowded hallways of Cor-
mick High School. Quinn looked like she was moments 
away from pulling out a pair of scissors to follow through 
with her statement when the two passed a group of boys. 
Liam could feel their eyes and dipped his head, made him-
self small. Quinn didn’t bother to look their way and stood 
taller.
 They both heard the crude words that came from 
one of the boys. Liam knew they were for him, but it was 
Quinn who looked over her broad shoulder and winked. 
“Only in your dreams, honey.” Her voice alone was enough 
to make Liam blush, but he doubted the group of boys 
would have such a subdued reaction. Quinn didn’t care. 
She just looped her arm through Liam’s and pulled him 
farther down the hallway, heels clicking loudly against the 
tile.
 The shoes were a thrift store steal that almost 
made her as tall as Liam. Almost. They matched the hand-
me-down dress she’d swiped from her sister’s closet. The 
yellow was beautiful against her tan skin and showed off 
her legs, but the her flat chest did little to fill out the bust 
of the dress.
 They stopped at Quinn’s locker where she used 
the inside mirror to adjust the dreaded bust. After a mo-
ment, she stopped and huffed. Liam didn’t really know
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how to help, so he settled for a, “You okay?”
 “God knows I wish I could take a note from 
insecure middle school girls and just stuff a bra, but my-” 
She trailed off as she looked over Liam’s shoulder seconds 
before he felt the impact.
 He didn’t really have to turn around to know who 
had tackled him in a vise-like hug. Janey was infamous for 
her boundless energy and surprise attacks. She let go of 
him, and he turned just in time to see her tuck a stray red 
curl back behind her ear. The rest of her hair was pulled 
back in a high ponytail, decorated with a bow. 
 She was bouncing with excitement, and it made 
Liam nervous. Before either Quinn or himself could say 
any kind of greeting, words bubbled out of Janey. “Guess 
who just found out that they’re announcing tryouts for 
boys varsity basketball over the intercom later today?”
 Quinn grinned, “I’m guessing the answer starts 
with ‘J’ and ends with ‘-aney’.” 
 Janey was thrilled with that answer. “Yes! You’re 
so good at this. Tryouts are next week.” She turned to 
Liam, “Are you going to try out this year?”
 “I don’t know…”
 “What? But you’re so good!”
 Liam shook his head at the compliment, “Yeah, 
but I’m not ‘boys varsity’ good.” 
 This just seemed to offend Janey more. “Bull, you 
kicked butt on the court last year, and any team would be 
lucky to have you.” Her eyes traveled to his shaggy hair. 
“Although, your current doo might not help you in its 
current state.”
 Quinn interjected for Liam’s sake. “He hasn’t 
talked to his mom about it yet.” 
 Janey’s eyes widened before she deflated. The cogs 
of her mind turned as she tapped a nail against her lip in 
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thought. Seemingly coming to a decision, she reanimated. 
“Bend down.” Her voice sounded serious, but when Liam 
looked in her eyes, he saw the familiar manic glee in 
them. 
 “Bend down,” she repeated, “Not all of us are 
blessed with goliath genes or six inch heels.” Liam did as 
he was told and felt Janey tug at his hair as soon as it was 
in her reach. She worked quickly, and when she was done, 
Liam no longer felt the hair on his shoulders. 
 Quinn whistled in admiration as Janey pulled out 
her phone to show him. “You can keep the hair tie to hold 
your hair back during tryouts. Call it woman’s intuition, 
but I always knew you could pull off a man bun.”
 Quinn nodded in agreement.
        …
 The rest of Liam’s day was normal enough. After 
school, his grandmother picked him up to take him to his 
appointment. They spent the car ride in simulated com-
fortable silence, his grandmother silently guessing at what 
could possibly ail her grandchild to the point of having to 
go to therapy.
 Meanwhile, Liam went over his rehearsed re-
sponses to the predictable questions to come. It was true 
Liam’s lack of confidence and emotional stability worried 
those around him, and that the questions were supposed 
to help, but he had always felt that the right questions were 
the ones that were never asked.
 If asked, Liam might admit that when he hit pu-
berty, a pit took root in his stomach, and over the years, it 
had grown into a vine that was choking the life out of him.
But he was never asked, and he couldn’t find the words or 
breath to come out and say it.
         …
 Liam sat at the dinner table across from his 
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mother. She was poised in her chair, and a soft smile sat 
above her slightly raised chin. Her hands moved delicately
in front of her while she ate. Liam pushed his own food 
around his plate. His nerves were starting to get to him. 
 Quinn’s reassuring confidence and Janey’s bubbly 
optimism were almost imprinted in his memory like the 
negatives of old film. The idea of trying out for the boys 
varsity team almost seemed tangible, but how was he sup-
posed to have that conversation with his mother when he 
couldn’t even ask about a haircut?
 “Could you pass the pepper, sweetie?” His moth-
er’s ever so gentle voice pulled Liam from his thoughts. 
Liam complied, and before he could psych himself out, he 
forced himself to speak.
 “So, uh, a friend of mine pointed out today that 
my hair was, um, kinda getting long again. Do, um, do you 
think I could get it cut soon?”
 Despite the fact that Liam tripped over his words, 
his mother listened with interest but paused to think 
carefully before replying. “I don’t know if we’ll have time 
with our schedules right now. I wouldn’t worry too much. 
I think your hair suits you. Let’s give it a couple of weeks 
and see what we can do then. Okay?”
 Liam swallowed, “Yeah. Thanks mom.”
     …
 After helping his mother with the dishes and fin-
ishing his homework, Liam went to his room to get ready 
for bed. As he changed into his PJs, he ignored the rouge 
walls that seemed to close in around him and the full body 
mirror he had covered with a blanket long ago. He walked 
to the bathroom to brush his teeth, and as he glanced at 
himself in the mirror, he couldn’t help but pause and stare.
 A sick satisfaction overtook him at the sight. He 
didn’t know why. It was almost as if there was a voice that 
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whispered You deserve this and he was foolish enough to
believe it. Why he deserved it, he couldn’t say. He couldn’t 
imagine a crime he had committed that warranted such a 
punishment.
 The voice whispered that he would be happy if 
only he had shorter hair. Just a centimeter shorter, it lied, 
and peace will come at last.
 Liam dug through the bottom right-hand drawer 
of the counter until he found what he was looking for— a 
small, silver pair of scissors. They were cold to the touch 
and reflected a distorted image of Liam on their surface.  
He ignored it.
 The first snip sent a giddy chill through his veins. 
It was followed by another.
 And another.
 And another.
 Each took off a larger chunk of hair than the last. 
He continued almost hysterically. The voice chanted more, 
more, more. Eventually, the voice quieted, and Liam forced 
himself to stop. Hair covered the floor and counter, and 
his own stopped just below his ears. He felt like a burden 
had been lifted from his shoulders, and for a moment, he 
felt right.
 The moment didn’t last. He surveyed his work, 
and it looked… 
 Awful. 
 Liam desperately searched the drawers for a hand 
mirror.
 Ugly.
 When he found it, he used it to check if the back 
was any better. It was worse.
 You did this.
 Utterly defeated, Liam threw the hand mirror. He 
barely jumped when it shattered against the bathtub. 
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Shaking, he took a step back. He slumped against the wall
and slowly slid to the floor.
 The voice was quiet now. It had done its work. 
Liam’s chest felt tight, and he couldn’t stop the first tear 
from falling. He failed to stop the ones that followed just 
like he failed to slow his breathing.
 The door opened.
 For a moment, Liam’s mother just stood in the 
doorframe, confused. Then her eyes focused on the drops 
of harsh blood against the white tiles, and the world fell 
out of focus. 
 “Oh my God!” She rushed forward and grabbed 
his arms. Her gaze was intent on his wrists. Liam had 
never even hurt himself before, but apparently his mother 
thought it wasn’t beyond his capability to do so.
 Her eyes checked every patch of exposed skin 
on his body until they stopped at the shallow cuts on the 
bottom of his feet. A tiny shard of mirror was still stuck in 
one of the cuts. Liam hadn’t even noticed.
 Sighing, Liam’s mother took a second to take in 
the scene around her. Severed locks of brown hair, blood, 
shards of mirror— all evidence of Liam’s shame. Tears 
gathered in her eyes. She was trying desperately to hold on 
to her composure when everything in her wanted to fall 
apart. Her voice was thick with emotion when she spoke.
 A name, soft and sweet.
 It was the name that owned the pink walls in his 
room and adored the covered mirror. It was the name that 
never belonged to him. It was the name of a little girl his 
mother loved, dearly. It was the name of a little girl that 
never existed.
 His mother gripped his shaking shoulders with 
her own trembling hands. Her words were slow, desperate. 
“You have to tell me what’s wrong, baby. I can’t help you 
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unless you tell me. Please, what’s wrong?” 
 Liam was beyond words, though. All he was ca-
pable of was crying and focusing on forcing air in and out.
 You did this, echoed a long gone voice that ach-
ingly resembled his own.
 His mother did the only thing any mother could 
do in her position. She pulled Liam into her arms as he 
cried, and held the son she didn’t even know she had.
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 Tucker Ryan was a little bit in love with Blue Val-
ley.  He’d lived there for just shy of a year, but the charm 
hadn’t worn off yet.  He had attended a dozen different 
schools, but this was the only place he liked enough to 
hope he would graduate there.  The school itself wasn’t 
what he liked so much.  Tucker was enamored with the 
blue-lit gas station at the end of his street, the soft-jutting 
rises of land at the horizon that were simultaneously too 
close and too far away, and the church he attended on 
Sunday mornings and Wednesday nights.  However, his 
favorite thing about Blue Valley was the woods.
 There was a trail behind the high school that let 
out close enough to his house.  Tucker hated the bus, so he 
walked the trail as long as he could stand the weather.  On 
weekends, he’d take Luka out hiking.  These “hikes” were 
mostly lengthy treks through woods that the Ryans had 
no claim to, but Tucker’s mother pretended not to know 
where he went for the sake of the occasional legitimate 
hike her son went on with classmates.
 Tucker had assimilated to Blue Valley well 
enough.  His teachers liked him, his grades were good, and 
he sat with the same people at lunch every day.  They were 
nice, but everyone seemed to recognize that something 
about Tucker was a little different.  It could have been the 
accent—which was Southern but noticeably not Virgin-
ian—or the hearing aids.  It could have just been the fact 
that he wasn’t from here.  They’d all grown up together, 
and Tucker was the new arrival.  Whatever the reason was, 
it had happened in too many places for Tucker to hold it 
against them.
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 Fred Ryan was a military consultant.  Tucker 
wasn’t sure exactly what he consulted on, but it meant a 
lot of late nights and frequent moves.  He only took jobs 
in the South, though, because he liked the politics, the 
churches, and the football.  Tucker had two older sisters, 
the younger of whom was eight years his senior.  Once 
Becca was gone to college, they could move whenever they 
needed to until Tucker hit high school.  Now, the moves 
were carefully orchestrated around the school year within 
states with similar graduation requirements.
 They’d gotten to Blue Valley mid-June.  Their 
house was nice enough, and it backed up to the woods. 
Aside from church, there wasn’t any easy way for Tucker 
to meet people until school started, so he’d started making 
excursions into the woods to keep busy.  That was how he’d 
found Luka, half-grown and half-starved.
 It hadn’t taken much convincing to get to keep 
him.  Luka was too skinny for it to be argued that he need-
ed to go back to his owner, and Tucker was too lonesome 
for anyone to say he didn’t need a dog.  No one came 
looking for him, and Tucker’s parents finally relented and 
said he could keep him.  Luka was eager to please and had 
a lot of energy.  By the end of the summer, he was mostly 
trained and would stay with Tucker even without a leash.
 The start of the school year meant Tucker 
couldn’t spend as much time with Luka.  The weekend 
hikes and after-school runs came to be to accommodate 
for that.  Tucker’s balance was better than it had been 
immediately after he’d been sick, but it still wasn’t as good 
as before.  Running regularly meant falling regularly.  It 
drove his mom crazy, but she never tried to stop him.
 At eleven, Tucker had contracted bacterial men-
ingitis.  The town that they’d been in at the time was tiny, 
and his pediatrician dismissed it as the flu at first. By the  
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time he’d ended up in the ER, it was almost too late.  The 
doctors spent three days telling his parents and his sisters 
to prepare for the worst—but he lived.  He’d lost a good bit 
of his hearing, acquired permanent vertigo, and missed 
several months of school, but he lived.  
 It echoed in Tucker’s head sometimes, especially 
when things lined up just right. Buthelivedbuthelived-
buthelivedbuthelived. He was pretty sure his mom could 
hear it too.  Sometimes she’d look at him like she could 
see his luck.  Other times, it was like he’d startled her, and 
she was too acutely aware of how close he’d been to dying.  
Tucker felt like half a ghost those days.
 In April, Fred Ryan started stepping out of the 
room when he took phone calls.  It must have been habit, 
because Tucker couldn’t hear most of the conversation 
anyways.  Still, within a week, it was obvious that a new 
contract and another move were in the works.  Tucker 
hadn’t genuinely expected to get another school year in 
Virginia, but he’d hoped for the summer.
 The first weekend of May, Tucker and Luka went 
hiking again.  They started off on an actual trail and then 
branched off when Luka heard a creek.  Tucker had plenty 
of practice getting them out of the woods, but there was 
always a quiet thrill in knowing that no one knew where 
he was.  The woods were unusually still, which made it 
all the more surprising when a boy about Tucker’s age cut 
into the horizon.
 “You do this often?” the boy said.  It was quiet 
enough that Tucker could make out what he was say-
ing, but he focused on the other boy’s lips nonetheless.  
The stranger noticed and smiled amiably.  He wasn’t in 
uniform, but Tucker could have placed him as a Maxon 
student even without their proximity to the school.
 Maxon Academy was the only thing in Blue 
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moved there, the school had been an uninhabited scar 
built onto the top of a foothill.  The teachers arrived in Au-
gust, and the students came not long after that.  Kids at 
Tucker’s school liked to make fun of them from a distance 
when they came into town on weekends.  Tuition at Maxon 
was more than most Blue Valley families made in a year.
 “By ‘this,’ do you mean hiking or trespassing?” 
Tucker said.  He was aware that he’d probably crossed into 
Maxon Academy’s land at some point after leaving the trail, 
but the teenager didn’t look like the type to go running to 
report him.
 “Either,” the boy said.  “Both.”
 “Every weekend, I guess,” Tucker responded.  The 
stranger’s lips quirked up.
 “I’m Jack Parrish,” the Maxon boy said, walking 
closer to Tucker.
 “Tucker.” Self-consciously, he added, “Ryan.  I 
mean, Tucker is my first name, and Ryan is my last name.  
This is Luka.”
 At his name, Luka nosed at Tucker’s hand and 
then sank back on his haunches, tongue hanging out of his 
mouth.  Jack laughed and squatted down to pet him.  Tuck-
er wondered what Jack was doing in the woods in the first 
place.  He certainly wasn’t dressed for it.  
 “You do this every weekend in rural Virginia, and 
you haven’t gotten shot yet?” Jack asked.
 “I guess I’ve just got good luck,” Tucker said.  
That was part of the buthelivedbuthelivedbuthelived.  Jack 
laughed again.  He seemed oddly eager to please for a rich 
kid who’d just caught someone trespassing.  Tucker tried to 
see himself how a stranger would.
 His hair was a little too long, a little too wild, the 
same red-brown color as Alabama clay. There was a hole 
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in his tee shirt, and the hem of his shorts was fraying. 
His elbows and knees were discolored with fading yellow 
bruises and peeling brown scabs from falling.  He wasn’t a 
product of the town like his classmates, but he was a clear 
part of it.  It only took Tucker a few seconds to realize 
that Jack was charmed by him the same way Tucker was 
charmed by Blue Valley.
 Someone outside of the tree line yelled Jack’s 
name and told him to hurry up.  Jack didn’t respond, but 
he did stroll over to pick up a Frisbee that Tucker hadn’t 
noticed.  Luka must have led him closer to the school 
grounds than he’d realized.  
 “I’ll see you around,” Jack said.
 Tucker didn’t see Jack again for two weeks.  On 
Saturday afternoon, Mr. Ryan started a conversation with 
the tone of voice that let Tucker know it would be one-sid-
ed.  
 “I’ve got a job officially lined up for next year,” he 
said.  
 “It’s in Wyland, Georgia.  The high school offers 
AP classes, there’s a dog park, and we’ll be two hours from 
the beach.  Once you get your license, you can take Luka 
down on Saturdays.”
 “Okay,” Tucker said, chewing his bottom lip.  
When the highlights were laid out like that, it didn’t sound 
so bad,  
 “When are we going?”
 “We’ll be out of here by the Fourth of July at the 
latest,” Mr. Ryan said.  
 That was more time that Tucker had expected.  
He’d get a month of summer vacation in Blue Valley.  
 “Alright,” Tucker said.  “I’m going to go for a walk.  
Will you let Mom know for me?”
 Mr. Ryan nodded.  Luka was asleep in the living 
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room floor, so Tucker headed out on his own.  As he 
walked down the driveway, he dug around in his pockets 
and found four dollars.  That was enough for a Coke and a 
candy bar, so he walked towards the gas station.
 He’d bought his candy and begun the walk back 
home when a red Mustang turned the corner.  It was flashy 
and expensive looking, which made it memorable.  Tucker 
knew it belonged to one of the Maxon boys.  He stepped 
further away from the road as the car got closer, but the 
Mustang slowed to a crawl next to him.  The passenger 
side window rolled down, and Jack Parrish—smiling like a 
politician—appeared from behind the tinted glass.
 “Tucker,” he greeted pleasantly.  He gestured at 
the thin- faced boy behind the wheel.  “This is my friend 
Michael.”
 “Hey,” Tucker said.  Michael nodded.
 “We’re headed to Ricksburg,” Jack said.  Ricks-
burg was twenty miles south of Blue Valley and home to 
the nearest movie theater, bowling alley, and mall.  
 “You want to come?”
 “I don’t have my wallet with me,” Tucker said.  
Jack shrugged.
 “I can spot you,” he offered.  A daytrip’s worth of 
money was nothing to a Maxon boy.  Tucker considered 
it.  Driving to Ricksburg wasn’t exactly what he’d told his 
parents he’d be doing, but he doubted they’d care.  They let 
him get away with a lot, especially when they were about 
to move again.
 “Okay,” Tucker said.  Jack’s face split into another 
grin.
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 “You got Holden Caulfield?” Avery said. She fell 
back laughing, legs going up with her, onto
the hot pink shag carpet that lay beneath them. The com-
puter was open in front of them with the “here are your 
results!” screen still lit up.
 “Shut up,” Rylie said. She laughed, too. She closed 
the laptop and threw it onto Avery’s bed. She laid down 
next to her friend, both of them comfortable and warm 
amidst dusty pink tendrils. The glow-in-the-dark stars 
tacked onto the ceiling were now visible. They both stared.
 “What’s so bad about Holden Caulfield?”
 “Nothing.” Avery turned to face Rylie. “He’s just 
the definition of an edge-lord…and Buzzfeed thinks you 
are, too.” Avery’s laughter filled the dark of the room.
 That was the day before.
 A week before, on a Tuesday morning, Avery 
trudged to school. Her parents had bought a house
only two blocks away from her own personal hell, so it 
made little sense for her to take the bus or to waste her fa-
ther’s gas. Avery counted the days until her parents bought 
her a car. She’d waste her own gas.
 The walk to school was always the most painful 
part of the day. When she met Rylie, the walk
got a little better for the both of them. Rylie only lived one 
block from the school, smack dab in the middle of Avery’s 
everyday route. “Outside,” Avery texted.
 She stared at Rylie’s front yard while she waited. 
Almost all of it was dead and brown. A sprinkler sat in the 
middle, forming an even-deeper brown circle beneath it.
She had never taken more than a glance at this house. It 
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was not normally where she and Rylie spent their time. It 
looked sad to her. 
 “Your hair. Wow,” said Avery after Rylie had met 
her outside. “Different.”
 “Yeah, I don’t know.”
 Rylie’s hair, which had been unkept chestnut 
brown locks that draped her shoulders the day before were 
now unkept chestnut brown locks which barely brushed 
the tops of her cheeks.
 “It’s nice.”
 Rylie didn’t reply. The girls walked past Rylie’s 
dead, brown lawn in silence.
 “Are you ready for the midterm?” Avery asked as 
they neared the school.
 “Have I ever been ready for a midterm?”
 Avery did not do well on that midterm. On 
Thursday of the same week, Avery read the words “see me 
after class” on the top of it, written in red scribble. She had 
received a 68.
 Christopher Hanover sat in front of her in honors 
biology. He had received a 72 on the midterm. Good for 
Christopher. 
 A month ago, Christopher asked Avery if he 
could borrow a pencil. Avery bought an extra pack of Ti-
conderoga #2’s that very same day. They had been stuffed 
in her backpack, unopened, until this Thursday, when 
Christopher Hanover asked that same sweet question. 
 “The pencils paid off.” This was at lunch. “Rylie, 
he winked at me after.”
 “Christopher Hanover is a douche-canoe.”
 “How would you know?”
 Rylie only shrugged her shoulders in response. 
“You don’t even have a good reason not to like him.” She 
took another bite of the Subway sandwich her mother had
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bought for her the day before. “He’s just so hot,” she said
watching Christopher’s best friend walk by as she did. 
Maybe Christopher had mentioned her to him. “Do you 
want any?” A piece of lettuce dangled as she pointed her 
lunch at her friend. Rylie watched it fall onto the cafeteria 
table. She turned away and continued to doodle on the 
notebook in front of her.
 “Not hungry. Thanks, though.”
 Later that evening, Avery stared blankly at 
flashing re-runs of the Golden Girls in between the time 
it took for people to respond via text or for any indication 
of activity to appear on her Twitter feed. Her parents sat 
too close to one another on the couch beside her. She went 
to the kitchen just to be rid of the feeling of them. She bit 
down on a slice of dehydrated apple, using her free hand 
to message Rylie.
 “Wyd?”
 “Nothing.”
 “Would it be cool if I came over?”
 “My mom would have my ass if I let anyone in 
here.” She followed up with a picture of her room. Avery 
counted at least twelve empty cans of Mountain Dew 
sprawled across her carpet, in between piles of dirty laun-
dry and schoolwork on a barely-visible floor.
 “Damn dude. Do you really drink that much 
Mountain Dew lol”
 “Yeah, my liver probably hates me.”
 Avery didn’t respond. She was preoccupied by 
parental lecturing. Her mother had gotten up to search 
through the mail and found Avery’s report card. Her low 
C in honors biology was unsatisfactory. Avery retreated to 
her room. 
 Friday afternoon, Christopher Hanover gave the 
pencil back at the end of class. Avery told him to keep it. 
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He insisted that she take it back. He had written his phone 
number on it in purple Sharpie. He had also left bite marks 
on the end. The metal was bent into the red of the rub-
ber eraser. He winked at her again, got up from his seat, 
slinging his backpack over his shoulder, and walked out of 
the classroom. 
 “Can you believe it? Because I can’t.” This was on 
the walk home afterschool. Avery walked on clouds and 
Birkenstock sandals. Rylie walked beside her. 
 “I’d be careful. The next step is unsolicited dick 
pics,” said Rylie. 
 “No, the next step is the football game next week. 
Then prom. Then yearbook status.”
 “Oh, really? Wasn’t aware you were planning out 
your future with that meat-head.” There was silence. Wind 
blew the legs of Rylie’s pants. She tried to bundle herself 
up in her jacket. Avery’s black leggings clung to her thighs, 
not budging. 
 “Do you know what you’re wearing to prom?” 
said Rylie.
 “Nah, not yet.”
 “I was just thinking, my mom bought me a dress 
she saw on Craigslist the other day if you want to come try 
it on. I don’t want it.”
 “What? No way, dude. Prom dresses are expen-
sive.”
 Rylie paused and looked at the ground. “I’m not 
gonna go anyways.” She pulled up a picture of the dress. 
Avery’s eyes widened as if they’d burst out of socket.  
“You don’t want that?” she asked. The dress was a cherry 
blossom pink. 
 “It’s pink,” Rylie said. “which you know I hate. 
Plus, I tried it on. It falls right off me.” Her voice was flat.
 “Really? I thought we were the same size,” said 
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Avery. “But hell yeah I’ll try it on. I’ve gotta give you some-
thing in return though. My parents said they’d buy me one 
anyways, they’ll pay you.”
 “My mom’s the one who bought it.”
 “We’ll figure it out.”
 At Rylie’s, Avery tried on the dress. It slid right 
on, accentuating every blooming detail of her pubescent 
figure. Rylie told her so. 
 “I’ve got shoes that match if you want those, too. 
I think we’re the same size.” Avery looked her way, her face 
flushing with excitement. “I’ll probably never wear them 
again,” said Rylie.
 On Monday morning, Avery’s phone chimed at 
7:02. A text from her mother. “Leftovers in the fridge in 
case you get hungry. Love you”. It was Martin Luther King 
Jr. Day. There was no school. Avery rolled over and fell 
back asleep until 10:30 a.m., when she’d set her alarm. She 
tried to call Rylie. There was no reply.
 Avery made a bowl of Frosted Flakes while she 
scrolled through Christopher Hanover’s Instagram profile. 
She made her way to the couch and plopped herself in 
front of the 11 o’clock news, all the while trying to sift 
through any inkling of activity on Christopher’s various 
social media. This was the majority of her morning. Later 
in her room, as she lazily searched her closet, she noticed 
she had forgotten to give Rylie back her copy of It’s a Won-
derful Life on Blu-ray, which sat on her vanity. She’d let 
Avery borrow it over the holidays, but Rylie had been clear 
she’d wanted it back when Avery was finished. She wanted 
to know what Avery thought of it. Avery had forgotten to 
watch it.
 Avery texted her. “I still have your movie.” There 
was no reply. 
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 A text tone dinged while she was in the shower. It 
was 2:15 p.m. 
 “Hey, sorry. Been asleep.”
 She jammed out, “it’s fine” beneath her fingertips. 
No reply for three more hours. She called again. This time 
Rylie replied.
 “Hello?”
 “Hey.”
 “Can I help you?”
 Avery furrowed her eyebrows. Her jaw clenched. 
“That’s gonna be your response? Dude, what’s going on? 
You never have anything going on, actually, so I don’t 
really know why you’re ignoring me today.”
 “I’m not ignoring you. I’ve really just been in 
bed.”
 “It’s almost 5:30 in the evening.”
 “It’s a three-day weekend, I’m allowed to be lazy.”
 There was silence. The silence was awkward.
 “I’m sorry,” said Rylie. Her voice quivered as she 
spoke. 
 Avery furrowed her brows. “It’s fine. Do you want 
to hang out or not?”
 “Sure.”
 An hour later, Rylie showed up, backpack in hand 
and headphones semi-circling the top of her head.   
“What’s up?” she asked.
 “Not much.”
 The two made their way to the kitchen, where 
Avery made pizza rolls. 
 “Did you hear it’s supposed to rain all week?” 
Rylie asked. This was already the eighth consecutive day of 
rainy weather. 
 “Weird.”
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 “I thought I liked the rain, but I sort of just want 
it to stop at this point.”
 “Me too. My socks always get wet on the walk to 
school. Wet socks are the worst thing.”
Rylie looked at her friend and opened her mouth for a 
split second, closing it after realizing she lacked the con-
fidence to say what she wanted to. Socks are far from the 
worst thing.
 Later on, the two sat criss-cross on the floor 
in front of Avery’s laptop screen. Rylie had prompted a 
question about identity and literary characters. Avery 
responded by pulling up a Buzzfeed quiz. Avery got Daisy 
Buchanan. 
 Avery carried the conversation and simultane-
ously finished off the pizza rolls, of which Rylie had none 
of. 
 After Avery had gotten her kicks out of Holden 
Caulfield, they both turned to their phones, each scrolling 
mindlessly on social media. Avery’s phone went off. It was 
a call from Christopher Hanover. Christopher Hanover 
was inviting her to a get-together. “It’s not a party or 
anything, just a get-together with some of my friends,” he 
said.
 Rylie listened in, making eye contact with Avery 
the entire time. Rylie did not share Avery’s grin. When 
she hung up, Avery screamed giddily into a plushy, pink 
pillow. 
 “Dude,” said Avery, “we’re going to a party.”
 “Dude,” said Rylie, “maybe you are, but I most 
certainly am not.”
 “Come on, man. It’ll be good for you.”
 Rylie only glared.
 “You’re coming,” said Avery.
 “I’m not.” This was said with firm indignation. 
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“You are.” This was also said with firm indignation. 
 “I’m not going to a party so you can suck on 
douche-canoe’s face while I sit in the corner.”
 “Then don’t sit in the corner”
 “I belong in the corner.”
 “Fuck off, Holden Caulfield.”
 Rylie made a face Avery hadn’t seen before. She 
couldn’t tell if it was anger or sadness. She decided on 
anger, so she continued. “You wouldn’t even have a life if it 
weren’t for me. Your social life depends on mine, even if it 
includes Christopher.”
 Rylie made hard eye contact with her friend.
 Avery had seen this face before. This face made 
her uncomfortable. 
 “Trust me. I’ve never depended on you,” said 
Rylie. Then she started to cry. The cry crept from her face 
into her bones, and she wrapped her arms around her 
tear-wet knees in the papasan chair she was sitting in. 
 Avery stared. She and Rylie had only been 
friends for a couple months now. This was new.
 “I’m so sorry,” Rylie said without looking up. 
Avery sat by in silence, tingling with uncertainty. 
 After a presumed forever, Rylie lifted a tear-
soaked face and again, apologized. “No, no, it’s okay,” said 
Avery, but Rylie was already shoveling things back into 
her bag. “Rylie, it’s okay.”
 Rylie made reluctant eye contact with her friend. 
“I’m so sorry,” she said again before walking out of the 
house.
 The next morning, Avery went to class without 
stopping by Rylie’s. She lacked the courage to talk to her. 
This Tuesday was the day of. Not to be confused with last 
Tuesday, which was before. Avery sat with Christopher 
Hanover at lunch. He barely talked to her, spending most 
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of the time to talk about the weekend and his get-together, 
which Avery concluded was indeed a party. Avery hadn’t 
seen Rylie once. She texted her, “Are you at school?” There 
was no reply. After school, Avery walked past Rylie’s. It was 
on the way anyway. Her mom’s red Volvo was normally 
parked out front at this time but wasn’t there. Rylie’s mom 
worked nights, mostly. Rylie’s mom was not often home. 
 Avery knocked on the door. There was no reply. 
She started down the sidewalk, but stopped again to look 
at the dead, brown lawn in front of her (the one that 
looked sad to her). Before continuing on, she ran back and 
turned on the sprinkler. 
 At her house, Avery texted Rylie again. “Hey, are 
you okay?” There was no reply. She opened her laptop to 
work on honors biology homework. They were learning 
about plant systems. She spent an hour and a half answer-
ing questions about plant systems. Her mom walked in the 
door at 4:58 p.m. At 6:25 p.m., she began the process that 
is lasagna. At 6:37, she answered the phone with ricotta 
cheese on her fingers. She hung up and called Avery to the 
kitchen. 
 “That was Yvonne. Rylie’s in the hospital.”
 Avery’s jaw clenched. She looked at her mother 
with unknowing eyes.
 “She’s okay, but do you want to go see her?”
 “Yes.”
 The drive there was mostly silence, but Avery’s 
mother was not satisfied with missing information.   
 “Wasn’t Rylie at the house last night?”
 “She got mad and left.”
 “Baby, you let her walk home alone in the dark?”
 “She lives one block away.”
 “A lot can happen in one block.”
 Avery listened. “I didn’t listen,” she said. “I 
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didn’t know.” Tears slowly dripped off her eyelashes as she 
stared at her lap. They came faster and the cry tightened 
her insides. Her mother pulled over and held her daughter 
together.
    ...
 Once inside Room 202, Avery hugged Rylie until 
she couldn’t anymore. After wet faces were dry ones, they 
sat in silence. The silence was comfortable.
 Rylie began to giggle. Avery inquired. “What are 
you laughing at?”
 “Who fails at suicide?”
 “Rylie!” Avery said at first in disapproval, but 
laughter ensued soon after.
 “I brought something,” Avery said.
 She slipped It’s a Wonderful Life into the DVD 
player, and the two fell asleep comfortable and warm in 
dusty Room 202. 
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 I stood there in confusion as my father raised his 
hands to the sky. We were just on our way to the car after 
dad grabbed cash from the atm down the street. The mon-
ey was for us to go to the movies later that night. As the 
man continued to point his gun at us, his hands started to 
quiver. He had as much fear on his face as my mother did. 
 The robber repeats, “Give me what you got!”
 My dad said to the man “You don’t have to do 
this, son. It is alright. You can walk away. We won’t say 
anything.”
 While my dad was calming down the man with 
his hands still held high, I see it as a distraction. My dad 
was creating an opening for me to help him take the gun. 
 I looked at my Toy Story watch and waited a 
minute for the clock to hit 9:00. It was taking forever, so 
I tapped on the watch and it changed to 9. Before I could 
even react, I heard a shot.
 Bang.
    ...
 A round goes off that brings me back to the bank 
heist. It snaps me out the day that I lost my dad when I 
was 7.
 I realize that one of our hostages in the bank are 
on the ground possibly taking their last breath. 
 I see Rick start to shake as he stares at the body. 
I look at James and see him tilt his head in admiration of 
the accuracy and splatter of his shot through the man’s 
chest. A small grin starts to appear on his face.
 He looks as if he is ready to put on a gun show 
with killing the man’s wife and the rest of the people in the 
bank. 

Deon’te Starks
Tap
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 The man’s wife is screaming, “No. No. No! What 
have you done?” She picks up her husband’s head and 
starts to cradle it in her arms. 
 James yells, “Shut the hell up! I’m looking at art. 
Do you know how hard it is to hit between the right third 
and fourth rib without hitting the posterior intercostal 
artery? By the way he is bleeding I say I did a hell of a job.” 
 Before I can tell him to calm down, he takes off 
his mask. The woman looks at his face and starts to trem-
ble. She looks at him and struggles to breathe as if her and 
her husband were taking their last breaths together.
  His smile widens as he points the Ruger at the 
woman while crouching in front of her. Then he points the 
gun up above his right shoulder and whispers something 
into her ear. When he backs away, she looks down and 
stops crying. He continues to go through all the hostages 
and grabs wallets, purses, and phones. 
 I tap on my watch and it shows 8:59. I say, “We 
got a minute. Let’s go!” I see Rick still frozen, so I run over 
to grab him. We all run out the bank to James’s car. 
 The entire car ride is silent. I sit back and replay 
the robbery in my head. Each light that flashes red on our 
ride to his house, I see the bullet that hit my dad that day 
and hear the bullet that hit the guy in the bank.
 Faintly, I can hear James in the car. “Good shot 
wasn’t it? Wasn’t my best work, but it got the job done, 
huh? Wait, did I grab his wallet? Fuck! We need to go 
back, now! I need his phone and wallet.” 
 I reach into the back seat to ruffle through the six 
bags. In the back seat, all I can hear is the new guy Rick.
 He’s repeating, “He’s okay. He’s okay.” 
 I look and say, “That guy will be fine. They’re 
probably already at a hospital.”
 I knew the guy wouldn’t make it to the hospital.  
He probably died before we even walked out, but Rick
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shouldn’t have to have that on his conscience. He is a kid. 
He should be worried about girls and his grades. He is 
almost done with college. He should be able to finish it. 
 James continues to say, “We need to turn around. 
I need his phone and wallet.”
 “Shut up James. It’s one phone and wallet, we’ll 
find you another. Besides, you didn’t grab his wife’s stuff 
either.” 
 I look at my watch; it’s 10:27. From the corner of 
my eye I can see Rick continue to smear the blood on his 
mask trying to wipe it off. The smudging sound begins to 
piss me off again about James reckless shot and continued 
murmurs. James pulls into his apartment garage. 
 We all get out the car, and I curl my fist and 
swing at James. “Dude, what the hell was that back there? 
You take off your mask and shoot someone!” 
 James argues “He tried to be a hero, so I popped 
him. You should be thanking me.”
 “You could of hit him with gun. Why would you 
shoot him in the fucking chest!”
 “I could have shot him in the head too. You 
should be happy. Besides, where were you back there?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “You may have been physically there, but your 
mind was a thousand miles away.”
 My watch shows 10:47. I say, “This isn’t about me. 
This is about you. No more killing or you’re out.” 
 “Yeah, whatever.” 
 He stands there still grinning. The grin makes me 
feel uneasy. I reach into his car and grab two of the duffle-
bags, and Rick does the same. 
 I look at James and say, “We will be meeting back 
here at 6 a.m. I don’t mean 6 p.m. I don’t mean 6:01. I 
mean 6 on the dot. Got it.”
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 “Why are you always picking on me. You should 
be worried about the kid. Doesn’t he have classes or some-
thing?”
 The watch displays 10:50, and I tap. “Rick come 
on, I’m taking you home.”
 We get into the car and James waves. His wave to 
me transitions into a middle finger to the kid.
 We arrive to Rick’s apartment. 
 “Get some sleep, we’ll run through strats tomor-
row for the next job.”
 Before I roll my window up, Rick grabs it and say, 
“Do you really think that guy will be alright?”
 “I’ll be here at 5:30. Get some sleep. Oh, and don’t 
forget your bags.”
 After I roll up my window, I reach into my 
armrest to grab a cigarette, then turn on some music to 
pass the time to get my mind off the day. As I pull into my 
garage, I light another. When I get to my house, I head 
straight to the tv and turn it on. I flop onto the couch and 
reach under the living room table to grab my cigarette 
roller to make more. As I lick the first paper to make each 
side stick together, I hear from the tv, “34-year-old Joshua 
Robinson killed in today’s bank robbery at Liberal United 
Bank.”
 About time the news goes off I am finished 
rolling my cigarettes, so I make them 3 by 5 and clean up 
my mess. Then I put them into my Tuesday pack. I look at 
the watch to see 11:48, so I go to my room to get ready for 
bed. Before almost being asleep, I get a call. It’s Rick. 
 Before I even say “hello,” he says, “Someone is 
trying to pick my lock. I don’t know what to do?”
 “Go hide but do not hang up. Oh, and turn down 
your brightness!”
 His feet shuffle to hide. I take a second to pray for 
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him. I hesitate on calling the cops for him, but they would 
find the money in his apartment and know that he stole it. 
 He says, “The door just opened. I hear them com-
ing.”
 “Be quiet they will hear you.”
 “They’re destroying my place. They know what 
we did! What if they are one of the people that was at the 
bank? What if one of them are here to get back their wallet 
and phone? What if it’s that guy James shot? What if he 
didn’t make it, and it’s his wife coming to get me? What if 
it’s the cops, and they saw you drop me off.” 
 I don’t hear the noise immediately but as they get 
closer, I hear the path of destruction that they are leaving. 
 I say, “I will call right back turn your phone on 
silent, I am calling the cops!”
 I put Rick on hold and start to dial 9-1-1. I am 
immediately put on hold. I throw the phone.
 “Why are the cops put me on fucking hold? My 
brother is dying!”
 I guess when I threw it; I hit the speaker button. I 
hear someone on the phone say, “Hello, this is the Jameson 
Police Department. What seems to be your trouble?”
 I run over to grab the phone. “Hello, someone 
is breaking into my friend’s house. He lives in the apart-
ment across from Jameson State University, 458 Front Lift 
Drive.”
 “Do you know who it could possibly be? Was 
he expecting any company? Is there anything we should 
know?”
 “No! Just get over there. He’s in trouble.”
 “Okay, we’ll send someone over when we can.”
 “Ugh, I’ve heard that before.” I tap on the watch 
several times hoping the time will change. 1:57. I go to 
grab my keys and cigarette and run out the door. 
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 As soon as I get my car door open, I pop a ciga-
rette into my mouth, and start the engine. 
 Realizing that I forgot to light the cigarette on my 
way to his apartment, I try to light it, but my hand won’t 
stop shaking long enough.
 “Please be okay. Please be okay.” 
 I pull my cross out of my shirt to kiss it and pray.
 “Lord I am done with this life. Please   
 just protect my brother. I wasn’t there   
 for him when our dad died. I wasn’t   
 there when our mom died. Hell, I wasn’t   
 even there when we got separated in   
 foster care. I want to be there for him   
 now. He didn’t ask for this life. I brought   
                him into it. I’ll even tell him what    
 happen to our parents, and who I am.   
 I’ll tell him that he was there that night in our  
 mom’s arms when our dad was shot. That I was  
 trying to protect him that night like my dad.   
 I’m sorry! I’m sorry. Please just protect my baby  
 brother. Amen.”
 Wiping the tear from my eye, I pull up to his 
apartment. 
2:37
 I reach into my armrest to grab my Beretta and 
dart to the open door. I hear coughing. I run to his room 
to see he’s been stabbed several times. I grab his hand, 
while I start to cry again.
 “It’s alright Rick. It’s alright. It’s not even that bad. 
You’ll be fine kid.” 
 He stops coughing. I grab his head and start to 
cradle it in my hands. The cops run in and say, “put your 
hands up!”
 “I found him like this! I didn’t do this! Help 
him!”
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 “Hands up, now!” 
 “No! Call it in. Can’t you see he’s dying? Please, 
help him!”
 One of them finally makes the call as the other 
assist me on holding the cuts on his chest.
 I finally hear Rick cough again. He tries to get out 
words but all I hear is “Ja.”
 He tries to say my name again, but I put my 
finger over his mouth. I say, “I love you.”
2:59 
 I tap on my watch. Medics rush in to see the 
lifeless body. They cover the body with a thick white sheet.  
The cops start look around and survey the area. They look 
at the bag in the closet because of the twenty hanging out 
of it and start to walk over to search it. I see there is only 
one bag. Before the cops could turn around to ask me 
questions about the bag I was already gone.
 “Why was there only one bag? Why would they 
not take both?” I pull out a cigarette and my phone. 
 James says, “Hello?” 
 “I’m on my way over. I’m two minutes out. 
Someone killed Rick. Watch your back until I get there.”
3:17
 I reach into the armrest to grab another cigarette 
and realized I only had one more. I grab it and light it. As 
I pull up to James’s house he walks out and says, “Hell, I 
didn’t know you smoke. I would of asked you for a few 
cigs. I hate buying them. I feel weird asking for them from 
the cashier.”
 I forget to take the cigarette out of my mouth 
before walking into his place. I don’t like people knowing 
that I smoke because it is no one else’s business. “My first 
time, I thought this would be a good time to start.” 
 We walk into his house through the kitchen door,
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and he sits in his chair. He asks, “What happened?”
 “I don’t know. I just walked in to see him already 
dead.” 
 “Damn, I always liked that kid. Too bad we’re 
going to have to find a replacement for him. Since we’re 
both here. Can we start the meeting early?
 My watch shows 3:26. “Can you be serious? Rick 
is dead. We need to watch our backs. They probably after 
our money. Where are  your dufflebags?”
 He points behind the chair and says, “Hidden in 
plain sight. My wallets, and phones are safe.” 
 “You should probably hide it better if you plan 
on living through the night. They took his bags and they’ll 
probably be after ours next.”
 He asks, “Can I get a puff?”
 “Uhh, I don’t know I only have one roll left.”
 “Come on man. We’ve been best friends for more 
than a decade. Is that not long enough for one cigarette? 
Your OCD ass will be fine.” 
 We pass the cigarette pack and forth for about 5 
minutes. After it goes out we just sit around for a while. 
I ask him, “Do you know where you’re going to hide you 
bags?”
 I’ll definitely hide my bags better than the kid. 
How did they only grab one bag and not the other? Did he 
split them up? Dumbass kid.”
 I never said anything about them grabbing only 
one bag. How did he know?
 “Yeah, dumbass kid.” We both laugh. 
 I don’t want him to know I suspect anything, but 
I think he’s the one that killed my brother.
 I get up and walk behind him to go the kitchen, 
and I see that one of the bags has Rick’s cash and the other 
has his wallets and phones. 
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 That doesn’t make sense. These are the original 
ones we stowed here. Wait... What if the bags got swapped 
on accident in the van?
 James must have thought Rick stole his bag on 
purpose and that is why he killed him.
 I ask, “How did you know they didn’t take both 
his bags?
 “You told me, dumbass.”
 “Did I?”I glance at my watch, and it shows 4:25, 
so I tap on it. “Did you go through the wallets and phones 
yet? Two full bags are usually more than we get. You got a 
lot of work to do.”
 “No, not yet. I was going to do that shit tonight. 
I’m not look forward to it.”
 I pull out my gun, pull back the trigger as he 
takes another puff. 
 Bang
 I look over his body and spit on it. My watch 
shows 4:37. He killed one of his only friends, my brother.  
I grab a piece of paper off his table to write a fake note to 
my brother Rick, pretending to be James for the police to 
find. I need to connect James back to the bank crime and 
free my brother’s name. He doesn’t deserve to be seen as a 
possible murderer because of this bastard.
 “Here is money to pay off the rest of your tuition.  
 I feel like the mentor program in high school  
 brought us close together, and it made me really  
 see myself as your big brother. What I really want  
 to tell you though is that my friend that would  
 always hang out with us wasn’t just my friend,  
 he was your older brother. Your brother and I  
 were really close in foster care. He didn’t want to  
 tell you who he was, but I thought you should  
 know. He thought seeing you was enough and
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 that he didn’t want to ruin your life. He really  
 cares about you and wishes that you guys   
 had a connection. He truly loves you and knows  
 that you  will do great things in life. You are what  
 he wishes he can be, not only for himself but you.  
 You bring out the best in him even if you guys  
 don’t personally know each other. It gave him  
 something to live for. I guess the reason for me to  
 say all this is because I plan on leaving   
 for a while, and I guess this is my way of   
 say good-bye kid and take care.”
After I finish the note, I begin to look for the bag James 
took from Rick’s place. 
 Why can’t I find the bag anywhere in the house? 
Did I just kill an innocent man?
 My watch shows 5:25, and I tap. I head to check 
his car. Walking up to his car, I see the money on the floor 
of the passenger seat. 
 The sick bastard didn’t even take the time to hide 
it. I walk back into the house and drop the note on the 
dufflebags. Before I leave his house, I look back to stare at 
his body one last moment. I walk through the kitchen to 
lay my gun on the counter and walk out the back door. 
 It’s 5:48 when I get home. I head to the couch to 
roll more cigarette until I fall asleep.
 I wake up to see my watch say 8:51 and the news 
lady talking.
 ‘32-year-old Melonie Robinson was taken in last 
night for questioning as she was caught fleeing the scene 
of a house caught up in flame. Robinson was one of the 
hostages during the robbery at the Liberal United Bank 
yesterday. She claims to have recognized the face and voice 
of one of the robbers, saying that the same man raped her 
months before, and she was too afraid to report him. The
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man allegedly locked her up in his basement, but 
eventually let her go after keeping her wallet, cellphone, 
and purse. Police are speculating that seeing the man kill 
her husband pushed Robinson over the edge, and she may 
have sought out revenge by setting fire to his home.
 Witnesses also say there were gunshots on the 
scene. There was one shot fired along with three shots an 
hour later. Police said owner of the home, 29-year-old 
James Andrews was found with one gunshot to the back of 
the head and three through the couch to the chest. Along 
with five dufflebags found with a letter on top that had 
escaped the fire. The bags contained phones, purses, and 
wallets. 
 While investigating the scene, officers found 
in the basement hundreds of phones, wallets, and 
purses everywhere. Some of the photos were of recent 
rape victims. More details will be reported after further 
investigation.’
 I look at my watch to see it show 8:59 and I tap 
on it only to feel a tear hit my index finger.
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Part II
Art
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Friends at a Lava Flow by Katie Conner
Hawai’i, Hawai’i

 International Education Week Photo Contest Winner
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Fresh Fish at a German Market by Katie Conner
Munich, Germany

Art

 International Education Week Photo Contest Winner
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Strawberry & Milk Powder Popsicle by Amy Turpin
Costa Rica

 International Education Week Photo Contest Winner
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Women’s Rights by Ilse Miranda
Guayaquil, Ecuador

 International Education Week Photo Contest Winner
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Streets in Summer by Sarah Cardall
Hamburg, Germany

 International Education Week Photo Contest Winner
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Die Kaffeerösterei by Sarah Cardall
Hamburg, Germany

 International Education Week Photo Contest Winner
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Mountains in November by Claire Willenbrink
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Untitled by Katie Segraves
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Coffee Break by Rebecca Branton
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Heart-Wrenching by Rebecca Branton
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Mind-Blowing by Rebecca Branton
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Shining Through the Darkness by Grace Kidd

Art
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Faded by Grace Kidd
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Good Morning Kisses by Grace Kidd



78

Impressions

Road to You by Kenzie Kandetzki
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Blue by Kenzie Kandetzki
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Above by Kenzie Kandetzki
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Untitled by Anevay Nichol
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Untitled by Anevay Nichol
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Untitled by Anevay Nichol
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Untitled by Anevay Nichol
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Thin Spaces, High Places by Maria Vanegas
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Jade’s Summer Adventure by Matthew Harris



87

Art

Black Balsam Knob View of the World by Matthew Harris
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Joy Ride at Kelleys Island by Matthew Harris
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Brewing by Ming Lu
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Reality TV by Ming Lu
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Yearning by Ming Lu
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Safety and Peace by Zaya Amarjargal
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Part III
Poetry
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What is a poem, but a word and a number?
A slow-moving sieve of nickels and dimes,
this curry and thyme,
All moving at a small saunter.
 
A house without a window,
a soul without a gaze,
losing water slowly, dripping deep into my grave.
 
The flowers all are torn, shear, and black,
Alive and unwanted,
hastily thrown and
stuffed in the sack.
 
What is a poem, but a word and a number?
A telephone call filtered through lead,
none of his words
will reach my head,
But silence.

Gabrielle Garner
Heaven’s Switchboard
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Gabrielle Garner
Unhappy

I wish I could write Happy
I wonder how that feels
Like a warm cup of Joe,
The flowers in May,
Or maybe the kiss of a friend and so…
 
Maybe it’s a choice, a voice
In your darkness
Telling you joy is to be found today,
No crying, no weeping
Happy is with you
Always.

Garner
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Gabrielle Garner
Bus ‘n Bustle

The bus rattles, heaves, and sighs.
Teens faintly talk, small whispers of sound
Phones illuminate faces, projecting
The rain’s pattern onto noses, eyes, and mouths.

Andrew lays in the aisle, head adjacent to my feet,
His breath fans across my ankles.
He’s asleep and soothed
By the gently grumbling bus.

The bus quakes and lists
Like a ship leaving port
Long and wide, windows accommodate the view outside:
Dark and Navy Sky, by and by;
Trees full with singed leaves, blackened
By the caress of midnight.

The darkness suffocates the space,
creating monsters in my mind.
OUTside the world is blurred,
a moan and a hush for all time.

The inside feels a tender peace, protected by panes of glass:
Houses stand like sentries, tall and strange
With lights glowing warmly
into the frightful night.
The trees dance in place as the wind tosses them,
Like music to dancers,
flaunting and flourishing
in the air.
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What is out there? What is that which lurks?
The bus rumbles
To a stop.

Garner
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Jay Price
Brothers

for Lee

We’ve been friends since we were 9.
Now we’re 12 Years Strong.

It builds a bond that can’t be broken simply.
Nowadays I introduce you proudly when I can:

“This is my Brother.”

Through all the rough times
And all the self-discovery,

I can still remember the most vulnerable moments clearly
Like the day I learned you were my brother.

The fear in your eyes broke my heart
And I swore to you that day, though not in words,

I’d do my best to treat you as such.

You’re part of my motivation.
I have my dreams, my goals, and then you.

We speak of where we’ll go when I’ve got that degree
And it’s sparked more genuine research than any paper 

has.
Together, we’ll work our way to that place

That you can finally be free to be you.

The wait until our breakaway is wearing my patience thin.
I’m getting to where it’s hard to not fight for you.

I know I can’t for both of our safety
But to hear them call you their little girl,

To hear your deadname on their lips,
They tried to get you in a dress for graduation for god’s 

sake!
I hate seeing you so uncomfortable

But I know for now it’s a shitty necessity.
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It’s the worst when I have to play along.
That name feels like poison dripping off my lips.

If I have to say “she” one more time I’m gonna fucking 
throw something.

But I’m not putting my brother in danger.
That’s the only thing that’d be worse than this bullshit.

One day, hopefully sooner than later,
We’ll get out west and see the Golden Gate Bridge every 

morning.
You’re excitement over the fucking Victorian houses is 

intensely amusing.
Tell you what, if I luck out and get that storyboard artist 

job
We’ll save up and get one, okay?

But first priority is your health stuff.
We’re gonna get you on T first and figure out the top sur-

gery situation
And THEN save up for the big fancy house.

Priorities, dude.
Yes, of course we’ll get dogs.

I’m not depriving us of ALL the luxuries

I’m excited for the day our licenses will have our names on 
them.

You’ll get your M, I’ll get my X, and we’ll be golden.
The future is scary, we both know that much.

Maybe we’ll luck out and our families will be understand-
ing and cool.

But if not, we’ll still be our own family.
I’ll always have my brother, and bro you’re stuck with me.

Brothers are forever.

Price
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I can only say “It’ll be okay”
So many times, before it means nothing.

I don’t want to tell you it hurts
Because I know it hits you ten times worse.

But seeing you struggle,
It’s so unfair,

And if I could, I’d take it all away.
But how do you tell a nation
So hateful, so set in its ways

That you deserve to be a person just like they do.

I’d fight for you.
Hell, I’d die for you

If it meant that you could live your life as you.

But I’m just me,
And I’m so small,
So insignificant.

I can’t give you all
That you deserve,

But I can give you my time,
My love, my everything.

But I wish it could be more.

I’ll do as much as I can,
But how much is that really?

Not enough, I’ll tell you that.

Jay Price
Helpless

for Jade
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I’ll do my best to protect you
To provide all I can for you,

But in the bigger picture, I’m helpless.

Doesn’t mean I’ll stop trying though.

Price
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Jay Price
The Sleepover
for their first love

I’m 15, I know I’m young, and my nerves are on fire.
If I said I wasn’t in love, I’d be a liar.

You’ve said I’m your closest friend before, and we often 
say, “I love you”,

But I want it to mean more than you probably do.

I love all my friends but this is so different.
I don’t want to lose you, so I’ve tried to ignore it.

But this rush you give me makes me feel feather light,
And you’re lying so close, I won’t sleep tonight.

I inch closer, just barely, trying not to wake you.
I can’t seem to get close enough. I crave being near you.

Wait, did you scoot closer too, or am I just insane?
My heart is pounding and I can’t quiet my brain.

But when we watched that movie earlier, you took my 
hand.

I try not to hope too hard, but maybe I can.

I’m so tempted to lean over and kiss you on the cheek,
But if you’re truly asleep, that’d surely wake you up I think.

But your pinky just brushed mine. I didn’t imagine that, 
right?

I glance over and see your smile in the moonlight.
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I check the others are asleep before I roll on my side
and I wrap my arms around you and hear your pleased 

sigh.

We’ll have to talk about this more in the morning I’m sure,
But at least for tonight I’m feeling loved and secure.

Price
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Dagen Pointer
Frankenstein

I’ve been jammed with faulty parts and commanded to     
        love them.

I’m sorry, but I don’t love this Orthodontist’s recycled                                
        knee.

I’ve got a Doctor’s Jaw and a Writer’s thumbs so I’ve been      
        smoking like I’m trying to catch up to my mother. 

How do you expect me to love someone else’s parts? 

We’ve all loved someone who doesn’t love us back, 

Now replicate that feeling with your own rib cage, 

and see how easy it is to breathe.

This heart churns out the Poet’s blood,

And frankly, he can have it back.

It has the tendency to beat out of my chest, 

And I’d prefer to bump it down a size. 

Or Two.

Maybe someone else’s heart wouldn’t wilt at the thought of     
        him and you. 
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So yeah, I find no solace in these broken parts. 

I just sorta sift through trash cans. 
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I shall Shape such unshaped, and 
Again what is ungained.

So leave a message at the door, and 
Find me waiting five minutes before.
See my form flicker, and my ghostly
Shade skim along the rusted hearts.

Tap Three, Three, Three times,
Turn around,

And walk without.
My shoes will be waiting by the door.

Take my coat from the hook, 
and walk briskly into frigid air.

Simply, remind yourself that I had slipped
my radiant heart into the breast pocket.

Take care as I sit upon your memory,
and tangle the clouds;

And when all feels especially not of Me, 
Rest easy and Look,

From summer’s end to Hallow’s eve, 
To the Dawn of Heaven’s Gate,

I waft from coffee cups, 
and twirl along a starry night,

Rain droplets, I sneak a kiss upon your nose,
I’ll be sat upon the foot of a Throne,

Jesting with a fellow Maker, Thee. 

Dagen Pointer
To Find Me
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To all those who wish to know me:

My father is a dragon chained in a cave. 
My mother drowns in a pool of our tears

My brother and I have scales and don’t breath fire. 
My sisters have one scale apiece, and are excellent
        swimmers. 

My pen twirls around the page as I sleep.
And I don’t sleep well without my midnight coffee. 

I see the moon revolving around my head,
And the stars around your waist.

An army of mice march in the expanse of my shadow,      
permitting the elephant to perch on my back.

My tongue is prone to collecting dust, 
My fingers, cobwebs.

My funeral will be forgotten

I have demanded it be on Day Six of Hanukkah

Or August 13th

Or Substitute Teacher’s Day.

Dagen Pointer
If You Must Know
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I am a god of miscellaneous things,
Sages have leveled my domain the junk drawer
Half dead batteries, snapped pencils, and staples are all  
        within my power.
I claimed ponds, the aquatic junk drawer, from Poseidon.
Koi bend their fins, and algae bristles at my touch.
And even Ares boasts of the ferocity of my dominion over  
        missing screws and socks without their soles.
Those blessed by me will never lose their keys.
My fanatics are the pack rats, who know they will eventu 
        ally need that waffle maker stashed in the garage.
Zeus may lash his throne of pieces of the sky,
But I assembled my seat with lifted cups forgotten at the   
        back of cabinets. 
‘Cause a good mug is an irreplaceable thing.
I even have false priests,
Does Zeus have any false priests?
My false priests burn offerings of eighth grade notebooks,  
        and ignored parking tickets.
 
But I have to say, my favorites among this scrap heap,
Those I boast about more than all the discarded lanyards,
 
Are all of You.

Dagen Pointer
Miscellaneous god
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Month 0 : Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Life is lost at the hands 
of oneself. A mother cries for her daughter. Screaming 
why god, why? A family is ruined. No one understands 
why they couldn’t see the signs. No one understands why, 
no one can try, and no one will ever understand why this 
person wanted to die. 

Month 1 : Beep. Beep. Beep. Still the mother cries. 

Month 2 : Beep. Beep. Beep. The grief is still the same and 
still nothing to blame. Tragedy is what this family has 
became.

 Month 3 : Beep. Beep. The mother tries and tries but 
cannot seem to come back to a normal life. She tries to 
laugh, she tries to smile, and then she has to go lay down 
for a while. 

Month 4: Beep. The mother is strong, but little did anyone 
know that it wouldn’t be too long. When life began to get 
back to being manageable, and the grief became sup-
pressed; the family became a little less depressed; even 
though they knew the pain would never leave, they all 
became okay with how they grieved.

 Month 5 : The mother died. Her heart gave way to the 
pain and now this family will never be the same. Trage-
dy has struck once more, just when me thought we had 
closed that door. A husband and a daughter lost their 
daughter, sister, mother, wife. We all don’t know what to 
make of our life. The family is broken and their hearts 
are heavy. No one could have ever made them ready. The 
lives that were lost are forever in their hearts and minds of 
those who loved them. And the family knows the lost are 
now above them. In a happier place together at last, while 
the family will remember past. Until we all meet again, 
and be together forever at last.

Jordan Ward
5 Months

Ward
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I know the Blue Planet—
Seen blue by satellite images
And by 50 mile-per-hour memories
Storming through containing
Coffee
Curiosity
Rhythm
and Rocks.
 
Frank’s noise was the atmosphere 
As you sliced the strawberries—
As you handed me the glass—
As ice giants dripped at the blue card table
And I saw for the first time your heart and your soul.
 
Surely we didn’t ever see it—
You and I filled space and time—
So when our planet’s moon turned blue
And we stood on the surface
The sky was clear for the first time
And it was cold as you.

S. G. Overstreet
Neptune
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You look good in that shirt. 
You always look good, really.
But especially in that shirt.
The color matches your hair 
And when you leave the top unbuttoned 
With the smooth plane of your chest just visible--
You look good.
And I’m comfortable here with you
In this warm converted church on a Thursday night. 
I’m surprised by how free I feel
But having you with me always seems to make me braver,
So that dancing isn’t nearly as daunting
As I thought it would be. 
I’m excited, even.
 
“Find a partner,” the caller says with a smile in his voice
And your arm slips around my waist easily.
Partner.
A word we both like.
 
We dance for hours across the buckled wooden floor
So that later, as I type it all down,
My legs are sore.
My feet hurt.
And there’s a dull ache in my chest,
Because I miss the feel of your arms around me
Your hands in mine as we swung around the floor
Snug, trying not to bump the other couples flying past.
“Pull back,” you called above the music, grinning, remind         
        ing me to

Megan Wright
And You Can Wear the Laurels

Wright
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Trust your strength
And lean out, to feel the world spinning 
Or maybe standing still.
We twirl and circle until I finally lean into you, my head on  
        your chest and 
My hands pressed against the damp small of your back,  
        laughing,
“Stop, stop, I’m dizzy!”
And you apologize, but I don’t want you to.
Because, though I think I might fall, I’m not worried. 
I’ve fallen before.
And you caught me. 
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I have stood silent in a stone chapel:
Westminster Abbey, 11 o’clock,
As a priest in red robes intones the words of Christ to   
        mismatched congregants–– 
Travellers, students, and London’s grey-haired, Anglican  
        faithful.
I have shivered against the unpadded wooden pews,
As Christ’s words separate bone from marrow, 
And felt the depth of Truth reverberate along those walls  
        of stone.
 
I have raised my hands to heaven:
Putnam Community Church, we’ve lost track of time, 
As a bald man in jeans recalls the words of Paul and a   
        dozen babies play on the floor–– 
London’s Baptists let the little children come to them. 
I have listened in awe as our singing melted into praising,  
        tongues, 
Rich harmonies performed by the Spirit through our   
        bodies, 
And felt, for the first time, church as the Bible describes it.
 
I have walked soundlessly in a crypt:
Canterbury Cathedral, midafternoon,
As the majesty of a building designed by mortals makes  
        my eyes pool with tears––
An infinitesimal echo of how much more God’s hands are  
        capable of. 
I have watched centuries-old stained glass melt                   
        prismatically

Wright

Megan Wright
I have stood silent in a stone chapel
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Through tears of reverent worship
And felt a soul-deep wonder for the God in Whose house  
        I dwelt.
 
But The Lord is not limited to cold cathedrals.
 
I have sat in peace and meditation:
My living room, 10:31 a.m., 
As the words of 1 Timothy and the Psalms tie my heart to  
        a thousand, thousand others––
Rejoicing in being among “the worst of them,” saved by  
        grace.
I have worshipped with naught but my Father and my  
        Bible
Alone, recovering from the pain and anxiety of illness, 
And felt the warm glow of Heaven at hand as strongly as  
        ever. 



115

I am endlessly fascinated by
Rain.
Sky-water.
Sky. Water. 
Complain about it all you want, but
The worst it can do is get you wet.
I watch it create bubbles in the fountains
Outside Fayerweather, 
Ethereal crystalline chariots 
Floating over ripples like waves,
Glowing orange when a koi swims underneath. 
 
I can’t feel my nose or fingers
On this mid-40s, mid-November midmorning, 
But seeing the playful droplets tease 
The edge of my pink umbrella––
Beads of water swelling forth as if they have feet
And a will of their own––
Makes me grin and give the canopy a shake,
Creating a shower within the larger shower.
I count the heads haloed by umbrellas and hidden by   
        hoods
On my walk to Thaw, 
All of us waterlogged, late-autumn-downtrodden, but   
        determined,
And I am thankful 
For rain and pine trees and string cheese and
This place.

Wright

Megan Wright
Mid-November Rain
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I feel like a walk in the woods.
I’m the trees waving in acknowledgment to your words;
I’m the wind whispering my advice and comfort that you  
        can’t hear;
I’m the mud sticking to the bottom of your shoes, slowing  
        you down and forcing you to
Stop.
And.
Think.
And when you’ve said all you have to say,
And the fire in your soul’s burned out,
We will leave the woods
And everything I am to you behind.

Katlyn Bogle
Walk Through the Woods
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Douglas

my mother is dying
say heaven ?
& the h comes
out like radio fuzz
H like heavy
H like help
crouched you vomit it
onto the floor in front of
you dissect the pieces
& find your dinner
why are you surprised ?
my mother is a fish
swimming in her own
afterbirth oil spill

Lexi Douglas
As You Lay Dying
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Back in elementary school teasing was another language 
A way to communicate something too soon to call hate 
But I remember the way it felt to hear others call out 
Girls names like they were cheap off brand cereals 
Like those pop tarts that have no frosting 
Using them like a weapon against something sincere 

I don’t think my mom ever grew out of the habit 
I was named after a cool woman, and she reminds me 
With sounds like dumping an entire box of cornflakes into  
        a vase 
That being a girl isn’t something to be ashamed of 
But I’m not ashamed, I just don’t want to stay buried 
Under a girl’s name

The Liizard King
Girl’s Name
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I learned at the hip of my mother that 
The hand that holds the brush too grabs the rod 
And rips through tangles I weaved unknowing 
That my intentions were pure as my arm scratched hers 
Braiding something stronger than dirty blond between us: 
Love aches in ways that send you to school in the dark 

From your hips I understood that 
Pain lost in curly hair is so instinctively, indistinctly 
Even from the most pure of emissions 
I understood that no braid stays in place all day 
Your rod was kinder, the blows I ache for: 
Love lifts the covers and gestures for me to set breakfast  
        aside 

From my own I became hip to 
Pain and other gifts belonging to that heavenly body 
Grinding above me, churning rods and making fresh 
Braids with fingers trained from years of mending 
Dirt caught under the nails in the purest form grief: 
Love looks into the world from the cavity in my chest.

The Liizard King
Hip Check
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The Liizard King
Motions

My body is like a temple, but without all the bats
Or birds but crickets abundant that chirp in the night
With cool marbled floors, foliage, the right amount of   
        dusk light
I try to empty the larders when I have time,
Leave fruits and nuts and things that die green
Table side, while I scrape the inside for the gristle
The fat that grows back when old way fall forward
I’d stand here to watch but I’d fall through the floorboards 

I was built upon the rocks that shift in the wind
The ones that, in vain, have crawled under my skin
Hiding from the damp in the recesses of my brain pan
I know there are better ways to say this but, I’m not okay  
        man

I’m barefoot and scrubbing with what’s still left in me
Trying to keep those intruders from winning
The fires that kept the doorway alight and open
Lodged in the walls, not candles- something closer to   
        pyres- broken
While rafters grow grim and start collecting spiders
I lean, broom-to hip, remembering the days
I swallowed alive wrapped in blankets, never squalling
I soon expect well be overrun, we’ve lost the pantry

Shadows cast against the gloom onto the far wall wail 
And find that they aren’t alone, not at all and that
The figure may be faceless, but it’s ever changing
Less like the moon in that it fights against waning 
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But resists against all forms of acceptance, enrichment
There’s a bottle opener in my chest that longs for indict 
        ments 
And sharp metal circles that clatter into the night
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hey y’all!
 
i’ve been wondering if i was gonna see you again
it has been ages since mamaw and papaw last spoke to you
how ya been? how are the kids?
would you like to come in for some sweet tea and apple  
        pie?
i just yanked it out of the oven so be careful its hot
 
come pull up a chair let’s talk about what’s going on.
the pigs have been getting out almost everyday now
we gotta fix that fence. you willing to help?
if not i’ll make the kids do it when they get home from  
        school
 
have you heard about sallie mae getting arrested? man i         
        didn’t realize you could get arrested for trespassing 
man everyone has been gettin in some trouble round here
junior was pissing off the back porch last night instead of  
        the woods like hes suppose to
i told him to go get that switch to whip his behind
gracie hasnt been doing her homework instead shes been  
        all googley eyes for that boy down the street 
 
these kids wont give me even a minute to think
im so exhausted ive been thinking about sleeping in the  
        barn
 
kids ya smell like cow manure go get the hose and clean 
up before dinner

Meredith Daffron
Alabama
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well anyways enough about my crazy life how yall been?
are things crazy in the city?
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Cooper Harrison
FJST8GH4

Oh math class,
My math class,
Nothing fucks me like math class.
For math I disdain,
Numbers fuck up my brain,
How can a man still be sane 
After math class.
Like a TI-84
I’m maths favorite whore,
Yet I have no use for
My math class.
You can’t write in pen.
No, not that! That’s a sin.
A writer can’t win 
In my math class.
So I’m taking a stand
With straight C’s in my hand,
Gonna fail like a man
Out of math class.
You can find you a girl,
You can give her a whirl,
But nothing quite fucks you
Like math class. 
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Deep in the bleakness hides my star,
The brightest she needs never be,
patiently waiting for my eyes to fix upon her.
Me and this star are quite alike, you see.
We were born from the same darkness,
A quiet unfathomable emptiness
Traced back to eternity.
Out of this night we were both born,
And my star chose to bed in the Heavens,
But I yearned for greater worth.
Through the Eons we moved apart,
gradually separated by the pull of cosmos.
I joined the rat race;
she joined the ages.
I found wealth and fortune;
She found peace and quite.
I pitied her, and she pitied me.
The world rots the soul in time,
And the world rotted mine to it’s core.
It chewed me up and spit me out
Into lonely diaspora to die.
In an apocalyptic desert I dig my grave,
Bedding down into eternal slumber.
I fix my gaze permanently upon her.
By day, I wither in the sun
waiting for night’s cool abode.
I watch her dance through the sky,
Led by the moon,
And I yearn to be with her.
I long to be warmed by her light

Cooper Harrison
TI555AHKF

Harrison
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And finally free from this night,
But It can never be.
For only in darkness shall I see her.
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Be quiet, still, and Listen!
It’s floating on the breeze,
Moving fast through the valleys,
Racing up the mountain tops,
And coming to rest before my weary eyes.
It is a change.
It is a realization.
It is accepting the past and letting go,
Letting go of the one we loved
and the one we pushed away. 
I know I must move on,
Yet words come easy.
Before my eyes I see the hurt I have caused,
Hurt brought down on those I loved,
Hurt caused by a fear of letting go,
Hurt crossfaded and topped with a poem.
Pitiful! 
Just that, pitiful. 
A crash that leads to a breakdown,
And a walkout that leads to a breakup.
Now both are gone from my world.
One is still here but gone,
One is gone but still here,
But both priceless memories.
There is only one truth I know;
Things change when we refuse to change.
Hindsight is a beautiful thing,
But it won’t bring you back,
And it can’t raise the dead.

Cooper Harrison
K22FGD5A8

Harrison
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slick glitter cheekbones
stomp-dropping in heels
smoke and hope and layers
internal beat, external heat
bring those hips over here
queer body to queer body
music, loud, ‘I’m Coming Out’
this space does not require that
tired legs, sore and happy
young and alive, she and they
and he and pretty boys
giggling over cups and hugs
thighs gripped like holy
there is no g-d that doesn’t
look like us here
we are scared so often
outside of this floor, this crowd
but there is no fear
in these hearts there is
a moment filled with heaters
where we don’t have to glance
around before reaching for
a kiss or leaning into a hand
sure, heels, like mountains
show the world you in new
heights but being too high
for too long can make
the ground miss your weight
and after you leave, hugged

Harley White
qdp
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by cold and friends, and
after ya’ll left the
Waffle House, home feels
good and the shadows
brought in by nighttime
hold you safe in their calm
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the riverbank overflowed
with color and glitter

and movement
like a heartbeat

and skin came to skin
like magnets, like stitches,
but not like a wound

the sun left me overwarm,
glowing with her touch

and i held two sets of hands
like the space i was
greatful to have and
scared to lose

i saw bodies like g-d’s,
inconceivable to many
but so real to me

for just a moment,
a pause so small
and so precious

i felt a kiss

Harley White
ready to fight like a queen / and to love like 

a riot
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one that didn’t feel
like lemon juice
in a cut,

that didn’t taste
like being yelled at

a kiss soft like
how your partner’s
blanket smells

and a lip ring like
a pleasant surprise

and my heart was the size
of a fist with a brick

White
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Harley White
q/u/e/e/r

queer people have had
histories like chandeliers
where we would hang by day
and be burned by night

of course there have been
some homes, some hours
some words that breathed
our air and felt our music

but queer bones and smiles break
as often as the Ten Commandments
and frequently by the same people
that hold them in their hands

leaving a flavor of blood and stone
against our teeth that doesn’t taste
like wine or heaven or sin, these
bruises like earth, blueblackpurple

staining our bodies and families
remind us that we are stars,
cosmic glowing fires that paint
the deep dark with the past

but we are not only victims
we are not always the
receivers of violence,
queers bash back.
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our love burns like a molotov
keeping warm those who
throw it and keeping back those
who stand to fuck with it

they don’t know that our fires
can melt colors like the
flashing blue and red we spot
outside our clubs and homes

dancefloors should smell like
sweat not gunfire, a date should
feel like a stomachful of butterflies
not 20-some-odd stab wounds

how many siblings/children have we lost
how many were sent to therapy
or confession or their rooms before
being sent to the gallows

how many were sent to the street
we shouldn’t have to come out
we never should have been forced
to fit the smallest room of the house

we are tired of being torn out
of dictionaries, tired of being written
into dictionaries, tired of stiffened
backs when an unexpected name

or pronoun enters the room
we shouldn’t have to arm ourselves
with violets in one hand and
green chrysanthemums in the
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other to decorate our graves with
we shouldn’t have to say congrats
for having a 30th birthday, please
stop killing us. fuck that,

just stop killing us!
and for once respect
our bodies as more than welcome
mats, and respect our words

as more than curses and slurs.
i just wish that for every faggot, dyke
or tranny that leaves a mouth, it takes
a tooth with it, and

i hope they choke on the last one.
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Her

When I observe this lady she brings a smile to my face
 I can tell the aura she presents is one caring spirit, while
  I may just see her once in a while I have enjoyed our brief
  Conversations
    She is someone that is the quintessential beauty, and she
    Always looks presentable
    How I wish I could muster the courage to tell her face to
     Face what I think about her
      I feel as though that we come from two distinctive   
               backgrounds
        I realize how our society functions, because we are  
  taught to
         Be with someone that our family and friends ap  
    prove, or someone
          That we can make a good pic together
            I am sure it would never dawn on you to look to my  
        heart to see
             We could be very compatible together
              I wish that I could be that perfect man for you and 
          that you
                Could look at me with a new look
                 You are so beautiful and that smile is the 
  epitome of what makes
                   You beautiful
                    I bemoan that fact that if told you what I `   
    think about you it would
      Leave and awkward stain between us, which I  
       could not bear if
       You had contempt for me
        This is what I think about and dream about   
         and that is her.

Boyd
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Elli McMillen
Prettier

Did you
Hear what he said

           Oh, I can’t imagine
Said I’d be prettier

 Prettier How?
Said I’d be prettier if I smiled
More.
As if somehow a pearlescent flash of teeth 
Symbolizes happiness gladness beauty and 
Makes another feel warm.
Makes them feel good       inside.
But it makes me not so.

                                     Pray now, may our voices be heard 
Like a show-pony, heralded around to incite 
Feelings of pleasure and warmth within a man.
To scrape his opinions down the faces of women
As if somehow his suggestion signifies a superior smart.
            As if somehow he knows how women feel
            How every single person feels.
I wonder if, like me, he ever experiences sonder

Maybe then he wouldn’t 
Go around demanding smiles the way you might demand  
        change.
Change to spill out from an activist vending machine that  
        just keeps 
Taking all of our money
And throwing it into the hands of famous victims
Who brand us as the falsifiers.
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But, sure, tell me to smile more.
It’s the least of your worries.
                    This all started with an unwelcome suggestion

McMillen
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At long last, I understood your beauty.
I knew the passion of your smile, the sweet
Gentle, endearing looks – all just for me.
Every message your eyes sent. On repeat.
How I couldn’t stop loving you in this
Lifetime. I could cavort with your cold touch
Forever. How your eyes stare as I kiss
Your nose, your colorless cheeks, you are such
A haunting, soft memory, mine to keep.
I’ve cherished those moments, since your telling
Goodbye. But never worry, dear, as sleep
Will give you eternal dream undying.
I couldn’t bear to bury you, our love,
You and I together, ne’er deprived of.

Elli McMillen
Mine to Keep
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windchimes cling with reluctant resistance
to ringing sound that’s escaped existence
the barely-type of rain sprinkles the grass
a sign on the oak tree reads, “Do Not Trespass”
a woman steps out without any shoes
smelling of jasmine, cigarettes, and booze
she desperately clings to life by love handles
trimming the ends from blooming swamp candles
snipping life from their yellow fingers
while a dusty gray bloodhound on her porch lingers
emitting apathy and long heavy sighs
under the cover of muck-clouded skies
a breeze blows through ever so thickly
another dreary sunset passes ever so quickly

Conner

Katie Conner
Stereotyping a Southern Front Porch
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Katie Conner
sometimes i wave at the moon; and she 

waves back
way-past twilight, creeping into midnight,
teary-eyed and droopy,
i’d climb-crawl out of my window, scratching my toes on  
        sandpaper shingles
and cry with her,

asking her big life questions that
maybe i never wanted answers to
and never will.
but i’ll always ask them anyways
(as is characteristic of my utterly and sadly
human disposition).

but now i have no wonderment or inkling (see above line)
that the universe will ever wrap itself around me,
like the blanket i clung onto
those nights on the roof.
stardust has become the crushed-up Melatonin
in my brand name herbal tea.
night-darkness has become the closeness of
my bedroom walls.

but sometimes i wave at the moon.

and she waves back.
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Katie Conner
a lifetime

--before you, with long awaited waits of wanting for fatal    
 attractions to:
 feasible philosophies and pleasable lovings and
 fleas-full puppies in our unholy holey-est of      
         homes beaten down by
 battering storms
 “We can’t pay bills yet!”
 with little cars and little jobs and Big Ole Hearts  
         and
 little mindless motivation to do indubitably            
         dutifully
 what our parents would hope we would.

 my lips finally said hello to yours
 in a movie we’ve never seen 
 and my lungs took their first breath.

--during you and with and beside, we:
 professionally, passionately endure.
 every night, we slip off our 
 penny-sized sayings (to a dollar’s worth of   
         feeling), 
     and climb into bed.
 we have amicable affections and
 sickening infatuation for 
 the tickles of tingles 
     that rip our hearts to shreds because 
     it means suffering will reward us.
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 forced apart, 2,492 miles to be exact.
 our holey-est hearts bounding and leaping over
 hurdles of distance.

--after you:
 i really don’t know if i could
 hold onto myself anymore.

 i don’t know 
 and i never want to.
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Katie Conner
his name is Dick or something

my mom says my sadness is hereditary,
that my so-far-lifetime of highs and lows
was predestined for me?

but i think he’s a little man with a heart beat and 
        everything.

my sadness makes friends with the insults my dad
guiltily spews at me with the
gallons of melting beer he’s had
on his breath every day since my mom told him
he can’t drink liquor anymore.

my sadness hangs from my eyelids, forcing them shut
he swings from my chin,
i want to lie down.
my head becomes heavy,
he lives in my frown,
he’s built a lump in the small
of
my
throat
where he lives.

my sadness is a comedian and he laughs at my pain
he’s made a lot of this living, but with nothing to gain.
he says, “how bout that airline food?” to my innards
as they wretch my dinner out of me.

Conner
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sometimes he hides though.
and i miss him a lot.

he’ll burst through the door with bags in his hands
and i remember why i wanted him gone, i can’t stand
him.

his face is reflected in the pools of my tears
his fingers prod at my deep hidden fears
i can’t feel myself when he appears
and that’s almost
all
the goddamn
time.

my sadness is my friend
but i hate his guts.
my hypothetical foot goes
straight into his hypothetical nuts
he can go fuck himself
which he already does
violating my innocence
simply because
he doesn’t care about me
but i care about him
he’s a living breathing piece of me
or a cold phantom limb.
he plays every fourth beat in my heart on his drums

and he’ll pluck my heartstrings on his guitar
as he strums
to the rhythm of my silly little life
he calls home
at least, though, with him

i’m never alone.
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Contributors’ notes appear for writers and artists who 
included them with their submission. 

Chris Boyd
Christopher C. Boyd is a senior at Maryville College and his major is 
Religion. His hobbies include: working out, gardening, writing , danc-
ing, roller skating, reading and hanging out with friends. He also
passes time by going to the lake, hiking, swimming, cooking, and bik-
ing. He is very civic minded as he has been involved with the NAACP, 
the Anti- racism task force , Neighborhood Watch , and a local
organization called H.O.M.E inc. Chris is a true free spirit that accepts 
and gives respect to those around him. He is very passionate about his 
religious beliefs. He is currently learning to become affluent in French 
under the teaching of Dr. Gary.

Rebecca Branton
Rebecca Branton is an Art major with a minor in Psychology from 
Maryville, TN. She is a ukulele and guitar instructor, and she loves 
anything related to art. She hopes to be a high school art teacher after 
graduating. In her free time she loves thrifting and drawing! Instagram: 
rebecca.branton

Sarah Cardall
Sarah Cardall is a freshman at Maryville College planning to major in 
International Studies with a minor in Writing Communication. She 
loves traveling and being outside. 

Katie Conner
The value of balance—in all things life—never bestowed itself upon the 
existence of Katie Conner, a sophomore Writing Communications and 
Design student at Maryville College. She starts her mornings putting 
one pant leg on at a time, just like you (unless you don’t wear pants, 
in which case you can’t relate, we’re sorry, and your exclusion was not 
intended). However, she’ll likely find some way to trip and fall in those 
pant legs before successfully getting dressed for the day. There’s struggle 

CONTRIBUTORS’ NOTES
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in her attempts to define her identity but completeness in her ability to 
chase that search. You can look for her articles in the Highland Echo or 
confusedly bopping around campus.

Meredith Daffron
Meridith Daffron is a writing and communications major from Ragland, 
AL. She is also a Student Event Coordinator at the Clayton Center for 
the Arts, a Maryville College Ambassador, Marketing and Communi-
cations Peer Career Ambassador, a writer for the Highland Echo and a 
member of SGA. She loves to watch Netflix and write for, her hopefully 
one day, novel. Meredith loves Maryville College and being able to be so 
involved!

Gabrielle Garner
Gabrielle Garner, current freshman at Maryville College, enjoys study-
ing for her ASL English Interpreting major, reading Erik Larson books, 
and eating all the queso and tortilla chips she can find. Her favorite 
creative outlets include poetry, singing with the Concert Choir, and 
embroidery.

Chloe Hamlett
Chloe is a freshman Writing Communications major from Athens, 
Alabama. This is her first semester on the Impressions general staff. She 
enjoys being a member of SPB, reading, and spending time with friends.

Matthew Harris
Matthew Harris is a Outdoor Studies and Tourism major from Hen-
dersonville, NC. He loves spending time outdoors through hiking and 
photography. He hopes to be able to take this love of the outdoors into 
a form of therapy practice one day. When not studying or working, you 
can find him wondering about looking for new adventures. Find him on 
Instagram here: matchew_picchu

Cooper Harrison
Cooper Scott is double majoring in Literature and History. He hails 
from the city of Dallas, Texas. He is apart of Mountain Challenge and 
runs cross-country. He throws pottery and writes in his off time. Follow 
his pottery account @CSHPoetry on Instagram.
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Kenzie Kandetzki
Kenzie is a sophomore that loves to travel and capture the moments 
overseas. Her career dream is to be a tour guide and plans on continuing 
to travel across the globe. Her plan is to help educate others of nature 
and the beauty within it. Her photos are for the audience to see a picture 
and then tell their own story of what they see.

Grace Kidd
Grace Kidd is majoring in Sociology and minoring in Economics with a 
focus in nonprofits. She is also a Bonner Scholar. In her free time, Grace 
loves to read and watch anything educational. This includes documen-
taries and Ted Talks. She also loves spending time outside, especially 
in the water. To check out more of her photography skills follow her on 
VSCO: julia-grace

The Liizard King
Poet, Musician, and soon to be Tiny House Builder, The Liizard King 
just wants to graduate. Save the bees, gang. 

Ming Lu
The name is Johnny. Just a dude from Taiwan who really enjoys taking 
pictures.

Elli McMillen
Elli McMillen, class of 2019, is an English Literature major and a minor 
in both Art and Spanish. Elli is fascinated with language and loves to 
play with words--both in structure and meaning--through writing or 
through the books she’s constantly reading. Alongside a newfound 
interest in writing, Elli also enjoys painting and dabbling in the creative 
arts.

Ilse Miranda
Ilse Miranda is a Political science and International relations student 
from Guayaquil, Ecuador. She has been into activism since two years 
ago and into photography since two more years. she’s  looking to be a 
photojournalist someday with focus on events happening around the 
world with a deeper analysis, however she’s seeking to actually be on the 
field.
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M. Nance
Nance is a first year student who is double majoring in Writing Com-
munications and Theatre Studies with a minor in Spanish. They are a 
second alto in the Maryville College Concert Choir. This is their first 
story published in Impressions, and they are excited for many more to 
come.

S. G. Overstreet
Shoshana Overstreet is an English Literature major from Maryville, TN 
with a career goal of working as a children’s book editor. Some of her 
favorite novels include The Great Gatsby, Little Women, and Alice’s Ad-
ventures in Wonderland. In addition to reading, she also enjoys working 
with children, baking, playing music, and taking Buzzfeed quizzes. 

David Peters
David Peters is a Senior at Maryville College studying Writing Commu-
nications and Design. In his spare time, he enjoys making various forms 
of art and music. He is the Editor-in-Chief of the Highland Echo, and 
Vise President of MC AIGA.

Dagen Pointer
Dagen Pointer is an English major with Teacher’s Licensure from 
Memphis, TN. He is a production assistant with the Clayton Center for 
the Arts and is one of the co-presidents for the MCGamers club. He 
writes in search of the rainbow connection, and writes for every blade of 
grass. His weekends normally consist of his Saturday Dnd game, where 
he weaves the world as the DM, and playing Magic with his friends. 
Or maybe, just maybe, he’s staring desperately at his computer screen 
trying to make the words do the thing, and they are absolutely not.

Jay Price
Jay is a Writing Communication major. Their favorite things include 
writing poetry, drawing dumb cartoons, their puppy Layla, and their 
amazing and beautiful fiance Jade whom they adore and wish to provide 
a heartfelt shout out to here in this humble bio.
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Katie Segraves
Katie Segraves is a senior whose major is Child Development with 
Teacher Licensure. She plays the trombone in the MC3 band. In her 
free time, she loves to listen to music and watch sports. She also likes to 
take pictures to capture moments and to look at them periodically to 
reminisce on those moments.

Amy Turpin
Amy Turpin is a junior Biology major and Mountain Challenge Fellow.
She loves hiking, kayaking, and exploring nature with Mountain Chal-
lenge. Her passions are writing, field biology, and traveling. Amy has 
embarked on many adventures abroad as a part of her quest for the best 
scoop of ice cream.

Maria Vanegas
Maria Vanegas is a Political Science major with an International Studies 
minor. She was born in Guatemala, but grew up in the states (mostly 
Tennessee). Maria loves listening to Political podcast like The Daily 
and Web of WMN. Maria loves plants and has several in her room. An 
interesting fact about her is that she collects shoe key chain from coun-
tries all over the world, and many of her friends have contributed to her 
collection.

Jordan Ward
A Psychology major who loves reading, writing, and drawing in her free 
time and likes to stay busy with work and school. She loves her yellow 
lab named Elsa, and looks forward to what the future has to throw her 
way.
“There are two great days in a person’s life – the day we are born and the 
day we discover why.” – William Barclay

Michael Westerfield
Michael Westerfield is a retired Army photo journalist and public affairs 
specialist. He is a Writing Communications major who regularly con-
tributes to the Highland Echo “just for the fun of it.” He and his family 
live in Friendsville, TN. His hobbies include most anything outdoors 
including but not limited to photography, hunting, fishing, hiking, 
camping, cub scouts, and, of course, gardening.
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Harley is a 3rd year student at Maryville College studying Psychology, 
with minors in Spanish and Gender & Women’s Studies. They are a 
member of the concert choir, and they hope to soon play banjo.

Claire Willenbrink
Claire Willenbrink is a Biology B.A. major with minors in Outdoor 
Studies and Tourism, American Sign Language Deaf-Studies, and Envi-
ronmental Science graduating in 2021. She wants to be a National Park 
Ranger after college. For fun, she reads, goes outside, rock climbs, and 
knits dinosaurs.

Megan Wright
Megan Wright is a senior English Literature major double-minoring in 
History and Appalachian Studies. When not working on her thesis, she 
enjoys nurturing her houseplant collection, singing hymns, visiting the 
mountains, hoarding makeup, and eating cheese. This is her second year 
contributing to Impressions.

Contributors’ Notes
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