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Dear reader,

Thank you for picking up this issue of Xylem Literary Magazine.

Xylem Literary Magazine has been in operation since the 1990s, 
annually publishing and promoting student creative work on the 
campus of the University of Michigan. The magazine is created, 
curated, and published annually by undergraduates, forming a 
unique opportunity for student voices to be heard throughout 
the publication process. We are proud to be a part of the strong 
literary tradition of both the university and the Ann Arbor 
community, catering to and supporting the dedication, talent, 
 and creativity of our communities.

This year’s resulting magazine is particularly exemplary of the 
voices we hope to promote. We received submissions ranging from 
clerihews to excerpts of longer stories, image collages to pencil 
drawings. I am particularly pleased to present work that has been 
developed over the course of the year; brainstormed in workshops 
and performed at Open Mics, these pieces have now made their way 
into a print publication, of which you hold in your hands. 

This year’s issue of Xylem is bittersweet for me. I have been a part 
of this magazine for the last four years, and have been privileged 
to serve as its Editor-in-Chief for the last two years. Seeing this 
magazine grow its presence on campus and continually consider 
contemporary issues in its submissions and work has been inspiring 
and rewarding, to say the least. I am honored to be a part of this 
tradition of literary arts, this organization, and this issue, but I am 
also incredibly excited to see where this magazine will go in the 
next few years. We have had an incredible collaboration between 
the staff and the contributors, and I cannot thank the staff enough 
for all of their efforts and good spirits. It is my sincere hope that you 
enjoy reading this magazine as much as the staff and I have enjoyed 
producing it. 

Happy reading!

Allison Chu
Editor-in-Chief
Xylem Literary Magazine

Xylem, n. Collective term for the cells, vessels, and fibres 
forming the harder portion of the fibrovascular tissue; the 

wood, as a tissue of the plant-body.
—Oxford english dictionary

Xylem is a literary arts magazine that annually publishes 
the original creative work of University of Michigan 

undergraduate students. All aspects of the journal’s publicity, 
production, and publication are student-run.
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contributors

Kate Bishop is a senior majoring in International Studies. 
In her free time, she likes sunset chasing and sipping coffee.

Kristen Bolster is a freshman and her intended major is 
Public Policy. She enjoys writing slam poetry, realistic fiction, 
and prose. She’s currently part of Michigan Research and 
Discovery Scholars (MRADS), Michigan Pole Dance Society, 
and when she’s not writing, she enjoys playing volleyball and 
drawing.

Meghan Chou lives in Ann Arbor, Michigan. She is pursuing 
a Bachelor’s degree in English and Film with concentrations, 
respectively, in Creative Writing and Screenwriting. She 
has worked at Midwestern Gothic, Salamander Magazine, 
The Michigan Daily, and The Michigan Review of Prisoner 
Creative Writing. In her free time, she enjoys composing 
music, boxing, running cross-country, and, of course, writing.

Phoebe Danaher is a dual degree student with Stamps and 
LSA. She works in digital media, textiles, and printmaking. 
In her free time, she enjoys medieval history, true crime, and 
cats.

Aria Davis is a junior majoring in FTVM and RC Drama. 
She (clearly) loves werewolves, vampires and urban fantasy 
in general. This is her first published piece!
 
Danielle Falling is a poet who enjoys plants, dance, the 
moon, and good tunes. She is from Grand Rapids, Michigan 
and enjoys large bodies of water very much. She hopes to 
continue writing into the far future and is majoring in Creative 
Writing & Literature and Program in the Environment.

Anna Hamilton writes both fiction and poetry. She likes 
to ignore phone calls, drink Diet Coke, and is a native of 
Grand Rapids, Michigan. Currently she spends her free time 
watching The Bachelor with her sister Megan, the family 
trash baby, so happily retrieved from a dumpster one fateful 
March evening many moons ago—way too late now to put 
that monster back.

Victoria Helrigel is a freshman at the University of 
Michigan, studying English. She hopes her writing inspires 
others to write as well!

Lee Hubbel  is a student at the Penny Stamps School of Art 
and Design. They are working toward a BFA at Stamps. When 
not taking pictures, Lee is watching cartoons or reading 
comics.

Elizabeth Le is a pre-medical student majoring in 
Neuroscience. In her free time, she enjoys reading and 
writing poetry that explores cultural loss, disgust and desire. 
She is also a columnist for Michigan in Color at The Michigan 
Daily, where she writes about her experiences as a second-
generation Vietnamese-American. 

Christine MacKenzie is a student at The University of 
Michigan-Ann Arbor, studying English, psychology, and 
creative writing. She volunteers as a crisis counselor and for 
SAPAC, and writes for The Odyssey and Mentality Magazine. 
In the future she plans to be a psychotherapist and writer.

M.A. McGrath is a former cranberry farm worker from 
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. He now lives in his head with 
his two labradors: Masaryk and Lizard King.
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Siena McKim tries to spot everyday events in the natural 
world that are often overlooked. When these moments are 
captured and examined through her work, they are noticed 
and appreciated by those who love nature and by those who 
have forgotten about nature. If you wish to see more of her 
work, follow her on Instagram @imlichentoday

Emily Pinkerton is a senior at the University of Michigan 
majoring in English and Art History. After graduating in 
December 2019, she plans to pursue an MFA in Fiction.

Lucas Preuth is a sophomore at the University of Michigan 
studying Philosophy and BCN (Biopsychology, Cognition and 
Neuroscience). He has a blooming interest in consciousness 
research and philosophy of the mind. He’s also a big fan of 
David Foster Wallace and George Oppen, neither of which 
he’ll ever be.

Sophie Raymer is a senior earning her BFA in Theatre 
Design & Production with concentrations in costume 
design and stage management. Credits at the University 
include: Flint (costume designer), Passing Strange (stage 
manager), A Doll’s House Part 2 (costume designer), Violet 
(costume designer), What Every Girl Should Know (costume 
designer), Me & My Girl (assistant costume designer), One 
Hit Wonder (first assistant stage manager), and Peter and the 
Starcatcher (first assistant stage manager). When she isn’t in 
dark theaters, she enjoys playing Dungeons & Dragons with 
her friends.

Soundharya Subramaniam majored in Neuroscience and 
minored in Creative Writing. She is currently a Medical Scribe 
and training to be an EMT. She aspires to be a physician. 
You can find her listening to sci-fi podcasts, typing lines of 
poetry into her phone, taking photos of coffee, and cooking 
elaborate breakfast dishes. Probably simultaneously. She 
draws inspiration for her poems from romanticism as well as 
Indian culture and mythology.
 
Alexander Wagner is a sophomore studying Creative 
Writing & Literature through the Residential College at LSA. 
He’s been writing poetry and short stories since 5th grade, 
and he hopes to have a collection out soon, but we’ll see what 
happens!

Selene Yang is a 21-year-old New Jerseyan who’s spent the 
last three years living mostly in Ann Arbor. She’s a junior, 
planning on majoring in BCN (Biopsychology, Cognition, 
and Neuroscience) with a minor in Creative Writing. In her 
downtime, she enjoys drawing, watercolor painting, watching 
Netflix nature documentaries, reading comic books, fiber arts 
(knit, crochet, weaving), and of course, writing.
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The Multiverse Theory states, in a nutshell,
that there are an infinite number of universes
in which any possibility or impossibility is true.
Because infinite things don’t end, this also means
that each universe repeats itself
an infinite number of times.

For example, there is a universe (infinite universes, in fact)
where dogs are the dominant species of the planet.

There is a universe where everything is exactly the same
except that you, sir, shaved your left eyebrow off this morning.
In that universe, you’re probably going through some shit,
so I’m not gonna judge.

There is a universe where the numbers 4 and 7 are
switched. Did you know, in that universe, a ray of light
can travel around the earth 4 and a half times in a second,
and it would take about 7 years for it to reach the closest star?

Did you know that, in this universe, gravitation is the weakest
of the four fundamental forces but it’s still strong enough to  
bend time?
Did you know that a thousand seconds is about 17 minutes.
A million seconds is just shy of 12 days.
A billion seconds is about 31.7 years,
and there’s about 7.5 trillion carbon atoms
in the period at the end of this sentence.
There’s a universe out there where time and matter
are interchangeable. In that universe, molecules are
milliseconds and I am made of centuries.

There’s a universe where I’m not still finding strands
of your hair in my mattress. There’s a universe where 
everything is the same
but my ribs don’t feel like they’re spreading into a vacuum
when I lie down at night: did you know that outer space

the multiverse theory
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Here is where they come
to die, the fuzzed mushrooms
and stalky greens, throat-slit
on plastic beds above raw
countertops, eyed by the vicious
hand-mixer, the flimsy
whisk, the Matryoshka bowls and
crumb-loving floor, the sticky
cabinets, manic dishwasher, and leprous
sponge (out at night), the throaty
trash bag, flaky paper towels and unlidded
Tupperware (loitering with
cigarettes), the teaspoon,
tablespoon, half-cup, and knife
block (looking each other up
and down, peeling themselves
away from home) while
everything in the
fridge slowly disappears.

self-portrait as kitchen

stephanie sim

is not really a vacuum because there is a minute number of
atoms floating around in it? Did you know that your forearms
are galaxies and I have spent hours counting the stray particles in 
them?
There’s a universe between my bed and my front door,
I know this because there have been mornings I crossed it just to 
see you.
Did you know that if a tree falls in the forest
it still makes a sound because in this universe
sounds don’t care who’s listening, and I’ll admit
sometimes I wish I couldn’t hear what I say
when I’m alone. But when silence hangs in the air for long enough
it becomes gravity. I thought that letting enough of it linger there
might pull us toward each other again because silence is the 
weakest
of the four fundamental forces but it might still be strong enough
to bend time for you.
I know this because there are infinite universes out there
where it can.

alexander wagner
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The decadence of sheer blue calcium
painted smooth on old seashells.
The decadence of watching her trace
her eyes over every crumbling brushstroke.

The drive through the Appalachians.
My father glances when my mother’s voice
breaks - perhaps once having thought to ask
what was wrong, but now, looking away.

Stacks of hills painted back into the sky
until the brush ran out of blue.
The way she traces her eyes
over each fading paper peak.

The drive to the end of land, a tired
coda for a dance to the end of love.
The acrimony wafted by the wind between
two people on opposite ends of a beach.

When I was young my mother painted
a robin’s egg with pastel roses and
my chubby fingers crushed it, ruining what spare
beauties she knew. The ache I carry still.

How he must have washed away such aches.
Her plea for one more day. The drive home too soon,
a thoughtless ripping from this spare, beautiful thing:
to watch her learn the Atlantic for the first time.

soundharya subramaniam

to myrtle beach, and back
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when mommy went away, the monster came

Behind the big metal door in the basement was the Dark 
Room. The Dark Room was where they put Mommy on her 
special days. Special days were days when the moon got real big 
and Mommy was gone. When Mommy was gone, the Monster 
came. The Monster had big teeth and scary fur and would eat her 
up, which was why Mommy had to go away and fight it. 

Sophie knew all this because her Daddy had told her. Before 
Special Days, he used to let her help him get everything ready. 
First, they put in food. It was a huge bag of meat that she didn’t 
like to carry because it made her hands sticky. She liked getting 
the water though, because Daddy let her pour the whole jug in 
the water bowl herself. Then they put in blankets and pillows 
and a big dog stuffed animal. It was old and torn up, but Daddy 
said they couldn’t throw it away. Daddy had given it to Mommy 
a long time ago, and Mommy had given it to the Monster, so the 
Monster liked it a lot. Sophie understood that, because she had 
an old cat toy named Kitty from when she was only three that she 
wouldn’t let Mommy throw away. 

She asked Daddy one day why they did stuff for the Monster, 
since it would eat her up and took Mommy away for so many 
days. Daddy had gotten real serious then and used the voice he 
used when he was talking to her like a grown up.  

“Sometimes monsters can’t help it,” he said. “The Monster 
doesn’t really want to hurt anyone, but it can’t stop itself, so it 
stays in rhe Dark Room. To protect us. It’s trying to do something 
good, so we make sure it’s comfortable.”

“If the Monster doesn’t want to hurt people, why can’t it stop 
itself?”

“You know when you sneeze? Can you stop yourself from 
sneezing?”

Sophie pretended to sneeze and took a moment to think 
about it. “No.”

“No.” Daddy agreed. “We can’t stop it, even if we want to. But 
we can cover our mouths-”

“To stop germs!”
Daddy smiled. “Exactly. We’re just covering the Monster’s 

mouth.” 

That made sense to her. After that she thought of the monster 
as kind of a friend. It was doing good things, and good things 
were friends. 

Sometimes it was hard to remember that the Monster was 
a friend, though. Nights of Special Days were scary. The noises 
that came from The Dark Room echoed all through the house, 
and Sophie could even hear it from her room on the very top 
floor. Sometimes they were high and loud and reminded her of 
a really sad song or someone crying. Sometimes they were really 
deep and scratching like the Monster was going to tear down the 
whole house. When she got so scared that her dresser turned 
into a dragon with scary teeth, she would run to Daddy’s room 
and he would hold her tight and sing to her until she didn’t feel 
scared anymore. Sometimes it would sound like The Monster 
was singing along.

When Mommy was back after her Special Days, the first thing 
she would do is hug Sophie.

“Was the Monster really scary this time?” Sophie would ask.
“I can always fight him off for you, my love.” And she would 

swing Sophie around like she was a superhero. Then she would 
kiss Daddy and take a deep breath like she wanted to remember 
what he smelled like. Then they would all go watch a movie on 
the couch until she and Mommy fell asleep.

Sometimes Mommy and Daddy would fight about the 
monster. Mommy and Daddy didn’t fight a lot. Sometimes they 
got Irritated at each other and had to be in separate rooms, but 
they never yelled until it was night time and Sophie was supposed 
to be in bed. 

“I’m not going to let it hurt you!” Mommy would say, and she 
could hear Mommy slamming things downstairs.

“I hate locking you in that room, we don’t even know that 
you’d–”

“We know, David, and I’m not putting you or Sophie at risk, 
and that’s the end of it.”

Sophie knew that Mommy always won these arguments, 
because the next Special Days, Mommy would still go into 
the Dark Room like always. While Mommy was gone, Daddy 
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would pick her up from school and they would put on their 
superhero pajamas. Daddy would order pizza and they would 
watch cartoons. Sophie’s favorite was Spider-Man, but Daddy’s 
favorite was Superman, so they took turns on what they watched 
because that was fair. 

Daddy also used to do other things, like make Sophie breakfast 
in the morning, and drive her to school because Mommy was a 
Doctor, which meant she helped people when they were sick and 
got to sleep in since she worked a “night shift.” He also played 
Barbies with her, but only if she ate her vegetables. He wouldn’t 
play tea party with her, though. That was a Mommy game, for 
days when she didn’t have to work and she would make cookies 
and they’d pretend to be grown-ups at a dinner party. Daddy 
used to make tea for them and then would go to his office to do 
his work. Daddy used to stay up super-duper late writing on his 
computer for his work, which he got to do from home because 
his job was a stay-at-home job. 

When Mommy told her that Daddy was gone and he was 
never coming back, not even if they begged and begged, Sophie 
wondered first who was going to stay home if Daddy was gone. 
Who would do his stay-at-home job and make breakfast and 
drive her to school? Who would play Barbies? Mommy said that 
she could do those things, and that’s when Sophie started to cry. 
Mommy could play tea party, because that was a Mommy game. 
But Barbies was a Daddy game, and only he could do it. She tried 
to explain this, but then Mommy started crying too. It felt like 
maybe neither of them would stop crying, not ever, and Mommy 
hugged her for a very long time. 

Sophie realized maybe there were things that Daddy did for 
Mommy that only he could do and she was crying because now 
there was no one to do them. Who would she hug and breathe 
deep with? And then Sophie would start crying again for Mommy 
too. 

Mommy said that they both had to learn how to do Daddy 
things. Mommy learned how to make breakfast and drive her 
to school, even though she was very tired from being a Doctor 
at night. Sophie learned how to play Barbies alone. She also 

learned other new things, like not to cry at school no matter how 
much she wanted to because then her teacher made her go to the 
office, and Mommy came. She learned that being Dead was like 
going to sleep but forever and ever and that Daddy was Dead 
because another car had hit his. Sometimes she couldn’t sleep 
because what if she didn’t sleep and was Dead instead? Those 
times she felt like Special Days and she wished Daddy was there 
to sing to her.

When lots of days had passed and the moon got big again, 
it was Special Days again. Her and Mommy tried to get ready 
without Daddy, but she spilled the water and cried when Mommy 
made her do the meat all on her own.

“You have to learn how to do this!” Mommy’s voice was big 
and scary, so much that it made Sophie run and hide under her 
covers and she wouldn’t come out even when Mommy came in 
and tried to talk to her. Not even when she heard Mommy start 
to cry. 

She didn’t talk to Mommy all through breakfast the next 
day, and when she said that Sophie didn’t have to go to school, 
Sophie just looked down at her waffles. They were a little burnt, 
not how Daddy used to make them. Her eyes got all watery, and 
only when Mommy picked her up and hugged her real tight did 
she say anything.

“You sounded like the Monster,” she said into her Mommy’s 
shoulder.

“I’m sorry my love, I’m so sorry.” But Mommy didn’t cry, and 
Sophie wondered if maybe she had run out of tears. 

Then Mommy said sorry a lot more times and said she had 
to go away, that the Monster was coming and she had to go away 
and she needed Sophie’s help. Sophie felt like she couldn’t help 
anyone, she was just small and she wanted her Daddy. But she 
didn’t want Mommy to cry anymore, so she nodded and said she 
would help. 

She helped Mommy grab the pillows and the blankets, and 
re-poured the water. Then she listened as Mommy told her how 
to lock the door. The lock was big and heavy and at first Sophie 
thought she was too little to do it. But Mommy taught her how 
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to push it super hard and use her super strength like Superman 
and she did it all by herself. Then Mommy went into the Dark 
Room. She hugged Sophie so hard that it hurt, but she didn’t pull 
away because Mommy took a deep breath like she was trying to 
remember what she smelled like. Then Sophie locked the door 
real tight. She ate a peanut butter sandwich that Mommy had 
put in a container for her and drank some juice. She wanted to 
watch TV, but it was starting to get dark outside, and she knew 
that once it was dark there would be noises from the Dark Room. 
She ran upstairs to hide under the covers.

That night the noises were loud and horrible, like the monster 
was ripping at the walls and tearing at the Dark Room trying to 
get to her. Then the sounds got loud and sad, like the Monster 
was missing someone really bad, and the shadows in her room 
turned into a scary dragon again but Daddy wasn’t there to hug 
her until she felt better so she stayed up all night so scared she 
couldn’t sleep. The next day was a no-school day, so she stayed 
in her room, going downstairs one time to get another peanut 
butter sandwich, but running as fast as she could back to her 
room as soon as she heard rustling from the Dark Room. On the 
way, she realized that her and Mommy had forgotten something:

The big dog stuffed animal was sitting in the upstairs hallway, 
sitting on top of the clean towels and things Mommy had put 
in the washing machine. Sophie remembered that Mommy 
had wanted to wash it before Special Days, but now it was out 
here and the Monster didn’t have it. Sophie wondered if maybe 
the reason the Monster made all that noise was because it was 
lonely. But it couldn’t be around people because it could sneeze 
and hurt someone. Its only friend was the big dog and now it 
didn’t even have that. She took the big dog with her to her room.

That night, the sounds were just as bad. No tearing and 
growling, just the high sad sound. She thought it was worse 
because she could feel it in her skin and it made her ears hurt. 
She was so scared, but she tried to remember what her Daddy 
had said. 

The Monster is a friend. She repeated that to herself. If she 
said it enough times, she could hear it in Daddy’s voice. The 

Monster is a friend. If she hugged the big dog real tight, she 
could pretend Daddy was here to keep her safe. Mommy had 
given her one of Daddy’s old shirts, a T-shirt with Superman on 
it, and she hugged it and the dog and tried to ignore the sounds 
the Monster was making. 

She sung the song Daddy used to sing in the dark and 
pretended the Monster was singing along.

The next night she knew she would have to be brave. The 
Monster was loud and scary because it was lonely. It didn’t have 
its big dog. She knew that she couldn’t sleep without her cat. 
That meant she had to bring the dog to the Monster. She spent 
all day making preparations. She found the flashlight in the 
closet with all the candles and the matches she wasn’t supposed 
to touch. She grabbed her plastic baseball bat from her room and 
put on Daddy’s T-shirt so it smelled like he was still here. That 
night, when the Monster started making its noises, she didn’t 
hide under her covers like she wanted to, even though the high 
noises were making her legs shake and the hairs on her arms 
stand squiggly all over.

Sophie used to think that superheroes were never scared, 
even when they were fighting huge scary monsters like 
Doomsday. But Daddy told her that even superheroes got scared. 
That sometimes they were super-duper scared, but they still kept 
going, because it was the right thing to do. 

Sophie tried to be a superhero. The Monster needed the dog, 
and the Monster was good, so it was Sophie’s job to help it. She 
creeped out of her room, out into the hallway, and slipped down 
the stairs. The noises got louder and louder as she got closer, 
and her stomach felt like she was going to throw up. But she 
kept going, down past the kitchen, down even more stairs to the 
basement. She held her baseball bat tight in one hand and her 
flashlight was making the shadows in the basement go all scary. 
The sounds were loud; she could feel them all in her bones. She 
felt like they were shaking around like when she swung too high 
on the swings. 

The Monster seemed to know she was there. There was the 
tearing noise at the door like it was trying to break it down. 
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Sophie’s voice was very small. “Hello, Monster,” she said. It 
didn’t seem to hear her.

Sophie remembered when Mommy had yelled at her, and 
she’d hid under the covers for a whole day. Maybe she could do 
that to the Monster. 

“Hey Monster!” she yelled, in her best Mommy voice. The 
sounds stopped. She could still hear the Monster walking, but it 
had stopped making noises. 

“Daddy said you were a friend,” she said, still in her Mommy 
voice. Sometimes Mommy called this “being firm.” 

“But friends don’t scare friends!” she yelled. “And you’re very 
scary. You have to start being nice!” The Monster made a small 
whining noise. 

“Are you lonely?” she asked The Monster. “Because my 
Mommy’s gone for a little bit, and my Daddy is gone forever, so 
I’m lonely too.” 

Daddy’s Big Rule was that she could never, not ever open the 
door to the Dark Room, not even if she really really wanted to. 
She asked Daddy, what if a big scary man told her she had to or 
he would steal all of her Halloween candy? He said even then, so 
Sophie knew he was serious. But this seemed like a Special Case, 
like her birthday when she could have ice cream for breakfast. 
The Monster needed the dog or else it would be sad. Plus it was 
Sophie’s fault that it didn’t have it, because she’d forgotten. 

Then she remembered what Daddy said about sneezing, and 
how the Monster couldn’t stop itself from hurting her even if it 
wanted to really badly. If she got hurt, who would take care of 
Mommy when she got back? She held the big dog close to her 
chest, thinking about what to do. 

“I have your doggy.” She said to the Monster. “But I can’t 
open the door.” She put her hand against the door, and leaned 
her ear against it. She could hear the Monster breathing big and 
heavy, but it didn’t make any more scary noises. She thought 
maybe the Monster just needed to sleep, and it couldn’t sleep 
without its dog. “When I can’t sleep, Daddy used to sing to me.” 

She thought and thought and thought some more. Maybe if 
the Monster fell asleep, she could open the door real small and 

sneak the dog into the Dark Room. Daddy had told her never 
to open the door, but Daddy wasn’t here anymore, and Mommy 
had said that they had to learn how to do Daddy things. Daddy 
took care of the monster. So now Sophie had to do it. 

She sat with her back against the Dark Room door, her eyes 
closed tight so that she couldn’t see the scary shadows in the 
basement. She hugged her knees real close to her chest so she 
could smell Daddy’s shirt. 

She took a deep breath and started to hum the Monster to 
sleep. It took a real long time, and she had hummed through 
the whole song almost a billion times before she couldn’t hear 
any noises behind the door except for huge deep breaths. The 
monster was asleep. 

She left the bat and the flashlight on the ground, because she 
needed both hands and all her super strength to open the door by 
herself. Her heart beat fast in her chest, but she remembered that 
she was a superhero. Since Daddy had already been Superman, 
she decided to be Wonder Woman. The door creaked open just a 
little bit and tried to be mouse quiet. 

She wasn’t quiet enough. 
The Monster moved fast, and in a flash the door crashed into 

Sophie as it pushed the door open. She was knocked on her back 
next to her bat and her flashlight. She tried not to cry. The open 
door let a tiny bit of light and Sophie saw the Monster for the 
first time. 

It looked exactly like Daddy had described it, with big teeth, 
sharper than a dragon’s, and lots and lots of dark fur. Sophie 
recognized it from one of the movies she’d watched with Mommy 
and Daddy, even though in the movie it had been cute: It was 
a wolf. The big wolf growled in a way that Sophie could feel in 
her chest and she screamed. The Monster’s ears perked up when 
it heard her scream and it took a step toward her. Sophie felt 
frozen, as the huge creature towered over her. She knew she was 
going to get eaten up, just like Daddy said, and then she would be 
Dead just like Daddy. She closed her eyes tight. 

The Monster leaned down its big teeth until it was so close 
she could feel its breath on her. It took a deep breath, like it was 
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aria davis

smelling her. 
And then it licked her. She opened her eyes to the Monster 

sitting in front of her. It wagged its tail like it was a dog. 
Sophie took some deep breaths, looking into the Monster’s 

big yellow eyes. “Hello Monster,” she said softly. The Monster’s 
mouth opened and its big tongue rolled out of its mouth. It was 
panting. Sophie bent to pick up the big dog stuffed animal and 
she held it in front of her. “I have your doggy.” She flinched as 
the Monster leaned toward her again, but it just grabbed the dog 
in its mouth and laid down, chewing on it. 

Sophie watched the monster for a moment. It was supposed 
to eat her up, but it didn’t. So Daddy had been wrong. But he 
had been right that the Monster was friend. Sophie reached her 
hand out, still not sure. The Monster didn’t move. She placed her 
hand gently on the Monster’s head, petting it. One time Sophie 
had pet the neighbor’s dog, Princess, and it felt a little bit like 
that. Only, princess was really tiny and the Monster was really 
really big. 

Suddenly the Monster moved super fast and its teeth flashed. 
Sophie screamed again, but the Monster’s teeth only grabbed 
onto her shirt. The Monster started to drag Sophie toward the 
Dark Room. Sophie squirmed and squirmed trying to get loose, 
but the Monster was super strong and, plus she didn’t think the 
Monster wanted to eat her.

As soon as the Monster had dragged her to where the 
blankets were piled up in the corner, it let her go. Then it curled 
itself around her like a big furry blanket. Its fur was soft and 
warm, and it let out a big sigh like it wanted to sleep.

“You want me to sleep here?” Sophie asked. The Monster just 
licked her foot. It made a big deal of smelling her, almost like… 

Sophie had an “Epiphany” which was when an idea comes 
to you out of nowhere and you hit your head with your hand. 
She did that. The Monster smelled her big and close like it was 
trying to remember what she smelled like. That’s what Mommy 
did. And that’s why Mommy wasn’t in the Dark Room with the 
Monster. 

“Mommy?” Sophie said, quietly. The Monster looked at her 

and tilted its head. Sophie laid her head down on the Monster’s 
fur and tried to think of all the things she had learned. Mommy 
was Mommy, but sometimes she was the Monster. The Monster 
was dangerous and scary, except the Monster hadn’t eaten her 
up so maybe it wasn’t all dangerous. But then why did they lock 
it up in the Dark Room? Maybe because Mommy smelled them 
deep when she was Mommy so when she was the Monster she 
remembered and knew that they were not for eating. But maybe 
if another person came the Monster would eat them. Sophie got a 
little scared then. She didn’t want the Monster to eat anyone. She 
also got a little scared, because the Dark Room was very dark, 
except for a little lamp in the other corner that made the shadows 
scary. All her thoughts and the room made her so scared that 
Sophie shut her eyes tight and started to hum that same song 
that Daddy used to hum to her.  Snuggled close to the Monster, 
Sophie hummed herself to sleep.
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I contemplate 
an early exit 
in sparkly,
 silver 
 shoes.
Heart over head
and hand over heart – 
I look
 so American.
And you, 
standing 
across the way,
          are small 
with humility.
Your calloused fingers, 
 bathed
in sunlight and industry, 
 touch me
with a softness
I can never return.

Bless fragility. 
Its anxious self
 quaking 
behind the ego.
The quiver,
the tremble
cracking open my lips.
 A fault 
from which
the gargled vowels erupt.
Words spill out 
over all
the pretty
 conventions, 
then settle,

out of many, one 
after hieu minh nguyen
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How it shrinks
 from the mouth 
to grow
 in the ear, 
unapologetically
 incomplete,
slicing, 
dicing, 
clipping
 the old 
 ends off,
pushing, 
pulling,
 perverting, 
the speech

into something
 wholly 
 new.
May its sound 
always evolve 
but its color 
stain
 forever.

Bless it despite its ugliness.

Bless it
 anyway.

elizabeth le

holding us 
here

in this moment 
where we are briefly
 familiar.
You,
my mother, 
who keeps
the crow’s feet 
to remind her 
of flight, 
whose freckles
 punctuate 
the summer sky, 
who knows   
more tones
than the pianist,
 speak 
with bars
between your teeth.
Songs
of mangrove trees 
and lotus ponds.
 Yes,
bless the summer.

And I,
your incomprehensible 
child,
tongue-twisted 
and teary-eyed, 
have only 
broken language 
to offer.
But bless this language, 
its ebb and flow.
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alexander wagner

Let the hammers press into their strings. 
Let plumes of dust ring forward in the wake, 
the burst, the pulse, the plucking tucked into 
each reservoir of heat hummed in these notes, 
the chimes, the inner mechanism, churn 
the keys against each other, pound them deep 
and well, like they were made to be. Now slow, 
adagio, let your fingers swim around 
the range, the octave, checkerboarded score, 
find every reason possible to look 
for gray. The microtones are nothing more 
than threads, the delicate, the whispers; there 
between ceramic teeth they wait for you 
to seek them out, invent them. You are god 
inside this box, this chamber and this voice, 
and every note you play can stain the air, 
give the wind a reason to be still.

piano
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He didn’t shy away from the beating of the clocks. 
Their faces pale and glowing, mouths open 
as if on the brink of speech — muttering secrets. 

He took time to love, slowly, in the accelerating dusk: 
a still-lingering gaze even in the half light. 
That golden-syrupy sun began to hold its breath, 
not even then did he slide, quickly, back into himself. 

He stood then, solid, a refuge. 
A heart forged by dragonfly wings. 
You can still feel them trembling, sometimes. 

He knew the smell of sweet — 
interrupted by a pocketbook. 
Interrupted by the ever-beating tide, 
that cruel march of time, slipping. 

He ripened with the late summer fruit, 
las moras debajo de la sombra. 
Warmth striving against the bleeding of the dark. 

He left by the echo of the moon, 
that sycophantic duchess 
trailing faint sparks of red-orange luster 
glinting from her coattails. 

blackberries

emily pinkerton
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hope is the thing with feathers 
after emily dickinson

lee hubbel

Burn your crosses in everybody’s lawns. 
Hide behind the hood of a starched-stiff bed sheet. 
Smack dab in the middle of a minefield, 
sow your bombs of angry eggshell. 

Fill your guest rooms with elephants, 
bloody them, take their tusks, leave a wake of death, 
but remember the lesson of Americans on 9/11— 
how sometimes it’s never forget. 

Oh, Great White Hope, you can’t poach this. 

white knight in the ivory trade

anna hamilton
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murmur 
siena mckim

i see now 
siena mckim
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1.12.2019 
phoebe danaher

siren dance costumes 
sophie raymer
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focus 
kate bishop

kristen bolster

My wedding ring hurts in the summer
When clothes hang on the line and
The space between my thighs chafe.
I swell.
I swell like the body of a snake
That bit off more than she could chew.
I’m daring that way.
I swell in the summer like our plastic door frame
That never quite keeps the bugs out.
Keep them at bay,
A door that’s never quite closed,
No matter how hard I slam it.

I swell.
Purple like a disobedient sunset.
Black like the lake at midnight.
Blue like the eye of a wife with too many opinions.

My voice swells,
Then contracts,
Then deflates and I ask myself
What happened to the snake?
It left through the open door.

So, I leave through the open door too.
The grass is thick and
Hasn’t been taken care of for a long time now.
It’s summer.
And my wedding ring hurts.
Because I still can’t get it off my finger.

garden snakes
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Sundays too he ate the crumbs
From underneath the stairwell,
His lips would move in a mechanical
Ticking like a dishwasher set to boil
The unclean apartment. These days
Passed by in misery.

It wasn’t of his nature to sing, so on
Those cloudy mornings after the cock
Crowed he would go out to his fields
And taste the barley, the side of his gum
Chewed down to the marrow, bloodied
On both ends.

He, creature of mankind, would--
On the evenings of even numbered skies--
Mope into the small town bar and spit
In the glasses strewn about the tables.
It was genuine, his fear of blasphemy,
That kept him awake at night
In the hard stench of moist, rotten hay.

lucas preuth

the unnamed
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my mina

She still can’t describe the loudness, and this – I think – is the 
most frustrating to her. She has made her peace with everything 
else; the loudness is her last remaining ghost. She simply hasn’t 
found the words to convey the sound that haunts her head. I’m 
not sure she ever will.

It is common knowledge a car accident is loud: collapsing 
metal, breaking bones, squealing tires, shattering glass, 
screaming people. But declaring something as common 
knowledge is a flawed concept. It’s also common knowledge that 
a football field is long, and, because it is established common 
knowledge, one never has to have physically experienced a 
football field to know its length. For example:

Mina’s vehicle continued on a sheet of ice for about the 
length of a football field after having made initial contact with 
the other vehicle involved in her accident. Anyone, regardless 
of whether they have witnessed a football field’s size physically 
or metaphorically only, realizes this is a great distance to travel 
under the given circumstances.

However, only those who have stood in the end zone of a 
football field and walked to the other can truly know the distance 
she went, the time she sat, the number of flips, barrel rolls, turns, 
and spins her vehicle could have made, and how long she had to 
scream, to think, and to watch as her own cold death approached 
her.

This discrepancy between knowledge and feeling is her last 
battle, I believe, especially when it comes to me. I just can’t 
understand the loudness, and she can’t not understand it, 
although I’m sure she wishes she could. On numerous occasions, 
she has tried to put into words this loudness, her last ghost.

“You have shot a gun, yes?” she signed to me, once, using 
her hands to speak around her glass of after-dinner wine. I 
responded with a nod that I had. “Imagine the sound of shooting 
a gun, but you are inside the gun when it goes off. And the sound 
just keeps going.”

This is my favorite of her various explanations. Still, I have 
never been inside a gun as someone has pulled the trigger. I have 
never been helpless for the length of a football field (which I do 

understand the enormity of), listening to the loudness of such 
chaos, the chaos that stole her hearing.

Well, that isn’t exactly true. But I don’t remember the sound 
or the crash. I don’t remember anything at all from that night, 
all these years later. Mina calls me bendecido, blessed. I suppose 
that makes her cursed.

I have made peace with my ghosts, and I have none left, 
except Mina’s last. What’s hers is mine; what’s mine is hers. 
Husband and wife, for better or for worse. The loudness haunts 
me, as well, just in a different way. Where the actual sound of it 
haunts her, the negative space where it should be haunts me. I 
imagine the wreck, reconstruct it from the pictures I’ve seen and 
what I know (but do not feel), and it is silent. The loudness will 
sometimes wake her up in the dead of night from sleep. In the 
dead of night, I am always lying awake, replaying in the cinema 
of my mind the cars, the bodies, the chaos, and the numb silence, 
the nothingness.

Other than that, I am clear. An absent memory has made 
that easy for me. In those first hours of consciousness after the 
crash, I remember reflecting on the black abyss separating me 
from what had happened. Doctors and nurses would ask me 
questions, and it was easy to answer them. No, I didn’t know 
what happened. No, I didn’t abuse alcohol. No, I’d never been in 
a serious motor accident. No, no, no.

Those answers left no room for my BAC being higher than 
what most people deemed fatal; no room for the procedures, 
stitches, amputations, blood transfusions; no room for my wife, 
my Mina, who was deaf and drifting, unconscious, in a special 
wing of the hospital where women who deserved better stay; no 
room for the three warped and mutilated corpses in the hospital 
morgue, helpless bodies still splayed open from surgery on their 
cold, metal tables.

None of us were identifiable on the scene of the accident. We 
remained nameless Johns and Janes for weeks until I woke into 
that torturous, black reverie and the assault of questions. I could 
identify myself – I am Michael Hirsch – and my wife, Mina 
Hirsch; all others were strangers to me. The doctors prevented 
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me from not only seeing Mina but also myself. I would touch 
my face when I was alone, trying to feel my new appearance. My 
fingers fumbled along a ridge of gnarled, stitched, bloated tissue, 
and I memorized with my hands its course across my nose and 
lips and cheek. I wondered if Mina could have identified me like 
this, cleaved in two. I wondered if I would still be able to identify 
her.

She was unidentifiable, physically, and her memory loss was 
more deteriorated than my own. “Give it time,” the doctors all 
told me. “It comes back, it comes back.”

The first time I was allowed to see her, a nurse wheeled me 
by her room. It was a coordinated event. I was wheeled by while 
another nurse in teal scrubs held back the curtain, letting me 
peer in. I sat up church-pew-straight in my wheelchair, pushing 
off the footrest with my one remaining leg, to see as much as I 
could. The glass of her window had what looked to be chicken 
wire lining the inside, twisting like a bee’s honeycomb. The 
curtains were a soft cream and folded thickly as a nurse gathered 
them aside for me. My nurse’s shoes squeaked. I gripped the 
arms of my wheelchair and sweat from the strain of my posture 
and the anticipation.

Then, there she was, my Mina. I could see her behind the 
scars, bandages, and hospital gown. She was just as she had 
always been: beautiful and strong. She was my wife and there, in 
that rickety hospital wheelchair, as less of a man than I had ever 
been, I fell in love for the second time in my life.

Identification for the other bodies was slow like everything 
else in that hospital. Mina and I had never been to the South 
before (the founders of my former law firm hailed from the 
South, even though the firm itself was in Chicago, and had rented 
a southern ballroom for the 30th anniversary of the firm), but it 
is true what they say: everything goes slower. People walk slower; 
cars drive slower. There is no rush for anyone or anything. I used 
to wonder how much time Southerners thought they had, then I 
realized perhaps their life was so slow because they didn’t think 
about time and its hard grip on them. It only made me think 
about my time more.

I decided to walk, one day, while I was thinking about time 
and Mina and death over a cup of lime hospital jello (which must 
be qualified as hospital jello precisely because it is hospital jello 
and subsequently very, very unlike jello, at all), and fell to the 
floor before trying to stand. I landed in such a position so that 
the crack at the bottom of the door was right before my eyes, 
and there I lay, thinking more about time and Mina and death, 
watching shadowy feet and wheelchair wheels pass back and 
forth just beyond my door, until my nurse came to retrieve me 
and my hospital jello off the ground.

My nurse then informed me that I would need what he called 
“incremental exposures” to walking with constant support and 
supervision to avoid “another incident.”

“I want to walk out with Mina when we’re discharged,” I told 
him in my deformed voice as he heaved me off the floor, burly 
arms hooked under my thin, healing ones. I still hadn’t been 
allowed to see her without a pane of chicken wire glass between 
us, and the nurses had begun to worry I was becoming obsessive; 
Mina’s nurse stopped holding the curtain open as wide as she 
once had, reducing me to a quick flash of my wife through an 
ivory wall.

My nurse gave me a pitying look that is surprisingly common 
in hospitals, which rendered his following words meaningless. 
“I’m sure you will.”

Policemen and lawyers began to visit my room in the 
hospital, looking much too alive and well to occupy any space 
shared by me: a should-be-dead ogre, burnt, scarred, ugly. They 
droned, and their eyes hovered just above my head. I started to 
wonder if there was a spider dangling there upon his thin silks, 
an acrobat performing for the upstanding women and men of 
society, but no spider ever showed himself to me. No, these 
upstanding women and men were simply preferring to look 
at something more pleasant: a white wall. I am not too proud 
to admit I forgave them. I am the mangled, spitty remains of 
something a dog left behind. I prefer walls to mirrors, too.

I would go to prison for six years, they told me. I would 
pay $10,000 in fines and fees. Vehicular manslaughter while 
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intoxicated is what they call it, and it had ruined every life 
around me. “You should have died instead of those Johns and 
Janes,” they said between every word without saying it at all. 
And I agreed.

I pled guilty, signed the papers they placed in front of me. 
They wheeled me out of the hospital when I was well enough to 
go to prison but not well enough to exist painlessly. I couldn’t 
take so much as a single step when it was time for me to be 
discharged, and Mina wasn’t beside me. They wheeled me by her 
room one last time. The nurse didn’t hold the curtains back for 
me.

One year later, I was in prison in Georgia, relearning how to 
function, how to walk, how to write, how to live. My family hadn’t 
been to visit; I hadn’t seen them since before the accident. I was 
on block with the other invalids who also claimed the identities 
of murderer, thief, rapist, dealer, menace. We were all dregs of 
society just like any other, except we were in wheelchairs, which 
made us somehow better and worse simultaneously.

I received my first visitor while I was laying in my prison bed 
(which must be qualified as a prison bed for the same reason 
why hospital jello must be qualified as hospital jello) and had 
to carefully fall out of the prison bed into my wheelchair, very 
gracefully. I was escorted, although I wheeled myself, to the 
visitor’s lounge by an officer who looked like an angry meat 
tenderizer, and then I saw her: my Mina.

Another pane of chicken wire glass separated us, and she 
had a caramel blonde wig fitted onto her head, unusual from her 
regular dark shade. Reconstructive surgery had done wonders 
for her, sculpting her face, returning her ears, widening her eyes, 
magicking her from dirty flint to blue-veined marble. She had 
always been breathtaking.

We each held a beige phone on our respective sides of the 
glass, and Mina spoke, eyes on my lips. “Why haven’t you written 
me?”

The melancholy in her voice made my chest ache. “I cannot 
write, can’t hold a pen.”

“You couldn’t ask someone else to write for you? You have no 

friends here?”
I laughed for the first time in a year.
We talked until the allotment of our time came to an end, 

and we were both crying well before that. I asked if I was ugly to 
her. She asked if she was ugly to me. It was the only answer to 
my question that could have remedied my throbbing soul.

I started studying sign language, checking out books from 
the prison library. A deaf inmate on my floor helped me learn to 
speak with my hands, but he had a certain fluidity in his wrists 
I could never master. His entire body rolled into his words, 
ending in his fingertips, and he wrote entire stories from his 
shoulders to his palms. I always thought he had a beautiful soul; 
then, I would remember we were in prison. There was nothing 
beautiful, there.

Mina got an apartment an hour away from the prison, my 
home, and visited me every weekend for five years, keeping me 
up to date on our family, our friends; on politics; on my favorite 
TV shows and her own. She started writing me letters during 
the week and, even though I couldn’t respond, her words were 
medicine to me and – I think – the letters were medicine to her, 
as well. We were healing each other, slowly, inching into the 
healing waters of our marriage together.

I remember I once asked her about the Johns and Janes 
from the accident, and she came back the next weekend with the 
news that their lab work, teeth castings, DNA, blood work, etc., 
had been lost, somehow, in transit between hospitals. I asked 
her how that could have happened, but she could only offer me a 
shrug. “Triste,” she said, shaking her head, blonde wig flopping. 
“Sad, very sad.”

“Triste?”
She nodded. “Yes, sad.”
“When did you learn Spanish?”
She paused, head tilted, her expression reading like the end 

of a question. “Did I not know Spanish before?”
I should have known, then, but I chalked it up to some 

medical mystery, something doctors scratched their heads at 
and preachers exalted God for. I just scratched my head and 
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praised God with them.
Mina, with the help of her mother and sisters, recovered her 

memory bit by bit until she had her entire life back with her. 
She remembered old jokes, embarrassing stories, our wedding. 
I still hadn’t recalled that night, the night of the accident, but 
she relayed it to me in a letter. She said she couldn’t bear to 
look into my eyes and tell me the details; she said it would kill 
her. Her letter was sprinkled with tear stains and smudged ink 
when the officer delivered it to me, and I remember thinking her 
handwriting was too small and sweet to hold such terrible things.

The day of my second discharge, I felt much older than my 
thirty four years. Mina was waiting for me, standing beautifully 
tall after months of physical and psychological therapy, the latter 
of which still continues, today. I hadn’t touched her in over six 
years, hadn’t seen her without chicken wire glass, hadn’t heard 
her voice organically without the inevitable alterations of a 
phone. We stood there like strangers for a moment and examined 
each other, then the walls fell away and we were again husband 
and wife; I fell in love for a third time. I consider myself the most 
fortunate man ever to have existed because of my Mina.

Mina’s apartment was much too close to the old prison for 
either of our likings, so we relocated to New Meadow, Iowa, 
Mina’s hometown of 1,200 Iowans. Her sisters had all gone 
blonde with Mina and had about as much affection for me as 
one does for a stranger’s vomit, which is to say none at all. Her 
mother was only warm to me for Mina’s sake, and when my wife 
wasn’t with us, her mother would turn away from me in silence; 
she often looked like she wanted to cry.

Mina would cry often and without warning. Now, only the 
loudness can bring her to tears, but she was a haunted woman, 
then. She was tortured and torn. We renewed our vows. I was 
stripped of my law license and did work for a sleazy “law” website 
writing about how to not go to prison, ironically. Mina spent most 
of her time with her mother and sisters, laughing, reminiscing, 
painting, baking. I frequented AA meetings and churches. My 
every act I made sure was atonement, not only to those Johns 
and Janes, but to Mina, as well, her family and my own.

Her mother and sisters thawed towards me over time and 
began to enjoy my company, I suspect, although it has never 
been confirmed by any party. Mina and I, with her mother’s 
help, could finally place a payment on a house – our house. We 
had Thanksgiving and Christmas at our house that year, and my 
mother and father made an appearance; they cried and touched 
my chewed face, asking me if I was happy.

I was, until the lost lab work was found.
In a store room of some lab in God Knows Where, Louisiana, 

a small box of test tubes and swabs was recovered by a janitor 
who noticed that, despite the shipping label, the box had never 
been sent back to Mina’s and my hospital to return the results 
of the testing. It was finally delivered, and I was phoned by a lab 
technician as we sat in the living room of our house, the house 
of Thanksgiving and Christmas, for the long-awaited reveal, 
twenty-some years later. Who were John and John and Jane 
Doe?

It is still unbelievable, all that has happened to her.
Over the phone, it was all explained. Mina’s DNA – what was 

supposed to be her DNA – was matched to one of the dead bodies 
in the morgue, Jane Doe. John Doe number one was Joseph 
Garcia, John Doe number two his son, Joseph Garcia Jr. Mina, 
my Mina, the one in the living room, wailing on the floor, was 
thrown from the car; she had always said in her retelling of that 
night that she was thrown from my car, from the seat next to me.

This is not true.
Mina, my Mina, was thrown from the passenger seat of 

Joseph Garcia’s vehicle. My wife, on the other hand, was thrown 
from my vehicle, dying upon impact as she crashed through the 
windshield of Joseph Garcia’s vehicle in the head-on collision. 
My Mina was thrown onto my car and rolled off, landing beside 
the vehicle, suffering massive burns as it exploded and the flame 
devoured her. She had just a moment’s consciousness, a brief 
second to act before sinking into the abyss, and she crawled into 
the middle of the street, deaf to the screams of her own Joseph 
and Joseph Jr., before collapsing upon the pavement, a mass of 
blood and burns.
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Mina was biologically Rosa Garcia, wife of Joseph Garcia 
Sr., mother to Joseph Garcia Jr., the DNA confirmed. But she 
was Mina, still. My Mina, my wife. She had her memories, those 
inside jokes and all our shared stories; her mother and sisters; 
our renewed vows and the promises we swore to each other; 
the five years in the prison; the hundreds of tear-stained letters 
she wrote to me; the chicken wire glass; our house and new life 
together. Doesn’t all that make her Mina? My Mina? Doesn’t it?

I had to explain it all to her, wishing I was more fluid in my 
wrists, and I killed my wife for the second time.

At night, while I’m lying awake in that numb, empty space 
where Mina’s noise should be, I allow myself to ponder these 
questions and their answers. The ceiling becomes my mind’s 
canvas, the backdrop for my endless questions and grief. I think 
about my wife, the wife I had before the crash, her smile and 
laughter. I remember the memories that Mina can’t have, the 
memories her mother and sisters weren’t privy to, the memories 
only me and my wife shared: Chinese takeout and cups of 
coffee at sunrise in the college library, our short-lived breakup 
sophomore year and long-lived reconciliation, sneaking out 
the night before our wedding to hold each other one last time 
as individuals, painting an accent wall in the living room an 
obnoxious blue before quickly repainting it back to beige, little 
fights about my drinking, big fights about my drinking. This is 
how I keep her alive and myself dead. How I wish that could be 
as I lie in the sanctity of the dark, shrouded in the loneliness I 
recreate for myself, night after night.

The body in my bed, is that my wife? Can she ever be without 
these silent memories? Or are these memories irrelevant to my 
Mina and my wife? Can they still be one without being completely, 
irrevocably identical?

I’ve kept these memories to myself, all these years, playing 
them on the ceiling for no one else to see or know. I’ve kept 
them from Mina, my wife, but have I really kept them from her? 
Sometimes, I imagine what she must harbor and project onto the 
ceiling above me to replay in the dark. Rosa, she was beautiful, as 
was her son. I see them together, alive and happy, like Mina used 

to be. Her husband kisses her and holds their son, his namesake, 
his dead legacy. Their oblivion chokes me as I watch, feeling 
blood in my palms.

Then, Mina will wake into her fit of sobs. I wonder, as I 
hold her, caressing her bare, scarred scalp, if she doesn’t have 
silent memories herself. Or, perhaps, the loud happiness of 
my imagined memories of who she used to be startles her to 
consciousness, leaking out of her eyes.

We each claim the noise as our final tormentor, but this is 
not true. We have only ever been tormented by each other.

I suppose I will be haunted for the rest of our lives.

victoria helrigel



50 51

mother moth

I.
To the bright. Lamp. Need to
scramble. Lamp. Toward the
morning. Lamp. All my faces.
Lamp. Are molting. Lamp. Molten.
Lamp. Holding. Lamp. Can I. Lamp.
Look at it, it’s got. Lamp. Eat the
dark. Lamp. Roll in it. Lamp.
Lie down. Lamp. Open. Lamp.
Open. Lamp. Open.

II.
I learned to fold origami moths
last night under the white light
of a hot lamp. I cut the
paper, clamp the edges, wedge
it in half, half, diagonal
iambic, paired in two, no glue,
that’s not the true art. I
start my thumbs like engines,
crank my crooked pinkies –
silly little fingers! Mold and
mold and hold onto scraps.
Wrap the edges around
themselves like a constrictor.
Stricter. They flicker as the

fan turns on, rattle off
(not fly) to the floor. I
store them under my bed
in the dark. On top of a
small zipped suitcase. Clipped
up with silver. Lying quietly,
unable to feed. Pleading for a
light. A night. A flight.
I might make more – an
army, an army! Angry

moths, crisp wings,
creases leaving my hands,
finished. Born. Tumbling into
a bucket. The suitcase. Strung

from the ceiling. Singeing.
Singing whispers, the shuffle
and scuttle of skin against
sliced tree. Bleeding ink,
printed vowels. Another,
another. I am mother to
them. Mother moth. Always
scrambling toward the lamp.
The lamination. The elation
that comes with a zap.
And a nap. And a tap
at the window, the bug
pressing its head to the
glass. Asking. Acting. Axing.

stephanie sim
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 Walter depressed the accelerator, and the car he’d stolen 

protested as it churned down the back country road as far as its 
almost-empty tank would take it.  His heavy eyes flickered between 
the rearview mirror, the speedometer, and the long stretch of dirt 
in front of him. Every few minutes, he would break this cycle to 
glance over at his little brother, who leaned his head against the 
window, watching the glow of streetlights pass overhead. A ring 
of condensation had formed around his forehead, which vibrated 
against the hum of the car’s struggling chassis.

It was a silver Acura, obviously not used to being on gravel. 
Walter had tried to grab the cheapest-looking car he could, but 
he was beginning to wonder about this one. It was old. The seats 
were worn leather, but upon second look it seemed like it had been 
taken care of pretty well. The fear that he had taken somebody’s 
prized possession began to work its way into his mind. Whoops.

He adjusted the radio knob again to take his mind off of it. 
The late-night talk show they had been half-listening to faded 
into static that swelled and fell with the dial until it orchestrated 
itself into music, tinny and unfamiliar. He let his hand linger on 
the knob before draping his palm back over the steering wheel, 
the wood warm from where he’d been gripping it.

“How you holding up, Felix?” he said, his eyes still fixed on 
the road.

His little brother nodded, his forehead rubbing against the 
cold glass. Walter peeked over at him.

“Hungry?” he said.
Felix was silent. His pale lips were chapped. It didn’t look like 

he used them much. He shook his head.
“Are you sure?” Walter said. “We still have some left.”
Felix was watching the empty fields to his left, his eyes glazed 

over. The horizon was black in the distance, only a few wisps of 
cloud discernible against the night sky.

“And we can always get more,” Walter said, his voice lowering. 
“It’s ok.”

They drove in silence for a few minutes. The engine groaned 
through the few splashes of gas left in its tank.

on their way  
(excerpt)

“There’s a truck stop a few miles up,” Walter said finally. “I 
have to run in to get some more stuff for the car, anyway. While 
I’m in there, you can eat.”

Felix closed his eyes, drawing in a slow breath. His shoulders 
seemed to relax a bit. Walter smiled weakly and sped the car 
forward.

Ten minutes later, they rolled to a stop beside an especially 
dim patch of road. The engine grumbled into silence and the 
lights flicked off. The keys jingled in the dark as Walter removed 
them from the ignition and opened the door, letting the hum 
of crickets enter the car for a moment as he got out. He closed 
it gently behind him and looked around, squinting against the 
darkness; a couple hundred feet in front of him, a small, dingy 
truck stop glowed on the roadside. Behind him was nothing but 
an empty road and a lamppost about a hundred feet back. No 
cars in sight. Good.

He circled his way back to the trunk, clicked it open, and 
began feeling around in the dark. His hands closed around a 
crowbar first, sharpened to a point. Then he felt the coarse fabric 
of their duffle bag, which held the few changes of clothes they 
possessed. A football-sized package wrapped in saran wrap 
crinkled when he touched it, and he hesitated, leaving his finger 
on it for a moment before pushing it out of the way and reaching 
further into the trunk. Finally, he felt the plastic cooler. Pulling it 
closer, he popped the top off and withdrew a thick, plastic sack. 
It molded slightly in his grip as the lukewarm liquid contents 
shifted around. He replaced the lid of the cooler, shoved it back 
into the trunk, and closed it, circling around to the passenger 
side of the car. He tried to examine the bag in the distant light of 
the store, but he couldn’t make out the label; only the dark red 
contents became more visible through the transparent plastic. 
Pulling the door open, he handed the bag and the car keys to his 
brother.

“I can’t tell,” he said, “but I think it’s A negative. That’s fine, 
right?”

Felix’s silhouette nodded and took the items in his small 
hands.
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“Alright, I’m gonna go get some stuff for the car,” Walter said 
purposefully. “Remember, stay in the back seat with your head 
down and don’t let anyone in unless you hear the knock, okay? 
I’ll be back in a minute.”

Felix climbed into the back seat with his bag and the keys 
and lowered himself onto the floor, face down. After looking 
around one more time, Walter locked the car, shut the door, and 
started off toward the truck stop. As he stumbled his way across 
the patchy gravel, he dug around in his pockets and withdrew a 
piece of chalk, a small wad of dollar bills, and some change. He 
replaced the chalk and counted the money, pausing every now 
and then to straighten out a bill that had been crumpled up in his 
pocket. If he was right about which of them were fives and which 
were ones, he had $17.80. He did some quick math and worked 
out what he would need to buy and how much of it, assuming they 
even sold everything he was looking for. He took a deep breath.

“Just make it last till five, Walter,” he said to himself quietly.
The dented bell on the door jingled halfheartedly. He squinted 

against the sharp fluorescent lights and made his way to the 
refrigerators in the back. A middle-aged man who’d been reading 
a magazine behind the counter sat up attentively, watching 
Walter for a few moments before returning to his reading. Walter 
scanned over the rows of soft drinks. It always occurred to him 
how much easier this would be if he could use beer, but there was 
no sense in even considering it. His large stature and big hands 
made him look much older than fifteen, but there was still no 
way he would be able to buy alcohol without getting carded. His 
eyes fell on the bottles of Mountain Dew, and he picked one up to 
examine the label — 77 grams of sugar.

That’ll work, he thought. He grabbed four of them and 
wandered over to an aisle that looked like it had grocery items, 
or at least some similar products. He found a half-loaf of Wonder 
bread and piled it into his arms. Circling around to the other side, 
he found a couple plastic jugs of filtered water. Stooping down, he 
lifted one up with his free hand and waddled his way toward the 
counter, keeping everything from spilling as best he could. On the 
way, he crossed by a stand of snack foods and hesitated, eyeing 

the products. He did some math in his head and snatched up a 
bag of Doritos.

The cashier looked up as Walter dropped the items on the 
counter.

“Find everything okay?” he asked, putting down his magazine.
Walter nodded, pulling a few dollars out of his pocket. As the 

man started to ring up his items, Walter noticed the cover of the 
magazine.

10 Things You Can Do to Prepare for the Next Full Moon: 
Silver, Bear Traps, and More!

How-To Guide for Dealing with Fae Folk: Don’t Eat Their 
Food!

Senator Reiner Promises to “Eradicate the Otherkin and All 
Those Harboring Them” if Elected.

This last one made Walter wince slightly. He wasn’t one for 
politics, but he had figured out pretty quickly that he didn’t like 
Senator Reiner. He also didn’t like the term “Otherkin,” but part 
of Walter didn’t know what else to call it. He and his brother 
were, after all, very “other.”

“$14.60,” the cashier said, making Walter jump slightly. He 
laid $15.00 on the counter for the cashier, who began to peer at 
Walter curiously.

“You with anyone, kid?” he said.
“My dad’s waiting in the car a little ways back,” Walter 

responded calmly. “He sent me in here to get some stuff while 
he’s checking the map.”

The cashier continued to stare at him as he fetched Walter’s 
change from the register. Walter began to sweat.

“How far is ‘a little ways back?’” he said, counting out the 
change much more slowly than was necessary.

Walter shrugged, trying to look as aloof as possible. “I dunno. 
Right about where the light posts end, I guess. It’s not too far.”

The cashier was silent. Walter noticed a few long objects 
hanging on the wall behind the counter, just within arm’s reach of 
the cashier: a bat, a silver spike, and a wooden stake that looked 
like it had been handmade. He looked at the cashier’s nose, trying 
not to seem nervous. Finally, the cashier slid the money towards 



56 57

him between the two plastic bags of groceries.
“You just be careful out there, understand?” he said, a hint 

of worry in his voice. “It ain’t safe out here, especially this late at 
night – er, early in the morning, I suppose. I keep this stake with 
me for a reason, y’know?”

Walter nodded quickly while scooping up the money, grabbed 
his bags and the water, and rushed out the door. As he was leaving 
he heard the man muttering something about bad parenting 
under his breath.

He walked back to the car as quickly as he could without 
looking suspicious, letting his bags bounce as he swung his arms 
back and forth. As he approached the car, he listened carefully 
for anything other than the sound of crickets. Thankfully, the car 
was as silent as he’d left it. Coming up on the passenger side, he 
knocked out a rhythm on the window of the back door. A second 
later, the door popped open. As Walter laid the items on the back 
seat, Felix climbed back into the front.

“Everything alright?” Walter asked, holding out his hand for 
the keys.

Felix nodded. Taking the keys, Walter circled around to the 
trunk, popping it open again. This time, he came back with a 
small chalkboard, a rag, and a gasoline can. He knelt down beside 
the car and laid the chalkboard on the ground.

“Keep watch, Felix,” he said, taking the piece of chalk out of 
his pocket. A few dollar bills spilled out, and he stuffed them back 
in as Felix swiveled himself to a position where he could see out all 
of the windows. Walter went to work on the chalkboard, drawing 
a large circle with various markings in it, stopping periodically to 
erase certain symbols and redraw them. When he was satisfied, 
he placed the gas can on the circle and retrieved the things he 
bought from the back seat. First, he stuffed a few slices of bread 
into the canister. He unscrewed the bottles of Mountain Dew and 
poured them, one by one, into the can. Then he topped it off with 
the water, which left about a quarter of the gallon remaining. 
Walter took a long sip from the water jug before replacing the cap 
and tossing it, along with the empty bottles and the rest of the 
bread, back into the car.

He looked up at Felix, who was attentively scanning their 
surroundings. Taking a deep breath, he pressed his large hands 
into the chalkboard on either side of the circle, closed his eyes, 
and focused on the ingredients in the canister. Yeast in the 
bread, for fermentation. Sugar in the Mountain Dew: probably 
the most important ingredient, and the hardest to come by. The 
water, acting as a base for the transmutation and the majority of 
the solution. As he focused on the compounds, chemicals, and 
individual molecules, the concoction began to hiss and steam, a 
few stray sparks finding their way out of the top of the can as the 
liquid grew warmer and began to glow gently. Then the reaction 
stopped. Walter let his eyes flick open and he leaned forward 
to examine the contents of the canister. The strange mixture of 
convenience store sludge had been replaced with a clean yellow 
liquid — ethanol. Walter suppressed a smile. Maybe it was 
because it was illegal, but something about performing alchemy 
correctly made him feel very excited.

He lifted the can off of the chalkboard and used the rag to 
wipe away the chalk circle and symbols. Circling to the back of 
the car, he tossed the board back in the trunk, opened the gas 
cap on the side of the car, and began pouring the contents of the 
can into the car. Ethanol wasn’t nearly as efficient as gasoline, 
but transmuting crude oil would require several ingredients that 
Walter wouldn’t be finding in a convenience store anytime soon. 
After he let the last of the fuel drip into the tank, Walter closed 
the gas cap and replaced the can in the trunk. He felt around 
in the trunk one last time to make sure everything was there 
before closing it and circling back around to the front of the car. 
Hopping in the driver’s seat, he started the car, which hummed 
to life, obviously grateful for the extra fuel. The radio station had 
turned into a talk show.

“Ready?” he said, turning to Felix.
Felix nodded. He was picking at the empty plastic sack in his 

hands.
“Was it A negative?” Walter said.
Felix nodded again. Walter smiled.
“Cool.”
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He put the car in gear and sped off down the road, hiding 
his face as they passed the truck stop in case the cashier was 
looking. As soon as they were past the stop, and the streetlights 
were passing by again, Walter sat up, staring down the road. He 
reached blindly into the back seat and located his Doritos, which 
he swung around to the front seat. He popped the bag open and 
stuffed a few in his mouth.

They drove in silence for a while, vaguely listening to the 
radio. Walter glanced at the clock and saw that it was 4:30. His 
stomach dropped and he glanced over at Felix.

“We’re gonna be there soon,” he said.
Felix didn’t answer.
“Just remember,” Walter added seriously, “when we get there, 

you stay in the car with your head down. I’ll do everything else, 
get the money, and then we can leave.

Felix looked out the window.
“After tonight,” he continued, “we get to lay low for a while. 

We’ll have enough money to stay somewhere for a few months. 
Get some new clothes, maybe.”

Felix smiled, but only for a second. There was silence.
“I know this is kinda scary, bud,” Walter said quietly, “but you 

know we have to do it. It’s not safe for us to do this stuff in the 
open yet, so this is the only way I can make us money.”

“I know,” Felix said, his voice hoarse and tired.
There was another silence. The radio buzzed into obscurity 

as they crossed the station’s range. Neither of them reached to 
change the channel.

“Thank you,” Felix said, “for everything, I mean.”
“You don’t have to,” Walter said. “This is for us. Both of us.”
They wheeled around a corner and down another stretch of 

road that led deep into the night.

alexander wagner
read the full story online at  xylemmag.wordpress.com

A young girl asks me why I have pale rivers
scratched into my breasts and hips.

I stood outside in storms, I tell her.
I drank torrents of little boys’ taunts
and old men’s displeasure
while I grew and I grew
furious and single-minded.
I became like lightning, I tell her,
so it came down to kiss me.

stretch marks

soundharya subramaniam
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“The corn is tall this year.”
They won’t find you for another five weeks
baking in the cicada heat of the Iowan summer.
“Look for the vultures circling.”
That’s where you’re hidden, they whisper
between gulps of panic and hog-heavy air.

“The corn is tall this year.”
And the dogs were still in your basement
when they realized you were gone.
“No signs of forced entry.”
is hailed as canon by small-town cops.
They don’t know you never made it there.

“The corn is tall this year.”
The sky opened up that night, a crack in heaven
to wash your scent away, your blood dried from the grass.
“The reward is $300,000 for Mollie’s safe return.”
But all you are now is scraps of fabric and bones,
a bleached fossil of men’s silent warfare.

“The corn is tall this year.”
Your death transformed into a ballad
of the scared, the unwilling, the nationalist.
“Don’t use her death for a political agenda.”
your father sang. Your soul left on glass ships
disentangling silver ghosts.

glass ships

emily pinkerton
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Only to a few will it matter that the smell of the dirt reminds 
you of the beach. That wet soil smell of sandy toes in a body of 
seaweed tainted lake water. Now it is dried up — hundreds of 
years ago — but you guess, the smell was trapped beneath layers 
of clay. 

Clay in the heat smells musty, like dust, or humid attics in July. 
It bakes like clay should bake in the hot sun: it sizzles. 

The tool given to you, which at first felt clunky and over-
large in your fresh blistered hand, now feels right, balanced in 
the grooves of your dusty, calloused fingers. It is hot from being 
left in the sun as you crawl, crab-like, backwards dragging the 
collected ancient dust in a bucket.

Today you take the bones out. You spent so long unearthing 
them. Tracing the slender orange lines with a paint brush — 
scraping the hot earth with your tools. It was painstaking, careful 
work.

Your hair is heated to straw, eyes burning from the dusty 
wind, lips and arms drying out from the elements, despite the 
sweat.

The dust is everywhere, between the wrinkles of your knuckles, 
in the whorls of your ear, thrown on your now darkened skin like 
a patchy reminder of the paler winter months.

You know you’re inhaling it because when you get back and 
pick the dried scabs of snot from your nose, it is brown like the 
dust.

Your knees have ached since the first day, from the constantly 
clenched position the bones require. The bones — at first just 
specks of different colored something, maybe, is it? Now more 
familiar than your own toes. God damn bones — back-breaking, 
mind-tricking, is it a rock? Is it a bone? Or is it all dust either way 
the second you pick it up, so what does it matter? Damn these 
bones, because at first just a speck — when done well, when done 
with focus — the beautiful kind of focus you love when the sounds 
outside your ears go away and the static inside your head starts to 
go absolutely silent. Even more beautiful when the focus makes 
beautiful whatever the task may be — in this case the dust. With 
every scape and brush and spritz of water — and with every twist 

the archaeologist

and ache of your own bones you come closer to these bones —
slowly emerging as if on their own fruition — with nothing to do 
with your scraping. As if that was side work and the bones came 
when they were ready. They appeared one by one and suddenly 
one day you had a skeleton. And you celebrate your work that 
seemed fruitless and you thank the thankless job and you have 
the beer.

But then you see them again, all at once now, all in 
articulation. And now the bones are a body and the body is in 
your brain and you’ve memorized every inch and agonized over 
every node and notch. And you’ve fallen in love with the curve of 
the leg and the hollow of its ribs and the gentle sweep of its spine 
and the innocent non-face of the crater skull. And you feel like 
an intruder — like you’ve woken up something pure and clean 
and silent and forced it into a dusty world of wind and words and 
scraping and it didn’t — couldn’t — stop you. And it’s awake out 
of its time in a new place that doesn’t feel holy because you’re 
kneeling in destruction, not in prayer.

And the body calls you in the dark of night and in the clouds 
you see pelvis and patella and mandible and you can’t feel good 
that not only did you expose it to this world but now you are going 
to take it into it — take it out of its home of six hundred years and 
into a sterile lab where nothing is holy.

You painstakingly scrape the edges and the body drinks up 
the water and it smells like the beach and the mud sticks to you 
like the dust never did and your hands crack with their mud-cake-
mask and one by one as they appear, the bones — you take them 
away. You take them away from each other after 600 something 
years of attachment.

Your hands, twenty-one and arrogant, remove them from 
their soil of choice and place them on cloud colored cloths, fluffy 
and clean. 

And you wrap them. You wrap them in the cloths so gently —
so carefully with an ache in your stomach. And you swaddle these 
dark bones with their nebulous-spiderweb, honeycomb insides, 
like a baby. Like a diaper on a baby, and you tape its name to the 
front carefully, slowly, with a gentle light hand, never meaning to 
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harm. And you place these soft bundles in a plastic bag and you 
heft it into your arms.

And you feel him.
You feel the weight — this man — this body — you feel him in 

your arms and you carry him like a baby. You cradle him and you 
walk — just now realizing the uneven, treacherous terrain. You 
carry him away from his place, from his home. And you cradle 
him to your chest and lay him in the box like it’s a crib and you 
don’t say goodnight and you don’t leave a light on just in case. 
You walk away and you feel weird, and you feel empty without 
the weight.

You have the beer and think about it. You are the last witness 
to this grave — to this person who may not have been a man — but 
is now only bones. Bones that no one but you touched.

Even in life this body, how close could one get to it? But you 
touched its bones, no one has felt your bones, no one has seen 
your skeleton. No one ever will. You are the last one who saw him 
whole — and now — it is numbers and data in a system whose 
rules of destruction give light only to a few. Only to a few does it 
matter.

camille gazoul

I wish I could take off my sweater. It smells like stink and all
 the times I sweat nervously through the fibers.
It scratches my skin raw and simultaneously I am too hot
 and too cold, but I can’t just take it off to wash it.
Emotional outfit. It’s hard to focus while wandering through
 hazy interwoven emotion.
I’ve got other sweaters, I suppose in a drawer, but only one
 body. Maybe it’s not the sweater but the body.
I can’t take off my body, wash out my body, line dry my body.
 Bodies and sweaters require constant upkeep.
Yet it’s not clear if my sweater is wool or some polymer blend,
 thorns or plaster.
You can’t pour out the brain like I empty my pockets. It’s
 impossible to rearrange the frays.
Mend the buttons. Make adjustments. There is no pin to mark
 the hem, no thimble.
But let me tell you, I want to take off this fucking sweater.

When I was 6 I got caught up inside my turtleneck while trying
 to take it off.
And this is real: I couldn’t breathe. Chest exposed and arms
 above my head.
Darkness in the cloth, interwoven fibers, finely knit steel beam
 filaments. Light sneaks through pinprick windows.
Hypothetically, breath too moves through fabric. Greenhouse
 effect on the skin, in the skin, in the sweater.
Sweater so gnarly I can’t think. I think only of my sweater. How
 ugly, how tight.
I don’t understand how some people seem able to do
 their laundry.
They put their sweaters in the wash with their sheets and their
 towels.
I’ve heard that there’s people out there, they separate skin
 from their bones and wash that out too.
Squeaky clean, running naked. But I’ve not got a laundry
 machine, or a penchant for nudity.

I wanna take it off.

sweater weather

danielle falling
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sleeping in the cell 
after “bullet in the brain” by tobias wolff 

Seymour’s last meal had been overcooked, which, at least to 
him, ruined what should’ve been a perfectly civilized execution. 
There was no reason for it not to be civilized, after all. He had 
confessed right out to those “despicable acts of human indecency” 
of which he was accused. No sense in lying about it, anyway; he 
was unsure whether it was delusion, hellish rage, or straight-up 
boredom that drove someone to murder, but whatever it was, he 
had quickly figured out that people can smell it on you. And so, 
he offered little protest to anything brought up in court, with the 
exception, of course, of when his own lawyer – his own lawyer! 
– had claimed that Seymour himself was insane. Honestly, how 
rude must a person be to insult a man on his way to death row like 
that? Even the decision to put him to death had elicited no such 
objection from Seymour. He knew he deserved to die – at least, 
in an objective sense. As he lay down in his small, rectangular 
cell, he thought about this, and about how there was no reason 
– no reason at all – for this transaction to be anything less than 
pleasant. However, after enduring the blatant disrespect with 
which the prison chefs had handled his meatloaf, all courteousness 
on his end was out the window. Now he was determined to raise 
as much hell as possible on his way down there. 

He stared into the small TV buzzing in the corner of the death 
watch cell. It was one of three luxuries that Seymour was offered 
to indulge in for his remaining hours on earth. The other two 
were listening to a radio or reading, both of which he would’ve 
traded in for an earlier sentence without hesitation. The TV was 
alright: the reception was bad, but he was watching a weather 
report about the massive snowstorm set to hit early tomorrow 
morning, and how it was likely that many people would lose 
power. He would’ve laughed at the poor bastards, but he caught 
himself when he remembered the three guards who were watching 
him through the two-way mirror at his back. He loathed that he 
was being observed, and had actually protested to it when the 
idea was first brought up. It seemed to him a form of cruel and 
unusual punishment to take a man whose utter hatred of people 
had driven him to murder quite a few of them, and then force that 

man to spend his final hours surrounded by a bunch of strangers. 
He could almost hear the guards on the other side of the glass; 
one of them had made a sly comment over his sub-par meatloaf, 
expressing relief that he “hadn’t asked for people-meat instead.” 
That was just childish, honestly, and very disrespectful. As if just 
because he was a murderer, all his standards went right in the 
shitter. He had half a mind to inform the guard that he probably 
had a more refined taste in meat than she did, but he kept his 
mouth shut. After his meal, he wished he hadn’t. 

The worst of all, however, must’ve been the priest: a thin, 
nasally man who came into the chamber around 9-ish to ask 
Seymour all sorts of questions about Jesus and hell and people-
meat and the Bible. God, Seymour thought he’d never shut up. 
It took a threat to “personally waltz up to heaven and castrate 
St. Peter” to convince the priest that Seymour was much less 
concerned with his eternal rest than he was with the few hours 
of rest that he was permitted from 6pm to 11:30pm, when 
they would start going about the myriad of “preparations” that 
apparently had to be done. He looked to the bottom corner of the 
TV screen for the time. He couldn’t make out the last number, but 
it was 11:20-something. With a sigh, he repositioned himself and 
wondered, for his last few minutes of pseudo-solitude, whether 
that time the priest had stolen from him really made that much 
of a difference. He concluded, just before one of the guards came 
in, that it really didn’t, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be upset 
about it. It was a matter of principle, y’know? 

The guard laid out a new pair of denim jeans and a blue collared 
shirt on the bed before giving him a few minutes to change. 
He stripped himself of his jumpsuit and dressed himself for 
execution. The jeans, he reluctantly admitted, were comfortable, 
although he wished he didn’t have to wear so much blue all at 
once. Talk about tacky. It was ironic, he thought, how many times 
he had expressed distaste in an outfit by saying he “wouldn’t be 
caught dead in that.” He made a mental note to mention to one 
of the guards that they should probably stop using that phrase as 
well, on the off chance they end up in his situation. 

At around midnight, the three guards entered the cell and 
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escorted Seymour to the execution chamber. It was even smaller, 
with a big gurney to which he was probably supposed to be 
strapped taking up most of the cell, and the entire room was a 
gaudy lime green color that didn’t much compliment all his blue 
at all. He peered into the two-way mirror on one of the walls, 
beyond which he guessed about fifty people were seated to watch 
him die. He laughed at the irony of it all: after all, wanting to 
watch people die was most likely what got him in this situation. 
Had he known there were free showings down here, maybe things 
would’ve turned out differently. 

The guards laid him down in his chair and spent about five  
minutes strapping his arms and legs down, which Seymour 
thought was perfectly purposeless. Coming from someone who 
knew very well how to murder a person, they weren’t doing too 
great. He’d never heard complaints from his victims, and they’d 
certainly never been bored about it. It had always been a quick, 
clean, easy ordeal. After securing him, the guards left and the 
medic came in to insert the needles into his forearms. There were 
two of them, complete with long transparent tubes that coiled 
their way back behind him and into the wall, from where, Seymour 
assumed, death would be coming. The first needle, inserted with 
an entirely pointless swab of rubbing alcohol,  was quick and easy, 
but the medic had a little trouble locating the vein on Seymour’s 
right arm. After about eight minutes of searching accompanied 
by Seymour’s demands to “see your medical license to make 
sure you don’t accidentally kill me,” the needle was inserted and 
the medic went to work wiring him up to a heart monitor. After 
he finished, he scuttled out of the room. Seymour counted to a 
hundred before the warden came in, wearing a black suit and tie 
instead of his usual pompous uniform. He then stood a few feet 
away from Seymour, his arms crossed behind his back to make 
sure everyone knew just how highly he thought of himself, and 
looked him over. 

“Do you have any last words?” the warden asked. 
Seymour thought for a few seconds before replying. 
“You should really let me live so I can teach you how to 

properly kill someone,” he said. “The system you have in place 

here isn’t very efficient at all; if I were in charge, I could’ve had 
this whole bitch finished before lunch.” 

The warden grimaced and shook his head. 
“May God have mercy on your soul,” he said. 
The warden then turned and exited the room, shutting the 

door behind him and leaving Seymour, apart from his invisible 
spectators, alone at last. He laid back in his chair and let the 
fluorescent lights wash over his closed eyelids, indulging in the 
silence. For the first time in many years, he felt comfortable: 
completely separated from all these people whom he had grown 
to hate so sincerely, freed from all worries of the future, and ready 
to embrace whatever isolation death had in store for him. With a 
smile on his face, Seymour fell asleep. 

Seymour’s sleeping was, of course, not of his own volition. It 
was the result of the five grams of sodium pentothal, a barbiturate 
that had, at the touch of a small plunger, run from the back room 
through the intravenous lines connected to Seymour’s forearms 
and, finally, into his bloodstream, to make him lose consciousness 
in less than 30 seconds. This alone would almost always kill a 
person, just as any overdose of opioids would. However, over the 
following five minutes or so, the lines were flushed with a saline 
solution, and a second plunger was pushed. This one injected 50 
cc of pancuronium bromide, a neuromuscular blocking agent that 
relaxes the skeletal striated muscles during tracheal intubation 
and surgery. In this case, it was being used to paralyze Seymour’s 
respiratory system. Then, in an act of security which would have 
elicited from Seymour an endless tirade of ridicule, the lines 
were flushed again and, with the press of a third plunger, filled 
with 50 cc of potassium chloride, which would stimulate cardiac 
arrhythmia and, eventually, stop his heart. 

Before all of this occurred, however, Seymour was asleep: 
just as asleep as he was the night before, just as asleep as his 
executioner would be that night, and just as asleep as most of 
us will be for most of the nights of our lives. And because he was 
asleep, as he had been a thousand times before, Seymour’s mind 
began to dream, and – although the process of the execution 
only lasted a few minutes – used its few comparative hours of 
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cognizance remaining to wander through the life it was about to 
bring to completion. 

Because we know very little about dreams, there is not much 
that can be said about what we dream of and why we dream 
of them. Some people find solace in blaming their dreams on 
particular foods or movies and the like, but it is usually safe to 
say that nobody really knows or cares about the answers to such 
questions. It would, therefore, be rather a waste of time to talk 
about what Seymour was dreamed of before he died. However, 
the nature of his mind and its workings, especially in its final 
moments, was so peculiar that it would be unacceptable to ignore 
exactly what it was that he didn’t dream about. 

Seymour didn’t dream about his arrest, when his door was 
broken down by police officers like a scene straight out of Starsky 
and Hutch, when he was handcuffed and placed under arrest for 
a series of almost a dozen murders. He didn’t dream about how 
cold the handcuffs were, or how it felt to have such an unflattering 
mugshot on most, if not all, of the local news stations. 

He didn’t dream about the first time he killed a person, about 
the electricity of it all while it was happening and the sickening 
emptiness he felt afterwards. He didn’t dream about ending up, 
somehow, in the shower at his home with the water as hot as it 
could go, letting it scald his face and chest until it ran cold. He 
didn’t dream about the rush of horror and excitement and ecstasy 
and nausea he felt after he got out of the shower, and he didn’t 
dream about the first time, when murdering a person, he felt 
nothing at all. 

He didn’t dream of the first movie he saw with his girlfriend 
and how bad it was, and how it didn’t really matter that it was 
bad because that wasn’t the point, and he didn’t dream about the 
point, which was that her arm was resting on his and their fingers 
were locked together. He didn’t dream about the way she looked 
at him before he did those things, the way her eyes dug into his 
like he was just about the best thing she had ever seen before. He 
didn’t dream about the way she looked when he broke up with 
her, how confused she was when he kept saying that he wanted 
to keep her safe, and how she cried when he said that he didn’t 

understand it, either. 
He didn’t dream about dropping out of college, or finishing 

high school with honors, or moving out of his dad’s house when 
he was sixteen to live with his friend Nathan, who was more like 
a brother. He didn’t dream about crashing on Nathan’s couch, 
or playing cards with him and his friends, or staying up to study 
and ending up throwing things at each other and laughing their 
asses off at something that definitely would not have been funny 
had it not been three in the morning. He didn’t dream about 
graduation, when Nathan’s parents took pictures of the two of 
them and hugged them both and talked about how proud they 
were. He didn’t dream about how his eyes had burned when he 
heard that. 

Nor did he dream about his mother, who used to rock him in 
her arms while cooking dinner and put him on the big chair in the 
living room when he went to sleep. He didn’t dream of when she 
started to stand up to his father, shouting back and even swinging 
once. He didn’t dream about waking up one morning and finding 
out that his dad was going to drive him to school today, and every 
day after that. 

What he does dream of, however, is much more curious. He 
dreams of a car. An old back road that his dad takes him down to 
go catch frogs and snakes and critters down by the stream. He is 
six, his head dangling out the window, his eyes closed, catching 
sun rays and horse flies with his forehead. The car swerves a 
second too late and jolts a bit before screeching to a halt. The 
father curses under his breath before getting out and walking 
around the back. Seymour gets out too and carries himself with 
wobbly knees over to where his dad is standing. The two of them 
look down at the raccoon they just hit, barely alive and heaving 
out panicked breaths. Reaching into the back seat, the father 
picks up a rifle with a short, exasperated sniff and tells Seymour 
to wait in the car. Seymour pleads with his father not to kill it. 
His father says that it’s going to die anyway and tells him to get 
in the car again. He obeys, and covers his ears with his hands 
to muffle the crack of the rifle as it cuts through the air. After 
it’s done, Seymour starts to cry and his father puts the gun away 
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and climbs back in the truck. He turns and looks at his son for a 
moment. Hey, he says, c’mere. I know that’s rough buddy, but he 
was dying anyway. He was in pain, y’know? It would’ve been 
wrong to just let him stay like that. He didn’t feel a thing this 
way, I promise. It was just like falling asleep. Seymour considers 
this, as young boys do, and nods, wiping his eyes. Then his father 
starts the car, and off they go. 

The pancuronium bromide is already making its way, albeit 
slowly, along the tube toward his bloodstream. Eventually it will 
finish the job that was assigned to it, weaving its way along his 
anatomy and bringing Seymour, one fibrous muscle at a time, to 
a halt. But as the transparent death inches its way across the lime 
green execution chamber, Seymour’s brain is perfectly content 
where it is: in a rusty old Jeep speeding its way towards the 
stream to catch critters under the glimmering sun, and far away 
from the roadside where a raccoon was just killed as if it were 
only falling asleep. 

alexander wagner

I dreamed I was buried in sand, she said.
That I died, turned to stone, and was buried in sand.

 That one again? I asked.

But first I was in a stone room.
There were people, and they were all listening to me.

 I turn down the TV a bit
 until I hear the gentle ringing
 of the gold bangles she never takes off
 against cookware.

It was dark. I had no shirt.
There was jewelry on my shoulders.
So much stone, I can’t even imagine –
How many people it took to carry it to the top.

 Were you someone who carried stones?

No. They built the rooms for me.
I dream of being in Egypt almost every night.
 I’ll take you there one day.

You will?

 I swear.

 For her birthday: A traveling exhibit
 with hundreds of artifacts from the time
 of King Tut and Ramesses and all the others.
 She stands longest in front of the things painted
 copper-sulfate-blue and gold,
 stares at carved sarcophagi in that way –
 of someone who knows the absurdity of
 beholding a thing so old –
 and circles the hall nine times like she would

in which my mother remembers a past life
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 around the marble Ganesh in a kovil.
 Hovers a hand over a rope of a cracking boat
 made for pharaohs to set sail in the afterlife. Holds
 it there, like she’s feeling it crackle and strain
 with a current. Jokes to me that she remembers
 when this happened,
 when this happened.

soundharya subramaniam
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