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MISSION STATEMENT

Hive Avenue is rooted in the belief that art is vital for the sustenance of life and has the
strength to unite a community.

Our mission is to foster the professional development of writers, poets, and visual
artists, to promote communication, connection, and the feeling of kinship.

Here at Hive Avenue, we aim to showcase the tastes and talents of both established and
emerging writers in the global community — dare we say, hive?

Hive Avenue strives to cultivate an environment of appreciation; a sanctified space for
all to be able to breathe and to read.
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Goats

by Lawrence Bridges



Extension Cord
by Billy Thrasher

I'm standing next to the workbench that my son and I built
some time ago. It is an eight-foot-long 2x4 doubly framed
two-tier skeleton, covered with thick plywood and piled with
greasy, abandoned car parts and hardly used tools. My son’s
extension cord, given by his mechanic friend, is stretched
across the garage floor like a shed snakeskin.

I begin to wrap the cord holding the plug end in my palm,

making heavy circles that hang. Suddenly, I'm standing in front

of the carport next to my dad. He is taller and wider than me,

and he’s showing me how to grip the plug end in my palm

with my thumb, extend my fingers, and keep my wrist stiff and straight,
then wrap the cord around my elbow and into a taut circle, then

wrap the socket end around the top cords twice and connect

the socket into the plug. He tells me it’s easier to carry and wouldn’t
fall apart when the bundle is tossed into the bed of the pick-up truck.

I stop, let the cord unfurl to the floor, and start over again,
wrapping my son’s extension cord the way Dad showed me,
tying up the memory into a nice taught circle. Then I wonder
if my son knows how to wrap it the same way.



Imaginary Hero
by Billy Thrasher

Last weekend with your mother, a splinter

of wood from the handrail of your grandpa’s

stair dug its way into your hand — a brown sliver,
encased in a muddy yellow puss-cushion

on your palm just below your thumb, too deep

to dig with a needle. Tuesday evening, you

were calm and shrugged your shoulders

while I removed my glasses, holding them

in my mouth, and with my nose against your thumb,
inspected the splinter, again and again

until you left Thursday morning. I hoped

that when you returned Friday evening, it would
still be there, so I'd be the one who pulled it out,
to show you the relief on my face, to

make my eyes brighten, to lift a constant concern
of mine. Friday, it was still there, still taunting
me. I had until Sunday. You played peacefully
while I stood guard like a Surgeon. Many times,
you surrendered your thumb to me as I inspected
the splinter. I'd played the Tooth Fairy, Santa Claus, the
Easter Bunny, a soccer coach, a tutor,

and more. This time, Sunday afternoon

before you left, I became the hero.



Golden

by Billy Thrasher

You were five when you got out of bed at 2 a.m. and padded into the kitchen, as I wrote
about cold dark days on my laptop, at the lamp-lit table taken from a Wendy’s
restaurant. You wanted to sleep with me and asked if I remembered when you would get
out of bed, walk into the living room, lay on the couch next to me as I slept. I thought
maybe you were too young to reminisce,

but maybe that was evidence you were growing up, wanting to store the memory. I hope
you do. My vivid memories began during kindergarten, and you're starting school two
weeks from now. More memories will come. Keep them. I closed the laptop, that’s when
you said you wished your mom and I would get back together. You sat on the edge of the
couch

like a soft gold nightlight that glimmered in the dark. Quiet. We lay down. My left arm
outstretched under the pillow, the other on my side. You cupped next to me wearing
your gold play dress. It was warm next to you, too warm for the quilt. Almost asleep.
Were you? A long time, maybe an hour, then you got up and said you wanted to sleep in
your bed. You kissed my

cheek, we said good-night together, you said good-night once more, kissed my cheek
again.

A feather is not that soft. You padded the floor to your room, shut the door, gold light
shimmered from below into the hallway then darkness. Silence. I was cold and reached
for the quilt.



Sleeping Dogs
by C. L. Killgore

Sleeping dogs lie

basking

in intermittent shafts of golden light
as narrow blades of unkempt grass
sway

beneath the gentle rustle of ancient trees.
Time moves differently,

slowly,

on summer days where ice melts
and beads of condensation

trickle

down a tall glass of strong, sweet tea,
and a faded blue sky,

cloudless,

achingly-bright,

stretches beyond the safe,

the comfortable places we know.



G.A.E., or the General Absence of Everything
by Chris Farago

It's not as unpleasant as you might think:

No pleasure, yes, but also no pain,

No interminable wait times for the next operator,
No paper cuts, no molded-over berries.

This poem isn't there, either,

No iota of self-awareness lurking.
No squee generated by that video
Of the cat walking on its back legs
And saying mama precociously.

The dystopians always frame this as a choice,
All or nothing,
But they've got it wrong;:

All and nothing are there together on the menu--
Choose both and see what happens.



Waiting for Nu
by Chris Farago

“And when Mister Tench is on the bench,
I want to be the piano.”
—Fiona Apple, “Largo”

I was told
not to mention it.

I countered that

I was speaking it out of existence,
merely putting the bunny

back in the hat.

No one bought it.

A conversation continued outside my window
that i was not a part of,

would never be a part of.

A man with a tom-tom drum

plays until his hands are bloody,
thinking that everyone wants to hear
his tom-tom drum, but no one does.

A sliver of darkness

breaking through the light,

but just a sliver—

people see it and ignore the moon
(also just a sliver)

falling from the sky

and

landing on a star.

The conventionality of all this
is where the absurdity lies.
I drink my cold coffee cold
and wait for the next show.



heaven is
Elissa Russell

heaven is

everyone gets their own room
and

stables of horses

or unicorns

or my little ponies

brought to life

heaven is
california kings
with

fluffy fresh sheets
and

cats purring
warming your feet

heaven is

1st time away

meeting your Real Dad
and

2 half-sisters

Tabatha

and

Bethany

heaven is

Algebra

floating equations

pluses and minuses swirling

Do two half sisters equal one new family?

heaven is

no more

bruises or
countertop pills or
fear of leaving
your room

heaven is
tasting life
dribbling down
sticky chins



Phoenix
by Gian Carla Agbisit

This is not a story of redemption,
but neither is it of regret.

In a new blaze, I stop
to recognize the ways

and stages of bright
burning. In remembrance:

to the old woman—
in her scarves, in her seventies,

Amidst my shaking,
And snot, and sweat, and tears—

who said, “Sixteen
is too young to die.”

So is 18, 25, 29,
I thought. Hindsight

is always crucial
and always late

So I wait, and wait,
and learn to hate

or erase the traces
Of brokenness,

Leaving reflections,
Shadows, friends.

I am back again:
Brilliant, broken, burning,

telling myself, “Thirty
is too young to die.”

33, 35, 39--.
Hindsight is always late,

So I wait, wait, wait.



Cumulative Decay of Heartbeats, Control Rods,

and Cure Songs
by Henry Cherry

1985 wore ankle bells and
Sparkling left-handed gloves,
Was filled with new drivers.
The full pregnant impact of
Nuclear destruction.

I became a lotus flower

But never had seen one.

Drank beers and passed out

In a car going the wrong

Way on Route No. I can’t remember

The damage of gullibility

Perspired in overheated lies

That flooded separation

Anxiety, that wore ties and sandals,
Oxford button downs.

I sang the birdsong blueness
Smudging the late summer

East Coast skies, while the blades
Of grass sucked into mower bags
Became the aura of infinity.



Holiness holiness holiness
by Jared Pearce

She stopped loving me when
her kidneys went caput,

her snapped back, her head
whanging like a sawblade,

and me with my wrong-cooked
broccoli, my heart holding
words, my pun-making

during Bible time—

but the old were so funny,
outliving trees, begatting,
zions and floods and handmaids,
fire cruising from heaven

to keep the noise down.
I'll tread barefoot so as not
to wake her, so as to keep
the covenant of my hands.



Pandemic
by Jared Pearce

Rain, and the worms breached
the concrete brink,

stretched themselves hard

to float above drowning.

Running blind on walks
and in the street,

the slight traces of their feet
etched the sandy washout

of the gutters. That trace,
and their curlicue dead,

are the remains—they could
find no way home to dirt,

their flight too high and far.
Jaime carried worms

back to the soil, but when we
checked later, one nightcrawler,

half-dove in Earth, was still
and gone, like the world
sticking its skinny, purple-grey
tongue at us.



Tybee

by J. C. Reilly

Sunset red as a scar puckers the early evening sky.
The seabirds glint like small comets and are gone.

The seabirds glint like small comets. Gone
are the people under umbrellas, sprawled on towels.

People sheltering under umbrellas or sprawled on towels
have left us behind, so the beach is finally ours.

Even when the beach is full, it is always ours,
two sisters with memories of a father’s abandonment.

Two sisters with memories of a father's abandonment
exult as a school of dolphins jumps the waves.

A school of dolphins in great arcs jumps the waves,
more elegantly than the two of us at high tide.

Something of rupture is more elegant than high tide.
Something of rupture puckers the heart’s evening sky.



5 haiku

by Jerome Berglund

pus obscuring
selvportrett lancing

boils pock-marked topography
lunar rove maria

resignation
predicament to
reflect on, resignation
flatly rejected

activated charcoal
retches activated

charcoal the picture of a

sorry soul possessed

must become parched
must become parched for

water to taste good, famished

savor day-old crust

tune 1n

can tumbler stick the

landing, close strong flying colors
tune in to find out



Bounty of Debris
by Joe Bisicchia

After all the shattering of glass,

all the pouring of sky onto the pond,
all the raining of catfish and dogs,
all the texts from my iPhone

now lost below my feet,

find me amidst the flotsam and

I'll find you amidst the jetsam.

And we shall root for buoyancy,

for shared purpose like porpoises,
and finely get along. Or not.

I go with the gambit of better things.

I say we shall see eternity over what bobs.
Artificial goes so much the nourishment,
only to firm plastic our hearts.

Were we not made to be pliant?
Then, find you and I'll find me.

So full of sea, and other things,

a sea itself so full of things, and yet
empty as the solitary go adrift.

None of us must go amiss in the mix.

Let me offer you my fin.



Adam’s Exile
by Kris Green

Two birds sing as the rain dissipates.
The leaves drink and stretch endless vines across the garden.
Crickets join the chorus of chirping insects.

Fruit discarded, left to die on wounded soul.
The ground downtrodden; the steps lead away.
The earth takes back the fruit, to blossom and bloom again.

The moon peers down giving side-glances toward the sun in open day.
Surrounded by the assembly of clouds,
Who already have begun to drink their voided reservoir.

The pressed meadow, that years from now kings would wage war over,
Is alive with symphony of terrible life,
Forsaken to grow wild without its keeper.



Sedona
by Laine Derr

At a young age, I lost my brother,

his coyote hunger roams the desertscape.
In a local newsletter, from what I've heard,
he’s retired, happy, 30-year pension

of being angry

of being other

of hiding the taste of blood.



High Five

by Laine Derr

We are what we will be.

Devoid of light,

a triumph’s fist:
over Index
over Import
over I

and yet we sleep,

balanced.



Agnostic
by Luke Park

Your gaudy fashion and easy gait
clashed with your mind like magic and physics.

I'd tell you about the pills I'd take, modern day chemists
your parents would give you ginseng. I can't tell which is better or worse.

You'd tell me it was easy to bite the apple, some simple sleight of hand
but we both knew the finesse of it, like dancing knives, juggling fire.

We'd exchange our poetry, our artworks, pulling rabbits from hats
and snakes from our tongues. What we said I will never truly know.

But when I'd suffer, when the land of the cross and the spiral helix met
a thousand years of pain and history rose, spirits waving "hello."

And when those ghosts waved, when the serpents died
the unknown truth herself was conversing.



Dreams Curve Around Reality like Streams

Around Rocks
by M. Ait Ali

Imagine you are sitting

Upon that one pile of silence foam,

Listening with that spiral ear

Unto that which is veiled in pre-deposited dreams.

Imagine you are absent from your face

And all the faces you’ve been mirroring, here and there—

Upon the all-told burbles of streams—

Inasmuch as the beauteous flees the goat’s feet

Throughout the crops of Moon and Sun.

Let there be only one ear; one eye; one amorous thought:

Let them all be Heart and Mind,

And no better or worse halves; no spilled cream in the doorways of agony and sorrowful
memories; no darkness windows without the curtains of hope pulled to the side of your
truth and dawn.

Imagine it all starts as a night-old tingling in your bluest toe—upward into your entire
creased foot, which the distance enslaved—rising from that which is blue, into whom
you truly are tonight: Mind and Silence and a tiny speck of Light!

Imagine it finds rest in the heart of what you are,

What you were, what you will be;

Speaks in the fragrance of the ablest flower;

Blots out your thoughts from the records of disquiet;

Prevades your senses, then speaks unto you

Like a foam-hearted Mother to her lonely and only Child:

“You've wronged yourself with so many crafty lies.

Those were but filled jars. Leave them behind or break them with all the might
whereby flowers open their buds. Seek the emptiest of them. Brim them over with that
which is timeless. Carry them into the night ahead!”

Imagine, then, how she would leave you to the sleeping beauty you are.
Imagine, then, how you would awake.



Supply Chain

by M. R. Pelletier

The trains hurry by

at night, double-stacked,
containers full of sneakers,
t-shirts and baseball caps
wrought by callused, young hands
in factories half the world away.

No one wakes.



james john
by Nicholas Barnes

My walks never go near

The big green bridge.

God knows I've never walked it,
Only crossed it in a car.

I fear my dental records

Will be the only identification:
203 feet is a long way down.

I won't be the first,

And I won't be the last

To think of what that water
Would do to your bones.

They’d discover me in that tomb,
That basilica underbelly,

Arches sprawling over glass,
Over catacombs abandoned.
They'd find me, and say:

What a nervous wreck.

Fish food now, but I heard

He was happy enough.

Daily thoughts about death,

The void, the absurd, about
What I’'d do if I was up there,
Straddling steel and bedrock,
With the 24/7 hotline number
And headlights cheering me on.
I'm scared to walk that crossing
Because I don't want to die,

I just want to stop feeling this way.
And I'm afraid of what I'd learn
About myself if given the chance.



Beneath A Crooked Sky
by Noah Rymer

I crept off in the moonlight,
grieving and alone

to find my late mistress;

She who made me feel at home.

The crescent in the sky cuts like a scythe
all poor souls reaching for heaven above.
Down the damned went,

forsaken, without love.

I cursed as I clawed the clay that formed me,
this putrid, acrid dirt.

Soaked in suicide’s diabolical grin,

a taste so bitter it hurt.

The metal gate rattled itself fierce,
rust spattered like ancient blood.

A fine, low moan through the willows,
the coming of Death’s dove.

Hands were scabbing fierce,

for this land demanded sacrifice.
My head was stabbing sharp,

a heart carved of black ice.

Her headstone lay crooked,

the cadaver’s point of view;

like the shotgun she tasted metallic,
the bride’s head lay askew.

Yet when love’s labor lost never returns,

and ghosts haunt only in fairy tales,
madness can run like surging poison

in your veins,

and it's to your own cross you've been nailed.

Thus my spade sliced the cruel burial ground,
carving like an implement of de Sade;

I skewered slightly the coffin cold,

and tore off the shroud of sod.

The cross insignia branding the box,
I pried open the coffin as a child
with a Christmas present.



I viewed my lady past, lying;
I had come too far to resent.

Lying in her wedding gown,

like a paper doll thin.

Her face smothered in makeup plaster,
yet chipped like a China doll, rot of sin.

I stepped down into her shallow grave,
grubs inching over her face.

I brushed my lady’s cold skin;

Here she stood in burial lace.

We swooned to the tempo

of midnight’s suave din.

The crickets chirping, like singers usurping,
the other in a sweet churchyard hymn.

Oh, how we waltzed a mournful ballad,
moon full of pale yellow light.

The dirge of a skull’s sonnet such,

her coldness to the touch felt just right.

And as the cape of stars began to slide,
as the bask of the crescent ceased to stay,
I felt that our time had gone too soon,
and soon she needed to lay.

With tears like the rich cascade of the Euphrates,
I beheld my decaying darling.

Impressed the lips of the living onto the dead,
forever of my own story, reminiscent,

I will be marveling.



First Love
by Pat Daneman

You are ugly. Your pants are too tight, your backpack
is always falling off your shoulder. You have met a boy.

Or a girl. Someone perfect, whose breath smells like peppermint,
whose feet are bare and dirty. You cannot turn your gaze away,

as if they are a cathedral burning to the ground, or the carcass of a horse
turned rainbow colors, all motion and buzz.

They look at you and sigh. They have dreamed about you every night
for the last hundred years. They know everything about you

and are not bored. Mornings between homeroom and Spanish,
you stand next to each other at a window dark with rain,

each looking into the eyes of the other’s reflection,
trying not to bleed or sing.



Climbing Out a Window in the Middle of the Night

by Pat Daneman

She goes up to bed wearing mascara.
Her mother yells wash your face.
She’s not a bad girl—she’s in love—
the kind that burns like trash fires

in all the back alleys of a body.

Her boy has the blondest long hair,
the most fragrant leather jacket.
He waits for her under the oak tree.

At the all-night gas station.

That dark stir at the corner—
that’s him, sweet intelligent cloud
of his breathing rising. Her father

falls asleep in a chair. He thinks she’s still

his girl in pink tights who plays piccolo in band
and reads fairy tales. He loves her

with the kind of love that won’t go away,

like waves that soak into the shore,

leaving the sand flat and damp.

By the time he goes upstairs and gets into bed
with his wife, who, indeed, years ago,

would have climbed out a window for him,
his girl and her boy are alone in the park,
walking too close to hold hands.

When they stop to kiss, they seal

their bodies together. Winter is coming,
but the cold won’t keep her inside—
she’s in love with a window, a branch,
the reaching, the climbing, the fall.



My Father Asks Me If I Have Any Rope

by Pat Daneman

I don’t. I wonder what he will use it for.
In his kitchen are stacked cases
of bottled water, red beans, tuna. Everything

is chipped or cracked—the edge of the counter,
the floor tiles, a cup in the sink. The window
has a hole that lets in a draft. Turns out he wants rope

to tie his car door shut—front seat, passenger side.
His dog likes to ride there, and he doesn’t want her falling out.
You can get that fixed for good at the shop, I would tell him,

(no matter that the dog died last year) but I know
that would only become the first sentence of a long conversation—
the mechanic is his cousin, there have been incidents—

one with gasoline and a rake, then something else
with the cousin’s wife about the President. Here he comes,
up from the basement with a big coil of rope over his shoulder,

like he’s a Merchant Marine or a Teamster—someone
with something big and important to fix.



Details of an evening
by Purbasha Roy

The sun slipped behind west

quality of dark improving each

second like coffee I made when

thirteen and the coffee of yesterday

that took to coldness after I forgot

at window-sill to attend doorbell

calling. How I stretched my body at

made bed could've enlivened a broken
boat's silence as it journeys to river-bed
something in suddenness like waft of air
recalled evenings, world felt less strange
my pick of blue wildflowers on way back home
the petals braving sun on them could've
dizzied butterflies as sky scarpes dropped
down. Never scolded for the mess I brought
mortal shapes of virtues have pink smiles
once a foreteller told mother, pink is her
color. With a prick of pendulum-stroke trance
ended like a pigeon flown to yonder from
magician's pocket. My synapses drugged

on these, vanished like crowd from an
ancient civilization struck by epidemic
leaving relics behind, but for whom...



Four Minutes
by Robert Brice

The fine gentlemen at the clock shop
don't take credit cards—
ironic, as their clocks know the time.

I bought a weight from them

that doesn't quite match the other two.
But I know no one will notice

as long as time passes by.

I adjusted the escapement

a fraction of a millimeter;

the grandfather clock stops

after no more than four minutes.

It's the clock my father built
when I was just a child
before I understood

what it meant to build,
what broken means,

or the relief and curse

of time standing still.



Fractals
for Alexander Harristhal

by Ryan Thoresen Carson

I remember
what Alex had to say about fractals

it’s reassuring,
that you don’t always notice them.

But seriously, they’re always there.
Which is my favorite thing about celebrities.

I can just think about what they are doing
at any given time—
unlike friends who must be clutched
and located, texted, are you ok?

Yeah, it does feel like
the sky is always falling,

but it’s only raining
all the fucking time.

But celebrities, I wonder what they’re doing,
they aren’t suffering,

well not in the way that to clean

another’s house is suffering.

I like to think that Madonna
is driving up a hilly carpet of evergreens.

Courtney Cox in an apple orchard with lenses
reflecting honey crisp, golden, delicious.

And me?
I'm wearing clear lenses of fractal

in admittedly sick deck shoes
on an admittedly sinking yacht

sequestered and sloppy
in my best stripes

I drink for sustenance.



Tedium, Traditions
an elegy for Eli Todd

by Ryan Thoresen Carson

The weary heart it drags on the Northern New York arteries
the pumping blood of the cars make noise, like all your time
accelerating past you, on the side of the road. It’s a hike,

I say, feeling pretty dazed from all that sun. The soul it savages,
it makes things up, that will never happen, but could have.

When I stare up at the sky that allows things to drift, not like down here,
where the wind can still lap up the flames to roar and then disappear.

I wish there had been a roar when you disappeared, instead
I was going about my day. I attended a rally, I'm always at a rally.

So my days begin to be marked more by moments of stillness
than by acceleration. I got a call on the phone, not a roar but a ring.

I wish I could say that answering felt monumental

but I'm always picking up phones. Instead, Anika told me the world’s
worst joke, that you were dead. I laughed and told her that wasn’t
very funny. I was about to ask if she were around for a drink,

I was hungover, I had had a drink with you the night before,

I could use another.

So now I'm walking over foothills outside Binghamton and my feet
have begun to stink. The grit on my legs marking my distance

is distorting my sunburns into streaks. I would weep if it weren’t

for the beauty. I wish I could weep for the beauty, but there’s so many
things that you’ll never see, so how beautiful could they be?

Besides, what would you care, you have more in common
with the dirt than with my words about it.

We covered you in it when you died, without a headstone. Traditions.
They carry us only so far, but it’s nice to have a crutch. Dirt finds its way,
like ghastly glitter found after a particularly bleak send off party.

I hoped it would cling, began resisting the necessary washings, like a teen
who had just touched their idol. I did keep totems, small at first, but then
wearing a patch of yours on my jacket, wearing the headstone

you would receive nine-months later, after judgment,

a monument to the judgment of tradition.



The Letter O
by Shay Wills

If I were a wolf, I wouldn’t

Write a poem about being

A wolf. Oh, I'd lope and lunge

Along hills and ridgelines,

My sense of smell would guide me through
The dust and sedge, the pines and open
Space over my head for prey.

I wouldn’t know The Odyssey or Ovid
Or the importance of the letter O

In a phrase like “romantic movement.”
I'd know the taste of deer blood

And scent of the deer’s final, fearful
Dung. My lungs would feel elastic.

I'm no wolf jogging along a boulevard,
Both knees armored with braces,

And I limp from a ligament surgery.

I know what a wolf does not. I know
The letter O is in dollars and furlough,
And I know the taste of cannoli after gunfire,
The aroma of ink in poetry. Nights are
Slashed back with electric lights

From nuclear power plants or
Hydroelectric dams that stop the rivers.
Very un-wolf-like, I still feel wolfish,
Which has an O in it too.



To a Crying Baby (for Ryan)

by Thomas Rions-Maehren

I getit. You

used to simply not exist, and now

you do. That’s a lot to cope with. Pile on

the undefined stomach pains, chafing diapers,

icy boredom, and the

the disorienting vastness of the world around you; crying
is probably the only thing that

makes sense. Heck,

it’s been decades, and the thought

of the absurdity and the superfluousness of my own
existence, this grey sweater I'm sown into

that’s just a bit too warm and vaguely itchy, still

brings tears to my eyes

sometimes. The emptiness here

has so much pizzazz — flashing neon lights, raucous rattles,
googoo gaga nonsense, dizzying mobiles of disingenuous
smiling faces looking down on you,

sweet, sweet binkies that are fun to suck

but relinquish nothing — and society fills

you with shiny sparkling nothingness
until, hollow, you burst into a blustery
confetti of dust and nostalgia. What I mean

is that none of this matters, but even

as a newborn, you're hardwired

to grope around for meaning,

and you’ll spend a hundred years probing

through a goopy, mushy, baby food reality,
fumbling and feeling and reaching for

and failing to find something that doesn’t even exist
like the milk your tiny mouth contorts to suck

in your dreams.

I suppose it’s all my fault

for dragging you into this in the first place.

I'm sorry.

I don’t have any answers,

but I'll be here if you want to order a pizza and talk about it.



In Cemento Veritas
by Mario Loprete

Was My Father Concrete Ice Cream



Daffodil

by Alisan Keesee

There’s a song on my favorite Halsey album called ‘More’. In it, she sings, “They told me
once/ Nothing grows/ When a house ain’t a home” and later, “They told me it’s useless
there’s no hope in store/ But somehow I just want you more.”

The song details a miscarriage Halsey had just before going on stage to perform. Having
not even known she was pregnant, she found out only after she lost the baby. Halsey’s
miscarriage was caused by endometriosis, which is a condition that can make it
extremely hard to get pregnant, let alone bring a baby to full term.

Despite having not known she was pregnant, her miscarriage took a huge toll on Halsey,
both physically and mentally. She still went on stage and performed that night, but
sobbed when she got off stage.

There were two revelations I had when I first heard the song in January 2020. First off,
as a young woman who has never been pregnant, nor really wants kids at this time in my
life, it never occurred to me how unfair it was that so many people who genuinely want
children and would be good parents suffer miscarriages.

The second was that your body could be the sole reason you lose a baby. You can not
drink, avoid caffeine, cut out deli meat and tuna, exercise the perfect amount, feel the
baby kick, and want that child more than anything on this Earth. Yet, an imbalance of
hormones, a weak cervix, or the fact that tissue grows on the outside of your uterus can
make the difference in if your baby lives or dies.

It’s unfair. It’s unfair that I know so many people who have had miscarriages. Some
have had multiple. Some had children after and some before. It’s unfair that we can
control so many aspects of our body: what we put into it, what we adorn it with, and the
way we exert it. Yet, we can’t choose if our body is equipped to nourish a fetus or
whether it’s a good home.

It’s unfair.

*HKK

The first daffodils were springing from the ground the day we found out about you. It

was a Monday. The city was beginning to decide it was spring. When I came home from
work it was light outside, my coat felt a little too thick, and it felt impossible not to feel a
small sense of unadulterated happiness. Even if it was just as I walked to my apartment.

My mom asked me to call her. The ominous text message that I'd received many times
before normally was innocuous. It rarely meant bad news. Yet, as I walked from my car
to the package room to my apartment, I couldn’t shake my gut feeling. It was trying so
hard to be optimistic because it was beautiful outside.



I dropped my things and changed. I started dinner and called, letting the frozen
vegetables thaw as I listened to the two short rings.

“I'm pregnant.”

I'd known something was wrong when I picked up the phone and my mother’s voice was
weak. It wasn’t weak because I'd woke her up or because she had a cold. It was weak
because she’d been crying. Was still crying.

Pregnancy comes in two forms--wanted and unwanted. The wanted pregnancies, even
when a surprise, are a cause for celebration. They lead to parties and preparations. It’s
another checkbox in life that gets ticked off with a ballpoint pen. Unwanted
pregnancies--however--cause anxiety and dread. Sometimes they can become wanted
and other times they never do. Wanted pregnancies rarely become unwanted.

“So, it’s ectopic then?” I asked.

Here’s the thing. Other than being 47, there was only one problem with my mother
being pregnant. She doesn’t have a uterus. There was nowhere for this baby to go, to
implant itself in a healthy uterine wall. Not only was it dangerous now, but the baby had
no chance of survival.

During the ultrasound, no heartbeat was found. Yet, the baby was nearly 16 weeks into
development. Just under halfway through the pregnancy. With some quick Google
searches, I learned that the longest an ectopic pregnancy lasted where the mother
survived was 20 weeks.

My throat went dry.

*HKK

At 16 weeks, your baby is the size of an avocado and weighs roughly 4 to 7 ounces. The
nervous system is beginning to form and this is the first time mothers may begin to feel
fetal movement. The eyes and ears will have moved from the side of the head to their
more finalized positions. The facial features will begin to look more pronounced and at
this point, the face will start forming expressions, though the fetus cannot yet control
them.

The sex of the baby is normally determined between 18 to 21 weeks. Though, in some
cases, it may be possible to find out as early as 14 weeks. However, it’s around week 7
that the chromosomes of the baby determine the sex. If the baby received two X
chromosomes, the baby will be female. If the baby received one X chromosome and one
Y chromosome, the baby will become male.

Over the next month, the baby will double in size. 16 weeks is a turning point in a
pregnancy where the baby will begin to grow quicker and develop more personalized
features within the coming four weeks.



KK *

“Are they going to do surgery?”
“Did they give you iron supplements?”
“Antibiotics?”

Every question I can think to ask I do. Based upon all of my late nights Googling things
that could kill me and remembering the various OBGYN videos I'd watched throughout
the years, this was nearly impossible. Ectopic pregnancies on their own are rare with
fewer than 200,000 cases per year in the United States according to the Mayo Clinic. Let
alone an ectopic pregnancy in a 47-year-old woman without a uterus and whose tubes
were tied well over a decade ago.

The solution the doctors gave her doesn’t surprise me. My mother doesn’t have a choice.
This baby will kill her. If her tube doesn’t rupture, then the fetus will eventually cause
sepsis. When the baby was discovered, the placenta was no longer there. Combined with
no heartbeat found, if he was still alive, he would not be for long.

Just a few decades ago, I probably would’ve lost my mom to this. Before the widespread
use of ultrasound and availability of the necessary drugs, the maternal survival rate for
an ectopic pregnancy was 0.14% and the fetal one even lower. Even today, ectopic
pregnancies account for 10-15% of all maternal deaths in the United States.

I could tell my mom was struggling with this. This non-decision. Not knowing there’s a
baby growing inside of you doesn’t make this situation any easier. My mom--even before
she is a woman or a wife or a human--is a mother. She loved this baby even if he wasn’t
alive or ever would be.

To me, there was no question. I love my mom and I need her here. I knew that if the
situations were reversed, if I were the one with an ectopic pregnancy, I know my mom
would tell me to do the same. To take care of myself first. Though, I know I would feel
the same way. The weight of this non-decision would haunt me, probably for years and
the rest of my life. Even though I don’t want kids right now and I have no qualms
against deciding what to do with your body, not having a choice, not having the power to
give a baby life despite the fact that it grew inside of you for weeks, months.

Not knowing doesn’t make a baby any less wanted.
It’s unfair.

KKK

You can pick out asphodels by their thin white petals that seem to grow upward as if
craning their necks to look up at the stars. Thin, wiry, and delicate, the petals look



durable, fragile, and like they may prick you. Like a cross between a pine needle and a
rose petal. They are native to the warmer parts of Europe, Africa, India, and the Middle
East. Yet, today you can find them in the warm parts of nearly any country.

To most, they will walk past such an ugly plant, not finding anything too special in a
shrubby, cone-shaped plant. Though, they may one day recognize it when the light parts
and they come across a field full of these white or yellow flowers. Asphodels tend to look
best in the dark or dim light. Those who come across it at moonlight are the luckiest.

In Greek Mythology, asphodels came to symbolize the Underworld. Not only due to their
grim appearance in the sunlight, but also because they poisoned mice and remedied
some snake bites. Ironically, the bloom of the Underworld preserved life and crops.

Perhaps this is why Persephone wore them in her crown. The daughter of the harvest
Goddess she brought life every spring and departed with it every autumn. I imagine that
like how the yellow and white petals of daffodils are the first sign of spring on Earth that
when the Asphodel fields bloom, the residents of the Underworld know that their queen
has returned.

When you die, there are may places you could go in the Underworld. Most people--who
lived neither particularly good or particularly bad lives--went to the Asphodel Fields
where their shadowy figures lingered. The particularly bad found themselves flung into
the depths of Tartarus, where we can only imagine the carnage. The particularly good--
the heroes of Ancient Greece such as Achilles, Heracles, and Odysseus found themselves
in the Fields of Elysium.

Normally, only heroes, demigods, or the rare mortal god found themselves in this
paradise. The ones with temples and cults for them in the land of the living. The ones
who memories and mythology would survive for millenia.

There was one exception.

Children and babies who died danced and played in the Fields of Elysium. The gods--
despite their selfishness and penchant for injustice--recognized that these children
never got the chance to become heroes or saviors. Therefore, they should not be
punished for what they never got to do.

Their living families built temples and shrines. Some especially prominent children even
saw cults form in their honor. I like to think that whenever a child died, it was not
Charon who greeted them at the banks of the River Styx, but a beautiful woman with
asphodels in her hair.

KK *

When the shock settled, we all began to accept that death is inevitable. Everything with
an ounce of life will die one day. Whatever your beliefs--in an afterlife or not--most



believe that once a life ends, it is peaceful for the majority. Even in cycles of samsara or
reincarnation, your current life ends and a new one begins.

I like to think that little Mason Henry Hell died as the daffodils sprung from the ground
so that the mother of the Underworld could cradle him in her arms. And when she
returns to the Underworld in six months, she will carry him against her chest like a
mother as she crosses the River Styx. The goddess will carefully lay him in the Fields of
Elysium where her fingers brush against the new gray asphodel blooms.

Here, he will have endless friends to play with. He was supposed to be the first son born
on the Hell side of the family. Yet, in the Fields of Elysium, he is the only son who
carries the name. By rare chance your living soul visits the Underworld, you may be
surprised how alive it feels. For every spring, Persephone brings the souls of those who
never got a chance with her, so they may, too, experience life and see those left behind.

Like asphodel, their blooms are yellow and white, though more vibrant than the gloomy
buds of asphodel. Daffodils derive their name from the sacred plant of the Underworld.
Maybe because they share the same color petals, though I like to think it’s because with
death, comes new life.

KK *

I would like to end with a line from Dante. Referencing the work of Virgil, Dante
describes the scene from the Aeneid where Aeneas visits the Underworld and comes
across his father, Anchises, who died earlier in the epic, in the Fields of Elysium.

Dante writes, “With such affection did Anchises’ shade reach out, if our greatest muse is
owed belief, when in Elysium he knew his son.”



Mom Fucked Us with Weight Shit

by Emily Fontenot

Both legs in. Stop at the thigh. Breathe. Jump. Jump again. Jump until they pull
past my thighs and my big. fat. ass. Until I feel fabric touch my hips. Then jump one
more time, cursing the low-rise trend as I force jeans over my love handles. Tug until it
feels like the jeans are up my fucking vagina. I've never even used a tampon, yet
somehow I endure this every time I have to wear jeans.

Once they’re in place, stop again. Pray that they’ll still button, that the zipper will
stay up. Remind myself that I was on my period last week and that’s why they were
painfully tight. Promise myself that this week I'll start, start over, start again. This time
I'll lose the weight. Suck in, hard. Button. Then zip. Keep holding my breath for three,
two, one. Slowly exhale, don’t scare the zipper with the extra pressure of oxygen.
Breathe.

Give them ten minutes. They’ll stretch out. Then I'll actually be able to move, to
breathe. That’s just how jeans work.

“We’re leaving in five minutes,” Mom calls to the house, accusatorily, like it
wasn’t like this every Sunday.

The zipper’s held. Will have to speed things up. Stretch a little. Bend. Help the
fabric loosen. Wonder if they’ve been shrinking in the dryer. Remind myself to start
hanging them to dry. Breathe again and walk out of my room, at least fix some cereal
before y’all corral us out.

You, in the kitchen with a water from your ice chest. We didn’t drink bottled
water in the house—it was a waste of money. You wipe the dew with a paper towel, ease
the bottle into a huggie. It’s brown, subtle, the Logan Fournerat Cattle Company one.
Smile. Walk past to the pantry. Grab a box of cereal.

“The car’s already running.” You never were a breakfast person.

“T'll fix it in a cup. Take it with us.”

Gather cup and spoon. Pour cereal, milk. Walk over to the island. Drop spoon.
Great. Jeans aren’t stretched out yet. Bend slowly, at the waist—not the knees—to pick it

up.
“Bend your knees.” Your voice is suddenly harsh, angry.

Three things go through my mind one right after the other:
Red. Hot. Everywhere. Not anger. A flush. Embarrassment.



Was it that easy to tell? They fit. They buttoned, zipped then stayed. I had looked
in the mirror. They fit. I'm a size six.

You couldn’t tell. And if you could? What was it to you? Couldn’t you let me
handle it? They would stretch out. I would lose the weight. And since when did you care?
Since when did you even see me? We let you have your denial. We let you believe all
sorts of things: That your brother’s not queer. That your dad wasn’t an alcoholic. That
your sister didn’t marry a child molester. That she had believed her daughters when they
told her. Or better yet, that she hadn’t had to. Because it had never happened. That she
hadn’t married another one.

They fit.

Did you think I was trying to be sexy? Mom said all guys ever thought about was
sex. Did you think that’s what this was? Practice? Me? More red, flushed. Can you
imagine? I can promise you, that’s not what this was. I could just see, feel every seam
bursting if I bent at the knees, breaking the wooden planks locking them in place. They
needed time to stretch out.

And now my cereal was soggy. Throw it out. Go to the car, silent.

I don’t know if I'll ever forgive you for that.



Steps to the Summit
by Faith Breads

We all heard the train a-comin' the night Beamer belted out “Folsom Prison
Blues” in the basement of Station 19E, Johnny Cash's loathsome rail line making a
special stop in the Roan Highlands for one night. Her raspy baritone was a favorite
amongst the jumbled crowd of janky thru-hikers and townies in camo, music being the
mighty mixer of cats that might otherwise clash. I cheered with the rest of the transients.
And though we’d been playing leapfrog for a hundred miles, I hardly recognized the girl
on stage, the power of a shower proving simply undeniable. Beamer The Hiker was now
Beamer The Magician, not just shapeshifting from hiker trash to Johnny Cash but
performing pure telekinesis in the process. She uncrossed arms, cracked smiles, and
grew the karaoke list a whole page. No matter how loud we’d Ba Ba Ba-ed just a song
before, the wannabe Neil Diamond had no chance: this was the tune of the night.
Perhaps because we had all once felt like Johnny behind bars, tortured by our own
Folsom Prisons, mine being the prospect of living a life so-called free—with the car and
apartment and corporate job—only to never really have the time to see the sun. Now,
here we were, rich folks for the night at a hostel with over two-hundred beers and thirty-
dollar bunks, night forty-three of our grand prison escape on the Appalachian Trail-and
boy did Beamer blow our blues away. Well, everyone except one.

I was not the only fugitive of the Life Expected, enlisting my partner’s help to
break my mother's heart. Mijal and I met in college, and for those brains that just
fumbled the pronunciation or skipped it entirely, fear not: I couldn’t say it either when
we first met. By the time I learned how to say her name (think Mee-hal), I had become
unlearned in being her friend. I'd completely forgotten that’s all we were. It was an
honest mistake when I referred to her as my girlfriend while we imagined meeting each
other's parents — but she never corrected me. Similarly, she never flinched when I
jokingly announced my 2021 departure into the Appalachia two years later, us
imagining life on the trail as the credits of Wild were still rolling. At the time, I was all
talk and no walk. Though a five-sport athlete, my grandparents conditioned me to drive
up mountains instead of climbing them, spending many summers snaking around
Skyline Drive with bellies full of roasted weenies — comfortable. Despite the style of
Reese Witherspoon's hair in her role as Cheryl Strayed, I knew a thru-hike was anything
but comfortable. I didn't take my declaration seriously until I realized Mijal had taken
me seriously. Thanks to her, the A.T. not only existed in our thoughts but wedged its
way into our conversations, bank statements, closets, and Christmas lists. Saturdays
were for plucking the best discount gear from REI garage sale racks, and Sundays were
for day trips to Shenandoah to test it out. We slowly became people who looked like they
might hike the Appalachian Trail all in one go, and yet nothing was slow about it. Two
years of planning our walk to Maine flew by overnight. Before we knew it, my mom was
driving us down to Georgia in tears, salary and stability in the rearview mirror, Mijal
and I a ball of nerves as we posed a critical question for the first time only then: do we
even like to hike?



We set out to answer that question for ourselves on April 9th, 2021, departing
from the famed arches at Amicalola Falls State Park with packs we swore would weigh
five pounds less. On day one, we learned the weight of water and discovered just how
precious a gift it is! By the time we made it up the first climb, we were unzipping our
pantlegs to strut in knee-length shorts, and a fallen tree after the second climb begged
us to sit and sip the weight off our backs. We feared being cold but had underestimated
the sun, which proved its strength by scorching us underneath the bare trees. We made
it to camp sunburnt and parched, but sure that we liked hiking enough to stay the night.
Day two reinforced the weight of water, this time in the form of rain that logged our
clothes, shoes, and packs. The frigidity we feared made an appearance after all, forcing
us to stop mid-day for a hot cup of broth. And when we liked hiking even then, shivering
forward with toes we could hardly feel, we decided we’d be alright. That was before night
four.

On night four, we heard gunshots as we were falling asleep, and when Mijal rolled
over to ask if I heard them too, I replied: honey, that was a tree. But the noise that
followed could absolutely not be misperceived, a baby cursing the gun/tree with screams
for stirring her sleep. Surely, we thought, this baby’s family is out for the weekend, and
once we rose to see them gone, we figured they had hit the trail early to finish out the
five miles southbound to the road. As we hydrated our oatmeal and coffee crystals, word
buzzed that the pop was, in fact, a gun. The result of a blunt gone bad, a hiker high as
Clingman’s Dome (the A.T.’s tallest point) mistaking a tent for a bear. Who knew skunk
was the wildlife we should be worried about?

The misadventures continued into the morning, a handful of hikers sniffing
around camp, searching for their food bags. One of the early birds spotted a curious
jeaned man with a grocery bag fumbling with the cables that hung the provisions. Those
single-digit days had tons of unlikely characters attempting to trek through, so it wasn’t
beyond belief to deem him a thru-hiker — until three or four sacks were missing. Then,
we realized the forager was likely homeless and hungry and in the know of how to make
our high-hanging food his low-hanging treats. Hikers shared their snacks to help the
foodless ones make it to the road, where they’d need to hitchhike into town for a
resupply. As Mijal and I marched away from the circus, our thru-hike affording us
tickets to The Greatest Show on Earth, a huddle formed around one of the last tents still
pitched. Pale and pained, a girl we’'d befriended the night before, Kelly, clenched her
stomach as she described the bombing in her belly between breaths. Giardia, we all told
her. Must’ve had some bad water drip from her filter into her drinking supply. We
continued, assured by the surrounding spectators that they’d help her get through the
day. The next time I got service, I received a text from one of our new pals who’d stayed
behind: Kelly & crew hiked five miles south. Forced to crawl when it got bad. Ovarian
cyst twisted x4. Size of eggplant. The doctor told her she probably would’'ve died had
she not gotten to the ER when she did. The other text I received was from my mom,
asking: How'’s it going — to which I replied: having sooo much fun! <3 love you!

Mijal and I hiked on. And much to our surprise, the small, stoned, and scarred
did too. Kelly returned three weeks later with a new relic on her stomach, the dopers
always offered a puff when we passed, and the baby and her family were, in fact, on their



way to Maine. Admission to the adventure was simply one’s appetite (or one’s parent’s
appetite) to be there, and the most unlikely hikers seemed to be the hungriest. We met
hip replacement hikers, schizophrenic hikers, two-hundred-pound overweight hikers,
gap year hikers, riddled with Alzheimer’s hikers, father-killed-my-mother-and-tried-to-
kill-me hikers. Things that society typically viewed as disabilities and ailments were the
very things that propelled people forward on the Appalachian Trail. Everyone had a
why, and every soul-hungry hiker shared their why around a fire each night, none of us
tired enough yet to retire to bed immediately after dinner. They were seldom sentiments
like: I'm big and strong and want to put my strength to good use and see America. But
instead: I'm weak and incapable and need to prove that I can become otherwise. The
trail was never about who you were before getting on. It was all about who you were
becoming while you were on it. So we never probed into each other’s pre-trail details
unprompted, asking more questions about the future than the past. Unified not by our
personal histories but by the everyday experiences of being a thru-hiker. Converging on
the Appalachian Trail with one for-sure common denominator: the need to satiate our
hungry souls with each summit and become who we’d once thought we never could be.

The further we forged towards freedom from our past lives, the farther we got
from former familiarities until even the tags we’d worn since birth — the eternal name —
proved fragile after all. Hikers forget their birth labels once others knighted them with a
trail name, usually reflective of a unique experience on the Appalachian Trail. Unless
you met in the first week or two, the only way you’d know someone’s real name was
through Facebook, our phones communicating like mushrooms at camp each night to
provide the most accurate friend suggestions by morning. Learning each other’s real
names often shocked both the discoverer and the discovered, perhaps because the birth
name was a reminder that our lives on the trail couldn’t last forever. Even if we reached
Maine as radically different people, it’s highly unlikely that one who signs Dick
Nipples on their hotel reservations, job applications, and holiday cards won’t be rejected
and ostracized. So, we never knew each other’s real names unless you were outed by
Facebook, in which case a game of who’s who would ensure. I recall digitally be-
friending one of my trail pals, squinting closely at his half-inch profile picture showing
him clean and jeaned, scratching my head thinking: I don’t know a Landon? Except, I
did, for over 1,500 miles. I knew him as Hamburglar, twenty pounds lighter with his
bushy beard unkempt.

A LASH-er (Long Ass Section Hiker) renamed me after a stop at our first hostel,
Hostel Around the Bend. Conveniently situated eight miles before the North Carolina
border, Hostel Around the Bend is the perfect stop for hikers looking to celebrate almost
completing their first state. It also happened to be where I'd celebrate my twenty-fourth
birthday. I decided to bake Betty Crocker’s finest, a super moist strawberry cake, in a
nod to my late grandmother (the same one who lugged me up mountains in her
minivan), whose birthday is a day before mine. I assumed the hostel offered pans since
the kitchen had an oven, only realizing after the batter was mixed and oven preheated
that the only pans provided came in the style of sheet. Skeptic hikers watched as my
baking resembled more of a boxing match than a birthday celebration, putting the pan
in the ring round after round, me the cornerman wiping off stuck remnants and
reapplying Pam for another bout. Once the very thin layers of cake cooled, I stacked



them with icing serving as glue, the doubters dancing once they realized they’d get a
slice too. Electronics charged but social battery drained, I bolted onto the trail the next
morning, stepping largely to find solitude and distance myself from the crowd at the
trailhead. I toasted to finishing our first of fourteen states with lunch, tortillas rolled
with tuna, and waited for Mijal. The LASH-er emerged minutes later as I lay slumped on
a rock, claiming he had tried to catch me though I was always one step ahead. Of course,
I knew this, but one must fight for solitude in the first few hundred miles on the A.T.
when camps are often filled with 20-30 tents a night. He sat beside me, and in a burst of
excitement at having finally caught up, he sent my birth name to bed for a six-month
timeout. From then on, I was Strawberry Lightning.

Mijal earned her fresh moniker during a punishing push out of the Great Smoky
Mountains where we’d encountered our first bear, which wouldn’t have been so
frightening if Baby Blue hadn’t almost gotten eaten by one. The same family from night
four had kept pace with us for weeks, even though only four of the eight legs were
walking. The night before our first major wildlife run-in, they had one of their own.
Mother Bethany had set her blue-eyed girl by a tree as she hung their hammocks, and
Dad Austin got started on dinner with Aadrik, the toddler of the bunch. As Bethany
clasped the final hook, hikers hollered at a black blob between the trees. Critters aren’t
scared of people in America’s most visited park, especially when well-intentioned guests
feed them sugary treats. Visitors aren’t even scared of the critters anymore, particularly
if there’s a solid selfie involved. The reality is that fed bears are dead bears, rangers
bringing out the bullets once the bruins become too friendly. As this blob became less
blur and more bear, hikers added their trekking poles to the ensemble, smacking them
together as if to say: our books are filled for the night. You'll have to dine somewhere
else. And in the most curious plot twist, the beast bypassed the pile of food bags still on
the ground, where it could’ve had tuna and Snickers-galore, and gunned straight for the
baby. I admit, Blue’s eyes were hypnotic, a pair of pearls you couldn’t help but stare at
for an uncomfortably long amount of time — but this was no way for the precious six-
month-old to meet her first bear. Thankfully, someone high above agreed, sending a
park ranger strapped with a hunting rifle to intervene right in the nick of time. Instead
of hunting rampant boar that night, he protected Baby Blue, who rested in her custom-
made miniature hammock, swaying peacefully above her parents.

So, you can imagine our fear when we encroached on a cub the following day,
perched fifteen yards ahead around a bend in the trail — no mother in sight. Paralyzed
everywhere except the mouth, Mijal discharged her version of bear spray, a clamor
through Smash Mouth’s “All-Star,” as loud as her vocal cards could manage, veins
sticking out in her neck and all. After ten minutes, her croak became a croon, the
adrenaline wearing off, and we tip-toed forward with ears perched and eyes scanning,
the mom never to be found. Hikers dubbed her All-Star by dinner, a transformation we
thought was purely nominal at the time, but her becoming was underway.

The bears were the beginning of our stressful slog through the Smokies, with
Mother Nature drenching us in three days of bone-chilling rain in the back half of the
section. The first day wasn’t so bad, with evergreens emerging from the fog to create a
magical, fairy-tale atmosphere. Though we were cold, we hiked slowly to take in the



scenery, snapping pictures between thunderous booms, shielded by an oh-it-won’t-
happen-to-us mentality. It being some disastrous thing that comes with loud, flashing
thunderstorms, and we didn’t know what it was; we only knew we were safe from it. We
anticipated arriving at camp early, where we’d have ample space to dry our gear. Except,
everyone had the same idea, and it had happened to somebody. Lightning struck down
on two section hikers, scorching their shoes and leaving them and everyone else around
emotionally rattled. They were physically okay. Praise the Lord. But it was enough to
cause my fear of thunderstorms to flare up, so we hunkered down in our polyester
home, drifting to sleep with a mobile of wet socks and undies above our heads.

All-Star and I rose before the sun the next morning, determined to be one of the
first to camp on our second straight day of rain. Our only luck was that it was
thunderless, so no it loomed above us. Instead, it ran below us, our path becoming less
of a trail and more of a miniature waterfall. But we waded through the water
confidently, with nothing having dried overnight. There can be no shock factor in getting
your shoes wet when they are already soaked. It was cold, though, so we kept ourselves
warm with the idea of a hot brothy lunch underneath the protection of a shelter.
Eventually a wooden post emerged from the fog, and we darted towards it as if it would
disappear if we blinked. All-Star started one of our deranged pre-lunch chants, her
screaming LUNCH as I followed with NOW! And right when I began to dig for my spork,
something proved to be more frightening than the bears — the faded sign showing 0.6
miles to the shelter. No way we’re tacking on another 1.2 miles in these conditions, we
thought. So we sat, saving the ramen for later and eating our peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches quickly to avoid another flare-up of mine: disgust from soggy bread.

With no hikers coming from either direction, the afternoon transformed All-Star
and I into two little monks, enlightened by the prospect of outpacing the crowd to camp
due to our sacrifices of shelter and sleep. We were no longer waterlogged but weightless,
dancing amongst the salamanders in our great migration through the rain. We twirled
and sang and clapped in our pilgrimage, euphoric in having completed seventy-five
percent of the day’s efforts. But, of course, we were victims of late-stage hiker brain. The
hiking day consists of four phases: the first three miles of every day being the groggy
slog regardless of weather or terrain, the next six miles being the stride express,
followed by three miles of the post-lunch plod, then the mad march to camp beginning
five miles out from the day’s stopping point. Upon making it to one’s destination, thru-
hikers usually excuse each other from being coherent for at least an hour, stage-five
hiker brain completely deteriorating the ability to think. In fact, hiker brain is the
leading cause of spilled dinners, improper tent set-ups, and unexplainable stares off into
the distance especially when being addressed. We were clearly in our fourth phase,
manic and moving towards the shelter, smiling and unaware of the day’s earlier
sufferings. This time when the wooden sign pointed us 0.5 miles off-trail, we obliged
happily, skipping all the way to our three-walled sanctuary, its back facing us, sighing
with relief as we turned the corner only to find it absolutely stuffed. Where the hell did
y’all come from, we gasped aloud. No one replied or budged, their butt-to-butt
arrangement seemingly leaving little room for even speech. They’ve been here, another
soggy hiker chimed in. The hikers at this shelter had decided to stay snuggled in their
sleeping bags once the pitter-patter became a pour. Most of us were still lugging around



too much food in that first month, so it’s not like anyone had to budge. And to think All-
Star and I were the monks. These meditative motherfuckers stayed silent and still for
three days straight.

Back to the tent, still damp from the night before, and with hikers now
bottlenecking and spots limited, we had our pick: slumber in the shit-fields or on a slant.
Really, there were shit fields. Toilet paper bloomed like flowers as trowel-less visitors
left more than their droppings. We opted to sleep with blood in our brains, inching
forward the next day not just damp but deprived of the nutritious Zzzs critical for
recovery — but it didn’t matter. Two hundred miles into our twenty-two-hundred-mile
trek, our beginner’s zeal would soon fade but not yet, keeping us warm and moving us
along right when we needed it most. And on the fourth day, God finished creating the
sun, the moon, and the All-Stars of the world — me having a front-row seat and even a
helping hand in the act.

After three days the rain had stopped, and the sun peeked through trees starting
to dance their late-April bloom, but it was only the start of our thaw. When everything is
cold and wet for three days — the tent, the sleeping bag, the socks, the shoes, the jackets,
the gloves — the warming process is inchmeal. Despite having the opportunity to land
our legs at Standing Bear Hostel, the rustic rescuer of hikers only three miles north of
the Smokies, something about Hot Springs made us feel hot — and that’s all we wanted
after this stinging stretch of trail. We decided to push on another day, determined to get
up and over Max Patch where Hot Springs would welcome us the next night. Yet, we had
underestimated the climb to the iconic bald. I didn’t know it then, but a hiker would
later tell me a fact that rings true when recalling this section of trail now: the
Appalachian is steep compared to America’s other long trails because it was created by
the men of World War I, hard fellas that sought the fastest way from one point to
another. At first, All-Star and I chuckled at the sheer incline of the ascent up to the peak,
a relentless pattern of steep-flat-steep. After hour five, we released stress by at-the-top-
of-our-lungs screaming about our plans to open a trail-side giftshop with shirts that
read: I hiked the entire Appalachian Trail and all I got for it was two fake knees. By
hour ten, we longed to be back in the Smokies. At least in the rain, no one can tell when

you'’re crying.

Thankfully, the wind hides tears just as well as rain, and mine were dried
instantly by the vicious swells that met us on the summit. We made it just in time to be
spellbound by God’s golden sphere setting behind the Carolina mountains, and right
then I knew it was the greatest sunset I'd ever seen. The first one I truly worked for:
twelve hours of one foot in front of the other, climbing over 6,000 feet. Perhaps it was
because my future in a wheelchair seemed imminent, but the parking lot below didn’t
bother me despite other hikers feeling cheated and insisting it plagued the natural
beauty. I was simply enamored by the couples falling in love on blankets, pups escaping
their owners searching for fallen food, kids staining their shirts green by rolling instead
of scrolling. No innovation in technology will ever replicate the lure of Max Patch, and I
was happy to be experiencing that sunset with everyone, whether they climbed to the
top by foot or by car. It could’ve been our exhaustion, or maybe that’s how all sun shows
go, but the magic steeped in red and orange was ephemeral. As the sun waved its



goodbye, dipping below the blue silhouettes of mountains far away, we became
bewitched by the beatings we had just endured. That week, the trail had whittled us to
our cores, All-Star more than me, our green fervor finally faded. With a shake brought
on partially by our dampness in the twilight temps and partially by the process of her
transformation, All-Star looked me dead in the eyes and pleaded for the offing of her
auburn hair, perhaps with the last ounce of energy she could muster. Day twenty-eight
left her evolved in such a fashion she demanded it, too, be reflected in her appearance.
One pinky-swear later, protecting me from the aftermath, I hacked her hair chunk by
chunk with a rusty knife and scalpel, the sharpest objects we had, her deep-red locks
vanishing into the night with the wind like a tree altered by the change of season,
shedding leaves and becoming bare.

We made it to Hot Springs the next day, where hikers took turns playing barber
with clippers we’d snagged from Dollar General, buzzing off the rest of her mangled
mane. We entrusted the most artsy of the bunch to carve a star into the stubble on the
right side, showcasing her new self: All-Star. Here she was: bald and bold and
beautifully unaware that the night on Max Patch would leave her more than
transformed — it left her broken. Slowly, she realized. The confidence she carried with
the cut lasted a few days before self-doubt began to seep into her head. What felt like a
lifetime on the trail was barely ten percent of the journey, and that idea swallowed her
whole. Two weeks later, she was a shell of herself — not just as All-Star, but as Mijal. She
was her own Folsom Prison, and no matter where she was — the Appalachian Trail, back
home in Maryland, Station 19E as Beamer banished the blues for everyone but her — she
was jailed.

The riot at Station 19E lasted well into the morning, teetotalers even toppling off
Sobriety Summit to join the drinkers in causing a ruckus outside the hostel, cigarette
smoke and screams leaking into our sleeping quarters. Sleep prefers to take me with a
hammer, knocking me immobile until morning but sneaks into Mijal sparingly as if
she’s a pool it doesn’t know how to swim in, restricted to the shallow end. With the poor
conditions at Station 19E, Mijal tossed and turned all night, though it wasn’t just from
the noise. She roused me several times throughout the night, insisting we needed to talk
about X, Y & Z right then, random topics from our pre-trail times. Still drugged by
drowsiness, I said the trail would be the perfect place to discuss in the morning. The
next day, our hitch dropped us off at the trailhead. Mijal looked at me wearily as I
hoisted my pack up to my back. Her eyes alone could’ve spoken the words that came
next, distant and strange, expired bulbs with no flicker left, yet I tried to flip the switch
anyway. Let’s talk on the trail, c'mon, I begged. So we walked a mile, then Mijal asked to
sit beside a tree. I need to go home, she said. I replied with an offering to stay another
night at a different hotel, talk right then, and do anything she needed to stay, yet she’d
decided. Her dad was driving down from Maryland to pick her up. The me-a-month-
before would’ve gone home with her, but Strawberry Lightning was different from Faith.
Newfound independence rooted me to the ground. Mijal didn’t encourage me to
accompany her either, knowing our plans to thru-hike the A.T. weren’t truly ours but
two separate dreams intertwined by being together. The Appalachian Trail had given her
everything she needed. Mijal was hungry for other things, but my soul still growled. For
the first time in my life, I felt alone.



Amphoteric

by Katie Tonellato

My dad never got into the pool with us when we were kids, despite going to
college on a swimming scholarship. Near chlorinated water, my dad’s eyes turned a
venomous red and tears pooled from the pink corners. He was a nationally ranked
swimmer before progressive goggles were invented. The goggles he used were clear and
plastic, digging into the soft skin around the eyes and keeping minimal amounts of
water out. The chemicals from the water stripped away the tear film on his cornea,
leaving him susceptible to burns, dirt and infections.

All of my memories from pools, lakes and the ocean feature an omission of my
dad, and my mom sitting in her tri-fold beach chair, reading a supermarket romance
novel while her pale skin burned.

Incendiary as a child, I never made it past the third or fourth round of swim
lessons because my mom couldn’t handle having to keep me from talking back to the
swim teacher or pushing other kids under water. I bullied both her and my brother, who
was clumsy, with his disproportionate feet and head. If my brother didn’t trip into the
water I pushed him. If my mom tried to reel me in to wrap me in a towel, I would swim
to the middle of the pool. No way she would jump into the water to retrieve me. As a
result, my family grew up doggy paddling and pinching our noses before we jumped into
water.

I joined the swim team my junior year of high school, still lacking in fundamental
skills. For the first week of practice I spent most of the time catching my breath on the
wall and wondering how long it would take me to sink to the bottom if I let go. There
were over 70 girls in the pool. My coaches and team wouldn’t have been able to see my
body past the kicked up water. Except my friends would notice because every time they
passed me doing laps they made sure to pull me under by my feet. Learning to stay
afloat took over a month.

At my first meet, my dad, who had refused to go to my soccer matches because
soccer was “boring” and “gay”, perched on the bottom rung of the bleachers in the
murky humidity of the pool, eyes pouring out tears. He wore the same outfit
everywhere. A crew neck sweatshirt, a golfing hat to cover his bald head, khaki shorts
and navy New Balance sneakers.

I swam in the outside lane, otherwise known as the slow lane, and got 3rd in my
heat. My dad walked along the lane line of the pool for the entirety of my race. His voice
bobbed in and out with each stroke I took a breathe on.

He drove me home afterwards in his truck. The seats were duct taped and
smelled like cigarette smoke.



The entire ride he taught me technique. To hold my hands above my head like an
arrow and squeeze. How I could do a flip turn and be ten times faster. To open my palms
and look straight ahead.

I fell asleep against the window.

After that car ride, he followed me around the house for the rest of the fall season.
If I watched television in my room he knocked on the door and swung it open
precariously to talk about swim meet dates. If I went to the bathroom he faced the wall
in the corner while I peed to talk about progress plans.

If I waited on the porch for my friends to pick me up he would wait outside with

“I think you can get faster than Amber if you just get over the piano on your
back,” he said from his seat on the porch steps.

I nodded, “I only need to go down by three seconds and we are tied. But she
doesn’t even swim backstroke.”

“Who cares! She’s been swimming her whole life and you just started two months

»

ago.
“Look at how buff I am now.” I rolled up my sleeve and flexed. “I'm like a man.”

He scoffed, pulling himself up by the railing, “These are muscles.” His own sleeve
pushed up onto his shoulder. His arm bulged. The veins in his bicep were a dark purple.

“One day I'm going to be more buff than you,” I said.
“Maybe when I'm dead.”

My ride pulled into the oak leaves piled on the side of the street. I left my dad on
the porch. His body disappeared behind our screen door as the car pulled away.

Before water is concentrated with chlorine and poured into fiberglass, concrete or
vinyl pools, water is transparent, tasteless, odorless, and colorless. Essentially, in its
most basic corporeal form, it is featureless. A blank slate. Yet, it is the solvent of life. Our
bodies are made up of 60% water. The vital organs; the brain, the lungs and the heart,
are made up of 70% water. Essential to most solutions on earth, its lack of distinctive
attributes allows it to react with all of the solutes around it.

Humans are pliant as such. They are what they react to around them. They are
solvents. Like the pores of a sponge, they take in their surroundings and become mirrors
of them. Refractions of their environments.



Which is why submerging in water is healing. The plunge rinses the body and
gives another life, by relieving us of the environment in which we are reacting. Senses
are dulled, blurred, muffled, numbed. All that is left is the body itself, skinned and ready
to become new.

In my final years of college I got so lonely I felt like a teenager again.

I was going out every weekend to a gay karaoke bar called Nyne and dancing until
I threw up in the bathroom or dropped my Alaska credit card in the toilet. I went with
anyone who was willing. The DJ played the same three songs on repeat. I danced and
danced until my hair was soaked in sweat and makeup ran down my face. Until my
physical body was displaced from the bar, somewhere underneath it all.

My roommates Chelsie and Kaycee were usually the ones who went out with me.
Neither of them drank. They drove me twenty minutes into Spokane just to babysit me.
Chelsie knew the security outside, so we got in for free.

One occasion, I housed an extra beer in my pocket from our house. I beat the
system this way. Saving money and staying drunk. We sat at a table and my roommates
eyes danced over me. I felt that without me they didn’t know what to do at a club. I
guided what we did, when we went out, how much fun we had, and they held it against
me in the morning.

I pulled the beer out of my pocket and chugged it. One of my roommates grinned
maniacally, the other looked around the room.

“Katie put that away. You can’t bring in outside drinks,” Kaycee said.
I crushed the empty can in my hand, “just a can.”
I walked over to the counter, saw no trash cans, and set my can on the bartop.

The bouncer followed me and scooped me up under my arm as I started to sit
back down. Both my roommates' eyes went wide.

“Whoop.” I turned to him. He was tall, pear shaped and bald. I had seen him
there before. I had never seen him smile.

“Is this yours?” He held the can in his other hand.
I nodded. It was nice of him to hold me up.
“You can’t bring outside drinks in here? Do you know how dangerous that is?

What if someone spiked a drink or something. Right?”
I nodded, but I could only hear some of what he was saying.



“Don’t do this again.”

My cheeks flushed. After realizing I wasn’t going to be kicked out, my roommates
laughed, huddled closer together, separate from me. I sat down again.

“You idiot.” Chelsie’s mouth was tiny and tight.
I shrugged, “Next time I'm making a run for it.”
Kaycee shook her head, “You’re going to get us banned.”

I didn’t care. I didn’t care what he said. I didn’t care if someone spiked my drink.
I didn’t care that they watched me all night. I didn’t care that I fell into people dancing,
or that their drink soaked through my shirt. I didn’t care that Chelsie got annoyed after
having to drag me back to life from the bathroom. I didn’t care that nothing was real and
no one cared about me. I didn’t care that they bought me more drinks. They laughed like
hyenas. I danced and danced.

On the drive home I pressed my face into the car window. The condensation from
outside was like ice on my cheek. When we got home I got out of the car before them,
stumbled into the house, and put distance between us. I grabbed a box of cheerios from
my cupboard which also housed mushrooms I hadn’t taken that had gone stale, and
three packets of edibles. I brought the cheerios with me into the bathroom.

We had one bath at our house. I turned on the water as hot as it went. While it
filled I spooned cheerios by the fistful into my mouth. I turned the lights out, immersed
in darkness, only the sound of the water flowing.

I placed the cheerio box on the floor before undressing. It was knocked over in
my attempts to take off my pants. I dipped into the water and it was scalding. I held onto
the wall.

My eyes started to water from the steam. When I was little I used to cry in the
bathroom with the space heater on my feet because our house was drafty. The bathroom
always seemed like a place of comfort to my family.The only time my dad had cried in
our house was in the bathroom. He had an air bubble pressed into a cavity on his tooth.
He locked himself in the bathroom and cradled his cheek, lying on the floor, crying.

The only other time I’d heard of my dad crying is when my mom told stories
about when my grandma died. The way she told the story, he was bawling, but I couldn’t
imagine it like that. My dad was full of humor and anger and care. He didn’t interact
with sadness. Unless the force of the emotion had been so strong it had broken free. He
might have breathed in, counted to three, breathed out and let it pour out of him like
rotten garbage. His purple face crumpled over his knees.



My dad still does not talk about his mom except to talk about her cooking. I tried
not to engage in conversations with my own mom about her because it felt sneaky. Like
a raw, open cavity we pressed into.

My roommates were banging on the door. I woke up just as my bottom lip sunk
below the water line. The box of cheerios was face down on the floor, the bag opened. A
few stragglers laid out like little shells on the floor. I called out to them that I was fine.
The bath was no longer warm. I got out and water slid off my leg onto the floor. I
wrapped a towel around myself and opened the door.

My junior year of college, I had panic attacks every single day. I would lie in bed
with my eyes closed. Facing the wall. Facing myself. I cried a lot. I was high all the time.
I couldn’t move. That same year I attempted suicide. Curled up on the bathroom floor,
head leaning back on the cold porcelain of the tub.

In a last minute moment of weakness I called my dad on the phone.
“Katie what’s wrong?” My name wrapped around his mouth.

My words stuck in my throat. I gurgled them up in small spurts, “I don’t know,”
came up.

“Katie, you have to talk to me,” he said.

Katie. I am here. Katie. I have care. Katie. I am on the other end of this phone
call.

“Nothing’s wrong,” I cried. Tears fell into my mouth. “There’s nothing wrong.”
“It’s okay. It will be okay.”

He stayed up with me. Hundreds of miles away. An exhale on the other end of
the phone. I don’t think he knew what was happening or what he could do. Both of us
were helpless at that moment. All I remember him saying is “It’ll be okay.”

Over and over again. “It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay. It'll be okay.”

He pulled me out of school. I left two weeks before finals and stayed at my
parents house. It was a silent summer. People tip-toeing around the house. I could hear
them like mice, opening the fridge quietly, telling someone to turn the television down,
pacing past my room, afraid to knock. On the odd occasion I was home and awake
everyone would hide in their rooms except for my dad, who pretended to do chores in
the kitchen, watched tv with me in the living room, and asked if I wanted anything from
the store.



I worked four jobs. So many jobs that I didn’t need to think about anything but
working. When I came home I collapsed onto my bed, slipped on the Winnie the Pooh
sleeping mask my mom bought me the year before for Christmas and passed out. I
would get about four hours of deep sleep before my alarm would go off and I would be
up again once more, heading out the door in my Doggy Daycare t-shirt.

Sometimes when I slept, I would wake up and my dad would be at my door
looking in at me, unsure, still, like there was something sitting on the tip of his tongue.
All the memories from when I was a kid. When I scraped my knee aft