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What is 
Hilltopics?

Hilltopics is the University Honors Program’s

opinion paper, founded by Honors students over a

decade ago. Written and designed entirely by

students, Hilltopics is committed to providing

apublic platform for all voices.

Hilltopics pieces range from the high literary to the

traditionally journalistic, from the satirical to the

personal. We welcome contributions from all

viewpoints, political persuasions, and backgrounds

—the most important thing is that all voices are

free to contribute, in order to foster

a flourishing of free speech at SMU. The paper is

not limited to the Honors community; anyone at

SMU can write for Hilltopics, and we seek to gain

readership from all students.

The number one goal of Hilltopics is to publish

good writing and let it speak for itself. Exclusive

online Hilltopics content can be found on our

website, hilltopicssmu.wordpress.com.



How to contribute:

Though Hilltopics is published by the SMU Honors

Program, any student is free to contribute.

We encourage discussion and creativity in our

publication, so if you disagree with one of our

articles, we urge you to write a rebuttal. If you have a

strong opinion, a literary masterpiece, a

cute cartoon, or anything else you’ve created and want to

share, please contact one of our

editors-in-chief for instructions on how to contribute:

Lorien Melnick, lmelnick@smu.edu

Nicole Kiser, nkiser@smu.edu

Also connect with us online to ask questions and keep up

with everything Hilltopics:

Facebook: SMU Hilltopics

Twitter: @SMU_Hilltopics

Instagram: @smuhilltopics

Read old editions and access 
exclusive content on our
website:
hilltopicssmu.wordpress.com
 



     It is difficult to think of any-
thing these days without seeing 
it in the context of COVID-19. 
The virus is on everyone’s mind 
this election year, including 
the international community at 
large, and for good reason. It is 
a pandemic in the age of global-
ization. 
     The world is so interconnect-
ed that all the virus had to do 
was remain undetected in a 

person long enough for them 
to get on a plane and end up in 
America. This interconnected, 
international community could 
not be contained or isolated in 
a short enough time period to 
curb the illness. 
     Next comes the blame game: 
Do we label COVID-19 the 
Chinese virus or “Kung-Flu”? 
Should we protect our citizens 
by keeping our borders closed? 
We have already seen attacks 
on our Chinese American 

population for their supposed 
“connection” to the virus. This 

crisis will renew a debate on the 
concepts of nationalism and 

identity. These are all examples 
of how nationalism can develop 
into attacks on what the majori-
ty fears to be the “other.” As the 
next generation of world-chang-
ers, we will have to enter this 
new world prepared to either 
change or preserve it. 
     We must be able to see how 
nationalist rhetoric has the 
capacity to harm. First, we must 
define nationalism in this con-
text. 
     Nationalism and patriotism 
were originally synonyms, but 

since then, their connotations 
have diverged. Nationalism 
reflects pride in one’s country 
and identity, yet at the same 
time, it necessitates the mindset 
of our country possessing only 
one “identity.” This idea does 
not intrinsically lend itself to the 
targeting of ethnic groups, but 
nationalism can and has led to 
xenophobia  in the past. The pri-
mary issue with seeing a coun-
try as having only one identity 
is that it creates “others.” This 
group is comprised of minority 
groups that for some reason—
whether it be race, religion, 
sexuality—do not “fit.” A gov-
ernment can choose whether or 
not to represent these people. 
Because the government sees 
them as non-representative 
of the nation’s ideals, they are 
often treated poorly and their 
needs are forgotten.This can 
leave a minority group with very 
few options to exist in the coun-
try. 
     Nationalism is not a new con-
cept. This idea has been around 
as long as countries have, and 
usually develops as a country 
does. One notable example to 
point to is in the Middle East. 
The Ottoman Empire fell be-
cause of World War I, and their 
territory was divided arbitrarily 
and made into countries. One 
such country was Iraq, which 
was under British occupation 
and mandate until 1933 when 
the Kingdom of Iraq was es-
tablished. Although the region 
had great diversity, many mi-
nority groups were persecuted 
throughout the 20th century 
because they failed to live up 
to the Arab identity that Iraq 
expected of its subjects. Iraq’s 
main conflict with the Iraqi Jews 

The Dangers of 
Nationalism 
during COVID-19
Bibiana B. Schindler

rested in the government’s 
belief that one must choose 
nationalism over all other as-
pects of one’s identity. What 
they failed to understand is 
that groups can have loyalty to 
their country and to their back-
grounds, which the majority 
of the Iraqi Jews possessed. 
Instead, the Iraqi Jews were per-
ceived as outsiders who could 
corrupt the values of the coun-
try and sought its destruction. 
Now, almost no Jews remain in 
the country, driven out by fear 
of persecution. 
This cannot, and should never 
again, continue to any degree 
in the modern world, especial-
ly not fueled by a perspective 

“What they failed to 
understand is that 
groups can have loyalty 
to their country and to 
their backgrounds”

that nationalism should guide a 
country. 
So, when COVID-19 eventually 
peaks and finally falls in the 
United States, we must remem-
ber these lessons. It is okay to 
have pride in our country, or 
even love our country more 
than any other. However, it 
is not acceptable to pick and 
choose which members of our 
country make up our nation, 
because we share one common 
identity: American. It might do 
us all some good to remember 
this fact as we shelter-in-place 
for the next however-long. 

“nationalism can 
develop into attacks on 
what the majority fears 
to be the ‘other.’”



Coffee Shop 
Romance
Casey Glynn
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If someone overheard the 
plot of Thomas Hardy’s nine-
teenth-century novel, The May-
or of Casterbridge, they would 
probably say something like, 
“well, that is karma for you.” 
They would hear of Michael 
Henchard’s cruel treatment 
toward women and his even-
tual demise and assume that 
he got what he deserved. If 
the same person carefully read 
Hardy’s novel, though, and saw 
Henchard’s eventual remorse, 
regret, and misery, their reac-
tion would be more complicat-
ed and perhaps ambivalent. In 
essence, the closer one reads 
Hardy’s novel, the fuzzier its 
moral becomes. A number of 
mid-twentieth-century scholars 
practicing what they called 
“feminist critique” argued that 
novels such as this reinforce 
repressive views and images 
of women. Hardy’s novel does 
reproduce oppressive views of 
women, but only half-heartedly 
condemns their oppressor. The 
Mayor of Casterbridge may 
intend to give ill-used women 
of the time a voice, yet inadver-
tently takes it away in its clos-
ing pages.
Michael Henchard’s behav-
ior is appalling at the novel’s 
start. Overserving himself one 
night at dinner with his wife 
Susan and their daughter 
Elizabeth-Jane, he does the 
unthinkable. Standing up to 
a group of strangers, he an-
nounces that he will “sell [his 
wife] for five guineas to any 

man that will pay [him] the 
money and treat her well; and 
he shall have her for ever, and 
never hear [from Henchard]” 
(Hardy, 2008, p. 16). The read-
er discovers that this is not the 
first time his wife has received 
such a threat. Henchard pro-
ceeds to kill two birds with one 
stone, happily giving up his 
wife and daughter to the same 
auctioneer. The five guineas he 
receives for his helpless fam-
ily members equate to about 
seven hundred dollars today. 
He wakes up physically and 
morally hungover upon realiz-
ing the severity of his actions. 
Still, his ego derails  the search 
effort he attempts to conduct 
for the two. “The truth was a 
certain shyness of revealing 
his conduct prevented Michael 
Henchard from following up 
the investigation with the loud 
hue-and cry such a pursuit 
demanded to render it effectu-
al” (Hardy, 2008, p. 23). Here, 
the reader sees that even after 
doing something as inhumane 
as selling his own family, the 
thought of publicly humiliating 
himself is worse to Henchard 
than the thought of losing them 
to a stranger. Privately, Hen-
chard expresses remorse, vow-
ing to abstain from alcohol for 
the next twenty-one years. The 
work initially depicts Henchard 
as an abominable husband and 
father.
The book reintroduces Susan 
and Henchard after eighteen 
years, and the reader perceives 
how differently time has affect-
ed the two. Though presumably 

under the age of fifty, as her 
husband was twenty-one at the 
novel’s start, Susan is already 
dying. Her daughter, the sec-
ond Elizabeth-Jane that Susan 
mothers after her first baby dies, 
sees that “her mother’s health 
was not what it had once been...
she would not be very sorry to 
quit a life she was growing thor-
oughly weary of” (Hardy 2008, 
p. 33). After being sold by one 
man and purchased by another 
just to mourn the death of her 
child and second husband, it 
is no surprise to the reader that 
Susan is losing her will to live. 
Her declining health highlights 
the toll taken on the lives of 
powerless women of that time. 

While Susan suffered, Hen-
chard thrived. With no familial 
obligations, his only focus was 
himself. The young man moved 
to a town called Casterbridge, 
earned himself a fortune, and 
was eventually elected may-
or. Though eighteen years 
changed his outer appearance, 
the text suggests that internally, 
he stayed the same. “There was 
a temper under the thin bland 
surface- the temper which, artifi-
cially intensified, had banished 
a wife nearly a score of years be-
fore” (Hardy, 2008, p. 43). Hen-
chard’s success highlights male 
liberty of the time and contrasts 
female subjugation and misery.
Believing word that her second 
husband died at sea, Susan is 
unable to support her daughter 
alone. In Mary Childers’ article 
“Thomas Hardy, The Man Who 

‘Liked’ Women,” she says that 
“The situation of women makes 
them appropriate represen-
tations of a powerlessness,” 
a quality portrayed in Susan 
(Childers, 1981, 333). The help-
less woman becomes desper-
ate enough to seek out her first 
husband, despite his cruelty to-
wards her, in hopes that he will 
take care of her daughter after 
her approaching death. When 
the two meet, though, Susan 
proves to have a trick or two up 
her ragged sleeve. She intro-
duces Elizabeth to Henchard as 
his daughter, knowing that the 
egotistical man will never ques-
tion that she is his own. When 
the two make amends, rather 
than viewing their rekindling 
with gratitude or relief, Hen-
chard sees himself as “lowering 
of his dignity in public opinion 

by marrying a comparatively 
humble woman” (Hardy, 2008, 
p. 94). In his second marriage 
to Susan, he treats the ill-used 
woman kindly, except in his 
“moments of irritation” with 
her (Hardy, 2008, p. 131). Had 
he been genuinely remorseful, 
Henchard would have put Su-
san on a pedestal, never utter-
ing a harsh word to her again, 
but that is not the case. On 
Susan’s dying day, rather than 
mourning the woman’s early 
demise, Henchard rejoices that 
“Elizabeth was his at last” (Har-
dy, 2008, p. 140). Such details 
as these are clues to the reader 
that despite his effort, Henchard 
has not truly changed. Though 
he keeps his vow of sobriety 
for twenty-one years, he makes 
no such promise for life, indi-
cating that sooner or later, he 
will go back to his old ways. 
Henchard’s selfishness may be 
subdued, but it is far from gone. 

To read the full-length essay, 
visit our website, https://hilltop-
icssmu.wordpress.com/. 
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At first, nothing
rumblings, rumors

some people fearing
others unhearing

the rumblings grew louder
and all at once

life as we knew it 
became something else

people were dying
yet others kept trying

to find a way to survive
in quarantine of the mind

everything closed
most of all, minds

as plans that were made
democracy could not abide

some turned to measures
too extreme to mention

tell me, which is worse,
disease or prevention?

Another COVID Poem
Caroline Roman



      In Geoffrey Chaucer’s fourteenth-century epic, Troilus and Criseyde, secrecy
fulfills the double purpose of heightening the experience of love and protecting
reputation. The issue of reputation is a major theme of the poem that actually
arises at the work’s very onset. In the proem to Book I, the unloved narrator, who
describes himself as the servant of the servants of the God of Love (I.15), asks his
audience, “ye loveres” (I.22), to pray “for hem that falsly ben apeired/ [t]horugh
wikked tonges, be it he or she” (I.38-9). The affair of Troilus and Criseyde
nevertheless demonstrates how secrecy and privacy can not only intersect and
work together to preserve a public reading of name, honor, and reputation but
also increase the intensity of love in the courtly tradition. According to Allen J.
Frantzen in Troilus and Criseyde: the Poem and the Frame, secrecy is a
requirement for the code of courtly love “set forth by Andreas Capellanus: ‘When
made public love rarely endures’” (65-66). To adhere to the tenet of secrecy and
also to save each other’s reputations, the lovers must rely on Pandarus, a go-
between, “to arrange their meetings and...to manufacture pretenses to avoid
attracting attention” (Frantzen 66). In Oxford Guides to Chaucer: Troilus and
Criseyde, Barry Windeatt argues that secrecy “becomes one of the most important
parts of [Troilus’s] ‘observaunce’ and ‘service’ as [Criseyde’s] lover” (242). Secrecy is
necessary to Troilus to maintain the courtly aspect of his love and to ensure his
lady’s honor, which a knight like himself ought to regard higher than his own life
(IV.569-71). Secrecy is motivational in the sense that it encourages Troilus and
Criseyde to realize the fin’amors ideal, and is simultaneously practical because it
keeps the lovers out of scandal while they attempt to attain that selfsame standard
of perfection. However, the compulsion for secrecy ultimately leads to the affair’s
downfall. Though secrecy is the strength of the affair, it is also its weakness and
vulnerability (Windeatt 243). In fact, it is the fatal flaw, or, to use an expression apt
to the Trojan War, the Achilles heel, of the relationship. As Criseyde discovers in
the Greek encampment, the immediate need for pragmatic self-preservation in a
martial society that does not afford women honor and reputation in their own
right and cannot foster love in a courtly light demands her betrayal of Troilus and
her renunciation and sacrifice of secrecy in a new affair with Diomede.

More Bitter 
Than Sweet:

by Chaudhry Hameed



      In the introduction to his translation of Troilus and Criseyde, Barry Windeatt
shares that Chaucer gives his Criseyde “a much higher social status than her
prototypes: she is mistress of a palatial household, and enjoys the grandest social
connections” (XXX). Her elevated “estat” necessarily comes with “a keen concern
for what society will say of her, for her honour and good name” (Windeatt XXX).
Criseyde considers potential social repercussions before she commits actions, such
as entering into her affair with Troilus. However, before that, at the beginning of
the poem, “hevenyssh perfit” (I.104) Criseyde finds herself and her reputation in a
perilous situation, for her father, the soothsayer Calkas, has deserted both her and
Troy to help the Greeks. With no male authority left to protect her — she is
already widowed (I.97) — Criseyde’s position in Troy’s patriarchal society is
compromised. To add to this problem, it does not help that her father is a traitor, a
maddening reality that she is constantly reminded of (I.106-8). Although she has
been “unwist of [hire fadres] false and wikked dede” (I.93), the mob wishes to burn
her alive (I.90-1), and she is “ful sore in drede” for her life (I.95). Having friends in
high places, however, she is able to personally beg Prince Hector for mercy (I.112),
who has pity on her guiltless predicament (I.113-4). In “Troilus' Swoon,” Jill Mann
argues that Criseyde needs Hector’s protection “in order to maintain any position
in Trojan society at all” (320), for his status as heir to King Priam and military
commander of Troy carries immense political weight. Hector permits her to
remain safely in Troy, and he guarantees her honor (I.117-23). In return, Criseyde
lives quietly and holds “hir stille” (I.126). With Hector’s intervention, Criseyde
hence maintains not only her privileged station in life (I.127-30) but also her
reputation: Criseyde is “both of yonge and olde/ [f]ul wel biloved, and wel men of
hir [tellen]” (I.130-1).
      In spite of the larger frame of war, the Trojans do not forgo their customs
(I.148-50), and their society remains more or less stable. For instance, Trojans from
of all walks of life (I.167) still observe the traditional festival of Palladium (I.160-1).
It is during these annual rites that “fierse and proude” (I.225) Troilus, “[t]hat was
the kyng Priamus sone of Troye” (I.2), swaggers about the temple of Palladium
with his retinue of fellow young knights, mocking  of love and lovers (I.190-205).
However, Troilus’s irreverence towards his amorous servants (I.206-10) provokes
the God of Love, who consequently makes Troilus “wax sodeynly moost subgit
unto love” (I.231) with just one look at Criseyde (I.229). Troilus’s initial pressing
need for secrecy in this comical twist of fate is to spare himself from others’
ridicule. As a (forcefully) “converted scorner of love” (Frantzen 59), Troilus knows
that if his “hidde sorwe iblowe on brede, / [he] shal byjaped ben a thousand tyme/
[m]ore than that fol of whos folie men ryme” (I.530-2). Thus, his dissimulation
starts immediately. Though overwhelmed by the sight of Criseyde (I.274), he sighs
quietly “lest men myghte hym here” (I.279) and resumes “his firste pleyinge chere”
(I.279-80). To help him maintain his previous manner and his desire, he only looks
at her occasionally and furtively (I.311-5). 



   “During class, Lopez always had an answer ready. Her 
     English teacher, Stephanie Haley, called her a  a 
     star stu     star student.

    ‘If she ever leaves, I have to quit,’ joked Haley.” 

only a little English. 
     “I could explain, but I was not 
fluent, and I could speak only 
the simple words,” said Pakhrin, 
who also speaks Nepali and the 
Lama language, Tamang. 
     

Despite the challenges, he 
immediately found a job in 
an Indian restaurant, and four 
months later, he moved to his 
current job at Dante’s Italian 
Eatery. Work provided Pakhrin 
with a community; he made 
friends with his coworkers, who 
also came from Nepal. 
     “Except that, I don’t know 
any people,” Pahkrin said. But 
even though he isn’t close 
with his neighbors, he likes his 
apartment, which he describes 
as, “very good, safe, quiet” with 
“good facilities, amenities, a 
good park.” 
     Vickery Meadow has been 

Pakhrin’s home for almost 
seven years. He lives with his 
wife and two daughters, and his 
older daughter attends Dan D. 
Rogers Elementary School. His 
younger daughter, an adorable 

toddler, hangs onto his hand 
while Pahkrin explains how one 
lottery gave him a whole new 
world of opportunities. 

Ana Lopez: Literacy Achieves’ 
Star Student 
    Across the street from Ana   
Lopez’s brand-new American 
apartment, she saw a school. 
She didn’t yet know that she 
would spend six years learning 
English there, or how much she 
would love it. 
     Lopez and her husband 
moved from Zacatecas, Mexico 
to Vickery Meadow in Dallas 13 
years ago. 

     “I moved here because I was 
looking for better opportuni-
ties for jobs, better education 
for my family,” Lopez said. 
“This is a good country for 
this.” 
     But when she arrived, she 
discovered how difficult com-
munication would be. Her hus-
band spoke a little English, but 
Lopez knew almost nothing. 
     “It was very, very hard for 
me,” she said, reminiscing 

about that time: “We can’t 
communicate, we can’t say 
anything, we can’t read any-
thing, we can’t express any-
thing.” 
     The school across the street, 
Literacy Achieves, changed 
things for Lopez. When she 
first began attending En-
glish-speaking classes, she 
was placed in Level 1A, the 
beginner level. Over six years, 
Lopez has worked her way up 
to Level 4, the advanced class, 
and her English rolls off her 
tongue. 
     “This is my second home 
right here,” Lopez said, look-

     For the past year, I have lived 
in a small apartment in a cor-
ner of Vickery Meadow, one of 
Dallas’ most diverse neighbor-
hoods. Walking the streets of 
Vickery Meadow reveals dozens 
of apartment complexes and 
ethnic restaurants, signs of the 
neighborhood’s large immi-
grant community: 33.1% of the 
population immigrated from 
another country (U.S. Census 
Bureau). This semester, in an 
attempt to learn more about my 
neighbors, I interviewed three 
people who help capture what 
life in Vickery Meadow is like. 
Here are pieces of their stories. 

Anil Lama Pakhrin’s Ticket to 
Dallas 
     Anil Lama Pakhrin won the 
lottery in 2013, and it changed 
his life. 
     But Pakhrin hadn’t scratched 
off a lottery ticket from a kiosk 
or won a million dollars. Instead, 
he won the Electronic Diversity 
Visa Lottery in his third year of 
entering. With his Diversity Visa 
in hand, Pakhrin immigrated to 
the United States on June 25th, 
2013.
     “Nepal is my country,” ex-
plained Pakhrin. “Kathmandu is 
my birthplace.” 
     When Pakhrin arrived in 
northeast Dallas, he met his 
aunt and uncle to begin his 
new life. One struggle was the 
language barrier. Pakhrin spoke 

ing around the small classroom 
from her front-row desk. “I feel 
fantastic when I am here be-
cause all the teachers...they are 
fantastic. I am glad to stay in this 
school.” 
     During class, Lopez always 
had an answer ready. Her En-
glish teacher, Stephanie Haley, 
called her a star student.
     “If she ever leaves, I have to 
quit,” joked Haley. 
     Lopez proudly explained that 

her sons, who were 
born in the United 
States and who now 
attend Sam Tasby 
Middle School, are 
also bilingual. The 
family now speaks 
both Spanish and 
English, and laughing, 
Lopez recounts trying 
to convince her hus-
band to attend Litera-
cy Achieves with her. 
He isn’t on board yet, 
but like countless oth-
er students, the school 
has helped Lopez in 
indescribable ways. 

To read the full article, visit our 
website, https://hilltopicssmu.
wordpress.com/.

The Faces of Vickery Meadow
Lorien Melnick





A Restful Fire



Leia Hannum 

Boy oh boy oh boy do I wish
I could buy another bladder 
from the black market or maybe Amazon Prime. 
I might piss my pants (yet again)— 
Four in five economists agree that
there’s a scarcity of space
in my bladder sac. 
I could buy a diaper,
but no one would like that. 
Could stop drinking water,
but I’d die, probably, 
in two or three days. 
Don’t want to be called Piss Boy again.
“Here comes Piss Boy!” 
Here he comes. 

Leia Hannum

Flaming lips,
They named a street 

Dante’s Inferno,
or was it Flaming Lips Lane? 

Somebody (on the street) 
had Erykah Badu’s phone number. 

Gonna buy a plant
and see if I can keep it alive 

this time around. 

Can you make soup 
with a two-week old pumpkin? 

If not, can you shellac it 
with glue
instead?

This man from San Fransisco 
wasn’t actually a smoker,

but every New Year’s Eve would say 
that he’s a smoker 

and tell the room he was quitting 
for tax purposes. 

And the first thing he says is 
“It's not my weed!”

Leia Hannum 

To the Q-shaped Pothole on Pacific Blvd, 

Sometimes I wish you were still here. 
I know I swore blood when you careened my sacred vehicle, 
but it’d be nice to see a familiar face, 
’specially this time of year. 

Last night, I drove a man and a 
boy, who whispered,
“I could just devour
those crinkles in the corners 
of your eyes.”

I dropped them off at Bubba Gump. 

That was after the city stuffed you silly 
with concrete (took ‘em long enough). 
cranking down the window now I guess I feel a little sad passing by, 
But no hard feelings, right? 

You’re not missing much, anyway. 
Recently there’s been a kind of stink, 
I think it’s coming from underground. Real sweet and rotten, 
bathing the streets and smelling like an unwashed—

                                             —HEY, California asshole!
                                             Stop your staring,
                                             it’s just a taxi cab. 

Evening Drive Have to pee

Conversations



I rest, 

 a place        pickled in heat. 
     Cars pass close and 
make no 

   sound. 

Luxury eco yurts—
    ten cents a night.

I take my key from the legless receptionist.
 
   Lover’s Landfill—
      a hotspot on Sunday.

Samsung Galaxy windpipes   rattle like    fluid-filled lungs. 

In air cream-thick 

past cars   glowing nigh, 

     tumbleweed on, traveller.

        
   Weed,  tumble by. 

Leia Hannum

West Texas



The Leftovers
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six arils

Photo by Ricardo Gomez Angel on Unsplash



purple neon flows through glass
hisses and fizzes and hums
along to the jukebox in the mold-besieged corner
 
scrape scratch
metal on bone-white ceramic plates

stained with eight decades
of sunny-side eggs
and bacon fat gristle
 

questionable sticky patches on the Formica laminate
a minefield of last hour’s leftovers
seeking asylum on exposed wrist-flesh
 
craters smelted from the heat of plates’ bellies
house grime and . . .   is that last week’s lunch special?
 
can I get some cleaner over here?
thank you for spraying      ammonia      in my face
a searing sugar and corn syrup candy coating
for my esophagus and lungs
 
flocked glass filters

the grand vista—a Ruscha gas station
into a deckled edge postcard

 
truckers rest against the warm grilles of their radiators
closest they’ll get      to the warmth of their wives’ navels

for the next week
 

they breathe in the mist-clouds
with fluorescent signage      halo phenomena
offer a half-smoked Camel
 and an eroding Styrofoam cup

for a raise
for a different occupation

for their Belle or Margaret or Sherrie
 
“would you like a refill of stale coffee? it’s on the house,
creeps up your nasal cavity and stays for the night”
 
my head is not a hostel
 
a soft crash resigned      fuck!
past the swinging not so stainless-steel traffic doors of the kitchen
 
the booth’s vinyl
engraved with sweat and skin cells and the pattern of pores
nips at my bare thighs

g

something is burning in the kitchen
spattered grease
on a blackened to hell burner
or it could be the fries
basking in their infernal brimstone
 
four inches of canola oil

at three hundred- and twenty-five-degrees Fahrenheit
just shy of a book-burning bonfire
 
“refill?”

Photo by Hans Vivek on Unsplash



by Lawson Lewis

See the leaves as they dance along the branches,
Circling the wind, but at its will, 
And with the grace of the hummingbirds
Who hum and hover below;

See the branches as they dance among the tree,
Crowded friction,
On a frictionless plane,
Reveling in their reach towards a ceaseless sun;

See, too, the trees as they dance among the forest,
The great ballroom of dirt,
And dirty dancers, all,
Lost in the love of their own seed;

See the forest, then, as it dances 
In a wind unseen,
Yet felt by all,
Lost in the grace of a gentle breeze;

And the wind, too, dances,
Lost in the ceaseless changes 
Of an unknowable conscience,
Forces better left unseen for fear of what lies in the dark:
The heart of God,
Made flesh in the eternal dance of silence; 

And you, dancing too,
In this world of half illumination,
With light in inches,
And darkness in droves.

And I,
Dancing in the ignorance,
Of what is and what is yet to come.

And so we dance, dancers all,
Marionettes pulled by strings in the sky;

But knowing, as the acorn,
We have our part in this play;

Knowing, as the tree,
The length of our limbs;

Knowing, as the leaf,
The warmth of the sun above;

Knowing, as the wind,
The utter randomness of it all.

And so we dance, dancers all,
You, me, and the tree,
Lost in the heat of a sun shadowed by starlight. 

Lawson Lewis

Devon walked with a nail in his skull.
6 inches long and 5 inches deep,
He was spinal tapped:
Scarred to shiver senses
Which would rather lay unstirred.

On his nail he’d pull and pull,
“Get out of my fucking head”,
Until the pain was too much,
“Get out of my fucking head”,
Only his skin seemed to pull with it,
“Get out of my fucking head”,
So he quit trying.

Occasionally it would ooze,
Pus from a pus-filled pocket,
Dripping down his neck to pool
In the pool behind his knees. 

It would tingle,
Be tugged on by family and friend and doctor
Without them noticing.
But Devon noticed,
Suffering slights that only he could see.

And then one day,
Devon had had enough. 
He bit the bullet and pulled the plug,
Yanked out his spinal tap with all his might.
He might regret it,
But in that moment, 
he felt bliss.

n
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The Shadow of the Sun



Nicole Kiser

I had a friend.

With eyes like diamonds and skin like leather,
I thought she was invincible…

I was wrong.

She spent over half her life trying to evade the demons that chased after her;
When she finally got tired of running, 
She turned to the monsters clawing at her ankle and…

Embraced them. 

She let the demons clamp their jaws around her limbs and tug on her joints,
Shattering her soul in a million different directions
Until all she wanted was the sweet relief of release…

And she tried everything.

Poetry shaded too dark for her young stature,
Artwork so tragically beautiful, others wept in its presence,
Music stained with more melancholy than melody.

And when her pain grew too wild to be expressed even there,
She turned to more visceral pleasures…

Tilting the world into an uneven blur,
Softening hard truths with tactile touches,
Making boundaries just to break them.

Then,
When it all failed,
The pills that deadened everything brushing even a piece of her soul.

I had a friend.

Whose eyes had so many facets,
She could only see herself in fractured shards.

Emma Jenevein

Bury me shallow, no deeper than the roots
of the dogwood tree that floods St. Clare’s Street
with lemonade blossoms each spring.

Sew me a shroud all the colors of the dusk
embroidered with begonia, sweet pea, and rust-
dyed camellias for warning, farewell, and luck.

Braid my hair with satin ribbons and switchgrass.
Hang that painted locket round my neck so that I’ll
never forget your tired eyes, your dimpled throat,

your too-high heels, and your rasp of a laugh. Lay
me down in a cherrywood box with velvet lining
and iron locks. Hide my fiddle ’neath the churchyard 
gate.

Wade out into the cottonmouth’s creek and
fetch me a skipping stone. Listen to the whispering
Moon and remember how the bullfrogs used to croon
 
On those nights when we slipped out the bedroom
window and down the gutter spout. Tell me a bedtime
story about the outlaw queen and her maiden fair.
Tell me you love me, you love me, you love me, my 
dear.

Bury me shallow

Broken Bonds Bury Me Shallow



Emma Jenevein

back in February
but we’ve been dragging
our feet      because the cinderblocks tied to our ankles
won’t pass through airport security

and the thought of you

           is just so tremendously
           so stupendously
           iron-board heavy 
           and oil-spill thick

it is           seeping into the walls
into the flesh
of my liver (she works too hard)
and my gallbladder 
who has been awarded employee of the month 
for her quota-wrecking record-breaking production of bile
until I am permeated
supersaturated
the markets of my organs have
flooded
and everybody owns a refrigerator
  Emma Jenevein

once upon a time      a girl
stood up in her highchair and shouted
at her mother to look at me!

and that memory

         as bacon grease
         from a wrung-out sponge

it oozes      out through my pores
glistening
it slicks my skin      and when I open a door
shake a hand
kiss a baby’s forehead
some residue remains
sticky as blackberry jam on a toddler’s cheeks in summertime

         I am become a Typhoid Mary
         a blighted vector
         a plague rat

you’ll miss me      when the microfibers are packing your lungs
I always dress in linen and I tailor my own clothes

Emma Jenevein

Are you still alive then? I’ve forgotten
who’s stuck around and
who’s feeding the worms
belowground these days.
Still too hot in Bywater.
I walked to the bookstore the other day.
My face near about melted off,
and the boy at the register kept
gnawing on his nails. Took
too long to get up the stairs, so
he offered me a hand. I found an
old copy of that Kinsey book we used
to love. The cover is a bit worn, but
there’s some gold left on the spine
and an embossed vine winding
round the title. 

Do you still see Lisbeth at the grocery sometimes?
She was the one who lent it to me
back then when the words
were still new and reading them
felt like an infraction, a mutiny
just waiting to happen. The flame of 
revolution burned fierce in my breast
every time I turned a page or wrote
a note in the margins. 
Even now, holding this book—
and it not even the book—I can feel
Sister Kathy’s red nails
digging into the skin under my collarbone
as she stomps out my cigarette and
drags me from the bathroom stall.
We were a guerrilla force in plaid uniform.

Does she still live in that house
with the mint-green shutters? I’m asking
because she won’t return my letters.
It’s been some time since we last
spoke, and I imagine I must
have the wrong address.
Our war games went too far
once, but I hope she won’t
hold that against me anymore.
It’s easy to keep a feud going
after you’ve lost the memory
of why it began. But you wouldn’t know
how those small slights fester under
the skin. You have ever been
the pacifier, the peacemaker. Please
send a picture of Ava and Isabel 
in your next letter.
I have always envied you 
your grandchildren.

Kate Mullany 
Told Us to 
Unionize

The 
Seamstress’s 

Daughter

To Shirley
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