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It’s not so much that it’s easy to tell the truth to each other. 
It’s more that we can’t lie to each other. When Connor called 
this morning and told me she was running late, I knew my sister 
meant we actually might not make our appointment. Usually if 
she’s late she says, “On my way,” which we both know means 
that I have time to get up, shower, brush my hair, apply a layer 
of cocoa butter to my brown skin, and cook my second favorite 
breakfast: toast, two poached eggs with no salt or pepper, and 
buttermilk pancakes with Aunt Jemima’s syrup. It’s the same as 
my favorite breakfast, but Pea, who died six months ago, made 
that one. She was diabetic and had hypertension, and so she 
never added salt to her eggs; nevertheless, she made a sweet 
exception for the Aunt Jemima’s—her favorite syrup and the only 
kind she’d buy. With her passing, so too went my favorite break-
fast. 

Because we can’t lie to each other, today, when Connor said, 
“Hey I’m late,” we both knew it meant later than “on my way” 
late. We both knew it also meant that we might miss this tattoo 
appointment she had set up three months ago. We both knew 
that I could take my time poaching these eggs, heating this syr-
up, and whipping up these buttery pancakes. 

Pea had taught me how to make poached eggs. She said it 
was a simple way to impress guests. She didn’t know that my 
apartment was too small to have guests. It wasn’t bad, given 
that it was Santa Barbara. But after four years of Pomona room-
mates, some messy and others just disgusting; and after three 
years living in Venezuela with six different roommates, some 
messy and others just disgusting, I needed my own space when 
I moved here to start my Sociology PhD at UC Santa Barbara. 
Unfortunately, “own space” in Santa Barbara meant three hun-
dred square feet for $1,800 a month in the Isla Vista apartment 
complex. “Own space” meant enough room for a twin bed, a 
standing shower, and a cocktail table that doubled as a shelf for 
my books. It meant a kitchen with granite countertops and just 
enough elbow room so that I could spin the boiling water and 
vinegar mixture with one hand and drop the egg into the pot 
with the other. Even wall space was limited—I barely had enough 
room to hang a portrait of Pea over the cocktail table. My apart-
ment resembled a hallway with awkward, stubby offshoots. Not 
much room for guests. Which I actually found pleasant.

I think about making an extra egg for Connor but decide 
against it. Connor hated Pea’s “nasty ass eggs,” so she’d likely 
have a similar distaste for mine. I take a saucepan out and put 

the syrup on low heat, so it won’t scorch. I place a piece of rye 
toast in the toaster. 

After our parents died four years ago, Pea was all we had left, 
so her death left Connor and I lost, but together. On the way 
home from Pea’s funeral in our hometown, Camarillo—which was 
the last time Connor and I were together before I left for Santa 
Barbara, and she moved to Denver—I asked Connor how she 
was feeling. Connor, who from learning homophones in the first 
grade had started addressing our grandma as “Pee” in her birth-
day and Mother’s Day cards, said, “It’s Pee. I feel fine.” We both 
knew that’s not what she meant. The same vigor with which she 
hated Pea’s “bland ass” cooking, she loved Pea’s support for her. 
For all her disdain for Pea’s straight-laced lifestyle, I think Connor 
secretly knew that, in part, she could only dye her hair blonde 
and wear crop tops above her belly button because of Pea. Pea 
had established herself in Camarillo as a successful entrepreneur 
in cosmetics; so by the time Connor came along with her too-
tight skirts and her too-loose tongue, her teachers, camp coun-
selors, and employers could just laugh it off. Of course, when she 
started her freshman year at Wellesley, her professors were less 
amused by her antics. Pea, a Wellesley grad herself, was over-
joyed that Connor matriculated there, and said that the school 
would shape Connor into a strong and proper woman. Pea was 
less thrilled when Connor came back from her first year with a 
nipple ring that was “mad temporary” and a tattoo on her rib-
cage that was not. 

I take a fork and test the egg white. It splits, and bleeds into 
the water. My phone lights up with a text from Connor that says, 
“I’m on my way.” I go over to the record player that Pea got me 
for my twentieth birthday and select Bach from my vinyl rack. I 
smile at Pea’s portrait hanging over my cocktail-table-bookshelf. 
Bach was her favorite. I gently place the record on top of the 
turntable and push the start button. The vinyl begins to spin. “Air 
From Suite No. 3 For Orchestra In D Major” echoes through my 
tiny apartment. I sway with the strings. The eggs, swirling in the 
pot, can boil a little longer.

Just as much as Wellesley shaped Pea into the woman she 
was to become, so too it shaped Connor. Both Pea and Con-
nor graduated with a self-assured sense of who they were—Pea 
a crowd-pleasing host, who knew all two hundred people who 
sent her Christmas, Easter, and Juneteenth cards—and Connor, 
a twenty-two-year-old guest of honor, entertaining no one but 
herself and those she held dear, which included me. 

Smiling at Needles
Lincoln Mitchell – Third Place Contest Winner
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I use my skimmer to take out the poached egg. The record 
player changes to “Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 In G Major.” 
The toaster dings with my rye toast. Connor texts me that she’s 
sorry—she’s not—and that she’s three minutes away—she’s 
twelve. I smile to myself, shaking my head, and gingerly lay the 
egg on top of the toast. Realizing I never mixed the pancake bat-
ter, which has to sit for fifteen minutes for the bubbles to settle, 
I turn off the syrup saucepan. Aunt Jemima will have to wait. I’ll 
make pancakes for Connor later—she loves sprinkling bananas 
and walnuts over them.

Connor insists she’s in no way like our grandmother, but we 
all know they’re similar. Our parents had always said that Pea 
and Connor are similar because they both so earnestly believe in 
their respective lifestyles and refuse to acknowledge the other’s. 
But that’s like saying they’re similar in that they’re so different. 
I’ve always thought that they have the same laugh. They both 
laugh like they’ve just heard the funniest joke of the evening at a 
dinner party. But while Connor always laughed at the joke, I think 
Pea laughed because that’s what people are supposed to do at 
dinner parties when funny jokes are told. 

I finish my breakfast and check the time. We’re ten minutes 
late, and with early-morning Saturday traffic we’ll be—I sigh and 
remind myself that spending time with Connor is what matters 
most. Besides, we have a day planned that is immune to tardi-
ness. Even if we miss this appointment, we are still going to my 
favorite food cart, El Pendejo, and picking up some arepas for 
a beach picnic. Fortunately, arepas rellenas and gentle ocean 
waves don’t have a time frame we have to fit into.

 I hear her horn outside of my apartment, so I unplug Bach 
and throw the dishes in the sink on my way out.

“You’re late,” I say.
“Oooooh, I see they taught you how to read a clock on your 

first day of class in your lil program,” she says, waving me into 
her car. “Let’s go; you’re making me late,” she says. 

I consider being mad at her for picking me up late, but then 
again, neither of us can really stay mad at each other for long. 
Instead I say, “I haven’t started class yet. Also—that’s all you can 
say after six months?”

“Um, let me think,” she says, allowing her pupils to roll up-
ward to her eyelid, “Yeah, sorry, all I came up with.” I laugh. 
“Anyway, you ready for this tattoo?” she asks.

I try to still my breath. “Yes,” I say, which we both know isn’t 
true. 

I turn the music down because the bass’s vibrations are hurt-
ing my neck. Connor had the 1997 Nissan outfitted with 700 
watt subwoofers two summers ago to “make that shit go bang,” 
and right now, 50 Cent’s “Lollipop” was doing just that, rattling 
the floorboards and making the headrest “go bang” against the 
nape of my neck. I would move the headrest up, but it’s broken 
and jammed. I twist the music dial a little bit more to the left. 

“Nigga.”
“Mhm?”
“Why you keep playin’ with my music? You ain’t no DJ.”
“It’s just a little bit loud,” I say, drawing out my “i”s so it 

sounds like the “ea” in pleading. She scoffs. It’s funny. I’m older, 
but I often forget it. In fact, a lot of people wouldn’t guess it. I 
think it’s because she just has an air of confidence that draws 
people to her. My first week of college, I took her to a Pomona 
dorm room party. I was a bit nervous about bringing a sixteen-

year-old to a college function, but I promised Pea, my parents, 
and myself that I’d look out for her. When we arrived, the room 
smelled like cheap vodka, sweat, and a bunch of eighteen-year-
olds trying too hard to be the person people would whisper 
about on Monday. I tapped her on the shoulder and reminded 
her to stick with me. The music was loud, and the walls were vi-
brating, but she opened her mouth in a laughing shape, so I can 
only assume that she was amused by my reminder. Sure enough, 
I turned to introduce her to my week-one best friend only to find 
she had already disappeared. She soon resurfaced, rum drink 
in hand, dancing in the crowd that was clapping to the tempo 
of her hips. My week-one best friend wacked my shoulder and 
asked if that was my older sister. “Younger,” I said. “She’s dope,” 
he said. “Yeah,” I said.

“Bro, how are we bout to get tattoos and not bang this shit?” 
she says as she rolls down the window. She turns the dial to the 
right. She throws a glance at me to once again remind me that 
I’m not a DJ. I wind down my window to prevent the throbbing 
noise that happens when you only have one window open in a 
Nissan driving twelve miles over the speed limit on the way to 
get your sister’s name tattooed on your left butt cheek. 

“Hey,” she says, tone a bit graver.
“Yes,” I say.
“How have you been? Like with Pee and all?” She winds up 

her window and turns the dial all the way to the left.
“I’m alright.”
The wind throbs against my window.
“You don’t have to lie,” she says, and then adds, “dang, bro, 

wind up your window, I can’t hear shit.” The window squeaks as 
I wind it up. “Anyway, I know you sensitive, and you were close 
to her and shit.”

 “Yeah,” I say, breathing a pause. “Anyway, what about you?”
“I’m aight. I miss her too, I mean you know me and her didn’t 

always see stuff the same way, but Pee, you know, that was my 
nigga.” I laugh. “Well,” she continues, “if you ever wanna talk 
about it…”

“Yeah, I know,” I say, cutting her off. “Hey,” I say, to which 
she nonchalantly grunts to let me know she’s listening. “It’s nice 
seeing you. Thanks for making the trip.”

“Bro,” she says as she twists the music dial to the right, 
“course I made the trip. You know I’ve been wanting us to get 
this tattoo for the longest minute. Besides, it’ll be a nice send off 
before you really start the whole school grind.”

The thought of school, and what it brings, rattles my nerves. 
I turn and look at Connor whose afro continues to bob to the 
beat. It’s great being with her again—before I enter the graduate 
student soirees, the cocktail parties, the colleagues’ open hous-
es where I have to smile, wave, and mingle with professors who 
hope you will impress them. The floorboards vibrate with each 
beat of the subwoofer. The headrest might just come unjammed.

“Don’t this shit bang?” Connor shouts over “In Da Club” as 
we turn off the highway and onto the service road to the tattoo 
parlor. I laugh and rotate my head in sync with hers.

It does.

When we walk inside the parlor, I feel as if my skin shrinks. 
Connor had pushed me for about a year to get this tattoo. She 
wanted a way to commemorate our relationship. So last year I 
told her on her birthday that she could pick the spot as long as 
I could pick the design. I said that I’d get her name tattooed on 
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me and she could get mine. I liked the idea of having her name 
tattooed because, well, it’s Connor. And she chose our butts, 
because, well, it’s Connor. I was saving for graduate school so 
I thought the promise would be an easy and cheap present—
which, at the time, held true. Now, as I enter the parlor, greeted 
by a jeering chorus of needles, I realize that it was going to cost 
me approximately two hundred dollars, some suppressed tears, 
and some pain in my left butt cheek. 

“Hey,” I say, cautious not to seem cautious.
“What?” Connor says, eyes stretching to let me know that 

she sees me, cautious.
“I’m going to use the restroom.” I turn so that I can just miss 

Connor’s smirk. When I enter the empty bathroom, I watch my-
self in the mirror as I approach the sink. I try and steady myself—
but I feel like the walls of the bathroom are compressing with 
each step I take. When I get to the sink it has a crack at the base 
of the faucet so when I turn on the water it leaks onto the floor. 
Connor sure knew which establishment to pick.

***
My alone time is short lived. When the door swings open 

behind me, a whirring needle beckons my name. I let the luke-
warm water run over my shivering fingers and resist the urge to 
see who walked in through the door. Made of dented tin, when 
the door shuts, it shakes. Sandals click against the heels of my 
bathroom friend as he makes his way to the urinal. Gradually, the 
clicking stops. A steady stream, simple, but rushed, replaces the 
periodic sandal clicks. Between the rattling tin, and my compan-
ion’s pee, I can’t hear the needle calling me back into the parlor. 
I turn up the water temperature and pressure. Feeling the warm 
water race the blood in my veins from my wrist to my fingertips, 
I stretch my fingers outward, pushing the center of my palm to-
ward the drain, admiring my black skin. Peacefully, the hairs on 
the back of my hand lay down under the water’s flow. I envy 
them. I wonder if Connor knows I’m hiding right now. She prob-
ably does. She knows I’m anxious. I feel anxious not because 
I don’t want the tattoo; rather, I feel anxious because I do. A 
marker of Connor and her radiant confidence, forever inscribed 
on my skin sounds appealing—granted, I could’ve done without 
the butt placement, but nevertheless, I’m excited for the tattoo. 
I’m just anxious about the needle.

 “You’re nervous, aren’t you?” my companion says to me, 
approaching the adjacent sink. 

I smile politely neither confirming nor denying.
He gives me a pat on the back that hits a little too hard and I 

stumble forward. He grabs the bathroom door and yanks it open. 
I catch it with my foot and step into the dimly lit parlor, greeted 
by darkness and a chorus of needles that seem to never tire of 
singing their desire to set my skin ablaze. The parlor is set up 
with one walkway between the front desk, the exit, and the bath-
room. Studio cubicles line each side of the hallway. Inside each 
cubicle is a cushioned chair, a hunched tattoo artist, and a client, 
ready for permanency. They’re packed today. I join Connor in the 
third cubicle on the left.

“Y’all related?” the artist asks as I walk in, his white hands 
twisting the contact screw on the coil machine. He’s a skinny guy. 

“Yeah, she’s my sister,” I respond, nodding in her direction. 
My sister looks up from her phone. Noticing my return from my 
fifteen-minute bathroom regrouping session, she shakes her 
head and kisses her teeth. 

The artist’s arms are a technicolored masterpiece of dragons, 

tigers, and Mandarin characters. I ask him what the characters 
mean. He says one means “love” and the other means “peace,” 
but he can’t remember which. His hair is blonde, but I can only 
tell so by his roots, otherwise each strand is as colorful as his 
arms and the ink sitting on his workman’s table. His blue eyes 
dart between Connor and me. 

“Who’s older?” he asks.
“I am.” I say, accustomed to that question and the usual next 

response about how we look alike.
“Man, I tell you what. Y’all look like twins. You sure you old-

er?” he asks. He clicks a tube of black ink into the machine’s 
clamp. His pupil lights up as he holds the needle’s tip to his eye, 
activating its whir. He smiles at his toy.

“Yeah,” I say. 
The man, chuckling and spinning his needle, gestures at me, 

“So I guess you’re first then?” The needle is steady in his hand. 
“So,” he says, flicking his head at me, “you’re getting Connor, 
tattooed in…” he says, trailing off.

“Brush Script MT,” I say, helping him out, but also trying to 
look like the older sibling. 

“Annd on your butt?”
“Right on dat ass,” my sister says, smirking. 
He nods.
As I feign a confident step toward the cushioned bench and 

pull down my pants and lay down on my stomach, I tell myself 
that this is what I want—for Connor, and for me. I bury my face 
into the pillow at the head of the bench, and feel the needle, 
filled with a venomous black ink, begin singeing “Connor” into 
my left buttocks. Goosebumps race down my spine, leaving a 
painful chill in their wake. I gasp for air, but I can’t breathe out 
the pain, and so I wince as veins pulse through my neck. My skin 
cringes against the needle’s bite.

If my tattoo felt that it lasted longer than an opera, Con-
nor’s lasts about half an intermission. Somehow though, it is 
long enough for our colorful artist to disgust her. When did she 
graduate Wellesley? He asks. Last year. Oh really, what has she 
been up to? She plans weddings and collects paintings. Where 
does she live? Denver. Is she married? No—Connor grunts at 
the artist, her voice muffled by the pillow. “Hey, I’m just asking,” 
he says, defensively holding up his right hand. How old is she? 
Twenty-four. He blows out his cheeks like a sigh of joy released 
when a full plate is put before him in a restaurant. He takes a 
bite. What’s a cute Black girl like her not doing married? Does 
she know that he loves Black women? She doesn’t know why 
she’s not married and doesn’t particularly care; she also doesn’t 
know that he loves Black women and doesn’t particularly care. 
He squints and smiles, running his tongue between his lips, tast-
ing his imagination. Does she know she can call him anytime she 
wants?

“Shut the fuck up,” Connor says, turning her face away from 
the pillow to ensure that her words and their accompanying glare 
find their mark on the tattoo artist. The artist, shocked by both 
her words and her movements, pulls his needle into the air—a 
safe distance from her butt. 

“Woah missy, sit still.” He nods in my direction, begging me 
to admonish her as well. He wipes wisps of colorful hair from his 
eyes. He clears his throat, gathering himself. The needle shakes 
in his hand. 

“Please,” I say quietly, feeling guilty as I oblige him, “sit still, 

Connor.” I let the “r” trail off into my shame. I blink. I wait for a 
response. 

Connor doesn’t reply—which hurts more than if she had told 
me to stop being a pushover like I always am, to stop giving into 
white people like I always do, or to stop acting like this artist with 
“love” written on his arms in a language he didn’t speak wasn’t a 
brute. Her silence stings more than the needle. Eyes darting be-
tween me and Connor, the tattoo artist leans forward to resume 
his work. He clears his throat as if to say something, but falters. 
The coil machine buzzes against the silence of the room. 

 “You can get up now,” he says, leaning back in his chair as 
the needle’s whir slows. He breathes a sigh of relief. He asks 
if either of us would like a mirror to see if we liked the tattoo. 
Connor says no. He tells us to treat the tattoo with Bacitracin 
three times a day for five days, and moisturize for two months. I 
say okay. I ask him if we pay him directly or if we pay at the front 
desk. He tells us to pay up front. Connor stands up, zips up her 
pants, and leaves. 

We pick up some arepas from El Pendejo and drive over to 
Goleta Beach for a picnic. The entire ride to the beach, Connor 
refuses to speak to me. Even when I turn the radio dial all the way 
to the left, she doesn’t say anything. I decide that she will prob-
ably talk when we arrive at the beach—we usually can’t stay mad 
at each other for long. But when we get to the beach, Connor 
remains silent. The seagulls are crying against the scorching sun 
bearing on their backs. I suggest to Connor that we should prob-
ably sit on the wet sand because the dry sand looks hot, and my 
butt still stings from the tattoo. I take her silence as agreement. 
Before sitting down, we walk across the street to the local con-
venience store. We pick up some ice, some ginger beer, some 
sweet plantain chips, and some SPF 100 sunblock and head to 
where the wet sand is still a dark brown hue. 

Connor is still quiet, and so I entertain myself with the wet 
sand. It keeps escaping my palm. It’s particularly frustrating be-
cause it’s not like dry sand, which you pick up and watch leave, 
never expecting it to stay. That feels like a massage. This is frus-
trating because the clumps of seashells and dark brown sand 
grains are supposed to stick together in my palm. But they won’t. 
And picking up more clumps doesn’t make them stick any better. 
They keep slipping.

“Hey,” I say, not expecting a response, but hoping at least to 
catch Connor’s eye.

“What,” Connor says, her voice flat and barely audible over 
the smooth waves crashing against the shore.

“I’m—” I begin, looking down at the sand, “I’m sorry.”
Connor has her left hand submerged under the sand. The 

sand shifts around her wrist as she wiggles her fingers beneath 
the surface. With her right hand she raises her arepa to her 
mouth, biting pieces big enough to most certainly take some of 
its paper wrapping with each chomp. She chews slowly, search-
ing my pupils for sincerity. 

“I shouldn’t have said what I said,” I continue, “I just got ner-
vous because he had the needle, and I didn’t want him to mess 
up or intentionally—”

“Someone’s always going to have a needle,” she says, taking 
a break from her lunch.

“Huh?”
“Nigga, someone will always have something over you. 

There’s always going to be a reason to, what was it you said?” 
Connor asks, or rather demands, given that we both know the 
answer.

“Sit still,” I murmur. Connor and I don’t lock eyes but instead 
watch the water in front of us inch closer. “I’m sorry,” I cast out 
in front of us into the tide. The frothy water pulls back, and then 
gently pushes toward us, touching our toes. Gulls and minutes 
fly over us. After the sixth gull, I feel Connor’s body release next 
to mine. I feel her nod in acceptance. Connor resumes taking 
eager bites of her arepa. I resume playing in the sand. 

I know Connor is right, but it’s difficult to break the habit—es-
pecially because the habit has carried me to where I am today. 
When my parents passed, Pea was my sole source of guidance. 
She taught me it was, “Yes, ma’am,” not “yeah.” She taught 
me that my handshake would tell its recipient everything they’d 
need to know about my upbringing. She taught me how to smile 
and laugh politely. She taught me to keep my hair short. She 
taught me, most of all, that I could not act the same way in ev-
ery place. I learned this first as a child, at weekly bingo with her 
coworkers, when I laughed a little too loud and earned a bop on 
the lips. I learned it again as a teenager, at her monthly tea party 
with the church ladies, when she pinched me for not smiling and 
nodding enough at the women’s remarks about my cleanliness. 
Pea never had to explicitly say it was because the church ladies 
and her coworkers were white—I knew. While I was grateful for 
this lesson—in fact, it was likely the only way I could navigate my 
way through Pomona and into Santa Barbara’s PhD program—I 
couldn’t help but feel like a piece of me was slipping away in the 
process.

“You need to quit playin’ in the sand buildin castles and shih 
like a lil boy and eat yo lunch before the water takes it.” Connor 
drops more endings and consonants than usual with her mouth 
full of arepa, pollo asado, and guacamole. I smile. She has a 
point though. The tide was edging up closer to our evening pic-
nic and threatening to take my arepa rellena, which so far was 
just missing one small bite. Connor grunts, snorts, takes another 
bite—dangerously close to the paper—and swallows.

“You know you really shouldn’t eat…” I begin.
“Bro, I’m grown, you really gon tell me how to eat?” she re-

torts. I shake my head, laughing to myself. 
Throwing a piece of her arepa into the water for the gulls, she 

asks, “When do you start again?” I tell her at the end of summer. 
“You hype?” I tell her I’m nervous and just kind of waiting on 
classes to start. The tide comes up closer now such that I have 
to hold my arepa in my hand so that the ocean doesn’t whisk it 
away. The cool saltwater feels soothing on my butt that still burns 
from the tattoo needle.

“Yeah,” I say, allowing my voice to trail, “I’m just worried that 
this is it.” Connor’s ferocious chewing slows. “What you mean?” 
she asks.

I tell her that I’ll be twenty-six on my first day at UC Santa Bar-
bara, and I’d be thirty-three on my last day. I tell her that I’m try-
ing to be married by thirty-two and want kids by thirty-four and 
that I want to be fully dedicated to the three of them and I’ll be 
sixty-five before the last one leaves the house, and then I’ll look 
up and think—I didn’t finish this thought but let my mind ebb 
and flow with the Pacific. I throw a piece of arepa at the gulls. I 
watch them flock, chasing the crumb against the tide. I smile but 
my eyes are heavy, trapped in the years to come. “I feel like I’m 
on this path I’ve set before me, but somehow I’m not in control.”
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“Shit, nigga!” 
“What?”
Connor yanks her left hand out the sand and pulls out a piece 

of paper from her mouth. 
“Damn near swallowed this paper,” she says, throwing the 

paper into the water. She glares at the paper as the tide takes 
it away. I chuckle. “Anyway,” she continues, “you need to relax. 
You’re just now starting school. Everything will be fine.”

I grab another handful of sand. I spread my fingers so that 
clumps fall between the cracks until all that remains is the mud-
died sand sitting on my fingers. Then this leaves too.

“You know how, how Pea taught us to act carefully around—”
“White people.” Connor says, not guessing the end of my 

sentence as much as stating a fact.
“Yeah. I know it’s in part why I am where I am today, but I’m 

worried that I’m only good at acting.”
“Like that shit you pulled in the tattoo parlor?”
“Yeah. And in class when I’m afraid to challenge certain, you 

know, classic authors. Or, in casual conversations when I’m afraid 
to call something racist. Or at—”

“Look,” Connor says, swallowing her last bite of arepa, ball-
ing up its wrapping and tossing it in the El Pendejo sack that 
doubled as a trash bag. “You acting all fatalistic and shit—you 
are twenty-five. You need to relax.”

“It’s more than that,” I say, unsure of what “more” actually 
looks like. “It’s just so easy for you. You step into the room. You 
captivate everyone. You say what you want. I just—I just,” I stam-
mer, grappling with expressing my desires for a wholeness that 
I cannot even imagine, “I just wish I could do that. Like you.” I 
guess that’s what more is.

“Fine. Then change,” she says firmly. “You’re about to enter 
a new chapter of your life in grad school. Look, I know you love 
Pee. I love Pee, too. But she wasn’t right about everything.”

I nod, reflecting on her words. The sun’s setting rays bounce 
off the ocean, glistening in my eyes. I shove my hands into the 
sand. Connor stares at me intensely, blinks, and then shakes her 
head like a babysitter who’s tired of the baby spilling applesauce 
on his lap. She smiles. I try and hide it, but it’s Connor, so I smile. 
I lift my hands out of the sand and watch the elusive clumps slip 
between my fingers, slide off my fingertips, and plop off my palm 
into the tide.

That summer went by slowly. I would like to say it was be-
cause I was eager for grad school—this new chapter. Or because 
I turned twenty-six. Or because I started seeing this woman with 
beach blonde hair whose mediocre jokes made me laugh polite-
ly. Or because I stopped seeing this woman with beach blonde 
hair whose mediocre jokes didn’t warrant my polite laughter. Or 
because I made poached eggs and buttermilk pancakes with 
Aunt Jemima’s syrup for breakfast every morning and tired of 
the repetition. Or because I spent countless days sitting on the 
beach, spreading SPF 100 sunscreen over my body, mindlessly 
playing in the sand. But in truth, it was just because the days 
were long, and the nights were short, so I didn’t sleep much.

After school starts in August, Connor calls me to tell me she 
is visiting in November.

“How’s school?” she asks.
“It’s fun,” I say, which we both laugh at because we know 

that’s not the truth. “It’s alright,” I say, which is more accurate.
“What’s your cohort like?”

“They’re cool, there are like fifteen or sixteen kids.”
“Any Black?”
“I’m the only one, but there’s this Korean-American student 

and this student from Venezuela.”
“You made any friends?” Connor asks. I know what she 

means—she means actual friends, not friends I placate with my 
laughter, handshakes, and polite smiles. 

“Yeah,” I say, surprised at my voice. It sounds confident, but 
not in a way that’s forced or performed; it sounded, actually, con-
fident. “I have. Like you said, it’s a new chapter.” It’s true. In late 
August, I arrived on campus with her cursive name written into 
my skin, and her firm words written into my mind. I skipped a few 
haircuts to let my hair grow. I stopped obsessively shaking hands 
with people. I ensured that there was no limit to my laughter’s 
decibel or my smile’s width.

“Cool. I’m happy for you,” she says, in a plain voice—though 
I imagine she smiles on the end of the telephone line. “Anyway, 
I’m coming in a couple months to visit yo ass,” Connor says, 
which we know is a lie. 

“Why’re you actually coming?” I ask. 
“Work trip. The eighteenth. I think it’s a Thursday.”
“Oh, well if you have a moment, that Friday you can come to 

a little housewarming party I’m having.”
“Nigga, you hate guests,” Connor scoffs. “Besides, you ain’t 

got a house to warm. You got a hallway. No, you got a closet. 
No, you got a cabinet. Actually wait, you got a—”

“Connor, I get it. Yeah, my house—”
“Apartment.” 
“My apartment,” I continue, my voice feigning irritation, 

“isn’t big. And of course, I know I hate guests—you don’t have 
to remind me what I like. It’s just some professors and some of 
my cohort who I want to get to know better. And maybe you. It’s 
not a big party or anything.”

Connor grunts to convey her suspicion. She sighs. “Yeah, I’ll 
be there. What’s the attire?” I tell her everyone will be in casu-
al—jeans and a nice shirt at most. We chat a bit more about her 
work, my school, and California. I ask her how her tattoo is. She 
asks me about mine. Neither of us kept up with our Bacitracin 
treatment. Mine’s the only one that scabbed, though, so she’s 
the lucky one.

It’s windy outside of my party. I’m thinking a lot to myself. 
People are happy. Bach’s playing. I’m serving coconut-almond 
cake and white wine. But I’m not thinking about the people here. 
Or what they’re drinking. Or the wind. I’m mostly thinking about 
where Connor is. She stayed in her hotel last night and said that 
she’d come by today around 7:00 pm to meet my classmates. 
She said she couldn’t stay long because one of her Wellesley 
classmates was having an event over at Wildcats on Ortega. But 
it was 7:30 and she was late, again.

“I love this music selection you’ve put together!”
It’s Jack. He graduated from Williams last year, and today, 

is one of the first days I’m seeing him without his usual attire—
creased khakis, a blue blazer, and a knit skinny tie. A great-grand-
child of German immigrants, he had confessed his love of Bach 
to me on the third day of class.

“Thanks, it was my grandmother’s favorite.”
He tips his wine glass toward me in her memory. “Well, she 

had good taste,” he says. I know Pea would’ve smiled at his 
compliment.
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“Good turnout, by the way!” Jack says. More had shown up 
than I anticipated. Around six of my colleagues and three of my 
professors mill around my cocktail table and sit in my bedroom. I 
normally wouldn’t open up my personal bedroom space, but af-
ter the eighth person came, I figured I’d have to make everyone 
comfortable. 

“Thanks, Jack,” I say. I smile. “Komm Du Susse Todesstunde” 
begins playing. I hear an aggressive banging on the door.

“Who’s that?” Jack asks, shriveling his nose at the new guest’s 
brazen greeting, “They didn’t ring the doorbell or anything.”

I excitedly excuse myself to go and let Connor in.
Connor walks in bringing a gust of cold air with her. The 

breeze bounces off Connor’s red cocktail dress, and shoots 
straight through my hallway of an apartment, chilling the room. 
My professors and colleagues turn their head to see where the 
breeze came from. 

“Aye, what’s up,” Connor says. A neck sticks out to see who it 
is. Rolling my eyes in playful irritation, I reach for her bag, which 
she jerks back from me. I flick my head, motioning Connor to 
follow me to the kitchen.

“Why are you so late?” I ask when we step away from the 
crowd. “And what’s with the red dress?”

“Okay one, this dress is sexy. Two, you gonna get in your 
feelings or be grateful I showed up at your wack ass party when 
I have to be at Wildcats in an hour?” Using her shoulder and 
some momentum she heaves her bag onto the kitchen counter. 
It clinks when it lands on top of the granite. Before I can raise 
my eyebrows, she pulls out a handle of rum. “Also,” she says, 
reaching into my cabinet and grabbing one of my wine glasses, 
“there was traffic.” She pours the brown liquor about halfway to 
the brim. She takes a sip, closes her eyes in faux bliss, and purses 
her lips.

I laugh at her absurdity. “You’re drinking it like it’s juice, Con-
nor,” I say pulling the handle away from her.

“Nigga, relax. I’m sippin on it. Besides,” she says swooping 
her right hand around the kitchen gesturing toward the white 
people crowded in my apartment eating coconut-almond cake 
and sipping wine, “it’s a bit stuffy in here, isn’t it?” I smile. “Also, 
bro, what’s going on with your hair?” She winces as she swallows 
the rum.

“New chapter. Remember?” I say, running my left hand 
through my mini-fro and grabbing a tumbler with my right. I pour 
a splash of rum. I clink my glass with hers.

“Hello!” a voice calls from the threshold of the door. “So, 
who is this new guest?” The end of her sentence hits a crescen-
do. I curve my neck around Connor and see Janice, or rather, 
Professor Christianson, as she insisted we call her, walking from 
the doorway into the kitchen. She wears a purple bowtie around 
her neck that contrasts her pale skin. Her brown hair curls around 
her narrow shoulders. She still has on her cropped slate blazer. 
She enters with her palms open, eyes beaming. I down my dreg 
of rum quickly, embarrassed. Jack and three of our classmates 
walk in behind her. 

“Hello, Professor Christianson, this is my little sister, Connor.”
She raises her eyebrows. “Younger?” she asks, surprised.
“Younger,” I say, unsurprised at her surprise.
“Pleasure to meet you,” she says.
Mid-sip, Connor tips her tumbler in Professor Christianson’s 

direction to greet her.
“And Connor, these are some of my colleagues,” I say, ges-

turing behind Professor Christianson.
“Nice to meet you all,” Connor says, swallowing and grimac-

ing as the rum rolls down her throat. 
My professor, captivated by Connor, asks her about her work, 

how she likes Denver, and how her trip to Santa Barbara has been 
thus far. Jack, less interested in Connor, chats with me about my 
studies and how I’m liking our course together, Social Policy and 
Culture, which we have with Professor Christianson. I tell him I’m 
enjoying it, but I feel like some narratives are missing. He says, 
“Like what?” Connor catches Jack’s question and my eye. 

“I just, you know, feel like we focus a lot on Marx, without 
really analyzing how his work can overlook race.” 

I feel Connor’s smile.
“What was that?” Professor Christianson interjects, catching 

the last of bit of my critique.
“Oh, we were just talking about your course Professor,” I say 

innocently.
“What about it?” Professor Christianson murmurs into the 

brim of her white wine glass as she lifts it to her lips.
I hesitate for a second. It’s short. But it’s long enough for my 

doubts to creep in. It’s long enough for my fear of what I’m actu-
ally thinking to creep in. It’s long enough to for Jack to say, “We 
were just talking about—”

“What we have learned so far,” I say, finishing Jack’s sen-
tence. Connor avoids my eye contact. 

Our professor smiles clearly pleased that her classroom dis-
course has made it into the cramped spaces of the Isla Vista 
apartment complex. “Yes,” she says, taking a long drag of white 
wine. “Next week we’ll be focused on the intersection of capital-
ism and political propaganda, ranging from Pear’s Soap to Pop 
Chips, to Aunt Jemima’s Pancake Syrup, which, I might add, is 
the only modern-day representation of the docile Black mam-
my-slave caricature.” She smiles with her eyes to congratulate 
herself.

“We’re looking forward to it,” chimes the chorus of students 
standing behind her. I nod.

Professor Christianson chuckles. “I actually hate to admit it, 
but I was raised on that syrup when I was little. It’s hard for me to 
let it go. I still douse my buttermilk pancakes in it!” The students 
chuckle. I hear myself join in their laughter.

“My grandmother, Pea, she loved that syrup too,” I offer, 
shivering at my guilt.

“Now!” my professor exclaims, “Is that whose picture is over 
your cocktail table?” 

“Yes, Professor, it is.”
“I’ll tell you what, when I first set my cake down on that table, 

I saw that picture and I was like, ‘Man she looks just like my favor-
ite syrup!’” The chorus of students chuckle behind her.

My skin cringes against the bite of my professor’s words. I 
feel Connor wince. I cannot exhale. Pea, our grandmother, com-
pared to a helpless mammy. I want to speak up. I want to say that 
she looks nothing like Jemima, and that even when she would 
serve the syrup to us, she always warned us about both its sugar 
and image content. I want to stop handshaking, nodding, “yes 
ma’aming,” and acting—but Pea’s bop, her pinch, and her scorn 
echo in my head like Bach. I cannot escape them, even when it’s 
Pea’s own memory at stake.

I feel my lips curl upwards into a smile. I hear a chuckle es-
cape them. It escapes because that’s what chuckles do at house 
parties when a funny joke is told, even if the joke isn’t funny.

Connor throws her glass in the sink, chipping its brim. Leav-
ing her bag, she pushes past my colleagues at the kitchen door, 
and storms outside. She moved so quickly that her absence is 
only felt when the breeze creeps in after her departure. I politely 
excuse myself and follow her outside.

“Connor!” I yell against the wind. 
“What!” she snaps, “How are you different? First me with 

the artist, and now Pee with your,” she pauses and mimics the 
tightening of a bowtie before spitting, “Professor. She called Pee 
a mammy. A fuckin mammy.”

“I’m, I’m sorry,” I stammer back. “I’ve been doing this my 
whole life. As much as I try, as much as I want to, I can’t just 
break…” The wind carries away my voice.

“Let me tell you something,” Connor says, stepping closer to 
beat the wind and ensure her words hit their mark. “It has noth-
ing to do with how long your hair is. Or how many philosophers 
you can bring up in class. Or whether you can stomach a tattoo. 
It has nothing to do with your ability to smile at your colleagues 
when they say some racist shit or laugh when they tell a wack 
joke.” 

She pauses. I wait while the wind howls. 
She continues, “It has to do with how much you care about 

the needle over you. And let me tell you, someone, someone will 
always have a needle.”

“Connor!” I say, shouting in protest against her and the 
wind’s threat to drown out my words. “You don’t know what’s at 
stake! That’s my professor…” My voice fades into the prospec-
tive horror.

Connor, squinting against the wind, stares into my eyes.
“No,” she says, pointing her words, almost spitting them, 

“You don’t know what’s at stake. But you’ll see. You’ll see when 
you’re sixty-five-years-old, travelling on a path you set, walking 
with feet you can’t control.”

I open my mouth. I find out I have nothing to say. I close my 
mouth and drop my head.

 “I’m late for Wildcats,” Connor says, not bothering to look 
at any time piece.

“There’s still a half hour left of the party. Can’t you stay?” I 
find some words to cling to.

“There’s traffic. And I have to call a cab.”
I open my mouth, but she cuts me off, “No. I don’t want to 

wait inside.”
I nod, hoping that she won’t stay mad for long, but knowing 

that this time she will.
Her red dress turns and walks away. As her afro, unfazed by 

the wind, descends the stairs, goosebumps race down my spine. 
***
The rest of the party lasts for about thirty uneasy minutes and 

forty-six seconds. When I come back inside, Jack and Profes-
sor Christianson ask me why Connor left so abruptly. I tell them 
she had a friend’s party to get to. They raise their eyebrows. I’m 
aware that this explanation is inadequate for them. But I’m too 
tired to offer another one. I’m tired because for the remaining 
thirty minutes, I’m thinking to myself. I’m thinking about wheth-
er Connor is right. I’m thinking whether my efforts to be more 
like Connor are insufficient so long as I still care about what my 
professors and colleagues will think—so long as I still care about 
the needle hanging over my skin. When I offer Professor Chris-
tianson this inadequate response, she asks if Connor is okay. But 
I think she’s not asking about Connor’s wellbeing as much as tell-

ing me something is wrong with her. 
“Yeah. She’s okay,” I say. I hope she is okay. I wish I could say 

I knew, but I don’t know. And I’ve always known how she felt. 
That’s what makes my skin shrink. It’s what makes me uneasy. It’s 
what makes me feel as if my hallway of an apartment somehow 
found room to split down the middle and I’m doing my very best 
not to slip into the divide.

“Well thank you so much for, you know, opening your house 
and welcoming us all,” Professor Christianson says, changing the 
subject. “You’ve been just so, accommodating.”

Connor would balk at this compliment. But I’m not Connor, 
so I say thank you and smile. Part of me smiles to cover up the 
fact that goosebumps still line my spine although the wind no 
longer wails around me. Part of me smiles because I think that 
Professor Christianson likes me, which will help me in the pro-
gram. Part of me smiles because I think Connor is wrong. 

“I’m looking forward to seeing you in class on Monday,” she 
says, shaking my hand. I tell her that I, too, am looking forward 
to it.

After these thirty minutes and forty-six seconds shrink out, 
my guests too, make their way to the door. On their way out, 
they shake my hand and tell me how great of a time they had 
at my party. I thank them for coming and wish them a safe trip 
home. When the guests are gone, and my house is empty and 
pleasant, and the wind has rested for the evening, I sit at my 
cocktail table. Right under Pea’s portrait. I wonder if Connor is 
having a good time at Wildcats. I hope she is. I pour myself some 
of the rum Connor left in the kitchen into a wine glass. I sip it 
slowly and silently as the four voices of Bach’s “Little Fugue in G 
Minor” echo through my apartment. I wince as the record needle 
scratches behind me. 

Lincoln Mitchell moved to Philadelphia in 2019 to begin his career 
as an attorney at the Public Defender Association of Philadelphia. He 
originally is from Oklahoma and is the son of a Jamaican immigrant and a 
Black American. He has a younger sister/best friend, Logan, who recently 
gave birth to his cherished niece, Zaria. In 2021, he too became a parent 
to his adored toy poodle, Lacienega Poodlevardes, whom he fondly calls 
Lala or Miss Mommas. In his spare time he enjoys developing specialty 
lattes, exploring cultures through their cuisines, and going to the gym 
to listen to UK rap while texting his homeboys. He strongly believes that 
prisons should be abolished, everyone deserves grace and forgiveness, 
and that proof of God’s presence on earth is in mangoes and a bent-over 
laughing fit.

Stay tuned to
PhiladelphiaStories.org

for the 2023 event
schedule!
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The city is alive with boom bap.
Utterly defibrillated with a bass 
even alley cats can’t ignore.

Car alarms set off several blocks away.
A welcoming of a foot pedal growing louder.
The clout is in the approach.

When this sound tornadoes down
every block, cutting around buildings
entering through a perchance open door

and slipping out the back window 
like a secret lover hearing the 
beep of a spouse's car in the lot

it vibrates to the beat 
in our chests, a palindrome’d 
thump-tha-thump, thump-tha-thump.

Where questions like, “Why did
the poet cross the road?” and side door 
sound systems respond, girls dem sugar.

A childhood crush soon after singing 
if I can be your girl is the wish 
but game is weakly spit

when the Escalade approaches
beating down what’s left 
of ambient noise.

*italicized lines are borrowed from the 1999 dance hall hit,  
“Girls Dem Sugar” by Beenie Man featuring Mya

Summer in Key of Civic
Poem by Dimitri Reyes

Dimitri Reyes is a poet and YouTuber from Newark, New Jersey. His book, Every First and Fifteenth (2021) is the winner of the Digging Press 2020 Chapbook 
Award and his poetry journal, Shadow Work for Poets, is now available on Amazon. His forthcoming book, Papi Pichón, will be published in 2023 by Get 
Fresh Books. Learn more about Dimitri at dimitrireyespoet.com

Just off Valley Forge Trail, a casino rises. Weather resistant and waterproof. Abundance and 
opulence atop acres of historical plots. Promiscuous promises of prizes and dry spaces. I 
enter—seeking refuge from a cold rain. My pockets are heavy of coin and hopes for change. 
The allure of games of chance and, perhaps, artificial sweeteners enhance the experience. All 
patrons are dutifully checked. ID please, the guard says. While his senses appear dulled, mine 
fully engage. I consume the ambience. Soldiers in all corners. Clocks remain on a perpetual 
pause. Landlines disconnect. Cunningness on LED-lit displays. Cells turn off. Slots ping on. 
Souls in rubber soles shuffle. Like Washington, a Sheraton once called this lot home. As I 
wander the carpeted floors (Berber with patterns of rectangular firs), I think of bar and bat 
mitzvahs of decades past. Post sanctuary parties housed in suburban hotels turned arcades. 
Pre-teens in Lycra and lace dresses at the buffet. Pomp and circumstance. Pay to play charades. 
Bright lights. Grand gestures. Trades on replay. High-heeled black patent shoes swapped for 
low-rise cotton socks. No coins needed. 

Now grown, unfamiliar faces in familiar clothes feed machines and fuel memories. Rows of 
fruit-bearing slots smile. Heavily glossed lips and scantily clad hips pull levers, across multiple 
levels, in the grand hall. Games of war replicate a mere stone’s throw (aka diesel engine and 
Wawa-fueled hop, skip, and jump—no pun intended) from Revolutionary War quarters (both 
shiny metal and Washington gray). Dealers dazzle in smart black-tie attire. Cashiers exchange 
chips for currency. Like gravy on Thanksgiving, stakeholders seek to smooth lumps and avoid 
unexpected truth dumps. False stories on full LED-lit display. Bravado and brakes on delay. 
Some slots promise apples—in both bushels and barrels. Others taunt lemons with powers by 
the dozen. Truth be told, it’s a losing game. Washington chopped the tree. Cherries dropped at 
his feet. Casino floor plots share similarities. Mt. Vernon a shade (and shadow) of Valley Forge. 
Both battlegrounds. I wonder what Washington might say if I told him of what would come—
the freeway, towers, and artificial flowers. The casino living on luck and a prayer. Poinsettias and 
pomodoro timers planted and plucked. A place where dusk blends with dawn. Silence in most 
corners. Charlie Chaplin as much a Founding Father as the Washington brigade. 

I hear the casino is expanding. The surrounding area making gains in ways Washington might 
relate. King of Prussia on steroids. A modern-day encampment. Rooks and guards stand ready, 
eager to stake a claim in this allegedly impressive feat. Players in a game of smiles and nods 
(give and take). We’re a democracy, Washington whispers. As big-boxes and bandstands 
bounce corner shops and convictions, I retreat. Retrace my steps. Shoulders at rest. Past the 
tables - all cards on deck. Past the slots - all marks made. Through the oversized concrete lot. 
Up hills. To Washington’s Valley Forge encampment. A man sleeps on a bench. The log cabins 
cold this time of year. The sod still damp. I find a tree and sit—just beyond the cabins where 
souls in rubber soles wept. Stacked and stocked on wooden cots in vertical fashion. A man 
hikes. A biker sings. I trade seats with a white-tailed deer. Toss tokens—heads or tails. Wait for 
cherries to drop.

Just Off Valley Forge Trail
Poem by Jennifer Schneider

Jen Schneider is an educator who lives, writes, and works in small spaces throughout Pennsylvania. Recent works include A Collection of Recollections, 
Invisible Ink, On Habits & Habitats, and Blindfolds, Bruises, and Breakups. She is the 2022-2023 Montgomery County (PA) Poet Laureate. 
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She built a nest from shreds,
sliver of straw from far away,
feather from a crow she never met,
crumpled cigarette pack cellophane,
a partial note someone wrote,
green grass, brown leaves, red yarn,
gray fur from an anonymous cat
to create a nest on my window ledge.

I’m like that scavenger robin
who flew away in a wink of movement.
I’ve gathered one wrinkled watercolor
from I can’t remember where,
a piano stool from the side of the road,
a rickety rocker where I secretly sit
to admire my counterpart’s artwork.

Mélange
Poem by Kathleen Shaw

Kathleen Shaw was born in Mahanoy City, Pennsylvania, grew up in Philadelphia, and now lives in Schwenksville. Her poetry has been published in 
Philadelphia Stories, Schuylkill Valley Journal and various online poetry journals.
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 In Florida, birds are a constant. They are a morning chirp, 
a subtle squawk, an elegant V formation cutting the pink sky at 
dusk. It is a given that the birds will be there year-round, thanks 
to their seasonal movement. Migration is instinctual, a longing in 
their little bird hearts for the warm climate and lush trees. They 
find their way down to Florida through celestial cues, watching 
sunsets, creating mental maps. The birds never quite settle per-
manently, always waiting to explore better branches, thicker air. 
They know something about trusting their gut, trusting when it 
might be the right time to leave. 

I did not realize I’d miss seeing all the birds until I flew away 
myself, in the opposite direction, up to colder climates and much 
less year-round chirping, in this new habitat I’ve created in Phil-
adelphia. I moved six months ago for the man I found through a 
podcast, after spending a year flying quickly to each other on the 
weekends, I agreed to trade Florida’s humidity for the steel and 
bustle of Philadelphia. 

My gut trusted this counter-intuitive migration pattern, which 
the birds abandon in winter: winter in Philadelphia is harsh cold 
winds, all gray skies and brittle trees, cracked sidewalks and brick 
buildings, and honking horns and subway grates. I need to dis-
cover if any birds stick around in winter. 

On a chilly February morning, I find a park to explore, to see 
who else is sticking out the season. Matthias Baldwin Park, just 
north of Center City Philadelphia, is described online as a green 
urban oasis with perennial gardens. I know, I know, it will not be 
a green oasis in February, but I want to go anyway. It’s less than a 
mile away, and I’ve found that to be my limit of walking distance 
since moving to Philadelphia. The more famous and expansive 
Fairmount Park borders the city on the left, with over 2,000 acres 
and a walking trail along the Schuylkill river, but it is 3 miles away, 
tripling my walking threshold for winter. 

February is too cold for a walk, but I’ve missed the chirping; 
I’ve missed walking for walking’s sake. Plus, I notice there’s a cof-
fee shop around the corner from the park, so that’ll be my reward 
because there is no more walking for walking’s sake in February; 
it requires a purpose for leaving a cozy apartment and slumber-
ing boyfriend on a chilly Sunday morning. 

I start the journey out of my neighborhood of brick condos, 
factories now defunct, and public schools. As I walk, I remember 
the pit stops I used to take in Florida, driving home from work. 
I’d park my car at Econlockhatchee River trail just after five PM 
and enjoy another hour or two of sunlight. The river trail was con-

venient, easy, just off the main road, a 3-mile loop. It was part of 
a larger 5,000-acre ecosystem of the Econ State Forest, home to 
150 bird species. I’d walk the loop and keep my eyes always on 
the sparkling blue water, the lush green trees, the herons dipping 
their beaks into the riverbed, and the occasional alligator’s long 
snout visible breaking through the surface. My trail was only a 
slice of the entire acreage of the park, a peek into an expansive 
ecosystem that freely and wildly took up space. 

After a frigid ten minutes, I see the much smaller two-acre 
park hidden behind a high-rise, one that I imagine glimmers in 
the summer’s sun. As it comes into view, I can see the terraces of 
once-filled flowerbeds that are now dreadfully empty. I have to 
remember they are perennial; they will return. Surrounding the 
terraces are reedy grass and low-maintenance shrubs. A loop 
path lined with benches weaves through the flowerbed terraces. 

I enter the looped path and take in the gravel path crunching 
under my feet, rock piles masquerading as art, empty trees on 
patchy knolls that the dog walkers make use of, a homeless man 
on a bench telling me I’m beautiful. I remember that a block 
transformed into a park is still a block that’s part of a larger Philly 
ecosystem.

Rachel Kolman is a writer, editor, and instructor. Her nonfiction has 
been published in Bustle, Good Housekeeping, AutoFocus, Her Story, 
The Bookends Review, and others. She has an MFA in nonfiction from 
Rosemont College. She was the Summer 2022 Writer-in-Residence at 
theJack Kerouac House in Orlando, FL. She is writing a collection of es-
says that explore the corners of the world we often escape to, including 
her own years of working, writing, and living in Philadelphia.

Migratory Patterns
Rachel Kolman

Visit PhiladelphiaStories.org 
for an online bonus 
creative nonfiction essay, 
“Floating,” by Tammi Inscho
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imperially ours, not rendered impossible by a poet’s word. 
And yet, there is something to be said for the impossible break

in the river. For the rock-strewn crossing that fades halfway, as if to say
there is no need for an end.  For the way stones shoulder
the age of sentinel cliffs, and sap slows the progression of ants. 

We spoke about it each morning, sliding down hillsides in too smooth
soles. Poems make of memory, history and I am keeping Wissahickon 

for us. Besides, the woods are not metaphorically
beautiful—they burn in crimsons and ochres and reject
asylum to fantasy. And still you are

insisting on the poem, as if we haven’t thought 
to make love by the Devil’s Pool, as if our roots

don’t share soil with the ferns.

I will not make a poem of this.  
Wissahickon will remain

Poem by Joyce Hida

Joyce Hida loves Philly, war literature, the Albanian language, and late-night comedy. She was a Best of the Net nominee for her poetry in Empty House 
Press, and is published or forthcoming in Kissing Dynamite, TYPO, and South Florida Poetry Journal, among others. Joyce is currently based in NYC.
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I cannot stop the world from burning

But I can add extra bittersweet chocolate
to the flourless chocolate cake, dressed with strawberries,
topped with coconut whipped cream. 

I cannot replace the mounting loss of plumage,
of song, of calls.

But each morning we can enjoy the songs of the sparrows
as they squabble over breadcrumbs in the backyard.

I have no red button to stop the accelerating melting
of Greenland’s ice sheet into the ocean

I can pull my pants over my belly button,
slide my glasses down to the tip of my nose, 
walk with a slow shuffle into your studio  
mumbling my nonsense Danish, just to make you laugh.

We can decide what can happen for us in the moment.

I can take your blouses from the dryer, iron them—
better than the Dry Cleaner—place them on hangers  
put them in your closet.

Perhaps it Won’t be All Bad
Poem by Charles Carr

Charles Carr has lived in Philadelphia his entire life and attended LaSalle and Bryn Mawr College. He has two published books of poems, paradise 
pennsylvania & Haitian Mudpies. He is the host of Philly Loves Poetry a monthly broadcast on Philly CAM

Solitude is crowded this morning

A carpet of rust colored pine needles 
Blanketed a path to the water, a still canvas

Fish painted circles from below  
Birds waited their turn at karaoke

The dragonfly said, you were wrong
You're not alone

Solitude
Poem by Dominica Ciccariello

Dominica Ciccariello lives in Bucks County after moving around the country many times. She is new to poetry and is finding her voice.
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Philadelphia Stories is a free print magazine that publishes fiction, poetry, essays,  
and artwork from writers and artists from PA, NJ, and DE and makes it available  

to 5,000 readers every quarter. We’d love to see your work!

Call for SubmissionsCall for Submissions

Find submission guidelines at www.philadelphiastories.org Free to submit year-round!

 You only have to let the soft animal of your body
 love what it loves.

              – Mary Oliver, “Wild Geese”

Cooper, the doomed beagle,
leaves his owner’s side and
nuzzles my hand for attention.
When he opens his mouth to yawn,
the air fills with sickly breath, 
fetid from the liver failure 
he doesn’t know he has.
We have to make a decision soon,
Cooper’s owner tells me
as I stroke the dog’s grateful head,
my hand the size and shape of comfort.

I’ve been reading Marcus Aurelius–
the ones who reached old age
have no advantage over the untimely dead–
when my doctor says I have a choice:
stop drinking or die. Aurelius: Ask yourself:
Am I afraid of death because
I won’t be able to do this anymore?

My hand shakes from all of the above
and a soft sound escapes from me 
which is not my own voice.
I steady my hand and wonder
how or where Cooper is today.
Good dog, I say, and stroke a handful of air.

The Size and Shape of Comfort
Poem by R. G. Evans

R.G. Evans's books include Overtipping the Ferryman, The Holy Both, and Imagine Sisyphus Happy. His albums of original songs, Sweet Old Life and 
Kid Yesterday Calling Tomorrow Man, are available for download on most streaming platforms. Evans teaches creative writing at Rowan University in New 
Jersey. Website: www.rgevanswriter.com
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RESOURCES

For more information,For more information,  www.philadelphiastories.org/fi ction-contest/www.philadelphiastories.org/fi ction-contest/

 The 2023 Annual 
Marguerite McGlinn Prize for Fiction

Contest open for submission on February 15th

artists, and readers across the Delaware ValleyCultivating a community of writers,

 PRIZES:   
$2,500 cash award — $750 2nd place prize — $500 3rd place prize   

Invitation to an awards dinner in October

67th Annual Great Books at
Colby College Summer Institute

Waterville, Maine — July 16 - 22, 2023

The Journey
Joseph Campbell, Joseph Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces  The Hero With a Thousand Faces                                                                                                                                                                                              

Gilgamesh            Gilgamesh                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Homer, Homer, The Odyssey     The Odyssey                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

Virginia Woolf, Virginia Woolf, The Voyage Out         The Voyage Out                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
William Faulkner, William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying   As I Lay Dying                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Ulysses & Selected PoemsUlysses & Selected Poems

Join our annual week of lively discussion at Colby College. Join our annual week of lively discussion at Colby College. 
We are a community of people who enjoy We are a community of people who enjoy 

reading and discussing Great Books. reading and discussing Great Books. 

For pricing and program details, visit the Colby website: For pricing and program details, visit the Colby website: 
www.greatbooks-atcolby.orgwww.greatbooks-atcolby.org

FOR DETAILS, OR DIRECT ANY QUESTIONS TO JOHN DALTON AT
610-608-7711, OR EMAIL AGREATBOOK@AOL.COM

CAPSULE REVIEWS
Creole Conjure  
by Christina Rosso
Review by Linda M. Romanowski 
 
Creole Conjure by Christina Rosso places revenge and vengeance in the eye of the beholder, the villain, 
the scorned, real or imagined. Rosso’s “love letter to New Orleans” brings the reader on a whirlwind 
journey of separate puzzles that attest to the spiritual, to realms nefarious to those who scoff at the 
presence of the invisible. Creole Conjure makes us pause and ask who the monsters truly are.

 
 

Read more of this review at www.philadelphiastories.org

Apartment Poems  
by Cord Moreski
Review by Jada Cox
 
Cord Moreski’s newest chapbook “Apartment Poems” are memories of what used to be, homages 
to the person hiding in normalness, and a tribute to a complex community culture and the people 
inside it. This collection takes on issues of culture and the diversity of apartment living that make 
these poems read more like small, soft, relatable, sarcastic, and realistic stories/snippets that will  
sit you on the edge of nostalgia.  
 
 

Read more of this review at www.philadelphiastories.org

The Prodigal Daughter   
by Maria Ereni Dampman
Review by Stephen Brown
 
Maria Ereni Dampman's sequel in her series “The Daughters of The American Revolution”- The 
Prodigal Daughter, is a highly privileged family drama consumed with  political intrigue while set on 
a dystopian stage. This novel counterbalances the abject suffering of life under fascism with dark 
humor and friendship. It pays homage to our years spent in various forms of social isolation with its 
references and nods to current issues we see daily. Much like our own world during the quarantine 
era, Dampman's world is ruled by the cumulative and individual efforts of her characters. 
 

Read more of this review at www.philadelphiastories.org

THE REVIEWS SECTION OF PHILADELPHIA STORIES IS A PLACE WHERE READERS CAN CELEBRATE WRITERS! 
OUR DIVERSE, TALENTED, AND INTELLIGENT REVIEWERS RANGE FROM ACADEMICS TO PROFESSIONAL 
WRITERS. PHILADELPHIA STORIES PRIDES ON PUBLISHING POSITIVE REVIEWS ONLY, MOTIVATING AND  
ENCOURAGING FUTURE READERS AND WRITERS. IF YOU ARE INTERESTED IN BECOMING A REVIEWER 
PLEASE EMAIL SARAH VAN CLEF AT SARAHVIVECA@GMAIL.COMSARAHVIVECA@GMAIL.COM

 

 

 
 

Alison Hicks,
 
MFA, Greater Philadelphia Wordshop Studio

www.philawordshop.com • ah@philawordshop.com • 610-853-0296
Monday evenings in •

 

Private Consultation for Manuscript Development

Rachel Kobin, Philadelphia Writers Workshop
www.phillywriters.com • Rachel@phillywriters.com • 610-449-3773

Tuesday in Flourtown

 

Evening and daytime workshops
Flourtown, PA • Center City, PA • Ardmore, PA  

Writers of all levels welcome
Fiction • Non-fiction • Creative non-fiction • Memoir • Poetry

Find out if a workshop is right for you. 
Sit in on one workshop meeting as a guest, 

by appointment only.

Creative Writing 
Workshops
Express your unique voice. Find joy in   writing.

and Thursday evenings

Ardmore Tuesday evenings in Center City

Coaching for Writers

workshops currently conducted online via Zoom
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You can help keep Philadelphia Stories in print and free by becoming a member today at 
www.philadelphiastories.org/donate/
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by the generous support of the 
Conrad Weiser Author Fund.

artists, and readers across the Delaware ValleyCultivating a community of writers,

A MAGAZINE THAT CREATES COMMUNITY
THANKS TO MEMBER SUPPORT, PHILADELPHIA STORIES HAS BEEN SERVING THE WRITING COMMUNITY  

OF THE GREATER DELAWARE VALLEY SINCE 2004 IN THE FOLLOWING WAYS:

YOU can help keep Philadelphia Stories—a non-profit 501c3—in print and free by making a donation today!  
For as little as $30 a year, you can get home delivery and know that your gift directly supports the local arts community.

I would like to support local art & literature by making a contribution today.

MONTHLY PLEDGE:
 $5/Month       $10/Month       $20/Month       Other ________

ONE-TIME MEMBER PLEDGE:

 Michener ($30-$49)       Potok ($500-$999)       Buck ($50-$99)     

 W. C. Williams ($1,000+)       Whitman ($100-$499)       Other _______________

NAME ________________________________________    ADDRESS ______________________________________________________________

CITY ___________________________________    STATE ___________    ZIP ____________________    

EMAIL __________________________________________________    PHONE _________________________________      

CARD NUMBER (MC, V, DISCOVER) ____________________________________  SECURITY CODE ____________  EXPIRATION ____________  

 
Thank you for your generous support of Philadelphia Stories

To donate online please visit www.philadelphiastories.org/donate/, 
or mail to: Philadelphia Stories,1167 West Baltimore Pike, #267, Media, PA 19063

•    Connecting local writers to readers through 5,000 print copies of a free quarterly 
literary magazine, distributed at more than 200 locations, including all branches 
of the Free Library of Philadelphia and The Delaware and Montgomery County 
Public Libraries.

•  Supporting a community of young Philadelphia-area writers through  
Philadelphia Stories, Jr. & Teen, print and online magazines by young writers.

• Offering affordable conferences and workshops for writers. 
• Hosting readings and other social events for writers. 
• Hosting two national contests, one for fiction and one for poetry.



THANK YOU
Carla Spataro & Christine Weiser

for an amazing 18 years leading 
Philadelphia Stories. Your dedication 

and passion for literary arts in the 
greater Philadelphia area will continue 

to impact our journey for years to come. 

artists, and readers across the Delaware ValleyCultivating a community of writers,


