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Edgar Allan Poe is often credited with inventing the
short story, or, at the very least, he was one of its strongest
advocates during a time when it was criticized for its brevity.
One of his first short stories, “MS. Found in a Bottle,” was
only a few pages long, yet it was enough to land him an award.
He worked hard to establish the genre’s key elements: mood,
tone, unity of effect, and, of course, narrative compression. He
believed a short story should be read in a single sitting for the
reader to experience its full impact. Ernest Hemingway built
on this concept when he used the metaphor of the iceberg to
characterize the demands of a story: the deeper meaning of
the piece should remain submerged below the surface. This
technique requires more engagement from readers as they
work toward meaning. Also, it meant that the story has fewer
chances to make its points so every word must count.

Kate Chopin used the short form to question patriarchy
subtly through metaphor and tone in order to avoid censorship.
After receiving backlash for her oblique feminist novel 7he
Awakening, she decided to stick with the short story form
and with great success. In a few brief pages Charlotte Perkins
Gilman’s iconic story “The Yellow Wallpaper” captures
the mental distress of a woman whose ailments have been
misdiagnosed by male doctors. And today we have Joyce Carol
Oates’ advice: “If you can tell a story as briefly as possible, it’s
more dramatic.”

In this year’s issue, many of our featured writers of
fiction, nonfiction, drama, and poetry create a great impact in
just a few pages, capturing the quality of brevity Poe so much
admired. In her ten-minute play “Out and About,” Amber
Lehmann dramatizes in a minimalist style the humor of a
daughter coming out to her father. Arabela Rowland’s creative
nonfiction piece “Smog Colored Glasses” traces in a few
paragraphs a young woman’s first relationship that began in
high school and lasted until her college years. But the disturbing



detail she discovers will be with her for a lifetime. In Jessamin
McSwain’s science fiction piece “Logs of Captain Faris of the
Elysian, August 2099”, we read the daily accounts of a spaceship
captain who is under siege. But is our narrator reliable or not?
Madison Crist’s art feature a sense of the streets pays homage to
street art and the diverse people who create it. Lauren Granich’s
poems with their short, direct lines capture interesting moments
of alienation and isolation. The twelve brief interviews with
former Harbinger editors sprinkled throughout this issue answer
the question, “Where are they now,” and also give advice to their
fellow writers and editors.

When reading Poe, Hemingway, Chopin, Gilman, and
Oates—a group of our most noted short story writers—we
experience the artistry of compressing stories to their essential
elements. Today we are used to reading brief stories and are quite
familiar with the short format. We get our entertainment and
news fast; either in an abbreviated text or email message, a tweet,
or a short video. Contemporary consumers of media know that
not everything needs to be spelled out in order for meaning to be
conveyed. Yet, of course, one questions what is lost. Does all this
hyper-compressed product rob the reader of a fully immersive
and intellectual experience? It might be too early to tell, but the
short story survives as does short-shorts and micro nonfiction and
ten-minute plays. Brevity seems to be the condition of the day.

We invite you to embrace the short form of storytelling
as much as we do. Read slowly, or quickly, and read it again, and
use what you see on the surface to understand the deeper meaning
beneath.



Jessamin McSwain

Since the SS Belgravia left Saint John several days ago,
the rain has been unending. The chill Canadian air reminded
me of Copenhagen, which reminded me of Anna and Leif. I
had left them behind to cross the Atlantic for a chance to see
my photographs hang in the Fotografiska, albeit under my son’s
name. The rain continued to fall and a heavy fog swallowed the
world around the ocean liner. From the porthole in my room, I
could see the downpour and climbing waves. Perhaps the ocean
had expanded due to the rain, which would explain why the
trip was taking longer than I had hoped. I had been told that
May was a better time to travel than June. Chances for tropical
storms were low. That had been a lie.

I recalled this observation in the ship’s lounge with
the wives of the gentlemen onboard. Danish was my native
language, so my English was below average. But my Danish
accent and difficulty with certain English words made me inter-
esting to talk to. And it made the trip easier.

The women wore pearls, grand hats, corsets, and large
shawls over their shoulders. I had a single fur coat and a simple
dress I had bought in Copenhagen. The women were all beau-
tiful, their necks jeweled and faces pale. I paid their husbands
little mind, preferring to admire their wives while thinking of
my own love.

Anna was a widow. Her husband, Hans, had died of
a coughing disease that a doctor called tuberculosis. We had
become close friends during the beginning of her arranged
marriage and shared a secret. [ had adopted Leif as my own son
before Hans became ill. Still too young to recognize the rela-
tionship his mother and I have, Leif called me Auntie Marja.

It was in the midst of the conversations with these wives that
the liner shuddered. Echoes of scraping metal rose from the
depths of the vessel, causing a wave of panic. The wives rushed
to their husbands, like scared damsels. I stood alone, my hands
shaking, searching for the nearest cook staff and waiters. But



they had no answers.

“Go find out. I demand to know what’s going on! Are
we sinking? I must speak with Captain Laird. I paid good mon-
ey for a safe trip.” Their voices rose, arguing or sobbing as the
noises continued to emanate from the bowels of the Belgravia,
and our voyage came to a halt. Standing outside the circle of
Americans, I wondered about the other foreigners like myself.
Immigrants were stuck in the tiny cabins above the engines,
too poor to afford sunlight. My heart sank as I thought of them
terrified, holding their children close, unable to get any infor-
mation.

A gut feeling
led me to my cabin.

I began packing

my belongings into

a trunk, my confi-

dence is staggering. I would not stay on this ship any longer. I
would catch a carriage to take me south. It would add days to
my travel, but I would feel safer on solid land than the churn-
ing ocean.

As I returned to the lounge, I caught a staff member.

“Why have we stopped?”” English had been difficult to
learn, but Anna was a good teacher.

“Belgravia has run aground. Captain Laird has called
for tugs and a replacement vessel to transport the passengers.”
He spoke swiftly, and it made my head hurt. Some of the words
I lost, but I nodded as he continued. The men began shouting
in anger, some cursing the captain. Their wives followed them
like lost dogs. I couldn’t envy them anymore.

The couples began drifting from the lounge to their
cabins to prepare their items for departure. The staff would
load their trunks onto the new ship when it arrived. My gaze
traveled upwards to the skylight. The rain had stopped. Pulling
my coat close to my chest, I made the climb to the deck.



Standing at the railing, I strained to see through the
thick fog. A chill wind cut through my coat. Soon it would
be warmer, but I was used to a late summer. The crew moved
across the aft of the Belgravia, shouts and orders being passed
from the deck to the holds below. I watched them dash to-and-
from. Most were absorbed in their tasks, while a few still had
the mind to acknowledge my presence with a light nod.

A word I didn’t know came from the crew. The other
couples who had found their way to the deck began moving
toward the center and downwards, I couldn’t figure out why. A
young sailor rushed toward me speaking too swiftly in English.
When he realized I couldn’t understand him, he switched to
French. I shook my head in confusion.

As he reached out to grab my arm, the Belgravia
lurched forward, and I lost my balance. The sailor crashed into
the railing as I toppled overboard, too stunned to scream. So,
this is how my life would end?

The cold water engulfed my coat and dress, the weight
pulling me down. My eyes burned in the salt water; [ was too
shocked to close them. I struggled out of my coat as I sank
deeper than my lungs had air for. Waterlogged, I couldn’t make
headway, and the current pulled me down. The Belgravia had
run aground, but there seemed to be no end to the depths.

When arms wrapped around my waist, [ was moments
from giving in. My lungs burned and my eyes stung. Despite
my deranged struggle to swim, my rescuer delivered me to the
surface. As the wind caught my cheeks, I took a deep breath of
air, letting my eyes readjust.

“Madame! Madame!” the sailor shouted. If he hadn’t
come in to save me, who had?

A strange voice spoke to me. It was comforting despite
my inability to understand the angelic woman who held me in
her arms, frost white hair pooling in the water around us. Her
eyes held the secrets of the ocean, and I realized her legs were



a long tail. She had fins for arms and gills at her throat. She had
saved me.

“Here! I'm here!” I called up, never letting her leave
my sight.

Her skin was pale like Anna’s but semi-translucent
with a shimmer underneath. She was hauntingly beautiful. Her
warm smile exposed serrated teeth.

A round of relieved voices echoed from the women
above as a cresting wave crashed against the hull of the Belgra-
via. The cold water didn’t bother me the longer she held me,
and I was thankful for her presence.

A life preserver connected to thick rope landed on the
next wave, moving toward us. I grabbed hold as she released
her grip. A voice above me asked if I had the preserver, but |
did not answer. I could not leave yet. I leaned forward, resting
my forehead against the woman who reminded me of Anna, so
kind and selfless. Except this woman wasn’t truly human. She
was something different.

“Tak,” I said, before kissing her forehead. She blessed
me, and I returned the favor as best I could. She smiled and
then made sure I was secure in the preserver before disappear-
ing into the cool depths.

“Ready!” I called and suddenly I was pulled from the
Atlantic. The fog obscured my vision of the ocean below, but I
was certain she was still there. The sailors pulled me onto the
deck, a crowd of crew gathered to help with blankets and hot
coffee.

“You okay?” Captain Laird asked. I glanced back
toward the fog and sea, hoping to catch a final glimpse of the
woman.

“Yes,” I said and nodded.

I would get on the next ship to New York City, but I
now knew if something went wrong, there would always be
someone out there to protect me.



Christina Scott

Mama told me and Little Annie from up the street not to
hang around Indiana Avenue because there were monsters down
there with big bellies and crooked teeth waiting to gobble us up. I
didnt believe Mama, assuming she didn’t want me rolling around
in the grass at the Indiana Avenue park and speckling my legs like
chicken skin from the bug bites. Little Annie was struck with the
fear shivers though, and swore she wouldnt go down there even
for a crisp five-dollar bill. I told her I'd sneak her two from my
daddy’s wallet if she went with me since he said wouldn’t nothing
snatch her up because she smelled like mustard greens and never
shut up in the car.

When me and
Little Annie from up
the street passed Martin
Luther King Boulevard
two blocks from Indiana
Avenue, she said she was
starting to feel a rum-
bling in the bottom of
her gut like her granny got before folks busted in her apartment
windows one night. I told her there were tablets she could drop
in water for that. She needed to come on because the street-
lights would be lit up soon, and we'd have to be back home. She
stepped a little quicker then, clutching her stomach like a mother
holds her baby.

When we got to Indiana Avenue, she started hearing a
crying sound. At first, I thought she was trying to spook me into
going home, but then I started hearing it too, coming from the
back of a Section-8 house. Little Annie told me to go see about it,
and I told her to go instead. Like my daddy said, nothing was go-
ing to want her. She started puffing and pouting and went around
the house to get away from me.

When Little Annie had been gone long enough for me
to arrange all the bottle caps I found in the front parking lot by



color, I started feeling what seemed like frogs jumping around in
my belly. I knew Mama was just trying to get at me with all that
monster talk, but Jeffrey from the street next to mine said he'd
heard about a little girl that got swallowed whole on Indiana Av-
enue. I'd told him I knew he was telling a lie because there wasn’t
no place for the monsters to hide if they were big enough to eat
folks whole. He shut up after that but thinking about the story
didn’t make my stomach feel any better.

Little Annie had been dragging her feet loud at first to let
me know she wasn't too happy about going, but I'd stopped hear-
ing it when she got too far away. I called out to her, telling her
not to play around because it was starting to get dark. I thought
[ saw a street lamp turn on, and it was getting cold. The wind
was pummeling my head something fierce, so I had a hard time
hearing her when she yelled back at me that she'd found a kitten.

After that, I didn’t hear from Little Annie anymore, and I
didn’t see her again either. I sat there and waited for her to come
back. I even screamed that she better not bring that cat back
because I was allergic. She didn't answer. Something rumbled and
rustled and crunched like tires on a torn-up parking lot. Then I
went home, shuffling my feet and holding onto myself in a famil-
iar sort of way. How was I going to tell Mama that the monsters
got Little Annie? She was going to tear into my butt with the belt
for being disobedient.

But Mama didn’t whoop me. She didn’t even scream at
me. She told me there wasn’t no monsters on Indiana Avenue,
only more little girls disappearin’.



Olivia Aguilar

In Brief: A short interview with 2012 editor of Harbinger: Full
Disclosure

(): You currently work in publishing. Was
your experience as the editor of Harbin-
ger useful in your current career?

A During my time as editor of Harbin-
ger, I learned how to work with a team to
produce an award-winning publication.
Harbinger is a launchpad for many young
writers, but my experience as editor guid-
| ed me toward a career in book publishing.

(): We would love to hear about your
current job.

A: I’'m a publicist for Northwestern University Press. NUP publishes
scholarly works as well as quality works of fiction, drama, nonfic-
tion, and poetry. I love being a publicist because every day is dif-
ferent, and I get to work with authors and reviewers directly. In that
same vein, the challenges are always different, but the rewards are
worth it.

(): Graduating with a degree in either English or creative writing can
be daunting. Any advice?

A: T would encourage all graduates to keep their options open! |
started out in editorial, but I made the decision to switch to market-
ing and publicity six years ago, and I’ve found my niche. [ would
also encourage them to attend readings and literary events in their
communities. Whether you’re a writer or a professional working

in publishing, or both, it’s important to have an idea of the literary
landscape.
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Dear Seashore

Quinn Doll

Dear Seashore,

Sometimes I forget my words—I forget my keys in my car. I
forget my car. Sometimes you forget my name, but you have
never forgotten me. Have you forgotten all the things you wish
you never knew? How does it feel? Are you lighter? Are your
bones hollow? When the wind blows, do you feel as if you are
being lifted? I do. Sometimes. But then, I have forgotten the
time, the days, the land and then someone has to call me back.
I'm sorry I keep missing your calls. I had saved the voicemail
of you singing “Happy Birthday”. I still remember the sound
of your voice on the phone. You said you were thinking about
how we connect with each other: how we smile and sing, dance
and laugh. (It's an old thing you took the time to think about.)
How we hug hello and goodbye. But you said it so well, and
I’d already forgotten. I still remember the blue shine in your
eyes as I left last. I don't remember tears. My memory chang-
es it or it was never remembered at all. Joy is so much more
worthwhile than happiness because it happens after you have
been scared for a long time. I’ll call to let you know when I get
there.

14



Quinn Doll

1 am the bird in the little house your granddaughter painted for
you.

Who is free? I’ve forgotten but I can still remember the tune.
My beak is a little broken but I will soon fly.

A child’s toy—a music box (some assembly required).

I'm a robin, a sparrow, a finch made of old drifiwood,

a little wooden bird for a little wooden house.

I’'m found in what was lost,

thrown in a drawer, then inherited.

I’'m repainted, softened cobalt, then worn again.

My beak is a little broken but I will soon fly.

Deny its burden it's a bad habit;

but is a habit really bad or do we search for things to

grow out of?

(Tony, Tony turn around; something’s lost and can’t be found.)
Try to remember;

I'm a robin, a sparrow, a finch

Think, where did you see it last?

I'm repainted, softened cobalt, then worn again.

My beak is a little broken but I will soon fly.

Are we happy slipping off solid ground?

I’ve forgotten, but I can still remember the tune.

1 am the little house painted pretty and worn again.

Give birth to what gives you more life. But there is no refrain
anymore.

Why call it a weakness? It's so much greater.



Quinn Doll

Sometimes life lives you, and I think that's okay.

Should we always be doing well?

She had another dream about you.

You wouldn’t get on the school bus.

And for the first time, she was your mother and you her child.
And me, I was nowhere.

I never knew you. And then I was afraid to.

Are we fading or is this just more growing pains?

And you say:

I don't want to leave you behind.

1 promise I'm trying not to. I'm holding on with all my might.
But these lights are so loud, and the roads are so bright,

I want to go home because it has lost me so many times before.



Mikaila Baker

The thing about women from the Sonoran Desert, land
of saguaro forests and distant mountains, is that their colorful
spirits can’t be bleached by the sun. They stand out like gems
in shades of brown and green. The are perpared for whatever
nature throws at them.

The desert has four seasons of heat and light, each
with its own intensity and unique interruption. Summer brings
strong winds and monsoon rains that flood the streets and chase
power out of homes. The sound of the last drops of rain on the
gravel draws people outside to enjoy the cooler air until their
WiFi and air conditioning returns. Neighbors greet one another
under dark blue clouds, and children stomp in streams of water
by the curbs.

There’s a common friendliness there I haven’t noticed
elsewhere. Strangers greet like relatives, making small talk as
they pass you. The smiles of the desert women stay warm in
the winter. They carry sunlight in their hearts and in the bright
smiles they share with friends and strangers alike. Sometimes
they burn with the intensity of that heat. You can see it in their
dancing, music and art. You can taste it in the food they serve.

I’ve met so many resilient women there. They over-
come hardship and continue on with their lives. They stand
tall and strong like the saguaros, rooted in experience. I wasn’t
born in the desert, but when I’m out of view of the mountains
and fields of brown I feel homesick. I miss the warmth and
light of the desert people. I miss the lizards and roadrunners
and quails. I miss the sunsets; a gift offered each day.



In Brief: A short interview with 2016 Editor of Harbinger: Girls
Like Us

Maya Alpert graduated from
Stephens College in 2016 with a
Bachelor of Arts in English. She
attended the New York University
| Summer Publishing Institute to

| pursue a career in book publish-

11 ing. Maya is now an associate

I editor at Insight Editions in the

L | San Francisco Bay Area, editing
cookbooks and cocktail books
based on licensed entertainment
brands such as DC Comics, World
B of Warcraft, and The Office.

Please discuss your experience as the editor of Harbinger.

e

Harbinger was a wonderfully challenging and rewarding
experience. As an editor, I gained insight into the creative and
technical processes involved in producing a literary magazine
and honed my editorial skills. As editor-in-chief, I learned
skills that are vital to a professional in the book publishing
industry: effective communication with team members, per-
sistence in meeting tight deadlines, and, of course, line editing.

Your job as an associate editor at Insight Editions sounds
exciting. What do you love about it? What are the challenges?

As an associate editor, I focus on titles within the food and
lifestyle space that are also tied to official pop culture brands.
As a junior-level editor, I not only edit my own projects but
support three senior-level editors on their projects as well. My
favorite part of my job is getting to pitch new ideas for books!
I love the opportunity to brainstorm with coworkers and con-



duct research. I also enjoy digging into manuscripts and work-
ing on developmental and line edits. The biggest challenge on
a day-to-day basis is working with the brand licensors. When
creating a product tied to a licensed brand, my job as the editor
is to work within the brand guidelines while also producing a
compelling book.

Please share some advice for those graduating with either an
English or creative writing degree.

Apply to internships if this is a financially feasible option,
continue your editorial education by writing book/media re-
views, etc. on a personal blog, and work on creating excellent
cover letters that are tailored to each job you apply for. I would
also say that with time and hard work, you will eventually
move up from your first entry-level position.

Do you have a favorite book?
My favorite book is Jane Austen’s Persuasion.

Please share an inspirational quote from one of your most
admired people.

“If you don’t see a clear path for what you want, sometimes
you have to make it yourself.”~Mindy Kaling



Ana Green

If you were to ask Sage, Lavender’s is perfect for study-
ing. Cori, the cute barista who works there in the afternoons, is
definitely a plus. While he is a distraction, Sage does most of
her homework between classes, and besides, her course load
has led to a caffeine addiction. Fortunately, Lavender’s uses
locally sourced ingredients from their community garden. This
eases her spending guilt. She pays a couple of bucks for her
cup, and then gets refills in her reusable mug.

“Hey, Sage,” she hears when she opens the door. The smell
of coffee hits her full force, and beneath it the fragrance of dried
flora that hangs from the walls. The coffee grinder hums, and
Sage watches another regular pay for her drink. Cori is behind
the counter, and he stops his back-and-forth with the customer to
greet her when he sees her
in the doorway. Sage blush-
es as she watches a smile
spread across Cori’s face.

Cori is not Sage’s tye
type. He’s built like a bal-
lerina or a gymnast, with
long graceful limbs. Sage’s last boyfriend had been a football
player. Her girlfriend before that had been a cheerleader. And
before that, she dated the class president.

Sage sets her things in her usual corner booth and arranges
her study materials on the table: laptop, notebook, pencils. She
picks up her cup, walks to the counter, and, before she opens
her mouth to order, it floats over to the tea station.

“Chai with strawberry and vanilla cream on top, super
light ice, with honey instead of sugar.” It isn’t a question, just a
statement. Cori knows Sage’s order.

“What if [ wanted to switch it up?”

He laughs.

“What! I could drink something else. Maybe I wanted
coffee today.”



Cori falls into another fit of laughter.

“Even the magic knows better than that, Sage. Lavender
worked really hard to make the enchantments perfect.”

Sage does know. She helped Lavender work on the en-
chantments after a customer ordered an Americano and ended
up with something that was mostly herbal. “Okay, fine. Thank
you.” Sage takes the cup from his hand, and feels Cori’s hesita-
tion to let go.

“Thank you. I’ll be over in a little bit to pick up your cup
for your refill.” He winks at her as she turns away.

She loves Lavender’s with its bottles of dried herbs
and flowers. Machines turn on their own, the handles twisting
and turning without being touched. An empty cup floats from a
table over at the other end of the store, and when it lands on the
counter, it is filled halfway with light roast coffee.

“I’d better take this over to Madge. I’ll see you in a few?”
Cori says.

Sage feels lightheaded as she slowly walks back to her
table. As she reads from her laptop, her lips move and her pen
follows the words, taking notes in her handwriting. She’d per-
fected this spell freshman year.

Lost in her reading, she doesn’t hear the machines turning
off. She doesn’t notice that nobody else walks through the door.
And she doesn’t hear Cori walk over to her table and grab her
empty cup. He opens his palm up flat and it floats over to the
counter. The machines whir back to life.

“You know, botany sounds like the perfect major for you.”

His observation is simple. It could mean two things. Either
he actually cares about her career goals, or he’s pretending to
for the sake of conversation.

“And how did you know that’s my major?”

“You’re working on healing herbs, aren’t you?” He nods
toward her illustration of deep green and golden yellow ginkgo
leaves.



“Yeah, I am. Good eye, Licorice.”

“Please don’t call me that. You know my name. You can
use it.”

Sage’s cup floats back to her table and settles next to her
laptop.

“It’s so much more fun to make fun of you for being a
brat. You shouldn’t have picked such a stupid name,” Sage says
jokingly.

“Listen, it’s Lavender’s fault for making us pick cutesy
names for our work personas.” He rolls his eyes and settles
against the faux-leather booth.

“Of course, it is, Cor. I’m sure it has nothing to do with
your sweet tooth or your addiction to shitty candy.”

Cori scoffs and puts his hands on his chest in mock hurt.

“Excuse me, I’ll have you know that I eat some of the
world’s best candy. Licorice is exquisite. Anyway, everyone
still calls me Cori, and it’s my real name.”

“Yeah, but Cor is cooler?”

“Come on, you know I hate that. Reminds me of family
reunions. Makes my cheeks hurt.”

Before she thinks about what she’s doing, Sage places her
palms over his cheeks. She tries to remember the chapter she’d
read years ago about acupuncture and how to alleviate pain
quickly. There are certain spots in the face that you can stimu-
late to force blood flow to relax the muscles.

“Let me see if | can fix that.” She knows he was joking,
but she wants to show off her magic a little. She closes her
eyes and concentrates on the feeling of Cori’s face beneath her
fingertips. Blood moves beneath his skin, little rivers of tension
hiding below the surface. The muscles in his face are tense:
under his eyes, at his temples, where his jaw meets the bottom
of his ear. The same spots she has to tackle when she has head-
aches.

Sage whispers a spell, and then she can feel the magic



come to life. Little bolts of electricity shock her, starting in
her chest and spreading down her arms, following her veins
down and into her fingertips. When she opens her eyes, Cori is
shivering.

“Where’d you learn that? I didn’t think they taught plant
lovers medical techniques.”

“Something I picked up a couple of years ago in an intro
to magical medical practices class. Learned a lot of cool stuff.

I can fix my own headaches now, things like that.” She looks at
her notebook and realizes the pen is floating, waiting patiently
for her to turn the page.

“Did you learn that in a class too?”

“No, I figured that one out on my own. I’m sure if my pro-
fessors knew they would call it cheating.” Sage notices Cori’s
face is flushed. “Do your cheeks hurt?”

“No! My face feels really relaxed. Can I call you next time
I’ve got a headache?”

Sage has to make a decision here. Should she give him her
phone number, or should she
laugh it off and say something
sarcastic? She decides to be
brave, if you can call flirting
brave.

“Sure. You can call me whenever you want, really.” She
picks up her phone and offers it to him. He puts in his number,
but then he starts swiping. “What are you doing?”

“I knew you were a sucker for plants, but I didn’t expect
it to be this bad. Plant dictionaries? Herbology apps? You’re
precious, Sage” He hands back her phone.

“Thanks, I guess? It’s not like you’re not obsessed with
something, come on. There’s got to be something.”

“It’s cute, seriously. I don’t know anyone who is so dedi-
cated to their passions.” He reaches for his phone in his pocket.
“Fair is fair though. Give me the number, set up your contact,



look through my home screens.”

The first thing she notices about his phone is the wallpa-
per. Behind all of his apps, which are neatly organized by color,
is a picture of a shoreline: a jagged rock coast with Cori stand-
ing with a bundle in his hands. Behind him, a fire of driftwood
glows brilliantly against the blue sky.

His apps seem pretty normal: social media, a library
lending app, some puzzle games. There’s a folder dedicated to
photography and music.

“Ah, there it is. You’re a photography guy.”

“Oh shit, you caught me!”

This back-and-forth has become easy, natural. Sage would
normally have been scared by now that she might ruin the con-
versation.

“Now you know how I felt! Oh no, a cute barista found
out I love plants! He’ll think I’'m so weird.”

“Can you show me some magic?” Cori rubs his thumbs
over her palms and looks up at her. His hands are cold. “I want
to know what it feels like.”

“Sure.”

“Don’t think about it. I just want to see what you can do.”
His voice is quiet, like they’re sharing a secret.

Don’t think. Sage can do that, shut down and let magic
guide her. It glides through her, turning white hot, and burning
from the inside out. When she opens her eyes, she looks down
at her palm and notices that her veins are green. A String of
Pearls grows, sprouting the stems first, then the leaves with
heart-shaped beads. The stem is mossy and green. It grows so
long it drapes over her palm, over Cori’s thumbs, and down
past her elbow.

“Holy shit. That’s amazing. How do you do that?”

“I’m not sure. It just happens, I’'m obsessed with plants.”
She looks down at her hand. The stems have separated from the
lines of her palm and turned into roots.



“You’re amazing. Seriously.”

Something crackles in the air between them. Not magic,
just something raw and emotional.

“Maybe we could team up one day. I could photograph
some of your magic. We’ll have to talk about it when you call
me,” Cori says as a woman with long red hair walks over to
their table.

“You do work here, right?”” She narrows her eyes, taking
in Cori’s nametag. “I have somewhere to be and not enough
patience to stand here and watch the plant major put the moves
on you.”

As Cori goes off to help her, time seems to stretch on for-
ever. Sage can’t just leave, that would be too obvious. It would
also be embarrassing. And there was something real between
them. There was no way she’d made it all up.

When she looks up again, the woman is standing with her
cup in her hand. Lily. Of course, her name is Lily. Her fingers
are adorned with rings that sparkle more than they should. Sage
sees through her seeming perfectness. To her she looks dishev-
eled. Her braided hair hangs in uneven strands down her back.
Her blazer and jeans are frayed. She must be using some kind
of magic to make herself look more presentable, but Sage isn’t
sure what it is.

If Sage is going to leave, now would be a good time. She
packs up her laptop, notebook, and pens. On her way out the
door, she begins to feel as if she’s suffocating from the smell
of coffee and dried herbs. Just a few more steps and she’ll be
outside where she can take a deep breath, but before she can
run away, she feels a hand on her elbow and shoulder.

Cori has come after her. “Where are you going?” he asks,

“I forgot that I’ve got somewhere to be soon.” Sage knows
the lie is flimsy, but she can’t come up with anything else.

“Can you sit down, please?”

He leads her back inside to her booth. They sit together as



they had been before Lily interrupted them.

“We were having a good conversation. I love talking to
you. I don’t know what Lily thought she was doing. You’re so
amazing, and we were having such a great conversation. No
one existed but us.”

Sage smiles and says, “I thought so, too.”

“Does that mean you’ll let me ask you out? Or will I have
to continue to pine after the cute witch who sits in the corner
where she knows I can see her?” Sage sucks in a breath as Cori
continues. “I know I’m just a mere human, but I think you’d
like it if you gave me a chance.”

Sage shakes her head. God, there’s nothing about him that
she has to take a chance on. She knows this will work.

“If you’d have shut up after asking me, I would’ve said
yes. Now I want to spell your lips closed.”

Sage smooths a stray tuft of Cori’s hair behind his ear and
then lets her hand rest against his cheek.

“Are you going to kiss me, or keep looking at my lips like
I don’t know what that means?”’

Cori leans in close, stops, looks at her and then waits for
her to meet him halfway. “I should’ve been asking for permis-
sion, so I’ll just wait here until you’re ready.”

Sage leans in and brushes her lips against his, enjoying the
sparks she feels between them. There are little bolts of energy
that jump from her lips to his. Magic is telling her to take a
leap.

“Just because you don’t have magic doesn’t mean you
have to be a smartass.”

“Just because you do have magic doesn’t mean you’ll be
a good kisser. [ hope I'm wrong.” Cori pauses for a second
before they knock their foreheads together. He lets out a little
laugh, and Sage feels it against her lips. “Prove me wrong?”

She does just that. She hopes.
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Madison Crist: I would love to start off by talking about your
poetry. What drew you to the genre and what does it mean to
you?

Amber McCrary: I am not really sure what drew me to poetry.
It felt pretty organic. When I was younger, I was already writ-
ing what you might consider poetry without even realizing it at
the time. I had a natural gravitation toward poetry and zines.

MC: What other artists or other writers influence your work?

AM: Growing up I would say Rebecca Walker, M.I.A., Chima-
manda Ngozi Adichie, Chinua Achebe, Pixies, Animal Collec-
tive, and the Clash, to name a few. In my teens and throughout
my twenties, I gravitated toward African literature and punk
rock music. They all talked in a way that pushed back against
the normative white gaze or a conventional narrative.

MC: This is a question I love to ask all poets. If you had to
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describe poetry in three words what would they be?
Dreamy, angsty, and experiences.

Let us get into your body of creative works. You have
created numerous zines and also published a chapbook in 2020.
What is the writing or crafting process like for you?

I probably sound like a broken record and will iterate oth-
er writers when I say no piece is ever finished. I could probably
go back to all the zines and the chapbook and add or correct
them, but I think it is more of a letting-go process. You have to
let it be its own piece of art regardless of whether it is done or
not.

Regarding zines, I know you also hold workshops on the
creative process. If you could create any workshop in the world
what would it be about?

Oh! That is a good one! So, I am super into this show
right now called Superstore. 1 would probably make a fanzine
workshop dedicated to the show or a fanzine workshop dedi-
cated to the band and singer Sade.

How would you define the zine aesthetic and how you
create one?

The classic zine aesthetic usually lies in simple cut-and-
paste and layering of pieces of paper. I love making homemade
zines with paper, glue, tape, scissors, and a typewriter. Howev-
er, recently I have been doing some pieces through apps such
as Flipsnack