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Love Letter to New York
Featured Poet: Diana Donovan
Remember the summer of 1980—when Mum took the photography class at NYU?
We’d mix the chemicals and develop film in the kitchen sink
waiting for the tiny squares to appear like magic.
On weekends, her boyfriend would come over and we’d squeeze lemons
into a thermos of Lipton’s iced tea—take the Mercedes out of the garage
and drive to Jones Beach, spread out our towels on the hot sand.
We’d lace up our roller skates in the parking lot
blast Donna Summer—and Mum would warn us to stay away
from the Puerto Rican boys, their beautiful dark eyes.
New York was something like heaven, wasn’t it?
Parades, platform boots, pretzel vendors, boom boxes
double decker buses, disco balls, Italian ice.
We sang the songs from A Chorus Line and Annie
out the window, half-convinced that a talent scout
could hear us from the sidewalk, ten floors down.
But then Peter left her and everything took a turn
she couldn’t get out of bed—even to play backgammon
or smoke cigarettes or cook dinner.
One Sunday night, we must have walked half the length of Lexington Avenue
hoping to bring her back a rotisserie chicken or at least a Ray’s Pizza
tracing the steps from memory—block by block.
And just like that, it was over—doors slamming, suitcases in the trunk
Billy Joel on the radio—blazing a trail over the Tappan Zee Bridge
the city shrinking behind us as we drove headfirst into the unknown.
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City View of Seoul by Bryan Kim.

Scratchboard, 8 x 12 inches.
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Sunsets in Tallahassee
Featured Poet: Sarah Karowski
don’t stretch across the horizon, they hide in the tree branches,
trickle through leaves, green year-round, except for the few
that brown, learn to let go, and rest in the dead grass. Still,
the sky turns pink, orange, sort of purple, but mostly the color
of everything blended together:
the Black Lives Matter mural
on Gaines Street, the wheel-chaired homeless on Tennessee,
and the angry man in his red hat, waving his TRUMP-PENCE
sign at passersby,
and also the flowers that bloom in Maclay Park,
those pink and white hydrangea make me feel innocent in a way
I haven’t since I was a kid at the edge of a Texas lake, praying
my line doesn’t catch fish.
In the bathroom of the coffee shop by
the college, there’s graffiti art on the mirrors and the walls, and
the words KILL ALL DEMOCRATS in black sharpie.
There’s this
park that’s just an open field of grass on a slight hill. If you trek
out far enough to lose the parking lot, you’ll get to the place where
an old house once stood.
My neighbors shoot off fireworks almost
every night, like it’s always the Fourth of July.
Tony McDade was
murdered by police, the newspapers misgendered him, the courts
say he had a gun, the jury sided with the cops, the protestors took
to the streets, and he’s still dead.
The sunsets are the most beautiful
there. Someone told me that house burned down a year before I
moved here. Orange and red touch the sky, blending in with the
purple and pink.
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Perfection and Vulnerability by Ellie Ko.

Acrylic on canvas. 28 x 14 in.
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Excerpt from “Constellations” by Bill Zaget
Apartment 4-C
Cam inspected the mottling of his emaciated body in the full-length mirror.
Three more blotches. I’m turning into a leopard. No, a hyena. He laughed—
more of a wheeze. Catching his breath with difficulty, he ker-plunked onto
his replica Barcelona chair. A giraffe—yes, that’s the one. Wasn’t there a
recent discovery of gay giraffes? And more preferable to Cam than what he
was turning into, despite taking The Cocktail—and other medication—
albeit erratically. Actually, he had stopped taking any the last few weeks.
Kept losing track of the schedule. Self-medicating was less exhausting and
a lot more fun. Real cocktails and recreational drugs. He would swing from
the chandelier, if he had one. He promised himself to acquire one. Throwing
rainbows of prismatic light against his eggshell walls. Feeling groovy...I’m
a gangly gay giraffe, sipping cocktails on a veranda. Cam had a sudden
hankering for a veranda for his tiny apartment. He added that to his mental
list—a list that was sure to evaporate within minutes.
A framed photo drew his attention. He lifted it off a side table. Cam shook
his head. The table had become a catch-all for various pill bottles, unpaid
bills, candy wrappers, and rolling papers, but pride of place was the photo
of his ex. A youngish man stared back at Cam. Very blond and smooth—
angelic even. Is it still called an ex if he snuffed it, rather than left of his own
accord, he wondered. Snuffed out . . . bright candle. Is that Shakespearean
or something? Gone, dead as a door nail. Kicked the bucket . . . bought the
farm . . . took a dirt nap . . . bit the dust . . . . Cam chuckled and blew a layer
of dust off the edge of the table. Must hire a maid. He started a new mental
list.
Cam scrutinized the picture. “You bastard.” No, he didn’t deserve that—as
if Danny had died just to punish him. Don’t speak ill . . . . “Sorry, sorry,
sorry.” Danny smiled all the same. Cam smiled back. “I’m no longer so nice
to look at—I’ve got the full blown. Ha. Haven’t been blown since . . . .” He
winked at Danny and traced a halo above his ex’s head with his finger. “Not
much longer, boob. Then we’ll be plinking harps together—whether you
like it or not.” He placed Danny back on the table and noticed a fluorescent
lime post-it note. It read: Mtg. roof 7pm. “Right.” If he could catch his
breath and hoist his carcass up, he’d make an appearance. Appear to be
useful, what time was left.
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The Phone Booth at the Edge of the World by Laura Imai Messina,
Translated from Italian by Lucy Rand, The Overlook Press, $25
Hardcover.
Reviewed by D.M. O’Connor
After losing a mother and daughter in the 2011 tsunami, Yui, a griefstricken, radio talk-show host visits the Wind Phone, a “real” phone set
up in a garden that allows the living to call their dead. On her way there,
Yui meets Takeshi, a grief-stricken widower and doctor from Tokyo, with
a young daughter to care for—a slow respectful 300-page romance
ensues. Through food, long drives, and parental advice, grief is turned to
hope, and Yui finds joy again through marriage and motherhood.
Built on the fantastic idea of the Wind Phone, the minimalistic prose
takes passing glances at others who visit the phone: the troubled medical
student, the mourning father, and the phone booth caretakers, who seem
like the nicest people one could ever meet. There is a realistic and
memorable anecdote built around an image of a ship stranded on a
building’s roof by the force of the storm.
The descriptions of Japan and daily life are also insightful and hyperrealistic. Except for a few pages of Yui’s doubt about remarrying and
another big storm, the marriage plot consciously avoids conflict, which is
perhaps the novel’s point. As if, like the two main characters, all we can
do is wish each other the best in passing: “There was no closing act in
these lives, but Yui and Takeshi custom-built sparkling futures for each of
them; inventing a guarantee that life would find a way to repay them.
Wishing the best for all those people was the only thing they could do”
(362).
The Phone Booth at the Edge of the World by Laura Imai Messina is an
interesting quarantine read for those seeking confirmation that everything
will be just fine. Or as the narrator says, “if not yet happiness, at the very
least, relief was about to become a thing” (18).
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