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Their brown shells confettied the campus sidewalks 
with everything we were instructed to toss aside 

that year: self-doubt, substance, certainty, sex. 
They mated in the trees, then died. In a humid gym, 

our tasseled caps flew from our fingers, then dropped 
like dead bugs onto our upturned faces. Red-ribboned 

diplomas in hand, we stepped through the clapping 
mass of parents into the heaving rib cage of the cicadas’ 

refrain, where we posed with generations, plastic
punch cups wetting our palms, shiny carapaces 

crunching beneath our shinier shoes. Seventeen 
years in various states of unravel. When their song

swelled in the heat, we spoke louder and forgot
to listen, eager to join their raucous world.

Jessica Hudson
THE CICADAS GRADUATED HIGH SCHOOL WITH US

I was a boy scout, I was a boy, I was in the wilderness, I was a 
wilderness, on a trail I trailed off, I was an animal who took off the 
trail and found a dead rainbow eucalyptus, a rainbow eucalyptus 
had taken a fall, I had taken off a piece, I had carved initials for 
a love I cannot remember, I was young, I cannot remember why, 
I don’t have the piece of bark, I pocketed the memory, the wind 
pickpocketed the bark from my back flap, I was soaring in the 
sand, my lungs pulsing against my rib cage as I ran in the sand, 
my calves were killing me, I was a calf without boundary, I sang 
with hope, I was alone, I was called a girl by the boys, I was a boy 
who was a girl to the boys, I was a cicada to myself, I was all to 
myself and the sand, I was a child inside myself last night, I was 
a child cowering in the sleeping bag of age twenty-three, I was a 
sleeping bag unzipped and used, I was bark litter from the wind, I 
was unraveled by you, you who I have very little history of, other 
than once my lover, now my wind captor, now you: the proxy of 
my metaphors, the juniper tree upright with bones of rotting roots 
underneath, you once called me a future, you soon call me in the 
future and ask where I’ve been, in the wind I say, in the wind.

C. Heyne
A BOY, A BREATH
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Dean Ayres
IDENTITY UNCOVERED

Christina Roscoe
ENOUGH FOR BOTH OF US

SAMSAM is born an absence, lacking color, gray clay. He’s born 
without breath, a noose around his neck, quieter than the silence 
in my head. My senses, searching for signals of Sam, return with 
nothing. No one holds him up for me to see. There is no skin to 
touch. There is no head to smell. I cannot taste my tears, which do 
not fall. I am vaguely aware of blue movement, figures in scrubs 
whose faces I cannot see. There’s a rush of bodies, one replacing 
the next, every movement a prayer for breath. In the hustle and 
flurry someone cuts the cord. Relentless and muscular: the angriest, 
slickest rope you ever saw. You ever made. 

I am a corporeal spasm. “This is normal,” our doula assures 
me. “Postpartum shivering. Your body just went through a 
tremendous amount of stress.” I nod, teeth chattering too hard to 
speak. 

A minute passes.
“He’s gonna be fine, right?” I manage. “You’ve seen this 



13Back to TOC12

before?”
“He’s going to be just fine,” says our doula.
Then he wails.
Oh. So that’s what they’re doing. I had forgotten he was 

supposed to cry.
They swaddle him and bring him to us: “You have about one 

minute and then this little guy needs to go to neonatal intensive 
care.” They place the bundle on my chest. Sam stares unblinking in 
the direction of the ceiling. 

“He’s perfect,” my wife, Jean, whispers.
I wait for a flood of endorphins to meld us, maker and made. 
Maker and clay. 
There is no flood. 
I thought he would be beautiful to me. Everyone said he’d be 

beautiful. “Hi, Sam,” I manage, touching his cheek with the back 
of my index finger. 

Someone lifts bundle-Sam off my chest and Jean asks, “I think 
I should go with him?” Reconsiders. “I’m going with him.” 

“Of course, baby, you should go.” I mean it. I do. But as I lie 
there getting stitched up, I long for her. This yearning regained 
edges in the final throes of labor, adrenaline reigniting our passion, 
its mythic proportions. But the world has righted and I am alone. 
Jean, never leaving, is somehow always gone. 

Five hours later we’re in the recovery room without our baby. 
I watch the clock anxiously. At ten o’clock I buzz the night nurse. 
She said I could shower at ten. It’s ten. 

“I want to see our son,” Jean demands.
“Not yet,” says the nurse for the third time. 

I bathe with the bathroom door open, to be closer to my wife. The 
love I feel for her after twenty-two hours of labor stuns me. I feared 
I would scream out during labor, “I don’t even love you anymore,” 
triggering a great unraveling. Instead, I feel as giddy as the night I 
first traced the inner curve of her thigh. Fingers on seams, threads 
to a wet, hidden treasure. Beneath the table. At the office party. 
When she was still my boss. 

“Sam is in the NICU,” Jean tells her best friend over the 
phone, and yet, and still, she radiates triumph. The grip of jealousy 
tightens around my sternum like a hand, fierce but familiar. Tragic 
only in its banality. 

During labor, everything was new. During labor, Jean was 
mine. Contractions swelled greater, surged longer, crashed down 
on the next wave shaping below. Jean and I watched the fetal 
monitor transfixed. The higher the needle jumped, the greater 
Jean’s awe, breathing “Wow . . .” again and again as she marveled 
at my body, at my strength, at my being. 

Now, seated on a plastic shower chair, my insides smeared from 
my pubic bone to my rib cage, it is suddenly, painfully clear this 
will not last. It is already half-memory. 

My wife has moved on, calling people, celebrating our child. 
“He wasn’t breathing for a while,” she tells her best friend. “It was 
really scary. Well . . . I was scared.” She laughs. “Yeah. Tough 
as nails, my wife. But yeah, anyway. They breathed for him for a 
while, to get him going. He’s fine now, but we haven’t really seen 
him.” 

“I’m still here!” I want to call, but hurt constricts my breath and 
I whisper to the shower stall instead: “Why am I not enough?” And 
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yet. What is it I expect her to do? Shed her clothes and stand under 
the showerhead? Lean against the door jam and watch the uterine 
lining leak down my leg? Only talk to me? 

There’s adhesive on my forearm, and blood, maybe iodine, 
beneath my fingernails. How long have I been sitting on this 
shower chair? I turn the water on and stare at my deflated stomach. 
At least people will know I had him. 

Jean’s best friend is a lactation consultant. “She can breastfeed 
him tonight around midnight if she wants to,” Jean tells her. 

I don’t want to nurse him. I don’t need to hold him. I just want 
my wife.

Screw my birth plan. Let him have formula.
“I think I’ll wait until tomorrow to nurse him,” I call out. There 

is no response. I towel off and my wife is quiet.
“You know, he’s not just some baby,” she finally says. “He’s our 

baby.”
“I guess,” I say. 
She looks worried. I can’t bear to see my joyful wife sad on this 

long-awaited day. At midnight I sit in the wheelchair and let her 
push me down to the bowels of the hospital. Here, nurses tend to 
babies too early for this world. A nurse picks up our baby and helps 
me hold him to my breast. He latches on immediately. 

A doctor appears outside our glass room. He has the bulging 
eyes of a cicada and carries a clipboard. Jean motions him in. 

“You know, it could have gone either way,” he concludes. “And 
. . . well, in this case, though, his color was just so incredibly pale 
that . . . one of the things that we worry about when the umbilical 
cord is that tight around the neck and body is possible effects to the 

brain. But his labs look perfectly normal. I think he’s going to be 
just fine.” 

I thank him profusely. He bows slightly and leaves.
“Do you love him?” my wife asks with concern. I shrug. “Do 

you feel anything?”
I stare at her. “I don’t know,” I say.
She leans past me. “Sam,” she whispers, “I’m going to love you 

enough for both of us.” 
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Mea Andrews
TOO SOON

You stole my
rib cage, sunken
chest left

heaving, 
volcano 
hollowed out

before growing 
to reach
the sea, crust

stretched,
yearning. My
heart cicada 

thumps, whole
body 
vibrations—
how dare I

still be rooted
to this soil,
when you 

have been 
blown
dandelion

to the wind, 
leaving me
to watch

your mother 
unravel your 
old T-shirts, cut

them into 
patches, 
quilt them

together, 
unwashed,
something to

bury herself
in every
June, her sweat

and tears 
in your scent
the only way

she can touch 
you. 
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Guilherme Bergamini
MAN WINDOWS
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Angela Williamson Emmert
WAGES

I’ve been harvesting early
apples, shaking branches
with an overhead reach
that leaves my rib cage
aching. In bed, taking
shallow breaths, I google
chest pain and heart attack
and learn how the muscles
of the trunk unravel painfully 
with exertion, pull away
from the breastbone, leave it
exposed. I have rolled dough, 
sliced apples, assembled 
pies, puffed dust storms
of cinnamon every year
for nearly the last twenty,
and maybe this should cost 
me something, some suffering 
in re-emergence, my annual
rebirth as baker, as eater 
of sugar and fruit, as thief 
of what’s borne 

by the trees. I must change, 
split my shell cicada-
like, hang from a branch, drag 
myself out of myself, cling 
to my bones as night dries 
my wings, and I accept 
the wages of life: brief
flight, my chest 
peeled back for song.
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Sultana Raza
UNRAVELING NETS 1
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Kate LaDew
THE FACT OF FOXES

keeps me from completely unraveling.
I saw one once, in the wild,
the red and orange and brown and white 
flashed like a ray of sunlight through leaves
and I became as close to still as I’ve ever been,
—foxes harness the earth’s magnetic field to hunt,
a ring of shadow on the eye that deepens as they move north,
when the shadow and the sound of prey line up, they pounce—
the day of the fox I felt my heart creak under the rib cage, 
faster than it had in a while, 
click click click, like cicada tymbals vibrating, 
the black paws were silent, 
ears revolving radio telescopes,
click click click —the Finnish believe foxes made the northern lights, 
running in the snow, tail sweeping sparks into the sky—
as I watch the twitch and snap of orange amongst the green,
I add it to the list of facts that keep me going,
foxes made fire in the sky,
reminders on the darkest nights that magic is real, alive 

Joy Victory
HARRY THE HEAT WAVE

MYMY aunt’s tip for confronting a Texas-sized cockroach is 
to name it. Something cute, something Southern-sounding, 
something alliterative. Like Roy. Roy the Roach. Now lassoed 
by anthropomorphism, a skittering roach becomes a harmless 
character in a children’s book, albeit with hauntingly long 
antennae. This trick works—try it the next time you sneak into 
your kitchen at 3 a.m. to sample the cookies you’ve hidden 
from your family and you see a flash of brown scurry under the 
dishwasher. Damnit, Roy, don’t mess with my secret stash. 

Lately, Roy has been joined by Riley, Rhonda, and Ricky 
and lord knows who else because we’re in yet another drought 
and heat wave here in Austin, Texas, where I live. This summer 
has smashed the temperature records. Just like us, the bugs 
have absolutely had it, and they are coming inside, desperate, 
dehydrated, near-death, sluggish. It’s never been easier to kill a bug 
in my house, yet this doesn’t bring me much comfort. 
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And it’s getting weirder. The other night, while the frantic 
love calls of a thousand horny cicadas buzzed out the window, a 
stream of sugar ants feasted on a pink speck of strawberry-flavored 
toothpaste left behind on my daughter’s bathroom floor. I was 
ruminating upon this expanding household insectarium when out 
from the laundry hamper came a spider. At least, I think that’s 
what it was; it looked more like an incomprehensibly tiny crab. 
(Googling later confirmed that it was probably a crab spider, not to 
be confused with a spider crab.)

In a blitz, the spider lunged, plunging its fangs into the nearest 
toothpaste-drunk ant. This attack unfolded while I sat on the 
toilet, mid-pee, entranced. I watched until I got bored, awkwardly 
stepping around the spider and seeking out my husband. 

“It’s an entire ecosystem right on the tile!” I said. “We don’t 
even have to leave the house!” 

“Cool,” he said in a deadpan voice, but I’m pretty sure he meant 
it. We’re all a little lethargic these days. 

Compared to many, I’m heat-acclimated, having grown up 
in sunbaked Corpus Christi on the Gulf Coast. I learned how to 
drive with two fingers perched delicately on the always-scorching 
steering wheel, often on my way to spend all day at the beach 
on Padre Island. I don’t mind heat, in other words, and I have 
the freckles and wrinkles to show for it. But this summer is 
different. This summer is scary. For the first time in my life, I am 
hiding when normally I am exploring. The mornings are the only 
bearable time to be outside, and they are brief. At night, relief is 
minimal; it will maybe cool off to the upper 70s, but only for a few 

minutes, and only in the wee hours when Roy and I are having our 
staredown in the kitchen.  

As a kid, I consumed nature shows like other ’90s-era kids 
watched Saved by the Bell or that Steve Urkel show. Ocean 
segments were my favorite. Nothing compared to humpback 
whales singing across the Pacific to each other, a haunting slow-
wave chant that reminded me of our shared humanity with other 
species. In the pre-internet era, though, I couldn’t be picky, so I’d 
watch whatever nature show was on. 

By fifth grade I was already aware of a disturbing pattern: 
they all ended the same depressing way, by metaphorically turning 
the lens onto the viewer. First, the camera would start zooming in 
on a picked-over rib cage of whatever animal I had been learning 
about. And then: “The [insert species] is in a fight for survival,” the 
narrator would say. “The reason? [Insert manmade threat—choices 
include, but are not limited to, habitat loss, poaching, pollution.].”

The threat that never seemed to earn a starring role is the one 
that now feels so incredibly overwhelming: climate change. In 
just a few decades, it overshadows everything else, and for good 
reason. We’ve now jacked up the entire atmosphere in which we all 
need to survive. Such an unraveling problem gives us big anxiety, 
and many of us have to tune it out to function, especially when 
we’re also dealing with a deadly virus, mass shootings, and loss of 
reproductive control. 

This environmental ennui confronted me firsthand after I 
recently messaged some friends who live in Southern France. 
Not only were my friends in the throes of a record-breaking heat 
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wave; they also had a large wildfire burning nearby, sullying the 
already overburdened air. Were they doing okay? Yes, my friend 
wrote back, but then added, “I guess we just have to get used to it. 
There’s not much to be done.” 

Closer to home it’s the same. When I posted on Facebook about 
Harry the Heat Wave—as I’ve taken to calling it so I can at least 
pretend it has big, cute eyes—my mother piped up. “This is Texas,” 
she commented. “It’s always hot.”

 Thanks, Mom, I thought, as if that’s something I ever forget as 
I peel my thighs off my car’s scorching seat. “It’s also from climate 
change,” I said, wanting her to acknowledge that this wasn’t normal 
at all. 

“Sure, but what can we do about it?” she answered, along with 
an emoji of a woman shrugging, sounding an awful lot like my 
friend five thousand miles away in France. 

Nine years ago, when Obama was president and the world in 
general felt like a more welcoming place, I got pregnant and gave 
birth to my only child. At the time, I worked for the Environmental 
Defense Fund, a centrist-leaning non-profit organization that’s big 
on economics, meaning they advocate for climate change solutions 
that are not just scalable but profitable. In the 1980s, for example, 
EDF helped solve acid rain via a cap-and-trade program. Each day 
I spent at EDF, the endangered humpback whale in the back of my 
mind sounded a little less mournful, and I eventually overcame my 
reluctance to put a child into a very imperfect world. For a while, 
it seemed like I made the right decision. A year after I gave birth, 
I participated in the People’s Climate March, joining millions of 

other people who were tired of inaction. Things felt so poised to 
change, in spite of past roadblocks.

Not so much anymore. Now I have to increasingly think about 
the future in ways that are bleak. What will it be like when my 
now nine-year-old daughter is my age? Will it regularly reach 
116 degrees? 126? Where does it end? If and when she becomes 
a parent herself, she may have long ago given up on Texas (I 
can’t blame her) and perhaps moved up north with my husband’s 
family in Minnesota, where the winters are getting milder but the 
summers are still tolerable. We’re doing all we can now to make 
sure she has the choices and the means to flee north, if needed. We 
are lucky to have the resources; many people do not, and they are 
already being punished for the sins of a billion coal-burning souls.

So, where does this leave us? For me, the balm has always been 
immersing myself in nature, starting with those TV shows back in 
the day. I’ve never understood religion; nature is the only thing that 
feels spiritual. And it doesn’t have to be fancy or far-flung. I often 
find happiness in the small wildlife preserve by my house, where 
over the years I’ve been awed by the variety of flora and fauna 
that’s just two miles from downtown Austin. If I’m in a rush and 
can’t get to the preserve, I walk around my neighborhood, looking 
for wildflowers growing in the seams of sidewalks, or listening for 
baby birds chirping from their nest in the nook of a traffic light. 

Right now, though, it’s too hot for any of that. I don’t leave the 
house except for essential tasks. Fortunately, I only need to venture 
to places like my daughter’s bathroom, where I can see up-close 
how nature always finds a way. It is always adapting, just like us, 
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for it is us, even if it’s bearing antennae or venom. I wish mother 
nature could do these things a little more covertly, of course, but 
I’ll take what I can get right now. 

I’m trying to be patient, too. When the weather is milder, 
neither the roaches nor the ants come inside. I bought ant poison, 
but haven’t had the heart to deploy it yet. I remind myself: this is 
temporary. In a few days or weeks or months, the weather will cool 
and the rain will fall and the sugar ants will return to their nest 
near the house, no longer gathering toothpaste but nectar. 

And if Harry the Heat Wave persists? And the rain never 
comes? A few Annie the Ants and Roy the Roaches will survive, 
finding tiny pockets of freshwater and toothpaste, then breeding, 
evolving, and repopulating, just like nature has always done.

If necessary, a whole new world will be reborn, and it will be 
spectacular. 

I have to believe that; it’s feeling like the only choice I have. 

Jennifer Weigel
UNRAVELING
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James Scruton
POST-OP

Time was, my heart felt
like a bird singing to you
from its rib cage nest,
even if, years on, it was more
of a stammering jay,
an uncertain warbler
unraveling the quiet.

Lying here now,
we imagine the sound
of its new mechanics,
pretend we can hear
that hum of assurance,
a background music steady
as cicadas or crickets
these summer evenings,
each tiny machine ticking
away in the dark.

Alexa Garster
THE VOLUME BUTTON'S NOT WORKING

I like thinking about how the world doles out
its decibels. I like that a symphony has the same urgency
as a siren. A cicada’s song is as sharp as a chainsaw 
is as cruel as a baby’s cries, like the one in this coffee shop. 
She’s trying very hard to let me know she’s dissatisfied 
with the day. Me, too, baby. At least you are loud. 
That’s something. When does that go away, I wonder?
When do we stop causing commotion? I have been quiet
for as long as I can remember. 
But: back to life’s inevitable noise. Boeing 707s threaten
gods and geese, while some years ago the stereo 
at a middle-school dance prophesized the throb 
of many years alone. In that same gymnasium: 
future motorcyclists who in their adult lives will crack
like thunderclaps in a restless summer. Someone tell me 
where they are headed. Someone tell them the road unravels 
exponentially at the end. A rib cage is no defense
against all that dust. It will get in. To think 
you can put enough distance between you and anything, 
what roaring madness.
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Nikitha Nair
REFUGE AND WORSHIP
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Larena Nellies-Ortiz
CANOPY RIB CAGE
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is dead, though her rib cage rises and falls. I watch
Catfight, watch her slug and be slugged
by Sandra Oh until both are comatose. Naturally,
the irony doesn’t escape me: how we shrug

off life’s fragility—all rage and Pinot— 
thinking we might be the first to outwit death. 
And when travails come, when they grow
like a cicada-swarm, burst from the indifferent earth,

we can hardly credit it. How quickly it all unravels—
wealth, fame. Movie-Anne staggers
from the blows. Yet, unlike her rival, she stays evil.
We’d like to think the final threat would auger

some great transformation, the fruits of Grace—
more likely we’ll enter the grave with our usual face.

Devon Balwit
ANNE HECHE

Courtney D. Williams
MOLTING

THETHE event is more dissection than dinner: 
Firstly, because it is a solutioning exercise thinly veiled as 

a teambuilding event for chemists at a food additive company. 
Secondly, because they have given us no effective utensils.

Ethan says, “Lobsters shed their shells so that they can grow; 
when their shell gets too snug, they split it in half and crawl out. No 
one knows how big a lobster can get.” 

“What do you mean ‘no one knows’?” asks Kathryn sharply. 
“Someone should know.”

That thin little voice can get so thick with umbrage. She is 
willowy, with sharp angles. I had recently made it my mission to 
crack the code of Kathryn. She is stabbing a lobster with a pair of 
scissors.

“They can split their own shells but here we are,” says 
Marisella.

Like the main course, this small talk requires both hard work 
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and patience to get to what little meat there is. Hoping to cut the 
tension more successfully than anyone is cutting into their meal, I 
say:

“Have I told you about the time my brother tried to be a social 
media influencer?” 

Kathryn, Addan, Ethan, and Marisella stop reciting lobster 
facts and look up from their massacres. 

“Have I told you,” I say, “that my brother’s goal in life is to be 
the opposite of a food additive scientist?”

“What would be the opposite of a food additive scientist?” says 
Ethan.

“A hunger artist,” I say, “of sorts.” 
They are blank. They are literal, unlettered, and lost.
“My brother tried to build a business by eating bugs on the 

internet,” I spell out for them. 
Marisella turns her bottom lip out in disgust, despite the fact 

that she works in the food coloring division. She cannot revel in 
the bliss of ignorance: she knows that “Natural Red 4” is food 
label code for ground female cochineal beetles and that the shine 
on jelly beans is derived from excretions of an insect from the 
forests of Thailand. As for myself, I haven’t enjoyed an Easter since 
orientation and every day my diet becomes more limited.

“My brother is the type of guy who wears skinny jeans and a 
crushed velvet jacket over a low-cut tank top,” I say. “My brother 
has a man-bun.”

Addan nods like he knows the type and Kathryn nods like she 
wishes she did. Marisella has found an eyeglass repair kit in her 
purse and is attempting to prise open the crustacean armor with a 

tiny screwdriver.
I tell them that my brother had enjoyed a modest social media 

following—15k followers, made up mostly of tweenage girls, bots, 
and people who’d searched for #rampseason. His first account had 
been named @PowerKrautBoi—boy with an ‘i’. His bio said I’m 
so excited about fermented foods! He pickled anything he could 
get his hands on and posted pictures: he marinaded marshmallows, 
soused biscotti. 

Then he changed his shtick, I continue, and opened the @
Foodquake account. He posted photos and videos of himself 
holding up fingers over trays of hyped-up food truck fare. 

“The Richter Scale he called it,” I say, “like our last name.” I 
hold up my employee badge: Theodore Richter, aka Theo. “He said 
his food rating system was designed to help foodies avoid disaster.”

Kathryn has her phone out under the table, but the splotches on 
her neck are a dead giveaway that she is stalking my brother. Is it 
butter in the corner of her mouth or is she drooling?

Addan has produced an X-ACTO knife from his shirt pocket 
and is attempting to incise the underside of the lobster, tail stern to 
eye stems.

“But I digress. A friend of his insisted that bugs are the protein 
of the future. He said it would end poverty. My parents loaned 
William the investment,” I explain.

I wipe away the lobstery liquid that sprays my forehead as 
Addan rips into a tail. “Lobster shells are compostable,” he says.

“You might be on to something,” says Marisella, taking a note: 
Compostable? Under a heading: Shell Softening Lobster Tank 
Additive.
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“This friend was actually quite smart,” I continue, giving up 
on my own lobster. “Business degree, business plan. He knew how 
many bugs would make how many grams of protein. He knew how 
much the average hiker in a national park would pay for a high-
protein meal replacement. He knew that my brother’s eyes went 
soft when he was in front of a camera, #nofilter,” I say ironically. 

I catch Kathryn agreeing with me, based on her recent online 
activities. She stops nodding when I glance over. 

“This legit entrepreneur partnered with my numbskull brother. 
The plan was to first introduce the Bug-Out Bar on my brother’s 
page. By now, he had a new account, called @InsectuWill.”

“Insexuwill?” asks Kathryn, hands under the table, phone open 
to another blank browser tab. 

“Insect-u-Will,” I correct. “I don’t know. He told me it worked 
on multiple levels.”

So they decided, I continued, to coincide the launch of Bug-Out 
Bars with the arrival of the thirteen-year cicadas, called Brood X. 
My brother bought a cookbook called Cica-delish: Your Guide to 
Foraging and Feasting the Biggest Bug with the Shortest Season 
and some spices from the farmer’s market. 

He went to my parents’ house, followed the cacophony of bug 
buzz. There’s a patch of woods about the size of a football field just 
beyond their property. 

The cookbook talked about young cicadas—tenerals—and 
how their exoskeletons aren’t yet hardened, so they’re the best to 
eat: tastier and more tender. The tenerals are supposed to be found 
early in the morning on the trunks of trees. I don’t know if 11 a.m. 
counts as early, but it was for him. He set out, went live on social 

media, climbed a tree, and fell a good ten feet while reaching to put 
a third handful of bugs into a Ziplock bag.

Kathryn gasps and winces.
“I hate that we eat these,” says Ethan. “They scream in the pot.”
“It’s just air releasing from the shell,” says Addan. “They don’t 

scream. They don’t have lungs.” 
“They can’t process pain,” says Marisella.
“I thought they could,” says Kathryn.
“Depends on your source,” says Addan.
“They’d eat us if they could,” says Marisella. 
“Sorry,” Kathryn says to me, lowering her eyes to the phone on 

her lap again. “Continue.”
I tell the group about how my mother found William flat on 

his back, knocked out. That the only reason she did is because 
he was still live on social media and his ex—who, coincidentally, 
he thought he’d win back by making a ton of money in the bug 
business—was watching and called my parents’ house. An 
audience of 796 people had seen the whole thing. In the comments, 
they’d discussed calling 911 to track the location of his cell phone 
until Emma jumped in to let them know she knew @InsectuWill’s 
mom. 

He came to with a rattle in his ribcage when he inhaled, I say. 
My mother hovering over him. He’d cracked two ribs and bruised 
his ego. But it wasn’t until later that the former would be confirmed 
as an aside to a more serious medical emergency, and the latter 
would pale in comparison to the unraveling of his budding internet 
career.

My mother asked him what he planned on doing with a Ziplock 
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bag of baby bugs, I tell the group. William told her Cicadas are 
the lobsters of the earth! to which my mother replied, You don’t eat 
lobster, to which William replied, I have a natural aversion to the 
texture. 

She asked how he knew its texture if he’d never eaten it. And 
William said, as only William would say, I’ve heard the mouthfeel 
is like sweet hotdog and that’s all I need to know.

“What did he think would be the mouthfeel of an immature 
cicada?” asks Addan.

“That’s what my mother asked,” I say. “To which William said, 
I anticipate it feels like evolution and asked if he could use the 
grill,” I continue. 

No one even asks what that is supposed to mean.
“I wish these had the tenderness of tenerals,” says Marisella, 

whacking her lobster against the table. The tail separates and she 
eagerly digs her fingers into the cavity.

“Nice job,” says Addan, impressed.
Kathryn looks up from my brother’s pages to admire 

Marisella’s progress. 
“As an aside: Emma—the ex—is a vegan,” I say. 
“Female lobsters mate after they shed their shells,” Kathryn 

says. She fidgets with the drawstring of her hoodie, where a thread 
is hanging. She begins to pull, then stops herself, as if all her layers 
would come undone and leave her vulnerable to predators. She 
blushes at the unintentional collision of this suggestive fact and this 
loose end. 

I imagine her berried with my babies: her isosceles nose, my 
mouth–obtuse when I smile. 

“Ew, so he was going to use your parents’ grill for the 
cicadas?” Ethan asks.

“My mother doesn’t say no to William,” I say. “The last time 
she did, he left to backpack through South America for six months 
and didn’t call.”

“What happened?” asks Kathryn. “You said there was another 
medical emergency.”

My brother went live again, I tell them. He set his camera up 
on a tripod and talked about Bug-Out Bars as he grilled cicada-
kebabs. He said that he’d taken off the wings and legs because they 
don’t really add any flavor. He said they’re still a great source of 
protein and Your boy @InsectuWill believes in using the whole 
animal. He said that he’d ground the rest up and put it in some 
banana bread. And he plugged the product, saying, Of course, this 
is the kind of thing me and my business partner will be putting into 
your favorite Bug-Out Bars once we have all our investors. Check 
out @BugOutBars for more info on how you can get involved with 
the world’s most sustainable energy bars.

The group begins piling hollow claws and emptied tails and 
sucked-clean legs. I am falling behind.

Beneath the table, Kathryn scrolls on her phone.
Contrary to pop-culture depictions, female lobsters are not 

monogamous, I remember.
“But what happens?” asks Kathryn, not looking up. 
“He grilled the bugs,” I say, “and—on camera—took one off 

the skewer with his teeth.” 
I tell them that you could see in the video that he was trying 

to be cool: he held it in his mouth for a second, rolled it around on 
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his tongue. Finally, he began to chew, slowly. Swallowed. Made an 
unconvincing grunt of approval. Babbled on about Bug-Out Bars, 
stalling for time. You could see his color change. You could hear 
his breath become more labored as he tried to continue plugging 
the bug bars. He grabbed at his throat as it closed up. You heard a 
thud and he slumped off camera, I say, waiting for a reaction.

“A lobster tail can continue to curl and jerk for several hours 
after it has been separated from the body,” says Ethan.    

“Oh my God,” says Kathryn, covering her mouth, where a 
shred of lobster meat is adorably stuck in her front teeth. 

“Turns out,” I say. “My brother is allergic—to lobster!”
“Wait . . .” says Marisella.
“Cicadas are the lobsters of the earth,” I explain. “There’s 

a warning in the cookbook that if you’re allergic to shellfish, 
you’re likely allergic to cicadas.” I laugh, satisfied at my brother’s 
ineptitude: he’s pretty but he’s pretentious. The prodigal son, 
pursuing prodigiousness via posts of pupae. 

“Not funny!” says Kathryn sharply. “He’s your brother! He 
could’ve died! Wait. He didn’t die, did he?!”

“He’s fine,” I say. “Our mother heard the thud. William held 
two fingers up to the camera as the EMTs took him away on the 
stretcher—cicada’s rating on the Richter scale.” 

“His accounts haven’t been active,” Kathryn says.
“He talked my father into paying for pastry chef classes,” I say. 

“He’s working in a bakery. No potential for cross-contamination.”
The story falls flat and everyone turns back to their meals. 

Carcasses, now, outgrown and discarded: they had stretched and 
struggled while I stewed. They wipe their hands and mouths as I 

look for leverage—something I can use to pry open an exoskeleton, 
tear into it in search of tenderness.

“Lobsters eat their own shells,” says Kathryn, sucking on the 
drawstring of her hoodie, now, “after they molt. It hastens the 
hardening of their new shell by replenishing calcium.”

“That’s why they used to think they were cannibals,” says 
Addan.

For the first time, Kathryn looks straight at me. “Why are you 
so hateful about your brother?” she asks.

“He’d eat me if he could,” I say.
I dig in with my house key, spear a sliver of sustenance.
All around us: the carnage of growth.
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K.E. Downham
HALFWAY BETWEEN UNRAVELING MYSTERIES AND THE TRUTH

Andrew Johnson
SUMMER ENDS

In the dark once again I listen to the clicks
of you picking your toenails in bed. 
I just don’t have it in me. The world unraveling
and this is how we drift off. I’ll sweep the bedside 
in the morning. I’ll scoop up ten more moons.

I picture one of those slivers above us now,
flung and glowing, suspended over our bed.
I ebb a sea into tempest under my rib cage,
thrum against the barricade, all slosh and swell. 
I lean against the levees, and then recede.

What is that awful racket? you whisper.
The cicadas singing in the sycamores,
the commotion made while seeking love.
The rattling helps to shake off the shell,
the one that no longer fits so well.
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Kaci Skiles Laws
IF I COULD TAKE HIM BACK TO MY WOMB

back to when he was a flutter
back to congratulations and balloons

before my sciatic nerve pain 
and the crack in my rib cage

back when I could carry the weight 
of his body in my mouth 

he cooed and cried
I knew everything he needed

back to the glider by our bed and breast
next to the book he liked best

back to when we both could rest

before he broke his arm on the trampoline 
and I accused the springs

back when spills weren’t old stains
brushing my hair was less threatening

back when we blew bubbles
built puzzles and finger-painted our faces

before an ember burnt a hole in his blanket 
and we played in the ash pit after it cooled

back when he unraveled a ball of yarn 
through each room of our house

and I used it to find my way back to him

back when I could still get out of bed
my body was less tired and his less restless

back to the sandbox and the curly slide 
and the creek to feed ducks the grapes we cut up

before he brought me dead cicadas 
and drew black lines down our hallway walls 

back to us before I made a mess 
of loving him

back
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Rice McKelvin
CHOICE OF LIFE

Under the shaded arms of a cedar tree
we collect a dozen cicada molts,
line them up by size across a rock’s flat back.

How can it not be painful to change 
like this, grow an entirely new body
within the one already inhabited?

It’s a rhetorical question, of course,
because these insects cannot answer,
and we already know of our own hurt—

the hardened rib cage of adolescence
pushing through the raw softness
of childhood.

Amber Watson
MOLT
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We stare at the lineup of discarded 
bodies looking back at us,
their casings split at the seams.

It would be tragic to witness 
if we didn’t know these brittle skeletons
were a symbol of new beginnings,

their threadlike wings unraveling,
the only way for them to take flight,
the only way to go on living.
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