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Sarah Kersey is a poet, musician, 

and x-ray technician from New 

Jersey.  She is an associate editor 

for South Florida Poetry Journal 

(@soflopojo on Twitter), and the 

Associate Editor/Barista of  The 

Fictional Cafe. Additionally, she 

was a guest reviewer for Aji  

Magazine’s Fall 2018 issue. She 

tweets @sk__poet.  

“A career does not dictate whether or not 

someone will be a writer; the individual 

makes that choice.” 



So, tell us a little bit about yourself ?  

I am a poet, editor, musician, and x-ray technologist 
from northern New Jersey. Some of  my hobbies are 
writing, editing, reading, and watching Star Wars.  
 
X-ray technologist and being a writer are on two 
separate ends of  the spectrum. How did you get 
into this particular field?  
My mom is a teacher, so growing up, education was 
important. My mom taught me that if  I can read, no 
one has to tell me anything. She impressed upon me 
that words lead to precision...no “big words,” just 
right words. With all the reading I did growing up, it 
was quite natural I became interested in writing. My 
high school English teachers also had a huge impact 
on my love for writing. 

The reason I’m an x-ray technologist? My mom 
picked it out for me!  The career choice was mainly 
for practical reasons, but I soon found a love for the 
job. I like dealing with people, and my job helps in-
fluence my writing. X-ray is an art and a science that 
allows me to find the connection between being an x
-ray tech during the day, and a writer at night.  

How has being an editor impacted your writing?  

Being an editor is very instructive. It has taught me 
to self-correct as a writer. You see the same mistakes 
in people’s writing that is in yours and it makes you 
grow as a writer.   

Fun fact: the first chapbook I edited is Afieya Kipp’s 
forthcoming chapbook!  

How would you describe your writing style?  

Readers have described my writing style as very lit-
eral with little lyricism. I love using my experience as 
an x-ray technologist to influence some of  my piec-
es, also. 

Do you have any plans to publish a book?   

I’m currently in the process of  writing my first chap-
book, The Heights No One Sees, The Depths No One 
Dares, which should be finished by the end of  the 
year. I am aiming to start sending it out to publishers 
at the beginning of  next year. This particular book 
has been ten years in making. A lot of  the poems are 
poems I wrote in high school that I continued ex-
panding and editing.   

How do you combat writer’s block?  

I simply look for inspiration. For instance, I drive 
past a park every day for work, one which seems 
pretty sketchy. One day, I saw a pre-school teacher 
walking her students through the park. It reminded 
me of  Moses leading the slaves out of  Egypt, which 
sparked inspiration for a new poem in me. What I 
always remember is this statement, which is sort of  
philosophical: there is no such thing as creation, only 
juxtaposition. It really frees me up to write! 



You have a writing partner in crime, Jack Roch-
ester. Tell us a little bit about him and what do 
you like about working with Jack?  

Jack Rochester is one of  the editors of  my book 
and the Founding Barista of  the virtual coffee shop 
and literary magazine, Fictional Café.  

I enjoy working with Jack because he sharpens my 
acuity. Even though we don’t always agree on every-
thing, we are able to compromise.  

Any advice for writers trying to find spot in 
their writing community? 

Just do it! Just put your work out there! In 2013, I 
randomly submitted a poem to Columbia Journal’s 
Catch and Release blog. Since then, I haven’t turned 
back. There are so many journals looking for new 
writers, the world is your oyster. There’s always go-
ing to be someone looking for your work.  

Advice to writers that are constantly comparing 
themselves to others?  

It is not fair to you or to the person you’re compar-
ing yourself  to. Everyone’s situation is different, and 
you don’t know what they’re going through or how 
hard they had to work to get where they are.  

I had a teacher give me testing advice that has stuck 
with me all of  these years. It can be applied to many 
areas of  life: “focus on what you can control.” It’s a 
simple line, but it holds so much weight.  Multiple 

choice questions? You either know the answer or 
you don’t (generally). Open-ended questions are in 
your control because you are writing the answer, 
giving a full explanation, drawing on prior experi-
ence and knowledge. It’s similar with writing. You 
can’t control what resources you have, or your eco-
nomic situation, but you can control on your own 
writing and how to get better at it. That is an equal-
izer, because that’s what everyone can do.  

What is your opinion on writing full-time?  

There’s room for all kinds of  poets. Teacher poets, 
Doctor poets, Nurse poets. If  you write, you’re a 
writer, whether it’s full-time or if  you have a day job. 
If  we’re being honest, it’s hard to make it as a full-
time writer. When you make it your only source of  
income, it can put a damper on your love for writing 
because you’re constantly pumping out material to 
make ends meet. When you have a steady source of  
income, it makes writing enjoyable. You have more 
time to improve on your skills and you can still be 
passionate about it.  Writing full-time can become 
less about  your passion and more about putting 
food on the table.  I would encourage people to 
have a 9-5, but make sure it’s something you tolerate 
and like to do.  

 



Because of  where you grew up, did you hear 
“You sound white?” a lot?  

Of  course, I did! When you grow up in a predomi-
nately white area, this can become a topic of  discus-
sion.  

Our society has equated proper English with white-
ness and slang with blackness. This is crazy, because 
speaking properly does not, and should not, have to 
be inextricably linked to what you look like. Being a 
black person who speaks proper English can be al-
ienating at times, because of  comments like the ones 
you mentioned. 

Fortunately, that never stopped me from continually 
educating myself.  

I love this quote from poet Joshua Bennett: “Black 
kids can use all of  their Englishes.” It doesn’t matter 
what your English may be. Whether it’s academia, 
slang, proper, or a mixture, it doesn’t make you any 
less valid, especially in the arena of  creative writing. 

Do you feel pressure to write about black issues 
because you’re a black woman?  

While I don’t feel pressured to write about black is-
sues, I do have a poem which discusses Sandra Bland 
in my upcoming book. This was the first big news 
story that involved a black woman being killed by po-
lice, and of  course, I saw myself. A real way of  cop-
ing through the fear was to write.  

How important is visibility in the literary world?  

There are some overarching things all black people 
have been through, but there are some different 
things that not everyone has experienced, which 
should be written about. So, all black people should 
be writing about all of  their issues.  

Do you have an experience that impacted you as 
a writer or black woman?  

During sophomore year of  high school, I was the 
only black kid in my US History 1 honors class. 
When we reached the slavery unit, I was quick to call 
out the inaccurate information being taught. I often 
went back and forth in class periods with my teacher, 
because said teacher liked to infuse logical reasoning 
into class with syllogisms. I would always come back 
with “you can make anything logical, it doesn’t mean 
it’s true.” Being able to stand up for myself  and hav-
ing facts to support my reasoning was a molding ex-
perience for me. 

Another instance was growing up in a single parent 
family. When my parents got divorced, my mom’s re-
silience and need-to-get-this-done attitude showed 
me how to push through even the hardest times in 
my life. As a writer, and even an x-ray technologist, 
perseverance is key. 



Mother by Megan Russo 
 
 
Our history 
Is an open wound on the palm of  my hand 
Infection settling in the mangled flesh 
Claiming territory as its own 
A mottled landscape of  silenced anger 
 And bared teeth. 



I look at these hands— 
rough and scratched and scarred, 
and see my history, my inheritance. 
I think of  my mother's hands— 
long, slender fingers that looked  
destined for the keys of  a grand piano. 
Instead they picked crops, 
then picked my mother up and out  
of  a humble existence. 
I think of  my Nana's hands— 
remember how worn and wrinkled they were 
as I caressed them the day I said good-bye  
in the convalescent home where she lay dying. 
I think of  how proud  
and independent my Nana was, 
how proud and independent my mother is— 
her own history, her own inheritance. 
 
My Nana wasn't warm and loving. 
She wasn't like the sweet, funny old ladies 
I saw on television sitcoms. 
She spent too many years breaking her back 
working in the sun-baked fields. 
Too many years cleaning the homes of  the wealthy, 
too many years serving food and washing dishes. 
Too many years pushing a lawnmower and pulling 
weeds. 
Too many years living in hunger and being eaten by 
poverty. 
 
My Nana's hands never baked cookies. 
But they made tamales and chicken mole  
and tortillas from scratch. 

I didn't appreciate it when I was young. 
Didn't understand mothers and grandmothers 
don't always show their love with cookies 
and playful smiles and sweet spoiling. 
But sometimes through resourcefulness, 
resilience, and quiet strength. 
Now I long for the holidays spent 
around my Nana's old table 
with its cheap plastic cover to catch 
the drippings of  homemade salsa, 
my Tio telling jokes, all of  us eating and  laughing— 
for a few hours forgetting our heartbreaks 
and losses and tragedies. 
Now I long to kiss my Nana's sun burnt cheek 
and tell her that I love her, 
that I am proud to carry her strength in my blood. 
That she would be proud of  her own daughter's 
strength. 
 
I look at these hands and remember 
where I came from, 
that I am a woman descended from queens. 
Not by title, but by will. 
Not crowned with jewels,  
but with a fierce determination. 
I look at these hands  
and see my history, my inheritance, 
see all the women who carved a way for me. 
I look at these hands and they are mine— 
beautiful in their imperfection, 
scarred with strength, and ready to tell their story. 

These Hands by Lisa Weber 



Tangled History by Marie Fields  
 

My tangled history 
Screams at me 
Better to trash the whole thing 
Than pick through the mess 
For the pieces I want to keep 
The silent nights 
The wedding lights 
Laughter 
Smiles all around 
Overshadowed by 
The genocide 
The fleeing 
The terror 
Tearing into 
New country 
New language 
New identity 
Each generation tells the same story 
The same sun rises and sets 
Better still 
I think 
To forget. 



Genealogy by Juliette Sebock 
 

We were always told the family was 
like a virtual United Nations,  
a melting pot of  parts of  the world 
(in reality, mostly Western Europe) 
that most of  us would never get to see. 
 
I'd always been interested 
in our family tree, poured through the censuses 
to gauge the truth behind tales of  our genealogy, 
discerning messes of  handwriting to determine  
age, sex, location, occupations, relationships.  
 
Eventually, an uncle took the plunge,  
sold some DNA in the name of  solving 
the mystery of  our ancestry.  
The family had a flutter of  chaos  
as the majority we'd always thought Welsh 
was passed off  to Italy.  
 
We still don't know where exactly we all lie,  
from whence we came, when and where 
we'll die. But I almost hope the mystery stays 
to let us revel in the mystic enigma 
of  our imagined lineage and some faraway place.  
 

 



how do you say “soul” in your language? By Jaz Papadopoulos 

ψυχή, as in “soul”  
but I prefer πνεύμα  
as in “breath of  life”  
έκανα πνεύμα, as in  
I made a joke,  
I gave you the breath  
of  life, as in  

the hilarity of  re-learning your tongue’s birth right  
as an adult with your diasporic friends and frankly  
you’re all terrible.  

as in 
my dad looks at me 
sideways, and I  
say, snarkily, 
έκανα πνεύμα 
and my grandmother shrieks 
with the joy of  knowing  
that I, 
“canada”-born, 
have learned and used these words,  
poetic and elegant, 
to chide her eldest son. 



Chi-town Cocktails by Elizabeth York Dickinson  



Chicago, Elevated by Elizabeth York Dickinson 



Pierogi Day by Courtney Burk 
 

 
“Don’t waste flour!” my Dziadziu scolds in broken English, causing my cousin to laugh 
over the recording she took – to translate everything into an English recipe. My father obe-
diently brushes the flour across the bowing table and resumes rolling as my brothers run 
laughing across the screen, which follows and stops on my Babcia. Her worn fingers pat my 
mother’s between hers and she smiles through her words, the first time I’ve ever witnessed 
her happiness. “Pierogi used to remind her of  the war,” my aunt translates over my shoulder 
“but she says now on it will bring her joy.” 



The Idea of  Bharat, Verbalized by Prem Sylvester 
 
i crest my upper lip. purse it to the lower. gently. briefly. together. for the rounded release of  that 
ephemeral first phonetic: 
 
 /w/  
 
before the pronounced appearance of  syllables that shape the word as i am to know it; as i am to 
speak it: 
 
/ˌəʊˈkeɪ/ 
 
together now -  
 
"wokay?" 
 
but - laughter. my thamizh tongue is unsure. halts.   
 
the prefixed whisper lingers. louder in their ears. passed down by my mother through cobbled home 
lessons. the truth of  the unashamed dravidian.  
 
"(w)okay" 
 
i insist, uselessly. their mocking walls of  teeth dam my kaveri. evaporate ancient stream. glare at me 
from beyond the vindhyas.  
 
(forgive me, mahakavi. i crumble before their stares) 
 
my mouth has since lost its native shape, the acrobatic rhythm of  an ancient language reduced to colo-
nial conformity. now my tongue is just. 
 
okay  



Fu – Fu And Soup by Chi Ilochi 

Dough 
You are made of  boiled and ground plantains 
A staple food of  West Africa 
Home sweet home  
And at my home 
Chi ! 
Fufu’s done on those Saturday nights with the college football on 
I dipped you in soup  
Ogbono soup it is 
Full of  okra 
Crayfish  
And spices  
That will tingle your taste buds from here to there 
From childhood to adulthood you are my favorite pastime 
I’d share you with the world without hesitation with a cold sprite 
Everyone deserves a taste of  you 
So healthy  
So nourishing 
So amazing  
Ooww 
What would I ever do without my fufu and soup 



African Fruits by Elliott Bradley 

The same people who don’t know your fullest being are the first to say the the worst fruits as their favorite.  
kiwi,  

tomatoes,  
watermelon.  

 
I cannot say much as you look me in my eyes.  
The expectancy drops  
my words before your feet; waiting 
for you to pick them up 
and put them in your ears to listen  
to a cassette tape of  things I could not burn  
burn onto a CD (nor onto paper) 

 
 I cannot say much about their opinion either, except the best fruits are the ones 
that sprouted from your innocence:  

when you believed there were good men;  
when you kissed thinking you’ve left no mark;  

when you walked  
down the street failing to realize every boy was thinking about cherries, 
 how they blossomed from your womb like 
 a tree in Africa.  

 
Your mama always warned you about colonizers,  
the ones that were ready to pick every one of  your resources, but  
you never seemed to get the fact she wasn’t just talking  
about the white men.  



You,  
you My love,  

let them displace every one of  their childish ways on  
on a different part of  your motherland,  

until the leaves from your tree stop growing;  
till they were exported to places never meant for them;  

till they break into pieces so small  
they don’t even recognize they were once part of  your being. 

 

When you finally found out how they viewed you,  
I’m ashamed to say I cried. 

 All I could think about 
—at the time of  disposal— 

 was your stained coffee cup sitting  
on top of  your mother’s gospel,  

My silent worship going unnoticed as you embraced  
Me like I didn’t know about the men.  

Their stares were the perfume on your skin,  
the tears in your eyes, the GMO’s  

I’m not yet immune to.  
 
You were right you know? 
 I should've never told the public about your orchard.  
All they do is mass consume, destroy, or throw away perfectly good fruit.  
 

 

 



“What’s that smell?” my colleague cranes his neck 
to peek into my cube. 

I tell him the lemon rice I’m eating is tempered 
with mustard seeds and curry leaves, and hence the 
aroma. 

“Indian spices are appetizing,” he says. 

“Take a bite,” I extend a fresh plastic spoon and the 
Pyrex box to him. 

“I’d love to, but I already ate,” he cringes a little. A 
plastic smile follows. 

Now, he can’t get lunch from the café because “he 
already ate,” so gets a bag of  corn chips from the 
break room after 10 minutes. 

His loud crunch fills the afternoon quiet. I wear my 
headphones. 

*** 

He says he loves Indian sweets, but the ones sold 
here, in the USA, probably aren’t authentic enough. 
So, when I visit India, I bring back for him, a box 
of  pistachio burfi from a quality store. 

He thanks me profusely, and then turns around and 

googles “Is it safe to eat sweets coated with silver 
foil?” 

“My wife loved the burfi,” he says the next day. His eyes 
tell me the cardboard box is lying at the bottom of  his gar-
bage can, wrapped in many grocery bags, as if  it were some 
hazardous material. 

*** 

The day before Thanksgiving, he takes me out 
to lunch because I always go out of  my way to help 
him. 

“You pick the place,” he says. 

“Indian restaurant?” 

“Of  course, my favorite.” 

At Namaste India, I load my platter with steaming 
naan, daal, and paneer. He surveys the buffet and comes 
back with a bowl of  yogurt and some slices of  cucumber. 

“Only this?” 

“Yeah, had a heavy dinner last night,” he sighs, “but 
the food looks amazing.” 

Back at work, he purchases two bags of  corn chips 
from the vending machine. 

Why Pretend to Like my Food by Sara Chansarkar 



 

A Spell for the Marginalized by Aviva Lilith Van Pelt 
 

 
a waning crescent is necessary to be rid negativity. 
a line of  birds, cumulus-kissing the clouds, to conjure empathy. 
mix in some worpose salt. two tbs of  foliage, cause change is beautiful. 
one whole cup of  eyelashes, never wished upon. 
four cups of  indian ocean water, for it is the warmest ocean. 
a bottled dream of  what you wish was. 



 Ndi Ogwashi-Ukwu by Jekein Lato-

Unah  



Market Scene by Jekein Lato-Unah  



Samiat by Jekein Lato-Unah  



Ndi Agbor by Jekein Lato-Unah  



Sofiat by Jekein Lato-Unah  



Lake Desire by Kristin Garth 
 
Your husband named it Lake Desire — a hole  
in 3,000 acres inspires landscape  
reshaping, waterfront.  Pine trees bankroll 
river trench dug, Florida grunts of  dozens draped  
in sweat-drenched clothes, a scorching July of   
labor exposed, connecting emptiness/ 
overflow.  Carpet bags transmuting love 
to liquid, round as ring, bridal bequest, 
balcony, surveying everything  
you gained for leaving all you ever knew. 
Desire reflected from bedroom view, clings  
translucent, nomad, new, inside you, 
a daughter summoned, longleaf  circled lake, 
to wait for 1883 heartbreak.  



Son by Jacob Fowler 

 

pressure like the wind in the back of  your eyes 
when you’re a child about to cry 
 
is brute-bodied frustration boiling 
into the world you can’t control. 
 
my son isn’t born yet, but he lives in my head 
as strained and tight as Medusa’s neck 
 
which was whipped around by all those serpents, 
someone pull up a chair up so she can rest. 
 
my son isn’t born yet; no one knows what his name will be 
even though his soul is printed on my back, righteous and backwards. 
 
he tells me someday the corn in the cafeteria smells like paper towels 
he tells me someday everything is okay dad 
 
he tells me stories that my father taught him through me, 
and I smile back with wrinkles someone from the homeland lent out. 
 
pressure like a dying star expanding in your brain stem 
is a child with no world to make his home in. 



Eight Cities by Heidi Miranda 
 

I harbor the sadness of  the  
two oceans I've crossed back and forth  
for as long as I've lived. When I  
took Latino studies in school,  
the first thing the professor said  
was, “you know you are Latino  
when the line between your home and  
your home is blurred," and he pointed  
from one country to another  
on the map. The last image I 
have of  my family is when  
we're all standing at the airport  
waving goodbye and hoping that  
in another year, I will come  
back. When I'm home again, I count  
days from summer to winter, and 
every year, I hope to God  
that they can go by a little  
bit faster. School ends, and the one  
thing keeping me from them is a  
visit to the dentist. I cross  
airports, and every single  
time I walk the runway, from the  
heat of  the desert to the heart  
of  the equator, I can't keep  
myself  from crying. At one end,  
my family waits to receive  
me. At the other, my family  
waits.  



la vermont by Anthony AW 
 

i danced new  
order antechamber thru  
hallways. i clipped  
 
out photographs wearing  
grandpa’s watch& 
i sigh. i  
 
sweat beer alone 
&alive i’ve  
lost you i’ve—  
 
vanished in wood, 
riding passenger thru 
 
rutland. internet cafes 
had us connected. 
 
long ago, i 
was once lost 
 
during ski classes. 
snow patrol supposedly 
 
looking for me. 
i’d un-and-re- clasp 
 
my skis&  
traversed trails freely. 



starbucks, 

usually my last choice for coffee, 

is today my first. 

office workers, construction men, 

college students and me 

needing their shots of  daily coffee, 

the white girl in her early 20’s, green and black at-
tire inquires, 

bringing me out of  my reverie, 

‘what will it be?’, 

sorry,  

was just laughing at the redundancy of, 

chai tea. 

‘a small latte’. 

‘name? she asks,  

wishing I was an ann, john or tom, 

but reminding myself  that  

i’m laced with melanin, 

swallow and reply, 

‘ne-ha’, enunciating each syllable so  

clearly my mouth  

fuck*ng hurts. 

the slightly confused look 

i get in return, 

tells me to 

anticipate a chuckle, 

from what I’ll read on  

my cup of  coffee. 

maybe it’s the PMS,  

                                  maybe it’s the anxiety, 

but today, I need someone to put an effort, 

into  

saying 

             spelling 

                           struggling  

over my name. 

because today, 

i don’t feel like looking down on my Pakistani her-
itage, 

but, 

unapologetically, 

making them realise, 

how each syllable in my name 

was the result of  my nana, nani, 

avoiding 

colonial treachery. 

I Want You to Say My Name by Neha Maqsood 



A Girl in Midnight by Kailah Figueroa  
 

Skin, an armor of  black suffering.  
Sealed with trauma and whispers   
from memories not belonging to me.  
Tears, mined of  their gold, rusting   
silently between moments of  waking life.  
  
Body, not beautiful enough to mourn.  
Each morning disappearing in correcting   
colors and distorted reflections of  myself.   
Trying to sever midnight from my body,  
While mending ivory into my mind.  
  
Strangers, a museum of  stolen art,  
A curation of  pieces never belonging to them.  
Black details, an armor inherited at birth.   
Always devalued and degraded.   
Always seen more beautiful on ivory.  
  
Life not valued enough to be a loss.  
Never the starring role for their evening stories.  
Instead, a body to stare at and wish to disappear.  
To take up too much space, to erase, 
To be invisible with every second in their gaze.  
  
But I try to retain a reason to survive 
other than to please and release labor.  
To truly find solace in my midnight,  
strengthening armor, restoring in gold.  
A half-hearted girl, becoming whole. 



What Remains by Megan Russo 



 “The Words That Do Belong” by Jonathan Garcia 

 

I’m frustrated because “This is America” is not what we are about. 

I’m frustrated that I can stand next to a stranger and smile and speak but the news tells me we hate each 
other.  

I’m frustrated that retribution is becoming an unattainable social construct. 

I’m frustrated that we can all feel the rain, but never the sunshine. 
I’m frustrated that none of  us truly pick a side, but we all represent ourselves online like we do. 
I’m frustrated that sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can now cut straight through us with 
disastrous consequences and even a prison sentence. 

I’m frustrated that I can be the bad guy for believing in a better world, the world that is already all around 
us, that you choose to ignore. 
I’m frustrated that we despise our differences when it’s our differences that should be celebrated. 
I’m frustrated that defending ourselves is now seen as weak. 
I’m frustrated that I’m a victim when I want to be seen as strong. 
I’m frustrated that as a male Hispanic writer that to some, I should only be allowed to write from a male 
point of  view even though I was raised by women and to be frank, I just relate to women more. 
I’m frustrated because I know if  you sat down with the person you hate the most, had coffee, and just 
talked it out, you would be ok. 

I’m frustrated because conflict is supposed to help us grow, instead we’re plucking petals and leaves to be-
come similar stems. 
I’m frustrated that my dreams mean nothing to those that don’t dream. 
I’m frustrated because this is not who we are.  
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ISSUE TWO CONTRIBUTORS 



From the Desk of  The Editor… 

Well, we did it again. You guys did it again. Your non-

stop support and encouragement has allowed us to put 

together yet another incredible issue. We are currently in 

the midst of  a political landscape where differences are 

being used to divide our country instead of  embracing 

our given nickname “the melting pot” Contributors, you 

trusted me with your most personal pieces and I hope I 

did them justice. You opened your heart up to show me a 

glimpse of  your upbringing and that isn’t always easy. 

Annabel, you created an amazing cover and create beauti-

ful images for The Castle every week. Even with my bad 

describing, you seem to always figure our and perfect my 

vision. Sarah, we started this interview journey as com-

plete strangers and now what a friend I have in you. 

From our first conversation, I knew I was interviewing 

the right person. Your words helped me figure out my life plan and inspired more than you 

know.  To everyone that follows our magazine, thank you. I see you, I appreciate you, I adore 

you. You keep me going in times where I feel like giving up. From the bottom of  my heart, 

thank you again. Issue Three here we come! 


