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2025 PRIZE WINNERS
PROSE
First Place:  Ivy Faust Lefebvre, “Directions” 

Second Place:  Fiona Jin, “L’Hôpital’s Rule”

Third Place:  Lucinda De Maio, “Tail of a Frog”

Fourth Place:  Lucille Hachtel, “In the Modern World”

Honorable Mention:  Aanya Santosh, “Everything Comes to Be “

Honorable Mention:  Destiny Sacluti, “Rising from Setbacks”

POETRY 
First Place:  Oluwatomi Ogundimu, “Sundance // opulence”

Second Place:  Emma Keating, “Beneath the Surface”

Third Place:  Ashra Roshy, “know me, the ugly girl”

Fourth Place:  Parker Koehler, “what the tea leaves tell us “

Honorable Mention:  Simon Archer III, “Blue Swallow of Hope”

Honorable Mention:  Bodhi Haines, “Gumbo”

TODAY’S PROGRAM
CLHOF Opening Remarks: Amy Danzer, CLHOF President

Emcee Randall Albers, CLHOF past President

Poetry Prize Presentation Daniel Borzutzky, Final Poetry Judge

Readings by Poetry Winners

Prose Prize Winners Presentation Bayo Ojikutu

Readings by Prose Winners

Open Mic Emcee Anna Hyslop, CLHOF Associate Board member

Open Mic Readings
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A WELCOME FROM RANDY ALBERS
“The man who cannot visualize a horse galloping on a tomato is an idiot.”

–Andre Breton

We at the Chicago Literary Hall of Fame are pleased to have you join us at 
today’s event. We know you are here because you entered the Randall Albers 
Young Writers Awards contest; are the parent, teacher, relative, or friend of a 
RAYWA entrant; are instrumental in creating some aspect of today’s RAYWA 
program; are a contributor or donor to the RAYWA fund; or are just an avid 
RAYWA celebrant of Chicago’s next generation of great writers. However and 
whyever you found your way here today, welcome. We are grateful for your 
presence and especially your energetic applause for these talented young writers.

Even though these awards, now in their third year, bear my name—and I 
am honored beyond measure that they do—this contest and these awards are 
not about me. They are about recognizing the creative work of the high school 
writers who took the time and made the effort to enter this contest. And I do not 
mean only the winners and honorable mentions; I mean all of those young people 
committed to the work of imagination who sent in submissions. Every person 
who wrote a poem or prose piece deserves to be applauded because they give us 
hope that imagination still lives and that young minds will continue to imagine 
moments that seem impossible—like a horse galloping on a tomato!

See it!
We all need to find ways of seeing images like that, of fostering the work of 

imagination.
Because the stakes are high. The Chicago Literary Hall of Fame takes as 

its mission to honor past writers from Chicago who have imagined well and 
written gloriously about their imaginings, to celebrate living writers from our 
own age who have done the same, and to nurture writers of the next generation 
who are discovering the lessons and joys of imagination. In a time when a host 
of programs are being cut or threatened with cuts—the arts among them—by 
people intent on sacrificing humane ways of being for egoistic ends, lending our 
support to writers past, present, and future becomes even more crucial.

The CLHOF mission, especially as it will reveal itself in the writing of 
young people today, emerges from wider needs. For individuals who are just 
starting out on the writer’s path, imaginative engagement is not simply a pleasant 
diversion from what some might see as more “useful” work. No, to learn to tell 
stories and poems well is incumbent upon developing a wide range of incredibly 
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useful linguistic and perceptual capacities—reading, writing, listening, speaking, 
abstracting, seeing, organizing, and creative problem solving, to name a few. 

These skills bring pleasure, even joy, which is the leading edge of learning. 
Competence breeds confidence, and confidence generates an even stronger 
desire and ability to learn more complex material. We should all be aware that 
these capabilities and skills are central to finding and advancing in a variety of 
careers. More and more companies are stating their interest in skills-based hiring, 
and those of you who can read, communicate, and offer creative solutions to 
problems will have a leg up in virtually any profession. Having a job is not a 
cop-out or fallback. We all want meaningful work, and working at a job while 
also doing your writing need not be seen as an either/or proposition. Having a 
profession may well let you eat while you do your artistic work. No one needs 
starving artists, and the training in writing can help you avoid that fate. So do it 
well. Put your imagination to work. 

More broadly, to those of you who have cultivated your creative skills and 
entered the RAYWA contest, imaginative problem solving is essential to finding 
better solutions to the problems of the world than we have hitherto managed 
to discover. We in our generation have sought solutions and are still working 
toward that goal, but new problems arise continually that call for innovative 
solutions. The only answer is no retreat. If you must pause to take a breath and 
collect yourself now and then, do it, then re-enter the fray. Your poems, stories, 
and future work will be integral to that effort, and will be much needed by 
society as a whole. Stories and poems have their many functions—among them 
helping us clarify our beliefs and identities, define our communities, and free 
our thinking to reach across boundaries of prejudice, ill-will, and hate in order to 
locate our shared sense of purpose and our shared humanity. 

The members of the Chicago Literary Hall of Fame Governing Board, 
Associate Board, Advisory Council, and dedicated staff encourage all of you—
and especially our young writers—to recognize the true worth of imaginative 
work, the importance of creative engagement in developing essential skills and 
problem-solving capacities, and the central place of the creative arts in helping 
us understand ourselves and work toward building a better world. 

And along the way, let’s all learn the lesson that the great Sufi poet Hafiz 
continually teaches us about life: “Have fun, my dears; my dears, have fun.” 
Congratulations to all of the talented young people here today.  I hope that you 
continue to find joy in spotting those horses galloping on tomatoes.
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2025 RAYWA WINNERS
Lucinda De Maio (she/her) is a sophomore at Walter Payton 
College Preparatory High School. This is her first published 
work. She is a captain of Payton’s Rooted & Radical Slam Poetry 
team, and was a 2024 All-Star Poet. She has also competed in 
poetry reading and informational speaking for Payton’s Speech 
team, and is a member of the drama club. Her narrative essay 

“Tail of a Frog” is inspired by a well-known children’s nursery rhyme in Latin 
America.

Lucille Hachtel (she/her) is a sophomore at Senn High School. 
“In the Modern World” is her first published work. As an avid 
reader, she is president of her school’s Book Club and an intern 
at the Chicago Public Library’s Teen Best Reads program. 
Lucille studies dance in her free time, performing Ballet, 
Jazz, Modern, and Hip-Hop styles in the Evanston Dance 

Ensemble. She was inspired to write the short story “In the Modern World” 
during her English 1 dystopian unit, where she read works by Ray Bradbury and 
contemplated society’s manufactured beauty standards and their impact.

Fiona Jin (she/her) is a senior at Adlai E. Stevenson High 
School. She has received awards from YoungArts, the Pulitzer 
Center, the Center for Fiction, Young Chicago Authors, 
the National Council of Teachers of English, among others. Her 
work has been published in several places, including DePaul’s 
Blue Book of Best American High School Writing. At school, 

Fiona serves as President of Write Club, Managing Editor of Design of Statesman 
(the school newsmagazine), and member of the Spoken Word Team. Fiona is also 
a visual artist and loves to visit art museums. “L’Hôpital’s Rule,” a memoir, was 
inspired by the calculus-like nature of memory.
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Emma Keating (she/her) is a senior at Hinsdale Central High 
school. She has been accepted into the Financial Planning 
program at the University of Illinois Urbana Champaign, 
where she will begin studies this fall. “Beneath the Surface” 
is her second published poem; her work also appears in Eber 
and Wein’s poetry anthology. She was a member of her school’s 

creative writing team and works closely with her teachers to improve her creative 
writing ability. Emma is a contributor to her high school’s leadership club and 
serves on the club’s Personal Relations team. Emma also plays for Hinsdale 
Central’s water polo team and enjoys writing and painting in her free time. Emma 
wrote “Beneath the Surface” about the feeling of wanting to admit something, but 
only expressing it through hints in a conversation. 

Parker Koehler (he/they) is a sophomore at the Chicago High 
School for the Arts. He has won three Silver Keys for his entries 
in the Scholastic Art and Writing Awards, and his work is also 
published in Chiarts Writes, his school’s literary magazine. 
This poem, “what the tea leaves tell us” is about healing and 
acceptance. 

Ivy Faust Lefebvre is a sophomore at Walter Payton College 
Prep. This is her first published work. She’s earned a Young 
Arts Award and three Scholastic honorable mentions. She’s 
a member of the Second City Teen Ensemble, founder of the 
Payton Pen, an amateur stand-up comic, and very tired all the 
time. She also writes middle grade novels, TV shows, poetry, 

and audio plays. If she can manage to make it through high school, she hopes to 
study creative writing in college. Her story, “Directions,” was a push back against 
the constant pressure to take life as fast as you can and represents a desire to slow 
down and appreciate your current path instead of living with one foot in the 
future. 
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Oluwatomi “Tomi” Ogundimu (she/her) is a senior at Adlai 
E. Stevenson High School. She plans to pursue a double 
major of Biochemistry and Music Education with a minor in 
Creative Writing at the University of Iowa this fall. “Sundance 
// opulence” is her second published poem. Her poems and 
a short story have also been published in her school’s literary 

and art magazine, The Wit. Tomi enjoys anything from composing and writing 
original music to collecting vinyl records in her free time. She was inspired to 
write “Sundance // opulence” when she was questioning the path she was on after 
she struggled to solve a calculus equation.

Ashra Roshy (she/her) is a junior at Adlai E. Stevenson 
High School. Her work has previously appeared in Teen Lit. 
In addition to writing, Ashra enjoys singing and is a district 
vocalist in her school’s choir. In her free time, she enjoys 
reading realistic fiction and memoirs. Her poem “know me, the 
ugly girl” was inspired by her love for her culture and the stories 
passed down through her family.

HONORABLE MENTIONS
Simon Archer III: “Blue Swallow of Hope,” The Chicago Academy for the Arts, 
Senior, Class of 2025

Bodhi Haines: “Gumbo,” Lane Tech HS, Class of 2026

Destiny Sacluti: “Rising from Setbacks,” Trinity High School, Class of 2027

Aanya Santosh: “Everything Comes to Be,” Adlai E. Stevenson High School, 
Class of 2026
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Directions
by Ivy Faust Lefebvre

If you take Parson Road for three miles, past the fields of corn, cows, and 
soybeans, take a right once you see the oak tree split by a lightning storm twelve-
odd years ago, follow the path as it winds and twists till you can’t remember 
which way you came from or where you’re trying to go, then stop, declaring 
yourself well and truly lost, then are likely to find yourself standing in front of a 
signpost, tall and wooden, with rough cut arrows pointing down more spindly 
paths. Dark paint gives a label to these directions, this way to here, that way to 
there, left turn for what was, and right turn for what will be.  

Ultimately, it doesn’t matter which road you take, they all lead to a place, and 
the longer you walk on them, the stranger the place becomes. You can follow the 
path for as long as you want, but straying off to other trails may give your journey 
an altogether more sinister taste.

Keep walking, don’t stop. You will be tempted by strange trails and stranger 
tales and you will meet those who wish to accompany you on your journey. Trust 
these friends, but also trust that they will leave you in turn. This is not their road, 
even if you have the same final destination.

As you travel, the hills will get steeper, and the trees will get thicker, and 
you’ll feel yourself wanting to give up. It’ll be too long, too hard, and every step 
you take will feel like you’re wading through a rushing river.

But the further you walk, the stranger the sights and scenes will become. The 
apples and nuts you gather become richer and more satisfying, and every drink of 
the cool clear water that flows through the streams feels like drinking a breath of 
fresh air.

You’ll find yourself feeling stronger as well, the miles and miles you’ve walked 
and the holes in your shoes a testament to how much you’ve grown. 

And you’ll find yourself pausing, stopping to take in sunsets, lingering for 
a harvest festival or two, savoring the open road before you reach your final 
destination.

The path becomes a traveling companion of sorts, and what had before 
seemed strange and terrifying becomes comforting and familiar.

You’ll meet others as your paths cross, and you’ll find yourself thinking how 
young these travelers are. Their fresh shoes and eyes wide with wonder and terror 
begging for directions in the unfamiliar landscape. You’ll help them the best you 
can, marveling at the fact that you yourself were once one of these bright-eyed 
wanderers marveling at the mysteries of their road.
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It’s a natural instinct to want to take those young and naive under your wing, 
to lead them through the forest, but you must remember that while you can walk 
alongside for a while, eventually, their paths will diverge from yours and you will 
not be able to walk their road for them. It’s hard to let go, especially as you find 
your legs weakening, your feet aching, your steps labored. You’re getting tired, 
traveler. You’re beginning to realize that no road goes on forever.  

And then, finally, after much toil, the road stops. The path you’ve traveled for 
so long ends in an instant and it’s then that you realize that you’ve done it. You’ve 
completed your journey. You’ve walked the path, you’ve found yourself at the 
end of the road. Now it’s time to prepare. You empty your pockets, spilling out 
the acorns and interesting stones. You can’t take any of it with you. You set down 
your satchel, hoping someone else will find it and be able to use it on their own 
journey.

The cool wind blows across your face as you take one last look at the woods 
you’ve stepped out of, gripped by the desire to run back into the forest, to find 
your feet back on familiar ground. But you know you can’t step back on the path, 
there’s nowhere left to journey to. So welcome traveler, welcome to the end of 
your road.

I hope you enjoyed the journey. 

About “Directions”  
What a lyrical story, so vividly rendered that the reader feels magnetically 
pulled along on this journey with the narrator, deeper and deeper into 
the woods on this voyage of discovery. The sentences, packed with just 
perfectly chosen words, simply sparkle. And by the time you reach the 
end, you can’t help but feel like you’ve shared a rich, memorable lifetime 
with the storyteller.

Cheryl Lu-Lien Tan, Final Prose Judge
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L’Hôpital’s Rule
by Fiona Jin

Algebraic slope, defined as y1-y2 / x1-x2, describes the average rate of change 
over a finite area. However, taking the limit of two points getting infinitely close 
to each other— lim —produces either a constant or an expression 

representing an instantaneous rate of change that holds true for the entire 
function. This is where derivatives come from: the tendency towards oblivion. 
Discovering what remains as limits are reached and patterns are rewritten in 
terms of zero and infinity, everything familiar redefined beyond recognition. I 
understood this somewhere in the skin of my teeth and the crevices of my palm 
before I could even speak fluent English. I first started to think that my body 
wasn’t mine when I was eight years old in a Beijing college dorm.

***
My mother, her parents, and my sister lived together in a one-bedroom 

apartment provided by the university at which my mother was a professor. 
My lao lao1, a retired math teacher, would watch the same TV program every 
week before dinner. Despite the health show being mainly aimed at elders, I’d 
memorized the preceding liquor and children’s medicine ads. But that day, the 
show introduced a patient who was born with her legs fused together.

Aiya, the young makeuped host gasped. How does she—how did she live? she 
corrected, noting that the toddler in the purposefully horrible, sensationalized 
photograph had been alive. Surgeries, a guest doctor pronounced eagerly, rubbing 
his hands together. So many knives and stitches. But she’ll always just be a lump of 
flesh from the waist down—

Six months later, my grandparents found me hunched over the cold metal 
bed frame at midnight, compulsively spitting saliva into a corner of the makeshift 
mattress made from blankets layered on bubble wrap. This was because I knew 
that my body could kill me.

我要抽你、 敲你!  I’ll whip you! I’ll knock your head in! My grandfather used 
to scream whenever I made a mistake. That day, however, the utter 
incomprehensibility of my neurosis earned me a trip to the doctor, who, just as 
befuddled, prescribed a box of the very same children’s medicine advertised 
before the health show.

1 “Maternal grandmother” in Mandarin

f(x+h)–f(x)
hh→0
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Within three years my lao ye2 died of lung cancer. My mother said, I can’t tell 
my 90-year-old grandfather back in China. He’d die of heartbreak. In the oblivion 
of my mind, my tai lao ye3 still believes in a man who doesn’t exist.

Derivatives are also a way of losing information—reducing the x-y position 
of a function to its instantaneous slope. I wonder if—I hope—that like calculus, 
writing creative nonfiction is perhaps more about significance than memory, 
significance derived from forgetting, because years later I don’t remember 
anything about Beijing except that my lao ye would smoke at the one window 
down our hallway, that I never finished that box of children’s medicine, that I 
would rather have shut up and gone to school with a 40°C-degree fever than 
complain. That when everything was dying, perhaps nothing else mattered. In 
other words, I am a coward.

***
All I really have of Beijing now is a small, powder-pink album of washed-out 

photographs falling apart at its binding. In each picture, I am smiling blankly in 
all directions, the flesh of my 4’11’’ stature flattened into impersonal pixels. But 
photos, like derivatives, exchange experience for appearance, and years after I 
moved back to the American Midwest, I continued to believe in what doesn’t 
exist. I continued to know that my body was not mine. Laying in my bed—the 
walls the same watered-down pink as that dying album—feeling pinpricks of 
invisible hands and an invisible gaze crawling through the suffocating suburban 
darkness, I gathered proof of reason like shredded remnants of two disparate 
photos I needed to piece into one. But nearing the very edges of oblivion—the 
days when I spent hours staring at the ceiling, trying to sew explanations from 
impossible logic, from the thoughts so strong I could barely breathe—I knew, 
solemnly and secretly, that at the extreme periphery of my perception, the worst 
of what I believed in had to be as real as the fear it caused.

Not all limits immediately make sense. When lim reduces to —

considered an “indeterminate form”—the derivative is unfinished. In this case, 
L’Hôpital’s Rule stipulates that taking the derivative of f(x) and g(x)— lim

—  will result in the true limit; that is, forcing together the photograph, removing 
information until the bigger picture is something mathematically acceptable. 
Computable—tolerable—only at the end of it all.

***

f(x)
g(x)x→c

0
0

f ’(x)
g’(x)x→c

2 “Maternal grandfather” in Mandarin
3 “Maternal great-grandfather” in Mandarin
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Some limits will always be reached. If not now, then eventually. There’s 
one oblivion I imagine so often it has become almost memory. In it, I am still 
a coward, but I am a saint instead of a girl. Maybe it’s 2019 this time. Let’s say, 
November. The Navy Pier. A weekend trip. Let’s say, the Lake Michigan breeze 
through the driver’s window. Limit as x goes towards infinity: oily smoke sighing 
from the squeal of metal against metal railing. Everything I ever knew about 
myself would be true, and nothing about that would matter as the sun met its 
watery, red-ringed reflection at the shoreline:

. 

About “L’Hôpital’s Rule”  
“L’Hôpital’s Rule” stuns with its ability to render a study as abstract as 
calculus into a metaphor as palpable and relatable as the human body 
itself. Within the space of only a few pages, it explores the question of 
what it means to inhabit a body with all its fragilities, and contemplates 
the limits of mere memory to capture the depths of our experiences. What 
holds more significance, it asks: the memories we retain, or the ones we 
lose? There’s a maturity of language, form and theme here that even the 
most seasoned of writers would envy. What a joy to have come across this 
level of talent in an artist so young.

Carrie Muehle

0
0
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Tail of a Frog
by Lucinda De Maio

Toddlers are very unobservant.

Of course, when you’re learning how to be a human, analyzing your environment 
is a complete waste of time. You have more important things to do. Obviously.

I have been here a little while, so my eyes have wrinkled just enough to see the 
crack in the cement. I know to step to the side so that I do not fall.

My cousin, however, only has two years in her past, and trips. Within seconds, 
her knee has formed a cauldron spilling out red, and crumbs of the gravel have 
clutched to her skin. We all know the feeling. It stings.

She looks at me as if to say, How dare you? How dare you let me fall?

Now, what would anyone do in this situation? They would console the child. They 
would take her hand and say,

“Sana, sana, colita de rana,
Si no sana hoy, sanará mañana.”

In English, it sounds odd.

“Heal, heal, tail of a frog,
If it doesn’t heal today, it will heal tomorrow.”

I promise you, it sounds slightly more normal in Spanish. But it is an odd chant. 

It’s also a lie.

It may not heal tomorrow. It may not heal in two days, or three. It may never heal.

Well, it is a skinned knee. A short recovery time is realistic in this situation. 

But nonetheless, at two, we have begun teaching her that her pain isn’t worth 
time. We have taught her that her pain is something to be silenced. It’s worth 
one day, two at most. Her pain is what will be mocked by men and dismissed by 
doctors and tolerated by herself.

Pain is to be shunned. Pain is to be shushed.
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So, naturally, Pain is female.

Pain is female. Pain used to have long hair, but she has pulled most of it out. She 
does that when she’s nervous. Her lanky fingers crawl into her calloused palm 
and pull, pull until the dark strands have woven themselves through her hand. 
She pulls until she can reach up and feel her reddened scalp bit back at her touch. 
Pain can’t stop pulling.

Pain chips off the red paint so she can bite off her once-ruby nails. They end in 
ridges that scratch, so no one is surprised to see the lines stretching across her 
arms. The scrapes run between blotches and burns and scars that should have 
calmed themselves by now, but she kept scratching and woke them back up. She 
scratches slowly, drawing in her knuckles to sink the toothed edges of her nails 
deep into her skin. Pain can’t stop scratching.

She tries not to scratch her face. Between the tip of her jagged nose and the edges 
of her cracked lips, Pain traces the smile lines she somehow acquired without 
smiling. Smiling hurts. It makes her lips split and bleed, and it shows her teeth. 
Half of her teeth have surrendered themselves to amber. The other half fell out 
when they punched her, because they wanted her to shut up. Pain can’t shut up.

A sharp pang draws Pain’s hands to clutch her gut. She recognizes this feeling. 
Frustrated, her fingers tense and grab at her blouse - it’s relieving to tear 
something other than her own skin. Her nails rip just enough at the fabric to 
reveal slivers of her stomach. It bulges out, reaching to carve its name into her 
mirror. She covers it with her arms, but with nothing left to cover her arms, she 
tries to remember how to form tears. Pain can’t cry.

What can Pain still do?

Kick. Claw. Scream.

It’s easy to point at Pain. She’s too distracted by everything wrong with herself to 
point back. It’s easy to point at Pain’s kicking and clawing and screaming and say 
“she did it, she can’t handle it, she’s too weak”. It’s easy to point at Pain’s blood-
lined gums and sewn-shut eyes and still-forming scabs. It’s easy, too easy, to 
blame Pain.

Pain is what we’d call a nuisance. Or, what we with worse etiquette would call, a 
bitch.
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*****

By now, my cousin has run out of tears. Her knee has healed quickly. Her Pain 
has become used to skinned knees.

Someday, more than just the knee will be skinned, and she will be easy to point at 
and blame. She will be easy to dismiss and diminish. But the truth is, her Pain is 
worth days, her Pain is worth weeks, her Pain is worth years. Even if she doesn’t 
heal today, even if she doesn’t heal tomorrow, we must let her cry. We must let her 
kick and claw and scream. Our Pain is not a nuisance, and neither are we.

“Sana, sana, colita de rana,
Me quedaré con vos si no sana hoy,
Me quedaré con vos si no sana mañana.”
“Heal, heal, tail of a frog,
I will stay with you if it doesn’t heal today,
I will stay with you if it doesn’t heal tomorrow.” 

About “Tail of a Frog” 
 “Tail of a Frog” is a deceptively powerful piece of writing that begins 
with a meditation on a younger cousin’s skinned knee. But with slowly 
mounting outrage, the narrator explores the way in which pain, and 
in particular a woman’s pain, is ignored, dismissed, and mocked.  “Pain 
is female,” the author writes, and it’s a declaration that seems to be 
the outgrowth of harrowing and hard-won experience.  Like all good 
writing, “Tail of a Frog” comes from a place of raw honesty — a simple 
but unsparing examination of how people become dehumanized first by 
abuse and then by the pressure to deny the abuse ever occurred.  This 
brief polemic is a stiletto-like stab into the heart of callousness and 
complacency.

Michael Antman
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In the Modern World
by Lucille Hachtel

Maris

America was no longer the land of freedom. Instead, it was divided into 
thousands of miles of rural land and a few huge urban hubs, called New Cities. 
Thirty miles away from the first New City, a girl sat on the stoop of her porch, 
arms wrapped around her legs, chin resting on her knees. Maris stared blankly at 
the field where her family was harvesting peanuts. She looked past them, at the 
shape of the New City skyline on the horizon. The loud clang of the dinner bell 
broke her from her thoughts. Maris’s siblings came rushing to the door, and her 
Dad walked behind them, giving Maris a tired smile. 

“Time for dinner, Sweetpea. Let’s go inside.” 
He helped her up and followed everyone else to the dining table. 
Mom ladled broth into bowls and placed half a loaf of bread on the table. 

Tanya took the last slice and gave Maris the heel. 
“Tanya, be polite, take the heel for yourself, and give your sister the slice.” 

Mom hissed. 
“It’s not like she’s going to eat it.” Tanya muttered.  
“Tanya!” 
“Let her have it Mom, I’m not hungry.” Maris interjected.  
“Fine, but you need to eat something, honey.” Mom told her, touching her 

arm. 
Maris nodded and took a slow sip of broth. She hadn’t been herself for weeks. 

Nia was gone. Nia was the youngest child of the neighboring family. They’d been 
inseparable since birth. Nia’s parents were peanut farmers too. On the weekdays, 
Nia and Maris would walk together to the peanut processing plant to do their 
work of monitoring the shelling machines and sorting out the defect peanuts in a 
long assembly line. 

A month ago, Maris had stayed home sick one day, and Nia had gone to the 
factory alone. She didn’t put up her hair, and when she’d leaned over the grinder, 
one of her braids got stuck. Maris heard that her head had gotten battered too 
quickly for her to be saved. She heard how some of the cleaners had to work 
an extra hour that night to clean the flesh and matted hair out of the machine. 
Mourning didn’t last long in the country. Families had to get back to work, 
to tend to their crops. Their livelihood depended on it, and for most it was a 
welcome distraction. But after four days of mourning, when all the neighbors 
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returned to work, Maris couldn’t. She went through the motions, but her 
productivity dropped. She couldn’t sleep and ate very little. Worried, her parents 
let her rest.  Her mother sent Maris to bed after she had continued to stare into 
her bowl blankly. Maris did as she was told, but stopped in the hallway when she 
heard her parents’ voices dropping to a whisper. “I don’t know what we’re going 
to do, Leonard. Last year’s harvest was poor, and this year’s crop is fairing even 
worse. We need money for the winter.” 

“We have to send one of them to get a job somewhere else. In the City. It’s our 
only option.” 

“You know how I feel about that. We don’t have authorization, it’s 
impossible.” 

“I got in touch with the contact your brother gave us. It’s someone who can 
insert an identity chip. It’s expensive, but it may be our only chance.” 

“Through the black market?” 
“Yes, but look, we need to be realistic. It’s going to be a long, cold winter. The 

Harts’ little boy died last year from cold exposure. We need to do everything we 
can to prepare.” Mom was silent for a moment. 

“I suppose you’re right, but who would we send? I need to stay here to take 
care of the little ones and you and Joseph need to stay to work on the farm.” 
“Tanya’s nineteen, that’s old enough to get a job.” 

Maris thought of Tanya, boy-crazy, snappy, with a bottomless stomach. She’d 
been looking forward to the Wheeler’s Barn Raising later this month. She’d been 
fixing up one of Mom’s old dresses for the dance afterwards. 

“I’ll go,” Maris said, stepping back into the dining room. 
“Maris, did you hear all that?” 
“Yes. Let me go instead of Tanya. Please.” Mom cast a worried look at Dad. 
“Honey, Tanya’s old enough to look after herself. The City is a whole new 

world. You still belong at home, you’re not ready for anything like that.” 
“But I am! I’ve always dreamed of getting out of the farm and seeing 

everything else out there. Tanya has never wanted to leave. She has so many 
friends, she’d never go willingly. I’ll be seventeen in the Spring. Everyone says I 
look older than my age.” Dad cupped Mom’s hands in his. 

“Maybe this is what she needs to move on from the Tragedy.” Mom turned to 
Maris, her brow creased. 

“You know that if you leave, you might not be able to come home for months, 
maybe years? And there’s no guarantee that we’d be able to keep in touch. You’d be 
by yourself.” 

“Yes, and I still want to go.” 
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Dad stood up and walked across the room to hug Maris. “You’re braver than 
anyone I know, Sweetpea.” Dad continued, talking to her mother.  

“She could be ready to go in three days. I’ll pass the word along in the 
morning.” 

 Maris’s Mom watched them, her chest growing heavy like a stone had been 
dropped down her throat.  

Maris hugged her Dad back, feeling alive for the first time in weeks. 

 Violet 

 “I need you to take your sister to her clarinet lesson. I have a work meeting 
that was scheduled last minute. I can’t get out of it.” 

Violet sighed and nodded. 
“Sure, Mom.” 
 Violet’s Mother was dressed in a navy blazer and pants. She checked her 

watch and kissed Violet on the cheek. 
“Could you stop by the grocery store too? I need some beets for my dinner 

party on Friday.”  She closed the apartment door behind her. 
“Shelia, where are you? We need to leave for your music lesson.” 
“Coming,” Shelia shouted back, before appearing before Violet and putting 

her shoes on. Violet took her hand, and together they rode the elevator down to 
the lobby. Shelia’s music teacher lived in the high-rise next to theirs. It was a short 
walk, and they were knocking on Mr. Bree’s door in no time.  “Ah, there’s my star 
student. Come on in! Violet, I’ll see you tomorrow for your violin lesson, right?” 

“Yep, see you then Mr. Bree.” 
Violet waved and watched the door close. Then she checked her pocket to 

make sure her mother’s credit card was still there and left. 
Violet’s mother was a single mom and a businesswoman. When Violet was 

an only child, her mother praised and doted upon her. She was happily married 
until Violet’s father left her for another woman. She was younger, and because of 
that, she had more genetic edits that made her more attractive. Violet’s Mother 
became obsessed with beauty. She believed only the most attractive people in 
society could be successful. To her, her husband leaving her meant that she 
wasn’t attractive enough. Just after he left, she gave birth to Violet’s younger sister, 
Shelia. Determined to give her second daughter the genetic nuance she no longer 
possessed, Violet’s Mother paid a hefty sum for Shelia’s modifications. Now, Violet 
felt cast to the side in her Mother’s affections. 

Sometimes, Violet wondered what her life would be like without Shelia. 
Would her Mother give her more attention? Would she be proud of her? Would 
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she pick her up from school and ask about her day? Hug her, say good night and 
good morning? Shelia was Mr. Bree’s best student, further along in her music 
lessons than Violet had been at that age. Shelia was prettier too, with brown 
highlights and purple eyes hooded by two rows of eyelashes. Her limbs were 
perfectly proportionate and guaranteed to stay slim through her maturing, unlike 
Violet’s legs. Her thighs had grown thicker with stretch marks near her hips. 

Violet walked into the grocery store, grabbed a basket, and passed through 
the sliding glass doors.

Why did it have to be this way? She loved to read and visited the library at 
least once a week. In the books she read that were decades old, genetic editing 
didn’t exist. People with all different appearances and lived together and life 
wasn’t so selective.  

She grabbed a loaf of bread and a carton of eggs. Then she headed to the 
vegetable aisle, spotting a few beets. Three beets, the exact amount her Mother 
needed. Before she got there, another woman scooped them into her basket. 

“No…” Violet said feebly.  
Her mother would kill her if she didn’t get the beets for tomorrow night’s 

dinner party. Violet had ballet class after school, so she wouldn’t be able to go to 
the grocery store. 

She squatted face level to the shelf where the beets had been. Maybe there 
was an extra beet that had been pushed back? One beet was better than none. If 
she came home empty handed her mother might accuse her of blowing off her 
task. Miracle of miracles, beets began to fill up the tray on the shelf a second later. 

“Oops,” 
Violet heard a voice from behind the shelves. A turnip had gotten mixed 

up with the beets. She grabbed the turnip and pushed it back through the shelf, 
trying to be helpful. A hand reached out to take it. Their fingers touched and 
Violet gasped, caught off guard by the instant of human touch and the dark hue of 
the skin. 

Maris 

Maris pulled her hand away quickly and stooped to look through the shelves. 
A thin girl with straight black hair looked back at her. She had watery blue eyes 
and skin that looked like porcelain. 

She looked perfect. She was a City resident. 
 “Who are you?” Violet asked, questions filling her eyes. She looked at Maris 

like she was a wild animal. 
“I work here. I’m sorry, but I have to get back to my job.” Maris replied, 
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flustered. 
“No-wait.” Maris stopped. 
“When is your break?” 
“Not until six, when my shift is over.” 
“Please, let me buy you dinner. Do you know the little diner a block away 

from here? Sally’s?” “I’ve seen it.” 
“Meet me there, at six-thirty. Okay?” 
 “I-” Maris turned over the thought in her head, her barely filled stomach 

rumbling. “I’ll try to be there.” 
Maris had been in the City for two weeks now. The day after she volunteered 

to get a job in the City, a man came to her house with a bag full of  metal scalpels 
and other scary-looking instruments. She had to sit back on the big armchair in 
the living room, her Mom holding her hand while the skin above her wrist was 
cut open and a little chip inserted. The man closed her skin with a few quick 
stitches.

A few days later she accompanied her brother to the entryway of the City 
to drop off bags of their peanuts. All City residents had their chip inserted when 
they were born, and occasionally an outsider would be approved access to the 
city, and their chip will be inserted then. Maris knew she was illegally obtaining a 
chip and using it to grant herself unauthorized access to the city. She pretended it 
didn’t scare her. After she entered the city without suspicion, she got a job at the 
grocery store, shelving produce in the back. Because she didn’t have any genetic 
mutations, she was instantly recognizable as an outsider. Her dark skin gave 
her away. The standard skin tone was milky white, no shade as dark as Maris’s 
coloring.

When the girl at the grocery store offered to share dinner with her, Maris 
agreed, out of curiosity and the hope that she could find solace with this kind-
looking girl. 

Violet 

Violet could hardly believe her forwardness, to ask a girl she’d never met 
before to have dinner. It was as if her heart had taken over in that moment, her 
logic was quiet. She felt in her gut an urge to talk to the mysterious girl.  

After she checked out her groceries picked her sister up from her music 
lesson, she made Shelia some dinner and sent her to bed. Her mother had called 
to say she wouldn’t be home until late. Once Shelia was tucked into bed, Violet 
headed out of the house to Sally’s. She saw the girl, already waiting for her at a 
booth. 
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“Hi,” Maris said tentatively. 
Violet smiled shyly. 
“I’m Violet. Thanks for meeting me. What’s your name?” 
“Maris, and thank you for inviting me. It’s been a little lonely for me, I don’t 

know anyone besides my coworkers.” 
 “Of course, I wanted to be friendly, I hope I didn’t scare you. Do you come to 

Sally’s often?” Violet asked. 
“Almost every night. It’s the cheapest and closest place to eat from work.” 
“How long have you lived in the City?” 
“Only a few weeks. I used to live in the country.” 
“Really? What is it like? I’ve never been outside of the City.” 
“It’s-” Maris struggled to find the right words to describe the open sky and 

endless fields. “Very different from here. There are no high-rise buildings or 
trains. Instead, when you look up there is just an enormous blue sky above you. 
You can breathe out there, it’s free.” 

“And there aren’t any grocery stores?” 
“No. It was a shock when I first got here. Everything is so high-tech.” 
“What do you do for fun out there? ” 
“Lots of games, painting and dancing. The nice thing about the small number 

of people is that you get to know your neighbors very well. We’d have a campfire 
after a day of socializing and I was the designated storyteller.” 

“Oh! I love to read and write. Do you have a favorite book?” Maris winced. 
“I can’t read. I never learned.” Violet was shocked. 
“What do you mean, you never learned how to read? Didn’t they teach you 

at school?” “We don’t go school. We’re supposed to help on the farms. We’re all 
going to be farmers so we don’t have much need for an education.” 

“Do you really believe that?” 
“Maybe not, but what can I do about it?” Violet was quiet for a minute, 

thinking. 
“Have you seen all the signs around the City, for genetic editing and beauty 

procedures?” 
“Yes?” 
“Well, I’ve been thinking about how unfair it all is. Genetic editing, instead 

of making everyone feel better about their appearance, has only made us more 
focused on it. Trends come and go, we can’t be perfect forever. Not to mention 
how the City and the rest of the world are separated. Why shouldn’t you have an 
education like mine?” 

“I don’t know.” 
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Violet grabbed Maris’s arm from across the table. 
“Maybe we’re not the only ones who feel this way. Maybe more people are 

just too scared to say anything. Scared of what people will think or scared that 
they’re alone.” “What are you suggesting?” Maris was weary of shine in Violet’s 
eyes. 

“We need to make a statement. To send a message to the world.” 
 Maris looked doubtful. Violet pushed aside the salt and pepper shakers to 

place her hands on the table. 
“Imagine our message covering one of those dreadful advertisements.” 
“Vandalism? We can’t do that!” 
“Why not? It shouldn’t be hard to get away with. For the first time in a while, 

I feel certain about something! It was fate that we met.” 
Over hamburgers and fries, the pair discussed the situation, with Violet 

finally winning Maris over. They would take the back stairs up to the roof of 
Sally’s dinner, and spray paint the billboard there. Violet ran home and grabbed 
the can of black spray paint in her closet that she had used in 6th grade for a 
class project. She checked on her sister, who was asleep in bed and then ran back 
to Sally’s, tugging on a black hoodie. They were nervous, but Violet had enough 
determination for both of them.  

After fifteen minutes, they stood back to admire their work. Over the ad for 
“The popular new eye color: Get your eyes done now!” were the words “END 
EDITS”. 

Violet smiled appreciatively. Things started to make sense to her in a way 
they had never before, like finding the missing pieces to a jigsaw puzzle. If there 
were no edits, everyone would be imperfect, and different, and then maybe 
it wouldn’t matter whether you came from the City or not. For a second, she 
imagined a world where Maris lived in her complex and took creative writing 
classes with her on the weekends. They could go to the library together, and Maris 
could learn how to read. Violet would give her a tour of the City and Maris could 
show her the countryside. 

“Hands up, over your heads!” They heard a voice bark. Violet and Maris 
turned around slowly, hearts sinking to their shoes. 

 A police squadron looked up at them, shiny badges gleaming in the light of 
the glass buildings against the dark sky. 

“I’m sorry,” Violet whispered to Maris as a police officer climbed the ladder to 
the roof.  

 Maris looked like she’d seen a ghost, her eyes were wide and she was biting 
her lips so hard Violet could see a drop of blood. 
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As the officer approached them Maris just shook her head, as if to show she 
accepted the apology but couldn’t bring herself to speak. 

“What do we have here? A couple of vandals. Arms out!” 
They extended their arms and held their breath as he scanned their chips. 
“Violet Smith, we’ll be escorting you home, and making a call to your mother. 

And Maris Slate, you’re-” He paused and frowned at the screen. “Something is 
wrong with your chip. It’s declined. The original records don’t align with your 
information.” 

Maris had begun to breathe faster and faster. This was not supposed to 
happen. She was supposed to get her job, make money, and send it back to her 
family until they sent for her when the harvest was plentiful again. She’d gotten 
caught, and all of the money and efforts her parents had put into this were ruined. 
She burst into tears, unable to control herself. 

 The officer grabbed her arm and growled, “We’re taking you to the station to 
ask you a few questions.” 

“Maris!” Violet shouted as the officers swarmed them and pulled them in 
opposite directions. 

 Conclusion 

Maris was questioned by the police, and her case was taken to court. She got 
off with a large fine and a legal offense on her record. Her chip was removed and 
she was forced to return home. Luckily, her family greeted her with open arms, 
and Maris could continue work on the crops when she came back. She’d have to 
work overtime for several months to make ends meet and recover the money 
they’d lost from the black market chip insertion, but she was home and safe. 

Violet and Maris’s vandalism of the billboard was videotaped by a bystander, 
who uploaded it to the internet before the Police could clean up the scene. The 
video quickly blew up online. There were many negative reactions and skeptics, 
but a few people supported their message. Perhaps most importantly, there was a 
significant number of people who responded to the incident by questioning the 
system and bringing more controversial topics to light. Violet’s Mother paid to 
keep her daughter’s name out of the media (and he family name away from the 
scandal). Violet secretly created an account through which she shared Maris’s 
story and raised money to pay for her court fine. #ENDEDITS became the most 
popular hashtag of the year. 

On Sunday nights, when everyone else was fast asleep, Maris walked into the 
field and looked towards the direction of the City, which was a cluster of shapes 
in the distance. She imagined Violet, staring out her apartment complex’s glass 
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window, looking towards the countryside at the same time.      
Someday, Maris thought, I’ll be back.

About “In the Modern World”  
This story, set in a dystopian future of stark divisions, describes in a 
remarkably calm yet compelling style the desperate choices forced 
on those just trying to survive another day. There’s a failed attempt to 
circumvent the technologies meant to enforce their divisions, but in the 
end a social movement born of simple acts of outrage begins to erode 
those separations. The writer gives us mature insights into the human will 
to survive and do the right things, and hope we need in order to survive 
even our own divided times.

Richard Guzman

2025 Chicago Literary Hall of Fame 
Induction Ceremony

Saturday, July 12, 2025

1:00 p.m. - 3:00 p.m.

Woodson Regional Library 
9525 S. Halsted Street, Chicago, IL 60628

Timuel Black, Oscar Brown, Jr., and Harriette Gillem 
Robinet will be officially inducted into the Chicago 
Literary Hall of Fame.

We expect there to be more demand than supply 
for the available seats, so register early to ensure 
your place at this event.
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Sundance // opulence
by Oluwatomi Ogundimu

Why you continue to live in brokenness is 
a question that can only be answered by 
feeding on fireworks. 
Why we are derivations of the same answer 
spoon fed, swallowed, and shoved 
into dry throats is an isometric motion; 
a contusion of chess pieces 
against skin or the 
one hundred eighty degrees 
that make up the torrent of a circle.  

She will never find you in places 
you don’t exist, so break off your ribs 
because this is your body 
and write on your palms 
because she is your blood, so 
do this in remembrance of me, 
of us, of the moonshine that pours out 
when you’re punched.

Will he forgive you? Will he take the derivative 
until the letters line up right enough to hold up? 
To add up? We can’t remember whether we 
burn or sing when we’re hit with a hand open 
with the preface of a promise that is a prophet 
with

//
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one.

	 blind eye 
	 & a tongue 
	 split in 
two. 
three. 
	 days later 
	 He rose 
	 sick & twisted 
	 and said 
	 we will 
	 love before 
	 we understand 
four. 
	 years later 
	 my spine 
	 is inflamed 
	 and my 
	 bones are 
	 made of 
	 calculations that 
	 i can’t 
	 wake up 
	 enough to 
	 even solve 
five. 
	 months after 
	 temperatures rise 
	 and the heat 
	 has died 
	 before sunderance 
	 can open 
	 its mouth 
	 and check 
	 if we 
	 are one 
	 eighty degrees 
	 combined together
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About “Sundance // opulence” 
Here is a poem of, from and for the body: its brokenness, its disintegration 
and, ultimately, its survival. This is an intense and vibrant poem, written 
with careful attention to sound, form and rhythm. Written on the skin, the 
poem moves through time, life, death and into the spiritual realm where 
the world of language evokes the unreal reality of what we know we can 
never know.

Daniel Borzutzky, Final Poetry Judge

2025 Fuller Award Ceremony 
for Jackie Taylor
Monday, October 20, 2025

6:30 p.m.
Black Ensemble Theater 

4450 N. Clark Street, Chicago, IL 60640

Jackie Taylor, the author of more than 100 plays and 
musical bios, thousands of poems, a screenplay, and 

two books, has been selected as the Chicago Literary 
Hall of Fame’s 2025 Fuller Award recipient in 
honor of her lifetime achievements. Taylor 

will be celebrated at a ceremony on Monday, 
October 20, at her Black Ensemble Theater 

(4450 N. Clark Street). Registration will 
open soon. Details about the speaking 
lineup will be posted shortly.

We will close 
registration when 
the theater reaches 
capacity, so don’t 
delay.
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Beneath the Surface
by Emma Keating

Did you know the ocean covers 71% of the Earth?   
That means that most of the world is covered in something we can’t even see 
Something dark and shifting, something untouchable 
I think about that a lot    
 
Some fish communicate by changing colors.   
Like a neon sign blinking in the dark 
A flash of red means danger 
A flash of silver means come closer 
And flashes of blue and gold saying things words can’t.
But I am not a fish. I don’t glow. I just sit here. 
 
The deepest part of the ocean is called Challenger Deep.   
It’s seven miles down where no light reaches 
Where creatures move slowly because the weight of the water presses against 		
	 them from all sides.
I think that’s what my ribs are doing right now.
Holding something in, holding something back,
because I don’t know what happens if I let it out. 
 
There’s a species of shark that’s older than trees. 
It has been swimming for centuries, 
Wandering through the cold, dark water,
Circling the same truths over and over,
Never saying them out loud. 
 
Did you know that when a whale sings, 
Its voice can travel for thousands of miles? 
It sends a song out into the open, 
Not knowing if anyone will hear it. 
Not knowing if anyone will sing back. 
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There’s a whale out in the ocean with a unique song  
Every day it cries hoping for someone to respond and finally communicate with 	
	 them 
Sending out a message to empty ears 
As the only way it can communicate is lost on those who may want the same 		
	 thing back 
 
Anyway, 
I just thought you should know 

About “Beneath the Surface”  
The poet mulls over aquatic geological considerations, the opening free-
verse quatrain establishes the lodestar of the poet’s soliloquy. “Did you 
know the ocean covers 71% of the Earth?/ That means that most of the world 
is covered in something we can’t even see/ Something dark and shifting, 
something untouchable/ I think about that a lot.” I admire poems that lead 
the reader to consider things normally unseen or rarely heard.

The following five stanzas are a mix of the didactic cinquains and sestets 
as the poem concludes with a statement to an unseen person. Literary 
technicalities aside, the poet projects meaning to the colors and quality 
of movements of an unnamed species of deep-sea creatures, neon-flashy 
fish, ancient sage sharks and lonely singing whales. All these life forms, 
at their core, seek to communicate and be understood. This poem’s 
imaginative considerations weigh the experiences of various underwater 
life forms, in contrast to the body-conscious pondering poet, seeking to 
contact others.

The reader is drawn into the mysteries of life’s “ocean” discovering the 
existential need for bridging our loneliness. “Every day it cries for someone 
to respond and finally communicate with them/ sending out a message to 
empty ears/ as the only way it can…” I feel this individual will be delving 
deeper into poetry. I wish much success in that endeavor.

Carlos Cumpián
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know me, the ugly girl
by Ashra Roshy

you spill sibilant words off forked 
tongues like the finest silk or sweetest 
poison & name me- half blind & battered 
at each gasping breath, swearing through a 
crooked mouth, staggering through the stepping  

stones of unlucky souls with swollen soles 
an ugly girl. you slice a thousand tiny 
needles of fire-ant death into my body & 
sign delicate u’s & swirling g’s & looping l’s & 
jagged y’s & call me- as i trace the dark crimson  

cursive with bare fingertips- an ugly girl. you pick 
apart a growing child’s flesh with perfectly manicured 
fingernails until the dark syrupy stain of your nacreous 
polish rots my body & title me- eyes sunken black & 
rib cage rippling through cob-web skin as i fight  

to stave off the shame like hunger- an ugly girl. but 
you only go shimmering skin-deep. you do not see as 
you lick your lipstick-laden mouth & produce sticky 
sweet words & poison-glazed smiles- the brass 
armor at my misshapen breasts & the steel arrows  

wrapped in my tangled nest of wreathing snakes. before you 
attempt to burn black the skin on my body with your 
charcoal-covered & hot oil-dipped vitriolic words, open 
your mascara-crusted & glitter-painted mind & know this.  

know that i am an ugly girl whose crazed eyes 
opened right as she was yanked into this dystopian 
cataclysm- for she always knew life would not run 
cool rushing water underneath her heels but would 
instead harden scorching rough rock below her feet.  



2025 RANDALL ALBERS YOUNG WRITERS AWARDS     31

know that i am an ugly girl whose angled mouth 
came from a black-haired angry boy who lost his 
mother to the cold & uncaring hold of famine before 
he could stumble on shaking legs & remember the 
pale-cut elegance of her gentle walk.  

know that i am an ugly girl whose unmixed flesh 
was molded not from the calm & still creek 
tears of golden-blonde models but was shaped 
with both the icy water & jagged silt found in warm 
sinuous streams & gritty pockets of river basins.  

know that i am an ugly girl whose 
shriveled body was once a safe haven 
for the exhausted fishing men with glossy mud 
up to their sunburnt elbows & sea water 
crystallizing on the tips of their wavy hair.  

know that i am an ugly girl whose coarse & raspy 
voice was once used by forest nymphs to hum the 
sweet & sharp melodies of tribal goddess hymns with 
amber lilies weaved into their tight braids & dotted 
crimson on their foreheads.  

know that i am an ugly girl whose coarse skin came 
from scrawny children walking three hours on 
weathered roads for scraps of spicy curry with only 
five rupees clenched in their tiny fingers & a single 
paper bill in their tattered pockets.  

know that i am an ugly girl who dreams 
dreams of turning each gleaming drop of 
spilled chili crimson into ink & drawing each 
silvery scar & hand-me-down body part into 
the world’s straw-stained & amber pages  

for all to see & know 
this is who i was made of. 
this is who i am.
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About “know me, the ugly girl” 
“know me, the ugly girl,” a poem of pungent words and imagery, is at 
once a violent condemnation of oppressive worldly categorization as 
well as a powerful reconciliation with one’s history and identity. Rawly 
and flagrantly, the speaker strikes back at her oppressor’s “sticky sweet 
words” and “poison-glazed smiles.” In the same reproachful tone, the 
speaker delivers a vivid, nearly mythological autogenealogy, detailing 
complexities woefully misrepresented by the simple, insulting label “ugly 
girl.” The poem asserts a characterization of resilience, a beauty no “glitter-
painted mind” could know. The author exhibits a remarkable command of 
vocabulary and an impressively mature psychological insight.

Clayton Lovell

Nuestros Corazones Literarios 
(Our Literary Hearts): 

A Latin Chicago Writers Showcase
Thursday, October 2, 2025

7:00 p.m.
18th Street Casa de Cultura 

2057 W 18th Street, Chicago, IL 60608

Join Carlos Cumpián and a host of other Latino and Latina authors 
as they share their stories, poems, and novel excerpts. Registration 

will open soon.
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what the tea leaves tell us
by Parker Koehler

the end is soft and sunlit 
time uncoils and settles once we have stopped running from it 
she lopes forward, a dog leaning on our heels and knees 
the dust mites swirl and sink while we sleep  

the end brings a slow unwinding of muscles when the warmth seeps down to our 	
	 bones 
where the rot has been swept away and aired out along the ridges of our spines we 
open the windows and watch it come for us  

the end finds us curled on a blow-up mattress, seven years old 
someone has left the door open to the late morning 
someone has let the air hang heavy with lavender and light gilded green 
it has never left us  

the end lifts us into its arms like a child fallen asleep on a car ride home 
it carries us up and cards its hands through our hair, kisses our foreheads 
we are left to stare at the skyline past the bridge and the brownstones 
awake at midnight with our too-long sleeves  

the end is here 
do you see it on the horizon? 
it only brings peace

About “what the tea leaves tell us”  
This poem bathes its reader with imagery that creates a sense of comfort 
in the inevitability of “the end” as the fortune being told by the tea leaves 
of the title will tell us. This comfort is built on the visual, as well as the 
kinetic senses: “time uncoils and settles;” or “the end lifts us into its arms.” 
There is a tactile optimism in this poem that leaves the reader envisioning 
“the end” as a fortune to be embraced and not feared.

Al DeGenova
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The Chicago Literary Hall of Fame (CLHOF) 
honors, celebrates, preserves, and promotes the 
development of Chicago’s great literary heritage—
past, present, and future. CLHOF seeks to realize 
this purpose by annual inductions of selected great 
writers from the past; ceremonies honoring living 
writers whose lifetime contributions to the literary 

arts warrant the highest recognition; literary awards to young people; 
classes, panels, and other literary endeavors designed to encourage the 
development of writers at all ages. CLHOF also creates written materials 
that record the lives and works of Chicago’s most important literary figures 
and presents these and other materials on its website, in exhibits, author 
events, public art installations, literary tours, and programming relevant 
to the organization’s goal of promoting Chicago’s vibrant literary tradition 
and culture. CLHOF formed as a project of the Chicago Writers Association 
in 2010, and splintered into its own nonprofit 501(c)(3) entity in 2014.

Board of Directors
Amy Danzer, President
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Scan the QR code to donate to the 
Chicago Literary Hall of Fame
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Visit us at ChicagoLiteraryHOF.org
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AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION SURVEY
We would be grateful for your thoughts about tonight’s 
ceremony, so that we can anticipate the future needs of our 
audience and continue to make all of our programs stronger. 
It takes only about two minutes to complete. Please scan the 
QR code and you can do it right on your phone or computer.
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