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The Productive Power– and Possibility – 
of Redemption and Healing
by Dwight Tanner, Guest Feature Editor

As clichéd as it sounds, a variety of bittersweet  
feelings accompany preparing this, the final special 
feature section of NCLR’s 2025 issues on North Caro-
lina LGBTQ+ writers. Working with the NCLR staff and 
the incredible writers and contributors has been an 
honor and a privilege. And, celebrating and engaging 
with rich, varied stories about queer experiences and 
perspectives is, now more than ever, truly critical.

The special feature begins with a reprinting of 
Randall Kenan’s acclaimed short story “The Founda-
tions of the Earth,” which first appeared in Kenan’s 
1992 collection Let the Dead Bury Their Dead. Kenan’s 
story primarily focuses on a Sunday afternoon visit 
amongst neighbors, but is full of the reveries and 
internal deliberation of Mrs. Maggie, a Black woman 
who now owns an old plantation but is focused on 
the mourning of her grandson, who she only learned 
was gay after his death. 

In addition to reminding us of the beauty and sim-
plicity of Kenan’s indelible voice, the short story delves 
into the complexities of being Black and gay in the 
South, examining societal norms, identity, and what it 
means to love. The story is accompanied by some of 
the sublime works of the multidisciplinary artist Ashon 
T. Crawley, which are also on this issue’s cover. 

As Margaret Bauer reminds us in her introduction to 
Kenan’s story, NCLR aims “to introduce a writer or a 
work to as broad an audience as possible, and we hope 
the readers will, in turn, want to read the full book.”  
I am hopeful and optimistic that the six book reviews 
that finalize the special feature accomplish just that.

In the first review, Catherine Carter unpacks the 
poetry in Minnie Bruce Pratt’s 2021 collection Mag-
nified, which documents seven years of anticipatory 
grief and loss following the illness and death of her 
spouse, trans-activist Leslie Feinberg. Drawing on 
interviews, Carter provides fascinating insight into 

Pratt’s composition of the poems and highlights 
the connections between them. Carter ultimately 
describes Pratt’s work as deeply crafted, blending 
explorations of the power (and at times the lack of 
power) of words with broader reflections on time, 
grief, and love. 

The recent reprinting of Jim Grimsley’s Dream Boy 
by Levine Querido is, as I argue in my review of the 
novel, a cause for celebration. Depicting queer vio-
lence and trauma against the potential of young love, 
Dream Boy tells the story of Nathan, a gay teenager 
who develops a secret relationship with his school-
mate Roy amidst the trauma of his father’s continued 
abuse. Grimsley’s minimalist yet emotionally charged 
prose expertly captures the tension and contradic-
tions between love and trauma and the complexities 
of adolescent queer experiences.

Onyx Bradley describes Gregory Ariail’s novel The 
Gospel of Rot as a surreal and fantastical journey of 
self-discovery in the North Carolina mountains. The 
story follows seventy-year-old Amelia, through her 
journal, interspersed with letters and notes that re-
veal her father’s secrets and her own truths. Bradley 
highlights the ways the narrative blends local history, 
Cherokee mythology, and the fantastic to create a 
unique late-in-life coming-of-age story that empha-
sizes the importance of confronting hidden truths 
and embracing personal change. 

Bridget Bell provides a review of poetry volumes by 
Jayme Ringleb and Han Vanderhart, both of which 
explore themes of family, trauma, and forgiveness. 
Vanderhart’s work delves into the legacy of racism 
and the complexities of Southern familial history, 
while Ringleb’s poems focus on the pain of rejection 
from those who should love and accept us. Attending 
to the choices and insights of each collection indi-
vidually, Bell also draws out connections between the 
two works and their themes about confronting the 
emotional landscapes of trauma and healing.

As a teacher and scholar of speculative fiction, I’m 
delighted to include a Amber Knoxs review of Zelda 

Lockhart’s novel Trinity, a ghostly multi-generational 
story of the Lee family. Exploring themes of racial 
violence, personal and inherited trauma, and 
spiritual healing, the narrative spans three gen-
erations of the Lee family’s struggles with abuse, 
PTSD, and societal inequality as they grapple with 
the presence of restless spirits. Knox celebrates 
Lockhart’s novel for its emotional depth and explo-
ration of healing. 

The special feature section concludes with  
Evan Peter Smith’s review of two books by Geor-
gann Eubanks. Of the first, The Fabulous Ordinary, 
Smith emphasizes Eubanks’s vivid descriptions 
of natural phenomena in the biomes and eco-
systems of the South, which highlight both the 
wonderment and the environmental challenges. 
Smith describes Eubanks’s debut poetry collec-
tion, Rural Astronomy, as snapshots of everyday 
life that reveal the beauty and potential for grace 
in the ordinary and unexpected.

I am struck reading most of these reviews by 
the powerful ways that each contributor describes 
these works as artfully depicting the reality of pain 
and trauma while still illustrating the productive 
power – and possibility – of redemption and heal-
ing, which feels like an apt way to wrap up 2025’s 
special feature. Once more I express my sincere 
gratitude to Margaret Bauer and the entire NCLR 
staff for their tireless work on behalf of the journal 
and its contributors. I am so grateful to have 
worked with them all. Thanks, also, to the many 
people who assisted and supported me in this 
process; to name just a few: Rachael Isom, Zackary 
Vernon, Jessica Martell, and Kyle Alexander.

Looking forward, I am excited to hand over the 
guest editor role to Anna Froula at East Carolina 
University, who will be overseeing the next NCLR 
special feature celebrating North Carolina’s vet-
eran writers and their impacts. To adapt a famous 
line from Tony Kushner’s Angels in America, let the 
great work continue! n
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